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Foreword

A
s recently as this week, I encountered a wonderful young man 
who has been desperately concerned about the state of his soul. 

Although for one man to see or know the heart of another is impossible, 
I felt certain that he knew the Lord. His angst over failures subsequent 
to his experience with Christ seemed to me to be more related to the 
family situation from which he came and the extent of the use of foreign 
substances in his life than it did to any substantive reason to doubt his 
salvation. 

This book, Stop Asking Jesus Into Your Heart, is the book I needed to 
place in his hands. I fully believe that its message is perfectly designed to 
meet the needs of that young man and hundreds of others just like him. 
I confess that I dislike the title of the book, but J.D. Greear makes it clear 
that he has no objection to anyone receiving the Lord since the Bible 
clearly says, “To them that receive Him, to them gave He the authority to 
become the sons of God.” In fact, while I might disagree with some inter-
pretations here or there, I found this book thoroughly biblical. The title 
itself is not meant to prevent anyone from calling on the Lord. It is rather 
a genuine admonition for everyone to seek and trust the Lord Jesus.

However, not only is the book a biblical work, it is also a profound 
reflection of the nature of salvation. Salvation is the most complicated 
subject in Holy Scripture. The longer I study it, the more convinced I 
am that no one has a total grasp of its meaning since in the end it is 
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an act of God that we cannot fully fathom. But for all of its difficul-
ties, salvation is also wonderfully simple. Salvation is simple in terms of 
how people obtain it. Part of the mystery at work is that God took the 
complex notion of salvation and in His genius made it understandable 
enough for any man or woman to grasp. This short book demonstrates 
just how true that is.

J.D. operates with the training of a theologian but the heart of a pas-
tor. In addition to his own experience, J.D. spends untold hours among 
his people. He loves them, feels their hurts and needs, and has learned to 
respond in a pastoral way. This book will be interesting for theologians 
but remains totally readable for the average church member. And perhaps 
most important of all, the seeker whose heart God is opening will be able 
to read this book, comprehend its message, and place his faith in Christ. 
Finally, it never hurts anyone to be called to a higher standard. This 
small volume challenges you to be sure that you are discussing critical 
theological issues in the clearest possible biblical terms and that you resist 
the temptation to think of such concepts in the more popular ways that 
are often in vogue. So take this book by Greear, read its message closely, 
profit by it as I have, and then pass it along to someone struggling with 
the question of whether or not he has been saved. If he has not, the book 
tells him how to gain salvation. If he has been saved, the book’s message 
will confirm that to him in every way.

Paige Patterson, President
Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary
Fort Worth, Texas
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Baptized  
Four Times

I
f there were a Guinness Book of World Records record for “amount of 
times having asked Jesus into your heart,” I’m pretty sure I would 

hold it.
By the time I reached the age of eighteen I had probably “asked 

Jesus into my heart” five thousand times. I started somewhere around 
age four when I approached my parents one Saturday morning asking 
how someone could know that they were going to heaven. They carefully 
led me down the “Romans Road to Salvation,” and I gave Jesus His first 
invitation into my heart.

Both my parents and my pastor felt confident of my sincerity and my 
grasp on the details, and so I was baptized. We wrote the date in my Bible 
and I lived in peace about the matter for nearly a decade.

One Friday night during my ninth grade year, however, my Sunday 
school teacher told us that according to Matthew 7:21–23 many people 
who think they know Jesus will awaken on that final day to the reality 
that He never really knew them. Though they had prayed a prayer to 
receive Jesus, they had never really been born again and never taken the 
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lordship of Jesus seriously. They would, my teacher explained, be turned 
away from heaven into everlasting punishment with the disastrous words, 
“I never knew you; depart from Me, you who practice lawlessness!” 

I was terrified. Would I be one of those ones turned away? Had I 
really been “sorry” for my sins at age five? And could I really have known 
what I was doing at age four?

So I asked Jesus to come into my heart again, this time with a resolve 
to be much more intentional about my faith. I requested re-baptism, and 
gave a very moving testimony in front of our congregation about getting 
serious with God.

Case closed, right? Wrong.
Not long after that I found myself 

asking again: Had I really been sorry 
enough for my sin this time around? 
I’d see some people weep rivers of tears 
when they got saved, but I hadn’t. Did 
that mean I was not really sorry? And 
there were a few sins I seemed to fall 
back into over and over again, no mat-

ter how many resolutions I made to do better. Was I really sorry for those 
sins? Was that prayer a moment of total surrender? Would I have died for 
Jesus at that moment if He’d asked?

