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to hear the wisdom of Solomon; and, behold, a greater 
than Solomon is here.  The men of Nineve shall rise 
up in the judgment with this generation, and shall 
condemn it:  for they repented at the preaching of Jonas; 
and, behold, a greater than Jonas is here (cf. also Matt. 
12:39-41 and 16:4).  

He believed, as we must, that Jonah preached in 
Nineveh and that God used Jonah’s preaching to pre!g-
ure the salvation of the Gentiles.

The historicity of the book is important, not only be-
cause Jesus makes these references to Jonah, but also 
because the book shows so wonderfully that “salvation 
is of the L"#$” (Jonah 2:9).  It shows this in the Old 
Testament salvation of the Ninevites and in the salva-
tion of a disobedient and reluctant prophet.  To ques-
tion the historicity of the book and to make the story a 
mere legend destroys that message.

The theme

The theme of Jonah is found in Jonah’s own confession 
that “salvation is of the Lord” (2:9).  That theme 
is developed in God’s use of Jonah himself, in the 
repentance of the sailors who tossed Jonah overboard, 
in the salvation of Nineveh, as well as in Jonah’s own 
confession.  It is further developed in the death and 
burial of Jesus, of whom Jonah, in that one thing, was 
a !gure.  

That theme may be said to be the great theme, even 
the only theme of the Word of God, illustrated in every 
story, song, and instruction of the Word of God.  It is 
that lesson that we learn through trials and af%iction 
and that will be our theme for eternity.  That message 
ought to speak to the heart of everyone who sees him-
self in this reluctant and disobedient prophet, as well as 
to every Gentile believer whose repentance and salva-
tion is as great a wonder as the repentance and salvation 
of the Ninevites.
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Assurance and good works (1)

Assurance belongs to salvation

In the goodness of His grace, God not only saves His 
people; He also gives them the assurance of their salvation.  
Theoretically, God could have saved us but not given us 
the assurance of our salvation.  Throughout our lives we 
would, at best, be left to wonder whether we were saved.  
At worst, we would be assailed by constant doubts and 
fears concerning our salvation.  Then, although God has 
elected us, we could not in this life know with certainty 
that we are among the number of God’s elect.  Then, 
although Christ has redeemed us, we could not in this 
life have the assurance of our redemption in His blood.  
And then, although the Holy Spirit has regenerated us 
and given us the gift of faith, we could not know in this 
life with absolute certainty that He dwells in us or that 
we are believing children of God.  

In that case, to be sure, our salvation would still 
be an altogether gracious salvation, for none of us de-
serves salvation.  Even if throughout our lifetime we 
could never be sure of our salvation, until the moment 
that we died and opened our eyes in heaven, our salva-

tion would still be due to the marvelous grace of God.  
Guilty, damnworthy sinners that we are, even then our 
salvation would be a wonder of grace.  Considering not 
only that we do not deserve heaven, but instead deserve 
the everlasting suffering of hell, that we are afforded a 
place in heaven magni!es the grace of God.

Nevertheless, the grace of God is greater still.  God’s 
grace is truly amazing grace!  Not only does He save 
us, but He also gives us in this life the assurance of our 
salvation.  Here and now, throughout his pilgrim jour-
ney, the child of God enjoys the assurance of salvation.  
So much is assurance a part of salvation that a right 
understanding of salvation necessarily includes a right 
understanding of the assurance of salvation. 

Election is God’s choice of certain individuals unto 
salvation.  Included in the truth of election is God the 
Father’s will that those whom He has chosen should 
know and be assured of their election:  “Knowing, 
brethren beloved, your election of God” (I Thess. 1:4).  
Redemption is God the Son’s work on behalf of those 
whom the Father has elected.  But Christ’s redemption 

0DU����JOEE����� ���������������������1.



The Standard Bearer  t� October 15, 2020  t� 37

includes the assurance of redemption on the part of all 
those for whom He died:  “Knowing this, that our old 
man is cruci!ed with him” (Rom. 6:6).  Regeneration 
and faith are the work of God the Holy Spirit.  But those 
whom the Spirit regenerates and those upon whom He 
bestows the gift of faith are assured by the Holy Spirit 
that He will preserve them in the salvation of which He 
has made them partakers:  “Being con!dent of this very 
thing, that he which hath begun a good work in you 
will perform it until the day of Jesus Christ” (Phil. 1:6).

The assurance of salvation is personal assurance.  It 
is not merely assurance of the doctrine of salvation and 
the orthodoxy of one’s doctrine of salvation, important 
as that is.  But it is the personal assurance that I am an 
elect child of God.  It is not only assurance of the truth 
of the atonement, but that Christ died for me, even for 
me.  It is not only assurance of the Bible’s teaching of 
regeneration and faith, but the assurance that I am a 
regenerated child of God and that the Holy Spirit has 
given to me the precious gift of faith.  

Assurance in the Heidelberg Catechism

The personal assurance of salvation is often referred to 
in the Heidelberg Catechism, one of the dearest and most 
personal of the Reformed confessions.  The theme of the 
Catechism is comfort, the comfort that the child of God 
enjoys in life and in death.  But comfort presupposes 
assurance.  How could there be any real comfort if we 
were not assured of our salvation?  What comfort could 
we enjoy, if we had to live in constant doubt whether we 
are saved?  Only because we are assured of our salvation 
can we enjoy real and lasting comfort.  

The !rst Q&A spells out that comfort.  The question 
is, “What is thy only comfort in life and death?”  The 
answer of the Catechism is, 

That I with body and soul, both in life and death, am 
not my own, but belong unto my faithful Savior Jesus 
Christ; who, with His precious blood, hath fully satis!ed 
for all my sins, and delivered me from all the power of 
the devil; and so preserves me that without the will of 
my heavenly Father, not a hair can fall from my head; 
yea, that all things must be subservient to my salvation, 
and therefore, by His Holy Spirit, He also assures me of 
eternal life, and makes me sincerely willing and ready, 
henceforth, to live unto Him.

The answer breathes the con!dence enjoyed by the 
Christian.  I am not my own, but I belong to Jesus 
Christ.  With His precious blood, He has satis!ed for my 
sins and delivered me from the power of the devil.  My 
heavenly Father preserves me and causes all things to 
be subservient to my salvation.  The Holy Spirit assures 
me of eternal life and makes me willing and ready 

to live unto Christ.  That is assurance!  Unspeakable 
consolation!

