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1 John 4:1-6  

"Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits, 

whether they are of God; because many false prophets have 

gone out into the world. By this you know the Spirit of God: 

Every spirit that confesses that Jesus Christ has come in the 

flesh is of God, and every spirit that does not confess that 

Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is not of God. And this is 

the spirit of the Antichrist, which you have heard was 

coining, and is now already in the world.  

You are of God, little children, and have overcome them, 

because He who is in you is greater than he who is in the 

world. They are of the world. Therefore they speak as of the 

world, and the world hears them. We are of God. He who 

knows God hears us; he who is not of God does not hear us. 

By this we know the spirit of truth and the spirit of error." 

LESSON 

The background for our lesson today is very important in 

understanding what John is addressing as a problem in his 

church located in Ephesus...a church which he pastored 

nearly two thousand years ago. John was nearing one 

hundred years of age and he had pastored the church for 

many years. During his pastorate, he had been banished to 

the island of Patmos where he wrote the Book of Revelation. 

After his release, he returned to his church to finish out his 

years of ministering to the saints.  

But tragedy had struck. False teachers had come into town 

and many of his congregation had left his church to follow 

the false prophets who were teaching the doctrine of 

Gnosticism. The church split had broken the heart of the 

aged pastor and the letter which we are studying is his plea 

to his congregation to remain true to the faith and not act like 

those who had left the church.  

What was the doctrine of Gnosticism?  

The basic doctrine of Gnosticism was that matter is 

essentially evil and spirit is essentially good. The Gnostics 

went on to argue that on that basis God Himself cannot touch 

matter and therefore did not created the world. What He did 

was to put out a series of emanations. Each of these 

emanations was further from Him, until at last there was one 

so distant from Him that it could touch matter. That 

emanation was the creator of the world!  

The Gnostics believed that God had nothing to do with the 

creating of the world. That is why John begins his gospel 

with the ringing statement: "All things were made through 

Him; and without Him was not any thing made that was 

made." (John 1:3)  

Some of the Gnostics held that Jesus was one of the 

emanations which had proceeded from God. They held that 

He was not in any real sense divine; that He was only a kind 

of demi-god who was more or less distant from the real God; 

that He was simply one of a chain of lesser beings between 

God and the world.  

John insisted: "In the beginning [before all time] was the 

Word (Christ), and the Word was with God, and the Word 

was God Himself." (John 1:1)  

"And the Word (Christ) became flesh (human, incarnate) and 

tabernacled (fixed His tent of flesh, lived awhile) among us; 

and we [actually] saw His glory (His honor, His majesty), 

such glory as an only begotten son receives from his father, 

full of grace (favor, loving-kindness) and truth." (John 1:14)  

"In many separate revelations [each of which set forth a 

portion of the Truth] and in different ways God spoke of old 

to [our] forefathers in and by the prophets,  

[But] in the last of these days He has spoken to us in [the 

person of a] Son, Whom He appointed Heir and lawful 

Owner of all things, also by and through Whom He created 

the worlds and the reaches of space and the ages of time [He 

made, produced, built, operated, and arranged them in 

order].  

He is the sole expression of the glory of God [the Light-

being, the out-raying or radiance of the divine], and He is 

the perfect imprint and very image of [God’s] nature, 

upholding and maintaining and guiding and propelling the 

universe by His mighty word of power. When He had by 

offering Himself accomplished our cleansing of sins and 

riddance of guilt, He sat down at the right hand of the divine 

Majesty on high." (Hebrews 1:1-3) 

The Gnostics were wrong! Jesus Christ was God in human 

flesh...not some demi-god or a lesser god than God!  

There was another teaching of Gnosticism that was 

Antichrist. Some of the Gnostics held that Jesus had no real 

body. A body is matter and God could not touch matter; 

therefore Jesus was a kind of phantom without real flesh and 

blood. They held, for instance, that when He stepped on the 

ground He left no footprint, for His body had neither weight 

nor substance.  

Other Gnostics taught that Jesus was a man into whom the 

Spirit of God came at His baptism; that Spirit remained with 

Him throughout His life until the end; but since the Spirit of 
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God could never suffer and die, it left Him before He was 

crucified.  

These teachings were all heretical and totally false. The 

Gnostics' beliefs at one and the same time destroyed the real 

godhead and the real manhood of Jesus. 

