
The Westminster Standards on the
Assurance of Faith (5, final)
In  this  fifth  and  final  installment  we  will  discuss  the  Scriptural,  Reformed
teaching on the assurance of faith as taught in the Canons of Dort (hereafter:
CoD). In our previous installment we saw that the HC teaches that true faith is
“(…) a firm confidence that not only to others, but also to me, God has granted
forgiveness of sins, everlasting righteousness, and salvation (…)”. Christians may
wonder: where does this faith come from? And will I persevere in this precious
faith  tomorrow,  under  all  circumstances?  The  CoD  provide  some  Scriptural
guidance in answering these questions.

 

 

A. The assurance of election

The CoD in chapter I confess the assurance of election against the following
Arminian error:

“In this life there is no fruit, consciousness, or certainty of the unchangeable
election to glory, except such as is based upon a changeable and uncertain
condition” (CoD, I, ‘Rejection of Errors’, 7).

 

Canons of Dort I,12

The CoD strongly  refute  this  error  and reply:  “To speak about  an uncertain
certainty is not only absurd, but also contrary to the experience of believers”
(CoD I, ‘Rejection of Errors’, 7). The CoD I,12 confesses that the elect “in due
time,  though  in  various  stages  and  in  different  measure  (…)”  receive  the
assurance of election:

“by observing in themselves (…) the unfailing fruits of election pointed out in
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the Word of God – such as a true faith in Christ, a childlike fear of God, a
godly sorrow for their sins, and a hunger and thirst for righteousness.”

 

Fruits of election

Do the CoD, by pointing at the “fruits of election”, teach that assurance is also
“founded  upon  (…)  the  inward  evidence  of  those  graces  unto  which  these
promises are made (…)” (WCF 18.2)? This  would be a wrong conclusion for
several reasons.

 

Firstly, we should note that this article was written as a response to the Arminian
error that there is no certainty of election. The CoD point to the ‘experience’ of
the saints over against the ‘speculations’ by the Arminians, who, in a rational
manner,  were  “inquisitively  prying  into  the  hidden  and  deep  things  of  God
(…)”.[1]

 

Secondly, this article speaks about the assurance of election, which should be
distinguished from the assurance of faith, as a Reformed minister, the late Rev. D.
van Dijk noted:

“One of  the marks that  is  mentioned here is  indeed:  “the true faith in
Christ”.  The person thus, who operates as prescribed in this article (CoD
1,12, MV) is assured by himself that he has true faith. It is indeed for him one
of the things based on which he comes to the conclusion that he is elected.
This article thus is not about the assurance of faith, but about the insight into,
the assurance of, the fact that the salvation – which we partake through faith –
roots in, springs from the eternal, unchangeable, sovereign election of God. It
is possible that someone knows, in Christ and through faith, to be reconciled
with God and to be an heir of eternal life, without having the blessed insight
that  this  whole salvation is  a  fruit  of  Gods election.”  (author’s  emphasis,
MV)[2]

 



Thirdly, this article speaks about growth in the assurance of election: “(..) though
in various stages and in different measure (…)”. Faith is assurance; and the marks
of living faith, if seen in faith, will function as a secondary means to strengthen
faith.[3] The assurance of election, as a ‘dimension’ of the assurance of faith, can
only be based on God’s promises in Christ Jesus alone.

 

Fourthly, the structure of the CoD, chapter I should be taken into account:

“God has decided to call and draw the elect effectively into communion with
Christ  through His Word and Spirit  (CoD I,7).  In this  communion,  one is
taught to walk the way of salvation (CoD I,8), and from this flows the fruits of
election by the Spirit (CoD I,9). Therefore, out of this, one may also look back
on the way that he could accomplish, and He may, by a Spirit-wrought joy,
conclude, how much his life has been converted into union with Christ.”[4]

 

Faith is assurance

The CoD are in agreement with John Calvin in his ‘Congregation on Election’
(1551):

“Would you like to know whether you are elect, see whether you are in Christ
Jesus. Those who through true faith in Jesus Christ have union with Him, can
be assured, that they belong to those that are elect from eternity and are His
children. Him that finds himself in Jesus Christ, and is a member of His body
through faith, is assured of his salvation. If we want to know this, it is not
necessary that we climb above this, to ask that which should be still hidden to
us in this hour. But see how Christ humiliated Himself with respect to us. He
points out the ‘why’ in His Son. It is as if He says: ‘See, here am I. Look unto
me and profess, that I adopted you as my children.’ (…) When we accept the
testimony of salvation, that is presented to us in the gospel, we profess and
are assured that God has elected us. And thus believers do not have to doubt
their election. That they may be fully assured, since they were called by the
preaching of the gospel, that they partake in the grace of our Lord Jesus
Christ and the promise He did to them in His name. For our Lord Jesus Christ
is the foundation of these two, namely: the promise of our salvation and the



graceful election, that has happened before the foundation of the world”.[5]

 

The CoD are also in full agreement with the HC: faith is assurance.[6]

 

B. The assurance of preservation

The CoD in chapter V, articles 9-13 confess the assurance of preservation. Also
this chapter is fully in agreement with the HC: faith is assurance, through which
we have an ‘only comfort’.

 

The measure of faith

The CoD V,9 confesses that true believer can be certain of the preservation of the
elect and the perseverance of the believers, thereby pointing at two aspects of the
same  precious  truth:  God’s  work  (preservation)  and  its  outworking  in  the
believer’s life (perseverance). A precious truth indeed – yet the CoD do not stop at
this point, let alone that they would ‘confess’ that true believers “(…) may wait
long, and conflict with many difficulties before he be partaker of it (…)” (WCF
18.3, see our first installment). In this article, the CoD also confess:

“And they are indeed certain according to the measure of their faith, by which
they firmly believe that they are and always shall  remain true and living
members  of  the  church,  and  that  they  have  forgiveness  of  sins  and  life
eternal.”