Many of the questions and answers of the Heidelberg 
Catechism give expression to the assurance of salvation 
that the believer enjoys.  The twenty-!rst question asks, 
“What is true faith?”  The Catechism’s response, which 
is put into the mouth of every child of God, is “that 
not only to others, but to me also, remission of sin, ev-
erlasting righteousness, and salvation are freely given 
by God, merely of grace, only for the sake of Christ’s 
merits.”  Q&A 44 puts the confession on the lips of the 
Reformed Christian that by Christ’s suffering and death 
on the cross, He has “delivered me from the anguish and 
torments of hell.”  That is the believer’s undoubted as-
surance.  In Q&A 54, the Reformed Christian confesses 
“that I am, and forever shall remain, a living member” 
of the church of Jesus Christ.  He is assured of lasting 
membership in the body of Jesus Christ.  Q&A 60 has 
every believer confess that God “of mere grace, grants 
and imputes to me, the perfect satisfaction, righteous-
ness, and holiness of Christ; even so, as if I never had 
had, nor committed any sin.”  Blessed assurance!  What 
peace of heart and mind amid the struggles and sorrows 
of earthly life!  I am justi!ed before God for the sake of 
Christ’s merits.

This same confession points out the main purpose of 
the sacraments and the reason on account of which the 
sacraments have been added by God to the preaching of 
the gospel.  The sacraments have as their special pur-
pose, the Heidelberg Catechism teaches, the strengthen-
ing of the faith of God’s children, which includes their 
assurance.  The sacraments have been instituted as signs 
and seals of God’s covenant.  By means of the sacra-
ments, God intends to strengthen the assurance of our 
salvation.  That is the special role of the sacraments in 
the life of the church, that by means of that which ap-
peals to our senses, we may be con!rmed in the assur-
ance of our salvation.  

In Q&A 65, which introduces the Catechism’s treat-
ment of the sacraments, the question is asked, “Since 
then we are made partakers of Christ and all His bene-
!ts by faith only, whence doth this faith proceed?”  The 
Catechism’s answer is:  “From the Holy Ghost, who 
works faith in our hearts by the preaching of the gospel, 
and con!rms it by the use of the sacraments.”  The sac-
raments play a con!rmatory role; their purpose is the 
assurance and the development of the assurance of the 
people of God.  Q&A 67 asks, “Are both word and sac-
raments, then, ordained and appointed for this end, that 
they may direct our faith to the sacri!ce of Jesus Christ 
on the cross, as the only ground of our salvation?”  The 
answer is: “Yes, indeed: for the Holy Ghost teaches us 
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in the gospel, and assures us by the sacraments, that the 
whole of our salvation depends upon that one sacri!ce 
of Christ which He offered for us on the cross.”  The 
questions and answers that introduce the sacraments 
are, “How art thou admonished and assured…” by bap-
tism and by the Lord’s Supper.  The sacraments not only 
admonish us to seek all our salvation in Jesus Christ, 
but they also assure us of the certainty of our salvation 
in Christ and His !nished work.

Assurance the will of God

God wills the assurance of His people.  The Heidelberg 
Catechism is only re%ecting what its authors understood 
to be the will of God for the saints.  That God wills 
the assurance of His people ought not to be questioned.  
The Scriptures make abundantly plain that God wills 
that His people live and die in the assurance of their 
salvation.  This is God’s will not only for a select few 
in the church, the super-saints; but this is God’s will for 
all His people in every age.  It is not an exception that 
the Christian enjoys the assurance of salvation.  Rather, 
this is the ordinary experience of the saints, that they 
live and die in the con!dence that they are saved, that 
God is their God and that they are the children of God.  

So much is it true that assurance is the will of God 
that the entire Christian life is built upon and arises out 
of the believer’s assurance of salvation.  This is another 
of the great insights of the Heidelberg Catechism.  What 
is the Christian life, according to the Catechism?  And 
what is it that motivates the Christian life?  The Christian 
life is gratitude and that which motivates the Christian 
life is thankfulness to God for His great salvation.  But 
how can the Christian be grateful for that of which he 
is not assured?  How can he be thankful for that which 
he doubts belongs to him?  Only if he lives in the assur-
ance of his salvation and the conscious enjoyment of the 
blessings of salvation can the Christian be thankful.  And 
then he will certainly be thankful—eternally thankful—
no matter what the circumstances of his life may be.  The 
whole Christian life %ows forth from the assurance of 
salvation.  So vital is the connection between assurance 
and the Christian life, that the absence of assurance de-
stroys the very fabric of the Christian life.  

Two important considerations establish the will of 
God for the assurance of His people.  Both consider-
ations are connected to God’s covenant.  The !rst con-
sideration is that God’s relationship to His people is of-
ten described in terms of the relationship between hus-
band and wife in marriage.  In the covenant, God is the 
Husband and Head of His church, and the church is His 
bride and wife.  This is the teaching of such passages as 
Jeremiah 3 and Ephesians 5.  What Christian husband 

is content only with providing for and protecting his 
wife, and that she submits to and honors him?  Is not 
the Christian husband above all concerned that he loves 
his wife and that she knows his love for her?  Is it not 
the determination of the Christian husband to assure 
his wife of his love for her and to surround her with the 
evidences of his love?  We Christian husbands need to 
do this more often than we do.  It is not enough that we 
love our wives; we must constantly be reassuring them 
of our love for them.  This is what Christ does as the 
husband of His church.  This belongs to the signi!cance 
of the preaching of the gospel every Lord’s Day.  In the 
preaching of the good news of the gospel, Christ pro-
claims repeatedly His steadfast love for the church.  He 
assures His bride over and over again of His love for 
her.

The second consideration is that God’s relationship 
to His people is described in terms of a father to his chil-
dren.  God is our heavenly Father and we are His spiri-
tual sons and daughters.  Times innumerable God calls 
the people of Israel in the Old Testament His children.  
God commanded Moses to say to Pharaoh, “Thus saith 
the L"#$, Israel is my son, even my !rstborn: and I say 
unto thee, Let my son go, that he may serve me” (Ex. 
4:22-23).  The apostle writes in Romans 8:16-17, “The 
Spirit itself beareth witness with our spirit, that we are 
the children of God:  and if children, then heirs; heirs of 
God, and joint heirs with Christ; if so be that we suffer 
with him, that we may be also glori!ed together.”  Jesus 
teaches us in the Lord’s Prayer to address God as “Our 
Father who art in heaven.”  

What Christian father would be content only that his 
children fear and obey him?  Is not the fervent desire of 
every Christian father that his children know his love 
for them, that they are more precious to him than any 
earthly thing, even than his own life?  Does not every 
covenant father surround his children with the tokens 
of his love for them?  How much more is that not true 
of God our heavenly Father?  As the only perfect Father, 
and as an enduring example to us earthly fathers, God 
is determined to assure His dear children of His unfail-
ing love for them.  We sing of the fatherly love of God in 
Psalter #278, stanza one:  “The tender love a father has 
for all his children dear, such love the Lord bestows on 
them who worship Him in fear.”  

