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How to Experience God More Fully:

Distinguishing God’s Spirit From Other Spirits
A Study of 1 John 3:24-4:6
Characteristic of Completeness:  Spiritual Warfare
Big Idea:  Satan promotes a Christianity that divorces Jesus from the Christ and authority from the Bible.
Related Scriptures:  Romans 8:9,16; John 16:13; 2 Peter 2:1; John 14:6;

Acts 4:12; 1 John 2:18; Matthew 7:15; 1 Timothy 4:1; 1 Peter 1:20-21;


2 Timothy 3:16-4:4

Introduction:

A.
I want to begin this morning by submitting a very provocative statement for you to consider.  Here’s  the statement:  Satan promotes American Christianity.  That is to say Satan actually encourages the type of Christianity practiced by most Americans who profess to be Christians.
It’s sort of an ugly statement, isn’t it?  It sounds offensive.  It’s sort of unpatriotic, sacrilegious, and conspiratorial all at the same time.  It doesn’t sit well.  But  is it true?

B.
In order to evaluate the statement, I suppose we need to define what American Christianity is.  It seems reasonable to define American Christianity in terms of how Americans who call themselves Christians view and practice Christianity.  Noted pollster,  George Barna, provides some help here.  Barna surveyed Americans about their religious beliefs and discovered a number of different religious groups (Barna, The Index of Leading Spiritual Indicators, 1996, p. 124).  The groups can be distinguished in a number of different ways.  This morning, I want to distinguish the groups by their beliefs concerning Jesus and the Bible.  Specifically, we can characterize the groups according to their views on two questions.

The first question is  this:  Is Jesus the Christ?  That is to say, is Jesus as the one and only Son of God and Savior of the world?

The second questions  is this:  Is the Bible our final authority?  That is to say, is the Bible the highest authority concerning what to believe and how to live?  Or is it something less, either because it’s not reliable for today, or not as important as other things like human reason or feelings. 
Now let’s consider the groups Barna discovered in order of size.  The size of the bars on the screen are proportional to their numbers.
1.
First, there are those who  do not call themselves Christians at all.  They represent  37% of Americans.  Of course, they  do not believe that Jesus is the Christ.   Nor do they believe that the Bible is our final authority.

All the remaining groups are professing Christians.  Keep in mind that when someone says they are a Christian, it doesn’t really tell us much about what they really believe.  I said I was a Christian long before I ever came to believe in Jesus for eternal life.
2.
Among those who call themselves Christians, the largest group Barna calls  “Cultural Christians.”  Cultural Christians represent  28% of the American population.  This is the single largest religious group in the country and the largest segment of people who call themselves Christians.
a.
We can confidently infer that Cultural Christians  do not believe that Jesus is the Christ because, according to Barna, they subscribe to “universalism.”  It’s the belief that you don’t really need to trust Christ as your Savior.  And they generally hold to a “works-based theology” that believes that as long as you lead a good enough life you can go to heaven, regardless of what you believe about Jesus.
b.
We can also infer that Cultural Christians  do not hold the Bible as their highest authority because they believe that “morality is relative.”  It’s the belief that what is immoral for me may not be what is immoral for you.  This puts people in a position of authority above the Bible for determining what is right and wrong.

c.
It is little wonder that Barna characterizes Cultural Christians as, “Christian in name and heritage only.”
3.
The second largest group of people who call themselves Christians are what Barna  calls “Conventional Christians.”  They represent  25% of Americans.
a.
According to Barna, Conventional Christians have an “appreciation for the Bible.”  The word “appreciation” was chosen carefully.  It means that these people  don’t fully accept the Bible as their final authority, either because they believe the Bible has errors, or because they look to other authorities such as the church or human reason.  They “appreciate” the Bible but for them it’s not the final authority for what to believe and how to live.
b.
For Conventional Christians morality is also relative.  What’s right for you may not be right for me.

c.
As to whether Conventional Christians believe that Jesus is the Christ, the answer is  “maybe.”  We are forced to equivocate here because while many Conventional Christians profess a personal belief in Jesus for salvation, their low view of the Bible and their belief in moral relativism suggests that they may believe Jesus is true and needed for them, but Jesus may not be true and needed for other people.
d.
Not surprisingly, Barna says Conventional Christians exhibit a “privatization of their faith.”  That is, they believe their faith is a purely private matter, something that a person should keep to himself.  And their lives, according to Barna, are “only vaguely influenced by faith views.”  It’s tough to tell what they believe by how they act.
4.
The last and smallest group of Americans who call themselves Christians are what Barna  calls “Biblical Christians.”  They comprise only  10% of Americans.
a.
Barna describes them using the following terms and phrases:

(1)
“Full acceptance of the authority of the Bible.”

