
Leader Guide 
Sunday, Sept. 10, 2017 

 
Remember Their Motives 

 
 
Sermon Text: 2 Peter 2:1-3a 
Study Texts: 1 John 4:1-6  
 
Sermon Summary: It is not uncommon to walk into modern bookstores and see faithful 
Christian teachers and heretics side-by-side on the “Christian Living” shelf. We are living in a 
world where truth often goes untested and claims of truthfulness are accepted wholesale. There 
are men and women who portray themselves as faithful Bible teachers, who write many books 
and give themselves to a seemingly endless line of speaking engagements and who, in fact, 
preach a false gospel. We must not only be aware of these false gospels but of what motivates 
these false teachers. This was precisely the problem Peter faced in the Church of his day. 
There were those who claimed to be teachers of the truth but, in fact, heralded false gospels of 
damnation. In this week’s passage, Peter leads us to see the reality of false teachers and all 
that they stand for. He reveals their motives and tactics so as to better protect the Church to 
stand firm against them. The most effective way for the Church to stand firm against false 
gospels is by holding fast to the true gospel! 
 
Sermon Connection: Part of being a Christian is learning to live discerningly. Ever since the 
Garden of Eden, it has been Satan’s goal to deceive the people of God. False teaching, world 
religions, and counterfeit Gospels are all part of Satan’s strategy to rob people of the good news 
of Jesus Christ. Colin Smith, a writer of the Gospel Coalition, wrote, “Satan is the counterfeiter… 
He has a false gospel (Galatians 1:6-9), preached by false ministers (2 Corinthians 11:13-12), 
producing false Christians (2 Corinthians 11:26), and Satan often plants his counterfeits 
wherever God plants true believers (Matthew 13:38).” With that in mind, 1 John 4:1-6 teaches 
three tests that will enable believers to live discerning lives - three tests that will protect God’s 
people from embracing counterfeit Gospels. The first is the test of confession.  We can spot 
false teachers by asking the simple question, “What do they confess about Jesus?” The second 
way we can discern truth from error is through the test of possession. False teachers will not 
possess the Spirit of God. They will not be able to understand the things of God  
(see 1 Corinthians 2:12-16). False teachers are led by the spirit of the world, not the Spirit of 
God. The final test is the test of authority. If someone does not believe in the authority of God’s 
Word, they are a false teacher. With these thoughts in mind, let’s study 1 John 4:1-6. 
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Lesson Plan: 
Lesson Goal: The goal of this lesson is to better equip one another to discern truth from error. 
1 John 4:1-6 reveals three doctrinal tests to discern right teaching from wrong teaching.  

1. The Test of Confession: Who do they say Jesus is? 
2. The Test of Possession: Do they possess the Spirit of God? 
3. The Test of Authority: Do they believe in the Authority of Scripture? 

 
Opening Question: What is the best way to spot a counterfeit twenty-dollar bill?  
The best way to spot a counterfeit is to know the real thing. In order to recognize 
false/counterfeit teaching, we must know the Gospel. With this thought, let’s begin by clearly 
defining the Gospel.  
 
What is the Gospel?  
Allow time for your people to define the Gospel. Remind them that the Gospel is simple but 
complex. It is important to embrace the simplicity of the message, but we must understand the 
whole story.  
 
The Simple Message: The gospel is the good news about what Jesus Christ has done to bring 
sinners to God. 
 
The Whole Story: 

1. The one and only God, who is holy, made us in His image to know Him (Gen. 1:26-28). 
2. But we sinned and cut ourselves off from Him (Gen. 3; Rom. 3:23). 
3. In His great love, God sent His Son, Jesus, to come as King and rescue His people from 

their enemies—most significantly their own sin (Ps. 2; Luke 1:67-79). 
4. Jesus established His kingdom by acting as both a mediating priest and a priestly 

sacrifice—Himself the punishment for the sins of many (Mark 10:45; John 1:14; Heb. 
7:26; Rom. 3:21-26, 5:12-21); then He rose again from the dead, showing that God 
accepted His sacrifice and that God’s wrath against us had been exhausted (Acts 2:24, 
Rom. 4:25). 

5. He now calls us to repent of our sins and trust in Christ alone for our forgiveness (Acts 
17:30, John 1:12). If we repent of our sins and trust in Christ, we are born again into a 
new life, an eternal life with God (John 3:16). 

 
A good way to summarize this good news is to biblically unpack the words God, Man, Christ, 
and Response. 

