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Testing the Spirits | 1 John 4:1-6 
 
Verse 1 
Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God, because 
many false prophets have gone out into the world. 
 

• Do not believe every spirit  
o Context =  

 False teachers 
 Within the church 
 Called here “prophets” (claiming to speak for God) 

 
o many false prophets have gone out into the world 

 From within the church (can also be outside, but here the context is from within) 
 The implication is that they have left the church but are around and claiming to speak for God 
 Muddying the waters (like culture today) 
 Challenge: People we know, with perhaps good intentions (Cf. Peter in Caesarea Philippi) 
 1 Timothy 4:1 (NASB) 

But the Spirit explicitly says that in later times some will fall away from the faith, paying attention 
to deceitful spirits and doctrines of demons 

 
o test the spirits to see whether they are from God, because many false prophets 

 People who claim to speak from or for God (and their messages) can only have 1 of two 
sources or origins 

• God or the devil  
 

• The problem: How do we know who (and what message) is from God and which ones are not? 
o The test: Does the message line up with correct doctrine? Facts about Jesus and His work? The Word? 
o There was no New Testament available then 
o So John is providing them with a very clear and concrete test 

 
Verses 2 + 3 
2 By this you know the Spirit of God: every spirit that confesses that Jesus Christ has come in the 
flesh is from God; 
3 and every spirit that does not confess Jesus is not from God; this is the spirit of the antichrist, of 
which you have heard that it is coming, and now it is already in the world. 
 

• This test was addressing the specific doctrinal controversy John’s audience was dealing 
with… 
 

• every spirit that confesses that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God 
o confesses 

 This is a PRESENT ACTIVE INDICATIVE which points to a continuing profession, not a past 
affirmation of faith.  

 The Greek term “confess” is a compound from “the same” and “to speak,” meaning “to say the 
same thing.”  

 This term implies specific, public, vocal acknowledgment of one’s affirmation of and 
commitment to the gospel of Jesus Christ 

 Involves much more than simply to identify Christ 
• The demons did this (Mark 1:24) but it did not save them 

 True confession involves personal faith in Christ—in who He is and what He has done 
 A confession is not a mere intellectual “theological statement” that you recite; it is a personal 

witness from your heart of what Christ has done for you.  
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• that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh (v. 2) 
o This is the essential doctrinal test for the false teachers (i.e. gnostics) whom John was combating in this 

book 
o That Jesus is fully human (i.e. flesh) as well as fully God  
o Primary doctrinal issue (identity of Jesus) 

 
• This is not meant to be a catch all (context specific) 

o Well, in one sense it is and in one sense it is not 
 If someone denies the Incarnation, they are not speaking from or for God (period) = a catch all 
 If someone accepts the Incarnation, that does not automatically mean you can trust everything 

else they teach = not a catch all 
o Also, the text is not meant to provide us a way of dealing with demons… although I have seen this 

work 
 But in the Gospels, it is clear that demons are very aware of Christ’s coming in the flesh (Mark 

1:24) 
 And it is also clear that there are doctrines of demons that accept the incarnation, but reject or 

malign other truths about Jesus 
 

• What this meant in the original context, was that they had a clear way of discerning truth from 
error (as it pertained to their current crisis) 

o And it was a primary issue of the faith 
 

• What this means in our context (for us) is: 
o We have a responsibility—because there is the necessity—to discern truth from error about Jesus 
o do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits (v. 1) 

 The call for responsible, faithful biblical discernment  
 This is both a spiritual gift (cf. 1 Cor. 12:10; 14:29) and a necessity for every believer, as are 

prayer, evangelism, and liberal giving 
o We have the Bible (that is how we do it) 

 Not a matter of intellect or logic or experience 
 A matter of the Holy Spirit and the Holy Word in us!!!! 
 KNOW THE REAL THING 
 OBEY WHAT YOU KNOW 

• “Those who say the Word of God is the rule by which everything should be tested, say 
something but not everything. I grant that doctrines should be tested by God’s Word. 
But there is little or no profit in having God’s Word in our hands, for its meaning will not 
be certain to us… But the Spirit will only guide us to true discrimination if we subject all 
our thoughts to the Word.” –John Calvin 

 
• Discernment plays out in all sorts of ways 

o False Religions 
o Heresy 
o Cults 

 
• and every spirit that does not confess Jesus is not from God (v. 3) 

o It all hinges on the identity of Jesus (Cults, Islam, Judaism) 
o Islam “God has no son”  

 Same type of issue as in 1 John 
 Why same problem? 

• many false prophets have gone out into the world (v. 1) 
• Acts 4:12 (NASB) 

And there is salvation in no one else; for there is no other name under heaven that has 
been given among men by which we must be saved. 
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• this is the spirit of the antichrist, of which you have heard that it is coming, and now it is already 
in the world 

o These gnostic false teachers form a chain of false information, false lifestyles and false professions 
through the ages, from the evil one of Gen. 3 to the manifestation of the incarnation of evil and the end-
time Antichrist. 
 
 

o Allowable Christian disagreement 
o Christian Counsel 
o NT Prophecy 

 1 Corinthians 14:29 (NASB) 
Let two or three prophets speak, and let the others pass judgment. 

 1 Thessalonians 5:19-21 (NASB) 
Do not quench the Spirit; do not despise prophetic utterances. 
But examine everything carefully; hold fast to that which is good… 

 
 
Verse 4 
You are from God, little children, and have overcome them; because greater is He who is in you than 
he who is in the world. 
 

• Don’t despair but do discern 
• Christ (the faithful and true) is coming again! 

 
Verse 5 
They are from the world; therefore they speak as from the world, and the world listens to them. 
 

• The term “world” is used here in the sense of fallen human society trying to meet all of its needs apart from God. It 
refers to fallen humanity’s collective independent spirit! 

• These false teachers had that same spirit (anti-Jesus) 
 
Verse 6 
We are from God; he who knows God listens to us; he who is not from God does not listen to us. By 
this we know the spirit of truth and the spirit of error. 
 
 


