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Koinonia in Community Contrasted with Socialization 

Let’s look at 1 John to deepen our understanding of community. 

The Apostle John wrote 1 John some fifty years after the death and resurrection of Christ. John 

writes all his books from this maturity forged through fifty+ years walking faithfully with Jesus. 

In two short verses, John describes the earthly ministry of Jesus (1:1-2). Then he moves on. 

Now, what is so crucially important to John that he brushes so quickly through such 

astounding, life-transforming truth as the life of Jesus? 

We proclaim to you what we have seen and heard, so that you also may have 

fellowship with us. And our fellowship is with the Father and with His Son, Jesus 

Christ (1 John 1:3, emphasis).  

When was the last time you heard “fellowship” outside a Christian context?  

For most of us, fellowship is an outdated word. A modern dictionary grasps one aspect yet 

misses much of the 1st century meaning. We find words like acquaintance, camaraderie, club, 

companionability, on friendly terms, company, society, togetherness or socialization.  

The word translated “fellowship” is the word koinonia in the language of the NT. The broad 

meaning of koinonia describes a partnership where they actively commit to each other to share 

something together. Koinonia is an active partnership, the sharing together of mutually committed 

partners. This word is used of Peter and John who had koinonia in the fishing business. They had 

an active, mutually shared, partnership to earn their living by fishing. Fishing brought them 

together as they shared life as fishermen on equal and friendly terms.  

As Christians, what brings us together to share life?  

The present resurrected life of Jesus Christ within connects us with one another because God 

designed us as community. This is the common life we share, the same life that the Father, Son 

and Spirit share with each other. This eternal life emphasizes a quality of life. However, it’s also a 

length of life since eternal life begins at the instant of faith in Christ and continues in us forever. 

The life appeared; we have seen it and testify to it, and we proclaim to you the eternal 

life, which was with the Father and has appeared to us (1 John 1:2, emphasis).  

Why is this so important? 

Because God’s life, the life Jesus brought, is life together. The only life that the Father and Son 

have to give humanity is shared-life, a life of relationship and unity, love and community. We 

have one life shared in many bodies…koinonia. Let’s not settle for less. Find a small group 

connection within the large faith-community that exudes the relationship between the Father, Son, 

and Spirit, the first SmallGroup. 

In socialization, each person is free to independently choose what is central and to decide when 

to come or go. I relate directly with you, on my terms, when and how I want to. Socialization 

aligns with our western individualism driven by a “me-first” consumerism.  

By strong contrast, the independence of socialization is a far cry from the interdependence of 

koinonia. Koinonia doesn’t relate directly with others, but indirectly through the Trinity. 

Koinonia possesses an indirect relationship because it’s born out of our shared life of the 

resurrected Christ. I relate with you by joining the Father and Son as they love and relate with 

you. So, we relate with God and with one another on His terms, not on ours. All our horizontal 

relationships become triangulated, first passing through the Father, Son and Spirit before touching 
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others with His love. When I meet with another person, I consciously ask, “How would Jesus 

respond here?” Koinonia demands and gives far more than socialization. 

“I choose to look at people through God, using God as my glasses, colored with His love 

for them” (Frank Laubach).  

What koinonia shares in common is the life of Jesus, not simply time with each other as we 

bring some warm bodies together and enjoy chatting. Clubs and groups gather together around 

common interests and mutual compatibility. Koinonia gathers together around a common life. As 

Christians, we do not come together simply because we like each other (although liking is nice!) 

What we share in common is the life of Jesus. In koinonia, it’s not our mutual compatibility that 

joins us together, nor our common interests, nor our race, politics, doctrine, principals, moral 

ethics or existing friendship.  

There is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free, nor is there male and female, for 

you are all one in Christ Jesus (Galatians 3:28). 

