
 

Waukesha Bible Church is a family of families seeking to live in the Storyline of the Bible.  She is determined by design to have 

a God-centered, Christ-exalting worship; a Word-centered teaching focused on personal discipleship through intentional and 

systematic instruction; a Global-impacting mission that resolves to be a church planting church; and a Grace-based 

fellowship where disciples are invited to live under a reigning grace characterized by a Gospel-driven sanctification that 

celebrates a divine monergism to the Christian life. 
 

Greetings: 
 
The study that Pastor Pat brings on Sunday mornings is a reflection of the study for that 
week.  It represents a lot of research.  Not all of what he has prepared is communicated.  
In an attempt to continue the learning process, he is making available his study notes to 
the congregation. 
 
They are edited, but not “book” ready.  To the critical eye mistakes can be found.  So he 
asks that you take the material with humility, teach-ability, and charity. 
 
Enjoy and if you should have any questions or corrections, please do not hesitate to 
email him at pastorpat@waukeshabible.org. 
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Date:  August 18, 2013 
Title:  “The True Believer and the Spirit of Error” 
Text:  1 John 4:1-6 
Theme: Like the antichrist of 2:18-29, John identifies and warns the believer against false 

prophets.   
 
Introduction: 
From the very onset of reading 4:1 we should recognize to whom Pastor John is referring.  He 
identifies those who are outside the church as false prophets.  Both Pastor John and the leaders 
of the faction/fracture claim to be speaking in behalf of God.  How was the congregant to 
know who is or is not speaking truth? 
 
False prophets and the spirit of the antichrist are bedfellows.  They are allies in the battle 
against truth.  John warns his audience of their presence and how they are to live.  It is clear 
who they are and what they believe.  Everything we have seen up to this point is consistent.   
 
“The first six verses of chapter 4 form a unit on the conflict between two spiritual realms, ‘the 
spirit of truth and the spirit of error’ (v. 6). They show no close connection with what follows 
and are best viewed as an elaboration on the reference to ‘the Spirit whom He has given us’ 
(3:24). The conflict now presented forms the final aspect of the conflicts of the faith that John 
had been depicting since 2:18. He had already dealt with the conflict between truth and 
falsehood (2:18-28), the conflict between the children of God and the children of the devil (2:29-
3:12), and the conflict between love and hatred (3:13-24). Now John marked the supernatural 
character of this conflict as ultimately involving ‘the spirit of truth and the spirit of error.’”1  
 
“The present section, 4:1-6, is one of three units within the letter (the other two are 2:12-14 and 
2:15-17) that virtually all interpreters would regard as a self-contained unit. The subject matter 
of each of these sections is so clearly distinguished from the surrounding context that there can 
be little doubt that each constitutes a separate unit of thought. I have yet to find a proposed 
division of 1 John that breaks 4:1-6 apart.  This section does, however, contain two 
subdivisions: 4:1-3, introduced by “dear friends” in 4:1, and 4:4-6, introduced by “little 
children” in 4:4.”2 
 
There is a genuine and immediate threat to orthodoxy we are to be aware of and on guard 
against (vv. 1-3).  Yet we are not to be unsettled, but confident in our battle against heterodoxy 
(vv. 4-6). 
 
First, the churches in Asia Minor have been influenced by this spirit of error.  This attack has 
been unsettling.  Second, although unsettling, they are not to fear but live with the certainty 
that they have overcome the evil one. 
 
Let us now consider our text. 
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Outline: 
 
I. Believers need the spirit of discernment (v. 1) 
 
John opens by exhorting his audience to test the various spirits to see if they are of God.  John 

tells them not to believe but (αλλα) test.  The Greek word for “test” is δοκιµαζω. It means “to 
test, examine, prove, scrutinize (to see whether a thing is genuine or not), as in metals.” 
 
