“So That You May Know”
Assurance of Salvation in the First Epistle of John

Lesson 6: Assurance in Abiding (3:19-24; 4:13-21)


Introduction

	In this section of his epistle the Apostle John encourages his readers with more assurance of salvation. Specifically, John teaches them that, when they abide in God through right belief and right action, they can be assured that they know God and are his children (3:24). Love for others is a sign of God’s love at work in us. When believers profess the Son and love one another, they display to the world the presence of God. They also find confidence before God because they know that he is changing them, even when they fail (3:20).
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Outline

I. Assurance of the Heart (3:19-24)
a. Condemnation and Confidence (3:19-22)
b. Belief and Action (3:23-24)
 
II. Assurance in Abiding (4:13-21)
a. Confess the Son (4:13-16)
b. No Fear of Judgment (4:17-18)
c. Loved to Love Others (4:19-21)


Commentary

1 John 3:19-20. Continuing with the idea of loving “in truth” from 3:18, John provides his readers with a way that they can be assured of salvation. He says, “By this we shall know that we are of the truth and reassure our heart before him” (3:19). To what is John referring when he says “by this”? Given the context of the verse, he must certainly be referring to the manifest love and obedience of verses 16-18. When believers exhibit the divine love of God by loving the brothers in deed and in truth (not just in words), they are demonstrating that they have encountered God and are filled with his love. It is this outward display of love that gives believers confidence and assurance of salvation.

Multiple times in his epistle the Apostle John says that believers can know that they have salvation. It is not simply hoping that we are saved, like we hope that our retirement fund is big enough one day. We can have firm assurance today that we know Christ. The phrase translated “reassure our heart” is a Greek idiom that literally means, “to convince the heart.” It is the idea of assuring yourself in a situation that might otherwise cause dismay or fear. When believers love others in deed and in truth, they reassure their hearts (“convince”) that they have been changed by God and filled with his love. In other words the presence of true love for others (action love) “convinces” us that we know God and have his love inside of us. 

“Whenever our heart condemns us” is likely a reference to those times when believers fail to love others in deed and in truth. We know that those times will happen because we are not yet perfect. God is still at work in us. But notice how John responds to those times of failure. He writes, “for whenever our heart condemns us, God is greater than our heart, and he knows everything” (3:20). God’s redemptive and sanctifying work in us is greater than our own propensity for sin and failure. Despite the fact that we will fail to love other fully and keep all of the commandments, God is still working in us to conform us to the image of Christ. His eternal purpose for us is ultimately greater that our resistance to the Spirit. However, there is also a warning here. “[God] knows everything.” When we fail to love others as we should, God knows. We cannot hide our failures from him. Thankfully, we need only confess our sin (1 Jn. 1:9) to receive forgiveness through the salvation Christ provides for us (1 Jn. 2:1-2).

1 John 3:21-22. “Beloved, if our heart does not condemn us, we have confidence before God” (3:21). There is encouragement here, but also a caution. Just because our heart doesn’t condemn us doesn’t mean that we are without sin. We could be walking in sin to the extent that we are blinded to it, and are resistant to Holy Spirit conviction. As such we need to be careful that we are consistently walking in humble obedience to scripture and dependence upon the Holy Spirit. When we do, and we find that there is no condemnation from our heart, John says that we can be confident before God. We can be confident that we are walking in obedience as his children. There is no need to fear God’s judgment (1 Jn. 4:18) or doubt his provision of salvation (1 Jn. 2:1-2). We are his children (1 Jn. 3:1). 

When believers have confidence before God, knowing that they are God’s children, they naturally turn to God for answered prayer. John writes, “and whatever we ask we receive from him, because we keep his commandments and do what pleases him” (3:22). We need to be careful when reading this verse that we do not connect God’s gifts to our performance. The gifts of God are not merit-based, at least not our merit. We do not keep God’s commandments in order to earn his blessing or somehow force him into a contractual arrangement where he is compelled to give us things that we request. God gives us every good and perfect gift because he is our heavenly father (Jas. 1:17). Jesus said that his Father in heaven will give his children good things (Matt. 7:11). He also said that if we abide in Him, and His word abides in us, we can ask for anything and it will be done for us (Jn. 15:7). Thus, God gives us what we ask for because he is good and loving to those who “keep his commandments and do what pleases him” (1 Jn. 3:22). Who keeps his commandments and pleases him? Only his children who are filled with his Spirit, who are being conformed into Christ’s image and empowered to walk in holiness and righteousness. 

