
BETWEEN TRUTH AND ERROR (1 John 4.1-6)     CBC-15 May 2011 

Truth and error are 1) realities in religion, contrary to popular assumptions; 2) 
most important in religion, for you can be wrong about other things and it 
won’t matter for eternity; 3) knowable in religion; agnosticism is self-
condemned; 4) both calling for our belief, everyone believes something; 5) 
both have weighty consequences, a matter of life and death—spiritual 
life/death now, eternal life/death hereafter. 

In 1 John 4.1-6, you must recognize 3 parties � 1) apostles (we, us, spirit of 
truth), 2) Christian readers (beloved, ye, of God, little children), 3) false 
teachers (false prophets, them, they, the world, spirit of error).  

The Christian readers are “between truth and error.” Though they side with 
apostles, still vulnerable to seduction. Errorists are plausible, deceptive, 
alluring. Pastor John warns about them. “Beloved” (4.1) � especially loved 
by God and this godly caretaker of their souls. 

Every faithful pastor suffers suspense about members of the flock. In them 
he knows delight (3 John 4) and disappointment (1 John 2.19; cf. 2 Tim 
4.10). Even now I feel 1) pleasure over many, 2) sadness over a few, 3) 
great concern for you my hearers, living between truth and error. 

The OT pictures Lady Wisdom and Dame Folly calling to men (Prov 8.1-11; 
9.13-18). An “open marketplace of ideas” is good because of voluntary 
subscription. True religion cannot be coerced, but must be freely and 
intelligently chosen. But caveat emptor! Religious teachers compete fiercely 
for you. “Buy the truth and sell it not” (Prov 23.23). Find it, prove it to be 
genuine, gain it at any cost, and never let it go. 

To remain spiritually safe, first you must come to grips with . . .  

THE EXISTENCE OF DANGER (4.1) 

You Need to Test All Religious Teachers (v. 1a) 

“Believe not every spirit” warns not against believing any, but all. A cynic 
thinks everyone is motivated purely by self-interest; he is fault-finding to a 
fault. We know better, and treat others better. Charity “believes all things” (1 
Cor 13.7), but this can degenerate to dangerous gullibility. 

The alternative (“but”) is to “try the spirits,” “make a critical examination to 
determine genuineness, put to the test, examine” (BDAG). 

“Spirits” indicates religious teachers are in view, either prophets (proclaimers 
of divine truth) led by the Spirit of God (v. 2), or “pseudo-prophets” (lit., false 
or bogus prophets) under Satan’s control, even unwittingly, like Micaiah’s 
opponents (1 Kgs 22.23-24). You must test everything to distinguish treasure 
from fool’s gold. All religious teachers are either “of/from God” and thus 
fundamentally good, or not “of God” and fundamentally evil. 

The true are “sent from God” (John 1.6); the false are not (Jer 14.14). The 
true speak God’s words; the false make this claim but are inspired of the 

devil to speak their own carnal thoughts (1 Tim 4.1-2). 

So testing is not uncharitable. Love requires discernment for the good of all 
involved (protect yourself, warn others, call errorists to repentance; and save 
yourself, recommend sound teachers, support and encourage them). True 
teachers urge and welcome scrutiny, because the truth has nothing to hide. 
Any teacher expecting your implicit faith in him is disqualified and dangerous! 

Because False Prophets Abound (v. 1b) 

As Christ has sent his evangelist-teachers throughout the world (Mark 
16.15), Satan also has sent his hordes everywhere, swarms of locusts to 
work ruin. “Many false prophets have gone out into the world”— many within 
“Christendom,” worse and far more deceptive than proponents of obviously 
Nonchristian religions. 

Predicted by Jesus (Matt 24.5), Paul (Acts 20.29-30). John announced its 
beginning (1 John 2.18; 4.3b), Paul its worsening (2 Tim 3.13). The 
prevalence of false teachers justifies our extreme wariness and vigilance. 
How careful would you be in buying a drug you need to live when a 
counterfeit would kill you, and most dealers sell counterfeits? Spiritual 
life/health more important. 

THE EXPOSURE OF ERRORISTS (4.2-3) 

“By this you know the Spirit of God” (ESV) � this is one way you will be able 
to tell the difference.  

One Test Is Their Christology 

John gives a specific test to be applied: “Every spirit that confesseth that 
Jesus Christ is come in the flesh is of God.” 

This is a test of Christology, the identity and nature of Jesus as Christ 
(Anointed One, the Savior of the world, promised in the OT, sent from God). 
Any departure from this basic orthodoxy makes one fail the test. 

The specific Christological concern is a confession (open and loyal 
declaration) that Jesus Christ “is/has come in the flesh.” Scholars say John 
exposed a certain heretic named Cerinthus, who believed “the Christ” came 
upon Jesus at his baptism and left him before the cross. 

This implies Jesus’ full deity (“is come” � from heaven), full humanity (“in the 
flesh” � true human nature), in one glorious Person (name “Jesus,” office 
“Christ”). Following John’s lead, the early church insisted on this: 

Furthermore it is necessary to everlasting salvation that he also 
believe rightly the incarnation of our Lord Jesus Christ. For the right 
faith is that we believe and confess that our Lord Jesus Christ, the 
Son of God, is God and man. God of the substance of the Father, 
begotten before the worlds; and man of substance of His mother, 
born in the world. Perfect God and perfect man, of a reasonable soul 
and human flesh subsisting. Equal to the Father as touching His 



Godhead, and inferior to the Father as touching His manhood. Who, 
although He is God and man, yet He is not two, but one Christ. One, 
not by conversion of the Godhead into flesh, but by taking of that 
manhood into God. One altogether, not by confusion of substance, 
but by unity of person (Athanasian Creed, c. 450 A.D.). 