"Stop believing," as some were clearly carried away by the spirits of error rampant among 
them, both Docetic and Cerinthian Gnostics. Credulity means gullibility and some believers 
fall easy victims to the latest fads in spiritualistic humbuggery. Prove the spirits (dokimazete 
ta pneumata). 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 (dokimos, 2Co 10:18), otherwise it is rejected (adokimos, 1Co 
9:27; 2Co 13:5-7).3 
 
“Do not be forward to believe every teacher to be a man sent of God.  As in those early times 
every teacher professed to be inspired by the Spirit of God, because all the prophets had come 
thus accredited, the term spirit was used to express the man who pretended to be and teach 
under the Spirit's influence.  See 1Co 12:1-12; 1Ti 4:1.”4 
 
The world in which we find ourselves is not too much different than the world in which Pastor 
John wrote.  There are many claiming to be Christian who equally denies the message of First 
John.  They do not believe Jesus is God incarnate.  They do not believe Jesus is the Christ.  
They do not believe Jesus forgives sin, cleanses unrighteousness, mediates in our behalf before 
the Father, propitiates the wrath of God and answers the justice of God, takes away sin and 
destroys the works of the devil and loves the local church.  Such people who preach a 
different Story are false prophets, of the world and are antichrist. 
 
I know it would appear I am putting weight on this idea of loving the local church, but why?  
When you look at the scope of all who claim to be Christian and are teachers it would be of 
interest to see how many are tied to a local church and under the oversight of a plurality of 
Elders.  There are large ministries with personal names attached to them that probably have no 
local church or Elder oversight.  They might have a board of directors and they minister to 
local churches, but they themselves are not in a local church or under Elder oversight.  To say 
you love the church means you are in the local church and under Elder oversight.  Anything 
less than this is problematic for Pastor John. 
 
The exhortation is to not be gullible or naïve concerning truth and error.  “The most 
mischievous liars are those who keep sliding on the verge of truth.”  In contrast to being 
gullible the believer needs to test or examine all that he hears and sees in order to prove its 
integrity or worth.  The Bereans are notable examples of such a principle when it is said of 
them concerning the apostle Paul’s preaching, “That they received the word with all readiness 
of mind and searched the Scripture daily whether those things were so” (Acts 17:11). 
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Both the prohibition to not believe and the exhortation to test are present active imperatives.  
Paul uses the same word, tense and mood in 1 Thess. 5:21.   
 

• Prove all things; hold fast that which is good. (1 Thess. 5:21) 
 
If John is writing to the church of Ephesus, then it is interesting to hear his words to them in 
Rev. 2:2 which tells us that they did test the spirits! 
 

• I know thy works, and thy labor, and thy patience, and how thou canst not bear them 
which are evil: and thou hast tried them which say they are apostles, and are not, and 
hast found them liars: (Rev. 2:2) 

 
The Greek word in Rev. 2:2 is different than that in 1 John and 1 Thess.   It is the word “tried” 

Πειραζω. It means “to try whether a thing can be done, to try, and make trial of, test: for the 
purpose of ascertaining his quantity, or what he thinks, or how he will behave himself.”   
 
Why the exhortation?  Listen carefully to the following references. 
 

• Little children, it is the last time: and as ye have heard that antichrist shall come, even 
now are there many antichrists; whereby we know that it is the last time. (1 John 2:18) 

 

• For I know this, that after my departing shall grievous wolves enter in among you, not 
sparing the flock. (Acts 20:29) 

 

• Now the Spirit speaketh expressly, that in the latter times some shall depart from the 
faith, giving heed to seducing spirits, and doctrines of devils; (1 Tim. 4:1) 

 

• But evil men and seducers shall wax worse and worse, deceiving, and being deceived. 
(2 Tim. 3:13) 

 

• But there were false prophets also among the people, even as there shall be false 
teachers among you, who privily shall bring in damnable heresies, even denying the 
Lord that bought them, and bring upon themselves swift destruction. (2 Pet. 2:1) 

 

• For many deceivers are entered into the world, who confess not that Jesus Christ is 
come in the flesh. This is a deceiver and an antichrist. (2 John 7) 

 
Friend, today’s church is under attack and we must have the spirit of discernment in the midst 
of the deceivers. 
 
