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Self-Condemnation
Overcoming Evil: Part 11
1 John 3:19-20      11-9-2008

Summary: Self-condemnation is bad because it hinders intimacy with God (in particular, prayer).  Self-condemnation is not the work of conscience (a good thing), but an overall negative assessment of how you are doing that drives you away from God or causes resentment.  It is emotional.  The solution is to convince your heart that the standard for pleasing God is identical to the standard for proving salvation, and God’s assessment trumps yours, and that He knows things you don’t know (in your favor).
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19 This then is how we will know that we are of the truth, and how we will convince our hearts in his presence 20 that if our hearts condemn us, God is greater than our hearts, and he knows everything. 
21 Dear friends, if our hearts do not condemn us, we have confidence before God 22 and receive from him anything we ask, because we keep his commands and do what is pleasing before him. 23 And this is his command: to believe in the name of his Son, Jesus Christ, and to love one another as he commanded us. 24 Those who obey his commands remain in him, and he in them. And this is how we know that he remains in us: We know it by the Spirit he gave us.
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Introduction: 
Review – the ways of Cain and Christ
Last week John showed us two paths you can take in life – the way of Christ or the way of Cain.  The way of Christ is to lay down your life for your brother.  You give up your preferences, your comforts, your desires, and your rights in favor of his.  You worry about whether you are loving him properly, not about whether he is loving you properly.
The way of Cain is the opposite.  When you are careful to make sure others are properly serving and loving and laying down their lives for you – that is the way of Cain.  That is the way the world loves, and it is evidence that a person is of Satan and not of God.  And besides that it is really a miserable way to live.  People like that come to the church all the time (although they almost never stay long).  They show up here with all kinds of horror stories about how badly they treated at their last 12 churches.  And after several weeks they are gone because everyone here is so unloving too.  Someone failed to greet them properly, or said something they didn’t like, or didn’t come visit them, or whatever.  And they go from church to church and wonder why they can’t find anyplace where people are loving.  And it is the same with their relationships.  They go from friend to friend (and sometimes from spouse to spouse), and they can not figure out why everyone is so mean to them.
When your focus is on how well you are being loved rather than on how well you are loving, you will be miserable.  You will constantly see flaws in people’s love, and will be constantly discouraged.  And on top of that, you will be such an unpleasant person to be around that people really will not like you much, which will just confirm all your feelings.  Selfish, self-centered people are the hardest people to love.  They are like leaches that just drain everyone around them dry, but are never satisfied.
That is the way of Cain and it is the characteristic of people who do not know God.  The characteristic of a true child of God is someone who lays his own life down for others, and he does not slam the door of his compassion closed when others are in need.

Deuteronomy 15:7 If there is a poor man among your brothers in any of the towns of the land that the LORD your God is giving you, do not be hardhearted or tightfisted toward your poor brother.

We must not only share, but we must do so with a free, openhanded, softhearted, eager, generous, joyful attitude –  and that applies to our money, our possessions, our time, our energy, our prayers, and especially our spiritual gift and ministry.  That is the most important way to show love – through your ministry in the church.
That kind of love is the mark of a true Christian.  And we all fall short of it.  But when we fall short, the Holy Spirit convicts us and shows us our sin, and gives us the opportunity to repent.  And a true Christian will take that opportunity.  A phony Christian will do what Cain did and continue to cling to his sin until God gives him over to be manhandled by temptation and plunge into further sin.  But a true Christian, deep down, loves the will of God so when he falls into sin he grieves over it and resolves to do anything he can do to avoid it in the future whatever the cost.  Live like that and you can be assured that you are a child of God.
The problem of self-condemnation
But for some people, becoming convinced of the genuineness of their salvation is not all that comforting.  Some of you walked out of here last Sunday fully convinced of your salvation, and yet full of even more sorrow and grief than you had before you heard the sermon.  When you hear about God’s standards of love they are so high that it is easy to fall into a pit of self-condemnation - not about whether or not you are saved, but about how well you are doing in living the Christian life.  You know you are saved, but the failures in your life are so many and so serious that you just feel totally defeated.  A number of you have said to me that it is almost impossible for you to think of God as being pleased with you.  Your whole Christian life is almost a steady state of guilt feelings and self-condemnation.
And how can it be otherwise?  If God is displeased with sin, and I sin over and over every single day – how could I ever imagine that God could be pleased with me?  We know for a fact that God is sometimes displeased even with His own children.  And so if that is possible, isn’t it possible for Him to be displeased with me a whole lot of the time – or even most of the time?
What should we do with self-condemnation?  Is it a good thing?  A bad thing?  Neutral?  Can it be useful?  Or should we fight against it?
Some people believe it is a useful, good thing.  In fact, it is their main strategy for attaining greater success in the Christian life.  Beat myself up over my sin, feel really bad all the time, and maybe that will get me to finally change.  So that kind of person is not even looking for a solution to the problem.
It’s a bad thing
In this text John talks about two possible circumstances for the Christian.  Verse 20 talks about if our hearts condemn us, and verse 21 talks about if our hearts do not condemn us.  In verses 19-20 John tells us that if our hearts condemn us we need to do something about our hearts.  Some translations say “set it at ease,” others say, “convince your heart,” but either way it is presented as a problem that needs to be fixed.  So having a condemning heart is not a good thing.
On the other hand, look at verse 21.
21 Dear friends, if our hearts do not condemn us, we have confidence before God 22 and receive from him anything we ask

That sounds to me like John is saying that is a good thing.  Self-condemnation is a problem that needs to be solved.  

The Stakes (Why self-condemnation is bad)
But why is that?  Why is it so important?  John is very concerned with assurance throughout this book.  But it is not just for the sake of your psychological comfort.  It is not just that God wants to protect you from a feeling of uneasiness.  There is a lot more at stake than just that.  The reason assurance is so important is because of the role that it plays in your fellowship with God.
Hinders fellowship (prayer)
Before we talk about exactly what John means by self-condemnation, and how to solve the problem of self-condemnation, let’s peek ahead to the end of the passage where we find out why this is so important.

