
TRUST AND OBEY 
John 4:1-21 

 
 Did God’s Plan of Salvation change with the coming of Jesus Christ nearly two thousand 
years ago?  Like so many questions of this type, the answer is “yes and no.”  The ministry of 
Jesus, His life, His death, His resurrection and ascension provided us with such a radically clear 
understanding of the truth of God’s purposes that we want say that the Plan changed.  However, 
if we look at the basics of salvation and ask the question regarding “how people were ‘saved’ in 
ancient times,” we can look at two really well known individuals (Noah and Abraham) and 
examine what the Scriptures tell us about them.   
 Take Noah, for our first example, and we see that God chose Noah and provided him 
with very limited information about what was going to happen in the future.  God then told Noah 
how he could fit into and benefit from this knowledge.  Noah believed God and demonstrated 
proof of his belief by building the Ark which provided the physical means that preserved him 
and his family during the flood that was coming in judgment on the world.  Additional 
instructions were given to Noah with regard to the specifics of the dimension and construction of 
the boat, the animals that were to be taken, and other matters that Noah followed.  
 We can see something similar in the case of Abraham.  God chose Abram and gave him 
instructions regarding separating himself from the people and the area that he had always known 
and go to another place.  Abram believed God and did what God told him to do.  After that, God 
then provided Abram with information about the future in the form of a covenant that God 
initiated on behalf of Abram and his descendants.  Paul commented on this in the fifth chapter of 
Romans when he said that “Abraham believed God and God accounted that as righteousness.”   
 Although the Plan of Salvation and the terms and conditions of salvation have not 
changed, the revelation of that Plan has been progressive throughout the time God has been 
dealing with mankind.  The fullness of that revelation was climaxed in the life, death, and 
resurrection of Jesus.  
 This same theme is found in the first letter of John and is further developed in the fourth 
chapter of that letter.  It is helpful to back up to the last two verses of chapter three where we find 
an introduction to the subject matter of the fourth chapter.  Leading up to this introduction, John 
had written about loving God, knowing God, and keeping His commandments.  In 3:23 we find a 
statement of “the commandment.”  This commandment is simply “believe in the name of His 
Son Jesus Christ, and love one another, just as He commanded us.”  The essence of this 
commandment is “faith and love” or “trust and obey.”   
 In verse 3:24 we see two new themes introduced.  The first of these is that God or Christ 
abides (lives, remains, stays) in each obedient believer and a mutual abiding of each obedient 
believer in God or Christ.  This is the same idea that Christ taught in the analogy of the vine and 
the branches in John 15.  The second idea is that the evidence of this mutual abiding is the 
operation of the Holy Spirit in the life of the believer.  God’s Spirit is the Spirit of faith and love.  
Chapter four focuses on the “faith” aspect in verses 1-6 and the “love” aspect in verses 7-21.  
This chapter provides the readers of this letter with the needed understanding of the two parts of 
the “commandment” mentioned in 3:23 – “faith and love” or “trust and obey.” 
 
Is This of God?  4:1-6 
1 Beloved, 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 By this you know the Spirit of God: every spirit that confesses that Jesus 
Christ has come in the flesh is from God; 3 and every spirit that does not confess Jesus is not from God; this is the 



spirit of the antichrist, of which you have heard that it is coming, and now it is already in the world. 4 You are from 
God, little children, and have overcome them; because greater is He who is in you than he who is in the world. 5 

