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2 Corinthians 4:1-7 Therefore, having this ministry by the mercy of God, we do not lose 
heart. 2 But we have renounced disgraceful, underhanded ways. We refuse to practice 
cunning or to tamper with God's word, but by the open statement of the truth we 
would commend ourselves to everyone's conscience in the sight of God. 3 And even if 
our gospel is veiled, it is veiled to those who are perishing. 4 In their case the god of 
this world has blinded the minds of the unbelievers, to keep them from seeing the light 
of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God. 5 For what we proclaim is 
not ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord, with ourselves as your servants for Jesus' sake. 6 
For God, who said, "Let light shine out of darkness," has shone in our hearts to give the 
light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ. 7 But we have this 
treasure in jars of clay, to show that the surpassing power belongs to God and not to 
us. 
 
Today is the fourth installment of a monthly series that we’ve titled “Perspicacity:”  
 

perspicacity \ pər-spə-ˈka-sə-tē \ noun \ the ability to understand 
somebody/something very quickly and accurately.1 

Perspicacity – Assurance 

This installment is going to consider the basis of the assurance of faith. As you’ve 
heard me say many times in the past, every single one of us possess faith assumptions 
that help to frame our view of reality. So, in one sense, each of us – Christians as well 
as non-Christians – carry the individual burden of identifying what those faith 
assumptions are and verifying whether we truly believe them.  
 
The scope of our consideration has to be narrowed since we obviously can’t consider 
how other faith systems affirm the belief of those who claim to hold those convictions. 
For example, we simply cannot attempt to explain how those who adhere to 
Buddhism or Hinduism assure themselves that they truly adhere to those systems. 
However, we can examine the Bible to see what it says about how a Christian can have 
assurance of their faith. In doing so, I sincerely hope that what we consider today will 
not merely improve your understanding, but also provide some refreshing confidence 
to those of you who have ever wrestled with the the nagging question, “Will my faith 
save me when I die?”. 

The Basic Views of Christian Assurance 

There are two basic positions that American Christians hold in regard to their 
assurance:  
                                                      
1 “perspicacity” – Oxfords Learner’s Dictionary, 
https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/us/definition/english/perspicacity, accessed 1/19/18. 
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1. Belief - I know that I have saving faith because of my belief. 
Rom 10:11 …the Scripture says, "Everyone who believes in him will not be put to 
shame." 
 
Without question, what a person believes is a vital factor in having assurance of 
their faith. But is that enough? 

 
2. Belief & Obedience – I know I have saving faith because of my belief and my 

obedience. 
Jam 2:14-17 What good is it, my brothers, if someone says he has faith but does 
not have works? Can that faith save him? 15 If a brother or sister is poorly clothed 
and lacking in daily food, 16 and one of you says to them, "Go in peace, be warmed 
and filled," without giving them the things needed for the body, what good is that? 
17 So also faith by itself, if it does not have works, is dead. 

 
James is saying that saving faith does indeed require belief. But it also requires 
actions that emerge from obedience. Later on, in the very same chapter he says, 
“You see that a person is justified by works and not by faith alone” (v.24).  

 
John, in his typical style, cuts directly to the core of the issue when he writes,  

 
1Jo 2:3-4 And by this we know that we have come to know him, if we keep his 
commandments. 4 Whoever says "I know him" but does not keep his 
commandments is a liar, and the truth is not in him, 

 
Those two positions regarding assurance of faith, put each and every Christians on the 
horns of a dilemma that emerged in the early 1980’s that was called, “The Lordship 
Controversy” that framed the question this way, “Can you receive Jesus as savior 
without receiving him as Lord?”.2 
 
Throughout our ministry at L2, we have always believed that the Bible requires every 
Christian to find true assurance of their faith in what they believe AND in their active 
obedience to Jesus’ Lordship in their lives (à la Jam 2:14-26, 1Jo 2:3-5, et al.). 
 
As obvious as these two positions might be, there are many Christians, myself 
included, that tend to struggle from time to time with the nagging question, “What if I 
believe in Christianity, trust Jesus to save me, and possess evidence of obedience in 
my life but still have remaining sin – stubborn sins that I can’t seem to overcome?”  

                                                      
2 For a more complete explanation of the Lordship Controversy, please see, John F. MacArthur, Jr., The 
Gospel According to Jesus, Revised and Expanded Edition, (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1984) and 
John H. Gerstner, Wrongly Dividing the Word of Truth: A Critique of Dispensationalism, (Brentwood, TN: 
Wolgemuth & Hyatt, 1991).  
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This is the nuance that I want you to consider today. How do we reconcile the life of 
person who supposedly has been saved by God’s grace and has walked possibly for 
years and even decades in their faith, but still recognizes areas of sin that haven’t been 
overcome? If you’ve ever wrestled with that question and the tormenting doubt that 
can come from that contemplation, this is for you.  

