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MAJOR BIBLE DOCTRINES   
Part 36: The Holy Spirit: assurance 
 

Assurance of salvation is closely related to preservation. "Perseverance is foundational to assurance, 

and is practically inseparable from it" (Beeke).  
 

The perseverance of the saints is unbreakably connected with the assurance of faith, in 

which the believer faces the future with confidence – not with the idea that all dangers 

and threats have been removed, but rather with the assurance that they shall be 

conquered—G.C. Berkouwer [Faith and Perseverance, 11] 
 

I.    Assurance     
 

A. Five aspects of assurance     
 

 1. The nature of assurance. Assurance is the work of God's Spirit, "whereby a true believer is 

certainly assured of God's love of complacency in him, and that he is in the state of grace, and shall 

persevere therein" (Boston). The NT uses three key words to describe assurance – knowledge, 

persuasion, and assurance. [1] Knowledge. Christian assurance is the heart-felt knowledge that we are 

forgiven, accepted, and kept in Christ. Assurance isn't knowing God, it's knowing that you know 

God. "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" (1Jn.5:13). "We know that we are of God" (1Jn.5:19). "We know 

that if our earthly house, this tent, is destroyed, we have a building from God, a house not made with 

hands, eternal in the heavens" (2Cor.5:1). [2] Persuasion. This word means "to be convinced or 

persuaded." "I know whom I have believed and am persuaded that He is able to keep what I have 

commuted to Him unto that day" (2Tim.1:12). Assurance isn't the conviction of God's power in 

general, but of His power as it relates to us in particular. "If anyone is convinced in himself that he is 

Christ's" (2Cor.10:7), that is, assured or persuaded that he belongs to Christ. [3] Assurance. This 

word means "a deep down certainty or confidence." Scripture speaks of "the full assurance of 

understanding" (Col.2:2), "the full assurance of hope" (Heb.6:11), and "the full assurance of faith" 

(Heb.10:22).  
 

Assurance is a reflex act of a gracious soul, whereby he clearly and evidently sees 

himself in a gracious, blessed, and happy state; it is a sensible feeling, and an 

experimental discerning of a man's being in a state of grace, and of his having a right to 

a crown of glory; and this rises from the seeing in himself the special, peculiar, and 

distinguishing graces of Christ, in the light of the Spirit of Christ, or from the testimony 

and report of the Spirit of God, 'the Spirit bearing witness with his spirit, that he is a 

son, and an heir-apparent to glory'—Thomas Brooks [Works, vol.2, 316] 
 

Assurance of salvation is a God-given awareness that He has accepted the death of 

Christ on your behalf and forgiven you of your sins. It involves confidence that God 

loves you, that He has chosen you, and that you will go to Heaven. Assurance includes 

a sense of freedom from the guilt of sin, relief from the fear of judgment, and joy in 

your relationship with God as your Father—Donald Whitney [How Can I Be Sure, 12] 
 

Sensible assurance of God's love is a well-grounded persuasion that we are in a state of 

favor with him, and that therefore he, according to his promises and new-covenant 

characters, has, and certainly will exert all his perfections for advancing our real and 

everlasting felicity in Christ—John Brown [Systematic Theology, 442] 
 

When we speak of the assurance of faith we mean the assurance entertained by a 

believer that he is in a state of grace and salvation, the knowledge that he has been 



 144 

saved, has passed from death unto life, has become a possessor of eternal life and is an 

heir of glory—John Murray [Collective Works, vol.2, 264] 
 

Assurance is a well-grounded and abiding persuasion, not only that the doctrines of the 

Gospel are true in themselves, but that we through grace are surely and unchangeably 

interested in them—John Newton [Works, vol.2, 583] 
 

