
 1 

CRUSHING OUR GREATEST CRITIC 
(1 John 3:19-24  December 13, 1998) 

 
1 John 3:19-24: 
 

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. Beloved, if our heart does not condemn us, we have 
confidence before God; and whatever we ask we receive from Him, because 
we keep His commandments and do the things that are pleasing in His sight. 
This is His commandment, that we believe in the name of His Son Jesus Christ, 
and love one another, just as He commanded us. The one who keeps His 
commandments abides in Him, and He in him. We know by this that He abides 
in us, by the Spirit whom He has given us. 

 
If Satan is the accuser of the brethren in the heavenly realm, who is it that is our 
greatest critic and accuser here on earth? 
 
Every one of us knows the answer to that. It is ourselves. 
 
We know ourselves better than any other person alive. No one else knows our thought 
life. No one knows our secret sins. No one else knows the dire deeds of our heart. But, 
we do. 
 
We know our failings, our weaknesses, the times when we just don’t measure up. 
 
That is why Romans 7 resonates so well with us. We echo Paul’s words – O wretched 
man that I am! And we mean every syllable! 
 
Our sins accuse us. Our thoughts denounce us. Our conscience condemns us. 
 
And the child of God feels these assaults very keenly. He comes to the Scriptures and 
reads about holiness and then thinks of his iniquity. He is reminded of the necessity of 
the Spiritual disciplines and ponders all the times he neglected to meet with God. He 
is told the child of God loves and he reflects on every time he failed to love. 
 
And quite naturally the question arises in his heart – am I saved? AM I SAVED? 
 
If your sin has never caused you to ask yourself that question, then you are either blind 
to your own sin or blind to the standard of God’s word or … or you understand the 
gospel better than anyone I have ever met. 
 
The fact is that condemning voice of our conscience opposes the grace of the gospel. 
 
That little voice whispers – you sinful failure, you hypocrite. What our conscience is 
saying to us is this – God will judge you by your actions and your actions just aren’t up 
to scratch. Too bad loser. 
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However, the truth is that all men and women have fallen short of the glory of God. If 
the standard for becoming a child of God was our holiness, faith and love – hell would 
have a ‘no vacancy’ sign on it and heaven would be awaiting its first arrival. 
 
But that is not the standard is it? The glorious gospel says that the standard is 
perfection all right, but not our perfection – the perfection is Christ’s. God in His infinite 
mercy deems us to be perfect when we trust in the cross of Christ. The blood of Jesus 
cleanses us from all sin. 
 
We are not saved by works, for all would fail. We are saved by grace. 
 
But the heart that grasps the magnitude of such love desires to be holy as Christ is 
holy, to love as Christ loved, to obey as Christ obeyed. The grateful heart overflows in 
good works, not to merit salvation, but in thanks for salvation. 
 
Yet, even in the child of God, the mouldering cinders of evil within keep us from living 
as we desire. And therein lies the problem. We are exhorted to meet the standard of 
holiness, we desire to meet the standard of holiness – and all of us fail. 
 
We know ourselves better than others around us know ourselves, we know our internal 
failures and our secret failures – they don’t. When we look at others with their best 
Sunday face on and their apparently perfect life and families, we assume that their sin, 
their heart could not be as gross and black as our own. And any assurance of our 
salvation ebbs away. 
 
We have all been there at times. 
 
Well, welcome to what has to be one of the most comforting, encouraging and assuring 
passages ever penned. The Apostle John knows the human heart well. He knows that 
this will be the case with us. And he writes to comfort us. 
 
In chapter 2 verse 28 through to chapter 3 verse 18, John has encouraged you to live 
righteously and love fervently until Christ comes again. 
 
But look at some of these verses. Verse 4: 
 

Everyone who practices sin also practices lawlessness; and sin is lawlessness. 
 
Verse 8: 
 

The one who practices sin is of the devil. 
 
Verse 15: 
 

Everyone who hates his brother is a murderer. 
 
These are strong verses. John knows that many of you will hear these statements and 
your heart will plummet. You have sinned. You have even struggled with some sins 
that are persistent and ingrained. You have not loved others as you ought. Some of 
the saints have even rubbed you the wrong way and you have detested them. 
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And your heart whispers in your ear – see, you aren’t a Christian, a Christian would 
do better than that. 
 
And John shouts back – when your heart condemns you, remember that God 
knows the reality of your faith and your holy desires, even though they are weak 
and imperfect. 
 