II.  Believers have the standard for discerning (vv. 2, 3) 
 
To test and try is all good, but what is the standard of measurement whereby both truth and 
error can be evaluated?  John contrasts the standard for truth’s evaluation as well as that of 
error.  Truth’s standard is seen in five distinct areas. 
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When someone claims to believe in Jesus it is more than mere abstraction.  There is only one 
Jesus and Pastor John gives us very distinct conclusions as to who He is and how we might 
know Him.   
 
Let us say you meet someone who claims to know me and they go about describe their 
understanding of who I am.  They begin by saying he is about 5’6” with blond hair, green eyes, 
portly fellow with a slight limp and one arm is noticeable longer than the other.  He is very 
good with machines and fixes automobiles for a living.  Now, upon hearing that descriptive 
you might say to him I do not think we are talking about the same person.  You might know 
someone who is called Patrick Griffiths, but I do not think the Patrick Griffiths I know is the 
same one you know. 
 
The same is true with reference to this Jesus person.  People talk about knowing Jesus, but 
when asked to describe Him they are no where close to how He is described in 1 John. 
 

A. The standard of truth 
 

1. Those who know God confess the incarnation of Christ (v. 2) 
 
The issue here is His incarnation.  The word “confess” is the same as that in 1:9.  This is the 
consistent testimony of Scripture and of the early church. 
 

• And the Word was made flesh, and dwelt among us, (and we beheld his glory, the 
glory as of the only begotten of the Father,) full of grace and truth. (John 1:14) 

 

• And without controversy great is the mystery of godliness: God was manifest in the 
flesh, justified in the Spirit, seen of angels, preached unto the Gentiles, believed on in 
the world, received up into glory. (1 Tim. 3:16) 

 
The standard for measuring orthodoxy (right thinking) is Christological.  Orthodoxy believes 
Jesus is God incarnate.  Orthodoxy believes Jesus is the Christ.  Orthodoxy believes Jesus 
forgives sin, cleanses unrighteousness, mediates in our behalf before the Father, propitiates the 
wrath of God and answers the justice of God, takes away sin and destroys the works of the 
devil and loves the local church. 
 
Ecclesiology (the study of the Church) is Christology.  How you view the local church is tied to 
how you view the person and work of Jesus Christ. 
 
Pastor John provides us a very sobering truth when he speaks of the antichrist already being 
present, “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.” 
 

• 18 Children, it is the last hour; and just as you heard that antichrist is coming, even now 
many antichrists have arisen; from this we know that it is the last hour. 19 They went out 
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from us, but they were not [really] of us; for if they had been of us, they would have 
remained with us; but [they went out,] in order that it might be shown that they all are 
not of us. (1 John 2:18, 19) 

 
“A like test is proposed by Paul for confessing the deity of Jesus Christ in 1Co 12:3 and for the 
Incarnation and Resurrection of Jesus in Ro 10:6-10.”5 
 

• 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. (1 Cor. 12:3) 

 

• 6 But the righteousness based on faith speaks thus, "DO NOT SAY IN YOUR HEART, 
'WHO WILL ASCEND INTO HEAVEN?' (that is, to bring Christ down), 7 or 'WHO 
WILL DESCEND INTO THE ABYSS?' (that is, to bring Christ up from the dead)." 8 But 
what does it say? "THE WORD IS NEAR YOU, IN YOUR MOUTH AND IN YOUR 
HEART" --that is, the word of faith which we are preaching, 9 that if you confess with 
your mouth Jesus [as] Lord, and believe in your heart that God raised Him from the 
dead, you shall be saved; 10 for with the heart man believes, resulting in righteousness, 
and with the mouth he confesses, resulting in salvation. (Rom. 10:6-10) 

 
Orthodoxy is Christological defined. 
 

2. Those who know God are from God (v. 4a) 
 

It is interesting to note the preposition used by John to describe origin or source of being.  He 

uses the simple preposition εκ. Εκ denotes origin (the point where action or motion proceeds).   
John identifies the true believer as finding his birth right in the very being of God.  To the true 
believer, God is their Father.   
 

Twenty-three times John uses εκ in 1 John alone (4:2-7; 5:1, 4). 
 

