
1

1 John chapter 4……………..………………………………………..read vv 1-21

The Life Application Bible Commentary writes:

THE JESUS TEST

Why did John propose this confession as a test?  Some opponents of John,

called Docetists, believed in the inherent evil of everything material.

Therefore, they argued that Jesus could not have possessed an actual "flesh and

blood" body.  He only seemed to have a body; in actuality, he was something

akin to a phantom.  Other teachers, influenced by a man named Cerinthus,

maintained that the spirit of the divine Christ descended on the body of the

man Jesus at his baptism and then departed from him just before his

crucifixion.

Think about it: if Jesus Christ was not and is not the God-man depicted in

the New Testament, then it follows that all of Scripture is suspect, and our sins

are not, in fact forgiven.  Believers have a responsibility to call into question

any church or teaching that rejects a historic, orthodox belief about the person

of Jesus Christ!

False teachers were very much a part of the religious landscape in the 1st-century church.

Apparently many of them were men of influence who had been part of the church body.

John writes in 2:19, They went out from us, but they were not of us.  In 4:1 John says,

many false prophets have gone out into the world.  Many of the false teachers were good

men gone bad.  They had tasted the good Word of God and now had forsaken it for the false

teachings they were spreading.

They were not content to believe and teach their false doctrines, but they were actively

trying to deceive the Christians.  John writes in 2:26, These things I have written to you

concerning those who are trying to deceive you1.

They were like the people in Romans 1:28-32.

                                                          
1New American Standard Bible : 1995 Update, 1 Jn 2:26 (LaHabra, CA: The Lockman
Foundation, 1995).
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28 And just as they did not see fit to acknowledge God any longer, God gave
them over to a depraved mind, to do those things which are not proper,
29 being filled with all unrighteousness, wickedness, greed, evil; full of envy,
murder, strife, deceit, malice; they are gossips,
30 slanderers, haters of God, insolent, arrogant, boastful, inventors of evil,
disobedient to parents,
31 without understanding, untrustworthy, unloving, unmerciful;
32 and although they know the ordinance of God, that those who practice
such things are worthy of death, they not only do the same, but also give hearty
approval to those who practice them.2

There is something radically wrong with teachers who not only believe false doctrines but

actively encourage and teach those heresies to others.  Those of us who teach and preach,

who handle God's Word, must be especially careful that we do it with clean hands and pure

heart.  We must be certain that what we teach is based squarely on God's Word, not on the

shifting sands of man's opinion.  We must be diligent that in our teaching we are not

"causing little ones to stumble and be led astray".

Those of us who are hearing the teaching and preaching need to be sure we know the

Word so well we will not be led astray by those who would deceive us.

There were several areas the false teachers used to deceive the new believers.

I. Some denied that Jesus was Messiah.

In 1 John 2:22 John says, "Who is a liar but he who denies that Jesus is the Christ, or the

Messiah".  There was a historical event that made it easier for the false teachers to deny that

Jesus was Messiah.  It was very difficult for the Jews to believe in a crucified Messiah.  The

Romans had come in 70 AD and literally destroyed Jerusalem stone by stone.  The holy city

was desolate.  The Jews were dispersed throughout the world.  How could it be true that

Messiah had come?

II. Not only did they deny Jesus' Messiahship, but there were those who denied His

incarnation.

                                                          
2New American Standard Bible : 1995 Update, Ro 1:27 (LaHabra, CA: The Lockman
Foundation, 1995).
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There were those in the church who were trying to bring the church's teaching into line

with the teachings of the Gnostics.

Gnosticism taught that spirit alone was good and all matter was utterly evil.

So Christ could not have been a man.  Flesh was evil; he could not have been made of

flesh.  John talks about this in chapter 4, vv 2-3… 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 God3.

The false teachers said that Jesus only seemed to have a human body.  He really felt no

pain.  He made no footprints when He walked.  He only seemed to be a man.

We mentioned the Gnostic belief that spirit is good and matter is evil.  This led to three

outcomes in living.

a. It might result in afflicting and disciplining the body with things like fasting,

celibacy, rigid control and deliberate ill-treatment of the body.

b. It might take the form of "My body is evil.  Therefore it doesn't matter what I do with

it.  I can engage in every evil thing because my spirit is good; my body is evil."

c. It might take the form of thinking, "I have so much special knowledge that I am

completely spiritual.  I am completely above and beyond sin and evil."

John speaks about this man in chapter 1, vv 8-10 where he speaks of those who deceive

themselves by saying they have no sin.

