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Introduction

Lesson 30 established the doctrine of assurance in its positive form: the three grounds (the promises of God, the
evidences of grace, and the witness of the Spirit), the three-legged structure of the full assurance, and the 1 John
5:13 pastoral vision of a congregation that genuinely knows it has eternal life. Lesson 31 addresses the same
doctrine from its harder and more common pastoral side: the experience of assurance shaken, diminished, or
apparently absent, the dark night of the soul that is the specific, recurring, sometimes prolonged spiritual
condition of many genuine believers in every generation and every congregation.

The governing pastoral conviction of this lesson is stated in its outline with both theological precision and
experiential honesty: doubt is often the very sign that faith is alive, because the dead do not struggle. This is
among the most pastorally liberating insights in the whole of the doctrine of assurance, and it is the specific word
that the doubting believer most urgently needs to hear. The person who is genuinely tormented by the question
of whether she is saved, who is troubled by the apparent weakness of her faith, disturbed by the persistent
strength of her sin, and anguished by the apparent distance of the God she desires to know, is exhibiting, in the
very character of her struggle, the evidence of the genuine regenerate life that the struggle is calling into question.
Dead people do not struggle. The spiritually dead are indifferent to the question of their spiritual condition. It is
the spiritually alive who fight for assurance, who grieve over sin, who long for the divine presence that seems
distant, and who take the question of their eternal standing with the urgency that a genuine relationship with a
holy God produces.

The lesson will address the specific pastoral situation of diminished assurance through six major sections: the
reality and the legitimacy of doubt in the Christian life; the six specific causes of diminished assurance and their
specific diagnostic implications; the Puritan tradition’s sustained pastoral engagement with the dark night of the
soul; the remedy for sin-diminished assurance; the remedy for Satan-assaulted assurance; and the anchor that
holds when every other ground of assurance feels insufficient. Throughout, the governing text is 2 Timothy 2:13’s
“If we are faithless, He remains faithful, for He cannot deny Himself”, the declaration that the ultimate ground of
the believer’s security and the ultimate anchor of the believer’s assurance is not the strength of the believer’s
faith but the faithfulness of the God whom the faith is placed in.
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I. The Reality and Legitimacy of Doubt

Dark Nights Are Not Evidence of Spiritual Death

A. The Biblical Witness to Doubt Among the Faithful

The specific, pastoral, theologically responsible word that must be spoken at the outset of this lesson is the word
that the broader biblical witness speaks so consistently and so honestly: doubt, spiritual darkness, and the
diminishment of the assurance of salvation are not the peculiar experiences of the spiritually immature, the
theologically deficient, or the insufficiently faithful. They are the documented, inspired, biblically-recorded
experience of some of the greatest saints in the history of the redemptive community. The Psalms are the most
direct and the most sustained biblical testimony to this reality, and the specific psalms of anguish, doubt, and
apparent divine abandonment, Psalm 22 (“My God, my God, why have You forsaken me?”), Psalm 42 (“Why are
you in despair, O my soul?”), Psalm 77 (“I will remember my song in the night; | will meditate with my heart”),
Psalm 88 (“O Lord, the God of my salvation, | have cried out by day and in the night before You”), are not the
aberrant expressions of spiritual failure but the inspired, Spirit-superintended record of the honest experience of
genuine faith in a world where the divine presence is not always felt and the divine purpose is not always clear.

Psalm 42:5, 11 provides the clearest biblical model for the doubting believer’s relationship to her own doubt:
“Why are you in despair, O my soul? And why have you become disturbed within me? Hope in God, for | shall
again praise Him for the help of His presence” (NASB 1995). The specific pattern of the psalm is the pastoral model
for the experience of diminished assurance: the honest acknowledgment of the despair and disturbance (“why
are you in despair?”, the question asked of the self by the self, the self-interrogation of the believer who is
confronting her own inner darkness), the deliberate redirection of the soul toward the objective ground (“Hope
in God”, not “feel better about God” or “produce more spiritual enthusiasm” but “hope in God”, the specific,
active, will-directed turning of the soul toward the faithful God whose help is real whether the feeling of it is
present or not), and the eschatological confidence that sustains the present darkness (“I shall again praise Him”,
the future-tense assurance that the present absence of the praising mood does not determine the future reality
of the praising life).

Psalm 77:1-12 provides the most extended biblical account of the process by which the spiritually distressed soul
moves from the acute experience of the divine absence (vv. 1-9: “I cried out to God for help... in the day of my
trouble | sought the Lord... my soul refused to be comforted... Will the Lord reject forever? And will He never be
favorable again?”) to the recovery of assurance through the deliberate recollection of the divine acts of the past
(vv. 10-12: “I shall remember the deeds of the Lord; surely | will remember Your wonders of old. | will meditate
on all Your work and muse on Your deeds”). The movement is the movement from present feeling (desperate,
abandoned, comfortless) to past fact (the deeds of the Lord, the wonders of old, the faithfulness demonstrated
in the historical acts of redemption), and the movement is sustained by the deliberate, effortful, will-directed act
of remembering and meditating rather than by the passive waiting for the feeling to improve on its own.

B. The Pastoral Word: Do Not Diagnose the Doubter as an Unbeliever
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The most important single pastoral word for the doubting believer, the word that the outline names explicitly and
that the biblical witness to the doubting faithful confirms, is the word that distinguishes between doubt and
unbelief: do not diagnose a doubting believer as an unbeliever. The person who is genuinely anguished by the
question of whether she is saved, who is troubled by the apparent weakness of her faith, and who is struggling
with the assurance that she knows the doctrine says she should have is not revealing by that anguish that she has
no faith; she is revealing by it that she has genuine faith whose assurance is currently challenged. The
unregenerate person does not struggle with the question of whether she is saved; she is either confidently self-
righteous (assured of a religious identity that the Spirit’s regenerating work has never produced) or indifferent
(untroubled by the spiritual condition that the Spirit’s conviction has not yet addressed). It is the genuinely
regenerate person who struggles, who grieves over the diminished assurance, and who takes the question of the
eternal standing with the urgency that a genuine relationship with a holy God produces.

First John 3:19-20 provides the specific pastoral text for this situation: “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” (NASB 1995). The verse addresses the specific situation of the believer whose heart, whose
conscience, whose inner self-examination, is condemning her: the self-accusing conscience that is producing the
diminished assurance by its honest awareness of the failing. And the answer is not the dismissal of the
conscience’s accusation (“your conscience is wrong; ignore it”) but the appeal to a higher court: “God is greater
than our heart and knows all things.” The God who knows all things knows the genuine root that the honest but
limited self-examination is missing; He knows the genuine desire for holiness that the genuine failures are
obscuring; He knows the genuine faith that the apparent weakness of the felt certainty is calling into question.
The greater knowledge of the God who is greater than the condemning heart is the specific ground on which the
doubting believer can assure her heart even when the heart is actively condemning her.

II. The Six Causes of Diminished Assurance

Diagnosis Before Remedy

A. Unconfessed Sin

The first and most theologically direct cause of diminished assurance is unconfessed sin. When the genuine
believer has sinned specifically and seriously and has not yet brought the sin to honest confession and repentance
before the Father, the resulting disruption of the relational quality of the communion with God produces the
specific, conscience-driven, assurance-diminishing awareness that something is wrong between the soul and the
God it belongs to. Psalm 32:3-4 describes the specific, physical, spiritually exhausting character of this experience:
“When | kept silent about my sin, my body wasted away through my groaning all day long. For day and night Your
hand was heavy upon me; my vitality was drained away as with the fever heat of summer” (NASB 1995). The
silence is the unconfession; the wasting is the consequence; and the heaviness is the divine pressure that the
unconfessed sin produces on the conscience that cannot escape the awareness of the gap between what the
relationship with the holy God requires and what the unconfessed sin has done to the quality of the relationship.

The remedy for sin-diminished assurance is specifically the confession and repentance that the unconfessed sin

III

requires, and the fresh, specific reception of the forgiveness that the justification has permanently secured:
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acknowledged my sin to You, and my iniquity | did not hide; | said, ‘l will confess my transgressions to the Lord’;
and You forgave the guilt of my sin” (Psalm 32:5, NASB 1995). The confession does not re-earn the justified
standing (which has been permanently established by the imputed righteousness of Christ); it restores the quality
of the relational communion that the unconfessed sin has disrupted. First John 1:9: “If we confess our sins, He is
faithful and righteous to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness” (NASB 1995). The
faithfulness and righteousness of the God who forgives is the ground of the forgiveness, not the quality of the
confession that seeks it. The specific, honest, named confession of the specific sin to the faithful and righteous
Father is the specific remedy for the specific diminishment of assurance that the unconfessed sin has produced.

