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“Assurance”      CoD H1 Art. 12&13    OT Reading – Exodus 13:1-16      NT Reading – 2 Peter 1:1-11   

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
During my first internship or mini-vicariate while at seminary, I went with my supervising pastor on visits to church members at a local rest-home.  
And I specifically recall one such visit to an elderly woman who was pretty much confined to bed.  She had lived her whole life in the church; Sunday school teacher, baker of meals for those in need, flowers in church, etc.  Your typical godly and devoted grandmother.  But she was dying and she knew it.  And as we talked with her, tears began to fill her eyes and she cried out to her pastor, “How do I know if I will go to heaven?  How can I be certain?”

Now, those questions can arise because of doubt and/or because of an awareness of sin.  
But they can also arise because of a passage like Matthew 7:22.  
For there Jesus said, “Many will say to me on that day, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and in your name drive out demons and perform many miracles?'  Then I will tell them plainly, 'I never knew you.  Away from me, you evildoers!'”  
And Jesus words are plain.  Many will arrive in heaven confident that they are safe only to find that their assurance is false.  
And so, I am sure you can see why this verse can very easily disturb the believer’s security – Could I be one of those who has a false assurance?  
Well, we have spent several weeks seeing that the Bible teaches election – that God has chosen some to salvation in and through Jesus Christ.  And so, an important and obvious question is, Can I know myself to be one of God’s elect?  Can I be confident that I am one of God’s chosen ones?  
And the answer of many Christians is at best a very qualified yes or a flat-out no.  
Think about it logically for a moment.  If your faith depends completely on your choice to believe, then it is possible that you might choose not to believe tomorrow.  At best then, you can be hopeful about tomorrow but not certain; you can be certain about right now, but not the future. 

And to see that we are not inventing a response like this, take out your bulletins again and look at     opinion D.8.  
This was one of the official statements that the Canons of Dort were written to answer.  It says, “A true believer can and ought indeed to be certain for the future that he is able, by diligent watchfulness, through prayers, and through other holy exercises [in other words things HE DOES], to persevere in true faith, and he ought also to be certain that divine grace for persevering will never be lacking [In other words, grace is always there if he wants it]; but we do not see how he can be certain that he will never afterwards be remiss in his duty.”  And then, that last sentence, “Neither do we deem it necessary that concerning this thing a believer should be certain.”
Those brothers and sisters of ours who hold to Arminian theology do not think that the assurance of salvation is necessary.  In fact, they view it as quite dangerous.

And there is a logic to their concern.  Let me illustrate it for you:

Some of you play on school sports teams.  Well, imagine of the coach said that Bob or Mary would be on the team every week, guaranteed, but that the rest of you would have to compete to be chosen for the other spots on the team every week.  Who do you think would work harder at practice each week?  You or Bob or Mary?  It stands to reason, doesn’t it, that Bob or Mary would take their place on the team for granted.  If they knew that their place was certain, there would be no point working hard.  Might as well relax.  After all, I’m in!  You, however, will work your tail off because you do not have that certainty.  Your motivation would surely be greater than Bob or Mary’s.
I am sure you can see then why many Christians find the doctrine of the assurance of salvation dangerous.  Their fear is that once you tell a believer that he can be absolutely certain of his salvation, he will relax and become, at best, a lazy Christian.   
But there is, of course, the flip-side to this coin.  
Imagine yourself as a young child.  You are sitting in a chair next to your mother and you say to her, “Mother, do you love me?”  And Mother replies, “I’m not saying.  I do today but I might not tomorrow.  You see, I don’t want you to take my love for granted.  I want you to earn my love each day.  Work hard, and you may be sure of my love.  Let me down, and I might leave you.”  Would you be OK with a response like that?  Wouldn’t you prefer a straight “Yes!  I love you.  You know I love you.”  
Surely then, the deepest need of every believer is to know for certain that God is their Father through Jesus Christ.  Surely every Christian wants to be sure that God will not go from being Father one day to Condemning Judge on the Last Day.  Surely every Christian wants to be able to sing, “Jesus loves me this I know,” with confidence?  Don’t you?
Well, our intention this afternoon, then, is twofold.  
We will, firstly, explore some biblical truths about assurance.  
And then, secondly, we will examine the biblical substance of assurance.
And I am particularly indebted in terms of the content of this sermon to two articles on the subject of assurance written by the pastor and blogger, Tim Challies.