21 Dear friends, if our hearts do not condemn us, we have confidence before God 22 and receive from him anything we ask

John points to your prayer life as the reason why this is important.  If you have an attitude of self-condemnation – if you are constantly mired in guilt all the time, that will ruin your prayer life.  In order for your prayer life to be as God wants it to be you have to approach Him with confidence.  If you are not approaching God with the proper confidence, your prayer life is messed up.  And I am convinced that John is using your prayer life here as the barometer for your entire relationship with God.  Prayer is the primary way that you interact with God, so that is what he zeros in on, but really, if you do not have the proper confidence in approaching God it will mess up all of your fellowship and communion and interactions with God. 

The importance of boldness/confidence 
John is going to bring this up again in chapter 4 and again in chapter 5.

1 John 5:14 This is the confidence we have in approaching God: that if we ask anything according to his will, he hears us.

And we see the same emphasis elsewhere in the New Testament.  Jesus devoted a whole parable to teach us to pray with confidence and boldness (Lk.11:8).

2 Corinthians 3:4 We have such confidence through Christ before God.

Ephesians 3:12 In him and through faith in him we may approach God with freedom and confidence.

Hebrews 3:14 We have come to share in Christ if we hold firmly till the end the confidence we had at first.

Hebrews 4:16 Let us then approach the throne of grace with confidence

Hebrews 10:19 Therefore, brothers, since we have confidence to enter the Most Holy Place by the blood of Jesus … let us draw near

 35 So do not throw away your confidence; it will be richly rewarded.

Why is this such a big deal?  It is a big deal because the biggest deal there is in the Christian life is what Jesus called the greatest commandment – love God with all your being.  And self-condemnation hinders a love relationship.  If all your prayers are nothing but, “Oh God I’m so sorry. I’m so, so sorry. I’m such a jerk…” – that does not lend itself to an intimate relationship.  You do not want people to talk to you that way, right?  If they sin against you, do you want them to confess?  Yes.  Do you want them to acknowledge how serious their sin was?  Yes.  Do you want them to demonstrate appropriate contrition and do all they can to make things right?  Yes.  But then after they have done all that and you have forgiven them and your relationship is restored, do you want them to keep harping on it and constantly condemning themselves and making it sound like you are constantly condemning them?  No.  Once you have forgiven them you don’t want them to keep bringing it up.  And if they do keep bringing it up it implies that you have not really forgiven them.
I dearly love my wife so I do not want anyone tearing her down – not you, not a stranger, not my kids, not even her.  I do not enjoy hearing someone I love tear herself down because love does not like hearing the object of its affection being torn down.  God does not enjoy hearing you torn down – not even by your own mouth.
There are a whole lot of things God wants you to talk to Him about.  And there are things He wants to show you in His Word.  He wants you to talk to Him about some things, and He wants you to listen as He opens your eyes to various insights, and if you are stuck dwelling on past sin incessantly, it stalls all that out.  You cannot move ahead and make progress with the relationship-building type things that should take place in prayer and study of Scripture, because you are so focused on self-condemnation.  And when you do that you make it sound like God also feels that way about you, and so it is slander against a forgiving God.
So, why is it important to conquer this problem of self-condemnation?  You need to do it in order to unclog the flow of loving, relational interaction between you and God.  And when that happens, 

21 if our hearts do not condemn us we have confidence before God, 22 and receive whatever we ask from Him 
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Resentment leading to paralysis 
But on the other hand, if you do not conquer the problem of self-condemnation, it will destroy your intimacy with God.  Living under the feeling of constant disappointment in God’s eyes will eventually start to cause resentment in your heart toward God.  It will start to seem to you like He is a hard master – impossible to please, and unreasonable in His demands.  You won’t think that in your mind, but that is how your heart will start to feel toward Him.  And once you start feeling that way toward Him – like He is a hard master, the effect will not be greater godliness on your part.  The effect will not be that you will be motivated to defeat sin in your life.  The effect will be spiritual paralysis. 
Remember the lazy servant in Matthew 25 who buried his talent in the ground instead of putting it to work for his master?  What was the cause of his laziness and spiritual paralysis? 

Matthew 25:24-26 Then the man who had received the one talent came. 'Master,' he said, 'I knew that you are a hard man, …  25 So I was afraid and went out and hid your talent in the ground. See, here is what belongs to you.'  26 "His master replied, 'You wicked, lazy servant! 

Thinking of God as a hard master saps your energy and strength and motivation and causes spiritual paralysis and laziness.  It causes a latent, underlying resentment toward God that makes you not care as much about advancing His kingdom, which in turn makes you unwilling to take any risks.  You just bury what you have in the ground and coast because you are so afraid of messing up.  When you think of God as hard you will be afraid to ever step out into any ministry because you are paralyzed by fear that you will fall short of what God requires.  You cannot live under constant, ongoing, unrelenting accusation and condemnation without eventually starting to feel resentment.
So all that is what is at stake in this matter of your assurance before God.  So now that we understand the stakes, and how important this is, let’s dig a little deeper into the problem.

The Problem (self-condemnation)
Attacked by your own heart
In this study of overcoming evil we have talked about the various enemies you have to fight against.  You have to fight against your own flesh.  You have to fight against Satan.  You have to fight against the world.  But now we find one more opponent who is going to attack you.  While you are busy fighting against the world, the flesh, and the devil, the fourth threat arises and attacks you – your own heart.  Verse 19 tells us what to do when our own hearts condemn us.  The word “Satan” means “accuser.”  Accusing is such a perfect description of what he does that that is what God named him.  And so when your heart condemns you, your heart is doing the work of the devil.  And when that happens you need to fight back even against your own, traitorous heart.


