
“The Trial of Christian Duty” 
(1 John 2:4-5)   

 
 
 

I.  Introduction.   
A.  Orientation.   

1.  We’ve been looking at trials, and how the Lord uses them to search our hearts.   
a.  I think we’ll find that just about everything is a trial of some kind:  but they 

will have these two basic effects:   
(i)  They will make the hypocrite more ungodly.   
(ii)  They will make the believer more like Christ, though he will struggle 

with sin during them.   
 

b.  Two week ago, we saw how the Lord uses prosperity and adversity:   
(i)  Prosperity tends to make the hypocrite more carnal, while it makes the 

believer more Christ-like.   
(ii)  And adversity makes the hypocrite bitter, but the godly more humble.  

 
2.  Last week, we considered how the Lord uses our own sin to try us.  Flavel asked 

us these questions:   
a.  If we abstain from certain sins, why do we?   

(i)  Is it because we can’t have that sin and another we want more?  Is it 
because God has not put us in position where we can have that particular 
sin?  Is it because we don’t really want it in the first place?  Is it because 
of how we were raised?  Or is it because we’re afraid of what will happen 
to us if we get caught committing that sin?   

(ii)  All of these things can be true of us as believers because of our 
indwelling sin, but there will be more:  We will abstain from sin because 
we both fear and love God and so do not want to displease Him; we will 
hate it because it is contrary to God; we will have the Spirit restraining and 
fighting against our sin; and because it grieves us to offend God and to do 
the very thing that caused Jesus to go to the cross.   

 
b.  Do we hate sin?  If so, why do we hate it?   

(i)  Do we hate sin in ourselves because we don’t like how it looks on other 
people?  Because it brings unpleasant consequences?  Because it makes us 
feel guilty?   

(ii)  Or do we hate it because it’s offensive to God?  Because it’s the greatest 
of all evils?  Do we hate it in ourselves more than in others?  Do we hate 
every sin and want to be rid of all of it?   

(iii)  Yes, we will hate it for the same reasons as the hypocrite, but there will 
be more.   

 
c.  Why do we grieve over our sins?   
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(i)  Are we at all concerned about how it affects our souls – quenching and 
grieving the Spirit?  Are we more over the fact that it’s been exposed than 
the guilt it brings?  More over the punishment than how it provokes God?   

(ii)  Or does it grieve us because we have offended God and grieved His 
Spirit?  Because it defiles us?  Because it alienates us from God?   

 
d.  How do we respond to temptation?   

(i)  Do we not resist the temptation to sin?  Practice sin?  Delight in sin?  De 
we resent the fact we are bound to do what’s right?   

(ii)  Or do we resist sin, not fully consenting to sin?  Feel shame when we 
sin?  Not progress in sin?  Are we happy when God Providentially 
prevents us from sin?  Become weary of sin and long to be freed from it?   

 
e.  Finally, why do we oppose sin, and is our opposition universal?   

(i)  Do we oppose only some sins and not others?  Do we oppose sin only 
because our conscience bothers us or we don’t want to pay the 
consequences for our sin?  Do we only fight against it for a while and then 
give up?  Do we only fight particular sins, but not the root of sin in our 
hearts?  Do we fail to overcome it?   

(ii)  Or do we fight against all sin, because we hate the things God hates and 
love what He loves?  Do we constantly fight against it with the 
determination to put it to death?  Do we attack the root of sin in us and not 
just the fruit and are we making progress?   

(iii)  These are the questions that will help us discern if the Holy Spirit is 
working in us in a saving way.   

(iv)  And if we find that He is, they also give us an understanding of the work 
He doing, so that we can work with Him to overcome our sins.   

 
B.  Preview.   

1.  This evening, we come to another trial, that of duty.   
a.  Flavel writes, “We now come . . . to make trial of the truth or falseness of 

grace, by the duties we daily perform in religion.  And certainly they also 
have the use and efficacy of fire for the discovery, 1 John ii. 4, 5.  ‘He that 
saith I know him, and keepeth not his commandments [is a liar] and the truth 
is not in him:  But whoso keepeth his word, in him verily is the love of God 
perfected:  And hereby know we that we are in him’” (Touchstone, 566).   

b.  Do we keep His commandments?   
(i)  The problem in applying this test is the fact that we can lie through our 

actions, as easily as we can lie through our words:  “Then the Lord said, 
‘Because this people draw near with their words and honor Me with their 
lip service, but they remove their hearts far from Me, and their reverence 
for Me consists of tradition learned by rote, therefore behold, I will once 
again deal marvelously with this people, wondrously marvelous; and the 
wisdom of their wise men will perish, and the discernment of their 
discerning men will be concealed” (Isa. 29:13-14).   

