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THIS IS HOW WE KNOW
1 John 3:19-24

We should be happy that God recorded so much information
about the followers of Jesus in the Bible. It is especially refreshing to
read the short accounts about the apostles’ thoughts, actions, failures,
and reactions. Because they were humans like us, they serve as good
examples—or bad examples—with which we can identify. 

Take Thomas for example. There is a reason why he was tagged
with the nickname “Doubting Thomas.” His most blatant expression
of doubt, of course, was regarding the Lord’s resurrection. We
shouldn’t be too tough on Thomas, because during the Lord’s three-
year ministry among the chosen twelve, they all evidenced periods of
doubt.

And what about Peter? How did he feel when he realized that
he had failed so miserably in denying any association with the Christ?
We know that he had boasted about his ability to stand with Jesus to
the death if necessary. We know that he wept bitterly when the
rooster convicted his heart. Can we identify with the deep sense of
guilt he felt? Did Peter carry that guilt throughout life? Did he have
days when he wondered how he could be a follower of Christ having
denied Him so abhorrently?

Surely Paul must have doubted at times. Listen to his confession
to Pastor Timothy. “Though formerly I was a blasphemer,
persecutor, and insolent opponent. But I received mercy because I
had acted ignorantly in unbelief” (1Timothy 1:13). I seems likely that
Paul had nightmares about dragging Christians to prison, confiscating
their goods, breaking up families and especially of standing by in
smug arrogance as the people he had whipped into a frenzy murdered
Stephen, the choice servant of God. 
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Maybe those kinds of thoughts are what Paul targeted when he
told the Philippian Christians, “But one thing I do: forgetting what
lies behind and straining forward to what lies ahead” (Phlippians
3:13). To think about his past actions could have easily caused Paul
to doubt that God could really be gracious to him, the chief of sinners.
At the same time, we can be sure Paul didn’t flippantly disregard his
past sin saying, “Who cares? As for me I refuse to live in the past.”

As it should, sin causes the sinning Christian to doubt the reality
of his salvation. That is exactly what John taught in this part of his
letter to Christians in the Church at Ephesus. There will be times
when past sins haunt us and cause us to wonder how God could be
merciful to forgive or cause us to think we are beyond forgiveness.
There should be times, if during our walk with the Lord in salvation
we sin, when we ask how it is possible for a person to be born again,
indwelt by the Holy Spirit, and still sin.

God’s answer to sin that causes doubt is, “When the heart is not
condemned there is great confidence.” How can we have that
confidence, that lack of condemnation? John answers that question by
pointing out that certain characteristics in the true believer’s walk will
demolish all doubt and leave us standing with God in greatest
confidence.  
 
What Can We Do About Guilt (vv.19-22)?

It is possible that our hearts can condemn us. John pointed out
that there might be times whenever our heart condemns us (v.20a).
When that happens, we need to remember that God has already dealt
with forensic guilt. One problem with the idea of guilt is that we need
to define terms. The Bible throughly teaches the doctrine of guilt so
we should not be ignorant about His will in the matter.

The English translation “guilt” and its derivatives shows up 156
times in the Bible. In the Old Testament, the Hebrew word generally
means to bear responsibility for doing wrong, for breaking the law.
In the New Testament the Greek word means to be at fault. Guilt in
this sense is not a question of feeling because it is possible in the case
of ignorance or a seared conscience to not feel guilty. Adam
disobeyed God and brought fault on himself for breaking God’s law.
The problem lies in the fact that every person born in Adam’s lineage
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(all of us) inherited that fault. We are all born responsible for
breaking God’s law, which as soon as possible in life we will do.

The glorious truth is that God accepted the sacrifice of Jesus
Christ’s death on the cross as the atonement, the covering for that
forensic fault. Paul taught, For as by the one man’s disobedience the
many were made sinners, so by the one man’s obedience the many
will be made righteous. . .  so that, as sin reigned in death, grace also
might reign through righteousness leading to eternal life through
Jesus Christ our Lord (Romans 5:19,21). How wonderful that the
problem of being responsible for offending God is removed through
Christ’s sacrifice in the sinner’s behalf. 

