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DISCERNING THE SPIRITS 
1 JOHN 4:1-6 

 

On this day that we recognize our mothers — and the mothers of our children — we recognize the 

uniqueness of a mother’s role.  And as you have reflected on the way your mother has influenced you, 

perhaps you’re asking the question today, “what makes my mother unique and gifted?” 

 

What does make a good mother? There are many different qualities and attributes that Scripture affirms 

godly women and mothers exhibit — they are lovers of their husbands and lovers of their children, they 

are not enslaved to various vices, they are not gossips but are careful with their words, they are 

respectful in their behavior, they are kind, and they disciple younger women. 

 

On a more superficial level, I was thinking this week about what makes a good mother and I thought 

about all the questions they ask in order to serve their families: 

 Has the baby been fed? 

 Is the diaper dirty? 

 Who left that toy on the floor? 

 Is the door locked? 

 With whom are you going? 

 Do we know his parents? 

 Have you washed your clothes? (or cleaned your room or finished your homework?) 

 When will you be back? 

 Are you coming to visit soon? 

 

But as I did a little googling about this topic, I discovered that while questions and mothers go together, 

more than mothers asking questions, the reality is that mothers are asked questions far more.  In fact, 

one study found that the average mother is asked more questions per hour than an elementary school 

teacher or a doctor or nurse.  Mothers are asked more than 300 questions per day, or about 23 questions 

per hour — one question every 2 min., 36 sec. (that’s over 105,000 questions annually).  And if the 

mother has a four-year-old girl, she can expect to receive 390 questions per day.  (If she has a nine-

year-old boy she gets off easier — it’s only 144 questions per day.)  Children might go to their fathers, 

but 24% don’t bother because they are routinely told, “Go ask your mother.”   

 

So what kinds of questions are these inquisitive minds asking? 

 Why is water wet?  

 Where does the sky end?  
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 What are shadows made of?  

 Why is the sky blue?  

 How do fish breathe under water?  

 Why are you so old? 

 

So moms want to know many things about their children and their children want to know many things 

about them.  But asking questions is how one learns.  In a similar manner, a mature believer will also 

ask questions.  A mature believer is discerning and he cultivates that discernment by asking questions.  

He doesn’t accept every teaching as true.  He doesn’t accept every teacher as being right just because he 

is a teacher.  He digs and queries and probes.  He does this because he wants to distinguish between the 

true and the false, so with his questions he is conducting a series of tests.  How can someone tell who is 

true and who is false?  By giving tests. 

 

TO BE A DISCERNING BELIEVER, TEST WHAT YOU ARE TAUGHT. 

 

In 1 John 4, John provides five tests to determine whether a teacher and his teaching are informed by 

the Spirit of God or the spirit of Satan. 

 

1. Does the Teaching Originate from GOD?  (v. 1) 

2. Does the Teaching Exalt CHRIST?  (vv. 2-3) 

3. Does the Teaching Oppose WORLDLINESS?  (vv. 4-5) 

4. Does the Teaching Honor SCRIPTURE?  (v. 6a) 

5. Does the Teaching Elevate TRUTH?  (v. 6b) 
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• Remember that the book of 1 John is primarily about assurance of salvation; there were false 

teachers who had come into the church and upset many so that they no longer had confidence that 

they were saved; John is writing to comfort and affirm them (5:13). 

• Throughout the book, John is giving assurances that his readers are saved; so at the end of ch. 3, he 

provides three more ways they can be assured of their salvation: 

 When we love one another truthfully and with deeds (3:18, 23) it is a sign of our salvation. 

 When God answers our prayers, it is a sign of our salvation (3:22). 

 When the Spirit lives in us, it is a sign of our salvation (3:24). 

 But that last indicator of our spiritual life raises a significant question:  how can we tell who is 

really operating by the Holy Spirit?  There are many teachers and teaching that claim to be true; 

how can we tell who is true and who is false?  On Friday afternoon, I counted 62 churches in 

Hood County in my phone directory — are we all right about all things?  How can we tell who 

is right and who is wrong and which are the fatal (eternally damning) errors? 

