
 

H ow can we be sure that we are going to Heaven when we 

die? Is there anything that we can do on this earth to ensure 

us a place in heaven? Prof. Engelsma gives us an in-depth study of 

the precious truth of assurance in this new booklet. Using Godôs 

Word as proof, the author shows how the child of God is given as-

surance as a gift of the Holy Spirit and that the believer should not 

go through life in doubt of their salvation. 

 
 

 

 

Introduction  

 

The Holy Spirit as the Spirit of Jesus Christ causes the believing child 

of God to know his own salvation with certainty. The Spirit gives assurance of 

salvation. This is an especially vital and precious work of the Spirit. 

Assurance is an especially vital and important work of the Spirit of Je-

sus Christ. When in John 14-17 He promised the Holy Spirit to His church, 

Jesus called this Spirit the ñComforterò: ñThe Fatheréshall give you another 

Comforterò (John 14:16). As the other Comforter of the church and the indi-

vidual member of the church, the Spirit comforts us with the assurance that our 

sins are forgiven; with the assurance that we have been given by the Father to 

Jesus Christ as His people; with the assurance that we are united to Christ in 
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the covenant of grace; and with the assurance that one day we will be with Christ where He is in heaven. In 

short, the Spirit comforts us that we were saved from eternity past, are saved now, and will be saved everlast-

ingly. 

Lacking this assurance, we are not comforted, but are terribly uncomfortable, indeed, terrified. Fail-

ing to give this assurance, the Spirit is no Comforter at all. 

Indicating how important the assurance of His people by the other Comforter was to Jesus, when He 

said farewell Jesus declared, ñPeace I leave with you, my peace I give unto youéLet not your heart be trou-

bled, neither let it be afraidò (John 14:27). Peace is the experience of being reconciled to God, of being in a 

relation of friendship with God on the basis of the forgiveness of sins. And this peace for each of us is assur-

ance that God is my friend and Father for Jesusô sake. There is no peace for anyone, if he lacks assurance of 

his own salvation, but only terror. Of course, this peace is due to the work of the Comforter within us assur-

ing us of Godôs love for us, Christôs death for us, and our own personal salvation. 

 Assurance is especially vital and precious to us ourselves. Without assurance, our heart is very much 

troubled and afraid. Doubt of salvation is the worst fear of all the fears to which humans are liable. 

Assurance of salvation is an aspect of salvation itself. God wills, not only that we be saved, but also 

that we know that we are saved. Then, and only then, do we enjoy salvation. Then, and only then, can we 

praise and thank Him, so that He is glorified by us, which is the ultimate purpose of salvation. One who 

lacks assurance cannot thank, praise, and glorify God. 

 Salvation itself is experiential, involving our conscious certainty of salvation, for example, justifica-

tion, the chief benefit of salvation. Justification is not simply the forgiveness of sins. Justification is the for-

giveness in the forum of the believerôs consciousness, as the Protestant Reformation has taught us. 

What good is salvation to me, if I do not know it, if I live in doubt of it? 

What good is the Comforter to me, if I cannot confess, truthfully, concerning myself personally, what 

the Heidelberg Catechism puts on the lips of every man, woman, and child who believes the gospel of Jesus 

Christ from the heart in its first question and answer: 

 

[My only comfort in life and death is] that Iébelong to my faithful Savior Jesus Christ, who with his 

precious blood has fully satisfied for all my sins, and redeemed me from all the power of the devil; 

and so preserves me that without the will of my Father in heaven not a hair can fall from my head; 

yea, that all things must work together for my salvation.1 

 

Controversy over Assurance 

 

It is deplorable that the Spiritôs work of assuring believers and the true, spiritual children of believers 

is controversial. I do not now refer to the open denial of the possibility of the assurance of salvation by the 

Roman Catholic Church, by all churches that proclaim the false gospel of Arminianism, and by the propo-

nents of the covenant theology of the Federal [Covenant] Vision in reputedly Reformed and Presbyterian 

churches. By virtue of their common teaching that salvation is conditional, that is, dependent upon the will 

and works of the saved sinner, Rome, churches embracing the lie of free will, and the Federal [Covenant] 

Vision all openly proclaim that saints can fall away into eternal perdition. This is the denial of assurance of 

salvation with a vengeance. 2 

  But I refer to the controversy over assurance raised by the false teaching about the Holy Spirit and 

assurance of many, perhaps the majority, of the Puritans in the late sixteenth and the seventeenth centuries. 

