Liturgy:
Reading : 2 Peter 1, 1-11
Text       : CoD I, 12-14 

Ps.    89 : 1,3

Ps.    52 : 6

Ps.  145 : 1
Ps.   135 : 1,2,10
Hy    60 : 1,2,4
Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

As I have mentioned it also in some earlier sermons on the Canons of Dort, oftentimes the doctrine concerning God’s election from eternity is considered as being a very difficult subject, especially with respect to the question whether we can be indeed 100%  sure of belonging to God’s elect. The whole subject of election often leaves people with more questions than providing them with clear answers. Maybe, this is one of the reasons that generally not many sermons are devoted to this subject either. 
Art. 14 of Ch. 1 of the Canons of Dort, however, clearly states that we are not allowed to keep silence about this part of the doctrine of the church, since it is fundamental to the riches of our faith, no less than the doctrine of our justification in Christ or the doctrine about God’s providence. In fact, they all belong together as part of the whole counsel of God revealed to us in Scripture.
I realize the subject of election is a very delicate subject. Hence, Art. 14 also states, when dealing with this subject it should be done “with a spirit of discretion, in a reverent and holy manner, without inquisitively prying into the ways of the most High.”

In connection with this, I would like to share with you the following comment, which I read somewhere, 

“Strictly speaking, the point is not to learn more about our election, but rather to get to know better the God of our election...In the gospel we hear the voice of God, who according to His sovereign good pleasure chose in Christ His people. Through His Word and Spirit, God drew this people of His sovereign pleasure out of the darkness unto Him as His children. As the God of the covenant, the covenant of grace, He taught this people, He had chosen first. now also to make a choice for Him.”
With these words, the author wants to show that all this is indeed God’s work and not our doing, i.e. the work of Him, who today comes to us in Jesus Christ, but who is also the same God, known from the OT as the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.

On purpose I make this reference to God being also the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, since this has everything to do with the subject at hand, the doctrine of election. For who is the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob? It is the God of the covenant, who according to the sovereign good pleasure of His will made a new start with Abraham. The same God later on also chose Isaac and not Ishmael, chose Jacob and not Esau. Not because the one was better than the other, but by grace only, in a similar way as we too are chosen in Christ by grace alone. Indeed this is the same God, whose decree is from eternity; a decree which is also unchangeable, as we spoke about it last week in the sermon.
Last week we looked at the comfort this may give us. God does not change. Hence there are not various decrees, but only one decree. Because of this decree, we have the assurance that God’s plan with our life cannot be broken. Nothing is able to separate us from God’s love in Jesus Christ our Lord. Yes, it is in Christ alone that we can find true security in life, i.e. in Him, who is the Redeemer of our life, in whom our hope is founded through ever changing day and night.

The question we often still struggle with is: how sure can I be of all this, especially in view of the many sins and weaknesses still present in our life, each day again. Last week in the sermon, the focus was on the assurance from God’s side that those whom He has chosen in Christ without any doubt will all safely arrive in the New Jerusalem, none of the elect will miss out, since God’s decree is unchangeable. This assurance we never have to doubt.

This point we want to deal with this afternoon is: how do we receive assurance that this applies also to us personally. How do I receive assurance that I personally am one of these elect, whom God will bring home safely? Well, let us listen to the gospel I may proclaim to you this afternoon.
THE GOSPEL ABOUT THE ASSURANCE OF OUR ELECTION
We will deal with the following two questions

