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“TRY THE SPIRITS WHETHER
THEY ARE OF GOD”

Stephen Wiggins

INTRODUCTION1

An abundance of false teachers circulated among God’s people
during the first century. It was therefore necessary for Biblical writers
to frequently call attention to this phenomenon. One writer who
repeatedly warns the brethren is the apostle John. In one of his
statements he declares: “Beloved, believe not every spirit, but prove the
spirits, whether they are of God; because many false prophets are gone
out into the world” (1 Jn. 4:1).

God’s people must heed this same warning today. As false teachers
saturated society within the first century, it is no less true in the twenty-
first century. The Lord’s church today is assaulted on every side by
those teaching destructive heresies. It is incumbent upon God’s people
to take seriously their responsibility as guardians of the Truth. God
expects and demands this of us. Following is an exposition of the
passage just quoted. Hopefully, an appreciation for this divine directive
will help motivate us to test the spirits in order to determine whether
certain doctrines originate with God or man.

FALSE PROPHETS

The phrase “false prophets” translates a single term in the original,
albeit a compound word composed of pseudo and prophetes. The term
occurs eleven times in the New Testament. Its first occurrence is when
Jesus warned the disciples of the deceptive nature of false teach-
ers—“Beware of false prophets, who come to you in sheep's clothing,
but inwardly are ravening wolves” (Mt. 7:15).2 Within the Biblical
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context, a “prophet” is a proclaimer of the divine will which could not
ordinarily be known except by special revelation. The true prophet was
an inspired spokesman for God.3

The term pseudo is often prefixed to words in the New Testament
to denote the spurious character of the one mentioned, or the deceptive
nature of the thing referred. For example, besides “false prophets” there
are “false Christs” (Mt. 24:24); “false teachers” (2 Pet. 2:1);4 “false
apostles” (2 Cor. 11:13);5 “false brethren” (Gal. 2:4)6 and “false
witnesses” (Mt. 26:60). The apostle Paul even prefixes pseudo to the
noun logos (“word”) to characterize the false teacher as a liar (1 Tim.
4:2). This latter sort is especially dangerous because through “hypoc-
risy” they are “like actors who play parts so well that their words have
the ring of truth.”7

The Septuagint exerted wide influence with first century Jews.8 Its
terminology would have been familiar with those of John’s audience,
including the concept of a pseudo-prophet. The term occurs ten times
in that version, once by Zechariah and every other time in Jeremiah.
According to Jeremiah it is the pseudo-prophet who produces lies (Jer.
6:13); and, along with the priests, pronounced a sentence of death upon
him because of his proclamation of the Truth (Jer. 33:6-16). They
repudiated the words of the inspired prophet and denied that Babylo-
nian captivity was imminent (Jer. 34:9; 35:1). Further, it was God who
pled with the people through Jeremiah not to be misled by the false
words of the pseudo-prophets (Jer. 36:1, 8). Finally, the Lord antici-
pated the day when all pseudo-prophets would be banished from the
land (Zech. 13:2). When Jesus used this exact same term in His
preaching it is not without reason to suppose that those in His audience
called to mind these events from the prophetic books.

Thus, the false prophet is the counterfeit whose claims are bogus
concerning himself and his message. He is a fraud who pretends to
speak by inspiration of the Spirit, or at least on God’s behalf, but in
actuality preaches a message of human origin. His message does not
comply with God’s Word, Biblical Truth. When one preaches that
which is not in harmony with divine revelation, that person is a false
prophet. This kind must be rejected. Association on a spiritual plane
cannot be extended because his efforts are detrimental to the cause of
Christ. Those who sympathize with and/or support the false teacher
become a “partaker” (“fellowshipper”) of his corrupt works (2 Jn. 10-
11).9
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Way too many commentators are preoccupied with identifying
specifically who Jesus has in mind at Matthew 7:15 when he references
the pseudo-prophets. But this absorption with identity is to obscure the
very principle our Lord makes. First, contextually, the false prophets
are not identified as to specifically who they are or what they teach.
Second, grammatically, the “who” is a relative pronoun which is
indefinite in scope. It simply conveys the thought that whoever or
everyone who comes to you as an imposter is included. The generic
pronoun references any unspecified person belonging to the class of
false teachers. The use here emphasizes a characteristic quality rather
than identify a particular person or persons.10

The point is that anyone who comes to the disciples pretending to
speak the Truth of God, but in fact does not, is to be identified as a
pseudo-prophet. In short, it makes no difference who it may be or what
generation of humanity they are teaching, whether it takes place in the
first century or the twenty-first century. Nor does it matter as to their
brand of error. If their doctrine is not in compliance with the revelation
of God’s inspired Word, then it is false and those who propagate that
error are false teachers. Keep in mind that a false doctrine, within the
context of which I here speak, is nothing more or less than a religious
message which the Bible does not substantiate or authorize. All
religious teaching is to be examined and approved in light of God’s
Word. In John’s epistles, the “false prophets” are contextually
identified as the “antichrists.” This term occurs five times in the New
Testament, always in John’s writings (1 Jn. 2:18 [twice]; 2:22; 4:3;
2 Jn. 7).

