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Lords Day 21c, Q. 56   
Personal Assurance of Church Membership 

Rev. H.  Hoeksema 

Q.56.  What believest thou concerning "the forgiveness of sins"? 
A.  That God, for the sake of Christ's satisfaction, will no more remember my sins, neither 

my corrupt nature, against which I have to struggle all of my life long; but will 
graciously impute to me the righteousness of Christ, that I may never be 
condemned before the tribunal of God. 

 

Introduction 

That last sentence, "that I am and forever shall remain, a living member of the church" contains the 
third chief doctrine, embodied in this fifty-sixeth question of our catechism.   

It contains the doctrine of the assurance and perseverance of the saints and of the possibility of 
their falling away from the church.  You will agree with me that the doctrine of the perseverance of the 
saints found a very proper and safe place in that part of the Reformed Confessions that is called the 
Heidelberg Catechism.  Proper because it is linked with the doctrine of the church and not with that of 
personal salvation.   

Of the church we have found that it had its source n the free, sovereign predestinating will of God.  
Of that church the Christian confesses that it is gathered by the Son of God, that it is gathered through 
the Spirit, that it is gathered from all nations and kindred and tribe and tongue and that it is preserved 
by the same Son of God.   

Characteristic of that confession is that there is nothing of man in it.  The church is not of man.  It is 
not of man's conception.  Man does not plan the church; he does not realize it.  There is nothing in it of 
man.  God chose the church, and He realizes it.  Therefore it is very proper that we speak in this 
connection of the perseverance of the saints.   

But I must call your attention to one fact.  That is that in the clause "that I am and forever will 
remain, a living member of the church" we have the doctrine of the perseverance of saints, but in the 
form of a confession.  It is a personal confession.  It makes a world of difference if I say the saints do not 
fall away, or if I say, I personally believe that I am and always shall remain a member of the church.  The 
former is doctrine; the latter is a personal confession.  And therefore we must look at this doctrine of 
the perseverance of saints from that practical point of view.  And we must ask the question whether we 
can say, “I know and am assured that I am a member of the church and always shall be.”  To be able to 
say that is to be able to say all. 

 

Theme: Personal Assurance of Our Church Membership 

1.  The Object of Our Assurance 
2.  The Reason or Ground for Our Assurance 
3.  The Way in which Our Assurance may be Ours 

1. The Object of Our Assurance 

The Christian confesses that he is a member of the church of God, that first of all.  He confesses that 
he is a living member of that church.   And he confesses that he believes that.   

This is indeed a matter of faith.  It is not a matter of sight, a matter of seeing.  You cannot see that 
he is a member of the church.  It does not mean it cannot be seen that you are a member of the church.   
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It is manifest, for example, that you are a member of the First Protestant Reformed Church.  In our 
day, people frequently ask whether you are a member of a church, and prevalently, if you are an active 
member, if you are busy in the work of the Sunday school, or in the work of missions.  That of course is 
not a matter of faith.  It does not require faith to have your name on the roll of the church.   

But the catechism does not speak of a certain church; it speaks of the holy catholic church.  It speaks 
of that spiritual organism of which Christ is the head.  It speaks of that spiritual organism which is 
evermore growing into the perfect body of Christ.  The church is a spiritual body.  Its origin is in election, 
its activity in faith, and its manifestation is in truth and righteousness.  Of that church I am a living 
member, the Christian confesses.  And I am that in spite of all appearances.  According to all 
appearance, I am a member of the dead organism of the human race.  But in spite of all appearances I 
say, I believe that I am a member of the living organism of the body of Christ.   

In the second place, the Christian says, I believe that I shall forever remain a member of that church.  
That is even more contrary to all appearance.  The Christian is weak, small, surrounded by enemies and 
attacked from all sides.  And according to all appearances he must go under.  But that Christian who is 
weak and small, surrounded by enemies and attacked from all sides confesses not only that he is a 
member of the church now, but also that he shall forever be a member of that church.  That is the 
contents of this confession.   

I want you to confess this with me.  For this is not a mere doctrine; it is a confession.  And I want to 
ask you to say with me, realizing what it means, “I am a member of that church and always shall remain 
a member.”  It means that I know and believe that I am of the elect of God.  It means that I know and 
believe that I have a place in the organism that is gathered by the Son of God.  It means that I am called 
such by the Son of God, have been regenerated, have been made a living member of Christ, have been 
made partaker of salvation and know it.  And it means I have the assurance that I shall never be 
separated from that spiritual body of Christ and from the love of God.  Do you confess it?   

 

2.  The Reason or Ground for that Assurance 

If so, on what basis does this assurance rest?   

Suppose we do not remain on the surface, but we make it a personal confession, and from the 
depth of our heart say: “I believe that I am and always shall remain a member of the church.”  How do 
you know?  And is the way in which you know the right way?   

People say, I feel it.  I feel that I am a member of the church.  It may be so, but feeling cannot be the 
proper ground for your assurance.  The devil can easily take that feeling out of your hand.  It cannot be 
the ground of your assurance.   

Neither can you appeal to external things for assurance that you are a member of the church.  You 
cannot say, “I am born in the church, and I am baptized.”  You cannot even say, “I go to church.”  All 
these things are good.  It is a blessing to be members of a church; but you cannot say, “I am born in the 
church, I am baptized and I go to church, and therefore I am assured of my salvation, I am assured of the 
fact that I am a member of the holy catholic church.  Simply to be enrolled on the books of the church 
does not give us assurance that we are members of the church.  Many say you must simply believe the 
word of God in order to have this assurance.   

