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(TESTING THE SPIRITS) 
 

THE SPIRIT OF ANTICHRIST VERSUS THE SPIRIT OF GOD 
 

(1 John 4: 1-11) 

 

How many of you know who Darrell Winfield was?  Warning: this will remind you of how old 

you are.  Only the older ones among us are going to remember this.  Darrell Winfield was the 

“Marlboro Man” – one of five rugged cowboys who starred in the old Marlboro Man cigarette 

commercials back in the 1970s and 80s.  Four of them died earlier of smoking-related illnesses.  

Winfield died just about six years ago at age 85.  But he was a real-life cowboy living in 

Wyoming in 1968 when he was discovered by Philip Morris Advertising.  His rugged cigarette-

smoking face and cowboy features became associated with the most successful tobacco 

advertising campaign ever.  It appealed to American men because of his masculinity, the aura of 

the western outdoors, individuality, and freedom. 

Today, of course, everyone knows that cigarettes cause cancer, which robs from people the 

very strength, life, and vitality that such advertising used to suggest.  That’s why they eventually 

banned the Marlboro Man commercials from TV, and finally banned the use of humans and 

even cartoons in U.S. tobacco advertising altogether.  And to this day, items such as cigarettes 

bear a stern warning on their package that the use of such smoking products are hazardous to 

one’s health. 

In today’s Epistle, First John is warning us that false prophets and the spirit of antichrist can be 

hazardous to our spiritual health.  Unfortunately, however, we are not going to see people or 

spirits identified with warning labels, so we must learn to recognize them for ourselves.  As 

John says, we must “test the spirits to see whether they are from God, for many false prophets 

have gone out into the world.” 

Sometimes it is relatively easy to test the spirits.  As John says, any person, religion, or 

philosophy that does not accept but actually rejects Jesus as the Son of God and Savior of the 

world is not of God and is the spirit of antichrist. 
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Sometimes however it isn’t so easy—it isn’t so “cut and dried,” so to speak.  Particularly in this 

woke, cancel-culture, secular society, we are confronted with many different spirits and 

attitudes.  Some are of God and some are not.  In this message today, we will consider the spirit 

of antichrist as it appeared in the life of Jesus’ contemporaries, and we hope to be able to 

recognize different aspects of this anti-Christian spirit when we are confronted with it in our 

own lives.  Then we will also look at the spirit of God, the spirit of love that our dear Lord Jesus 

displayed.  This is, after all, the spirit that can overcome the spirit of antichrist and guide our 

thoughts, our actions, and our entire lives. 

One of the spirits that Jesus found opposing Him was the spirit of selfish pride in personal 

accomplishments.  Jesus pointed out that spirit when He told about the Pharisee and the 

publican praying in the temple.  Remember, the Pharisee felt entirely too self-assured about 

himself.  And yet from the perspective of the casual observer, the Pharisee would have 

appeared to have been a rather upright and honest man.  He was not unjust in his weights and 

measures.  He was a good man to do business with, and you didn’t have to worry about being 

cheated.  He certainly wouldn’t stoop to the level of those publicans, those despised tax 

collectors.  The Pharisee was no adulterer.  He had his principles with regard to business and 

marriage, and he was not about to violate them.  He was also a religious man, as anyone could 

see who observed his fasting, he’s praying, and his tithing, which was done in such a way that 

all could see—and, if they had not seen it, the Pharisee would certainly tell them about it. 

What do you think—would any of us be inclined to encourage such a man to change his 

lifestyle?  I don’t think any of us would want him to change his business practices or his fidelity 

to his wife, would we?  Also, I don’t think we’d be inclined to discourage his practice of tithing.  

Just the same, even with all of this Pharisee’s virtuous activity, Jesus still considered this man to 

be outside of the kingdom of God.  You see, this Pharisee truly felt that he could earn his place 

with God by his virtuous accomplishments.  His spirit was the spirit of antichrist.  It was 

opposed to believing Christ as Savior.  In fact, it kept him from a recognizing even his need for a 

Savior. 

While there’s a place for self-reliance, and there’s a reason for feeling good about ourselves: “I 

can do all things through Christ who strengthens me.”  The moment we expected God to feel as 

good about us as we do about ourselves, and to give us some special reward or recognition, 

then, you see, the spirit of antichrist has appeared in our boastful, self-assured life. 
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Jesus, on more than one occasion, saw a spirit opposing His spirit in a search to get ahead 

financially.  For instance, a rich young ruler came to Him and wanted to know what he had to 

do to inherit eternal life.  Jesus, knowing that this young man was not ready for the Gospel, 

gave him the law instead.  “You want to earn the eternal life, then keep the commandments,” 

Jesus said.  The rich young ruler was SURE that he had already kept them all from his youth—

this was actually what he believed.  You see, he felt that he didn’t need the Gospel.  Jesus then 

tells him to do one more thing—to sell all that he has, and give the money to the poor and then 

follow Jesus.  We are then told that the young man went away sad because he was very rich.  