THE NATURE OF FALSE PROPHETS

John deals with the deceptive nature of the false teacher by calling
them “liars” [pseustes] (1 Jn. 2:22) who speak “lies” [pseudos] (1 Jn.
2:21, 27). This latter term is translated “false” when prefixed to the
term “prophet” at 1 John 4:1. Like Satan (Jn. 8:44), then, the false
teacher is a liar and leads people astray from the Truth by telling lies or
falsehoods. This is why the apostle calls them “deceivers” (2 Jn. 7) who
lead people astray (1 Jn. 2:26; 3:7—“These things have I written unto
you concerning them that would lead you astray ... My little children,
let no man lead you astray”). The Christian has the responsibility of not
allowing himself to be deceived by those who propagate religious error.
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In Matthew 7:15, Jesus has the pseudo-prophet advancing toward
God’s people in the clothing of sheep. One’s understanding of the false
prophet’s disguise must take into consideration that “sheep” is a
prominent metaphor in both Old and New Testaments for God’s people
(Ps. 78:52; 100:3; Heb. 13:20; 1 Pet. 2:25). The figure Jesus utilizes
here is intended to underscore the deceptive nature of the false prophet.
A draped over sheepskin covers his true identity. He looks like a sheep.
He smells like a sheep. He acts like a sheep. He may periodically sound
like a sheep. He wants everyone to think he is a pious sheep and a part
of the flock just like everybody else.

Externally the false teacher gives every appearance of promoting
authentic Christianity in both word and deed. False teachers may and
often do have pleasant and pleasing personalities. He may be educated,
articulate and even handsome. He may exhibit a benevolent or outward
show of concern for the physical welfare of others. But God teaches us
not to be surprised over the fact that deceitful preachers will cunningly
portray themselves as righteous men:

For such men are false apostles, deceitful workers, fashioning
themselves into apostles of Christ. And no marvel; for even
Satan fashioneth himself into an angel of light. It is no great
thing therefore if his ministers also fashion themselves as
ministers of righteousness, whose end shall be according to their
works (2 Cor. 11:13-15).

Jesus (Mt. 7:15) and Paul (Acts 20:29) both use the metaphor of the
“wolf” to describe the destructive character of the false teacher. The
wolf is a natural predator of sheep. Thus, how fitting within the Biblical
context for false teachers to be portrayed under the metaphor of
“wolves” (Ezek. 22:27-28; Zeph. 3:3-4; Acts 20:29). As a wolf is a
mortal enemy of sheep, so it is that the false teacher must be considered
as a mortal enemy to the spiritual welfare of God’s people. Jesus
depicts false teachers as “ravening” wolves. The term refers to that
which is destructively vicious.11 The fact that the false prophet is
“inwardly” so, is to underscore once again the outward, deceptive
appearance of what everyone perceives as a pious preacher. This latter
term is an adverb of place and here refers to the inner part of a person
as the source of his thoughts and behavior.12 Jesus uses the term again
in describing the corrupt religious leaders of His day who “outwardly
appear righteous unto men, but inwardly ye are full of hypocrisy and
iniquity” (Mt. 23:28, emphasis added).
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This is just like false prophets. They outwardly appear one way but
inwardly are completely different than what people normally perceive.
And yet, it is possible to detect these pseudo prophets and expose their
hypocrisy. This disclosure is not, however, by some magical insight
into their minds or inner nature, but—“By their fruits ye shall know
them” (Mt. 7:16). Their teaching must be evaluated in light of God’s
Word. This is why the Master so plainly set forth the warning for God’s
people to be on constant guard for such deceptive tactics of men. To
fail in this regard is to our own spiritual detriment.

The point is that the false teacher appears harmless and guileless
like the rest of God’s faithful saints. They appear as sincere and
genuine Christians but hide their true intentions under a cloak of
spirituality. They masquerade as something they are really not. Without
this deceptive ploy their mode of operation cannot be successful. They
will never announce to the congregation that they are false teachers.
They will never purposely make known their true intentions to the
brotherhood. This is what makes them all the more dangerous.
Superficially they look and act like a devoted member of the Lord’s
church. They portray themselves as genuine Christians. What Jesus
wants us to know is that preachers cannot always be taken at face value,
especially since they claim to speak for God. Discrimination must be
employed. Our salvation depends on it.

Paul uses the adjective “grievous” (barys) to portray the nature of
false teachers which unsparingly take advantage of the flock. The term
occurs six times in the New Testament. It carries the meaning of
“heavy, burdensome” in the sense of being “important” or “serious” as
it pertains to regulations or legal matters. What does Paul mean, then,
by his reference to (literally) “heavy wolves” in Acts 20:29? He is
using the term in a figurative sense as it pertains to being of unbearable
temperament, fierce, cruel, or savage. This describes the arrogant
leaders likened to wolves that prey on sheep (God’s people) by leading
them into error.13 The heretic is thereby depicted as a fierce and
ravenous animal, a type of tyrant that exploits God’s elect.14 Whatever
term one uses to translate the original, it conveys an unflattering picture
of the destructive nature of religious error propagated by false teachers.

MANY ARE GONE OUT

The term “many” relates the numerous amounts of false prophets
operating at the time the apostle wrote this epistle. Johns says: “[E]ven
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now have there arisen many antichrists” (1 Jn. 2:18). In his next epistle,
he continues to assert that “many deceivers are gone forth into the
world” (2 Jn. 7, emphasis added). This high quantity of false teachers
agitating the brotherhood was anticipated by Jesus, who prophesied:
“And many false prophets shall arise, and shall lead many astray” (Mt.
24:11, emphasis added). Paul states there were “many adversaries”
(1 Cor. 16:9, emphasis added); “many, corrupting the word of God”
(2 Cor. 2:17, emphasis added); “many ... enemies of the cross of Christ”
(Phil. 3:18, emphasis added); and “many unruly men, vain talkers and
deceivers” (Tit. 1:10, emphasis added).

Notice that the ratio of those misled by doctrinal error is propor-
tionate to the abundance of false prophets—the existence of many false
teachers results in the deception of many innocent people. These are the
percentages Peter had in mind when he anticipated—“And many shall
follow their lascivious doings; by reason of whom the way of the truth
shall be evil spoken of” (2 Pet. 2:2, emphasis added). Sadly we have a
large class of brethren today who do not believe there are any false
teachers. But the Bible clearly depicts that there were many in existence
even while the apostles were still living. A quick survey of doctrinal
deviations dispensed throughout the land suggests there is no reason to
believe their tribe has decreased in modern times.

