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Listening to the Spirit
God Living in You: Part 1
1 John 3:24-4:6      11-30-2008

Summary: The Spirit is a wonderful gift, from Whom we receive assurance. 3:24 summarizes chapter 3 and introduces chapter 4 (God remaining in us). You need validation for that, because the subjective experiences prove nothing by themselves. We know they are valid only by the Holy Spirit. So there is a need for discernment because not every spirit is from God. The spirit of Antichrist (Satan) speaks through false prophets. And the way to discern is to listen to whether they confess Christ (confession requires genuineness and doctrinal accuracy). As of now we are victorious due to the power of the Spirit. Who you listen to demonstrates what is in your heart. So our listening to the Spirit shows us to be His children. 
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24 Those who keep his commands remain in him, and he in them. And this is how we know that he remains in us: We know it by the Spirit he gave us. 
4:1 Dear friends, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God, because many false prophets have gone out into the world. 2 This is how you can recognize the Spirit of God: Every spirit that confesses that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God, 3 but every spirit that does not confess Jesus is not from God. This is the spirit of the antichrist, which you have heard is coming and even now is already in the world. 4 You, dear children, are from God and have overcome them, because the one who is in you is greater than the one who is in the world. 5 They are from the world and therefore speak from the viewpoint of the world, and the world listens to them. 6 We are from God, and whoever knows God listens to us; but whoever is not from God does not listen to us. This is how we recognize the Spirit of truth and the spirit of falsehood.
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INTRODUCTION: Assurance by the Spirit V.24

24 Those who keep his commands remain in him, and he in them. And this is how we know that he remains in us: We know it by the Spirit he gave us. 
The gift of the Spirit
Of all the things in the Christian life that could make you happy, one that God expects us to be especially excited about is the gift of the Holy Spirit. There should be special feelings of joy that warm our hearts when we call to mind the fact that we have been given the Holy Spirit of God. Having the Holy Spirit in you should be one of your absolute favorite parts of the whole Christian life. I think it is fascinating to compare Mt.7:11 with Lk.11:13. Those are two accounts of Jesus teaching us to pray by reminding us of how eager God the Father is to bless us. 

Matthew 7:11 If you, then, though you are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father in heaven give good gifts to those who ask him!
Luke 11:13 If you then, though you are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father in heaven give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!"

In place of “good gifts” he puts “the Holy Spirit.”  The way God delivers good gifts to us is through the Holy Spirit. The summary and the climax of all the blessings we receive from heaven is the gift of the Holy Spirit. It should be one of our favorite parts of our whole existence. 
But for many Christians it is not, because it is so hard to get a grasp of what it even means to have the Holy Spirit. You cannot see Him or hear Him or touch Him, so how do you enjoy having Him in you? Is it just totally through knowledge? The Bible tells you He is there doing good things, so you believe it? Kind of like your liver – you have never seen it, you cannot feel it, but you are told it is there and it is doing some great things for you? Is that how we appreciate having the Holy Spirit? Or are there some actual experiences we can have of the Spirit in us? And if so, what are they? And how do you know for sure they are from the Holy Spirit? Do you have to go by some feeling in your gut, or is there a more objective way of knowing? And what does all that have to do with the obedience and assurance John has been talking about in chapter 3?
These are very important questions to answer because there is so much that God expects of you with regard to your interactions with the Holy Spirit. He expects you to  walk in the Spirit and to be filled by the Spirit and to be led by the Spirit, to yield to the Spirit and not grieve or quench the Spirit and to pray in the Spirit and to utilize the gifts of the Spirit in the power of the Spirit. It is of vital importance that we understand what it means to have these kinds of interactions with the Spirit.
What, exactly, is God’s role in our obedience? Does God sit detached in heaven sending down commands and leaving us totally on our own to sink or swim? No. What about the other extreme - does God manipulate us against our will like robots to force us to do what He wants done? No. So what is there in between those two? What is the connection between God and us? The connection between God in heaven and us on earth is the ministry of the Holy Spirit dwelling inside us and our interactions with Him. And now John’s going to show us how that works.
Verse 24 as Review
The last verse of chapter 3 is one of John’s typical transition verses. It summarizes John’s whole argument in chapter 3, and introduces chapter 4 at the same time. So let’s look at his summary and then his introduction so we can understand the connection between chapter 3 and chapter 4.

Obedience
Chapter 3 is all about the unbreakable connection between being born of God and keeping His commands. You cannot separate those. And John says that again here in v.24. 

24 Those who keep his commands remain in him, and he in them.

There is no such thing as a Christian who does not obey God, because when God gives you new life He gives you something that touches every part of your being, including your will.

Titus 2:12 [His grace] teaches us to say "No" to ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives …13 while we wait for the blessed hope…Jesus Christ, 14 who gave himself for us to redeem us from all wickedness and to purify for himself a people that are his very own, eager to do what is good.

He died not just to make us forgiven but also to make us eager to do what is good. That was a promise the Father made to the Son from way back. Ps.110 is a statement from God the Father to the coming Messiah in which the Father promises His son followers who will makes themselves a freewill offering. (Ps.110:3) Our more extreme Calvinist friends deny there is such a thing as free will. And we do not have free will in the sense of total autonomy and self-determination that rises higher than God’s ultimate sovereignty over all things. But it goes way too far to say that there is no sense in which we have free will. Our free will is an important part of the gift from the Father to the Son. We make ourselves freewill offerings, eager to obey Him because we love His will. That is what His grace accomplishes in us.
And that is why unwillingness to do what is good is such proof of not having life from God. A true believer is not just someone who conforms to a certain code of ethics. He or she is someone who loves that path because that path reflects the heart of God.

Psalm 112:1 Blessed is the man who … finds great delight in his commands.

