
Don’t Believe Everything You Hear
1 John 4:1-6

“I read it on the internet so it must be true.”  We like to laugh at 
ourselves with that joke, as we quote from such sources as 
Wikipedia or discuss the results of a google search.  Never before 
in the history of mankind has so much information be available so 
readily to so many people.  You people who are under 25 or 30, 
don’t know any other world.  But those of us who remember life 
before google do.  Students doing research had to go a library 
that had actual books.  If you wanted news reports, you had to 
wait for the 6 o’clock new reports on the 1 of the 3 television 
networks.  Or you could read it in the paper the next morning.  

If you were like me as a boy, wanting to know the baseball 
scores from the previous night, even the morning paper wasn’t 
good enough, because many games ended after the print 
deadline.  But now, everything is available everywhere, 
immediately.  And there are many good consequences of that 
wealth of information we all enjoy.

But there are many drawbacks as well.  Because everything 
you read on the internet isn’t true.  Everything you read on 
Facebook isn’t true.  Everything that is said on Twitter isn’t true.  
And we are left with a huge dilemma.  Trying to figure out what is 
true and what isn’t.  Sadly, even our news media can no longer be 
reliable in that regard.  Everything is partisan.  Everything is 
political.  Everything is attached to an agenda.  Everything is 
related to one cause or the other.  Never has it been more 
accurate and necessary to emphasize the wisdom of this warning:  
Don’t believe everything you hear. 

The same danger is in relation to Bible teaching.  You can go 
on the internet with any possible question about the Bible or 

Christian faith, and you can find answers.  You can listen or read 
from any number of different sources or experts.  And you will 
likely get all sorts of different answers.  Don’t believe everything 
you hear.

That’s our context this morning in 1 John 4.  
v.1

To begin with the obvious reality,

I. WE MUST BE WILLING TO DISCRIMINATE BETWEEN 
TRUE TEACHERS AND FALSE TEACHERS.
I am using the word discriminate intentionally, though today 

that word is usually used for something bad, inappropriate.  Today 
the word is used to mean an unjust or prejudicial distinction, when 
we discriminate we are causing harm to some particular group, 
because of their race, their national origin, their gender, or 
something like that.  In many contexts, the laws of our land forbid 
such discrimination.  For good reason.  

Yet we still need to discriminate in other areas.  What we are 
taught about the Bible should be chief among them.  So, “test the 
spirits, whether they are of God.”  And “do not believe every 
spirit.”  Do not believe everything you hear or everything you 
read.

With all humility, we need that warning, because we are 
instinctly gullible.  We can be naive, unwilling or unable to be 
discerning about what people tell us.  There is a strong tendency 
of human beings to believe what we are told, especially if 
someone in authority says it, someone like a doctor, or a teacher, 
or a lawyer, or a preacher.  We tend to believe those people who 
seem to have authority.  We tend to accept what people with 
authority tell us, without questioning or criticizing.  
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So John warns us.  We must be willing to make distinctions, 
and to discriminate between true teachers and false teachers.

There is one assumption needed, however, before we can do 
that.  One presupposition that is necessary.  If you are going to 
distinguish between true and false teachers, then you need to 
begin with the recognition that there is an ultimate standard of 
what is true and what is false.  It would be meaningless if 
everyone decided for themselves what is true and what is false, 
although that is the philosophical mood of our society today.  
Everyone decides for himself.  What's true for you might not be 
true for me.  And those who seem to be the loudest, who gain the 
greatest popular appeal and following tend to be able to impose 
their own thoughts on everyone.  The result is groupspeak.  That 
is a large part of our problem today.   

But, if you are going to identify someone as a false teacher, 
you must have an absolute definition of what is truth.  We as 
Christians have such a definition.  Jesus said to his father, “Your 
word is truth.” Jesus said about himself, “I am the truth.”   And 
Jesus is the word of God.  So God’s word is without error, without 
contradiction, and without improvement.  It defines truth.

