
 One thing about which we want and need to be 
absolutely confident and certain is our salvation. John 
wrote his letters to Christians whose confidence needed 
to be bolstered. The church had been infiltrated by false 
teachers and infected by false teaching. Some had even 
left the church (2:19). 
Those who remained 
were caused to question 
their security. 

 John wrote to 
Christians to give them a 
basis for their confidence, 
that they may know they 
had eternal life. There are 
three primary bases upon 
which people evaluate 
their confidence that they 
are saved. 

PERFORMANCE 

Physical 

 The focus of this 
approach to confidence is 
physical in nature. The  
measurement relates to 
good works and good 
deeds, faithfulness and achievement.  These are all 
tangible and measurable things a person does and to 
which one may point as evidence of worthiness.   

Obedience 

 The emphasis is upon obedience. Many people base 
their confidence of salvation upon how well they have 
obeyed God’s commands and kept “church rules.” Their 
hope of salvation is measured by their church attendance 
record, faithful service and stewardship, as well as the 
fact that they “got baptized.” A fundamental flaw in this 
approach is the fact that confidence is based upon one’s 
self—what “I” have done as opposed to what the Lord has 
done. The focus is on self and personal achievement.  

 This approach is exemplified by the man introduced to 
us in Mark 10:17-22. This rich young man confidently 
stated that he had kept all the law. But Jesus said, “You 
lack one thing.” No matter how well you think you obey 
God’s law, there will always be that nagging thought there 
is yet one thing you lack. We know we do not keep God’s 
law perfectly. No matter how much good we do, there is 
always more we can do. There will always be one more 
thing to do. 

 Paul repudiated this approach (Philippians 3:4-9). 
After rehearsing his pedigree, saying that he above all 
people had reason to boast, Paul said, “Whatever things 
were gain to me, those things I have counted as loss for 
the sake of Christ.” He states his desire, instead, to “be 
found in Christ, not having a righteousness of my own 
derived from law, but that which is through faith in Christ, 
the righteousness which comes from God on the basis of 
faith.” His words recorded in Galatians 6:14 echo in our 
ears, “May it never be that I would boast, except in the 
cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, through which the world 
has been crucified to me, and I to the world.” 

Subjective 

 This basis cannot produce confidence because 
perfection is required (Galatians 3:10; James 2:10). Like 
the young man who lacked one thing (Mark 10:21), the 
one who depends upon his performance will always have 

the nagging doubt that 
he has done enough, 
been good enough, 
faithful enough, obedient 
enough. The reason for 
doubt is the fact that the 
standard by which his 
assurance is determined 
is himself. And he knows 
he is not perfect in his 
performance. 

 So he must compare 
himself to others whose 
obedience he judges to 
be more lacking than his 
own. But this, too, is 
subjective, for he is the 
one making this 
determination in and by 
himself.  

 With no fixed point of reference outside of himself by 
which to measure confidence, the one who approaches 
his relationship to God on the basis of performance must 
depend upon his judgment, which he knows is imperfect. 
To enjoy any confidence upon this basis one must 
actually put his faith in himself, because he is the one 
who is determining how much obedience is adequate and 
acceptable. Just how good, obedient and faithful must 
one be? How regular in church attendance must one be? 
How much of one’s income given to God is sufficient to 
produce confidence? The answers to these questions will 
vary from person to person, which is characteristic of 
subjectivism. It is like nailing gelatin to the wall.  

 Making these determinations necessarily puts one in 
the position of playing God. But God has already spoken 
and judged this basis of confidence through His inspired 
apostle, Paul, who wrote, “by the works of law no flesh 
will be justified in His sight” (Romans 3:20). 

 Confidence based upon obedience and performance, 
is from within yourself and is not, therefore, reliable, for 
you are not God and you are not perfect.  

 Our performance affects our perception. But even 
though we accept the fact that our performance is not 
adequate, we can still deceive ourselves by our 
perception. 

PERCEPTION 

Mental 

 The focus of this approach to confidence is mental in 
nature, specifically our thoughts. One’s assurance here is 
based upon his intellectual and emotional assessment — 
what he thinks and how he feels.  

 When asked about their standing before God people 
convey varying degrees of confidence, usually beginning 
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their response with the words, “I think” or “I feel.” This 
reveals a wrong concept that our salvation is based upon 
what we think or how we feel. No one is saved on the 
basis of what he thinks or how he feels. 

