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How to Experience God More Fully:

Experiencing God’s Assurance
A Study of 1 John 5:1-13
Characteristic of Completeness:  Faith
Big Idea:  Our assurance is based on His promise, not our performance.
Related Scriptures:  Matthew 3:16-17; 27:54; John 11:25-27; Romans 8:16;

John 1:12; 3:15-16,18,36; 5:24; 6:35-40,47

Introduction:

A.
Few things divide Christians more clearly than the answer they give to one very important question:   How can I be sure that I have eternal life?  It’s the question of assurance.  How can I be sure that I’m going to heaven?  What can give me genuine assurance that I am saved?
B.
The question of assurance is critically important and highly relevant to everyday life.  I face the question of assurance all the time.

1.
I know a person who professes to be a believer in Jesus Christ.  But she is emotionally tormented by doubts about whether she is going to heaven or hell.  I visited her in a psychiatric hospital.  She looked at me with terror in her eyes and said, “Am I going to hell?”
2.
I know another person who professes to be a believer in Jesus.  During a very rough patch in his life, tears welled up in his eyes, and he said to me, “For years, I’ve been listening to a preacher on the radio and read some of his books, and periodically, he’ll say something that suggests that I’m not a Christian because Christians wouldn’t struggle the way I struggle.”

3.
I know another person who professes to be a believer in Jesus.  She comes from a dysfunctional family.  She was sexually abused as a child.  She has drifted away from the church and has been looking for love through homosexuality.  She feels badly and wanted to meet with me to sort things out.  She looked at me and said, “Am I going to hell?”
4.
And there are countless others who feel they believe in Christ, but are experiencing so much shame over what they have done or failed to do that they doubt that God could ever accept them into heaven.  Assurance is not a small issue.
C.
I want to present two perspectives on the question of assurance.  The first perspective is probably the most common perspective among Christians today.  Then, I want to compare and contrast the first perspective with a second perspective represented by the Apostle John in 1 John 5:1-13.
I.
(First perspective)
A.
The first perspective can be represented by a diagram showing a logical order of events.

1.
It begins with  the testimony of God.  This is what God has revealed to us about the Person and work of Jesus Christ, His Son.  The specific content of God’s testimony as it is presented in the Bible can be summarized this way:  By His death and resurrection for our sins, Jesus Christ alone promises eternal life to all who will simply believe Him for it.

2.
This testimony of God leads to  faith in Jesus.  Faith takes God at His word.  It’s when a person is persuaded that the testimony of God is true.  It’s when a person believes in Jesus for eternal life.  This is the point of salvation.  Through faith alone in Christ alone we are saved from the penalty of our sins.
3.
Such faith leads to  good works.  The good works include becoming more and more like Christ.  It is the bearing of spiritual fruit.

4.
Finally, these good works lead to  assurance.  In this way of thinking, our assurance is based on our performance.  We can be sure about going to heaven by the spiritual fruit we bear.  According to this view, assurance is a matter of spiritual fruit inspection.  If, upon inspection, you find yourself living a fruitful life, you can be sure you’re saved.  On the other hand, if, upon inspection, you find that you’re not living a fruitful life, you can’t be sure of your salvation, and, in fact, you’re probably not saved.  We can call this  performance-based assurance.
B.
This performance-based assurance is represented by one pastor and author who  explains,
We must make certain that our faith is a real, saving faith. . . .
 The new birth will always be accompanied by certain evidences that confirm that your salvation is real . . .  Vital signs, we could call them.   Feeling the pulse of these vital signs in your life gives assurance of your salvation.   But if in the examination of your life you fail to see them, then you must know that your faith falls short of true, saving faith. . . .
 Ask yourself these questions.  If you can answer yes to these nine questions, then the assurance of salvation should be yours to enjoy.

 First, do you desire communion with Christ? . . .

 Second, do you practice confession of sin? . . .

 Third, do you have a deepening commitment to God’s Word? . . .

 Fourth, do you have compassion for fellow believers? . . .

 Fifth, do you see a growing change of desires? . . .

 Sixth, do you seek a greater comprehension of the truth? . . .

 Seventh, do you show increasing conformity to Christlikeness? . . .

 Eighth, are you in conflict with the world? . . .

 Ninth, do you have confidence in prayer? . . .

