How Can | Know?, Teacher’s Guide
Lesson 9: Perfected in Love, Freed from Fear
1 John 4:16-18

Teaching Aim (Teacher Orientation)

Doctrinally, this passage reaches the emotional center of assurance: the love of God that casts
out fear. John roots everything in coming to know and believe the love God has for us, declares
that God is love, and promises that love brought to its goal in us produces confidence for the
day of judgment. The teacher should make clear which fear love casts out, the tormenting dread
of punishment and condemnation, while preserving the healthy, reverent fear of the Lord that
Scripture commends. The believer’s confidence is grounded not in his own performance but in
union with Christ, so that ‘as he is, so also are we in this world.’

The pastoral task here is especially delicate, because the very text meant to free the fearful can,
if misread, deepen their fear. Many sincere believers carry a hidden dread of God and of
judgment, and some will conclude that their lingering fear proves their love is defective. The
teacher must show that ‘perfected’ love is a growing direction, not instant flawlessness, and
that the cure for dread is not to muster more love but to believe more deeply the love God has
already shown in giving His Son. At the same time, the lesson must not tip into a presumption
that ignores judgment or excuses careless living.

Beyond the doctrine, aim at formation. The goal is that fearful believers leave able to rest in
God'’s love, relating to Him as beloved children rather than anxious performers, and freed to
love others more openly. The heaviest doctrinal block belongs at Question 9, which steers
between presumption and anxious dread and locates true freedom in believing God'’s love and
resting in union with Christ. Let that question carry the weight, while the rest of the lesson
presses the love of God tenderly into fearful hearts.

Question 1
Student Question:

John writes, “we have come to know and to believe the love that God has for us. God is love, and
whoever abides in love abides in God” (4:16). What does it mean to ‘know and believe’ God'’s
love, and why does John make this the foundation of everything that follows?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Begin with the two verbs John uses: we have come ‘to know and to believe’ the love God has for
us. Knowing is grasping the truth of God'’s love; believing is resting our weight on it. Many
believers know about God'’s love as a doctrine yet have never truly leaned their whole selves
upon it. John calls for both.



Explain the great declaration, ‘God is love.’ This does not mean love is God, nor that God is
merely sentiment; it means love is at the very center of who God is, expressed supremely in
giving His Son for us (4:9-10). The God before whom we stand is, at His core, love. That changes
how we approach Him.

Unfold ‘whoever abides in love abides in God.’ To abide in love is to make our settled home in
God's love and in the love it produces toward others. This abiding is the atmosphere in which
assurance grows; a heart that lives in God’s love is a heart increasingly at peace.

Apply it to the struggle with fear. The cure for the dread of God is not to think about God less
but to know and believe His love more. John is about to say that this love casts out fear, so he
first roots us in the love itself. Assurance begins with truly believing we are loved.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Knowing and believing God’s love: grasping it and resting our weight on it

e ‘Godislove’: love at the center of God'’s character, shown in giving His Son (4:9-10)
e Abiding in love as making our home in God and in the love He produces

e Believing God’s love as the foundation of assurance and the cure for dread

Discussion Prompts

e What is the difference between knowing about God’s love and truly believing it?
e  What does it mean that ‘God is love'?

e Why does John root everything in God's love before addressing our fear?
Question 2
Student Question:

When you imagine standing before God one day, is your dominant feeling dread or peace? Be
honest about where fear still grips you, and consider what that fear reveals about what you
believe, deep down, about God’s heart toward you.

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This self-examining question invites rare honesty about a feeling many hide. Beneath outward
faithfulness, a believer may carry real dread of God and of judgment. Naming that dread is the
first step toward letting love displace it.

Help students see that fear often reveals a hidden belief about God’s heart. Persistent dread
frequently springs from a picture of God as a harsh, exacting judge eager to condemn, rather
than a loving Father who gave His Son to save us. The fear exposes where we have not yet
believed His love.



Distinguish this tormenting fear from healthy reverence (the next question will develop this).
Reverence honors God and takes Him seriously; tormenting dread cowers and doubts His
goodness. The aim is not to lose reverence but to lose the dread that says God is against us.

Move toward hope. Invite students to bring their specific fear into the light of God’s love, asking
where they have believed a distorted picture of God’s heart. The remedy is not to scold
themselves for fearing but to come to know and believe the love that God actually has for them.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

¢ Honest acknowledgment of hidden dread before God

® Fear as arevealer of our true beliefs about God’s heart

¢ Tormenting dread distinguished from healthy reverence

e Bringing fear into the light of God'’s love as the path to freedom

Discussion Prompts

*  When you imagine standing before God, do you feel mostly dread or peace?
e What might your fear reveal about what you believe, deep down, about God'’s heart?
e Where would believing God’s love change that fear?