The two great pictures of God’s everlasting covenant 
of grace underscore the will of God for the assurance 
of His people.  And in these two relationships in which 
God’s covenant love for us is re%ected, we also are as-
sured of God’s love for us.
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Good works and assurance (2)
Assurance of the essence of faith

Assurance of the essence of faith

Assurance is of the essence of faith.  This is the historic 
and confessionally Reformed view of assurance, as it is 
the teaching of Scripture.  The Heidelberg Catechism 
teaches that assurance is of the essence of faith in its 
classic description of faith in Lord’s Day 7, Q&A 21.  
There the Heidelberg Catechism describes faith as both 
knowledge and con!dence.  Con!dence is just another 
word for assurance.  Although faith is knowledge and 
con!dence, it may be said that of the two elements of 
faith, the con!dence of faith stands on the foreground 
in Answer 21.  The knowledge of faith, according to 
the Catechism, is a “certain knowledge.”  By speaking 
of the knowledge of faith as “certain,” the authors of 
the Catechism are underscoring the assurance of faith.  
When they come to describe faith’s con!dence, they 
speak of that con!dence as an “assured con!dence.”  
That is really a redundancy.  An assured con!dence is 
a “con!dent con!dence.”  That redundancy serves to 
underscore the truth that assurance is of the essence of 
faith.

In its teaching that assurance is of the essence of faith, 
the Heidelberg Catechism is only re"ecting the teaching 
of Scripture.  Paul’s glorious confession shortly before 
his martyr’s death was, “For the which cause I also suf-
fer these things: nevertheless I am not ashamed: for I 
know whom I have believed, and am persuaded that he 
is able to keep that which I have committed unto him 
against that day” (II Tim. 1:12).  Paul knows whom he 
has believed.  That is certainty—unwavering certainty.  
Further, he is persuaded that the One in whom he has 
believed will preserve him unto the day of his death and 
the coming of his Lord.  That persuasion chases away 
every doubt and fear.  Persuasion is con!dence.

In Hebrews 10:22, the writer of the epistle to the He-
brews exhorts the saints, “Let us draw near with a true 
heart in full assurance of faith, having our hearts sprin-
kled from an evil conscience, and our bodies washed 
with pure water.”  The exhortation calls the saints to 
draw near to God, whether in worship or in prayer, 
with “a true heart,” that is, in sincerity, and “in [the] 

full assurance of faith.”  That he speaks of the full as-
surance of faith indicates that assurance is of the es-
sence of faith.  Faith is not faith without assurance.

John 6 contains Jesus’ instruction that He is the 
Bread of life, whose body must be eaten and whose 
blood must be drunk.  The eating and drinking to 
which Jesus refers is the activity of faith—believing on 
Jesus, as He makes plain in John 6:29 and 35.  The 
outcome of Jesus’ teaching was that “[f]rom that time 
many of his disciples went back, and walked no more 
with him” (v. 66).  It was at that point that Jesus put 
the question to His twelve disciples, “Will ye also go 
away?” (v. 67).  In response to Jesus’ searching question, 
Simon Peter, speaking on behalf of the twelve, made his 
glorious confession of faith:  “Lord, to whom shall we 
go?  Thou hast the words of eternal life.  And we believe 
and are sure that thou art that Christ, the Son of the 
living God” (vv. 68-69).  The idea of Peter’s statement 
is, “we believe and therefore we are sure.”  The Holy 
Spirit inspired Peter to word his confession just as he 
did exactly because assurance is of the essence of faith.  
The believer is sure of what he believes and the One in 
whom he believes.

The apostle Paul celebrates the exaltation of Christ 
in the context of his own sufferings for Christ in Ephe-
sians 3.  In the opening verse of the chapter, the apostle 
refers to himself as “Paul, the prisoner of Jesus Christ 
for you Gentiles.”  Because he had faithfully and boldly 
preached the gospel, Paul was a prisoner in Rome at 
the time he wrote the epistle to the Ephesians.  In the 
gospel that he preached, Paul proclaimed not only the 
sufferings of Jesus Christ but also His glori!cation for 
the church, the members of which include both Jews 
and Gentiles (v. 6).  God’s purpose in Christ’s exalta-
tion is that in Him “might be known by the church the 
manifold wisdom of God” (v. 10).  Paul goes on to refer 
to Christ’s great work of intercession on behalf of His 
church as our heavenly High Priest, on whose account 
“we have boldness and access with con!dence by the 
faith of him” (v. 12).  Because of Christ’s high-priestly 
work, we have the right, privilege, and calling to draw 
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near to God.  Here, too, the apostle speaks of the con!-
dence of faith.  Faith is con!dence: “with con!dence by 
the faith of him.”  When the apostle speaks of “the faith 
of him,” he is referring to faith in Christ.  Christ is the 
“Him” upon whom faith rests.  Part and parcel of faith 
in Christ is con!dence.  The con!dence of faith is sure 
inasmuch as the con!dence of faith is in the risen and 
exalted Lord Jesus Christ.  The con!dence of faith rests 
not in those who believe, but in the One who works 
faith and is the object of faith.

Romans 4 celebrates the faith of the Old Testament 
patriarch Abraham.  Abraham believed the promise of 
God concerning the seed that would come from him.  
He believed the promise of God when it looked as 
though it was impossible that the promise could be ful-
!lled.  “And being not weak in faith, he considered not 
his own body now dead, when he was about an hundred 
years old, neither yet the deadness of Sara’s womb” (v. 
19).  Verses 20 and 21 continue, “He staggered not at 
the promise of God through unbelief; but was strong in 
faith, giving glory to God; and being fully persuaded 
that, what he had promised, he was able also to per-
form.”  In the strength of his faith, Abraham was “fully 
persuaded” of the promise of God.  That language ex-
presses the certainty of faith.

Faith is assurance.  Assurance is of the essence of 
faith.

Denials of assurance

The Reformed faith teaches that assurance is of the 
essence of faith.  Various false teachings deny that faith 
is assurance.

Roman Catholicism has always denied that assur-
ance is of the essence of faith.  This was a critical issue 
at the time of the Reformation.  The Reformation really 
began as the result of Luther’s quest for the assurance 
of his salvation.  The church of Luther’s day denied the 
very possibility of assurance.  That was due to Rome’s 
teaching of free will and works-righteousness.  No mat-
ter the good works that Luther performed, or his re-
liance on the storehouse of the good works of others, 
he could not enjoy peace with God and the assurance 
of his salvation.  It was only when Luther came to de-
pend, not on his own works, but on the perfect work of 
Christ alone, that Luther came to experience assurance 
of salvation.  Through faith in Christ, the doubts and 
fears that troubled him were chased away as the morn-
ing mist before the rising sun.  

