St. Andrew’s Scots Kirk Colombo: 

Sermon for Sunday 6 July 2008

“Testing times” 

Text: 1 John 4 verse 1
“Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God.”

We are coming down to the end of our series of studies on what the Bible has to say about the Holy Spirit. Thus far, we have discovered far that the Bible has much to say about this important person in the trinity of the Godhead. The Holy Spirit is present in creation, in revelation and in glorification. This is offered as a reality in the life of every human being on the Day of Pentecost. As a result, from then until now, there have been many detectable evidences of the Spirit’s presence and of His power. It is the Holy Spirit which makes Jesus’ work on earth a living reality in our lives. Two weeks ago, we followed the teachings of Paul about this living reality in his 9 letters to NT churches and his 4 letters to individuals. We have a bit more of Paul still to study, especially his teachings about the Fruit of the Spirit and the Gifts of the Spirit. We shall return to these over the next two weeks. Today, we take a break from Paul, to find out what the other New Testament letter writers have to say about the Holy Spirit.

There are 9 of these “catholic” letters or epistles. The name “catholic” here does not mean that they were written only to Roman Catholics! The word “catholic” means universal. I heard a helpful suggestion recently that instead of talking about the Roman Catholic church and the Protestant churches, we should be speaking about the “Roman Catholic church” and the “Reformed Catholic church” for both are both catholic, worldwide, universal.

The Catholic Epistles include the letter to the Hebrews and then the letters of James, Peter, John, Jude and Revelation. Some commentators would not include Revelation but I include it because it is a letter written by the Apostle John to the seven churches in Asia Minor/modernTurkey. We do not know who wrote Hebrews because he chooses not to tell us; Peter and John were disciples of Jesus; and James and Jude were the brothers of Jesus (see Matthew 13 verse 55). All of these Catholic Epistles have something to say about the Holy Spirit except 2 and 3 John. This may be because they are written to individuals rather than to churches.  We saw the same thing in Paul’s letter to Philemon and speculated then that the absence of any reference to the Spirit was either because of its brevity or because it is only in the church that the presence of the Holy Spirit can be verified. 
As we might expect, then, these New Testament letters from other sources other than Paul are the same but different. Two weeks ago, in the letters of Paul, we found this all-embracing truth - that the Spirit is in us and we are in the Spirit. We find exactly the same teaching in the Catholic Epistles. This confirmed in the last verse of our scripture reading for today, 1 John 4 verse 13: “By this we know that we abide in him and he in us, because he has given us of his Spirit.” We can other references at 1 Peter 4 verse 6, Jude verse 20 and Revelation 1 verse 10, 4 verse 2, 17 verse 3 and 21 verse 10. James goes as far as to tell us that the body without the Spirit is dead. See James 2 verse 26. 

But we find some new names for the Holy Spirit in these epistles. Hebrews 9 verse 14 speaks about the “eternal Spirit”, and 10 verse 29 speaks of the “Spirit of grace”. 1 Peter 4 verse 14 refers to the “Spirit of glory”. Throughout all of them there is a consistent awareness that the principal function of the Holy Spirit is to be a witness. 1 Peter 1 verse 21, for example, tells us that “no prophecy ever came by human will, but men and women moved by the Holy Spirit spoke from God.” There are other references at Hebrews 2 verse 4, 1 Peter 1 verse 12, 1 John 5 verses 6 and 7, Revelation 2 verses 7, 11, 17, 29 and then 3 verse 13 and 14 verse 13.
There is only one place in the Catholic Epistles where there is any substantial teaching about the Holy Spirit and that is in the first part of the passage we read earlier from 1 John 4 verses 1 to 6. The teaching is very direct because it is very necessary, then and now. Our text for today tells us: “Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God.” That first word, “Beloved” is very important because it tells us that what is being offered is being offered in love. It is not a rebuke. It is not a warning of “three strokes and you are out”. It is a message of loving concern between a pastor and his people.