Not referring to the work of conscience 
So the problem is self-condemnation, but what does John mean by that term exactly?  We need to be very careful here because we know that there is a good kind of self-accusation.  Your conscience is a gift from God.  It is not self-condemnation every time you feel bad because of wrongdoing.  You should always feel bad when you do wrong – that is a good thing.  If you are distressed because of repeated failures and defeats in your walk, that is appropriate.  If your response to your own sin is like Peter’s, where you go out and weep bitterly, or like David’s where you cry out in agony saying, “I was sinful from birth - my sin is ever before me…” – that is a good thing.  The only thing more wicked than sin is remorseless sin.
Condemnation that hinders intimacy
So the self-condemnation that John is talking about in this passage is not the normal workings of a sensitive conscience.  A healthy conscience will inflict pain on you that is designed to drive you back to God in repentance.

2 Corinthians 7:10 Godly sorrow brings repentance that leads to salvation and leaves no regret, but worldly sorrow brings death.

There is a good way to grieve over sin and a bad way.  The good way drives you back to God in repentance; the bad way drives you away from God.  The kind of self-condemnation John is talking about here is an evaluation of yourself that gives you a sense that God is constantly displeased with you.
This is not the same word for condemnation that Paul uses in Romans, or that Jesus used. This word is only used in one other place in the New Testament.
Galatians 2:11 When Peter came to Antioch, I opposed him to his face, because he was clearly in the wrong.  The idea is not so much that your heart is telling you that you are going to hell.  It is just a nagging, depressing, discouraging feeling that God is mostly unhappy with you.
Emotions
John locates the problem in the heart. John uses the word “heart” in a few different ways.  A couple times he uses it to refer to the will – what you decide to do.  Several times he uses it to refer to your mind – the things you think about and understand.  But most often he uses it to refer to your emotions – the place where you feel things.  Most of the time when John refers to the heart he is speaking of the seat of the emotions.  For example, in John 14 when Jesus said, “Don’t let your hearts be troubled.”  When you are emotionally troubled, it is your heart that experiences that feeling.  This bad kind of self-condemnation is mostly an issue of how you feel.  You feel like a failure.  In your mind you understand all about forgiveness and your acceptance in Christ and all that.  But when you step back and make an overall, generalized assessment of your life – as a whole what you see is mostly failure.
And all these sermons from 1 John about assurance of salvation are not much comfort to you, because it is not that you are doubting your salvation.  You are fairly certain that you are a Christian.  It is just that you feel like a terrible Christian.  You can tell yourself that you have forgiveness, and think about God’s forgiveness until you are blue in the face and you still feel condemned. 

The Solution (Convincing your heart)
So what is the solution to self-condemnation?  How do you solve this problem?  Self-forgivenss?  The world says the solution to that is self-forgiveness.  And many people in the church have taught that as well.  “God has forgiven you; now you need to learn to forgive yourself.  You are too hard on yourself – learn to forgive yourself!”
There are at least three problems with that.  First, the Bible does not say that.  Nowhere in the Bible does it tell us to forgive ourselves.  It is an idea that comes from human psychological theorizing and not from God.
A second reason why it does not work is because when your friends tell you, “Hey, you’re too hard on yourself” – deep down in your heart you know they do not know what they are talking about.  They only say that because they only see the tip of the iceberg of your sin.  And if they knew the whole story they would probably say you are not hard enough on yourself.
And a third problem with the idea of forgiving yourself is the fact that self-forgiveness is nonsense.  People who talk about self-forgiveness do not understand what forgiveness even is.  Forgiveness is the canceling of a debt.  A person owes you something, and instead of demanding satisfaction, you just cancel the debt and absorb the loss yourself.  If you own me $100, and I forgive the debt that means you don’t have to pay me the $100, and I just absorb the loss.  So how do you forgive yourself?  If I owe myself $100 and I cancel the debt, I have not done anything.  You cannot forgive yourself because you cannot owe yourself.  To forgive yourself would mean letting yourself off the hook with yourself, and yourself absorbs the loss in place of yourself, so yourself no longer owes the debt, but if it is absorbed by yourself, then even though yourself is now off the hook, the debt is still on the shoulders of yourself since by forgiving you took it upon yourself.  And if you think any of that makes any sense you are wrong – it is absolute nonsense.
The idea of forgiving yourself is just a misuse of language – it has no actual meaning.  Psychobabble dressed up as wisdom is nothing but hot air and it will do nothing to help you with the problem of self-condemnation. 
Convince your heart
So what is the solution to self-condemnation?

19 This then is how we will know that we are of the truth, and how we will convince our hearts in his presence 
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“This.”  How do you solve the problem of your self-condemning heart?  “This.”  What does John mean by “this”?  It points backward to what he has been talking about – namely, proving that you are genuinely saved through a life of love.  You do not find confidence of God’s pleasure in you through getting really high grades in the Christian life.  You do not quiet an accusing heart by finding yourself in the 80th percentile of saints.  You find confidence of God’s pleasure in you through becoming convinced that you are truly saved.
Now, some of you hear that and say, “But it’s not working.  I’m confident that I’m saved, yet I still have this problem of my heart condemning me all the time.  So now what?”  Let me ask you two questions.  First, if you are sure you are a child of God – what is the basis for that certainty?  There is some standard in your heart for what enables a person to be sure he or she is saved – what is the standard in your heart that you meet, convincing yourself that you are saved?
Now let me ask the second question.  There is some standard in your heart for what it would take to please God.  If your heart feels like you are falling short of pleasing God, then you must have some idea of what it is that pleases God – what is it?  How good a Christian would you have to be?
OK, so I have asked you two questions: 1) What is your basis for believing that you are saved, and 2) what is your basis for feeling you don’t please God?  If you are sure you are saved, but do not feel like you please God, then that means you feel that you have met the standards for proving your salvation, but you have not quite met the standards for pleasing God.
Now, let’s take a look at what the standards for those two things actually are.  First, what is the standard for proving you are a genuinely born-again child of God?

14 We know that we have passed from death to life, because we love our brothers. 

That could not be more clear.  The standard for proving that you are saved is love – do you love the people Christ loves because Christ loves them?  And when you fail to do that, do you take the way of Cain and cling to your sin rather than repent?  Or do you repent and turn back to God when you fail to love?  If you live a life of love and repent over failures to love, you are a child of God.  You have met that standard.
Now, let’s take a look at the second standard.  Now that you are sure you are saved, what is the standard for pleasing God?  Now that you are accepted into the school, how do you get A’s on your report card?  How do you get up into that group of people that God is pleased with rather than being displeased?  What is the standard for that?  The answer to that question starts down in verse 22.  That verses speaks directly to the issue of pleasing God.