(2)
“Total trust in Christ for salvation.”

(3)
“Involvement in evangelism.”  Faith is not a purely private matter; it is something to be shared.

(4)
“Active participation in the life of a church”

(5)
“Seeking continuing and more intense spiritual development”

(6)
“Life informed by faith principle.”  They seek to live out what they believe.

(7)
“Moral absolutes exist.”

b.
We may clearly infer from this that Biblical Christians  believe that Jesus is the Christ and that  the Bible is our final authority.
5.
If we go by these numbers, we would have to say that American Christianity is overwhelmingly “cultural” or “conventional,” but not very “biblical.”  As such, American Christianity has at least two theological propensities.
1.
First, American Christianity commonly divorces Jesus from the Christ.  That is to say, it does not view Jesus as the one and only Savior of the world.

2.
Second, American Christianity commonly divorces authority from the Bible.  That is to say, it does not view the Bible as our final authority concerning what to believe and how to live.
We could say, then, that,  American Christianity commonly divorces Jesus from the Christ and authority from the Bible.

C.
Is this a problem?  The Apostle John says it is.  He explains it in  1 John 3:24 through 4:6.  That’s our text for this morning.  I want to tell you right up front the big idea I glean from this passage.  Here  it is:  Satan promotes a Christianity that divorces Jesus from the Christ and authority from the Bible.  That is to say, Satan works within the ranks of professing Christians to distort and dilute our view of Jesus as our Savior and the Bible as our last word.  Satan seeks to undermine the Son of God and the Word of God.  And he attacks from within the church.

As such, our topic or key characteristic for the morning is  spiritual warfare.  As believers, the Apostle John calls believers to be vigilant and discerning because all that is spiritual is not necessarily sacred, all that is taught is not necessarily truthful, all that is called “Christian” is not necessarily correct, all that religious is not necessarily right, all that is preached is not necessarily pure, (and all this alliteration is getting annoying.)  Satan, our enemy, is out to deceive us, and one of his wiles is to actually promote Christianity—a neutered, counterfeit Christianity that is unable to impart new life.

D.
This is not a new thing.  Toward the end of the second century, a church leader named  Irenaeus wrote multiple books against the some false teachers of that day called Gnostics.   Of Gnostics Irenaeus  writes:  “They utter blasphemy, also, against our Lord, by cutting off and dividing Jesus from Christ, and Christ from the Saviour, and again the Saviour from the Word . . .” (Irenaeus, Against Heresies, Book IV).

E.
But, how do we discern the truth from a lie?  How can we distinguish a neutered, counterfeit Christianity from the real thing?  How do you know if a teaching is from God or from Satan?  The Apostle John talks about these things in our text.  Let’s work our way through it.

I.
In  1 John 3:24, John tells us that, as believers, we have the Holy Spirit whom God has given us as a guide.  The Holy Spirit is a guide who helps us to know whether or not we are abiding in Christ and He in us.  And He helps us to tell whether or not certain teachings are from God.  In  Verse 24, John says,
NKJ 1 John 3:24 Now he who keeps His commandments abides in Him, and He in him. And by this we know that He abides in us, by the Spirit whom He has given us.
A.
You see, God has given the Holy Spirit to permanently indwell all who believe in Jesus Christ for eternal life (Romans 8:9).

B.
The Holy Spirit assures believers that we are children of God.   Romans 8:16 says,

NKJ Romans 8:16 The Spirit Himself bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God,

C.
Moreover, the Holy Spirit helps us know what the truth is.  In talking about the Holy Spirit, Jesus says in  John 16:13,
NKJ John 16:13 “. . . He will guide you into all truth . . .”
II.
To discern the truth from a lie, God does His part by giving His Holy Spirit as a guide to all who believe in Jesus for eternal life.  But we must do our part.  What is our part?  Our part involves testing the spirits.  In  1 John 4:1, John says,
NKJ 1 John 4:1 Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits, whether they are of God; because many false prophets have gone out into the world.
What exactly does this mean?  Let’s unpack this verse.

