Liturgy:
Reading: Romans 8, 28 – 39 
Text : CoD V, 9 – 11

Ps.    84 : 1,2
Ps.    84 : 6

Hy.   27 : 4 (after the reading of God’s Word)

Hy.   53 : 1,2 (in response to the sermon)

Ps.    42 : 1,2,3
Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

This afternoon in the preaching, we will continue with the last and final chapter of the Canons of Dort, which deals with the perseverance of the saints. From this chapter we learn that to those whom God has elected, He also guarantees a safe homecoming. This guarantee shows – to say it with the words of Psalm 138 – God will finish perfectly what He for us has undertaken. His work in mercy wrought, will never come to nought or be forsaken. This was the glorious gospel confessed in the first 8 articles of Ch. 5.  Thus, also in finishing the race, all glory goes to God alone. In own strength, we would never reach the finish line. Only by looking at Christ, the Author and Finisher of our faith, God will give us what is needed each day again. I could phrase this also as follows: our perseverance is secured only in God’s powerful preservation.
This, beloved, is indeed a glorious gospel. Yet at the same time, many a believer struggles with the question: can I really be sure of this and how do I receive this assurance. This brings us to the next three articles of this chapter, which address specifically these questions. In answering them, they point us to God’s sure promises to which we in living faith should cling. Focussing on these articles this afternoon, I may preach you the gospel about
THE ASSURANCE OF GOD’S PROMISE
WITH RESPECT TO

A SAFE HOME-COMING IN FATHER’S HOUSE

We will see that this assurance

1) is  received by a living faith

2) which finds its secure anchorage in God’s sure promises

3) which remain sure, even when our faith is under attack

I
The message of Scripture, beloved, is clear: God preserves His saints to the very end. We learned this also from the two previous sermons that dealt with the fifth chapter of the Canons of Dort. Yet the question now is how can we know that this general promise is also for us personally? In other words, now can I personally be sure that God will preserve also me?

Before answering this question, first I like to note that the subject matter dealt with her in Ch. V of the CoD is not the same as the assurance spoken about in Ch. I. From Ch. 1, we learned, Art. 12, the elect in due time, though in various stages and in different measure are made certain of their election. Yet in Ch. V, it speaks about the assurance of being preserved to the very end. Of course the two are closely connected. Because God has elected us, He also will make sure that this election will bear as fruit our final homecoming.
Yet going back now to the question I put earlier: how can I be sure that this applies also to me personally. And in addition: how do I receive this assurance?

Let me start with answering the second question first. In a similar way as with respect to our election, also with respect to our perseverance, we do not receive this assurance – as it reads in Art. 10 – by a certain private revelation besides or outside the Word. With this statement the Canons refute the teachings of the Arminians, who claimed that without a special revelation we can have no certainty of future perseverance in this life (Error 5). They indeed believed in special revelation apart from the Word. This matter was addressed also in an earlier sermon on the Canons of Dort, when we dealt with how God works conversion in the hearts of the believers. Well, in a similar way as our conversion is fruit of the powerful work of the Spirit, who uses the preaching of the Holy Gospel as a means, so the Spirit also assures of our perseverance through the Word, pointing us to God’s sure promises. Let us just turn to Error 5 and its refutation (BoP, page 572/573, quote first two sentences!), “…” 

We read here that the teaching of the Arminians somehow is the same as what the Church of Rome teaches, looking for certainty in man himself. According to the Church of Rome, we have to contribute to our salvation by a certain measure of good words in order to be sure that we are saved, which leaves man doubting whether he will ever have done enough.  Well, likewise the Arminians leave man doubting when they seek for an inward testimony to be sure of their salvation. That’s why in many churches affected by the Arminian teaching, conversion stories are so important. The message is: the Lord Jesus called me to let the Spirit work in my heart and the same can happen also to you, when you give yourself to Christ. In fact, this means man’s commitment stands in the centre, instead of God’s sure promise. It’s the voice I heard and followed in committing my life to Christ. It sounds all great, but what if I never hear that inward voice.
To some people this may come across almost like splitting hairs, trying to pick on words or on a certain terminology. After all, doesn’t also Art. 9 of the Canons of Dort say that it is faith that gives assurance. Does this in fact not also throws us back on what we feel in our heart. In addition, also Art. 9 says that the assurance we feel can either be strong or weak, depending on the measure of our faith. So what is actually the difference or is it indeed just a matter of saying things in a different way?