1. God. God is the creator of all things (Gen. 1:1). He is perfectly holy, worthy of all 
worship, and will punish sin (1 John 1:5, Rev. 4:11, Rom. 2:5-8). 

2. Man. All people, though created good, have become sinful by nature (Gen. 1:26-28, 
Ps. 51:5, Rom. 3:23). From birth, all people are alienated from God, hostile to God, and 
subject to the wrath of God (Eph. 2:1-3). 

3. Christ. Jesus Christ, who is fully God and fully man, lived a sinless life, died on the cross 
to bear God’s wrath in the place of all who would believe in Him, and rose from the grave 
in order to give His people eternal life (John 1:1, 1 Tim. 2:5, Heb. 7:26, Rom. 3:21-26, 
2 Cor. 5:21, 1 Cor. 15:20-22). 

4. Response. God calls everyone everywhere to repent of their sins and trust in Christ in 
order to be saved (Mark 1:15, Acts 20:21, Rom. 10:9-10). 
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Optional Summary Video: What is the Gospel? 
 
Transition Statement: With the Gospel clearly defined, let’s look at 1 John 4:1-6 and study 
three tests to prevent us from being led astray by false teachers.  
 
Three Doctrinal Tests from 1 John 4:1-6 
Read 1 John 4:1.  
Teachers, quickly and clearly make the point that 1 John 4:1 is a command, “Beloved, do not 
believe every spirit (human teacher), but test the spirits to see whether they are from 
God”. God commands believers to test and for this reason, “many false prophets have gone 
out into the world”. As a result, He provides three doctrinal tests or three questions we can 
ask to determine truth from error.  
 
The Test of Confession: Who do they say Jesus is? 
Read 1 John 4:2-3. Can you identify the first test from verses 2-3? 
The first test is Christological; meaning, it is focused on who Christ is. In Matthew 16, Jesus 
asked this same type of question to His disciples: “Now when Jesus came into the district of 
Caesarea Philippi, he asked his disciples, ‘Who do people say that the Son of Man is?’” 

Take it deeper: According to this passage, what must a teacher believe about Jesus in 
order to be considered a Biblical teacher? 
“Every spirit (meaning every human teacher) who confesses (agrees) with Scripture 
that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God.”  In order to be a Gospel 
teacher, one must believe that Jesus is God incarnate - fully man and fully God. 
 
Why is the incarnation important? 
The incarnation is the teaching that the Son of God took on human flesh. This doesn’t 
mean that Son of God began to exist when Jesus was born (a false teaching called 
Arianism). The Bible is clear that God, the Son, the second person of the Trinity, has 
eternally existed (see John 17:5). What the incarnation reveals is that at the fullness of 
time, the Son of God took on human flesh. The Son of God humbled Himself and 
became a human being (Philippians 2:8).  This is important, because according to the 
plan of God, Jesus had to come in the flesh so that He could die a substitutionary death 
as a man for the sins of other men.  
 
Why did Jesus need a human body? 
Two Reasons: 

1.  Jesus needed a human body to die in our place. In other words, Jesus had to 
become man to bear the wrath of God. John Piper says, “The incarnation is 
God’s eternal plan to bear the wrath of God for sinners (see Isaiah 53). It is the 
preparation of nerve endings for the nails. It is the preparation of a brow so the 
thorns can press through. Think about it: Jesus needed to have a broad back so 
the whip could tear His flesh. He needed feet so there would be a place for the 
nails. He needed to have a side for the sword to pierce. He needed fleshy cheeks 
so Judas would have a place to kiss and the Romans would have a place to spit. 
All of this was so He could take our place. Jesus needed a body to take the wrath 
of God.” 1 Peter 2:24, “He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, that we 
might die to sin and live to righteousness. By his wounds you have been healed.” 

3 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=apBjEhATypE


2. Jesus needed a human body to live in our place. Jesus lived in perfect obedience 
to God. 1 Peter 2:22 says: “He committed no sin, neither was deceit found in his 
mouth.” As a result, when we believe the Gospel, Christ’s righteousness is 
applied to us. All this couldn’t happen unless Jesus was fully man and fully God.  

 
Transition Statement: This why it is important that we believe Jesus has come in the flesh. For 
whoever does not believe Jesus has come in the flesh does not believe in God’s plan of 
salvation - God’s plan for Jesus to die and live in their place. As a result, they are still in 
darkness and under the wrath of God. Let’s look at the second test. 
 