The key term that I call attention to within these contexts all use the
same word in the original language (“many,” polis). Jesus’ reference to
the “many pseudo-prophets” who “shall arise, and shall lead many
astray” (Mt. 24:11, emphasis added) anticipates the situation later
during the first century described by the apostle at 1 John 4:1. The
many pseudo-prophets from these two passages, in turn, anticipates the
many who, after finding themselves barred from the heavenly kingdom,
are portrayed as arguing with the Lord on the judgment day—“Many
will say to me in that day, Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy by thy
name?” (Mt. 7:22, emphasis added). The pseudo-prophets Jesus warns
of in Matthew 7:15 are the many counterfeits who claimed to prophesy
for the Lord yet are denied access into heaven. Contextually, it is these
many false prophets who helped guide the many down the broad way
and through the wide gate leading to eternal destruction just two verses
earlier (Mt. 7:13-14). The point seems clear: those few (the minority of
the human race) intent on following the narrow way and entering the
strait gate which leads to heaven must be on the alert for those many
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bogus prophets pretending to speak for God as they are leading the
many (the majority of the human race) straight to hell.

The phrase “gone out” translates a single verb. Grammatically, the
form is a perfect tense which may be the most exegetically significant
of all the Greek tenses.15 Since the perfect is employed less frequently
than the present, aorist, future, or imperfect tenses, when it is used there
is usually a deliberate choice on the part of the writer. The force of the
perfect is that it describes an event completed in the past (in the
indicative mood) which has results in the present time (i.e., in relation
to the time of the speaker/author). The resultant state which proceeds
from the past action is presented as a continuous state. It is a combina-
tion of the aorist and present tenses. In this sense the perfect relates a
completed action with continuous, existing results.16 Another describes
the perfect tense as indicating a “present state of affairs” resulting from
a past action.17

The specific use of this tense here is called an “intensive” (or
“resultative”) perfect. This kind of perfect is used when the writer
wishes to emphasize not so much the past event but rather the results or
present state produced by the past action. It is not that the use of the
perfect excludes the notion of a completed act but rather that the focus
is on the results which follows. The significance of this is that John
wants to call special attention, not merely to the fact that false teachers
had gone forth into society (a past event), but specifically that the
insidious influence of their error was presently continuing to affect
God’s people at the very time the he wrote this warning to the
brethren.18 Although the difference is subtle, the King James Version
(followed by the American Standard Version, 1901) captures this
nuance better than the modern translations—“many false prophets are
gone out into the world” (emphasis added) in contrast to “have gone
out” (NIV, NRSV, etc.). This is not surprising. Reputable scholars are
on record as acknowledging the KJV’s “superior rendering of the Greek
Perfect over many modern translations.”19

The lesson to be appreciated is this: False teachers do not have to
be sought out. They do not have to be trained, cultivated, or encouraged
to accomplish their dastardly deeds. They are just here like they always
have been and always will be this side of eternity; and, they conve-
niently make themselves available wherever God’s people reside. This
is the essence of false teachers. Their directional and aggressive mode
of operation must be underscored. Jesus says they will “arise” so as to



Stephen Wiggins 181

lead astray, if possible, the very elect of God (Mt. 24:24). Many of
them have “gone forth” into the world (1 Jn. 4:1) where they infiltrate
the ranks of faithful brethren to “privily bring in destructive heresies”
(2 Pet. 2:1). Has one ever wondered why theological liberals and other
false teachers of other stripes rarely ever leave the churches of Christ
for some other religious fellowship where their doctrinal aberrations
would more likely be embraced? Answer: Because it is not in their
nature to do so. Pseudo-prophets always gravitate toward and seek to
remain among the faithful to disseminate their error, not away from
them.

BELIEVE NOT EVERY SPIRIT

John uses a couple of imperatives to set forth the obligation which
God’s people are to implement toward false teachers. The first comes
negatively whereas the second takes the force of a positive command.
The apostle has just referenced the commandment to “believe in the
name of his Son Jesus Christ” (1 Jn. 3:23). He then offers an immediate
contrast at 1 John 4:1 with the first of two imperatives—“believe not
every spirit” (emphasis added). While there are several uses for the
imperative in Biblical Greek, the primary usage is to set forth a
command. Here, this one takes the form of a prohibition. An action is
being forbidden. Since the imperative is the mood of intention, it moves
in the realm of volition which involves one imposing his will upon
another. In this context, God imposes His will upon His children by
commanding them not to believe certain doctrines even though those
doctrines fly under the banner of a religious message. As in any
command, it sets forth an obligation and not an optional choice. It
might initially seem strange that God would command His people not
to be gullible or naïve in doctrinal matters. Yet, this is exactly what this
prohibition entails. There are some doctrines God absolutely forbids
people to believe.

When God says: “[B]elieve not every spirit, but prove the spirits”
(emphasis added), the meaning is that one is not to believe any
religious teaching without proper discrimination. The term “spirits” is
an allusion to the prophets and their messages. This is indicated by the
immediate reference to “prophets” in the second half of this verse. The
Holy Spirit miraculously inspired prophets in the first century church
so as to progressively reveal Truth through them. These inspired
prophets were called “spirits” (2 Cor. 11:4; 2 Thess. 2:2)20 or “spiritual”
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(1 Cor. 14:37)21 because they possessed the spiritual gift of prophecy.
This being the case the term pneuma (“spirit”) is used as “metonymy
of the cause.” This is a figure of speech whereby the term is put for the
prophets and special revelation communicated through them.22 The
sense of the passage, then, is as follows: “Believe not every spirit [i.e.,
every doctrine spoken by a prophet presumably inspired of the Spirit],
but prove the spirits [i.e., doctrines supposedly given from prophets
inspired by the Spirit], whether they [i.e., the presumably prophetic
doctrines] originate with God.” To test the “spirits” then, was in effect
to test the particular pneuma under whose impulsion the prophets
spoke—the “Spirit of truth” (cf. Jn. 16:13) or the “spirit of error” (1 Jn.
4:6).