These Puritans taught that the Spirit saves many whom He does not assure of salvation. From many of those 

whom He does finally assure of salvation He withholds assurance for a long timeðyears, many yearsðafter 
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their conversion and coming to faith in Jesus Christ. 

Some regenerated believers never receive the gift of 

assurance. These miserable souls must live all their 

troubled life and then die without assurance, without 

ever being able to confess the first question and an-

swer of the Heidelberg Catechism, even though God 

elected them, Christ died for them, and the Spirit re-

generated them and united them to Christ. Expressions 

by leading Puritans and the actual condition of 

churches held in bondage by this teaching leave the 

distinct impression that those believers who never re-

ceive assurance, but die in doubt, are the majority. 

These Puritans taught that assurance is not so 

much the gift of the Holy Spirit as it is the work of the 

church member himself. Having convinced believers 

that they (the believers) had not received assurance 

with their faith, these Puritans then exhorted the be-

lievers to pray fervently, to work arduously, and to 

struggle heroically, often for many years, in order at 

last, by dint of all this spiritual work, to obtain assur-

ance. 

These Puritans taught that assurance is, and 

should be, a real problem for many, if not most, be-

lievers and children of believers. It is normal to lack 

assurance; normal to wonder whether one is really 

saved; normal to struggle with the question of assurance; normal that oneôs relation to assurance is that of a 

ñquest,ò a long, even lifelong, ñquest,ò with no assurance of a favorable outcome of the quest, namely, find-

ing assurance in this life; and, therefore, also, normal to abstain from the sacrament of the Lordôs Supper. 

Leading Puritans, men who are highly regarded by contemporary disciples of the Puritans, taught 

that the Spirit gives assurance only to a very few of Godôs children, leaving the rest of us, the vast majority 

of His children, to live and die in doubt. 

 

Now though this full assurance is earnestly desired, and highly prized, and the want of it much la-

mented, and the enjoyment of it much endeavored after by all saints, yet it is only obtained by a few. 

Assurance is a mercy too good for most menôs hearts, it is a crown too weighty for most menôs 

heads. Assurance is optimum maximum, the best and greatest mercy; and therefore God will only 

give it to his best and dearest friends. Augustus in his solemn feasts, gave trifles to some, but gold to 

others. Honor and riches, etc., are trifles that God gives to the worst of men; but assurance is that 

ótried gold,ô Rev. 3:18, that God only gives to tried friends. Among those few that have a share or 

portion in the special love and favor of God, there are but a very few that have an assurance of his 

love. It is one mercy for God to love the soul, and another mercy for God to assure the soul of his 

love. 3 

 

A Reformed student of Scripture and the Reformed creeds struggles for words with which to express 

opposition to, and indignation at, the Puritan doctrine of assurance. It is no doctrine of assurance at all, but a 
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cruel doctrine of doubt, at least, for the great majority of those who ñhave a share or portion in the special 

love and favor of God.ò Not only does it rob the great majority of Godôs believing children of the precious, 

priceless assurance of the love of God for them and their salvation, shutting them up to the unspeakable 

misery of the fear, whether God hates them and will damn them at death, but it also casts the gravest asper-

sions on the Fatherhood of God in Jesus Christ. What godly, earthly father, loving all his children, gives 

assurance of his love to a ñvery fewò of his children, but withholds this assurance from the majority of 

them? Such a father would make himself subject to the discipline of the church on the ground of the gross-

est dereliction of parental duty. Indeed, what earthly father would demand of his children that they 

ñendeavor,ò that is, work, for years in order to obtain after many years, or even at the end of life, the assur-

ance that he in fact loves them? What Christian would swallow the assertion that it is one parental mercy 

for the believing father to love his children, but another parental mercy for the father to assure the children 

of his love? What strange mercy is it to love oneôs children, but have them live in the terror that their father 

hates them? 