 2. The reality of assurance. Romanists
1
 and Arminians

2
 deny the possibility of assurance. The 

reality of personal assurance was central to the reformation and post-reformation. "In one sense, 

assurance was the most crucial issue of the post-Reformation" (Beeke). "Those who truly believe in 

the Lord Jesus and love Him in sincerity, and who endeavor to walk in all good conscience before 

Him, may be certainly assured in this life that they are in the state of grace, and may rejoice in the 

hope of the glory of God" (LBC). [1] The covenantal love of God. "I will make a covenant of peace 

with them...Thus they shall know that I, the LORD their God, am with them, and they, the house of 

Israel, are My people, says the Lord God" (Ezek.34:25, 30). [2] The gift of the Holy Spirit. The Holy 

Spirit, as the Comforter, is given for the express purpose of giving assurance. "The Spirit Himself 

bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God" (Rom.8:16). [3] The purpose of Scripture. 

"It is the great scope of many Scriptures to show how Christians may attain unto assurance" (Gray). 

"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" (1Jn.5:13). [4] The exhortations of Scripture. "There are many commands 

in Scripture for Christians to be serious in searching after assurance" (Gray). "Therefore, brethren, be 

even more diligent to make your call and election sure" (2Pet.1:10). "Let us draw near with a true 

heart in full assurance of faith" (Heb.10:22). [5] The examples of the saints. Scripture is filled with 

saints assured of their salvation: Abraham, Jacob, David, Job, Thomas, Paul.
3
 "My beloved is mine, 

and I am his" (Song 2:16).  
 

 (1) Job 19:25-27; Ps.18:1-3; Rom.15:4 [1Jn.5:13]; 2Cor.13:5-6 
 

 3. The pursuit of assurance. Assurance must be pursued, maintained, and increased.
4
 "Some 

Christians never have any full assurance at all, and no Christian has full assurance at all times" 

(Hopkins). "Faith is the root, and assurance is the flower. Doubtless you can never have the flower 

without the root; but it is no less certain you may have the root and not the flower" (Ryle). "It is one 

thing for a man to  have his salvation certain, another thing to be certain that it is certain" (Usher). 

There are three proofs that not all Christians equally have assurance: [1] the distinction between faith 

and assurance. Assurance is not of the very essence of faith. A person can have faith and lack 

assurance. "All God's children have faith; not all have assurance" (Ryle). "Assurance is not so joined 

to the essence of faith that it is an automatic and inevitable experience" (LBC). "One may have true 

faith, and yet lack full assurance. Our salvation depends on our state, not our knowledge of it" 

(Boston). Faith believes on Christ for salvation, assurance believes that Christ has saved us. "The 

primary act of faith is trust in Christ for salvation, the assurance of faith is the conviction that this 

salvation is ours. We may distinguish these as the primary or direct act, and the secondary or reflex 

                                                 
1
 No one, as long as he remains in this present life, ought so to presume about the hidden mystery of divine predestination 

as to hold for certain that he is unquestionably of the number of the predestined...for, apart from a special revelation, it is 

impossible to know whom God has chosen for himself—Council  of Trent  
2
 The earlier Arminians (of Holland) taught that certain assurance of final salvation is not attainable in this life; and that to 

doubt therefore is salutary, and conductive to humility. So far as assurance is predicated of our final perseverance, and our 

election, the later Arminians of Wesley's school must of course concur—Dabney [Systematic Theology, 701-702] 
3
 Rom.4:21; Gen.49:18; Ps.18:1; Job 19:25; Jn.20:28; 2Tim.1:12 

4
 Assurance itself is capable of increase; and will be so continually, while there is any darkness in our understandings, or 

any remaining propensity to a self righteous spirit. Then only will our assurance be perfect, when we shall see Jesus as he 

is, and be completely freed from all our infirmities. For these, in whatever degree they prevail, will so far affect the 

strength and steadiness of our confidence in God—John Newton [Works, vol.2, 595] 
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act, of faith" (Murray). "A lack of assurance is not unbelief. Drooping spirits may be believers. There 

is a manifest distinction made between faith in Christ and the comfort of that faith, between believing 

to eternal life and knowing we have eternal life" (Charnock). [2] The exhortations of Scripture. That 

Christians are exhorted to pursue assurance, argues not all Christians equally possess it. "It is the duty 

of every believer to labor after an assurance of a personal interest in forgiveness, and to be diligent in 

the cherishing and preservation of it when it is attained" (Owen). [3] The example of saints. "How 

long, O LORD? Will You forget me forever? How long will You hide Your face from me" (Ps.13:1). 