For John Christian belief could be summed up in one great 

sentence: "The Word became flesh and dwelt among 

us." (John 1:14)  

A person (spirit) which denied the reality of the Incarnation 

was not of God. John lays down two tests of belief.  

(1)  To be of God a spirit (person) must acknowledge that 

Jesus is the Christ, the Messiah. As John saw it, to deny 

that is to deny three things about Jesus, (a) It is to deny 

that He is the fulfillment of the promises of God. To 

deny that Jesus is the promised Messiah is to deny the 

great many promises and prophecies of the Old 

Testament. (b) To deny that Jesus was the Messiah was 

to deny that He is the center of history, the one for 

whom all previous history had been a preparation. (c) 

To deny that Jesus was the Messiah was to deny His 

Kingship. Jesus came, not only to give His life in 

sacrifice, but to set up His kingdom in the hearts and 

lives of men and women.  

(2)  To be of God a spirit (person) must acknowledge that 

Jesus has come in the flesh. It was precisely this that the 

Gnostics could never accept. Since, in their view, matter 

was altogether evil, a real incarnation was an 

impossibility, for God could never take flesh upon 

Himself. The fact that John is out to correct both these 

Gnostic teachings explains a curious paradoxical double 

emphasis in his gospel. On the one hand, there is no 

gospel which so uncompromisingly stresses the real 

humanity of Jesus. Jesus was angry with those who 

bought and sold in the Temple courts. He was physically 

tired as He sat by the well which was near Sychar in 

Samaria. His disciples offered Him food in the way in 

which they would offer it to any hungry man. He had 

sympathy with those who were hungry and with those 

who were afraid. He knew grief and He wept tears as 

any mourner might do. In the agony of the Cross the cry 

of His parched lips was: "I thirst." 

It is the truly human Jesus that John sets forth in his great 

gospel of belief.  

As John saw it, to deny the complete manhood of Jesus was 

to strike at the very roots of the Christian faith,  

To deny the reality of the incarnation has certain definite 

consequences.  

(1)  It is to deny that Jesus can ever be our example. If He 

was not in any real sense a man, living under the same 

conditions as men, He cannot show men how to live. 

The writer to the Hebrews states: "For, as we all know, 

He (Christ) did not take hold of angels [the fallen 

angels, to give them a helping and delivering hand], but 

He did take hold of [the fallen] descendants of Abraham 

[to reach out to them a helping and delivering hand].  

So it is evident that it was essential that He be made like 

His brethren in every respect, in order that He might 

become a merciful (sympathetic) and faithful High 

Priest in the things related to God, to make atonement 

and propitiation for the people's sins." (Hebrews 2:16-

17)  

"Inasmuch then as we have a great High Priest Who has 

[already] ascended and passed through the heavens, 

Jesus the Son of God, let us hold fast our confession [of 

faith in Him],  

For we do not have a High Priest Who is unable to 

understand and sympathize and have a shared feeling 

with our weaknesses and infirmities and liability to the 

assaults of temptation, but One Who has been tempted 

in every respect as we are, yet without sinning.  

Let us then fearlessly and confidently and boldly draw 

near to the throne of grace (the throne of God’s 

unmerited favor to us sinners), that we may receive 

mercy [for our failures] and find grace to help in good 

time for every need [appropriate help and well-timed 

help, coming just when we need it]." (Hebrews 4:14-16)  

(2)   To deny the incarnation is to deny that Jesus can be our 

Great High Priest. To lead men to God the High Priest 

must be a man, or else He will be pointing them to a 

road which it is impossible for them to take.  

(3)   To deny the incarnation of Jesus Christ is to deny that 

He can in any real sense be our Saviour, for to be our 

Saviour, He must identify with those for whom He came 

to save. "Let this same attitude and purpose and 

[humble] mind be in you which was in Christ Jesus: 

[Let Him be your example in humility:]  

Who, although being essentially one with God and in the 

form of God [possessing the fullness of the attributes 

which make God God], did not think this equality with 

God was a thing to be eagerly grasped or retained,  

But stripped Himself [of all privileges and rightful 

dignity], so as to assume the guise of a servant (slave), 

in that He became like men and was born a human 

being.  

And after He had appeared in human form, He abased 

and humbled Himself [still further] and carried His 

obedience to the extreme of death, even the death of the 

cross!  

