
The Secret of our Greatest Security 

(1 John 4:1-21) 

Introduction:- 

 

In one of the most well-known stories of the Old Testament, the Philistines tried to get 

Delilah to extract the secret of Samson's strength from him, in order that they could 

finally capture and defeat one of their greatest enemies who had been raised up by the 

Lord God of Israel. And as we know from that story, finally Samson gave in to the 

constant harassment of Delilah, and finally revealed the secret of his great strength to 

her, which would then bring him capture, defeat, and humiliation at the hands of the 

Philistines. But here in this passage today, the revelation of the Christian's true 

strength, security, and victory is made known, and is not kept a secret, in order that 

this truth might continue to give Christians the key to victory over the many false 

prophets and ant-Christs that seek to bring them down, through their own false 

versions of truth. Let us now see how John deals with this issue in this chapter. 

 

1.   First,  we are called to "test the spirits",  in order to see whether they are 

from God (verses 1-6) 

 

The previous chapter ended at 1 John 3:24, with the conviction that our ultimate 

assurance as Christians depends on, and is given by, the indwelling Holy Spirit within 

us. But this raises another issue for John, as he continues to battle with the 

secessionists and false teachers for the minds and hearts of the churches of Asia. For 

many of those who had divided the churches through their false doctrines, were 

equally keen to appeal to the witness of the Spirit, in order to support their false 

teaching, and spurious claims. What then is to be done, when different versions of the 

truth are being propounded by those who claim the same authority? John's answer in 

verse one is to "test the spirits", for the world has never been without those who have 

spread false cults and religions, and our generation is no exception to this rule. There 

are some today who even claim to be God, who have come with a perfect revelation of 

the truth, and there are also many who claim to have a prophetic voice, using the 

prophetic formula, "Thus says the Lord", or with less formal words such as, "I have a 

word from the Lord for you." Further, there are those who claim the power of God to 

exorcise demons or heal, or to perform signs and wonders. Jesus warns us at 

Matthew 7:15-23 that such people will come forth, but in this same passage, the test 

that Jesus applies is that you will know a tree by its fruit. A good true cannot produce 

bad fruit, and a bad tree cannot produce good fruit. But here John gives us some 

important tests or clues as to the nature of these false prophets. First of all, at the end 

of verse one, they have "gone out into the world", which is an allusion to the 

secessionists who have decided to leave the fellowship, and the truth which the 

fellowship represents, which in verse 2 comes to mean the truth of the incarnation of 

Jesus Christ, who has come in the flesh, in order to identify with sinful humanity, and 
eventually die for our sins. And so by going out into the world, the implication is that 

the secessionist's affinity is now with the unbelieving world, and not with the believing 

community. Thus, the spirits are tested in verses 2-3 concerning their 

acknowledgment or denial of Jesus' incarnation. And by the denial of the incarnation, 

that Jesus came in the flesh, the secessionists reveal that they are not from God, but 

activated by the spirit of anti-Christ, already mentioned by John at 1 John 2:18-19. 

But on the other hand, those who belong to the fellowship are from God, and have 

overcome the false teachers, by not accepting their teaching, because the one who is 

in you - namely, the Holy Spirit - is greater than the one who is in the world - namely, 

the spirit of anti-Christ, or the devil (John 12:31), who is active in the inhabited earth. 

The spiritual security of believers rests ultimately upon the Spirit's work within them, 



and there is no power greater than the Spirit of God that can destroy the devil's work. 

In recognition of this point, Jesus' opponents even tried to attribute His great power 

and work through the Spirit to the devil (Luke 11:15). But, as Jesus replied, if this was 

the case, how can the devil cast out the devil? A kingdom divided against itself cannot 

stand. But if I by the finger of God cast out demons, know the kingdom has come upon 

you (Luke 11:20). Ultimately heretical teaching is shaped by a worldly viewpoint, 

which is opposed to God, but is more plausible to many unbelievers, than the truth of 

the gospel. It is only by receiving the Apostle's teaching and living a life that accords 

with this truth that we can know God. John concludes this section by saying, this is 

how we can recognize the Spirit of truth and the spirit of falsehood. It all depends 

upon who you listen to, and what authority you are prepared to give to God's Word, 

through the Apostle's teaching.  Truth is a puzzle to those who have excluded God 

from their thinking, but it is a revelation to those who find the One who said, "I am 

the way, the truth, and the life of this world, no one comes to the Father, except 

through me" (John 14:6). 