22 we receive from him anything we ask, because we keep his commands and do what pleases him. 

Pleasing Him and keeping His commands go together – the way to please Him is to keep His commands.  So, what is His command?

23 And this is his command: to believe in the name of his Son, Jesus Christ, and to love one another as he commanded us. 

So the answer to the second question - what is the standard for pleasing God and getting A’s on your report card and being a really good Christian that God is delighted with?  Have faith in the Lord Jesus Christ and through that faith live a life of love.
Do you see the point John is making?  What is the standard for proving you are saved?  Faith and love.  What is the standard for pleasing God?  Faith and love.  The two standards are exactly the same.
If you are convinced that you are saved but feel you fall short of pleasing God, that means you think the standard for pleasing God is something different from the standard for proving you are saved.  Either your standard for proving salvation is too low, or your standard for pleasing God is too high.  But John’s point in this passage is that they are exactly the same.  And that is why all you have to do to solve the problem of self-condemnation is figure out whether or not you are saved.  The moment you know for sure you are saved, you have also settled the question of whether you please God, because the fruits of salvation are what please Him.
If you are a believer, God is pleased with you.  Are there some occasions where a certain amount of displeasure is mixed in?  Yes.  But even in those moments God is still mostly pleased and only partially displeased.  And those moments are exceptions, not the rule. 

Psalm 30:5 his anger lasts only a moment, but his favor lasts a lifetime

God is much, much more pleased with you than He is displeased.
Should we strive to avoid His displeasure as much as possible?  Yes.

Ephesians 5:10 and find out what pleases the Lord.

2 Corinthians 5:9 We make it our goal to please Him.

We should indeed strive to please Him and to avoid displeasing Him.  But we must never come to the conclusion that the overall assessment of our lives is one of mostly displeasure from God.

How to convince your heart
“But how could that be true?  How could it possibly be true that God is mostly pleased with me given all my failures and sins?  And how do I convince my heart that that is true?  The word translated set your hearts at ease in the NIV normally means “to convince.”  This is an incredibly difficult passage to translate. The word hoti (that, because) appears three times in this passage, and is difficult to translate. 

And in this we know hoti we are of the truth, and before Him we convince/calm our hearts, hoti if the heart condemns us, hoti God is greater than our hearts and knows everything.

The first hoti can be translated “that” without any problem (we know that we are of the truth).  The second one only makes sense as “that” if the word “convince” is translated in its normal sense of convincing rather than in the rarer sense of calming (we convince our hearts that if our hearts condemn us… - to say “we calm our hearts that if our hearts condemn us…” doesn’t seem to make sense).  But if that were the translation, then we would expect a “then” to follow the “if” – (we convince our hearts that if our hearts condemn us, then…).  But there is no “then.”  Instead, there is another hoti. (we convince our hearts that if our hearts condemn us, that God is greater than our hearts”).  That doesn’t seem to make sense either.  The NIV solves the problem by taking the second hoti to be two words – ho ti and the next word (ean) would not be the word “if” but rather a form of the word an.  The combination of the three words would mean something like “whenever.” Brown does not favor this, because…
	the phrase ho ti ean never appears in the New Testament (but ho ti an does – Jn.2:5).

the parallelism in the verse calls for ean to mean “if” in both verse 20 (“If our heart condemns us” and verse 21 “if our heart does not condemn us”
the awkwardness of consecutive hoti’s fits John’s style (3:2,14).  (But in both those verses “that…because” makes perfect sense.  Here it does not.
The first and third arguments are weak, but 2 is compelling. 
	The only other possibility that I think is plausible is that the third hoti is resumptive. “we convince our hearts that if the heart condemns us, (then we convince our hearts) that God is greater than our hearts”.  I think this is the most likely option.
	Yet another controversy with over whether verses 19-20 are positive or negative.  Prior to Luther the consensus seemed to be that it was negative (We convince our hearts (of the need for love) because if our hearts condemn us, God condemns us even more severely because He knows all things).  This still disregards the third hoti, and Brown makes a good argument that it is contrary to the context of 1 John.  John warns the believers about being influenced, but he is more concerned with giving assurance than in trying to convict them of sin.  I agree with that, and also feel that the negative interpretation is too contrived and forced (having “convinced” refer back to the need to be loving seems like a stretch to me).  Of all the many possibilities, I think the one that is most likely what John meant is this one:

19 This then is how we will know that we are of the truth, and how we will convince our hearts in his presence 20 that if our hearts condemn us, (we convince our hearts) that God is greater than our hearts and he knows all things.

The solution to a self-condemning heart is to convince it of two things: That God is greater than your heart, and
God knows all things.

1 God is greater than your heart
You have to convince yourself that God is greater than your heart.  When your feelings say one thing and God’s Word says something different, God’s Word is right and your heart is wrong.  God’s assessment trumps yours.  If His Word says He is pleased and if your heart wants to argue with that your heart is just wrong – period, because God’s assessment trumps your own heart’s assessment. 
We tell unbelievers that on the negative side.  They say, “Oh, I’m sure God won’t send me to hell.  I just feel it in my heart.”  Well, God’s Word trumps what you feel in your heart, and He says that all unbelievers will be sent to hell.  But it works the other way too.  If your heart tries to condemn you when God is not condemning you, your heart loses that argument.
You are watching your child grow up, and he takes his very first steps, and you get all excited – you are clapping your hands and giving him a big hug and you call your husband and say, “He walked!!!”  And then your child says, “No mom – it’s not fitting that you should be pleased with me.  I only made it three steps and then fell in a heap.  Plus, other children have walked months sooner than I did.  The fact is I am displeased with myself, and so should you be.”
You would want to say, “Look – I’ll decide what I’m pleased with and what I’m not pleased with.”  And you are not even God.  In your case, the child might actually be right – maybe your standards are messed up.  But that is never the case with God.  His standards are as perfect as they can be.
And according to His standards, He is delighted with you.

