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John’s Response

the problem of Diotrephes, John also sends only to Gaius 3 John124 as a com-
plement to the companion pieces 1 John and 2 John.125

Three Different Epistles
While the designation of 2 John and 3 John as “letters” has never really been 

seriously questioned,126 “the search for the exact genre of 1 John has remained a 
topic of considerable debate in the literature.”127 Like the Letter to the Hebrews, 
“1 John does not exhibit any of the formal characteristics that are normally asso-
ciated with the openings of letters written in Greek in the first century,”128 that 
is, it begins with no addressees, no specific greetings, no formal thanksgiving, 
or any of the other usual characteristics of a first-century letter. And yet, “the 
personal references, the common ties the author shares with his readers, and the 
explicit historical referents (e.g., 2:19) make it clear that this writing was not 
intended to be an abstract paper, a mere brochure, or a tractate for all Christians 
everywhere.”129 That it was called a “letter” in the earliest church, with very little 
quarrel resulting, “shows that readers accepted that general categorization.”130 
Therefore, a modern reader may do so also. Accompanied both by 2 John and 
(in the case of Gaius) 3 John, 1 John was composed to be read as a general, 
pastoral letter by the many house churches of an entire region.131 The Letters 
are preserved in roughly six hundred manuscripts, including two papyri. They 
present relatively few text-critical challenges of any consequence, and so “no 
proposed emendation has found wide assent.”132

124 Compare the epilogue to the Gospel (Jn 21:1–25) and the conclusion to 1 John (5:13–21).
125 Every possible alternative for a sequencing of the Epistles together with John’s Gospel has, 

of course, been considered, advanced, and defended by other scholars. See Brown, Epistles, 
30–35.

126 Schnackenburg, Epistles, 267, offers summary reference to the principal reasons for view-
ing 2 John and 3 John as such. The two are virtually the same length (1,126 and 1,105 Greek 
letters, respectively). Each would have required no more than a single sheet of papyrus to 
compose. Each uses phrases typical of the letter writing of the day. Each makes reference to 
discrete and immediate issues and to concrete individuals. All this indicates that each was 
designed from the beginning as a letter. See also Carson and Moo, Introduction, 670.

127 Segovia, “Recent Research,” 132.
128 Carson and Moo, Introduction, 669.
129 Carson and Moo, Introduction, 669. See further Brown, Epistles, 86–92.
130 Lieu, I, II, and III John, 5. “Certainly no other more useful descriptor has been found,” adds 

Lieu. In no way does calling it such “prejudice any conclusion about why and to whom each 
was written.” See also Yarbrough, 1–3 John, 16.

131 Hengel, Johannine Question, 47–48, concurs: “If the first ‘letter’ was an admonitory cir-
cular to different house communities, the lack of an epistolary introduction and conclusion 
would be more understandable.” See further below this introduction’s description of 2 John 
as a “cover letter” for 1 John.

132 Yarbrough, 1–3 John, 3 (citing Klauck, Erste Johannesbrief, 5, 8). Yarbrough (pp. 4–5) notes 
with appreciation the recent and extensive published work of the Institute for New Testament 
Textual Research at the University of Münster in Germany on the many witnesses to 1–3 John 
(see ECM). The institute, “after years of work and thousands of hours of labor concluded 
that it would correct the current NA27/UBS4 Greek text at only three junctures in 1 John”: in 
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A General Letter (1 John)
Assuming throughout an oral teaching of John that has preceded, 1 John 

directs its message to the many house churches that constituted the region-wide 
community of the beloved in the province of Asia Minor.133 The principal con-
cern of the Letter is to reinforce the faith and life of its readers against the threat 
of the deceiving influence of forces from without. To such outside forces, to such 
false prophets (1 Jn 4:1), deceivers (2 Jn 7), and antichrists (1 Jn 2:18, 22; 4:3; 
2 Jn 7), the secessionists have gone, inviting still others to follow. Their errors 
are both Christological and ethical, involving a devaluing deconstruction of the 
foundational teaching of Jesus, a denial of Jesus’ coming in the flesh, a refusal 
to acknowledge the dilemma of sin, and the failure to demonstrate brotherly 
love. 1 John is thus written to protect the author’s adherents in Christ within his 
community from further disintegration.

A Cover Letter (2 John)
“This letter was not meant to stand alone, any more than 3 John was.”134 To 

be sure, “there is something to be said for the view that its [1 John’s] atypical 
form is a reflection of its author’s intention to send it to several congregations 
along with an accompanying note personalizing each delivery: 2 John could 
be one such note and may be the only one that has come down to us (3 John 
does not qualify nearly so well).”135 2 John shares with 3 John several of the 
more formal characteristics of a letter, “but in its content as an official letter of 
the elder to a community it is closer to” 1 John.136 2 John lacks the manifestly 

1:7 δέ (“but”) should be omitted; in 5:10, ἐν ἑαυτῷ (“in himself ”) should read ἐν αὐτῷ (“in 
him”); and in 5:18 αὐτόν (“him”) should be ἑαυτόν (“himself”).

133 See further Köstenberger, Theology, 94, 125–26. The label “catholic,” observes Lieu, I, II, 
and III John, 5, “seems first to have been used of 1 John by Origen [Commentary on Matthew, 
17.19], who also applied it to 1 Peter and to the Letter of Barnabas, probably in the sense of 
each being a ‘general’ letter not intended for a single community or individual—in contrast 
to the letters of Paul.” Carson and Moo, Introduction, 683, add that Origen’s pupil Dionysius, 
bishop of Alexandria, “speaks of 1 John as John’s ‘catholic epistle,’ possibly in contrast to 
2 and 3 John” (see Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History, 7.25.7, 10). Later, 2 John and 3 John 
were also numbered among the seven Catholic Epistles (see Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History, 
2.23.25).

134 Witherington, Letters and Homilies, 1:563. One might even ask, muses Yarbrough, 1–3 John, 
331, “why the author bothered to write at all,” wishing that John “had lingered longer over, 
expanded upon, and fleshed out virtually every clause.”

135 Carson and Moo, Introduction, 669. “First John certainly needed some personal introduc-
tion if it were to be sent beyond the author’s local community,” observes Painter, “Epistles,” 
250. “With 2 John as an introductory letter addressed to the Johannine circle of churches, the 
problem of lack of personal address at the beginning of 1 John is overcome.”

136 Hengel, Johannine Question, 39. Perkins, “Testimony,” 21–22, concurs. She adds (p. 22):

The phrases which the Elder uses to make his appeal in 2 John 5–9 are almost a short-
hand for what one finds in 1 John, for example, “not a new command but one we have 
had from the beginning” (2 John 5; compare 1 John 1:1; 2:7; 3:11), or “many deceivers 
have gone out into the world” (2 John 7; compare “many false prophets have gone out 
into the world” in 1 John 4:1), or “not confessing Jesus Christ coming in the flesh. … 
This is the antichrist” (2 John 7; see 1 John 4:2).

 For what follows, see further Hengel, Johannine Question, 39.
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personal quality of 3 John. Instead, 2 John offers every indication of the same 

conflict and interest that one finds in 1 John.137

“The elder” addresses 2 John to an “elect lady and her children” (2 Jn 1), that 

is, to a local house church,138 “but this does not exclude the possibility that the 

elder sent a similar-sounding letter to several threatened churches.”139 In address-

ing her as “elect,” he extols the exalted status in Christ of his addressees,140 “a 

status which applies equally to the ‘sister,’ i.e. the community from which he is 

writing.”141 While “lady” and “sister” designate entire congregations, the word 

“children” refers to each community’s believers.142

137 See further Painter, “Epistles,” 255.
138 Ignatius, in his greetings to the church at Ephesus, writes “to her who has been blessed with 

greatness … to her who has been foreordained before the ages, to be forever destined for 
enduring (and) unchanging glory, united and elect in (the) true suffering … to the church most 
worthily blessed (τῇ ἐκκλησίᾳ τῇ ἀξιομακαρίστῳ) which is in Ephesus in Asia” (Epistle to 
the Ephesians, quoted in Trebilco, Early Christians, 684; emphasis added). Trebilco (p. 538, 
including n. 140), observes rightly that here “Jewish texts in which a collective is personi-
fied as a woman, provide the more proximate and therefore more likely background.” See, 
for example, “virgin Israel” (Jer 31:21); “daughter (of) Zion” (Jer 4:31); and Jerusalem/Zion 
as a mother with children (Baruch 4:30, 32; 4 Ezra 10:40–49; cf. Rev 12:1–17).

139 Hengel, Johannine Question, 39. To be sure, Carson and Moo, Introduction, 677, observe that 
“it is just possible that the author chose this form of address not only for its symbolic connec-
tions but also because it was flexible enough to be used with respect to several congregations.” 
If directed to more than one addressee, we should hesitate to find in it clear indications of the 
discrete experience of any one congregation.

140 Trebilco, Early Christians, 539, n. 145, offers the helpful observation that “elect” or ‘chosen” 
is used as a self-designation for Christians in Rom 8:33; Col 3:12; 2 Tim 2:10; Titus 1:1; 1 Pet 
1:1; Rev 17:14; Shepherd of Hermas, Visions 1.3.4. For Lieu, “Scripture,” 236, the personi-
fication of church as “elect lady” may come from the Song of Songs, for in the Song too the 
woman is “elect” (Song 6:9) and her song is Israel’s song. Compare Song 5:6 and Jn 20:14; 
Song 5:5 and Jn 12:1–11; Song 5:3 and Jn 13:4–5. See also Hengel, Johannine Question, 
170, n. 61. Contrast again the devotion that others in John’s day would have paid to the god-
dess Artemis as detailed above in “Ancient Ephesus” in “John’s Occasion.”

141 Hengel, Johannine Question, 39.
142 Thus, the metaphorical language of an “elect lady” (2 Jn 1) and her “elect sister” (2 Jn 13) 

serves to designate sister congregations, whose believers, including John, are viewed as their 
“children” (2 Jn 1, 4, 13), according to John’s usual manner of referring to believers as “chil-
dren of God” (e.g., Jn 1:12; 1 Jn 3:1–2). Trebilco, Early Christians, 539, concurs. He adds:

In support of this view we also note that in the letter the author changes from “you” 
singular in [2 Jn] 4–5 to “you” plural in [2 Jn] 6–12 and back to singular in [2 Jn] 13. 
This usage shows that he is addressing a whole community rather than a single person 
in charge of a community. Further, using the metaphor of an elect or chosen woman for 
a church is found in 1 Pet 5:13 of the church of Rome, and in the Shepherd of Hermas 
(Vis[ions] 2.4.1) the whole church is spoken of as a woman and is addressed as “lady” 
(Vis[ions] 3.1.3). …

This continues the “family” imagery of 1 Jn, which uses the language of brother/sister 
[e.g., 1 Jn 2:9–11] and of “children of God” [e.g., 1 Jn 5:2].

 See further Achtemeier, Green, and Thompson, Introducing the New Testament, 548–49; 
Brown, Epistles, 654. For Brown, “the objection that a woman addressed in II John cannot 
herself represent a church and still have children who are members of that church does not 
respect the plasticity of symbols.” See “To the Churches of Asia Minor” below.
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John’s references to “(the) truth” in all three epistles143 indicate that for him 
the truth is at risk. “This situation, which in the eyes of the presbyter is acutely 
threatening, binds all three letters together.”144 Moreover, the “unmistakable 
features common to all three letters are best explained from the context of a sit-
uation in which the second letter provides the link.”145

A Personal Letter (3 John)

Quite possibly “the most private of all the New Testament letters,”146 3 John 
provides a particularly interesting entrée into the circumstance of its author 
and the challenges that he faced. As a situation-specific, personal and pasto-
ral addendum to 1 John and 2 John,147 3 John may also be named a “letter of 
commendation,”148 since it commends to its sole addressee, Gaius, the recep-
tion of itinerant brethren.149 Compared with the rest of John’s works, the relative 
literary independence of 3 John is impressive. “In no other early Christian writ-
ing do we find so many echoes of secular letter themes as we do here, though 
in a markedly idiosyncratic way.”150 Nowhere else does the elder address his 
reader(s) so personally. Whether Demetrius (3 Jn 12) was himself responsible 
for the delivery of John’s Letters to Gaius151 (3 Jn 1) or was a person recently 
put out of the church by Diotrephes (3 Jn 9–10) and was being recommended to 
Gaius for readmission (3 Jn 12) or both, Demetrius’ circumstance likely helps 
to explain both the cryptic and epigrammatic content of 3 John in response to 
the severity of the situation that the Letter details.

While many have attempted to find the threat of a particular heresy in the 
background of 3 John, “the epistle itself betrays no such aberrations and is per-
haps nothing other than an apostolic warning against someone who is attempting 
to appropriate all local authority.”152 Still, if 3 John was composed as an adden-
dum to 1 John and 2 John, its concern was never far from the one addressed by 

143 John refers to “(the) truth” in 1 John in 1:6, 8; 2:4, 21; 3:18–19; 4:6; 5:6; in 2 John in verses 
1–4; and in 3 John in verses 1, 3–4, 8, 12.

144 Hengel, Johannine Question, 39.
145 Hengel, Johannine Question, 34. See also Lieu, I, II, and III John, 11, 26.
146 Hengel, Johannine Question, 34. “While it was not itself an encyclical,” observes Painter, 

“Epistles,” 251, still 3 John “was drawn into the CE [Catholic Epistles] by association.”
147 For Achtemeier, Green, and Thompson, Introducing the New Testament, 536, “3 John was 

sent, along with the other two [letters], specifically to Gaius, who was probably a leader in 
the church that had received the other two letters.”

148 Hengel, Johannine Question, 34.
149 Lieu, I, II, and III John, 27, observes quite rightly, then, that “there were circles and settings 

where 1 and 2 John might be copied and expounded without reference to a third letter by the 
‘same’ author.”

150 Hengel, Johannine Question, 34.
151 See, for example, Schnackenburg, Epistles, 299–301.
152 Carson and Moo, Introduction, 681–82. For Brown, Epistles, 107, such a solution would have 

been “tantamount to ceding precedence to a local figure who would be virtually the teacher 
of the church,” a circumstance that the Didache sought to prevent.
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the other two Epistles. “We might therefore speculate that Diotrephes was using 
the danger of heresy to build his own power base,”153 the outcome of which 
would have been—intended or not—ever greater losses for the region-wide 
community of the beloved.

Therefore, as companion pieces especially, 1 John, 2 John, and—in the case 
of Gaius—3 John were received together as a written form of correspondence, 
as “letters.”154 Each letter, however, had its own reason for existing. Each had 
its own contribution to make alongside the others so that together they might 
sufficiently address the elder’s concern for his children.

Written to Be Read Aloud
In John’s day, written documents were composed by dictation155 to be read 

aloud,156 “the culture being primarily an oral culture and not a culture of the 
literate or of texts.”157 Not much more than ten to fifteen percent of the pop-
ulation of the Greco-Roman world in John’s day was able to read and write. 
Therefore, while John’s Letters were composed under inspiration and sent as 
written documents, they were written knowing that most would hear them, not 
read them.158 “It is thus quite mistaken to assume that the letter-writing genre 

153 Carson and Moo, Introduction, 681–82.
154 See Painter, “Epistles,” 251. The order of them in the NT, observes Painter (p. 249), “appears 

to be based on length, placing the longest first and shortest last. Thus the canonical order may 
imply nothing about the order of writing.” Neither does the order necessarily imply how the 
works were meant to relate to one another.

155 Antiquity’s principal method of composing, observes Achtemeier, “Omne verbum sonat,” 
12–15, was by dictation, though some were known to write by their own hand. Thus, doc-
uments were “initially conceived within an author’s mind,” adds Brickle, “Aural Design,” 
39–40, then “given auditory expression, then recorded by an amanuensis or in some cases by 
the author himself. In effect then, at the outset of a document’s creation its medium was oral 
as it was spoken into existence, followed by its transcription into written form.” Therefore (p. 
43), “from the production to the reception of documents,” it all “began and ended as sound.”