 

2.  Secondly,  we are invited to see "what God is like" in order to see whether we 

know God, and whether He lives in us (verses 7-12) 

 

In this middle section of our passage, John allows us to see the revelation of God's 

essential character, in order to see whether we know God, and whether He lives in us. 

Thus these verses shine like a remarkable theophany of God's presence, shedding in a 

paradoxical way, both light and darkness on everything around it. Remarkably, in 

these six verses, the word for "love" is mentioned 15 times, in various forms and 

ways. Even the word for "Beloved", which frames this section at either end, contains 

the word for "love" ( agape ) within it. In other words, the "Beloved" are born of 

God's love and Spirit, and live in this love as "agape" people. Understandably, this is 

the highest word for love, and speaks of the love with which God has loved us in 

Christ - It is therefore a word that reaches down to us from God, in His self-giving 

actions toward us, which also speaks of His grace or unmerited favour bestowed upon 

us. Therefore, it is first and foremost a word and action that reaches down to us in 

Christ, before it can ever reach out to others, or even back to God.  In other words, it 

cannot be self-manufactured. Well, how does John begin here? "Beloved, let us love 

one another, for love ( agape ) comes from God. Paul witnesses to this truth at 

Romans 5:5, when he says the God has poured out His love ( agape) into our hearts 

by the Holy Spirit who has been given to us. John continues that everyone who loves 

in this way has been born of God, and knows God" (verse 7). Here John is saying that 

when we love one another in the way in which God has loved us, then we not only 

evidence signs of the new birth within us from above, as well as the character of God, 

but in this way, we also truly know God.  The DNA of God's love within us, makes this 

possible. This could not be said of the secessionists, who have left the fellowship. 

Then in verse 8, John states the negative side of things. "Whoever does not love, with 
this same love, does not know God, for God is love (agape)".  Love is not God's only 

attribute, for at John 4:24 He is Spirit, then at 1 John 1:5 He is light, and in Him is no 

darkness at all, followed at  1 John 1:9 by faithful and just, and good at Luke 18:19. 

Further, love existed between the Father and the Son before the creation of the world 

(John 17:24). And so the statement here that "God is love" really can be seen as the 

epi-centre or focal point of all of the other qualities that can be said of God. And 

therefore, wherever and whenever God's actions can be seen in the Bible, including 

creation itself, they were carried out in love, and reveal God's essential character as 

love, seen as far back as Deuteronomy 7:7-8 in explicit form, where Moses reminded 

God's people that his choice of them in the first place was not governed by any 

external qualities that they could boast about, but because he "loved" them, and 



sought to prove faithful to the promises made with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. And 

so love is active. Further, love comes from God, and from no other source, and 

therefore His light is not harsh or blinding, rather, it shows us the path of life, as it 

did to Saul of Tarsus, on the road to Damascus (Acts 9:1-22). Further, God's 

righteousness is not stiff and forbidding, but, lightened by love, works for the welfare 

and salvation of men and women. John then goes on to tell us that God's love was 

made known in two ways. The first supreme demonstration of this love was revealed 

when God sent His one and only Son into the world that we might live through Him 

(verse 9). This is revealed at John 3:16. And the extraordinary thing about this, is that 