 

• John had to be aware that his comment in 3:24 would raise that kind of question, so he provides us 

some answers in 4:1-6.  And he begins with a caution:  do not believe every spirit.   

 He is not being critical or harsh — he is a tender father speaking to his beloved children.  They 

are loved by him and he is concerned for their welfare.  And in that context he warns them — 

because not everything that glitters is gold, don’t believe every spirit. 

 In fact, he’s quite emphatic about it; it is possible to translate it, “Stop believing…”  Or even, 

“Stop being gullible.”  John is calling them to be discerning.  False teachers were known to have 

infiltrated the church and they needed to continue to be vigilant about that falsehood. 

 Now it’s important to notice what he means with the word, “spirit.”  He uses the same word in 

the middle of the verse: test the spirits, and then at the end of the verse he says, because many 

false prophets…  In other words, he means, “don’t believe everyone who claims to be a prophet 

(or teacher) of God because there are many false teachers.”   

 This is the same warning the Jesus and the apostles gave elsewhere and through the NT: 

 

o Mt. 7:15 “Beware of the false prophets, who come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly are 

ravenous wolves.” 

o Mt. 10:16 “Behold, I send you out as sheep in the midst of wolves; so be shrewd as serpents and 

innocent as doves.” 

o Mt. 24:4-5 And Jesus answered and said to them, “See to it that no one misleads you. For many will 

come in My name, saying, ‘I am the Christ,’ and will mislead many.” 

o Acts 20:29-30 “I know that after my departure savage wolves will come in among you, not sparing 

the flock; and from among your own selves men will arise, speaking perverse things, to draw away 

the disciples after them.” 
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o 1 Thess. 5:21-22 But examine everything carefully; hold fast to that which is good; abstain from 

every form of evil.  

o Rom. 16:17-18 Now I urge you, brethren, keep your eye on those who cause dissensions and 

hindrances contrary to the teaching which you learned, and turn away from them. For such men are 

slaves, not of our Lord Christ but of their own appetites; and by their smooth and flattering speech 

they deceive the hearts of the unsuspecting.  

o 2 Tim. 3:8-9 Just as Jannes and Jambres opposed Moses, so these men also oppose the truth, men of 

depraved mind, rejected in regard to the faith. But they will not make further progress; for their folly 

will be obvious to all, just as Jannes’s and Jambres’s folly was also.  

 

 One commentator has said, “some believers fall easy victims to the latest fads in spiritualistic 

humbuggery.”  There are times when we should not believe and we should question.   

• Instead of believing everything and everyone, John says we should test the spirits.  The word test is 

a word that means to test for the purpose of demonstrating authenticity.  So a coin was put on 

balance scale to demonstrate it was the correct weight.  And that is what the believer is to do with 

every form of teaching — put it on the balance scale opposite of God’s truth and see whether it 

weighs as genuine teaching.   

• This can be hard work.  It takes vigilance.  Just like a mother is always watching to protect her child 

from harm — is the formula/food too hot or too cold?  is the child dressed warmly enough?  are 

there any dangers in the yard — tools, dogs, holes?  — so a believer is constantly watching and 

testing, “is what I am hearing true?”  In fact, this was even done of the apostle Paul —  

 

“The brethren [in Thessalonica] immediately sent Paul and Silas away by night to Berea, and when they 

arrived, they went into the synagogue of the Jews. Now these were more noble-minded than those in 

Thessalonica, for they received the word with great eagerness, examining the Scriptures daily to see 

whether these things were so. Therefore many of them believed, along with a number of prominent Greek 

women and men.” (Acts 17:10–12; NASB) 

 

• If believers are commended for testing the apostle Paul, then all men and all teaching can be tested. 

 

TO BE A DISCERNING BELIEVER, TEST WHAT YOU ARE TAUGHT.  

 

John gives five tests to discern what teaching are informed by the Spirit of God —  
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1. Does the Teaching Originate from GOD?  (v. 1) 

 

• The first thing the believer is to test is whether the teaching is from God.  Sixteen times in 1 John, 

the apostle uses the phrase, “of God” and six of those are in these six verses (1, 2, 3, 4, 6 [2x]).   