Assurance
And when you have the love in your heart for God’s commands (His will), then you have assurance of salvation, which is another major emphasis in chapter 3. In fact, verses 19-24 are an assurance sandwich. Look at v.19 – This is how we will know we are of the truth…
And v.24 - this is how we know that he remains in us….
You need assurance to have confidence in the promises
Why is it so important that we have assurance of our salvation? You need assurance of your salvation not just to have a healthy psychological equilibrium; assurance is a crucial ingredient to fellowship with God. We know that the whole sanctification process is by faith in God’s promises, right? You escape the corruption of the world by trusting in God’s great and precious promises (2 Pe.1:4). But those promises only apply to true children of God. And so if you are not certain you are a child of God then you cannot be sure those promises apply to you. So not being sure of your salvation short-circuits the entire sanctification process. In your effort to overcome sin and grow in virtue – what is the method for pulling that off? Faith. Acts 26:18 says we are sanctified by faith. 2 Cor.1:24 it is by faith that you stand firm. All the righteous deeds performed in Hebrews 11 were all done by faith.	God made faith in His promises the method for having success in obeying Him because that method brings glory to Him rather than to us. If you have success in obeying God by working up a lot of self-discipline, that would bring glory to you. But if your method is faith in His great and precious promises; that method brings glory to Him as the one whose promises are wonderful and who is faithful to fulfill them.
How do I overcome greed and stinginess? By trusting in His promises to supply my needs and reward me for generosity. If I really believe that promise, that will free me up to be generous. But in order for it to work I have to be convinced that His promise to provide for His children will prove true in my case. But the promise is only for His children, so if it is questionable whether I’m one of His children then I can’t be sure the promise will apply for me. That means I can’t fully count on it, and that short-circuits the entire sanctification process.
This book has so much to say about the importance of nearness to God and fellowship with Him.
And so much of that is dependent upon your confidence that you are accepted by God and pleasing to Him. That is why self-condemnation is a bad thing, and that is why assurance is such a good thing. And it is one reason why lack of assurance destroys your prayer life as we found last time.
Verse 24 as an Introduction
So that is the review part of v.24. Now let’s look at the introduction part. John has a lot of different ways of referring to salvation. Walking in the light; Being born of God; Knowing God; Loving God; Having fellowship with God; Having eternal life or life from God; Being in God; Having God in you; Being of the truth; Remaining in God and God remaining in you. Each one of those teaches us something about what it means to be a Christian. None of those are true in any measure of unbelievers, and all of them are true in varying measures for every believer. And one of the things John is going to do in chapter 4 is develop the last one in that list – God remaining in you. 
Go back for a second to the assurance sandwich. 

19 This then is how we will know we are of the truth…
But when he repeats the thought in v.24 he says this is how we know that he remains in us…
That is the focus in chapter 4 – God remaining in us.

4:12 …if we love one another, God remains in us
13 We know that we remain in him and he in us, because he has given us of his Spirit. 
15 If anyone confesses that Jesus is the Son of God, God remains in him and he in God. 
16 …Whoever remains in love remains in God, and God in him.

The meaning of remaining
So let’s refresh our memory on the meaning of this word “remain.” It is a word that can be used a lot of different ways, but when it is used of people the idea is of either lodging with someone at their home, or keeping someone company and offering yourself to that person in fellowship. So to remain in God means to be in His presence, consciously paying attention to Him and interacting with Him.
And for God to remain in you is the same thing except from God’s perspective. Wherever you go, He is there with you. He resides with you, lives with you, keeps you company, stays with you, shares Himself with you, offers Himself to you in fellowship.
And again, that nearness is marked by a mutual interaction. It is more than just having an awareness that God is here. It is an actual 2-way interchange with God. Some things go out from your heart to God’s heart and some things come from God’s heart to your heart. You offer Him prayers and requests, and He responds by giving you grace and help and answers to your prayers. You speak to Him in prayer and He speaks to you by opening your eyes to understand various things in His Word, the Bible. He offers you guidance as you walk through your day; you respond by following Him where He leads. He pricks your conscience with guilt over sin; you respond with repentance and turning back to Him. You offer Him your troubled heart; He responds with comfort and peace. You lift up your empty cup of need; He responds by filling it with strength or wisdom or money or whatever resource you need. He provides you with food or shelter or some other provision; you respond back with gratitude. He opens your eyes to some wonderful aspect of His glory; you respond with expressions of delight in Him and love for Him. You offer Him worship; He responds by giving you a sense that your worship was accepted. He stings you with His rod in chastisement over sin; you respond by renewing your fear of Him and submitting to his will. All of that is what it means to remain in God and have God remain in you - Continual, conscious, intentional, personal 2-way interactions with God.

The Spirit assures us of remaining
Now, look again at v.24.

24 …this is how we know that he remains in us: We know it by the Spirit he gave us. 

John is showing us how we can have proof that God is remaining in us. Now, at first that may sound a little strange. Why do you need proof that God is remaining in you? Isn’t it kind of self-evident?
Some of our Charismatic friends might have expected this to read the other way around – your fellowship with God proves you have the Holy Spirit. They say, “How do I know for sure if I have the Spirit? I know I have the Holy Spirit because He speaks to me and guides me and empowers me, and He walks with me and talks with me and tells me I am His own. I have all this fellowship with Him and that is  proof that I have the Spirit.” They say the inner, subjective experiences you have with God – that is what proves you have the Spirit.
But John says it the other way around. You know you have subjective experiences with God because of the Spirit. And they might say, “That doesn’t make sense. Why do I need proof that I have those experiences?
If I am experiencing it, of course I have it!” But John is teaching us here that your experiences are not proof of anything. You cannot know for sure that you are having fellowship with God simply by the nature of your inner, subjective experiences. Those do not prove anything – they need to be validated by something else.
And the same goes for evaluating a teacher or a particular doctrine.  Don’t ever assess whether a teacher or preacher or writer is from God or not from God by how much sense he seems to make. When your sinful flesh really wants to believe that some sin is justified, then when a false teacher comes along and says it is, your flesh will say, “That guy makes the most sense of anyone I’ve heard.” You cannot trust your feelings about what’s from God and what isn’t. 

THE NEED TO DISCERN: The existence of false prophets 4:1

Why is that? Why is there a need for discernment? Why are my experiences of God in my heart not adequate proof in and of themselves that I am saved? Or if I have a gut feeling deep down that what a guy is saying is really from God – why can’t I go by that gut feeling?  Because there are lying spirits out there.

