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Introduction 
❖ In my last semester of college, I remember befriending a classmate. A great guy. Very 

friendly. We had lots of things in common. In fact, religion was one of them. I forget how it 
came up, but one day we got on the topic of God and religion. It turns out we both believe in 
Jesus. He had a lot of great things to say about Christ. I was thinking this is awesome. I’ve 
got a brother in Christ in this class. 

‣ So I asked what church he goes to and he says, “The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-
Day Saints.” Oh, he’s a Mormon. Kind of a bummer. Now him being a Mormon had 
no bearing on how I perceived his friendship. It didn’t change my impression of him 
being a great guy. Yet I came to realize that in our entire conversation about Jesus, we 
were actually talking about two different persons. His Jesus is not my Jesus. 

❖ There was another instance last year when my parents were telling me about a family friend 
who was quitting her graduate program halfway through to become an overseas missionary – 
much to the consternation of her parents. Now I understand why her parents were so 
concerned about her decision, but honestly I thought it was pretty cool.  

‣ Here you have a smart, successful young woman making a huge vocational change. 
She’s willing to forsake a professional career, and all the status and income that 
comes with it, to follow what she believes to be Jesus’ call on her life.  

• But then my mom asks, “So have you ever heard of a Jehovah’s Witness?” Oh, 
bummer. Again we're not talking about the same Jesus. The Jesus she believes 
is calling her to the missions field is not my Jesus – not our Jesus. 

❖ Now I understand that the world is going to describe my reaction as too partisan, too 
sectarian, too divisive. "Why do Christians get so hung up on points of doctrine? If someone 
says they love God – especially if they claim to love and worship Jesus – shouldn't that be 
enough? Why insist that they subscribe to your theology?" 

‣ There's a popular slogan out there: Doctrine divides. Jesus unites. That pretty 
much captures the spirit of this age. We are living in a culture that has a distaste for 
doctrine. It’s common to hear people say, “I'm not into learning doctrine. I'm not into 
theology. I'm into Jesus. I'm into experiencing Jesus not studying him." 

❖ I'm all for experiencing Jesus. But my follow up question is, "Which Jesus?" That's when 
you're forced to deal with doctrine, with definitions, with specifics. You need doctrine. I find 
it interesting that the Bible never says you need to go out and get doctrine. It never says we 
have to form a theology. It just assumes everyone has doctrine. Everyone has a theology.  

‣ Even if you to say “doctrine doesn’t matter”, that itself is an assertion of doctrine. 
You’re making a theological point. You can’t avoid doctrine. We all have it, and we 
all base our lives on it. Your life is shaped by your doctrine of God, Jesus, heaven, 
hell – even if you don’t believe in those things. That’s your doctrine! 

• So the question is not do you have doctrine but is your doctrine sound? 
Does your doctrine accord with the truth? 
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❖ This morning’s passage is going to drive the point home. It’s going to stress the importance 
of right doctrine. The point is if you want to know the One True God, then you can’t just 
believe anything. You have to believe the right things. You need sound doctrine. 

‣ I’ve split this message into three sections. I want to show you: 1) Why doctrine 
matters, 2) How doctrine divides, and 3) How doctrine unites. 

Doctrine Matters
❖ This fall we’ve been going through the book of 1 John and now we’ve entered into chapter 4. 

So far we’ve seen that the impetus behind John’s letter is to give his Christian readers a 
greater assurance of their salvation (5:13).  

‣ Last week we concluded chapter 3, and in the last verse, in v24, John says that we 
know that God abides in us (that he lives in us) because of the Spirit whom he has 
given us. Now this mention of the Holy Spirit sets up this discussion in chapter 4 on 
how to tell the difference between the Spirit and spirits.  

❖ Apparently there were teachers in the church who were claiming to be prophets, claiming to 
be inspired by the Spirit of God in their teaching. But John insists that you can’t believe 
every Bible teacher who comes your way because not every Bible teacher is influenced 
and inspired by the same spirit. There are spirits and there is the Spirit. 