That Godôs Fatherhood does not suffer in comparison with the fatherhood of the godly man is evi-

dent from the fact that Jesus taught everyone who believes the gospel, and thus believes on Jesus Christ, 

from the heart, whether aged saint or new convert, grandparent or little covenant child, to call upon God in 

prayer and to call upon Him as ñOur Fatherò (Matt. 6:9). To say ñOur Fatherò to God is to express that the 

one who prays has assurance that God loves him, has redeemed him, saves him, and will preserve him unto 

eternal glory. 

Here, according to Puritan theology, is a grace of salvation about which it is not true, that the one 

who seeks shall find. All believers seek assurance as a grace ñearnestly desired and highly prized,ò but only 

a ñfew,ò indeed, a ñvery few,ò ever find it. And the reason is that this grace of salvation, which rightly is 

ñhighly prizedò as the ñbest and greatest mercy,ò is obtained, not by the free gift of the Spirit of Christ, but 

by the working and works of the believer. ñHe that will have it [assurance] must work, and sweat, and 

weep, and wait to obtain iténone can obtain it [assurance] but such as labor for itéa man must win it 

[assurance] before he can wear it.ò 4 The Puritan doctrine of assurance is a form of salvation by works. A 

doctrine of works is necessarily also a doctrine of doubt. 

Despite the clear, powerful testimony of the ñThree Forms of Unityò against it, the Puritan doctrine 

of assurance has infected certain churches in the Dutch Reformed tradition. This occurred largely through 

the influence of Puritanism upon some Reformed theologians and ministers in the Netherlands in the seven-

teenth and eighteenth centuries. The movement influenced by Puritanism, particularly the Puritan doctrine 

of assurance, called itself the ñnadere reformatie.ò This name should be translated, and understood, as 

ófurther reformation,ô expressing the movementôs conviction that the sixteenth century Reformation did not 

do justice to piety and experience and that it was the high calling of the ñnadere reformatieò to complete the 

sixteenth century Reformation. This, the men of the ñnadere reformatieò set out to accomplish by a theol-

ogy and ministry that emphasized personal piety and introspective experience. 5 

Puritanismôs erroneous doctrine of assurance is being spread throughout Great Britain, North Amer-

ica, and the world by influential organizations and theologians who promote Puritan and ñfurther reforma-

tionò theology. The effects of this false doctrine of assurance are dreadful. Entire Reformed and Presbyte-

rian congregations languish in doubt of their salvation and, therefore, persist in open disobedience to 

Christôs command to His church and to all who believe on Him, that they partake of the Lordôs Supper 

(Matt. 26:26-29). It is reliably reported that in the Netherlands today (2008) is a Reformed congregation of 

more than one thousand members of which only five or ten old members regularly partake of the Lordôs 

Supper. The rest of the members, in the bondage of the Puritan doctrine of assurance, abstain, lacking assur-

ance of salvation. All too believable is the rest of the report: The minister of the congregation recently is-

sued a warning against too great liberty in the congregation in coming to the Lordôs Table.6  Presbyterian 
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churches in Scotland suffer from the same dread malady. 

Many persons, publicly professing faith in Christ and living regular lives of obedience to the law in 

love for God, live all their life doubting whether they are loved by God and saved, and die in the terror of the 

real possibility of being damned.  

The Puritan doctrine of assurance was not that of the Reformers. This is freely admitted by Reformed 

theologians who defend the Puritan doctrine of assurance. The Presbyterian theologian William Cunningham 

condemns the teaching of Calvin and all the other Reformers on assurance as ñexaggerated and erroneous.ò7 

Calvinôs doctrine of assurance and its radical difference from that of the Puritans are expressed in his defini-

tion of faith: 

 

Now we shall possess a right definition of faith if we call it a firm and certain knowledge of Godôs 

benevolence toward us, founded upon the truth of the freely given promise in Christ, both revealed to 

our minds and sealed upon our hearts through the Holy Spirit.8 

 