So I prayed the sinner’s prayer again. And again. And again. Each 
time trying to get it right, each time really trying to mean it. I would 
have a moment when I felt like I got it right, followed by a temporary 
euphoria. But it would fade quickly and I’d question it all again. And so 
I’d pray again.

I walked a lot of aisles during those days. I think I’ve been saved at 
least once in every denomination.

I walked a lot of aisles 
during those days. I 

think I’ve been saved 
at least once in every 

denomination.
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Because I understood baptism to be a post-salvation confession 
of faith, each time I gained a little assurance, I felt like I should get 
re-baptized. Four times, total. Honestly, it got pretty embarrassing. I 
became a staple at our church’s baptism services. I got my own locker in 
the baptismal changing area.

It was a wretched experience. My spiritual life was characterized by 
cycles of doubt, aisle-walking, and submersion in water. I could not find 
the assurance of salvation no matter how often, or how sincerely, I asked 
Jesus into my heart.

I used to think I was alone in this struggle, but as I’ve shared my 
story over the years so many have come forward to tell me that my expe-
rience was theirs (usually minus the baptisms and the OCD tendencies) 
that I’ve concluded this problem is epidemic in the church.

Maybe that’s why you’ve picked up this book. Maybe, despite your 
repeated sinner’s prayers, you’re still wondering if God will, in the end, 
open up the gates of heaven to you. You hope that He will, but enough 
doubt lingers to rob you of that elusive peace others seem to have. 

Or maybe you have no idea whether you’re going to heaven, and you 
are curious as to how anyone could possibly know something like that. Or 
maybe you wonder whether somebody who sins as much as you could ever 
be forgiven. Maybe you fear that you’ve said “no” to God so many times 
that you’ve forfeited any chance of salvation. 

This book is written for all those groups, because they are all asking 
the same, simple question: How can anyone know, beyond all doubt, that 
they are saved? 

The Other Side of the Problem: The Falsely Assured
This is a very serious question, not just because it keeps some people 

in a state of fear, but because others are getting it dead wrong. 
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Jesus warned that there are a vast number of people who seem 
assured of a salvation they don’t actually possess. My Sunday school 
teacher was telling us the truth: according to Matthew 7, Jesus will 
turn away “many” on that last day who thought they belonged to Him. 
There’s no doubt that many of those will have prayed a sinner’s prayer.

One afternoon I was at a local basketball court and started a pickup 
game with a guy I’d seen there a few times. He was quite a character—he 
cursed like a sailor and had so many tattoos on his body I wasn’t sure 
what the actual color of his skin was. He boasted continually about how 
many girls he was sleeping with. He wasn’t the kind of guy you’d suspect 
knew his way around the Bible. 

As we played our game, I began to share my story of how I came to 
Christ. About three sentences into it, he stopped, grabbed the ball, and 
said, “Dude, are you trying to witness to me?” 

Surprised he even knew the term witness, I said, “Uhhh . . . well 
. . . yes.” 

He said, “That’s awesome. No one has tried to witness to me in a 
long time. . . . But don’t worry about me. I went to youth camp when I 
was thirteen and I asked Jesus to come into my heart. And I was legit. I 
became a super-Christian. I went to youth group every week, I did the 
“true love waits” commitment thing, I memorized verses, and I went on 
mission trips. I even led other friends to Jesus.

“About two years after that, however, I ‘discovered’ sex. And I didn’t 
like the idea of a god telling me who I could have sex with. So I decided 
to put God on hold for a while, and after a while just quit believing in 
Him altogether. I’m a happy atheist now.” 

He then added: “But here’s what’s awesome: the church I grew up 
in was Southern Baptist, and they taught eternal security—that means 
‘once saved, always saved.’ By the way, aren’t you a Baptist?” 
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****awkward silence from me****

He went on, “That means that my salvation at age thirteen still 
holds, even if I don’t believe in God anymore now. ‘Once saved, always 
saved,’ right? That means that even if you’re right, and God exists and 
Jesus is the only way, I’m safe! So either way, works out great for me. . . . 
If I’m right, then I haven’t wasted my life curbing my lifestyle because of 
a fairy tale. OK, it’s your shot.”

What do you say to a person like that? Consider the facts: He had 
indeed prayed to ask Jesus into his heart, and all indications were that he 
was very sincere. And it’s very possible for people to come to faith very 
early in life—Jesus, in fact, told adults to become like children if they 
want to be saved! Furthermore, this guy showed immediate “fruit” after 
his conversion, getting excited about Jesus and being busy for Him. And 
the Bible does indeed teach eternal security—once saved, always saved. 
So was he right? Can he, because he made a decision at some point in the 
past, live with the assurance that he is saved forever, regardless of how 
he lives now?