 All nine of these evidences will be present and growing, in one degree or another, in the life of the one who is born again.   Only those who see God producing these virtues in their lives can be absolutely sure of their salvation (Lawson, Absolutely Sure, 172-174).

The book from which I just quoted is written by Pastor Steven Lawson who is probably not familiar to many of you.  But his book is endorsed by some big-time radio and TV pastors who may be more familiar to you—names like  John MacArthur, James Kennedy, and Adrian Rogers.  My purpose in name-dropping is not to knock these men.  Indeed, I respect them all and count them as brothers in Christ.  My purpose is simply to show how prevalent this view is.
C.
This  performance-based perspective on assurance can be further divided into two subcategories.

1.
The first subcategory is what we might call the  Arminian viewpoint.  It gets its name from a theologian named Arminius.  Here’s the view:   If your works are not sufficient, you lose your salvation.  If you fail to perform acceptably, you are no longer going to heaven. 
2.
The second subcategory is what we might call  the Calvinistic viewpoint.  It gets its name from a theologian named Calvin.  Here’s the view:   If your works are not sufficient, you never had salvation to begin with, because the works of true believers will always be sufficient to the end.  This view holds that many professing believers have a false or counterfeit faith, and only true faith will produce spiritual fruit to the very end of life.  This is the Reformed doctrine of the perseverance of the saints.  Phoenix Seminary professor,  Dr. Wayne Grudem explains,

. . . this doctrine of the perseverance of the saints, if rightly understood, should cause genuine worry, and even fear, in the hearts of any who are “backsliding” or straying away from Christ.   Such persons must clearly be warned that only those who persevere to the end have been truly born again.   If they fall away from their profession of faith in Christ and life of obedience to him, they may not really be saved— in fact the evidence that they are giving is that they are not saved, and they never really were saved. . . .  they have no genuine assurance of salvation, and they should consider themselves unsaved . . .
 At this point, in terms of pastoral care with those who have strayed . . .  we should realize that Calvinists and Arminians . . . will both counsel a “backslider” in the same way.   According to the Arminian this person was a Christian at one time but is no longer a Christian.   According to the Calvinist, such a person never really was a Christian in the first place and is not one now.   But in both cases the biblical counsel given would be the same:  “You do not appear to be a Christian now—you must repent of your sins and trust in Christ for your salvation!” (Grudem, Systematic Theology, 805-806)
D.
The  logical result of the performance-based assurance viewpoint is that we Christians can’t ever be completely certain that we’re saved in this life because there is always the possibility that we might fall away or fail to perform sufficiently.  And if and when we do fail, we either lose our salvation or we prove that we never had it.
Moreover, this viewpoint is faced with the problem of determining what constitutes falling away or failure.  A look back at the  nine-point assurance checklist presented earlier makes this evident.  Lawson says, “All nine of these evidences will be present and growing, in one degree or another, in the life of the one who is born again.”  Well, what if I examine myself and find seven, but not nine?  Am I not born again?  What if I have all nine present, but only three growing?  What then?
Someone may say, “Of course, you don’t have to be perfect on all these counts.  We all struggle.  Nobody is perfect.”  Well then, how “unperfect” can you be and still have assurance?  The answer is uncertain.  And so is our assurance in this view.
Further  complicating this performance-based assurance view is the fact that those who hold it have different lists.  Lawson lists nine evidences.  Grudem lists three (Grudem, 803-806).  And the New Geneva Study Bible lists eight in its marginal commentary (Notes under 2 Corinthians 13:5).  To be sure, the lists contain some overlapping ideas, but they’re not exactly the same.  So, which is it?
To me, performance-based assurance is no assurance at all.  It’s more like a threat.  When I focus on myself and my works as the basis for my assurance, I drown in doubt.  I doubt if I measure up to “List 9” or “List 3” or “List 8” or any other godly performance list.  I find myself in agreement with one Bible scholar who says, “Those who are willing to look at themselves with complete honesty will find more grounds to doubt their salvation than to be assured of it” (Hodges, The Epistles of John, 229).
II.
Now let’s turn to  1 John 5:1-13 to see what the Apostle John has to say about the issue of assurance.  I want to show you that John  does not have a performance-based view of assurance.  He has a  promise-based view of assurance.  We could also call it a faith-based view.  Let me diagram it for you.  Then I’ll defend it from the passage.