Crucial Presuppositions About Faith & Works 

1. God Saves Sinners – He doesn’t merely make them savable. 
Eph 2:8-9 For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own 
doing; it is the gift of God, 9 not a result of works, so that no one may boast. 
 
As James said last Sunday, the Bible tells us that through the finished work of 
Jesus, God actually makes us alive when we were dead (c.f. Joh 1:12-13, 6:35-37, 
44-45, 65). In essence, it’s God’s faith that he grants to us. That is the reason Jude 
exhorts Christians to “contend for the faith that was once for all delivered to the 
saints” (Jud 1:3). 

 
2. Saving Faith Will Produce Good Works 

1Jo 2:3-4 And by this we know that we have come to know him, if we keep his 
commandments. 4 Whoever says "I know him" but does not keep his 
commandments is a liar, and the truth is not in him, 
 
Here, John gives a very clear explanation of saving faith, “by this we know that we 
have come to know him, if we keep his commandments” (v.3). He then negates the 
kind of faith that doesn’t save, “Whoever says, ‘I know him’ but does not keep his 
commandments is a liar, and the truth is not in him” (v.4, c.f. Jam 2:14-21 where 
James tells us that faith without works is a dead faith). 
 

The fact that God, through his grace, grants faith to sinners and the fact that saving 
faith leads to obedience, causes a problem for anyone who has a tender conscience. If 
you don’t overcome a particular sin, does that mean you shouldn’t have assurance that 
you possess saving faith?  

Crucial Presuppositions About “Remaining” Sin 

These presuppositions help us frame our thoughts about saving faith in regard to how 
the Bible describes the sin that remains in the lives of Christians after they place their 
faith in Jesus and take the gospel deep into their hearts. 
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1. The Battle Against Sin is Intense and Personal 
Luk 9:23-24 And he said to all, "If anyone would come after me, let him deny 
himself and take up his cross daily and follow me. 24 For whoever would save his life 
will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake will save it. 
 
While there are external forces that come against a Christian’s faith, the primary 
battle against sin is in our internal lives. In Luke 9:23-24, Jesus explains the hard 
truth that being his disciple requires 1) self-denial, 2) cross bearing, and 3) 
following. All three are references to an internal resolve that overcomes your 
previous beliefs and way of life. You do indeed enter through a narrow gate and 
proceed the rest of your life on a narrow way (Mat 7:13). 
 
Pro 3:5-8 Trust in the LORD with all your heart, and do not lean on your own 
understanding. 6 In all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make straight your 
paths. 7 Be not wise in your own eyes; fear the LORD, and turn away from evil. 8 It 
will be healing to your flesh and refreshment to your bones. 
 
In Proverbs 3:5-8, Solomon explains the thought level conflict that one encounters 
when embracing Christianity. As the Holy Spirit convicts the mind of a Christian 
about God’s word, it’s as if God himself is saying, “Which is it, you or me? You can’t 
do both.” 
 
The depth and nature of this internal conflict is what caused John Owen to write,  
 

When Christ comes with his spiritual power upon the soul to conquer it to 
himself, he hath no quite landing place. He can set foot upon no ground but 
what he must fight for.3  

 
2. The Battle Never Ends in This Life  

1Jo 1:8 If we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us. 
 

In spite of the fact that the Holy Spirit is at work in Christians, the process of 
overcoming sin is never fully completed in this life.  
 
In First John 1:8, John tells us that we will never be entirely free from sin as long as 
we live in this world. And the man who makes that claim, doesn’t understand the 
Christian faith at all (c.f. 1Ki 8:46, 2Ch 6:36, Ecc 7:20). 
 

These two presuppositions/truths from the Bible shed light on the nature of our lives 
once we believe the gospel. While we do experience progress in our faith by the Holy 
Spirit’s work in convicting us of the truth and bringing our life into increasing 

                                                      
3 John Owen, Sin & Temptation, (Portland, OR: Multnomah Press, 1983), p. xx. 
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conformity to the truth, the fight against sin is intensely personal and it will always be a 
part of our lives. From this perspective, we can better understand what Paul wrote 
about indwelling or remaining sin in Romans 7:24: 
 

Rom 7:24 Wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me from this body of death? 
 
In spite of Paul’s great learning and the growth of his faith for over two decades, he 
came to realize that the sin remaining in him was very much a body of death resisting, 
from the deepest part of his humanity, the saving work that Jesus was doing in him. 