Here’s the short answer, one I’ll spend the rest of the book unpack-
ing: he cannot. Salvation does indeed happen in a moment, and once 
you are saved you are always saved. The mark, however, of someone who 
is saved is that they maintain their confession of faith until the end of 
their lives. Salvation is not a prayer you 
pray in a one-time ceremony and then 
move on from; salvation is a posture of 
repentance and faith that you begin in 
a moment and maintain for the rest of 
your life. 

In His parable about the different 
types of soil, Jesus spoke of a group who 

Salvation is a posture 
of repentance and faith 

that you begin in a 
moment and maintain 
for the rest of your life.
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heard His word and made an initial, encouraging response of belief, only 
to fade away over time. These are those, Jesus explained, who hear the 
gospel and respond positively to it—i.e., pray the prayer, walk the aisle, get 
baptized, or do whatever new converts in your church do. They remain 
in the church for a period of time. But they do not endure when the sun 
of persecution comes out and will not in the end be saved (Luke 8:13).

The apostle John described a large group of people who “believed in 
His name” but to whom Jesus would not commit Himself because “He 
knew all men” (John 2:23–25). He knew their belief was a temporary fad 
that would not endure the test of time and trial.

These sobering stories teach us that many are headed into eternal 
judgment under the delusion of going to heaven. They were told that if 
they prayed the prayer, Jesus would save them, seal them, and never leave 
nor forsake them. They prayed that prayer and lived under the delusion 
they will go to heaven when they die. My blood runs cold just thinking 
about them.

A 2011 Barna study1 shows that nearly half of all adults in America 
have prayed such a prayer, and subsequently believe they are going to 
heaven, though many of them rarely, if ever, attend a church, read the 
Bible personally, or have lifestyles that differ in any significant way from 
those outside the church. If the groups described in Matthew 7 and 
Luke 8 are not referring to them, I don’t know to whom they could be 
referring.

The Enemy—one of whose names in Scripture is “the Deceiver”—
loves to keep truly saved believers unsure of their salvation because he 
knows that if he does they’ll never experience the freedom, joy, and con-
fidence that God wants them to have. But he also loves to keep those on 
their way to hell deluded into thinking they are on their way to heaven, 
their consciences immunized from Jesus’ pleas to repent. 
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An Unhelpful Gospel Cliché? 
I have begun to wonder if both problems, needless doubting and 

false assurance, are exacerbated by the clichéd ways in which we (as evan-
gelicals) speak about the gospel. Evangelical shorthand for the gospel is to 
“ask Jesus into your heart,” or “accept Jesus as Lord and Savior,” or “give 
your heart to Jesus.” These phrases may not be wrong in themselves, but 
the Bible never tells us, specifically, to seek salvation in those ways. The 
biblical summation of a saving response toward Christ is “repentance” 
and “belief” in the gospel.

“Belief,” as I’ll explain later, means acknowledging that God told 
the truth about Jesus, namely that He is Lord and that He has finished 
forever the work of our salvation.

“He who believes in the Son has everlasting life; and he 
who does not believe the Son shall not see life, but the wrath of 
God abides on him.” (John 3:36)

“Sirs, what must I do to be saved?” . . . “Believe on the 
Lord Jesus, and you will be saved.” (Acts 16:30–31 hcsb) 

To him who does not work but believes on Him who 
justifies the ungodly, his faith is accounted for righteousness. 
(Rom. 4:5)

If you confess with your mouth the Lord Jesus and believe 
in your heart that God has raised Him from the dead, you will 
be saved. For with the heart one believes unto righteousness, 
and with the mouth confession is made unto salvation. (Rom. 
10:9–10) 

Repentance (which we’ll also get into more deeply later) means “act-
ing” on that belief. Repentance means reversing your direction based on 
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who you understand Jesus to be. It was the first response Jesus called for 
in His preaching of the gospel (Mark 1:15), and what Paul said God had 
commanded all men everywhere to do now that Jesus had been resur-
rected (Acts 17:30). Apart from repentance there is no salvation.

You can “ask Jesus into your heart” without repenting and believing, 
and you can repent and believe without articulating a request for Jesus 
to come into your heart. 

Repentance and faith are heart postures you take toward the 
finished work of Christ. You might express the beginning of that posture 
in a prayer. But don’t make the mistake of equating that prayer with the 
posture. The sinner’s prayer is not a magic incantation or a recipe you 
follow to get a salvation cake. The real stuff—the stuff that matters—is 
the posture of repentance and faith behind the words you speak. The 
prayer is good only insofar as it verbalizes the posture. 

Placing an overemphasis on phrases like “ask Jesus into your heart” 
gives assurance to some who shouldn’t have it and keeps it from some who 
should. 

