
“How to Know We Have God’s Grace” 
(Romans 8:23)   

 
 
 

I.  Introduction.   
A.  Orientation.   

1.  Last week, we considered Shepard’s starting point on the subject of the Marks of Grace:  
That there is a great difference between saints and hypocrites.   
a.  The Bible tells us that there is a difference, and the difference is so great that these two 

kinds of people may easily be distinguished.   
b.  It’s true that there are the counterfeits of the flesh:   

(i)  Every action a believer can do, an unbeliever can do as well, so actions alone can’t 
determine the case.   

(ii)  There are even affections that counterfeit the true love the saint has for God.   
(iii)  But once we get a clear view of God’s grace, and see clearly what is going on in 

our hearts, we will plainly see the great difference that exists.   
(a)  Paul writes, “For you were formerly darkness, but now you are light in the 

Lord” (Ephesians 5:8), “You were dead in your trespasses and sins,” but He 
made you “alive together with Christ” (2:1, 5).   

(b)  John writes, “We know that we are of God” (1 John 5:19).   
(c)  Paul commands us to examine ourselves to know whether or not we are in the 

faith (2 Corinthians 13:5), presumably because it is possible to make this 
determination.   

 
2.  The second thing we considered was why this difference exists; Shepard gave us six 

reasons:   
a.  First, the Father wants us to know that we are His children and that He loves us.  We 

can only know this through the marks of grace:  if we have them, then we know He 
loves us, because He only gives them to those whom He does.   

b.  Second, Jesus died not only to take away our guilt, but also to free us from the power 
of sin:  God didn’t have His Son shed His precious blood only to leave us in the same 
condition as the hypocrite, but to set us at liberty.   

c.  Third, the Lord has predestined us to bear the image of His Son, and so He has given 
us grace to work that image in us – that image comprises the marks of grace.   

d.  Fourth, if God didn’t create any difference between those He has saved and those He 
hasn’t, then His grace would be despised because it doesn’t produce any results; His 
saints would also have less reason to thank Him.   

e.  Fifth, if there were no differences, then we couldn’t know that God’s promises apply 
to us, since the promises are made to these graces.   

f.  Finally, if there was no difference between saints and hypocrites, then we couldn’t 
know whether we were in a state of grace.  But the Bible tells us that the Lord clearly 
intends that we do know.   

 
B.  Preview.   

1.  Having shown us that it is possible to know that we are converted, next Shepard begins to 
show us how we may know we are.   
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a.  He gives us two basic ways:   
(i)  By evidence from the past.   
(ii)  And by evidence from the present.   
 

b.  Shepard also deals with the problem of counterfeits and how to distinguish them from 
true grace.   

 
2.  These are the things we’ll consider briefly this evening.   
 

II.  Sermon.   
A.  So how may we know that we have God’s saving grace in our souls?   

1.  The first way is by evidence from the past.   
a.  He writes, “A man may know his blessed estate in respect of time past, by a work, i.e., 

with a word or promise made to it, and the Spirit revealing of it, viz., the everlasting 
thoughts and election of God toward him” (Parable, 215).     

b.  By reflecting on some work we have done in the past – one with a promise connected 
to it (such as those given in the Beatitudes) – and by the Spirit’s revealing it to us as a 
work of grace, we may know that the Lord has had mercy on us, “because promises to 
them that thirst, mourn, believe, etc., are not bare words, but eternal counsels, in which 
you see God’s purpose” (Ibid.).   
(i)  He includes not just the work, but internal witness of the Spirit that communicates 

to us that we are God’s child.   
(ii)  This witness appears to be primarily the love He produces in the hearts of the 

elect.  Shepard writes, “There is such love whereby saints may raise up their hearts 
thus to see God’s love” (1 Thessalonians 1:4-5).   

(iii)  It is greater than anything the unregenerate experience, who seem to love God 
when what He does pleases them, but who become “eternal blasphemers of him,” 
when God’s patience runs out (Ibid.).   

(v)  The unbeliever really has no true love for God at all.  Shepard writes, “Those that 
believe, yet fail of saving faith in regard to the very act of believing and closing 
with Christ, viz., they close with Christ, but it is without a high esteem of him or 
love to him; they have some [sight of Christ, albeit they do not see Him rightly], 
but right grace consists in a kind of summity or excellency, else it is not right” 
(Ibid., 202).   

(vi)  If we have seen something of the spiritual fruit God produces in some point in our 
lives, we may know we’re saved.   

