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Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

When dealing with Art. 16 of Ch. 1 of the Canons of Dort, we spoke about the pastoral sensitivity with which this article was written, especially in addressing those who struggle with the assurance of their election, encouraging them in continuing to use the means by which the LORD wants to strengthen the faith of His children. In a similar way, it encourages also those who are on the verge of despair in their struggle with specific sins in their life, fighting hard, yet wondering whether they will ever obtain victory – addressing these members this article says don’t become disheartened but keep clinging to God’s mercies each day anew, since God has promised in His Word not to quench the smoking flax nor to break the bruised reed.
Art. 16 – an article written with a pastoral heart for struggling children of God. Well, beloved, this same pastoral sensitivity we also meet in Art. 17, which was written to comfort struggling parents in their grief and pain concerning the death of one of their children, called by God out of this life at a very young age. When reading this article, Br. & Sr., we should realize that it was written during a time that medical knowledge was less advanced than today, less advanced also with respect to child birth. It was  a time with a high rate of infant mortality. There was hardly any family that had never been confronted with a child having died in infancy. Apart from dealing with the pain and hurt of losing a child, in addition, even in the church, many of these parents often also struggled with the question where their child would be? Would it truly be with the LORD? 
I don’t think I’m mistaken, when I say that with respect to this last question even today at times couples struggle, not only in case of a still born baby, but also in cases – and perhaps even more so then – when there is a miscarriage, perhaps no more than just two or three months of life within the mother’s womb. Where are these children, about whom at times doctors at a maternity ward can hardly care less, which only adds to the pain these mothers already go through. On top of it, also from within the membership within the congregation sometimes comments are made, which are far from comforting. Just a miscarriage – yet do we still believe that the LORD is building His church also through the birth of these very little ones, who never saw the light of life on this earth.

It is this matter, which is at the heart of Art.17. A very comforting article – especially when reading it in opposition to what the Arminians taught, who denied both election and reprobation of infants. They had to do so because of their teaching of conditional election, saying that predestination was conditional on faith or unbelief. Yet infants have not reached an age at which they are able to respond to the gospel by faith or unbelief. They are incapable of fulfilling any of the preconditions. Hence they cannot possible be elect or reprobate. Despite this teaching, nevertheless the Arminians still insisted on the salvation of infants, yet on what basis? This whole teaching in the end left many parents wondering. It did not give them true comfort in time of grief.
Well, it is against this backdrop that our fathers formulated Art. 17. Focussing on this article this afternoon I may proclaim to you
THE GOSPEL OF GOD’S ELECTING GRACE

CONCERNING THE CHILDREN OF BELIEVING PARENTS

Gospel – good news
1) Since these children too are chosen in Christ

2) Hence when mourning their death, there is comfort for their parents

I
Beloved, if it were true indeed that we could not say anything about the salvation of the little children within the congregation, those little ones be it now at home or in crèche – if we indeed could say nothing about the salvation of these little ones, we would have no real comfort either, when the LORD would call them out of this life at a very young age. In addition, if we could indeed say nothing about their salvation, why would we baptize these little ones? Then also their baptism would be without meaning.
Yet what does Art. 17 say? On the basis of God’s infallible Word we believe “that the children of believers are holy, not by nature but in virtue of the covenant of grace, in which they are included with their parents.” They are holy, i.e. set apart by God Himself and so distinguished from the children of unbelievers, as we read it in Answer 74 HC. 
In Ch. 1, Art. 17, CoD it reads, we conclude all this from God’s own Word. Hence, it’s not what we think concerning the salvation of our children, but what God Himself says about these little ones He has entrusted to us.
In the theme of this afternoon’s sermon I mentioned God’s electing grace; electing grace also where it concerns little children. When I was writing this sentence down, there was a song that came to my mind, a song most of us know. This song:

Jesus loves the little children,
All the children of the world.
Red and yellow, black and white,
All are precious in His sight,
Jesus loves the little children of the world.
Do you know, beloved, that there is also an alternative version to this refrain of the song? It’s this alternative version, which drives the matter I would like to address this afternoon, home even more clearly This alternative version reads as follows
Jesus died for all the children,
All the children of the world.
Red and yellow, black and white,
All are precious in His sight,
Jesus died for all the children of the world.
In this song we truly see the influence of Arminianism, which insists on the salvation of all infants. Yet Scripture teaches differently. Also with respect to little children, there is difference between the children of believers and the children of unbelievers. In the Form for the Baptism it reads, even regarding those who believe, “We and our children are conceived and born in sin and are therefore by nature children of wrath, so that we cannot enter the kingdom of God unless we are born again.” Because of what happened in Paradise, where all men sinned in Adam, all men – we and our children included – were deserving of God’s wrath. All men, which means the little children as much as the adults. All were deserving of God’s wrath. Hence – as we learned it from Art. 1 – “God would have done no one an injustice if it had been His will to leave the whole human race in sin and under the curse,” little children included. 
Yet in sovereign grace God decided differently by choosing a definite number of people to give them (together with their children) saving faith and the grace of conversion. It’s this sovereign decision of God, choosing some and leaving others in the common misery in which by their own fault had plunged themselves – it’s this sovereign decision of God which makes distinction also between all the little children of the world.
To make this clear from Scripture, for a moment let us open our Bibles in the book of Genesis, where we read – after God had been disappointed again in the actions of the human race in the building of the Tower of Babylon, and after having punished man by confusing the languages – after this other setback through sin, so to speak, we read that in Gen. 12 God makes a new beginning with Abram, calling Abram away from Ur. 
Why Abram? The answer is not because Abram was better than the rest of his family. The reason was not because Abram still served God and the others did not. No again, this was sovereign grace from God’s side.

It was sovereign grace from God’s side, when the LORD continued with Abram, leaving all the others in their idolatry of which also Abram to a certain extent had been part, as we learn later on from the book of Joshua. 
Electing grace – not only towards Abram, but also towards His children who together with Abram shared in this same grace, as becomes clear from the portion of Scripture we read this afternoon, Gen. 17, where God says to Abraham, vs. 7, “...” Next we read in vs. 9 + 10, “...” That’s how Israel became God’s chosen people: parents together with their children.
The same applies to the NT. I now think of Peter’s Pentecostal sermon, which is recorded in Acts 2 and were amongst others Peter also says, these riches of which I speak today are not only for you, but also for your children.
It is on the basis of Scripture passages like these, beloved, that Art. 17 of Ch. 1, CoD says believing parents don’t have to doubt the salvation of their children, when God calls them out of this life, when they are still young. Why not, because they are covenant children, right from conception. 
This teaching also makes clear that the salvation of little children is not depending on their baptism, as the Church of Rome teaches it. Instead, infant baptism confirms the covenant to which also the children of believing parents belong. It is because we long for this confirmation that our church order states in Art. 52, “The consistory shall ensure that the covenant of God is sealed by baptism to the children of believers as soon as feasible.” As soon as feasible – hence parents should not postpone the baptism of their children for all kind of trivial reasons, e.g. if a certain auntie or uncle cannot make it to be present. 

Back to the subject matter of this afternoon, once more I like to stress that also this article in the C.O. speaks about sealing of something which is already there. Our little ones are covenant children right from conception.
Somewhere I read the following regarding the children of congregation, in particular regarding those little ones still at home or at crèche this afternoon. The author wrote, “Parents who confess ‘Jesus’ is the Saviour of my life’ – by this confession also carry their children with them. Hence, with respect to these little ones the most important aspect is not whether they were baptized before they die, but whether their parents by the renewing power of the Holy Spirit sought their refuge in Christ, their refuge for themselves and their children, who right from conception shared in the same electing grace by why God also chose them as parents.
See, beloved, it’s this covenantal concept that is missing among those who plead for adult baptism and who first want to see signs of faith. It’s a concept that has no eye for God’s love based on mere grace. Love by which God does not chose just individuals, but a people, including children, who together with their parents are part of that covenant – as I said it before – right from conception. Beloved what a comfort this gives to believing parents, when children die in infancy, or even before birth, premature or what the medical world calls a miscarriage, small foetuses, at times of only 6 –8 weeks old, for which doctors at a maternity ward have no regard and yet even by these small foetuses Christ is building His church. 
All this is beyond our comprehension, yet it is the truth. Perhaps we should think a bit more of this, when couples are going though this hurt. Let us be careful not to say, just a miscarriage, there are worse things. I read somewhere, “It’s not unusual for those who have had a miscarriage to think often of their child even years later, to give their child a name, to remember them on what would have been their birthday, and to imagine them growing up.” Those who never have had this experience might find this strange. Yet it is the truth. Hence, what a rich comfort it is also for these couples that this child is now with the Lord. In a similar way as the apostle Paul writes it in his first letter to the Thessalonians regarding adults who died in the LORD, saying, “Comfort one another with these words,” also in cases like miscarriages, in faith, on the basis of God’s covenant promises, let us comfort one another with that same comfort.
This morning we could witness the baptism of two little children of the congregation. The first questions asked of the parents was, “Do you confess that our children, though conceived and born in sin, and therefore subject to all sorts of misery, even to condemnation, are sanctified in Christ and thus as members of His church ought to be baptized?” This question resonates what the church has confessed in CoD, I, 17, which also speaks about the children of believers being holy, not by nature – for also the children of believers are conceived and born in sin – but – says Art. 17 – “By virtue of the covenant of grace, in which they are included with their parents.”

