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Testing Those Who Claim to be Special 
Teachers or Messengers Sent from God 
  

In the Revelation of St. John, in the Bible, John wrote to the church at Ephesus, commending them that 
they had tested and detected the false teachers that came among them. 

“I know thy works, and thy labour, and thy patience, and how thou canst not bear them which are evil: 
and thou hast tried them which say they are apostles, and are not, and hast found them liars:” (Rev. 2:2) 

Who are such people who claim to be apostles, but are not? The word "apostle" is generally linked with 
the twelve disciples of Jesus, but at the time of this writing all of them were dead except for John. 
Obviously, many people surfaced with the claim of being the true successors of the original twelve. 

Another possibility, and I emphasize possibility, is Paul or one of his associates could have been 
considered to the “false apostles”. Paul said that he was an apostle, but was not recognized as such by 
the Twelve Apostles at Jerusalem. He was never numbered with the Twelve, never sat in council with 
them, and only met with them briefly. Paul didn’t meet Peter until 3 years after his “conversion” (Gal. 
1:18), and he never met with any of the other apostles, except “James, the Lord’s brother” (Gal. 1:19). 
He never returned the Jerusalem again for another fourteen years (Gal. 2:1). Paul visited Ephesus, 
taught there, and wrote a letter to the Ephesians. He was in the city for over 2 years -- from the autumn 
is AD 52 to spring of AD 55. Paul claims to have been called as an apostle, not “of man”, but “of God”. 
But the fact is God can ordain anybody He wants and send them forth to deliver a message, and this is 
the very definition of apostle. So, the true test of an apostle is: have they been sent by God? and is there 
a message from God? 

When the position of the fallen disciple Judas Iscariot was filled, the other eleven met in council and 
sought the guidance of God so that through their act of casting lots, God might act through them, to fill 
the vacancy with the man whom God had called. (Acts 1:20-26). Thus, Matthias was chosen by God, 
acting through the other Apostles. Paul makes no such claim, other than that he was called of God, and 
not of men. Paul also has a number of associates whom he terms “apostles”. Paul warns his readers 
about believing any other gospel other than that which he has taught, yet Paul teaches many unique 
precepts, which are not anywhere else in the New Testament. There have been volumes written by 
Biblical scholars, detailing the differences between the teachings of Paul and the teachings of John. And, 
churches have wrangled for years over the question of “faith and works”, pitting Paul and James against 
each other. Perhaps, there were deep splits in Christianity even back then, and Paul was seen by the 
main body of saints as a lone, self-styled renegade, going off on his own and teaching his own brand of 
gospel. And, perhaps, for this reason, John and the citizens of Ephesus considered him to be one who 
claimed to be an apostle, but turned out to be a liar. 

John, an Apostle, called and ordained by Christ, himself, in another scripture talks about the importance 
of such tests: 

"Beloved, believe not every spirit, but try the spirits whether they are of God: because many 
false prophets are gone out into the world." (1 John 4:1) 
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As one seeking to be a disciple of Christ, I am interested in finding true messengers from God, especially 
one who is a true apostle, sent from Christ. Brigham Young, who was one of the first apostles of the LDS 
church, once said something to the effect that he would walk anywhere, anytime to hear an Apostle of 
Christ speak on any subject. I agree. But, how do you find such a person, and how do you verify that 
such a person is who and what they claim to be? The answer is simple: test them. 

However, it is difficult to find a person these days who teaches and bears the kind of apostolic witness 
that one would expect to hear from a modern-day Peter or John, let alone Paul. There are those who 
claim the title “apostles”, but rather than bear personal eye-witness to the resurrection of Christ, they 
speak about the evils of the lottery and the importance of active church membership. There are others 
who appear to speak or write with the power of an “apostle”, but they, too, fail to stand up under the 
kind of testing that John proposes. 

