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    Spiritual error is everywhere today. It comes in many forms. When warning about error, John in his first epistle wrote, “Beloved, believe not every spirit, (The word “spirit” in this text means doctrine. -JJ) but try the spirits whether they are of  God: because many false prophets are gone out into the world. Hereby know ye the Spirit of God: Every spirit that confesseth that Jesus Christ is come in the flesh is of God: 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. Ye are of God, little children, and have overcome them: because greater is he that is in you, than he that is in the world. They are of the world: therefore speak they of the world, and the world heareth them. We are of God: he that knoweth God heareth us; he that is not of God heareth not us. Hereby know we the spirit of truth, and the spirit of error” (I Jn. 4:1-6).  John expected those Christians, and us to try (test) the doctrines that may face us. He gives the specific example of the error of people not believing that Jesus came in the flesh. He makes it clear who is on the side of truth, and who is on the side of error. While this specific example may not be a problem where we live; we know that we have an obligation to try each and every doctrine that comes before us. If it is the truth, we must believe it and obey it. If it is error, we must refuse it and rebuke the teacher (Rom. 16:17; Eph. 5:11). Let us use this text, and some other passages in the New Testament, and see how we can recognize error and defeat it.
 

Error Is Slow-Moving
    Many do not realize this until it is too late. Error does not tap us on the shoulder and say, “Hi! Here I am!” It creeps along in the hearts of men, looking for a chance to strike. The apostle Paul compared the error of openly praising and supporting a fornicator to the leaven in bread (I Cor. 5:1-13). Just as a small amount of leaven (yeast) will slowly, steadily, and subtly work though the dough, so will error work in the hearts of men. How many “innocent” things have we seen enter into the church? How many of these “harmless” things have led to further digression from God’s word? This is how error works -- slow and steady!
 

    Hopefully, it is clear as to why I call error “the Christian’s cancer.” Cancer at its inception is so small that people do not know it has started to work. Unfortunately, many do not know what has happened to them until it is too late! It is the same with sin. The case of Hymenaeus and Philetus is another example of this. Paul said, “But shun profane and vain babblings: for they will increase unto more ungodliness. And their word will eat as doth a canker: of whom is Hymenaeus and Philetus; Who concerning the truth have erred, saying that the resurrection is past already; and overthrow the faith of some” (II Timothy 2:16-18). Just as gangrene or cancer eats away at the body, error eats away at the soul. What is the end result of error’s work? It will “overthrow the faith of some.” How long has it been since some of the “old leaven” was “purged out” in our lives and in our churches (I Cor. 5:7)?
 

Error Is Not A Respecter Of Persons
    Error does not care who it has in its grasp. Even the apostles of the Lord were not immune to falling prey to error. Peter had this problem among the Gentiles. Paul said that Peter would withdraw himself from the company of the Gentiles when the Jews were present because he feared what the Jews might say. It became so bad that James, John and Barnabas were, “carried away with their dissimulation (hypocrisy --JJ)” (Gal. 2:13). The full text is found in Galatians 2:1-14.
 

    I am sure that we could fill this bulletin and 50 more issues with the names of people and whole congregations that were carried away with one type of error or another. This simply shows us that we cannot be too careful. When we feel that we are above error, or that it cannot affect us, watch out (I Cor. 10:12)! Let us never think lightly of error, but “try (every one of --JJ) the spirits whether they are of God.” Do we take what the preacher says at “face value,” or do we test his words? We ought to test his words! He is not perfect. He can teach something wrong (intentionally or unintentionally)! Error can carry away the best of men. Let us only accept what a man says when he is speaking “as the oracles of God” (I Pet. 4:11).
 

Error Is Concerned About Self
    I have yet to meet anyone promoting error who is concerned about pleasing God. Yes, I have met people publicly and privately that refuse to relent when their error is exposed. Why is this? It is because error is concerned about pleasing itself. Please understand, I am not saying everyone is like this, but those of us who have tried to talk to people about their souls and error have met more opposition than honesty.
 
    To explain my first sentence, the reason that those promoting error are not concerned about pleasing God is because error will do anything for self-preservation. It is not unlike a cornered animal. Regardless of the odds, many animals will fight to the death when cornered. When the light (Ps. 119:105) and the truth (Jn. 17:17) confront darkness and untruth, there will be a fight for the soul not unlike an animal’s fight for life (Jn. 3:19-20). If error prevails in that soul, it is clear that that person does not want to please God at all. He is not one of the honest souls we look for (Lk. 8:8, 15). Even though his words declare a love for God and God’s word, he cannot deny his actions!
 

Error Has No Convictions
    With all these attributes we have discussed, error is still without convictions. To see an example of this, choose any denomination you wish. Have you chosen one? Now, study their history, especially their manuals (or creed books). Notice that every few years a council must get together to decide what will and will not be binding in their manuals. What they used to consider wrong is now right, and what used to be right is now wrong (Isa. 5:20). At other times, you will see people in the Lord’s church who are opposed to a false doctrine, but wouldn’t want to “offend” anyone by saying something. That is the spirit of error! It has no convictions. 
 

    To contrast error with truth, notice that the gospel has always been and will always be God’s power to save man (Rom. 1:16-17). God’s word was “once delivered to the saints” (Jude 3) and needs no improvement. It simply needs to be  preached and taught all over this country and the world! Truth is consistent with truth. This is why no matter what dishonest scientists may say, honest scientists discover more reasons to believe the Bible every day. God’s word also reveals His plan for the church and for salvation. When we follow the Bible, we will not have to worry about what it may say in a few years. It is always the same. Jesus, while on this earth, told Peter, “Simon, Simon, behold, Satan hath desired to have you, that he may sift you as wheat: But I have prayed for thee, that thy faith fail not: and when thou art converted, strengthen thy brethren” (Lk. 22:31-32). Am I “sifting as wheat”? Am I as a child being “tossed to and fro, and carried about with every wind of doctrine, by the sleight of men, and cunning craftiness” (Eph. 4:14)? My answer depends on whether or not error has permeated my life!
 

Error Is Damned And Doomed To Destruction
    Regardless of what we might think about a certain preacher, teacher, etc., if he teaches error, he is damned and doomed to destruction as well as everyone who believes him. As unpleasant as it is to talk about this, it must be done if we are to win those who teach error. Notice the words of Peter as he discusses false teachers. “But there were false prophets also among the people, even as there shall be false teachers among you, who privily shall bring in damnable heresies, even denying the Lord that bought them, and bring upon themselves swift destruction. And many shall follow their pernicious ways; by reason of whom the way of truth shall be evil spoken of. And through covetousness shall they with feigned words make merchandise of you: whose judgment now of a long time lingereth not, and their damnation slumbereth not....The Lord knoweth how to deliver the godly out of temptations, and to reserve the unjust unto the day of judgment to be punished....But these, as natural brute beasts, made to be taken and destroyed, speak evil of the things that they understand not; and shall utterly perish in their own corruption....Having eyes full of adultery, and that cannot cease from sin; beguiling unstable souls: an heart they have exercised with covetous practices; cursed children: Which have forsaken the right way, and are gone astray, following the way of Balaam the son of Bosor, who loved the wages of unrighteousness” (II Peter 2:1-3, 9, 12, 14-15). Friend, read and study your Bible. Do not succumb to error of any kind. The Lord wants all to be saved (Acts 17:30; II Peter 3:9), but will not save anyone living in error.
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