A.
First of all, what are these “spirits” of whom John speaks?  In the previous verse, it was clear that John was talking about the Holy Spirit.  But here, he is talking about different spirits, and the translators of the New King James Version that we are using clue us in to the difference by capitalizing the word, “Spirit” in the previous verse, but not in this one.
The word “spirit” is used in different ways in the Bible.  It can refer to the Holy Spirit.  It can refer to other supernatural spirits like Satan or demons.  It can refer to the human spirit.  It can even refer to a disposition like “a spirit of fear.”  It’s helpful to understand how these  interrelate in this context—a context in which we’re talking about distinguishing true and false teaching, true and false Christianity.
 Supernatural spirits can be viewed as sources, and  human spirits can be viewed as agents.  For example,  the Spirit of God is the supernatural source of truth.  In the first century, God worked through the human  spirits of apostles He chose as agents to deliver the truth.  The  manifestation of God’s work is the true teaching of the Word of God that comes through the apostles in the form of the Bible.  Today, God uses the human spirit of teachers as agents to help us understand the Word of God.  The manifestation of that work is sound teaching.
Conversely, the  spirit of Satan is the supernatural source of lies or falsehood.  Satan and the demonic forces under his rule work through the human spirits of  false prophets or teachers chosen as agents to deliver lies.  The  manifestation of Satan’s work is the false teaching of false prophets.
So, when John says, “test the spirits” in Verse 1, I think he’s calling us to test all human agents who claim to teach the things of God, including preachers like me.  He’s calling us to test the teaching of these agents to see if it is ultimately sourced in the Spirit of God or in the spirit of Satan.
B.
Making  “spirits” plural testifies to the reality that the one spirit of Satan can and does operate in more than one human spirit at a time with the aid of a host of demons.  As such,  “many false prophets have gone out into the world.”  It almost sounds like the false prophets are operating somewhere outside the Christian church.  But I suspect that going “out into the world” refers not to the location of the false prophets; rather, it refers to the nature of the false prophets.  They’ve gone out into the world in the sense that they reflect a worldly perspective.  They are agents of Satan’s world-view.
This makes sense because elsewhere in the Bible we are told that there are false prophets and teachers operating in the church among the people who profess to be Christians.  In speaking to believers,  2 Peter 2:1 says this—and notice where the false prophets and teachers are:

NKJ 2 Peter 2:1 But there were also false prophets among the people, even as there will be false teachers among you, who will secretly bring in destructive heresies, even denying the Lord who bought them . . . [emphasis mine]
There are false prophets or teachers in the church who are promoting a false or counterfeit Christianity.  They are not trying to convert people to atheism; that would be too obvious and not really deceptive.  A good counterfeit is not the opposite of the genuine article; it’s made to look similar enough to fool you.  Indeed, the Greek word for false prophets is literally “pseudo prophets.”  The pseudo prophets pretend to speak for the God of the Bible, but they mislead.
III.
Well,  exactly how are we supposed to “test the spirits”?  How can we identify these false teachers?  Do we all need to be seminary graduates?  Must we all be Bible scholars?  No.  Remember, we’ve got the Holy Spirit on board to help us.  And our part is not terribly difficult.  There are basically two parts to testing the spirits.

The first part can be framed in the form of a  question we can use to evaluate or test the spirits:  Do they divorce Jesus from the Christ?  That is to say, do they try to separate the humanity of Jesus from the deity of the Christ?  You see, Christ is not Jesus’ last name; it’s a title that tells who He is.  The Christ is the Messiah, the one and only Son of God, the one and only Savior of the world, the one and only solution to our sin problem, the one and only way to be right with God, the one and only way to eternal life.  When we read the term, “Jesus Christ” in Scripture, the name, “Jesus” bears testimony that He is fully man; the title, “Christ” bears testimony that He is fully God.  Fully man and fully God.  The only true God-man ever.  In light of this, John says in  Verse 2,
NKJ 1 John 4:2 By this you know the Spirit of God: Every spirit that confesses that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is of God, 3 and every spirit that does not confess that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is not of God. . . .
A.
The emphasis here is on confessing Jesus Christ.  In fact, the Greek could be translated this way:  Every spirit that confesses Jesus Christ, having come in the flesh, is of God, and every spirit that does not confess this Jesus is not of God.  (In Verse 3, “Christ has come in the flesh” does not appear in some ancient manuscripts, so we cannot be certain about whether it was originally included.)
In this verse, to confess Jesus Christ means to acknowledge the truth that He is the one and only Savior of the world, and to voice it as a profession of allegiance to Christ (BDAG).