Thus we have a sure and stable foundation upon which to 
determine what is true and what isn’t, and we must be willing to 
do so.  We must be willing to discriminate.  To test the spirits, as 
John says.  He is wisely attributing the teaching we receive not to 
individual teachers, individual people, but to the spirits.  One, of 
course, is the spirit of God, the Holy Spirit.  The spirit of truth.  
The other is the spirit of lies, the spirit of the devil.  And we must 
be willing to see things in those categories, and make those 
distinctions.  We must be willing to discriminate in what we are 
taught between what is true and what is false.  The importance of 
that comes in the obvious reality  that,

A. Many false teachers exist in this world.
v.1

Jesus had to warn his own disciples,
Mat. 24:4  “And Jesus answered and said to them: “Take heed 

that no one deceives you. 5 For many will come in My name, 
saying, ‘I am the Christ,’ and will deceive many.”

John further identifies these false teachers by their origin, and 
he doesn’t mince words.  He identifies their source.

v.3b  “And this is the spirit of the Antichrist, which you have 
heard was coming, and is now already in the world.”

John has already introduced the subject of the antichrist, 
hasn’t he?  With an an emphasis upon his presence already in 
the world.  The antichrist is already here, at least in an initial 
sense.  His influence has already begun.

1 John 2:18  “Little children, it is the last hour; and as you 
have heard that the Antichrist is coming, even now many 
antichrists have come, by which we know that it is the last hour. 
19 They went out from us, but they were not of us; for if they had 
been of us, they would have continued with us; but they went out 
that they might be made manifest, that none of them were of us.”

John continues in that passage,
1 John 2:20  “But you have an anointing from the Holy One, 

and you know all things. 21 I have not written to you because you 
do not know the truth, but because you know it, and that no lie is 
of the truth.”

The spirit of the antichrist is already here.  False prophets 
following the spirits of untruth are already here.  False teachers 
are already here.  They have gone out into the world.

2 Peter 2:1 “But there were also false prophets among the 
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people, even as there will be false teachers among you, who will 
secretly bring in destructive heresies, even denying the Lord who 
bought them, and bring on themselves swift destruction. 2 And 
many will follow their destructive ways, because of whom the way 
of truth will be blasphemed.” 

In other words, 

B. Many false teachers are popular in this world.
They belong to the world.  And the world accepts them.
v.5

That’s the warning.  “They are of the world.”  “They speak as 
of the world.”  And the world listens!

When Paul wrote to his young disciple Timothy, you would 
think we was addressing modern, 21st century American 
churches.

2 Tim. 4:3  “For the time will come when they will not endure 
sound doctrine, but according to their own desires, because they 
have itching ears, they will heap up for themselves teachers; 4 
and they will turn their ears away from the truth, and be turned 
aside to fables.”

That’s why false prophets and false teachers are so popular.  
Because they appeal to our desires.  They appeal to our needs.  
Our interests.  Our selfish pursuits.  They are popular because 
they are saying what we want to hear!

Paul, of course, had just given Timothy his ultimate charge as 
a preacher.  He had given Timothy the solution, the proper 
response to that sort of false teaching that had become so 
popular.

2 Tim. 4:1  “I charge you therefore before God and the Lord 

Jesus Christ, who will judge the living and the dead at His 
appearing and His kingdom: 2 Preach the word! Be ready in 
season and out of season. Convince, rebuke, exhort, with all 
longsuffering and teaching.”

Many false teachers are popular because they say what 
people want to hear.  So we must test the spirits, and be able to 
say, “This is true and this is false.”  

II. WE MUST LEARN HOW TO IDENTIFY FALSE 
TEACHERS.

John gives us some specific instructions on how we should go 
about doing just that.  “Test the spirits,” he writes.  Then begins,

v.2  “By this you know the Spirit of God…”

In the Old Covenant, that test was actually pretty easy.  At 
least, straightforward.  Before Jesus, prophecy came to the 
people of God “at various times and in various ways,” and it was 
tested according to the instructions of,

Deut. 18:20  “But the prophet who presumes to speak a word 
in My name, which I have not commanded him to speak, or who 
speaks in the name of other gods, that prophet shall die.’ 21 And 
if you say in your heart, ‘How shall we know the word which the 
Lord has not spoken?’— 22 when a prophet speaks in the name 
of the Lord, if the thing does not happen or come to pass, that is 
the thing which the Lord has not spoken; the prophet has spoken 
it presumptuously; you shall not be afraid of him.”