The promise-based assurance begins with  the same two events that the performance-based assurance does.  It starts with the testimony of God, which then leads to faith in Jesus.   But the last two events are inverted relative to the performance-based model.  Faith in Jesus leads  to assurance.  And, in turn, assurance leads  to good works.  In this way of thinking, our assurance is based on faith in His promise, not our performance.  In fact, that’s the big idea of my message  this morning:  Our assurance is based on His promise, not our performance.  Our assurance is based on faith in what God says, not in what we do.  We can be sure that we have eternal life because we take God at His word, not because we take stock in our works.  Not surprisingly, our key characteristic of completeness in Christ for the morning and for the week  is faith.
A.
To study our text, we begin at the end because at the end of our passage John tells us the purpose of the passage.  In 1 John 5:13, John  says,
NKJ 1 John 5:13 These things I have written to you who believe in the name of the Son of God, that you may know that you have eternal life . . .

From this we see that John is writing  “these things” to believers so that they can be sure that they have eternal life.  That’s the purpose of the passage.  He’s talking about the basis of our assurance as believers.  He’s addressing the question with which I began this message:  How can I be sure that I have eternal life?
“These things” refer to the immediately preceding context, not to the entire letter.  That’s been John’s pattern throughout the letter.  For example, in  1 John 1:4, he says,
NKJ 1 John 1:4 And these things we write to you that your joy may be full.

To what do “these things” refer?  They refer to what John has written in the immediately preceding context.  Again in  1 John 2:1, he says,

NKJ 1 John 2:1 My little children, these things I write to you, so that you may not sin. . . .

To what do “these things” refer?  They refer to what John has written in the immediately preceding context.  Again in  1 John 2:26, he says,

NKJ 1 John 2:26 These things I have written to you concerning those who try to deceive you.

To what do “these things” refer?  They refer to what John has written in the immediately preceding context.  So, returning to  1 John 5:13, when John says, “these things I have written,” he’s referring to what he has written in the immediately preceding context.  So let’s look at the immediately preceding context to see how we can be sure we have eternal life.

B.
In the first part of  Verse 1, John sums it up for us, saying,
NKJ 1 John 5:1 Whoever believes that Jesus is the Christ is born of God . . .
1.
This makes it clear that a Christian is defined by faith in Christ, not by performance.  It’s whoever believes.  Whoever means whoever.  This  fits logically with the preceding verse.  In  1 John 4:21, John says,
NKJ 1 John 4:21 And this commandment we have from Him:  that he who loves God must love his brother also.
This raises the logical question, who is my  brother?  How do I identify another Christian?  John  answers the question in Verse 1 of our text.  It’s “whoever believes that Jesus is the Christ.”  It’s not whoever performs.  It’s not whoever is living right.  It’s not whoever is doing the three things, or eight, or nine.  It’s whoever believes.
2.
On the one hand, this is reassuring.  It means that I’m saved through faith alone in Christ alone.  On the other hand, it’s daunting.  It means that I have to love whoever believes.  Not just whoever is walking closely with the Lord; that would be easier.  Not just whoever is bearing spiritual fruit; that wouldn’t be as hard.  No.  I have to love whoever believes in Jesus because whoever believes is my brother or my sister, even if they’re backsliding.
C.
Perhaps because this can be such a daunting proposition, John takes a needful detour from his focus on assurance.  In the last part of Verse 1 through the first part of Verse 4, he encourages us to love whoever believes because they are our brothers and sisters, because loving the Father and loving His children and keeping His commandments are inseparable, and because God gives us the power to do it.  With God’s power, it will not be overwhelmingly burdensome to love.  We will overcome.  That’s what John means  when he says, beginning in the last part of Verse 1,
NKJ 1 John 5:1 . . . and everyone who loves Him who begot also loves him who is begotten of Him.  2 By this we know that we love the children of God, when we love God and keep His commandments.  3 For this is the love of God, that we keep His commandments. And His commandments are not burdensome.  4 For whatever is born of God overcomes the world.

D.
After this encouragement,  John transitions back to the issue of assurance, saying that our assurance is based on faith in God’s promise, not our performance.  Beginning in the last part of  Verse 4, he says,
NKJ 1 John 5:4 . . . And this is the victory that has overcome the world—our faith. 5 Who is he who overcomes the world, but he who believes that Jesus is the Son of God?

