
Christian assurance in unsettling times: 
Confidence or arrogance? 

Romans 8.15-17 (NLT) 

“... you have not received a spirit that makes you fearful slaves. Instead, you received God’s Spirit when he 

adopted you as his own children.  Now we call him, “Abba, Father”.  For his Spirit joins with our spirit to 

affirm that we are God’s children. And since we are his children, we are his heirs. In fact, together with 

Christ we are heirs of God’s glory. But if we are to share his glory, we must also share his suffering” 

Christian assurance is, essentially, knowing that I am in a saving relationship with God, through Jesus and 

the Holy Spirit.  John and Charles Wesley had a special take on Christian assurance in an era ruled by logic 

and reason, and this assurance is the third element of what is known in Methodism as the Wesleys’ ‘Four 

alls’: “All people need to be saved; all people can be saved; all people can know they are saved; all people 

can be saved to the uttermost”.  Christian assurance isn’t 100% logical, nor 100% provable, but it’s wider 

than both and something that can be gifted to Christians around the world, of any denomination or 

background.   

In unsettling times, such as during the current Covid-19 pandemic, Christian assurance can be hugely 

strengthening.  It gives us roots and defines the context in which the world lives itself out.  The assurance 

that we are in a saving relationship can, as a consequence, give us the assurance that God is not 

abandoning us or anyone.  He is in control.  He knows what he is doing even if we can’t discern that.  He 

can allow things to happen, or he can step in and change things.  Even when he seems to let bad things 

happen and go on and on seemingly out of control, we can have a weird and illogical assurance that he is 

still there, doing a host of other things to give people the strength and maturity to cope, even when dying. 

As I mentioned in a previous reflection1, Jesus warns us in Luke 21 to expect international hardships 

including pandemics: “There will be great earthquakes, famines and pestilences [plagues, pandemics] in 

various places” (verse 11, NIVUK) and not to be frightened: “do not be frightened. These things must happen 

first, but the end will not come right away” (verse 9).  And indeed, epidemics and pandemics have 

happened from New Testament times through to now, including several in the 20th century.  We can’t 

shake them off or pretend they don’t exist but, hard as it is to accept this from a loving God, Christian 

assurance can give us peace and confidence even if we are directly affected.  But to be honest, this can 

seem rather illogical, uncaring or even arrogant to other people, so I’ll start to respond to this later in this 

reflection. 

Christian assurance, how come? 

There are many things that exist where reasoning, logic, science etc can eventually take us all the way 

there to the what, why and how.  Just think of what we know about the landscape of planet Mars or what 

Venus is really like under its 100% cloud cover, and which we really had no idea about not very long ago.  

Sadly we can no longer picture as a possible reality the tripods from Mars in H G Wells’ War of the worlds, 

nor the Mekon and his green Treens from Venus in the Eagle comic’s Dan Dare. 

However, often we cannot prove things, so there will need to be a bridge between what we can prove and 

what we believe exists.  That bridge is faith.  For example, how can you know if you’re in love?  Holding 

                                                      
1
 “Do not leave Jerusalem, but wait...”, footnote 1 



hands and looking soppily at each other won’t prove that scientifically or logically, but somehow you know, 

and that assurance, honed over the years in good and hard times, bears it out.  It’s all about relationship 

and personal experience, it turns a house into a home.  It’s also a matter of relationship, experience and 

love for a Christian: we can go a long way to finding out a huge amount about God, but ultimately we can’t 

prove God’s existence scientifically or by logic, that’s why we call Christianity a ‘faith’2.  The Holy Spirit 

gives us the faith and assurance that will bridge the gap, and we find that God and Christianity are real and 

more than a theory.  Hence the issue of key issue of confidence in the title of this reflection. 

By way of some illustrative sources, here are a few: 

 The passage from Romans 8 at the head of this reflection confirms a very close Holy Spirit-generated 

family relationship with God: “For his Spirit joins with our spirit to affirm that we are God’s children”.  

JB Phillips’ translation reads “The Spirit himself endorses our inward conviction that we really are the 

children of God”.  Hence, as this passage says, we call God “Abba”, which is Aramaic for “Daddy”.  (If 

you prefer, it’s equally valid to call God “Mummy”, as God has both male and female attributes, indeed 

he invented them3). 