Having listened to the sermon thus far, there might be members who think, “I believe all this, but what about the children of unbelievers, especially their little ones, those innocent cute little babies, if dying in their infancy do they go to hell, without having had even a chance to come to faith?”
Responding to this question, first I like to say this: we must always remember it is God not us, who makes the final judgment. It is not for us to say who is and who is not in hell! We may leave this to the LORD, who is just and merciful in all His ways.

We simply have to trust that what Scripture teaches is true and cling to this teaching. Cling to it – in the first place to find comfort for ourselves. Next, wherever possible, we should also share this comfort with others, who do not know the Lord Jesus, so that they too may find salvation in Him as Saviour together with their children.

I said we must trust that what Scripture teaches is true. Now what does Scripture say about the children of unbelievers? Scripture teaches very clearly that they are unholy. I point you to two texts of the NT.

First to 1 Cor. 7, 14, where the apostle Paul deals with the issue of mixed marriages, not by initiating a relationship with an unbeliever – Paul strongly condemns this in his second letter to the Corinthians, “Be not unequally yoked with unbelievers,” 2 Cor. 6, 14. Yet in 1 Cor. 7, he addresses wives who had come to faith, yet often their husbands had not joined them in this new faith. Paul says if your husband is willing to continue to live with you, you should not divorce him, for – vs. 14 – “...” This verse gives great comfort to homes, where only one parent is a believer. You could say as a family they live under the umbrella of God’s covenant. Even if the spouse refuses to believe he comes under the influence of God’s work, even more so the children who are called clean and holy. From this we may conclude, in a family where both parents are non-believers the children are unclean, unholy.
For a second proof text I would like to refer to Eph. 2, 12, where the apostle Paul speaks about the spiritual state of the Ephesians and others, before they had come to faith in Jesus Christ. He says there, “...” No hope and without God and so they would have perished, if they had not come to faith. 
The truth of this we see revealed in the OT on more than one occasion. The children of the ungodly perished together with their parents in the flood, so did the little children of Sodom and later on the infants of Jericho. Thinking about this, beloved, this should give us the more incentive to reach out in the community in which we live. In this context I think of those who have taken it upon themselves to do some religious teaching in state schools, to reach out to children who do not know about God and hopefully through them to their parents. Let us be thankful that we live in a country, where there are still so many opportunities. Let us be active and above all pray that the LORD may bless all this work.

Let us go back to Art. 17, which states with respect to believing parents, they may rejoice in the fact that also their children are covenant children, since in the covenant of grace – Art. 34 BC – “Christ shed His blood to wash the children of the believers just as much as He shed it for the adults.” Thus sanctified in Christ these children also have a right to receive the sign and seal of all this in Holy Baptism. That’s why we are so strong on infant baptism. 

More and more today people regard this only as a minor point of doctrine. I have heard this mentioned even in our own circles. This is a worrying tendency, since it has everything to do with how you see the covenant. It shows the importance of Art. 17 also for today. Speaking about infant baptism as a minor doctrinal issue, concerning which it does matter so much if you have a different opinion on it – speaking this way, beloved, undermines the certainty believing parents may have regarding the salvation of their children.