I have read these verses many, many times before. However, I have never grasped 
the treasures that lay within before. So stay with me. This is one of the most comforting 
passages of Scripture you will find anywhere. 
 
Look at what John says. Verses 19 and 20: 
 

We will know by this that we are of the truth, and will assure our heart before 
Him in whatever our heart condemns us. 

 
What does this mean? The NIV brings out the thrust of John’s intent a little better. 
Listen to how they translate this section: 
 

This then is how we know that we belong to the truth, and how we set our 
hearts at rest in his presence whenever our hearts condemn us. 

 
The concept of heart here is close to our idea of conscience. 
 
God gave us a conscience, a knowledge of right and wrong. Even the unsaved have 
a conscience. We can ignore our conscience, even sear it. 
 
Do you really think that Shane Warne and Mark Waugh thought they were going to be 
paid all that money by a bookmaker for weather reports? Naïve and foolish are words 
that are excuses for ignoring their conscience and perhaps even searing it. 
 
But the true child of God has a tender conscience. The Spirit of God makes him more 
aware of his sin. 
 
The conscience of a Christian is always leaping in front of him trying to halt the slide 
to sin and when sin occurs, it points out his failings and lapses. Our heart condemns 
us. 
 
So how can the Christian know that he belongs to the truth and how can he set his 
heart at rest in the presence of God? Prayer brings us to the very throne of God, how 
can we ever have confidence to come before Him? 
 
John says – I will tell you how you can know these things. You who have doubted your 
salvation and questioned your standing with God – listen up. 
 
The statement, ‘we will know by this’ looks backward to verse 18. If we love in deed 
and truth rather than in word and tongue. If our love for the brethren is fleshed out in 
practical costly decisions to respond in love, then we can know we are in the truth and 
we can assure our heart. 
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But, those of you who are awake might well want to cry out to John that this has taken 
us nowhere. Our heart has condemned us for our deeds, our failures, our 
imperfections, and John says, you can silence your condemning heart by pointing to 
your deeds? 
 
This makes things worse not better. 
 
Not quite. That is not what John is saying. 
 
Remember the flow of this passage. A heart filled with love for a brother will overflow 
in acts of love. 
 
A heart devoid of love will hate his brother and finally result in acts such as murder. 
 
John points to the acts of love as evidence of a heart of love. True, we might not love 
our brother as perfectly as we might wish, but the fact that there is love, even imperfect 
love signifies that the heart transplant has occurred and we are born again. Love for 
others is so unnatural that its presence is evidence of the new birth. 
 
Then John goes on to give what has to be one of the most comforting lines in all 
Scripture. The end of verse 20: 
 

For God is greater than our hearts, and He knows everything.  
 
There are many voices raised against us. Satan the accuser of the brethren, our own 
conscience, oftentimes others in the church or our family. 
 
But, on that final day, only one voice will count. Christ will rise and declare: 
 

Father, this one is mine. I know him. 
 
Neither Satan, nor our conscience nor any other voice will be heard. Our actions, our 
sins, our failings, nothing will be heard. 
 
There is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. Who will bring a 
charge or condemn those covered by the blood of Christ? 
 
Listen to the way Paul put it in 1 Corinthians 4:3-4: 
 

But to me it is a very small thing that I may be examined by you, or by any 
human court; in fact, I do not even examine myself. For I am conscious of 
nothing against myself, yet I am not by this acquitted; but the one who 
examines me is the Lord. 

 
No human court, not even Paul’s conscience mattered. The only voice that matters is 
that of the Lord. God is greater than our heart. 
 
It is not the condemning voice that will count. So, what will count? Here it is at the end 
of verse 20: 
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He knows all things. 

 
God knows all things. We know that. But what specific items of knowledge in the Lord’s 
omniscience is John speaking about here. 
 
2 Timothy 2:19 says: 
 

The Lord knows those who are His. 
 
Jesus put it this way in John 10:27-28: 
 

My sheep hear My voice, and I know them, and they follow Me; and I give 
eternal life to them, and they will never perish; and no one will snatch them out 
of My hand. 

 
Jesus knows all things. He knows who are His. He knows them not because of any 
works which they have done. He knows them because while they were yet sinners He 
called them and gave eternal life to them and now they desire to follow Him. 
 
He knows everything about you. He knows your failings. He knows your sin. But most 
importantly, He knows that while your holiness and love may not shine as brightly as 
they ought, they come from the heart He placed there in the new birth. 
 