They are from the world; therefore they speak as from the world, and the world listens to them. 6 We are from God; 
he who knows God listens to us; he who is not from God does not listen to us. By this we know the spirit of truth 
and the spirit of error.  1 John 4:1-6 (NASB95) 
 While some will argue that to be successful in life, it is very important to believe in 
something and get involved in what you believe in.  That is a partial truth, the “rest of the story” 
is that what we believe is critically important since the path we follow in life (what we believe) 
has a destination and being on the wrong road will not take us to where we need to go.  John 
realized the importance of believing the truth as seen in his statement that we are to “believe (in) 
the name of God’s Son Jesus Christ.”  We know that the concept of the “name” covers the 
essence of the person and the character which the stated name brings to mind.  The idea of 
“believe” (rather than “believe in”) is to accept and endorse what is communicated as the truth.   
 John’s admonition to his readers was that it was critically important to not accept and 
endorse ideas and concepts that have their origin in the world view that comes from the fallen 
and rebellious nature of man, but to recognize the truth that has been revealed in the Living 
Word of God.  That should raise the question of “how can we tell the difference?”  John had a 
simple formula for testing the origin of various creeds and philosophies and paths that people 
should follow in life.  That “formula” was to be discerning, test the message and observe who 
supports the false narrative.  The first step is to determine if the idea or message is in agreement 
with what Jesus had taught us.   
 If someone advocates and promotes as “truth” a philosophy or lifestyle that is contrary to 
what Jesus taught, then that person is essentially saying that Jesus was not from God.  If He were 
from God, then what He taught had to be the truth since God cannot lie.  In additional to 
promoting ideas or ways of salvation contrary to what Jesus taught in word and deed, the false 
teachers deny that Jesus was God “incarnate” or God in the flesh.   
 The third evidence that helps us identify the spirit of antichrist in false prophets is that 
what they advocate is readily endorsed by those who clearly promote a worldly agenda that 
disagrees with the clear teachings of the written word of God.   
 
Love As Seen in the Son – 4:7-11 
7 Beloved, let us love one another, for love is from God; and everyone who loves is born of God and knows God. 8 

The one who does not love does not know God, for God is love. 9 By this the love of God was manifested in us, that 
God has sent His only begotten Son into the world so that we might live through Him. 10 In this is love, not that we 
loved God, but that He loved us and sent His Son to be the propitiation for our sins. 11 Beloved, if God so loved us, 
we also ought to love one another.  1 John 4:7-11 (NASB95) 
 The kind of love (obedience) Jesus commanded His followers to carry out is the same 
kind of love that Jesus demonstrated as seen in the words He used when He gave His disciples 
the “new commandment” in John 13:34: “love one another even as I have loved you.”  This kind 
of love is not a self-initiated ability but comes from God enabling us to do that.   
 There are two aspects or prerequisites for such love to be carried out.  In the latter part of 
verse seven we see the first requirement is to be “born of God” and the second is to “know God.”  
Both have to be realities for such love to be a reality and not just a concept with which we agree.  
Such love cannot take root if the soil in which it is planted is of the old unregenerate (Adamic) 
nature.  Even if it is planted in the right soil of the new nature, it cannot grow and produce fruit if 
it does not have the proper light that comes from “fellowship with” or “knowing” God Who is 
light which is a reference to His holy nature.  The absence of love (fruit) is not proof that a 
person has not been born again, but it is evidence that such a person does not know God which 



has to come from fellowship with Him from the indwelling presence of the Holy Spirit.   
 We can interpret verses nine and ten as the answer to the (unasked) questions of “how 
can a person be born again and have this new life?”  The second parts of these verses tell us that 
God took the initiative and sent His only begotten Son into the world so that we could obtain this 
new life through Christ being the atoning sacrifice for our sin.  The first parts of these verses tell 
us that our being “new creatures in Christ” provides the collective evidence that God so loved the 
world from His own initiative rather than a reaction to any goodness in us.   
 That new spiritual life that we have has its origin in the uncreated life of God and, as 
such, is like God Himself.  It is spiritual (rather than physical life) since God is Spirit.  It is a life 
that is in communion with the light or holiness of God since God is Holy.  Finally, it is a life that 
is characterized by love since God is Love.  Therefore, if that kind of love is in us, then it should 
find expression in our relationship with each other.   
 