Clarifying Two Things I Am Not Saying
I’m Not Saying “Asking Jesus into Your Heart Is Heretical”

When we are “saved,” Jesus does indeed “come into our hearts,” at 
least in a manner of speaking (see, for example, Rom. 8:9–11; Eph. 3:17; 
Col. 1:27–28; Gal. 2:20). But there are lots of other things that happen 
at the moment of salvation, too: we are washed in Jesus’ blood, sealed by 
His Spirit, guaranteed a dwelling place in the new heaven, grafted into 
the vine, have our names written in the Lamb’s Book of Life, Satan’s 
claims against us are nullified, etc. Asking Jesus to do any one of these for 
us at the moment of salvation is not heretical, but by focusing on any one of 
them we run the risk of obscuring the one thing necessary for salvation—a 
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posture of repentance toward and faith in His finished work (Mark 1:15; 
John 3:36; Rom. 4:5; 10:9–10).

For example, if we go around telling people that if they want to be 
saved they should ask Jesus to “begin construction on my home in heaven” 
(John 14:1–3), or “put my name in the Lamb’s Book of Life” (Rev. 21:27), 
that would not be wrong, per se, but it could be misleading. People with 
no remorse for their sin might still be excited about Jesus providing them 
with an eternal vacation home or getting their name onto some heavenly 
honor-roll list. 

That said, “asking Jesus into your 
heart” is among the more biblical sum-
mations of salvation, if the concepts 
behind the words are understood. 
“Heart” in the Bible (Prov. 4:23) is the 
seat of the person. Having Jesus come 
into your heart, in that sense, would 
mean that He fuses Himself into the 
deepest part of who you are —that you 
rest your hopes upon His righteous-
ness, lean on Him for strength, and submit to His Lordship at your core. 
God fusing Himself to the believer at salvation is what the church fathers 
called theosis (translated divinization), whereby Christ literally unites His 
Spirit with ours (1 Cor. 12:13; Gal. 2:20). Christ is, in that sense, “in 
our hearts.”

Ultimately, my concern is not on what words or actions we might 
use to express our faith in Christ but that we don’t substitute those words 
or actions for repentance and faith. “Praying the sinner’s prayer” has 
become something like a Protestant ritual we have people go through to 
gain entry into heaven. As “gospel shorthand,” it presents salvation as a 

“Praying the sinner’s 
prayer” has become 

something like a 
Protestant ritual we 

have people go through 
to gain entry into 

heaven.
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transaction one conducts with Jesus and moves on from rather than the 
beginning of a posture we take toward the finished work of Christ and 
maintain for the rest of our lives.

I’m Not Saying We Should Hesitate Pressing for a Decision When 
We Present the Gospel

Preachers in the revivalist traditions called for sinners to respond 
immediately to the gospel by walking an aisle or asking Jesus into 

your heart. While this may not be 
my preferred technique, the gospel is 
indeed an invitation and each time it 
is preached that invitation ought to 
be extended in some form (e.g., John 
1:12; Matt. 11:28; Rev. 22:17). In fact, 
if we do not urge the hearer to respond 
personally to God’s offer in Christ, I 
do not believe we have fully preached 
the gospel.

Calling on sinners to seek salvation on the spot is not something 
invented by the Finney-Revivalist tradition. Throughout history, even 
some of the most Reformed evangelists have invited hearers to pray a 
sinner’s prayer. 

For example, Charles Spurgeon ended one of his sermons by saying, 

Before you leave this place, breathe an earnest prayer to 
God, saying, “God be merciful to me a sinner. Lord, I need 
to be saved. Save me. I call upon thy name.” Join with me in 
prayer at this moment, I entreat you. Join with me while I put 
words into your mouths, and speak them on your behalf—
“Lord, I am guilty. I deserve thy wrath. Lord, I cannot save 
myself. . . . I cast myself wholly upon thee, O Lord. I trust the 

If we do not urge the 
hearer to respond 

personally to God’s 
offer in Christ, I do not 

believe we have fully 
preached the gospel.
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blood and righteousness of thy dear Son; I trust thy mercy, and 
thy love, and thy power, as they are revealed in him. I dare to 
lay hold upon this word of thine, that whosoever shall call on 
the name of the Lord shall be saved. Lord, save me tonight, for 
Jesus’ sake. Amen.”2

George Whitefield extended the same kind of invitations.3 John 
Bunyan described one of his characters, “Hopeful,” being led through 
a sinner’s prayer by another, “Faithful.”4 The apostle Peter invited three 
thousand people to come forward for 
baptism in response to his first sermon 
(Acts 2:38). Ananias led Paul to call on 
God’s name for forgiveness of sins after 
their first conversation (Acts 22:16).

