Counterfeit Christianity
... and h ow to spot th e fake
The history of the Christian church is filled with episodes where people have strayed
from the truth. Sometimes it has been done with the best of intentions. Sometimes it
has been done out of a desire for power and influence.
1 John is a letter written to a group of believers who are being led astray. John is
writing to them so that they can be sure of the truth ... and recognise the fake when
they see it.
It is hard to know exactly what the fake looked like in the church to whom John was
writing. It seems that it may have been an early type of Gnosticism. We don’t hear the
argument of the Gnostics in this letter ... just the correction that John offers to their
teaching. Some of the characteristics seems to have been:
• A view that flesh is evil ... therefore they denied the incarnation
• An idea of sinless perfection
• Secret knowledge or wisdom only grasped by an enlightened few
It seems as though the false teachers have withdrawn from the church (2:19) and they
are presumably encouraging others to join them. From what we can understand, the
church is divided.
These false teachers also seem to be claiming this special “knowledge”. John responds
to this by reminding his readers of the things “we know” (an expression used more
than a dozen times in 1 John) and the certainty with which we know them.
John says that he is writing to them so they won’t be led astray (1:26). Looking through
1 John gives us the chance to think about our faith – to make sure we trust in the true
Jesus and that we are serious about following him in obedience and love.

Study 1 - 1 John 1:1-2:2

back to basics
Have you had any experiences of “fake Christianity”? What was it? How did you spot
the difference? What made it appealing or attractive to people?
Read 1 John 1:1-2:2

1 That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen
with our eyes, which we have looked at and our hands have touched—this we proclaim concerning the Word of life. 2 The life appeared; we have seen it and testify to
it, and we proclaim to you the eternal life, which was with the Father and has appeared to us. 3 We proclaim to you what we have seen and heard, so that you also
may have fellowship with us. And our fellowship is with the Father and with his
Son, Jesus Christ. 4 We write this to make our joy complete.
5

This is the message we have heard from him and declare to you: God is light; in
him there is no darkness at all. 6 If we claim to have fellowship with him yet walk in
the darkness, we lie and do not live by the truth. 7 But if we walk in the light, as he
is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus, his Son,
purifies us from all sin.

8

If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us. 9 If
we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us
from all unrighteousness. 10 If we claim we have not sinned, we make him out to be
a liar and his word has no place in our lives.

2 My dear children, I write this to you so that you will not sin. But if anybody
does sin, we have one who speaks to the Father in our defense—Jesus Christ, the
Righteous One. 2 He is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not only for ours but
also for the sins of the whole world.
What struck you as you read through the passage? Were there any verses or ideas
that stood out to you?

What do you think John is wanting to stress in his opening words (1 John 1:1-4)? Which
of the “5 senses” does John refer to in these verses? How would you summarize
John’s point in these verses? What might we be able to infer from this about the
“fake” gospel being presented to them?

In 1:5 John says “God is light; in him there is no darkness at all.” What do you think
John means by this statement? (See also John 1:1-8 & 3:19-21).

It seems that some people were claiming to be without sin or saying that they didn’t
sin. Have you ever met anyone like that? John says you are lying if you claim to have
no sin. Who are you lying to? And who are you saying is a liar?

List the things that John says about “sin”? How is that an encouragement and challenge to us as well as his readers?

How would you answer someone who said that they had special knowledge about the
“real” Jesus ... but what they said didn’t fit with the Bible?

Study 2 - 1 John 2:3-27

genuine ch ristianity
What would you say is the connection between “belief” and “behaviour” in the
Christian life? Which matters most: what you believe or how you behave?
Read 1 John 2:3-27
3

We know that we have come to know him if we obey his commands. 4 The man
who says, “I know him,” but does not do what he commands is a liar, and the truth
is not in him. 5 But if anyone obeys his word, God’s love is truly made complete in
him. This is how we know we are in him: 6 Whoever claims to live in him must walk
as Jesus did.
7

Dear friends, I am not writing you a new command but an old one, which you
have had since the beginning. This old command is the message you have
heard. 8 Yet I am writing you a new command; its truth is seen in him and you, because the darkness is passing and the true light is already shining.
9

Anyone who claims to be in the light but hates his brother is still in the darkness. 10 Whoever loves his brother lives in the light, and there is nothing in him to
make him stumble. 11 But whoever hates his brother is in the darkness and walks
around in the darkness; he does not know where he is going, because the darkness
has blinded him.
12