Isaiah 62:5 as a bridegroom rejoices over his bride, so will your God rejoice over you.

Zephaniah 3:17 He will take great delight in you … he will rejoice over you with singing.

He delights in you because you love Him enough to love His people.
And He also delights in you because of your repentance when you fail to love as you should.  Repentance is a big part of what ignites love in the heart of God for you.  Psalm 45 is a psalm about the Messiah, and in verse 10 the psalmist speaks to the Messiah’s bride (that’s us).  Look at what the Lord says to the Messiah’s bride:

Psalms 45:10 Listen, O daughter, consider and give ear: Forget your people and your father's house 11 and the king will be enthralled by your beauty

If you turn your back on your old life and your old world and turn toward Him (that is repentance), that makes you attractive to Him.  On our wedding day the fact that Tracy was choosing me above every other man in the world made her that much more attractive to me.  And it is the same with the Lord Jesus Christ.  Our repentance and turning our back on this world in favor of Him – every time we do it, it causes Him to be, in the words of the holy Scriptures, “enthralled” by our beauty.

2 God knows everything

And so the first solution to self-condemnation is to convince your heart that God is greater than your heart, and His standards are exactly right.  The second thing you need to convince your heart of is that God knows everything.  “What?!  That is the whole problem!  That doesn’t bring me any comfort!  That just means He sees all my sin.  If I spend much time thinking about that I’ll REALLY get depressed.”  How does God’s knowledge of everything about me help with the problem of self-condemnation?
Well, for one thing, God knows about your repentance.  God knows when there is love in your heart for Him even in those moments when the tears of sorrow and guilt and regret blind your eyes to the genuineness of your love for God.

John 21:17 The third time he said to him, "Simon son of John, do you love me?" …He said, "Lord, you know all things; you know that I love you." 

Peter could not really point to his recent actions to prove his love, so he appealed to the fact that Jesus knows all things.  He could not prove to anyone else on the planet at that moment that his repentance was real, but he could prove it to Jesus just by saying, “You know all things.”
And beyond that, there are some things God knows that your heart does not know.  And those things cause God to have more pleasure in you than you would expect.  Maybe the toddler thinks you should not be impressed because he took two months longer to learn to walk than his sister.  But what he does not know is that he had an injury or a birth defect that his sister didn’t have, and the doctors didn’t expect him to walk for another six months.  God knows all kinds of stuff that you don’t know.  He knows how much grace He granted for you to fight a particular temptation.  He knows how much leash He has given Satan to go after you in a particular moment.  He knows the effect of the combination of contributing factors has on you.
Those are a few things I can suggest, but most of what He knows that you do not know are things I can’t tell you because I don’t know them either!  But I can tell you that all this stuff that He knows and that you don’t know are reasons He has to be pleased with you.  You can make assessments about whether a particular thing is sin or not sin.  But you do not have enough information to make an overall assessment of your Christian life.  You do not have enough information to measure how you are doing as a servant of God overall.

1 Corinthians 4:3 I care very little if I am judged by you … indeed, I do not even judge myself. 4 My conscience is clear, but that does not make me innocent. It is the Lord who judges me. 5 Therefore judge nothing before the appointed time; wait till the Lord comes. He will bring to light what is hidden in darkness and will expose the motives of men's hearts. At that time each will receive his praise from God. 

It is possible that you are worse than you think and it is possible that you are better than you think.  You just do not know and you cannot know until Judgment Day.
“But wait a minute – don’t I need to assess how well I’m doing so I can shore up weaknesses and capitalize on and rejoice over strengths?”  Yes!  Absolutely.  Do not ever get to a point when you are not making assessments on how you are doing in your walk with the Lord.  And do not ever ignore the pangs of conscience.  It is good to discern areas of weakness or strength for the purpose of growth.  But it is not good to base your feelings about your relational status before God on your overall assessment of how well you are doing.  Yes, there must be introspection and self-evaluation.  Like Paul you should make it your goal to please Him.  And if something is interfering with that, it is good to discover that and do something about it.
How to spot the bad kind
“So how do I know if my self-evaluation is the good kind or the bad kind?”  When your self-assessment leads to spiritual growth that is good.  But when your self-assessment leads to discouragement or alienation from God or spiritual paralysis that is bad.
“I’m not discouraged because I think God is displeased with me.  I’m just irritated at myself for being such a failure.”  Well, maybe you have failed.  But if that as the case, isn’t God’s approval of you enough to comfort you through that trial?  Is your problem so severe that not even the approval of God is enough to comfort you?  That can only mean that you value your own heart’s assessment more than God’s.  You see why John says the solution is to convince your heart that God is greater than your heart?
The issue is not your assessment, but God’s.  That is why John keeps pointing us to God’s judgment in this passage.

19 This then is … how we will convince our hearts in his presence 

20 God is greater than our hearts, and he knows everything. 

21 if our hearts do not condemn us, we have confidence before God 

22 we keep his commands and do what is pleasing before him.

In his presence, before Him, in His opinion, in His judgment – that is all that matters.
So the next time your heart tries to tell you, “I feel condemned” – you answer right back to your heart and say, “I don’t care what you think – I care what God says.  If you feel condemned, you’re wrong.  So cut it out and get your affections in line with what God says, because God is smarter than you.”  Sometimes we need to preach to our own hearts.