It must be admitted, of course, that if our assurance is to be of the right kind, and is to be based on 
the right ground, it must be based on the word of God.  Our assurance can only be firm and sound if it 
rests on the word of God.  If God tells me that I am a member of the church, that I am regenerated and a 
partaker of salvation, then my assurance is correct.   

Again we cannot simply say, “Just read your Bible, and if you read your Bible, you will come to the 
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assurance that you are a member of the church, for the simple reason that the Bible is not a registry, a 
roll call containing the names of those that are members of the church.  It does not say Mr. So and so is 
a member of the church.  It does not mention my natural name.  So you cannot come to anyone that is 
in darkness and say, “Just read the Bible and you will come to the assurance that you are a member of 
the church and the assurance that you are saved.”   

Therefore we must add one thing.  Surely it is an assurance comes by the Word, but there is only 
one who can speak that word, and that is God.  No general offer of salvation leads to that assurance.  
But if God calls us personally with the name by which He calls us in His word, not by our natural name, 
but by our new name, then our assurance rests on the objective word.  When God calls us by our new 
name, our spiritual name, we become, first of all, corrupt sinners before God.  And the word, which He 
spoke to us, makes us cry out in sorrow to God, "O God be merciful to me a sinner.”   

And more, when God speaks that word to us we began to hunger and thirst after righteousness, 
after Christ and after salvation.  When God speaks the word to me I become weary and heavy laden.  In 
one word, when God speaks to me I receive a new, spiritual name; and when I find that new name in 
Scripture, then the assurance that I am a member of the church rests on that word, but on it as God 
speaks it.   

In the second place, the assurance that I am a member of the church rests on the knowledge that it 
is from the beginning to end the work of God.  The Arminianian never comes to the assurance that he 
will forever remain a member of the church.  According to the Arminian, this rests with man.  The 
Arminian speaks of election, but it is an election that rests on a faith that God foresaw beforehand.  He 
says we must be saved by grace; but, whether we are to be the objects of that grace, depends on us.  He 
speaks of regeneration, but it rests with man whether he will be regenerated or not.  And that is why 
the Arminian speaks of an accepting of Christ; but it is a thoroughly Arminian expression.  To accept 
Christ means that I have taken hold of Christ.  It means that I have joined the church.   

Another Arminian expression, frequently heard in so-called Reformed circles, is, “I took hold of 
Christ.”  It was my resolution.  That is Arminianism. When Christ and I are as strong as I am alone.  And if 
I took hold of Christ, if it was my resolution, then salvation depends on whether I continue to hold on to 
Him.  And so the Arminian never comes to the assurance that he will forever remain a member of the 
church. 

The Christian, however, confesses, “My membership in the church does not depend on any 
resolution of mine, but on a resolution of God.  God resolved that there should be a church; and God 
resolved that I should be a member of that church.”  It is God's work; and though He wants us to hold on 
to Christ, it is He who gives the power that enables the Christian to do so.  And therefore he can say that 
he will forever remain a member of the church.  Nothing can separate the Christian from the love of 
God.   

Shall we say it?  Oh, actually to be able to say it is the strength of our life, and our only comfort. 

 

3.  The Way in which that Assurance may be Ours 

It is true that people say that this doctrine of the perseverance of saints is conducive to 
carelessness.  It causes people to say that it makes no difference how I live, I am saved anyway; let us sin 
that grace may abound.   

That is an old argument that Armenians have brought against the doctrine of perseverance of 
saints.  It is an argument, which has nothing to do with Scripture, but which nevertheless, has deceived 
many.  The same argument is raised against the doctrine of predestination.   

Now let me say, first of all, that there always have been people who have made the doctrine of 
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predestination and of perseverance of saints an excuse for an ungodly life.  But let me add that an 
ungodly life is not caused by this doctrine.  Sometimes it may be caused through a misunderstanding of 
it.  Sometimes this doctrine may be used as an excuse for an ungodly life.   

But it is impossible that a Christian who confesses, “I know and believe that I am a member of the 
church,” should lead an ungodly life.  If the Christian's confession is, “I am assured that I am going to 
heaven,” it might be possible.  But the Christian does not confess that he is going to heaven, he 
confesses that he is a member of the church, of that church, which has been chosen to be holy and 
blameless before God in love.  It is of that church that he is a member.  And if the Christian confesses, “I 
am a member of that church that has been chosen to be holy and blameless before Him in love,” don't 
you see that it is impossible to make that confession while walking in the way of sin.   

A profane man, a man that lives in sin and then says he is a member of the church, is a liar.  We do 
not have the assurance that we are members of the church if we walk in sin.  And if for a time you live in 
sin, you do not have the assurance.  The Christian is strong only in the way of righteousness.  That is why 
the doctrine of the perseverance of saints does not make one profane.  It has always been an incentive 
to a life of sanctification.  And it is exactly the Christian that has stood on this basis and has fought the 
battle of faith unto the very end.  If you want to have the assurance that you are a member of the 
church, that you are saved, walk in the way of righteousness and sanctification, and eschew evil. 

 
 