"He has led me and made me walk in darkness and not in light. Surely He has turned His hand 

against me" (Lam.3:2-3).  
 

Q. 81. Are all true believers at all times assured of their present being in the estate of 

grace, and that they shall be saved? A. Assurance of grace and salvation not being of 

the essence of faith, true believers may wait long before they obtain it; and, after the 

enjoyment thereof, may have it weakened and intermitted, through manifold 

distempers, sins, temptations, and desertions; yet are they never left without such a 

presence and support of the Spirit of God as keeps them from sinking into utter 

despair—Larger Catechism  
 

The Scripture testifies, that believers in this life have to struggle with various carnal 

doubts, and that under grievous temptations they are not always sensible of this full 

assurance of faith and certainty of persevering. But God, who is the Father of all 

consolation, does not suffer them to be tempted above that they are able, but will with 

the temptation also make a way to escape, that they may be able to bear it (1Cor.10:13), 

and by the Holy Spirit again inspires them with the comfortable assurance of 

persevering—Canons of Dort [5:11] 
 

 (1) Job 19:7-12; Isa.50:10; Eph.1:15-19 [Isa.11:2]; 2Pet.1:5-11 
 

 4. The grounds of assurance. "Assurance involves objective promises, subjective 

sanctification, and internal testimony" (Beeke). [1] The promises of Holy Scripture. First and 

foremostly, assurance is based upon the person and work of God and the character of God, as found 

in the promises of Scripture. These are unchanging, certain, eternal and trustworthy. "The testimony 

of the Lord is sure" (Ps.19:7). "The grounds of assurance are not so much within, as without us" 

(Hodge). "The primary ground of assurance is the promises of God, specifically the satisfying blood 

and righteousness of Jesus Christ, embraced by faith" (Beeke). [2] The inner evidence of salvation. 

"Now by this we know that we know Him, if we keep His commandments" (1Jn.2:3). "We know that 

we have passed from death to life, because we love the brethren" (1Jn.3:14). "A due spiritual 

consideration of the causes and effects of regeneration is the ordinary way and means whereby the 

souls of believers come to be satisfied concerning that work of God in them and upon them" (Owen). 

[3] The witness of the Holy Spirit.
5
 "At every point in true assurance, the activity of the Spirit is 

                                                 
5
 This knowledge [assurance] is wrought in us by the Spirit, through the medium of the written word. He teaches no 

unrevealed truths. We are not to expect that he will assure us as by a voice from heaven, or by a sudden impulse upon our 

hearts, that our names in particular are written in the book of life; but he opens our understandings to understand the 

Scripture; to assent to, and feel, that we are such sinners as are there described; to see the dignity and sufficiently of 

Christ Jesus, as God-man, the Mediator; the suitableness of his office; the value of his atonement and righteousness; and 

the harmony and glory of the Divine attributes, in the adorable methods of redeeming love, which renders it just, 

righteous, and worthy of God to justify and save the believing sinner. He likewise gives us to understand the freedom and 

security of the Gospel promises, confirmed by the oath of God, and sealed with the blood of the Son. He shows us the 

establishment and immutability of the covenant of grace; convinces us, that there is a fulness of wisdom, grace, life, and 

strength, treasured up in Christ, for the use and support of those who in themselves are poor, miserable, and helpless, and 

to be freely communicated in measure and season as he sees necessary, to support, nourish, and revive the believing soul, 

and to lead him in the path of perseverance to everlasting life. Such a discovery of almighty power and unchangeable love 
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essential" (Beeke). The Spirit enables us to be assured by the promises, and see ourselves in the 

