Liturgy:
Reading : John 15, 1 – 11

Text       : CoD V, 12 – 15

Ps.  150 : 1,2

Ps.  150 : 3

Ps.  119 : 21 (after the reading of God’s Word)

Hy    40 : 1,4

Hy    49 : 1,2 (collection + closing song)
Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

The main message of Ch. V of the Canons of Dort is God will not permit His elect to be lost. Art. 3 of this chapter states, “But God is faithful, who mercifully confirms them in the grace once conferred upon them and powerfully preserves them in that grace to the very end.” It is true, as Art. 4 mentions it, also upright children of God, can fall into serious sins. Yet – Art. 6 – in that fall God will not completely withdraw His Holy Spirit from them, but – Art. 7 – will preserve in them His imperishable seed of regeneration. Thus as God’s children we have the assurance, as long as we cling to God’s sure promises, we will not miss out on a safe arrival in Father’s house, since God will finish perfectly what He for us has undertaken (Psalm 138).

According to the Arminians – as it reads in Error 6 – “By its very nature this doctrine of the certainty of perseverance and salvation causes false security and is harmful to godliness, good morals, prayers, and other holy exercises.” According to them to doubt is then more praiseworthy. Since doubt will cause us to become more active to really persevere to the very end. 
Though on the surface this may seem to be true, in actual terms it throws man back in his own camp and will only make him even more doubt. As I said it also last week in the sermon, this will only cause us to wonder whether we have ever done enough. This shows how merciless this whole teaching of the Arminians is. It will never give you complete assurance.
Thankfully, Br & Sr., the true gospel of salvation in Jesus Christ is much more comforting, since in Christ our salvation is sure, 100% without any doubt. When considering how great a gospel this is, especially also when considering that we  may share in these riches totally undeserved,  it is simply unimaginable, beloved, that this will ever cause a sincere believer to become complacent about it. Instead, it will only bear as incentive to live even more closely to God. 
This is what we read also in the final chapters of the 5th Chapter of the Canons of Dort, on which we will focus this afternoon. I have summarized the message of these articles as follows,
BEING ASSURED BY GOD OF A FINAL HOME COMING
MAKES TRUE BELIEVERS

ONLY EAGER TO LIVE MORE CLOSELY TO THE LORD

Close to Lord
1) in true humility and genuine godliness

2) carefully observing the ways of the LORD

3) making full use of the means in running the race

4) and all this to bring glory to God

I
The matter addressed in Art. 12 of Ch. V of the Canons of Dort is dealt with, Br. & Sr., also in LD 24 HC. I realize, in LD 24 the context is different. In the HC, the refutation is addressed at the Church of Rome, who said, if good works have no value with respect to our salvation in Christ, it will create carelessness. At bottom, this is the same issue as dealt with in Art. 12 of Ch. V of the Canons of Dort, which refutes that surety in God’s promises alone creates complacency and carelessness. In LD 24, Answer 64 it reads, “It is impossible that those grafted into Christ by true faith should not bring forth fruits of thankfulness.” This is indeed impossible when in true faith you cling to Christ and think of what He did for us to redeem us from the clutches of Satan.
Let me just try to make this clear with a simple story, which I read in preparation for this afternoon’s sermon.

In a small village somewhere in India, two boys had been caught in a gambling game and had received severe punishment. The mother of one of the boys did everything to get her son free. She toiled longed days, carrying stones, which caused her hands to bleed. However, she didn’t mind as long as she could earn sufficient money to buy her son free. She succeeded in her efforts. When the boy was just a few days home again, some old friends came along and asked him to join them once again in their gambling game. The boy responded, “How could I ever be so unthankful towards my mother. You go ahead with it, but I will never be able to do so again, when thinking of those hands of my mother full of blood.

I think, beloved, this story tells it all – even though it is only a weak example.

In addition, when thinking of the fact how weak we are from ourselves, prone to sin, who would ever walk away from that secure hand that is there each day again to lead us safely onward? Instead, considering all this, an upright child of God will make sure that nothing will put his relationship with Father at risk.