PROVE THE SPIRITS

The second imperative complements the first—“prove the spirits,
whether they are of God” (emphasis added). One is to reject (“believe
not”) certain doctrines but only after those teachings have been
evaluated in light of God’s inspired will and found to be in noncompli-
ance with revealed Truth. The term “prove” relates this evaluative
process. Paul uses the exact same imperative form—“prove all things;
hold fast that which is good” (1 Thess. 5:21, emphasis added). The
word can express a couple of different nuances of which both may be
embedded in its meaning here. First, it means to make a critical
examination of something in order to determine its authenticity, put to
the test, examine. Second, it signifies to draw a conclusion about
something as genuine or worthy on the basis of that testing, to prove,
approve.23

This evaluative process cannot be accomplished without the first
idea and pragmatically would include the second. Once a doctrine has
been examined, if it passes or fails the test, it must then from a practical
standpoint be approved or disapproved. Every doctrine is to be
critically examined in light of whether or not it is genuine. But a part
of the complete process involves the second definition as well—the
doctrine examined now must receive approval when it passes the test.
It is not enough to merely test a doctrine. It must then receive approba-
tion if part of authentic truth. Only then should any teaching be
embraced by faith and obeyed as saving Truth. Our responsibility in
this matter should never be taken frivolously. The eternal welfare of
souls is at stake.
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That John uses the imperative in the present tense is significant.
What must be appreciated is that “time” as an element of tense is
basically non-existent in non-indicative moods, such as the imperative.
At the forefront is “aspect,” or the way in which the writer wants to
portray the action of the verb. John could have placed the imperative
in another tense to relate a different kind of action. He chose, however,
to use the present tense and probably for a specific reason. While
contextual considerations must always be allowed for, the unaffected
meaning of a present tense basically relates an activity as a continuous
process, without the beginning or end in view. Thus, John not only
commands brethren to “prove the spirits” but to do so as an ongoing
process of operation. This specific kind of present is categorized as the
“iterative present” (which is frequently used with the imperative mood).
Therefore the idea conveyed is that of repeated, continuous action. This
is repetitive action in the sense that it is done over and over, again and
again.24 The implication of this is that as long as false teachers circulate
within society, the Lord’s church will continuously be under the God-
given responsibility to keep on, repeatedly testing the doctrines taught
by those claiming to speak on God’s behalf.

John says doctrines are to be tested to see whether or not they are
“of God.” A consideration of the syntax here offers some exegetical
dividends. In the original, this grammatical construction consists of a
preposition coupled with a noun in the genitive case. It may be
categorized as a “genitive of source” (or “origin”). This relates that a
doctrine must have God as its source for it to pass the test and receive
approval—it must be of God in the sense of being from God. If a
religious teaching does not originate with God; if it is not derived from
a Divine source, then it must be rejected as arising from some other
cause or source (cf. “doctrines of demons,” 1 Tim. 4:1; i.e., doctrines
with demonic origins but not the unwarranted “taught by demons” per
the NIV, TNIV). Today, if a religious teaching cannot be substantiated
as coming from God’s book, the Bible, it ought not to be embraced as
part of the “apostles’ doctrine” or the “doctrine of Christ” (Acts 2:42;
2 Jn. 9). A false doctrine is nothing more than a religious message
which does not come from God. Likewise, a false prophet is nothing
more than one who preaches a religious message which cannot be
substantiated by God’s Book, the Bible. Brethren will do well to heed
these matters.
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The preceding is in direct opposition to the mentality which often
permeates our society, and even our brotherhood, where way too many
suppose it really does not matter what one believes or even if they
faithfully adhere to a set body of doctrinal truths. Way too many think
that as long as they are sincere in their religious opinions God is bound
and determined to accept their aberrant views. However, one will have
to search elsewhere than the Scriptures to find any semblance of
legitimate support for such a mentality. It is also taught here that those
doctrines which, when tested and found in noncompliance with God’s
Truth, cannot be approved. Rather, they must be rejected as false
(“[P]rove all things; hold fast that which is good; abstain from every
form of evil,” 1 Thess. 5:21-22). Keep in mind that within the context
of that which I here speak, a false doctrine is nothing more or less than
a religious message which the Bible does not authorize. For example,
the bodily assumption of Mary, while believed and taught by millions
of Catholics universally, is false by virtue of the fact it was never a part
of “all truth” into which the apostles were guided by the Holy Spirit;
and which Truth we have embodied in written form on the pages of the
New Testament (Jn. 16:13; 2 Tim. 3:16-17).

OTHER PERTINENT IMPERATIVES

Within the New Testament imperative forms are often spo-
ken/written in order to convey the serious obligation the Christian
should have in being sensitive to the danger of false teachers. Follow-
ing are a few of these from ten selected passages. Each passage sets
forth a command (by the use of the imperative form) in relation to false
teachers and false doctrines.

(1) Matthew 7:15—“Beware of false prophets, who come to you in
sheep's clothing, but inwardly are ravening wolves.” The full force of
this opening term, “Beware,” is not entirely unpacked by translation. I
mean one does not get the initial impression from the English text that
Jesus is relating a command which demands persistent and continuous
action. Yet, this is exactly what He conveys. The term “beware”25

translates a word in the imperative mood. By far the most common
means of relating a command in the New Testament is with an
imperative form.26 When the Savior instructs us to be aware of pseudo
religious teachers, He is not making a mere suggestion. No option is
here given of which one has the convenience of choosing an alternate
course; at least not if one is intent on living in obedience to the Master.
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A command within the Biblical context always sets forth a duty of
which one is obligated to obey. No divine mandate should ever be
taken lightly nor ignored. This one is no exception.