So I am not, in any way, trying to 
discourage calling for a decision when 
we present the gospel. I am saying that 
above all else we must emphasize the 
absolute indispensability of repentance 
and faith for salvation. 

I am also saying to those who, like me, have asked Jesus into their 
hearts thousands of times, that they can “stop asking Jesus into their 
heart” and start resting in the finished work of Christ. Salvation comes 
not because you prayed a prayer correctly, but because you have leaned 
the hopes of your soul on the finished work of Christ. 

Shorthand phrases for the gospel can serve a good purpose, insofar 
as everyone knows exactly what they mean. But in light of the fact that 
so many in our country seem assured of a salvation they give no evidence 
of having because of a prayer they prayed, and so many others are unable 
to find assurance no matter how often they pray that prayer, I believe 

Salvation is not given 
because you prayed a 
prayer correctly, but 

because you have 
leaned the hopes 

of your soul on the 
finished work of Christ.
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it is time to put the shorthand aside and preach simply salvation by 
repentance toward God and faith in the finished work of Christ. Or, at 
least, to be careful to explain exactly what we mean when we call for a 
response to the gospel.

The Path Ahead
Here’s where we’ll go from here. First, I will show you why assurance 

is so important and how we know God wants us to possess it. Then we 
will look at the core of the gospel message, Christ’s substitutionary work 
on our behalf. After that we will take a close look at what the Bible means 
by words like belief and repentance. Then we’ll try to understand why if 
“once saved, always saved,” the Bible always seems to be warning us that 
we can lose our salvation. After that we’ll consider what the Bible tells us 
are the evidences that we have really believed, and finally, we’ll consider 
what we should do we continue to doubt.

My prayer is that by the time we’re done, you’ll know exactly where 
you stand with God. I hope to show you how to base your assurance on a 
promise God gave once for all in Christ and not on the fleeting memory 
of a prayer you once prayed.

Perhaps you are reading this and already realize that the words you 
once prayed to God were not accompanied by genuine repentance and 
faith. Like millions of “Christians,” you prayed a prayer, but you have yet 
to submit to Him as Lord of your life. I would encourage you to settle 
that now, before we begin this journey. If you are ready to take Jesus 
seriously, He is ready to share with you the joy He has prepared for you 
from all eternity (Jer. 29:13). 
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2

Does God Even 
Want Us to Have 

Assurance?

D
oes God really want us to have assurance of our salvation?

I’ve heard people argue that He does not. They suppose that 
this kind of assurance is presumptuous on our part, if not downright 
arrogant. Furthermore, wouldn’t God get more out of us by holding the 
possibility of salvation over our heads, the way an employer might moti-
vate their staff with the threat of layoffs or offer of bonuses? 

I can say with certainty that God wants you to have certainty about 
your salvation. He changes, encourages, and motivates us not by the 
uncertainty of fear, but by the security of love. That is one of the things 
that makes the gospel absolutely distinct from all other religious messages 
in the world.

In fact, I’ll be so bold as to say that your spiritual life will really 
never take off until you have the assurance of salvation. Until you know 
that you are His and He is yours, your obedience will be limited. Your 
love will be stifled, your confidence will be shaky, and your courage will 
be minimal.
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It is only through assurance of love that we find the strength to 
endure all manner of opposition, doubt, and trial. 

How can you stand against a hos-
tile world if you are not assured of the 
God whom you are leaving it all for? 
How can you take up the cross if you’re 
not convinced of your resurrection? 
Can you really “jump” with abandon 
into the darkness if you’re not con-
vinced that Someone is actually going 

to catch you? It is the joy of knowing beyond doubt that you belong to 
God that makes all of these things possible. 

Reckless Obedience
It is extremely difficult to risk it all for something when you’re not 

convinced the something you are risking it all for actually exists. When I 
was in high school I took up rock climbing as a hobby. One day a friend 
suggested that instead of climbing up the rock face, we repel down it. I’d 
never done that before, but he claimed he was an expert. Because I was 
an idiot, I believed him.

There were four of us on the mountain that day. Somehow I 
got volunteered to go first. (The fact that my “expert” friend did not 
volunteer to be first should have been a signal to me that something was 
amiss.) We tied my belay rope around a tree, and I stood with my back 
toward a 75-foot drop. My friend told me to “lean back.” If you’ve never 
done this before, let me summarize my thoughts at that moment:

PANIC.