The very fact that you have desires to love the brethren in deed and truth, however 
imperfect they may be shows you are His. He knows this and His sacrifice overcomes 
the condemnation of our heart. His blood avails for all our sins and failings. 
 
David is a man after God’s own heart. David loved God. Can a man who loves God 
be a philandering, adulterous, murderer? Yes! 
 
Is God pleased with that? No! But, God looks on the heart. Beneath the pile of shame 
and remorse was a heart that was broken, for that heart loved God. And God did not 
cast David away. 
 
I want you to understand something. Christians do not come out of the new birth as 
little gingerbread men and women all alike. They come out with different gifts, different 
levels of faith and they live with differing levels of holiness. 
 
Paul spoke of this in 1 Corinthians 3:1-3: 
 

AND I, brethren, could not speak to you as to spiritual men, but as to men of 
flesh, as to infants in Christ. I gave you milk to drink, not solid food; for you were 
not yet able to receive it. Indeed, even now you are not yet able, for you are still 
fleshly. For since there is jealousy and strife among you, are you not fleshly, 
and are you not walking like mere men? 

 
Some were babes only able to tolerate milk. Fleshly, jealous and contentious. Yet as 
verse 15 says – they are saved, as through fire – but still saved. 
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Beneath the fleshly acts, the jealousy and the contention, these were men and women 
who still loved God. Were they sacrificing an aspect of eternal reward? Yes! Were they 
grieving the Spirit? Yes! But even these immature Christians were God’s. 
 
In many ways they looked similar to the world. But the difference is that they love God. 
And the true Christian will not be content to muddle in mediocrity. His desire will be to 
grow in godliness. His sanctification will progress. It might not be as fast or full as he 
might desire, but there will be growth and that growth will stem from a love of God, 
desire to please Him. 
 
Pastors learn this lesson. They learn that the sheep come in many varieties. You 
preach the word. You set the bar at the incredibly high mark that the word does. And 
some of the sheep pray, study and strive to live up to the mark. They fall short but it 
nearly kills them to do so. You thank God every day for these sheep. 
 
Other sheep seem to barely listen. They hardly have a spiritual pulse. You go grey 
over these sheep. You get ulcers thinking of having to give an account for their soul. 
You praise God for every minute step toward Christlikeness and you love these sheep. 
 
But every true sheep, the fast growers and the painfully slow growers and the 
multitude that fall somewhere in between, they all have two things in common. 
 
One is that they all fall short of the mark, giving their conscience room to condemn 
them. The greatest of the saints still sin. 
 
The second thing that all true sheep have in common is that deep down, they all 
understand the grace shed upon them and out of a heart of gratitude there is a desire 
for Christlikeness. They want to obey, be holy and love the brethren. 
 
It is this desire that John appeals to. In verse 19 he appeals to it by saying – we will 
know by this that we are of the truth. The heart that loves the brethren, even 
imperfectly, shows we are His. 
 
He appeals to it at the end of verse 20. God knows this desire is there for He put it 
there. 
 
He appeals to it again in verse 24 where he appeals to the Spirit within us. 
 
This is the evidence of our salvation. 
 
Of course, if there is absolutely no love for God issuing in love for the brethren and 
holiness, then this passage is not a comfort for you – it is a warning – get saved! Or 
else! 
 
But for those who love God, it is a comfort. He knows our love. He knows our struggles. 
He knows we are His. He knows we are flawed and imperfect. And the blood of Christ 
covers those sins we leave in our wake. 
 
That is grace. Grace heaped upon grace. 
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And if that isn’t enough, here is yet a further blessing. Verses 21 and 22: 
 

Beloved, if our heart does not condemn us, we have confidence before God; 
and whatever we ask we receive from Him, because we keep His 
commandments and do the things that are pleasing in His sight. 

 
Our desire to love God and love the brethren leads to fruit in our life. Taken together, 
these evidences of our salvation are enough to quiet our condemning heart. 
 
And when our heart fails to condemn us, we can come before God in confidence. Our 
communion with God is unrestricted. We know we are His children and we know that 
He desires that we come to His throne. 
 
Then comes an amazing statement. When we come to God: 
 

Whatever we ask we receive from Him. 
 
This is the magic genie verse that many charismatics, faith teachers and others love 
to trot out over and over again. To them this is a cast iron guarantee that anything you 
want, whatever your heart desires, you just ask God for it and He is obligated to 
provide it. 
 