However, God’s amazing work doesn’t solve all the problems
for our weak flesh. There is the ongoing problem of lingering guilty
feelings because of sin. Guilty feelings are the result of knowledge of
sin. Those feelings were expressed well by Adam and Eve the
moment they sinned against God. Then the eyes of both were opened,
and they knew that they were naked. And they sewed fig leaves
together and made themselves loincloths (Genesis 3:7). Our first
parents, having disobeyed God, immediately sensed that they were
unacceptable to God. Having no recourse to atone for their sin, they
covered their unacceptability with makeshift coverings. But their
feelings could not be covered and so they tried to hide from God.

In the same way, the condemning heart can cause us to doubt
our salvation. The eternal part of our being, where we think, plan, and
feel, condemns us because of our failure. The Greek word for
condemn means to know something against. This is the work of the
conscience that God has placed within us. To use the word conscience
is another way to speak of the heart as it is used in our text. The
conscience broadcasts the reality that we have broken the law God
wrote on our hearts. They show that the work of the law is written on
their hearts, while their conscience also bears witness, and their
conflicting thoughts accuse or even excuse them (Romans 2:15).

Look at the design of an acoustical string instrument—anything
from a guitar to a piano. You will notice that acoustical instruments
have sounding boards made of any number of different kinds of
wood. These boards amplify and reflect the sound waves outward so
that our ears can pick up the sound of the vibrating strings. In the
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same way, because God’s law is written on our hearts, when we break
that law, our conscience loudly shouts, “You are guilty!”

How do we deal with that? John reminded us that when our
conscience tries to condemn us, we have confidence because of God’s
work in our hearts. We can know and reassure our hearts. By this we
shall know that we are of the truth and reassure our heart before him
(v.19). That statement creates a question. “By what do we know that
we are of the truth?” Obviously, this statement connects the following
truth with the previous truth: Little children, let us not love in word
or talk but in deed and in truth (1 John 3:18).If we are genuinely
showing love, just talking about it, we prove we are of the truth.

To be of the truth is to be characterized by the truth of the
gospel. That is, we have come to grips with the reality of not only the
sin principle in our hearts, but the committing of sins because of that
principle. We have been slain by the strict requirements of God’s law.
We have said the same thing about our sinful condition as God says
about us. We have asked for and been granted forgiveness from God.
As a result, we are residing in the family of God, God having taken
us out of the family of Satan, from among the children deserving His
wrath, and adopted us as His own.

When we are “of the truth” we will love other Christians.
Putting into practice genuine concern for fellow Christians provides
evidence that we are in the “family.”  Proof of family membership
reassures our hearts before God. When John taught us that loving the
way we should reassures our hearts, he used the word that means to
persuade or convince. The evidence of genuine Christian living
persuades us that we are actually God’s children.

But what if you never need reassuring? It might be possible that
a Christian can live without ever doubting salvation, but not probable.
There are almost certainly going to be times when Satan’s workers
tempt us to doubt. There are certainly going to be times when we sin,
which may well cause doubt. Sometimes even though we do not
doubt that we are God’s children, it is just nice to be reassured.

In that reassuring process, God working in our hearts also
reminds us that we know God. We know Him because we have
access to Him. When John wrote that we reassure our hearts before
Him (v.19b), he gave a picture of us standing in the presence of God
being reminded that He is our Father. Being a convert to or adherent
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of a religious creed or organization, being a follower of a religious
celebrity, never offers that confidence. Having a genuine sense of
being in the very presence of God does give confidence.

Knowing God, we are fully convinced and satisfied with the
reality that God is greater than our heart, and he knows everything
(v.20b). When your heart (conscience) brings up evidence that
reminds you of what a failure you are, take that evidence to God. Let
God remind you that He knows everything about you. And that He
loves you in spite of how weak, fickle, and failing you are. Always
take the convicting conscience to God and let Him who is greater
than your conscience pass judgment.

We are often more concerned about what other people think
than what God concludes about us. People are not greater than our
hearts. People don’t even know what is in our hearts. God who knows
us better than we know ourselves reminds us that He placed all our
sins, past, present, and future, on the Beloved Son. God reminds us
that the offense against Him has been paid for and has been sent away
forever.