Love As Perfected by the Spirit – 4:12-14 
12 No one has seen God at any time; if we love one another, God abides in us, and His love is perfected in us. 13 By 
this we know that we abide in Him and He in us, because He has given us of His Spirit. 14 We have seen and testify 
that the Father has sent the Son to be the Savior of the world.  1 John 4:12-14 (NASB95) 
 Since God is Spirit, then He is not physically visible, but can be “seen” through the eyes 
of faith.  The spiritual discernment or sight is possible because He has given us the Holy Spirit 
that abides in us to provide the spiritual light for spiritual sight.   
 The God-kind-of-love experienced among Christians, makes God visible to them. 
A believer’s Spirit-led obedience becomes the evidence that he is enjoying the mutual abiding 
relationship with God that John wrote about.  The indwelling God, whose presence is manifested 
in the midst of a loving Christian community, thus becomes (in a sense) truly visible to the eye 
of faith.  This is the kind vision to which Jesus referred when He asked the question “Having 
eyes, see ye not?”  
 One of John’s purposes in writing this letter that was stated in the initial verses was that 
the readers might share the experience of the apostles who had “seen the life which was with the 
Father and had appeared to us.”  We could make the argument that in a loving Christian 
community, believers can see that life, also.    
 As we yield ourselves individually to the work of the Spirit in our lives, then the 
combined effect is that God’s love is perfected in the body of Christ – among us.  This is the 
measure that the world holds up to the church to see if it is really what it claims to be.  “By this 
shall all men know that you are my disciples if you have love one for another.”  John 13:35 
 
Love As Defined by the Father – 4:15-18 
15 Whoever confesses that Jesus is the Son of God, God abides in him, and he in God. 16 We have come to know and 
have believed the love which God has for us. God is love, and the one who abides in love abides in God, and God 
abides in him. 17 By this, love is perfected with us, so that we may have confidence in the day of judgment; because 
as He is, so also are we in this world. 18 There is no fear in love; but perfect love casts out fear, because fear involves 
punishment, and the one who fears is not perfected in love.  1 John 4:15-18 (NASB95) 
 The nature of God is love. And a person who knows God and has been born of God will 
respond to God’s nature. As a compass naturally points north, a believer will naturally practice 
love because love is the nature of God.  This love will not be a forced response; it will be a 
natural response.  A believer’s love for the brethren will be proof of his sonship and fellowship.  
 We should be able to recognize this in the church and such love and acceptance will 
produce boldness in the Lord.  One big problem in the church today is fear of being criticized.  
Many will not do anything because there are those who are ready to ridicule and put down what 



they do.  This is NOT love in action.   
 What is even more important is that if God’s love is in our hearts and we recognize that 
God has loved us enough to give us His love (His very nature), then we should also realize that 
God wants the very best for us.  This knowledge should give us confidence (boldness) before 
God and free us to be available for God to do great things through us. 
 If a person “loves” God but does not “love” his brother, then the kind of love he has is 
not genuine and would likely be selfishly motivated.  Agape (self-sacrificing love) will not be 
motivated nor controlled by the object of our love but will be based on who we are and the 
principles that define us.  If we find ourselves doing things that would be contrary to the true best 
interests of others, then that should be a warning sign or wake-up call to examine the reality of 
our proclaimed love for God.   
 Another evidence of the genuineness of our love would be what motivates us to “agree 
with God” with regard to the way we should live.  Is it possible for a Christian to live in such a 
way that all his or her actions are in alignment with the teachings of Christ; but deep down inside 
they would rather do something else but they don’t because of the fear of judgment?   
 How does such an attitude manifest itself in today’s world?  I recently saw a post on 
social media that was a quote from a Christian rapper (hip-hop performer) named Lecrae that 
stated, “If I’m wrong about God, then I’ve wasted my life.  If you’re wrong about God, then 
you’ve wasted eternity.”  You would be amazed at the number of Christians who will post this or 
agree with it.  Each of us should ask the question of ourselves, “If there were no eternity, then 
would I live my life in a different manner?”   
 
Love As Lived Out by God’s People – 4:19-21 
19 We love, because He first loved us. 20 If someone says, “I love God,” and hates his brother, he is a liar; for the one 
who does not love his brother whom he has seen, cannot love God whom he has not seen. 21 And this commandment 
we have from Him, that the one who loves God should love his brother also.  1 John 4:19-21 (NASB95) 
 Unselfish love is not something that we have to create within ourselves but is a result of a 
faith response to the love that God directed toward us.  He is the Source of such love.  As Paul 
wrote in Romans 5:5 “God has poured out his love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, whom he 
has given us.”  Our first response is that we love God for His goodness to us.  This is a natural 
typically human response.  We respond in kind.  The real test to see if the God-kind of love is 
functioning in us is that we show that love to those that don't love us first or love us at all.  After 
all, God loved us before we loved Him.  It is inconsistent or even illogical for us to think that 
God’s love is operating in us just because we feel love for God if we don't also love our fellow 
human beings. 