A teacher who fails to confess this Christ is “not of God,” but is the foretold 
“antichrist,” now in the world (v. 3b). “Antichrist” is lexically ambiguous: 
against and instead of Christ. Pseudo-Christian teachers oppose as 
counterfeits—so insidious! This doctrinal test exposes heretics like 
Mormonism, Russellism (JW’s), and Oneness Pentecostalism. Such are not 
Christians; beware! 

Christology Is Not the Only Test 

Even though the text says, “every spirit that confesseth . . . is of God,” this is 
not to be taken as universal and absolute, as if this were the only doctrinal 
test to expose heretics. It was the test John gives for the specific heretics of 
that time and place threatening the original readers. We must say this 
because many affirm basic Christological truth but teach other serious errors 
(e.g., Acts 15.1; cf. Gal 1.6-9; 5.2-4). Such legalism is found in the RCC and 
Campbellites in their baptismal regeneration. They preach a false gospel. 

The prevalence, deceitfulness, and danger of such error is frightening, so 
John speaks a powerful word for . . .  

THE ENCOURAGEMENT OF BELIEVERS (4.4) 

“Ye” (plural) addresses readers John counts as true Christians. “Little 
children” is diminutive, another term of endearment (Jesus used it of his 
disciples in John 13.33; “sins forgiven,” 1 John 2.12).Two things of them. 

Ye Are of (from) God 

Unlike false prophets (v. 3a). This conveys their spiritual authenticity and 
God’s fatherly love for them. Truly belonging to God is the foundation of a 
believer’s assurance of salvation. Knowing we are truly God’s children is the 
means of immeasurable comfort in the face of many threats! 

Ye Have Overcome (vanquished, conquered, gained victory over) Them 

As the Anointing (Spirit) abides in them, real Christians cannot finally believe 
the lies and defect to the enemy (2.26-27). Apostates were never “of us” 
(2.19). The spiritual war is over, but victory over the wicked one (2.13-14) 
and the world (5.4-5) is already ours. Why? Not something inherent to us but 
Someone resident in us. “Greater is he [pronoun changed from neuter for 
“Spirit” to masculine for “God;” cf. 3.24; 4.12, 15] that is in you [plural, not 
individualistic] than he that is in the world [the devil].” The church and the 
world are two opposing camps. God is in the church and the church is in 
God, even as Satan is in the world and the world is in Satan (5.19). The 
church is bound to triumph; we shall overcome! Also implies “extra ecclesiam 
nulla salus,” outside the church there is no salvation, because the alternative 

to the church is “the world.” Your spiritual safety is promoted by your public 
identification with and perseverance within the visible church of Jesus Christ. 
Lambs wandering alone are easy prey for the enemy. 

Yet, why do those so bad and doomed have such a large following? 

THE EMBRACE OF ERROR (4.5) 

Errorists Are Worldly, So the World Hears Them 

Vv. 4-5 exhibit clear parallelism and John’s typically-stark contrasts: 

They [errorists] are of (from, belong to) the world / we [apostles] are of God. 
They speak from the world / we speak from God (implied). 

The world hears (appreciates, believes) them / the godly hear us. 
The godly reject them (implied) / the world rejects us. 

Spiritual identity (from the world) � religious message (“the viewpoint of the 
world,” NIV) � appeal to kindred spirits (“the world listens to them”). The 
“world” has the most despicable connotation here: “The world order alienated 
from God, in rebellion against him, and condemned by nature and by godless 
deeds” (Baker EotB). Prevalent evil is not to be loved, is passing away (1 
John 2.15-17), and is in league with the devil (1 John 5.19; cf. John 8.23; 
12.31). 

While Sinners Are Prevalent, Error Will Be Popular 

The prevalence of sinners explains why irreverent and immoral doctrine is 
ever-popular. It pampers their lusts, panders to their pride, and promises 
peace without repentance (Jer 5.31; 6.14; cf. 2 Tim 4.3-4).  

It takes the miracle of regeneration by the Spirit of God to turn a sinner into a 
saint, a skeptic into a believer, and an impenitent into a contrite mourner, but 
when that has happened, one’s whole perspective changes and he receives 
the truth in the love of it. 

THE EVIDENCE OF APOSTOLICITY (4.6) 

The Apostles Are God’s Authoritative Messengers 

“We” � apostles, sent by God, eyewitnesses of Christ (cf. 1.1-4). Same 
dynamics apply (spiritual identity, “men of God” � religious message, gospel 
truth � appeal to kindred spirits, hearts made good by grace).  

Apostolicity Is the Mark of Authenticity 

To “hear the apostles” is the mark of apostolicity, being “in the discipleship, in 
the school, under the normative authority, instruction and direction of the 
apostles, in agreement with them, because listening to them and accepting 
their message” (cited in Reymond ST, 844). “This is how we can distinguish 
the spirit of truth from the spirit of falsehood” (NJB). Is any teacher truly 
apostolic in faith and practice? Apply this infallible test to all we hear while 
living between truth and error. God preserve us. Amen. 


