
1 John Chapter 4
Exegetical Notes

1  Beloved, believe not every spirit, but try the spirits whether they are of God: because many

false prophets are gone out into the world.

αγαπητοι µη παντι πνευµατι πιστευετε αλλα δοκιµαζετε τα πνευµατα ει εκ
του ψεου εστιν οτι πολλοι θευδοπροφηται εξεληλυψασιν ειϖ τον κοσµον

John now turns to the Christological test for sonship.  One of the clearest and surest ways to find
out about a person’s relationship with God is to ask them about Christ.  Their answer is most
revealing.

In the specific context, John is talking about the Cerenthian gnostics who denied the deity of
Christ, claiming that the power of God only rested on the human Jesus for a short period.
However, this text extends beyond Cerenthian gnosticism to any errant view of Christ.  One of
the common characteristics of nearly every cult is a denial of the person and work of Christ.

John warns his readers not to believe every spirit.  Just because someone uses God-talk and Jesus-
talk does not mean that they really know God or Christ.  It is not enough to ask someones, “Do
you believe in Christ?” if you do not go further and ask them, “Who is Christ, really.”  JWs
believe in Christ, but to them he is the created being Michael the Archangel.  Mormons believe
in Christ, but to them he is Satan’s older brother and the physical offspring of the union of
Elohim God and Mary.  The New Age believes in Christ, but to them he is a divine spirit who is
sent to teach men the way back to union with the divine nature within.  Moonies believe in
Christ, but to them he is Sun Myung Moon.  Kenneth Hagin and Kenneth Copeland, et. al.
believe in Christ, but to them he is not God, he just claimed to know God and walk with God.

The word for “try” is dokimazo , which means to test.  It was a word used to refer to the process
of testing or examining something to determine its genuineness.  Furthermore, this process of
testing is to be a continuous thing.  Too often those who take it upon themselves to try the spirits
are labeled as divisive or critical.  Far from being an epithet of dishonor, God holds those who
try the spirits in high esteem.

Why is it important to try the spirits?  Because many false prophets are gone out into the
world.  Satan’s most successful strategy is one of confusion.  The more ideas and notions he can
get started about Christ, the better he feels.  Wherever the truth of God exists, Satan is not far
behind sowing error.

2  Hereby know ye the Spirit of God: Every spirit that confesseth that Jesus Christ is come in

the flesh is of God:

εν τουτω γινωσκετε το πνευµα του ψεου παν πνευµα ο οµολογει ιησουν
χριστον εν σαρκι εληλυψοτα εκ του ψεου εστιν

How do we discern the true from the false?  It is by examining the claim of the prophet
regarding Christ.  This verse actually reads, “Jesus is the Christ come in the flesh.”  Many
claim that Jesus is Christ in the sense that he had the spirit of Christ or some other mystical
relationship with Christ, but only true believers claim that Jesus himself is the Christ.
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Note that it is not sufficient to merely claim that Jesus is the Christ, but that he is the Christ
come in the flesh.  This answers the charges of Cerenthian gnosticism, which denied that Jesus
was the Christ in the flesh, as well as the Docetic gnostics who denied that Jesus was a
physical being.

We are told in 1 Corinthians 12:13 that it is only by the Spirit of God that we can call Christ
Lord.  Only God can pierce the blindness of Satan and bring the revelation to man that Christ is
God in the flesh.

Note further that this confession is not the acceptance of a creed, but the acceptance of a person.
Many can say they believe a creed about Christ, but only believers accept the person of Christ.

3  And every spirit that confesseth not that Jesus Christ is come in the flesh is not of God: and

this is that spirit of antichrist, whereof ye have heard that it should come; and even now
already is it in the world.

και παν πνευµα ο µη οµολογει τον ιησουν εκ του ψεου ουκ εστιν και τουτο
εστιν το του αντιχριστου ο ακηκοατε οτι ερχεται και νυν εν τω κοσµω εστιν
ηδη

John states the negative side of the test here.  Those spirits that do not confess that Jesus is the
Christ come in the flesh are not of God but of satan.

The “spirit of Antichrist” here is used to refer to a present form of the final spirit of Antichrist
embodied in the Antichrist of the last days.  This spirit was present in John’s time, and will
continue to be present until it reaches its final fulfillment in the last days.

“Anti” can mean two things.  It can mean “instead of” or “against.”  Both possibilities are
evident here.  The Cerenthian gnostics believed in a substitute Christ who was against the real
Christ.

4  Ye are of God, little children, and have overcome them: because greater is he that is in you,

than he that is in the world.

υµειϖ εκ του ψεου εστε τεκνια και νενικηκατε αυτουϖ οτι µειζων εστιν ο εν
υµιν η ο εν τω κοσµω

Unlike the Cerenthian gnostics and the false prophets who denied Christ, John’s readers have
overcome the error.  This victory is not because they had greater strength, or because they had
greater intellect, it is because they had greater grace.