B.
Who wouldn’t make such a confession?

1.
Those teachers who say Jesus was a wonderful spiritual guide and teacher, but not God—they do not confess Jesus Christ.

2.
And the largest segment of professing Christians in America does not confess Jesus Christ.  Remember, Barna described Cultural Christians as those who believe that Jesus isn’t the only way to heaven.  They are those who believe that everyone will make it if they’re good enough.  To say that Jesus isn’t the only way to heaven, to say that everyone will make it if they’re good enough, is to divorce Jesus from the Christ.  The Apostle John is very blunt here:  those who divorce Jesus from the Christ are false teachers; they are not of God.  And Cultural Christianity is not of God.  Satan promotes a Christianity that divorces Jesus from the Christ.
C.
I want you to notice that John does not say that false teachers will in every case deny Jesus Christ; rather, they will not confess Jesus Christ.  There is a subtle but significant difference.  You can attend many Cultural Christian churches and you may never hear teachers deny that Jesus is the one and only Savior.  You may never hear them come right out and say that Jesus isn’t God or that He isn’t the only way to heaven.  They may talk a lot about Jesus in glowing terms.  You may hear them talk about the love of Jesus, or the compassion of Jesus, or the example Jesus set for us.  You may hear them talk of following Jesus, or of being a disciple of Jesus, or of believing in what Jesus stood for, or of being like Jesus in caring for the poor and hungry.  These are all very good and important things.

But where is the Christ?  Where is the Messiah, the one who paid for our sin, the one who said, “I am the way, the truth, and the life.  No one comes to the Father except through Me” (John 14:6), and the one of whom it is said, “Nor is there salvation in any other, for there is no other name under heaven given among men by which we must be saved” (Acts 4:12)?
Here is a very simple statement that confesses Jesus Christ:  By His death and resurrection for our sins, Jesus Christ alone promises eternal life to all who will simply believe Him for it.  Sadly, this is a statement you will not hear in countless churches that are supposedly Christian.  And that’s exactly the way Satan likes it.
IV.
The false Christian teachers who fail to confess Jesus Christ manifest their true colors.  They show where their teaching comes from.  In  Verse 3, John says,
NKJ 1 John 4:3 . . . And this is the spirit of the Antichrist, which you have heard was coming, and is now already in the world.
A.
The term “antichrist” may refer to a specific figure who appears in the end times, or it may simply refer to a representative false teacher in the world now.  Back in 1 John 2:18 we are told that there are many antichrists in the world now.  Whatever the case, the focus is on the one spirit behind it all:  the spirit of Satan who is opposed to Christ.
B.
And it is interesting to me that the term is not “antijesus;” it’s “antichrist.”  Few are opposed to the historical reality of a spiritual teacher named Jesus.  Few are opposed to the goodness of a man named Jesus.  But many are opposed to the idea that Jesus is the Christ.

C.
A word of warning about this manifestation of the spirit of antichrist had come from Jesus Himself and from earlier apostolic writings.  For example, in  Matthew 7:15, Jesus says,

NKJ Matthew 7:15 “Beware of false prophets, who come to you in sheep's clothing . . .”
The Apostle Paul also warned in  1 Timothy 4:1,
NLT 1 Timothy 4:1 . . . in the last times some will turn away from what we believe; they will follow lying spirits and teachings that come from demons.

V.
It may be discouraging and daunting to think that there are false teachers under the influence of Satan infiltrating Christianity and trying to deceive us.  But John assures his readers in  Verse 4, saying,
NKJ 1 John 4:4 You are of God, little children, and have overcome them, because He who is in you is greater than he who is in the world.
John says, “You . . . have overcome them” perhaps because his readers had already gone one or two rounds with some false teachers and had prevailed.  Or perhaps John is speaking of the victory over the penalty and power of sin that all believers enjoy; we have overcome any agent of Satan who tries to convince us otherwise.  Or perhaps John is so confident of future victories against spiritual adversaries that he speaks of them as having already been won.  Whatever the case, John’s main point is to assure us that, as believers, we have the Spirit of God in us and victory is ours.  The Spirit of God is greater than the spirit of Satan.  We have the Spirit of truth, and if we are alert, we won’t be fooled, and we will not be defeated.  
VI.
This is needful encouragement because false teachers can be enticing, and they can have a sizable following.  Verse 5  explains,
NKJ 1 John 4:5 They are of the world. Therefore they speak as of the world, and the world hears them.

