
I Intro. (Nov. 16, 2008) 

 Believers are not to be naïve in their faith. 

We are not to believe every spirit, but to test them 

for veracity (1Jn. 4:1). There is an objective way 

to discern the veracity of every spirit. The ones 

who acknowledge that Jesus Christ has come in 

the flesh are from God (4:2). The ones who do not 

are not from God (4:3). 

 We must remember that what ties this to 

the previous section is the term and concept of the 

“Spirit” (3:24b). 

 

II How to Discern the Origin of a Spirit (1Jn. 4:1-

3) 

 A. Do not be naïve, but test the spirits 

(4:1). 

  1. (vs. 1) We are to test the spirits 

because of the multiplicity of false prophets in the 

world: “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” (jAgaphtoiv [“dear, 
beloved…indicating a close relationship, esp. that 

betw. parent and child…Oft. in dir. 

address…mostly pl. dear 

friends”
1
] mh; panti; [“adj., used w. a noun…w. 

the noun in the sing. without the art…every, any 

and every, just any, any at all…do not believe just 

any spirit”
2
] pneuvmati [“Only rarely do we read 

in our lit. of persons who are possessed by a spirit 

that is not fr. God: pn. e[teron a different {kind 
of} spirit 2 Cor 11:4. Cf. 2 Th 2:2; 1J 4:1-3. 

Because there are persons activated by such 

spirits, it is necessary to test the var. kinds of 

spirits”
3
; “divine gift for service…by metonymy, 

those who claim to be depositories of these 

gifts”
4
] pisteuvete [“believe…w. the pers. to 

whom one gives credence or whom one believes, 

in the dat.”
5
] ajlla; dokimavzete [“put to the test, 

examine…spirits”
6
; “primarily, of 

metals…signifies to prove”
7
; “Discernings of 

spirits…A most needed gift to tell whether the 
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gifts were really of the Holy Spirit and 

supernatural {cf. so-called ‘gifts’ today} or merely 

strange though natural or even 

diabolical”
8
] ta; pneuvmata [“Only rarely do we 

read in our lit. of persons who are possessed by a 

spirit that is not fr. God…Because there are 

persons activated by such spirits, it is necessary to 

test the var. kinds of spirits”
9
; “divine gift for 

service…by metonymy, those who claim to be 

depositories of these gifts”
10
] eij [“conditional 

particle if…Interrogative particle…freq. in indir. 

questions whether…w. pres. 

indic.”
11
] ejk tou' qeou' [“quite predom. of the true 

God, somet. with, somet. without the art…With 

prep…ejk tou' qeou'”12] ejstin o{ti polloi; [“positi
ve much, many…adj., preceding or following a 

noun…used w. a noun…in the pl…many, 

numerous…many mighty 

deeds”
13
] yeudoprofh'tai [“There were false 

prophets in the time of the Old Testament 

prophets. Jesus…predict{ed} ‘false Messiahs and 

false prophets’ {Matt. 24:24} who will lead many 

astray. They came in due time posing as angels of 

light like Satan, Judaizers {II Cor. 11:13ff.} and 

Gnostics.”
14
; “false prophet, one who falsely 

claims to be a prophet of God or who prophesies 

falsely”
15
; “a false prophet, is used of such…in the 

present period since Pentecost”
16
; “Of the eleven 

instances of pseudopropheŒteµs in the NT, three are 
in Matthew and three in Revelation. The context 

must decide whether the falsity refers to the claim 

or the content. Usually the claim is at issue {Mk. 

13:22; Mt. 24:24; 1 Jn. 4:1}. But in 1 Jn. 4:1ff. the 

false prophet is also one who proclaims what is 

false. The same is true in 2 Pet. 2:1. The main 

stress, however, is on the false claim which will 

also entail false teaching.”
17
; “There are only two 

passages {2:18f.; 4:1–6} in which the false 

teachers are specifically denounced, but ‘this 
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unethical intellectualism’ {Robert Law} with its 

dash of Greek culture and Oriental mysticism and 

licentiousness gave a curious attraction for many 

who did not know how to think 

clearly.”
18
] ejxelhluvqasin [“of living beings, 

almost always personal in nature…lit. go out, 

come out, go away, retire…of persons, w. 

indication of the goal 

ei[" ti”19] eij" to;n kovsmon [“the world as 

mankind…gener…the refuse of mankind”
20
; 

“There is an approximation to the sense of 

‘humanity’ in phrases like ‘to come into the 

world’”
21
]). 