‣ Let’s read v1, “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.”  

❖ If what John’s saying is true, that means every teacher, particularly Bible teachers – from the 
most prominent, celebrity TV preacher to the smallest, no-name, country church, Sunday 
School teacher – that all of them are being influenced and inspired by spirits. No one teaches 
spiritual truth apart from some form of spiritual influence. There are either spirits or the 
Spirit behind what’s coming out of their mouths. 

‣ John’s point is that it’s naive to assume whatever comes out is from God. Don’t just 
receive their doctrine uncritically. Not all doctrine is sound doctrine. Not every 
person who claims to know Jesus and speak on behalf of Jesus is telling the truth. You 
need to test the spirits.  

❖ But how do you test them? Look at vv2-3. "2By this you know the Spirit of God: every spirit 
that confesses that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God, 3and every spirit that does 
not confess Jesus is not from God. This is the spirit of the antichrist, which you heard was 
coming and now is in the world already." 

‣ So how do you test the spirits? How do you know if a person is from God and being 
led by the Spirit of God? It comes down to words. Confessing the right words. 
Believing the right words. In this case, John is suggesting that some we're confessing 
to believe in Jesus Christ but just not Jesus Christ who came in the flesh. 
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❖ What differentiates him from these false prophets are words. You believe Jesus came but do 
you believe he came in the flesh? Was he truly human? Do you affirm the doctrine of the 
Incarnation?  

‣ Wait, are we squabbling over doctrine, over words? Do you want to hear that I believe 
Jesus not just came but specifically came in the flesh? You’re looking for those 
words?  

❖ Yes. That’s exactly right. The soundness of one’s doctrine comes down to words – to 
believing the right words. The modern Church bristles at the thought. Modern Christians 
are appalled that anyone would quibble over words. But have we forgotten our Christian 
roots, our ancestors who were burned at the stake in the defense of words? Have we taken for 
granted those who have gone before us who suffered dearly for carefully crafted sentences?  

‣ I think of Athanasius, the fourth-century bishop of Alexandria. If you’ve ever heard 
of the Nicene Creed (325A.D.), it’s one of the oldest confessions of the Christian 
faith. It was formulated primarily to refute a popular teaching in those days that 
denied the full deity of the Son of God. It was called Arianism and it taught that the 
Son was not of the same essence as the Father – just a similar essence. By implication 
then, the Son is not equal to the Father in essence.  

❖ Now the man who made the biggest stink over this was Athanasius. He was the most vocal, 
most persistent opponent of Arianism. He made a staunch defense of the full deity of the Son. 
The whole argument boiled down to one Greek word. Is the Son of God homoousios (of the 
same essence) with the Father? Or is he homoiousios (of similar essence) with the Father? 
There’s just an iota of a difference. Literally. 

‣ Now was Athanasius labeled stubborn and divisive? You bet. People criticized him 
saying, “Why all the in-fighting over words and definitions? What does it matter? 
Look, we all confess the Son of God. We all worship him. We all love him. Isn’t that 
what counts?” 

• Yet Athanasius would not give in. He knew doctrine matters. Words matter. 
Not all words matter. A lot of the words we use each day are empty and 
pointless. But there are some words worth dying for. There are a few words 
that have eternal significance.  

❖ Athanasius recognize that when it comes to the very words that confess Jesus’ true deity. And 
in our passage, John recognizes the same thing when it comes to the very words that confess 
Jesus’ true humanity. Ask yourself: What would it matter if Jesus did not come in the flesh?  

‣ I’ve mentioned before that there were people in John’s day teaching that. They were 
influenced by a pernicious philosophy called Gnosticism that said the material world 
is inherently evil. It wasn’t simply corrupted by evil. It is corruption. It is evil. And so 
the flesh (body) was considered evil but your spirit (soul) is good.  
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❖ So if you’re a Gnostic who claims to confess Christ, you’ll be quick to reject the idea, the 
doctrine, that Jesus came in the flesh. But again what does it matter? What difference does 
Jesus’ fleshliness make? Answering that could be a whole sermon, but here are a two 
thoughts to chew on. 