B. Neglect of the Means of Grace

The second cause of diminished assurance is the neglect of the ordinary means through which the Spirit
consistently produces and sustains the assurance. Lesson 25 established that the means of grace are channels,
not causes, but the Spirit consistently works through them, and the believer who has drifted from the regular,
engaged, expectant use of the Word, prayer, fellowship, and the ordinances has drifted from the ordinary
channels through which the Spirit’s assuring testimony is consistently supplied. The assurance that grows thin in
seasons of spiritual neglect is not a random fluctuation; it is the predictable consequence of the believer’s
withdrawal from the means through which the Spirit consistently deepens and sustains the sense of the divine
presence and the certainty of the filial standing.

The specific pastoral counsel for the person whose diminished assurance is traceable to the neglect of the means
is not a theological lecture on the doctrine of assurance but the practical, specific, return to the means that the
Spirit uses: return to the regular, engaged, prayerful reading of the Word. Return to the corporate gathering that
provides the mutual encouragement and the communal Spirit-testimony that Hebrews 10:24-25 describes as
necessary for the maintenance of the full assurance. Return to the prayer that is the specific channel of the Abba
cry and the Spirit’s direct testimony. The assurance is not manufactured by these returns; it is ordinarily supplied
through them by the Spirit who has committed Himself to working through the means He has appointed.

C. Excessive Introspection

The third cause of diminished assurance is perhaps the most counterintuitive: the excessive introspection that is
supposed to be the path to assurance but that, when it becomes disproportionate and obsessive, produces more
consciousness of failure than of fruit and more awareness of the sin’s persistence than of the Spirit’s work. The
person who is constantly examining the evidences of her own spiritual life, probing every spiritual movement for
authenticity, testing every act of love for its purity, questioning every moment of spiritual experience for its
genuineness, will consistently find more evidence of the continuing flesh than of the genuine Spirit-produced fruit,
because the failing is always more visible than the fruit and the self-examination is always more likely to reveal
the imperfection than to recognize the genuine presence of the Spirit’s work.

The pastoral remedy for the excessive introspection is the deliberate redirection of the gaze from the self to the
object of the faith. This is the pastoral wisdom of the Hebrews 12:1-2 pattern: “fixing our eyes on Jesus, the author
and perfecter of faith”, not fixing our eyes on the quality of our own faith-fixing, not examining the quality of the
gaze but directing the gaze toward the One who is worth gazing at. The assurance is not produced by the quality
of the introspective examination but by the quality of the Object at which the faith is directed. The doubting
believer who redirects her attention from the weakness of her own faith to the strength of the One in whom she
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has placed it will find in that redirection the specific remedy for the excessive introspection’s assurance-
diminishing effect.

D. Satanic Accusation

The fourth cause of diminished assurance is the specific, targeted, accusatory ministry of the enemy, whose
specific role in the economy of the spiritual life is described in Revelation 12:10 as the “accuser of our brethren
who accuses them before our God day and night” (NASB 1995). The accuser’s strategy is not the crude, easily-
recognized temptation to obvious sin; it is the more subtle and more spiritually debilitating strategy of the specific
accusation against the genuine believer’s standing before God, the relentless prosecution of the doubting soul
with the specific, named, historically-documented failures of the specific spiritual life, presented not as the
imperfect fruit of the genuine root but as the evidence that the root itself is absent. The enemy does not make
the accusations false; he makes them partial. The specific failures are real; what the enemy omits is the imputed
righteousness that covers them, the Spirit’s genuine work that is producing the genuine fruit alongside the failures,
and the Father’s specific love that receives the imperfect child without withdrawing the adoption.

The remedy for Satan-assaulted assurance is the specific, objective, promise-grounded counter to the specific
accusation: not the believer’s own defense of her own spiritual record (which can never be sufficient against the
enemy’s accurate account of the failures) but the specific, Word-anchored declaration of the objective ground
that the accusation cannot touch. Romans 8:33-34: “Who will bring a charge against God’s elect? God is the one
who justifies; who is the one who condemns? Christ Jesus is He who died, yes, rather who was raised, who is at
the right hand of God, who also intercedes for us.” The court is closed; the verdict has been pronounced; the
Justifier cannot simultaneously be the Condemner; and the One whose completed death and continuous
intercession answer every condemnation has left the accuser with no remaining forum in which the accusation
can be prosecuted. The doubting believer who has received this specific, Romans-8:33—-34-grounded counter to
the enemy’s accusation has the specific remedy that the Satan-assaulted assurance requires.

E. Depression and Physical Illness

The fifth cause of diminished assurance is among the most often overlooked in theological treatments of the
subject and the most pastorally important for the care of those who are suffering from it: the physical and
psychological causes of diminished assurance that accompany clinical depression, chronic illness, exhaustion,
grief, and the biochemical disturbances that can produce spiritual darkness as a symptom of bodily suffering. The
connection between the physical condition and the spiritual experience is not a modern psychological discovery;
it is the consistent teaching of the biblically-informed pastoral tradition, most explicitly in the Elijah narrative of 1
Kings 19, where the prophet who had just witnessed the spectacular triumph on Mount Carmel is found under
the juniper tree, asking for death, in a state of spiritual desolation that the angel addresses not with a theological
lecture but with food, water, and sleep (“The journey is too great for you”, 1 Kings 19:7, NASB 1995), the physical
care preceding and enabling the spiritual recovery.

The pastoral wisdom for the person whose diminished assurance is partly or wholly the product of depression or
physical illness requires the specific, medically-informed, theologically-grounded awareness that the feeling of
spiritual darkness is not necessarily the accurate spiritual diagnostic of a darkened spiritual condition. The
biochemistry of depression can produce the felt certainty of divine abandonment, the inability to receive the
comfort of the promises, and the paralysis of the introspective examination in ways that have no direct connection
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to the actual spiritual condition of the person experiencing them. The pastoral care for this person includes the
appropriate medical care that the physical condition requires (Elijah’s food and sleep before the divine word), the
specific theological assurance that the feeling of abandonment is not evidence of the fact of abandonment
(Hebrews 13:5’s “He will never desert you, nor will He ever forsake you” is the objective reality that the depressed
feeling cannot alter), and the patient, compassionate, long-term presence of the pastoral community that holds
the person in the care of the fellowship when the personal assurance is too thin to hold itself.

F. Faulty Theology

The sixth cause of diminished assurance is the specific, theologically-produced spiritual damage of the faulty
theological framework, most commonly the legalism that makes the assurance dependent on the quality of the
moral performance or the perfectionism that makes the assurance dependent on the achievement of a spiritual
condition that the New Testament says cannot be achieved in the present age. The legalist believer cannot have
full assurance because she can never be certain her law-keeping has been sufficient; the perfectionist believer
cannot have full assurance because she can never be certain her spiritual condition has been pure enough. Both
frameworks place the assurance in the wrong location, in the quality of the believer’s own performance rather
than in the faithfulness of the God whose imputed righteousness, continuous intercession, and Spirit’s sealing are
the actual grounds of the security and the assurance.

The remedy for the theologically-produced diminishment of assurance is the specific, careful, patient doctrinal re-
education that the incorrect framework requires: not the dismissal of the concern for holiness (the legalist’s
concern for moral seriousness is legitimate, even if its grounding is wrong) but the reorientation of the assurance
from the performance to the promise, from the quality of the sanctification to the certainty of the justification,
from the believer’s own maintained faithfulness to the faithfulness of the God who keeps. The three-legged
doctrine of Lesson 30 is the specific remedy for the theologically-produced diminishment: the promise-ground
addresses the legalist’'s performance-anxiety by resting the assurance on the promise rather than the
performance; the evidence-ground addresses the perfectionist’s impossible standard by asking for genuine rather
than perfect evidence; and the Spirit’s testimony addresses both by providing the direct, Spirit-grounded
assurance that neither the quality of the performance nor the completeness of the sanctification can generate.

