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he inconsistencies between Luther’s theology of the cross and spiritual expe-
rience have been destabilizing many recent immigrant congregations of
Lutheran heritage in North America. Lutheranism and triumphalistic empirical
piety are the two incompatible forces repeatedly leading churches into divisions.
Attempts to address the issues arising among the believers often neglect a criti-
cal theological reflection. Luther’s theology of the cross can be a guiding force in
the spiritual experience of the contemporary church by serving as a pivot point
that links the Christian church as the eschatological community under the sphere
of the Holy Spirit to the early Christian community. For spiritual experience to
be consistent with theology of the cross in the context of immigrant churches in
North America, it must integrate faith and love of neighbor with Christian teach-
ing and practice.
The fourth chapter of 1 John begins with a warning against “false prophets”
who “have gone out into the world” (1 John 4:1). Stephen Smalley suggests that the

The commandments to “love one another” and to form the Christian com-
munity on God’s love are clearly seen in 1 John. Yet these are statements that
are easier to say than to realize, and many communities fall short. New immi-
grant communities in the United States are often torn by internal struggles
over issues from home and by the traumas of trying to adapt to a bewilder-
ingly new religious situation in this country.
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term pneuma (“spirit”) in 1 John should be understood as signifying “a human
person who is inspired by the spirit of truth or the spirit of error.”! In using the plu-
ral pneumata (“spirits”), John has never intended to indicate multiplicity of either
the divine spirit or the evil spirit. He rather wants his audience to understand that
the spirit of truth or error may operate in many people at the same time. The need
to test the spirits arises from the uncritical attitude of the Johannine community of
faith toward charismatic expressions to the extent of being attracted to the hereti-
cal enthusiasms characterizing the spiritual activities in their congregations. This
negligence involved inattentiveness toward the fundamental antithesis that exists
between error and truth, antichrist and God, heresy and orthodoxy. Smalley cites
E. D. Maurice: “There have been traders in spiritual enchantments in all ages.”

John uses the term error (1 John 4:6) to highlight the connotation of decep-
tion and falsehood implied in being wrong.> Gerard S. Sloyan describes “false
prophets” as those who disseminate wrong teaching. Rensberger, who argues in
favor of the Spirit’s most intimate association with teaching in Johannine litera-
tures, says that teaching, whether in an ecstatic state or not, was viewed as charis-
matic by the early Christian community. It signifies divine presence in a Christian
life enabled by the Holy Spirit. Rensberger writes, “As elsewhere in 1 John, there
is no middle ground; teaching comes either from the Spirit of God or from the
devil.™ In a similar vein, George Parsenios, explaining the significance of the
phrase “gone out” (1 John 2:19; 4:1), states that early Christianity’s understand-
ing of prophecy was not limited to ecstatic speech, but it rather included teaching
under the Spirit’s guidance.

Parsenios identifies “going out” in 1 John with noncompliance with instruc-
tion. In his words, “The teaching of those who ‘went out’ could be construed as
the seduction to follow another Christ, since they do not adhere to what has been
taught ‘from the beginning’ (1 John 2:22-24; 2 John 9).”° As Marianne Meye
Thompson argues, “the Johannine epistles refer more broadly to all of those who
left the church as false prophets, because they carry with them testimony that
claims to be spirit-inspired.”” Jesus described false messiahs and false prophets
as those arising from the midst of the nation that is falling apart and the stumbled
believers who hate, betray, and surrender one another to suffering and death. The
fading away of love and increased lawlessness provide a favorable condition for
them to produce signs and wonders with an intention to deceive and lead people
astray, “even the elect.”® Smalley describes them as “the heretical members of
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John’s congregation who have spearheaded a secession from the community.”
They do so not by opposing the true prophets but by opposing Jesus in their false
teaching with an intention to deceive people. Smalley argues that John uses the
term “world” (cosmos) to describe “humanity in opposition to God and the accom-
panying evil attitude of those who are aligned with antichrist.”® Going out into
the world is non-adherence to what one has been taught. Thus, not only the ori-
gin of teaching, but also the community’s response matters in bringing the divine
presence closer and shaping Christian life.

Going out into the world is non-adherence to what one
has been taught. Thus, not only the origin of teaching, but
also the community’s response matters in bringing the
divine presence closer and shaping Christian life.

Response to teaching can either be listening and obeying or defecting and
distancing oneself from the community. John uses these responses as criteria for
discerning “the spirit of truth and the spirit of error” (1 John 4:5-6). John says,
“All who obey his commandments abide in him” (1 John 3:24). The notion of lis-
tening and obeying is not unique to Johannine letters as his audience is familiar
with the Old Testament concept of “Hear [shemal, O Israel” (Deut 6:4) and Jesus’s
reference to it in response to the scribe who asked which commandment was the
most important (Mark 12:28-31). In the African context, listening and obeying is
an expression of love and respect for the speaker, particularly when the speaker
is one’s parent or an elder of a community. This is based on the cultural under-
standing that parents and elder members of the community cultivate trust by
consistently speaking the truth and condemning deceitful behavior. They are also
committed to teaching the younger generation how to discern truth from false-
hood and to develop qualities that contribute to maintaining the culture of trust
in their daily relationships.

Likewise, the Johannine community was instructed to cling to faith and love,
the two core theological themes, as criteria for discerning the origin of the spirit.
John first refers to the spirit that confirms Christ’s humanity as “the Spirit of God,”
which confesses that “Jesus Christ has come in the flesh” (1 John 4:2). Jensen argues
that the phrase “in the flesh” refers to the world of humanity as a whole. His “com-
ing” in this text also points to the resurrected incarnate Jesus coming back into
the realm of humanity." John’s addressees were exposed to a “spirit that does not
confess Jesus” (1 John 4:3), or individuals who deny incarnation. As some scholars
clarify, John aims to affirm Jesus’s humanity against those who consider him only
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