Wednesday Reflection on 1 John 4. 1-6 by David Kennedy

Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from
God, for many false prophets have gone out into the world. 2By this you know the
Spirit of God: every spirit that confesses that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is
from God, ®and every spirit that does not confess Jesusl?! is not from God. And this is
the spirit of the antichrist, of which you have heard that it is coming, and now it is
already in the world. ¢Little children, you are from God and have conquered them,
for the one who is in you is greater than the one who is in the world. * They are from
the world; therefore what they say is from the world, and the world listens to

them. ¢ We are from God. Whoever knows God listens to us, and whoever is not from
God does not listen to us. From this we know the spirit of truth and the spirit of

error.

Today’s first reading begins with the words Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test
the spirits to see whether they are from God. So let me say something about the word
spirit. Of course, we are used to the Holy Spirit, who is the life and love of God who
dwells within us. The Holy Spirit reveals the truth about God and about Jesus. St
John’s Gospel says so much about the Holy Spirit, how he indwells us, teaches us,
guides and comforts us. Then there is what we might call our human spirits; when
we think of who we are as human beings, we often say we are body, mind and spirit.
Spirit in this sense is very similar to the idea of soul; we have a part of our being
which is unique and which opens our senses and minds to the spiritual aspect of life.
But thirdly, there are malign spirits, spiritual influences that do not originate in God,

but rather from the powers of evil.

In the early church, there were particular spiritual gifts that God gave to the Church.
St Paul speaks of prophecy, speaking in strange tongues and the gifts of interpreting
such tongues. And today in charismatic and Pentecostal traditions, these gifts are
regarded as still accessible. Many of the more dramatic gifts rely on direct
inspiration. So, a prophet is someone who would stand up in the Christian assembly
and bring a direct message from God. I have been in many services, where this has

happened, some beginning their pronouncements with “Thus says the Lord’.

Clearly in John’s community, there were prophets — he mentions the word in verse 1.
But in the Old Testament and in the teaching of Jesus, there are clear warnings about

false prophets. And John reiterates this concern. John is not against the ministry of
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prophets but he warns the Church must not to believe every prophetic spirit but
rather, needs to test such utterances to discern if they are truly from God. Clearly,
some of the false teachers who had arisen in John’s community were speaking to the
Church in the name of God, but they denied that Christ Jesus had come in the flesh.
They denied that the Son of God could become human. They distinguished between
the man Jesus and the divinity that, they claimed, only came upon him at his
baptism and left him before the cross. This, John says, is not the Holy Spirit but the
spirit of antichrist. This doctrinal test distinguishes true prophecy from false
prophecy. And John is clear that the false teachers have nothing to do with God;
rather they are worldly, Now John in his Letter uses the word world to denote that
which is opposed to God; their spirit, verse 6, he says is a spirit of error. I remember
when [ was an ordinand on placement being in a Church where in the middle of the
service, a man stood up with a devastating so-called prophecy in the name of God. If
what he said was true, there would have been terrible consequences for that Church.
The Vicar and lay Leaders had to deal with it, and they discerned that this was not
from God. The man left the Church, but nothing of what he said came to pass, but it
did have serious pastoral consequences for some members of that congregation. It
was, of course, an example of what we would now call spiritual abuse, the misuse of

power and lack of accountability, as well as a supposed hot-line to the Almighty.

Let’s have some good news. Because then says some wonderful words — ‘the one
who is in you is greater than the one who is in the world’. We have to fight against
the world as John uses that word here. Imagine a tug of war where there is a real
struggle to win because the two teams seem equal. But then to one team comes a
person of immense strength and makes the difference — that’s what the Holy Spirit
gives to us — the life within you is stronger than what motivates those who oppose
God. Being a Christian is allowing and inviting the Holy Spirit to work in us and
through us. So, today as we affirm that Jesus Christ is truly God and truly human,
we have this divine gift of life in the very core of our being — God the Holy Spirit

who leads us into the way of truth.