William Barclay says about the Gnostics,

Here, then, is a picture of these Gnostic heretics.  They talked of being born

of God, of walking in the light, of having no sin, of dwelling in God, of

knowing God.  These were their catch phrases.  They had no idea of

destroying the Church and the faith; by their way of it they were going to

cleanse the Church of dead wood and make Christianity an intellectually

respectable philosophy, fit to stand beside the great systems of the day.  But

the effect of their teaching was to deny the incarnation, to eliminate the
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Christian ethic and to make fellowship within the Church impossible.  It is

little wonder that John seeks, with such fervent pastoral devotion, to defend

the churches he loved form such an insidious attack from within.  This was a

threat far more perilous than any heathen persecution; the very existence of

the Christian faith was at stake.

I. Distinguish false truth from false teaching

v 24 of chapter 3 transitions into chapter 4, where we read (NRSV), And by this we know

that he abides in us, by the Spirit that he has given us4.  The Holy Spirit within us gives

the Christian the ability to discern truth from error because the anointing of the Spirit

teaches them about these things.

1 John 2:20:

But you have an anointing from the Holy One, and you all know5

1 John 2:27:

As for you, the anointing which you received from Him abides in you,

and you have no need for anyone to teach you; but as His anointing

teaches you about all things, and is true and is not a lie, and just as it has

taught you, you abide in Him6

The doctrine test is given in vv 1-3.

John says those who have the Spirit of God confess that Jesus, God's son, has come in

bodily form.  In other words, they acknowledge the full reality of the incarnation.  False

prophets who deny these basic truths are antichrists.

                                                                                                                                                                                          
3New American Standard Bible : 1995 Update, 1 Jn 4:2 (LaHabra, CA: The Lockman
Foundation, 1995).
4The Holy Bible : New Revised Standard Version, 1 Jn 3:24 (Nashville: Thomas Nelson
Publishers, 1989).
5New American Standard Bible : 1995 Update, 1 Jn 2:20 (LaHabra, CA: The Lockman
Foundation, 1995).
6New American Standard Bible : 1995 Update, 1 Jn 2:27 (LaHabra, CA: The Lockman
Foundation, 1995).
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As we analyze a teacher, book or religious system today the test should be, "What do they

teach about the person of Jesus Christ?"

The doctrine of the incarnation of Jesus Christ is that the divine son of God was not only

God, but He was fully human.  His humanity extended to every area of human existence.  He

was hungry, thirsty, got tired and was tempted in all points like we are.  This means that the

temptation to sin was in every way real.  We know that Jesus never sinned, but for the

temptation to be real Jesus had to have the ability to sin.  If we think about that it means He

was tempted way beyond the point that we are.  You and I are tempted to the point that we

yield and do the sin.  Jesus could not have been tempted if He could not have sinned.

Just to be clear, Jesus never sinned, but He was tempted way beyond our temptations

without yielding to sin.

What a savior!  What a great high priest!  You and I can never go to a Christ with a

burden or temptation He is not familiar with.  He's been there; He's done that, without

yielding to sin.

The NIV translates v 1, "Dear friends, 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."

test the spirits… The word usually means to put a thing to the test with the hope that the

thing tested will pass the test.

The test is listed in vv 2-3.  It involves a person's doctrinal beliefs about the person of

Jesus Christ.

Paul gives the same test in 1 Cor. 12, v 3… Therefore I make known to you that no one

speaking by the Spirit of God says, “Jesus is accursed”; and no one can say, “Jesus is

Lord,” except by the Holy Spirit.7

The responsibility for testing the spirits rests with every believer, not merely with the

scholars or church leaders.

This test is to see if the teaching matches God's Word as it concerns the person of Jesus

Christ, specifically the incarnation.

John gives us several other tests.

                                                          
7New American Standard Bible : 1995 Update, 1 Co 12:3 (LaHabra, CA: The Lockman
Foundation, 1995).
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In 1 John 2:19 the test is the teacher's commitment to the body of believers.

In 1 John 3:23-24 the test is the lifestyle of the leaders.

The most important test of all is what they believe about Christ.

Do they teach that Jesus is fully God and fully man?

As we have already noticed the world of the first century had many false prophets who

were claiming to speak for God.

A true prophet is one who receives direct revelation from God.

A false prophet only claims to have received direct revelation from God, but has not.

Deuteronomy 18:20-22 says the test of a prophet is if the thing he prophesies does not

come to pass he is false prophet; he shall die.

