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 Christian Smith identifies a popular kind of spirituality that makes people feel good about themselves 

and the world. He calls it “moralistic therapeutic deism.” The core beliefs of this “religion” are: “1. A God 

exists who created and orders the world and watches over human life on earth. 2. God wants people to be 

good, nice, and fair to each other. 3. The central goal of life is to be happy and feel good about oneself. 4. God 

does not want to be particularly involved in one’s life except when God is needed to solve a problem. 5. Good 

people go to heaven when they die” (Souls in Transition, pp. 162, 163). 

 The first part about God creating, ordering and watching is acceptable, but it rapidly degenerates into 

universalism, the thinking it doesn't make a difference what a person believes. Many people want a God who 

doesn’t want to be too involved in their lives and lets believe and do what they want. However, as Patrick 

Morley stated: “There is a God who is and the God we want, and they are not the same.” 

 The world led by the devil has enticing belief systems designed to prevent people come from coming 

to a personal relationship with Christ and trying to hinder people who have. False teachers are dangerous. 

 Read 1 John 4:1 – 6. 

1. An urgent call for spiritual discernment. 

 The appeal is to not believe every spirit. “Spirit” represents the embodiment of teaching by people. 

Part of the reason for the caution is people have a tendency to accept anyone who says anything “in the name 

of God.” Their ears perk up. They think the person has to be speaking the truth because he's used God's name. 

Additionally, some people are on the lookout for new experiences or new truth so they can rise above their 

current level. Some are wowed by dazzling personalities. 

  The reason we can't believe every spirit is because of the presence of false prophets who promote 

false teaching. They claim to be proclaiming the truth but we aren't to be gullible and naive.  

 We’re to exercise discernment and critical thinking. As one man said, “We need to preserve the biblical 

balance, avoiding on the one hand the extreme superstition which believes everything and on the other, extreme 

suspicion which believes nothing” (John Stott). We need to test. 

 The purpose of testing is to determine who the false prophets are and not listen to them. This is an 

age-old problem. The prophet Jeremiah faced it. The Lord repeatedly warned him and the people about false 

prophets. “This is what the Lord almighty says: “Do not listen to what the prophets are prophesying to you; 

they fill you with false hopes. They speak visions from their own minds, not from the mouth of the Lord...I 

did not send these prophets yet they run with their message; I did not speak to them yet they have prophesied. 

But if they had stood in my council, they would have proclaimed my words to my people and would have 



turned them from their evil ways and from their evil deeds...I'm against the prophets who steal from one another 

words supposedly from me. Yes, I am against the prophets who wag their own tongues and yet declare, “The 

Lord declares.” Indeed, I am against those who prophecy false dreams” (Jeremiah 23:16,21,22,30-32). God 

doesn't like false teachers putting words in his mouth. 

 Without discernment we're like a cruise ship coming full speed into a fog shrouded harbor, without 

the aid of radar, sonar or radio. The captain intends to get his passengers to the dock as quickly as possible but 

without the proper safeguards, he runs the risk of destroying the boat and the lives entrusted to him. 

How to discern error. 

 False teachers distort the truth. Some might not know the truth, but many do know the truth but 

choose to ignore it and lie. The principal test is what belief systems believe about Jesus Christ as He is the 

measuring stick, the center of biblical Christianity. Many other religions include him in some way, shape or 

form but don't hold to the totality of what Christianity believes as to Jesus being fully God and fully human.  

 False teachings deviate from one or the other or both. Jehovah's Witnesses say Jesus was a God, some 

sort of deity, a lesser god, but not the supreme deity. Some groups say Jesus is one of many gods. Others say 

he was only a good man or he never became man denying his human existence.   

 False teachers attack other core teachings of Christianity. They deny the virgin birth of Jesus, his 

physical resurrection, literal heaven and hell, that people are separated from God because they're born as 

sinners, that Jesus Christ will return to earth a second time or salvation is only through faith in Christ. 

   A common tactic of false teachers (cults) is to try to gain agreement. They’ll reason since we agree on 

some things, we should agree on all things or at least not make any differences a problem. They’ll say Jesus is 

good, but do we really have to split hairs to say he is the one and only God? Isn't it good enough just to say 

he's a God?  

 Some false teachers say they have a new teaching and a special anointing that provides them unique 

and secret knowledge which they can share with others. Mary Baker Eddy of Christian Scientists developed her 

“Key to the Scriptures” and Joseph Smith of the Mormons had his supposed revelations from an angel.  

 Some groups use Christian terms but twist the meaning. That’s why it’s crucial to define terms.  

 Another tactic of false belief systems is to emphasize sincerity and caring. They suggest it should be 

enough if somebody is sincere about what they believe. 

 The truth is people can be sincere and be sincerely wrong, dead wrong. An Air Force plane flying over 

Alaska was engulfed by a fierce snowstorm. The navigator radioed an air base which told him the plane was 

hundreds of miles off course. New coordinates were given but the navigator kept insisting his way was correct. 

When the plane ran low on fuel the crew parachuted out but perished in the bitter cold of the harsh wilderness. 

 Following somebody just because they're sincere can have harsh consequences. 

  There's a wide variety of counterfeits so the important thing for us is to be familiar with the truth as 

given in the Bible. Any teaching which denies Jesus Christ is the only way runs directly counter to what Jesus 



said. He proclaimed he is the one and only way, truth and life and that nobody gets to the Father except through 

him (John 14:6). Either he is telling the truth and his exclusivity must be accepted, or he's lying and nobody 

should have anything to do with any kind of Jesus whatsoever. Those are the two alternatives - accept him or 

reject him. I, and I trust you, have decided to place trust in him based on the evidence. 