The Arminians say, if upfront you know Father will hold on to me anyway, you have no reason to worry that something can put this relationship at risk, which leaves every room for complacency. Yet, beloved, this makes a caricature of what Scripture teaches. A child of God, living a life in which there is no evidence of taking God’s commandments seriously – such a person might think by just going to church and ticking a few other boxes to keep the elders of your back, I will be okay. But ten, Br. & Sr. listen to what Amos said, “Woe to you who are at ease in Zion and trust in Mount Samaria…”
 With these words Amos as prophet sent by the LORD  exposed the false assurance of security of God’s people in his day.
Br. & Sr., a living faith that clings to God’s sure promises never leaves room for any form of complacency. Instead in humble gratitude it clings to Christ, who said during His ministry on earth, “I am the vine, you are the branches. He who abides in Me, and I in him, bears much fruit…”
 To know what it means to abide in Christ, our Saviour also  added these words, “If you keep my commandments, you will abide in My love…”
 Keeping God’s commandments, not because we have to, but because we want to out of thankfulness for our salvation on Christ. I may refer here to what I said about this also in the sermon of last week Sunday morning.
Well, this brings us to the heart of the message of  Art. 12, when it says, “The certainty of perseverance, however, so far from making true believers proud and complacent, is rather the root of….” Next, a number of matters are mentioned that indicate the opposite, highlighting the same as LD 24 that it is impossible that those who by true faith are grafted into Christ should not bring forth fruits of thankfulness. Art 12 mentions the following fruits:

Humility, i.e.,
Who are we totally unworthy of God’s love and yet His mercies are new over our life, every morning again. O, LORD, great is Thy faithfulness. Who am I that I may share in all these riches. I think here also of the words written in Proverbs 3 : 34, “God gives grace to the humble.”
Next Art. 12 mentions Childlike reverence
Reverence: i.e. standing in awe of the greatness of God, who for Christ’s sake will care for us as Father. Knowing how great and wonderful this care is, I will never let go of Father’s hand, but make sure that I feel that hand holding me each day anew. Then in childlike trust and reverence, I will think great of God and small of myself. 

The next fruit mentioned is Genuine godliness
That is living close to God. It’s walking with God in every step we set, but also in the thoughts that cross our minds, the words we speak, the decisions we make. Walking with God like Enoch did in a society full of evil, no different than our society today, people being boastful, lovers of self rather than lovers God. Those who live in genuine godliness will never start flirting with that world, but in true love to God live close to Him.

Enduring in every struggle
For life remains a battle to the very end. Yet in that battle, where Satan continuously tries to lures us away from God, we keep clinging to God, fighting the battle in the strength He will provide us with each day anew. No matter, how hard it is at times. Then we do not give up, but endure and this with

Fervent prayers, i.e.,
LORD, I need Thy help each day again, since from myself I’m so weak that I cannot stand even for a moment. Therefore wilt Thou uphold me so that in this spiritual warfare I do not go down to defeat. This, beloved, is a necessary prayer each day again to be able to indeed endure in every struggle. I may refer here to the sermon on Prayer, which I had not so long ago. The text was taken from Eph. 6, where Paul speaks about the heat of battle and the armour we should put on and then adds, “praying always with all prayer and supplication in the Spirit, being watchful to this end with all perseverance and supplication for all the saint.”
 At the time, I summarized the message of this text as follows: A living faith finds its strength in persistent prayer.
Next Art. 12 mentions Constancy in suffering and in the confession of the truth
This means also when we will be ridiculed for the name of Christ, e.g. when people mock at us, “Where is this God now in whom you put your trust, what does He do for you?” Keep clinging to God. Hope yet in God your faith retrieving. He will still your refuge be, even though the circumstances you are in might be hard to cope with.

It is this attitude towards life, which throughout all the difficulties we may have to face, nevertheless, still will give lasting joy in God, i.e. the joy of finding strength in God always; joy in knowing that God’s grace will be sufficient to carry us, always!
See, beloved, it is for this very reason that the certainty of perseverance will never cause an upright child of God to become proud or complacent. Rather, it will give us an even greater incentive to live a life of thankfulness with love and delight according to the will of God in all good works. Then, knowing that our perseverance is completely dependent on God preserving us in the faith to the very end, we want to be filled more and more with the Spirit of Christ. Why is this, that we want to be filled more and more with the Spirit of Christ? The simple answer is  only by the power of the Holy Spirit will we be able to stand in the evil day, and having done all, to stand, as the apostle Paul writes it in Eph. 6, the chapter about the spiritual warfare. This brings us to the second point of this afternoon’s sermon, in which we will deal with Art. 13.