 We live in a time when people honestly 

wonder whom they are to believe. How are we to 

tell the false from the true? How are we to know 

who is teaching the truth about the Lord Jesus 

Christ? Is it IQ? Is it education? Is it experience? 

Is it personality? Is it the size of the church and is 

it somehow related to popularity, that is, will the 

truth teller have the largest audience? Everybody 

claims to base his beliefs on the Bible, and so 

when the authorities contradict one another, how 

is a lay person supposed to decide who is right? 

 John has offers the utmost in simplicity, 

when it comes to deciding about sound 

Christology, that is, truth about the person of 

Christ. 

 The matter is serious, to be sure, but John 

will not yield to sternness in regard to his readers. 

So he addressed them with the gentle family term 

of “Beloved (jAgaphtoiv),” here for the fourth of 
six times in the letter (Cf. also 2:7; 3:2, 21; 4:7, 

11). It is a term “indicating a close relationship” 

here with the sense of “dear friends.”
22
 

 John moved immediately to his first 

command here, saying simply, “do not believe 

every spirit,” possibly meaning, “stop believing 

every spirit.” Perhaps his readers were inclined to 

give too much credence to the teaching of the 

proto-Gnostic antichrists because “there was an 

atmosphere of sympathy that constituted a subtle 

danger.”
23
 All religious teaching claims a 

                                                 
18Robertson, Archibald Thomas, Word Pictures in the New Testament, (Nashville, Tennessee, USA: Sunday 

School Board of the Southern Baptist Convention) 1998, c1933. 

19Bauer, Walter, Gingrich, F. Wilbur, and Danker, Frederick W., A Greek-English Lexicon of the New 

Testament and Other Early Christian Literature, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press) 1979. 

20Bauer, Walter, Gingrich, F. Wilbur, and Danker, Frederick W., A Greek-English Lexicon of the New 

Testament and Other Early Christian Literature, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press) 1979. 

21Kittel, Gerhard, and Friedrich, Gerhard, Editors, The Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, 

Abridged in One Volume, (Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company) 1985. 

22Bauer, Walter, Gingrich, F. Wilbur, and Danker, Frederick W., A Greek-English Lexicon of the New 

Testament and Other Early Christian Literature, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press) 1979. 

23A.T. Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament (Oak Harbor: Logos Research Systems, 1997). Jud 25. 

supernatural origin, generally from a spirit of some 

kind or other, however variously understood or 

defined. The simple fact is that many people, yes, 

even believers who have some naïveté, think that 

if something comes from a spirit, it has to be from 

God and therefore should be believed. But a 

supernatural origin for a teaching does not prove a 

divine origin for that teaching. For example, we 

have a supernatural origin for lies, “doctrines of 

demons” as they are called there in 1Tm. 4:1-4, 

namely, the forbidding of “marriage and” 

advocating “abstaining from foods” (vs. 3). 

Generally for every truth of God’s word, Satan 

produces a counterfeit teaching that masquerades 

as the truth, complete in some cases with 

supernatural phenomena (cf. 2Th. 2:9). These 

thoughts, concepts, and ideas are lies and if 

believed will lead a believer to ruin in his 

Christian life.  

John’s readers had encountered some 

teaching of just this sort from the proto-Gnostic 

antichrists. Some of these false ideas were alluded 

to in the letter already. One was that a person 

could deny that he had any sin and that it did not 

really make any difference how he lived anyway, 

he could still have fellowship with God. John 

refuted this in 1:5-2:6. Another was that it really 

did not make any difference how one treated his 

brother with love or with hate. He refuted this in 

2:7-11. These two are combined in one verse in 

3:10b. Yet another was that it was a matter of 

indifference if a person loved the world. John set 

that notion aside in 2:15-17. It was further wrongly 

taught that one could deny that Jesus is the Christ 

and move ahead without his spiritual experience 

being diminished. Again John laid waste to that 

notion early in 1:1-5 and later in 2:18-24. 

