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Appropriating Fellowship

In Old Testament theology,

remembering is appropriating.  To appropriate simply means to lay hold of or claim 

something as one’s own.  So in the case of the narrative we have in the Old 

Testament, what God had done for his exodus generation was to be received by the 

generations that came afteer as having been done for them.  Thiis is the meaning 

behind all the great festivals, like the Passover.  In the remembrance of these things 

they were to count themselves as having participated in the great redemptive act of 

God, the mighty work of bringing his people out of bondage in Egypt and into the 

promised land.  Thie Word of redemption, which was this narrative of what God had 

done with and for his people, actually communicated that redemption to each 

generation.  Each generation therefore heard and believed that Word, and they 

appropriated that story to themselves.  Hearing and remembering is appropriating.  

In this way a person became a member of the community of the redeemed. 

In today’s Epistle from St. John’s firrst letteer, we also hear that the apostle understood 

that faithful transmission of “the word of life” carried the same promise of believing 
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and appropriating.  Just like for the people of the Old Testament promise, now 

wherever and whenever that Word – the Gospel of Jesus Christ – was received and 

believed, then and there “the life was made manifest, and we have seen it, and testify 

to it and proclaim to you the eternal life.”1  Thien and there the fellowship of the 

redeemed was being enlarged.  Not only do the angels rejoice over one sinner who 

repents, but the Church itself experiences the fullness of joy.  So today the same 

thing happens in the Church as that which the those firrst Christians experienced.

Clearly the apostle (and his fellow apostles) experienced the manifestation of the 

Word of life which he is now eager to “proclaim to you”.  St. John of course knew the

Incarnate Christ in person, He was there for all the big things – the miracles, the 

transfirguration, the crucifirxion – and of course he then saw and knew the Risen 

Christ in the fleesh.  So John begins his firrst epistle, “that which was from the 

beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we 

looked upon and have touched with our hands”2  We can hear the echoes of the 

beginning of his Gospel: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with 

God, and the Word was God.”3  Jesus, the Word made fleesh, is eternal, as we confess 

in the Creed He is one substance with the Father, by whom all things were made.  

Thie Word made fleesh brings us the Gospel, and that Word of proclamation gives unto

those who hear and believe a life that is eternal, for the life He gives is His own.

John says and says again (says it twice!) that he is proclaiming the Word of life 

1 1 Jn 1:2.
2 1 Jn 1:1.
3 Jn 1:1.
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which was made manifest in Christ, which is believed unto eternal life.  Thiis is the 

message that he proclaims to everyone who will read or hear his epistle.  For 

everyone who hears or listens, in this very proclamation there is fellowship.  You see,

when hearers believe the Word of life, such faith builds fellowship between believer 

and believer, and between the believing community and the Father and the Son and 

the Holy Spirit.  Thie fellowship we have with God is refleected in the unity of faith in 

the here and now, and is even shared with all the company of heaven.  Our 

fellowship springs forth from fellowship with God.  Our joy also springs forth from 

this same fellowship, because believers rejoice when others hear the Word of life and

believe it.  So John says “we are writing these things so that our joy may be 

complete.”4  Thiat fullness of joy comes when we are in fellowship with the apostles, 

when the Word that has been handed down from Christ to them to us is heard and 

believed.  

Thie joy comes because the “message” the Word of life declares is a diffeerent view of 

God than what we could possibly hope for.  What is the message?  “Thiis is the 

message we have heard from him and proclaim to you, that God is light, and in him 

is no darkness at all.”5  Our view (or perspective) of God apart from faith is that he is 

dark, foreboding, forbidding.  Thiere is no joy in that!  Thiere is no desire to share 

fellowship with that!  But we have the message of Christ.  It is that eternal life has 

appeared to us.  For the Father so loved the world that he gave his only-begotteen Son,

and this is what John proclaims to you – that the Word of God who has come into 

4 1 Jn 1:4.
5 1 Jn 1:5.
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the world and become a man is both God and light.  Thie Word of life in the person of

Christ shows us that God is light.  As the Old Testament declares, he is “merciful and

gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, keeping 

steadfast love for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin.”6  Thiis is 

joy.  Thiis is the fellowship we want. 

Now, we know that light has nothing to do with darkness.  We know that lies have 

no fellowship with the truth.  Thierefore this hearing and appropriating has 

implications for our life.  Big ones.  In fact, “if we say we have fellowship with him 

while we walk in darkness, we lie and do not practice the truth.”7  If we say we are 

walking in the light but still live like those fumbling around in the dark, then we 

need to get back to the light.  Thiis “walking in the light” corrects our view of 

ourselves and creates fellowship.  We acknowledge our sin and unrighteousness.  We

receive and rejoice in God’s forgiveness and cleansing.  Thiis is repentance, a return 

to the Word and sure promises of Christ, that for His sake our sins are cleansed by 

His very blood.  As those cleansed and forgiven therefore we do long for and do have

fellowship with our fellow brothers and sisters who are also cleansed-and-forgiven 

by that same blood of Christ.  Here from St. John’s firrst epistle is where we draw the 

familiar words of Confession and Absolution that we hear and say in Divine Service 

setteing one.  “If we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in 

us.  If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse 

6 Ex 34:6–7.
7 1 Jn 1:6.
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us from all unrighteousness.”8  We are not without guilt, since we were born with it.  

As David said, “I was brought forth in iniquity, and in sin did my mother conceive 

me.”9  But the blood of Christ cleanses us and frees us from the power of sin, death, 

and devil, for  Christ has paid the price on our behalf.  He surrendered Himself to 

death on a cross, in order to deliver us from the rightly deserved death of our eternal 

souls.

And in His Resurrection we have the sure sign that He has done what He came to do 

and what He said He would do.  By His resurrection, Jesus Christ has become the 

whole world’s righteous advocate before the Father.  Thie apostolic writer does not 

mention Jesus’ resurrection in this text, but it is implicit in the assurance that “we 

have an advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous.”10  Thiat this same Jesus 

can be our advocate now entails that He, who died and was buried, was raised and 

now lives forevermore.  Jesus is our propitiation, He has obtained the Father’s favour,

and not just for us, but for the world.  Knowing that, wouldn’t we want to share it 

with others, so that they too might have the fellowship of God, and we might have 

true Christian fellowship with them?  We have received the most extraordinary good

news: that the Word of eternal life has come into the world.   He has come to show 

us that God is the Light of the world, to cast away the darkness, and to be our 

Advocate before the Father for all who believe in Him.  Just as the Israelites laid 

claim to the promises of God in their remembering of the Lord’s mighty acts, we also

8 1 Jn 1:8–9.
9 Ps 51:5.
10 1 Jn 2:1.
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appropriate the grace of God through our Lord Jesus Christ by His Word and 

Sacraments.  So in our hearing and remembering, in our Baptism, in our eating and 

drinking of His very Body and Blood, let us grasp hold of this Word of life, the 

eternal life of Jesus, and let us abide in Him and walk in the same way in which He 

walked.

And now the peace of God which passes all understanding keep your hearts and 

your minds in Christ Jesus.  Amen.   Soli Deo Gloria✠
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