The Life Application Bible Commentary lists several characteristics of cults which

Christians should be aware of today:

1. They may allow a central authority figure to make decisions.

Many cults find their authority not in the Bible but in a powerful and dictatorial leader.

2. A claim of "new truth" from special prophets or revelation.

Many cults will point to so-called problems in the Bible or in Christian doctrine.

Often they will appeal to new spiritual revelation to counter Christianity.

3. They often attack the Christian church.

Often they point to many denominations to show disunity in the church.

Immorality, racism or hypocrisy may be pointed out to show that the Christian church is

not the true church.

4. They often twist Christian doctrine.

They try to prove the unreasonableness of Christian doctrine.  This often involves the

doctrine of the trinity and the deity and incarnation of Christ.
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5. They often twist the Scriptures.

Quoting Scripture out of context or stringing together unrelated verses are ways they

prove some out-of-the-way viewpoints.

6. They often promote salvation by works.

Meetings, training, visiting and doing the work of the group are taught as essential to

acceptance by God.

We need to test each of these cult teachings by the Word of God.  "How does it line up

with God's Word?" must be the test.  John says, many false prophets have gone out into

the world.  It is a fact that many new members of the cults are Christians who have lost their

first love.  The cults emphasis on works appeals to them.

every spirit (v 2) refers to the spirit of the person speaking.  That could be the Holy Spirit

or a demonic spirit.  The only way to know is to apply the following test:

"To know that a prophet has the Spirit of God and is from God, ask if he or she confesses

that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh."

There are two parts to the test:

1. Jesus is God's Christ (Messiah), God's only and unique incarnation of Himself.

2. Jesus came in a human body.

He did not merely appear to be a man; He actually became a man with a human body.

God the Son is forever fully God and fully man, though immortal, incorruptible flesh.

John says a prophet or spirit who denies Jesus' full and true humanity proves that he or

she is not from God.

every spirit again refers to those false teachers or prophets who claimed to speak by the

Spirit's inspiration.

In context, refusing to acknowledge Jesus means denying Jesus' true person as both God

and man.  John says those who do that are not from God.  The spirit operating in the false

prophets is the spirit of the antichrist.
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The spirit of the antichrist which is even now already in the world refers to the hostile

attitude of those who were denying that Christ had already been present.

John does not seem to be referring to the final antichrist.  Paul wrote in II Thessalonians

2:7-8, "The lawless one has not yet been revealed, but his spirit is at work".

in the world (kosmos) refers to the world or community of people hostile to Christ.

In v 4 John reassures his readers that they are of God.  He uses his favorite term of

endearment when he calls them little children.

They may have felt weak and confused, but they had overcome the false teachers.  They

had not allowed the false teachers to derail their faith.  The Christian doesn't need to

overpower the false teachers to conquer them.  They can overcome them by recognizing and

refusing to follow them.

But they had not overcome the false teachers on their own.  They had overcome because

of God's Spirit within them.

When John speaks of he that is in you he could mean:

a. God… 1 John 3:20… in whatever our heart condemns us; for God is greater than

our heart and knows all things.8

b. God in Christ

c. God the Holy Spirit who dwells in every believer.

John is likely referring to the triune God—the Father, Son and Holy Spirit—not to one

member of the trinity alone.

As true believers we have all three members of the trinity working in us against the devil

who inspires the false teachers.

Note, He who is in you is plural.  This refers to the community of believers.

We do have the assurance of the Holy Spirit's presence in us.

We must never attempt to do battle against Satan alone.  We need the prayer, resources,

advice, guidance, protection and more that we receive from the community of believers.

In v 5 John points out that "these people" or the false teachers belong to this world's

                                                          
8New American Standard Bible : 1995 Update, 1 Jn 3:20 (LaHabra, CA: The Lockman
Foundation, 1995).
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system, not to God.

The world system opposes God's kingdom.

The false teachers are a part of the world system and speak from the world's viewpoint.

The world listens to them and receives them into fellowship.

In today's religious world there are many pseudospiritual teachers who claim that we have

God or a spirit within that only needs to be tapped.  There are many ways to discover this

inner truth or spirit.  Most of these ways are not found in the Bible.

Some of these teachers use parts of biblical and spiritual truth mixed with false religious

systems.  They are often very popular.

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 or to be asked to

change their behavior.  The false teacher will be well-received by non-Christians.

In v 6 We refers to the apostles who were the first true teachers of Christ, followed by

many others who taught the truth of the gospel.  Those who know God listen to the true

teachers.  Those who do not know God, who are not from Him, do not listen to the true

teachers.