Therefore, when we know that God has sent away the cause for
the guilt, our conscience can no longer condemn us. Beloved, if our
heart does not condemn us, we have confidence before God (v.21).
Sometimes our conscience makes us feel guilty when we are not. And
because God knows everything, He knows that we have confessed
sin, been forgiven, and the sin has been sent away. Satan, on the other
hand, loves to remind our incriminating conscience that we are
sinners by birth and choice. Can we rest confidently in the fact that
Jesus knows everything about us and still loves us?

Remember Peter’s response when he found himself faced by his
failure as Jesus was cleansing his conscience. Jesus said to him the
third time, “Simon, son of John, do you love me?” Peter was grieved
because he said to him the third time, “Do you love me?” and he said
to him, “Lord, you know everything; you know that I love you.” Jesus
said to him, “Feed my sheep” (John 21:17). Jesus reminded Peter
that strength and faithfulness did not reside in him. Peter capitulated
and, handing everything about himself over to Jesus, concluded,
“You know everything.” God knows everything and loves us anyway.
And He says to us, “Do My work.”
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And not only does the Lord entrust His work to us, but He
listens as we pray. John added, And whatever we ask we receive from
him, because we keep his commandments and do what pleases him
(v.22). Do we really receive what we ask for? This is not a carte
blanche offer by which God promises to give us anything we can
possibly desire. Oh, but didn’t David conclude that God delights to
give us our desires? He wrote, Delight yourself in the LORD, and he
will give you the desires of your heart (Psalms 37:4). It is easy to
overlook the qualifier at the beginning of that promise. When our will
and desires are in perfect alignment with God’s will and desires, He
answers our prayers.

One of the great joys of walking in fellowship with God is to
truly sense His leading to pray something specific. As you pray, there
are times when you seem to be led or compelled to pray for
something. You pray, and God obviously answers the prayer because
that was His will at the time or in that situation. Our hearts are greatly
reassured when we make a request to God and He answers. Answered
pray is a reminder that we are God’s people and that we are living in
obedience to Him. Therefore, an important question is: “Are we
obeying Christ?”

Obedience is one of the three tests of faith John presents
repeatedly in this letter (the other two are faith and love for others
which is obedience). If we really know God, love God, and trust what
He says about Himself and us, we do not obey Him out of duty but
out of a desire to please Him. When we do what pleases God, He
delights to answer our prayers. When God answers our prayers, our
hearts are reassured that we are indeed His children.

God has also given us another important evidence that reminds
us that we are truly born again, adopted into His family.

The Witness of the Holy Spirit Gives Us Confidence (vv.23-24).

Here John simply pointed out a couple of God’s commands.
First, God commands us to believe in the name of Jesus. And this is
his commandment, that we believe in the name of his Son Jesus Christ
(v.23a). Who doesn’t believe that Jesus existed? Granted there are a
few extreme rebels against God who try to deny the existence of
Jesus. But by and large, almost everyone admits that Jesus really
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existed. How can we not when there is an overwhelming amount of
written evidence about Him. Every time we write the date, we
acknowledge that Jesus existed.

But mere acknowledgment of a man named Jesus will not
reassure our consciences before God. Pilate knew that Jesus existed,
but he certainly was guilty before God. Most false religions
acknowledge that Jesus lived and that He was special in some way,
but they cannot offer peace with God.

God commands us to believe in the name of His Son. To believe
requires more than tacit acknowledgment. The word means to
conclude that something is worthy of trust and, therefore, an object
on which we depend or lean. Faith is active. If you believe it, you live
it. How then are we active in regard to Jesus Christ the Son? We
respond to all that is wrapped up in the name of Jesus Christ, Son of
God. We believe that as the Son of God, Jesus is equal to God. That
is the point over which Jesus’ peers stumbled. When Philip, a
disciple, asked Jesus to show them the Father, Jesus said to him,
“Have I been with you so long, and you still do not know me, Philip?
Whoever has seen me has seen the Father. How can you say, ‘Show
us the Father’?” (John 14:9). The writer to the Hebrew Christians
explained about Jesus, He is the radiance of the glory of God and the
exact imprint of his nature, and he upholds the universe by the word
of his power. After making purification for sins, he sat down at the
right hand of the Majesty on high (Hebrews 1:3). Obvious from this
is the fact that if we believe the name of Jesus, we also believe that
He is our Creator. And if we believe He is our Creator, we believe we
are responsible to obey Him. Obedience to the commands of Jesus is
really very easy to spot.