The CoD, in full agreement with the HC, confess: faith is assurance regarding
“(…) forgiveness of sins, everlasting righteousness, and salvation (…)” (HC, Lord’s
Day 7). Believers are assured according to the “measure of their faith” – the
confessions do not deny that faith can vary, but still faith is assurance:

“Although knowing, agreeing, and trusting are supplied jointly, they are not
constant  or  always present  in  us but  do vary together.  Sometimes as an
activity they are entirely absent; yet they also mature together. When a person
experiences growth in faith, all three increase jointly; however, a period of



decline  takes  place  as  well.  We  may  observe  variations  of  progress  and
weakening, of great acts of faith and of a total absence of such deeds of faith.
In considering these distinctions, we use as starting point the thought that
confidence, the certainty concerning our own salvation, is just as strong as
knowledge. Confidence or trust can sometimes be absent, but then also God in
many ways is a remote God.”[7] [8]

 

Assurance and church membership

The CoD V,10 confesses that, similar to the assurance of election (CoD I,12), the
assurance of preservation and perseverance is based on God’s promises, received
through a (living) faith.[9] Not all English versions accurately reflect the Dutch
original. The CoD use the expression “springs from” instead of “produced by”,
and starts with “Hence…”:

“Hence,  this  assurance does  not  spring from a  certain  private  revelation
besides or outside the Word, but from faith in the promises of God (…)”.

This connection to CoD V,9, by using the word ‘hence’, should not be overlooked.
Believers  are  assured,  because  faith  is  assurance.  How can  we  receive  the
assurance of preservation? Does this assurance spring from a certain private
revelation? Not at all! It springs from faith, because faith is assurance.

 

Faith is primarily assurance of present membership in the church, and out of this
also “springs” the assurance of future membership:

“In this article, it is confessed that the believers have assurance according to
the measure of their belief, that they are and always shall remain true and
living members of the church. Members of the church! Therefore, as believers
we  may  never  follow  our  self-willed  ways.  We  may  nor  be  content  by
ourselves, or withdraw from the true church, or not join it (Belgic Confession,
art. 28). The way to come to assurance is the way of the church with her
means of grace. That line of thought is maintained in the Canons of Dort. Also
in this chapter. Our calling is clear, if we want to receive and be confirmed in
the assurance of perseverance: To the church! Listen to the Word! Use the



sacraments! Seek continually the ministry of reconciliation, the preaching of
forgiveness of sins and eternal life. In that way we firmly and certainly believe
that we are true, living members of the church and will always remain that
(HC, Lord’s Day 21).”[10]

 

The CoD do not pull apart ‘assurance of preservation’ and ‘assurance of faith’, but
closely tie these together!

 

An only comfort

The CoD V,11 confesses that the assurance of faith and perseverance are not
always felt. Assurance of faith and perseverance is according the “measure of
faith” (CoD V,9), for faith – and faith alone –  is assurance. In an edifying section
on CoD V,5-15, prof. K. Schilder explains this as follows:

 “That is my only comfort. Besides and above this, there is none. (…) For in
times, when I miss the “feeling” of salvation (CoD V,5,11) I certainly do not
keep a residue of comfort-by-faith, but the ratiocination of faith has been put
aside for a time; in that ratiocination itself we feel, have experience. For those
that through gross sins felt in the misery of such loss “suspend the exercise of
faith” (CoD V,5), through which exercise indeed belongs the ratiocination of
faith; and when they again perform the reckoning of faith, then therein and
thereby immediately returns the “experience” of grace (CoD V,7). Why can
this return? Because him who lacks “assurance  of sense”, based on what he
observes through introspection, by looking inward, depends on the presence
of “assurance of faith”? Or because he comforts himself with that which is “in
or at him”? Definitely not: because he again exercises “faith in the promises of
God” (CoD V,10); for those promises are “for our comfort” (!) most abundantly
revealed and to those promises the Holy Spirit leads us back; and not through
an immediate, self-sufficient, instant “enjoyment” that befalls us from above,
but in a pursuit, a pursuing of a good conscience and good works (CoD V,10)
returns the solid comfort, as conscious ratiocination of faith. For God is the
Father of all comfort (CoD V,11); He provides with the temptation also “the”
way of escape (an escape in all respects). The perseverance of the saints is no
ground  for  comfort  in  and  out  of  itself,  but  itself  is  revealed  “for  the



consolation”  (CoD V,15);  itself  belongs  to  the  promised  benefits  as  well.
Through this perseverance the saints persevere, e.g. also in the comforting
through faith.”[11] (author’s emphasis, MV)

 

There is no assurance apart from faith:

“Therefore, brethren (…) let us draw near with a true heart in full assurance
of faith (…) Let us hold fast the confession of our hope without wavering, for
He who promised is faithful” (Hebr. 10:22-23).

 

C. Summary

The believer has assurance of election, the deepest ‘dimension’ of faith, when he
or she takes into account God’s election “before the foundation of the world”
(Eph. 1:4). The assurance of preservation springs from faith, by which believers
“firmly believe that they are and always shall remain true and living members of
the church, and that they have forgives of sins and life eternal” (CoD V,9).

 

The CoD are fully Scriptural, and in agreement with the HC, in confessing that
faith is assurance.
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