He just could not part with all he had.  This was the occasion for that well-known statement of 

Jesus that it was easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to 

enter the kingdom of God. 

Material and financial reward—it’s the American success story, isn’t it?  It’s the American 

dream or work ethic.  If you work hard and stick to your business, you’ll get ahead – you’ll be 

rewarded with the blessings of life.  And if you’re lucky, you might even get it the easy way.  

Lotteries and sweepstakes offer the opportunity to become instant millionaires.  A pastor over 

in Illinois once asked his parishioners to bring to the church all their unsuccessful lottery tickets.  

When they did, they all realized that the members of this congregation evidently spent more on 

lottery tickets than what they contributed to the church.  And yet the odds against any of them 

winning the lottery were still more than a million to one.   

Who of us would not enjoy having some of these nice things that money can buy.  And as Jesus 

says, your heavenly father knows that you need some of these things.  But, when our emphasis 

becomes what a person HAS instead of what he or she IS and CAN BE, as a forgiven child of 

God, then we have a problem.  In the frantic and covetous search and desire to get ahead in the 

things of this world, Jesus saw a spirit that was not of God, and that made it very difficult to 

enter the kingdom of God.  In fact, if you let that spirit push Christ and His Holy Spirit out of 

your life, it’s impossible for you to enter the kingdom of God. 

Jesus sought a spirit opposing Him in the delaying of decisions and Godly activity. “I’ll profess 

Christ and start going to church when the time is right, but first I must take care of something 

else.  This, too, can be the spirit of antichrist.  For instance, Jesus invited a man to follow Him.  

He was willing but first he wanted to bury his father.  Another agreed to follow Him, but first he 

wanted to say goodbye to those at home.  Jesus’ response was to tell them, “No one who puts 

his hand to the plow and looks back is fit for service in the kingdom of God” (Lk 9:62).  
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Of course, thanks be to Christ and His cross, we are all now under grace.  Certainly Jesus would 

not forbid our saying goodbye to loved ones and burying loved ones who died in the Lord.  But 

as Luther reminds us, “the Word of God is sometimes like a passing shower.  We must and buy 

while the beggar is at our door.”  Suppose the thief on the cross had waited a day longer. 

Suppose Lot had told those two angels to give him a few days to pack up his things before 

leaving the city of Sodom.  God doesn’t mess around.  Look what happened to Lot’s wife when 

she hesitated and wistfully looked back at Sodom and Gomorrah.  Herod Antipas listened to 

John the Baptist preach repentance on a number of occasions while John was imprisoned, and 

heard him gladly, but Herod never recanted.  The same could be said for King Agrippa when 

Paul pleaded with him to repent and believe the Gospel.  Agrippa responded jokingly “Almost 

thou persuadest me to be a Christian.”  You see, Agrippa took Paul’s preaching lightly.  And as 

far as we know, these two kings never believed in the King of kings.  What golden opportunities 

for security and salvation in Christ did these royal fools miss!  They could have been freed 

forever from the clutches of Satan.  So you see, any spirit that undermines or belittles or takes 

lightly the saving truth of the Gospel is the spirit of the antichrist. 

Who would have thought that the spirit of antichrist could be present among the disciples—

except for Judas, of course.  But when Peter suggested that Jesus should avoid the suffering and 

death in Jerusalem, Christ actually referred to him as Satan, and warned him that he was not 

siding with God but with men. 

The disciples also had a spirit of jealousy working among them, of which Jesus did not approve.  

When they observed a man casting out demons in the name of Jesus, because this man was not 

one of them, the disciples ordered him to stop.  But Jesus corrected them and told them that 

they were wrong in doing so.  He said that anyone who did a mighty work in His name was not 

working against them.  “Whoever is not against us,” Jesus said, “is for us.” 

Even as Christians today, we tend to like special recognition for ourselves or our own group, 

don’t we?  And we can sometimes be very jealous when others do great things in His name.  

Sometimes it’s jealousy against other Christian denominations or congregations or other 

pastors.  Sometimes it’s jealousy against fellow Christians in our own congregation or family.  