God sent His Son to those who did not love Him! And not only that, but He sent His 

son to be a sacrifice and atonement for our sins! (verse 10). Next follows a 

remarkable passage containing two unexpected conclusions. The first concerns how 

we should respond to God's sacrificial love for us. We would expect John to say, "We 

ought to love God in return." Instead in verse 11, John says, "Since God so loved us, 

we ought to love one another." The second surprise then follows in verse 12, "No one 

has ever seen God, but if we love one another, God lives in us, and His love is made 

complete in us." Believers who love one another demonstrate that the unseen God 

lives in them, despite what the secessionists may say to the contrary. In fact, the love 

of God we experience as a result of His living in us, completes its work in us when we 

show love to one another. Perhaps we need to consider this truth more fully than we 

do in our lives. Perhaps we should constantly ask ourselves the question: "Is God's 

love completing its work in my life today? If not, then what remains to be done? This 

may also mean that as we love each other we even come to "see" God more fully? Did 

Jesus include this meaning in his statement: "Blessed are the pure in heart, for they 

shall see God?" (Matthew 5:8). But there is a more likely and daring thought, that as 

we love each other, those who have never seen God will at last know what He is like!  

Jesus said, "Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father" (John 14:9). Is John now 

saying the same thing of the Christian society? 

 

3.  Thirdly, we are encouraged by the "witness of God's Spirit within us", 

leading us to yet greater revelations and truths about God's love and presence in 

our lives (verses 13-21) 

 

Finally, John assures his readers that our life in God is made certain through the 

Spirit that He has given us (verse 13). Why begin this final section in this way? One 

answer is that what was tested in the first section of our passage in verses 1-6, now 

becomes our final assurance with regard to what will now follow. And the witness of 

the Spirit of truth which follows, includes having seen and testified that the Father 

Has sent His Son to be the "Saviour of the world", last mentioned at John 4:42 in 

response to Jesus by the Samaritans at the well. Here, however, it is a response to 

secessionist denials that Jesus needed to be recognized as Saviour at all - that His 

atoning death for sin was even necessary. But, in verse 15, if anyone acknowledges 
that Jesus is  the Son of God, then God lives in them, and they in God.  The 

secessionists obviously had problems with the question of Jesus' divinity, which had 

serious implications for Jesus being the Saviour of the World. Interestingly, when 

Paul received his physical and spiritual sight within the context of the Damascus 

Road incident, and was filled with the Holy Spirit, he immediately proclaimed Jesus 

in the synagogues as being the Son of God, and Messiah (Acts 9:20-22).  And 

according to John, when we also acknowledge Jesus as the Son of God,  we truly live 

in God, and He in us, and we know and rely on the love God has for us. Finally in 

verse 16, John returns to the point that he had already made at verse 8 = God is love. 

But in order to bolster that point further, he now says - "Whoever lives in love, lives 

in God, and God in them."  And now John desires to finally see all of this in the light 



of the Day of Judgment. How might we have confidence to face that day? He provides 

his answer in verses 17-21 - Because we are like Jesus, and follow in His steps, we 

can face judgment without fear, precisely because there is no fear in love, and perfect 

love, which took Jesus to the cross, drives out all fear, because fear has to do with 

punishment. In fact, the one who fears is not made perfect in love. This was no doubt 

at the heart of the Jewish rejection of Jesus, that sent Him to the Cross, according to 

John 3:19-21. People would not come to the light, for fear that their evil deeds might 

be exposed. And so, in verse 19, we love, because this is the evidence that God has 

touched our hearts with His love. And on this basis, whoever claims to love God, 

alluding to the secessionists, yet hates a brother or sister, is a liar. For whoever does 

not love their brother and sister, whom they have seen, cannot love God, whom they 

have not seen. And he has given us this command: "Anyone who loves God must also 

love their brother and sister" (verse 21). Claims to know the unseen God must be 

validated by loving fellow believers, who can be seen. This test finally exposes all the 

pious pretensions and hypocrisy of those who falsely claim to know God. Let us excel 

in loving our brothers and sisters, as well as our wider world. In doing this, we 

discover more of the unseen God. 

 

Conclusion:- 

 

Today John shares two great truths with us, that are both liberating and saving. First, 

the Spirit who dwells within us, is greater than the one who is in the world. Secondly, 

perfect love casts out all fear. Much that drives our modern world today is based on 

fear, and not on love. How can we find fresh joy and victory in these twin truths 

today? After all, our claim to know God rests upon their reality in our lives.   Amen.  

 

 