Beloved, we are not splitting hairs here. Instead, it’s the assurance that God will indeed bring us safely home that’s at stake here. Thankfully, concerning this assurance, I’m not left to what I feel of it, or to some kind of inward voice, but I may cling to God’s sure promise instead.

I like to refer here to the definition of faith given by the HC in LD 7. The question is asked, “What is a true faith?” The answer reads, “True faith is a sure knowledge, whereby I accept as true all that God has revealed to us in His Word. At the same time it is a firm confidence that not only to others, but also to me, God has granted forgiveness of sins, everlasting righteousness, and salvation, out of mere grace.” Two aspects are mentioned here: knowledge and confidence. Yet the two go hand in hand, since my confidence is not based on what I feel, but on what God has spoken. True, then at times Satan may try to attack that sure confidence. However, beloved, do you know when these attacks are the strongest? It often is when we no longer live close to God’s Word. That’s why Art. 9 also mentions the church, that’s the place where our faith is strengthened by the weekly preaching of the gospel.
A superficial reading of Art 9 may cause us to wonder why a firm belief that we are and always will remain true and living members of the church will strengthen our assurance that God will preserve us to the very end. Does this mean that because you are church member you can be sure that God will bring you safely home? Of course, there is more to it. Art. 9 speaks about being a living member of the church in a similar way as Answer 54, HC does this; a living member of that church, where gospel is preached purely and thus our faith is strengthened. This strengthening takes place when we listen to it well and also order our life accordingly, living our faith also throughout the week according to what we hear on Sunday. A living member, i.e. being member of the church, not out of routine, just ticking the boxes so to speak to keep the elders of our back, but instead byliving our faith with a burning zeal for the LORD, rejoicing in being a member of the church. After all, beloved, it’s here in the church, where we find the fountains of salvation, on Sunday by listening to the opening of God’s Word, but also throughout the week, in studying that Word together. Also this is an important aspect, since we travel together and need each other. Individualism is the deathblow to a vibrant church life. In the church, together with my brother and sister, strengthening also each other, I receive safety and through it I will grow in assurance that God will preserve me. For here in the church, we may feel ourselves safe with God. See, beloved, that’s why Art. 9 mentions the church, which mid toil and tribulation and tumult of her war awaits the consummation of peace forever more. The church – that is the place, where God His blessing sends and the life that never ends.
Back to point in discussion – in the church I am not thrown back upon my own feelings but the focus is on God and what He has promised. It’s these promise to which we may cling also throughout the week, whenever we open our Bible. And that’s what we need, beloved, to read those word written down also for your and my salvation. That gives assurance each time again, when personally I may feel low and at times may have the feeling that God is so far away or even may wonder whether I still belong because of my sins. Yes, when looking at ourselves, so easily doubt can arise in our heart. Yet, beloved, thanks to God, it’s not my personal feelings that have the last say here. Just at moments like these, take your Bible and believe what it reads there black on white; God’s Word written in blood, the blood of Christ’ love for you and me. That love – as we heard it last week – is greater than our sins.
So back to the first question put this afternoon – how can I be sure of a final homecoming?  The answer is when in a living faith we cling to God’s sure promises. This means God Himself is our guarantee. The more we live close to Him, walking with the LORD day by day in all that we do, the more we will feel sure Father will indeed bring us safely home.
II
Coming to Art. 10 now, part of it we have already dealt with, namely that this assurance is not produced by a certain private revelation – and inward voice of the Spirit in our heart or something like that outside of the Word – but by faith in the promises of God, which He has most abundantly revealed in His Word for our comfort. Faith also tells us that these promise of God can be trusted always, since they are ‘Yes’ and ‘Amen’ in Jesus Christ, who secured the fulfilment of these promises by shedding His own precious blood. He was forsaken by God, so that we would never more be forsaken by Him. Never – this means God will indeed always be there for us to the very end. In that firm confidence we may live.
This brings me back to the definition of faith given by the HC, to which I referred before. A true faith consists of a sure knowledge and a firm confidence. This means, having heard the promise, we may also firmly trust that God will do what He has promised.