1 Dear friends, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God

Whether it be a feeling in your heart, and impression, or a doctrine, or a teacher or preacher, you have to use discernment before you decide if it is from God, because not every spirit is from God.
And it is not good discernment to just look at the immediate fruit and try to decide from that. Satan dresses himself up to look like the Holy Spirit (2 Cor.11:14 – and angel of light). People say all the time, “I heard an inner voice, and I know it was from God because it moved me toward godliness.” Or “That preacher is definitely from God, because people are coming to faith in Christ through him.” Does that prove it is from God? No. That is exactly the kind of thing Satan does when he masquerades as an angel of light. That is why so many people fall for it. Satan is happy to do those kinds of things in the short term in order to gain your ear. So no inner, subjective feeling – no matter how good it seems to be, is by itself proof that it is from God.
How does the Holy Spirit do it? By communicating truth to us through the Word
So what is adequate proof? How can you tell for sure if your experiences are genuine?

Believing the spirits

1 Dear friends, do not believe every spirit

What does it mean to believe a spirit? So who are these spirits and how do they communicate with you? John answers the question of who the spirits are in v.3.

3 every spirit that does not confess Jesus is not from God. This is the spirit of the antichrist

We’re actually only really dealing with two spirits here – the Holy Spirit and the spirit of the antichrist. And John has made it pretty clear already in this epistle that the spirit of the antichrist is Satan. So the two spirits are the Holy Spirit and Satan. And both are communicating things to you and both want you to believe what they are communicating.
But how do they communicate?

4:1 Dear friends, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God, because many false prophets have gone out into the world. 

They speak through human mouthpieces. Satan (the spirit of the antichrist) speaks through false prophets. And the Holy Spirit speaks through John and the rest of the Apostles. 

6 We (John and the other the Apostles) are from God, and whoever knows God listens to us

Both spirits speak through people. The way a spirit communicates an idea to you is by using the mouth of some human being. And the human mouthpieces so accurately communicate what the spirits are saying that John speaks as though those human mouthpieces were the spirits.
The role of feelings
And the feelings and experiences you have inside your heart may be a product of believing the things that are coming from the spirit of the antichrist, or they may be coming from the Spirit of God. When you have a sense of peace or joy or love or whatever – that could have come from something good or it could have come from something bad masquerading as something good.
That is why it is so dangerous to make your feelings and subjective experiences the determiners of truth. You test a doctrine or a practice or an experience by how you feel. If you have a sense of peace about it – it is from God. If you feel uneasy, then it is not. When you fall into that kind of error you will not think something is from the devil unless it is obviously evil.
If that is your approach – if you determine whether something is from God or not by the feeling you have in your heart about it - you will swallow it hook, line, and sinker when Satan masquerades as an angel of light. So that is the wrong approach. But the solution to that error is not to turn around and say, “You can’t trust your feelings, and therefore feelings are irrelevant. Feelings don’t matter at all. If you have some good feelings, that is some icing on the cake, but the presence or absence of feelings does not really mean much of anything.”
That is also a very damaging error. Feelings are incredibly important. The greatest commandment is love, and there is no love without delight and desire and a number of other feelings. 
The solution to the error of determining truth by means of feelings is not to reject the importance of feelings. The solution to the error of determining truth by means of feelings is to realize that it is backwards. You don’t interpret truth by means of feelings and experiences; you interpret feelings and experiences by means of truth.

THE WAY TO DISCERN: Test the spirits VV.2-4
Confessing spirits are from God 4:2
So, there is a need for discernment because not every spirit is from God. There are false teachers out there. So you say, “OK, I see the need for discernment, so how is it done? How do I do it?” And so in v.2 John shows us the way to discern.

Confess Christ (allegiance)
You begin by looking at what they confess about Christ.

2 This is how you can recognize the Spirit of God: Every spirit that confesses that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God. 3 but every spirit that does not confess Jesus is not from God. There are two ways to confess something. You can confess that a fact is true, or you can confess a person. You can confess that a fact about Christ is true, or you can confess Christ. Confessing the fact means wholeheartedly affirming your belief that that fact is true. Confessing the person means wholeheartedly affirming your allegiance to that person. And John talks about both kinds in this book.
2:23 No one who denies the Son can have the Father; he who confesses the Son has the Father as well.
4:15 Whoever confesses that Jesus is the Son of God-- God remains in him and he in God.
In chapter 2 he talks about confessing Christ and in chapter 4 he talks about confessing that a certain fact about Christ is true. And the most basic way to tell which kind of confession the writer has in mind is to look for the word “that” after the word “confess.” If it is “confess that…” then it is probably talking about acknowledging a fact, and if it is “confess him” then it is probably talking about professing allegiance. In this verse (4:2) the NIV inserts the word “that” after “confess,” but that is not in the Greek. I believe that is a mistake. 

The literal translation would sound this way: 

“Every spirit that confesses Jesus Christ having come in flesh is from God.”

It is not so much that they confess the fact that Jesus Christ came in the flesh, but rather they confess the incarnate Christ Himself. To confess Christ means to profess allegiance to Him. And that is  why in the next verse John does not repeat the “in the flesh” part, because the main point is the confessing Christ part.

Two requirements for confession: truth and genuineness 
So everyone who confesses Christ is from God. But is that really true? How can John say that when Jesus said,

Matthew 7:22-23 Many will say to me on that day, 'Lord, Lord … 23 I will tell them plainly, 'I never knew you. Away from me, you evildoers!'