• For all that is in the world, the lust of the flesh, and the lust of the eyes, and the pride of 
life, is not of the Father, but is of the world. (1 John 2:16) 

 

• If ye know that he is righteous, ye know that every one that doeth righteousness is born 
of him (1 John 2:29) 

 

• Whosoever is born of God doth not commit sin; for his seed remaineth in him: and he 
cannot sin, because he is born of God. (1 John 3:9) 

 
3. Those who know God have overcome evil (v. 4b) 

 

Overcome is our Greek word νικαω.  We have examined this idea extensively in 2:13.  
Believers are overcomers because they know God.  True believers are overcomers because of 
the abiding Holy Spirit. 
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“Have overcome them (nenikêkate autous). Perfect active indicative of nikaô, calm confidence 
of final victory as in 1Jo 2:13; Joh 16:33. The reference in autous (them) is to the false prophets 
in 1Jo 4:1. Because (hoti). The reason for the victory lies in God, who abides in them (1Jo 
3:20,24; Joh 14:20; 15:4). God is greater than Satan, "he that is in the world" (ho en tôi kosmôi), 
the prince of this world (Joh 12:31; 14:30), the god of this age (2Co 4:4), powerful as he seems.”6 
 
“The apostle meant to say that it was by no power of their own that they achieved this victory, 
but it was to be traced solely to the fact that God dwelt among them, and had preserved them 
by his grace. What was true then is true now. He who dwells in the hearts of Christians by his 
Spirit, is infinitely, more mighty than Satan, "the ruler of the darkness of this world; and 
victory, therefore, over all his arts and temptations may be sure. In his conflicts with sin, 
temptation, and error, the Christian should never despair, for his God will insure him the 
victory.”7 

 
4. Those who know God have the enabling Holy Spirit dwelling within (v. 4c) 

 
“It is important to note that both here and in 4:6 the Spirit’s role is that of witness to the truth 
about Jesus Christ.”8 
 
The abiding Holy Spirit is greater than the forces of evil that are at work against us.  This text 
and many others like it always intrigue me.  The ‘you’ in our text is the plural.  Pastor John 
says to the local assembly “the Holy Spirit dwelling in you’ll is greater than the spirit moving 
in the world.”   
 
Again, it is one of those passages we individualize and think its all about me singular, when it 
is about us plural.  I do not dismiss the whole is made of the parts, but it is always “one body; 
many members.”  Members are always connected to the body.   

 
5. Those who know God listen to the apostles/Scripture (v. 6a) 

 
Those who know God listen to the voice of Scripture in order that knowledge might be 
acquired and obedience might be forthcoming.  Friend, this text is telling us something that we 
can find unsettling because it runs counter to our independent, autonomous spirit.  Pastor 
John says of those who left the church, “They did not listen to us.”  The “us” in this text refers 
to Pastor John, the Elders and the local assembly.  No one can claim authority from God apart 
from the local church and churches.  And this authority or “us” resides in the plurality of 
Elders.  There is power with the assembly as it functions under the leadership of the plurality 
of Elders. 
 
This is not counter to the priesthood of every believer and individual soul liberty.  You have 
no mediator between you and God apart from Jesus [priesthood of the believer].  And you are 
responsible for your own soul [individual soul liberty].  Such responsibility cannot be passed 
off to any governing body as is the case in the Roman Catholic structure.  Thus, the idea of 
oversight and authority in a local assembly is not counter to these two ideas.     
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It is a responsibility of the plurality to keep this assembly in orthodoxy [right belief].  This 
assembly has a theology birthed out of the text.  As a consequence of the text we have 
orthoproxy [right behavior].  We as Elders inside of the plurality are to oversee those two 
areas.  You are to “listen” to us.  You have a will that can choose to listen or not listen, but you 
must weigh the words. 
 
These five aspects are the means whereby truth is discerned.  There are, however, five aspects 
of error that reveal its nature to the believer. 

 
B. The standard of error 

 
“Having set forth the criteria for testing the spirits (1 John 4:2-3), John now stated the criteria 
For testing those through whom they speak. In verses 4-5 he indicated the criteria to determine 
their true origin. In verse 6a he pointed to the reaction to their message as a further criterion. 
The last half of verse 6 summarizes the discussion.”9 
 

1. Those who do not know God reject the incarnation of Christ (v. 3) 
 
The idea of Christ-denying false prophets was first seen in 2:18-29.  The statement is the exact 
opposite of v.2.  If we do not agree with God the Father concerning His Son Jesus Christ, then 
we are antichrist. 