How can you take 
up the cross if you’re 

not convinced of your 
resurrection?
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Lean back? Intentionally lean backward toward certain death, held 
only by a rope secured to a tree by a friend whose mouth consistently wrote 
checks his brain couldn’t cash? (My perspective on life and character and 
friendship matured significantly in the space of those few seconds.) But 
though I may have suddenly gotten wiser in that moment, my manhood 
was also on the line. (When you’re sixteen, your manhood is always on 
the line.) My friends stood waiting to ridicule. This was the moment of 
truth. Men are made in these moments. (For the record, so are martyrs.) 

I stood there for a few seconds working up my courage. I prayed to 
receive Jesus into my heart one more time (not kidding). I crossed myself 
just in case the Catholics are right after all (kidding). And then I leaned 
back. Fully committed. All-in.

What was surely no longer than a nanosecond seemed like an eter-
nity as I waited for the rope to catch me. When it did, I stood, perpendic-
ular to the rock face and parallel to the ground, suspended in the air by 
a rope and a flimsy tree. My friend said, “Now jump backwards.” Once 
again calling forth every ounce of courage I could muster, I leapt off of 
the rock with all my might. I sprung about 2 inches. Another jump—6 
inches. Another—4 feet. Then 10 feet. A few jumps later, I was standing 
on terra firma. I’m pretty sure at that point I spoke in tongues.

My high school best friend was next. He’d never done it before 
either. Now, let me explain something about this guy: he was better look-
ing than I was, more athletic, more popular, and better with the ladies. I 
hated that kid, but he was my “best friend.” He was also, to note, scared 
of heights. From seventy-five feet below I could hear him being given the 
instructions. But when it came time to lean back, he didn’t budge. That 
is, if you don’t count shaking in terror. After about ten minutes he finally 
took one of his legs and felt down below for a foothold. He found one, 
and then another and then another. He slowly worked his way down the 
rock face, one foothold at a time. 
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Of course, that’s not repelling. That is rock climbing with repelling 
equipment.

My friend came to a place where the rock face took a significant turn 
inward, meaning that there was no longer any way to get a foothold. To 
get over this spot he’d have to let go of the rock altogether and lean back 
on the rope. 

He hesitated. He considered. He prayed. He climbed back up.
He had gotten to a place on the rock that could only be passed by 

leaning your full weight on the rope. Because he did not have confidence 
in his rope, he could not make it past that point. 

In the same way, there are points you can never pass spiritually until 
you are confident that Jesus will sup-
port the full weight of your soul. There 
are sacrifices you’ll never make and 
commands you’ll never obey unless 
you are convinced of their eternal 
value.

Following Jesus, after all, means 
saying “no” to a lot of things. To take 
up the cross means delivering yourself 
over to death. Death of control over 
your life. Death of your own dreams. 

The release of everything you have to Him. That death is empowered 
only by the assurance of new life.1 

You’ll never have the courage to embrace the cross until you have the 
confidence that you own the resurrection. 

You will never have the strength to say “no” to sin until you realize 
the unconditional “yes” that God has given to you in Christ. 

In the same way,  
there are points you  

can never pass 
spiritually until you 

are confident that Jesus 
will support the full 
weight of your soul.
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You’ll never give up your life in radical obedience until you are radi-
cally assured of His radical commitment to you.

One of the reasons Paul was unmoved by suffering and persecution 
was that he was certain of where he stood with God. “For this reason I 
also suffer these things,” he said, “for 
I know whom I have believed and am 
persuaded that He is able to keep what 
I have committed to Him until that 
Day” (2 Tim. 1:12). 

Furthermore, when you’re not 
assured of God’s love for you, your 
motivations for obedience will become 
corrupted. You’ll do good works in the 
hopes that God will approve of you 
because of them. This is not really love for God; it’s self-preservation. 
Only the security of knowing God has accepted you can free you to seek 
God for His own sake. Apart from that assurance, you can fear God like 
a slave master, but you’ll never love Him like a father. That’s what true 
obedience is—beyond merely adhering to a set of regulations; it is doing 
so because you deeply and truly love the One commanding you.

Religion commands us to change our behavior, but it cannot change 
our hearts. It can tell us to do what is right, but cannot give us a love 
for the right. Only the gospel and the assurance it yields creates a pas-
sion for the right in our hearts, because 
only the gospel goes deep enough to 
actually change the warped nature of 
our hearts. The apostle Paul said that 
it is only as we are overwhelmed at the 
glory of Christ’s sacrifice for us that 

You’ll never give up 
your life in radical 

obedience until you are 
radically assured of His 

radical commitment 
to you.