Question 3
Student Question:

John says love is “perfected with us, so that we may have confidence for the day of judgment”
(4:17). What does it mean for love to be ‘perfected’ in us, and how does this give confidence
rather than dread about judgment?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Recall, as in an earlier lesson, that ‘perfected’ means brought to its intended goal, not made
flawless. God’s love reaches its goal in us as we receive it and let it shape us into people who
love. Love that has done its work produces confidence, not terror, about the day of judgment.

Explain the startling aim John names: love is perfected ‘so that we may have confidence for the
day of judgment.’ The believer is meant to face even the final reckoning with confidence. This is
not arrogance but the settled trust of one who knows the love of the Judge and rests in the
finished work of Christ.

Show how love produces this confidence. As God's love takes hold, we increasingly trust His
heart toward us and rest in the salvation He has provided. The relationship is secure, so the
prospect of judgment, while solemn, no longer terrifies. We will stand before the One who loved
us and gave His Son for us.



Guard against misreading. This confidence is not the careless presumption of one who ignores
how he lives; the same passage assumes a life abiding in love. It is the grounded confidence of
the faithful believer whose heart has been increasingly perfected in love. That confidence is
exactly what John wants every sincere believer to possess.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e ‘Perfected’ love as love brought to its intended goal, not flawlessness

e Confidence for the day of judgment as the aim of perfected love (4:17)

e Trust in God’s heart and Christ’s finished work as the source of that confidence
¢ Grounded confidence of the faithful distinguished from careless presumption

Discussion Prompts

e What does it mean for love to be ‘perfected’ or brought to its goal in us?
e How can a believer have confidence rather than dread about the day of judgment?
* How is this confidence different from careless presumption?

Question 4
Student Question:

Fear can quietly distort the way we relate to God, turning us into anxious performers rather than
beloved children. In what ways has fear shaped your relationship with God, your prayer, your
obedience, your sense of His nearness? What would change if that fear were cast out?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This question traces how dread reshapes the whole relationship. A believer ruled by fear tends
to relate to God as an anxious employee to a demanding boss, performing to avoid disapproval,
never quite resting in being loved. Fear poisons prayer, obedience, and intimacy alike.

Help students see the specific distortions. Fear makes prayer tense and sporadic, makes
obedience a frantic attempt to stay in God’s good graces, and makes God feel distant and hard
to please. The fearful heart serves God but does not enjoy Him, and rarely feels truly safe with
Him.

Contrast the life love produces. The believer who knows he is loved obeys out of gratitude,
prays as a welcome child, and rests in God’s nearness. The same actions, prayer and obedience,
flow from a completely different spirit when fear gives way to love.

Encourage imagining the change. Ask students what would actually be different if the dread
were cast out, and invite them to begin relating to God this week from love rather than fear in
one specific area. The aim is to taste the freedom love brings.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues



® Fear distorting the relationship into anxious performance

e The specific damage of fear to prayer, obedience, and intimacy with God
e Love producing grateful obedience and restful nearness

¢ The same actions transformed when love replaces fear

Discussion Prompts

¢ |n what ways has fear shaped your relationship with God?
¢ How does serving God from fear differ from serving Him from love?
¢ What would change if that fear were cast out?

Question 5
Student Question:

John declares, “There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear. For fear has to do with
punishment” (4:18). What kind of fear is John saying love drives out, and why can this fear not
coexist with a heart resting in God’s love?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Clarify precisely the fear John has in view: ‘fear has to do with punishment.’ This is the dread of
condemnation, the terror of a God who might yet punish us. That specific fear cannot survive in
a heart that truly rests in God'’s love, because the believer knows the punishment for his sin has
already fallen on Christ.

Explain why love and this fear cannot coexist. The fear of punishment assumes God is against us,
weighing whether to condemn. The knowledge of His love assures us He is for us, having given
His Son to save us. As love fills the heart, the assumption behind the fear collapses, and the fear
is driven out.

Distinguish this from reverent fear (developed further in the next question). John is not
abolishing all fear of God; Scripture commends a holy reverence. He is abolishing the tormenting
dread of condemnation, which is incompatible with resting in God’s saving love.