1 John 3:23-24. “Whoever keeps his commandments abides in God, and God in him.” While John may have all of the commandments of God in mind at some level, when we look back at verse 23 we find that there are two very specific commandments that believers must keep. First, we must “believe in the name of his Son Jesus Christ.” Second, we must “love one another.” John tells his readers that, when they keep both of those commandments, they “[abide] in God, and God in [them].” Believers abide (remain) in God when they affirm the truth of who Jesus is (“believe in the name”) and when they demonstrate God’s indwelling love (“love one another”). Also, when believers abide in God, God abides in them. There is a beautiful reciprocation here. As we grow in God, God grows in us. We draw near to him and he draws near to us. 

How can believers know that God abides in them? In other words, how can believers know that they are truly saved? John answers in the second half of the verse: “by the Spirit whom he has given us.” When a lost sinner is born again to new spiritual life, God puts his Spirit inside them as a down payment, a guarantee of our coming salvation (Eph. 1:13-14). The Spirit dwells in us and is the agent of sanctification, the process by which we are conformed into the image of Christ (Rom. 8:29). He produces fruit in us (Gal. 5:22-23). He teaches us all things (Jn. 14:26). The continual presence of God’s Spirit is comfort and reassurance that God is at work in us and will bring that work to completion (Phil. 1:6). 

1 John 4:13. Keeping in mind that John’s primary purpose is to assure his readers of their salvation, verse 13 holds one of the most important ways that believers can know that they are saved. Believers can know that they abide (remain) in Christ (God) and Christ (God) abides (remains) in them, “because he has given us of his Spirit.” The indwelling Holy Spirit is proof that God has saved an individual. Paul writes, “In him you also, when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation, and believed in him, were sealed with the promised Holy Spirit, who is the guarantee of our inheritance until we acquire possession of it, to the praise of his glory” (Eph. 1:13-14). Paul also writes, “…as you wait for the revealing of our Lord Jesus Christ, who will sustain you to the end, guiltless in the day of our Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Cor. 1:7-8). The Holy Spirit in us is both confirmation of God’s choice to save us and the power of God to sustain us. As the Spirit continually conforms us into the image of Christ (Rom. 8:29) we can be assured that God has not forgotten us or abandoned us. What he began in us, he will bring to completion (Phil. 1:6).

1 John 4:14-15. John says that we “have seen and testify that the Father has sent his Son to be the Savior of the world” (4:14). Unlike the believers to whom John writes, he actually saw Jesus in the flesh. He beheld “his glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth” (Jn. 1:14). He now testifies that “the Father has sent his Son” by preaching the Gospel and writing this letter. As we discovered in the prologue of the epistle, John is merely testifying to what he has seen. He did not create this story. He is a witness to God’s work, a witness who now proclaims what he has seen. While we have not seen Jesus in the flesh, we have “witnessed” his work by reading scripture and “experienced” his work by being born again. We too should be faithful witnesses who proclaim what we have “seen.”

Verse 15 has a twofold purpose: it counters false teaching and it provides assurance of salvation for believers. We have already examined false teaching in John’s letter and we know that some of these teachers denied central Gospel truths about the person and work of Jesus. False teachers denied the true humanity and divinity of Jesus. In response John teaches that affirmation of Jesus as the Son of God is central to having eternal life in Christ. When someone confesses Jesus as the Son of God (affirming biblical truth of Christ’s person and work), he demonstrates that “God abides in him, and he in God.” Only someone who has the living God dwelling in them is motivated and enabled to affirm that Jesus is the incarnate, forgiving, saving Son of God. 

1 John 4:16. John says that he has come to “know” and to “believe” the “love that God has for us.” The Greek words used in this verse are important. When John says that he has come to “know,” he simply means the acquisition of knowledge or facts. He heard the truth of God’s love for his people. Yet, when John says that he has come to “believe,” the Greek word means to believe in something to the extent of complete trust and reliance. It is the same Greek root word translated “faith” in the New Testament. John knows about the love that God has for us, but it is more than just basic knowledge. He completely trusts and relies upon that knowledge. He depends upon the truthfulness of what he knows about God.