III. The Puritan Counsel

The Most Sustained Pastoral Tradition on the Dark Night of the Soul

A. The Puritan Engagement with Diminished Assurance

No tradition in the history of Christian pastoral care has engaged the specific, practical, pastoral challenge of the
diminished assurance of salvation with greater sustained seriousness, greater theological depth, and greater
practical wisdom than the English and American Puritan tradition of the seventeenth century. The Puritans were
not merely theoretical theologians; they were pastors who lived daily with congregations of people who took the
guestion of their salvation with the utmost seriousness and who experienced the specific anguish of the doubting
conscience with an intensity that the shallower religious culture of their predecessors and successors has often
failed to produce and failed to address. The pastoral literature the Puritans produced on the subject of assurance,
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on what they called the “trial of saving interest”, is the most practically penetrating in the whole history of the
church, and the pastor who wants to help doubting believers in the twenty-first century will find no better guides
than the Puritan physicians of the soul.

Three Puritan works deserve specific mention as the most practically useful on the specific pastoral challenge of
the doubting believer. William Perkins (1558-1602) was among the first of the great Puritan practical theologians,
and his work on assurance laid the foundational framework for the entire Puritan tradition’s pastoral approach to
the subject, including the three-legged structure (reflecting, syllogism, and the Spirit’'s witness) that the
Westminster Confession later codified. William Guthrie (1620-1665), the Scottish Puritan whose work The
Christian’s Great Interest remains one of the most practically useful and most warmly pastoral treatments of the
trial of saving interest in the whole tradition: the first part addresses the question of how a person may know
whether she has saving interest in Christ (the evidence-examination in its most accessible and most practically-
guided form), and the second part addresses the means by which saving interest can be obtained (for those who
have examined the evidences and found them insufficient). John Bunyan (1628-1688), whose Grace Abounding
to the Chief of Sinners provides the most personally honest, most theologically raw, and most experientially vivid
account of the experience of near-total assurance-collapse and eventual recovery available in the Christian
devotional literature.

B. The Pastoral Model: The Wise Physician

The Puritan pastoral tradition’s governing metaphor for the pastor who cares for the doubting believer is the wise
physician, the one who does not prescribe the same remedy for every patient before making the diagnosis, who
understands that the same symptoms (low assurance, spiritual darkness, doubt about the genuineness of the
faith) can have different causes and require different remedies, and who brings to the specific pastoral situation
the specific diagnostic skill and the specific remedial wisdom that the specific cause requires. This is why Section
Il of this lesson addressed the six causes of diminished assurance before addressing the remedies: the remedy
must follow the diagnosis, and the pastoral failure to diagnose before prescribing is among the most common
reasons that the pastoral care of the doubting believer fails to produce the recovery it is aimed at.

The specific pastoral failure that the Puritan tradition most consistently warned against is the premature
prescription of the assurance before the diagnosis of the cause has been made: the pastor who tells the doubting
believer “just trust the promise” before determining whether the diminished assurance is the result of
unconfessed sin (which requires confession before the promise can be received with the freshness the reception
requires), excessive introspection (which requires the gaze-redirection remedy rather than the promise-reception
remedy), or Satanic accusation (which requires the specific promise-counter to the specific accusation rather than
a general appeal to the promises in the abstract). The promise-ground is the ultimate anchor of all assurance, but
the path to receiving the promise with the specific, life-changing, assurance-producing clarity that it is capable of
producing varies with the specific cause of the diminishment that is preventing the clear reception.

IV. The Remedy for Sin-Diminished Assurance

Confession, Repentance, and the Reapplication of the Gospel
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A. The Pattern of Psalm 32 and 51

The biblical model for the specific pastoral process of recovering the assurance that unconfessed sin has
diminished is the movement from Psalm 32’s description of the anguish of the unconfessed state (vv. 3—4) through
the relief of the confession and forgiveness (v. 5) to the doxological celebration of the forgiven standing (vv. 1-2,
cited retrospectively: “How blessed is he whose transgression is forgiven, whose sin is covered! How blessed is
the man to whom the Lord does not impute iniquity”, NASB 1995). The movement is: acknowledge the anguish
honestly = confess the specific sin specifically = receive the forgiveness on the ground of the divine faithfulness
and righteousness = re-inhabit the justified standing from the freshly-cleansed conscience.

Psalm 51, David’s great penitential psalm after the Bathsheba affair, provides the model of the specific, named,
theologically grounded confession that the sin-diminished assurance requires. “Create in me a clean heart, O God,
and renew a steadfast spirit within me. Do not cast me away from Your presence and do not take Your Holy Spirit
from me. Restore to me the joy of Your salvation and sustain me with a willing spirit” (vv. 10-12, NASB 1995). The
specific requests of the psalm are the specific requests of the believer whose sin has diminished the assurance:
the clean heart (the specific renewal that genuine repentance asks for), the steadfast spirit (the stability that the
unconfessed sin’s agitation has disrupted), the continuation of the divine presence and the Spirit’s indwelling (the
specific assurance that the confession is not seeking a grace not yet given but the restoration of the experienced
quality of a grace that has never been withdrawn), and the restoration of the joy of the salvation (not the salvation
itself, which the confession is not re-earning, but the joy of the salvation, which the unconfessed sin had
obscured).

B. 1John 1:9 and the Freshness of the Forgiveness

First John 1:9’s “If we confess our sins, He is faithful and righteous to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all
unrighteousness” (NASB 1995) is the specific New Testament provision for the specific, ongoing, never-completed
pastoral challenge of the sin that continues to threaten the assurance of the genuinely regenerate believer in the
present age. Several elements of the verse deserve pastoral attention. “If we confess”: the confession is the
honest, named, specific acknowledgment of the specific sin before the Father, not the vague, general, performed

III

acknowledgment of “sinfulness in general” that leaves the specific sin unaddressed and the conscience unrelieved,
but the specific, honest, “I did this; it was this sin; it was wrong” confession that the Spirit’s conviction produces

in the genuinely regenerate heart.

“He is faithful and righteous to forgive us our sins”: the ground of the forgiveness is not the quality of the
confession but the faithfulness and righteousness of the God who forgives. The faithfulness: the God who
promised forgiveness to the confessing sinner will keep the promise, not because the confession has merited the
forgiveness but because the divine promise is as reliable as the divine character. The righteousness: the God who
forgives does so on the righteous ground of the completed atonement, the forgiveness is not a divine overlooking
of the sin but the divinely-righteous application of the penalty that the cross has already paid. The forgiveness is
therefore as certain as the cross, as reliable as the divine faithfulness, and as immediately available as the honest,
specific confession that receives it.

“And to cleanse us from all unrighteousness”: the comprehensive scope of the cleansing, not merely the specific
sin confessed but the all-unrighteousness that the comprehensive, Spirit-directed, honest engagement with the
conscience produces, is the specific provision for the conscience that is troubled not by a single specific failure but
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by the more comprehensive awareness of the accumulated failures of the progressive sanctification’s imperfect
course. The specific pastoral application: the believer who brings her specific sin to 1 John 1:9’s confession is
receiving not merely the forgiveness of that specific sin but the comprehensive cleansing that restores the
conscience to the fresh, assurance-supporting condition in which the full, vivid, Spirit-attested assurance can be
received.

V. The Remedy for Satan-Assaulted Assurance

The Objective Promise Against the Subjective Accusation

A. Hebrews 13:5 and the Unbreakable Promise

When the cause of the diminished assurance is specifically the enemy’s accusatory work, the targeted, relentless,
historically-accurate prosecution of the doubting soul with the specific failures of the specific spiritual life, the
specific remedy is not the improvement of the believer’s spiritual performance (which would give the accusation
the specific evidential ground it requires to be prosecutable) but the specific, objective, Word-grounded promise
whose truth does not depend on the quality of the performance and whose stability cannot be shaken by the
accuracy of the accusation. The remedy is the promise.

Hebrews 13:5’s citation of Deuteronomy 31:6 provides the most direct and the most personally-addressed of the
objective promises for the Satan-assaulted assurance: “I will never desert you, nor will | ever forsake you” (NASB
1995). The Greek is remarkable for its emphasis: the verse piles up negatives to create the most absolute possible
formulation of the divine commitment to the non-desertion and the non-forsaking of the believer, the Greek
contains five negative words in two clauses (ou mé se anido oude mé se egkataliPd), a grammatical pile-up that
produces approximately the sense of “l will never, no never, never desert you; | will never, no never, never forsake
you.” The specific force of the quintuple negation is the specific pastoral weapon against the specific accusation
of divine abandonment that the enemy wields most effectively against the assurance of the doubting believer:
this God has committed Himself, in the most absolute language available, to never deserting, never forsaking the
one He has claimed as His own.