For Calvin, all the Reformers, and the Reformation of the church in the sixteenth century, faith is as-

surance of salvation, faith essentially is assurance: ñFaith [is] a firm and certain knowledge of Godôs benevo-

lence toward us.ò Assurance, therefore, is the gift of God by the Holy Spirit to everyone to whom God gives 

faith. The Spirit works assurance in everyone in whom He works faith, and He works assurance in and with 

the working of faith. Of vital importance in Calvinôs definition, in view of the separation of faith and assur-

ance by the Puritans and the promoters of the ñnadere reformatie,ò past and present, is Calvinôs deliberate  

identification of the sealing by the Spirit, which refers to the Spiritôs assuring the child of God of his salva-

tion, as the giving of faith itself. The Holy Spirit seals the believer, not years after giving him faith, if at all in 

this life, as was the doctrine of the Puritans, but when He gives him faith. 

With the entire Reformation, Calvin taught that the fatherly love of God for all His children dear ex-

presses itself by giving all of them, young and old, hoary-headed saints and new converts, the assurance of 

His love for them.  

Not only did Calvin and the entire Reformation affirm that the gospel of grace assures all believers of 

Godôs love and their salvation, this  assurance of Godôs people was one of the main purposes of the Refor-

mation. The necessity of the Reformation was Romeôs holding the people in the bondage of doubt concern-

ing their salvation. Calvin stated this in his great treatise, ñThe Necessity of Reforming the Churchò 

(1544). 

 

Lastly, there was another most pestilential error, which not only occupied the minds of men, but was 

regarded as one of the principal articles of faith, of which it was impious to doubt, viz., that believers 

ought to be perpetually in suspense and uncertainty as to their interest in the divine favor. By this 

suggestion of the devil, the power of faith was completely extinguished, the benefits of Christôs pur-

chase destroyed, and the salvation of men overthrown. For, as Paul declares, that faith only is Chris-

tian faith which inspires our hearts with confidence, and emboldens us to appear in the presence of 

God (Rom. 5:2). On no other view could his doctrine in another passage be maintained, viz., that ñwe 

have received the Spirit of adoption, whereby we cry, Abba, Fatherò (Rom. 8:15). 9 

 

Those churches in which the majority of the members, often the large majority of members, profess-

ing faith, languish year after year in doubt of their salvation, under the influence of the theology of Puritan-
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ism and the ñnadere reformatie,ò are not furthering the Reformation. They are not even continuing the Ref-

ormation. On the contrary, their gospel, which does not work assurance, but doubt, is a radical deviation 

from the gospel of the Reformation. In the vitally important matter of the experience of salvation, about 

which the disciples of the Puritans are always boasting, their miserable people do not differ from the doubt-

ing hordes of Rome. Those churches need the Reformation and its gospel of assurance.  

As for the testimony of the Reformed confessions concerning assurance, Godôs gift of it to all His 

children, and the  enjoyment of it by every believer, the Heidelberg Catechism is representative. Question 

and Answer 1 has every believer confess that he possesses and enjoys the only comfort in life and death, 

knowing with certainty that he belongs to Jesus Christ, his faithful Savior. The believer concludes: 

ñWherefore, by his Holy Spirit, he also assures me of eternal life.ò 10 

 Question and Answer 53 make assurance the normal work of the Spirit in His saving of every elect 

child of God: ñWhat dost thou believe concerning the Holy Ghost?...that he is also given unto me, makes 

me by a true faith partaker of Christ and all his benefits, comforts me, and shall abide with me forever.ò 11 

 In flat contradiction of Brooks, the Puritans, and the ñnadere reformatie,ò that ñit is one thing for me 

to have faith, and another thing for me to know that I have faith,ò  the Reformed confession teaches that the 

gift of true faith includes sure knowledge that one has faith; certainty that one is partaker of Christ and all 

His benefits; the comfort that one belongs to Christ; the confidence of preservation; and the hope of ever-

lasting life. 

 This is assurance! This is assurance of oneôs own personal salvation, now and everlastingly! . . . 
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