It is important that we remind ourselves of 

some of the basic flawed assumptions of the false 

teachers that led to these lies. You will recall that 

they taught that the material realm was evil and 

spirit realm was good. This error led to the denial 

of Jesus as the Christ. For it led to a corrupt and 

diminished view of His person. If matter is evil 

and spirit is good, then never the twain shall meet. 

It would be inconceivable that Jesus could be God, 

that is, spirit, and human, that is, material, at the 

same time in one person. So the proto-Gnostics 

divided into two groups on this matter, one 



 3 

rejected His deity, the Cerinthian Gnostics, the 

other rejected His humanity, the Docetists. If 

either view was adopted, Jesus is not the Christ 

and His ostensible death on the cross 

accomplished nothing with regard to sin. Such a 

Jesus cannot save anyone. That settled, we should 

not be surprised to see one branch of the proto-

Gnostics trying to suppress sin through asceticism, 

a strict life of self-denial and unyielding legalism. 

The conviction behind this was “that the ascetic 

life releases the soul from bondage to the body,”
24
 

the evil realm, “and permits union with the 

divine,”
25
 the good realm. However another 

branch opted for licentiousness, that is, they 

figured that there was nothing that could be 

accomplished in the material realm for 

deliverance, so one had just as well live it up. 

Besides the spiritual realm was unfazed by what 

happened in the material realm anyway. One could 

live like the devil and enjoy his walk with God 

anyway—a monstrous miscalculation. Cf. 1Jn. 

3:8, 10. “John opposes both classes in his 

Epistles.”
26
 Believers are not to be of the evil one 

(3:12), but are rather to overcome him (2:13, 14). 

 That brings us full circle to the command 

at hand, “do not believe every spirit.” If a believer 

were to fall into that trap of being convinced by 

every spirit, he would wind up with a hopeless 

array of contradictions in his mind. How could it 

be otherwise? The Holy Spirit will contradict the 

spirit of the evil one. For He will glorify Christ 

(Jn. 16:14). All false spirits will do the opposite, 

denying His person by denying His humanity or 

His deity. Believing every spirit is a path to 

nowhere, and worse, it is the road to ruin. For one 

cannot have fellowship with the Father and with 

His people when he has denied the Son. Moreover, 

there can be no victory over sin, no real experience 

of love, and no sense of purpose, meaning or 

fulfillment in life. 

 So in strong contrast (“but”—ajlla;) to 
believing every spirit, believers are to do 

something radically different, but not quite the 

opposite. He did not say, “do not believe any 

spirit.” Rather because some spirits are to be 
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believed, we are to “test (dokimavzete) the spirits,” 
that is, to “scrutinise (to see whether [the spirits 

are] genuine or not),”
27
 or “to make a critical 

examination of someth. to determine genuineness, 

put to the test, examine…spirits”
28
 to see if they 

might be “bogus,” or perhaps they will not be 

counterfeit but authentic. “Put them to the acid test 

of truth as the metallurgist does his metals. If it 

stands the test like a coin, it is acceptable 

(dokimo"…II Cor. 10:18), otherwise it is rejected 
(ajdokimo"…I Cor. 9:27; II Cor. 13:5–7).”29 The 
specific purpose of the test here is “to see whether 

(eij) they are from God,” and thus enjoy His 
approval and authority. Every true spirit will be 

glad to be subject to this exam.  