Apply it to the believer’s experience. Where dread of punishment lingers, it is a sign that we
have not yet fully come to know and believe God’s love. The remedy is not to fight the fear
directly but to grow in the love that crowds it out. As love deepens, fear recedes.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

¢ The fear love casts out: the dread of punishment and condemnation
e The punishment for the believer’s sin already borne by Christ

¢ Why love and the fear of condemnation cannot coexist

e Lingering dread as a sign of not yet fully believing God'’s love



Discussion Prompts

¢ What specific kind of fear does John say love drives out?
e Why can the dread of punishment not survive in a heart resting in God’s love?
e How do we grow in the love that crowds out fear?

Question 6
Student Question:

There is a healthy reverence for God that Scripture commends, and there is a tormenting dread
that love is meant to cast out. How do you tell the two apart in your own heart, and how can you
cultivate reverence while letting go of dread?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This question develops a crucial distinction so that students do not swing from dread into
irreverence. Scripture repeatedly commends the fear of the Lord as the beginning of wisdom
(Proverbs 9:10), and even calls believers to a reverent awe (Hebrews 12:28-29). John is not
abolishing this.

Define healthy reverence. It is awe before God'’s holiness, greatness, and authority; it takes Him
seriously, hates sin, and lives in worshipful submission. This reverence coexists with love and
even deepens as love grows. The child who most loves a good father also most honors him.

Define the tormenting dread. It is the fear that God is against us, that we may yet be
condemned, that we can never be sure of His acceptance. This dread assumes the worst about
God’s heart and cannot rest. It is this, not reverence, that perfect love casts out.

Help students cultivate the one while releasing the other. We grow reverence by beholding
God'’s greatness and holiness; we release dread by believing His love and resting in Christ’s
finished work. The mature believer stands in awe of God and at peace with Him at the same
time.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Reverent fear of the Lord commended by Scripture (Proverbs 9:10; Hebrews 12:28-29)
e Healthy reverence: awe, submission, and hatred of sin, coexisting with love

¢ Tormenting dread: the fear of condemnation that assumes God is against us

e Cultivating reverence while releasing dread through resting in Christ

Discussion Prompts

¢ How do you tell healthy reverence apart from tormenting dread in your own heart?
*  How can the same person stand in awe of God and at peace with Him?
e How do we grow reverence while letting go of dread?



Question 7
Student Question:

John ties our confidence to the fact that “as he is so also are we in this world” (4:17). What does
it mean that we are like Christ in this world, and how does our union with Him ground our
confidence before God?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Unfold John's remarkable statement: ‘as he is so also are we in this world.’ Our standing before
God is bound up with Christ’s own standing. Because we are united to Him, the Father regards
us in Him; as the beloved and accepted Son stands, so, in Him, do we.

Explain the union that makes this true. Through faith and baptism we were joined to Christ,
clothed with Him (Galatians 3:27), hidden with Christ in God (Colossians 3:3). Our confidence on
the day of judgment does not rest on our own record but on our union with the One who is
already accepted and glorified.

Show how this grounds confidence. If our standing depended on our own performance, dread
would be reasonable, for our record is mixed at best. But because we stand in Christ, our
confidence rests on His perfect righteousness and finished work. We are as secure as He is,
because we are in Him.

Apply it pastorally. When fear whispers that we are not good enough, the answer is not to point
to our own goodness but to our union with Christ. ‘As he is, so are we.’ This lifts assurance off
our shoulders and places it on the unshakable standing of the Son.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Our standing before God bound up with Christ’s own standing (4:17)

®  Union with Christ through faith and baptism (Galatians 3:27; Colossians 3:3)
¢ Confidence grounded in Christ’s righteousness, not our own record

¢ Answering fear by pointing to our union with Christ rather than our goodness

Discussion Prompts

e What does it mean that ‘as he is so also are we in this world'?
e  How does union with Christ ground your confidence before God?
e How does this lift the weight of assurance off your own performance?

Question 8

Student Question:



Because we have been so loved, we are now able to love others without the self-protectiveness
that fear breeds. Where is fear still making you guarded, defensive, or withholding in your
relationships, and how might resting in God'’s love free you to love others more openly?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This question draws out the horizontal fruit of being freed from fear. John’s flow moves from
God'’s love for us, to our resting in it, to our loving others. A heart still ruled by fear tends to be
self-protective, guarded, and withholding, too anxious about itself to love freely.

Help students see how fear sabotages love. The fearful heart keeps score, guards against being
hurt, withholds forgiveness, and loves cautiously to stay safe. Perfect love, received from God,
frees us to take the risks that genuine love requires.

Connect this to assurance. The more secure we are in God'’s love, the less we need to protect
ourselves, and the more freely we can love others, even at the risk of being hurt. Our security in
God becomes the wellspring of our generosity toward people.