To make clear what this means in practice, I would like to refer to an example of Scripture itself, the example of Abraham, called in Romans 4, the father of all believers. Why is Abraham is called this way? The answer is: looking at Abraham’s life we see what faith is all about, namely that you acknowledge God and also trust Him against all human reasoning. Think of Abraham. When he left Ur in the Chaldeans, God said to him, “I will make you a father of many nations.” Yet how long had Abraham to wait for a son?  Years ticked by, Abraham became older and older – too old still to receive a son. Moreover, Sarah was barren. And yet we read in Romans 4, 19 – 21, “…” See, beloved, that’s faith, trusting God against all human calculations. Then you do look at yourself, but you believe God’s promises.  Only this gives our life a true secure anchorage under all circumstances and this indeed to the very end, without any doubt.
Besides faith in God’s sure promises, Art. 10 also mentions the testimony of the Holy Spirit, witnessing with our spirit that we are children of God. This is reference to Romans 8, 16 + 17.  Let me just read these verses starting in vs. 15, “…” By God’s sovereign grace, we are taken into the family of God and inwardly we are persuaded by the Spirit that we truly belong. In the Form for the Baptism, it reads that the Holy Spirit imparts to us all that we have in Christ. How does the Spirit do this? The answer is by working confidence in our hearts pointing us to God’s sure promises.
Let me just try to make this a bit more practical. Often when it comes to security in faith, we look at our own life. Seeing the many weaknesses and shortcomings, we sometimes start doubting. We think, perhaps I’m not good enough, I should be more active in faith. That’s the spirit of bondage, of which the apostle Paul speaks in Romans 8, 15: the spirit of bondage which causes us to fear. But then we start praying, “Our Father, who art in heaven…” We still say ‘Father’, despite that fear. How come? It’s because of the Holy Spirit at work in us, pointing us to Father’s love and hence we still dare to say ‘Father’. There is no need for fear, for we are children of God, and if children, says Paul in vs. 17, “then also heirs of God and joined heirs with Christ.” This again assures us, God will preserve us so that we will not miss out on the inheritance promised to us: the New Jerusalem.
Beloved, hold on to this, whenever you struggle with sin and guilt feelings and perhaps sometimes wonder, will God still look upon me in mercy. Yes, He will. God is the waiting Father, waiting for us to come back to Him. When we do so in true repentance, we may indeed firmly believe – as we heard it last week Sunday – God’s grace is greater than our sins.

I come to the third point mentioned in Art. 10:  the serious and holy pursuit of a clear conscience and of good works. Again, to make clear what this mean, let me try to make it practical. In today’s society the slogan is: if it feels good, do it. I’m my own boss. No one can tell me that this or that is wrong. It’s individualism to its fullest extreme.  However, when we believe, we will seriously consider what God thinks of our life. How He wants us to live our life. If we believe sincerely we pray that through His Holy Spirit God may make our life beautiful before Him. We live no longer for ourselves, but for the Lord!
Hence, when we do something that displeases God, deep down we realize that it grieves our Father in heaven. Where does this realization come from? It’s the echo of God’s Word in our mind. The aerial tuned in to God, our conscience.