156 “In the Greco-Roman world,” observes Gamble, Books and Readers, 203, “virtually all read-
ing was reading aloud,” even reading to oneself. See Acts 8:26–30, where Philip heard the 
eunuch reading aloud the prophet Isaiah. And again see Rev 1:3: “Blessed is the one who 
reads aloud the words of this prophecy, and blessed are those who hear and who keep what 
is written in it.”

 That written documents were composed to be read aloud “is hardly surprising,” observes 
Witherington, Letters and Homilies, 1:410, “since all of these cultures in the Mediterranean 
crescent and beyond were essentially oral cultures. Speaking had far more influence, impact 
and authority than writing, and it was far more prevalent as a means of conveying informa-
tion, persuading audiences and exercising authority.”

157 Witherington, Letters and Homilies, 1:410. See further Witherington (pp. 410–11).
158 For 1 John’s aural patterning, especially in its prologue, see the fine, recent work of Brickle, 

“Aural Design.” “Committing an oral composition to writing,” observes Brickle (p. 28), 
“attempted to preserve with written signifiers an experience intended for oral (re)enactment.” 
“Oral techniques,” adds Brickle (p. 29), “provided the necessary signals to properly direct the 
listening audience through the intended auditory event.”

 “The NT writers,” offers Witherington, New Testament Rhetoric, 19, “obviously wanted their 
material to persuade people in a rhetoric saturated culture, and they shaped their materials 
accordingly.”
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1 John 4:1–6

For Ours Is the Spirit of Truth

Translation
4 1Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits (to see) if they are of 

God, because many false prophets have gone out into the world. 2In this way you 

know the Spirit of God: every spirit that confesses that Jesus Christ is come in 

the flesh is of God, 3and every spirit that does not confess this Jesus is not of God. 

Indeed, this is the (spirit) of antichrist, which you have heard that it was coming 

and now is in the world already. 4You are of God, children, and you have overcome 

them, because he who is in you is greater than he who is in the world. 5They are 

of the world. For this reason they speak (as persons) of the world, and the world 

hears them. 6We are of God. The one who knows God hears us; whoever is not of 

God does not hear us. By this we know the Spirit of Truth and the spirit of deceit.

Limits and Structure1

“There is little doubt among scholars”2 that this passage constitutes a discrete unit 

of text.3 A distinct subject defines the passage, specifically, the theme of the two “spir-

its” and how it is that one distinguishes the two. The conclusion of the previous passage 

(3:23) enunciates the twofold instruction of both the Father and the Son to believe in 

the name of the Son and to love one another. It also concludes with pointed reference to 

“the Spirit he [Jesus] has given us” (3:24).4 The present passage (4:1–6) develops fur-

ther the notion of the Spirit and the spirits in the world5 in relationship to the one who 

does or does not confess “Jesus Christ truly as one come in the flesh.”6 Starting with the 

next passage (4:7–10) and extending to the conclusion of the second half of the body of 

the Epistle (3:13–5:12), what follows also amplifies considerably upon the need of the 

believer to love.7 Thus, here and below, the remainder of the Epistle offers an extended 

consideration of each aspect of the instruction of the Father and the Son (3:23). The fol-

lowing manner of arranging the passage serves well to feature those aspects of it that 

principally contribute to its stylized design.

1 The author has prepared color-coded charts that supplement the discussion in this section. 
Readers of this commentary may download these charts by going to www.cph.org/bgscharts.

2 Brown, Epistles, 501.
3 See, for example, Culy, Handbook, 99–106.
4 See Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 217.
5 See Brown, Epistles, 501, n. 2. See subsequently 4:13 and 5:6, 8.
6 Brown, Epistles, 502. See subsequently the matter of “confessing” (4:15; cf. 2 Jn 7) or “believ-

ing” (1 Jn 4:16; 5:1, 5, 10, 13).
7 See further Brown, Epistles, 546–47.
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For Ours Is the Spirit of Truth

4:1 a ἀγαπητοί,
 b  μὴ παντὶ πνεύματι πιστεύετε,
 c  ἀλλὰ δοκιμάζετε τὰ πνεύματα εἰ ἐκ τοῦ θεοῦ ἐστιν,
 d   ὅτι πολλοὶ ψευδοπροφῆται ἐξεληλύθασιν εἰς τὸν κόσμον.
4:2 a ἐν τούτῳ γινώσκετε τὸ πνεῦμα τοῦ θεοῦ·
 b   πᾶν πνεῦμα ὃ ὁμολογεῖ Ἰησοῦν Χριστὸν ἐν σαρκὶ ἐληλυθότα 

ἐκ τοῦ θεοῦ ἐστιν,
4:3 a   καὶ πᾶν πνεῦμα ὃ μὴ ὁμολογεῖ τὸν Ἰησοῦν ἐκ τοῦ θεοῦ οὐκ 

ἔστιν.
 b καὶ τοῦτό ἐστιν τὸ τοῦ ἀντιχρίστου,
 c  ὃ ἀκηκόατε ὅτι ἔρχεται
 d  καὶ νῦν ἐν τῷ κόσμῳ ἐστὶν ἤδη.

4:4 a  ὑμεῖς ἐκ τοῦ θεοῦ ἐστε,
 b τεκνία,
 c  καὶ νενικήκατε αὐτούς,
 d   ὅτι μείζων ἐστὶν ὁ ἐν ὑμῖν ἢ ὁ ἐν τῷ κόσμῳ.
4:5 a  αὐτοὶ ἐκ τοῦ κόσμου εἰσίν.
 b διὰ τοῦτο ἐκ τοῦ κόσμου λαλοῦσιν, καὶ ὁ κόσμος αὐτῶν ἀκούει.
4:6 a  ἡμεῖς ἐκ τοῦ θεοῦ ἐσμεν.
 b  ὁ γινώσκων τὸν θεὸν ἀκούει ἡμῶν·
 c  ὃς οὐκ ἔστιν ἐκ τοῦ θεοῦ οὐκ ἀκούει ἡμῶν.
 d  ἐκ τούτου γινώσκομεν τὸ πνεῦμα τῆς ἀληθείας καὶ τὸ πνεῦμα τῆς 

πλάνης.

4:1 a Beloved,
 b  do not believe every spirit,
 c  but test the spirits (to see) if they are of God,
 d   because many false prophets have gone out into the world.
4:2 a In this way you know the Spirit of God:
 b   every spirit that confesses that Jesus Christ is come in the flesh is 

of God,
4:3 a  and every spirit that does not confess this Jesus is not of God.
 b Indeed, this is the (spirit) of antichrist,
 c  which you have heard that it was coming
 d  and now is in the world already.

4:4 a  You are of God,
 b children,
 c  and you have overcome them,
 d    because he who is in you is greater than he who is in the 

world.
4:5 a  They are of the world.
 b  For this reason they speak (as persons) of the world, and the world 

hears them.
4:6 a  We are of God.
 b  The one who knows God hears us;
 c  whoever is not of God does not hear us.
 d By this we know the Spirit of Truth and the spirit of deceit.
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Several features of the passage suggest a subdivision of it into two significantly 
balanced and equal parts, namely, 4:1–3 and 4:4–6.8 The vocatives “beloved” (4:1a), 
followed by a sentence whose concluding causal clause ends with “into [εἰς] the world” 
(4:1b–d), and “children” (4:4b), followed by a sentence whose concluding causal clause 
ends with “in [ἐν] the world” (4:4c–d), offer a first indication of the passage’s twofold 
design.9 What follows in, and is otherwise shared by, each of the passage’s two sub-
units contributes also to the impressive balance of its two parts.

In subunit 1 (4:1–3), the polarity of “in this way you know the Spirit of God” (4:2a) 
and “indeed, this is the (spirit) of antichrist” (4:3b), each marked by the initial use of the 
near demonstrative pronoun οὗτος, “this,” frames that which distinguishes the two spir-
its (4:2b and 4:3a). Subunit 2 (4:4–6) exhibits similar features. The statements “for this 
reason they speak (as persons) of the world, and the world hears them” (4:5b) and “by 
this we know the Spirit of Truth and the spirit of deceit” (4:6d), each marked again by 
the initial use of the near demonstrative pronoun οὗτος, “this,” again frame that which 
distinguishes the two spirits (4:6b and 4:6c).10

References to a/the πνεῦμα, “Spirit/spirit,” mark both subunit 1 (4:1b, 1c, 2a, 
2b, 3a) and the end of the passage (4:6d [twice]).11 References to “the Spirit of God/
Truth” (4:2a and 4:6d, respectively) and “the (spirit) of antichrist/deceit” (4:3b and 
4:6d, respectively) do so especially. Contributing further to the construction of subunit 
1 (4:1–3) are (1) three references to “every spirit” (4:1b, 2b, 3a); (2) three additional 
references to the spirit(s) or Spirit: “the spirits,” “the Spirit of God,” and “the (spirit) of 
antichrist,” 4:1c, 2a, and 3b, respectively (cf. again “the Spirit of Truth and the spirit of 
deceit,” 4:6d); (3) three uses of ἐξέρχομαι or ἔρχομαι, “go out/come” (4:1d, 2b, 3c); 
and (4) three instances of ἐκ τοῦ θεοῦ ἐστιν, “are/is of God” (4:1c, 2b, 3a).

Subunit 2 (4:4–6) begins with the absolute statement “you are of God” (4:4a), 
the first of three such statements that John offers in subunit 2; see also “they are of the 
world” (4:5a) and “we are of God” (4:6a). Contributing further to the construction of 
subunit 2 are (1) an additional three instances of ἐκ τοῦ θεοῦ with a form of the cop-
ula, “are/is of God” (4:4a, 6a, 6c) and (2) three instances of ἀκούει, “hears/does hear,” 
taking its direct object in the genitive (4:5b, 6b, 6c; cf. ἀκηκόατε, “you have heard,” 
4:3c). A shift from the consistent use of the second person plural “you” in 4:1–5 to the 
first person plural “we” in 4:6 signals both an end to the passage and a transition to the 
language of the passages that will follow in the remainder of the chapter.

Textual Notes
4:1 ἀγαπητοί—Following the summary statement that precedes it (3:24), the voc-
ative “beloved” (see the first textual note on 2:7) paired with the imperative “do not 

 8 See Brown, Epistles, 502. See also Yarbrough, 1–3 John, 219–30; and Pate, Writings, 296.
 9 See also overall the six references to “the world” in 4:1d, 3d, 4d, 5a, 5b (twice).
10 The parallel statements “in this way you know the Spirit of God” (4:2a) and “by this we know 

the Spirit of Truth” (4:6d) mark further a beginning and an end. See also the third reference 
to “knowing” in “the one who knows” in 4:6b.

11 See Kysar, I, II, III John, 90.
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believe” (see the next textual note) furnishes strong evidence12 for the beginning of a 
new passage.13 The passage’s beginning anticipates the way that its second subunit 
(4:4–6) will also begin. The vocative here is followed by a sentence whose concluding 
causal clause ends with “into [εἰς] the world” (4:1b–d). Similarly, the second subunit 
begins with the vocative “children” in 4:4b, followed by a sentence whose concluding 
causal clause ends with “in [ἐν] the world” (4:4c–d). The content that is shared by each 
of the passage’s two subunits (4:1–3; 4:4–6) contributes also to the impressive balance 
of its two parts, whose focus is on the need to distinguish between the two spirits.

μὴ παντὶ πνεύματι πιστεύετε—References to a/the πνεῦμα mark both the balance 
of subunit 1 (4:1b, 1c, 2a, 2b, 3a) and the end of the passage (4:6d). Here, the string 
of vocables παντὶ πνεύματι πιστεύετε, panti pneumati pisteuete, likely represents “a 
deliberate alliteration.”14 The imperative πιστεύετε (of πιστεύω, for which, see the sec-
ond textual note on 3:23) helps to mark a beginning, as do other imperatives elsewhere 
(see the first textual note on 2:15). Its dative direct object15 παντὶ πνεύματι, the first of 
three references in subunit 1 (4:1–3) to “every spirit”16 (see also 4:2b, 3a), appears first 
for the sake of emphasis.17 For πνεῦμα, see the last textual note on 3:24. Once more,18 
the combination of the negative μή plus a present imperative (πιστεύετε) describes 
not a desire for an action to stop, but a characteristic or common disinclination of an 
enduring and defining kind.19 In 4:1–5, John addresses his contemporaries with “you.” 
Contrast the inclusive20 “we”/“us” in 4:6, breaking with the previous “you” pattern and 
so helping to mark the passage’s end.

ἀλλὰ δοκιμάζετε τὰ πνεύματα—The adversative ἀλλά emphatically contrasts this 
phrase with the preceding proposition.21 A second present imperative, δοκιμάζετε, of 
δοκιμάζω, a Johannine hapax legomenon (cf. the synonym πειράζω in Jn 6:6), helps 
also to mark a beginning. “Test”22 describes again a characteristic or common action of 

12 Culy, Handbook, 100.
13 Likewise, ἀγαπητοί, “beloved,” marks a beginning of a new passage in both 4:7 and in 4:11, 

for a total of three instances of the same form marking the beginning of each of the three pas-
sages that comprise 1 John 4. See further the discussion of John’s use of vocatives at the end 
of “1 John” in “John’s Response” in the introduction.

14 Brown, Epistles, 485. See also Painter, 1, 2, and 3 John, 253; and Witherington, Letters and 
Homilies, 1:521.

15 See Moulton, Prolegomena, 67–68. Cf. Jn 4:21; 10:37, 38; 14:11.
16 The adjective παντί modifies an anarthrous noun and is therefore best translated in usual terms 

with “every.” See Voelz, Grammar, 231–32. See further the stylized use of the adjective πᾶς, 
“every, all,” in the sixth textual note on 2:19.

17 See also “the spirits,” “the Spirit of God,” and “the (spirit) of antichrist” (4:1c, 2a, 3b, respec-
tively); and “the Spirit of Truth and the spirit of deceit” (4:6d).

18 See previously μὴ ἀγαπᾶτε, “love neither … ,” in the first textual note on 2:15 and μὴ 
θαυμάζετε, “marvel not,” in the first textual note on 3:13. See also μὴ λαμβάνετε and μὴ 
λέγετε in 2 Jn 10 and μὴ μιμοῦ in 3 Jn 11.

19 See the discussion on verbal aspect at the end of “1 John” in “John’s Response” in the intro-
duction. See also Moulton, Prolegomena, 125; and Young, Intermediate New Testament Greek, 
143–44.

20 John’s reference includes himself, together with all who believe.
21 See Culy, Handbook, 100.
22 See further the discussion of the meaning of the verb in Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 218.
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an enduring and defining kind.23 A second consecutive use of πνεῦμα (see the second 
textual note on 4:1) appears in the form of the plural direct object τὰ πνεύματα. Note 
the rhythm in the passage’s first two clauses (4:1b–c) of “spirit,” a present imperative, 
another present imperative, and “spirits.”