Similarly,
Deut. 13:1 “If there arises among you a prophet or a dreamer 

of dreams, and he gives you a sign or a wonder, 2 and the sign or 
the wonder comes to pass, of which he spoke to you, saying, ‘Let 
us go after other gods’—which you have not known—‘and let us 
serve them,’ 3 you shall not listen to the words of that prophet or 
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that dreamer of dreams, for the Lord your God is testing you to 
know whether you love the Lord your God with all your heart and 
with all your soul. 4 You shall walk after the Lord your God and 
fear Him, and keep His commandments and obey His voice; you 
shall serve Him and hold fast to Him. 5 But that prophet or that 
dreamer of dreams shall be put to death, because he has spoken 
in order to turn you away from the Lord your God, who brought 
you out of the land of Egypt and redeemed you from the house of 
bondage, to entice you from the way in which the Lord your God 
commanded you to walk. So you shall put away the evil from your 
midst.”

So prophets were held to a very strict standard.  If what they 
said did not come to pass, they were put to death, to protect the 
people of God from their falsehood.  If they sought to lead God’s 
people away from him, they were similarly put to death.  Again, 
protection.  To be blunt, a false would only have opportunity to 
speak falsely once.  The punishment for the crime was nothing 
less than death.

Elijah had another test.  Elijah had to prove that the gods of 
the Baals were false gods, and that his God, Jehovah, was the 
true God.  He had a pretty impressive test.  It is an extended 
passage, but let me read it for you,

1 Kings 18:21 And Elijah came to all the people, and said, 
“How long will you falter between two opinions? If the Lord is 
God, follow Him; but if Baal, follow him.” But the people answered 
him not a word. 22 Then Elijah said to the people, “I alone am left 
a prophet of the Lord; but Baal’s prophets are four hundred and 
fifty men. 23 Therefore let them give us two bulls; and let them 
choose one bull for themselves, cut it in pieces, and lay it on the 
wood, but put no fire under it; and I will prepare the other bull, and 
lay it on the wood, but put no fire under it. 24 Then you call on the 
name of your gods, and I will call on the name of the Lord; and 

the God who answers by fire, He is God.” So all the people 
answered and said, “It is well spoken.”  25 Now Elijah said to the 
prophets of Baal, “Choose one bull for yourselves and prepare it 
first, for you are many; and call on the name of your god, but put 
no fire under it.”  26 So they took the bull which was given them, 
and they prepared it, and called on the name of Baal from 
morning even till noon, saying, “O Baal, hear us!” But there was 
no voice; no one answered. Then they leaped about the altar 
which they had made.  27 And so it was, at noon, that Elijah 
mocked them and said, “Cry aloud, for he is a god; either he is 
meditating, or he is busy, or he is on a journey, or perhaps he is 
sleeping and must be awakened.” 28 So they cried aloud, and cut 
themselves, as was their custom, with knives and lances, until the 
blood gushed out on them. 29 And when midday was past, they 
prophesied until the time of the offering of the evening sacrifice. 
But there was no voice; no one answered, no one paid attention.  
30 Then Elijah said to all the people, “Come near to me.” So all 
the people came near to him. And he repaired the altar of the 
Lord that was broken down. 31 And Elijah took twelve stones, 
according to the number of the tribes of the sons of Jacob, to 
whom the word of the Lord had come, saying, “Israel shall be 
your name.” 32 Then with the stones he built an altar in the name 
of the Lord; and he made a trench around the altar large enough 
to hold two seahs of seed. 33 And he put the wood in order, cut 
the bull in pieces, and laid it on the wood, and said, “Fill four 
waterpots with water, and pour it on the burnt sacrifice and on the 
wood.” 34 Then he said, “Do it a second time,” and they did it a 
second time; and he said, “Do it a third time,” and they did it a 
third time. 35 So the water ran all around the altar; and he also 
filled the trench with water.  36 And it came to pass, at the time of 
the offering of the evening sacrifice, that Elijah the prophet came 
near and said, “Lord God of Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, let it be 
known this day that You are God in Israel and I am Your servant, 
and that I have done all these things at Your word. 37 Hear me, O 
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Lord, hear me, that this people may know that You are the Lord 
God, and that You have turned their hearts back to You again.”  
38 Then the fire of the Lord fell and consumed the burnt sacrifice, 
and the wood and the stones and the dust, and it licked up the 
water that was in the trench. 39 Now when all the people saw it, 
they fell on their faces; and they said, “The Lord, He is God! The 
Lord, He is God!””