1) How can we be assured of being elected

2) Being assured, how ought we to live accordingly

I
As I just mentioned it, beloved, one of the questions children of God often struggle with is, “How do I know for sure that I belong to God’s elect?” As such there is a very simple answer to this question. How do I know? The simple answer is: by clinging to Christ in true faith. I give this answer on the basis of how the HC describes true faith. According to Answer 21 HC, true faith is – I summarize it now in my own words – first, to accept that the promises of God which we read in His Word are true. Next, we must trust – the HC speaks about a firm confidence, which is what trust is all about – well, in addition to believing that God’s promise are true and trustworthy, faith also means that we now trust that these promises are not only for others, but also for me. 
What are these promises? In a nutshell we can summarize all God’s promises in one Name: Jesus Christ being the Redeemer of our life, our Rock, our refuge. He is indeed at the centre of all God’s promises that come to us in the gospel that is preached to us every Sunday. He was also at the centre of the promises we could cling to today, when celebrating the Lord’s Supper. By firmly believing that these promises are true and have been given to us, as surely as we ate from the bread and drunk from the cup, so sure we may now also be that we belong to God’s elect, without any doubt.
Being certain of belonging to God’s elect thus is: rejoicing in faith that you have a bond with Christ, i.e. He in whom God has chosen also you, beloved. This certainty we receive indeed by faith alone, i.e. by living our faith in the things of every day life; in other words: by living close to God each day. 

One may wonder, if it is indeed so simple, why then do children of God often struggle with the question whether they really belong to the elect or not? Why is there sometimes doubt, even in the hearts of upright children of God? 
The reason is, beloved, because even the elect still struggle with sin in their lives. It is these sins, the weaknesses and shortcomings in faith that cause us to doubt at times. The Canons itself mentions this as well, namely in the fifth chapter that deals with the Perseverance of the Saints. This chapter says that in addition to being assured of being elected, we may also be assured of the fact that God will preserve us in this election. But then it says, Art. 11, “Scripture meanwhile testifies that the believers in this life have to struggle with various doubts of the flesh and, placed under severe temptation, do not always feel this assurance of faith and certainty...”
Indeed, there are times that believers do not feel the certainty of belonging to the elect. Yet, beloved, the riches of our faith do not depend on our feelings – thankfully not! Instead they are rooted in the certainty of God’s promises in Jesus Christ. To these we may cling, especially at times when doubt sets in. That’s why we celebrated Holy Supper today: to be reassured of these promises. By eating from the bread and by drinking from the cup we were reassured today that despite the many sins and weaknesses there often still are also in our life, God does not hold them against us, where in true repentance we have sought forgiveness for these sins.
Well, beloved, the same applies to the certainty of belonging to the elect. That certainty we do not find by seeing that there is no longer any sin in our life, but instead this certainty we may receive when there is sincere heartfelt grief in our life about the sins we have committed.