Arminianism, too, denies the possibility of the assur-
ance of salvation.  At the time of the Synod of Dordrecht 
this was the position of the Arminians.  They taught 
that only those who received a special revelation from 

God could possess the assurance of salvation.  This is 
indicated in Canons V, 10, which denies that assurance 
is “produced by any peculiar revelation contrary to, 
or independent of the Word of God.”  What the arti-
cle rejects was exactly the teaching of the Arminians.  
The “Rejection of Errors” section of the Fifth Head 
of Doctrine of the Canons also repudiates the Armin-
ian teaching concerning assurance.  The Synod reject-
ed those who taught that “without a special revelation 
we can have no certainty of future perseverance in this 
life.”  The article goes on to teach that “by this doctrine 
the sure comfort of the true believers is taken away in 
this life, and the doubts of the papist [Roman Catholic 
Church] are again introduced into the church.”  

Besides those who deny the possibility of assurance, 
there are those whose teaching of assurance is fatally 
"awed.  

There have always been those in the Reformed camp 
who have taught that assurance of salvation depends on 
some sort of mystical experience.  There have been and 
are today those of this viewpoint in the Dutch Reformed 
churches, as well as the Scotch-Irish Presbyterians.  This 
mystical group is represented by the Netherlands Re-
formed Congregations in the United States and Canada.  
The evidence of this false view of assurance is that even 
in large congregations only a small handful of members, 
not even all the members of the consistory, partake of 
the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper.  

These people often view the Christian life as one of 
perpetual doubt and fear.  There have been those who 
lived and died in what seems to be a proud lack of as-
surance of salvation.  They, at least, are not like so many 
Christians who take their salvation for granted.  Oh, no!  
It must be given.  And if you do not have this assurance, 
it is not your fault, and there is nothing that you can do 
but wait for it to be given.  For some, you may safely live 
like the devil and sow your wild oats, until !nally God 
gives you the sign or experience upon which you can then 
ground the assurance of your salvation.  

Others have taught that assurance must be sought.  
Only after rigorous efforts throughout most of one’s 
life, usually at the very end of life, is assurance !nal-
ly achieved.  Ministers in these churches aim in their 
preaching to create doubt among their members.  Rath-
er than to comfort the people of God, they do all in 
their power to undermine their comfort.

The charismatics and Pentecostals also corrupt the 
truth concerning the assurance of salvation.  This has 
to do with their characteristic doctrine of the second 
work of the Holy Spirit.  The Pentecostals distinguish 
between the ordinary and the extraordinary work of 
the Holy Spirit.  By virtue of the Spirit’s work of re-
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generation and faith, all believers have the Holy Spirit.  
But in addition to this ordinary work of the Holy Spir-
it, there is a second work of the Spirit, the baptism in or 
with the Spirit.  This second work of the Holy Spirit is 
sometimes referred to as “being !lled with the Spirit,” 
or “the sealing of the Spirit.”  By virtue of this Spirit 
baptism, the Spirit-!lled believer receives the charis-
mata, the special gifts of the Spirit, especially the gifts 
of speaking in tongues and faith healing.  At the same 
time, it is only those who have received this second 
blessing who possess the 
assurance of salvation.  The 
ordinary believer, though 
regenerated and possessing 
the gift of faith, does not 
enjoy the “full assurance” 
of faith, which includes the 
assurance of salvation and 
perseverance in salvation.  
The teaching of the Pente-
costals is a direct broadside 
against the Reformed faith.  
Between the two there is 
and can be no agreement—
none whatsoever!

Assurance the work of 
the Holy Spirit

Assurance is of the essence 
of faith.  But the question 
is, “How does the Christian 
enjoy this assurance, the full 
assurance of faith?”  The 
answer is that just as faith 
is the gift and work of God, 
so also is the assurance of faith God’s gift and work.  
We must not suppose that God saves us, but that we 
accomplish the assurance of our salvation.  We must 
not think that God bestows the gift of faith, but we 
manufacture the assurance of faith.  We must not have 
the idea that there are certain steps to follow, certain 
levers to pull, certain buttons to push and, ‘presto,’ 
the Christian has the assurance of his salvation.  The 
church cannot give the assurance of salvation; the 
preacher cannot give assurance; a person cannot give 
himself the assurance of salvation.

God the Holy Spirit works assurance in the heart of 
the believer.  As it is the Spirit who bestows the gift of 
faith, so it is the Spirit who causes the believer to en-
joy the assurance of faith and salvation.  This is Paul’s 
teaching in Romans 8:16: “The Spirit itself beareth 
witness with our spirit, that we are the children of 

God.”  In Galatians 4:6 the same apostle teaches that 
“because ye are sons, God hath sent forth the Spirit of 
his Son into your hearts, crying, Abba, Father.”  The 
fruit of the work of the Spirit in the child of God is that 
he is assured that God is his loving heavenly Father 
and, therefore, he cries out, “Abba, Father.”

As always, God is a God of means.  Although it 
is the Holy Spirit who works assurance in the Chris-
tian, He does so through the preaching of the gos-
pel.  Through the Word as it is faithfully preached in 

the church, the Holy Spirit 
works and the Holy Spir-
it strengthens the assur-
ance of salvation.  Under 
the word of the gospel, the 
Spirit dispels our doubts 
and puts our fears to rest.  
He testi!es to elect believ-
ers that they are God’s pre-
cious children and that His 
Son has died for them.  

Here is where God’s 
people must go with their 
doubts and fears.  Under 
the preaching of the cross of 
Jesus Christ, His doing and 
dying, believers enjoy the 
assurance of their salvation.  
And under the same preach-
ing of the cross of Christ, the 
Holy Spirit strengthens us in 
our assurance.  

How foolish and fatal 
to cut one’s self off from 
the preaching of the gospel!  
Apart from the preaching of 

the gospel—the truth of the gospel—there is no possi-
bility of the assurance of faith.  Church membership, 
membership in a true church of Jesus Christ, is of the 
greatest importance for the assurance of faith.  For the 
enjoyment of assurance, for ourselves and for our chil-
dren, the necessity of faithful church membership can-
not be overstated.

 But the question is, “How does the 
Christian enjoy this assurance, the full 
assurance of faith?”  The answer is that 
just as faith is the gift and work of God, 
so also is the assurance of faith God’s 
gift and work.  We must not suppose that 
God saves us, but that we accomplish 
the assurance of our salvation.  We must 
not think that God bestows the gift of 
faith, but we manufacture the assurance 
of faith.  We must not have the idea that 
there are certain steps to follow, certain 
levers to pull, certain buttons to push and, 
‘presto,’ the Christian has the assurance 
of his salvation.  The church cannot give 
the assurance of salvation; the preacher 
cannot give assurance; a person cannot 
give himself the assurance of salvation.
 God the Holy Spirit works assurance in 
the heart of the believer.
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Taking heed to the doctrine
Prof. Ronald Cammenga, rector and professor of Dogmatics and Old Testament in 
the Protestant Reformed Theological Seminary

Assurance and good works (3)

Stooping to our weakness

“Calvinist believers who struggle with their assurance 
can never know with certainty that they are one of the 
elect.”  So writes Jerry L. Walls in Why I Am Not a 
Calvinist.1  The charge is as old as Arminianism.  It was 
an objection voiced by the Arminians (Remonstrants) 
prior to the Synod of Dordt.  