One particular matter of obedience is the command Jesus taught
repeatedly—Love each other. We believe Jesus, and, second, we love
one another, just as he has commanded us (v.23b). Are we practicing
brotherly love? Do we desire for fellow Christians to have the very
best, which is to be conformed to the image of Christ? Because faith
is active, we must be doing something that indicates we really believe
this. So what do we DO that proves we are keeping Jesus’ command
to love other Christians?

One very important aspect of uniquely Christian love that Jesus
teaches us is sacrifice. Let’s just think about the really simple
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expressions of sacrifice Christians can make. Consider church
attendance for example. Most professing Christians attend church
when it is convenient. Therefore, it is necessary to have early services
so that the people can take care of their attendance obligations and
still have time to go to the lake or go to the ball game, etc. Making
the sacrifice to just show up goes a long way to tell other Christians
and servants in the local church that you care. When you are absent
from our meetings, it should only be expected that we will conclude
you don’t care about us.

Or, what about service in the local church once you finally
arrive? “Let someone else do it” is not an evidence of sacrifice and,
therefore, betrays lack of love for others. More than any other time in
my history as a pastor, weekend trips and travel are creating a burden
in areas of service. It is baffling to me that an assembly with this
many people can’t find a sufficient number of ushers, nursery
workers, or children’s teachers. If we really love each other, we will
rearrange our priorities on occasion.

Then there is the very practical matter of sacrifice called
financial support. Surveys typically reveal that only 10-25 percent of
the average congregation regularly support the church. Surely, the
percentage at CBC is higher than that. However, in past surveys, we
have learned that financial participation here is not much over 50
percent. Does lack of sacrifice and rearranging of priorities indicate
lack of love?

One area that requires sacrifice to show love for others is almost
overlooked completely. Interaction with believers outside the
assembly is an expression of love. Getting involved with fellow
Christians from the assembly outside normal service times plays a
huge role in Christian maturing. Making those times work requires
sacrifice. Sacrifice is a sign of love. 

Okay, so the response to such admonition might be, “I would
like to make such a sacrifice but I just never seem to be able to get
around to it.” Or folks might say, “I really don’t see the need.” “As
long as I am satisfied, that’s all the matters, right?” No that isn’t right.
People who are driven to sacrifice for others because they love them
are driven by Someone beyond themselves to do it.

God’s people keep God’s commands because God abides in
them. On one hand, proof of a relationship with Christ is obedience.
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Whoever keeps his commandments abides in him, and he in them
(v.24). Contrary to popular opinion, keeping Christ’s commands is
not legalism. Legalism is an attempt to win Christ’s favor by doing
stuff that we think is good or useful. Christ’s commands are found in
all the red letters in your Bible. More than that, Christ’s commands
are all the imperatives, especially in the New Testament.

We are really not ignorant of Christ’s commands. Its just that
people who prefer to do only what makes them happy, who do only
what is convenient, have a way of ignoring or reinterpreting Christ’s
commands. Or they avoid doing what they don’t like to do by putting
the unfavorable commands in the “legalistic” bin.

On the other hand, people who are able to sacrifice in order to
please Christ do so because He lives in them. How does He do that?
Obedience to God is evidence of the indwelling Holy Spirit.  And by
this we know that he abides in us, by the Spirit whom he has given us
(v.24b). The indwelling Holy Spirit is not something that makes us
feel good. He is someone who makes us do good. A great problem in
Christian history is the confusion between the commands of humans
and the will of God. God’s Holy Spirit living in us will always
prompt us to do what God has already revealed to be His will in His
Word. This is why I tend to doubt the genuineness of a professing
Christian who sees no need to read the Bible.

When we are aware of God’s will, willing to do God’s will,
actively trying to accomplish what we know what God desires for us
to do, we will almost certainly have confidence in our relationship
with Him. However, there are those times when our flesh draws us
back into doing only what pleases us. At those times we can doubt
that we are God’s children. That is when we need to sit down and
review the traits of God’s child. Do we love other Christians? Is God
answering our prayers? Do we seek to obey Christ? Are we being led
by the Holy Spirit? If these things are so, we should have great
confidence to stand in the presence of God and share our heart’s
desire with Him. 
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