To give an example of Scripture than I think of Paul’s defence before Felix, recorded in Acts 24. Amongst others, he says there, vs. 16, “…” With these words, Paul declares that he is not worried about what people say about him, but what God says about him. He wants to have his conscience clear before God. How do we get to that stage in life? Very simple, beloved! Say you have done something wrong, and it weighs heavy on your heart. Where does that feeling come from? The answer is from God. How to get it right again: confess your sins. A bad conscience often is a result of having messed things up in our relationship with God. Yet when we go down on our knees and pour out our heart before God, we feel relieved knowing that for Christ’s sake God will forgive us whatever we did wrong. The fruit of this exercise is that our conscience is clear again. In addition, it will also bear as fruit that we want to live with a new zeal for the Lord in all good works through the renewing power of the Holy Spirit within us. Throughout this process, beloved, you will also be reassured on being a child of Father, who has nothing to fear. 
Doubt and uncertainty concerning the assurance of our final homecoming often is a result of  not living close to the LORD. I think we all can identify with periods of these in our life. Hence, the call of the apostle Peter, in Ch. 1, of his second letter, 2 Peter 1, 10, 11, “…” One may wonder, how we can make our election sure, isn’t is sure? Yes it is. However, to also feel this strongly in our heart, we must live close to God. Peter also point out how to do this, vss. 5 – 8 of this same chapter, “…” Beloved, may our gracious God through His Holy Spirit gives all of such a living faith.
III
 I come to the third and final point of this afternoon’s sermon, in which we will focus on Art. 11. This article shows that our fathers knew that as children of God we do not always live on the high mountains of faith. At times, even sincere believers might struggle with doubts and temptations, which undermine the assurance concerning their final homecoming. This can even take away the joy of faith. We feel totally snowed under so to speak; days that everything seems dark and gloomy, having the feeling even that also God is far away. At moments like these, Satan can be on the attack, to the extent that we might wonder, is it indeed all true what the Bible says. What if is it all nothing else but a hoax. These are real temptations, beloved. Don’t think that’s bad if anyone ever would think this. It seems to be a testimony that faith is totally gone. Yet it is not. Instead, these are attacks of Satan. Attacks that may cause us to feel tired, even lost at times. It points to our weakness. Looking at myself, I will never get there. 
These are the doubts from within, yet there are also the temptations from outside; the attacks from the world, by which Satan tries to lure us away from God. All these things, beloved, make life a real battle. Hence, the question can assail us, how will I ever be able to persevere in this battle to the very end. We struggle with the assurance.
Yet, beloved, let this never cause you to doubt altogether. Instead, open Scripture and see how many of the saints before struggled with the same question. I find this always the beauty of Scripture that it pictures people just like you and I: no heroes in faith, but people weak in themselves. One realizes this in particular, when reading some of the psalms, how some of God’s children really struggled in faith. 
I think of author of Psalm 73, who became envious of the boastful when he saw the prosperity of the wicked. It makes him question have I cleansed my heart in vain, since I have been plagued and chastened every morning. He found it all too painful to consider, until he went into the sanctuary and started once again to look at life from God’s perspective. 

I also think of Psalm 88 – perhaps one of the darkest psalms in the Book of Psalms. It’s one long complaint to God from beginning to end. In this psalm, there no even a turn around to confidence in God, like in Psalm 73 and some of the other psalms. The only glimmer of hope in this psalm is that the author still pours out his heart before God, and if we do so, beloved, this will never go unheard, no matter how much we feel surrounded by darkness and might not feel even any glimmer of hope. Yet God is still there.
Well, that’s exactly what Art. 11 says as well, when it says the believers don’t always feel this assurance. Yet God, the Father of all comfort, will never let go of us. Amidst the attacks from Satan – doubts from within and temptations from outside – God, the Father of all comfort, will make sure that we not go down to defeat. The apostle Paul writes in 1 Cor. 10, 13, “…” What a wonderful comfort this is, beloved. Hold on to this always, even when at times you don’t feel the assurance as strong as you would like. After all the point is not whether you feel it, but whether you believe it, knowing also faith is the evidence of things not seen. Hence, even when you don’t feel it, God is still there.
To mention a last example, then I think here of the author of Psalm 42, who also struggled with feelings of being forgotten by God and this amidst ridicule of people who taunted him, “Where is now this God, in whom you put your trust?” He cries out his heart, almost feeling that the cascade of the waterfalls alongside which he is sitting are crushing down on him. LORD, I don’t know anymore. But at the very moment when he takes these words on his lips, he thinks: LORD – that’s  God  of the covenant, whose promises still stand. Therefore, 

“O my soul, why are you grieving,

Why disquieted in me?

Hope yet in God, your faith retrieving:

He will still your refuge be.”

That’s faith, beloved, that even in the darkest hour keeps clinging to God, contrary to all hope, still hoping as Paul writes in Romans 4; still hoping by clinging to God’s promises, which remain sure, no matter how much our faith is under attack. Still hoping, knowing that the end it is this hope that softens all our sorrows. Thus we may laying our weak lives in God’s almighty hands, looking on high knowing despite all our struggles God promise of a final homecoming stands, since no power in this world will ever be able to separate me from the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our Lord.
Amen.
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