(ii)  A hypocrite is able to do anything a believer can do, at least outwardly.   
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(iii)  This being the case, how can true religion be distinguished from false?   
(iv)  The only way is by examining the motive behind the work, the reason 

for the obedience.   
 

2.  Tonight, we’ll look at two things:   
a.  First, the motives behind our obedience are able to reveal true grace.   
b.  And second, faithfulness in obedience reveals the condition of our hearts.   
 

II.  Sermon.   
A.  First, our motives behind our obedience are able to reveal true grace.   

1.  First in whether or not we seek God and the enjoyment of Him in our duties.   
a.  The hypocrite does not seek to enjoy God in his duties, but only to satisfy his 

carnal desires:  “And they do not cry to Me from their heart when they wail 
on their beds; for the sake of grain and new wine they assemble themselves, 
they turn away from Me” (Hosea 7:14).   

b.  The righteous man, on the other hand seeks God, fellowship with God:  this 
is what makes doing his duty a pleasure (566-567).   
(i)  “Indeed, while following the way of Your judgments, O LORD, we have 

waited for You eagerly; Your name, even Your memory, is the desire of 
our souls” (Isaiah 26:8).   

(ii)  “One thing I have asked from the LORD, that I shall seek:  that I may 
dwell in the house of the LORD all the days of my life, to behold the 
beauty of the LORD and to meditate in His temple” (Psalm 27:4).   

(iii)  The righteous man seeks close fellowship with God:  when he obeys, he 
senses that nearness, even when going through difficult times.   

 
2.  Second, in whether our hearts are engaged in our obedience to God.   

a.  The hypocrite is not concerned whether he does his duty from the heart:  
“Then the Lord said, ‘Because this people draw near with their words and 
honor Me with their lip service, but they remove their hearts far from Me, 
and their reverence for Me consists of tradition learned by rote, therefore 
behold, I will once again deal marvelously with this people, wondrously 
marvelous” (Isa. 29:13-14).   

b.  The righteous man labors to engage his heart, as well as his body in God’s 
service (567).   
(i)  “I sought Your favor with all my heart; be gracious to me according to 

Your word” (Psalm 119:58).   
(ii)  Christianity is a religion of the heart.  If our hearts aren’t in it, if we’re 

not obeying the Lord because we love Him and want to obey, then even 
our greatest sacrifices are meaningless to Him:  “And if I give all my 
possessions to feed the poor, and if I surrender my body to be burned, but 
do not have love, it profits me nothing” (1Cor. 13:3).   

(iii)  Are we seeking to show God that we love Him?   
 
3.  Third, in whether we do our duty to be seen of God or men:  this is one of the 

ways we see whether we’re loving God or only ourselves.   
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a.  The hypocrite will not conscientiously perform his secret duties in his closet, 
but will only exhibit them publicly:  “When you pray, you are not to be like 
the hypocrites; for they love to stand and pray in the synagogues and on the 
street corners so that they may be seen by men.  Truly I say to you, they have 
their reward in full” (Matt. 6:5).   

b.  The true believer, on the other hand, wants to be faithful in his private duties 
and to keep them between himself and God (567-568):   
(i)  “But you, when you pray, go into your inner room, close your door and 

pray to your Father who is in secret, and your Father who sees what is 
done in secret will reward you” (v. 6).   

(ii)  This should caution us against telling others what we’ve done to try to 
gain their praise.   

(iv)  The righteous man is content if only God sees.   
 

4.  Fourth, in whether our hearts are spiritual in our duties.   
a.  The unregenerate man’s heart can only be carnal while engaged in spiritual 

duties, because that is the only principle in his heart:   
(i)  “The mind set on the flesh is hostile toward God; for it does not subject 

itself to the law of God, for it is not even able to do so, and those who are 
in the flesh cannot please God” (Rom. 8:7-8).   

(ii)  The hypocrite does not have the Spirit’s special grace to help him, but 
only His “common gifts,” which means he might be able to perform his 
duties well outwardly, but not inwardly.   

 
b.  The righteous, on the other hand, have the Spirit exciting them, guiding them, 

and helping them to remain humble after completing their duties (Romans 
8:14; 568-569; 572-573).   
(i)  “For the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set you free from the 

law of sin and of death.  For what the Law could not do, weak as it was 
through the flesh, God did: sending His own Son in the likeness of sinful 
flesh and as an offering for sin, He condemned sin in the flesh, so that the 
requirement of the Law might be fulfilled in us, who do not walk 
according to the flesh but according to the Spirit” (Rom. 8:2-4).   