 What John is talking about is the origin of the message — from where did it come?  And he is 

asking, “what is the identity of the teacher?”  Is the teacher identified with God or someone 

else?  It is the same test that Jesus gave His followers — Jn. 7:17; 8:42, 47. 

 What John also implies with this phrase is that there is an objective, verifiable standard that will 

reveal whether or not something is from God. 

 So the question is, “Does the teaching conform to the standard and character of God?”   

 We talk about doing everything for the glory of God (1 Cor. 8:5-6).  One thing that means is that 

God’s nature and character is revealed.  So the question of all teachers and teaching is, “Does 

this reveal the true nature of who God is and elevate Him to an exalted position?” 

 As one writer has asked, “Does the message encourage God’s people to worship and obey him, 

or does it lead them into idolatry?” [David Jackman] 

➢ That doesn’t mean that false teachers don’t use the Bible.  Of course they appear to use the 

Bible.  But they don’t use the Bible to lead people to delight in God.  Two examples:  2 Tim. 

2:16ff & 1 Tim. 1:3-7.  Does the teaching lead to love of God from a purified heart and 

morally good conscience and a sincere (unhypocritical) faith (1:5)? 

➢ False teachers use the Bible as a reference book while focusing attention on other teachings, 

diminish the trustworthiness of the Bible, use improper interpretive techniques, and become 

more exalted than God. [Jerry Wragg, “Examining Today’s False Teachers”] 

 

• Why does the origin of the message and messenger need to be tested?  Because there are many 

false prophets.  There are many teachers who purport to be prophets of God who are false and they 

are not from God.  It has always been this way.  It was true of Israel; it was true in the early church; 

and it is true today.  This is not just a past or future concern; it is a present problem — they have 

gone out — they went out in the past and they are still out there.  They are a constant problem. 

 So God told the Israelites to be wary of teachers who told them to do things contrary to God’s 

Law (Dt. 13:1-5).  Anyone who asserts disobedience is a false teacher/prophet. 

 So Jesus and the Apostles warned the early church to be on guard — 2 Pt. 2:1ff.  (Also Acts 13:6) 

 And there will be false prophets and teachers at the end of the age (Mk. 13:21-22). 

 John’s warning is that there will not only be false prophets outside the church, but there will 

also be false prophets inside the church.   

➢ Satan is opposed to the church and one primary way that he opposes the Christ and the 

church is by infiltrating her with false teaching (2 Cor. 11:12-15).   
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➢ Notice he does not infiltrate the church with error, but he mixes error with truth — it is 

darkness disguised as light.  It looks like light, though it is not.  It sounds “truthy.”  

 

“My dear Wormwood, The real trouble about the set your patient is living in is that it is merely 

Christian.  They all have individual interests, of course, but the bond remains mere Christianity.  What 

we want, if men become Christians at all, is to keep them in the state of mind I call, ‘Christianity And.’  

You know – Christianity and the Crisis, Christianity and the New Psychology, Christianity and the New 

Order, Christianity and Faith Healing, Christianity and Psychical Research, Christianity and 

Vegitarianism, Christianity and Spelling Reform.  If they must be Christians, let them be Christians with 

a difference.  Substitute for the faith itself some Fashion with a Christian coloring.  Work on their horror 

of the Same Old Thing.” [C. S. Lewis, Screwtape Letters, pp. 115-6.] 

 

• So the first test of every teaching is, “does it originate from God?”  Does it reveal the nature and 

character of God, or is it inconsistent with how God is revealed in Scripture?  The second test… 

 
 
2. Does the Teaching Exalt CHRIST?  (vv. 2-3) 

 

• If you want to know whether or not the Spirit of God is behind a particular teaching, the question is 

this:  Does the teaching exalt the Lord Jesus Christ?  Notice John’s emphasis:   

 By this — i.e., by what follows they will know the true nature of the Spirit of God. 

 you know — i.e., it is possible to know with certainty whether or not something originates from 

God and the Holy Spirit. 

 every spirit — This test is true about ever teaching and teacher.  This is the test for everyone. 

 confesses — a continual and ongoing confession.  It is not an awareness about the person of 

Christ, but it is an acceptance and embrace of the truth as one’s own. 