I write to you, dear children, because your sins have been forgiven on account of
his name.
13
I write to you, fathers, because you have known him who is from the beginning.
I write to you, young men, because you have overcome the evil one.
I write to you, dear children, because you have known the Father.
14
I write to you, fathers, because you have known him who is from the beginning.
I write to you, young men, because you are strong,
and the word of God lives in you, and you have overcome the evil one.
15

Do not love the world or anything in the world. If anyone loves the world, the
love of the Father is not in him. 16 For everything in the world—the cravings of sinful man, the lust of his eyes and the boasting of what he has and does—comes not
from the Father but from the world. 17 The world and its desires pass away, but the
man who does the will of God lives forever.

18

Dear children, this is the last hour; and as you have heard that the antichrist is
coming, even now many antichrists have come. This is how we know it is the last
hour. 19 They went out from us, but they did not really belong to us. For if they had
belonged to us, they would have remained with us; but their going showed that
none of them belonged to us.

20

But you have an anointing from the Holy One, and all of you know the truth. 21 I
do not write to you because you do not know the truth, but because you do know it
and because no lie comes from the truth. 22 Who is the liar? It is the man who denies that Jesus is the Christ. Such a man is the antichrist—he denies the Father and
the Son. 23 No one who denies the Son has the Father; whoever acknowledges the
Son has the Father also.
24

See that what you have heard from the beginning remains in you. If it does, you
also will remain in the Son and in the Father. 25 And this is what he promised us—
even eternal life.
26

I am writing these things to you about those who are trying to lead you astray.
As for you, the anointing you received from him remains in you, and you do not
need anyone to teach you. But as his anointing teaches you about all things and as
that anointing is real, not counterfeit—just as it has taught you, remain in him.

27

What struck you as you read through the passage? Were there any verses or ideas
that stood out to you?

John makes this bold statement at the beginning of this section: We know that we
have come to know him [Jesus] if we obey his commands. (1 John 2:3) Why are people
who claim to be Christians sometimes disobedient or why do they fail to “walk as Jesus did”? (1 John 2:6) What response do you think John was hoping for from his readers
with verses 3-6?

What John says about the old/new command seems a little confusing. What do you
think he means? What is the command? Why is it an old command? Why is it new?

Verses 12-14 seem to be a summary ... a reflection on what John’s already said in his
letter. See if you can find where John has talked about each of those things earlier.

John contrasts loving God with loving the world (2:15-17). He summarises loving the
world as “the cravings of sinful man, the lust of his eyes and the boasting of what he
has and does” (2:16b). What might that look like in day-to-day life? Where do you think
that you personally face the greatest temptation to “love the world”?

What do you think of when you hear the word “antichrist”? How much have our ideas
been shaped by Hollywood rather than Bible? List the things John says about antichrists. List the reasons we can have confidence and not be in fear of “antichrists”.

John’s advice in this section might be summed up in the final words: remain in him
[Jesus]. How do you do that? How can you help each other in the group to do that?

Study 3 - 1 John 2:28-3:10

like fath er, like son
Sometimes being a Christian means that you don’t fit in. Sometimes Christians don’t
stand out when they should. And sometimes Christians can alienate themselves unnecessarily. What is the difference?
Read 1 John 2:28-3:10
28

And now, dear children, continue in him, so that when he appears we may be
confident and unashamed before him at his coming.
29

If you know that he is righteous, you know that everyone who does what is right
has been born of him.

3

How great is the love the Father has lavished on us, that we should be called
children of God! And that is what we are! The reason the world does not know us is
that it did not know him. 2 Dear friends, now we are children of God, and what we
will be has not yet been made known. But we know that when he appears, we shall
be like him, for we shall see him as he is. 3 Everyone who has this hope in him purifies himself, just as he is pure.

4

Everyone who sins breaks the law; in fact, sin is lawlessness. 5 But you know that
he appeared so that he might take away our sins. And in him is no sin. 6 No one
who lives in him keeps on sinning. No one who continues to sin has either seen him
or known him.
7

Dear children, do not let anyone lead you astray. He who does what is right is
righteous, just as he is righteous. 8 He who does what is sinful is of the devil, because the devil has been sinning from the beginning. The reason the Son of God
appeared was to destroy the devil’s work. 9 No one who is born of God will continue
to sin, because God’s seed remains in him; he cannot go on sinning, because he has
been born of God. 10 This is how we know who the children of God are and who the
children of the devil are: Anyone who does not do what is right is not a child of
God; nor is anyone who does not love his brother.