Millions of people verbalize their allegiance to Christ who are not saved. Is John trying to tell us that if stopped a guy on the street and said I’ll pay you $50 if you profess the name of Christ and he does it that that guy is automatically saved regardless of what is in his heart? No. When a person verbalizes a positive statement about Jesus, there are two requirements in order for that to qualify as an actual confession.
Heartfelt
First, it has to come from the heart. We have already seen this word “confess” twice in 1 John – in 1:9 and 2:23. And both times we found that that confession is something you do with your heart, not just your mouth. If you say all the right things but you don’t have a disposition of heart that matches what you are saying, then what you are saying is worse than worthless.
Have you ever seen two kids get into a fight “SHUT UP DINGBAT!” “YOU SHUT UP BLOCKHEAD!” And the mom comes and breaks it up and says, “OK, now say you’re sorry.” “SORRY!… dingbat” Is that a reconciled relationship? Just spitting out the word “sorry” is meaningless. 
And we do the same thing as adults. Your wife nags you and nags you and finally you say, “Alright, alright – I’m sorry already. I did it. It was sin. I admit it – OK? Geesh!” That is  not confession. In order for it to be confession it has to be accompanied by a disposition of heart that matches the words.
If you’re yelling at someone or arguing with them while you’re confessing your sin, you’re probably not really confessing your sin.
And that same principle applies to confession of allegiance. If you say with your mouth that Jesus is Lord but you have no disposition of heart to submit to His authority, you’re not really confessing. 
True
So the first requirement for something to qualify as confession is it has to come from the heart. The other requirement is it must be true. That is why John throws in that phrase “in the flesh.” 
Obviously that is not the only thing they have to get right about Jesus. Some of the gnostic teachers were saying the Christ could never have become human flesh, because they believed spirit was good and flesh was bad. They were teaching that the Christ spirit landed on Jesus at His baptism and left Him just before His death. Others were teaching that Jesus was a phantom. Others were saying He wasn’t the Son of God. They had a lot of wrong ideas about Jesus. And John doesn’t bring all of them up every time he refers to the false teaching. He usually just mentions one of them as a kind of shorthand to refer to all of it. So when you see John referring to Jesus and the Christ, or Son of God, or having come in the flesh, or any of that – that is what he is getting at.
The point is you have to confess the truth about Christ. Millions of people claim to be Christian, but they reject the truth about Him. Mormons call themselves Christians, but they confess a Jesus who was a created being and who is Satan’s brother. Muslims believe in a Jesus who never died on the cross and who was not God. Jewish people believe in a Jesus who was a mere man, and who was not the Messiah. Many people in our culture believe in a Jesus who will morph Himself into any religion and who would never send anyone to hell and who accepts anybody and everybody unconditionally. What happens to people like that – who do not accept all the Jesus said about Himself?

John 8:24 If you do not believe that I am the one I claim to be, you will indeed die in your sins.

It does not do any good to confess Jesus Christ as your lord and savior if you don’t accept His claims about Himself. And He claimed to be eternal, creator God in human flesh, and He claimed to be the one and only way to salvation. So for something to qualify as confession it must not only be genuine, it must also be accurate. 

The Antichrist  v.3b

3 …This is the [spirit] of the antichrist, which you have heard is coming and even now is already in the world.

Once again John draws the connection between those who reject the truth about Jesus Christ now and the final, end times conflict between Christ and the Antichrist. He keeps reminding us of this cosmic war. Opposition to the truth about Jesus is not incidental.  In chapter 3 John made the point that living in unrepentant sin is treason in the war between God and Satan, and now he makes the same point about failure to embrace the truth about Jesus Christ. You can commit treason in the way you live and you can commit treason in what you believe. Both are treason because the gospel has two parts. Remember v.23 in chapter 3?

3:23 And this is his command: to believe in the name of his Son, Jesus Christ, and to love one another as he commanded us.

The gospel requires a certain belief and a certain response in your life. And if either one is missing, then you are on the wrong side in the war between God and Satan.

The One in us is greater v.4

So John is warning his reads not to fall for the doctrines of the false teachers.  But alongside the warning is some encouragement. 

4 You, dear children, are from God and have overcome them, because the one who is in you is greater than the one who is in the world. 

They were in danger of succumbing to the false teachers, so John gives them the warning, but as of the time of the writing of 1 John they hadn’t yet succumbed, and so John can call them overcomers. The enemy tries to draw you in to error, and you resist – that is overcoming. And at this point the readers were overcoming. And, I trust, we are as well.
The battle is not over yet, which is why we need these warnings. But as of now we definitely have the upper hand. It is just like what he said chapter 2. In vv.12-17 he says, “I’m writing to you because you have overcome the evil one.” And then he immediately goes on to say, “Do not love the world or anything in the world…” You have overcome Satan. You have your foot on his neck.  All you have to do now is avoid falling in love with him and his world.
More powerful – no dualism 
And the reason you have your foot on his neck – the reason you have not caved in to the false teaching and the enticements of the world while others have, is because of the power of God in you. The one who is in you (the Holy Spirit of God) is more powerful than the enemy. You see, the Bible does not teach dualism. Dualism is the idea that there is a good force and an evil force and the two forces are equal in strength. But that is  not the case. Satan is incredibly powerful, but the Holy Spirit, who lives in you, is infinitely more powerful.
Most of us know what it is like to have our heart so entwined into some sin that it seems like giving that thing up would be absolutely impossible. Doing the right thing seems like it is just beyond our ability. But that is never the case, because greater is He who is in you than he who is in the world. You would not be a Christian right now if it were not for His superior power. Any belief you have of the truth in your heart is due to the Holy Spirit overpowering Satan.
When we see this word “greater” here it reminds us that we saw that same word a few verses earlier.  What did John say God was greater than last week? (3:20 – your condemning heart) God is greater than your condemning heart and greater than the spirit of the antichrist. The Holy Spirit provides all the power you need to resist attacks from without and attacks from within.

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF DISCERNING (determines whether you are saved) vv.5-6

Now, at this point we might expect vv.5,6 to say, “Therefore, don’t listen to them. They are not from God, therefore don’t fall for their message.” And that is implied, but that is  not the main point John is getting at here. John’s purpose in v.5 is not mainly to give a command about who we should listen to, but rather to make a statement about who we do listen to. He wants to make a point about which people tend to listen to which teachers.
He showed us the need for discernment and the way to discern, and now in vv.5-6 we see the significance of discernment. Who you listen to says something very important about you. You can tell a whole lot about the condition of your heart by who catches your ear and who does not. The world listens to them v.5

5 They are from the world and therefore speak from the viewpoint of the world, and the world listens to them. 

The fact that they speak from the viewpoint of the world makes their teaching palatable to the world. These preachers fill huge venues every Sunday – entire stadiums in some cases. People come to their churches by the tens of thousands because their ideas are formulated by natural human reasoning, and therefore it is acceptable and pleasing to worldly ears. From an earthly point of view it makes much better sense than the truth of the Scriptures. Knowers of God listen to us v.6

6 We are from God, and whoever knows God listens to us; but whoever is not from God does not listen to us.
The we here is the Apostles, who wrote the NT. Every true Christian listens to God’s Word.