εἰ ἐκ τοῦ θεοῦ ἐστιν—Another “ellipsis of thought”24 (cf. 3:19–20) requires the 
translator to supply the assumed element, thus, “(to see) if they are of God.”25 The con-
ditional particle εἰ introduces an indirect question.26 The first of three instances subunit 
1 (4:1–3) of ἐκ τοῦ θεοῦ ἐστιν situates its prepositional phrase, “of God,” before the 
copula (ἐστιν) for the sake of emphasis. The same word order, ἐκ τοῦ θεοῦ ἐστιν, 
recurs in 4:2b and 4:3a. Subunit 2 (4:4–6) has another three instances of the same prep-
ositional phrase: in the first two, ἐκ τοῦ θεοῦ is followed by a form of the copula (4:4a 
and 4:6a), and in the third instance, the copula precedes the prepositional phrase (ὃς 
οὐκ ἔστιν ἐκ τοῦ θεοῦ in 4:6c), marking the passage’s end. Here and throughout this 
unit, the preposition ἐκ is best translated as “of.”27 In this unit, John consistently uses 
the definite article with his references to “God.”28 Because neuter plural subjects (here 
τὰ πνεύματα) are characteristically paired with third person singular verb forms,29 the 
copula ἐστιν is here singular.30

ὅτι πολλοὶ ψευδοπροφῆται ἐξεληλύθασιν εἰς τὸν κόσμον—The conjunction ὅτι 
introduces the first of two causal clauses31 in this passage (for the second, see 4:4d), each 
of which helps to mark the beginning of each of the passage’s two subunits (see the first 
textual note on 4:1). Here, the subject, πολλοὶ ψευδοπροφῆται, “many false prophets,” 
recalls John’s prior reference to “many antichrists” (2:18), the only other use in 1 John 
of the adjective πολύς, “many.” The compound noun ψευδοπροφήτης, “false prophet,” 
is an epistolary hapax legomenon for John.32 The perfect indicative ἐξεληλύθασιν with 
focus upon result33 is the first of three instances in subunit 1 (4:1–3) of either ἔρχομαι 
or ἐξέρχομαι (see also 4:2b, 3c).34 It indicates that the false prophets “have gone out in 
the past (namely, to lead people astray), and that the results thereof are being felt up to 

23 See the discussion on verbal aspect at the end of “1 John” in “John’s Response” in the intro-
duction. See also Burdick, Letters, 292–93; and Brown, Epistles, 487.

24 Baugh, Reader, 63.
25 See Haas, de Jonge, and Swellengrebel, Handbook, 113; and Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 218.
26 See Haas, de Jonge, and Swellengrebel, Handbook, 113; and Culy, Handbook, 100. Yarbrough, 

1–3 John, 221, n. 2, compares this with Lk 14:31; Jn 9:25; Acts 4:19; and 2 Cor 13:5.
27 See ASV, KJV, NKJV, RSV. See further John’s stylized use elsewhere of ἐκ in the textual 

notes on it in 2:16, 19; and of the copula in the textual notes on it in 1:5.
28 For such use of the article, see Voelz, Grammar, 42, n. 1.
29 See Culy, Handbook, 100.
30 See also the first textual note on 3:10. Compare the singular subjects with the same form of 

the copula in 4:2b and 4:3a.
31 See Culy, Handbook, 100. See also Painter, 1, 2, and 3 John, 253.
32 John uses ψευδοπροφήτης also in Rev 16:13; 19:20; 20:10.
33 See Burdick, Letters, 294.
34 Compare “they went out from us,” also with ἐξέρχομαι, in the first textual note on 2:19. See 

further John’s stylized references to “coming” and/or “going out” in the textual notes on 2 Jn 
7 (twice), 10; 3 Jn 3, 7, 10.
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the time of the speaking.”35 Compare the translation “are gone out.”36 The prepositional 

phrase εἰς τὸν κόσμον, “into the world,” offers the first of three featured references to 

matters in “the world” (see also 4:3d, 4d).37

4:2 ἐν τούτῳ γινώσκετε τὸ πνεῦμα τοῦ θεοῦ—The parallel statements “in this way 

you know the Spirit of God” (here) and “by this we know the Spirit of Truth” (4:6d), 

each marked by the initial use of the near demonstrative pronoun οὗτος, “this” (see also 

οὗτος in 4:3b and 4:5b),38 contrast with the polarities that follow (“the (spirit) of anti-

christ” in 4:3b and “the spirit of deceit” in 4:6d). Again (see the textual notes on 2:3–5), 

the prepositional phrase ἐν τούτῳ, “in this way,” is emphatic and forward looking.39 To 

reflect this, the use of a colon in translation is therefore the norm in the English trans-

lations. The present indicative40 γινώσκετε, “you know,”41 describes a characteristic or 

common action of an enduring and defining kind.42 It is the first of three references in 

this passage to “knowing.”43 “The Spirit of God” is an expression that John uses only 

here in all of his works.44

πᾶν πνεῦμα ὃ ὁμολογεῖ—The polar opposites “in this way you know the Spirit 

of God” (see the preceding textual note) and “indeed, this is the (spirit) of antichrist” 

(4:3b), each marked by the initial use of the near demonstrative pronoun οὗτος, “this,” 

35 Haas, de Jonge, and Swellengrebel, Handbook, 114.
36 ASV and KJV (cf. NJB: “are at large”).
37 See further “of the world” twice (4:5a, 5b) followed by a third and final “the world” in 4:5b. 

See elsewhere John’s stylized references to “the world” in the fifth textual note on 2:2. John’s 
only other use of εἰς τὸν κόσμον in 1 John is in 4:9. His other epistolary uses of πολύς are in 
1 Jn 2:18; 2 Jn 7, 12; 3 Jn 13 and of ἐξέρχομαι are in 1 Jn 2:19; 2 Jn 7; 3 Jn 7.

38 See elsewhere John’s stylized use of the demonstrative pronoun οὗτος in the first textual note 
on 2:3.

39 See Haas, de Jonge, and Swellengrebel, Handbook, 114; Brown, Epistles, 491; Smalley, 
1, 2, 3 John, 220; Baugh, Reader, 63; Culy, Handbook, 101; and Yarbrough, 1–3 John, 223.

40 In form, γινώσκετε could also be an imperative, but in no other epistolary instance of ἐν τούτῳ 
followed by a verb does John supply an imperative. See Haas, de Jonge, and Swellengrebel, 
Handbook, 115; Stott, Letters, 157, n. 1; Brown, Epistles, 491, who notes that the variants 
here are indicative; and Lieu, I, II, and III John, 165.

41 See the first textual note on 2:3. Here Sinaiticus reads γινώσκομεν, “we know.” Brown, 
Epistles, 491, however, is correct in concluding that this “is almost certainly a scribal attempt 
to make this passage agree with all other Johannine instances of the verb,” since elsewhere in 
1 John when ἐν τούτῳ is followed by a form of γινώσκω, the verb is always first person plu-
ral (2:3, 5; 3:16, 19, 24; 4:13; 5:2; cf. 4:6). See also Painter, 1, 2, and 3 John, 253–54. More 
specifically, Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 214, rightly finds the variant to be the likely consequence 
of attraction to the form in 4:6d, which reads ἐκ τούτου γινώσκομεν.

42 See the discussion on verbal aspect at the end of “1 John” in “John’s Response” in the 
introduction.

43 The second is ὁ γινώσκων, “the one who knows,” in 4:6b, and the third is γινώσκομεν, “we 
know,” in 4:6d. See elsewhere John’s stylized references to “knowing” in the fourth textual 
note on 2:18.

44 See its use, however, by other biblical writers in, for example, Mt 3:16; 1 Cor 2:11, 14; 3:16; 
and, with an anarthrous genitive, in Mt 12:28; Rom 8:9, 14; 1 Cor 7:40. Compare the three 
references to the seven “spirits of God” in Rev 3:1; 4:5; 5:6. Compare also “God is spirit” (Jn 
4:24).
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frame the first description of that which distinguishes the two spirits (4:2b–3a).45 The 

second of three references in three verses to “every spirit” (see the second textual note 

on 4:1) supplies the subject (πᾶν πνεῦμα) for the copula that follows later (ἐστιν in the 

fourth textual note on 4:2). Between the subject and its linking verb ἐστιν, the relative 

pronoun ὅ introduces a relative clause that qualifies further the subject. The use of a 

form of ὁμολογέω, “confess” (see the first textual note on 1:9), followed by two accu-

satives (see the next textual note) is unique to John (see Jn 9:22 and the textual note on 

ὁμολογέω in 2 Jn 7).46 The present indicative ὁμολογεῖ, “confesses,” describes a char-

acteristic or common action of an enduring and defining kind.47

Ἰησοῦν Χριστὸν ἐν σαρκὶ ἐληλυθότα—For Ἰησοῦν Χριστόν, “Jesus Christ,” see 

the fifth textual note on 1:3. Over against ἐληλυθότα, the prepositional phrase ἐν σαρκί, 
“in the flesh,”48 appears first for the sake of emphasis. Together with Ἰησοῦν Χριστόν, 

the perfect participle ἐληλυθότα, “is come,”49 is a participle of indirect discourse 

(“confesses that Jesus …”).50 The focus of the perfect participle is upon result.51 The 

perfect tense “suggests the continuing presence of Jesus in the (Johannine) Christian 

community.”52 John’s choice of a perfect emphasizes “that the flesh assumed by the 

Son of God in the incarnation has become his permanent possession.”53 Thus, he “came 

in the flesh and has never laid it aside.”54

ἐκ τοῦ θεοῦ ἐστιν—As did the first instance (see the fourth textual note on 4:1), 

the second of the three instances in three verses of the expression ἐκ τοῦ θεοῦ ἐστιν 

situates its prepositional phrase (ἐκ τοῦ θεοῦ, “of God”) before the copula (ἐστιν) for 

45 For John’s manner here of altering an idea by presenting the contrary, see Watson, 
“Amplification Techniques,” 114–15. Compare in subunit 2 (4:4–6) the pointed polarity of 
“for this reason they speak (as persons) of the world, and the world hears them” (4:5b) and 
“by this we know the Spirit of Truth and the spirit of deceit” (4:6d), which frame that which 
distinguishes the two spirits (4:6b and 4:6c).

46 See Robertson, Grammar, 480. See also BDF, § 416.3; and Wallace, Grammar, 188, n. 41.
47 See the discussion on verbal aspect at the end of “1 John” in “John’s Response” in the intro-

duction. See also Burdick, Letters, 295. See further the discussion of the meaning of the verb 
in Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 221.

48 See also 1 Jn 2:16 and 2 Jn 7. The definite object of a preposition will often appear as an anar-
throus form (see the second textual note on 1:1), hence ἐν σαρκί, “in the flesh.”

49 See ASV, KJV. In the same vein, see Haas, de Jonge, and Swellengrebel, Handbook, 115.
50 See Burton, Syntax, § 460; Robertson, Grammar, 1123; Robertson and Davis, Grammar, 

§ 461 c; Young, Intermediate New Testament Greek, 149; and Baugh, Reader, 63, who adds: 
“In the case of indirect discourse, the participle retains the tense form which would have been 
used in a direct quotation; hence, the perfect participle represents a perfect indicative verb 
in the original statement: Ἰησοῦς Χριστὸς ἐν σαρκὶ ἐλήλυθεν, ‘Jesus Christ has come in 
the flesh.’ ” In an attempt to clarify, a number of witnesses offer in place of the participle an 
infinitive. See further Brown, Epistles, 492–93; and Robertson, Grammar, 1103.

51 See Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 222–23; Witherington, Letters and Homilies, 1:523; Yarbrough, 
1–3 John, 223; and Lieu, I, II, and III John, 167.

52 Moberly, “ ‘Test the Spirits,’ ” 300.
53 Stott, Letters, 157.
54 Stott, Letters, 158.
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the sake of emphasis. The subject of the copula is πᾶν πνεῦμα, qualified by the relative 

clause that begins with ὃ ὁμολογεῖ (see the second textual note on 4:2).

4:3 καὶ πᾶν πνεῦμα ὃ μὴ ὁμολογεῖ—The last of three references in three verses 

to “every spirit” (see the second textual note on 4:1) offers “an alternative to the last 

statement”55 (4:2b) as its negative (μή) counterpart. The conjunction καί coordinates56 

the polarity of faith in 4:2b (“every spirit that confesses …”) with unbelief here in 4:3a, 

“every spirit that does not confess …” As 4:2b, here again, πᾶν πνεῦμα is the subject of 

the copula that concludes the clause (ἔστιν in the third textual note on 4:3). Between the 

subject and its linking verb ἔστιν, the relative pronoun ὅ introduces a relative clause that 

describes further the spirit of the one who is not of God. Within the clause, the negative 

μή represents a fairly rare example of the use of μή rather than οὐ in an indefinite relative 

clause57 (cf. ὁ μὴ πιστεύων in 1 Jn 5:10; cf. Jn 3:18). The present indicative ὁμολογεῖ 
describes a characteristic or common action of an enduring and defining kind.58

In place of μὴ ὁμολογεῖ, “does not confess,” several versional or patristic witnesses 

substitute either λύει, “destroys, annuls” (see ἵνα λύσῃ, “so that he might destroy,” in 

the fifth textual note on 3:8), or solvit, “severs.” Painter offers the helpful observation 

that “the import of the variant reading is that the Spirit of the Antichrist is attacking 

Jesus with the same intent as that embodied in the revelation of the Son of God in rela-

tion to the works of the devil (3:8). Each seeks to destroy or nullify the other.”59 But 

the variant reading does not figure prominently among surviving NT witnesses. “Quite 

to the contrary,” observes Ehrman, “the more familiar text is found in every Greek 

uncial and minuscule manuscript of 1 John, every Greek lectionary with the passage, 

every manuscript of the Syriac, Coptic, and Armenian versions, the oldest Latin manu-

script of 1 John, and virtually all the Greek and many of the Latin fathers who cite the 

passage.”60 Though many recent scholars have argued for λύει as the original reading, 

Metzger rightly suggests that “the origin of λύει is probably to be sought in second cen-

tury polemic against Gnostics who made a distinction between the earthly Jesus and the 

heavenly Christ.”61 Likewise, Ehrman believes the fathers “found the varia lectio to be 

a particularly appropriate weapon against certain heretical Christologies, namely, those 

that involved some kind of metaphysical separation, either of the earthly Jesus from the 

55 Baugh, Reader, 63.
56 See Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 223, though Smalley finds the conjunction adversative; Baugh, 

Reader, 63; and Culy, Handbook, 102.
57 See Burton, Syntax, §§ 469–70; BDF, § 427.4; Robertson, Grammar, 962, 1169; Robertson 

and Davis, Grammar, §§ 417 and 470 d; Moulton, Prolegomena, 171; Moule, Idiom Book, 
155; Porter, Idioms, 284; and Culy, Handbook, 102.

58 See the discussion on verbal aspect at the end of “1 John” in “John’s Response” in the intro-
duction. See also Burdick, Letters, 297.

59 Painter, 1, 2, and 3 John, 258.
60 Ehrman, Orthodox Corruption, 125.
61 Metzger, Textual Commentary, 644–45.
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heavenly Christ (Cerinthus, Valentinus), or of Christ from the Creator God (Marcion), 
or of Christ’s humanity from his deity (Nestorius, according to Socrates).”62

τὸν Ἰησοῦν—Only here in 1 John does the article modify a form of Ἰησοῦς.63 Only 
here does the proper noun “Jesus” stand alone, unqualified.64 The article is anaphoric, 
recalling the reference to Jesus from the previous line.65 Here, the arthrous form of the 
name “Jesus” is shorthand for a longer construction, that is, “the [same] Jesus [come 
in the flesh],”66 hence, the translation “this Jesus.” “The issue is not that the secession-
ists are denying … the physical reality of Jesus’ humanity; they are denying that what 
Jesus was or did in the flesh was related to his being the Christ, i.e., was salvific.”67

ἐκ τοῦ θεοῦ οὐκ ἔστιν—Once more, the last of three instances in three verses of 
the expression ἐκ τοῦ θεοῦ … ἔστιν situates its prepositional phrase before the copula 
for the sake of emphasis. See the fourth textual note on 4:1.