II
From the first set of articles of Ch. V we have learned God will preserves His own, even when through weakness they may fall into serious sin. He will not withdraw His Holy Spirit from them altogether. Preserving in them the seed of regeneration, through His Word and Spirit He certainly and effectually will renew them to repentance, bringing them back in His camp. What great a gospel this is?
The question addressed in Art. 13 is what will be the response of such a person having gone through all this, but now being back in God’s camp? Would that person really react with an attitude: it doesn’t matter so much. The safety net is there, so a bit of carelessness doesn’t matter. That’s how the Arminians tried to make a mockery of the doctrine of God’s preservation. Yet our fathers said, rather the opposite will be the case, namely a greater concern to observe carefully the ways of the LORD. For persons like these have come to realize how much by their sins they have grieved Father in heaven. They have experienced what it means to loose the sense of God’s favour, as David describes it in Psalm 32, 3 + 4, “…” Having experienced a period like this in your life, beloved, who wants to go through that again, saying, “It doesn’t matter, since in the end God will forgive anyway.” Instead, David says, vs. 6, “…” This means, having experienced this, our prayer will be even more strongly, “Lord, let this not happen to me again, preserve me from trouble.”
The second part of Art 13 speaks bout God’s face. In the last sentence of this article it reads, “to those who fear God the contemplation of His face is sweeter than life.” In this context, I think of another psalm of David, Psalm 4, where it reads in vs. 6 a, “…” It’s the complaint of those who do not believe in God, and therefore look for welfare somewhere else. David, however, does not want to fall in this trap, instead he prays, vs. 6b, “…” This expression is a reference to the priestly blessing recorded in Numbers 6, the same blessing, which we too receive every Sunday, when leaving God’s house, Numbers 6, 24 – 26, “…” Beloved, when the LORD makes His face to shine upon us, we will find peace, no matter what the outward circumstances are. Then we receive gladness in our heart and that gladness – says David in Psalm 4 – means to him much more than the abundance of the wicked. With that gladness in my heart, says David, Ps. 4, 8, “…”
Hence, beloved, those who have gone through a period of sin in their life, but by God’s grace returned, will be careful that God will not again hide His face from them. To them – so Art. 13 says – this is more bitter than death. That’s why in may a psalm the author prays, “LORD, don’t hide Thy face form me.”

All this, beloved, makes it quite clear, that having experienced how God preserved us through a bitter period in our life, this will never lead to some kind of careless attitude, instead we will make sure that this will not happen to us again. Having experienced what it was for a while to lose the sense of God’s favour, we will cling to God with great concern to observe carefully the ways of the LORD and in doing so to retain the certainty of perseverance.

III
We come to Art. 14, which starts as follows, “Just as it has pleased God to begin this work of grace in us by the preaching of the gospel, so He maintains, continues and perfects it by the hearing and reading of His Word…”
From Ch. I, 3, we learned how it all started. I quote, “...” (Quote first two sentences!) For as the apostle Paul wrote it in Romans 10, 14 – 15, “…”(Quote last sentence!) The same we confess in LD 25, HC, Q + A, 65a, “…”

Yet, beloved this is not only how God works faith, but that’s how God also – Art. 14 – “maintains, continues, and perfects it.” Through the hearing of His Word – that’s why it is so important that the Word is preached purely and that’s why it so important also to be in church on Sunday, wherever possible twice. Whoever has seen how important it is that our faith is strengthened each Sunday again, will not say, once a Sunday will do, but instead then wherever possible we will come twice, since we need this strengthening to hold fast the confession of our faith without wavering.  These words are a quotation of Heb. 10, 23. Let me just read this section, Heb. 10, 23 – 25, “…”

In addition , Art. 14 also mentions the sacraments, which function as a sign and seal to confirm God’s promises to us even more strongly, like today at the Holy Supper table. Yes, then we thank God for that wonderful gift to strengthen us also this way and will never become negligent about it.

Art. 14 not only mentions the preaching of God’s Word on Sunday, but also the daily reading of God’s Word throughout the week, and the meditation on it. The latter means, it’s not just quickly reading a passage, almost out of routine, but really making time for it, and having read it trying to apply it as well, in asking questions, “What does the LORD want me to tell this in this passage?” Perhaps the passage speaks of  a wonderful promise to which we may cling. Though, Art. 14 speaks not only about promises, but also about threats and exhortations. Surely, there is need to hear God’s promises, but equally we should listen to warnings in Scripture. In other words, we should read not just nice and comforting passages, but also passages that at times cut deeply in our sinful flesh, exposing a sinful life, calling us to repentance. It is through all of Scripture that God causes the saints to persevere in faith and faithfulness.
Beloved, when in this way we live close to God’s Word, daily making time to open the Scripture, God will bless it and through it cause us to persevere to the very end and may be in the process also cause us to be a blessing to others. I think here of what it says in Psalm 1, he who takes his delight in the law of God – which is a reference to Scripture as whole – meditating on it day and night, shall be like a tree planted by the rivers, bringing forth its fruits in its season, whose leave shall not whither. How pleasant it is to sit under such a tree. How pleasant it is to be in the presence of such person, who fed by Scripture radiates the love of God also to others.