❖ First, if Jesus Christ did not come in the flesh, then he cannot represent or identify with 
those in the flesh. The writer of Hebrews says this in Hebrews 2:14. “Since therefore the 
children share in flesh and blood, he himself likewise partook of the same things,”  

‣ So Jesus partook of flesh and blood because we have flesh and blood. That makes 
him a fitting representative. The writer of Hebrews goes onto describe him as our 
High Priest. If you recall, the Levites were chosen from among the twelve tribes of 
Israel to serve as priests to represent their brothers before God and to intercede of 
their behalf. They could do that because they literally shared flesh and blood. 

❖ That’s the role Jesus took on when he took on flesh. Hebrews 2:17, “Therefore he had to be 
made like his brothers in every respect, so that he might become a merciful and faithful high 
priest in the service of God,” The writer describes him as a priest who can sympathize with 
our weaknesses, “who in every respect has been tempted as we are yet without sin.” (4:15)  

‣ That means when Jesus can say, “I’ve been there” and really mean it. He can be that 
comfort for you – you can have that confidence to draw near to his throne of grace, to 
find mercy and help in a time of need (4:16) – but only because he did take on your 
flesh. That’s one reason why it matters. 

❖ The second is this: If Jesus Christ did not come in the flesh, then he could not die for 
those in the flesh. That’s patently obvious. God cannot die. He’s eternal and immortal (1 
Tim. 1:17). That applies to the Son of God, the second person of the Trinity. In his deity, he 
cannot die, but that’s exactly why the Son became a man. 

‣ Look back at Hebrews 2:14. “Since therefore the children share in flesh and blood, he 
himself likewise partook of the same things, that through death he might destroy the 
one who has the power of death, that is, the devil.”  

❖ Through his own death the Son destroyed the devil. That’s what John said earlier in chapter 
3:8 about the Son of God coming to destroy the works of the devil. Jesus came on a mission 
to defeat the devil – a mission that would require him to die. That’s why he had to have flesh 
– so he could die. 

❖ But his death was unique in that it was not a payment for his own sins for he had no sin. His 
death was substitutionary. He died for our sins. John says a few verses later (4:10) that the 
Son was sent to be "the propitiation for our sins". His death functioned as a propitiation – a 
wrath-averting sacrifice. 

‣ Every high priest offers a sacrifice, a propitiation, but Jesus did not offer an animal 
like the priests who came before him – for the blood of bulls and goats cannot take 
away sin (Heb. 10:4).  
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• He offered himself. It takes human blood to atone for human sin. To be an 
effective Savior the Son of God needed human blood coursing through his 
veins. Which meant that he needed veins and a beating heart. He needed to 
come in the flesh. He had to be truly human. Otherwise, we don't have a 
Savior, and each of us is still in our sins, condemned to die an eternal death. 

❖ Christian, these are not mere words. Words communicate reality. If Jesus really had to be a 
real human being, then the words "in the flesh" really matter. Ask yourself: Am I willing to 
suffer and die in defense of those particular words? 

‣ If there are no words, no sentences, that you'd be willing to lay down your life for, 
then I seriously question if you're truly convinced of your own Christian convictions. 

Doctrine Divides
❖ Doctrine matters but still many people, even Christians, maintain a general distaste because 

they don't like how doctrine divides. Well they are right about that. Doctrine does divide. But 
I'd argue that doctrine ultimately matters because doctrine ultimately divides. If we 
look back at John, you can easily detect an "us" versus "them" mentality. Read vv5-6 with 
me. "5They are from the world; therefore they speak from the world, and the world listens to 
them. 6We are from God. Whoever knows God listens to us; whoever is not from God does not 
listen to us. By this we know the Spirit of truth and the spirit of error." 