In reality, the opposite is true.  It is the teaching of 
Arminianism that strips believers of comfort.  This her-
esy maintains that Christ died for every human being 
without exception.  Despite a death of Christ intended 
for all men, God still sends some people to hell.  If it is 
true that even though Christ died for them, there are 
some whom God consigns to hell, how can I be sure that 
I am not one of them?  At the end of the day, I can have 
no assurance of !nal salvation and eternal life.

Assurance is enjoyed by the believer through faith 
in Jesus Christ.  Faith is assurance.  Faith is assurance 
because faith rests in Jesus Christ who died for elect 
sinners.  Faith is assurance because the death of Je-
sus Christ was a complete satisfaction of the claims of 
God’s justice for all for whom He died.  Faith is person-
al assurance.  It is the assurance that Christ died for me, 

1  Jerry L. Walls and Joseph R. Dongell, Why I Am Not a Calvinist 
(Downers Grove, IL:  InterVarsity Press, 2004), 192.

even for me.  It is the assurance that by His atonement, 
He covered the guilt of my sin—all my sins.  It is the 
assurance that He stood in my place and endured what I 
deserved to endure.  In the words of the Heidelberg Cat-
echism, it is the assurance “that not only to others, but 
to me also, remission of sin, everlasting righteousness, 
and salvation are freely given by God, merely of grace, 
only for the sake of Christ’s merits” (Q&A 21).

But our faith is not always as strong as it ought to be.  
There are mountain peaks and deep, dark valleys in the life 
of the believer.  There are times when our faith is strong; 
but there are also those times when our faith is weak.  Ev-
ery child of God can identify with the father of the lunatic 
boy, about whom we read that he cried out to Jesus with 
tears, “Lord, I believe; help thou mine unbelief” (Mark 
9:24).  We are imperfect saints—sinner-saints.  

God knows the weakness of our faith.  He knows how 
hard it is to believe that Christ died for me, even for me.  
What child of God cannot identify with the publican 
who smote his breast and cried out under the conviction 
of his sin, “God be merciful to me [the] sinner” (Luke 
18:13)?  God in His mercy stoops to the weakness of 
our faith and con!rms in us the assurance of salvation.  
Chie"y He does this through His Word—the preaching 
and teaching of His Word.  For the strengthening of our 
faith, He joins to the Word the administration of the 

as a lost child, but says, ‘I will arise and go to my Fa-
ther.’”1

Surely Jonah’s prayer was on his part an act of des-
peration, but it was also proof of what the Canons say 
in Head V, Article 7:  “For...in these falls He preserves 
in them the incorruptible seed of regeneration from per-
ishing, or being totally lost; and again, by His Word 
and Spirit, certainly and effectually renews them to re-
pentance, to a sincere and godly sorrow for their sins, 
that they may seek and obtain remission in the blood 
of the Mediator, may again experience the favor of a 

1 Patrick Fairbairn, Jonah:  His Life, Character and Mission 
(Grand Rapids, MI:  Kregel Publications, 1964), 69.

reconciled God, through faith adore His mercies, and 
henceforward more diligently work out their own salva-
tion with fear and trembling.”

In the con!dence that salvation is of the Lord, Jonah 
could pray to God believing that the Lord was still his 
God (v. 1).  That he could still pray and dared to pray 
was proof of God’s grace.  That he had the assurance 
his prayer was heard from the !sh’s belly was sovereign, 
saving grace (vv. 3, 7).  Even his acknowledgment that 
God had cast him into the deep (v. 4) was a recognition 
of God’s grace to him, an erring and wandering sinner.  
He had seen in his “af"iction” the saving grace of God 
and, if God was for him in af"icting him, what could 
possibly be against him?
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sacraments.  In relation to the preaching of the Word, 
the sacraments function as secondary means of grace.  

In addition, God also con!rms our assurance of salva-
tion through the evidence of His work of grace in our lives, 
including our good works.  Good works are used by God 
the Holy Spirit to strengthen the assurance of believers.  

The role of good works

Grace is not opposed to works.  This is the mistaken 
teaching of antinomianism.  To be sure, grace is 
opposed to works as the basis (ground or reason) for our 
salvation.  But grace is not opposed to works, to working 
energetically and sacri!cially.  Grace is not opposed to 
works as the expression of love and gratitude on the 
part of the redeemed sinner.  Grace is not opposed to 
working in the calling and station in life in which God 
has set each of us, no matter how lowly that calling may 
be regarded by some.  Grace is opposed to meriting, not 
working.  Grace is opposed to working to earn from 
God—anything from God.  But grace is not opposed 
to working in joyful service to the One who has saved 
us body and soul, for time and eternity, from death and 
hell.

God has determined that 
our good works, as the fruits 
of election and salvation, 
shall play a role in our as-
surance.  They are mistaken 
who contend that our good 
works have nothing to do 
with our assurance.  That 
our good works are not the 
basis for our assurance does 
not mean that our good 
works have absolutely no role 
to play in connection with 
assurance.  They do, and this 
can be demonstrated both from a negative viewpoint 
and from a positive viewpoint.  I want in this article to 
begin by focusing on the negative: the loss of assurance 
when we walk willfully in impenitent sin.  And then, in 
a future article, I want to look at the positive role that 
good works play with regard to assurance.

To begin with, it is the teaching of Scripture and our 
Reformed confessions that when the child of God goes 
on in a way of sin, God judges (chastens) him by taking 
away from him the assurance of salvation.  I consider it 
to be a prong—a very dangerous prong—of antinomi-
anism to deny that the people of God can ever lose the 
assurance of salvation.  

Some teach that the elect child of God, although he 
falls deeply into sin and goes on without repenting of 

his sin, still retains the sense that God is his God, that 
Christ is his Savior, and that he is indwelt by the Holy 
Spirit.  They hold that no matter how abhorrent the 
sin—spousal abuse, child molestation, pornography, 
marital in!delity, drug or alcohol addiction—and no 
matter how long the child of God goes on in the sin, he 
never loses the assurance of his salvation.  Sin as he may, 
stubbornly refuse to repent as she may, give themselves 
over to their sin as they may, they still retain God’s as-
surance and the Holy Spirit’s testimony that they are the 
children of God.  Even as they go on in their sin, they 
still have the con!dence that they belong to God as one 
of His elect, one of God’s own beloved sons or daugh-
ters.  In the past year, I have been confronted by those 
who have insisted on this very thing.  My !rst response 
has been, “Why then repent, if I can go on in sin and 
retain the assurance, at least to some degree, that I am 
an elect child of God?”

