The Assurance of Salvation

Foreword


“The assurance of salvation” means how one can be sure of his salvation from God.  This is an important topic.  I remember one time an American brother at our church shared with me that he has been saved only a few years before.  He went to church with his parents as a young child.  He went to Sunday school and worship.  All along he thought he was saved.  But his life was unruly, totally contrary to what he does on Sundays.  (He thought his life has nothing to do with Sunday worship.)  Until one time a Christian challenged him, “If you were to die today, are you sure you are going to heaven?  Do you have a personal relationship with Jesus?”  He was unsure.   The Christian friend explained to him how to be saved.  Once he understood, he prayed to receive the Lord into his heart.  That was when his life began to drastically change.  In the past he had many bad habit and sins.  He repented and received the Lord and his life was transformed.  Later he went to a seminary and decided to serve the Lord full-time.

 
Indeed many people (brothers and sisters and friends) think they are saved by going to church regularly and by baptism.  This is an erroneous concept.  True salvation comes from a personal relationship with Jesus.  So today we are going to discuss this important topic.  How do you know you are saved?  Where is the proof of your salvation?

How to be saved (Four Spiritual Laws)


Let’s first read a passage, I John 5:11-13.  Apostle John wrote a letter to exhort the Christians at that time.  He told them how to be sure of their salvation.  I John 5:11-13 says, “He that hath the Son hath life; and he that hath not the Son of God hath not life.  This eternal life is in Jesus Christ.”  When you receive Jesus into your life, you have eternal life because eternal life is in Jesus.  When you have Jesus within you, you have eternal life.  After you die, you will return to God, and that is heaven.  But know that eternal life does not begin after death.  Eternal life begins on the day when you receive Jesus as your personal Savior.  Here Apostle John makes it very clear, “These things have I written unto you that that ye may know that ye have eternal life.”  So where is the assurance of eternal life?  It is in whether you have received Jesus (I John 5:12).  Regarding (the meaning or the how’s or content of) salvation, I will share four parts which I call four spiritual laws.  And we shall discuss it in great detail.  For a person to believe in God and receive Jesus, there are at least four things that he has to be sure of.  First, he believes God exists in the universe and that God created the universe.  There is a creator of all things.  This creator is our Heavenly Father.  (He believes there is a God.)  Secondly, he believes he is imperfect, he is sinful and he must repent.  Thirdly, he must confess Jesus is the Son of God.  He has to believe that Jesus was sent by God to die on the cross for our sins.  On the third day, He was resurrected.  So the third point is that the person must believe the identity of Jesus -- the Son of God.  He is God Himself.  He chose to be born in a certain place at a certain time.  And the most important is that the person believes Jesus died for his sins.  His sins were borne by Jesus.   Then on the third day, He was resurrected.  Fourthly, the person is willing to receive Jesus Christ into his heart to wash away his sins.  Also, he is willing to follow the Lord all the days of his life.  He is willing to surrender his entire life to the Lord and let Him be the Lord of his life.   Each of these four points is full of meaning in itself.  So let’s talk about them in detail.


First, believe in the existence of God.  Many people believe there is a God who controls the universe, a God who has supernatural power.  (But what we believe is much more concrete).  Some people say perhaps God is the laws and theories that control the universe.  He does not have emotions.  However, the One we believe in much more substantial, One who has character.  What does that mean?  It means He has emotions and a will just like a man.  He is not the inanimate objective laws of nature.  Yes, the universe has laws, but this God is beyond these laws.  The laws were created by God.  And God has emotions because He loves us as the heavenly Father.  The universe was created by Him, and so were we.  So first we must believe that God has feelings and that He loves us.  He is the great God.  He is the absolute truth of the universe.  So don’t go find any idol for the object of worship.  But seek the absolute.  I often say we are the intellectuals so we don’t need to find anything to worship or anything to make us feel good.  Either you don’t seek it at all, or if you do, find the absolute.  Is there absolute truth?  If it does not exist, then there is nothing for us to accept.  So now we are talking about the absolute truth, and the absolute truth is that we have a Heavenly Father who has love and He loves us.  This is the first of the four spiritual laws. 


