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Witnesses 

Truth be told, we really don’t know very much about this man Jesus of Nazareth, this man 
whom we confess to be our Lord and Savior, this man whose resurrection from the dead is the 
very bedrock of our faith.   You’d certainly think we’d know more.  After all, there are several 
people in the Old Testament about whom we know a lot more than we do about Jesus, for 
example, Moses and King David, despite the fact they both lived a thousand or more years before 
him.  But aside from a handful of stories about his birth and childhood, we know nothing at all 
about Jesus until well into his adult years, and even then, if you take everything we know about 
his years of ministry, everything, it would still only add up to maybe a couple of months’ worth 
of activity, and almost half of that comes from only the final week of his life. 

What is more, if our only source of information about Jesus were the letters of Paul and even 
the Gospel of John—the twin pillars of our Christian faith—we wouldn’t know very much at all 
about his life.  Paul never mentions anything that happened in the life of Jesus prior to what we 
call the “last supper,” and he doesn’t even seem to be very curious about what he was doing 
before that.  For Paul, Jesus is the Risen Lord, whose continuing presence in the church through 
the power of the Holy Spirit is the focus of his gospel, not what Jesus did or did not do in the 
years before his death and resurrection.  And while John certainly tells us a great deal more than 
Paul does about the life of Jesus, beginning his gospel with the story of Jesus’ baptism by John at 
the Jordan River, he doesn’t tell us all that much, only a dozen or so incidents over the course of 
Jesus’ ministry, all of which have been carefully chosen by John for the purpose of convincing us 
that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, sent by God to call us out of the darkness into the light. 

The fact is both Paul and John seem to be perfectly content with focusing in on the very heart 
of the gospel, the essence of the Christian message, and leaving it at that, because to them that’s 
what really matters, that’s all that really matters.  But there’s a problem with that, and it didn’t 
take long before it became a serious problem for the early church.  That problem being, when you 
only know a few things about Jesus as a person, that leaves a whole lot to the imagination, which 
tends then to rush in to fill out the rest of the story on the basis of all kinds of information that 
people claim to have, including their own personal relationship with the Jesus of their imagining, 
the Jesus who they may believe has spoken to them in dreams, the Jesus who they think has come 
to them in visions with “secret” revelations he apparently didn’t share with anyone else.  So you 
very quickly had numerous versions of who Jesus was and what he had done over the course of 
his life circulating in the church, some of which may well have been based on actual facts known 
to some, but many of which seem to have been invented pretty much out of whole cloth, and 
were nothing but the fruit of some people’s vivid imaginations. 
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Which is the problem that the book we know as 1 John is dealing with.  Theirs was a very 
close-knit community of believers gathered around the disciple described throughout the Gospel 
of John as the “disciple whom Jesus loved.”  Some of their members, though, seem to have come 
under the influence of preachers—who they were or where they had come from we have no 
idea—who had a very different sense of who Jesus was and what he had done from the tradition 
of the community.  A version of Jesus that simply didn’t correspond to the person that older 
members of the community had actually known, or had heard about firsthand from the beloved 
disciple himself, the Jesus they had—in the famous words of 1 John—“heard with our own ears, 
seen with our own eyes, and touched with our own hands.” 

What made the problem even worse is that on the basis of this new version of Jesus that was 
being preached, some members of the community had begun to live in ways that were 
profoundly disturbing to others, and so deeply disruptive to the health of the community, a 
community that valued unity above all else.  No doubt, it wasn’t just this one community of 
believers that was affected by this sort of thing.  My guess is this problem was widespread 
throughout the church, for the very simple reason that people just didn’t know very much about 
Jesus, and were then at the mercy of those who claimed to know more than they really did. 

Which is where the so-called synoptic gospels came in, Mark, Matthew and Luke, all of which 
seem to have been written to set the record straight about just who Jesus was, what he had said, 
where he had gone, and what he had done, all compiled on the basis of the memory of those who 
had been there, those whom Luke calls “the witnesses,” a term that for him is pretty much 
synonymous with “apostle.”  Their purpose in doing so was not only to tell the story to those 
who knew nothing about Jesus, but probably even more to set the record straight for those who 
knew a little bit about Jesus and thought they knew more, and so were leading people astray—
like those in 1 John—with their imaginary Jesus, a Jesus who was nothing like the real Jesus that 
some had actually known.  Finally, the church, in the face of all these competing claims, all these 
different versions of Jesus, came up with an authorized version of the “Jesus story,” which is what 
we know as the New Testament, a collection which included the letters of Paul and the Gospel of 
John along with the synoptic gospels, plus other writings including 1 John. 

This didn’t, of course, eliminate the problem, which is still very much an issue in the church 
even today, and for exactly the same reason it was an issue in the early church.  All of us look to 
Jesus as the “pioneer and perfecter of our faith” (in the words of Hebrews), the inspiration for 
our lives, inspiration that we find in the Jesus we know from the testimony of scripture and our 
own experience of the Holy Spirit.  But the fact is we still don’t know all that much about Jesus 
the man, which means there’s still a whole lot left to the imagination, our very fertile imagination, 
which is where all those legends about Jesus that are not found in scripture have come from.  
Legends that have even found their way into the official teachings of some churches, and onto 
the pages of countless popular novels.  Legends about Jesus’ childhood, legends about Mary and 
Joseph, legends about Jesus and Mary Magdalene, legends about Judas, legends about Barbabbas, 
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and on and on and on.  Legends for which there is often absolutely no basis in fact, but which 
have, by becoming a part of the story, influenced the way we see Jesus. 

As a result, these days, a time when many people disdain the confines of organized religion, 
preferring the free-floating realm of spirituality, and may have little if any knowledge of the 
scriptural record and its testimony of Jesus, there are all kinds of ideas out there about Jesus and 
who he was, what he did, and why it’s important, ideas that have so little basis in any factual 
information, that you can only wonder where in the world they came from.   Which is why it’s 
easy to imagine the frustration felt by the author of 1 John, a man who seems to have actually 
known Jesus—to have seen him and heard him and touched him—only to hear others in the 
church talking about some Jesus who was nothing like the real person he had known. 

I feel the same way.  A whole lot of what passes for Christianity these days—including both 
liberal and conservative versions—is something I don’t even recognize, and it’s certainly not the 
Jesus I know.  Which, granted, is not the end of the world, since no one made me the judge of 
everyone else’s faith, as much as I’d be willing to take on that responsibility.  I do think, with 
Paul, that we need to leave room for the Holy Spirit to work among us and lead us to new 
understandings of Jesus, who after all is the risen and living Lord, and not just some artifact of 
history. 

But there is one thing, perhaps more, but this one thing for sure, we need to be very clear 
about in terms of our understanding of Jesus.  That is the fact that the Jesus we proclaim was not 
and is not some ethereal spirit floating around up in the clouds, far above the nitty gritty of human 
life, but a real live flesh and blood human being who was and still is deeply concerned about 
people who were sick, people who were poor, people who were outcasts, people who were 
refugees, people who were hungry, and people who were homeless, and spent his life trying to 
do something about it.  That is the Jesus that those who knew him best proclaimed, the Jesus that 
you and I are called to witness both in our faith and in our life together as a church.  Because 
whatever else you may say about Jesus, you have to say that.  Because that is the real Jesus. 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, 
to whom be all glory and honor, now and forever… 