The present tense of the imperative relates an ongoing activity
which is not discharged with a one-time or irregular effort. Greek tense
in non-indicative moods does not primarily convey time (this is
secondary if present at all), but rather aspect or how the verbal action
unfolds. The kind of action often conveyed by the present tense is
continuous or habitual activity. It is the progressive notion of an event.
That is what is related here by the use of the present imperative.
Technically, it may be identified as the customary present that signals
an action which customarily or regularly occurs.27 The significance here
is that Jesus commands the disciples to be on constant, habitual alert as
it pertains to their exercising discernment in detecting false teachers. It
is obeyed only by persistent effort on our part.

My paraphrastic translation of Matthew 7:15, which is intended to
purposefully reflect the verbal tenses and nuances of my grammatical
analysis, is as follows: I command you to be constantly on alert for
counterfeit prophets who advance toward you pretending on the outside
to look like harmless sheep but in reality on the inside they are like
destructive and predatory wolves who seek to devour the flock of God’s
people.

(2) 1 Thessalonians 5:21—“[P]rove all things; hold fast that which
is good.”28 Concerning the two terms translated, “prove”29 and “hold
fast,”30 there are a couple of significant matters from a grammatical
viewpoint which are worth mentioning.31

(a) Both terms are in the imperative mood. There are several
reasons why a Biblical author might use an imperative. The primary
reason to do so in the New Testament, however, is to set forth a
command. That is what Paul does here. He gives two commands—the
first is to “prove all things” and the second is to “hold fast that which
is good.” He is not making a mere suggestion. He is not offering
brethren an optional choice for them to decide whether or not they want
to do it. Far from it. The apostle is setting forth a divine mandate that
is just as much a command as the act of baptism is in initial Gospel
obedience (Acts 10:48). The point is this: in order for Christians to
obey God today, we must be testing every religious doctrine that comes
our way while holding fast to that which is true and rejecting what is
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found to be false. To fail in this regard is to disobey the command of
God.

(b) Both terms are in the present tense. Not always, but many times
(when determined by the context) the present tense relates that the
action of the verb is progressive and ongoing. It is this continuous
aspect that is conveyed in the passage under discussion. Technically,
the use of the present here is called the “iterative present” which
conveys an action repeatedly happening.32 The idea is that there is a
repetition of the same verbal action over and over.33 The Christian is
commanded to repeatedly, keep on testing religious messages while
constantly holding fast only to those which receive approval. One must
also keep on repudiating those doctrines which do not pass the test of
being in compliance with the revealed Word of God. Once again the
point seems clear enough: there will never be a time this side of the
judgment when God does not expect and demand Christians to always
be testing and examining religious doctrines in light of what the Bible
teaches. It is a continuous effort that will never end as long as Satan is
allowed to influence others through false teachers.

Following is my own paraphrastic translation of 1 Thessalonians
5:21, which is intended to reflect the mood and tense of the verbs in
this passage: “I command you to continuously and repeatedly test
everything which comes to you in the form of religious teaching; and
further, I command you to continuously and constantly hold fast only
to the good doctrine which meets your approval as being in compliance
with God’s revealed word while repudiating that which is found to be
false.”

(3) Ephesians 5:6—“Let no man deceive you with empty words.”
The phrase, “Let no man deceive,” translates a present active impera-
tive preceded by the negative pronoun “no one” or “not any person”
(medeis). Such a construction is often referred to as a “prohibitive
imperative” because the command forbids a certain action. It is a
negative command. It is a command against doing something. The
negative is used before the imperative to turn the command into a
prohibition. The reason why the English translation does not seem like
it comes from an imperative which commands something is because
grammatically it is a third person singular. Since there is no English
equivalent to a third person imperative, the English translation must
always be idiomatic.34 Thus, the third person imperatives are usually
translated with the term “let” (as in this verse: “Let no man deceive
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you”) which might easily be confused in English with a permissive
idea.35 The force of the imperative even in the third person, however,
is more akin to he must or periphrastically I command him to.36

The point is that even though the third person imperative is usually
translated with an English permissive structure, this permissive sense
is a phenomenon of English translation, not Greek. The third person
imperative in Greek is just as strongly directive as the second person
imperative, despite a translation that may on the surface seem weaker.
What should be appreciated, then, is that God absolutely forbids for us
to allow ourselves to be deceived by “empty words.” It may initially
seem strange that God would command His children not to allow
themselves to be deceived by false teachers and to be led astray by their
error. But this is exactly what is involved in the prohibition articulated
at Ephesians 5:6. God demands that we exercise our human responsibil-
ity in examining all doctrines and to accept only that which is in
harmony with His revealed will. A failure to do this results in disobedi-
ence to a God-given responsibility. God commands—“Do not allow
anyone to deceive you with empty words” (my translation).

(4) Philippians 3:2—“Beware of the dogs, beware of the evil
workers, beware of the concision.” In this passage, Paul uses a triple set
of imperatives all translated “beware” from the same word and exact
same grammatical form. The repetition of the same term at the
beginning of each statement is a literary device known as anaphora (a
term is derived from two Greek terms meaning “again” and “to bring”
or “carry.” It means a carrying back, reference, or repeating over
again). This rhetorical device is so-called because it is the repeating of
the same word at the beginning of successive clauses; thus adding
weight and emphasis to statements and arguments by calling special
attention to them. Scripture abounds with this usage which adds great
significance to many of its solemn statements.37 Here the imperative
form and the repetition involved simply underscores the command to
be watchful for those who seek to lead God’s people astray doctrinally.
The present tense calls for a habitual and continuous vigilance. Once
again, for Christians today to be insensitive to this God-given obliga-
tion equals disobedience to the divine will. We must forever be on the
lookout for false teachers. God repeatedly says so!