Just have a look at the fruits of election mentioned in Art. 12.  It does not read there that one can become sure of his election by observing in himself the fruit of sinlessness or perfect obedience. Instead Art 12 points to fruits such as true faith in Christ, a childlike fear of God, a godly sorrow for the sins we have committed, and a hunger an thirst for righteousness. In this article, among the fruits mentioned, we also find sorrow for sins, which highlights there are still sins also in the lives of the elect. It is the old nature against we have to fight as long as live in this present life. Hence – as someone wrote – the evidence of election lies not in the absence of sin, but in the attitude and response to sin. 
To say it with the words of the HC, LD 33, do we indeed grieve with heartfelt sorrow that we have offended God by our sin? Do we really hate sin and as a result do we also have the desire to flee from it? In practical terms this means, not just walking at the borderline to see in how far we still can join in with the fun this world has for offer: in partying, watching movies or even in the way we dress, but instead making clear were we stand, finding joy in serving God and doing His will. Art. 12 speaks about hungering and thirsting after righteousness. These words are quoted from Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount, Mt. 5, 6, “...” Hunger and thirst – this refers to the food and drink we need, the spiritual food and drink, to seek our life outside of ourselves to find it in Jesus Christ alone. 
Again, it refers to finding joy in living our faith each day, by living close to God in all that we do. In all that we do – that is also in spending our leisure time. Living close to God, when we are out and about on Saturday night – yes also then it should be our joy that we belong to God and not to the world. Yes this should be visible, also when we are out and about, having fun. In other words, there is nothing wrong with having fun, but do we still know what Christian fun is all about.  A few months ago, during the youth congress with theme ‘Living holy lives”, I was amazed that on the Sunday evening, having had a good sermon discussion first, that after that later during that evening 220 young people could have great and clean fun without any alcohol whatsoever. It was great to see, great to thank the Lord for.
Going back to the articles of the Canons of Dort we are dealing with this afternoon, I like to mention that the fruits listed in article 12 are not exhaustive. One could easily mention more fruits, e.g. the fruit of Spirit, which the apostle Paul describes in Gal. 5, 22 + 23 as follows, “love, joy, peace, longsuffering, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.” 
All these fruits, beloved, are not from ourselves, but they find their root in Christ and His sanctifying work in our life by the power of the Holy Spirit. Hence, how do we receive assurance of our election? The answer is: by examining what Christ accomplishes in our life. Being grafted in Him – says the HC in Answer 64 – it is impossible that these fruits are not there in our life. Christ Himself has said this as well, namely in John 15, where our Saviour speaks about the relationship between Him and us using the image of the vine and the branches. In vs. 4 of this chapter Christ says, “...”  
Abiding in Christ – more practical this means: looking away from yourself, to find your happiness in Christ alone. To find happiness in doing His will and this out of thankfulness for the redemption He obtained for us. 
Abide in me, says Christ, where after He continues as follows, John 15, 5, “He who abides in Me ...bears much fruit.” Note, the Lord Jesus does not say that person can bear much fruit. He simple says, “That person bears much fruit.” In other words, faith must become visible in fruits.
In connection with the subject we are dealing with, I could also say, election becomes visible in fruits. When observing these fruits, we indeed don’t have to doubt our election. After all, as the Lord Jesus also says it the Sermon on the Mount, a tree is known by its fruit. Well that’s how we may also observe within us the unfailing fruits of election: the main fruit being a living faith, which will observe these fruits not in a haughty way, but in a very humble way. 
One may say how now does all this work in practical terms. Let me try to make this clear with the following example. For a moment look at your own life in retrospect and think of that difficult day you had to face, some time ago. Perhaps beforehand you were worried, how will I ever get through this very difficult day.  For example, that day that you stood at the graveside of a loved one, or that day that you had to visit the doctors to find out about a certain crucial blood test, knowing that perhaps it could be cancer. Yet your faith gave you strength. 
Others may think back of that night when you were very close to giving in to a certain temptations, very close to doing the wrong thing, yet your faith gave you strength to say ‘No!’ Or to give a happier example, you may think back of those evenings that you really rejoiced in reading God’s Word and were strengthened in faith. All these things are evidence of fruits of faith, which assure us, it’s not just a hoax. It’s real. God is there to hold me and to keep me. I’m His child. There is no need to doubt, no need to doubt even my election, not because of me, but because of Christ’s work within me. He is the Author and Finisher of our faith, in whom also our election is sure. Beloved, what a wonderful experience this is, when is this way we may indeed be free of any doubt.
Some people have criticized this by saying that in this way we seek our assurance in personal feelings or in the things we do, instead of trusting fully the promises God has given us in the gospel. Yet, beloved, this criticism is unfounded. The point is not that our faith or for that matter our election stands or falls with what we experience of it. This would indeed be very fickle. For, what if we don’t have these feelings or cannot testify to some of these experiences? Thankfully, it’s not so that we have to look for certainty in ourselves. This would indeed be a dead end road. The only ground for this assurance is found in the sure and trustworthy promises of God that we are His always, even at times that we don’t feel it. Even then, we may be 100 % sure without any doubt. 
Finally, I like to add the following. At times it can also happen that we indeed do fully trust God’s sure promise without any doubt. We firmly believe that God is near even in the deepest valley and that His grace is always sufficient to carry us. We know it, yet inwardly we don’t feel it. In other words, we don’t doubt God’s sure promises, but rather our own faith. Well, it is in cases like these that looking at certain fruits can give reassurance. The reason for this is not that we want to seek for certainty in ourselves, but for certainty of things God does in our life. Beloved, when living your life in thankfulness to God on a daily basis, the more you will rejoice in this assurance, God wants to give you. Like a child at home doing the dishes not because he has to, but out of true love for his parents. Such a child when doing the dishes can really rejoice in the fact how good it is to be at home, to have such wonderful parents. You could say, doing the dishes as fruit of this love reassures this child of the good relationship he has with his parents, not because of what he does for his parents, but instead while doing the dishes this child rejoices in having such wonderful parents., which makes doing the dishes not a chore but a joy instead.