The Test of Possession: Do they possess the Spirit of God? 
Read 1 John 4:4-5 What is the second test from verse 4-5? 
The second test is the test of possession. The Bible teaches that believers possess the Spirit of 
God. As a result, they overcome the world. This is why 1 John 4:4 says, “You (believers) are 
from God, little children, and have overcome them because greater is He who is in you 
than he who is in the world.” In contrast, false teachers do not possess the Spirit of God. As a 
result, they do not overcome the world. This is why 1 John 4:5 says, “They (false teachers) are 
from the world; therefore they speak as from the world, and the world listens to them.” 
 
1 John 4:5 reveals three things that characterize false teachers and their message: (1) they are 
from the world, (2) they speak as from the world, and (3) the world listens to them. What 
do each of these reveal about false teachers and their teaching? 

(1) “They are from the world” means their teaching has a different source. In other words, 
their message comes from somewhere other than the Bible. 2 Peter 1:16 says, “We did 
not follow cleverly invented stories when we told you about the power and coming of our 
Lord Jesus Christ”. And then he says the false teachers exploit you “with stories they 
have made up” (2:3). So the true teacher sources what he says from the Bible. The false 
teacher relies on his own creativity. He makes up his own message. 

(2) “They speak as from the world” means their message has a different substance. For 
the true teacher, Jesus Christ is central. 2 Peter 1:3 says, “In Christ, we have everything 
we need for life and godliness.”  For the false teacher, Jesus is at the margins: 2 Peter 
2:1 says, “They will secretly introduce destructive heresies, even denying the sovereign 
Lord who bought them.” Notice the word secretly. It's rare for someone in church to 
openly deny Jesus. Movement away from the centrality of Christ is often subtle. The 
false teacher will speak about how other people can help change your life, but if you 
listen carefully to what he is saying, you will see that Jesus Christ is not essential to his 
message. 

(3) “The world listens to them” means their message draws many people. This does not 
mean that large crowds are always evidence of false teaching, but we must be careful 
not to authenticate someone’s message by the number of people who listen. For the 
most part, true prophets in the Bible were NOT well-liked by the masses, because they 
pointed out sin and tried to steer the listener back to obedience to God’s simple 
commands. Such a message is not well accepted by the world. Usually, when a prophet 
is surrounded by many people, it is because the people like what they hear. 2 Timothy 
4:3, “For the time is coming when people will not endure sound teaching, but having 
itching ears they will accumulate for themselves teachers to suit their own passions,” 
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Transition Statement: Let’s look at a final test from 1 John 4:6.  
 
The Test of Authority: Do they believe in the Authority of Scripture? 
Read 1 John 4:6. What is the third test from verse 6? 
This is the test of authority. John says, “We are from God; he who knows God listens to us; 
he who is not from God does not listen to us.” The pronoun “we” primarily refers to John and 
the other writers of Scripture. True followers of Christ believe that the writers of Scripture were 
inspired by God; therefore, what they wrote is authoritative (see 2 Peter 1:21).  

Quote: “The completed, written revelation of the Old Testament and New Testament is 
the sole authority by which Christians must test all spiritual ideologies.” John MaCarthur 
 
Take it deeper: How is this a helpful test when seeking to stay away from false teaching? 
It is helpful because we only have to go to one source for truth.  As followers of Christ, 
we do not have to check with all the other religions of the world and the latest and 
greatest spiritual ideology before arriving at the truth. It is simple. All we have to do is 
check what we hear with the Word of God. 2 Peter 1:3, reminds us that God’s Word is all 
we need. It is sufficient, “His divine power has granted to us all things that pertain to life 
and godliness, through the knowledge of him who called us to his own glory and 
excellence.” (see also: 2 Timothy 3:16-17) 
 

           How does knowing the sufficiency and authority of Scripture encourage you to study  
           God’s Word? 

This is the incentive: If you know and believe God’s Word, you will be able to avoid being 
deceived by false teaching. You will have a sanctified sense about you, a filter that is 
able to catch the subtleties of false teaching. And If you do not know God’s Word, you 
will be easily led astray. You will not be able to discern truth from error -- the teachings of 
God from the teachings of the Devil.  