Now the question arises as to how the seeker is to test such people. The next verse seems to 
give a simplistic answer: 

2” Hereby know ye the Spirit of God: Every spirit that confesseth that Jesus Christ is come in the 
flesh is of God: 

3” And every spirit that confesseth not that Jesus Christ is come in the flesh is not of God: and 
this is that spirit of antichrist, whereof ye have heard that it should come; and even now already 
is it in the world." 

(1 John 4:2-3) 

Here is another translation of this passage, given in modern English: 

1 Beloved, there are many false prophets going out in the world, and there are many false spirits 
guiding them and would gladly guide you if they could. Do not believe every spirit or every 
teacher who comes to you, but test the spirits to see whether they are of God. 

2 Here's the test to determine the true Spirit of God: Every spirit that teaches the words of 
Christ which you have already received and who testifies that Jesus Christ, (who came and who 
will come in the flesh), is of God, is a true Spirit sent from God. 

3 But, any spirit which does not bring you these same words and does not bear this same 
testimony is the spirit of antichrist, a substitute for Christ, which you have heard should come; 
and even now already is in the world. 

4 You are of God, little children, and have overcome these evil spirits and false teachers: 
because greater is he that is in you, than he that is in the world. 

5 They who are of the world have been overcome of the world: therefore, they speak about the 
world and the things in the world, and the world gladly listens to them. 

6 We are of God. He who knows God listens to our message, but he who is not of God will not 
listen to us. And this is the way to tell the difference between the spirit of truth, and the spirit of 
error. (1 John 4:1-6) 

So, is that all there is to the test? If they confess that Jesus came in the flesh then we know they are of 
God, right? 
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 “Confession” is more than mere profession of belief, but to confess is speak from a deep personal 
knowledge and conviction. The word “confess” comes from the Greek homologeō. This is a legal term, 
used to describe testimony or witness in court. To testify falsely, which is to testify of the truth of a thing 
without actual knowledge of a thing, is subject to the crime of perjury. There are many who profess 
“belief” in Christ, but do not exercise faith (belief in action) in the works or words of Christ. Still, others 
commit an even greater error when they profess to having received knowledge through the Spirit, when 
they have received no such knowledge, and are merely parroting a popular mantra in order to gain 
social acceptance in some religious circle. 

Let us examine the verse more carefully. The key to the meaning is found in the phrase:  "Jesus Christ is 
come in the flesh." 

"Is come" is from the Greek ERCHOMAI and is the middle voice of a primary verb used only in the 
present and imperfect tenses. Here it is used in the imperfect tense which implies a thing that is in the 
state of progress or happening in the now, whenever that now is occurring. If we take this into 
consideration then what is the verse really telling us? Who are those that pass the test? 

The orthodox version reads:  "Every spirit that confesseth that Jesus Christ is come in the flesh is of 
God:" 

A more accurate rendering as far as the meaning is concerned would be: 

"Everyone who confesses in spirit that the name of Jesus Christ is manifesting in the flesh of all who will 
receive is of God." 

We know that Christ came in the flesh to dwell among men on the earth (has come). We also teach and 
believe the Christ will again come in the flesh to dwell among men on the earth. (will come) Everyone 
proclaiming themselves to be Christian, or an apostle teaches these two things. But, what about Christ 
coming in the present? Did you know that Christ promised that he would come to each of us, and 
manifest himself to us while we are yet in the flesh? If this comes as a surprise to you, here are a few 
scriptures which teach this. 

“I will not leave you comfortless [spiritual orphans]: I will come to you.” 

“He that hath my commandments, and keepeth them, he it is that loveth me: and he that loveth 
me shall be loved of my Father, and I will love him, and will manifest myself to him.” 

“Jesus answered and said unto him, If a man love me, he will keep my words: and my Father will 
love him, and we will come unto him, and make our abode with him.” 

“Behold, I stand at the door, and knock: if any man hear my voice, and open the door, I will 
come in to him, and will sup with him, and he with me.” (John 14:18,21,23, Rev. 3:20) 

If somebody comes to you professing to be an apostle of the Lord Jesus Christ, and doesn’t not teach the 
above, then he is not teaching that Jesus Christ is come in the flesh. This is part of what is called the 
Doctrine of Christ. This doctrine is clearly taught in the Book of Mormon, but originates in the Bible. 