The pastoral application of Hebrews 13:5 to the specifically Satan-assaulted assurance is the deliberate, specific,
personally-directed reception of the promise as the counter to the specific accusation. Not the vague, general,
“God is good” reassurance that the accusation can sidestep without difficulty, but the specific, named,
linguistically powerful promise that addresses the specific form of the accusation: the accusation that the God
who knows the failures has abandoned the one who committed them. “I will never desert you, nor will | ever
forsake you”, addressed to you, in this moment of the accusation’s greatest pressure, by the God whose five-
layered negative is as absolute as His own character and as permanent as the covenant He has made with His
people. The enemy cannot prosecute in a court that the divine decree has closed; and the divine promise of
Hebrews 13:5 is the specific decree that closes the court in which the accusation of abandonment would otherwise
be prosecuted.

B. Romans 8:26—27 and the Spirit’s Intercession When Words Fail
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For the believer whose Satan-assaulted assurance has produced the specific condition of the silenced prayer-
voice, whose grief or confusion or the enemy’s pressure has left her unable to pray the specific, Spirit-summoning,
Abba-crying prayer that normally provides the third-leg assurance, Romans 8:26—27 provides the specific pastoral
word that Lesson 28 introduced in the context of the preservation: “In the same way the Spirit also helps our
weakness; for we do not know how to pray as we should, but the Spirit Himself intercedes for us with groanings
too deep for words; and He who searches the hearts knows what the mind of the Spirit is, because He intercedes
for the saints according to the will of God” (NASB 1995). The believer who is too besieged by the accusation to
pray, too burdened by the dark night to cry, too uncertain about the words to form them, this believer is being
carried to the Father by the Spirit whose groanings take up the prayer that the believer’s silenced voice cannot
form.

The pastoral comfort of Romans 8:26—27 for the Satan-assaulted believer is the specific, person-knowing, trial-
anticipating character of the Spirit’s intercessory work: He does not intercede with a generic prayer for the generic
believer but with the specific, groan-deep, beyond-words prayer that captures the content of the specific
believer’s specific need in the specific moment of the specific dark night. And the Father who searches the hearts
knows what the Spirit’s mind is, the Father who is the ultimate destination of the prayer and the ultimate source
of the assurance understands the specific intercession that the Spirit is presenting, and He receives it and responds
to it with the specifically-fitted provision that the Spirit’s intercession on behalf of the specifically-suffering
believer requests. The believer who cannot pray is not cut off from the divine presence by her silence; she is being
carried to the Father by the Spirit whose intercession is more eloquent in its groanings than the believer’s most
polished prayers.

VI. The Anchor That Holds

When All Other Grounds Feel Insufficient

A. 2 Timothy 2:13 and the Faithfulness That Does Not Depend on Ours

There is a specific pastoral condition, more severe than the ordinary diminishment of assurance and less severe
than the final apostasy, in which the suffering believer has engaged the promises and cannot receive them, has
examined the evidences and found them apparently absent, has prayed for the Spirit’s testimony and experienced
only silence, and is at the end of every resource the three-legged doctrine provides. This is the condition that the
mystics called the dark night of the soul in its most acute form: the specific, prolonged, apparently total absence
of the experienced dimension of the divine presence, in which the believer feels (and sometimes believes) that
she has been abandoned by the God she has trusted. For this person, and she is in every congregation, even if she
is rarely willing to name her condition in public, the three-legged doctrine of assurance is temporarily inaccessible,
not because its grounds are not real but because the specific suffering has produced the specific incapacity to
receive what the grounds provide.

For this person, the specific word that holds when all the other words are temporarily inaccessible is 2 Timothy
2:13’s “If we are faithless, He remains faithful, for He cannot deny Himself” (NASB 1995). The verse is addressed
to the condition of the faithless, the person whose faith has apparently failed, whose assurance has apparently
collapsed, whose felt relationship with God has apparently dissolved, and it declares of that person’s condition:
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He remains faithful. The ground of the anchor is not the strength or the persistence of the believer’s faith but the
character of the God in whom the faith is placed. He remains faithful because He cannot deny Himself, because
the faithfulness is not a divine decision that could be reversed but a divine attribute that is as unchangeable as
the divine nature. The God who is faithful cannot become unfaithful; the God who has committed Himself to the
genuinely regenerate believer cannot uncommit Himself without denying His own character; and the denial of His
own character is, for the immutable God, impossible.

The pastoral significance of 2 Timothy 2:13 for the person in the dark night’s most acute form is the specific,
character-grounded, performance-independent declaration that the anchor holds not because the believer is
holding it but because the anchor itself is the character of the unfailing God. The believer in the dark night does
not need to maintain the grip; the anchor holds regardless of the quality of the grip, because the anchor’s security
does not rest on the holding but on the God whose character it is made of. This is not the antinomian license for
the complacent; it is the specific, emergency-grade pastoral word for the one whose faith has been beaten so thin
by the prolonged dark night that the only thing standing between her and the despair of apparent abandonment
is the character of the God whose faithfulness does not depend on the quality of her own.

B. 1John 3:20 and the God Who Is Greater Than the Condemning Heart

First John 3:19-20 provides the close companion to 2 Timothy 2:13 for the acute dark night: “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” (NASB 1995). The verse addresses the specific condition of the acute
assurance-diminishment with the specific, character-grounded counter to the conscience’s most severe self-
condemnation: “God is greater than our heart.” The heart that is condemning, the conscience that is producing
the specific, named, historically-accurate, relentless accusation of the failures, is not the ultimate court. The God
who is greater than the heart, who knows all things (including the genuine root that the honest but limited self-
examination is missing), is the ultimate court; and His verdict, grounded in the imputed righteousness of the Son
and the Spirit’s sealing for the day of redemption, is not overturned by the conscience’s condemnation.

The specific pastoral application of 1 John 3:20 for the person in the acute dark night is the deliberate, will-directed
appeal to the higher court: “My heart is condemning me. The conscience is accurately reporting the failures. The
assurance that should be there is apparently absent. But God is greater than my heart, and He knows all things,
including the genuine root of the faith that my heart’s honest self-examination is currently unable to see clearly.
| appeal to the greater knowledge of the God who is greater than my heart, rather than resting my assurance on
the verdict of the condemning heart whose knowledge is partial and whose vision is limited by the specific failures
it is currently most aware of.” The appeal is not the denial of the heart’s accurate report; it is the recognition that
the accurate report is not the complete report, and that the God who knows all things, including the parts the
heart has missed, is the One whose verdict the assurance ultimately rests on.

VII. Pastoral Wisdom for the Dark Night

How the Shepherd Cares for the Doubting Soul

A. What Not to Do
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The pastoral care of the doubting believer requires as much wisdom about what not to do as about what to do,
and the specific pastoral failures that most consistently compound the suffering of the doubting believer are worth
naming before describing the positive pastoral wisdom. Do not dismiss the doubt as mere unbelief and prescribe
the simple remedy of “just believe”: the doubting believer has heard this advice and has been trying to follow it,
and the prescription’s failure to address the specific cause of the specific doubt has already been demonstrated
in the continued experience of the diminished assurance. Do not prescribe the specific remedy before making the
diagnostic effort: the same symptoms can have different causes and require different remedies, and the
undifferentiated prescription of the same spiritual medicine for every form of the dark night fails many of the
patients it is intended to help. Do not add the additional burden of guilt for the doubt itself: the doubting believer
is already burdened by the question of whether the doubt itself is evidence of insufficient faith, and the pastoral
response that confirms this fear (however inadvertently) compounds the burden without addressing the cause.