(5) Colossians 2:8—“Take heed lest there shall be any one that
maketh spoil of you through his philosophy and vain deceit, after the
tradition of men, after the rudiments of the world, and not after Christ.”
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The words “take heed” translate the exact same term and verbal form
just discussed from Philippians 3:2 above. It is an imperative which
encompasses both a command and a warning. In this sense the
imperative is used to warn God’s people to be on the look out for those
who would lead the elect astray through the teaching of error. One
source calls this an “imperative of warning.”38 Of the twenty-three
occurrences in the New Testament of the term (blepo) as an imperative,
only two do not seem to be used as warnings (1 Cor. 10:18; 16:10).39

The other twenty-one usages underscore the need for vigilance and
watchfulness.

CONCLUSION

The warning set forth in 1 John 4:1 is just as significant for the
church today as it was two thousand years ago. There is absolutely no
reason why Christians today should not take their responsibility just as
seriously now as God demanded the first century church to do. For us
to ignore or treat with complacency this divine directive is to rebel
against God. The blessings of heaven will be ours to enjoy only when
we live in complete compliance with the divine will. One cannot refuse
to do what God says to do and still be pleasing to Him. This includes
our responsibilities which involve being on the watch for false teachers
and those who would compromise the precious Truth of Almighty God.
I hope that through the writing of this chapter I have helped to heighten
our appreciation and obligation to expose and to refute those false
teachers who seek havoc among the redeemed.

Following is my translation of 1 John 4:1. It is intended to be
paraphrastic for the purpose of highlighting the verbal tenses and
moods used by the inspired apostle: “Beloved, I command you—do not
believe every spirit! But I command you to repeatedly test the spirits to
determine whether they originate with God, the reason why is because
many false prophets are gone out into the world.”

ENDNOTES
1 All Scripture references are taken from the American Standard Version
unless otherwise noted.
2 Jesus employs the word pseudo-prophets a total of five times in the Gospel
accounts (Mt. 7:15; 24:11, 24; Mk. 13:22; Lk. 6:26). It occurs six other times
for a total of eleven occurrences (Acts 13:6; 2 Pet. 2:1; 1 Jn. 4:1; Rev. 16:13;
19:20; 20:10).
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3 Frederick William Danker, A Greek English Lexicon of the New Testament
and other Early Christian Literature (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago
Press, 2000), 890. (Hereafter referred to as BDAG).
4 One lexical source defines this term as a quack teacher, that is, “someone in
the Christian community who pretends to be a qualified instructor, but whose
teaching is contrary to the generally accepted tradition” (BDAG, 1096).
5 Paul prefixes the same term (“pseudo”) to “apostle” to identify the pseudo
apostles who feign themselves as apostles of Christ but really are deceitful
pawns under the influence of Satan (cf. Rev. 2:2).
6 Paul reminds us that there is such a thing as pseudo brethren who seek to
corrupt the purity of the Gospel (cf. 2 Cor. 11:26).
7 BDAG, 1096.
8 The Septuagint (abbreviated LXX) is the earliest Greek translation of the
Hebrew, Old Testament Scriptures (ca. 250 B.C.). The one I use is A New
English Translation of the Septuagint (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press,
2007).
9 The word translated “partaker” is from the verbal form of koinonia (“fellow-
ship”). In this sense we are forbidden to share or partake in the sins or wrong
doing of others (1 Tim. 5:22—“neither be a partaker of other men’s sins”).
When one shares or participates in the deeds of others they are equally
responsible for whatever actions are committed (BDAG, 552).
10 Ibid., 729.
11 Johannes P. Louw and Eugene A. Nida, Greek-English Lexicon of the New
Testament Based on Semantic Domains (New York, NY: United Bible
Societies, 1988), 229.
12 Ibid., 321.
13 BDAG, 167-168.
14 Ceslas Spicq, Theological Lexicon of the New Testament (Peabody, MA:
Hendrickson, 1994), 1:254.
15 James Moulton, A Grammar of New Testament Greek: Prolegomena
(Edinburgh, UK: T & T Clark, 1988), 140. At Matthew 7:15 Jesus uses a verb
in the present tense followed by a preposition which has directional force.
With this construction it is significant that Jesus describes these pseudo-
prophets as “coming toward” the disciples (Stanley Porter, Idioms of the Greek
New Testament, (Sheffield, UK: Academic Press, 2005), 172. The picture is
that of false teachers advancing forward as they approach God’s people with
ulterior motives. The apostle John uses the same verb coupled with the same
preposition in view of the false teachers who refuse to abide in the doctrine of
Christ seeking out and advancing toward the saints (“If anyone comes unto you
...” 2 Jn 10). Paul employs a future tense of the same verb in anticipation of
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grievous wolves that he says “shall enter in among you” (Acts 20:29). False
teachers always gravitate toward the faithful. It is their nature to do so.
16 Daniel B. Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics (Grand Rapids, MI:
Zondervan, 1996), 572-573.
17 Maximilian Zerwick, Biblical Greek (Rome, Italy: Pontificio Istituto Biblico,
1963), 96. One might compare the passage under discussion at 4:1 with 1 John
2:19 where the apostle says the false teachers “went out from us” and 2 John
7 where he says they “are gone forth into the world.” The apostle employs the
exact same verb to describe the going forth of the false teachers but in the
latter two passages he portrays this action under the aorist tense rather than the
perfect. This is significant because often the choice of tense used by the
speaker/writer is made for the specific purpose of describing the action he is
portraying. The significance of the perfect tense is that John wants to call
special attention to the fact that the influence of the false teachers was
presently continuing to affect the brotherhood at the very time the he wrote this
warning to the brethren.