Therefore [because He stooped so low] God has highly 

exalted Him and has freely bestowed on Him the name 

that is above every name,  

That in (at) the name of Jesus every knee should (must) 
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bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 

And every tongue [frankly and openly] confess and 

acknowledge that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of 

God the Father." (Philippians 2:5-11) 

(4)  To deny the incarnation of Jesus Christ is to deny that 

there can ever be any real union between God and man. 

If spirit is altogether good and the body is altogether 

evil, God and man can never meet, so long as man is 

man. The great truth of the incarnation is that here and 

now there can be a real communion between God and 

man!  

In our text, Pastor John is instructing his congregation that 

many false prophets had gone out into the world and were 

teaching the false doctrine of Gnosticism and it was the 

responsibility of every person in his flock to test and think, 

to examine closely the teachings of these false prophets. 

Most likely, those false prophets were claiming to be under 

the influence of the Spirit of God when they were teaching.  

In apostolic churches, as in ancient Israel, communications 

were made from time to time by 'prophets', men and women 

who spoke as the mouthpieces of a power beyond 

themselves.  

Every prophet claimed to be a spokesman of God, to be 

inspired by the Spirit of truth, but in Old and New Testament 

times alike it was necessary to test these claims. It is 

tempting to ascribe any unusual phenomenon to the power of 

God, and in the early church there was a tendency to regard 

any kind of unusual "spiritual" gift such as tongues or 

prophecy as being inspired by the Spirit of God, and 

therefore a sign of the validity and truth of what was said by 

the person possessed of the gift. Christians, however, needed 

to be reminded that demonic activity could penetrate their 

churches. The fact that a statement was attributable to 

inspiration by the spirit did not prove that it was the Spirit of 

God! Jesus had warned concerning false prophets. "And 

Jesus answered and said to them: "Take heed that no one 

deceives you. For many will come in My name, saying, ‘I am 

the Christ,’ and will deceive many."" (Matthew 24:4-5)  

"For false christs and false prophets will rise and show great 

signs and wonders to deceive, if possible, even the 

elect." (Matthew 24:24) 

Throughout the Old Testament many tests were used when 

deciding if the prophet was false or true. If the prophet used 

fortune telling or was in any way connected with divination, 

he was to be rejected. If the prophet was marked by a desire 

to say only what pleased the people, he was false.  

If the prophet draws people away from God and centers their 

attention and commitment to themselves or the organization 

they are leading, then that person is a false prophet. If the 

prophet is teaching something that is not confirmed in the 

Scripture, that person is false. The moral character of the 

prophet must be godly and righteous. If not, he is a false 

prophet.  

In verse 2 of our text, Pastor John presents the positive 

evidence for recognizing when a prophet is inspired by the 

Spirit of God. The test is the confession of faith made by the 

person who claims to be inspired by the Spirit, and that 

confession boldly proclaims that Jesus Christ is God who 

came to this earth and took on the form of man. The Word 

became flesh! There was a true union of the divine Word, 

and the Son of God, with a human personality in Jesus 

Christ.  

The incarnation was not a temporary event but the 

permanent union of God and man in Jesus Christ. To say that 

Jesus Christ came "in the flesh" is to say that He was truly 

united with human flesh rather than that He merely came 

into a human body and indwelt it (possibly only for a limited 

period). It is possible that John's opponents thought that they 

could confess Jesus as Lord but without accepting the fact 

that He was the Word incarnate, and therefore John had to 

stress that the confession must be made in this particular 

form.  

As Jesus warned about false prophets and John addressed 

this matter in his warning to his congregation, so must we be 

on the alert! Many false prophets have gone out into the 

world and these false prophets create cults which have 

millions and millions following their teachings.  

Please let me suggest some signs or marks of false cults.  

(1)   Cults find their authority, not in the Bible, but in a 

powerful and dictatorial leader.  

(2)   Cults claim to have "new truth" from special prophets or 

special revelation. Because of the so-called problems in 

the Bible or in Christian doctrine, cults appeal to new 

authorities or new spiritual revelation to counter 

Christianity.  

(3)   Cults attack the Christian church. They take great pains 

to point out that Christian denominations show the 

disunity of the Christian church. A cult may point out 

immorality, racism, and hypocrisy in the Christian 

church in order to "prove" that it is not the true church.  

(4)   Cults twist Christian doctrine. To establish their 

authority, cults try to prove the "unreasonableness" of 

Christian doctrine. They especially attack the doctrine of 

the Trinity and of the deity of Christ. They will string 

together unrelated verses or twist Scripture's 

grammatical or textual background in order to "prove" 

some way-out viewpoint.  