The second law is the issue of sin.  When a person receives God, it is very important that he knows he is a sinner.  This is not just an intellectual understanding, but he should have a conviction in his heart.  He has to repent in his heart.  This is extremely important.  Many people do not acknowledge the importance of confession of sins before God.  They only know their sins as a concept.  Let us open to Matthew 4:17, Jesus begins preaching right after His baptism.  What does He preach?  Let’s read it, “Jesus says, ‘the kingdom of God is at hand.  Now is the time for those who believe to have God’s salvation.’”  What does He say next?  “Repent.”  Jesus preaches repentance.  Let us read another passage, Mark 1:1-4.  He is very clear at the very outset.  Mk 1:1-3.  Isaiah prophesied there will be a Savior of the world.  Before He comes, there will be a messenger who shall prepare the way before Him.  As in ancient China, when an emperor sets out on an excursion, there would always be a vanguard to clear the way before him and to remove any obstacles in the way so the emperor may walk comfortably and it allows people to bow down to him.   Here it is saying that before the coming of the Savior of the world, I will send my messenger before you to prepare the way for you.


The first and second verses introduce the upcoming prophecy, which begins in verses 3-4.  Before the coming of Jesus, there is a messenger.  Mark 1:3 says one who prepares the way of the Lord is John the Baptist.  John the Baptist comes to prepare the way for the Lord. Does he use the hoe to dig out the rocks?  How does he prepare? He prepares the heart of man to receive Jesus.  They need to do something first.  Repent.  Read Mk 1:4.  John tells people to repent.  He baptizes them in the river of Jordan.  This is a baptism that is not the same as Jesus’, which is the baptism of the Holy Spirit.  John’s baptism does not save anyone.  Salvation comes from Jesus only.  But John’s baptism prepares the heart of man to repent and to confess their sins.  Brothers and sisters, I don’t know if you know this at the time when you received the Lord Jesus.  The confession of sins is not of your mind only, but it is from the heart.  You say before the Lord, “God, I sinned against You.  My life is full of sins.”  When you think of this, you will confess your sins one by one.  You will ask for the blood of Jesus to cleanse you.  So you need to know you are a sinner and that you need to repent.  “To prepare the way of the Lord” is not only knowing you are a sinner, but also you are sorry for what you have done before.  You are prepared to change.  In another word, you are prepared to make a 180 degree turn.  Many friends think receiving the Lord is a wonderful thing in the beginning, but they fail to acknowledge their sin and repent so their lives are not changed after they received the Lord.  They do not examine their life and they have never had the experience of repentance.  If you never repented of your sins, you can confess your sins before God tonight.  Now, you can ask the Lord to cleanse you and change you and lead you.  


The third spiritual law is to believe Jesus is the Son of God.  He was sent by the Father to die for our sins on the cross.  On the third day He was raised from the dead.  Many people can take the fact that there is a God in the universe.  They even believe He is a great God.  But how you see Jesus determines if you are a true Christian.  (added) Christianity has a very important part, and that is, how do you see Jesus. There are religions that believe the existence of God.  They think you have to do good.  But they don’t acknowledge Jesus is the Son of God.  But this is the core belief of Christianity, that is, how do you see Jesus.  Do you believe He is God? He is God the Son as in the Trinity, God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit.   Trinity is a mystery.  He is sent by God to save us.  How do you see Jesus?  This is something I could not understand in the beginning either.  I believed God exists.  I believed I have sins, but I was not sure if Jesus is the Son of God.  But that did not matter.  If you are not sure right now, you can pray.  Pray God to help you to get beyond this.  The Holy Spirit will help you to get beyond this point.  You need to be sure Jesus is the Son of God for His work of salvation to be effectual for you.  


