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LESSON 6: 1 JOHN 4:1-6 

 

This is a rather tricky lesson, for two reasons. First, “testing the spirits” is an unfamiliar concept 
to many, and second, the criteria given here are pretty broad: true spirits acknowledge Jesus 
Christ has come in the flesh. It will be important to help the class remember the immediate 
context in which John is writing – to believers left over after many have left. John wants to 
remind his readers how they can know they themselves are in the truth. 

Most people’s Bibles will capitalize “spirit” in this text, making it the Holy Spirit.  Biblical Greek 
does not have capital letters, so there is no distinction in Greek between “spirit” and “Spirit.” 
Translators – and we, as readers – have to use context and other tools to determine what 
writers are referring to in these cases. 

Certainly, when we are baptized, we receive the give of the Holy Spirit (Acts 2:38), and in 1 John 
3:24, John writes of the spirit God gave. So this week’s passage could definitely be related to 
the Holy Spirit. 

It’s also true, though, that in this passage, John uses “spirit” to mean something like a teaching, 
a message, or something that lies behind what we say.  

The two definitions seem to be related, though, so for this lesson, the difference won’t make or 
break the lesson.  This is just some helpful background, since “spirit” is such a loaded term. 

This lesson also contains a few explorations of controversies in post-first century church history.  
They’re here for you to use as you see fit.  If you’re unsure of how your class will receive them, 
then feel free to leave them out. They’re only examples of how “testing the spirits” was 
necessary even in later years. 
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x Not every spirit/idea/teaching claiming to be from God is actually from 
God. 

x We can test spirits by 1) whether they acknowledge Jesus Christ as having 
come in the flesh and 2) by the people who listen to these spirits (their 
audience). 

 

x In what settings might Christians encounter false teachings today? 

 

At the end of last week’s reading, John tells his readers they can know that God lives in them: 
by the spirit God gave (1 John 3:24). That’s a big statement, and we have to get into this week’s 
reading to fully understand what John meant by that statement. 

A few notes and reminders about the historical context of the first century: 

Many religions were measured by things like miraculous powers, ecstatic speech, prophetic 
powers, and other “supernatural” phenomenona. If a religion could produce these kinds of 
things, it gained many followers and more legitimacy.  While these things are still favored by 
many today, they are not sought after quite so heavily. 

John’s readers were up against this sort of opposition.  It’s probable that the Christians who had 
left and were following other teachings were beginning to explore these kinds of supernatural 
phenomena, and John’s followers were wondering if their Christian faith was truthful and of 
God. 

John has to remind them that not every prophetic utterance or supernatural manifestation is of 
God. Christians must test these spirits and not just swallow every so-called Christian teaching 
that comes their way. 
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I. 1 John 4:1-3 

Read 1 John 4:1-3 

In the previous chapter, John tells his readers that they have the Spirit of God. Now, he reminds 
them that not every “spirit” is God’s “spirit.” They way we know there are other, not-from-God 
spirits is that “many false prophets” have gone out into the world.  John is likely thinking here 
of those who have left the church and Christianity altogether to pursue other, pseudo-Christian 
teachings. These people are the false prophets of whom John writes. 

So if there are spirits from God and spirits not from God, how do we know which is which? 
God’s spirit acknowledges that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh (1 John 4:2). Remember, those 
who have left this particular congregation were denying that Jesus was human and that he took 
on flesh. These people are from the antichrist (see 1 John 2:18-27 for John’s previous discussion 
of antichrists). 

Testing the Spirits in Biblical Times 
Knowing which spirits and teachings are from God has always been a challenge for God’s 
people. Back in Deuteronomy, Moses deals with something similar.  

In the following passage, he is telling Israel about their future leader, Joshua, and warning them 
about whom they listen to. 

Read Deuteronomy 18:14-22 

x In this passage, what separates a message from God from other messages? 

Now, read this passage from the prophet Jeremiah. Here, Jeremiah is up against a false 
prophet, Hananiah, who is prophesying good things for Judah and giving people a false sense of 
security: 

Read Jeremiah 28:1-9 

x In this passage, how do people know if a prophet speaks the truth? 

Finally, look at some instruction from Paul in his first letter to Timothy: 

Read 1 Timothy 4:1-5 

Here Paul warns that some will “abandon the faith and follow deceiving spirits…” (1 Tim. 4:1). 

x In this passage, how will people know who these false teachers are? 
x What are some recent (last 20-30 years) instances of false prophecies (i.e., 

those that didn’t come true)? (Examples: People’s Temple at Jonestown, the 
Heaven’s Gate [Halle Bop Comet] group) 
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Testing the Spirits Throughout Church History 
We know from John’s letter that false teachings were already taking root in the first century.  In 
the time since then, there have obviously been many more teachings that were opposed to 
Christianity.  We’ll briefly examine a few of them to see some examples. 

The Montanists (Mid 2nd Century A.D.) 

Montanus was supposedly converted to Christianity sometime in the middle of the second 
century.  However, he quickly became a problem because of his teachings and practices. He 
claimed he had received direct revelations from God and spoke as though he had the direct 
words of God to relay to others. Traveling with two women, he spoke in ecstatic utterances and 
tried to get others to do so as well. “Orthodox” Christianity deemed him a heretic. 

The Monophysites (5th Century A.D.) 

Monophysites believed that Jesus’ humanity had been dissolved into his divinity – in other 
words, Jesus was not really human.  His “godly” nature had swallowed his “human” nature. A 
special church council (Council of Chalcedon, 451 A.D.) had been called to affirm that Jesus was 
both divine and human, but the monophysites rejected this decree. 

You can see that while John was concerned about those who denied the true teaching about 
Christ in the first century, there were many others to follow.  

II. 1 John 4:4-6 

Read 1 John 4:4-6 

Now John wants to reassure his readers: they do indeed have the spirit of God! John’s readers 
are “from God” and “have overcome” these false teachings/spirits. John also comes out and 
equates these false spirits with “the world” (4:4). (Remember, John likes black and white 
contrasts: you are either of God or of the world.) 

John gives readers another helpful test for discerning spirits: spirits “of the world” are listened 
to by the world.  In other words, in testing the spirits, pay attention to who’s listening! If the 
world (as opposed to believers) is listening, then be very careful! This is not to say that “the 
world” doesn’t need to listen to the true teachings of God.  Rather, the message of the cross is 
offensive to those not of God, and so if so-called Christian teaching doesn’t at least somewhat 
bother its audience, it’s probably not really Christian teaching! True Christian teaching should 
be both encouraging and convicting/rebuking! 

In contrast, John and his readers are “of God” and so others who are “of God” listen to John, 
and those who don’t listen to John are not from God! (4:6). John wraps up with another “this is 
how we know” statement: They way we recognize the spirit of truth vs. the spirit of falsehood is 
1) Does it acknowledge Jesus Christ as having come in the flesh, and 2) Who’s listening to it? 
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x What kinds of messages/teachings does “the world” like to hear? 
(Remember, for John, “the world” is not just those with no affiliation to 
Christianity, but those who have left Christian teachings for pseudo-
Christian teachings.) 

 

x How can you be a more discerning Christian? 
x What things should go through your head as you’re selecting religious 

books to read? Sermons to hear? Music to listen to? 
x How do “Christian” bookstores help us in this regard? How do they hurt us? 
x What tools do marketers use to get Christians to buy things? How can we 

see through some of this marketing? 
x What do we do about two opposing groups that claim to be “spirit-led?” 
x Are there false prophets today? Should we fear them? 

 

Read 1 John 4:7-21. 