Assurance looks back on faith in God’s promise.  To believe is to be assured or persuaded that God will keep His promise.  Our assurance is based on God’s testimony, not on any other “tests” of salvation.

D.
Now,  John tells us more about the substance of God’s testimony in Verses 6, 7, and 8.

1.
Before we dig into these verses, we need to do a little housekeeping.  We are using the New King James Version this morning, and if you have this version, you will notice a cryptic little footnote on Verse 8.  Here’s what the footnote  says:  “NU-text and M-text omit the words from in heaven (verse 7) through on earth (verse 8).  Only four or five very late manuscripts contain these words in Greek.”
What does this mean?  It basically means that both the earliest Bible manuscripts we have and the majority of manuscripts we have do not contain the last part of Verse 7 and the first part of Verse 8.  It’s a nice way of saying that they are probably not original.  Most English translations rightfully exclude the words in question, and that’s what I’m going to do this morning.
Here are  the words in question, spanning from “in heaven” in Verse 7 to “on earth” in Verse 8:

NKJ 1 John 5:7 For there are three that bear witness in heaven: the Father, the Word, and the Holy Spirit; and these three are one. 8 And there are three that bear witness on earth: the Spirit, the water, and the blood; and these three agree as one.
When these words are excluded, this is how  Verses 6 through 8 read:

NKJ 1 John 5:6 This is He who came by water and blood—Jesus Christ; not only by water, but by water and blood. And it is the Spirit who bears witness, because the Spirit is truth. 7 For there are three that bear witness: 8 the Spirit, the water, and the blood; and these three agree as one.
2.
With housekeeping completed, what are we to make of these verses?  What’s up with  the water and blood?  And how do these relate  to the testimony of God?  I believe that the water and the blood metaphorically refer to  the beginning and end of Jesus’ ministry on earth, and by inference, everything in between. 
a.
The water probably refers to  the water baptism of Jesus that marked the beginning of His earthly ministry.  This beginning was a testimony from God that Jesus is the Son of God.   Matthew 3:16-17 records,

NKJ Matthew 3:16 When He had been baptized, Jesus came up immediately from the water; and behold, the heavens were opened to Him, and He saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and alighting upon Him. 17 And suddenly a voice came from heaven, saying, “This is My beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased.”
b.
The blood probably refers to the blood shed by Jesus on  the cross that marked the end of His earthly, pre-resurrection ministry.  This end was also a testimony from God that Jesus is the Son of God.  On the cross, after Jesus had breathed His last, even a Roman centurion and his companions recognized the shed blood of Jesus as a testimony from God.   Matthew 27:54 says,
NKJ Matthew 27:54 So when the centurion and those with him, who were guarding Jesus, saw the earthquake and the things that had happened, they feared greatly, saying, “Truly this was the Son of God!”
c.
And in between the water of baptism and the blood of the cross, Jesus bore testimony over and over again as to who He is and how we can have eternal life through Him.  For example,  John 11 records what Jesus said to a woman named Martha.  Verses 25 and 26 record,
NKJ John 11:25 Jesus said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in Me, though he may die, he shall live. 26 “And whoever lives and believes in Me shall never die.”
That’s the testimony or promise of God:  Whoever believes in Jesus has eternal life.  Then Jesus tests Martha to see if she’s a true Christian.  This is Jesus showing us how to determine if someone really has eternal life.
He gives Martha a checklist.  He says, “Do you desire communion with Me?  Do you practice confession of sin?  Do you have a deepening commitment to God’s Word?  Do you have compassion for fellow believers?  Do you see a growing change of desires?  Do you seek a greater comprehension of the truth?  Do you show increasing conformity to Christlikeness?  Are you in conflict with the world?  Do you have confidence in prayer?  And will you persevere in these things for the rest of your life, so help you God?”
No!  Jesus doesn’t test Martha with a checklist.  He determines whether or not Martha is a Christian with one simple question in  John 11:26:
NKJ John 11:26 “. . . Do you believe this?”