Do not diagnose the doubting believer as an unbeliever. This is the pastoral failure the lesson’s outline names
most explicitly, and it is the most damaging of the failures listed: the pastoral response that treats the presence
of doubt as evidence of the absence of genuine faith has misunderstood both the character of genuine faith (which
can coexist with doubt, as Mark 9:24’s “| do believe; help my unbelief” establishes with memorable clarity) and
the character of the dark night (which is the specific, sometimes prolonged condition of the genuinely alive faith
that is currently not experiencing the assurance it possesses). Do not rush the resolution: the dark night of the
soul has its own pace, its own divinely-supervised arc, and the pastoral impatience that demands a quicker
resolution than the Father’s formative wisdom has scheduled for the specific person’s specific season is the
impatience of the gardener who pulls the plant to make it grow faster.

B. The Positive Pastoral Wisdom

The positive pastoral wisdom for the care of the doubting believer begins with the simple, costly, irreplaceable
gift of sustained presence: the pastor who does not abandon the doubting believer in the dark night, who
maintains the pastoral relationship through the prolonged season of the diminished assurance, who provides the
regular, honest, genuinely engaged conversation that the dark night requires, is already providing the most
important single pastoral care available. The doubting believer’s most common fear is that the darkness of the
night reveals an abandonment, not merely the apparent absence of the God she seeks but the apparent absence
of the community she belongs to. The pastoral presence that refuses to abandon the doubting soul is the
embodied pastoral word that combats the abandonment-fear at the most practical and the most personally real
level.

Speak the objective promise to the doubting soul rather than the subjective assurance. The doubting believer’s
trouble is that the subjective dimension of the assurance, the felt certainty, the experienced confidence, the
Spirit’s vivid testimony, is currently unavailable or thin. The pastoral response that tells her she should feel more
confident is the response that addresses the symptom rather than the cause; the pastoral response that brings
the specific, objective, Word-grounded promise to bear on the specific form of the doubt is the response that
addresses the ground from which the subjective assurance will eventually and organically grow. Hebrews 13:5’s
“I will never desert you, nor will | ever forsake you” is the specific, objective, promise-grounded word for the
Satan-assaulted doubter. 1 John 1:9’s specific forgiveness is the word for the sin-burdened doubter. Romans 8:38—
39’s comprehensive inseparability is the word for the dark-night sufferer who fears that the prolonged darkness
is evidence of a permanent separation. The pastor who knows the specific remedy for the specific cause is the
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pastor who can bring the specific promise to bear with the specific, targeted, life-giving pastoral precision that the
generic reassurance cannot achieve.

Lead the doubting believer back to the means of grace with the gentleness that the dark night’s condition requires.
Not the harsh prescription of the person who tells the doubting believer she should be in the Word more and
praying more (she may already know this and be further burdened by the gap between the prescription and the
spiritual incapacity the dark night produces), but the gentle, alongside-walking, means-of-grace guidance of the
pastor who is willing to pray with the doubting believer, to read the Word alongside her, to be present in the
fellowship that her own initiation cannot currently sustain. The means of grace are the channels of the Spirit’s
assuring work; the pastor who helps the doubting believer return to the channels is the pastor who is helping to
create the conditions in which the Spirit’s assuring testimony will eventually break through the darkness with the
specific, vivid, 1 John 5:13 knowledge of the eternal life that is already hers.

Trust the long arc of the Spirit’s work and the divine faithfulness of Philippians 1:6. The dark night is not the final
destination of the genuinely regenerate soul; it is a season, sometimes a long one, sometimes a severe one, but
always a bounded one, bounded by the faithfulness of the God who does not abandon His works before they are
finished. The pastor who trusts the long arc of the Spirit’s work, who communicates that trust to the doubting
believer with the specific, promise-grounded, faithful-God-anchored confidence that the dark night does not
undermine, is the pastor who is doing the specific pastoral work that the doubting believer most needs: the
pastoral work of maintaining the objective hope when the subjective hope has temporarily failed, of speaking the
promise when the promise cannot yet be personally received, and of embodying the faithfulness of the God who
will not abandon the doubting soul until the dark night has accomplished its formative purpose and the light of
the Spirit’s assuring testimony has returned.

“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 3:19—20, NASB 1995
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Theological Terms and Definitions

Dark Night of the
Soul

Diminished
Assurance

Satanic
Accusation

God Is Greater
Than Our Heart

Trial of Saving
Interest

The term, drawn from the sixteenth-century Spanish mystic John of the Cross and
appropriated by the broader Christian pastoral tradition, for the specific, sometimes
prolonged condition of the genuine believer in which the experienced dimension of the divine
presence is apparently absent, the assurance of salvation is severely diminished or apparently
absent, and the ordinary means of grace provide less than their usual assurance-sustaining
comfort. The dark night is not the absence of genuine faith; it is the absence of the felt
certainty of faith, which can coexist with the genuine possession of the faith and the genuine
security of the saved standing. It is the condition documented in Psalm 42, Psalm 77, Psalm
88, and John Bunyan’s Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners, the biblically-attested,
historically-common, pastorally-urgent experience of genuine believers in every generation.

The condition in which the genuine believer’s personal conviction of her saved standing is
weakened, thinned, or apparently absent, distinguished from the loss of the saved standing
(which the doctrine of the perseverance of the saints establishes is impossible for the
genuinely regenerate) and from the failure of faith (which produces the diminished assurance
but does not void the saved standing that the assurance is designed to reflect). The six specific
causes identified in this lesson: (1) unconfessed sin, (2) neglect of the means of grace, (3)
excessive introspection, (4) Satanic accusation, (5) depression and physical illness, and (6)
faulty theology (legalism or perfectionism). Each cause requires its specific remedy; the
undifferentiated prescription of the same remedy for all six causes is among the most common
pastoral failures in the care of the doubting believer.

The specific, targeted, relentless prosecutorial ministry of the enemy (Revelation 12:10: “the
accuser of our brethren who accuses them before our God day and night”) directed at the
assurance of the genuine believer. The accusation is not false in its specific content (the
failures it documents are real); it is partial in its scope (it omits the imputed righteousness, the
Spirit’s genuine work, and the Father’s love that receive the imperfect child) and therefore
false in its conclusion (that the documented failures void the adopted standing). The specific
remedy: the objective promise rather than the subjective defense, not the believer’s defense
of her own spiritual record (which can never be sufficient against the accurate accusation) but
the Word-anchored declaration of the closed court: “God is the one who justifies; who is the
one who condemns?” (Romans 8:33-34).

The specific, 1 John 3:20 counter to the conscience’s acute self-condemnation in the darkest
seasons of the diminished assurance: “for God is greater than our heart and knows all things.”
The verse establishes that the condemning heart is not the ultimate court: the God who is
greater than the heart, who knows all things (including the genuine root that the honest but
limited self-examination is missing), is the ultimate court, and His verdict, grounded in the
imputed righteousness and the Spirit’s sealing, is not overturned by the conscience’s
condemnation. The “knows all things” is the specific reassurance that the God who receives
the confession and grants the assurance knows the complete picture, not only the failures the
conscience is accurately reporting but also the genuine Spirit-produced desires, the genuine
love for God, and the genuine orientation of the life toward holiness that the self-
examination’s focus on failure has temporarily obscured.

The Puritan term for the self-examination process by which the genuine believer tests the
genuineness of her saving interest in Christ, the examination of the evidences of grace that
the second ground of assurance employs. Developed most extensively by William Guthrie in
The Christian’s Great Interest, the trial of saving interest involves the specific, methodical,
neither-superficial-nor-excessive examination of the marks of genuine regeneration (the
keeping of the commandments, the love for the brethren, the desire for holiness, the hatred
of sin) to determine whether the saving faith is genuinely present. The Puritan tradition
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Non Posse
Peccare

Grace Abounding
to the Chief of
Sinners

He Remains
Faithful

distinguished between the regular trial (which the believer should conduct with some
frequency) and the excessive introspection (which becomes counterproductive when it
exceeds the level of honest self-examination that the Spirit’s convicting work produces and
descends into the anxious self-scrutiny that generates more spiritual distress than assurance).

Latin: “unable to sin”, the classical theological description of the final, glorified state of the
believer in which the presence of sin has been permanently and completely removed. One of
the four states of the human will in classical Reformed anthropology: (1) able to sin and able
not to sin (posse peccare et posse non peccare), the prelapsarian Adamic state; (2) not able
not to sin (non posse non peccare), the post-fall natural state of total depravity; (3) able not
to sin (posse non peccare), the regenerate state in the present age, in which the new nature
is genuinely able to resist sin, though not perfectly; and (4) unable to sin (non posse peccare),
the glorified state in which the presence of sin has been finally eradicated. The dark night of
the soul is the specific experience of the person in the third state who is acutely conscious of
the residual evidence of the second state within her.