What struck you as you read through the passage? Were there any verses or ideas
that stood out to you?

John says we are to “continue in him” (1 John 2:28). What do you think that will mean
practically in your life?

John reminds us that God’s love to us in Jesus is lavish (3:1). How can we avoid taking
that love for granted or seeing it as a small thing?

What do you think John means when he says “the world does not know us” (3:1)? Do
you think that is still the case in our world? Give some examples.

Is there a difference between someone who sins and someone who “keeps on sinning” and “continues to sin” (3:6)? What does John mean by those terms?

What are the motivations John gives us for living changed and godly lives? Which of
those motivations do you find the most compelling?
2:28
2:29
3:1
3:3
3:6
3:10

Study 4 - 1 John 3:11-24

lo ve one anoth er
Jesus says that the world will know we are his disciples if we love one another. Can
you think of any examples you have seen of this?
Read 1 John 3:11-24
11

This is the message you heard from the beginning: We should love one another.
Do not be like Cain, who belonged to the evil one and murdered his brother. And
why did he murder him? Because his own actions were evil and his brother’s were
righteous. 13 Do not be surprised, my brothers, if the world hates you. 14 We know
that we have passed from death to life, because we love our brothers. Anyone who
does not love remains in death. 15 Anyone who hates his brother is a murderer, and
you know that no murderer has eternal life in him.
12

16

This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us. And we
ought to lay down our lives for our brothers. 17 If anyone has material possessions
and sees his brother in need but has no pity on him, how can the love of God be in
him? 18 Dear children, let us not love with words or tongue but with actions and in
truth. 19 This then is how we know that we belong to the truth, and how we set our
hearts at rest in his presence 20 whenever our hearts condemn us. For God is
greater than our hearts, and he knows everything.
21

Dear friends, if our hearts do not condemn us, we have confidence before God
and receive from him anything we ask, because we obey his commands and do
what pleases him. 23 And this is his command: to believe in the name of his Son,
Jesus Christ, and to love one another as he commanded us. 24 Those who obey his
commands live in him, and he in them. And this is how we know that he lives in us:
We know it by the Spirit he gave us.
22

What struck you as you read through the passage? Were there any verses or ideas
that stood out to you?

What is the message John says we have heard from the beginning? Does John mean
the beginning of God’s instruction for how his people should live (Lev 19:18)? Or does
he mean from the beginning of the Christian church (John 13:34)? Which is harder: the
command in Leviticus or the command from Jesus?

How is 3:13 the practical application of the Cain & Able Story?

What definition of love does John give us (3:16)? Do you think John literally means we
should lay down our lives? What examples of sacrificial love does John give? Does
John want us to only love our “brothers”?

Is John saying that we can have confidence in our own obedience (3:21-22)? If he is,
doesn’t that conflict with the idea of justification by faith? And if he isn’t then what
does he mean?

List some practical things you can do individually and as a group to show love to those
inside and outside our church.

Study 5 - 1 John 4:1-5:5

to know him is to lo ve him
What has been the strangest ideas about Jesus you’ve heard of in recent years?
Read 1 John 4:1-5:5
1

Dear friends, 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 This is
how you can recognize the Spirit of God: Every spirit that acknowledges that Jesus
Christ has come in the flesh is from God, 3 but every spirit that does not acknowledge Jesus is not from God. This is the spirit of the antichrist, which you have heard
is coming and even now is already in the world.
4

You, dear children, are from God and have overcome them, because the one who
is in you is greater than the one who is in the world. 5 They are from the world and
therefore speak from the viewpoint of the world, and the world listens to them.
6
We are from God, and whoever knows God listens to us; but whoever is not from
God does not listen to us. This is how we recognize the Spirit of truth and the spirit
of falsehood.

7

Dear friends, let us love one another, for love comes from God. Everyone who
loves has been born of God and knows God. 8 Whoever does not love does not
know God, because God is love. 9 This is how God showed his love among us: He
sent his one and only Son into the world that we might live through him. 10 This is
love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning
sacrifice for our sins. 11 Dear friends, since God so loved us, we also ought to love
one another. 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.
13

We know that we live in him and he in us, because he has given us of his
Spirit. 14 And we have seen and testify that the Father has sent his Son to be the
Savior of the world. 15 If anyone acknowledges that Jesus is the Son of God, God
lives in him and he in God. 16 And so we know and rely on the love God has for us.
God is love. Whoever lives in love lives in God, and God in him. 17 In this way, love is
made complete among us so that we will have confidence on the day of judgment,
because in this world we are like him. 18 There is no fear in love. But perfect love
drives out fear, because fear has to do with punishment. The one who fears is not
made perfect in love.