(ii)  Flavel adds a wise caution here, pointing out that there are certain 
seasons in the Christian’s life when he will experience more of this 
gracious love and light in his heart than at others, when the Lord draws 
near to our souls and fills them with “unusual powers and delights.”   

(iii)  Also, the degree to which God’s people experience these “real 
prelibations, or foretastes of glory,” differs from one saint to another.  He 
writes, “These seasons are the golden spots of our lives, when we are 
admitted to these near and ineffable views and tastes of God:  Possibly 
some poor Christians can say but little to these things; their sorrows are 
exercised in duties more than their joys; they are endeavouring to mount, 
but the stone hangs at the heel; they essay [try], but cannot rise to that 
height that others do, who are got up by their labouring faith into the upper 
region, and there display their wings, and sing in the sun-beams:  But 
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though they cannot reach this height, yet have they no satisfaction in 
duties wherein there is no intercourse betwixt God and their souls” (Ibid.).   

(iv)  Do you sense the Spirit working in your heart, moving you to serve 
God?   

 
B.  Second, our faithfulness in our duties also reveals the condition of our hearts.   

1.  Are we only faithful some times or all the time?   
a.  Hypocrites may show some zeal under certain circumstances:   

(i)  Such as when they are threatened by some near danger:  The psalmist, 
speaking of the condemned Israelites in the wilderness, wrote, “When He 
killed them, then they sought Him, and returned and searched diligently 
for God” (Psalm 78:34).   

(ii)  When it is popular to confess Christ, such as the seed that fell on the 
rocky soil, that sprang up immediately, but then withered under the heat of 
a trial (Matt. 13:5, 20-21).   

(iii)  Or when he has something to gain from it, such as Jehu, who wanted to 
impress Jehonadab with his zeal for the Lord in destroying the house of 
Ahab (2 Kings 10:16).   

(iv)  His zeal soon wanes, however, when these incentives are gone (Job 
27:10).   

 
b.  But the righteous:   

(i)  Walk with the Lord at all times, in good times and bad, when it is popular 
to do so and when it is not, and whether or not it promotes “his earthly 
interest” (569-570).   

(ii)  The author to the Hebrews reminds us of what God’s people were willing 
to do:  “Women received back their dead by resurrection; and others were 
tortured, not accepting their release, so that they might obtain a better 
resurrection; and others experienced mockings and scourgings, yes, also 
chains and imprisonment.  They were stoned, they were sawn in two, they 
were tempted, they were put to death with the sword; they went about in 
sheepskins, in goatskins, being destitute, afflicted, ill-treated (men of 
whom the world was not worthy), wandering in deserts and mountains and 
caves and holes in the ground.  And all these, having gained approval 
through their faith, did not receive what was promised, because God had 
provided something better for us, so that apart from us they would not be 
made perfect” (11:35-40).   

(iii)  Are we faithful at all times, or only when convenient?   
 
2.  Does our faithfulness inflate our pride, or humble us?   

a.  Faithfulness in duty only promotes pride in the hypocrite, where the righteous 
man is humbled by his defect:   
(i)  Consider the parable of the Pharisee and the Tax Collector:  “Two men went 

up into the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector.  The 
Pharisee stood and was praying this to himself:  ‘God, I thank You that I am 
not like other people: swindlers, unjust, adulterers, or even like this tax 
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collector.  I fast twice a week; I pay tithes of all that I get.’  But the tax 
collector, standing some distance away, was even unwilling to lift up his eyes 
to heaven, but was beating his breast, saying, ‘God, be merciful to me, the 
sinner!’  I tell you, this man went to his house justified rather than the other; 
for everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, but he who humbles 
himself will be exalted” (Luke 18:10-14).   

(ii)  This is why the righteous turn to Christ, while the hypocrite does not (570-
571).   

(iii)  The righteous grow more spiritual in their obedience (Psalm 92:13, 14), 
while the wicked grow harder (571-572).   

 
b.  Flavel cautions the righteous against disappointment if they do not notice much 

of an increase in spirituality over a short period of time.  One must look over a 
longer period to see if growth has taken place or not (Touchstone, 572).   

c.  We also need to bear in mind believers grow at different rates.   
 

3.  And so,  
a.  Why do you obey God?  Why are you faithful in your obedience?   
b.  The answers to these questions will show us a great deal about ourselves.   
c.  May this show us whether that grace is there, and if not, may God grant us the 

grace to respond accordingly.  Amen.   