This provides another "test" to tell who has the spirit of truth and the spirit of error.  The

spirit of truth is the Holy Spirit who comes from God and teaches the truth about Christ.

The spirit of error comes from Satan the father of lies and leads people into error.

Believers can distinguish between these "spirits" by the character and message of the one

speaking.

William Barclay points out certain consequences of denying the incarnation of Jesus

Christ:

(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.

(2) It is to deny that Jesus can be the "High Priest" who opens the way to

God.  The true High Priest, as the writer to the Hebrews saw, must be like us

in all things, knowing our infirmities and our temptations.  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.



10

(3) It is to deny that Jesus can in any real sense be "savior".  To save men

He had to identify Himself with the men He came to save.

(4) It is to deny the "salvation of the body".

To deny the incarnation is to deny the possibility that the body can ever

become the temple of the Holy Spirit.

(5) It is to deny that there can ever be any real union between God and

man.

If spirit is altogether good and body is altogether evil, God and man can

never meet, so long as man is man.

They might meet when man has sloughed off the body and become a

disembodied spirit.

But the great truth of the incarnation is that here and now there can be real

communion between God and man.

It is hard to imagine anything in Christianity that is more central to the

faith as the incarnation of Jesus Christ.

Love comes from God… 4:7-21

William Barclay points out that John uses a Greek phrase in this passage which is very

difficult to translate.

Most English versions translate it as of God.

It occurs in:

v 1… test the spirits to see whether they are "of God".

v 2… Every spirit which confesses Jesus Christ is "of God".

v 3… Every spirit which does not confess Jesus Christ is not "of God".

v 4… Little children, you are "of God".

v 6… We are "of God"… He who is not "of God" does not listen to us.

v 7… Love is "of God".
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Some of the translations have translated:

"comes from God"

"belongs to God"

"is from God"

"has its origin in God"

The simplest translation is "from God".  The "from" here means that the person, the Spirit

or the quality has its origin in God.  It comes from God in the sense that it takes its origin in

Him and its life from Him.  So John bids his readers to test the spirits to see whether they

really have their source in God.  Love, he says, has its origin in God.

v 7… John continues to address the believers as  Beloved (KJ) or "Dear friends" (NIV).  He

continues to ask them to love one another.

v 8 says God is love.  He is the source of all love.  Therefore, love comes from God.

everyone who loves is born of God does not mean that simply loving will make one a

child of God.  The new birth is divinely given.  Only a child of God can love with a Godlike

Holy Spirit-inspired love.

John says the one who is born of God will love and "know God".

Love for fellow Christians is one of the proofs of spiritual birth and relationship with God.

v 8… Anyone who does not love does not know God.

The tense is that they have never known God.

All of God's activities are filled with love.

When He disciplines or teaches, He does so with love.  Conversely because He loves He

disciplines and teaches.  Because He is love, He can do nothing without love.

v 9 states the truths we know from John 3:16… For God so loved the world, that He

gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish, but have

eternal life.9

This verse encapsulates the basic message of the gospel.  It is the good news in a nutshell.

The NLT reads, "God showed how much he loved us by sending his one and only Son into

the world so that we might have eternal life through him".

All believers are sons and daughters of God, but only Jesus has this special unique

relationship.  John speaks in John 1:18 of the only begotten Son, which is in the bosom of

                                                          
9New American Standard Bible : 1995 Update, Jn 3:16 (LaHabra, CA: The Lockman
Foundation, 1995).
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the Father10 (KJ).

v 10… Of all the different kinds of love, God's love, agape love, is the truest.

The Greeks had 4 words to depict 4 different kinds of love.

• Eros was physical, sexual passion.

• Storge was family devotion.

• Philos was brotherly friendship.

• Agape was Godlike loving-kindness.

Agape was used exclusively by John to describe God's love.

This agape love moved God to send His only Son into the world to be an atoning sacrifice

for our sins.

We were dead in trespasses and sins.  We could not love God.

God loved us even though we were totally unworthy of His love.

John speaks of the propitiation for our sins.  Another translation is "an atoning sacrifice for

our sins".

Nothing sinful or evil can exist in God's presence.

He cannot overlook, condone or excuse sin as though it never happened.

Those who trust in Christ will not have to bear the penalty for their sins.  They will be

acquitted by His atoning sacrifice.

In v 11 John challenges us to love one another because God loved us.