We are attracted to the teachers we are attracted to because of what is in our hearts. Again, that is  why there are so many statements in the OT about not just learning God’s Word and obeying God’s Word, but loving it and delighting in it. The power of God’s grace and the effect of new birth plants a deep desire and craving for the will of God as expressed in His Word. It becomes your food and drink, and you love it.
And the world is that some way towards worldly, satanic, antichristian ideas.  When one preacher gains a greater hearing than another preacher else it is not always because he’s more persuasive. It may just be because there are more people out there whose hearts want to hear that first guy’s message. The measure of success in ministry is never how many people come. The measure of success is which people come. A ministry that attracts 50 people who love the Word of God is more successful than a ministry that attracts 50,000 people who love this world. If you build a mega church by attracting the people whose hearts are inclined toward the gospel, that is great. But if you build a mega church by attracting people whose hearts are inclined to this world, you have not built a church.  You have just drawn a crowd. You have not done anything different than what the Denver Broncos do every week. That is  one reason why we oppose the strategy of using entertainment to attract unbelievers and then giving them the gospel. The biblical approach is to use the gospel to attract the unbelievers who are being drawn by the Holy Spirit.

Conclusion: Assurance comes when the Spirit opens your eyes to the truth of the Gospel

Now at this point you might be thinking, “OK Darrell, you have talked about the Holy Spirit, and discernment, assurance, spiritual warfare, the antichrist, and it is all very interesting – but how does it all fit together? What is this section of Scripture actually about? Is there a unified message here?” Yes, and now that we have a good understanding of all the pieces let’s see if we can put them all together and see the big picture.
The most basic ministry of the Holy Spirit in our hearts is a ministry of enlightenment. He opens our eyes to be able to see the truth in His Word. At the beginning of the sermon I asked a series of questions about how the Holy Spirit works in your heart. How do we avoid the error of just imagining something in our heads and then calling it the Holy Spirit? How do you know if it is really Him?
The answer is in v.6. This is how you know the difference between the truth of God and the counterfeit from Satan: by listening to the Apostles.  You discern whether someone is inspired by the Holy Spirit or by the spirit of the Antichrist by whether that teacher agrees with the Apostles (and the rest of Scripture). And to do that you need what Scripture calls illumination. Illumination is when the Holy Spirit turns on the lights and shows you something.
And the crucial thing to remember is this: When the Holy Spirit opens your eyes He opens them to see what is there, not what isn’t there. If the Spirit is going to guide me in a particular circumstance – if He is going to lead me to do something, He does it my opening my eyes to see a principle in Scripture, and enlightening my heart to see how that principle applies to this decision I am having to make. He is not showing me anything that was not already there. The principle was there all along – I just didn’t see it until the Holy Spirit turned on his flashlight and shined it on that particular truth. 
So if someone comes to me and says, “God is leading me to move to Florida,” I will respond by saying, “What principles in Scripture did He show you that makes you sure that is the wisest move for you right now?” And if they respond by saying, “I woke up this morning and my Bible just flopped open to Gn.13:14 - 

Genesis 13:14 The LORD said to Abram … "Lift up your eyes from where you are and look to …the south…”

I will say – “That verse does not mean everyone should move to the south. What you are claiming to get out of it is not even there. There is no principle there that says it is wise to move to Florida.” And so I know it wasn’t the Holy Spirit is leading because the Holy Spirit illumines us by showing us what is there, not what isn’t there in His Word.
Now, on the other hand, suppose they take me to… 
Psalm 1:1-2 Blessed is the man who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked or stand in the way of sinners or sit in the seat of mockers. 2 But his delight is in the law of the LORD

And they say, “Here in Colorado I have a lot of old friends who are a really bad influence on me. But in Florida I have godly friends who point my affections to the Lord.” And the Holy Spirit showed me this morning by pointing me to the principle in Ps.1 and waking me up to how it applies to this situation. That I will accept as the leading of the Spirit. Because if the Spirit shows you something that is there, if it is really there then you should be able to show it to someone else.
That is the way the Holy Spirit works in your heart. And what does that have to do with assurance? The assurance that you are truly saved comes from the fact that the Holy Spirit has shined His floodlight on the gospel, and enabled you to see it and embrace it as true. You know you are saved because you wholeheartedly believe the gospel. You would not believe the gospel if it were not for the enlightening work of the Holy Spirit. The fact that you can see it as true, and you are willing to submit to it and obey it – that is  the work of the Holy Spirit in you.
Remember v.23 in chapter 3 where John summarized the whole gospel?

3:23 And this is his command: to believe in the name of his Son, Jesus Christ, and to love one another as he commanded us.

Two parts: faith and the life of love that results from faith. And so how can we be assured of our salvation? The answer in chapter 3 is by observing whether you have that life of love that comes from faith. And the answer in this section is by observing whether you have the faith – whether you can see the gospel as true and embrace it with your heart. That is  bomb-proof evidence of genuine salvation.  Do you believe the gospel and do you have the life of love that results from true faith? (Except John puts the love test first because he is dealing with people who thought it was possible to truly believe without any necessary impact on the way you live.)
You see, it is significant that John gives us both the positive and the negative back in vv.2, 3. If John’s only point were to teach us to use discernment so we don’t listen to false teachers he could have skipped the positive in v.2 and gone right to the negative in v.3. He could have said…

2 This is how you can recognize the Spirit of God: (then go right to v.3) every spirit that does not confess Jesus is not from God. 

The people who deny Christ are not from God. But that is  not the main point. The main point is v.2.
2 This is how you can recognize the Spirit of God: Every spirit that confesses Jesus Christ having come in the flesh is from God

If you are confessing the truth about Jesus Christ from your heart, you are from God. That is  the work of the Spirit. That is  how the Holy Spirit gives you assurance that God remains in you. That is  how you know for sure that the interactions of fellowship inside your heart are real – really God Himself remaining in you. And that assurance becomes the engine that drives sanctification – the motor that powers your ability to overcome sin in your life - that motor is bolted down to the rock-solid foundation of that assurance of your salvation, because it is that assurance that convinces your heart that all the great and precious promises God has made to His children will prove true for you - Because you are a true child of God. That assurance is the fire that keeps your fellowship with God warm, and it is the family room couch that that gives you the context in which you can boldly approach God in prayer as a child approaches his father. 