Martha responds with the only true assurance a believer has.  Verse 27 records,
NKJ John 11:27 She said to Him, “Yes, Lord, I believe that You are the Christ, the Son of God, who is to come into the world.”
Our assurance is based on His promise, not our performance.
3.
And  our text indicates that the Holy Spirit bears witness in concert with the water and the blood.  Verse 8 says, “These three agree as one.”  How so?  Well, it was  the Holy Spirit who descended like a dove on Jesus at His baptism.  It was  the Holy Spirit who prompted Martha express her to belief at Bethany.  It was  the Holy Spirit who prompted the Roman centurion to believe at the cross.  And it is the Holy Spirit who testifies with our spirit that we who have believed are children of God (Romans 8:16).

Our assurance is based on His promise, not our performance.
E.
The basis of our assurance is what God has revealed in the Person and message of Jesus Christ; it’s not what other people say we must do.  That’s John’s point in  Verse 9:
NKJ 1 John 5:9 If we receive the witness of men, the witness of God is greater; for this is the witness of God which He has testified of His Son.
F.
You either believe in God’s testimony about His Son, or you don’t.  You either believe in Jesus for eternal life, or you don’t.  That’s the test of a true Christian.  If you believe in Jesus, you can be sure that you have eternal life.  If you do not believe in Jesus, you can be sure that you do not have the life.  That’s John’s point in  Verses 10 through 12.  He says,
NKJ 1 John 5:10 He who believes in the Son of God has the witness in himself; he who does not believe God has made Him a liar, because he has not believed the testimony that God has given of His Son.  11 And this is the testimony: that 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.
G.
John rounds out his promise-based assurance message by  saying,

NKJ 1 John 5:13 These things I have written to you who believe in the name of the Son of God, that you may know that you have eternal life, and that you may continue to believe in the name of the Son of God.
Assurance is very simple.  I’m afraid we Christians have needlessly complicated it.  How can I be sure that I have eternal life?  Jesus says to you and me in  John 6:47:

NKJ John 6:47 “Most assuredly, I say to you, he who believes in Me has everlasting life.”
III.
This is such good news.  It’s thoroughly biblical.  And it’s true to life.  God often gives us earthly pictures of spiritual realities.  In the Bible, God is called our Father.  Believers are called His children.  Our salvation is described as God adopting us as His children when we believe in Jesus.
Doesn’t life itself tell us that it is important for an adopted child to be assured that his father will not disown him?  Doesn’t the emotional health of any child depend on that kind of security?  What healthy family would operate on performance-based assurance?  What good father would say to his adopted child, “I will love you as my child as long as you behave; if you don’t behave sufficiently, you may just find that those adoption papers didn’t really go through, and you won’t really be my child after all”?  Who would argue that it’s good for the father to threaten family membership in order to get his adopted children to behave?
No!  The good father motivates his children in other ways, through discipline, rewards, and demonstrating unconditional and unending love which is sometimes tender, sometimes tough.  The good father says to his adopted child, “I will never leave you nor forsake you.”  That’s promise-based assurance.
A.
I suspect some of you may be persuaded for the first time that Jesus is the Christ.  If so, I want to welcome you to the God’s forever family.  Through your faith alone in Christ alone, you can be sure that you now have eternal life.  If you have not believed, then I must tell you that you do not have eternal life.  If you believe, you have it.  If you don’t believe, you don’t have it.  It’s that simple.

B.
Some of you have believed, but you’re struggling.  I find that many of our emotional struggles as believers are tied to some variation of the performance-based mentality that leads to the conclusion that you don’t measure up and you never will.  Many of you have had a flawed, performance-based father figure on earth, and you find it very difficult to think clearly about our promise-based Father in heaven. 
To my tormented sister in Christ whom I visited in the psychiatric hospital, I want to say, “Cling to His promises, not your performance.  His grace is sufficient.”
To my struggling brother in Christ who is discouraged by some preacher who is suggesting that maybe he’s disqualified as a child of God, I want to say, “Go to the Father; listen to what He says; look at what He has promised.”
To my sister in Christ who is confused and is looking for love in all the wrong places, I want to say, “Turn around, and come home.  It’s not safe out there.  The Father is waiting.  And He’s not like any earthly father you have ever known.”
And to those brothers and sisters who may misunderstand me and think I’m saying that good works are not important, I want to say, “Look at the last event in the promise-based model.  It’s  good works.  Our Father expects good works from His children.  But good works were never intended to serve as the basis of our assurance.  Good works are intended to be the thankful, joyful response to our assurance.  Our assurance is based on His promise, not our performance.”
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