❖ He doesn't mince words. John says it plainly. You're either from God and led by the Spirit of 
truth or you're from the world led by the spirit of error (he called it the spirit of the antichrist 
in v3). So there it is. That's the divide.  

‣ And notice how people are divided. It comes down to whose doctrine are you 
listening to? Are you listening to the collective wisdom of the world OR the doctrine 
of the apostles? The “we” and “us” in v6 refers to John and the other apostles. 

• Whoever is from God will listen to the apostolic gospel (sound, biblical 
doctrine). Whoever is not from God will refuse to listen and will instead 
scratch their itching ears with every wind of false doctrine that blows by. 

❖ This is the truth test. So far in this letter, we've seen John lay out three tests of authenticity 
for Christians: the obedience test, the love test, and the truth test. The key is you have to 
pass all three tests. It's not hard to imagine a man who has flawless theology but lives a life 
of disregard towards God's word and God's people. Though he confesses all the right words, 
he would still fail the tests of authenticity.  

‣ But the same goes for the man who lives a very moral, upright life, who is super 
courteous and super friendly, and yet if his doctrine fails the truth test – if he doesn’t 
contend for the faith once for all delivered to the saints (Jude 1:3) – then he's not a 
child of God. He’s not a brother in Christ.  

• I have no doubt such a man would make a great next-door neighbor. I’d 
probably let him babysit my child. He would be a wonderful friend. But he's 
not a brother in Christ. He's not a Christian. 
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❖ Doctrine matter because true doctrine, by necessity, divides. Truth is divisive by nature. 
Truth, by its very nature, is separate from error. And as I’ve heard it said before, “It’s more 
important to be divided by truth than united by error.” 

‣ We just have to be careful to distinguish which truths (which doctrines) are 
worth dividing over. Albert Mohler advises that Christians pick up the discipline of 
“theological triage”, learning how to distinguish the seriousness and urgency of 
doctrinal matters.   1


❖ Basically there are three levels of doctrine: primary, secondary, and tertiary. Primary 

doctrines are those that are most central and essential to the Christian faith. We’re 
talking about the Trinity, the full deity and humanity of Christ, his blood atonement for sin, 
his resurrection, the new birth, justification by faith, the perfection and authority of Scripture.  

‣ If you take a look at our church’s statement of faith, it pretty much covers all the 
primary doctrines. It could be a bit more robust, but overall it’s a summary. If you end 
up denying these Christian doctrines, you’ll end up denying Christianity itself. 

❖ So if you and I don’t see eye-to-eye on these things, then we should divide. That doesn’t 
mean we can’t be friends. I can disagree with you without being disagreeable. I can think 
you’re wrong on matters of eternal significance without thinking the worst of you. 

‣ In fact, it would be love that compels me to make our doctrinal differences clear, so 
that you won’t be fooled into thinking that you’re a Christian, that your Jesus is the 
real Jesus. If he’s not the Jesus handed down to us from John and the apostles, then 
he’s not the a true savior who can truly save.  

• To gloss over our differences on primary doctrines would be unloving. If I 
truly believe your eternity is on the line, then love compels me to divide over 
these things that you might see truth from error. 

❖ So if we’re drawing a line between the Church and the world it would be at primary 
doctrines. But then there are secondary doctrines. The difference here is that fellow 
Christians can legitimately disagree on these matters.  

‣ The doctrines in this category are not essential to the Gospel itself, but they still 
create significant boundaries between different churches and denominations because 
they’re essential to the right ordering and mission of a church. These would include a 
church’s view of baptism, of how to structure the leadership, of having female pastors 
and elders, of how and how much to engage popular culture, etc.  

❖ I believe each local church should take a position on these doctrines. Not just for the sake of 
being right, but for the sake of the mission of the church – preaching the Gospel, reaching the 
lost, making disciples. We want to put our heart and energy into these things without 
being distracted or hindered by internal arguments over secondary matters.  