Counter-grace?
It sounds like the false teachers back then were saying the same thing they say today - that if works are connected to salvation in any way, then you can never have assurance or comfort.  You can never know if you have done enough good works.  And that would be true if your salvation and favor with God had to be earned.  But it was purchased for you by Christ.  It is a gift.  And so once you establish that you have it – that you have received this gift – you should not live in constant self-condemnation, because the proof that you have received the gift is that you love brothers and sisters in Christ.  And when you fail, you repent – the very things that win God’s approval and delight.
True repentance
“But what if I’m not sure I’m repentant?  I say I’m sorry, and I resolve not to do it anymore, but my remorse is slim to none, and maybe I’m not taking drastic enough steps to change.  How do I know for sure?”  Well, have you left the door open to return to that sin?  Is there some step you could take – some drastic step that would make it less likely that you would fall into that sin again – but you are unwilling to take that step?  Then you have not repented.
True repentance is when you hate your sin.  When you leave the door back to that sin cracked open, you do that because you love that sin more than you desire nearness to Christ.  So if there is any doubt in your mind, take more drastic steps.
His command – faith & love
“OK, what if I apply all of John’s tests and it turns out there isn’t much proof that I’m truly saved?”  Then you need verse 23.

23 And this is his command: to believe in the name of his Son, Jesus Christ, and to love one another as he commanded us.

Place all your trust in Him, and you will be born again.  And you will find love in your heart for His people that is totally different from anything you have ever known before.

Devotionals
Day 1

Self-condemnation is not a good thing.  It is a problem that needs to be solved.  But why is it so important? 
John is very concerned with assurance throughout this book.  But it is not just for the sake of our psychological comfort.  It is not just that God wants to protect us from a feeling of uneasiness.  There is a lot more at stake than just that.  The reason assurance is so important is because of the role that it plays in your fellowship with God.

21 Dear friends, if our hearts do not condemn us, we have confidence before God 22 and receive from him anything we ask

John points to our prayer life as the reason why this is important.
If you have an attitude of self-condemnation – if you are constantly mired in guilt all the time that will ruin your prayer life.  In order for your prayer life to be as God wants it to be you have to approach Him with confidence.  If you are not approaching God with the proper confidence, your prayer life is messed up.
John is using our prayer life here as the barometer for our entire relationship with God.  Prayer is the primary way we interact with God, so that is what John zeros in on, but really, if we do not have the proper confidence in approaching God it will mess up all of our fellowship and communion and interactions with God.
This is important because the biggest deal there is in the Christian life is what Jesus called the greatest commandment – love God with all your being.  And self-condemnation hinders a love relationship.  If all your prayers are nothing but, “Oh God I’m so sorry. I’m so, so sorry. I’m such a jerk…” – that does not lend itself to an intimate relationship.
You do not want people to talk to you that way, right?  If they sin against you, do you want them to confess?  Yes.  Do you want them to acknowledge how serious their sin was?  Yes.  Do you want them to demonstrate appropriate contrition and do all they can to make things right?  Yes.  But then after all that has happened and you have forgiven them and your relationship is restored, do you want them to keep harping on it and constantly condemning themselves and making it sound like you are constantly condemning them?  No.  Once you have forgiven them you don’t want them to keep bringing it up.  And if they do you want to say, “Forget it – move on already.  I do not want to think about that anymore.”
I dearly love my wife and I do not want anyone tearing her down – not you, not a stranger, not my kids, not even her.  I do not enjoy hearing someone I love tear herself down because love does not like hearing the object of its affection being torn down.  There are a whole lot of things God wants you to talk to Him about.  And there are things He wants to show you in His Word.  He wants you to talk to Him about some things, and He wants you to listen as He opens your eyes to various insights, and if you are stuck dwelling on past sin incessantly, it stalls all that out.  You cannot move ahead and make progress with the relationship-building type things that should take place in prayer and study of Scripture because you are so focused with dwelling on self-condemnation.
And beyond that, dwelling on self-condemnation is a kind of indirect slander against God.  When you do that you make it sound like God also feels that way about you.  You make it sound like God is constantly harping on past failures and refusing to forgive.  And that is slander against a forgiving God.  So, why is it important to conquer this problem of self-condemnation?  You need to do it in order to unclog the flow of loving, relational interaction between you and God.  And when that happens, 

21 if our hearts do not condemn us we have confidence before God, 22 and receive whatever we ask from Him 
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Day 2: 

2 Corinthians 7:10 Godly sorrow brings repentance that leads to salvation and leaves no regret, but worldly sorrow brings death.

There is a good way to grieve over sin and a bad way.  The good way drives you back to God in repentance; the bad way drives you away from God.  The kind of self-condemnation John is talking about here is an evaluation of yourself that gives you a sense that God is constantly displeased with you.
The idea is not so much that your heart is telling you that you are going to hell.  It is just that your heart is all over your case about your sin.  You have repented, and yet it just nags and nags and nags at your emotions.  You fail so often or in such damaging ways, that you just feel guilt all the time.  Your assessment of your Christian life is that you are mostly a failure, and God is mostly unhappy with you.
And John locates the problem in the heart.  Self-condemnation is mostly an issue of how you feel.  You feel like a failure.  In your mind you understand all about forgiveness and your acceptance in Christ and all that.  But when you step back and make an overall, generalized assessment of your life – as a whole what you see is mostly failure.
And all these sermons from 1 John about assurance of salvation are not much comfort, because it is not that you are doubting your salvation.  You are fairly certain that you are a Christian.  It is just that you feel like a terrible Christian.  You can tell yourself that you have forgiveness, and think about God’s forgiveness until you are blue in the face and you still feel condemned. 
That is a serious problem that must be fixed, because otherwise it will destroy your prayer life and your intimacy with God.  If you leave it unaddressed it will eventually start to cause resentment in your heart toward God.  It will start to seem like He is a hard master – impossible to please, and unreasonable in His demands.  You won’t think that in your mind, but that is how your heart will start to feel toward Him.  And once you start feeling that way toward Him – like He is a hard master, the effect will not be greater godliness on your part.  The effect will not be that you will be motivated to defeat sin in your life.  The effect will be spiritual paralysis. 
“But that doesn’t make sense.  If I feel really bad because I’m not doing well in my Christian life, won’t that pain cause me to want to do better?”  You would think it would, but it doesn’t.  Remember the lazy servant in Matthew 25 who buried his talent in the ground instead of putting it to work for his master?  What was the cause of his laziness and spiritual paralysis? 