Encourage a concrete step. Ask students where fear has been making them guarded with a
particular person, and what loving more openly might look like there this week. As we rest in
God'’s love, we are freed to spend ourselves on others.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

® Being loved by God as the source of freedom to love others

¢ Fear breeding self-protection, scorekeeping, and withholding
e Security in God’s love freeing us to take the risks love requires
® Assurance overflowing into generous love for people

Discussion Prompts

e  Where is fear still making you guarded or withholding in relationships?
¢ How does fear sabotage our ability to love others freely?
¢ How might resting in God's love free you to love someone more openly this week?

Question 9
Student Question:

Some believers conclude that since they still battle fear, their love must not be ‘perfect,” and so
they spiral into deeper anxiety. How does this passage steer between a presumption that ignores
judgment and a dread that cannot rest, and where does the believer’s true freedom from fear
actually come from?

Commentary and Teaching Notes



This is the doctrinal and pastoral heart of the lesson and deserves the fullest treatment. John's
words about perfect love casting out fear can themselves become a source of fear if misread, as
the anxious believer concludes that his lingering fear proves his love is defective and his
salvation doubtful. The teacher must handle this with great care.

Address the anxious misreading first. ‘Perfected’ love does not mean flawless, fully completed
love that leaves no trace of struggle. It means love brought toward its goal. John is describing a
direction and a growing reality, not a sudden perfection that instantly banishes every fear. The
believer who still battles fear but is growing in the knowledge of God’s love is exactly the person
this passage is helping, not condemning. To turn the verse into a new test that breeds more fear
is to miss John's whole intent, which is to free us.

Now name the opposite error, presumption. Some respond to ‘no fear in love’ by dismissing the
reality of judgment altogether, assuming a careless confidence that ignores how they live. But
John ties confidence for the day of judgment to a life abiding in love. He is not abolishing the
judgment or excusing careless living; he is freeing the faithful from the dread of condemnation.
True freedom from fear is never a license for carelessness.

Locate the believer’s true freedom precisely. It does not come from working up enough love
within himself, nor from pretending judgment is not real. It comes from coming to know and
believe the love that God has for us, supremely in the giving of His Son as the propitiation for
our sins (4:10), and from resting in our union with Christ, so that ‘as he is, so also are we.’
Freedom from fear is received as a gift as we grow in believing God’s love, not achieved by
mustering a flawless love of our own.

Bring it home. The faithful but fearful believer should hear this passage as pure good news: you
are not meant to live in dread, and the cure is not to try harder to feel love but to drink more
deeply of the love God has already shown you. As that love grows, the fear of punishment loses
its grip, and you can face even the day of judgment with confidence, secure in the One who
loved you and gave Himself for you.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Against the anxious misreading that turns ‘perfect love’ into a new fear-breeding test

e ‘Perfected’ love as a growing direction, not instant flawlessness

* Against presumption that ignores the reality of judgment and careless living

¢ Confidence for judgment tied to a life abiding in love, not to license

e Freedom from fear received by believing God’s love (4:10), not achieved by mustering our
own

e Union with Christ and the propitiation as the ground of fearless confidence

Discussion Prompts



¢ How would you reassure a believer who fears that his lingering fear proves his love is
defective?

¢ How does John guard against a presumption that ignores judgment?

¢ Where does true freedom from fear actually come from, according to this passage?

Question 10
Student Question:

Look back across this lesson on love casting out fear. Name one specific way you sense Jesus
forming you through these verses, and the single truth from 1 John 4:16-18 that you most need
to carry into the coming week.

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This capstone gathers the lesson and turns it toward formation. Aim for a tender, personal
response, and give students room to reflect, especially those who carry hidden dread.

Listen for the fearful heart. Many sincere believers most need to hear that they are deeply loved
and may rest, that the cure for their dread is to believe God’s love more, not to try harder. Help
them name the specific fear they want to bring into the light.

Encourage something concrete: a fear to surrender to God’s love, a step toward relating to Him
as a beloved child, or a phrase from verse 18 to hold onto when dread rises. Freedom grows as
love is believed and practiced.

Point forward. Having been freed from fear by the love of God, the next lesson turns to the faith
that overcomes the world, showing how the assured believer lives victoriously by trusting the
Son of God. Reassure the class that the path leads toward triumphant confidence.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Personal formation as the goal of the study, not merely information

e The fearful heart’s need to believe God'’s love rather than try harder

¢ Freedom grown as God’s love is believed and practiced

e Love casting out fear as the foundation for the overcoming faith that follows

Discussion Prompts

¢ What is the one truth from this lesson you most need to carry this week?
e What fear do you most want to bring into the light of God'’s love?
e Where is Jesus inviting you to relate to Him as a beloved child rather than in dread?