The loss of assurance

But apart from an instinctive response, this contention 
is contrary to Scripture, to our Reformed confessions, 
and to experience.  

Canons of Dordt, V, Arti-
cle 5 is clear:
By such enormous sins, 
however, they [true believers, 
according to V.4] very highly 
offend God, incur a deadly 
guilt, grieve the Holy Spirit, 
interrupt the exercise of faith, 
very grievously wound their 
consciences, and sometimes 
lose the sense of God’s 
favor for a time, until, on 
their returning into the right 
way of serious repentance, 
the light of God’s fatherly 
countenance again shines 

upon them.  (Emphasis added.) 

It should be clear that either one has or one does not 
have the sense of God’s favor.  They who walk impeni-
tently in sin lose, that is, lose altogether, lose completely, 
the sense of God’s favor.  Canons V.7 says that in the 
way of “a sincere and godly sorrow for their sins,” the 
repentant child of God “again experience[s] the favor of 
a reconciled God.”  What was not his experience while 
he went on in his sin, in the way of repentance is again 
his joyful experience.

In his commentary on Canons V.5, Homer C. Hoek-
sema has several pertinent things to say on this matter 
of the loss of assurance.  I highly recommend that our 

To begin with, it is the teaching of 
Scripture and our Reformed con-
fessions that when the child of God 
goes on in a way of sin, God judges 
(chastens) him by taking away from him 
the assurance of salvation.  I consider 
it to be a prong—a very dangerous 
prong—of antinomianism to deny that 
the people of God can ever lose the 
assurance of salvation. 
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readers study this chapter in The Voice of Our Fathers. 2  
In connection with this withdrawal of assurance, Hoek-
sema insists that “God does not ignore sins that remain 
in the saints.  It will not do to say that all those sins are 
not real because they have been covered by the blood 
of Christ” (428).   This in affect is what the antinomi-
an teaches.  Rather, “by such enormous sins the saints 
‘incur a deadly guilt.’”  This “we all know by expe-
rience.  All our sins in themselves make us feel guilty 
before God.  Otherwise we would never pray, ‘Forgive 
us our debts.’  As long as we do not get rid of this guilt 
by confessing our sins and seeking forgiveness through 
the blood of Calvary, our souls must carry the burden 
of guilt.”  He goes on:

In the case of gross sins, sins in which saints walk and 
for which they do not immediately come to repentance, 
the result can be only that the saints feel themselves to 
be in a state of damnation.  When they !nally come 
to the spiritual consciousness of these sins, the saints 
can give expression to that hopeless feeling.  This is 
fundamentally true with all sin.  As long as sin is not 
confessed in prayers for forgiveness, saints experience 
deadly guilt (429).

A bit later, Hoeksema says, “The grieved Spirit does 
not give up the elect and forsake them; but he withdraws 
from them in their consciousness” (430).  With reference 
to the language of Canons V.5, he says:  “When the Spirit 
is grieved and withdraws from the saints in their con-
sciousness, the exercise of their faith is interrupted, for 
the Spirit is the author of faith….  When saints sin and 
continue in sin, the exercise of their faith is interrupted” 
(430).  The consequence of this interruption of the ex-
ercise of faith is the loss of the assurance of salvation: 
“When by his enormous sins the child of God grieves the 
Holy Spirit, interrupts the exercise of faith, and wounds 
his conscience, the result must be that he loses his good 
conscience for a time” (431).  And further:

All that he has left is his old accusing conscience, the 
awareness of the condemning judgment of God.  This 
result follows inevitably upon the interruption of the 
exercise of faith, for the good conscience of the Christian 
is his apprehension by faith of the justifying judgment 
of God in Christ.  If the exercise of faith is interrupted, 
his good conscience is wounded, or silenced, and the 
evil, accusing conscience has full sway.  (431)

The last consequence of the saints walking in enormous 
sins, mentioned by the Canons in V.5 is that they “lose 
the sense of God’s favor for a time.”  Commenting on 

2  Homer C. Hoeksema, The Voice of Our Fathers: An Exposition 
of the Canons of Dordrecht (Jenison, MI:  Reformed Free Pub-
lishing Association, 1980, 2013 second ed.), 425-33.  Italics will 
always be my emphasis.

this aspect of God’s judgment on impenitent saints, 
Hoeksema says:

Once one has received the grace of God, he cannot 
lose it.  But it is possible and is a very painful reality 
to lose the sense of God’s grace.  Then one experiences 
what the psalmist describes in 32:3-4:  “When I kept 
silence, my bones waxed old through my roaring all 
the day long.  For day and night thy hand was heavy 
upon me: my moisture is turned into the drought of 
summer.”  One experiences that he cannot say, “This 
God is my God.”  He cannot say, “My only comfort 
is that I belong to my faithful savior Jesus Christ.” He 
loses the experience of God’s favor upon him and of the 
fellowship of God.  He experiences dreadful separation 
from God, that God’s face is hidden from him, that the 
light of his countenance does not shine upon him, and 
that his ear is not open to his prayers.  (431-32)

“Such a person,” Hoeksema continues,
may attend the preaching of the word, but he !nds no 
comfort, nourishment, and edi!cation in it.  The blessed 
tidings of the gospel do not seem to be directed to him 
personally.  Perhaps he makes use of the sacraments, but 
they render him no assurance and do not strengthen his 
faith.  He may attempt to sing the songs of Zion, but 
his heart is not in it.  How awful such periods in the 
life of the child of God can be!  How dreadfully real the 
thought can become to one in such a state that he is not a 
child of God.  Even after !nally coming to the realization 
of his gross sin, how painfully he can bemoan his state 
and in doubt and temptation complain that he cannot be 
a child of God.  How he may become the object of the 
!erce attacks of the devil, who accuses him on the basis 
of his enormous sins that he is not a saint at all (432).

This is all very real for the child of God who goes on 
stubbornly in his sin.  “Until one repents, the fatherly 
countenance of God does not shine upon him.  The way 
of life is the way of repentance, not the way of sin and 
impenitence, and only in the way of repentance can one 
have the sense of God’s favor” (432).  