Matthew 25:24-26 Then the man who had received the one talent came. 'Master,' he said, 'I knew that you are a hard man, harvesting where you have not sown and gathering where you have not scattered seed.  25 So I was afraid and went out and hid your talent in the ground. See, here is what belongs to you.'  26 "His master replied, 'You wicked, lazy servant! 

Thinking of God as a hard master saps your energy and strength and motivation and causes spiritual paralysis and laziness.  You cannot live under constant, ongoing, unrelenting accusation and condemnation without eventually starting to feel resentment.

Day 3: Convince your heart
So what is the solution to self-condemnation?

19 This then is how we will know that we are of the truth, and how we will convince our hearts in his presence 
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“This.”  That word points backward to what he has been talking about – namely, proving that you are genuinely saved through a life of love.  You do not find confidence of God’s pleasure in you through getting really high grades in the Christian life.  You do not quiet an accusing heart by finding yourself in the 80th percentile of saints.  You find confidence of God’s pleasure in you through becoming convinced that you are truly saved.
Someone might say, “But it’s not working.  I’m confident that I’m saved, yet I still have this problem of my heart condemning me all the time.  So now what?”
Consider two questions: First, if you are sure you are a child of God – what is the basis for that certainty?  There is some standard in your heart for what enables a person to be sure he or she is saved – what is the standard in your heart that you meet, convincing yourself that you are saved?
Second question: There is some standard in your heart for what it would take to please God.  If your heart feels like you are falling short of pleasing God, then you must have some idea of what it is that pleases God – what is it?
OK, so I have asked you two questions: 1) What is your basis for believing that you are saved, and 2) what is your basis for feeling you don’t please God?  If you are sure you are saved, but don’t feel like you please God, then that means you feel that you have met the standards for proving your salvation, but you have not quite met the standards for pleasing God.
Now, consider what the standards for those two things actually are.  First, what is the standard for proving you are a genuinely born-again child of God?

14 We know that we have passed from death to life, because we love our brothers. 

The standard for proving that you are saved is love – do you love the people Christ loves because Christ loves them?  And when you fail to do that, do you take the way of Cain and cling to your sin rather than repent?  Or do you repent and turn back to God when you fail to love?  If you live a life of love and repent over failures to love, you are a child of God.  You have met that standard.
Now, let’s take a look at the second standard.  Now that you are sure you are saved, what is the standard for pleasing God?  Now that you are accepted into the school, how do you get A’s on your report card?  How do you get up into that group of people that God is pleased with rather than being displeased?  What is the standard for that?  The answer to that question starts down in verse 22.  See there at the end of that verse he is talking about a situation where God is pleased with you.

22 we receive from him anything we ask, because we keep his commands and do what pleases him. 

Pleasing Him and keeping His commands go together – the way to please Him is to keep His commands.  OK, well, what is His command?

23 And this is his command: to believe in the name of his Son, Jesus Christ, and to love one another as he commanded us. 

So what is the standard for pleasing God and getting A’s on your report card and being a really good Christian that God is delighted with?  Faith and love.  Have faith in the Lord Jesus Christ and through that faith live a life of love.
Are you able to sense a connection between these two standards?  What is the standard for proving you are saved?  Faith and love.  What is the standard for pleasing God?  Faith and love.  The two standards are exactly the same.
If you are convinced that you are saved but feel you fall short of pleasing God, that means you think the standard for pleasing God is something different from the standard for proving you are saved.  Either your standard for proving salvation is too low or your standard for pleasing God is too high.  But John’s point in this passage is that they are exactly the same.  And that is why all you have to do to solve the problem of self-condemnation is figure out whether or not you are saved.  The moment you know for sure you are saved, you have also settled the question of whether you please God.  
If you are a believer, God is pleased with you.  Are there some occasions of a certain amount of displeasure?  Yes.  But even in those moments God is still mostly pleased and only partially displeased.  And those moments are exceptions, not the rule. 

Psalm 30:5 his anger lasts only a moment, but his favor lasts a lifetime

God is much, much more pleased with you than He is displeased.
Should we strive to avoid His displeasure as much as possible?  Yes.


Ephesians 5:10 and find out what pleases the Lord.

2 Corinthians 5:9 We make it our goal to please Him.

We should indeed strive to please Him and to avoid displeasing Him.  But we must never come to the conclusion that the overall assessment of our lives is one of mostly displeasure from God.

Day 4: How to convince your heart
How could it possibly be true that God is mostly pleased with you given all your failures and sins?  And how do you convince your heart that that is true?  The word translated set your hearts at ease in the NIV normally means “to convince.”  This is an incredibly difficult passage to translate.  Of all the many possibilities, I think the one that is most likely what John meant is this one:

19 This then is how we will know that we are of the truth, and how we will convince our hearts in his presence 20 that if our hearts condemn us, (we convince our hearts) that God is greater than our hearts and he knows all things.

The solution to a self-condemning heart is to convince it of two things: That God is greater than your heart, and
God knows all things.

1 God is greater than your heart
You have to convince yourself that God is greater than your heart.  When your feelings say one thing and God’s Word says something different, God’s Word is right and your heart is wrong.  God’s assessment trumps yours.  If His Word says you are forgiven if you repent then you are forgiven if you repent.  And if your heart wants to argue with that your heart is just wrong – period, because God’s assessment trumps your own heart’s assessment. 
We tell unbelievers that on the negative side.  They say, “Oh, I’m sure God won’t send me to hell.  I just feel it in my heart.”  Well, God’s Word trumps what you feel in your heart, and He says that all unbelievers will be sent to hell.  But it works the other way too.  If your heart tries to condemn you when God is not condemning you, your heart loses that argument.
You are watching your child grow up, and he takes his very first steps, and you get all excited- you are clapping your hands and giving him a big hug and you call your husband and say, “He walked!!!”  And then your child says, “No mom – it’s not fitting that you should be pleased with me.  I only made it three steps and then fell in a heap.  Plus, other children have walked months sooner than I did.  The fact is I am displeased with myself, and so should you be.”  [You might say, “OK, well now I’m displeased with you.”]  It would be wrong for a child to respond that way.  You would want to say, “Look – I’ll decide what I’m pleased with and what I’m not pleased with.”  And you are not even God.  In your case, the child might actually be right – maybe your standards are messed up.  But that is never the case with God.  His standards are as perfect as they can be.  So the first solution to self-condemnation is to convince your heart that God is greater than your heart, and His standards are exactly right.