So, to begin with, then, we explore some biblical truths about assurance.
Firstly, it is possible and even normal for the Christian to experience the assurance of salvation.  
1. Well, look again at the passage we just read in 2 Peter 1:10.  For there we may rightly say that the Christian is even commanded to pursue the assurance of his or her salvation.  
a. Peter’s first epistle begins this way, “Peter, an Apostle of Jesus Christ, to God’s elect [those] who have been chosen according to the foreknowledge of God the Father.”  
i. Now, Peter did not just put this letter in an envelope and put God’s elect on the front as the address and just hope that it would arrive somewhere where there were true believers.  No, Peter sent it to Pastor Mark, at 27 Alexandria St, Pontus, with instructions that it be read out to the church there and then sent to the other churches in Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia and Bithynia.  
ii. He speaks, in both letters, to his “dear friends.”  Peter knew the individuals, the groups, he was writing to.  And he calls them “God’s elect.”
b. And it is these people whom he describes in v1 as “those who through the righteousness of our God and saviour Jesus Christ have received a faith as precious as ours.”  Peter is certain that he is writing to believers.  He then calls on them to practise the spiritual disciplines listed in vv5-7.  But note the words of v10, “Therefore, my brothers, be all the more eager to make your calling and election sure.”  So what does he men there?  How are they and how are we to do this? 
i. Well, God has a Book.  The Bible calls it the Book of Life.  In that Book the names of all those that God has chosen in Christ are written.  
A. Have any of you seen that book?  Can you tell me if my name or your name is in it?  Should we send someone on a journey to try and work out who is elect and who is not?  No.  None of has or can.  That Book is known only to God.  
B. And Deuteronomy 29:29 very specifically warns us against prying onto the secret things of God.  Our calling is not to look in the book.  Our calling is not to try and work out God’s secret decrees.  That is not what Peter means here in v10.
ii. Well, some Christians believe that God gives assurance to believers by way of a dream or a message or some sort of impression that they feel.  This then is how a believer may be certain that they are saved.  
A. The problem with that notion, however, is that a sinful human being is the one who must interpret such a dream or message or impression.  
B. Let me illustrate: An elderly man once said to H.A. Ironside, a Canadian pastor and author, "I will not go on unless I know I’m saved, or else know it’s hopeless to seek to be sure of it.  I want a definite witness, something I can’t be mistaken about!"  Ironside replied, "Suppose you had a vision of an angel who told you your sins were forgiven.  Would that be enough to rest on?" "Yes, I think it would.  An angel should be right," said the man.  Ironside continued, "But suppose on your deathbed Satan came and said, ’I was that angel, transformed to deceive you.’  What would you say then?"  Well, the man was speechless.  
C. We are not to wonder about God’s book.  We are not to wait for a dream or a message.  Our calling, as v10 explains, is to make our calling and election sure.  
1) Now, we will look at what this means later on.  But what we read here is a command.  Believer, make your calling and election sure.
D. Ironside went on to say to the man that God has given us something more dependable than the voice of an angel.  He has given His Son, who died for our sins, and He has testified in His own Word that if we trust Him all our sins are gone.  And he then pointed the man to 1 John 5:13.  Turn there also for a moment.  
1) For there John explains why he has written his letter.  He says, “I write these things to you who believe in the name of the Son of God so that you may know that you have eternal life.”  
a) Believer, the Holy Spirit has written you a letter so that you may know that you have eternal life.  If you lack the assurance of your salvation or if you seek to have that assurance strengthened, read 1 John.  It is your Father’s letter to you.  It is your Father’s gift to you.
It is possible and normal for the Christian to experience the assurance of salvation.

But more needs to be said.  Secondly then, 

It is also possible and even normal for the non-Christian to experience a false assurance of salvation.