The fourth law is your willingness to receive Jesus into your heart.  One time, a sister and I visited a female student from the mainland.  We preached the gospel to her.  After a few visits, the student said that she believed the existence of God and she also believed that Jesus is the Son of God.  But she didn’t feel the need to accept Him.  This is the key.  Are you willing to receive Jesus into your heart to wash away your sins?  Are you willing to follow Him all the days of your life?  Many people would say, “Sure, I’ll do it because Jesus saves me and helps me.  There’s nothing harmful in that.”  But you need to know that accepting Him is not that simple (done by mouth only).  We don’t just accept His death for us as a gift, but we need to also let Him become the Lord in our life.  In another word, you are willing to let go of yourself and surrender your life to Him.  Then you let Him lead you the rest of your life.  Many believe in God, but they believe in a self-centered way.  They think it is a good thing to have Jesus save them and help them.  Believing in Jesus can give you peace.  If you believe in Jesus just for these things, you need to be very careful because this is the self-centered belief.  It is not perfect faith.  What is perfect faith?  It is God-centered faith.  You receive God and surrender yourself now.  You are not only wanting God to bless you and give you eternal life and peace, but you are also giving yourself completely to God and are willing to follow Jesus the rest of your life.  If you believe in God only for blessings, your life will not change.  But if your faith is God-centered, you will follow Him.  He will become the Lord of your life.  You will live the God-centered life.  Why do we talk about repentance?  It is not just regret, it is change.  How do you change?  By following Jesus, by transformation from inside out.


Let us read a passage on what Jesus Himself says in Mark 8:34-38.  He is speaking to His disciples.  He is very clear here.  A person who truly receives God is one who does not only believe there is a God, or one who confesses he is a sinner, or one who believes Jesus is the Son of God, but he is also willing to give himself up.  In another word, he is willing to go the way of the cross.  Well, you say, I live a pretty good life today.  I don’t need to carry a wooden cross on me, do I?  That’s not what it means.  What it does mean is that you need to crucify yourself.  You need to crucify the old man in you.  Let go of that old identity.  Then what?  Then be resurrected with Jesus and live the new life.  It is no longer I who live but Christ lives in me.  I want to follow Him.  I hope you all examine yourself and see if you have truly believed.  Did you confess your sins?  Did you really receive Jesus into your heart?  Are you willing to follow Him and live the God-centered life?  Are you willing to go the way of the cross?  May God bless help us.

Are We Saved by Good Works?

Just now we talked about the meaning of salvation.  So what is true believing in God?  Believe on the Lord, believe in Jesus?  I talked about the four spiritual laws:  You have to believe in the existence of God, you have to believe there is sin in your life, you have to believe Jesus is the Son of God and that He came to save you, and lastly, you have to accept Him into you life and follow Him.  Some people go on the other extreme.  They think to be a Christian means their conduct has to be perfect.  This is a misconception.  If you truly repent of your sins and are willing to surrender your life to God and follow Him, you have truly accepted God.  You don’t have to wait until your temperament is better and your sense of integrity is keener to be a Christian.  A Christian is still a sinner.  He is no one special.  But he admits he is inadequate and he needs God.  If you wait till you are perfect, you will never become a Christian.  If you don’t have the power of God, it is very difficult for you to be better.  So when we are saved, it means we receive God and are willing to follow? accept Him.  We submit ourselves to God.


Let’s open to Ephesians 2:8-9.  What does it say?  It says we are saved by grace.  It is very clear.  How do we receive this grace?  By faith, which means you are willing to believe in God and you are willing to receive Him and obey Him.  Salvation is not of yourself, and it is not by good works.  If you can be saved by good works, you will be able to boast of them.  So to be a Christian and to receive God does not mean you need to put your acts together first.  If that is the case, you are putting the incidental before the fundamental.   If you want to be good enough before you accept the Lord, you will never become a Christian, for when we depart from God, we have no ability to do good.  Now we have to come back to God and ask Him to help us.  We Christians often say that there is no difference between a Christian and a non-Christian.  They are both sinners.  The only difference is that a Christian is willing to admit he is a sinner and he is willing to come back to God for His help.  If you have truly prayed to receive the Lord this way, if you have truly repented and surrendered yourself to Him, it does not mean you are no longer a sinner or that you will never sin again.  It only means that you are willing to accept God to be your Lord, and this is only the beginning of your Christian life.   Like a newborn baby, you need to be fed to grow.  As you grow, you will be more and more like Jesus.  So it is only a beginning and you need to grow.  If you have truly prayed this way, you can be sure you are saved.