24 And this is how we know that he remains in us: We know it by the Spirit he gave us.

Benediction: 2 Cor.13:5-14   Examine yourselves to see whether you are in the faith; test yourselves. 11 Finally, brothers, Aim for perfection, listen to my appeal, be of one mind, live in peace. And the God of love and peace will be with you. 12 Greet one another with a holy kiss…14 May the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all.
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Devotionals
Day 1
1 John 3:19-24 make an assurance sandwich
 
19 – This is how we will know we are of the truth…
24 - this is how we know that he remains in us…

Why is it so important that we have assurance of our salvation? You need assurance of your salvation not just to have a healthy psychological equilibrium; assurance is a crucial ingredient to fellowship with God. We know that the whole sanctification process is by faith in God’s promises, right? You escape the corruption of the world by trusting in God’s great and precious promises (2 Pe.1:4). But those promises only apply to true children of God. And so if you are not certain you are a child of God then you cannot be sure those promises apply to you. So not being sure of your salvation short-circuits the entire sanctification process. In your effort to overcome sin and grow in virtue – what is the method for pulling that off? Faith. Acts 26:18 says we are sanctified by faith. 2 Cor.1:24 it is by faith that you stand firm. All the righteous deeds performed in Hebrews 11 were all done by faith.	God made faith in His promises the method for having success in obeying Him because that method brings glory to Him rather than to us. If you have success in obeying God by working up a lot of self-discipline, that would bring glory to you. But if your method is faith in His great and precious promises; that method brings glory to Him as the one whose promises are wonderful and who is faithful to fulfill them.
How do I overcome greed and stinginess? By trusting in His promises to supply my needs and reward me for generosity. If I really believe that promise, that will free me up to be generous. But in order for it to work I have to be convinced that His promise to provide for His children will prove true in my case. But the promise is only for His children, so if it is questionable whether I’m one of His children then I can’t be sure the promise will apply for me. That means I can’t fully count on it, and that short-circuits the entire sanctification process.

This book has so much to say about the importance of nearness to God and fellowship with Him. And so much of that is dependent upon your confidence that you are accepted by God and pleasing to Him. That is  why self-condemnation is a bad thing, and that is  why assurance is such a good thing. And it is one reason why lack of assurance destroys your prayer life as we found last time. 

John has a lot of different ways of referring to salvation. Walking in the light; Being born of God; Knowing God; Loving God; Having fellowship with God; Having eternal life or life from God; Being in God; Having God in you; Being of the truth; Remaining in God and God remaining in you. Each one of those teaches us something about what it means to be a Christian. None of those are true in any measure of unbelievers, and all of them are true in varying measures for every believer. And one of the things John is going to do in chapter 4 is develop the last one in that list – God remaining in you. 

Go back for a second to the assurance sandwich

19 This then is how we will know we are of the truth…
But when he repeats the thought in v.24 he says this is how we know that he remains in us… That is  the focus in chapter 4 – God remaining in us.

4:12 …if we love one another, God remains in us
13 We know that we remain in him and he in us, because he has given us of his Spirit. 
15 If anyone confesses that Jesus is the Son of God, God remains in him and he in God. 
16 …Whoever remains in love remains in God, and God in him.

The word “remain,” when it is used of people, refers to either lodging with someone at their home, or keeping someone company and offering yourself to that person in fellowship. So to remain in God means to be in His presence, consciously paying attention to Him and interacting with Him.

And for God to remain in you is the same thing except from God’s perspective.  Wherever you go, He’s there with you.
He resides with you, lives with you, keeps you company, stays with you, shares Himself with you, offers Himself to you in fellowship.

And again, that nearness is marked by a mutual interaction. It is more than just having an awareness that God is here. It is an actual 2-way interchange with God. Some things go out from your heart to God’s heart and some things come from God’s heart to your heart. You offer Him prayers and requests, and He responds by giving you grace and help and answers to your prayers. You speak to Him in prayer and He speaks to you by opening your eyes to understand various things in His Word, the Bible. He offers you guidance as you walk through your day; you respond by following Him where He leads. He pricks your conscience with guilt over sin; you respond with repentance and turning back to Him. You offer Him your troubled heart; He responds with comfort and peace. You lift up your empty cup of need; He responds by filling it with strength or wisdom or money or whatever resource you need. He provides you with food or shelter or some other provision; you respond back with gratitude. He opens your eyes to some wonderful aspect of His glory; you respond with expressions of delight in Him and love for Him. You offer Him worship; He responds by giving you a sense that your worship was accepted. He stings you with His rod in chastisement over sin; you respond by renewing your fear of Him and submitting to his will. All of that is what it means to remain in God and have God remain in you - Continual, conscious, intentional, personal 2-way interactions with God. 




Day 2
Why is there a need for discernment? Why are my experiences of God in my heart not adequate proof in and of themselves that I am saved? Or if I have a gut feeling deep down that what a guy is saying is really from God – why can’t I go by that gut feeling? Because there are lying spirits out there. 

1 Dear friends, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God

Whether it be a feeling in your heart, and impression, or a doctrine, or a teacher or preacher, you have to use discernment before you decide if it is from God, because not every spirit is from God.

And it is not good discernment to just look at the immediate fruit and try to decide from that. Satan dresses himself up to look like the Holy Spirit (2 Cor.11:14 – and angel of light).  People say all the time, “I heard an inner voice, and I know it was from God because it moved me toward godliness.” Or “That preacher is definitely from God, because people are coming to faith in Christ through him.” Does that prove it is from God? No. That is exactly the kind of thing Satan does when he masquerades as an angel of light. That is  why so many people fall for it. Satan is happy to do those kinds of things in the short term in order to gain your ear. So no inner, subjective feeling – no matter how good it seems to be, is by itself proof that it is from God. 

So what is adequate proof? How can you tell for sure if your experiences are genuine? Look at 4:1 one more time.

1 Dear friends, do not believe every spirit

What does it mean to believe a spirit? Who are these spirits and how do they communicate with you? John answers the question of who the spirits are in v.3. 

3 every spirit that does not confess Jesus is not from God. This is the spirit of the antichrist

We are actually only really dealing with two spirits here – the Holy Spirit and the spirit of the antichrist. And John has made it pretty clear already in this epistle that the spirit of the antichrist is Satan. So the two spirits are the Holy Spirit and Satan. And both are communicating things to you and both want you to believe what they are communicating.

But how do they communicate?

4:1 Dear friends, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God, because many false prophets have gone out into the world. 