1. We live in a world that is threatened daily by Islamic terrorists.  Many of them have gladly and willingly strapped explosives to themselves, walked into a crowded place and blown themselves and many others up.  And they do this because they have a false assurance of salvation.  They have been taught that if they martyr themselves in the cause of Islam, Allah will welcome them straight into Paradise.
2. But many people who hold to this religion or that one also believe, falsely, that the heaven of their religion awaits them ‘on the other side.’
3. And then there is the average Westerner, including our fellow Kiwis, who would perhaps describe themselves as a Christian or one who ‘believes in God,’ and thinks that God will let them into heaven because they have lived a fairly decent life.  
a. And there would be millions if not billions in this group.  Sadly though, they are in for a terrible shock.  They will be among those Jesus described in the passage we began with in Matthew 7, “Many will say to me on that day, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and in your name drive out demons and perform many miracles?'  Then I will tell them plainly, 'I never knew you.  Away from me, you evildoers!'”
i. And I hope, dear friend, that this is not you.  
A. If heaven were there for those who had done enough good to satisfy God, it would be empty for eternity.  And this is because the good that satisfies God is perfection.  And you and I both know that far from perfection, all that we can offer to God is a massive pile of imperfection that we are adding to each day – lies, lust, envy, greed, laziness, idolatry, anger, hatred, etc.  
B. Heaven awaits those who know that they are guilty sinners and believe in Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of their sins and turn away from their sins.  John 3:16 says, “For God so loved the world that He gave His one and only Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish but have eternal life.”  1 John 5:12 says, “He who has the Son has life; he who does not have the Son of God does not have life.”  
4. But in connection with that verse in Matthew 7, turn with me also, briefly, to Luke 6:20.  
a. There Jesus speaks to his disciples and describes two groups of people.  And the difference between the two groups boils down to this.  
i. The first group realize that they have nothing except Jesus.  They are poor, hungry, weeping, hated, excluded, insulted, and rejected because of the Son of Man – Jesus.  
ii. The second group, on the other hand, have everything.  They are rich, well fed, laughing, and loved by many.  
A. And a short summary of what Jesus is saying here goes like this, “Those who do not realize their spiritual poverty but rely on their own achievement will in the end reap disaster.”  
b. And who did Jesus have in mind in this second group?  The Pharisees – the most religiously rigorous church members to ever walk the face of the earth.  Always at church twice, elders, diligent and regular tithers, admired by many as so spiritual.  
c. So I have to ask you congregation, if Jesus were to stand before you today as the Judge of the world, what would you offer Him?  
i. And I have to warn you that if you are starting to put together a list of things in your mind that begins with ‘I have done…,’ you will be among the many to whom Jesus will say, plainly, “I never knew you.  Away from me, you evildoers!”  
ii. It is not ‘what I do’ that makes one inherit eternal life.  It is believing in Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins.
5. There is though, amongst this group of those with false assurance, another category of people.  Turn with me please to 2 Corinthians 13:5.  
a. Paul writes there to the Corinthian congregation.  And members of that congregation had fallen into gross immorality, sins of disorder and division, drunkenness at worship, suing each other in court, quarrelling, gossip, jealousy, and arrogance, etc.  
i. And Paul knows that in every congregation there will be hypocrites – those who profess Christ but who deny Christ by what they say and do; those who do not produce fruit in keeping with salvation; those who feel they can continue to sin because they are forgiven; those who claim to love God but hate their brothers and sisters; those who ‘talk the talk’ but do not ‘walk the walk’; those who are all ‘shiny and neat’ on Sunday but filthy from Monday to Saturday; those who give non-believers an excuse to say, “Well, if that’s what Christianity looks like or sounds like, I am not interested.”  
A. So, Paul says, “Examine yourselves to see whether you are in the faith; test yourselves.  Do you not realize that Christ Jesus is in you-- unless, of course, you fail the test?”  
ii. Jesus is very clear; Luke 6:43-45, “No good tree bears bad fruit, nor does a bad tree bear good fruit.  Each tree is recognized by its own fruit. People do not pick figs from thornbushes, or grapes from briers.  The good man brings good things out of the good stored up in his heart, and the evil man brings evil things out of the evil stored up in his heart.”  
iii. Galatians 5:19-21 says, “The acts of the sinful nature are obvious: sexual immorality, impurity and debauchery; idolatry and witchcraft; hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, dissensions, factions and envy; drunkenness, orgies, and the like. I warn you, as I did before, that those who live like this will not inherit the kingdom of God.”  
iv. 1 John 4:20, “If anyone says, "I love God," yet hates his brother, he is a liar.”
It is possible and normal for the Christian to experience the assurance of salvation.  But it is also possible and even normal for the non-Christian to experience a false assurance of salvation.  So, “examine yourselves to see whether you are in the faith; test yourselves.  Do you not realize that Christ Jesus is in you-- unless, of course, you fail the test?”  
But let us hasten on also to see that it is possible and even normal for Christians to have doubts about their salvation.