If it were not for the grace of God that illuminates the unregenerate heart and brings salvation
it would not be possible for anyone to claim Christ.  We are reminded of Christ’s words to Peter
in Matthew 16, “Flesh and blood hath not revealed this unto you, but my Father in heaven.”
Peter’s confession was not because he was bright, but because God revealed it to him.

There is great consolation in the fact that our spiritual sight is not dependent on our own
intellect, but on the illuminating work of the Holy Spirit.  Greater is he that is in us, that he
that is in the world!  (1 Corinthians 2:14)

5  They are of the world: therefore speak they of the world, and the world heareth them.
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αυτοι εκ του κοσµου εισιν δια τουτο εκ του κοσµου λαλουσιν και ο κοσµοϖ
αυτων ακουει

John further emphasizes the contrast between true and false believers by stating that the false
believers are of the world.  They have no spiritual sight.  As a result, the world listens to them.
Why?  It is because both they and the world are blinded to the spiritual realities that are only
revealed by the Holy Spirit.

When all is said and done, we need to admit that the message of the Gospel is to those that
perish foolishness.  All of the great philosphers and thinkers of the world would have never
come up with the Gospel.  Why?  It is because God delights in bringing to nought the wisdom of
man (1 Corinthians 1:18ff.)

6  We are of God: he that knoweth God heareth us; he that is not of God heareth not us.

Hereby know we the spirit of truth, and the spirit of error.

ηµειϖ εκ του ψεου εσµεν ο γινωσκων τον ψεον ακουει ηµων οϖ ουκ εστιν εκ
του ψεου ουκ ακουει ηµων εκ τουτου γινωσκοµεν το πνευµα τηϖ αληψειαϖ
και το πνευµα τηϖ πλανηϖ

Those that are of the world hear the prophets of the world.  Those that know Christ hear the
prophets of Christ.  When we speak to those around us and they reject what we say, we need to
take some consolation in the fact that the problem is not us, it is them.  If they were of Christ,
they would be able to hear and understand at we say.  Since they are of the world,
communication of spiritual truth is not possible unless the Holy Spirit illuminates their hearts
to receive divine truth.

How do we know the spirit of truth and error?  It is known by how we are heard.  If someone
hears the things we have to say (continuous tense) regarding spiritual truth, then it is because
they are of God.  If they reject what we say, it is because they are not of God.

Thus we have two tests in verses 1-6.  The first test is what does a person say about Christ.
Those who deny his incarnation and essential deity are not of God.  Secondly, who is listening
to the person and who does the person listen to.  If the person is not of Christ, they are listening
to the false prophets and not those who are true prophets.

7  Beloved, let us love one another: for love is of God; and every one that loveth is born of God,

and knoweth God.

 αγαπητοι αγαπωµεν αλληλουϖ οτι η αγαπη εκ του ψεου εστιν και παϖ ο
αγαπων εκ του ψεου γεγεννηται και γινωσκει τον ψεον

Love, The Essense of God

The subject now changes to John’s third cycle (Burdick) which is the Christian life veiwed as an
interweaving of the ethical and doctrinal (4:7-5:5).

John exhorts his readers again to love one another (present tense, continually love one another).
Why?  It is because love has as its source God.  Those that love show that they are born of God
and that they know God.

The love that John talks about is not some sentimental feeling in the pit of one’s stomach, but a
self-sacrificial love that evidences itself in deeds.
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8  He that loveth not knoweth not God; for God is love.

ο µη αγαπων ουκ εγνω τον ψεον οτι ο ψεοϖ αγαπη εστιν

As in the entire epistle, John draws a contrast between the positive and negative.  The positive
is seen in verse seven, the negative here in verse eight.  Those that do not love (present tense) do
not know (aorist tense) God.

One of the greatest statements regarding the nature and person of God is given here in this
verse.  It is “God is love.”  God’s love is not something he has to work up, or something that ebbs
and flows, rather it is an essential part of his being.  God does not become love, or God does not
work up love, but God is in his essential being love.

9  In this was manifested the love of God toward us, because that God sent his only begotten Son

into the world, that we might live through him.

εν τουτω εφανερωψη η αγαπη του ψεου εν ηµιν οτι τον υιον αυτου τον
µονογενη απεσταλκεν ο ψεοϖ ειϖ τον κοσµον ινα ζησωµεν δι αυτου

The Manifestation of God’s Love

How did display his love for us?  He did it by sending Christ into the world to die in our place.
God did not sit up in heaven with butterflies in his stomach over us.  Rather, he had pity on our
miserable condition, and even when we were his enemies he sent Christ to take our place and
pay the penalty for sin (Romans 5:8ff.).