Imagine that you are walking by the seaside when you see this half buried Persian 
lamp. It has been weathered through years of drifting on the ocean floor. You rub it to 
get a better idea of the etchings on the side and out pops the fabled genie of the lamp. 
 
And our genie gives you the standard greeting with a little twist. 
 
“Thank you sir for freeing me from the lamp. In gratitude you have three wishes. You 
may wish for anything you desire. And contrary to popular opinion you can even wish 
for more wishes.” 
 
There you have it – a blank cheque. A lifetime’s worth of unlimited wishes. What will 
you wish for? Come on – what do you really want? 
 
Wealth? Happiness? Health? Long Life? Looks? Sporting ability? 
 
What do you daydream of? Becoming incredibly wealthy. Being the best golfer ever? 
Looking like Miss Universe? 
 
What you wish for tells us everything we need to know about you. It tells us who you 
really are. It should tell you who you really are. 
 
Magic genies with unlimited wishes do not exist. But the omnipotent Creator of the 
universe for whom all things are possible does exist and He has said that He will grant 
the petitions of the child of God. 
 
A member of this church ended up on John Avanzini’s mailing list. Avanzini is a 
charlatan who picks verses like this and manipulates them. 
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The letter opens like this: 
 

Can you see yourself walking in health, not subject to sickness and disease? 
Can you see yourself walking in family unity, not subject to divorce? 
Can you see yourself walking in full employment, not subject to layoffs? 
Can you see yourself raising Godly children, not subject to rebellion? 
Can you see yourself financially free, not subject to the bondage of debt? 

 
Avanzini goes on to promise these things as the heritage of the child of God based on 
verses such as this one. 
 
But I ask you, are these the things that a child of God would ask for? The problem is 
that the faith teachers conveniently forget to add the last half of this verse. Look at it: 
 

Because we keep His commandments and do the things that are pleasing in 
His sight. 

 
The child of God keeps the commandments of God. He loves the Lord with all his 
heart, soul mind and strength and he loves his neighbour as himself. And he delights 
to do the things that are pleasing in the Lord’s sight. 
 
This Godward heart then controls our prayers. We delight to do the things that are 
pleasing in the Lord’s sight. 
 
This means that we do not pray selfishly. Prayer is not a gift given to satisfy our desires 
and wants. Search the Scriptures, the prayers that are approved do not have the 
element of selfishness. They are Godward prayers. 
 
Look over at chapter 5 verses 14 and 15: 
 

This is the confidence which we have before Him, that, if we ask anything 
according to His will, He hears us. And if we know that He hears us in 
whatever we ask, we know that we have the requests which we have asked 
from Him. 

 
There is a very important little phrase here – according to His will. 
 
God has revealed His will in Scripture. It is that God would be glorified through the 
advancement of the kingdom, the saints becoming Christlike and the lost hearing the 
gospel. 
 
Ask these things and God delights to answer. Perhaps not in the way we might want 
or the timing we might want – but God answers. 
 
Ask for other things and you tread in dangerous territory. Is it the will of the Lord for 
you to be rich, or healthy, or without trials in your life? 
 
You don’t know this. Oftentimes poverty, ill health and trials are the will of God for your 
life to teach you lessons. 
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We don’t know. You can pray that if it is the Lord’s will He would alter these 
circumstances, but be prepared to accept the answer if it comes back no. 
 
Paul prayed three times for the removal of his thorn in the flesh. It was not the will of 
the Lord that it be removed. In fact it was the will of the Lord that Paul be perfected in 
this weakness. 
 
Keeping the commandments of God and doing the things that please Him are the 
controls that make God able to make a promise to ask what we will and receive it. 
 
The child of God does not pray for the selfish and worldly. He prays for what pleases 
God. 
 
What a promise. Full, open and continuous access to God. A pledge to grant those 
requests which are His will. 
 
Before Christ, access to God was limited. Only the High Priest could have access and 
only on the Day of Atonement. We can have permanent access, not because of our 
holiness, but through the blood of Christ. Yet the time we are found on our knees is so 
pitiful. And when we get there what we pray for is so pitiful. 
 
An unknown author summed up our state in these words: 
 

Prayer is the mightiest force that men can wield, 
A power to which Omnipotence doth yield, 
A privilege unparalleled, a way 
Whereby our loving Father can display 
His interest in His children’s need and care. 
 
Jehovah’s storehouse is unlocked by prayer, 
And faith doth turn the key. Oh! would that men 
Did fully prove this wondrous means, for then 
Would mightier blessings on the Church be showered, 
Her witness owned, her ministers empowered, 
And souls ingathered. Then the Gospel’s sound 
Would soon be heard to earth’s remotest bound.  
 