καὶ τοῦτό ἐστιν τὸ τοῦ ἀντιχρίστου—The conjunction καί is often explicative and 
therefore may be translated as “indeed” (see the first textual note on 1:2). The pronoun 
τοῦτο, “this,” is the second of four structuring occasions of the near demonstrative pro-
noun οὗτος.68 Here it is the retrospective subject of the copula ἐστιν.69 “This” recalls 
the first phrase of the verse, πᾶν πνεῦμα ὃ μὴ ὁμολογεῖ.70 The neuter singular definite 
article τό recalls πνεῦμα from that prior phrase (4:3a), and it nominalizes71 the genitive 
phrase τοῦ ἀντιχρίστου,72 hence, “the (spirit) of antichrist.”73 This assumed, final ref-
erence to a/the πνεῦμα (see the second textual note on 4:1) marks both an approaching 

62 Ehrman, Orthodox Corruption, 134.
63 The proper noun is anarthrous the other eleven times in 1 John and twice in 2 John.
64 See the fifth textual note on 1:3, where, however, it is qualified: “his Son, Jesus Christ.”
65 See Burdick, Letters, 298; Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 224; and Baugh, Reader, 63.
66 See Baugh, Reader, 63, who adds (pp. 63–64): “This was obviously the interpretation adopted 

by Greek scribes, many of whom wrote out ἐν σαρκὶ ἐληλυθότα in v. 3 to make this mean-
ing explicit.” See also Brown, Epistles, 494; Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 215, 224; Culy, Handbook, 
102; Painter, 1, 2, and 3 John, 254; and Metzger, Textual Commentary, 645, who notes that 
that “the variety of the supplements is a further indication that they are secondary modifica-
tions of the original text.”

67 Brown, Epistles, 505. See also Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 222; and Painter, 1, 2, and 3 John, 
258–60. John insists not on Jesus’ flesh alone, observes Smalley (p. 224). Neither does he 
insist on Jesus’ divinity at the expense of his humanity. Rather he upholds the necessary ten-
sion of both. To refuse either reality is to show that one is not of God (cf. 2:22–23; 2 Jn 7).

68 For the first structuring occasion of οὗτος, see the first textual note on 4:2. The third is διὰ 
τοῦτο in 4:5b, and the fourth is ἐκ τούτου in 4:6d.

69 See further John’s manner of marking his Epistle with “this is” statements in the first textual 
note on 1:5.

70 See Culy, Handbook, 103.
71 See Wallace, Grammar, 236; and Culy, Handbook, 103.
72 See Baugh, Reader, 64.
73 See KJV, NJB, RSV. See also Wallace, Grammar, 226–27, regarding the offering of an arti-

cle with an abstract noun (τοῦ ἀντιχρίστου). At times, a translation may reflect the presence 
of the article. Here, however, the absence of the article in translation (“antichrist”), though 
the Greek consistently provides it, preserves nicely the balance of the pairing of “the Spirit 
of God/Truth” (4:2a and 4:6d, respectively) and “the (spirit) of antichrist/deceit” (4:3b and 
4:6d, respectively).
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end to subunit 1 (4:1–3) and a transition to subunit 2 (4:4–6). Thus, τὸ τοῦ ἀντιχρίστου 

and πᾶν πνεῦμα ὃ μὴ ὁμολογεῖ τὸν Ἰησοῦν refer to the same spirit.74

ὃ ἀκηκόατε ὅτι ἔρχεται—The relative pronoun ὅ introduces a compound clause 

(starting here and continuing in the next textual note) that completes the verse. The 

pronoun’s gender is neuter, which shows that its antecedent is not the (masculine) 

“antichrist” in the preceding clause, but is instead antichrist’s “spirit” (πνεῦμα, neu-

ter, implied in the preceding clause).75 The perfect indicative ἀκηκόατε, “you have 

heard,” with focus upon result76 (see ἀκηκόαμεν in the third textual note on 1:1) intro-

duces and so transitions to the featured interest of subunit 2 (4:4–6) in “hearing” or 

“not hearing.” The conjunction ὅτι introduces a clause of indirect discourse that com-

plements ἀκηκόατε.77  The clause’s subject is the antecedent of the prior ὅ, namely, 

the (implied) “spirit” of antichrist. The present indicative ἔρχεται preserves the tense 

form of the original (direct) utterance in Greek, “it is coming.”78 Since English does 

not retain the original tense in indirect discourse, the clause is therefore translated as 

“that it was coming.”79

καὶ νῦν ἐν τῷ κόσμῳ ἐστὶν ἤδη—The conjunction καί coordinates the copula 

ἐστίν here and the prior verb ἀκηκόατε, marking an end. The result is not a compound 

clause of indirect discourse (“heard that it was coming and [heard] that it is in the world 

already,” with this clause coordinate with “that it was coming” in 4:3c). Instead, it is a 

compound relative clause (“which you have heard that it was coming and [which] now 

is in the world already”) that ends emphatically with ἤδη, “already.”80 Over against the 

copula ἐστίν, both the adverb νῦν, “now,”81 and the prepositional phrase ἐν τῷ κόσμῳ, 

“in the world,” appear first for the sake of emphasis. The clause offers the second of 

the passage’s three references (4:1d, 3d, 4d) to matters in “the world.”82 The assumed 

subject of the copula ἐστίν is τὸ τοῦ ἀντιχρίστου, “the (spirit) of antichrist” (see the 

fourth textual note on 4:3). Compare “even now many antichrists have come” (2:18).

4:4 ὑμεῖς ἐκ τοῦ θεοῦ ἐστε—The first verse (4:4) of subunit 2 (4:4–6) marks the 

beginning of the subunit not only with a distinguishing second use of the vocative (see 

74 See Culy, Handbook, 102.
75 See Haas, de Jonge, and Swellengrebel, Handbook, 116. See also Brown, Epistles, 496; and 

Painter, 1, 2, and 3 John, 259.
76 See Haas, de Jonge, and Swellengrebel, Handbook, 116.
77 See Culy, Handbook, 103.
78 See the identical verb form ἔρχεται in the similar clause of indirect discourse, ἠκούσατε ὅτι 

ἀντίχριστος ἔρχεται, literally, “you heard that antichrist is coming,” in the second textual 
note on 2:18.

79 See ESV, NKJV, RSV.
80 See Brown, Epistles, 496–97, who references a similar use of the adverb ἤδη, “already,” in 

Jn 9:27; and Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 225.
81 See further the third textual note on 2:18.
82 See the fifth textual note on 4:1. Besides 4:3d and 4:4d, John’s only other epistolary uses of 

ἐν τῷ κόσμῳ, “in the world,” are in 2:15–16; 4:17.
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the next textual note) but also with the emphatic statement “you are of God”83 (here), 

the first of three such emphatic initial statements in each of this subunit’s three verses 

(see also “they are of the world,” 4:5a; and “we are of God,” 4:6a).84 Thus, the verse 

marks a clear subdivision between subunit 1 (4:1–3) and subunit 2 (4:4–6). The other-

wise unnecessary use of the personal pronoun ὑμεῖς, “you” (plural), is emphatic (see 

also the emphatic αὐτοί, “they,” in 4:5a; and ἡμεῖς, “we,” in 4:6a), sharpening the con-

trast between that which is born of the Spirit and τὸ τοῦ ἀντιχρίστου, “the (spirit) of 

antichrist” (4:3b).85 Over against the copula ἐστε, the prepositional phrase ἐκ τοῦ θεοῦ 

appears first for the sake of emphasis. “Of God” here is the first in the second subunit’s 

set of three instances of this prepositional phrase with a form of the copula (see also 

ἐκ τοῦ θεοῦ ἐσμεν in 4:6a and ἔστιν ἐκ τοῦ θεοῦ in 4:6c), matching the set of three 

instances of ἐκ τοῦ θεοῦ with a form of the copula in the first subunit (4:1c, 2b, 3a). 

See further the fourth textual note on 4:1.

τεκνία—“Children” (see the first textual note on 2:1) is this passage’s second 

use of the vocative (see also ἀγαπητοί, “beloved,” 4:1a). Again the vocative marks the 

beginning of a subunit.86

καὶ νενικήκατε αὐτούς—The conjunction καί coordinates the previous copula 

ἐστε with the verb here, νενικήκατε, “you have overcome.” For this perfect indicative 

verb form with focus upon result,87 see the sixth textual note on 2:13. Here it takes an 

unexpected masculine plural direct object, αὐτούς, “them.” In the immediate context, 

one might expect “it” (the spirit of antichrist), “them” (neuter, spirits), or “him” (anti-

christ). “Them” (masculine) recalls the previously mentioned “many false prophets” 

(4:1d), who have failed to confess Jesus rightly.88

ὅτι μείζων ἐστὶν ὁ ἐν ὑμῖν—The conjunction ὅτι introduces the second of the pas-

sage’s two causal clauses (see also 4:1d), each of which helps to mark the beginning 

of each of the passage’s two subunits (see the first textual note on 4:1).89 Over against 

the copula ἐστίν, the predicate adjective μείζων appears first for the sake of emphasis. 

For μείζων, “greater,” see the second textual note on 3:20. The article ὁ nominalizes 

the following prepositional phrase ἐν ὑμῖν, literally, “the (one) [masculine] in you.” 

(See the next textual note for a second instance of a nominalizing use of the article.) 

The resulting substantized phrase is the nominative subject of the copula.90 Recalling 

83 See the discussion of John’s use elsewhere of the second person nominative plural form of 
the personal pronoun, ὑμεῖς, “you,” in Yarbrough, 1–3 John, 229–30.

84 See von Wahlde, Gospel and Letters, 3:147.
85 See Brown, Epistles, 497; and Culy, Handbook, 103.
86 See the discussion of the vocative in this commentary’s introduction. See also Painter, 1, 2, 

and 3 John, 261.
87 See Burdick, Letters, 301; and Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 226.
88 See Brown, Epistles, 497; Marshall, Epistles, 208; Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 226; Stott, 

Letters, 160; Thompson, 1–3 John, 116; Baugh, Reader, 64; Painter, 1, 2, and 3 John, 261; 
Witherington, Letters and Homilies, 1:525; and Lieu, I, II, and III John, 170–71.

89 See Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 227; and Culy, Handbook, 104.
90 See Culy, Handbook, 104.
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“he abides in us” (3:24), here the referent of “he [masculine] who is in you” is Jesus,91 

not the Spirit (neuter).

ἢ ὁ ἐν τῷ κόσμῳ—In cases in which the genitive of comparison (see 3:20) would 

have lacked clarity, the particle ἤ, “than,” often assists. Here, however, this epistolary 

hapax legomenon for John serves “without definite grammatical necessity”92 as another 

example of John’s fondness for esthetically pleasing variations of style (see ἤ also in 

Jn 3:19; 4:1). The article ὁ nominalizes the prepositional phrase ἐν τῷ κόσμῳ, the last 

of the passage’s three references to matters in “the world” (see the fifth textual note 

on 4:1).93 The resulting substantized phrase describes, as “world” does elsewhere,94 a 

“realm of hostility to God”95 and serves as the nominative subject of an implicit second 

use of the copula: “… is greater than he who is in the world (is).”96 Recalling “them” 

in the immediately preceding line (4:4c) and anticipating “they are of the world”97 in 

the line that follows (4:5a; see also “they speak (as persons) of the world, and the world 

hears them” in 4:5b),98 “he who is in the world” refers again to the one in the guise of 

the many, the one (“the devil,” 3:8, 10) behind “the (spirit) of antichrist … now in the 

world” (4:3), in the guise of the many who have failed to confess Jesus (4:3a, 6c).99

4:5 αὐτοὶ ἐκ τοῦ κόσμου εἰσίν—This verse begins with the second of three emphatic 

linking verb statements (see the first textual note on 4:4). The otherwise unnecessary 

use of the personal pronoun αὐτοί, “they,” is emphatic (as are “you,” 4:4a, and “we,” 

4:6a).100 Its antecedent, the “false prophets” (ψευδοπροφῆται, 4:1d), is the same as the 

antecedent for the prior αὐτούς (see the third textual note on 4:4; see also “they speak 

(as persons) of the world, and the world hears them,” 4:5b).101 Over against the copula 

εἰσίν, the prepositional phrase ἐκ τοῦ κόσμου, “of the world,” appears first for the sake 

of emphasis. “They are of the world” is the first of three references in this verse to such 

persons; see also “they speak (as persons) of the world” and (the world hears) “them” 

in 4:5b.102

 91 See Yarbrough, 1–3 John, 227. For the variety of opinion that has attended this question, see 
Brown, Epistles, 497–98.

 92 BDF, § 185.2. See also Turner, Syntax, 216.
 93 Compare the threefold use of “world” in Jn 1:10; 3:17; 17:14.
 94 See especially κόσμος, “world,” in 1 Jn 2:15–17 and also in 3:1, 13.
 95 Brown, Epistles, 498. See also Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 225, 227.
 96 See Culy, Handbook, 104.
 97 See Haas, de Jonge, and Swellengrebel, Handbook, 117.
 98 For John’s manner of amplifying through his repeated references to the “world,” see Watson, 

“Amplification Techniques,” 110.
 99 For the many in the guise of the one, see the textual notes and the commentary on the figure 

of antichrist in 1 Jn 2:18 and 2 Jn 7. For John’s manner of using the topic of degree to com-
pare the lesser and the greater, see Watson, “Amplification Techniques,” 117.

100 See Haas, de Jonge, and Swellengrebel, Handbook, 117; and Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 228.
101 See Baugh, Reader, 64; and Painter, 1, 2, and 3 John, 262.
102 Compare the threefold use of ἐκ τῆς γῆς, “of the earth/world,” in Jn 3:31.
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διὰ τοῦτο ἐκ τοῦ κόσμου λαλοῦσιν—The emphatic διὰ τοῦτο, “for this reason,”103 
is the third of the passage’s four structuring occasions of the near demonstrative pronoun 
οὗτος, “this” (see the first textual note on 4:2). As in 4:3b and 4:6d, it is retrospective, 
here recalling αὐτοὶ ἐκ τοῦ κόσμου εἰσίν, “they are of the world” (4:5a), as the rea-
son.104 Over against the verb λαλοῦσιν, the prepositional phrase ἐκ τοῦ κόσμου appears 
first for the sake of emphasis. The prepositional phrase is the second of three references 
in one verse to those who exist as “(as persons) of the world”105 (see also “they” in 4:5a 
and “them” at the end of the verse). The present indicative λαλοῦσιν is the first epis-
tolary instance of λαλέω, “speak.” See λαλέω also in 2 Jn 12; 3 Jn 14; cf. ἐκ τῆς γῆς 
λαλεῖ, “speaks of this earth/world,” Jn 3:31. Here the verb describes a characteristic or 
common action of an enduring and defining kind.106

καὶ ὁ κόσμος αὐτῶν ἀκούει—The conjunction καί coordinates ἀκούει, “(it) 
hears,” with the prior verb λαλοῦσιν, “they speak.” Thus, John introduces a second 
implication of the statement αὐτοὶ ἐκ τοῦ κόσμου εἰσίν, “they are of the world.”107 
The subject ὁ κόσμος introduces a clause that offers the last of three references in one 
verse to those who are of the world (“them”; see also “they” twice above). The first of 
three instances of the identical form ἀκούει, “hears/does hear,” in subunit 2 (4:4–6; 
see ἀκούει also in 4:6b, 6c; cf. ἀκηκόατε in 4:3c)108 introduces a topic of consider-
able importance, namely, the message that each of the two sides is “hearing.” Only in 
this first instance, however, does the genitive form of the verb’s direct object (αὐτῶν) 
appear first for the sake of emphasis.109 The present indicative ἀκούει describes a char-
acteristic or common action of an enduring and defining kind.110

4:6 ἡμεῖς ἐκ τοῦ θεοῦ ἐσμεν—This last verse begins with the last of three emphatic 
linking verb clauses (see the first textual note on 4:4). The otherwise unnecessary use of 
the personal pronoun ἡμεῖς, “we,” is emphatic (as were “you,” 4:4a; and “they,” 4:5a), 
underlining the contrast between those who are ἐκ τοῦ κόσμου, “of the world” (4:5), 
and those who are ἐκ τοῦ θεοῦ, “of God.”111 The second of three instances in subunit 2 
(4:4–6) of ἐκ τοῦ θεοῦ, “of God,” with a form of the copula. The prepositional phrase 
precedes the copula and so is emphatic.112 Here, a shift from the consistent use of the 

103 See Culy, Handbook, 104. See also the fifth textual note on 3:1.
104 See Painter, 1, 2, and 3 John, 255.
105 See ASV, NASB, NKJV. Compare “what they say is from the world” (NRSV; similar is RSV).
106 See the discussion on verbal aspect at the end of “1 John” in “John’s Response” in the intro-

duction. See also Burdick, Letters, 303.
107 Culy, Handbook, 105.
108 See also the third textual note on 1:1.
109 When referring to a person, ἀκούω takes its direct object in the genitive (see 4:6b, 6c; see fur-

ther 5:14, 15); when referring to a thing, it takes its direct object in the accusative (see 4:3c; 
see further 1:1, 3, 5; 2:7, 24; 3:11).