Whenever we cannot rejoice over the good that was done in the name of the Lord because of 

sinful jealousy against the individual who did it, then the spirit of antichrist has reached into our 

life.  So, you see, the spirit of antichrist appears in many forms.  It is a real and very present 

threat to our Christian lives. 
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Now we consider the spirit of God’s love, which reaches out to save and to change lives so that 

we may know the blessing of life lived in love.  The Epistle of First John tells us that God is love 

and that his love was made known to us in the sending of His Son to be our Savior.  Jesus 

showed this spirit of love in His relationships with people.  It was far greater than the spirit of 

the antichrist.  This spirit of love in Christ opened the kingdom of God to people. 

One of the amazing aspects of God’s love is that it is a love for sinners.  Remember, the 

Pharisee praying in the temple felt that God should love him because he was good.  God’s spirit 

of love reaches out to guilty sinners.  One day the scribes and Pharisees brought to Jesus a 

woman who had been caught in the very act of adultery.  According to the law of God given 

through Moses, adultery was to be punished by death.  The scribes and Pharisees wanted to 

know what Jesus had to say about this situation.  Jesus bent down and scratched in the dirt a 

little, almost as if He ignored the question.  When they finally insisted on an answer, He said, “If 

any one of you is without sin, let him be the first to throw a stone at her” (John 8:7).  One by 

one, they all turned and went away.  No one felt worthy of throwing that first stone.  No one 

condemned her.  Then Jesus told her, “Neither do I condemn you.  Go, and sin no more.” 

Jesus did not condemn her, nor does He condemn us, because He Himself would ultimately 

accept the responsibility for this sin along with all others and be crucified for all of us.  The 

penalty of the law would be paid in full by Jesus on the cross.  “God demonstrates His own love 

for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us” (Rom 5-8).  That is the spirit of love.  

There is no reason or explanation for it other than that “God is love.”  (1 John 4:8). 

There are no limits to this love as far as national boundaries, race, or gender are concerned.  

Jesus was traveling through Samaria and came to Jacob’s well.  A Samaritan woman was there 

drawing water.  Jesus asked her for a drink, but she was amazed that he, a Jew, would ask such 

a thing of her, since Jews would not normally have any dealings with Samaritans.  The 

conversation eventually went from the subject of living water, the Gospel, to her own personal 

life.  When Jesus informed her that He already knew about her having had five husbands and 

that the man with whom she was now living was not her husband, she recognized Jesus as 

being a prophet.  They kept talking and the subject of the Messiah was finally mentioned.  Jesus 

revealed to her, “I who speak to you am He.”  At that, she ran back to the village and told the 

people to come and meet a man who knew everything about her.  And she wondered, “Could 

this be the Christ?”  Jesus stayed in the village for two days, and many believed in Him. The 

Samaritan woman was amazed that Jesus would even associate with her because of her race 
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and because of her sinful past.  But God’s love knows no national boundaries and is not limited 

with regard to race, gender, or sinful past. 

We have so much racial strife these days, and we have tension with regard to national 

boundaries.  We need the spirit of God’s love in our hearts so that we can overcome the 

boundaries and limitations we sometimes place on love for our neighbor.  Jesus erased most of 

those boundaries of love. 

The spirit of God’s love also overcomes selfishness.  Remember Zacchaeus, that greedy little tax 

collector.  After Jesus spent the day with him sharing the good news of acceptance and 

forgiveness, Zacchaeus was so overwhelmed with joy over the Gospel that he promised to give 

half of what he had to the poor.  And if anyone had ever been cheated in his tax collecting 

practice, Zacchaeus promised to pay him back four times the amount.  You see, God’s love in 

Christ creates love.  The spirit of love in Christ brings the change from a selfish love to a desire 

for all to share in the blessings of Christ. 

The spirit of love in Christ reaches out to all—even those who would be considered enemies.  

How well this was demonstrated when Jesus prayed from the cross, “Father, forgive them, for 

they know not what they do.”  This is what the spirit of love is all about.  Forgive them.  Jesus 

has the right to request forgiveness.  He died for all sins—the sins of the woman caught in 

adultery, the sins of the Samaritan woman, the sins of Zacchaeus, the sins of the scribes and 

Pharisees and the Sadducees, the sins of that are yours and the sins that are mine.  Jesus 

accepted the responsibility for them all, and He forgives us, having washed away every last one 

of our sins already in our baptism.  Christ Himself has paid our debt in full and set us free to be 

the eternal children of God. 

Yes, the spirit of antichrist is found everywhere among us and around us.  Those who live in 

that spirit live in a small world.  They are hemmed in by greed, jealousy, and self-interests.  But 

the spirit of God is a spirit of love.  It has no boundaries and knows no limitations.  God gives 

this spirit to us through Jesus Christ so that we can know the joy that He knows, through His 

love. 

             Amen.     

 