Because of Christ’s payment for our sin, we have life through him.  God’s justice has been
satisfied by Christ’s self-sacrificial death on our behalf.

10  Herein is love, not that we loved God, but that he loved us, and sent his Son to be the

propitiation for our sins.

εν τουτω εστιν η αγαπη ουχ οτι ηµειϖ ηγαπηκαµεν τον ψεον αλλ οτι αυτοϖ
ηγαπησεν ηµαϖ και απεστειλεν τον υιον αυτου ιλασµον περι των αµαρτιων
ηµων

John ephasizes the point that it is not we who love God, but he who loves us.  God had to take
the initiative, as by nature we are enemies of God (Romans 5:8-9; 8:5-8).  God did not send
Christ because we loved him, but because he loved us.

Christ became the sacrifice and propitiation for our sin.  The word for propitiation, hilasom ,
refers to “covering” or “satisfaction.”  It is the same term used to refer to the mercy seat in
Hebrews 9:5.  Christ’s death is the “covering” or “satisfaction” which satisfies the justice of
God.  Without the covering sacrifice of Christ the sinner is doomed to feel the unmixed and full
force of God’s wrath in the lake of fire.

11  Beloved, if God so loved us, we ought also to love one another.

αγαπητοι ει ουτωϖ ο ψεοϖ ηγαπησεν ηµαϖ και ηµειϖ οφειλοµεν αλληλουϖ
αγαπαν
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John now argues from the greater to the lesser.  If God loved us while we were sinners, and
Christ paid the ultimate penalty for our sin, can we do any less than loving our fellow
believers?

The “If” is a first-class conditional statement, and can be better understood as “since.”  Since
God loved us so much, we should be moved in response to love others.

12  No man hath seen God at any time. If we love one another, God dwelleth in us, and his

love is perfected in us.

ψεον ουδειϖ πωποτε τεψεαται εαν αγαπωµεν αλληλουϖ ο ψεοϖ εν ηµιν µενει
και η αγαπη αυτου εν ηµιν τετελειωµενη εστιν

Love, the evidence of divine indwelling

John starts out describing love as the evidence of divine indwelling by stating the axiomatic
truth that no man has seen God at any time.  Since God is a spirit, he is not observable with
physical eyes.  Furthermore, those who gaze upon his effulgent glory die.

However, just because God cannot be seen, his essential nature can be manifested by our love
towards one another.  One of the problems we have as finite beings is that there is no way we
can communicate or understand the infinite God any more that a small mirror can reflect the full
output of the sun.  We can only hope to reflect a small part of God’s character to those around us.
One of the ways we can do this is by our love towards one another.  The infinite and eternal God
is thus manifested in a small way to those who observe our lives.

The idea of “perfect love” is not perfection in the ultimate sense, but completeness.  How is
God’s love for us completed in our lives, it is by the fact that we love one another.

13  Hereby know we that we dwell in him, and he in us, because he hath given us of his Spirit.

εν τουτω γινωσκοµεν οτι εν αυτω µενοµεν και αυτοϖ εν ηµιν οτι εκ του
πνευµατοϖ αυτου δεδωκεν ηµιν

How do we know that we dwell in Christ and he in us?  It is because we have been given his
Spirit.  John is not changing the subject here, rather he is giving another facet of love.

Romans 5:5 says that the “love of God is shed abroad in our hearts by the Holy Ghost which is
given to us.”  The love of God has as its source God himself.  The love of God in us has as its
source God in the person of the Holy Spirit.  In other words, the love we manifest to others is not
a creation of our own wills, but is a  of the indwelling Holy Spirit.

14  And we have seen and do testify that the Father sent the Son to be the Saviour of the

world.

και ηµειϖ τεψεαµεψα και µαρτυρουµεν οτι ο πατηρ απεσταλκεν τον υιον
σωτηρα του κοσµου

Diving indwelling, the result of faith
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One of the greatest truths of the New Testament is that God dwells in each believer personally
in the person of the Holy Spirit.  Those that are believers, all share in the indwelling spirit.

The “we” in this verse is in the emphatic sense.  This leads us to believe that John is talking
about himself, and the other witnesses of Christ’s life and ministry.  This is the testimony of an
eyewitness, and not a casual bystander.

15  Whosoever shall confess that Jesus is the Son of God, God dwelleth in him, and he in God.

οϖ εαν οµολογηση οτι ιησουϖ εστιν ο υιοϖ του ψεου ο ψεοϖ εν αυτω µενει
και αυτοϖ εν τω ψεω

Those that confess Jesus as the Son of God have God dwelling in them.  This is in contrast to the
Cerenthian gnostics who denied Christ and said he was a mere man.

Again, we must emphasize that it is not possible to deny the life and ministry of Christ while
at the same time claiming a relationship with God.  The only way to God is Christ.