Note that:  “only in the way of repentance can one 
have the sense of God’s favor.”  Never in the way of 
impenitence can we enjoy the sense of God’s favor, but 
only ever in the way of repentance.  And that for a good 
reason.  The reason is that God uses the loss of His fa-
therly favor as one of the important things that brings 
His wayward child to his senses so that he resolves to 
return to the bosom of Father.  The child of God simply 
cannot stand the darkness of soul that accompanies the 
loss of the sense of God’s favor.  God uses this to bring 
His prodigal son or daughter to their knees with the 
determination, “I will arise and go to my Father” (Luke 
15:18a).
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have been several children’s productions pushing this 
liberal agenda.  Without commentary, I list other ex-
amples to demonstrate the current trend in the children 
entertainment industry.  In Muppet Babies on Disney 
Junior, the character Gonzo is shown cross-dressing in 
a princess dress.7  In a reboot of Rugrats, the two main 
characters’ mother is a single lesbian.8  The children’s 
programming network Nickelodeon will feature its first 
openly identified transgender 13-year-old in a program 
called Danger Force.9  Finally, moving away from the 
screen and to the page, Robin, the well-known sidekick 
of Batman, came out as bisexual in a recent comic.10

God’s Word is clear:  protect and nurture the children 

7 https://www.christianpost.com/news/muppet-babies-disney-
show-features-cross-dressing-gonzo.html.

8 https://www.christianpost.com/news/rugrats-reboot-to-feature-
betty-as-lesbian-single-mom.html.

9 https://www.christianpost.com/news/nickelodeon-to-feature-
first-trans-identified-teen-on-kids-show.html.

10  https://www.nbcnews.com/nbc-out/out-pop-culture/robin-ex-
plores-bisexuality-new-batman-comic-rcna1647.

of the church of Jesus Christ.  We hear the command 
of Jesus to Peter, and thus to leaders in the church of 
Christ throughout the new dispensation, in John 21:15, 
“Feed my lambs,” which was spoken to Peter after he 
responded to Jesus’ question, “Simon, son of Jonas, 
lovest thou me more than these?”  The essential point 
is clear:  to love Jesus is to love the lambs in the church.  
We hear the warning that Jesus pronounces regarding 
offending and hurting the little ones in the church in 
Matthew 18:6, “But whoso shall offend one of these 
little ones which believe in me, it were better for him 
that a millstone were hanged about his neck, and that 
he were drowned in the depth of the sea.”  

May the reading of these examples lead us to protect 
Christ’s lambs, exercising vigilance in overseeing what 
enters their minds and hearts through their eyes and 
ears.  Moreover, may it lead us to nurture and teach 
our children, even our very young children, by filling 
their minds and hearts with the truth of the Word of 
God and the gospel of Jesus Christ.  Last, may God be 
pleased to preserve unto Himself the next generation of 
His adopted sons and daughters in Jesus Christ.

Taking heed to the doctrine
Prof. Ronald Cammenga, rector and professor of Dogmatics and Old Testament in 
the Protestant Reformed Theological Seminary

Assurance and good works (4)

True faith distinguished from wicked presumption

Although assurance is of the essence of faith, the faith of 
God’s people is an imperfect faith.  Their faith is often 
mixed with unbelief.  Although strong at times, there 
are other times when faith is weak.  Mingled with true 
faith are doubts and fears.  Besides the mountain tops of 
faith, there are also the deep, dark valleys.  In His infinite 
goodness, God stoops to the weakness of our faith.  
With a view to the assurance of faith, God in various 
ways and by various means is pleased to confirm our 
assurance.  One way in which God confirms believers 
in their assurance of salvation is by enabling them to 
observe in themselves the fruits of election and faith.  
By observing in themselves the infallible fruits of their 
salvation, they may conclude that they are assuredly the 
children of God.  

In this respect, assurance is distinct from presump-
tion.  Wicked presumption has no support in reality.  
There is absolutely no reason for those who are pre-
sumptuous to suppose that they are the children of God.  
Like the wicked scribes and Pharisees of Jesus’ day, who 
steadfastly maintained that they were the children of 
Abraham although they did not have the faith of their 
father Abraham, so the wickedly presumptuous in every 
age deceive themselves and others into supposing that 
they are the children of God.  Despite the complete ab-
sence of any real evidence of the grace of God in their 
lives, they claim that they are children of God.  But they 
are hypocrites, who are carnally secure.  They wickedly 
distort the saving grace of God and live careless and 
profane lives.  In fact, they are accursed of God and will 
one day be beaten with double stripes.  

In distinction from those who are wickedly presump-

Previous article in this series:  May 15, 2021, p. 375.
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tuous, the elect children of God manifest the fruits of 
their election in godly lives lived in the midst of the 
present evil world.  As the Heidelberg Catechism teach-
es (Q&A 64), “it is impossible that those, who are im-
planted into Christ by a true faith, should not bring 
forth fruits of thankfulness.” 

Practical syllogism and mystical syllogism

A helpful way in which theologians have distinguished the 
fruits of election is by use of two syllogisms, the practical 
syllogism and the mystical syllogism.  A syllogism is an 
argument, a logical argument.  A syllogism ordinarily 
consists of two premises or presuppositions followed by 
a conclusion.  An illustration would be: 

All marsupials nourish their young in a pouch on the 
female.  
A kangaroo nourishes its young in a pouch on the 
female.
Therefore, kangaroos are marsupials.

Although theologians refer to the practical and mys-
tical syllogisms, we must not suppose that the assurance 
of salvation is simply a matter of logical argumentation.  
The assurance of salvation is not merely a matter of log-
ic—proper reasoning.  For one thing, the assurance of 
salvation is a spiritual matter and, therefore, not merely 
a logical conclusion.  For another thing, if the assur-
ance of salvation were merely a matter of logical argu-
mentation, this would rob the Holy Spirit of His crucial 
role in working and in confirming the child of God in 
the assurance of his salvation.  It is the Holy Spirit as 
the Comforter who is the Author and Preserver of the 
assurance of salvation in the believer.  He is the One, 
according to the apostle in Romans 8:15-16, who causes 
us to cry out, “Abba, Father.”  We cannot know God as 
our loving heavenly Father apart from the saving work 
of the Holy Spirit.

Nevertheless, use has been made of these syllogisms 
in order to call attention to the fruits of election and faith 
as the evidence of the saving work of God in the believ-
er.  The two syllogisms focus on two general categories 
of fruits of the Spirit.  The practical syllogism focuses on 
evidence that is outward and observable, known both to 
the child of God and to others.  The practical syllogism 
concerns the practical life of Christians in marriage and 
the family, in the church, and in the world.  It concerns 
that which the believer and others observe of his words 
and actions.  In distinction from the practical syllogism, 
the mystical syllogism focuses on that which is unseen 
and therefore mysterious, that which is within the child 
of God.  The mystical syllogism focuses on that which is 
known only to God and to the child of God.