(The plurality of “spirits” is easy to 

understand if referring to demons, but more 

difficult with reference to the Holy Spirit who is 

one. The plurality in the sense of a good spirit can 

be understood in two main ways. First, it might be 

plural just to correspond to the context of plurality 

with reference to evil spirits. Cf. “better sacrifices” 

in Hb. 9:23b there because of the plurality of 

sacrifices [9:9] under the first covenant, but in 

reality its reference is to the “one sacrifice” of 

10:12. Or perhaps the reference corresponds to the 

Holy Spirit presented as a plurality by this same 

author in Rev. 1:4b, “the seven Spirits who are 

before His throne.” We know that there is only one 

Holy Spirit, but when presented as “the seven 

Spirits” the reference is to His completeness and 

perfection. So also note here in vs. 2 the singular 

“Spirit of God.” Far less likely is that angels might 

be in view. Others will want to say that no mere 

spirits are in view, either good or evil, but that 

only human beings are in view, men of God [Cf. 

1Cor. 14:32, “the spirits of prophets are subject to 

prophets”] and men who proclaim lies. That is 

possible too, but more than likely, since spirits are 

mentioned separately, it is likely that the spirits 

behind the men and who influence them are in 

view, especially in light of the spiritual gift in 

1Cor. 12:10, “the distinguishing of spirits,” though 

that is not precisely what is happening here. John 

is not referring to the exercise of a spiritual gift, 
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but to something that every believer could and 

should do.) 

Then John gave his reason for not 

believing every spirit, but testing them instead. It 

is “because many false prophets (yeudoprofh'tai) 
have gone out (ejxelhluvqasin) into the world 
(kovsmon).” A false prophet is one “one who falsely 
claims to be a prophet of God or who prophesies 

falsely,”
30
 probably both. These false prophets 

were in a state of having gone out and the results 

of that were continuing to the time of John’s 

writing. Thus the warning was necessary. The 

“world” is to be understood “as 

mankind…gener.”
31
 and perhaps “the refuse of 

mankind.”
32
 If my understanding is correct, false 

prophets, the same as the antichrists of 2:18 and 

here in vs. 3, are speaking the message of the evil 

spirits behind them. John will yet say that the 

whole world lies in the power of the evil one 

(5:19), but what is happening here is more specific 

than that, though probably something short of 

demon possession. Perhaps something akin to 

being “activated by such spirits”
33
 is in view. 

Obviously John’s readers needed to be wary of 

such persons, as should we. For we still have 

plenty of false prophets in our world. See for 

example the “false teachers” of 2Pt. 2:1, and the 

“false apostles of 2Cor. 11:13-15. Remember also 

the very important parallel passage of 1Tm. 4:1-4. 

 B. The positive test (4:2) 

  1. (vs. 2) John is quite certain that 

we can know the Spirit of God through the content 

of what  is taught: “By this you know the Spirit of 

God: every spirit that confesses that Jesus Christ 

has come in the flesh is from God” (ejn [“of 
place…to denote a rather close relation…of 

clothes: in, with…Prob. corresp. ejn sarkiv clothed 
in flesh”

34
] touvtw/ ginwvskete [“know, come to 

know…w. acc. of the thing…W. prep. 

g. ti e[k tino"…know a thing by someth”35; 
“signifies to be taking in knowledge, to come to 

know, recognize, understand, or to understand 
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completely, e.g.”
36
; “Nine times John gives tests 

for knowing the truth and uses the verb 

ginwskw…{know} each time {2:3, 5; 3:16, 19, 
24; 4:2, 6, 13; 5:2}.”

37
] to; pneu'ma [“the spirit as 

that which differentiates God fr. everything that is 

not God, as the divine power that produces all 

divine existence, as the divine element in which all 

divine life is carried on, as the bearer of every 

application of the divine will. All those who 

belong to God possess or receive this spirit and 

hence have a share in his life. This spirit also 

serves to distinguish the Christians fr. all 

unbelievers…the Spirit of God, of the Lord 

{=God} etc.”
38
] tou' qeou' pa'n pneu'ma [“In Eph. 