Koinonia challenges us to relate in equality on the basis of Christ, not based on our similarities 

or our differences. As members of God’s forever Family, we experience and pass on His co-love, 

even to those tough to love. Look at Jesus’ Twelve. He invited those who were natural, hated 

enemies into the oneness of the new culture He formed.  

“The life of God in the world does not have its meaning in isolated units, but in a 

fellowship of those who share that life in Him”  

(Reuben Welch, We Really Do Need Each Other). 

The longing for community strongly draws the world as part of the image shattered in the Fall. 

Isolated units are not God’s design. However, socialization is the only option open for one human 

life to relate to another without Christ. So of course, the world with its clubs and societies and 

neighborhoods and hobbies labels their experience “community.”  

I experienced this as a city slicker when I married and moved to a small mid-western town. 

Everyone in town knows everyone else. They talked about having “community” together. When 

someone was in need, they gathered to help, like in a barn-raising. They liked having potluck 

meals together. This was very attractive to me as part of my first years as a Christian. 

As Christians, though, let’s not settle. Don’t simply ape society. Don’t fall for the limited 

community the world peddles, as “the best it gets!” Mere socialization like in the TV sit-coms 

Cheers and Friends or a small, mid-western town pales in comparison to koinonia yet is a 

legitimate aspect of koinonia. 

Koinonia belongs to those who have given their lives to Christ through faith. It’s a Family 

experience. Koinonia soars beyond socialization by freeing us to relate with one another through 

the common life we share in Christ. The NT calls us to a different relationship with one another, 

even though it may look similar on the outside to a casual observer. Do a word study on the one 

anothers in the NT, our responses towards other believers in koinonia. 

That’s koinonia. It’s not only our design, but it reflects the deepest longing of our hearts. 

John pours into this idea of koinonia all the Reality of God’s manifested life in His Son. We 

share God’s own life taking on humanity in Jesus. This shared-life creates both vertical and 

lateral fellowship, koinonia both with our Community-God and with one another. This common 

life is always with each other in and with the Community-God (1 John 1:3). 
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Because we have been ushered into koinonia with the Father and with the Son, we have 

complete access to all they are and do, as we bow to the leadership of our God, Father, Son and 

Spirit. Oh, we don’t become lit’l gods. How foolish. But in a real way our life is now forever 

inseparable from God’s life. 

Yes, the radical mutuality of the life of the Father and Son is breathtaking. And Jesus brought 

this shared life all the way to us from the Father’s heart into ours. John passionately 

communicates this staggering Reality, the release of the transforming power in koinonia, so that 

we will be drawn in close to Him and be transformed in His presence.  

Now, I dearly love my wife and our four grown children. What has kept us together over the 

years, though, has not been an idyllic, stress free relationship or even our common interests. We 

are family. As fam, we have made tough choices to learn to love each other. We grew together in 

the midst of tension and disagreement, diverse personalities and differing preferences as we chose 

to relate with each other in growing openness. 

Of course, we ought to be nice to each other and enjoy casual times of socialization together. 

It’s fun when we share common interests. These add a lot. However, the one essential that really 

counts is our shared common life in Christ, koinonia. We really do need each other to walk out 

this common life together.  

“Too often we are together as Christians doing the things we like to do together—volley 

ball, parties, teas, leagues, receptions and what not. Or we get together and talk about 

cars and sports and babies and clothes and weather…and we come away having talked 

and laughed and enjoyed ourselves; but strangely empty and lonely….”  

(Reuben Welch, We Really Do Need Each Other, pp. 34-35). 

These things belong to socialization. Socialization is not bad. It’s part of community but falls 

far short of the mutual commitment in relational koinonia in community.  

Koinonia adds life and depth to our social interaction because we relate by first joining with 

this Family-of-Three. And I believe Jesus’ desires that we socialize as we give expression to the 

common life we share in Jesus, integrating this life into all our work and play, every aspect of life 

under the sun.  

This is the community that my heart yearns to be a part of.  

How about your longing heart?  