All things are possible if men but pray; 
And if God did but limit to a day, 
The time in which He’d note the upward glance, 
Or fix the place, or name the circumstance, 
When, where, or why petition could be brought, 
Methinks His presence would by all be sought.  
 
But since He heareth prayer at any time, 
For anything, in any place, or clime, 
Men lightly value heaven’s choicest gift, 
And all too seldom do their souls uplift 
In earnest pleading at the Throne of Grace.  
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Oh let us then more often seek His face, 
With grateful hearts, remembering while there 
To thank our Father that He heareth prayer. 

 
And what is the command that we delight to obey? Verse 23: 
 

This is His commandment, that we believe in the name of His Son Jesus Christ, 
and love one another, just as He commanded us. 

 
There is only one fundamental command that marks out the child of God – faith in 
Christ. However, love for one another is inseparable from faith in Christ, it flows from 
it. Therefore John uses the singular command rather than commands. 
 
The verb for ‘believe’ indicates a decisive act – placing one’s trust in Christ. Then verb 
for ‘love’ shows that salvation leads to ongoing love for the brethren. 
 
What does it mean to believe in the name of His Son Jesus? 
 
I can say it no better than Lidie Edmunds in her great hymn My Faith Has Found a 
Resting Place: 
 

My faith has found a resting place 
Not in device or creed 
I trust the ever living One 
His wounds for me shall plead 
 
Enough for me that Jesus saves 
This ends my fear and doubt 
A sinful soul I come to Him 
He’ll never cast me out. 
 
I need no other argument 
I need no other plea 
It is enough that Jesus died 
And that he died for me 

 
It is faith that trusts nothing – not our works, not our efforts, nothing but the wounds of 
Christ to save. This one is the Son of God Jesus Christ. The God man. Co-equal with 
the Father yet born a man to die for sinners. 
 
The Gnostics had no confidence to come to the Father for they were not trusting in the 
wounds of the God-man to plead for them. 
 
If you trust anything other than the wounds of the God-man to plead for you, then your 
faith is vain. 
 
But such a one is saved and he knows he is a wretch saved by grace and as the 
recipient of such undeserved grace must love the saints as Christ commanded us. 
 
Verse 24: 
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The one who keeps His commandments abides in Him, and He in him. We 
know by this that He abides in us, by the Spirit whom He has given us. 

 
When we believe in the name of the Son of God and keep His commandments, we 
abide in Him. Like branches attached to the vine. And the union is two way, God also 
dwells in us. We are united forever with Him. 
 
How do we know that He abides in us? – By the Spirit whom He has given us. 
 
John Newton was by his own admission one of the most profane men who ever lived. 
An immoral lecher with no love for his fellow men. What turns a slave trader into a 
lover of slaves who campaigned for their freedom? It was salvation. The Spirit of God 
renewed his heart. Where once there had been hate, now there was love. Imperfect 
love to be sure, but a real love. 
 
By this he knew that he had crossed over into the kingdom of God’s son. The Spirit 
bore testimony. 
 
John says the same thing he did in verse 19. How do we know that we are saved, that 
we are of the truth and abide in Christ? Because we have the evidence of the Spirit. A 
love for others, a love for God, a desire to obey. These desires are not natural. They 
are profoundly unnatural. They are our proof that God has worked in our heart. 
 
Brethren, this is a passage of profound comfort. But I do want you to understand it 
well. 
 
Some might read this passage and say – Ah! John is saying that when my heart 
condemns me, I should ignore it because it only tells me what I already know, I am a 
sinner. 
 
No! The child of God does not ignore the promptings of the heart. The heart warns us 
when we violate the will of God. And while our heart will not condemn us on the final 
day, it is there to remind us of the commands of God. And the child of God longs to 
obey these commands and not fail God. 
 
But, don’t miss the comfort of this verse. The whispers of the heart do not determine 
our final standing before God. On that final day, our heart will not be called as a witness 
against us. God already knows you are a sinner. He knows your failings. He knows 
your struggles. And He loves you anyway. Not because of anything you have done, 
but because of what Christ has done. 
 
Faith in what Christ has done is our hope, never anything that we have done. When 
the heart whispers of our failings – we must remind ourselves, yes I hear you, but the 
blood of Christ covers my sin. To this I cling. I have no other plea. It is enough that 
Jesus died and that He died for me. 