 Jesus Christ…come in the flesh…from God.  With this phrase, John indicates in two ways the 

hypostatic union of Christ — both fully God and fully man:  Jesus (man) Christ (God) and 

come in the flesh (man) and from God (deity; e.g., Jn. 1:1; 1 Jn. 1:1ff). 

 Jesus Himself taught the importance of this faith in Him:  Jn. 5:22-23; 8:54-59; cf. also 2 Jn. 3, 7, 9.  

 

• The heresy that had infiltrated the church that John was addressing was a heresy about the nature of 

Christ; that’s why John wrote what he did in 2:22-24; 4:9-10, 14-15; 5:1, 10, 13. 

 Some were asserting that Jesus was only divine and not human; others asserted that he was 

human and not divine.  In either case, the teachers created an incompetent Christ. 

 So what John asserts very clearly in vv. 2-3 is that those who teach that Christ is the infinite 

God-man are from God and those who deny that are of Satan (not of God) and are antichrists. 
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 Said even more simply, while there are many tests of orthodoxy, here is one of the most simple:  

“a true work of the Spirit exalts the true Christ.…False teachers, by contrast, diminish and 

distort the truth about Him.” [MacArthur, Strange Fire, 39.] 

 The Holy Spirit does not exalt Himself.  The Holy Spirit exists to exalt Christ (Jn. 14:26; 16:13-

14).  That is John’s point in 1 Jn. 4:2 — you can test whether or not a teaching is from the Holy 

Spirit by simply asking, “who is exalted and revealed — the Spirit or Christ?”  And if Christ 

isn’t exalted, then it is not from God, because the Spirit’s task is to reveal Christ. 

 So when we talk about the baptism of the Spirit (as we did a few weeks ago), we note that the 

Scriptures affirm that the Spirit’s work in baptism is not to identify us with Himself, but to 

identify us with Christ (1 Cor. 12:13; Rom. 6:3ff).   

 

“Exulting in Christ is evidence of the Spirit’s work!  The focus of the church is no on the dove but on the 

cross, and that’s the way the Spirit would have it.  As J. I. Packer puts it, ‘The Spirit’s message to us is 

never, “Look at me; listen to me; come to me; get to know me,” but always, “Look at him, and see his 

glory; listen to him, and hear his word; go to him, and have life; get to know him, and taste his gift of 

joy and peace.’” [Kevin DeYoung; quoted by MacArthur, 43.] 

 

• This is where so many cults go wrong and this is where so many involved in the charismatic 

movement go wrong — either lies about Christ are taught, or Christ is de-emphasized and 

perversions about the work of the Spirit are emphasized:  e.g., Copeland and Dollar (MacArthur, 

47-48), charismatics in Roman Catholicism (48), Joel Osteen (50-51). 

 

• If a teacher and teaching are true, then the true Christ will be magnified and exalted.  No matter how 

elegant, passionate, or popular the preacher, if He denies Christ and distorts the Spirit, He is saying 

nothing and is, in fact, of the spirit of the antichrist. 

• The reason that this truth is so essential is because Christ is given to us as sufficient for all things; if 

He is denied, then we are left looking for something to supplement or replace Christ.  But Christ is 

all and He is in all (Col. 3:11).  He — and He alone — is our propitiation (1 Jn. 2:2).  With Christ, 

we have all that we need. 

 

3. Does the Teaching Oppose WORLDLINESS?  (vv. 4-5) 
4. Does the Teaching Honor SCRIPTURE?  (v. 6a) 
5. Does the Teaching Elevate TRUTH?  (v. 6b) 
 

CONCLUSION:  Moms ask and answer questions because it is the means of educating about truth.  

Believers also ask questions about teachers and teaching because we are of the truth and we want to 

follow the truth and use and be used by the Spirit for the purposes He was given to us. 