 The antichrist is again brought up (2:18). Though the person known as the Antichrist is yet to be 

revealed, there are elements of him present in the world. Just the mention of the name might send shivers in 

our spiritual spines, but the good news is we don't have to be afraid. We’re overcomers. V. 4 - “the one who is 

in you is greater than the one who is in the world.” It's better to be on God's side than the world’s side. 

 Make no bones about it, I like football. I grew up dreaming of being an NFL player. I've followed the 

Packers for a long time. But my fandom and enthusiasm pales to people down South and in Texas where 

football is king. On Friday nights they pack 10s of thousands into high school stadiums. They do the same for 

college football gathering 100,000 plus.  

 Many of those teams are good but there’s no guarantee they're going to win a particular game. Strange 

things can happen. The team has a bad game, the quarterback uncharacteristically throws several interceptions, 

the referees make numerous poor decisions, the other team is on fire.  

 Suppose the coach could guarantee the victory no matter what. He's seen the other team and tells the 

players it’s a sure thing because the other team is a bunch of three-year olds. He's not speaking metaphorically. 

The other team is a bunch of three-year old toddlers. The game is a cinch. 

 That's what God is saying. Whoever is on his side is going to win. Those who know God will listen to 

truth. Those who aren't from God but are from the world won't listen to truth.  

Another heaping helping of love.   vv. 7-12 

 Read 1 John 4:7 - 12. 

 John addresses the readers in loving and affectionate terms – nine times as dear children and three as 

dear friends. He isn’t writing “Hey! You bunch of yaywhos, goof-ups and knuckleheads.” 

 It's not very difficult to understand the key theme of these verses. The word love is used 13 times in 

these 6 verses and 32 times in 18 verses up through 5:8. We again come across the phrase “love one another” 

(7, 11, 12). Last week we dug into what it means to love others in contrast to hating them. We won't rehash it. 

I’ll simply ask: how did we do on loving one another this week? 

 The motive for us to love is because we know the source of love. Love comes from God (v. 7). The 

usual answer people give when asked what comes to mind when they think of God is…love. However, 

sometimes people are mistaken with what that means. They misinterpret love to think God accepts anything 

and everything people do and won't judge them. That's not true love because true love warns even as we’d warn 

someone they're about to put their hand on a hot stove. 

 Love comes from God because God is love (V. 8). Hard as it might seem to believe, sometimes people, 

maybe even we, have a negative reaction to “love.” It might be because the word is thrown around so casually. 



People use the term to express love for God, their pet or favorite food as in “I love ice cream. I love the smell 

of lavender. I love a good bargain.”  

 “(in the Old Testament) love... The deepest possible expression of the personality and of the closeness 

of personal relations...That highest and noblest form of love which sees something infinitely precious in its 

object” (New Bible Dictionary, pp. 752, 753). 

 When it comes to God's love for us, love is an attitude and decision to give us what we don't deserve 

(grace), not give us what we truly deserve (mercy) and it’s demonstrated. V. 9 informs us God showed his love 

by sending Jesus Christ, the one and only Son of God, from heaven to earth so he could give us life. V. 10 

amplifies and clarifies -- God loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins. 

 The word atonement can be broken into parts to make at – one - ment. Two entities that were separated 

come together again – at-one. A technical definition would be to cover, turn away wrath, or to satisfy God's 

demand for holiness. God did this through Jesus. Another word that’s used is propitiation which speaks of 

God's removal of his wrath through Christ. God temporarily hit pause on his judgment of sin. There’ll come a 

time when he’ll judge those who have chosen to remain in their sins and haven’t turned to him for salvation. 

 Christ's voluntary and substitutionary sacrifice on the cross is completely effective to remove sins and 

cleanse us from our guilt. He provides reconciliation. God is perfect and without fault. He’s set the standard of 

perfection which man couldn’t meet in and of himself. People have nothing that’s acceptable to God. We can’t 

ask him to measure up, I should say, down to our standard. It's not a matter of God and humanity 

compromising so they can be brought into reconciliation. We’re the ones who were out of alignment. Help is 

needed to be brought into proper relationship with God. This comes through placing faith in Christ’s death as 

a full payment for sins.  

 The magnitude of God's love for people is expressed in other terms. Redeemed - the price has been 

paid for the ransom to get us out of hell. Jesus, as the ransom, went into hell and left with the ransomed and 

the ransom, leaving Satan holding an empty bag. Forgiven - the penalty for sin has been removed or expiated. 

Pardon - we've been released from the penalty and punishment for our sins. The judge has not only declared 

us not guilty but legally right standing before God. 

 We might expect the conclusion drawn in vv. 11 and 12 to being loved by God is we’d love God back. 

That's true and we’re supposed to do that. What he's done for us is nothing to be sneezed at. We’re to love him 

but the conclusion is different: those who’ve been loved by God to such an extreme measure are to love one 

another. When this is done, God is living and working in and through us. Loving others is an indication we’ve 

been born of God. Those who don't love don't know God. This is likened to the habitual hate of 3:15. 

 You may have heard the saying: “To dwell above with saints we love, O, that will be glory; But to dwell 

below with saints we know -- Well, that's another story!”  It can be difficult to love those close to us. They can 

get to us, irritate us. If they mistreat us, we find it difficult to show love. But this is the true test of true love. 

Since God loved us, love one another. 



 The apostle John was the last living original disciple of Jesus. When he was old, he lived in the city of 

Ephesus. Because of his frail condition, he had to be carried to church. Once there he’d summon enough 

strength to speak briefly, “My little children, love one another.” Initially this was well received, but after a while 

the other believers grew tired of the repetition. They asked John why he always said the same thing. The answer: 

“Because it is the Lord's command and if that alone is done, it is enough.”  