God’s people show forth in their lives the evidence 
and fruits of the Holy Spirit.  They are gentle towards 
all men.  They speak the truth to the neighbor and do 
not participate in backbiting or slander.  They obey 
the laws of the land.  They are honest is their business 
dealings.  They are faithful in their church attendance.  
They assist those who are in need, visiting the fatherless 
and widows in their afflictions.  They publicly confess 
their faith in the Lord Jesus Christ and are willing to 
suffer persecution, if necessary even martyrdom, for the 
sake of the truth of Jesus Christ.  From the presence of 
these evidences of grace in their lives, the children of 
God are confirmed in the assurance of salvation.  These 
fruits of grace are not evident in the life of the ungodly.  
They certainly are not evident as the sacrifices of praise 
willingly offered up to God in gratitude for salvation.  
The presence of these good works in the believer’s life 
confirm his assurance of salvation.  This is the practical 
syllogism.

But the evidences of grace are also present within be-
lievers, in their hearts, minds, and wills.  They include 
those things that are wrought mysteriously by the Holy 
Spirit within the children of God.  Chiefly, they believe 
the gospel and believe in Jesus Christ who is preached 
in the gospel.  Faith is an outstanding fruit of grace.  
Additionally, believers love God and the neighbor as 
themselves—his wife or her husband, their children, 
the fellow church member.  They want to please God 
and keep His commandments.  They are sorry for their 
sins, sincerely repent of their sins, confess them, and 
fight against them.  These are the evidences of grace 
within the children of God, which confirm their as-
surance of salvation.  The Beatitudes in Jesus’ Sermon 
on the Mount (Matt. 5:1-12) are primarily concerned 
with these inward graces:  the poor in spirit, those who 
mourn over their sins, the meek of heart, those who 
hunger and thirst after righteousness, those who are 
merciful, the pure in heart, and those who are peace-
able.  Such, Jesus teaches, may be assured that they are 
citizens of the kingdom of heaven.  They will be reviled 
and persecuted by the world, but “theirs is the kingdom 
of heaven” (Matt. 5:10).  These inward graces are the 
focus of the mystical syllogism. 

The Reformed confessions:  
The Heidelberg Catechism

At this point in our consideration of the proper role of 
good works in the assurance of the child of God, we will 
examine the testimony of the Reformed confessions.  
The Reformed confessions teach clearly that the good 
works of the child of God are used by the Holy Spirit 
to confirm in the believer the assurance of his salvation.  
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Membership in the church, therefore, vital 
church membership, is an outstanding 
evidence that one is included in the 
number of the elect.  Living membership 
in a true church of Jesus Christ, is used by 
the Holy Spirit to confirm the believer in 
the assurance of his personal and eternal 
election by God.

Although the confessions do not explicitly speak of 
or distinguish the practical syllogism and the mystical 
syllogism, nevertheless the confessions do refer to both 
the outward and the inward graces of the Holy Spirit, 
which serve as evidences of salvation.  And, therefore, 
the believer in whom these evidences are found may be 
strengthened in the assurance of salvation.  

The Heidelberg Catechism in Lord’s Day 21 estab-
lishes the close connection between assurance and the 
fruits of election in the life of the child of God, partic-
ularly the fruit of living membership in the church of 
Jesus Christ.  This is especially the teaching of Q&A 54: 

Q.  What believest thou concerning the “holy catholic 
church” of Christ?
A.  That the Son of God from the beginning to the end 
of the world, gathers, defends, 
and preserves to Himself by 
His Spirit and word, out of the 
whole human race, a church 
chosen to everlasting life, 
agreeing in true faith; and that 
I am and forever shall remain, 
a living member thereof.

The blessed assurance of the 
Christian is “that I am and for-
ever shall remain, a living mem-
ber” of the church of Jesus Christ.  Blessed assurance, in-
deed!  Confidence for the present!  Hope for the future!

This church is “chosen to everlasting life” and is, 
therefore, the company of the elect.  The assurance of 
Lord’s Day 21 includes nothing less than the assurance 
of election.  This assurance is enjoyed, first of all, only 
by those who are members of the church, the institut-
ed church of Jesus Christ in the world.  None who dis-
dain membership in the church or who forsake church 
membership can enjoy the assurance of election.  Second-
ly, this assurance is enjoyed in a church that is united 
in “true faith.”  Assurance of election is not enjoyed by 
those who are members of just any church, certainly not 
of a false church or an apostate church, nor of a sectarian 
group that has separated from the true church.  But as-
surance of election is enjoyed by those who are members 
of a church that holds to the “true faith.”  And third, the 
assurance of election is enjoyed by those who are “living 
members” of the church of Christ.  Not those who are 
only formally members of the church whose names are 
inscribed on the membership roll of a church but who 
attend services only on Easter and Christmas enjoy the 
assurance of election.  But assurance that they have been 
“chosen to everlasting life” is enjoyed by those who are 
faithful, living, and active church members.

Membership in the church, therefore, vital church 
membership, is an outstanding evidence that one is in-
cluded in the number of the elect.  Living membership in 
a true church of Jesus Christ, is used by the Holy Spirit 
to confirm the believer in the assurance of his personal 
and eternal election by God.  The importance of mem-
bership in the instituted church cannot be overstated.

Commenting on Q&A 54 in his The Triple Knowl-
edge, Herman Hoeksema writes,

In order, therefore, to live in the consciousness of being a 
member of the church of Christ, in the joyous assurance 
of my personal salvation, my faith must be conscious and 
healthy.  I must not simply have the power of faith, but 
faith must be active….  It is, therefore, indispensable for 
the assurance of my personal salvation that I diligently 

attend the preaching of the 
Word of God, and faithfully 
partake of the sacraments the 
Lord has instituted for the 
confirmation of our faith.1

A bit later in the same 
chapter, Hoeksema adds,

 The way in which we 
may so hear the Word of God 
that we are assured of our 
calling and election is that of 

obedience to the Word, and of sanctification.

 If we walk in ways of the world, of carnal lust and 
pleasure; if we do not put off the old man, and put on 
the new; or if there be some sin in our life which we 
nourish, for the which we will not repent, the Spirit 
does not witness with our spirit that we are the sons 
of God…and we will not possess the glad assurance of 
our personal salvation, as long as we refuse to cleanse 
ourselves from every defilement of the flesh and of the 
Spirit, perfecting holiness in the fear of God.

 This connection between hearing the Word of 
God and a walk in true sanctification, and, therefore, 
between a life of obedience to the Word and our 
personal assurance of salvation, the Bible emphasizes 
frequently.2

Our personal assurance of salvation is confirmed un-
der the hearing of the Word of God in the church and 
in the way of a walk in sanctification.  What God has 
joined together, let no man put asunder!

1 Herman Hoeksema, Triple Knowledge, 3:225.  (Grand Rapids:  
Reformed Free Publishing Association, 1972).

2 Hoeksema, 3:226. 

Sept-15b.indd   491 8/30/2021   6:51:51 PM