There are more psalm that speak about the blessing of meditating upon God’s Word. I think of Psalm 63, 5 + 6, “…” With these words, the author rejoices in the fellowship with God, in the intimate communion with God, when reading His Word and praising Him with his lips. Another psalm is Psalm 119. Let me just quote the verses 97 – 99 of this psalm, “…” Beloved, taking time to mediate on the LORD’s mighty deeds will bring us closer to the LORD in our personal life. It will also make us grow in understanding of God’s ways with His people. 
The LORD keeps us in His grace through words of comfort and exhortation. Through His Word He also admonishes us in love to guide and keep us on the road of salvation. Therefore, let us daily make time for this and never minimize on it due to our busy schedules. Often we can make time for everything, yet minimize on that half hour for and with the LORD. Don’t let it slip, beloved, since it will only be to your spiritual detriment. 
In order to persevere in faith to the very end we should faithfully use the means, so that we do not go down to defeat, but stand firm instead. May God through His Spirit help all of us to be committed to this. To be committed each one of us personally, but also as families, and as congregation together, being a hand and foot to each other, exhorting one another, so much the more as we see the Day approaching, i.e. the Day of Christ’s return on the clouds of heaven. Who knows how close we might be to this?
IV
I come to the fourth and final point of this afternoon’s sermon, in which we will deal with Art. 15, the concluding article of the fifth chapter, but also the final article of the Canons as a whole. This final article can be described as a song of praise to bring glory to the Triune God: Father, Son, and Spirit. 
This article mentions the doctrine of the perseverance of true believers and saints and of their assurance of it has always been under attack and this despite the fact that God has most abundantly revealed all this in His Word for His own glory and our comfort. 
Beloved, let us hold on this comfort, especially also today as the Word of God is under attack even more fiercely not only from the side of the world, but also from within the church by all kind of modern interpretations of Scripture, which often in essence are simply old heresies with just a bit of a different coating. That’s why we can be so thankful for having a confession like the Canons of Dort, especially also in view of rapid increase of Arminians in many a church today. I hope it has been made clear throughout this series of sermons, that Arminianism not only robs God of His honour, but it also robs the church from its comfort that our salvation is secure in Christ alone.
Art. 15 gives a whole lists of all kind of attacks on this doctrine as our father knew about it in their days. Yet, beloved, throughout history these attacks have only become more severe, as Scripture has also warned us that this will happen, as the end draws near. The devil, called by Jesus Himself a liar and the father of it
, walks about like a roaring lion, seeking whom he may devour
,  having great wrath, because he know that he has a short time
. Yes, beloved, it’s the devil, who is behind the ridicule of this doctrine, behind the flood of heresies that have been attacking this doctrine, behind the increase of Arminianism in today’s ecclesiastical climate. Let us keep our eyes open for this and as Bride of Christ keep treasuring what we have received in this doctrine.
The Bride of Christ – i.e. church, for which Christ shed His precious blood. From heaven, He came and sought her to be His holy Bride. With His own blood He bought her and for her life He died. Concerning this church, we confess in Answer 54 HC that Christ not only gathers her, but also defends and preserves her by His Spirit and Word to everlasting life. Thus, the Bride may know herself safe in the arms the Bridegroom. That’s God’s preservation in and through Christ.
Having come to the end of the Canons of Dort, let me finish with this question: election is it a difficult subject? Not, when we open our Bible. The apostle Paul in Eph. 1 even sings a song of praise on it to the praise of the glory of God’s grace in Christ. The same praise we find also at the end of Art. 15.

Beloved, whenever you struggle with the subject of election, wondering perhaps at times, whether God has elected you, just open your Bible and read the many promises to which you may cling. These are written down for you not to cause you to doubt, but to find comfort and security in a life where devil is constantly attacking us. God simply says to you and me, hold My hand and I will bring you safely home: holding Father’s hand, walking with Father, trusting Him, the God of my redemption, who gave his Son to shed His blood also for me.

Therefore, Soli Deo Gloria – all honour to God alone, to Father, Son, and Holy Spirit from now on and forever more.
Amen.
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