Maybe you would wish we could have tests like that today!  It 
might be easier to convince some people.  It certainly would be 
spectacular.  But John gives us a different test for our age.  A 
different of method for identifying false teachers, and that test 
focuses on what they believe about Jesus..

A. False teachers deny the historical humanity of Jesus 
Christ.

v.2-3a

That’s certainly straightforward.  And this well identifies false 
teachers to our day.  What do you say about Jesus?  Specifically, 
is he God in the flesh!  Is he, in his flesh, the word of God.  Did 
God, in fact, become a man?

So is this true, as John writes in,
John 1:14  “And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, 

and we beheld His glory, the glory as of the only begotten of the 
Father, full of grace and truth.” 

The truth of the gospel here hinges on the incarnation, the 
reality of the God-man, God incarnate.   Did God enter human 
history in the human person of Jesus?  That becomes the focal 
point of the test of a true or false prophet.  And it is a very 
effective one.

Is Jesus the suffering servant whom Isaiah prophesied, the 
perfect man who would substitute his own human life for the 
salvation of his sheep?  That’s the test.  Is this a description of 
Jesus,

Is. 53:3  “He is despised and rejected by men, A Man of 
sorrows and acquainted with grief.  And we hid, as it were, our 
faces from Him; He was despised, and we did not esteem Him.  4 
Surely He has borne our griefs And carried our sorrows; Yet we 
esteemed Him stricken, Smitten by God, and afflicted.  5 But He 
was wounded for our transgressions, He was bruised for our 
iniquities; The chastisement for our peace was upon Him, And by 
His stripes we are healed.  6 All we like sheep have gone astray; 
We have turned, every one, to his own way; And the Lord has laid 
on Him the iniquity of us all.” 

Is Jesus fully man?  False teachers deny that God became a 
man!  And closely related to that test, is that,

B. False teachers deny the full deity of Jesus Christ.
You have to have them both.  Full humanity and full deity.  

Fully God and fully man.  John expresses that test in,
v.3

Let’s look closely at that verse, and I want say this carefully.  If 
you have a NASB, and ESV or an NIV, there is no reference in 
verse 3 to the incarnation.  It just reads, “and every spirit that 
does not confess Jesus is not from God.”  I believe that is the 
better translation, as it is based on the older manuscripts which of 
the Greek New Testament which I believe are more accurate.  
The later manuscripts, greater in number, repeat in the verse 3 
the reference to the incarnation and that is the basis for the NKJV 
and the KJV translations.  

Here’s my point.  I believe that verse 2 refers to his humanity, 
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that Jesus Christ came in the flesh.  I believe verse 3 makes an 
additional point, simply put, that Jesus is the Christ!  So a false 
spirit is one who does not confess Jesus is the Christ.

I believe that is a reference to his deity!  Jesus is the Messiah, 
the anointed redeemer of God.  Just as we read back in,

John 1:1  “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was 
with God, and the Word was God. 2 He was in the beginning with 
God. 3 All things were made through Him, and without Him 
nothing was made that was made.”

In other words, Jesus is God!  And, then also, as God, he 
became man.  That’s what John says is the test of true and false 
prophets.  What do they say and believe about Jesus?

We confessed our faith together a few moments ago using the 
words of the Westminster Confession of Faith, chapter 8, “The 
Son of God, the second person in the Trinity, being very and 
eternal God, of one substance and equal with the Father, did, 
when the fullness of time was come, take upon him man's nature, 
with all the essential properties, and common infirmities thereof, 
yet without sin; being conceived by the power of the Holy Ghost, 
in the womb of the virgin Mary, of her substance. So that two 
whole, perfect, and distinct natures, the Godhead and the 
manhood, were inseparably joined together in one person, 
without conversion, composition, or confusion. Which person is 
very God, and very man, yet one Christ, the only Mediator 
between God and man.”