1. Boys and girls, in Matthew 16:15, Jesus says to Peter, “Who do you say I am?”  Do you remember Peter’s reply?  He says “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.”  And Jesus then said to him, “Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah, for this was not revealed to you by man, but by my Father in heaven.”  Do you think that Peter possessed the assurance of salvation at that moment?  I expect he had it in bucket loads!  Peter probably didn’t walk after that, he floated!  
a. Well, just five verses later, Peter says something to Jesus and Jesus turns to him and says, “Get behind me, Satan!”  And if that didn’t bring down Peter’s assurance levels, I expect that the look Jesus gave him after he had denied Jesus three times certainly did.  
i. In fact, Peter likely doubted his salvation completely at that moment.  After all, what type of believer would deny his Saviour three times?
b. But we also have Elijah giving up hope and asking to die.  We have angry Jonah giving up on life.  We have Psalm after Psalm where the Psalmist cries out to God, “Where are you?  Why are you so far from me?”  And each of us, I am certain, could come up here and describe moments of doubt and uncertainty about salvation.  Yes?  
2. Well, the author, Donald Whitney, explains and explores doubt in this way: Doubt is not the same as unbelief.  It is possible to have a strong faith in Christ while still feeling a sense of doubt.  Unbelief is a denial of important points of doctrine; doubt is uncertainty about those doctrines.
a. And there are many different causes of doubt.  
i. It maybe that guilt over sin has a hold on us.  This is very common for the believer.  
A. It was David’s sin with Bethsheba that led him to write, “When I kept silent, my bones wasted away through my groaning all day long.  For day and night your hand was heavy upon me; my strength was sapped as in the heat of summer,” in Psalm 32.  
B. Let us keep in mind though that an awakened and sensitive conscience is actually a gift from the Lord and the work of His Word and Spirit at work in our lives.  The opposite danger to doubt that arises from sensitivity to sin is a hardened conscience that is not troubled by sin at all or very little.
ii. But doubt can also come because of an attack of the evil one.  
iii. It may be because of a particular trial or hardship that weighs down so heavily.  
iv. It maybe because of physical or mental or emotional stress.  
v. It maybe because we are spiritually immature in our understanding of salvation.
A. Comparisons with other believers may cloud assurance if we do not see that spiritual maturity comes with time and spiritual discipline.  
vi. We ought to acknowledge also that being raised in the church from birth can be a cause of doubt.   This is all we have ever known.  Have we just been brainwashed?  If we were born in an Islamic or Buddhist country, would we think any different?  Do I really believe this or am I just keeping Mum and dad happy?  
vii. Brothers and sisters, young people and boys and girls, there are many reasons that Christians may doubt their assurance of salvation.  Some of these are internal factors and some are external.  We ought to realize also that God makes use of trials and hardships to test us and refine us.  Hebrews 12 says, “God disciplines us for our good, that we may share in His holiness.”  
But through it all it is important to know that it is possible and even normal for Christians to have doubts about their salvation.  While doubt is a problem caused by living in a sinful world, it is not sinful to struggle with doubt.