Bible's description of a Christian. "Assurance consists of a practical syllogism, in which the word of 

God makes the major, conscience the minor, and the Spirit of God, the conclusion. The Word says, 

'He that fears and loves God is loved of God,' there is the major proposition; then conscience makes 

the minor, 'But I fear and love God;' then the Spirit makes the conclusion, 'Therefore thou art loved of 

God;' and this is what the apostle calls 'The witnessing of the Spirit with our spirits, that we are his 

children' (Rom.8:16)" (Watson).  
 

This assurance is not merely a conjectural persuasion [something supposed to be true 

on slender grounds] nor even a probable persuasion based upon a fallible hope. It is an 

infallible assurance of faith founded on the blood and righteousness of Christ revealed 

in the Gospel. It is also founded upon the inward evidence of those graces of the Spirit 

in connection with definite promises made in the Scriptures, and also on the testimony 

of the Spirit of adoption who witnesses with our spirits that we are the children of God, 

and who uses the experience of assurance to keep our heats both humble and holy—

LBC [18:2] 
 

 (1) Rom.8:15-16; Heb.6:17-20; 1Jn.2:3-5; 1Jn.3:18-21; 1Jn.4:12-13 
 

 5. The benefits of assurance. "Assurance of hope, scripturally founded, will result in 

advantage only. It increases spiritual joy. Thus it promotes usefulness (Neh.8:10). It unseals the heart 

to praise God. It stimulates evangelical labors (1Cor.15:58). It nerves us for self-denial. It lifts us 

above carnal temptations (Ph.4:7)" (Dabney). [1] Assurance breeds joy, peace, and contentment. 

"Assurance makes a man patient in tribulation, calm under bereavements, unmoved in sorrow, not 

afraid of evil tidings, in every condition content, for it gives him a fixedness of heart. It sweetens his 

bitter cups; it lessens the burden of his crosses; it smooths the rough places over which he travels; it 

lightens the valley of the shadow of death. It makes him always feel that he has something solid 

beneath his feet and something firm under his hands – a sure friend by the way, and a sure home at 

the end" (Ryle). [2] Assurance fosters love and intimacy. "O God, You are my God; early will I seek 

You; my soul thirsts for You; my flesh longs for You In a dry and thirsty land where there is no 

water" (Ps.63:1). "The desires of an assured Christian are like the grave, they cry continually, give, 

give, and they never say, it is enough" (Gray). "Assurance will make us love God, and praise him. 

Love is the soul of religion, the fat of the sacrifice; and who can love God as he who has assurance. 

The sun reflecting its beams on a burning-glass makes the glass burn that which is near it; so 

assurance (which is the reflection of God's love upon the soul) makes it burn in love to God" 

(Watson). [3] Assurance provides strength and motivation. "The Lord is my light and my salvation, 

whom shall I fear" (Ps.27:1). "None do so much for Christ on earth as those who enjoy the fullest 

confidence of a free entrance into heaven, and trust not in their own works, but in the finished work 

of Christ" (Ryle).  
 

Q. 39. What are the benefits which in this life do accompany or flow from justification, 

adoption, and sanctification? A. The benefits which in this life do accompany or flow 

from justification, adoption, and sanctification, are assurance of God's love, peace of 

conscience, joy in the Holy Spirit, increase of grace, and perseverance therein to the 

end—The Baptist Catechism 

                                                                                                                                                                     
engaged for the infallible salvation of every believer, which they cannot lose by their own unworthiness, nor be deprived 

of by all the opposition which earth and hell can raise against them, produces a suitable assurance in the soul that receives 

it—John Newton [Works, vol.2, 595-596] 