Hindrances to True Assurance 

When I was graduating from seminary back in 1992, one of my professors talked to 
me about how counter intuitive true assurance is to our natural senses. He told me 
that, “The people who have the most assurance, typically shouldn’t have any. And 
those that have the least, are typically the ones that should have the most.” 
 
While there are many reasons for that, there are two that we need to consider: 
 
1. Decisional Regeneration v. Salvation by Grace 

In the late 1800’s, the majority of American Christianity shifted from the belief that 
God saves us, to believing that God merely makes us savable and what actually 
saves us is our decision to believe. This shift can be illustrated this way: 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
This system basically says that your belief leads to your regeneration (or being 
saved). As opposed to being dead and made alive (Eph 2:4-9), that requires us to 
conclude that our regeneration leads to our believing. Assurance under this system 
simply required you to believe that you believed. Consequently, many Christians 
have full assurance of their faith even if it never produces fruit. This is what led to 
the Lordship Controversy and the furious debate about whether you can receive 
Jesus as savior without receiving him as Lord.  

Heaven Hell 

+ Choice/Belief =  - Choice/Belief =  
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2. The Deceitfulness of Sin 
Heb 3:13 But exhort one another every day, as long as it is called "today," that none 
of you may be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin. 

 
John Owen, wrote a lot about the deceitfulness of sin. He basically argues from the 
definition of deceit (to think what is right to be wrong and what is wrong to be 
right). And given that definition, he concludes that you will never know when you 
are under the effect of deceit – otherwise, you are no longer under it.  

 
In American Christianity, we have essentially lost the concept of indwelling sin. 
Therefore, we no longer possess the spiritual depth to grasp the full meaning of 
Owen’s warning about sin. J.I. Packer, writing on Owen’s comments said:  

 
Christian living must therefore be founded on self-abhorrence and self-distrust 
because of indwelling sin’s presence and power. “Constant self-abasement, 
condemnation, and abhorrency is another duty that is directly opposed unto 
the…rule of sin in the soul. No frame of mind is a better antidote against the 
poison of sin…It is the soil wherein all grace will thrive and flourish…To keep 
our souls in a constant state of mourning and self-abasement is the most 
necessary part of our wisdom.4 

 
Jonathan Edwards, in his classic book Religious Affections, also wrote about 
indwelling sin in a gripping way that also seems strange and antiquated in many 
Christian circles today: 
 

When a hypocrite is thus established in a false hope, he has not those things to 
cause him to call his hope in questions that oftentimes are the occasion of the 
doubting of true saints…he has not the cautious spirit, that great sense of the 
vast importance of a sure foundation, and that dread of being deceived. The 
comforts of the true saints increase awakening and caution, and a lively sense 
how great a thing it is to appear before an infinitely holy, just and omniscient 
Judge.5 

The Comfort of Jars of Clay 

2Co 4:7-6 For God, who said, "Let light shine out of darkness," has shone in our hearts 
to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ. 7 But 
we have this treasure in jars of clay, to show that the surpassing power belongs to God 
and not to us. 

                                                      
4 J.I. Packer, Introduction to John Owen, Sin & Temptation (Portland, OR: Multnomah Press, 1983), p. xx. 
5 Jonathan Edwards, The Religious Affections, (Carlisle, PA: Banner of Truth Trust, 1997), p.100 
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In verse 6, Paul once again attributes the salvation of Christians to the work of God as 
he says it was “God who said, ‘Let light shine out of darkness.’” We all understand that 
it impossible according to the normal course of nature. Yet, God has determined to 
bring light/truth into the world through the lives of Christians.  
 
In verse 7, we learn something very strategic and helpful in regard to the matter of 
reconciling belief in Christianity, trusting Jesus to save us, and even having an 
abundance of evidence of our obedience – yet, grappling with remaining sin. There 
we find the explanation of “jars of clay” that refers to these human yet still sinful lives, 
possessing a “treasure” a divinely imparted gift of faith in Jesus and the gospel. “So 
that the surpassing power belongs to God and not to us” -- the miracle of our coming 
into faith and continuing in it, can only be attributed to God’s grace, power, and glory.   
 
To look at this another way, it has pleased and honored God the most to require us to 
believe and obey him in the midst of this struggle rather than merely removing our 
struggle with indwelling sin. For, in the midst of the struggle, the only explanation can 
be his power and grace. 
 
This is the reason that I’ve always tried to explain that the gospel pushes you into your 
life instead of taking you out. In this sense, Christianity is intensely personal – not 
merely because you profess to know Jesus and believe the gospel – but rather, 
because by the work of the Holy Spirit subsequent to your conversion, he brings 
about the actual redemption of YOUR life.  
 
 
 
 
 
 


