
“By This We Know” 
(1 John 2:3-6)   

 

 

 

I.  Introduction.   

A.  Orientation.   

1.  Edwards has been bringing us systematically to the climax of what is really a sermon on 

true conversion.  He has shown us that:   

a.  A true and saving grace is rooted in the affections:  Christianity is first and foremost 

a matter of the heart.   

b.  That in saving conversion the Holy Spirit produces love, which is the holy root from 

which all the affections flow; not a weak love that barely moves us beyond 

indifference, but a strong inclination, a holy affection.   

c.  That this is a foretaste of heaven – a world filled with intense love, filling the hearts 

of all those who dwell there from the fountain and source:  God Himself.   

d.  That this explains why the Lord has commanded the kind of worship He does – in 

singing instead of reciting, in sermons instead of reading – because it stirs and 

strengthens the affections.   

e.  That this is what the means of grace do:  they strengthen our love for God (for who 

He is [holy] and not merely for what He gives) because they convey to us more of 

the Spirit’s influence.   

f.  That this love will strengthen our conviction the Bible is true because it opens our 

eyes to something we couldn’t see before:  God’s glory.   

g.  And that it will humble us, continually transform us into new creatures made in 

Christ’s image, give us a tender heart, a spiritually balanced life, a hunger and thirst 

for communion with God, the desire to obey all of God’s commandments, an 

undivided heart in our service to the Lord, and the desire (and therefore the ability) 

to endure to the end in holiness no matter what we will have to face in this world.   

 

2.  His final point is this:  Everything God does in our hearts, all the effects of His Spirit, 

all conspire to do one thing:  to produce the fruit of good works.   

a.  This is why God saved us; this is why He gave us His Spirit.   

b.  This is how others will know we are true believers:  “By this all men will know that 

you are My disciples, if you have love for one another” (John 13:35).   

 

B.  Preview.   

1.  His final point is this:  not only will others know we are genuine believers by our 

works, but we will know it as well.   

2.  We’ll consider two things this evening as we break ground on this last point:   

a.  First, the Lord clearly tells us in His Word that our good works will show us that we 

are true believers.   

b.  But second, we need to understand what kind of good works He is referring to – not 

just any good works, but those motivated by love.   
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II.  Sermon.   

A.  First, the Word tells us that our good works will show us that we are true believers.   

1.  This is what John tells us in our text this evening, “By this we know that we have come 

to know Him, if we keep His commandments” (1 John 2:3).   

a.  He also writes, “Little children, let us not love with word or with tongue, but in deed 

and truth.  We will know by this that we are of the truth, and will assure our heart 

before Him in whatever our heart condemns us; for God is greater than our heart and 

knows all things” (1 John 3:18-20).   

b.  The fruit of our lives – not just our thoughts, words, or expressions of concern, but 

actual obedience – is enough evidence to overthrow any doubts our heart/conscience 

may bring against us.   

 

2.  The author to the Hebrews points to the good works of his audience for the evidence of 

their conversion.   

a.  First, to convince himself that they are true believers, “But, beloved, we are 

convinced of better things concerning you, and things that accompany salvation, 

though we are speaking in this way.  For God is not unjust so as to forget your work 

and the love which you have shown toward His name, in having ministered and in 

still ministering to the saints” (Heb. 6:9-10). 

b.  But also to convince themselves that they are genuine believers, “And we desire that 

each one of you show the same diligence so as to realize the full assurance of hope 

until the end, so that you will not be sluggish, but imitators of those who through 

faith and patience inherit the promises” (vv. 11-12).   

 

3.  Jesus says the same to His hearers in the Sermon on the Mount.   

a.  Good works are the rule by which we should judge the confession of others, “A good 

tree cannot produce bad fruit, nor can a bad tree produce good fruit.  Every tree that 

does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire.  So then, you will know 

them by their fruits” (Matt. 7:18-20).   

b.  But they are also the rule by which we will know we are true believers, “Not 

everyone who says to Me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but he 

who does the will of My Father who is in heaven will enter” (Matt. 7:21).   

c.  If you do the will of the Father, you can know that you will enter heaven; you will 

fear neither the adversities of this life, nor the judgment on the last day, “Therefore 

everyone who hears these words of Mine and acts on them, may be compared to a 

wise man who built his house on the rock.  And the rain fell, and the floods came, 

and the winds blew and slammed against that house; and yet it did not fall, for it had 

been founded on the rock” (vv. 24-25).   

 

B.  But second, we need to understand that these aren’t just any good works – they must be 

good works that are motivated by love.   

1.  First, what do Jesus and the apostles mean when they say good works are strong 

evidence that we are true believers?   

a.  They’re not merely talking about right actions apart from our motive for doing them.   

b.  Edwards tells us that men’s actions apart from their motives “are no more good 

works or acts of obedience, than the regular motions of a clock; nor are they 
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considered as any human actions at all.  The actions of the body, taken thus, are 

neither acts of obedience, nor disobedience; any more than the motions of the body 

in a convulsion.  But the obedience and fruit that is spoken of, is the obedience and 

fruit of the man; and therefore not only the acts of the body, but the obedience of the 

soul, consisting in the acts and practice of the soul.”  Our motives must also be 

weighed.   

c.  Even unconverted people can do a certain kind of “good works.”   