The Importance of the Assurance of Salvation

A lot of times Christians are deceived by the Devil.  They know they have received the Lord and are saved.  But they still worry about their salvation.  I remember one time I went to a church and a brother told me about this certain individual.  Every time they have a conference, when asked to raise their hand if anyone is willing to receive the Lord as their Savior, this one individual would always raise his hand.  Either he did not understand the meaning of salvation, or, he is not sure of it, in either case, this is a dangerous sign because he does not know if he is saved.  And if you were not sure of your salvation, you would not go forward in your Christian life.  If you are sure of your salvation, you know you belong to God and you would move on in your life.  You would not stop at where you began.  When you commit a sin or make a mistake, Satan wants you to believe his lies, “Oh, you are not Christian.  Oh, don’t draw near to God.  Oh, don’t go to church.”  He wants you to be distant from God.  When you are far away from God, you cannot develop your Christian characters.   So if you are sure of your salvation, you don’t need to worry anymore.  You already have eternal life.  Didn’t we just look at I John 5:11-13?  The testimony is that you know you have eternal life.  The word, know, in the Greek is in perfect tense.  It means your eternal life is for sure.  You don’t need to worry about it.  You really have Jesus in your heart and when you die, you will go to heaven.  You will have life eternal.  So when you are sure of eternal life, you can go forward by the power of God.
How Can One Be Sure of His Salvation?


So how can you be sure you have eternal life?  There are two ways that would help you.  One is the Word of God itself.  Like what we just said, God’s word clearly tells us that we are saved by grace through faith.  If you have truly received Jesus, you believe in His Word, you have eternal life.  Our belief is based on the Word of God.  Another way of knowing for sure is what you have experienced about eternal life, a feeling that you know you are saved.  Look at the handout, Ephesians 1:13 says that we who receive God, who accept the Word of Truth, are the ones who have the gospel of salvation.  What happens to those who believe on Christ?  They have the seal of the Holy Spirit.  The seal is the proof of our future inheritance on the day of our redemption.  This is the perfect salvation on the day of the Kingdom of Heaven.  This is the evidence.


The seal of the Holy Spirit is a very interesting concept.  I remember one time I was listening to Pastor Jinhui Teng and he had a very good explanation on this.  He said, “You know how Jews buy land in the past?  First they agree on the price and actually pay for it.  Then they decide on a day to complete the transaction and that is when the land will be given.    The land belongs to you but the transaction is not done yet.  So how did they decide on when to complete the transaction? They would take a bottle and put some dirt in it.  Cover it and stamp it with “seal”.”  Now you see the meaning of seal.  First, the land will belong to us, that is, we will go to heaven one day.  We are not there yet, but we have the proof that we will be there.  What proof?  The bottle.  You already have it.  Heaven is in it and is covered with the Holy Spirit.   In other words, the heavenly inheritance is certain, the life in heaven is for sure, though we now live in world and there are many tribulations and sufferings.  But is it true that we have not tasted heaven at all?  No, we have tasted because what we have inside us, the soil of the Holy Spirit.   Even now, we have peace, joy, happiness, and strength.  These are small parts of our life.  We have experienced a little.  Why?  The Holy Spirit is in us.  He has given us the seal.  So this is the proof that we will inherit the land.   Does that mean when we don’t feel it that it is not there?  No, because when we received Jesus, the Holy Spirit indwells us. 


