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“Recognizing the Spirit” / 1 John 4:1-21   

Have you ever, at one time or another, said something really profound?  It was “from God,” but you 
didn’t really know where it came from.  I remember riding home from an ordination in July, 1993, 
when my pastor, Doug Pratt, asked me if I had ever considered pastoral ministry.  I was astonished, but 
I reminded him of our conversation years later, when I finally did enter ministry.  I asked him, “Where 
did that come from?”  He answered, “Gosh, I haven’t the faintest idea!”    

Where do these things come from, and how do we know they are legitimate? What if someone says 
something to you, claiming to speak for God? What can we do?  How can we know if the Holy Spirit 
is active? Should we believe every spirit out there?  Well, believe it or not, this sort of thing has gone 
on since the beginning of the church!   

Listen to what was happening in the first century, when a very young church asked John for advice: 1 
John 4:1-6: Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God; 
for many false prophets have gone out into the world.  2 By this you know the Spirit of God: every 
spirit that confesses that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God, 3 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.  4 Little children, you are from God, and have conquered 
them; for the one who is in you is greater than the one who is in the world.  5 They are from the world; 
therefore what they say is from the world, and the world listens to them.  6 We are from God. Whoever 
knows God listens to us, and whoever is not from God does not listen to us. From this we know the 
spirit of truth and the spirit of error.    

John was writing to a Christian community that was under attack. The opponents were claiming to 
speak for God; they were saying that Jesus was not really human, he just seemed to be human.  How 
could these young Christians know?  Perhaps they asked John to tell them how to “test the spirits.” 
And what does John say? “By this you know the Spirit of God: every spirit that confesses that Jesus 
Christ has come in the flesh is from God, and every spirit that does not confess Jesus is not from God.”  

When we confess that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh, what are we saying? If we do not confess that 
Jesus has come in the flesh, then we do not confess Jesus! How many have heard, “I’m a Christian, I 
believe in God…” How else do we know God, except in and through Jesus? Without Christ, God 
becomes a reflection of ourselves.   

Let me give you another quote: “If Jesus is not truly God, he cannot bring salvation to us; if he is not 
truly human, this salvation cannot be effectual for us nor is it relevant to us.  This latter aspect is 
epitomized in Jesus’ death.” My friends, it is the humanity of Jesus that makes everything possible.   

Every spirit that confesses that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God. The test is this – if we 
claim to have some sort of spirit in us, what does that spirit confess? If that spirit confesses the 
humanity of Jesus, then we are doing well.   

As we go thru our daily lives, we want to have God leading us in everything, right? How can we make 
that happen? By asking God’s Spirit to power us, right? And how will we know that it’s OF GOD?  
By confessing that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh!  I realize I have made it sound simple, but 
fortunately for us, God does all the work – or should I say, God did all the work…  
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Let’s continue – these next few verses are amazing (there I go again, using that word!) 1 John 4:7-12: 
Beloved, let us love one another, because love is from God; everyone who loves is born of God and 
knows God.  8 Whoever does not love does not know God, for God is love.  9 God's love was revealed 
among us in this way: God sent his only Son into the world so that we might live through him.  10 In 
this is love, not that we loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the atoning sacrifice for 
our sins.  11 Beloved, since God loved us so much, we also ought to love one another.  12 No one has 
ever seen God; if we love one another, God lives in us, and his love is perfected in us.    

Here is another quote: “This paragraph is one of the most eloquent statements about love in the 
Johannine literature, as well as in the New Testament as a whole.”  Even more than 1 Corinthians 13! 
Maybe this passage should be read at weddings instead!    

John is not making a suggestion to this Christian community.  He is not saying, “You know, I would 
really appreciate it if you could love one another…” No, the Greek is in the imperative, which means 
“Love one another” – it’s a command!  The word as you may know is agape, which is Christian love, 
the kind of love that Jesus has for us – no conditions, no changes, no pretenses, no negotiations.   

And why are we commanded to love one another?  Because love is from God. Do you suppose our 
ability to express agape love comes from inside ourselves? Yeah right!  It’s a miracle!  It’s from God!   

And if you don’t love (again, agape love) you don’t know God, because God is love. Again my friends, 
the only way we can get it done is because of God. Sure, there is philia love, eros love, sorge love, and 
philanthropos love – any human is capable of these other kinds of love. But agape love?  Only through 
Christ.   