110 See the discussion on verbal aspect at the end of “1 John” in “John’s Response” in the intro-
duction. See also Burdick, Letters, 303.

111 Culy, Handbook, 105. See also Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 229.
112 See further the fourth textual note on 4:1, which first comments on the three instances of ἐκ 

τοῦ θεοῦ, “of God,” in the first subunit (4:1–3).
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second person plural “you” in 4:1–5 to the inclusive113 first person plural “we” in 4:6 
signals both an end to the passage and a transition to the language of the passages that 
follow in the remainder of the chapter.

ὁ γινώσκων τὸν θεὸν ἀκούει ἡμῶν—Between the polarity of “for this reason they 
speak (as persons) of the world, and the world hears them” (4:5b) and “by this we know 
the Spirit of Truth and the spirit of deceit” (4:6d), each marked by the initial use of the 
near demonstrative pronoun οὗτος, “this” (see the first textual note on 4:2), John offers 
here and in 4:6c a second twofold description of that which distinguishes the two spir-
its.114 The substantized articular present participle ὁ γινώσκων, “the one who knows,” 
is the second of three references in this passage to “knowing” (see the first textual note 
on 4:2). It describes a characteristic or common action of an enduring and defining 
kind.115 The participle with its direct object, τὸν θεόν, “God,” is the subject of ἀκούει, 
“hears,” which takes a genitive case direct object, ἡμῶν, “us” (see the third textual note 
on 4:5, which also has ἀκούει, as does 4:6c). As in 4:5b, 6c, the present indicative 
ἀκούει describes a characteristic or common action of an enduring and defining kind.

ὃς οὐκ ἔστιν ἐκ τοῦ θεοῦ οὐκ ἀκούει ἡμῶν—This clause offers a negative coun-
terpart to the one that precedes (as does 4:3a to 4:2b).116 The relative pronoun ὅς, 
“whoever,” introduces a headless relative clause (see the first textual note on 1:1) that 
functions here as the subject of the negated verb οὐκ ἀκούει, “does not hear.”117 The 
clause also offers the last of three instances of ἐκ τοῦ θεοῦ, “of God,” with a form of 
the copula in subunit 2 (4:4–6), matching the three instances in subunit 1 (see further 
the fourth textual note on 4:1).118 The third instance in 4:5–6 of the present indicative 
ἀκούει with a genitive case direct object (here ἡμῶν, “us,” as in 4:6b) again describes 
a characteristic or common action of an enduring and defining kind (see the third tex-
tual note on 4:5).

ἐκ τούτου γινώσκομεν—A last sentence marks a summarizing end to the passage. 
The fronted and emphatic prepositional phrase ἐκ τούτου, “by this,”119 is retrospec-
tive.120 This phrase appears only here in John’s Epistles121 and is the last of four 
structuring occasions of the near demonstrative οὗτος, “this” (see the first textual note 

113 See Haas, de Jonge, and Swellengrebel, Handbook, 118; Brown, Epistles, 498–99; and 
Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 229.

114 For the first twofold description, see 4:2b–3a. For John’s manner here of altering an idea by 
presenting the contrary, see Watson, “Amplification Techniques,” 107, 114–15.

115 See the discussion on verbal aspect at the end of “1 John” in “John’s Response” in the intro-
duction. See also Burdick, Letters, 304.

116 Codex Alexandrinus omits the sentence for the sake of strengthening the prevailingly posi-
tive interest of the remainder of the verse.

117 Culy, Handbook, 105.
118 Here alone, however, the prepositional phrase follows the copula, marking the passage’s end.
119 See the majority of the English versions. Compare NRSV: “from this.”
120 See Haas, de Jonge, and Swellengrebel, Handbook, 118; Marshall, Epistles, 209, n. 20; Culy, 

Handbook, 106; and Painter, 1, 2, and 3 John, 255. Cf. Jn 6:66; 19:12.
121 For this reason, a number of witnesses read ἐν τούτῳ. Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 215, however, 

rightly describes the variant reading as an attempt on the part of the scribes to align the text 
with John’s more usual usage. See also Yarbrough, 1–3 John, 230.
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on 4:2). The present indicative γινώσκομεν, “we know,” describes an inclusive122 char-
acteristic or common action of an enduring and defining kind.123

τὸ πνεῦμα τῆς ἀληθείας καὶ τὸ πνεῦμα τῆς πλάνης—The passage concludes 
with summing reference to “the Spirit of Truth” (cf. “the Spirit of God,” 4:2a) and “the 
spirit of deceit” (cf. “the (spirit) of antichrist,” 4:3b). The conjunction καί links the two 
parts of this compound direct object of the prior verb γινώσκομεν. The twofold use 
of πνεῦμα, a noun that appears repeatedly in subunit 1 (see also 4:1b, 1c, 2a, 2b, 3a), 
here marks an end. The noun πλάνη, “deceit,” is a Johannine hapax legomenon; see the 
related terms translated as “lie,” “deceive,” and “liar” in the textual notes on 1:6, 8, 10. 
The phrase “the spirit of deceit”124 is unique in the NT.

Commentary
“Leaving the confidence of the previous section and its characteristic 

inclusive first person plural, ‘we,’ the author abruptly turns his attention to his 
readers, challenging them with warning and direct address.”125 A distinguishing 
subject describes 4:1–6 also: the theme of the two kinds of spirits and how it is 
that one distinguishes between the Spirit of God and the spirit of antichrist. The 
conclusion of the previous passage (3:13–24) enunciates the twofold instruction 
of both the Father and the Son to believe in the name of the Son, Jesus Christ, 
and to love one another (3:23). It concludes also with pointed reference to “the 
Spirit he [Jesus] has given us” (3:24). Here, in both of its two subunits (1 Jn 
4:1–3 and 1 Jn 4:4–6) this passage develops further the concept of the Spirit 
and the spirits in the world (see subsequently 4:13 and 5:6, 8), relating this to 
the one who does or does not confess that Jesus is come as the Christ, and spe-
cifically, the confession that Jesus Christ is come and does his work in the flesh 
(4:2b–3a).126 Starting with the next passage (4:7–10) and extending to the con-
clusion of the second half of the body of the Epistle (3:13–5:12), what follows 
amplifies considerably upon the need of believers to love. Thus, starting with 
1 Jn 4:1, the remainder of the second half of the Epistle offers an extended con-
sideration of each aspect of the twofold instruction of both the Father and the 
Son to believe and to love (3:23), beginning here with the need by “the Spirit 
he has given us” (3:24) to believe (3:23) and to confess (4:2–3) Jesus rightly.

Beloved. Following after the summary statement that concludes the pre-
ceding passage (3:24), both the form of direct address, “beloved” (see also 
“children” in 4:4b), and the imperative “do not believe” (4:1) mark the fairly 

122 See Brown, Epistles, 501; and Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 230.
123 See the discussion on verbal aspect at the end of “1 John” in “John’s Response” in the 

introduction.
124 See NASB. Compare “now we have received not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit that is 

of God” (1 Cor 2:12; see further 1 Cor 2:10–16).
125 Lieu, I, II, and III John, 161.
126 See subsequently the matter of “confessing” (4:15; cf. 2 Jn 7) or “believing” (1 Jn 4:16; 5:1, 

5, 10, 13).
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evident beginning of a new passage.127 Those who are beloved of God are also 
beloved by the beloved disciple (Jn 13:23; 19:26–27; 21:7, 20), whose charge 
is to love and to care for the sheep (cf. Jn 21:15–17), following the example of 
the Good Shepherd (Jn 10:1–6, 11–18; 13:2–5, 12–17; 15:12–17). Following 
his previous reference to believing and loving by the Spirit that Jesus gives 
(3:23–24), John turns immediately in this next passage (4:1–6) to the pressing 
need for discernment and vigilance as regards the issue of right versus wrong 
believing, and recognizing the one true Spirit.

Do not believe every spirit. The passage’s first reference to a/the spirit/
Spirit, “which has just been a source of assurance”128 in the prior passage (3:24), 
now speaks to a spirit’s potential to threaten. For there are true spirits, and there 
are false spirits. Therefore, John “must now give a warning that not everything 
that seems to represent the Spirit of God really does so.”129 Just as John’s appeal 
not to love the things of the world (2:15) complements his prior exhortation to 
the love of the brother (2:7–11), so too here his urging of his own not to believe 
in any and every spirit complements his prior exhortation to believe in Jesus 
through the Spirit that Jesus gives (3:23–24).130

References to a/the spirit/Spirit mark both the balance of subunit 1 (4:1b, 1c, 
2a, 2b, 3a) and the end of the passage (4:6d). The injunction “do not believe”131 
helps with the vocative that precedes it (“beloved”) to mark a beginning of the 
passage and its first subunit (see also the imperatives in 2:15, 24; 3:1, 7, 13). 
Its direct object is the first of three references in subunit 1 (4:1–3) to “every 
spirit”132 (see “every spirit” also in 4:2b, 3a),133 which suggests comprehensively 
the present, though not always manifest, reality of a world of many spirits. For 
the world is a place full of human spirits that are natural to this world (cf. “the 
representative part of the inner life of man”134) and the divine Spirit, who is less 

127 See further the same form of direct address, ἀγαπητοί, “beloved,” marking a beginning of a 
new passage also in 4:7 and 4:11, for a total of three consistent instances of the same form of 
address to mark each of the three passages of 1 John 4. Elsewhere in 1 John, see also “beloved” 
in 2:7; 3:2, 21.

128 Lieu, I, II, and III John, 161. The idea of a/the spirit/Spirit (3:24), adds Lieu (pp. 162–63), is 
fraught with challenges. Having just reminded his hearers of the need to believe in the name 
of the Son of God (3:23), John now urges his followers not to believe just any spirit’s testi-
mony about Jesus.

129 Rensberger, Epistles, 66.
130 See Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 217. Jesus himself had warned, “If someone says to you, ‘Look, 

here is the Christ’ or ‘Look, (he is) there,’ do not believe [μὴ πιστεύετε]” (Mk 13:21).
131 In 4:1–5, John addresses his hearers with “you.” Contrast the inclusive “we”/“us” in the final 

verse (4:6), helping there to mark the passage’s end.
132 See further the stylized use of the adjective πᾶς, “every, all; whole,” in the sixth textual note 

on 2:19.
133 See also “the spirits,” “the Spirit of God,” and “the (spirit) of antichrist” (4:1c, 2a, 3b, respec-

tively) and “the Spirit of Truth and the spirit of deceit” (4:6d).
134 Haas, de Jonge, and Swellengrebel, Handbook, 111. See further the use and meaning of the 

noun πνεῦμα, “Spirit/spirit,” on pages 111–12. See also Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 218; Brown, 
Epistles, 486–87; and Lieu, I, II, and III John, 163.
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evident (“the Spirit of God/Truth,” 4:2a and 4:6d, respectively) as well as malign 
spirits (“the (spirit) of antichrist/deceit,” 4:3b and 4:6d, respectively).135 Since 
“that which is born of the Spirit” (Jn 3:6) is one sort of spirit and that which is 
not136 is another,137 John dwells on the need to “test the spirits.”138

But test the spirits. “There is Spirit, and then there are spirits.”139 The 
adversative “but” segues to a second injunction, “test,” that complements the 
one that precedes it (“do not believe”), helping further to mark a beginning.140 
“Spirit” invokes again (see the second textual note on 4:1) the everyday chal-
lenge of discernment in a world of many spirits.141

135 See further the human spirit of Jesus in Jn 11:33; 13:21; 19:30; and the human spirit of oth-
ers in 1 Cor 2:11; 5:5; 7:34; 15:45; 2 Cor 7:1; 1 Thess 5:23; Heb 4:12; James 2:26; Rev 22:6 
(cf. Jn 3:6). Compare “the Father of spirits” in Heb 12:9. Contrast the seven divine spirits in 
Rev 1:4; 3:1; 4:5; 5:6 (there are seven spirits of deceit in Testament of Reuben, 2); “the prince 
of the power of the air, the spirit that is now at work in the sons of disobedience” in Eph 2:2; 
“a different spirit” in 2 Cor 11:4; “deceitful spirits” in 1 Tim 4:1; “unclean spirit(s)” and 
“demonic spirits” in Rev 16:13–14 and 18:2; and “the spirits in prison” in 1 Pet 3:19. Hence, 
there is a need to distinguish all such spirits (also in 1 Cor 12:10).

 For “spirit,” observes Lieu, I, II, and III John, 163, “may be integral to the constitution of the 
living human being, or may act upon it from the outside; it may be a neutral force or actively 
good or evil.” God too is spirit (Jn 4:24). Therefore, “what may now be perceived as distinct 
ideas belonging to different spheres, such as the natural versus the supernatural, were for the 
author and readers part of a single continuum, all belonging to the unseen and inexplicable 
phenomena of nature and of human behavior. It is a continuum that is also reflected in, as 
well as exploited by, Jesus’ conversation with Nicodemus in John 3:1–8.”

136 Compare “that which is born of the flesh is flesh” (Jn 3:6) and “the flesh is of no avail” (Jn 
6:63). Contrast “born, not of blood, nor of the will of the flesh, nor of the will of [any mere] 
man, but of God” (Jn 1:13).

137 See Haas, de Jonge, and Swellengrebel, Handbook, 111. Loader, Epistles, 48, observes:
The obvious reason for exercising such discernment is that there will be false claims. 
The author understands these, too, as spirit-inspired, but the spirit inspiring them is not 
the Spirit of God. It is an evil spirit. He has already spoken of the evil one (2.14) and of 
the devil (3.8–10). Here, he may be thinking of further evil spirits, demons, or he may 
be using spirits in the same way as … manifestations of the one evil spirit, the devil. 
The author shows little interest elsewhere in the epistle in identifying a plurality of evil 
beings in the universe. He is much more concerned to identify the two opposing sys-
tems and thus to enable his readers to distinguish the spirit of truth from the spirit of 
error (4.6).

138 Lenski, Epistles, 484, adds:

The ultimate personal source through whom we know that God is in us, that we are, 
indeed, savingly connected with him (fellowship, 1:3–7) is God’s own Spirit, who is 
given to us in Word and sacrament. From him comes this conviction, which in itself 
and because of this its source is true. This leads John to say still more since he is 
prompted by loving concern for his readers: Beloved, be not believing every spirit. …
Believe not every man but test out all men because many false men have gone out into 
the world as false teachers.

139 Yarbrough, 1–3 John, 219.
140 The verb δοκιμάζω, “test,” observes Culpepper, Gospel and Letters, 267, “is drawn from 

the testing of coins to distinguish those that are genuine from the counterfeit” (see Didache 
12:1, where the concern has also to do with the threat of false prophets). Culpepper contin-
ues: “Unfortunately, there are attractive counterfeits from whom the faithful need protection 
because naive piety is often blinded by sparkle and oblivious to substance.”

141 The testing of the spirits in 1 John, observes Lieu, I, II, and III John, 164, “ultimately serves 
to reinforce the distinctive identity and membership of those to whom the author writes; the 
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(To see) if they are of God. There are spirits that are of God, and there are 
spirits that are not of God. The Greco-Roman religion of John’s day “trafficked 
heavily in secret or privileged knowledge of sacred mysteries.”142 Another ellip-
sis (cf. 3:19–20) requires the translator to supply the assumed element (“to see”). 
John’s indirect question encourages his adherents “to look carefully whether 
or not a person’s behavior and words show that his spirit is inspired by God’s 
Spirit”143 and so is “of ”144 God (see further 4:2b, 3a; see also 4:4a, 6a, 6c).145

Because many false prophets have gone out into the world. Every 
prophet is the mouthpiece or the spokesman of one spirit or another. Behind 
each one “is a spirit, and behind each spirit either God or the devil.”146 Therefore, 
there are in the world true prophets, and there are in the world “false prophets”147 
who, conscious of this or not, go “out into the world” (cf. 4:4d) to lie and 
deceive.148 John’s reference to “many false prophets” recalls his prior refer-

broader arena is that of ‘the world,’ and the division between the spirits replicates that between 
the community of the faithful and all that lies outside. The concern, therefore, is with identi-
fying people and not with the validation of spiritual gifts or of personal living.” Thus, “every 
person,” adds Lenski, Epistles, 485, “reveals what kind of a personality or spirit he is by his 
word and his action.”