2 God knows everything
The second thing you need to convince your heart of is that God knows everything.  “What?! That’s the whole problem!  That doesn’t bring me any comfort!  The whole problem is all my sin.  And so if I spend much time thinking about how God knows everything I’ll REALLY get depressed.”  How does God’s knowledge of everything about me help with the problem of self-condemnation?
Well, for one thing, God knows about your repentance.  God knows when there is love in your heart for Him even in those moments when the tears of sorrow and guilt and regret blind your eyes.

John 21:17 The third time he said to him, "Simon son of John, do you love me?" Peter was hurt because Jesus asked him the third time, "Do you love me?" He said, "Lord, you know all things; you know that I love you." Jesus said, "Feed my sheep.

Peter could not really point to his recent actions to prove his love, so he appealed to the fact that Jesus knows all things.  He could not prove to anyone else on the planet at that moment that his love was real, but he could prove it to Jesus just by saying, “You know all things.”
And beyond that, there are some things God knows that your heart does not know.  And it is those things that cause God to have more pleasure in you than you would expect.  Maybe the toddler thinks you should not be impressed because he took two months longer to learn to walk than his sister.  But what he does not know is that he had an injury or a birth defect that his sister didn’t have, and the doctors didn’t expect him to walk for another six months.  God knows all kinds of stuff that you don’t know.  He knows how much grace He granted for you to fight a particular temptation.  He knows how much leash He has given Satan to go after you in a particular moment.  He knows the effect of the combination of contributing factors has on you.  Those are a few things, but most of what He knows that you don’t know are things I can’t tell you because I don’t know them either!
But I can tell you that all this stuff that He knows and that you do not know are reasons He has to be pleased with you.  You can make assessments about whether a particular thing is sin or not sin.  But you do not have enough information to make an overall assessment of your Christian life.  You do not have enough information to measure how you are doing as a servant of God overall.

1 Corinthians 4:3 I care very little if I am judged by you … indeed, I do not even judge myself. 4 My conscience is clear, but that does not make me innocent. It is the Lord who judges me. 5 Therefore judge nothing before the appointed time; wait till the Lord comes. He will bring to light what is hidden in darkness and will expose the motives of men's hearts. At that time each will receive his praise from God. 

It is possible that you are worse than you think and it is possible that you’re better than you think.  You just do not know and you cannot know until Judgment Day.
“But wait a minute – don’t I need to assess how well I am doing so I can shore up weaknesses and capitalize on and rejoice over strengths?”  Yes!  Absolutely.  Do not ever get to a point when you are not making assessments on how you are doing in your walk with the Lord.  And do not ever ignore the pangs of conscience.   It is good to discern areas of weakness or strength for the purpose of growth.
But it is not good to base your feelings about your relational status before God on your overall assessment of how well you are doing.  Yes, there must be introspection and self-evaluation.  Like Paul you should make it your goal to please Him.  And if something is interfering with that, it’s good to discover that and do something about it.  So when your self-assessment leads to spiritual growth that is good.  But when your self-assessment leads to alienation from God or spiritual paralysis that is bad.
A love relationship cannot thrive when you think of the other person as being disapproving of you all the time.  When you feel that way you are pointing an accusing finger at God.  You are accusing Him of displeasure that He does not even have.
“I’m not upset because I think God is displeased with me.  I’m just irritated at myself for being such a failure.”  Well, if that is the case, isn’t God’s approval of you enough to comfort you through that trial?  Is your problem so severe that not even the approval of God is enough to comfort you?  That can only mean that you value your assessment more than God’s.  And so you are right back to needing to convince your heart that God is greater than your heart.
The issue is not your assessment, but God’s.  That is why John keeps pointing us to God’s judgment in this passage.

19 This then is … how we will convince our hearts in his presence 

20 God is greater than our hearts, and he knows everything. 

21 if our hearts do not condemn us, we have confidence before God 

22 we keep his commands and do what is pleasing before him.

In his presence, before Him, in His opinion, in His judgment – that is all that matters.
So the next time your heart tries to tell you, “I feel condemned” – you answer right back and say, “I don’t care what you think – I care what God says.  If you feel condemned, you are wrong.  So cut it out and get your affections in line with what God says, because God is smarter than you.”  Sometimes we need to preach to our own hearts.

Day 5
Maybe the false teachers back then were saying the same thing they say today - that if works are connected to salvation in any way, then you can never have assurance or comfort.  You can never know if you have done enough.  And therefore there is no relationship at all between whether you are saved and your behavior. 
And that would be true if your salvation and favor with God had to be earned.  But it was purchased for you by Christ.  It is a gift.  So once you establish that you have it – that you have received this gift – you should not live in a situation of constant self-condemnation.  The proof that you have received the gift is that you love brothers and sisters in Christ.  And when you fail, you repent.
True repentance
“But what if I’m not sure I’m repentant?  I say I’m sorry, and I resolve not to do it anymore, but my remorse is slim to none, and maybe I’m not taking drastic enough steps to change.  How do I know for sure?”  Well, have you left the door open to return to that sin?  Is there some step you could take – some drastic step that would make it less likely that you would fall into that sin again – but you are unwilling to take that step?  Then you have not repented.
True repentance is when you hate your sin.  When you leave the door back to that sin cracked open, you do that because you love that sin more than you desire nearness to Christ.   So if there is any doubt in your mind, take more drastic steps.
“OK, what if I apply all of John’s tests and it turns out there isn’t much proof that I’m truly saved?”  Then you need verse 23.

23 And this is his command: to believe in the name of his Son, Jesus Christ, and to love one another as he commanded us.

Place all your trust in Him, and you will be born again, and you will find love in your heart for His people that is totally different from anything you have ever known before.