�  See online: http://www.albertmohler.com/2005/07/12/a-call-for-theological-triage-and-christian-maturity/1
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‣ Like-minded Christians should congregate together to advance the church’s mission, 
and all the while never disparaging or refusing to partner with other churches that 
might differ on these secondary doctrines. So yes, doctrine still divides in these cases, 
but I hope you see the good necessity of such divisions. 

❖ And finally there are tertiary doctrines. These would be doctrines that even Christians in the 
same church can disagree on and likely will. The right ordering and mission of the church 
won’t be largely impacted if even the pastors and elders disagreed with each other on these 
points. This would include your view on end times chronology or the age of the earth. I’d 
also include your worship style preferences. 

‣ These are doctrines of which we should simply agree to disagree. We shouldn’t allow 
tertiary matters to cause any division between us. They're just not worth it. 

❖ And the key here is knowing which doctrines fall under which category. It’s important to 
know which doctrines you ought to hold tightly in a fist. Which ones are you willing to 
fight for, perhaps even die for? But then which doctrines do hold loosely in an open hand, 
so that you’re willing to extend a hand of fellowship to fellow brothers and sisters in Christ?  

‣ Theological liberalism fails in discernment when it treats primary doctrines with 
tertiary importance and refuses to make necessary divisions. Fundamentalism, on the 
other hand, tends towards the opposite error. It raises tertiary doctrines to primary 
importance so that it’s too quick to divide and often over the wrong things. 

• Everyone’s doctrine divides at some point. You have to make sure your 
doctrine is dividing the right things.  

Doctrine Unites
❖ But just as doctrine divides, we should follow that up with an affirmation of how doctrine is 

able to unite. Look again at v6. “We are from God. Whoever knows God listens to us; 
whoever is not from God does not listen to us.” 

‣ I want you to focus on the “we” in that sentence. It refers to John and the apostles, but 
by extension it would include anyone who listens to what he has to say. That would 
include us.  

• The point is if you and I listen to the teaching of the apostles – if we believe in 
biblical, sound doctrine – then you and I share a deep unity as those who are 
from God. We are children of God. 

❖ In v4 John calls us little children. “Little children, you are from God and have overcome 
them, for he who is in you is greater than he who is in the world.” We see here that the unity 
we share is rooted in the common Spirit who dwells in each and every Christian, protecting 
us from error and deception and enabling us to know the truth. 

‣ The Spirit is greater than the spirit of the antichrist. And it is because of him and 
through him, that we have overcome the spirit of error (cf. 2:13-14). 
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❖ I wonder if you've experienced the sweetness of Christian unity. It's pretty amazing when you 
consider just how different we are. Even with the strong ethnic ties that many of us share, the 
truth is we're all pretty different. We have different backgrounds, different upbringings, 
different ages, different callings, different abilities, different passions, different tastes, 
different hobbies, different politics, different interests, different senses of humor.  

‣ And yet in spite of all our differences, we share a unity that runs deeper than blood. 
We share a common Spirit, a common faith, a common set of convictions, a common 
doctrine, a common confession. 

• Together we believe in one God, the Father, the Almighty, maker of heaven 
and earth . . . We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ, the only Son of God, 
eternally begotten of the Father . . . For us and for our salvation he came 
down from heaven: by the power of the Holy Spirit he became incarnate from 
the Virgin Mary, and was made man. . . . We believe in the Holy Spirit, the 
Lord, the giver of life. 

❖ This is doctrine. This is what matters. This is what sets us apart. This is what binds us 
together. And the deeper we go together in our doctrine, the deeper the experience of our 
unity. We're commanded in Scripture to make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit 
(Eph. 4:3), and one way to do that is to deepen our doctrine together.  

‣ So I challenge you, as a couple or family or small group, to take the Nicene Creed (or 
just our church's statement of faith) and to identify one doctrine that you're not as 
familiar with and then to dig deep and commit to learning it together.  

• The deeper the root, the stronger the tree, and the more fruitful its branches. 
Let's dig deep, brothers and sisters.  