Feeling 

 Paul lived in all good conscience, despite the fact that 
he was persecuting the church (Acts 23:1). Cornelius was 
a devout man who feared God, was charitable and 
prayerful (Acts 10). Yet, he needed to be evangelized. 
The rich young ruler felt real good about his standing 
before God until Jesus’ words sunk in, at which point he 
went away sorrowful. His confidence was shaken. 

 Feelings change with our circumstances. We change 
our minds frequently. We have the propensity to 
rationalize and justify to the extent that the foundation is 
continually shifting, resulting in perceptions that do not 
correspond to reality. This is not a solid foundation upon 
which to determine our eternal destination. 

Subjective 

 Our feelings and thoughts emanate from ourselves. 
This is a personal evaluation which, as any honest person 
will admit, is not reliable. It is also an individual 
assessment, whereas the basis for determining right 
standing before God must be universal, that is, applicable 
to everyone alike (Galatians 3:28). 

 Nevertheless, some troubling questions must be 
addressed. How do you measure feelings? How do you 
know you have had the right feeling? Would not everyone 
have to experience the same feeling, since God is no 
respecter of persons (Acts 10:34) and since the terms 
and conditions relating to salvation must be the same for 
every person? How do you know your answer to these 
questions is correct? More than that, how do you know 
they are acceptable to God?  

 And that is precisely the point! The determination here 
is in the mind of man and not the mind of God. It is all 
about what I think and how I feel. But we have already 
established the fact that our thoughts and feelings are not 
reliable, being inconsistent and changing. Furthermore, 
salvation does not occur in the mind of man but in the 
mind of God. The one whose basis of confidence is his 
perception has effectively unseated God from the throne 
and usurped the role of judge, presuming to know if his 
perception — feeling, evaluation — is authentic.  

 Man’s evaluation, thoughts and feelings cannot be the 
basis for confidence. That only which produces absolute 
confidence is what God says! 

PROMISE 

Biblical 

 The focus of this basis for confidence is not on doing 
or thinking and feeling, but upon accepting God’s word. 
Salvation is a promised gift (Ephesians 2:8). It is not 
proving worthiness to God on the basis of works but 
rather God approving me on the basis of faith. It is not 
based upon human rationale but upon God’s faithfulness. 
God’s word and faithfulness is the only sure basis for 
confidence.  

 This is not salvation by works but by faith — an active 

response to a command or promise. God’s commands 
usually have a corresponding promise, as is true relative 
to repentance and baptism. Jesus said, “He who believes 
and is baptized shall be saved” (Mark 16:16). The apostle 
Peter declared, “Repent and be baptized every one of 
you in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of 
your sin and you will receive the gift of the Holy 
Spirit” (Acts 2:38).  We obey His commands as 
expressions of faith in His faithfulness to keep His 
promises. We are, as the hymn says, simply trusting Him. 

Trust 

 The emphasis is not upon man — his performance or 
perception — but upon God. We are merely accepting 
God’s word or taking Him at His word. We rely on God to 
do what he promises. When we are baptized, for 
example, we are expressing faith in God’s promise to 
wash away all our sin, to make of us a new creature, to 
clothe us in His robe of righteousness, to give to us His 
Holy Spirit, etc. We trust Him to make us fit for heavenly 
dwelling by giving to us all his grace gifts. 

 We depend upon God, no self. We trust God by 
accepting His terms and responding to His instruction, 
believing we will receive what He promised. Acts 2:41 
says, “Those who accepted his message were baptized, 
and about three thousand were added to their number 
that day.” 

Objective 

 The basis of our confidence must originate not only 
outside and apart from us, but also above us. The 
promise of the God of Creation, the God in heaven, is the 
only solid foundation for our confidence.  

 God it the One who has what we need. He is the one 
Who promises. He has offered to give salvation to us. He 
is the One Who alone has the authority and is in the 
position to set the terms. We are in the position only to 
accept what He offers upon the terms He establishes. 

 My confidence is not in anything I have done. My 
assurance is not based upon the fact that I was baptized 
or been faithful in attendance and stewardship. My 
confidence is not upon my fickle, fluctuating feelings or 
prideful perceptions. My confidence is based upon the 
promise of God, Who, on the occasion of my baptism, 
saved my soul (Colossians 2:11; Titus 3:5). He is the 
Rock of my salvation, the Savior of my soul, the Founder 
and foundation of my hope. 

Conclusion 

 What is the basis of your confidence? If it is your 
performance your confidence will be shaken. If it is your 
perception, your confidence will not be steady. But if your 
confidence is based upon the promise of God, you will 
enjoy peace and assurance. 
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