Religion commands us 
to change our behavior, 
but it cannot change 

our hearts.
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we are transformed into glory ourselves—the glory of people who serve 
God because they crave God and who do righteousness because they 
love righteousness. The fruits of the Spirit, he said—things like love, joy, 
peace, patience, and kindness—grow only in the soul of the assurance of 
God’s love for us.2

So, far from killing our motivation for obedience or spiritual 
growth, assurance fuels it. Only confidence in God’s commitment to you 
will inspire confidence in your commitment to Him. Only joy in what 
you know you possess in Him will enable you to leave everything else 
behind. Only knowing the love of God for you produces love for God 
in you. 

Children, Spouses, and Friends
Jesus knew how important it was for His disciples to be assured of 

His love. In the final conversation He had with them before He died, 
He used three metaphors that showed them how committed He was to 
them. They were about to go through hell on earth, and He wanted to 
give them something to hang onto that would sustain them in that hour 
of great tribulation.3

His Beloved Children

In John 14:18, Jesus said, “I will not leave you orphans; I will come 
to you.”  

A faithful father does not leave his kids wondering whether or not 
he loves them. When I have to go away on a trip, I don’t say to my kids, 
“Daddy will be back soon . . . or maybe he won’t. Maybe I’m not really 
your daddy at all. Maybe my real family lives somewhere else. You’ll just 
have to wait and see if I come back. Sit around and think about that 
while I’m gone, and let that compel you to become better children.”
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That would not produce love and loyalty in my children. It might 
produce a little fear-based obedience, but it’s only a matter of time until 
fear-based obedience turns into father-loathing rebellion. If I don’t want 
my own children fearing they might be orphans, would God? 

Do we really think we are better fathers to our children than God 
would be to His? Hardly. The love God has for us is the highest in the 
universe. Jesus said, “As the Father loved Me, I also have loved you” (John 
15:9). Jesus loves us like God the Father loved Him, and He wants us to 
have the same assurance with Him that He had with God.

Think about that. The same love the perfect Father has for the per-
fect Son is the love that Christ, our everlasting Father, now has for us.4 I 
have a hard time really getting my mind around that. But if the Son of 
God doesn’t sit around wondering about His relationship to His Father, I 
should not be worried about my relationship to Him. When you become 
a Christian you are actually placed in Christ and Christ into you, and 
just as Christ could never be cast out from the Father, neither can you.5 
That is assurance if there ever was such a thing.

His Betrothed

In that same conversation Jesus told His disciples, 

“Let not your heart be troubled; you believe in God, 
believe also in Me. In My Father’s house are many mansions; 
if it were not so, I would have told you. I go to prepare a place 
for you. And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come 
again and receive you to Myself; that where I am, there you 
may be also.” (John 14:1–3)

Some have noted that Jesus’ language in these verses is laden with 
Jewish wedding imagery. In Jesus’ day, a young suitor would travel to 
his beloved’s home, throw a party, and request her hand in marriage. 
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Assuming she said yes, he would return to his father’s home where he 
would begin construction on a room attached to the family living space. 
When their “place” was completed, he would return for her. Before he 
left, he would promise her that he was coming back.6

He did not want her to worry. Worry might lead to doubt, and 
doubt would cause her to be open to the advances of other suitors. He 
wanted her assurance to be so strong that she would not be moved by the 
flirtations of another.

When my wife and I got engaged, she was a student at the University 
of Virginia and I was attending a seminary in North Carolina. The hard-
est thing for us to do was to say good-bye each weekend and return to 
our respective homes to endure another week of classes apart. The last 
thing I would have wanted was for her to wonder if I really loved her. If 
she doubted that, she might be open to the advances of other guys. So 
throughout our engagement I assured her repeatedly that nothing was 
going to stop me from marrying her. In fact, I gave her a big fat diamond 
to wear on her finger to prove it. She and I both knew that if I didn’t 
come back for her, she was keeping that. So she spent her time in Virginia 
without any doubts about my commitment to her.

That assurance not only gave her peace, it gave her strength. She was 
not interested in the attention of other guys because of what she knew 
she had in me.

Jesus gave us, His beloved, that same confidence. He spoke to us in 
wedding language so we would have the confidence of the waiting bride. 
Only in that confidence are we able to resist the enticements of sin.

His Friends

Finally, in John 15:15 Jesus calls His disciples His “friends.” 
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“No longer do I call you servants . . . but I have called you 
friends.” 

Do you want your best friends questioning your loyalty to them? 
One of the greatest aspects of friendship is the feeling of safety that 
comes with it. You can be yourself around them and say what’s on your 
mind without worrying about them betraying your confidence or aban-
doning you. You can give them access to the most vulnerable parts of 
your life without any fear they will violate them. Until you get to that 
point it’s not really a friendship, or at least not a very enjoyable one. True 
friendship only grows in security and trust.

I’ve had a few “friends” who broke my trust. I was never sure if they 
were guarding my reputation or trashing it. We didn’t remain friends 
very long. The friends I have developed the deepest bonds with are those 
I know I could trust with my very life.