(i)  As our Confession states it, “Works done by unregenerate men, although, for the 

matter of them, they may be things which God commands, and of good use both 

to themselves and others; yet, because they proceed not from an heart purified by 

faith; nor are done in a right manner, according to the Word; nor to a right end, 

the glory of God; they are therefore sinful, and cannot please God, or make a man 

meet to receive grace from God.  And yet, their neglect of them is more sinful and 

displeasing unto God” (WCF 16.7).   

(ii)  The Lord does not consider our works to be good at all if there is no good 

motive behind them.  If we programmed an ATM to distribute money to the poor, 

it wouldn’t be doing anything praiseworthy, because it doesn’t have a motive.  

Neither would we say that someone is obeying Christ merely because he is doing 

something Christ commands, when he has never heard of Him.   

(iv)  Edwards writes, “If the acts of obedience and good fruits spoken of, be looked 

upon, not as mere motions of the body, but as acts of the soul; the whole exercise 

of the spirit of the mind, in the action, must be taken in, with the end acted for, 

and the respect the soul then has to God, &c. otherwise they are no acts of denial 

of ourselves, or obedience to God, or service done to him, but something else.  

Such effective exercises of grace as these, many of the martyrs have experienced 

in a high degree.  And all true saints live a life of such acts of grace as these, as 

they all live a life of gracious works, of which these operative exertions of grace 

are the life and soul.  And this is the obedience and fruit that God mainly looks at, 

as he looks at the soul, more than the body; as much as the soul, in the 

constitution of human nature, is the superior part.  As God looks at the obedience 

and practice of the man, he looks at the practice of the soul; for the soul is the 

man in God’s sight, ‘For the Lord seeth not as man seeth, for he looketh on the 

heart.’”   

 

2.  Good works motivated by love for God are the kind of good works that are the 

evidences of genuine grace in our souls; this is what Christ and the apostles were 

referring to in our quotes above.   

a.  When Jesus tells us at the end of the Sermon on the Mount that those who listen to 

His words and act on them are true disciples, He has in mind those who also 

experience what He said at the beginning of the Sermon:  “Blessed are the poor in 

spirit, blessed are those who mourn, blessed are the gentle, blessed are those who 

hunger and thirst for righteousness, blessed are the merciful, blessed are the pure in 

heart, blessed are the peacemakers, etc. (Matt. 5:3-9).  He’s referring to those who 

aren’t angry with their brother without cause, who don’t look on others to lust after 

them, who love their enemies, who seek first His kingdom and His righteousness.   
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b.  When John tells us in our text, “By this we know that we have come to know Him, if 

we keep His commandments” (1 John 2:3), he is talking about that obedience that 

comes from a heart purified by faith and motivated by love.   

(i)  He continues in verses 5-6, “But whoever keeps His word, in him the love of God 

has truly been perfected.  By this we know that we are in Him:  the one who says 

he abides in Him ought himself to walk in the same manner as He walked.”   

(ii)  And in verses 7-11, “Beloved, I am not writing a new commandment to you, but 

an old commandment which you have had from the beginning; the old 

commandment is the word which you have heard.  On the other hand, I am 

writing a new commandment to you, which is true in Him and in you, because the 

darkness is passing away and the true Light is already shining.  The one who says 

he is in the Light and yet hates his brother is in the darkness until now.  The one 

who loves his brother abides in the Light and there is no cause for stumbling in 

him.  But the one who hates his brother is in the darkness and walks in the 

darkness, and does not know where he is going because the darkness has blinded 

his eyes.”   

 

c.  When the Lord tells us in Scripture that we will be judged according to our works on 

the last day, He doesn’t mean merely by the things we’ve done, but also by our 

motives behind these things.   

(i)  He says through Jeremiah the prophet, “I, the LORD, search the heart, I test the 

mind, even to give to each man according to his ways, according to the results of 

his deeds” (Jer. 17:10).  He wouldn’t need to search our hearts if our actions by 

themselves were enough.   

(ii)  When Hezekiah pled with the Lord to lengthen his life, he didn’t just plead his 

actions, but also his heart, “Remember now, O LORD, I beseech You, how I have 

walked before You in truth and with a whole heart, and have done what is good in 

Your sight” (Isa. 38:3).   

(iii)  Good works are the evidence that we are saved, but only if they come from a 

heart charged with love for the Lord.   

 

3.  One final point:  let’s not forget that though our motives are important, our actions are 

as well.   

a.  We don’t want to emphasize our works to the exclusion of our motives, but on the 

other hand, we don’t want to argue our motives to the exclusion of our actions.   

b.  It isn’t enough to want to do the right thing:  we must also do it.  Edwards writes, 

“Thus it would be ridiculous for a man to plead, that the commanding act of his will 

was to go to the public worship, while his feet carry him to a tavern or brothel-house; 

or that the commanding act of his will was to give such a piece of money he had in 

his hand to a poor beggar, while his hand at the same instant kept it back, and held it 

fast.”   

c.  We can’t claim to be Christians just because we want to do what’s right; the 

evidence that we are born again is by doing what is right, with a right heart.   

d.  May the Lord grant through the grace of His Son Jesus Christ that we might find 

both in our lives.  Amen.   