So, finally then, let us examine the biblical substance of assurance.
And please turn back to our passage in 2 Peter 1.  
- We have spoken already about good trees producing good fruits.  
- I read earlier from Galatians 5 where Paul lists the obvious acts of the sinful nature.  But he goes on, 
  immediately, doesn’t he, to list the fruits of the Spirit: “Love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 
  goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.”  The one who believes in Jesus Christ will grow 
  in these things.  
1. And this is very much what Peter says to believers also in these verses.  You are to “make your calling and election sure.  For if you do these things,” says Peter, “you will never fall, and you will receive a rich welcome into the eternal kingdom of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ.”  
a. And the things you are to do are the things he lists from v5, “For this very reason, make every effort to add to your faith goodness; and to goodness, knowledge; and to knowledge, self-control; and to self-control, perseverance; and to perseverance, godliness; and to godliness, brotherly kindness; and to brotherly kindness, love.” 
i. These are the things the believer values and desires and is eager to grow in. 
2. And if you still seek something even more concrete that will help you to test yourself in these things, consider these questions:
Do you believe what the Bible teaches about Jesus Christ?

Do you have a deep awareness of your sin against the Word and love God has shown you in Jesus Christ?

Do you share the intimacies of the Christian life with other believers?

Do you live in conscious obedience to the Word of God?

Do you despise the world and its ways?

Do you habitually do what is right more and sin less?

Do you love Christians sacrificially and want to be with them?

Do you discern the presence of the Holy Spirit within you?

Do you delight to be under the preaching of the Word?

Do you enjoy spending time in prayer with your Father in heaven?

Do you meditate on the significance of your baptism and welcome the opportunity to celebrate the Lord’s Supper?

Do you long for the return of Jesus Christ and to be made like Him?
i. If so, then you may be sure of your calling and election.  
b. But note also what Peter goes on to say in v8, “For if you possess these qualities in increasing measure, they will keep you from being ineffective and unproductive in your knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ.  But if anyone does not have them, he is nearsighted and blind, and has forgotten that he has been cleansed from his past sins.”
i. As the Canons of Dort express it, “The elect in due time, though in various stages and in different measure” have this assurance.  
A. With some of the things I have just listed there will be a louder ‘Amen’ in your heart and mind than with others.  Each of you will know where there is need for growth.  And where one feels strength another might, at this time, be weak.  And the strength that is there today might be a little weaker tomorrow due to the different causes of doubt we listed earlier.
And that is why, we must seek the ground of our assurance, always, not in ourselves, but in our Triune God.  
1. Biblical assurance rests on God’s character.
a. God is good.  God is faithful.  God is unchanging.  God is all-powerful.  What God has decreed will come to pass.  Jesus said, “All that the Father gives me will come to me, and whoever comes to me I will never cast out.”  
i. And so, Paul said in 2 Timothy 1:12, “I am not ashamed, because I know whom I have believed, and am convinced that He is able to guard what I have entrusted to Him for that day.”  
A. Paul knew Jesus Christ as His Saviour, and Paul knew that Jesus was able to guard his salvation.  
B. Biblical assurance rests on God’s character.
2. Secondly though, biblical assurance rests on God’s promises.  
a. Here are some more of God’s promises to add to those we have already considered: 

i. “Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved… (Acts 16:31).”
ii. “And this is the promise that He made to us—eternal life (1 John 2:25).”
iii. “Whoever hears my word and believes Him who sent me has eternal life.  He does not come into judgment, but has passed from death to life (John 5:24).”
iv. “Everyone who calls upon the name of the Lord shall be saved (Acts 2:21).”
b. If the Bible is trustworthy in explaining how we can be saved, shouldn’t we trust the promises it contains? 
i. Biblical assurance, then, rests on God’s promises.
3. And lastly, biblical assurance rests on Christ’s completed work.
a. In 1 Timothy 1:15, it says this, “Here is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance: Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners.”  
b. And I have told you a few times before that the three most precious words that Jesus uttered on the cross were “it is finished.”  
i. Believer, there is no more that Jesus needs to do to secure your salvation; “It is finished.”  
A. And this is why biblical assurance rests on Christ’s completed work.

So, it is possible and even normal for the Christian to experience the assurance of salvation 

It is possible and even normal for the non-Christian to experience a false assurance of salvation.
It is possible also and even normal for Christians to have doubts about their salvation.

But while your God calls you to make your calling and election sure, the gift of assurance rests not in what you do but in God’s character, God’s promises, and the completed work of Jesus Christ.
So, may you not be like that elderly sister on her death bed who wanted to be certain of her salvation.  May you be like the many others who have awaited death certain, secure, and confident of the love of God in Jesus Christ.  Amen.