 Take a look at the very expressive and concise definition of faith that we find in Hebrews 11.1.  The 

traditional ‘Authorised Version’4 puts it well: “Now faith is the substance of things hoped for, the 

evidence of things not seen”; and in the NIVUK it reads “Now faith is confidence in what we hope for 

and assurance about what we do not see”. 

 John Wesley said in his sermon on The witness of the Spirit: “It is hard to find words ...  Indeed, there 

are none that will adequately express what the children of God experience ... an inward impression on 

the soul”. 

 The Methodist Church in Ireland has a helpful two-pager on the Four Alls, and the Appendix to this 

reflection reproduces what it says about ‘All people can know they are saved’. 

But before we move on, maybe you don’t feel this experience or assurance?  Don’t worry: simply open 

your heart and mind to God; wait on the Holy Spirit; maybe talk to someone.  You can be sure that God is 

there with you, even when you don’t feel it.  More on this in the closing section of this reflection. 

Arrogance? 

It is not very politically correct in our culture today for anyone to be confident and assured about their 

faith, or indeed about anything.  Churches and Christians who demonstrate this can risk being typecast as 

intolerant, even extremist or ‘fundamentalist’ (a very popular word today for anyone who has an explicit 

point of view on anything religious).  They can be seen as arrogant, self-opinionated and bigoted know-alls.  

Christian views on Covid-19 can likewise come across in this way, suggesting that God stands back and lets 

it happen, but then has something special up his sleeve reserved for Christians and churches, to help them 

get through it while ‘ordinary’ people can’t. 

Clearly, Christian assurance and confidence can easily be seen as arrogance if this is how we come across, 

but there are two strong reasons why we should not come across like this: 

                                                      
2
 Incidentally, we could equally say that atheism is a faith, because while you can’t prove by science logic that God exists, neither 

can you prove by science or logic that God doesn’t exist.  So you could say that the only 100% logical religious perspective is to 
be agnostic – maybe look at that another time! 
3
 “God created human beings in his own image.  In the image of God he created them; male and female he created them” (Genesis 

1.27 NLT); and “When God created human beings, he made them to be like himself.  He created them male and female, and he 

blessed them and called them ‘human’” (Genesis 5.1-2 NLT). 
4
 The AV (or ‘KJV’) may be in Shakespearean language, but for this reason it can sometimes carry a memorable turn of phrase.  



 First, who we have become.  If our lives are even only beginning to show some of the fruits of the 

Spirit, these are as far removed from arrogance as you can get: “the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, 

forbearance, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control” (Galatians 5.22-23 NIVUK) 

 Second, if the Spirit really is affirming our assurance in this way, we will be not self-assured but God-

assured.  We will appreciate that we are children by adoption and that everything we are is down to 

God and not to us.  There is no room for arrogance in that. 

Conversely, where Christians or churches really do come across as arrogant, this can be a good indicator 

that Holy Spirit assurance is not behind it.  As Wesley put it: “More slow to hear, and swift to speak; more 

unready to learn of any one; more fiery and vehement in his temper”.  This is rather reminiscent of the 

qualities that are contrasted in Galatians 5 with the fruits of the Spirit mentioned above: “... hostility, 

quarrelling, jealousy, outbursts of anger, selfish ambition, dissension, division, envy ...” (Galatians 5.20-21 

NLT).  Unfortunately it’s rather too easy to have an ‘Oops’ moment and slip into this, especially when 

people or situations relate emotively to our individual and churches’ core beliefs, standards and life 

attitudes. 

Even so, people may assume that Christians are arrogant or self-righteous when they are not, or not even 

coming across that way.  Peter suggests as a response: “Let your conduct among unbelievers be so good 

that, although they now malign you as wrongdoers, reflection on your good deeds will lead them to give 

glory to God ... when you have behaved well and endured suffering for it, that is a sign of grace in the sight 

of God” (1 Peter 2.12, 20 REB). 

But, at the end of the day, how can we explain ourselves?  As Wesley put it: “He who hath that witness in 

himself cannot explain it to one who hath it not: nor indeed is it to be expected that he should”.  We 

cannot explain an experience of the Holy Spirit in any logical and rational manner.  Fortunately our more 

spiritual 21st Century society freely acknowledges that there is a spiritual dimension in our lives, and also 

that you can’t argue away someone’s personal experience.  So that could be a good starting point. 