 
2.  The second way we may know is by evidence from the present.   

a.  We may know we are presently in union with Christ in the same way, i.e., by the fruit 
of our works.  John writes, “The one who says, ‘I have come to know Him,’ and does 
not keep His commandments, is a liar, and the truth is not in him” (1 John 2:4).   
(i)  The opposite is also true, “Many said they did know and love the Lord; but he that 

keeps his word, O, they are sweet!  It is heaven to cleave to him in every command, 
it is death to depart from any command.  ‘Hereby we know that we are in him’” 
(215).   
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(ii)  The angels know they are not devils because they do the Lord’s will.  The same is 
true of those saved by God’s grace, “because God has changed our vile natures, and 
made our wills like unto His glorious will” (216).   

(iii)  This shows that His Spirit dwells in us and at the same time gives us the 
confidence that, having received the first fruits of glory, we will finally enter 
heaven (Romans 8:23; 216).   

(iv)  Shepard writes in his Sound Believer, “By this [i.e., sanctification] thou hast a 
most sweet and comfortable evidence of thy justification and favor with God:  he 
that denies this must (whatever distinction he hath) abolish many places of 
Scripture, especially the Epistles of James and John, who had to do with some 
spirits that pretended faith and union to Christ, and communion with him; and so 
long as it was thus, this was evidence sufficient to them of their justified estates.  
What saith James?  Thou sayest thou hast faith; show it me then; prove it for my 
part, saith he.  I will prove by the blessed fruits and works which flow from it, as 
Abraham manifested his.  (James ii.18, 22.)  What saith John?  You talk (saith he) 
of fellowship and communion with Christ, and yet what holiness is there in your 
hearts or lives?  If you say you have fellowship with him, and walk in darkness, we 
lie and do not the truth; but if you walk in the light, then, although your holiness, 
and confession, and daily repentance for sin doth not wash away sin, yet the blood 
of Christ doth wash us.  (1 John i. 6, 7).  Again:  you say you know Christ, and the 
love and good will of Christ toward you, and that he is the propitiation for your 
sins:  how do you know this?  Saith he, ‘He that saith, I know him, and keepeth not 
his commandments, is a liar.’  (1 John ii. 4.)  True, might some reply, he that keeps 
not the commandments of Christ hath thereby a sure evidence that he knows him 
not, and that he is not united unto him; but is this any evidence that we do know 
him, and that we are united to him, if we do keep his commandments?  Yes, verily, 
saith the apostle, ‘Hereby know we that we know him, if we keep his 
commandments,’ (ver. 3;) and again, (ver. 5:)  ‘Hereby know we that we are in 
him.’  What can be more plain? . . .  If we love Christ, we shall live such a life of 
love in our measure, and his commandments will be most dear, when himself is 
most precious” (1:258-259, 284).   

 
b.  Shepard adds three cautions:   

(i)  First, “Take heed you do not in your judgment, or in your practice, go about to 
move the Lord to love you by your works, though it be of his making.  For all 
works are fruits, no [sic] causes of the Lord’s love” (Parable, 217).   

(ii)  Second, “Take heed you do not sit down contented with the work, and quiet 
yourselves with that, never looking to behold his face that gave it, that wrought it” 
(218).   

(iii)  Last, “Do not look to see the work or promise yours, nor receive any consolation 
from either, unless the Lord appear [sic] in both” (Ibid.).  A true saint will never be 
content merely that works are present, but will look beyond his works to the One 
whose work it is to have fellowship with Him (John 9:35-37); and unless he sees it 
to be the Lord’s work, he will not receive divine comfort from it (Ibid.).   

(iv)  The hypocrite, on the other hand, will rest in his works alone and not in his 
fellowship with Christ.  Shepard writes in his Sincere Convert, “No unregenerate 
man or woman ever came to be poor in spirit, and so to be carried out of all duties 
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unto Christ. . . .  If any unregenerate man come unto Christ, he never gets into 
Christ, that is, never takes his eternal rest and lodging in Jesus Christ only” (63).   

 
B.  Next, Shepard deals with the problem of counterfeits, and how the Lord distinguishes true 

grace from false.   
1.  Shepard warns against two kinds of individuals:  those who are too easily convinced they 

have grace based on the slenderest strands of evidence, and those who believe themselves 
loved by God without any evidence.   
a.  One of Satan’s strongest deceptions is to make men believe they have peace with God 

while they are still captive to sin.   
b.  If this wasn’t true, there wouldn’t be so many hypocrites believing they are on their 

way to heaven when they are headed toward judgment and hell.   
c. Shepard, in his Sincere Convert, shows some of the ways in which the hypocrite can be 

deceived into thinking that he is the object of God’s grace, when he is still in a natural 
state.   
(i)  He says they err “in judging some trouble of mind, some light sorrow for sin, to be 

true repentance; and so, thinking they do repent, hope they shall be saved. . . in 
judging the striving of conscience against sin to be the striving of the flesh against 
the spirit . . . in judging the sincerity of the heart, by some [apparently] good 
affection in the heart . . . in judging of God’s love to them, by aiming sometimes at 
the glory of God . . . and . . . in judging the power of sin to be but infirmity” (78-
81).   