Jesus wants us no less sure of His friendship to us. He said, 

“Greater love has no one than this, than to lay down one’s 
life for his friends.” (John 15:13)

His commitment to friendship is not less than ours; it is infinitely 
more! Perhaps you’ve had a friend betray you or discover about you that 
led to their rejection of you. Jesus never will. From the beginning, He saw 
it all and chose us anyway (John 15:16). When we revealed our worst side 
to Jesus, He bore our shame and consequences in our place. Friendship 
doesn’t get any more secure than that. 

Those three images show us for certain that God wants us to be 
sure. He couldn’t have chosen three more intimate and precious relation-
ships! We are His children, His bride, and His friends. 
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During that same discussion He told us to abide in that assurance,7 
because only as we abide in Him—that is, rest in that assurance—will 
the fruits of righteousness grow in us. 

The Damnable Doctrine of Doubt
Every religious message except for the gospel uses doubt and uncer-

tainty to compel obedience. But God is not simply after obedience; He’s 
after a whole new kind of obedience, the obedience that grows from desire.8  
An obedience that obeys because it wants to, not just because it has to.

The established Church of Martin Luther’s day believed that people 
would only obey when they were threatened with harsh consequences for 
rebellion. Luther decried this as the “damnable doctrine of doubt.”  9 Being 
afraid of judgment will indeed produce a surface-level adherence to the 
law, he said, but beneath that thin veneer of obedience will rush a river 
of fear, pride, and self-interest. The only way to develop real love for God 
is to have fear removed. As the apostle John said, God’s great love for us 
is what produces love for God in us.10

Similarly, the seventeenth-century leaders of the established Church 
in England placed John Bunyan, the author of Pilgrim’s Progress, in 
prison for preaching the gospel of God’s unmerited grace toward sinners. 
Their argument was that when the fear of punishment is removed, people 
would run wild, doing whatever they wanted. Bunyan replied, “If people 
really see that Christ has removed the fear of punishment from them 
by taking it into Himself, they won’t do whatever they want, they’ll do 
whatever He wants.”11

The gospel of God’s grace creates in us the desire to obey. My four kids 
(who are currently all under the age of ten) know that I miss them terribly 
when I am gone on a trip. So when I return, they rush outside to my car the 
moment they hear the garage door open, pile in through the driver’s door, 
climb onto my lap, and say, “Daddy, what did you get for us on your trip?” 
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When they think I am mad at them, or 
that I’m in a bad mood, however, they 
tend to avoid me, preferring to play 
in rooms where I’m not present. They 
might obey my instructions to the letter, 
but they don’t want to be close to me. 

It works the same with God. Knowing He cherishes us makes us want 
to draw close; fear makes us withdraw, even if we are obeying His com-
mandments. God wants the intimacy of sons, not just the service of slaves.

How Can We Find the Assurance of a Child, a Bride, and a Friend?

Despite God’s intent for us to possess the assurance of a treasured 
child, a beloved bride, and a cherished friend, it still seems to allude some 
of us. 

That’s probably why in his first letter to the church, the apostle John 
explored how believers can know—know—that they have eternal life. 
(This must have been a really important issue to John. He recorded the 
three metaphors we looked at above and made assurance the subject of 
his first letter to the church.) He ended that letter by saying: 

These things I have written to you who believe in the 
name of the Son of God, that you may know that you have 
eternal life. (1 John 5:13) 

Know. Not “hope.” Not “be reasonably sure.” Know. And how does 
he say we know?

He who believes in the Son of God has the witness in 
himself; he who does not believe God has made Him a liar, 
because he has not believed the testimony that God has given 
of his Son. And this is the testimony: that God has given us 
eternal life, and this life is in His Son. He who has the Son has 

God wants the 
intimacy of sons, not 

just the service of slaves.
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life; he who does not have the Son of God does not have life. 
(1 John 5:10–12)

In these verses, John identified two components of assurance: 

1. Belief in a testimony about eternal life. John uses the word believe 
ninety times in the Gospel of John alone. He says that those who 
believe “have everlasting life.”12 Believing the testimony assures us 
we have eternal life.

2. Evidences of eternal life at work in us. Eternal life is not just a real-
ity we enter into when we die; it is something that comes into us 
now, and its evidences appear everywhere. Seeing those evidences 
assures us eternal life is in us.

We’ll examine both of those components in the chapters that follow.
 
The assurance of a treasured child, a betrothed fiancée, and a cher-

ished friend awaits us. So why not ask Jesus for the wisdom to understand 
what we’re about to explore and the faith to enter into it? 