That’s the ultimate test of a true prophet.  Does he claim and 
proclaim that Jesus is God, in the flesh.  Did the eternal son of 
God, the second person of the Trinity, take to himself a human 
nature, with which he would die for the sins of his people?  That is 
the ultimate test by which we identify false teachers.  But we must 

do more than identify them.  

III. WE MUST BE ABLE TO REJECT FALSE TEACHERS.
Verse 4 in our text refers to the Holy Spirit.
v.4

False teachers are in the world, but you, true believers, you 
have the Holy Spirit, the true spirit, and he is greater than any 
other.  As clever as false teachers are, and as clever as Satan 
may be in using false teachers, the one who is in you, the Holy 
Spirit, is greater than the one who is in the world, which is the 
spirit of anti-christ.  That's a promise.  The admonition implied in 
that verse is that,

A.  We must rely upon the Holy Spirit to protect our 
minds.

I don't think that we give the holy spirit enough attention or 
enough thought.  Paul tells us that we should be filled with the 
holy spirit, controlled and directed by him, in contrast to a 
drunkard who is controlled and directed by his alcohol.  Being 
filled with the holy spirit is an on going experience, not just when 
we receive the holy spirit upon our salvation.  Being filled with the 
holy spirit does not mean emotional response or speaking in 
tongues or raising your hands in the air.  Being filled with the holy 
spirit means, first of all, that our minds are directed and controlled 
by the spirit of truth.

So Jesus tells us about this spirit:
John 14:26  “But the Helper, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father 

will send in My name, He will teach you all things, and bring to 
your remembrance all things that I said to you.”

John 16:13  “However, when He, the Spirit of truth, has come, 
He will guide you into all truth; for He will not speak on His own 
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authority, but whatever He hears He will speak; and He will tell 
you things to come.”

And John tells us that we have an unction, an anointing from 
the Holy One.  We studied that several weeks ago.

2:20  “But you have an anointing from the Holy One, and you 
know all things.”

2:27  “But the anointing which you have received from Him 
abides in you, and you do not need that anyone teach you; but as 
the same anointing teaches you concerning all things, and is true, 
and is not a lie, and just as it has taught you, you will abide in 
Him.”

We must rely upon the holy spirit to protect our minds.  As only 
He can do!  But there one more important thought about this 
emphasis upon the Holy Spirit protecting our minds—he does it 
through the written word!  You cannot separate the work of the 
Holy Spirit from the Bible.  So it is that we recognize, identity and 
reject false teaching when the Holy Spirit enables you to believe 
and understand the Bible.  Therefore,

B. We must be willing to listen carefully to apostolic 
teaching.

Look at what John says in,
v.6

I would never say that to you of myself.  I would never say to 
you that I am from God and, therefore, if you know God you must 
listen to me.  I would never say of my words or my teaching, “By 
this we know the spirit of truth and the spirit of error.”

But John does.  And he does so because he is conscious that 
is an apostle, writing with apostolic authority, under the inspiration 
of God.  So verse 6 applies to all of us, not with reference to my 

words, but with reference to the words of the apostles recorded in 
the Bible.  We must be willing to listen, to hear, to believe and to 
follow whatever we read in Scripture.

As Paul puts it,
2 Thes. 3:14  “And if anyone does not obey our word in this 

epistle, note that person and do not keep company with him, that 
he may be ashamed.”

So when it comes to my words and my preaching, here is how 
you test me.  Here is how you should test me.  You should search 
the Scriptures yourselves to see if what you are being taught is 
true.

Acts 17:10  “Then the brethren immediately sent Paul and 
Silas away by night to Berea. When they arrived, they went into 
the synagogue of the Jews. 11 These were more fair-minded than 
those in Thessalonica, in that they received the word with all 
readiness, and searched the Scriptures daily to find out whether 
these things were so.”

So that’s how you test everything you are taught, and 
everything you believe.  By the unction of the Holy Spirit at work 
within your own mind and soul, be sure that whatever you believe, 
whoever teaches you, that you begin upon the foundation of both 
the humanity and the deity of Jesus, the Son of God.  And then 
search the Bible yourself to see if what you are taught is true.  

v.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.”

Don’t believe everything you hear.

Page �  of �7 7


