
 
 

 

TEST THE SPIRITS 
 

 
Stephen Wiggins 

 

 

An abundance of false teachers circulated among the brotherhood of 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 was the apostle John. In one 
of these 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" (I John 
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 prophets. The term occurs eleven times in the New 
Testament. Its first occurrence is when Jesus warned the disciples of the deceptive nature of 
false teachers - "Beware of false prophets, who come to you in sheep's clothing, but inwardly 
are ravening wolves" (Matt.7:15). Within the biblical 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 (BDAG, 890). 

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" (Matt.24:24); "false teachers" (2 Pet.2:1); 
"false apostles" (2 Cor.11:13); "false brethren" (Gal.2:4) and "false witnesses" (Matt. 26:20). 
The apostle Paul even prefixes pseudo to the noun logos ("word") to characterize the false 
teacher as a liar (I Tim.4:2). This latter sort is especially dangerous because through 
"hypocrisy" they are "like actors who play parts so well that their words have the ring of truth" 
(BDAG, 1096). 

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 support the false teacher become a "partaker" 
("fellow-ship-per") of his corrupt works (2 John 10-11). 