Well, beloved, likewise we may daily rejoice in having such a wonderful God, whose love towards us never fails. When rejoicing in this love, who would ever doubt whether he belongs to God’s elect? Instead then this joy about God’s love towards us sinners, who have been redeemed in Christ – as we feasted on this today at the Lord’s Supper table – that joy will cast all doubt away. We are God’s children, we belong to the elect, as surely as we ate from the bread and drunk from the cup.
II
Having dealt with the question how we can be assured of being elected, Art. 13 points to the purpose of this assurance, namely that it provides the children of God with a greater reason for daily humbling themselves before God. This article of the Canons of Dort deals with the same question as put by LD 24 HC, namely this question, “Does this teaching not make people careless and wicked?” This is actually what the Arminians taught, that the assurances of being elected would be detrimental to the spiritual life of the saints. However, Art. 13 confesses the opposite. Let me just quote the first sentence of this article, “...” True assurance indeed rules out all complacency and carelessness. Instead it leads to diligence in holiness, honest self-examination and a sincere desire to live in communion with Him, who in Christ chose us to be His. True assurances will cause children of God to direct all their energy towards confirming what God is working in them. That’s what the apostle Peter means when he writes in his second letter, Ch. 1, 10, “...”
One may wonder how you can make your election sure. After all, this election is sure. This is indeed true. God’s choice for us is firm and unchangeable. As far as that is concerned there is nothing to be made sure by us. Yet the point is, being assured of this, Scripture now also calls us to live accordingly, for then the assurance, which there already is, will even grow stronger.
How? Well, so also Peter says, by producing fruits, as he mentions them in the verses 5 – 7 of this same chapter, “...” Beloved, when we no longer observe these fruits of a living faith within us, also the joy of faith fades away and as a result the certainty, which comes by faith and living a thankful life, also that certainty grows dim. Instead, doubt and fear set in.
Well, this brings us back to Art. 14, with which we also started the sermon this afternoon, namely how election is to be taught. This must happen, says Art. 14 in such a way, that first of all God’s most holy name receives all honour and glory. Next, it should also happen in such a way that God’s children are comforted. Concluding this afternoon’ sermon, I would like to look a bit closer at this twofold purpose of speaking about election in the right manner.

Concerning God’s decree of election, beloved, instead of thinking about it as a difficult subject, try to start with thinking about God’s love for sinners – undeserving love for me a sinner. That’s at the heart of this decree. Yes, when seeing what God did in realizing this decree, one stands in awe, which in turn incites us to break forth in praise to God. Next, when thinking that we are indeed totally undeserving of all this, the more our hearts will be filled with thanksgiving and love, which in turn leads to greater obedience.

See, that’s election, beloved, not as some kind of dry theory, but instead when embracing this electing love of our faithful covenant God , we will find comfort, true comfort amidst the struggles of this present life. When as God’s children we live in faithful dependence on Him, who has chosen us in Christ to salvation, we have indeed a secure anchorage. For God will protect His chosen ones. He will keep us from falling and finally through His Holy Spirit present us without blemish among the assembly of the elect in life eternal, as the apostle Peter speaks about it in vs. 11, “…” Thus through the Holy Spirit being assured of our election in Christ, we may cling to this promise, the promise of receiving a rich entrance into the everlasting kingdom of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ.

Beloved, may the Lord grant to all of us that we always stay focused on this glorious future, for which God has destined us. How do we stay focused? We will, when indeed day by day we live our faith in active service before the Lord, following the roads pointed out on in the roadmap given to us, God’s Word, which time and again points us to Christ as the Author and Finisher of our faith. Then the journey at present might not be always easy, which at times may raise questions within us. Yet, beloved, instead of trying inquisitively to find answers to these questions, let us hold on to the comfort God wants to give us and praise Him for it. May this be the fruit also of today’s celebration of the Lord’s Supper as well as of this afternoon’s preaching: living our faith to the glory of Him to whom we belong.
Amen.
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