John is confirming with his readers that the Holy Spirit is not the only spiritual force out there. Every individual human being has his or her own human spirit. And then there is a legion of malevolent spirits under the leadership of Satan, the fallen angel, the Devil. One of the characteristics of an evil spirit is that it is not obliged to tell us the truth. A couple of weeks ago in the midweek Bible study we were looking at the occult. One very good reason for not dabbling in the occult is that none of the spirits with whom we may be trying to be in touch is obliged to tell us the truth. They may but then again, they may not. They are capricious. They love to play games with our human spirits, our hopes and fears. They love to leave us confused – about ourselves, about our world, about our faith, about our salvation. That is why John is so direct when he says: “do not believe every spirit”.  So what are we to do? He says (v.1) that we are to “test the spirits”. They should not be testing us. We should be testing them to see whether they are from God. 

But how do we do that? John offers us the answer at verse 2. “By this you know the Spirit of God: every spirit that confesses that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God.” The corollary holds true, at verse 3: “every spirit that does not confess Jesus is not from God”. I can remember as a very young Christian going into some clubs and pubs to speak to my contemporaries about Jesus. And I remember one young man especially. Every time I mentioned the name of Jesus, he would pour some of his beer onto my trousers. Later on, he came to apologise to me. He said he could not help himself. He had been brought up as a Christian but had turned his back Jesus. Every time he heard His name he had to stop me speaking. He could not help himself. Something was making him do it.
It is John who introduces here a new word for any spiritual being, human or superhuman, who is opposed to Jesus. At verse 3, he tells us that “this is the spirit of the antichrist”. Now, here is a test you might want to try. Any decent translation of the Bible will give that word, “antichrist”, a lower case letter “a”. If it has a capital letter “A” then you can be sure that your Bible has been translated with an agenda - by people who have decided what the Bible has to say before they translated it! From the time that the word “antichrist” was introduced into the Christian vocabulary by John, it has been associated with predictions about the Last Days, with the end of the world. That is not John’s teaching. Back in 1 John 2 verse 18 he tells us “Children, it is the last hour! As you have heard that antichrist is coming, so now many antichrists have come.” There is not just one antichrist. There is always an antichrist and in every generation because there is always a spirit of rebellion against God in our human spirit, encouraged in us by the devil and his legion of evil spirits. This means that it is always the Last Days. It was the Last days when he wrote it. And it is the Last Days now. We might want to note that the prefix “anti”, as well as meaning “against”, also means “instead of”. Anything that we hold dear instead of Christ is antichrist. John tells us as much further on at verse 5 when he says: “They are from the world”.
So what are we to do? John gives us his wonderful answer at v.4: “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.” And going on to verse 5 & 6: “They are from the world…we are from God”. We can test the spirits in Jesus’ name and we can know that every evil spirit, human or superhuman has been defeated in Jesus’ name. We are provided with a final litmus test between truth and error at verse 6: “Whoever knows God listens to us & whoever is not from God does not listen to us”.
It is simple. And like most simple things, it is beautiful. As we have seen already, the Bible provides us with many pictures of the Holy Spirit – wind, breath, a dove, ink, a signet ring, an engagement ring (arrabono = a pledge – see Ephesians 1 verse 14). Perhaps the most beautiful picture of the Holy Spirit is provided for us at Revelation 2 verse 17: “The Spirit and the bride say ‘Come.’ And let everyone who hears say, ‘Come.’ And let everyone who is thirsty come. Let anyone who wishes take the water of life as a gift.”
The Spirit is the host at the marriage feast of the Lamb. As the host, he gives the invitation. But who is the bride? Revelation 21 verse 2 tells us that it is “the new Jerusalem”, the community of faith, the church, the daughter of the host, the daughter of the Spirit. Here we may find ourselves beginning to get lost in the mystery of scripture but let us take this truth away with us today, that we, the church, share in the wonderful responsibility of inviting all to come to the marriage feast of the Lamb. And as part of that invitation, we offer the same loving instruction as John: “Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God.”