See John 14:23-24.

16  And we have known and believed the love that God hath to us. God is love; and he that

dwelleth in love dwelleth in God, and God in him.

και ηµειϖ εγνωκαµεν και πεπιστευκαµεν την αγαπην ην εχει ο ψεοϖ εν ηµιν
ο ψεοϖ αγαπη εστιν και ο µενων εν τη αγαπη εν τω ψεω µενει και ο ψεοϖ εν
αυτω µενει

The “we” here is not John and the Apostles, but John and his readers.  In distinction to the
Cerenthians gnostics John and his readers have known (understood spiritual truth) and
believed (placed faith and confidence in that truth).  What is the love God had toward us?  It
is the sacrifice of Christ on our behalf.

John repeats the fact that God is love.  Since God is love, those that dwell (present tense) in
God and have God dwelling (present tense) in them will naturally exhibit love.

17  Herein is our love made perfect, that we may have boldness in the day of judgment:

because as he is, so are we in this world.

εν τουτω τετελειωται η αγαπη µεψ ηµων ινα παρρησιαν εχωµεν εν τη ηµερα
τηϖ κρισεωϖ οτι καψωϖ εκεινοϖ εστιν και ηµειϖ εσµεν εν τω κοσµω τουτω

The fruit of love

The “herein” refers back to verse 16, and has as its thought the fact that we dwell in God and
he in us.  This is the way God’s love is made complete in us.  Another way to see this is that
God’s love finds expression in our love for others.

One of the results of this love is that we willhave boldness in the day of judgment.  Why?
Because God’s love in us is proof that we are of God and that Christ has paid the penalty of our
sin.  Just as God is love, so are we love in this world.  In other words, God’s character is
evidenced in our lives thus proving our relationship with him.
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18  There is no fear in love; but perfect love casteth out fear: because fear hath torment. He

that feareth is not made perfect in love.

φοβοϖ ουκ εστιν εν τη αγαπη αλλ η τελεια αγαπη εξω βαλλει τον φοβον οτι ο
φοβοϖ κολασιν εχει ο δε φοβουµενοϖ ου τετελειωται εν τη αγαπη

John now states this same truth negatively by talking about the opposite of love, namely fear.
This fear is the opposite of the boldness in verse 17.  Those that do not exhibit the love of God
in their lives live in fear because the proof that they are born again is not evident.

“Torment” actually means “punishment.”  One of the most miserable people you will ever find
are those that know of God’s judgment and see their need of salvation, but do not believe they
are saved.  They live in fear of divine punishment and judgment because the assurance of their
salvation is missing.

Negatively, those that fear do not have God’s love evidenced and manifested in them.

Those that love God, however, exhibit by that manifestation of love in their lives that they
are truely born of God.  This gives them confidence and not fear on the day of judgment.

19  We love him, because he first loved us.

ηµειϖ αγαπωµεν οτι αυτοϖ πρωτοϖ ηγαπησεν ηµαϖ

A restatement of the source of love

Why do we love God?  Is it because we decide in and of ourselves to love him?  No!  It is because
he first loved us.  God always takes the iniative in salvation.  Men do not seek God, they seek
what God gives.  It is God who seeks and saves the lost.

20  If a man say, I love God, and hateth his brother, he is a liar: for he that loveth not his

brother whom he hath seen, how can he love God whom he hath not seen?

εαν τιϖ ειπη οτι αγαπω τον ψεον και τον αδελφον αυτου µιση θευστηϖ εστιν
ο γαρ µη αγαπων τον αδελφον αυτου ον εωρακεν τον ψεον ον ουχ εωρακεν ου
δυναται αγαπαν

The Necessity of Brother Love:  Brother love demanded by logic

John now talks about someone who claims to love God and yet on the same time hate their
brother.  To John this is an impossibility, but he must make his case.

The first argument is that love towards our brother is demanded by logic.  How can a man say
he loves God, whom he has not seen, while at the same time hating his brother whom he has
seen.  This is an argument from the lesser to the greater.  If a man cannot do the lesser thing,
which is to love his brother, how can he do the greater thing, which is to love an unseeable
God?

Such a man is a liar.  He cannot say he loves God while he hates his brother.

21  And this commandment have we from him, That he who loveth God love his brother also.
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και ταυτην την εντολην εχοµεν απ αυτου ινα ο αγαπων τον ψεον αγαπα και
τον αδελφον αυτου

Brother love demanded by commandment

John’s second argument is that of command.  Whether we feel like it or not, the bottom line is
that we are commanded by God to love our brothers in Christ (John 13:34-35).  If nothing else,
loving our brother is an act of obedience.  In fact, the entire law is summed up by love towards
God and love towards others (Matthew 22:37-39).