To be “of the world” and to “speak as of the world” means that the false teachers get their material from Satan who holds sway over the flow of this world (1 John 5:19), and they teach from a worldly point of view.  That “the world hears them” means that their words are not only audible, but that they have a following in the world.  People listen and obey their false teachings.
VII.
John  wraps up our text by presenting the second way we are to test the spirits.  Remember, the first part of testing the spirits involves asking the question:  Do they divorce Jesus from the Christ?  The second part of testing the spirits involves asking  the question:  Do they divorce authority from the Bible?  I get this from  Verse 6, where John says,
NKJ 1 John 4:6 We are of God. He who knows God hears us; he who is not of God does not hear us. By this we know the spirit of truth and the spirit of error.

It may not be clear to you how this verse relates to the authority of the Bible, so let me explain.
A.
The personal pronouns are very significant here.  They are a point of emphasis, both in the Greek words John uses and the way he has arranged his sentences.  Verse 4 starts with an emphatic “you.”  Verse 5 starts with an emphatic “they.”  Now, Verse 6 starts with an emphatic  “we.”

1.
To whom does John refer when he says, “we”?  We have seen in earlier studies that John normally uses the term, “we” to refer to himself and his  fellow apostles.  Therefore, when John says, “we are of God,” he is saying that the apostles are agents or prophets of the Spirit of God in conveying the very words of God to us (1 Peter 1:20-21). 
2.
To whom is John referring when he  says “he who is not of God”?  The context clearly suggests that John is referring to a  false prophet or false teacher.
B.
With this in mind, when John says, “he who is not of God does not hear us” he is saying that he who is a false teacher does not submit himself to the authority of apostolic teaching.  Where do we find apostolic teaching today?  It’s preserved for us in the Bible.  So, in effect, John is saying that false teachers do not submit themselves to the authority of the Bible.  They divorce authority from the Bible.  They don’t hold the Bible as their highest authority under God.  They may appreciate the Bible.  They may extol the Bible as a collection of good moral stories.  They may say the Bible is a wonderful piece of literature from which we can learn.  They may portray images of the Bible in the stained glass of their churches.  They may even study the Bible.  But they will not “hear” it as their final authority for what to believe and how to live.  Other authorities are considered higher, such as human reason, or human feelings, or church tradition, or whatever seems to work better.
C.
What professing Christian teacher would divorce authority from the Bible in this way?  Sadly, evidence suggests that the vast majority of professing Christians do.  According to Barna, neither Cultural Christians nor Conventional Christians hold the Bible as their highest authority under God, and these two groups make up the vast majority of those who call themselves Christians.  Therefore, it is reasonable to infer that there are many false teachers who divorce authority from the Bible.  And that’s exactly the way Satan likes it.
VIII.
How are we  to apply all this?

A.
First, maybe your background is one of Cultural or Conventional Christianity and the point has never been stressed that Jesus is the Christ, the one who came to die and rise again in payment for your sin.  And so you’ve never thought of Jesus as much more than a great teacher.  But now you are faced with a Jesus who offers you something far greater than teaching.  By His death and resurrection for your sin, Jesus Christ alone offers you eternal life, if only you will believe Him for it.  Will you believe in Jesus Christ today?
B.
Second, we can apply what we’ve learned by choosing our spiritual teachers carefully.  Some of you are perhaps looking for a church home.  Or perhaps you will be in the future.  After all, we live in a transient society.
Look for a church that focuses on Jesus as the Christ and teaches the Bible carefully, clearly, and comprehensively as our final authority.  Perhaps you have seen a preacher who begins his sermon by holding a Bible and reading a verse or a passage that is supposedly the basis for his sermon.  And then he launches into a message peppered with compelling stories and inspiring anecdotes delivered with great skill and timing and passion, but none of which have much to do with what the biblical text says.  He may even explain that the “spirit” led him to say what he said.  You have every reason to question which “spirit” that might be.

C.
Third, we are on a mission field—or shall I say a spiritual battle field—that is far bigger than we realize.  We can be lulled into complacency by talk of being a Christian nation and by polls that show that a large majority of Americans profess to be Christians.  If Barna’s numbers are accurate, then 9 out of 10 Americans do not know Jesus as the Christ.  And perhaps as many as 5 out of 6 people who say they are Christians do not know Jesus as the Christ.  Our job is to introduce them to the Jesus they have never known:  Jesus Christ.
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