They speak through human mouthpieces. Satan (the spirit of the antichrist) speaks through false prophets. And the Holy Spirit speaks through John and the rest of the Apostles. 

6 We (John and the other the Apostles) are from God, and whoever knows God listens to us

Both spirits speak through people. The way a spirit communicates an idea to you is by using the mouth of some human being. And the human mouthpieces so accurately communicate what the spirits are saying that John speaks as though those human mouthpieces were the spirits. 

And the feelings and experiences you have inside your heart may be a product of believing the things that are coming from the spirit of the antichrist, or they may be coming from the Spirit of God. When you have a sense of peace or joy or love or whatever – that could have come from something good or it could have come from something bad masquerading as something good.

That is why it is so dangerous to make your feelings and subjective experiences the determiners of truth. You test a doctrine or a practice or an experience by how you feel. If you have a sense of peace about it – it is from God. If you feel uneasy, then it is not. When you fall into that kind of error you won’t think something is from the devil unless it is obviously evil.

If that is your approach – if you determine whether something is from God or not by the feeling you have in your heart about it - you will swallow it hook, line, and sinker when Satan masquerades as an angel of light. So that is  the wrong approach.  But the solution to that error is not to turn around and say, “You can’t trust your feelings, and therefore feelings are irrelevant.  Feelings don’t matter at all. If you have some good feelings, that is  some icing on the cake, but the presence or absence of feelings does not really mean much of anything.”

That is also a very damaging error. Feelings are incredibly important. The greatest commandment is love, and there is no love without delight and desire and a number of other feelings. 

The solution to the error of determining truth by means of feelings is not to reject the importance of feelings. The solution to the error of determining truth by means of feelings is to realize that it is backwards. You do not interpret truth by means of feelings and experiences; you interpret feelings and experiences by means of truth.






Day 3
There is a need for discernment because not every spirit is from God. In v.2 John shows us the way to discern. You begin by looking at what they confess about Christ. 

2 Every spirit that confesses Jesus Christ having come in flesh is from God.

To confess Christ means to profess allegiance to Him. And that is  why in the next verse John does not repeat the “in the flesh” part, because the main point is the confessing Christ part.

So everyone who confesses Christ is from God. How can John say that when Jesus said,

Matthew 7:22-23 Many will say to me on that day, 'Lord, Lord … 23 I will tell them plainly, 'I never knew you. Away from me, you evildoers!'

Millions of people verbalize their allegiance to Christ who are not saved. Is John trying to tell us that if stopped a guy on the street and said I’ll pay you $50 if you profess the name of Christ and he does it that that guy is automatically saved regardless of what is in his heart?  No. When a person verbalizes a positive statement about Jesus, there are two requirements in order for that to qualify as an actual confession.

First, it has to come from the heart. We’ve already seen this word “confess” twice in 1 John – in 1:9 and 2:23. And both times we found that that confession is something you do with your heart, not just your mouth. If you say all the right things but you don’t have a disposition of heart that matches what you are saying, then what you are saying is worse than worthless.

Have you ever seen two kids get into a fight… 
“SHUT UP DINGBAT!”
“YOU SHUT UP BLOCKHEAD!”
And the mom comes and breaks it up and says, “OK, now say you’re sorry.”
“SORRY!… dingbat”
Is that a reconciled relationship? Just spitting out the word “sorry” is meaningless.

And we do the same thing as adults. Your wife nags you and nags you and finally you say, “Alright, alright – I’m sorry already. I did it. It was sin. I admit it – OK? Geesh!” That is  not confession. In order for it to be confession it has to be accompanied by a disposition of heart that matches the words. If you’re yelling at someone or arguing with them while you’re confessing your sin, you are probably not really confessing your sin.

And that same principle applies to confession of allegiance. If you say with your mouth that Jesus is Lord but you have no disposition of heart to submit to His authority, you are not really confessing. 

So the first requirement for something to qualify as confession is it has to come from the heart. The other requirement is it must be true. That is why John throws in that phrase “in the flesh.”

Obviously that is not the only thing they have to get right about Jesus. Some of the gnostic teachers were saying the Christ could never have become human flesh, because they believed spirit was good and flesh was bad. They were teaching that the Christ spirit landed on Jesus at His baptism and left Him just before His death. Others were teaching that Jesus was a phantom. Others were saying He was not the Son of God. They had a lot of wrong ideas about Jesus. And John does not bring all of them up every time he refers to the false teaching.  He usually just mentions one of them as a kind of shorthand to refer to all of it. So when you see John referring to Jesus and the Christ, or Son of God, or having come in the flesh, or any of that – that is what he is getting at.

The point is you have to confess the truth about Christ. Millions of people claim to be Christian, but they reject the truth about Him. Mormons call themselves Christians, but they confess a Jesus who was a created being and who is Satan’s brother. Muslims believe in a Jesus who never died on the cross and who wasn’t God. Jewish people believe in a Jesus who was a mere man, and who was not the Messiah. Many people in our culture believe in a Jesus who will morph Himself into any religion and who would never send anyone to hell and who accepts anybody and everybody unconditionally. What happens to people like that – who don’t accept all the Jesus said about Himself?

John 8:24 If you do not believe that I am the one I claim to be, you will indeed die in your sins.

It does not do any good to confess Jesus Christ as your lord and savior if you don’t accept His claims about Himself. And He claimed to be eternal, creator God in human flesh, and He claimed to be the one and only way to salvation. So for something to qualify as confession it must not only be genuine, it must also be accurate. 





Day 4
We might expect vv.5, 6 to say, “Therefore, do not listen to them. They are not from God, therefore don’t fall for their message.” And that is implied, but that is  not the main point John is getting at here. John’s purpose in v.5 is not mainly to give a command about who we should listen to, but rather to make a statement about who we do listen to. He wants to make a point about which people tend to listen to which teachers.

He showed us the need for discernment and the way to discern, and now in vv.5-6 we see the significance of discernment. Who you listen to says something very important about you. You can tell a whole lot about the condition of your heart by who catches your ear and who does not.

5 They are from the world and therefore speak from the viewpoint of the world, and the world listens to them. 

The fact that they speak from the viewpoint of the world makes their teaching palatable to the world. These preachers fill huge venues every Sunday – entire stadiums in some cases. People come to their churches by the tens of thousands because their ideas are formulated by natural human reasoning, and therefore it is acceptable and pleasing to worldly ears. From an earthly point of view it makes much better sense than the truth of the Scriptures.