But with the aorist tense John is concerned more with emphasizing the simple
fact that the false teachers have left. This is done with the aorist which is the
way an action is portrayed in summary form; the action is portrayed as a
whole, including both the beginning and ending point. The whole occurrence
of the false teachers’ exit from the faithful is viewed as a single entity
regardless of its internal make-up. This is not to deny that the false teacher
continued to influence God’s people in a negative way as portrayed elsewhere
with the perfect tense. There is simply a different emphasis underscored with
the use of the aorist. The fact that the false teachers “went out” is given in
snapshot form by the aorist tense—the false teachers have left (“they went out
from us”). The significance of the aorist tense here that with it John articulates
that now the false teachers are gone, they have left, and are no longer to be
considered a part of the fellowship of God’s people. Buist M. Fanning, Verbal
Aspect in New Testament Greek (Oxford, UK: Clarendon Press, 1990), 255-
256.
18 Marvin R. Vincent, Word Studies in the New Testament (Peabody, MA:
Hendrickson, n.d.), 2:355.
19 Wallace, 575.
20 One lexical source cites 2 Thessalonians 2:2; 2 Corinthians 11:4; and 1 John
4:1-3 as examples of where the term “spirit” is used as “an activating spirit that
is not from God ... [and] Because there are persons activated by such spirits,
it is necessary to test the various kinds of spirits” (BDAG, 836).
21 The term “spiritual” in this context refers to one who possesses the Holy
Spirit in the sense of an inspired prophet who exercises certain spiritual or
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miraculous gifts (BDAG, 837), a phenomenon limited to the first century
(1 Cor. 13:8-10).
22 E.W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible (Grand Rapids, MI:
Baker Book House, 1968), 543.
23 BDAG, 255; Louw/Nida, 364.
24 Wallace, 514, 520.
25 Lexical sources define the term translated “beware” as to turn one’s mind to,
to fix one’s attention upon, to give heed (Cleon Rogers, Jr. and Cleon Rogers
III, The New Linguistic and Exegetical Key to the Greek New Testament
(Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1998), 16. In this context it carries the idea of
being on guard, on alert, and attentive to potential dangers which lurk in the
form of spiritual predators. Jesus uses the term ten times during His preaching,
always in the sense of putting His disciples on alert for some aberrant religious
practice or doctrine which has the capacity to bring about one’s spiritual
demise. For example, He later employs the term with the same imperative form
when cautioning the apostles to be on guard against the leaven of the Jewish
leaders, i.e., their errant doctrines (Mt. 16:6, 12).
26 Porter, Idioms, 221.
27 Wallace, 521.
28 Paul articulates this succinct statement of only six words in the Greek New
Testament. The statement encapsulates a divine mandate which twenty-first
century churches of Christ would do well to heed. This directive was written
to the church at Thessalonica. Paul arrived in this city on his second mission-
ary journey where he established the cause of Christ by proclaiming the Gospel
(Acts 17:1-4). Later he penned two epistles to this congregation which have
been preserved in the New Testament as 1 and 2 Thessalonians. From these
letters one learns the apostle was concerned about false teachers leading the
brethren astray, especially as it pertained to the time of the second coming of
Christ (1 Thess. 5:1-3). He specifically told the brethren that they were not to
allow any one to “beguile” them in this matter (2 Thess. 2:1-3).

The term “beguile” translates a word used to describe the deception utilized by
Satan in the Garden of Eden (2 Cor. 11:3; 1 Tim. 2:14). Paul employs the same
word to depict the mode of operation by false teachers when using “smooth
and fair speech” in order to “beguile the hearts of the innocent” (Rom. 16:17-
18). Occurring only six times in the New Testament the term always conveys
the concept of causing someone to accept false ideas or erroneous views
concerning the truth, to deceive or cheat (BDAG, 345; Louw/Nida, 367). From
this it seems clear the apostle was concerned over whether his converts at
Thessalonica would remain true to the Gospel in view of the deceptive errors
being propagated in their community. It was therefore necessary for Paul to
direct the brethren to scrutinize doctrines in the sermons they heard in order to
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be able to discriminate between truth and error. Only by evaluating the
teaching presented to them could they know what to embrace as God’s Word
and to reject as false. Thus, the divine mandate is pronounced—“prove all
things; hold fast that which is good.”
29 The term translated “prove” involves two things: first, there is the testing or
critical evaluation of the thing in order to determine its authenticity; second,
there is the approval or acceptance of that which passes the test (BDAG, 255).
The apostle John uses the term at 1 John 4:1 in a context where he directs
Christians to critically examine false teachers and their doctrine for the
purpose of determining whether or not their teaching originates with God or
from a manmade source—“Beloved, believe not every spirit, but prove the
spirits, whether they are of God; because many false prophets are gone out into
the world.”

The instruction entails not believing everything one hears from a person who
claims to be a preacher. At least not until the message he proclaims is
evaluated under the light of divine revelation. Once the teaching is examined
and it passes the test of being Scriptural then, and only then, should it receive
approbation as truth from God. The Lord does not want His people to be naïve.
He does not want us to accept religious teaching just because it comes from
someone who claims to speak for God. The first century had a proliferation of
false teachers circulating about disseminating their errors. It is no different
today in the twenty-first century. Every sermon heard no matter who preaches
it ought to be received and appreciated only after it passes the test of Biblical
soundness.