142 Yarbrough, 1–3 John, 222.
143 Haas, de Jonge, and Swellengrebel, Handbook, 113. For possible background in Qumran 

to the idea of the two spirits, see Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 218–19, 231. See also Philo, On the 
Special Laws, 1.315, and Josephus, War, 6.285–88. Urging caution, however, is Smalley (p. 
219), who admits that the dualist outlook of the sectarians and John is similar, but who notes 
rightly that the two are in no way identical.

144 “The apparent policy of the NRSV translators,” observes Smith, First, Second, and Third John, 
100, to render John’s preposition with “from” rather than “of” is not “an entirely happy one. 
‘From’ can imply separation and distance, whereas ‘of’ connotes origin and nature, which 
are obviously at stake here.”

145 Compare 1 Cor 12:3.
146 Stott, Letters, 156. Stott (pp. 156–57) adds:

Still today there are many voices clamouring for our attention, and many cults gain-
ing widespread popular support. Some of them claim a special revelation or inspiration 
to authenticate their particular doctrine. There is need for Christian discernment. For 
many are too gullible, and exhibit a naïve readiness to credit messages and teachings 
which purport to come from the spirit-world. There is such a thing, however, as a mis-
guided tolerance of false doctrine. Unbelief (do not believe every spirit) can be as much 
a mark of spiritual maturity as belief. We should avoid both extremes, the superstition 
which believes everything and suspicion which believes nothing.

147 In John’s Epistles the Greek term ψευδοπροφήτης, “false prophet,” appears only here. It does 
not appear in his Gospel. See, however, Rev 16:13; 19:20; 20:10. Compare in the OT the 
testing of the prophets and the relationship between spirit and prophecy in Brown, Epistles, 
488–90. See also Jesus as true prophet in Jn 1:20–21, 25; 4:19, 44; 6:14; 7:40; 9:17. See fur-
ther Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 219–20.

148 “If the source (ἐκ [‘of’]), the spring,” observes Lenski, Epistles, 485, “is divine and pure, one 
may drink; if the source is otherwise, it is poison.” Didymus the Blind, in The Greek Catena 
to the Catholic Epistles (Bray, James, 1–2 Peter, 1–3 John, Jude, ACCS NT 11:208–9), adds:

Just as in ancient Israel there were some prophets who spoke the word of God and 
others who did not, so also, as soon as the apostles appeared, speaking in Christ and 
having the Holy Spirit whom the Lord had given to them, many false apostles were 
sent by the devil to counterfeit the teaching of the gospel. It is essential to have that 
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ence to “many antichrists” (2:18), the only other use in 1 John of the adjective 
πολύς, “many.” The antithetical world149 of many antichrists into which the 
secessionists have also gone (cf. “they went out from us,” 2:19)150 is, of course, 
by definition also a world of many “false prophets.”151 “Have gone out,” the 
first of three instances in subunit 1 (4:1–3) of a verb of coming152 with the first 
of three featured references to matters in “the world,”153 indicates that the false 
prophets are a recurring concern against which the believer must not be “gull-
ible, credulous, or unthinking.”154 In the world, they are of the world; they are 
false, for—consciously or not—theirs is a false claim to a true spirit. Those who 
deceive are themselves deceived, for theirs is not the Spirit of God/Truth (4:2a, 
6d), but the spirit of antichrist/deceit (4:3b, 6d).

Therefore, it is inevitable that we must face the challenge that John 
describes—true spirits, false spirits, of God, not of God, in the world, not of 
the world, coming to deliver from sin, coming to deceive and destroy. The need 
for discernment and steadfastness of faith to which he points he consequently 

gift of the Holy Spirit which is called the discernment of spirits in order to have the 
ability to test the spirits, to see which ones are to be believed and which ones are to be 
rejected.

149 See Thompson, 1–3 John, 112.
150 The false “go out” (cf. Judas in Jn 13:30); those who are true stay. The passage, observes Lieu, 

I, II, and III John, 161–62,

recalls the earlier concern with those who, although they might have seemed to be reli-
able members of “us,” had departed, revealing their true nature (2:18–19). They had 
been identified as the embodiment of the antichrist anticipated at the last hour, just as 
the misleading spirit is here similarly traced back to the antichrist. …
For many interpreters this passage, along with 2:18–22, holds the key to the letter. 
The confession of the spirit from God in 4:2 has been seen as directly challenging the 
beliefs of those who had left the community, and much effort has gone into recon-
structing those beliefs, and into attempting to relate them to ideas reflected or rejected 
elsewhere in early Christian literature. However, this is unnecessary: although the 
appearance of false prophets is the incentive for vigilance, the concern of these verses 
is entirely with the audience of the letter.

 The passage is to be understood, then, not in terms of an attempt at reconstructing with preci-
sion the particular external convictions of a select few on the other side, but it speaks to those 
convictions that would have been common to the majority of the citizens of John’s day. See 
further Lieu’s discussion on pages 164–65, 169–70.

151 Compare the “many deceivers” who also “have gone out into the world,” who “do not con-
fess that Jesus Christ comes in the flesh” and so are deceivers, antichrists, in 2 Jn 7.

152 The verb here translated as “have gone out” is the compound verb ἐξέρχομαι. The simple 
verb ἔρχομαι refers to Jesus’ coming in the flesh (4:2b) and to the coming of the spirit of 
antichrist (4:3c).

153 Compare again the spirit of antichrist “in the world already” (4:3d) and “he who is in the 
world” (4:4d). See further “they are of the world” (4:5a) and “they speak (as persons) of the 
world, and the world hears them” (4:5b). See elsewhere John’s stylized references to “the 
world” in the fifth textual note on 2:2.

154 Moberly, “ ‘Test the Spirits,’ ” 299. In no way, then, observes Loader, Epistles, 47, does believ-
ing entail a leaving behind of the intellect. He continues: “Our author has no place for a naive 
acceptance of whatever feels good or seems inspiring at the time. Not what feels good nor 
what is popular and commands a large following governs his assessment of the work of the 
Spirit.”



421

For Ours Is the Spirit of Truth

upholds as of prime importance. Beginning, then, with 1 Jn 4:2, he turns to the 
test (4:1c) by which each side may be distinguished from the other.155

In this way you know the Spirit of God. “In this way” is, as it has been 
previously (see, e.g., 2:3), emphatic and forward looking. “The Spirit of God” is 
an expression that John uses only here in all of his works.156 The parallel state-
ments “in this way you know the Spirit of God” (here) and “by this we know 
the Spirit of Truth” (4:6d),157 each marked by the initial use of the near demon-
strative “this” (see “this” also in 4:3b and 4:5b),158 set the boundaries for the 
beginning and end of the polarities that will now follow.159 The Spirit of God is 
himself responsible for the existence of true spirits in the world (cf. 3:24). To 
“see” these in the world is to see the work of the Spirit.160

Every spirit that confesses. The polarity of “in this way you know the 
Spirit of God” (4:2a) and “indeed, this is the (spirit) of antichrist” (4:3b), each 
marked by the initial use of a near demonstrative (“this”), frames a first descrip-
tion of that which distinguishes the two spirits.161 The statements “every spirit 
that confesses that Jesus Christ is come in the flesh is of God” (here) and “and 
every spirit that does not confess this Jesus is not of God” (4:3a) together pre-
scribe the litmus test for distinguishing one side from the other,162 the yardstick 
for measuring the genuine work of the Spirit.163

155 See Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 220.
156 See again, however, the three references to the seven “spirits of God” in Rev 3:1; 4:5; and 5:6. 

Compare “God is spirit” in Jn 4:24.
157 See also the third reference to “knowing”: “the one who knows” in 4:6b. See elsewhere John’s 

stylized references to “knowing” in the fourth textual note on 2:18.
158 See elsewhere John’s stylized use of the demonstrative pronoun in the first textual note on 

2:3.
159 Contrast “the Spirit of God/Truth” (here and in 4:6d) with “the (spirit) of antichrist/deceit” 

in 4:3b and 4:6d, respectively.
160 “As inheritors of the biblical tradition,” observes Yarbrough, 1–3 John, 223, John’s hearers 

“would have been no strangers to God under this rubric. God is heavenly Lord and incar-
nate Son, yet also ubiquitous Spirit. It is important that they not mistake his identity.” Neither 
should they fail to identify his work.

161 Compare in subunit 2 (4:4–6) the pointed polarity of “for this reason they speak (as persons) 
of the world, and the world hears them” (4:5b) and “by this we know the Spirit of Truth and 
the spirit of deceit” (4:6d), which frame that which distinguishes the two spirits (4:6b and 
4:6c).

162 Witherington, Letters and Homilies, 1:522, observes:

What is envisioned here is that the Spirit of God indwells and prompts the human spirit 
of Christians to confess Jesus Christ come in the flesh. The spirit of the Evil One also 
indwells false prophets and prompts their human spirits to make false confessions. 
Thus the proper background here is not the discussions in 1 Corinthians 14, but rather 
what is said in Deuteronomy 13:1–5; 18:15–22, where keys are given to tell whether a 
person is a true or a false prophet. There, it is what is said about God that is the ultimate 
litmus test; here, it is what is said about God’s Son. Note also how in 1 Kings 22:22–24 
false prophecy is traced to a lying spirit.

163 See Yarbrough, 1–3 John, 223.
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That Jesus Christ is come in the flesh. Again, the failure to confess Jesus 
rightly “lies at the heart of the deception (cf. 2:22).”164 This time the confession 
is expanded to preclude any doubt about the humanity of Jesus. John “may be 
reflecting a widespread Christian phraseology, for I Tim 3:16 speaks of the ‘con-
fessedly great’ mystery of him who ‘was revealed … in the flesh.’ ”165 And so, 
observes Didymus the Blind, “a spirit which comes from God will confess that 
Jesus Christ, although he was in the form of God, took upon himself the form 
of a servant and came in the flesh.”166 Thus, “in the flesh” (see also 2 Jn 7) is 
here an example of synecdoche,167 meaning “as a human being.”168

John’s statement, however, serves as no mere affirmation of Jesus’ human-
ity. Rather, it serves also as a kind of shorthand for the substance of the Gospel as 
defined by the incarnated person and work of the God-man, Jesus Christ.169 That 
John operates with a kind of confessional shorthand is acknowledged also by Kruse:

There were longer and shorter ways of signaling what was at issue between 
the author and the secessionists. Bringing together the various expressions of 
what was at issue that are found in the letter, we may say that, stated fully, it 
concerned the confession of Jesus as the Christ, the Son of God, come in the 
flesh and the reality of his atoning death. However, it appears that the author 
could signal the whole matter at issue by referring to just one or another aspect 
of it. So, e.g., in 2:22 the antichrist denies that “Jesus is the Christ”; in 4:2 it is 

164 Lieu, I, II, and III John, 161. Lieu (pp. 161–62) adds:

The threat posed is a serious one, demanding vigilance, and yet it cannot undermine 
the fundamental confidence of those who remain faithful; this is not a conflict between 
equally resourced parties with an outcome yet to be decided. To belong to God is to 
be on the side of victory, and the author has no doubt that that is where he and those 
whom he addresses stand. There is after all no serious possibility of mistaking what 
belongs to God and to the realm of truth, and what does not. Such clarity may reassure, 
but it also acts as a warning against wavering or considering any alternative. The sec-
tion therefore ends with a return to the inclusive “we,” giving readers little opportunity 
to do other than commit themselves to the author’s cause.

165 Brown, Epistles, 492.
166 Didymus the Blind, Commentary on 1 John (Bray, James, 1–2 Peter, 1–3 John, Jude, ACCS 

NT 11:209). See further Augustine, Sermon 183, and Andreas, in The Greek Catena to the 
Catholic Epistles, in ACCS NT 11:209.

167 See Culy, Handbook, 101.
168 See Haas, de Jonge, and Swellengrebel, Handbook, 115. “A spirit from God,” adds Yarbrough, 

1–3 John, 223, “will not distort this two-sided truth: Jesus’s full humanity as well as his full 
divinity. A primary gauge of a spirit’s authenticity is, then, doctrinal.” For John, Yarbrough 
continues (p. 224),

full fidelity to the apostolic teaching about Jesus Christ, both human and divine, is a 
sine qua non of authentic Christian worship. …

The Jesus of the Qurʾan comes to mind (cf. Jomier [The Bible and the Qurʾan] 2002: 
65–73); he is a creature and in no sense an incarnation of God (sura 3.59; 18.4–5). Nor 
did he die on the cross (E. M. Caner and E. F. Caner [Unveiling Islam] 2002: 220; sura 
4.157).

169 See Thompson, 1–3 John, 114; Moberly, “ ‘Test the Spirits,’ ” 300–301; Köstenberger, 
Theology, 269; Lieu, I, II, and III John, 168–69 (with helpful reference to Ignatius, 1 Tim 
3:16, the Letter of Barnabas, and the rite of circumcision); and von Wahlde, Gospel and 
Letters, 3:142–43.
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those who acknowledge that “Jesus Christ has come in the flesh” who are of 
God; in 4:3 it is those who do not “acknowledge Jesus” who are of the anti-
christ; in 4:15 it is those who confess that “Jesus is the Son of God” who are 
indwelt by God; in 5:1 it is those who believe that “Jesus is the Christ” who 
are born of God; in 5:5 it is those who believe that “Jesus is the Son of God” 
who overcome the world; and in 5:6 allusion is made to those who deny that 
“Jesus Christ came through water and blood,” “coming by blood” being a ref-
erence to the physical reality of Jesus’ death upon the cross.170

Thus, “in the flesh” is what is affirmed in the Apostles’ Creed with “who 
was conceived by the Holy Spirit, born of the virgin Mary” and in the Nicene 
Creed with “who for us men and for our salvation came down from heaven and 
was incarnate by the Holy Spirit of the virgin Mary and was made man.” Fuller 
is the confession of the full humanity of the Christ in the Athanasian Creed:

But it is also necessary for everlasting salvation that one faithfully believe 
the incarnation of our Lord Jesus Christ. Therefore, it is the right faith that 
we believe and confess that our Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, is at the 
same time both God and man. He is God, begotten from the substance of the 
Father before all ages; and He is man, born from the substance of His mother 
in this age: perfect God and perfect man, composed of a rational soul and 
human flesh; equal to the Father with respect to His divinity, less than the 
Father with respect to His humanity. Although He is God and man, He is not 
two, but one Christ: one, however, not by the conversion of the divinity into 
flesh, but by the assumption of the humanity into God; one altogether, not by 
confusion of substance, but by unity of person. For as the rational soul and 
flesh is one man, so God and man is one Christ.171

In this latter sense, then, is Jesus “come,”172 the second and only positive 
instance of a “coming” in subunit 1 (4:1–3),173 so that “in the flesh,” that is, by 
his flesh and blood (see 1:7), he might redeem those whom he loves from their 
fleshly fallenness.174 He came in the flesh; he comes in the flesh; he will come 
again and soon in the flesh, so that the life we live in the flesh might be defined 
by his flesh, both now and then.175 To confess him rightly is to confess that by 
his atoning sacrifice of himself on the cross, by his blood, the Christ, the Son 
of God, has cleansed us all from all our sins.176

170 Kruse, Letters, 146, n. 161.
171 Athanasian Creed, verses 27–35 (LSB, p. 320).
172 See also ἔρχομαι either with reference again to Jesus as the coming one in 1 Jn 5:6 and 2 Jn 7 

or with reference to antichrist as the coming one in 1 Jn 2:18. Compare the coming of others 
in 2 Jn 10; 3 Jn 3, 10. Thus, the question is “on behalf of which coming one does one come?” 
See also Jesus as the coming one in Jn 1:9, 11, 15; 4:25; 6:14; 7:27, 42; 11:27; 12:13, 15; 
18:37; Rev 1:4, 7, 8; 3:11; 4:8; 16:15; 22:7, 12, 20.