(5)   Cults promote salvation by works. They stress the 

actions necessary--meetings, training, doing the work of 
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the group--as essential to acceptance by God. They 

teach that salvation exists in adherence to their teaching 

and practice, not in the merciful love of God through 

Jesus Christ. 

In our text, John states that if the person does not 

acknowledge Jesus as God in human flesh, that person is not 

of God and the spirit of antichrist is in him. The spirit of the 

antichrist refers to the hostile attitude of those who were 

denying that Christ had already been present.  

In verse four, John commends those who have not fallen to 

the lies of the false prophets. "You are of God, little 

children, and have overcome them, because He who is in 

you is greater than he who is in the world." Though these 

believers in John's congregation may have been feeling 

weak and confused, they had remained true to the faith and 

so had overcome the false prophets. Yet their victory was 

not to be flaunted, for they had not accomplished this 

"overcoming" on their own. They had done so because 

God’s Spirit was within them.  

In verse 5, John tells us that the false prophets belong to this 

world and they speak from the world's point of view, thus 

they will be listened to by those of the world who do not 

have the Spirit of God to discern spiritual truths. False 

teachers are popular with the world because, like the false 

prophets of the Old Testament, they tell people what they 

want to hear. John warned that Christians who faithfully 

teach God’s Word will not win popularity contests in the 

world. People don't want to hear their sins denounced; they 

don't want to listen to demands that they change their 

behavior.  

To "sophisticated, urbane, educated" people, the gospel 

seems far-fetched, even nonsensical. "God becoming a man? 

An invisible world beyond this existence? That doesn't make 

sense!" The Christian faith also seems crude and offensive to 

"enlightened" men and women. "A bloody cross to satisfy a 

holy God’s wrath? Only one way to heaven? How archaic 

and narrow-minded can you be?"  

Keep in mind as you attempt to communicate the gospel to 

this generation that you are dealing with a captive audience--

captive in the sense that they are blind to God’s truth by the 

god of this world. "For the god of this world has blinded the 

unbelievers' minds [that they should not discern the truth] 

preventing them from seeing the illuminating light of the 

Gospel of the glory of Christ (the Messiah), Who is the 

Image and Likeness of God." (2 Corinthians 4:4) As we are 

faithful in prayer and in proclaiming His message, God will 

open eyes and hearts, enabling people to listen with faith.  

Pastor John had his false prophets to contend with two 

thousand years ago. We today are surrounded by false cults 

and false prophets. Let me expose just two false teachings 

that are resulting in millions of persons being lead down the 

path of heresy and antichrist influence. They are the 

teachings of the Mormons and the Jehovah Witnesses.  

The teachings of the Mormons concerning the person of 

Jesus Christ claim that their God is one among many gods. 

Let me quote from their own literature: "Each of these gods, 

including Jesus Christ and his Father, being in possession of 

not merely an organized spirit, but a glorious body of flesh 

and bones." The Jesus of the Mormons is quite obviously 

"another Jesus" with whom truly redeemed men have 

nothing in common, even though He be arrayed as an angel 

of light and with all the credentials of the angel Moroni's 

angelic proclamation to Joseph Smith, the false prophet of 

their cult. The Mormons teach that Jesus Christ was the 

blood brother of Satan and that Jesus was a created being, 

not eternal God as the Bible clearly teaches.  

The Mormons teach that Jesus was the result of God and 

Mary having intercourse and that the Holy Ghost was not 

involved in the birth of Christ. The Mormons teach that 

Jesus was a polygamist having several wives, including 

Mary and Martha. The teachings of the Mormons are the 

teachings of the Antichrist!  

Concerning the false teachings of the Jehovah Witnesses, 

they teach that Jesus Christ was the first creation of God, the 

Archangel Michael. They believe that He "had a beginning" 

and "was actually a creature of God." By so believing, the 

Witnesses reject the Bible's teaching concerning Christ. The 

Witnesses wrongly teach that "Christ Jesus received 

immortality as a reward for His faithful course of action on 

earth." The Witnesses teach that Jesus, after His death, was 

created a spirit creature (an angel). The Jesus of the 

Jehovah Witnesses is not the Jesus of the Bible, thus their 

teachings are the teachings of the Antichrist!  
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