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ASSURANCE TODAY

What is ‘Assurance’?

Why was it important to Wesley?

What did Wesley say about it?

What is our church landscape today?

Why is assurance important today?



WHAT IS ‘ASSURANCE’?

“Certainty of ultimate salvation” (IVP New 
Dictionary of Theology)

Medieval Catholic church tied forgiveness with 
ecclesiastical authority

Reformation rejects this, founding salvation on 
Christ alone



Wesley finds his scriptural mandate, “The Spirit 
himself testifies with our spirit that we are God’s 
children.” (Romans 8:16; emphasis added)

To be God’s child is to be found in Christ which is 
to be certain of ultimate salvation

Question becomes ground of this knowledge—
question of enlightenment

Wesley had to navigate between ‘formalism’ and 
‘enthusiasm’



Formalism is intellectual concern with doctrine 
which never impacts life.

Enthusiasm is intense emotionalism which 
disdains doctrine preferring “to gush and gurgle in 
a mindless sentimentality devoid of morality and 
a religious romanticism devoid of 
righteousness.” (Shepherd, 46)

Not rejection of either/both, but full embrace of 
both



Assurance, then, is a sure knowledge that one is a child of 
God (saved) which is grounded in doctrine and 
experience.



WHY WAS IT IMPORTANT?

Wesley 1725, “if we can never have any certainty of 
our being in a state of salvation, good reason it is 
that every moment should be spent, not in joy, 
but fear and trembling.” (Maddox, 124)

Needs to be rooted in work of the Spirit because 
deducing it from ourselves is prone to self-
deluding.



“Wesley steadfastly maintained that the witness 
of God’s Spirit, assuring believers of their 
standing in Christ, had everything to do with 
their salvation, their comfort, their holiness (and 
happiness since ‘None but the holy are finally 
happy’).” (Shepherd 47)

also, with faithful discipleship

and, urgency and zeal for preachers



Further, we are not left wondering incessantly 
whether we are “in the boat with Jesus” or have 
missed it

attempting to manufacture assurance through 
self-will (emotionalism)

This knowledge given by the Spirit (alone) is what 
will keep us steady when life seems dark



Having the testimony of The Spirit with our spirit, that 
we are in fact children of God, is important to keep us 
from fear, from false self-wrought assurance; pursuing true 
discipleship, rooted in holiness and happiness. As well, it 
is only that sure knowledge which will keep us in dark 
times when God seems far away.



WHAT DID WESLEY SAY?

our spirit

children of God keep the commandments of 
God (1 John 2:5)

love fellow children of God (1 John 3:14)

self-examination: they do keep commandments 
and love God’s children, so are children of God



If, self-doubt (how do I know I keep commandments 
or love children of God) then, move to sense 
experience.



“How does it appear to you that you are alive? And that 
you are now in ease and not in pain? Are you not 
immediately conscious of it? By the same immediate 
consciousness you will know if your soul is alive to God; if 
you are saved from the pain of proud wrath…By the same 
means you cannot but receive if you love, rejoice and 
delight in God…Your conscience informs you from day to 
day if you do not take the name of God within your lips 
unless with seriousness and devotion, with reason and 
godly fear.”



The Spirit

probing mystery; inexpressibly profound—lacks 
vocabulary

“The testimony of the Spirit is an inward 
impression on the soul whereby the Spirit of 
God directly ‘witnesses to my spirit that I am a 
child of God’; that Jesus Christ hath loved me 
and given himself for me; that all my sins are 
blotted out, and I, even I, am reconciled to 
God.”



Note how The Spirit’s witness differs from our 
spirit’s witness. Ours is inference-following-
reflection; we conclude it. The Spirit’s in non-
inferential; it is ‘inward impression on the soul, it 
is direct.

The Spirit’s immediacy is mediated through the 
gospel (not unhistorical/disembodied). But it is 
not a conclusion drawn from premises. He 
impresses himself on us and authenticates himself 
to us, because only he can.



Wesley talks about the witness of our spirit 
before The Spirit, but the witness of The Spirit 
comes before the witness of our spirit.

“We must be holy of heart and holy in life before 
we can be conscious that we are so…But we must 
love God before we can be holy at all; this being 
the root of all holiness. Now we cannot love till 
we know he loves us…And we cannot know his 
pardoning love till his Spirit witnesses to our 
spirit.”



“Wesley [in his second treatise] shifts his 
emphasis so as to link the testimony of the Spirit 
explicitly to justification: assurance chiefly 
confirms believers in their forgiveness at God’s 
hand and their acceptance with God despite the 
arrears of their sin.” (Shepherd, 56)



So, assurance is the dual witness; The Spirit of God 
immediately impresses upon us that we are children of 
God. Then, in response to God’s love and the Spirit’s 
witness, we are able to examine ourselves for the marks of 
being God’s children. When we find the appropriate love 
and obedience we can conclude that we are, in fact, 
children of God.

This dual witness alleviates our fear, brings comfort and 
confidence in difficult times, spurns us to true discipleship 
and grounds our zeal of love for God and others.



TODAY’S LANDSCAPE

We’re secure — God is cool

We’re emotional—other than gospel draws us

We’re self-focused—life of our choosing



ASSURANCE TODAY

Danger of being ‘almost Christians’

Danger of despising the Cross

Danger of idolatry of self



Assured of our forgiveness and right standing

Assured of a formation which will keep us 
standing

Assured that our lives are directed appropriately



Ensures our offer is truly freedom in Christ

Ensures our message is an invitation to 
discipleship

Ensures our mission is focused outward not 
inward



We need to recapture a theology of assurance today in 
order to be an alternative community, and to be a people 
prepared to offer an alternative community to the world.