4:14 plaŒneµ, as the opposite of growth by pursuit of 
the truth in love, is marked by craftiness and 

fickleness. A dualism of error and truth may be 

seen here…A similar dualism occurs in 1 John, 

where plaŒneµ is the opposite of truth as the divine 
reality, and planoµ�ntes are either false teachers or 
those who echo their words by denying sin {1:8-9} 

or the incarnation {4:2ff.}. Ultimately the error is 

practical {4:6}. The false teachers are human but 

the power of the koŒsmos, the diaŒbolos, or the 
pneuŒma teµ�s plaŒneµs lies behind them {4:4; 3:8; 
4:6}…The seducing forces have apocalyptic 

stature {2:18} but have taken the historical form 

of false teachers.”
39
; “Prophets must be tested, not 

rationally, but spiritually and charismatically {1 

Cor. 12:10} by other prophets {14:29}. False 

prophets may perform miracles {Mk. 13:22; Rev. 

13:13}. Christological confession forms a test {1 

Jn. 4:2-3}. So do fruits {Mt. 7:16; cf. Rev. 

2:20}.”
40
] o} oJmologei' [“declare {publicly}, 

acknowledge, confess, also confess that one is 

someth…Esp. of confessing Christ, or the teaching 

of his church; w. double acc…acknowledge that 

Jesus Christ has come in the flesh”
41
; “lit., to 

speak the same thing {homos, same, legoµ, to 
speak}, to assent, accord, agree with, denotes…to 

declare openly by way of speaking out freely, such 

confession being the effect of deep conviction of 
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facts”
42
; “‘to make solemn statements of faith,’ ‘to 

confess something in faith.’…Those who deny 

Christ are liars and antichrists {2:22}. Confessing, 

then, implies acceptance of a specific 

christological understanding. Only the spirits that 

affirm this understanding are from God {4:2-

3}.”
43
]  jIhsou'n Cristo;n ejn sarki; [“flesh…the 

body itself, viewed as substance…Of the body of 

Christ during his earthly ministry”
44
; “by 

synecdoche, of the holy humanity of the Lord 

Jesus, in the totality of all that is essential to 

manhood, i.e., spirit, soul, and body”
45
; “{his 

actual humanity, not a phantom body as the 

Docetic Gnostics held}. See this same idiom in II 

John 7 with 

ejrcomenon…{coming}”46] ejlhluqovta [“come…L
it…of pers…Freq. the coming has rather the sense 

appear, make an appearance, come before the 

public. So esp. of the Messiah…also in John, in 

whose writings the idea of Jesus’ having come fr. 

heaven to the earth, sent by the Father, is of 

considerable importance…Of the appearance of 

Jesus among men…e[. ejn sarkiv come in the 
flesh”

47
; “Supplementary Participles…These are 

so called because they go along with another verb 

and complete its meaning…Indirect 

Discourse…Rare.”
48
; A.T.R says on 2Jn. 7: 

“Present middle participle of ejrcomai…treating 
the Incarnation as a continuing fact which the 

Docetic Gnostics flatly denied. In I John 4:2 we 

have ejlhluqota…{perfect active participle} in 
this same construction with oJmologew…because 
there the reference is to the definite historical fact 

of the Incarnation.”
49
] ejk tou' qeou' ejstin). 

 If we are to test the spirits it is essential 

that we know the test. John said, “By this 

(ejn touvtw/)” or in this “you know the Spirit of 
God” speaking through the man. “Every spirit,” 

either human spirit, or perhaps spirit as a facet of 

or reflection of the Holy Spirit, without exception 
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“that confesses (oJmologei'),” meaning, “to speak 
the same thing (homos, same, legoµ, to speak), to 
assent, accord, agree with, denotes…to declare 

openly by way of speaking out freely, such 

confession being the effect of deep conviction of 

facts,”
50
 namely, “that Jesus Christ has come in 

the flesh (sarki; “the body itself, viewed as 
substance”

51
) is from God.” The reference is to 

Jesus’ “actual humanity, not a phantom body as 

the Docetic Gnostics held. See this same idiom in 

II John 7.”
52
 Only the demons and false prophets 

denied Jesus’ very real human body in which He 

died and in which He remain to this day at the 

right hand of the Father (Col. 2:9). 