John Bunyan’s (1628-1688) spiritual autobiography, published 1666, describing in unusually
honest detail his own prolonged experience of the dark night of the soul, the near-total
collapse of assurance that Bunyan experienced in the years following his conversion, during
which he was tormented by the fear that he had committed the unpardonable sin, that his
faith was not genuine, and that he was irredeemably lost. The work is the most personally
honest and the most theologically raw account of the dark night available in the Christian
devotional tradition, and its pastoral value lies precisely in the combination of the extremity
of the suffering it describes and the genuineness of the recovery it documents, demonstrating
that the most severe dark night does not indicate the absence of genuine faith, the most
prolonged spiritual darkness does not last forever, and the faithfulness of the God who
sustains through the darkness is the specific anchor that holds when every subjective ground
of assurance has apparently failed.

The specific, 2 Timothy 2:13 declaration of the ultimate anchor of all assurance: “If we are
faithless, He remains faithful, for He cannot deny Himself.” The verse establishes that the
ground of the security and the ultimate anchor of the assurance is not the strength or the
persistence of the believer’s faith but the character of the God in whom the faith is placed. He
remains faithful because He cannot deny Himself, the faithfulness is not a divine decision that
could be reversed but a divine attribute that is as unchangeable as the divine nature. The
pastoral significance: the believer in the acute dark night whose faith has been apparently
reduced to a near-vanishing point does not lose the security, because the security never
rested on the faith’s strength but on the faithfulness of the God who cannot deny Himself.
The anchor holds not because the believer is holding it but because the anchor’s security is
the character of the unfailing God.
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Practical Application

A. For the Mind: What Must We Believe?

We must believe that the dark night of the soul is a legitimate, biblically-attested, historically-normal experience
of genuine believers, not an aberration, not a sign of spiritual failure, not the evidence of deficient faith or
insufficient regeneration, but the documented condition of genuine saints from the psalmists through the Puritans
and in every generation of the church. The pastoral theology that has no word for the dark night, that treats every
season of diminished assurance as either evidence of non-regeneration (causing further anxiety) or spiritual failure
requiring immediate correction (causing further burden), is a pastoral theology that has failed to engage the
honest testimony of the biblical witness and the consistent experience of genuine believers in every age.

We must believe that the six causes of diminished assurance require the six specific remedies, that the diagnostic
effort precedes the prescriptive response and that the same pastoral prescription applied undifferentiated to all
six conditions will help some and harm others. The pastoral failure to diagnose before prescribing is not merely
an intellectual failure; it is a pastoral failure with real spiritual consequences for the doubting believers who
receive the wrong remedy for their specific condition. The wisdom to identify which of the six causes is most active
in the specific person’s specific experience is among the most practically important skills that the careful, three-
legged, cause-and-remedy doctrine of assurance develops in the pastor who has genuinely internalized it.

We must believe the governing pastoral declaration of the lesson: doubt is often the very sign that faith is alive,
because the dead do not struggle. The doubting believer who is genuinely tormented by the question of her
salvation is not revealing by that torment the absence of genuine faith; she is revealing by it the presence of
genuine faith that is currently not experiencing the assurance it possesses. The spiritual sensitivity that makes the
dark night so painful is precisely the sensitivity of the genuinely regenerate soul that takes its relationship with
the holy God with the urgency that a genuine relationship with a holy God produces. The unregenerate do not
experience the dark night in the same form; they lack the sensitivity to the divine holiness and the desire for the
divine presence that makes the apparent absence of both so anguishing to the genuinely alive.

B. For the Heart: What Must We Feel and Desire?

Desire the pastoral courage and the pastoral stamina to remain present with those in your congregation who are
in the dark night of the soul, not the impatient presence that wants the dark night resolved quickly, not the anxious
presence that is disturbed by the prolonged diminishment of the doubting believer’s assurance, but the long-
suffering, Word-grounded, prayer-sustained presence of the shepherd who trusts the long arc of the Spirit’s work
and who is willing to walk alongside the doubting believer for however long the dark night requires. The specific
gift of pastoral presence through the prolonged dark night is among the most pastorally costly and the most
spiritually valuable things a pastor can provide.

Desire the wisdom to address the specific doubting believer with the specific promise that addresses her specific
form of the dark night: the sin-burdened doubter with 1 John 1:9’s specific, named, faithful-God-grounded
forgiveness; the Satan-assaulted doubter with Hebrews 13:5’s quintuple-negation promise and Romans 8:33—-34’s
closed-court declaration; the physically-depleted doubter with the patient, food-and-sleep, Elijah-pattern care
that attends to the body as the precondition of the spiritual; the theologically-distorted doubter with the careful,
patient re-education that redirects the assurance from the performance to the promise. The pastoral wisdom to
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match the specific remedy to the specific cause is the pastoral wisdom of the Puritan tradition’s physician of the
soul, and it is developed by the careful, ongoing engagement with both the biblical testimony and the pastoral
experience of the congregation.

Desire the specific, personally-grounded peace of 2 Timothy 2:13 for yourself in your own seasons of pastoral
darkness: the seasons when the ministry is producing more apparent failure than apparent fruit, when the
doubting believers you are caring for are not recovering at the pace you hoped, when your own assurance is
thinner than you need it to be to sustain the pastoral confidence that the care of others requires. “If we are
faithless, He remains faithful, for He cannot deny Himself.” The anchor of the divine faithfulness that you are
proclaiming to those in your care is the same anchor for your own pastoral seasons of diminished confidence. He
remains faithful. The work He began in you and the work He is doing through you are equally secure in the
faithfulness that does not depend on the quality of your own sustained performance.

C. For the Hands: What Must We Do?

e Read Psalms 42, 77, and 88 as the biblical testimony to the dark night of the soul in its most honest forms.
For Psalm 42: trace the movement from the despair of verses 1-6 (the deer panting, the soul thirsting, the
tears and the taunt, the pourout of the soul) to the deliberate, will-directed, faith-grounded redirection of
verse 5 (“Hope in God”) and the confident future-tense of the same verse (“I shall again praise Him”). For
Psalm 77: trace the movement from the acute darkness of verses 1-9 (the soul refusing comfort, the
sleepless night, the disturbance and the ancient questions) to the recovery of verses 10-12 (the deliberate
remembrance and meditation on the deeds of the Lord). For Psalm 88: note that this psalm, uniquely among
the psalms of darkness, does not end with the recovery, it ends in the darkness (“Darkness is my closest
friend”, v. 18). Ask: what does Psalm 88’s unresolved ending teach us about the biblical legitimacy of the
dark night that does not immediately resolve?

e Conduct a pastoral self-examination of your own current assurance against the six causes of diminished
assurance identified in this lesson. For each cause, honestly assess its potential presence or absence in your
current spiritual experience: (1) Unconfessed sin, is there a specific, named sin that your conscience is
holding against the quality of your assurance? (2) Neglect of the means of grace, has the regular, engaged,
expectant use of the Word, prayer, and fellowship been compromised in recent weeks? (3) Excessive
introspection, are you scrutinizing your own spiritual life more than directing the gaze toward Christ? (4)
Satanic accusation, is there a specific, relentless accusation against your standing before God that is
prosecuting the failures of your spiritual life? (5) Depression or physical illness, is the thin assurance partly
the product of physical or psychological depletion? (6) Faulty theology, is the assurance being sought in the
wrong location (performance rather than promise)? For the most active cause: name the specific remedy
and engage it this week.