173 The two negative instances of “coming” (ἔρχομαι or ἐξέρχομαι) in subunit 1 are the “have 
gone out” of the false prophets (4:1d) and the “it was coming” of the spirit of antichrist (4:3c).

174 The fallenness of our flesh is indicated in 2:16.
175 Compare “and the bread that I shall give for the life of the world is my flesh” (Jn 6:51).
176 See LSB 360:2: “God is man, man to deliver, And the Son Now is one With our blood forever.” 

See further LSB 333:4; 359:3; 379:2; 380:2; 385:2; 394:1; 405:2; 410:3–4; 428:1; 556:5–6; 
557:3.
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Is of God. John underscores again the opportunity for certainty. How can 
John’s adherents know that theirs is the imperishable gift of an invisible Spirit 
(Jn 14:17)? How can they be sure that God abides in them (1 Jn 3:24)? How 
can they know that theirs is the true faith and that all other claims to an enlight-
ened path are false? Answer: “in this way you know the Spirit of God: every 
spirit that confesses that Jesus Christ is come in the flesh is of God.”177 John’s 
case against the secessionists178 comes, then, “by way of reminding his adher-
ents of the time when they left the world to join the Johannine Community, 
when they were baptized with water and Spirit, when they accepted as part of 
the New Covenant the commandment to love one another, as through the Spirit 
they professed Jesus as the Christ, the Son of God, receiving life in his name.”179

To underscore what differentiates each of the two sides, the negative coun-
terpart to what defines the faithful follows in 1 Jn 4:3.

And every spirit that does not confess this Jesus. The last of three refer-
ences in subunit 1 (4:1–3) to “every spirit” (see the second textual note on 4:1) 
offers as an alternative to what John has just stated (4:2b) its negative counter-
part. John references the world’s everyday manner of refusing the Son. Only 
here in 1 John does the proper noun “Jesus” stand alone, unqualified. For not 
to confess the man Jesus defines the other side. “Further characteristics are 
given in the next sentence of this verse”180 and should be interpreted against 
the background of what has been stated already (see 2:18). Many in John’s day 
“held that matter was inferior to spirit and hence that it was incompatible with 
the divine to be incarnated in human flesh.”181 For John, then, there are two and 
“only two christological possibilities.”182 Either one confesses the man Jesus 
rightly as the Incarnate One, the Christ, the Son of God, and acknowledges the 
work done by him in his flesh to take away the sins of the world, or one utterly 
denies him. The former reflects the Spirit of God, the latter, the spirit of anti-
christ/deceit (4:3b, 6d), whose sons and daughters are as common now as they 
were then in those who refuse to believe.

177 Brown, Epistles, 483–84, observes:

One may know that God abides in Christians from the fact that they profess a true 
faith about His Son, and they can do that only if the Paraclete has taught them. This 
is in perfect harmony with I John 2:27 where no human teacher is needed because the 
anointing (with the Holy Spirit) teaches the Christians about all things. In the next unit 
of I John [4:1–6] the function of the Spirit/Paraclete as teacher (reflecting John 14:26; 
16:13–14) will be combined with the function of the Spirit/Paraclete who bears witness 
against the world (John 16:8–11); for according to I John 4:2–6 the true faith confessed 
by those who have the Spirit that belongs to God will unmask the secessionists, who 
belong to the world.

178 See “The Problem of the Secessionists” in “John’s Occasion” in the introduction.
179 Brown, Epistles, 484.
180 Haas, de Jonge, and Swellengrebel, Handbook, 116.
181 Köstenberger, Theology, 269.
182 Brown, Epistles, 505.
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Is not of God. To confess or not to confess Jesus rightly marks unqual-
ifiedly, then, the one who is or is not of God.183 For “if a spirit dissolves the 
divine-human unity of Christ,” observes Didymus the Blind, “and thinks that 
the pure Word of God is outside all flesh, and cannot really be a man, and states 
that everything done in his incarnation is a fantasy, then that spirit is not from 
God.”184

Indeed, this is the (spirit) of antichrist. Here the near demonstrative “this” 
is retrospective (as also in 4:5b, 6d), recalling the prior “every spirit that does 
not confess.” A final implicit reference to a/the spirit/Spirit marks both the 
approach of an end to subunit 1 (4:1–3) and a transition (see further “and now 
is in the world already,” 4:3d) to the subject matter of subunit 2 (see below the 
exposition of 4:4–6). John’s words here at the end of subunit 1 are hard words. 
For with them he again brooks “no middle ground, no gray area, no room for 
compromise.”185 Because the failure of the secessionists is the failure to con-
fess Jesus, theirs is not “the Spirit of God/Truth” (4:2a and 4:6d, respectively), 
but is instead “the (spirit) of antichrist/deceit” (4:3b and 4:6d, respectively). 
Thus, John alerts his hearers again to the momentous life-and-death stakes of 
the moment for the end of days (cf. “it is the last hour,” 2:18). Not only are the 
devil’s children (3:10) who refuse Jesus woefully mistaken, not only do they 
manifest an evil that is commonplace, but they also manifest “eschatological 
evil.”186

For everyone who does not confess that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh 
is an antichrist, and whoever does not confess the testimony of the cross is 
of the devil. Whoever perverts the oracles of the Lord to his own desires and 
says that there is neither resurrection nor judgment—this one is the first-
born of Satan.187

Which you have heard that it was coming. If antichrist is coming (2:18), 
then with it comes its spirit as well. “Which you have heard” introduces—and 

183 Luther (AE 30:287) observes:

The only thought and way of justification to which one must cling is this, that it takes 
place through Christ. To be sure, one must do good works; but one must do them in 
the manner stated above [in faith]. Accordingly, we have heard that the only test by 
which we discover and judge all spirits is our attention to the fact that Christ, the Son 
of God, came into the flesh. Heretics of all times inveigh against this article. Therefore 
the spirit who dwells in the world today strives to take this away from us, namely, that 
the flesh of Christ profits us.

184 Didymus the Blind, Commentary on 1 John (Bray, James, 1–2 Peter, 1–3 John, Jude, ACCS 
NT 11:210).

185 Culpepper, 1 John, 2 John, 3 John, 83.
186 Brown, Epistles, 496.
187 Polycarp, Epistle to the Philippians 7:1. See also 1 Jn 2:18, 22; 2 Jn 7. “The fact that such apoc-

alyptic evil makes its appearance in every generation,” observes Culpepper, 1 John, 2 John, 
3 John, 81, “does not diminish its threat.” Instead, it heightens a necessary understanding of 
what it means to face “the great tribulation” (Rev 7:14). That “tribulation” is not limited to 
some future brief span of time. Rather, it continues, with increasing intensity, throughout the 
age of the church until the return of Christ. See Brighton, Revelation, 196–99.



426

1 John 4:1–6

therefore serves to transition to—a theme of featured significance in subunit 2 
(4:4–6) having to do with “hearing” (4:5b, 6b, 6c). Here, John exhorts again to 
the need to distinguish the one who comes to deliver from sin (4:2b) from the 
one who comes to deceive and destroy (4:1d).

And now is in the world already. The conjunction “and” coordinates “is” 
(here) and the prior “have heard” in 4:3c, resulting in a compound relative clause 
(“which …”) whose end John marks with an emphatic “already.” By means of 
an initial “now” (cf. “even now many antichrists have come,” 2:18; see also 
2:28; 3:2; 2 Jn 5) and a final “already” (cf. “the true light is already shining,” 
1 Jn 2:8), John emphatically references that realm “in the world” (see also 4:1d, 
4d; cf. “of the world” and so “the world hears them,” 4:5a–b)188 whose spirit is 
antichrist, indicating again “that the eschatological moment of evil activity in 
that realm has now arrived.”189

The passage’s second subunit (1 Jn 4:4–6) amplifies further upon the dire 
consequence of being in the world and of it, of refusing to believe in Jesus. 
Alternatively, John assures his adherents again that theirs is the Spirit of Truth 
and not the spirit of deceit “so active in the secessionists”190 as evidenced in the 
failure of the secessionists to hear.191 The subunit’s first verse, 1 Jn 4:4, there-
fore begins with both a defining and emphatic statement (“you … ,” 4:4a) and 
a second distinguishing form of direct address (“children,” 4:4b).

You are of God. The first of three such emphatic initial statements in each 
of the three verses of subunit 2 (see also “they are of the world,” 4:5a; and “we 
are of God,” 4:6a) underscores again the stakes of being on one side or the other. 
The verse marks a clear subdivision between the first subunit (4:1–3) and the 
last subunit (4:4–6), where John assures his hearers again that theirs is the Spirit 
of Truth and not the spirit of deceit so active in those to whom the secessionists 
have gone. “You” sharpens the contrast between that which is born of the Spirit 
of God/Truth (4:2a and 4:6d, respectively) and the spirit of antichrist/deceit 
(4:3b and 4:6d, respectively). The first of a second set192 of three instances of 

188 See also 2:15–16; 4:17.
189 Brown, Epistles, 497.
190 Brown, Epistles, 502.
191 See “The Problem of the Secessionists” in “John’s Occasion” in the introduction. Yarbrough, 

1–3 John, 226, observes:

The preceding apocalyptic-sounding declaration of threats posed by false prophets, 
false spirits, and antichrist (4:1–3) amounts to a summons for John’s readers to choose. 
This appeal [in 4:4–6] is now both grounded and offset by assurance that readers are in 
fact on the right track. …

John focuses on the victory that believers have won (4:4), the self-referential deluded-
ness of the faith’s detractors (4:5), and the truth of the apostolic message (4:6). Full and 
continual reception of that message, John implies, is the confirmation that believers 
are rightly discerning the spirits that seek to direct their devotion either heavenward, 
toward Christ and his ways, or elsewhere.

192 For the first set of three, see “are/is” and “of God” in 4:1c, 2b, 3a.
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“of God” with a form of the copula “is/are” (see also 4:6a, 6c) underscores again 
that one is either of God or not of God. If not of God, one is “of the world” (4:5).

Children. The passage’s second vocative form of direct address (see the 
first, “beloved,” in 4:1a) marks again the beginning of a subunit, here subunit 
2 (4:4–6).

And you have overcome them. The challenge to the confidence of John’s 
children “has not come from within.”193 Even so, the masculine plural direct 
object αὐτούς, “them,” is a bit unexpected. In the immediate context, one might 
have anticipated “it” (antichrist’s “spirit”), a neuter “them” (“spirits”), or “him” 
(antichrist). The masculine “them” is none of these. Instead, “them” recalls the 
previously mentioned “many false prophets” (4:1d), who remain a significant 
focus in subunit 2.194 Heard by the world, they are not heard by the faithful; tri-
umph over these, and over every other evil influence, is assured for those who 
refuse the deception and endure in a right confession of Jesus (cf. 2:13–14; 
5:4–5).195 Hearing the false prophets, the children pay them no heed. Rather, 
the children keep as their focus the apostolic word of the One whose victory 
over sin, death, and the devil they now share. In Jesus, who is in them, they have 
overcome the heralds of the father of lies.

Because he who is in you is greater than he who is in the world. The sec-
ond of two causal clauses (“because …”) helping to mark the beginning of each 
of the passage’s two subunits (see also 4:1d) here speaks to the believers’ ulti-
mate cause for confidence. The cause of the Christians’ triumph “is the superior 
strength of the one who is in you.”196 In the Greek “you” is plural, speaking to 
those who believe as a people that Jesus has made in him to be one (Jn 17:11, 
21–23). Recalling “he abides in us” (3:24), here the referent of “he [masculine] 
who is in you” is Jesus, not the Spirit (neuter).

Recalling “them” in the immediately preceding line (4:4c) and anticipat-
ing “they are of the world” in the line that follows (4:5a),197 here “he who is in 
the world” refers in the guise of the one198 to any and every spirit whose spirit 
is the spirit of antichrist (4:3b), any and every false prophet (4:1d) or deceiver 
(2 Jn 7; cf. “whoever is not of God,” 1 Jn 4:6c) who fails to confess Jesus rightly 

193 Lieu, I, II, and III John, 170.
194 See “they are of the world” (4:5a) and “they speak (as persons) of the world, and the world 

hears them” (4:5). See further “he who is in the world” in 4:4d.
195 John’s adherents, observes Stott, Letters, 160, have conquered the false prophets “by deci-

sively repudiating their teaching.” John’s hearers “have not succumbed to their blandishments 
or believed their lies.”

196 Stott, Letters, 160.
197 See also “they speak (as persons) of the world, and the world hears them” (4:5b).
198 See the textual notes and the commentary on the figure of “antichrist” in 1 Jn 2:18 and 2 Jn 

7 and on “the devil” in 1 Jn 3:8, 10.



428

1 John 4:1–6

(4:3a).199 The last of three references to matters in “the world”200 again exhorts 
those in the world whom Jesus indwells not to be of the world.

Against all odds, despite every possible suggestion of an alternative real-
ity—whether life brings apparent success or failure, prosperity or want, security 
or peril—John affirms that his is the side that is even now triumphant in its 
seemingly unending and even failing struggle with the world to which the seces-
sionists have gone. For his is the side of Jesus, of “he who is in you,” who by 
his blood (1:7), by his atoning sacrifice of himself on the cross (2:2; 4:10), by 
his dying and rising again, has overcome both the world (Jn 16:33)201 and its 
ruler (Jn 12:31; 16:11). “He who is in you” is greater by far than any, than all, 
of these (cf. Jn 10:29).

The subunit’s next verse, 1 Jn 4:5, begins with the second of three emphatic 
linking verb statements (see also 4:4a, 6a).

They are of the world. “They” is again emphatic (like “you,” 4:4a; and 
“we,” 4:6a). Its antecedent, the false prophets (4:1d), is the same as the one for 
the prior “them” (4:4c). “The world is their mission field in the sense that peo-
ple who already are in the world and under its influence listen gladly to them 
and are confirmed in their errors (cf. Jn 15:19a).”202 The first of three references 
in one verse to those who are “of the world” (see further “they” and “them” 
in 4:5b) spotlights again the contrast between those who are of God and those 
who are “of the world.”203

For this reason they speak (as persons) of the world. The fronted and 
emphatic “for this reason” (see also the near demonstrative “this” in 4:2a, 3b, 
6d) here is retrospective, recalling the prior “they are of the world” (4:5a). Thus, 
the clause details a first implication of the prior statement by identifying “one of 
the main characteristics of those who ‘are of the world.’ ”204 “They speak” (cf. 
2 Jn 12; 3 Jn 14). This verb appears frequently both in John and in Revelation, 

199 Compare Jesus in the world (Jn 1:10; 9:5; 17:11, 13); we who are in the world (Jn 12:25; 
13:1; 16:33; 17:11; 1 Jn 4:17); the enticement of the things in the world (1 Jn 2:15–17); and 
the spirit of antichrist in the world (1 Jn 4:3).

200 See the fifth textual note on 4:1. As it does elsewhere, the phrase “in the world” here describes 
what is hostile to God. See Kysar, I, II, III John, 91.

201 Commenting on “I have overcome the world” (Jn 16:33), Yarbrough, 1–3 John, 227, observes: 
“On the lips of a man who was accurately predicting his imminent death and admitting his 
profound travail of soul ([Jn] 12:27), the words are baffling. They seem to contradict the real-
ity of surrounding circumstances. But that is probably the point. Surrounding circumstances 
are not the ultimate consideration.”