“Whosoever transgresseth, and abideth not in the doctrine of Christ, hath not God. He that 
abideth in the doctrine of Christ, he hath both the Father and the Son. If there come any unto 
you, and bring not this doctrine, receive him not into [your] house, neither bid him God speed:” 
(II John 1:9-10) 
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“Wherefore, the things which I have written sufficeth me, save it be a few words which I must 
speak concerning the doctrine of Christ; wherefore, I shall speak unto you plainly, according to 
the plainness of my prophesying. 

… 

“And now, behold, my beloved brethren, this is the way; and there is none other way nor name 
given under heaven whereby man can be saved in the kingdom of God.  And now, behold, this is 
the doctrine of Christ, and the only and true doctrine of the Father, and of the Son, and of the 
Holy Ghost, which is one God, without end.  Amen.” (Read the entire chapter 2 Nephi 31) 

“Verily, verily, I say unto you, that this is my doctrine, and I bear record of it from the Father; 

and whoso believeth in me believeth in the Father also; and unto him will the Father bear record 

of me, for he will visit him with fire and with the Holy Ghost. 

“And thus will the Father bear record of me, and the Holy Ghost will bear record unto him of the 

Father and me; for the Father, and I, and the Holy Ghost are one. 

“And again I say unto you, ye must repent, and become as a little child, and be baptized in my 

name, or ye can in nowise receive these things. 

“And again I say unto you, ye must repent, and be baptized in my name, and become as a little 

child, or ye can in nowise inherit the kingdom of God. 

“Verily, verily, I say unto you, that this is my doctrine, and whoso buildeth upon this buildeth 

upon my rock, and the gates of hell shall not prevail against them. 

“And whoso shall declare more or less than this, and establish it for my doctrine, the same 

cometh of evil, and is not built upon my rock; but he buildeth upon a sandy foundation, and the 

gates of hell stand open to receive such when the floods come and the winds beat upon them.” 

(3 Nephi 11:35-40) 

In addition to teaching correct doctrines about Christ, true apostles know Christ, and because they know 
Christ, they manifest Christ. They set compelling examples, just like Christ, himself. You want to follow 
them, be like them, know what they know. 
 
There is nothing "higher" that we can receive while in mortality than to experience the Second 
Comforter and have our calling and election made sure. You can read about these people in the Bible 
and the Book of Mormon. You can also read about these people and read their words on-line every day. 
There are people, men and women, who truly confess the coming of Christ, past, future, and in the 
present in their own lives. Every one of them is meek. Every one of them considers themselves very 
ordinary. Most want to remain anonymous. Every one of them believes that anybody can come to the 
Lord as they have, and every one of them has a burning desire to bring everyone they meet to Christ. 
 
These people do not have to proclaim their authority or accomplishments. You can hear it in their 
words, and see it in their examples. They are becoming like Christ, so much so that you want to follow 
them and be like them. But, don't confuse the servant with the Master which they serve, and they will 
be the first to tell you that. 
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"I repeat: apostles and prophets simply serve as patterns and examples to show all men what they may 

receive if they are true and faithful. There is nothing an apostle can receive that is not available to every 

elder in the kingdom. As we have heretofore quoted, from the Prophet's sermon on the Second 

Comforter: "God hath not revealed anything to Joseph, but what he will make known unto the Twelve, 

and even the least saint may know all things as fast as he is able to bear them." (Teachings, p. 149.) It 

follows that everything stated by Elder Oliver Cowdery in his charge to the apostles could also be given 

as a charge to all elders. Every elder is entitled and expected to seek and obtain all the spiritual blessings 

of the gospel, including the crowning blessing of seeing the Lord face to face.”       

        --Bruce R. McConkie, excerpts from The Promised Messiah, Chapter 31, p.575-595) 