e Prepare a brief written pastoral counsel (two to three pages) for a person experiencing each of the three
most common forms of diminished assurance in your congregation: (a) the person whose assurance is
diminished by unconfessed sin; (b) the person whose assurance is under Satanic attack; and (c) the person
who is in the acute dark night with no apparent cause beyond the prolonged absence of the Spirit’s felt
testimony. For each: what is the specific diagnostic question you would ask to confirm the cause? What is
the specific promise you would bring to bear? What is the specific means-of-grace guidance you would
provide? And what is the specific pastoral posture you would maintain through the prolonged recovery?
The preparation of these three counsels is the specific, practically-useful distillation of this lesson’s pastoral
content.
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e Read 2 Timothy 2:11-13 in its full context (“It is a trustworthy statement: For if we died with Him, we will
also live with Him; If we endure, we will also reign with Him; If we deny Him, He also will deny us; If we are
faithless, He remains faithful, for He cannot deny Himself”). Note the structure: the first two lines are the
positive and the negative conditions of the endurance (if we died/endure, we live/reign; if we deny, He will
deny); the fourth line (if we are faithless, He remains faithful) appears to be the exception to the pattern of
the preceding lines. Ask: what distinguishes the “faithlessness” of verse 13 from the “denying” of verse 12,
are they the same condition or different? How does the distinction between the ongoing weakness of faith
(the faithlessness of the doubting believer who has not denied Christ but whose faith is severely weakened)
and the deliberate, final repudiation of Christ (the denying of verse 12) illuminate the pastoral use of verse
13 for the doubting believer?

e Memorize Hebrews 13:5’s promise (“l will never desert you, nor will | ever forsake you”) in its literal Greek
structure if possible, noting the five-negative emphasis that the English translation understates. Practice
receiving this promise as the specific, personally-directed, quintuple-negation word of the unfailing God for
the specific, worst-moment, apparent-abandonment condition of the acute dark night. Use it this week as
the specific, emergency-grade pastoral word for the person in your care who is most severely assaulted by
the fear of divine abandonment, not as a general reassurance but as the specific, absolute, linguistically-
emphatic declaration that this God has committed Himself to not deserting and not forsaking in the most
absolute language available, and that the language’s absoluteness is not rhetorical but theological: the God
who cannot deny Himself cannot deny the commitment the five negatives have made.

Key Texts: Psalm 32:3-5;42:5, 11; 77:1-12; 88; 1 John 1:9; 3:19-20; Hebrews 13:5; 2 Timothy 2:13; Romans 8:26-27,
33-34, 38-39; Mark 9:24; Revelation 12:10
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Study and Discussion Questions

Opening Question

e The lesson opens with the governing pastoral conviction that doubt is often the very sign that faith is alive,
the dead do not struggle. Before studying the lesson’s content, evaluate this claim from your own pastoral
experience: have you found it to be true that the persons most anguished by the question of whether they
are saved are among the most genuinely spiritually alive in your congregation? And have you found the
converse to be true as well, that the persons most complacently certain of their saved status are sometimes
the least spiritually alive? What does your pastoral experience suggest about the relationship between the
intensity of the doubt and the genuineness of the faith?

Observation Questions (What Do the Texts Say?)

e Read Psalm 42 in its entirety. Note the specific emotional vocabulary the psalmist uses for the dark night
condition (despair, disturbance, tears, the taunt “Where is your God?”). In verse 5, what is the specific
structure of the Psalmist’s response to his own dark night (“Why are you in despair, O my soul?... Hope in
God... | shall again praise Him”)? What is the relationship between the present reality (“why are you in
despair”) and the future confidence (“I shall again praise Him”), does the psalmist suppress the present
reality in favor of the future confidence, or does he hold both simultaneously? And how does the specific
structure of the psalmist’s self-address (“why are you in despair, O my soul?”, addressed to the self by the
self) model the specific Puritan practice of “preaching to the self” that the pastoral tradition has commended
as a remedy for diminished assurance?

e Read Psalm 77:1-12. In verses 1-9, what specific questions does the psalmist ask that reflect the acute form
of the dark night (“Will the Lord reject forever?... Has His lovingkindness ceased forever?... Has God
forgotten to be gracious?...”)? How do these questions compare to the questions that the doubting believer
asks in your congregation? In verses 10—12, what is the specific transition the psalmist makes (“Then | said,
‘Itis my grief, that the right hand of the Most High has changed.’ | shall remember the deeds of the Lord...”)?
What deliberate, will-directed act does the psalmist employ in verses 11-12, and how does this act serve as
the specific remedy for the acute darkness of verses 1-9? And what specific “deeds of the Lord” would be
the most assurance-producing object of the “remembering and meditating” for the believer in your
congregation who is in the dark night?

e Read1John 1:5-2:2. In 1:6-7, what contrast does John draw between the claims and the conduct of those
who “say” they have fellowship with God? In 1:8-10, what three self-deceptive claims does John address,
and what are the corresponding truths? In 1:9, what is the condition for the forgiveness (“if we confess...”),
the ground of the forgiveness (“He is faithful and righteous to...”), and the scope of the forgiveness (“to
forgive... and to cleanse...”)? In 2:1-2, what does John say he has written these things for (“so that you will
not sin”), and what provision does he name for the inevitable failures (“and if anyone sins, we have...”)?
How do verses 1-2 hold together the call to holiness and the realistic expectation of ongoing failure within
the forgiveness provision of 1:9?

e Read Hebrews 13:1-6. In what context does the Hebrews 13:5 promise appear, what practical exhortations
precede it (love of the brethren, hospitality, those in prison, marriage fidelity, freedom from love of money),
and what is the specific connection between the freedom from love of money and the promise “I will never
desert you'”? What does the contextual connection between financial anxiety and the divine non-desertion
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promise suggest about the specific pastoral situation the author is addressing with the promise? And how
does the citation of Psalm 91:1-2’s “the Lord is my helper; | will not be afraid” in verse 6 as the response to
the verse 5 promise model the specific, confidence-grounding, promise-receiving use of the Word that the
remedy for Satan-assaulted assurance requires?

Read 2 Timothy 2:11-13. What is the structure of the four “if... then...” statements? For verses 11-12, what
is the symmetry between the human condition and the divine response (died/live; endure/reign;
deny/denied)? For verse 13, how does the response pattern change, why does faithlessness not produce
the symmetrical response (unfaithfulness from God)? What does the explanation (“for He cannot deny
Himself”) establish about the ultimate ground of the asymmetry, is God’s faithfulness a decision He makes
in response to our faithlessness, or an attribute of His character that does not depend on our response?
And what is the pastoral significance of locating the ultimate anchor of assurance in the divine character
(“He cannot deny Himself”) rather than in the divine decision?

Interpretation Questions (What Does It Mean?)

The lesson argues that “doubt is often the very sign that faith is alive, because the dead do not struggle.”
Evaluate the adequacy of this claim as a pastoral guide. Are there forms of doubt that are not evidence of
genuine faith but evidence of the absence of genuine faith, the specific, deliberate, rational rejection of the
Christian truth-claims by someone who has understood them clearly? How does the lesson’s claim help to
distinguish between the existential doubt of the genuinely regenerate (which is the struggle of the alive for
the certainty that is not currently felt) and the rational doubt of the unregenerate (which is the comfortable,
non-anguished rejection of the truth-claims by someone who has never genuinely engaged them)? And is
the distinction between the two forms of doubt pastorally useful and exegetically defensible?

The lesson presents six distinct causes of diminished assurance and argues that each requires its specific
remedy. Evaluate the adequacy of this diagnostic framework as a guide to pastoral care. Is the framework
exhaustive (are there causes of diminished assurance that are not on the list)? Is it mutually exclusive (are
the six causes clearly distinguished from each other, or can they overlap and interact)? And is it practically
usable (can a pastor actually identify which of the six causes is most active in a specific person’s specific
experience, or is the diagnostic effort so uncertain that the undifferentiated prescription of the same
remedy for all cases is the only practically feasible approach)?

The lesson presents the remedy for Satan-assaulted assurance as the specific, objective, Word-grounded
promise rather than the subjective defense of the believer’s own spiritual record. The Puritan tradition
developed this pastoral principle extensively: the answer to the accusation is never the believer’s own
defense but the Word’s objective declaration. Evaluate the adequacy of this principle for the specific form
of the Satanic accusation that involves genuine failures rather than false accusations. Does the appeal to
the objective promise adequately address the accusation’s accuracy (the failures are real) without
minimizing the seriousness of the specific failures? And how does the Puritan distinction between the
accusation’s accurate content (the failures are real) and the accusation’s false conclusion (the failures void
the adopted standing) help the doubting believer receive the objective promise without dismissing the
legitimate concern for holiness that the accusation is leveraging?