And finally, what if I don’t feel assured? 

Good point and we shouldn’t close without thinking about this.  Here are several thoughts: 

We can go through low times, doubting a lot, but God is still with us even in our darkness.  We and others 

may often only realise afterwards that he was there after all.  That’s assurance. 

If our Christian lifestyle is more a matter of habit than relationship, then it may not be so different from 

that of other people who would not claim to know God in a personal way.  Getting back to the relationship 

and opening our lives afresh to the Holy Spirit is a good way to help recover his assurance. 

We should look for the fruits of the Spirit in our lives.  As any gardener knows, fruit, veg., flowers, 

whatever, don’t all grow at the same rate.  Some can seem to take forever, some have good years and 

poor years, and some are always a struggle.  The only gardening I can do, and that not very well, is dahlias 

and a small wildflower meadow patch.  This year my 11 pots (don’t ask!) of dahlias have so far only 

produced three flowers (dahlias are of course late flowering).  I sowed a patch of wildflower meadow seed 

last October, and a few of the 17 different varieties have put in an appearance as anonymous-looking 

green leaf things, while a little handful have flowered (wildflower seeds do of course take two seasons to 

get established).  So the fruits of the Spirit are not always Gardeners’ World – but don’t forget they 

sometimes can be! 



Perhaps we have never until now thought much about, or even been introduced to the topic of Christian 

assurance.  Explaining why he penned his first letter to churches, the apostle John writes “I write these 

things to you who believe in the name of the Son of God so that you may know that you have eternal life” (1 

John 5.13 NIVUK).  So if this is the first time you have thought through the possibilities, then think and pray 

through the Bible passages, as the readers of John’s letter did with what he wrote, and simply be open to 

the Spirit to give his gift of assurance in his own way and time.  And, in doing so, expect the unexpected, 

which is the Holy Spirit’s trademark.  

As part of your reflection, and if you are on the internet, maybe go to this webpage and get David Suchet 

to read the whole of Romans chapter 8 to you: 

https://www.biblegateway.com/resources/audio/?recording=nivuk-suchet 

Finally, it can be helpful to talk with a close friend or pastor about these issues, as they can often see our 

situation more clearly than we do.  No need to hesitate, Christian assurance doesn’t mean we’re perfect! 

Charles Freebury, Chard, 20
th

 August 2020 

 

Prayers5 
Lord Jesus Christ, 

you taught us to love our neighbour, 

and to care for those in need 

as if we were caring for you. 

In this time of anxiety, give us strength 

to comfort the fearful, to tend the sick, 

and to assure the isolated 

of our love, and your love, 

for your name’s sake. 

Amen 

O God, 

help me to trust you, 

help me to know that you are with me, 

help me to believe 

that nothing can separate me 

from your love 

revealed in Jesus Christ our Lord. 

Amen 

 

Appendix 

“All people can know they are saved 

What do people know when God’s free gift of salvation has been received? They know that they have 

been justified (put in the right with God), pardoned and accepted by God. They know that they have a 

new life as a child of God and a new power with which to live this life. But how do they know? Wesley 

believed the ‘how’ was through the work of the Holy Spirit. He referred to the direct and the indirect 

witness of the Holy Spirit. He quoted from Romans when he stated: ‘(God’s) Holy Spirit speaks to us 

deep in our hearts and tells us that we are God’s children’ (Romans 8:16). So deep within the believer 

there is what Wesley called the ‘inward consciousness’ of the assurance of salvation. While such an 

assurance may be accompanied by feelings it was more than emotion or feelings. The ‘inward 

consciousness’ is the direct and inward impression of the Holy Spirit on the individual. The indirect 

witness of the Spirit is the development of Christ-like attitudes and actions in the everyday life of the 

individual, described by Paul in his letter to the Galatians (Galatians 5: 22-23) as ‘the fruit of the 

Spirit’.... So every person can know that he or she is saved. It is not simply a doctrinal truth but an assurance 

given them by the Holy Spirit in the heart”6 

                                                      
5 From The Church of England: Prayers for use during the Coronavirus outbreak: 

https://www.churchofengland.org/sites/default/files/2020-

04/Prayer%20Book%20Digital%20Single%20Pages%202%20April_0.pdf 
6
 From https://www.irishmethodist.org/beliefs section C, on the Four Alls of Methodism 
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