I realize parents also have the duty to teach their children in the riches of the covenant, so that they may embrace these riches also for themselves. Art. 17 speaks about little children. Yet these children, when they grow up, ought to be taught in the doctrine of the church, so that one day they may also personally embrace these riches as the secure foundation of their life.
Concerning this specific point, I would like to make a few comments in connection with profession of faith, relating this back to Art. 17. Sometimes one can hear the expression, “Profession of faith is taking the responsibility of baptism upon yourself.” Yet, beloved, in actual terms there is nothing to be taken here. Baptism contains a promise, for which God takes responsibility. In childlike faith we have to say ‘Amen’ to that promise. That’s what profession of faith means, as it was pointed out also in the sermon on the A of Amen. Professing your faith means you acknowledge that no one can be saved without faith in Jesus Christ. When you were young, that’s what you parents confessed about you: conceived and born in sin, yet sanctified in Christ. The Holy Spirit worked in our hearts that we also personally started to embrace this as true. That’s why the Form for Profession of faith refers back to the beginning of our life: our baptism! It’s very essential to see this connection, beloved, especially in this day and age in which so many people think they need to be re-baptized, having now also made a personal commitment to live as a child of God. But in all this it’s man’s commitment that stands in the centre and not the certainty of God’s promise, given to us already when we were little. At the day of our profession of faith the LORD ask us just this simple question: do you believe this promise and is it also your desire to live from the riches of this promise each day, not trusting in your own strength but in the secure foundation of My trustworthy promises. In today’s ecclesiastical climate it is very important, beloved, to hold on to these riches.

II
 Coming to the second point of the sermon, basically there is not much to be added to what already has been said, since also already in the first point of the sermon on a number of occasions I spoke about the comfort, which believing parents have when they mourn the death of a little one, taken out of this life by the LORD at a very early age, or at times even before birth. They may indeed draw an enormous comfort from the riches of the covenant of grace, which God established with the believers and their seed. “Therefore – Art. 17 – God-fearing parents ought not to doubt the election and salvation of their children whom God call out of this life in their infancy.”
God-fearing parents – these are parents, who in their own life experience the comfort of Art. 16, that God will not quench the smoking flax nor break the bruising reed. Hence, no heroes in faith, but grown up children of God who with all the weaknesses there are in their lives daily seek their refuge in Christ as the Saviour of their life. Parents, who cling to God’s grace, knowing that they need the blood of Christ each day, first of all for themselves.
These parents know to be saved you need faith in Christ, yet what about this little one, who has not come to that state in his or her life. Is there reason to doubt his or her salvation? No, there is not – for the promises God gave to these parents, He also gave to their seed, also to that seed that perhaps grew only two or three months in the mother’s womb, after which God took it to Himself, one of His children, who will inherit the New Jerusalem. It’s the LORD who numbers our days, sometimes no more than just 6 – 8 weeks in the mother’s womb, sometimes no more than one or two years here on earth. Yet in faith, we have the comfort that also in this way Christ gathers His church. Incomprehensible for us, at times leaving us with many questions, especially couples that sometimes struggle with quite a few miscarriages in a row. We struggle and have our question, “Why, O LORD? Why another miscarriage? Why was that I had to give birth to still-born baby? Why did our child die in cot-death? Why this fatal accident at the age of 5?” We struggle, yet not without comfort, since God is faithful and to that faithfulness we may cling, despite the hurt we feel in our heart and the many tears shed. We mourn, but in our mourning we may turn to the God of all comfort, who gave His Son as a sacrifice also for these little ones.
Thus as we also heard it this morning, in the LORD we find rest, He is the Surety of all who fear Him.
Generations go, generations will come:


Yet by God’s mercies we are carried.

We may build on the secure foundation



Of the promises of God’s covenant.

Beloved, it is for this very reason that God-fearing parents ought not to doubt the election and salvation of their children, whom God calls out of this life in their infancy. For these God-fearing parents may cling to God’s sure promises, which tell them, our child is home with the LORD. Home – without doubt, for the LORD does what He says, since in Christ all His promises are ‘Yes’ and ‘Amen’ How great a gospel this is, beloved. 
May the LORD help all of us to live from these riches each day. Then we will find true comfort always.

Amen.
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