6 We are from God, and whoever knows God listens to us; but whoever is not from God does not listen to us.

The we here is the Apostles, who wrote the NT. Every true Christian listens to God’s Word.

We are attracted to the teachers we are attracted to because of what is in our hearts. Again, that is  why there are so many statements in the OT about not just learning God’s Word and obeying God’s Word, but loving it and delighting in it. The power of God’s grace and the effect of new birth plants a deep desire and craving for the will of God as expressed in His Word. It becomes your food and drink, and you love it.

And the world is that same way towards worldly, satanic, antichristian ideas.  When one preacher gains a greater hearing than another preacher else it is not always because he’s more persuasive. It may just be because there are more people out there whose hearts want to hear that first guy’s message. The measure of success in ministry is never how many people come. The measure of success is which people come. A ministry that attracts 50 people who love the Word of God is more successful than a ministry that attracts 50,000 people who love this world. If you build a mega church by attracting the people whose hearts are inclined toward the gospel, that is great. But if you build a mega church by attracting people whose hearts are inclined to this world, you have not built a church. You’ve just drawn a crowd. You have not done anything different than what the Denver Broncos do every week. That is one reason why we oppose the strategy of using entertainment to attract unbelievers and then giving them the gospel. The biblical approach is to use the gospel to attract the unbelievers who are being drawn by the Holy Spirit.

The most basic ministry of the Holy Spirit in our hearts is a ministry of enlightenment. He opens our eyes to be able to see the truth in His Word. At the beginning of the sermon I asked a series of questions about how the Holy Spirit works in your heart. How do we avoid the error of just imagining something in our heads and then calling it the Holy Spirit? How do you know if it is really Him?

The answer is in v.6. This is how you know the difference between the truth of God and the counterfeit from Satan: by listening to the Apostles. You discern whether someone is inspired by the Holy Spirit or by the spirit of the Antichrist by whether that teacher agrees with the Apostles (and the rest of Scripture). And to do that you need what Scripture calls illumination. Illumination is when the Holy Spirit turns on the lights and shows you something.

And the crucial thing to remember is this: When the Holy Spirit opens your eyes He opens them to see what is there, not what isn’t there. If the Spirit is going to guide me in a particular circumstance – if He’s going to lead me to do something, He does it my opening my eyes to see a principle in Scripture, and enlightening my heart to see how that principle applies to this decision I’m having to make. He’s not showing me anything that wasn’t already there. The principle was there all along – I just didn’t see it until the Holy Spirit turned on his flashlight and shined it on that particular truth.
                   
So if someone comes to me and says, “God is leading me to move to Florida,” I will respond by saying, “What principles in Scripture did He show you that makes you sure that is the wisest move for you right now?” And if they respond by saying, “I woke up this morning and my Bible just flopped open to Gn.13:14 – 

Genesis 13:14 The LORD said to Abram … "Lift up your eyes from where you are and look to …the south…”

I will say – “That verse does not mean everyone should move to the south. What you are claiming to get out of it is not even there. There is no principle there that says it is wise to move to Florida.” And so I know it wasn’t the Holy Spirit is leading because the Holy Spirit illumines us by showing us what is there, not what is not there in His Word.

Now, on the other hand, suppose they take me to 

Psalm 1:1-2 Blessed is the man who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked or stand in the way of sinners or sit in the seat of mockers. 2 But his delight is in the law of the LORD

And they say, “Here in Colorado I have a lot of old friends who are a really bad influence on me. But in Florida I have godly friends who point my affections to the Lord.” And the Holy Spirit showed me this morning by pointing me to the principle in Ps.1 and waking me up to how it applies to this situation. That I will accept as the leading of the Spirit - Because if the Spirit shows you something that is there, if it is really there then you should be able to show it to someone else.

That is the way the Holy Spirit works in your heart. And what does that have to do with assurance? The assurance that you are truly saved comes from the fact that the Holy Spirit has shined His floodlight on the gospel, and enabled you to see it and embrace it as true. You know you’re saved because you wholeheartedly believe the gospel. You would not believe the gospel if it weren’t for the enlightening work of the Holy Spirit. The fact that you can see it as true, and you are willing to submit to it and obey it – that is  the work of the Holy Spirit in you.

Remember v.23 in chapter 3 where John summarized the whole gospel?

3:23 And this is his command: to believe in the name of his Son, Jesus Christ, and to love one another as he commanded us.

Two parts: faith and the life of love that results from faith. And so how can we be assured of our salvation? The answer in chapter 3 is by observing whether you have that life of love that comes from faith. And the answer in this section is by observing whether you have the faith – whether you can see the gospel as true and embrace it with your heart. That is bomb-proof evidence of genuine salvation.  Do you believe the gospel and do you have the life of love that results from true faith? (Except John puts the love test first because he’s dealing with people who thought it was possible to truly believe without any necessary impact on the way you live.)

You see, it is significant that John gives us both the positive and the negative back in vv.2, 3. If John’s only point were to teach us to use discernment so we don’t listen to false teachers he could have skipped the positive in v.2 and gone right to the negative in v.3. He could have said…

2 This is how you can recognize the Spirit of God: (then go right to v.3) every spirit that does not confess Jesus is not from God. 

The people who deny Christ are not from God.  But that is  not the main point. The main point is v.2.

2 This is how you can recognize the Spirit of God: Every spirit that confesses Jesus Christ having come in the flesh is from God
 
If you are confessing the truth about Jesus Christ from your heart, you are from God. That is the work of the Spirit. That is how the Holy Spirit gives you assurance that God remains in you. That is how you know for sure that the interactions of fellowship inside your heart are real – really God Himself remaining in you. And that assurance becomes the engine that drives sanctification – the motor that powers your ability to overcome sin in your life - that motor is bolted down to the rock-solid foundation of that assurance of your salvation, because it is that assurance that convinces your heart that all the great and precious promises God has made to His children will prove true for you - Because you are a true child of God. That assurance is the fire that keeps your fellowship with God warm, and it is the family room couch that that gives you the context in which you can boldly approach God in prayer as a child approaches his father. 

24 And this is how we know that he remains in us: We know it by the Spirit he gave us.