 C. The negative test (4:3) 

  1. (vs. 3) It follows that every spirit 

who does not confess Jesus is not from God: “and 

every spirit that does not confess Jesus is not from 

God; and this is the spirit of the antichrist, of 

which you have heard that it is coming, and now it 

is already in the world” 

(kai; pa'n pneu'ma o} mh; oJmologei' [“declare 
{publicly}, acknowledge, confess, also confess 

that one is someth…Esp. of confessing Christ, or 

the teaching of his church; w. double acc…W. a 

single acc. of the pers. whom one confesses, or 

whom one declares to be someth. revealed by the 

context”
53
] to;n  jIhsou'n ejk tou' qeou' oujk [“ouj in 

subordinate clauses…in relative clauses w. indic. 

{in the NT, under this hypothesis, mhv is found in 
such clauses 

only…}”
54
] e[stin kai; tou'to ejstin to; tou' ajnti

crivstou [“can mean either against Christ or 
instead of Christ, or perhaps, combining the two, 

‘one who, assuming the guise of Christ, opposes 

Christ’ {Westcott}. The word is found only in 

John’s Epistles…of the evil power which already 

operates anticipatively of the Antichrist”
55
; 

“antichrist is a coming apocalyptic figure, the 

opponent of Christ whose power increases prior to 

the end but who is finally judged and destroyed. 

This figure, however, is already at work in false 
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teachers {antichrists} who come from within the 

community and whose appearance shows that the 

last hour is near {1 Jn. 

2:18; cf. 4:3; 2 Jn. 7}.”
56
; “jAnti…can mean 

substitution or opposition, but both ideas are 

identical in the word ajnticristo"…{in N.T. only 
here, 2:22; 4:3; II John 7}.”

57
; “the term antichrist 

applied apparently to Gnostic 

heretics.”
58
] o} ajkhkovate o{ti e[rcetai kai; nu'n [“

adv. of time…now…lit., of time…nu'n used w. 
other particles…kai; n. . . . h[dh and now. . . 
already”

59
] ejn tw'/ kovsmw/ [“the world as 

mankind…gener…the refuse of mankind”
60
; 

“There is an approximation to the sense of 

‘humanity’ in phrases like…‘to be in the 

world’”
61
; “Salvation history is a struggle between 

Christ and the cosmos, or the evil one who rules 

it”
62
] ejsti;n h[dh [“now, already, by this time…of 

time…w. pres. tense…h[dh kaiv even now…Sim. 
nu'n h[dh”63]). 
 “And” it follows negatively that “every 

spirit,” again remember “test the spirits (vs. 1),” so 

the emphasis here is upon evil spirits working in 

and through false prophets, “that does not 

confess,” or agree and proclaim “Jesus is not from 

God,” that is, those who deny that he is the God-

man, God in human flesh, were not sent by God 

nor were approved by Him regardless of their 

contrary claims. There are millions today who do 

not confess Jesus. In so doing, they acknowledge 

that they are in agreement with “the spirit of the 

antichrist (ajnticrivstou),” who “is coming,” and 
“even now many antichrists have arisen; from this 

we know that it is the last hour” (2:18). John 

essentially repeats that here: “of which you have 

heard (ajkhkovate perfect, active, indicative) that 
it,” the spirit of the antichrist, “is coming, and now 

(nu'n) it is already (h[dh) in the world.” Of course, 
we know by now that the term “ jAnti…can mean 
substitution or opposition, but both ideas are 
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identical in the word ajnticristo"…(in N.T. only 
here, 2:22; 4:3; II John 7).”

64
 

 

III Conc. 

 We should remember that the Lord Jesus 

gave us essentially the same test of false prophets 

in Mt. 7, which see. It was their doctrine of 

salvation by works that gave them away, not their 

works, which appeared to be good. 

 Finally, in a world filled with many false 

prophets, we are not to be naïve, but we are to test 

the spirits to see whether they are from God. The 

objective test is simple. If they confess that Jesus 

Christ has come in the flesh, they are from God. If 

they do not confess Jesus, they are not only not 

from God, but are sourced in the spirit of the 

antichrist. 
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