“God is love.” Love is more than an attribute of God. Love is an essential characteristic of God’s nature. You cannot describe who God is as a divine being without talking about how he loves perfectly, both himself (the Trinity) and others. “Whoever abides in love abides in God, and God abides in him.” The idea of “abiding” is to remain. Thus, whoever remains in love remains in God, and God remains in him. Notice that as we abide (remain) in God, God abides (remains) in us. We must be careful not to think that God’s faithfulness to us depends on our faithfulness to him. He is always the faithful one. However, John has been clear throughout the letter that love and obedience are connected. If we love God, we obey God. If we obey God, we know God. If we know God, God knows us. So, as we love and obey God (abiding in him), God abides in us. 

1 John 4:17-18. As we continually abide (remain) in God, God’s love is perfected in us. It is brought to completion. In other words God’s purpose of confirming us into the image of Christ is completed as we abide in God. Through love and obedience to Christ’s commands, God shapes us more and more into his image. As we are shaped into his image, and as we experience God’s love perfected in us, we will have reason to be confident at Christ’s return. Those who are in God’s love do not fear the return of Christ and the coming judgment. There is no condemnation for those who are in Christ (Rom. 8:1). John writes, “as he is so also are we in this world” (4:17b). Believers have the same status before the Father and relationship with the Father that Jesus has. We are God’s children and do not need to fear any wrath or judgment. “For God has not destined us for wrath, but to obtain salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Thess. 5:9).

Verse 18 is so important practically for believers. Commenting on the relationship between love and judgment, John writes, “There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear. For fear has to do with punishment, and whoever fears has not been perfected in love” (4:18). When believers have assurance of their salvation that comes through experience God’s love perfected in them, they need not fear any punishment for their sin. How can that be? Because Christ has already taken upon himself every ounce of punishment that God could give for sin. Jesus’ atoning death on the cross took our wrath and punishment. Now, believers have love for God, not fear of God. There is no fear of judgment, wrath, or punishment. God has nothing for us but love and blessing.

1 John 4:19. This verse is the most foundational to John’s entire discussion of love. “We love because he first loved us.” We must understand that the essence of the Gospel is that God initiated a saving relationship with rebellious sinners completely opposed to all things righteous. Paul writes in Romans 5:8, “but God shows his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us” (cf. 1 Jn. 4:10). The only way that believers can love anyone is because they have first experienced love from God. When we experience the incredible love of God, we love others because we want to show that same love. We want them to experience what we have experienced. We also love because we are enabled/empowered to love others with the love that God has poured out in our hearts through the Holy Spirit (Rom. 5:5).

1 John 4:20-21. John has been very clear so far that love for others is a central characteristic of the believer’s life. Yet, what about someone who hates his or her brother but claims to love God? John writes, “If anyone says, ‘I love God,’ and hates his brother, he is a liar” (4:20a). How can John say that that person is a “liar”? Well, he already said that if we walk in darkness but claim to fellowship with God we lie and do not practice the truth (1:6). Certainly, hating a brother is tantamount to walking in darkness. Also, examine the rationale that John uses for his judgment of the one who hates his brother. “For he who does not love his brother whom he has seen cannot love God whom he has not seen” (4:20b). It is always easier to love someone that is close to us than someone who is far away from us. John says that if we cannot love a person that we can see and touch right in front of us, then there is no way that we can love the God whom we cannot see. 

As if to remind his readers of the importance of loving the brother, John reminds them that love is a commandment from God. John writes, “Whoever loves God must also love his brother” (4:21). John heard from the Lord Jesus himself the importance of loving one’s brother. He was there when Jesus spoke of the greatest commandment—love God—and the second greatest commandment: love your neighbor (Matt. 22:36-40). He also heard Jesus say, “A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another: just as I have loved you, you also are to love one another. By this all people will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another” (Jn. 13:34-35). Anyone who has encountered the God whose very nature is love will certainly respond in obedience and love his brother.
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