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Setting the Stage 
The Holy Spirit is indispensable for the life of the Church.  We have already seen how John tells his readers that 
they have an anointing from the Spirit that abides in them and teaches them. (1 John 2:26–27)  Paul, too, 
stresses the importance of the Spirit when he calls the Word of God the “sword of the Spirit.” (Ephesians 6:17)  
Jesus Himself promises entrance into the kingdom of God to those who are “born of water and the Spirit.” 
(John 3:5) 
 

Not everything that claims to be spiritual, however, is true.  Our world is full of a bewildering variety of claims 
about spirits and the Holy Spirit.  If you do a quick scan of programs on television or resources on the Web, you 
will likely find claims about ghosts, communication with the dead, advice on how to get in touch with your 
spirit, as well as special teachings supposedly given by the Holy Spirit.  Some of these claims present 
themselves as compatible with Christianity, and some do not.  So how is a Christian, who believes in the reality 
of the Holy Spirit and of angels, supposed to make sense of these contradictory and confusing messages?  In 
this lesson, John gives advice on how to “test the spirits.” 
 

John has already dealt with the topic of Christ and antichrists.  (See Lesson 4, 1 John 2:18– 27.)  Now he returns 
to the same theme, but he shifts the focus from Christ to the Holy Spirit.  Previously, John referred to all who 
denied that Jesus was the Christ as antichrists. (1 John 2:22)  Now he tracks the root error a step further back.  
He considers not only the person who denies Christ, but also the spirit who motivates that denial.  This, he 
says, is the spirit of the antichrist. (1 John 4:3) 
 

More generally, John’s discussion raises once again the question of truth versus error.  He treats this issue as 
he treats all other issues by using stark contrasts.  One’s confession is either from the Spirit of God or the spirit 
of the antichrist.  There is no middle position, nor is there room for a superficial humility that would claim that 
all religions have a piece of the truth. 
 

1. What claims have you heard that are presented as coming from the Spirit? 
 
 

2. On what basis do you normally evaluate such claims? 
 
 
Testing the Spirits                Read 1 John 4:1–3. 
Contradictory claims of truth revealed by the Spirit are nothing new in history.  As we shall see, God’s people 
had to contend with these claims in both the Old and New Testaments.  John’s instructions about testing the 
Spirit focus on what a particular message confesses about Christ.  We have already seen that John’s opponents 
claimed to be without sin (1 John 1:8) and denied that Jesus is the Christ. (1 John 2:22)  In these verses, 
however, John sharpens his criteria for testing the spirits by making Jesus’ incarnation the touchstone of 
whether a given confession arises from the Spirit of God or the spirit of the antichrist. 
 

This is not the only criterion for testing spirits in the Scriptures, however.  We can gain a more complete 
understanding of the issues involved by looking at passages in other parts of God’s Word. 
 

3. What criteria for testing the spirits are listed or depicted in the following passages? 

a. Deuteronomy 18:20–22 
 

b. Deuteronomy 13:1–3 



c. Matthew 16:13–23 
 

d. Galatians 1:8 
 

e. 1 Corinthians 12:3 
 

4. Taking these passages together with those we have reviewed in this section, how would you describe a 
comprehensive scriptural way of testing the spirits? 

 
 
When you compare 1 John 4:3 with the other criteria listed in Scripture, the unique element in 1 John is that 
the Spirit of God confesses that “Jesus Christ has come in the flesh.” (4:2)  John focuses on this criterion, it 
seems, because that is the heart of his opponents’ error.  They may well have taught, like later Gnostics, that 
Jesus was a normal human being, but that a spirit being called “Christ” descended on Him at His Baptism.  This 
“Christ” later departed from Jesus before His crucifixion, or so they maintained. 
 

5. What religious claims have you heard that would deny that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh? 
 
 
Overcoming the World                Read 1 John 4:4–6. 
In 1 John, the “world” is a fearful place.  By “world” John does not mean God’s good creation.  He means the 
fallen creation that is captive to darkness, hate, and murder.  He means those who speak the words of the 
antichrist and the devil.  However, as John tells his readers, Christians have already overcome those who are 
from the world.  These forces are no reason for a Christian to lose hope.  We Christians have this victory, not 
because we are greater than those in the world, but because “He who is in you is greater than he who is in the 
world.” (1 John 4:4) 
 

6. How does John’s description of life as a combat between “He who is in you” and “he who is in the 
world” give meaning to the daily tasks of your life?  How does it give you comfort? 

 
 

7. John assumes that a message from the world will be more popular than a message from God, because 
that is what the world wants to hear.  What do you think are the most popular false messages in our 
world today? 

 
 
Reflecting on the Word 
Sometimes when Christians want to depart from a clear teaching in the Scriptures, they claim that the Spirit is 
revealing something new in the church.  For example, Scripture clearly prohibits homosexual activity (Romans 
1:26–27), yet one bishop in a major Protestant denomination said in a sermon that God was doing a “new 
thing” in the Church by showing that homosexuality was a “state of being,” not a transgression of God’s Law.  
We can use this claim as a case study for “testing the spirits” today. 
 

8. Using what you learned in this lesson, how would you evaluate the claim of this sermon? 
 
 

9. Elsewhere, the sermon argues Christians should accept homosexuality as a God-given identity because 
of God’s inclusive love for all of humanity (John 3:16), which is the central message of Scripture.  How 
does what you have learned about God’s love and light in previous lessons help you to respond to this 
argument?  (See especially 1 John 3:18–24; 1:5–10.) 