202 Marshall, Epistles, 209.
203 See Culy, Handbook, 104. The language, observes Moberly, “ ‘Test the Spirits,’ ” 299, 

“expresses a fundamental Johannine polarity between life responsive to and expressive of, 
and life estranged from and antipathetic toward, its Creator.” “Why should this opposition 
continue to matter,” queries Lieu, I, II, and III John, 171, “if the readers are already confi-
dent of what the final outcome will be? Apparently because the expected consequences of 
their supremacy had not been realized.” For John, “the outcome has yet to be realized in full” 
(3:2).

204 Haas, de Jonge, and Swellengrebel, Handbook, 117.
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often with the nuance of proclamation in public.205 Thus, as any and every false 
prophet “can be expected to do,”206 they preach, not as those who are in and of 
the God whose word is alone the way, the truth, and the life (cf. Jn 14:6), but 
as those who are of the world.

And the world hears them. “Those who teach what the world wants to 
hear will always find followers in it, for the perverted love each other. We on 
the other hand will never be accepted by them.”207 Culpepper adds:

They are indeed inspired, but it is not the Spirit of God which is inspiring their 
speech. According to the Gospel of John, one can only speak what one hears, 
or what is given: “he who is of the earth belongs to the earth, and of the earth 
he speaks” (3:31); “he whom God has sent utters the words of God” (3:34, 
RSV; see 7:16–18, 46; 12:50; 14:10; 16:13). Because the false prophets speak 
falsely, they must be instructed by the Spirit of Deception. Similarly, because 
they are inspired by the world’s spirit, the world responds to their message.208

For, as the saying goes, “like attracts like”209 (see Jn 15:19; cf. Jn 7:7; 
15:18). Therefore, because the false prophets speak as persons living from and 
for the characteristic enticements of the world (1 Jn 2:15–16), the world gladly 
“hears them.” It hears not the voice of the Good Shepherd (see Jn 10:3–5, 8, 
16, 26–27),210 neither that of his heralds (cf. Jn 1:23),211 John included (see Jn 
15:18–19; 17:14). Rather, it hears its own. Thus, “they talk,” adds the Venerable 
Bede,

like men of the world, using human reason to oppose the Christian faith, say-
ing for example that the Son of God cannot be coeternal with the Father; that a 
virgin cannot give birth; that flesh cannot rise again from the dust, immortal; 
that a man born of the earth cannot inherit a heavenly home; that a newborn 
baby cannot be tainted with the guilt of original sin.212

205 See λαλέω, “speak,” with Jesus as subject in, for example, Jn 3:11, 34; 6:63; 8:12, 20. See 
also the beast as its subject in Rev 13:5, 11, and the speaking idol of the beast in Rev 13:15.

206 Lieu, I, II, and III John, 173.
207 Theophylact, Commentary on 1 John (Bray, James, 1–2 Peter, 1–3 John, Jude, ACCS NT 

11:211–12).
208 Culpepper, 1 John, 2 John, 3 John, 82.
209 See Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 228. Like meets its like, suggests Luther (AE 30:291), and finds 

“hearers of the same stripe.” “The world welcomes their message gladly,” adds Schnackenburg, 
Epistles, 204, “because they are saying just what the world wants to hear.” “John’s reason-
ing here,” offers Yarbrough, 1–3 John, 228–29, “is a direct reflection of an axiom laid down 
by Jesus” in Jn 8:47: “The one who belongs to God hears the words of God. The reason why 
you do not hear is that you do not belong to God.”

210 See Stott, Letters, 161.
211 “Listening to the true envoys of God,” observes Luther (AE 30:292), “is a clear mark of the 

true religion, and spurning and repudiating them is a clear sign of error.” See Jn 3:29; 5:25, 
28; 8:47; 18:37; Rev 3:20. See also the sheep who do not hear the voice of the “stranger” in 
Jn 10:5.

212 The Venerable Bede, On 1 John (Bray, James, 1–2 Peter, 1–3 John, Jude, ACCS NT 11:211).
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“They say nothing else than what the world suggests,” adds Luther, “and just 
as they speak, so they find listeners. When we speak from the Spirit of God, 
the majority snore. No heresy is so absurd that it has not found its listeners.”213

Thus, John introduces a second implication of the statement “they are of 
the world” (4:5a). The first of three references in subunit 2 (4:4–6) to “hearing” 
(see also 4:6b, 6c; see further 4:3c) makes the first reference in the subunit to 
a topic of considerable importance, namely, the problem of what and/or who 
each of the two sides is “hearing.” “The verb has the sense ‘to give attention 
to.’ ”214 Here, “it signifies intentional, attentive hearing and may imply that 
the agent agrees to, or obeys, what is said.”215 Thus, the text “implies audition 
with acceptance. The author has shifted from speaking to listening, and that 
theme will dominate the next verse”216 (4:6). “Besides affirming connaturality 
(the world recognizes its own),”217 John’s statement seems to acknowledge a 
certain success of the false prophets. That an alien message coming from false 
prophets has had its way with at least some former members of the church is 
clear from the church’s experience of the departure of the secessionists (“they 
went out from us,” 2:19). That such church losses were their experience—and 
continue to be ours—does not surprise. For the very real and present danger of 
the spirit of the world’s false spirits, its false prophets, is the spirit of antichrist.

The passage’s last verse, 1 Jn 4:6, begins with the last of three emphatic 
linking verb clauses (see also 4:4a, 5a).

We are of God. “We” is emphatic (as were “you,” 4:4a; and “they,” 4:5a), 
highlighting in summary terms the contrast between those who are “of the 
world” (4:5a, 5b) and those who are “of God.” The shift from the consistent 
use of the second person plural “you” in 4:1–5 to the inclusive218 first person 
plural “we” in 4:6 helps to mark both an end to the passage and a transition to 
the language of the passages that will follow in the remainder of 1 John 4.219

The one who knows God hears us. Again, John “views mankind as being 
divided into two [and only two] groups.”220 The polarity of “for this reason they 
speak (as persons) of the world, and the world hears them” (4:5b) and “by this 

213 AE 30:290.
214 Haas, de Jonge, and Swellengrebel, Handbook, 118.
215 Haas, de Jonge, and Swellengrebel, Handbook, 118.
216 Brown, Epistles, 498.
217 Brown, Epistles, 498. He adds: “Paradoxically, the Pharisees complained about the success 

of Jesus in somewhat similar terms: ‘Look, the world has run off after him’ (John 12:19).”
218 By “inclusive” this commentary means that John’s reference includes himself and all who 

believe.
219 “By this point,” observes Lieu, I, II, and III John, 173, “the readers will find themselves com-

pelled to identify themselves with ‘we,’ and in so doing they will affirm that they stand against 
all those others. The rhetoric of the letter has served to achieve the author’s goal as stated at 
its start—to create shared commonality between ‘you’ and ‘us’ (1:3). From now on the author 
will speak almost exclusively of ‘us.’ ”

220 Marshall, Epistles, 209.
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we know the Spirit of Truth and the spirit of deceit” (4:6d), each marked again 
by the initial use of the near demonstrative “this,” again frames that which distin-
guishes the one who “knows God” from the one who is “not of God”221 (4:6c; see 
also 4:2a, 3b, framing 4:2b, 3a). The one who knows God (see 4:2a, 6d) listens 
(see also 4:3c; contrast 4:5b, 6c). The one who knows God heeds those (“us”) 
whose fellowship with one another, in fellowship with the Father and the Son 
in the Spirit, is founded upon the word of the apostle, which is God’s word. To 
heed or not to heed the voice of the Good Shepherd in the person of his under-
shepherds (Jn 21:15–17), his faithful pastors—that is the question; that is John’s 
dividing line. The one who heeds knows; the one who does not is not of God.

Whoever is not of God does not hear us. The passage’s final reference to 
“hearing” (see also 4:5b, 6b; see further 4:3c) offers again (see 4:2b–3a) a neg-
ative counterpart to the one that precedes. To listen to the apostles (“us”) is to 
listen to Jesus. “If listening to Jesus was the criterion for those who belonged to 
God, listening to the Community that bears witness to Jesus is the continuing 
criterion, especially since the object of the listening is the confession of ‘Jesus 
Christ come in the flesh.’ ”222 Therefore, the options are two: false prophets 
versus true apostles. What John suggests, concludes Stott,

sounds the height of arrogance. So it would be if uttered by an individual 
Christian. No private believer could presume to say: “whoever knows God 
agrees with me; only those who are not from God disagree with me.” But this 
is what John says. For he is writing in the name neither of himself nor of the 
church but of Christ, as one of his chosen apostles.223

The message that all must rightly hear is to be heard chiefly from those 
bearing particular authority to speak it. Thus, John’s concluding use of the first 
person plural “we” in 4:6 “stands for the Church as a whole, speaking through 
its responsible teachers,” John included, “who embody the authentic apostolic 
tradition.”224

By this we know the Spirit of Truth and the spirit of deceit. The passage’s 
final sentence offers summary reflection founded upon John’s prior remarks.225 
The fronted and emphatic prepositional phrase ἐκ τούτου, “by this,” a phrase 

221 See Haas, de Jonge, and Swellengrebel, Handbook, 118. Being “of God” (this commentary’s 
translation) “is inseparable from ‘knowing God,’ ” observes Moberly, “ ‘Test the Spirits,’ ” 
299, “though context and nuance may make difference of formulation appropriate.”

222 Brown, Epistles, 509. See also Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 228–29, who adds (p. 228) that in 4:5 
and 4:6 John clearly distinguishes between those who are of the world and those who are of 
God. It is imperative to realize that, doing so, John speaks empirically. He describes not the 
many reactions that one may offer to God’s word. Instead, he describes the actual circum-
stance as it currently exists.

223 Stott, Letters, 161. In no way, then, is John guilty of hubris, suggests Witherington, Letters 
and Homilies, 1:526. Rather, his is “the confidence that comes from a long walk with Jesus, a 
long ministry of teaching, and a strong conviction that what one says is from God. Our author 
has no doubt that he and other apostolic witnesses are ‘of God’ and ‘know God.’ ”

224 Dodd, Epistles, 100.
225 See Brown, Epistles, 500.
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that appears only here in John’s Epistles, is retrospective. Critical references to 
“the Spirit of Truth” (see also the initial “the Spirit of God,” 4:2a) and “the spirit 
of deceit” (see also “the (spirit) of antichrist,” 4:3b) form a compound direct 
object for “we know”226 (see again the initial “you know,” 4:2a; see also “the one 
who knows,” 4:6b).227 John’s return here to the use of the term “Spirit/spirit,” 
which repeatedly appears in subunit 1 (4:1b, 1c, 2a, 2b, 3a), but not previously 
in subunit 2 (4:4–6), helps especially here to mark the passage’s end. To confess 
Jesus rightly, to know God, one must hear rightly (cf. Jn 8:47; 10:3–5). To do 
so is to be a true spirit who knows both the gift of the Spirit of God/Truth (see 
3:24) and the threat of the spirit of antichrist/deceit (see 2:18, 22). Not to do so 
is to be utterly deceived and deceiving, a false spirit (cf. “deceiver” and “anti-
christ,” 2 Jn 7), as are the secessionists, whose father is the devil (1 Jn 3:8, 10), 
the father of lies (Jn 8:44; cf. Jn 8:55), the deceiver of the nations (Rev 20:7–8), 
the deceiver of “the whole world” (Rev 12:9; cf. Didache 16:4).228

Concluding Observations
“Religious leaders, prophets, and charlatans have often claimed to be 

authorized by God’s Spirit.”229 How is one to distinguish the truth from the 
lie? Answer: check the prophet’s confession; check the prophet’s authoritative 
source. Who has the prophet been hearing? Which Jesus does he confess? Does 

226 See Haas, de Jonge, and Swellengrebel, Handbook, 118; and Brown, Epistles, 501. Elsewhere 
in the NT “the Spirit of Truth” appears only in Jn 14:17; 15:26; 16:13.

227 For the extent to which the passage’s language “echoes other contemporary sources,” espe-
cially in the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs and at Qumran, see Lieu, I, II, and III John, 
174–75. John leaves no room, observes Lieu, for ambiguity. “His only interest in the spirits 
is in the unquestioned alignment of the division between them with the existing boundaries 
that determine the faithful.”

228 And so, observes Witherington, Letters and Homilies, 1:526, “we learn how to tell a true 
teacher from a false one.” We learn how to tell the truly enlightened (those bearing an ulti-
mate grasp of reality) from the utterly deceived (those bearing an unwittingly errant grasp of 
reality). “The former is inspired,” adds Witherington, “by the Holy Spirit and tells the truth 
about Jesus and other relevant and related subjects. The false prophet or teacher is inspired 
by the spirit of falsehood, and falsehood involves more than error; it also involves deception, 
sometimes even deliberate deception.” To choose the deception, adds Lieu, I, II, and III John, 
173, “is to succumb to the forces that oppose God in the final eschatological conflict.” “Those 
who do not listen to apostolic teaching,” concludes Stott, Letters, 161, “but prefer to absorb 
the teaching of the world, not only pass judgment on themselves but thereby also on the mes-
sage to which they do give attention. All this is consistent with John’s repeated emphasis that 
safety from error is to be found in loyalty to that which his readers ‘had’ or ‘heard’ ‘from the 
beginning’ (2:7, 24; 3:11; 2 Jn. 5; cf. 2 Jn. 9).”

229 Culpepper, 1 John, 2 John, 3 John, 77. He adds:

Today, with a fragmented church, cults sprouting like weeds, and mass media broad-
casting the voices of all who are powerful or persuasive enough to gain attention, the 
ability to “test the spirits” is essential. How then can the believing community dis-
tinguish among the many competing voices? Which speak with divine authority and 
which are wolves in sheep’s clothing? That is the question to which 1 John 4:1–6 
directs its readers.
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he confess both the divinity and the humanity?230 For clothed in flesh the Son 
of God came to earth,231 “Godhead, humanity, union supernal,”232 “God of God, 
yet fully man,”233 tabernacling in our midst (Jn 1:14). By his blood (1 Jn 1:7), 
by his death in the flesh on the cross (see Jn 6:51), he redeemed us all, giving 
his flesh for “all flesh” (Jn 17:2; see also Jn 12:32).

He rose in the flesh (Jn 20:20, 25, 27), his living flesh giving vivid testi-
mony to the reality of the victory and the promise of the resurrection of the body 
and the life everlasting to those who eat and drink of him (Jn 6:53), they abid-
ing in him, he abiding in them (Jn 6:56).234 In the flesh, he ascended to the right 
hand of the Father (see 1 Jn 2:1). In the flesh, he will come again in glory to 
gather all flesh to himself (1 Jn 2:28), so that all the faithful might themselves 
rise in the flesh on the Last Day (Jn 6:54) to live with him in his kingdom as his 
flesh-and-blood brothers and sisters, as the brothers and the sisters of the Son 
of God. For he who has the Son as flesh-and-blood kin has God himself as an 
everlasting Father.

230 See LSB 341:3. “Denying the divinity of Christ,” observes Culpepper, 1 John, 2 John, 3 John, 
80, is the frequent “error of unbelievers; diminishing the significance of his humanity is 
the error of many well-meaning Christians.” “Classical Christian belief,” adds Smith, First, 
Second, and Third John, 102, has these two sides that must always be held together: “If Jesus 
is not truly God, he cannot bring salvation to us; if he is not truly human, this salvation can-
not be effectual for us nor is it relevant to us. This latter aspect is epitomized in Jesus’ death.”

231 See LSB 382:1 (see also stanza 2, 3, 6). See further LSB 353.
232 LSB 533:1 (© 1982 Concordia Publishing House; all rights reserved).
233 LSB 332:4 (© 1978 Concordia Publishing House; all rights reserved). See also stanzas 1, 5, 

and 6.
234 For “to confess that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh,” observes Andreas, in The Greek 

Catena to the Catholic Epistles (Bray, James, 1–2 Peter, 1–3 John, Jude, ACCS NT 11:209), 
“does not just mean that he has come in his own flesh but that he enters my flesh as well.”
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