 
2. Those who do not know God are from the world  (v. 5a) 

 
Again you have the same statement, but the exact opposite as that found in v.4.  The false 

prophets with the spirit of the antichrist are from (εκ) the world.  They have their source or 
origin out of the world.  It was seen in 2:15 that the spirit of God and the spirit of the world are 
in opposition to each other. 
 
“This was one of the marks by which those who had the spirit of antichrist might be known. 
They belonged not to the church of God, but to the world. They had its spirit; they acted on its 
principles; they lived for it.”10 

 
3. Those who do not know God speak like the world (v. 5b) 

 
A worldling's speech is a reflection of the worldling's heart.  It is possible to identify those who 
are of the world by their speech. 

 
4. Those who do not know God speak and the world listens (v. 5c) 

 
The person who does not know God is attentive to the things of this world.  Chapter three 
noted how a love from the Father keeps us from a love for the world.  The voice of temptation 
is heard often from the world.  The true believer must shut it out. 
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5. Those who do not know God do not listen to the apostles/Scripture (v. 6b) 
 

Whether we like it or not, obedience and disobedience or fruit bearing and non fruit bearing 
can be strong indicators as to whether or not an individual is a Christian. 
 
“John concluded this discussion with a summary comment: "By this we know the spirit of 
truth and the spirit of error. Satan and his demonic forces are engaged in a relentless effort to 
lead believers astray, working in and through their human agents. This warfare between the 
Spirit of truth and the spirit of deception is indeed the climactic aspect of the conflicts in the 
Christian life.”11 
 
Shepherding the Sheep (What’s the NEXT STEP?): 
 
1. Do you believe Jesus is the incarnate Christ and the singular Savior of fallen humanity? 
2. Have you believed the lie the antichrist speaks concerning Jesus? 
3. Today, repent of this falsehood and believe who Jesus is in His person and work. 
 

                                                           
1 http://faculty.gordon.edu/hu/bi/ted_hildebrandt/ntesources/ntarticles/bsac-nt/hiebert-1john4-pt7-

bs.pdf Bibliotheca Sacra 146 (1989) 420-436. Copyright © 1989 by Dallas Theological Seminary. Cited with 
permission. An Expositional Study of 1 John Part 7 (of 10 parts): An Exposition of 1 John 4:1-6, D. Edmond Hiebert. 

2 https://bible.org/seriespage/exegetical-commentary-1-john-41-6  
3 A.T. Robertson’s NT Word Pictures on 1 John 4:1. 
4 Adam Clarke’s Commentary on 1 John 4:1. 
5
 A.T. Robertson’s NT Word Pictures on 1 John 4:2. 

6
 A.T. Robertson’s NT Word Pictures on 1 John 4:4. 
7 Albert Barnes’ NT Commentary on 1 John 4:4. 
8 Colin G. Kruse, The Letters of John, PNTC (Eerdmans, 2000), 146. 
9 http://faculty.gordon.edu/hu/bi/ted_hildebrandt/ntesources/ntarticles/bsac-nt/hiebert-1john4-pt7-

bs.pdf Bibliotheca Sacra 146 (1989) 420-436. Copyright © 1989 by Dallas Theological Seminary. Cited with 
permission. An Expositional Study of 1 John Part 7 (of 10 parts): An Exposition of 1 John 4:1-6, D. Edmond Hiebert. 

10 Albert Barnes’ NT Commentary on 1 John 4:5. 
11 http://faculty.gordon.edu/hu/bi/ted_hildebrandt/ntesources/ntarticles/bsac-nt/hiebert-1john4-pt7-

bs.pdf Bibliotheca Sacra 146 (1989) 420-436. Copyright © 1989 by Dallas Theological Seminary. Cited with 
permission. An Expositional Study of 1 John Part 7 (of 10 parts): An Exposition of 1 John 4:1-6, D. Edmond Hiebert. 