This does not mean one is to be a skeptic or doubter. Nor does it mean one
violates other divine directives where judgment is prohibited [e.g., “judge not
that ye be not judged” (Mt. 7:1-5) where the kind of judgment forbidden is
hypocritical judgment; God demands that we exercise righteous/honest
judgment when using discrimination whereby decisions must be made, (Jn
7:24); the fact is that we could not even function responsibly as Christians
without using some judicious discrimination toward people and things].
Rather, it means the Christian is responsible for evaluating religious teachings.
God does not want us to be gullible by blindly accepting anything with a
religious tint. Discretion is to be employed in a healthy way that we might not
accept those doctrines which are bogus. We are to be the type of people
interested in embracing the genuine and authentic while repudiating error and
avoiding the wrong. Counterfeit prophets must be detected and exposed. God
says so.
30 The end result of testing is now stated both positively and negatively—“hold
fast the good” and “abstain from every form of evil” (v. 22). Doctrines are to
be accepted wholeheartedly or rejected decisively as a result of the test. The
words “hold fast” translate a single term in the original language. It means to
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adhere firmly to one’s beliefs in the sense of retaining them faithfully in one’s
memory with the implication of compliance and continued practice of those
convictions (BDAG, 533; Louw/Nida, 372). Paul uses the term elsewhere
when commending the Corinthian congregation for “holding fast the traditions
(teachings)” and “holding fast the word” which the apostle had initially
“delivered” and “preached” to them when in Corinth (1 Cor. 11:2; 15:2). The
language in these contexts set forth the responsibility of every Christian to
“hold fast” the truths of God in belief, teaching, and practice. It is not enough
merely to apply the test and offer approval of doctrinal truths. But once they
are approved these truths God has revealed must be maintained through
obedience and continued practice. Like the early church was commended for
“continuing steadfastly in the apostles’ doctrine” so the same must be done by
the Lord’s church today in order to receive God’s approval (Acts 2:42) One
must faithfully persist within the perimeters of the “doctrine of Christ” through
loyal adherence and practice to the truths of the Gospel. Failure to do so will
result in one severing their relationship with the Father and the Son—one
becomes an apostate in the process (2 Jn. 9).
31 Contextually, “all things” and “the good” should be understood as doctrines
in light of the prophetic revelations just mentioned in the preceding verse
(“despise not prophesyings”). These prophetic utterances were the inspired
teachings revealed through the miraculous gifts which the early church was
endowed with in order for the totality of God’s Word to be progressively
revealed within the first century. Paul urges the brethren to evaluate all the
teaching they hear and to only embrace that which is in harmony with God’s
inspired revelation. It was necessary to do this in view of the fact there was a
proliferation of “false (pseudo)” prophets and apostles during this time period
who were claiming to speak on God’s behalf by inspiration of the Spirit (Mt.
7:15; 2 Cor. 11:12-15). The parallel today is that many Pentecostal and
Charismatic preachers falsely claim to preach under the direct impulse of the
Spirit.

These instructions from Paul were probably initially given for those in
possession of the spiritual gift called the “discernings of spirits” (1 Cor. 12:19;
14:29; James MacKnight, MacKnight on the Epistles, (Nashville, TN: Gospel
Advocate, n.d.), 420. This gift miraculously allowed the true prophet to
discriminate between the bogus and genuine. Only authentic truth was to be
embraced. This gift was essential during the time before the New Testament
was written down in completed and permanent form. Prophecies and teaching
were not to be blindly accepted as infallible revelation from God but to be
tested to see if valid and in harmony with truth. Discrimination was to be used
in regard to any doctrine heard. Miraculous gifts have now ceased and are no
longer in the church (1 Cor. 13:8-10). We possess the completed New
Testament Scriptures by which we are to continue to evaluate all religious
teaching and practice (Jn. 16:13; 2 Tim. 3:16-17).



194 “Try the Spirits Whether They are of God”

Today if a doctrine is not substantiated by the Bible then it should not be
accepted as being from God. What was accomplished in the first century when
inspiration was in men is now accomplished by our adequate and proficient use
of the inspired Scriptures, the Bible (Acts 17:11). The principle of determining
whether a doctrine is true or false is the same though the result is arrived at in
a different way. Everything pertaining to religious doctrine is to be critically
examined. If a particular teaching is not in harmony with “the good” it is to be
repudiated as erroneous (note that the article precedes the adjective “good”
making it substantival; cf. “the good doctrine,” 1 Tim 4:6). Today we properly
speak of religious doctrines as being Biblical, Scriptural, or “sound” (2 Tim.
4:3), in contrast to error, or that which is unscriptural and unbiblical.
32 Wallace, 520.
33 Richard A. Young, Intermediate New Testament Greek: A Linguistic and
Exegetical Approach (Nashville, TN: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 1994),
108.
34 Compare Matthew 5:16 where Jesus says: “Even so let your light shine
before men ...” The usage is an aorist active imperative, third person singular.
But Jesus is not making a mere suggestion here. He is issuing a command, a
divine obligation. In order to be faithful to God one must let their Christian
light shine before others.
35 There is such a thing as a “permissive imperative” (sometimes called an
“imperative of toleration”) but even this does not normally imply that some
deed is optional or approved. This so-called permissive imperative is best
treated as a statement of allowance, or toleration. This is the case because the
connotation of “permission” is usually too positive to convey adequately the
nuance involved in this type of imperative. For example, in 1 Corinthians 7:15
Paul uses a third person singular imperative when he says concerning the
unbelieving spouse who refuses to remain married to their Christian mate, “Yet
if the unbelieving departeth, let him depart ...” The apostle is hardly giving
approval to dissolve a marriage. Wallace, 488-489; see also James Brooks and
Carlton Winbery, Syntax of New Testament Greek (Lanham, MD: University
Press of America, 1979), 129.
36 Stanley Porter, Fundaments of New Testament Greek (Grand Rapids, MI:
Eerdmans, 2010), 301.
37 Bullinger, 199.
38 Young, 145.
39 Joseph Fantin, The Greek Imperative Mood in the New Testament (New
York, NY: Peter Lang Publishing, 2010), 81.
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