The lesson presents 1 John 3:20’s “God is greater than our heart and knows all things” as the specific pastoral
word for the doubting believer whose conscience is most actively condemning her. Evaluate the pastoral
implications of this word. Is the appeal to the God who is greater than the condemning heart an invitation
to ignore or dismiss the conscience’s accurate reporting of the failures? Or is it the invitation to receive both
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the conscience’s honest report and the God’s more complete knowledge simultaneously, trusting that the
God who knows all things knows both the failures the conscience is reporting and the genuine faith the
limited self-examination is currently unable to see? And how does the “knows all things” of verse 20
establish the God’s more complete knowledge as the grounds for the assurance rather than the God’s mere
willingness to overlook what He knows?

The lesson presents 2 Timothy 2:13’s “If we are faithless, He remains faithful, for He cannot deny Himself”
as the emergency-grade anchor for the acute dark night in which all other grounds of assurance feel
temporarily inaccessible. Evaluate the pastoral use of this verse for the acute dark night. Is the verse’s
promise available to every person who claims to be a believer, regardless of the quality of their faith? Or
does the specific context of the verse (addressed to those who have genuinely died with Christ, v. 11)
establish that the promise is specifically for the genuinely regenerate rather than for every person who calls
herself a Christian? And how does the distinction between the “faithlessness” of verse 13 (the weakness of
faith in the dark night) and the “denying” of verse 12 (the deliberate repudiation of Christ) illuminate the
specific pastoral use of verse 13 for the genuine but doubting believer?

Application Questions (What Does It Demand of Us?)

The lesson names the pastoral failure of diagnosing the doubting believer as an unbeliever as the most
damaging of the specific pastoral failures in the care of the doubting soul. Think of a specific person in your
pastoral sphere who is currently in the dark night, who is genuinely troubled by the question of whether
she is saved and whose doubt you have been tempted (or have already been inclined) to diagnose as
evidence of non-regeneration rather than as the struggle of the genuinely alive faith. What specific
evidence, in the character of the struggle, the specific form of the anguish, the genuine desire for the divine
presence that the anguish expresses, suggests that the struggle is the struggle of the genuinely alive rather
than the symptom of the spiritually dead? And what specific change in your pastoral posture toward this
person would most directly communicate the lesson’s governing insight: doubt is often the very sign that
faith is alive?

The lesson describes the Puritan tradition’s “worship the physician” model: the pastor who diagnoses before
prescribing, who identifies the specific cause before applying the specific remedy. For each of the six causes
of diminished assurance, identify the most common form in which you encounter that cause in your
congregation. For which cause are you most prepared with the specific pastoral remedy? For which cause
are you least prepared? And what specific study, conversation, or pastoral engagement this week would
most strengthen your diagnostic and prescriptive preparation for the least-prepared cause?

The lesson identifies the sustained pastoral presence through the prolonged dark night as the most
important single pastoral care available, and the most costly and the most pastorally demanding. Evaluate
your own pastoral practice honestly: do you tend to remain present with those who are in the prolonged
dark night, or do you tend to withdraw when the dark night does not resolve at the pace you hoped? What
specific form does your withdrawal take, the reduction of the pastoral contact, the redirection of the
conversation to less distressing topics, the implicit communication that the prolonged darkness is the
doubting believer’s own responsibility to resolve? And what specific commitment to sustained presence
through the prolonged dark night would most directly address the withdrawal tendency?

The lesson closes with the pastoral wisdom to trust the long arc of the Spirit’'s work and the divine
faithfulness of Philippians 1:6. Think of a specific person in your congregation whose dark night has been
the longest and the most severe. How long has it lasted? What has the Spirit’s work through the dark night

Dr. Joshua Nichols faithfultotheword.com Page 22



Faithful to the Word | Systematic Theology: Soteriology | Lesson 31 | © 2026

appeared to be producing in that person, the specific qualities of endurance, of deepened humility, of the
refining of the faith that Lesson 25’s suffering-as-means-of-grace treatment describes? And what is the
specific, pastorally honest, theologically-grounded word you would speak to that person about the long arc
of the Spirit’s work, neither dismissing the severity of the prolonged darkness nor desparing of the God
whose faithfulness is longer than the darkness and whose purposes are being accomplished in and through
it?
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Prayer Focus

Open this lesson’s prayer time by reading Psalm 42:1-11 slowly, as the inspired, Spirit-superintended record of
the psalmist’s honest engagement with his own dark night. Let the specific language land: the soul’s panting and
thirsting, the tears as food day and night, the taunt “Where is your God?”, the downcast soul and the disturbed
spirit, and then, in the midst of all of it, the deliberate, will-directed, faith-grounded address to the self: “Why are
you in despair, O my soul? And why have you become disturbed within me? Hope in God, for | shall again praise
Him for the help of His presence.” Let the “I shall again praise Him” be both the honest declaration of the future
and the deliberate, present-tense practice of the soul that is not yet praising but is directing itself toward the God
who will restore the praise when the dark night has served its formative purpose.

Pray specifically for the doubting believers in your congregation, those who are in the dark night in one of its six
specific forms. For the sin-burdened doubter: pray 1 John 1:9 over them with the specific, named, personally-
directed application of the faithful-God-grounded forgiveness: “Father, [name] has a specific sin that is weighing
on the conscience and diminishing the assurance. You are faithful and righteous to forgive. Receive the confession
she is making; cleanse the unrighteousness that has disrupted the quality of the communion; restore the
assurance that the forgiveness restores.” For the Satan-assaulted doubter: pray Romans 8:33—-34 over them with
the specific, closed-court declaration: “God is the one who justifies; who is the one who condemns? Christ Jesus
intercedes, the court is closed, the verdict has been pronounced, and the accuser has no remaining forum.”

Pray 2 Timothy 2:13 over every person in your congregation who is currently in the acute dark night, in whom the
experienced dimension of the divine presence is apparently absent, in whom the ordinary means of grace are
providing less than their usual assurance, and in whom the three grounds of assurance are temporarily
inaccessible. Name them. Pray over each one: “He remains faithful. Not because she is maintaining the quality of
her faith, but because He cannot deny Himself. The anchor holds. The security is as constant as His own character.
The dark night is bounded by the faithfulness that is longer than the darkness. And the word that holds when all
other words feel insufficient is this one: if we are faithless, He remains faithful, for He cannot deny Himself.” Let
the prayer be the pastoral presence that the dark night requires, the Word-grounded intercession that carries the
doubting believer to the Father even when she cannot carry herself.

Pray for the congregation’s pastoral posture toward the doubting believers in its midst: that the community as a
whole would provide the sustained presence, the patient witness, and the specific, promise-grounded word that
the doubting believer needs from the community of faith. Ask the Spirit to make the community’s fellowship the
specific, Hebrews-10:24-25 daily-encouragement means of grace that prevents the hardening of the heart that
the dark night’s isolation tends to produce. Ask for the pastoral wisdom to distinguish the diagnosis from the
prescription, the cause from the remedy, the necessary confrontation from the premature pressure. And ask for
the courage to remain present with those whose dark night is prolonged, whose recovery is slow, and whose need
for the pastoral presence is greatest precisely in the seasons when the pastoral presence is most uncomfortable
to provide.

Close with 1 John 3:19-20 as the corporate declaration of the community’s pastoral word to every doubting soul:
“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.” Let the “God is greater than our heart” be
the specific, jointly-declared, community-embodied word that the doubting community speaks over the doubting
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individual: the condemning heart is not the ultimate court; the God who knows all things is the ultimate court;
and His verdict, grounded in the imputed righteousness, the Son’s continuous intercession, and the Spirit’s sealing
for the day of redemption, is the verdict that the assurance ultimately rests on. This is the word of Unit 10, the
pastoral completion of the doctrine of assurance in its most honest, most compassionate, and most practically
urgent form: even when the assurance is shaken, the God who is greater than the condemning heart remains
faithful, and He holds the doubting soul in the same omnipotent, loving, never-deserting grip that has held every
saint through every dark night that the history of the redemptive community records.

“If we are faithless, He remains faithful, for He cannot deny Himself.”
2 Timothy 2:13, NASB 1995

Key Texts: Psalm 32:3-5;42:5,11; 77:1-12; 88:1; 1 John 1:9; 3:19-20; Hebrews 13:5; 2 Timothy 2:13; Romans 8:26—
27, 33-34, 38—39; Mark 9:24; Revelation 12:10

Soli Deo Gloria
To God Alone Be the Glory

FAITHFUL TO THE WORD
Dr. Joshua Nichols
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