19

We love because he first loved us. 20 If anyone says, “I love God,” yet hates his
brother, he is a liar. For anyone who does not love his brother, whom he has seen,
cannot love God, whom he has not seen. 21 And he has given us this command:
Whoever loves God must also love his brother.

5 Everyone who believes that Jesus is the Christ is born of God, and everyone
who loves the father loves his child as well. 2 This is how we know that we love the
children of God: by loving God and carrying out his commands. 3 This is love for
God: to obey his commands. And his commands are not burdensome, 4 for everyone born of God overcomes the world. This is the victory that has overcome the
world, even our faith. 5 Who is it that overcomes the world? Only he who believes
that Jesus is the Son of God.
What struck you as you read through the passage? Were there any verses or ideas
that stood out to you?

John focuses on 3 main things in this letter: Truth, obedience and love. Truth: we
believe the truth about who Jesus is and what he has come to do. Obedience: that
our obedience to God is evidence that we have believed the truth. Love: if we are
genuine followers of Jesus it will be evident in our love for each other.

Read through this passage and note what he says under watch of those headings:
Truth

Obedience

Love

Which of those 3 areas of your Christian life needs most attention? What would be
some practical steps to help strengthen each of those aspects of our Christian life?
Truth

Obedience

Love

Study 6 - 1 John 5:6-21

blessed assurance
Can you think of times in your Christian life when the certainty of your faith has been
a great help? Can you think of times when you have not felt that certainty?
Read 1 John 5:6-21
6

This is the one who came by water and blood—Jesus Christ. He did not come by
water only, but by water and blood. And it is the Spirit who testifies, because the
Spirit is the truth. 7 For there are three that testify: 8 the Spirit, the water and the
blood; and the three are in agreement. 9 We accept man’s testimony, but God’s
testimony is greater because it is the testimony of God, which he has given about
his Son. 10 Anyone who believes in the Son of God has this testimony in his heart.
Anyone who does not believe God has made him out to be a liar, because he has
not believed the testimony God has given about his Son. 11 And this is the testimony: God has given us eternal life, and this life is in his Son. 12 He who has the Son
has life; he who does not have the Son of God does not have life.
13

I write these things to you who believe in the name of the Son of God so that you
may know that you have eternal life. 14 This is the confidence we have in approaching God: that if we ask anything according to his will, he hears us. 15 And if we know
that he hears us—whatever we ask—we know that we have what we asked of him.
16

If anyone sees his brother commit a sin that does not lead to death, he should
pray and God will give him life. I refer to those whose sin does not lead to death.
There is a sin that leads to death. I am not saying that he should pray about
that. 17 All wrongdoing is sin, and there is sin that does not lead to death.

18

We know that anyone born of God does not continue to sin; the one who was
born of God keeps him safe, and the evil one cannot harm him. 19 We know that we
are children of God, and that the whole world is under the control of the evil
one. 20 We know also that the Son of God has come and has given us understanding, so that we may know him who is true. And we are in him who is true—even in
his Son Jesus Christ. He is the true God and eternal life.
21

Dear children, keep yourselves from idols.

What struck you as you read through the passage? Were there any verses or ideas
that stood out to you?

Verses 6-8 are the hardest verses in 1 John to understand. What do you think John
means by the water and the blood? In what sense are the spirit, water and blood in
agreement? What does John mean by “has this testimony in his heart” (5:10)? How
would you say you have experienced that? (Don’t spend too much time on this if it is
confusing the group.)

John is writing to reassure his readers about the certainty of their faith. Rewrite
John’s bold statement in verse 11 and 12 in your own words.

John says our confidence in our relationship with God should translate into confidence in prayer. What do you think John means by “if we ask anything according to
his will” (5:14)?

In verse 13 John said he has written so that his readers may “know” they have eternal
life. In verse 18, 19 & 20 he tells us three more things we can know. What are they?
Verse 18

Verse 19

Verse 20

Look back through 1 John. Which verses do you find …
… most surprising

… most encouraging

… most challenging