And how do we know all this?  At the risk of repeating myself, look at verses 9-10: God's love was 
revealed among us in this way: God sent his only Son into the world so that we might live through 
him.  In this is love, not that we loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the atoning 
sacrifice for our sins.    

My friends, does this not set your hearts and souls on fire? Think John is done yet?  Look at verse 11: 
Beloved, since God loved us so much, we also ought to love one another. Do you buy that?  Looking 
for a good reason for us to love one another? Because God loves us so much!  

John’s argument, empowered by the Holy Spirit, is so compelling we are put to shame. Who is 
convicted by his words? Ready go give up and love one another?  

Let me just say something – I am not suggesting there is a lack of love in this great congregation. I 
stand in awe of the love and care you have for and show to one another. John is reminding us of the 
source of that love – agape love. And he is giving us a glimpse of the awesome power and scope of 
that love. If God is infinite, wouldn’t you think his love, and therefore our Spirit-powered love for one 
another, would be infinite as well?  

We need to finish this wonderful passage:   

Verses 13-21: By this we know that we abide in him and he in us, because he has given us of his Spirit.  
14 And we have seen and do testify that the Father has sent his Son as the Savior of the world.  15 God 
abides in those who confess that Jesus is the Son of God, and they abide in God.  16 So we have known 



Sermon full text 03/22/09 
Page 3 of 4 

and believe the love that God has for us. God is love, and those who abide in love abide in God, and 
God abides in them.  17 Love has been perfected among us in this: that we may have boldness on the 
Day of Judgment, because as he is, so are we in this world.  18 There is no fear in love, but perfect love 
casts out fear; for fear has to do with punishment, and whoever fears has not reached perfection in 
love.  19 We love because he first loved us.  20 Those who say, "I love God," and hate their brothers or 
sisters, are liars; for those who do not love a brother or sister whom they have seen, cannot love God 
whom they have not seen.  21 The commandment we have from him is this: those who love God must 
love their brothers and sisters also.  

Once again, John uses the word “abide” – we talked about this word last week. Interestingly enough, 
the word is not used by Matthew, Mark, or Luke. John uses it extensively in his gospel and in his first 
letter.  As I said last week, it means to remain, stay, live, dwell; last, endure, continue. God abides in 
us, and we abide in God – is that enough to keep you going? And in whom does God abide?  In those 
who confess that Jesus is the Son of God.   

Do you see how John continues to circle back in his logic?  For some of us, his style may be 
problematic. Many of us are linear thinkers, connecting one thought to another. But if you read John’s 
gospel and his letters, you will find that he spirals up and down, essentially bringing us back to where 
we began! As you may know, I am indeed a linear thinker, but I find his style most refreshing and 
convincing!  

Now John continues – “Love has been perfected among us in this: that we may have boldness on the 
Day of Judgment.” How many are prepared to be bold on the Day of Judgment? Or are you more like 
the Irish toast? “May you be in heaven a half hour before the devil knows you’re dead…”   

My brothers and sisters in Christ – see what love God has in store for us! How do we know if the spirit 
to which we are listening is from God? If that Spirit confesses that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh.   

1. We are from God – from this we know the spirit of truth and the spirit of error  

2. Beloved, let us love one another – why?   
a. Because love is from God, and everyone who loves is born of God, and knows God  

3. And just how do we receive, and how are we able to pass on this agape love? 
a. In this is love, not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the 

atoning sacrifice for our sins  

4. Beloved, since God loved us so much, we ought to love one another  

5. And how do know that we abide in him and he in us? 
a. Because God has given us the Spirit!  

6. And in whom does God abide? 
a. God abides in those who confess that Jesus is the Son of God  

7. And how do we confess this?   
a. We listen to the Spirit that confesses that Jesus has come in the flesh  
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Who here this morning is simply blown away by this?  How can we be blasé about this?  

 
My friends, have you confessed the humanity of Christ? 

 
Do you confess the deity of Christ? 

 
Do you confess the atoning sacrifice of Christ? 

 

Do you confess the resurrection of Christ? 

 

Do you confess the return of Christ?   

And one important question – are you awaiting the Day of Judgment with boldness?          