Here are some verses to reflect upon:  
● Psalm 119:15 - “I will meditate on your precepts and fix my eyes on your 

ways.”   
● Psalm 119:11 - “I have stored up your word in my heart, that I might not 

sin against you.”  
● 2 Corinthians 2:14 - “The natural person does not accept the things of the 

Spirit of God, for they are folly to him, and he is not able to understand 
them because they are spiritually discerned.”  

 
Optional: The Test of Affiliation 
We can also determine a false teacher by noticing who disciples them. Knowing who 
your favorite author/preacher affiliates with or learns from can be a great way to discern 
truth from error.  

Teachers: This would be a helpful time to challenge your group to research some 
of their favorite authors and preachers. Seeing who endorses their books or 
noticing what conferences they speak at can be helpful to determine their 
authenticity.  

 
Transition Statement: As we close, let’s briefly be aware of three false Gospels of our day.  
 
Three Popular Counterfeit Gospels 
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1. Moralistic Gospel: Instead of focusing on the good news of Jesus, the focus is on giving 
good advice (how to live better, how to overcome bad habits, 10 steps to a better life, 
etc.). The focus of the moralistic gospel is being a good person. Quote: “The moralistic 
gospel reduces the Bible to a codebook for human behavior and substitutes moral 
instruction for the Gospel of Jesus Christ, rather than a message of salvation from the 
wrath of God.” Trevin Wax 

a. What does the Bible say? The corrective to moralism comes directly from the 
Apostle Paul when he insists that “a man is not justified by the works of the Law 
but through faith in Christ Jesus.” Salvation comes to those who are “justified by 
faith in Christ and not by the works of the Law; since by the works of the Law no 
flesh will be justified.” (Galatians. 2:16) 

 
2. Prosperity Gospel: Prosperity theology (sometimes referred to as the prosperity gospel, 

the health and wealth gospel, or the gospel of success) is a religious belief among some 
Christians, who hold that financial blessing and physical well-being are always the will of 
God for them, and that faith, positive speech, and donations to religious causes will 
increase one's material wealth. Prosperity theology views the Bible as a contract 
between God and humans: if humans have faith in God, He will deliver security and 
prosperity. 

a. What does the Bible say? 1 Timothy 6:5, 9-11 teaches that those who teach this 
possess a “corrupt mind,” supposing godliness to be a means of gain. Their 
desire for riches is a trap that brings “ruin and destruction” (v. 9).  

 
3. Social Gospel: The focus of the social gospel is political change and social reform rather 

than the Gospel itself. Those who embrace the social gospel believe that the primary 
reason Jesus came was to better our society rather than inaugurate the Kingdom of God 
through the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Quote: “Jesus never issued any 
call for political change, not even by peaceful means. He did not come to earth to be a 
political or social reformer. The gospel Jesus preached was not about social reform, 
social justice or political change. Rather than attempt to change governments and 
institutions, which are made up of people, Jesus came to change people's hearts and 
point them to God's Kingdom. He preached the saving power of the gospel and the 
transforming work of the Holy Spirit.” 

a. What does the Bible say? Quote: “Yes, Jesus showed deep compassion for the 
poor, the sick, the dispossessed, and the outcasts of society. He healed them, 
but before taking care of their physical or emotional needs, He first took care of 
their spiritual needs. He was most concerned about the state of their souls and 
preached the gospel of repentance from sin through Him, so they understood that 
their eternal destiny was far more important than their circumstances here on 
earth. Several of His parables convey this truth, including Lazarus and the rich 
man (Luke 16:19–31). The rich man, who had every possible social advantage, 
spent eternity in hell while Lazarus, the poorest of the poor with dire social needs, 
was comforted in heaven.” www.gotquestions.org 

 
 
The Big Picture 
John’s warnings against false teachers is crucial for the Church today. We are living in a 
pluralistic society that tolerates and champions many ideas of God but often rejects the true 
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gospel. We live among men and women who have hopelessly attached themselves to the 
gospel of good works, the American dream, changing this world for the better, etc. They give 
everything they have in worship of these false gospels, and yet neglect the only true gospel, 
Jesus Christ. The Church has a responsibility to reject these false gospels and be about the 
salvation of all who are still far from Jesus. And so we ask… 

● When have you been lead astray by a false teacher? 
● How were you able to determine that the teacher was teaching a false gospel? 
● How do you demonstrate that you are able to understand the things of God? 
● How do you define the true gospel for your family? 
● How do you show your family that you believe in the Authority of Scripture? 
● What are tangible examples of how you are living out the true gospel? 
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