(ii)  False peace may be further sown in the heart “by Satan . . . by false teachers . . . 
by a false spirit” and, “by a false application of true promises” (82-83).   

(iii)  That peace is maintained by the unregenerate man’s understanding defending 
him, extenuating and lessening his sin, and by willfully ignoring God’s horrible 
wrath against sin (88-89).   

(iv)  Finally, they maintain peace in their souls “by their own duties and performances 
. . . The soul doth as those (Hos. v. 13) men when they be wounded and troubled:  
they never look after Jesus Christ, but go to their own waters to heal themselves, 
like hunted harts when the arrow is in them.  (Rom. ix. 31, 32)” (94). 

 
d.  Merely believing we have peace with God is not enough to prove we are converted; 

our lives must also be conforming to the image of Christ.  Shepard writes, “The Spirit 
does not only say, Christ is out of you in heaven, preparing and interceding; but in 
you, sanctifying, preparing thee for glory, that art a vessel of glory” (Parable, 220).   

 
2.  Finally, how does God distinguish true grace in His saints?   

a.  Shepard now raises the important question, “It is true there is a difference; but is it 
possible to know it, seeing that a false heart may go so far?  especially [sic] to know it 
in itself?” (221).   

b.  He answers, “It is true, it is difficult for men, ministers, or angels to reveal it; yet it is 
easy for the Lord Jesus to reveal it; and this he does do” (Ibid.).   

c.  He does so in three ways:  through the light of His Word, the light of His Spirit and 
the light of experience.   
(i)  The Word is God’s revelation of Himself, but it also reveals what man is like, both 

in his fallen and redeemed states.   
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(a)  It is able to reveal the hidden hypocrisy of the heart, as well as any gracious 
love present.   

(b)  The Word says those who love Christ are “those that keep his commandments” 
(John 14:15; 222).   

(c)  And so they allow the light of the Word to search their hearts to show whether 
their obedience was created by God.  Those who are not born of God do not 
allow the Word to expose their disobedience (John 3:19-21; ibid.).   

 
(ii)  The Spirit of Christ works with the Word to reveal God’s work in the heart, 

“without which the work can not be seen no more than a book written in the fairest 
hand or print can be seen without light to see it by” (Ibid.).  This is the Spirit’s 
witness to our hearts that we belong to God (1 John 3:24).   

(iii)  Thirdly, there is “the light of experience and sense” (Ibid.).   
(a)  Shepard writes, “Saints have an experimental knowledge of the work of grace, 

by virtue of which they come to know it as certainly . . . as by feeling heat, we 
know fire is hot; by tasting honey, we know it is sweet” (Ibid.).   

(b)  It must be active in our hearts, at least enough to see it.  Shepard writes, “Grace 
may be in the heart, and yet lying asleep, and raked up under the ashes, not seen, 
not felt. . . .  For how do we know that we love or delight in any creature?  By 
the operation of love and delight.  How did Christ manifest to the Pharisees that 
they were “of their Father the devil”?  Why, “his lusts they would do.”  So how 
can any tell he knows the Lord, or loves the Lord, or believes in the Lord?  The 
operation discovers it (what Stoddard called “particular acts of grace”) James ii. 
22.  And hence, (Gal. v. 6,) “faith which works by love.”  And though 
hypocrites act like them, yet there is a peculiar virtue in the one that is not in the 
other” (Ibid.).   

(c)  Of course, we must compare all our experiences with Scripture, since our 
experiences can deceive us (223).   

 
d.  Finally, this grace must bear up under testing.   

(i)  How a person fares under temptations and trials will reveal whether his faith is 
genuine or not.   

(ii)  This is why God puts us to the test:  that He may reveal to us the condition of our 
hearts (Deuteronomy 8:2; Romans 5:4, 5; ibid.).   

(iii)  Flavel dealt with this at length in his treatment of the subject, so we won’t 
examine it any further here.   

 
e.  We may know we have God’s grace, then:   

(i)  By seeing God’s work in our hearts in the past.   
(ii)  And through our obedience from the heart in the present.   
(iii)  If we strive to obey all His commandments, and know by the Spirit that our 

works flow from love to God, then we know we have saving grace.   
(iv)  Next time, we’ll consider some objections to using the marks of grace in order to 

gain assurance.  Amen.   