We should love each other as God loves sacrificially, unselfishly, completely.  Once we

have experienced God's love, it should be difficult for us to return to a life of selfishness and

greed.  We have been transformed and can love others as God loves.  In context John seems

to be telling us in v 12, "Since no one has seen God ever, the only way He who is love can be

seen is by His children's loving one another and thus showing the family likeness.

John and many of the early believers had the privilege of seeing God in human form as the

man Jesus.  We as believers will have to wait for the privilege of seeing Him.

But we love Him even though we have not seen Him.

In v 13 we see that the Spirit in us is a proof that we really do belong to Him.

                                                          
10The Holy Bible : King James Version., Electronic edition of the 1769 edition of the
1611 Authorized Version., Jn 1:18 (Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, Inc.,
1995).
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In v 14 John says he and other early believers have seen Jesus in the flesh.

Two proofs of God's love are:

1. The indwelling presence of God's Spirit

and

2. The eyewitness testimonies of the apostles and those who knew Jesus.

John points out that God's Son is the savior of the world.

The expression Saviour of the world occurs only here and in John 4:42 where John made

it clear that Jesus was not just the Jew's Messiah but was the world's savior, the deliverer of

all who put their trust in Him.

The tense of the word confess in v 15 implies that this confessing is done once for all.

When people confess that Jesus is the Son of God they are saying that Jesus is God's one

and only Son who came to earth as a human being, died on a cross, rose again and returned

to heaven and that his death on the cross won forgiveness for sin.

People who believe this have God living in them.

v 16 (NRSV) So we have known and believe the love that God has for us.11

we here refers to John and his readers, not just the apostles.

Note the close connection between knowledge and faith.

Knowledge may lead to true faith.  Or true faith may lead to knowledge.

v 17 speaks of love made perfect or complete.  This does not mean flawless but mature.

This complete, mature love will give us confidence when we face God in judgement.

v 18 tells us that perfect love drives out fear.

Fear cannot coexist with love.

We have been forgiven; we do not fear God's judgement.

God has adopted us as sons/daughters of His.  We can call Him "abba father".

v 19… The Authorized Version has We love him, because he first loved us.

The word him is not in the best texts.  Believers' love, whether for God or for others, is

based on God's love for them.  God's love is the source, the initiator.  People cannot love this

                                                          
11The Holy Bible : New Revised Standard Version, 1 Jn 4:16 (Nashville: Thomas Nelson
Publishers, 1989).
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way on their own; it happens because He first loved them.

Because believers abide in God and thus abide in love, God's love fills them and overflows

from them.  They can love as He loves.

In v 20 John is probably quoting someone who says, "I love God" but who does not love

his brother/sister.

We cannot love God and hate our brother/sister.  John says in 1 John 3:15, Everyone who

hates his brother is a murderer; and you know that no murderer has eternal life abiding

in him.12

John has pointed out three "lies" in this letter:

1. In 1:6 and 2:4, to claim to know God while disobeying His commands is a lie.

2. In 2:22-23, to claim to know God while denying the deity of God's Son is a lie.

3. In 4:20, to claim to know God while hating other Christians is a lie.

In v 21… He reinforces the teaching this commandment we have from Him, that the

one who loves God should love his brother also.13

If believers love God, they surely will obey Him by loving their Christian brothers and

sisters as well.

The Life Application Bible Commentary says,

NO FEAR!

Apparently believers in the first century trembled at the thought of future

judgment.  Surely the thought is sobering—even scary: standing before the

Lord on his throne to give an account for one's life on earth (2 Corinthians

5:10).  Yet John explains clearly how we can banish such fear from our lives.

First, we must come to terms with how much God loves us.  Christ has

taken our punishment, and our sins are forgiven.  In understanding this

                                                          
12New American Standard Bible : 1995 Update, 1 Jn 3:15 (LaHabra, CA: The Lockman
Foundation, 1995).
13New American Standard Bible : 1995 Update, 1 Jn 4:21 (LaHabra, CA: The Lockman
Foundation, 1995).
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truth—that we are completely and totally accepted in Christ—we find a great

sense of freedom.

Second, we must love others.  If we spend our lives caring for others and

putting their needs first, then the judgment seat of Christ will become a time

for gaining, not losing, rewards.  We will hear our Master say, "Well done, my

good and faithful servant" (Matthew 25:21 NLT).

To drive fear from your life, spend time today meditating on the truth that

you are loved unconditionally.  Then go and love others, not out of duty, but

out of joy.
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