You can see in the handout that I have listed some changes you may see in your life after you received the Lord:  inner peace and joy, power to overcome sin, hunger for the Word of God, knowing your sins are forgiven, sensitivity to sin, experience God’s love, change in attitude and temperament, and more love for others.  You may not experience every single one of these, but there are changes in your life.  And if you were to pray and see how you have changed since you believed on the Lord, you would notice you have changed somewhat.  Let me emphasize this.  How do we know we are saved?  God’s word tells us so.  Also after you have received the Lord, you will change.  You will have some changes like the liste above, maybe not all of them.  But as you follow the Lord and pursue Him more and more, you will see more changes in your life.   Let’s come back to what we were saying about feelings about your salvation.  You cannot depend on your feelings.  Your feelings can change as the weather changes.  There are ups and downs in anyone’s feelings.  If your faith is dependent on feelings, you would experience the ups and downs in your walk.  Sometimes you are over-excited.  Other times, you are depressed.  Sometimes you even doubt if you are saved.  Feelings can help us.  But what is the most important is the Word of God.  The Word of God does not change.  When you feel low, you need to know that because you have believed on the Son of God, God says you have eternal life.  His Holy Spirit dwells in you.  Though now you are experiencing a difficult time, but know that God will bring these things to pass.  You can stop doubting God.  Just believe.  Understand that when you truly received the Lord, God would not forsake you.  He will never abandon you.  To sum up, once saved eternally saved.

Once Saved Eternally Saved

So you say what if I sin?  You are not talking about a small sin, perhaps a big sin, right?  Does God still love me?  The Bible says once you are saved, you are eternally saved.  Let us look at I Corinthians 3:13-15.  This is talking about some Christians, not good Christians, who have done some not-so-good things.  Read 3:13-15 and see what it says.  You see that we Christians are saved by grace.  But how we build the house is our choice.  Salvation itself is by grace.  But after salvation, we need to work.  We need to work by God’s power, we need to build the house by His strength.  This is the victorious life.  There is only one foundation, that is, the Lord Jesus.  Different people build upon the foundation with different material.  How are they different?  It says in v12 people build with gold, silver, precious stones, wood and hay.   Some build it with precious things like gold, silver and precious stones, whereas others build it with wood and hay.  They are careless.  V13 says everyone’s work will be tested through fire.  Some people’s work will be burnt and consumed.  But remember that while they suffer loss but they themselves shall be saved, barely saved.


So we need to understand not to allow the Devil to deceive us.  When you have truly received the Lord, He never leaves you.  You are a child of God.  Just like a father and a son, when the son does not obey the father and leaves the house,  are they still father and son?  Yes, their relationship will never change because they are related by blood.  But if the son leaves or that he does something to sin against his father, there is a barrier between them.  Their relationship has not changed but their intimacy has.  So when you receive the Lord, you have become a child of God.  That relationship will never change.  But intimacy between you and God depends on you.  Are you willing to draw near to God?  Are you willing to live your life according to His word?  If there is a day you sinned, remember to come back.  Every time you come back to God, He will acknowledge you, help you, cleanse you, and give you the strength to repent.  Let us read I John 1:9, don’t be deceived by the Devil.  When we sin, he would say we are no longer Christians and tell us not to go to church anymore, so on and so forth.  But when you sin, remember God has not left you.  As long as you are willing to come back, God will accept you anew.  He will help and cleanse your sins.   He will give you strength.

Conclusion


To sum up what we have talked about today.  How can you be sure you have eternal life?  How can you be assured of your salvation?  Just now we mentioned the four spiritual laws:  your belief in God’s existence, your willingness to repent of your sins, your confession of Jesus being the Son of God who died for your sins, and your willing to surrender life to Him and follow Him.  Your salvation does not depend on your good works, but your willingness to truly accept the Lord and submit to Him.  Once you have received the Lord, you are saved and you are saved eternally.  There are times you feel differently, but ultimately how do you know you are saved?  By God’s unchangeable word.  Feelings change.  But God’s word does not! The most important is God’s word.  God’s word clearly tells me if I truly receive Him, then I have life eternal.

