TEXT: Numbers 23:10

SUBJECT: A String of Pearls #14


At the funeral of his friend, Mrs. Mary Blake, the Puritan pastor, Thomas Brooks preached a long sermon on not fearing death.


Believers don’t fear death—not because we’re heroic or manly or tough—but because we know that death is the doorway to life.  The life we have in Christ now, will never be put out.  In fact, it will only get better.  “The day of one’s death is better than the day of his birth”.  At birth, a man starts dying and at death he starts living!  The happiest day on earth is a million times worse than the saddest day in heaven—and there are no sad days in heaven!  Each day is as happy as it can be and the next day is happier than the one before it. And this goes on forever.  


What makes the day of your death so happy for you?  In a word: everything!  When believers die, we receive an inheritance from God, we rest from our labors, we see the fruit of our work, we meet the best friends, we see the smiling face of Christ and hear His words of welcome: Enter into the joy of your Lord!  The party’s been going on a long time and now we’re in it.  


All these things—and more—wipe out  the fear of death and fill us with a joy unspeakable and full of glory! 


The hope of heaven belongs to all Christians.  It is ours whatever we know, or don’t know, whatever we believe or don’t believe, whatever we do or feel or say or don’t do, feel, or say.  Heaven is ours because Christ has prepared it for us and—if He has—He will Come again and receive us to Himself that where He is, we may be also.


Heaven is ours whether we know it or not.  But the enjoyment of heaven—right now—depends very much on us knowing it is ours.  

Thomas Brooks knows this.  He knows that not every believer in the church knows he is a believer.  Many a saint doubts his salvation, he struggles with assurance.  From the bottom of his heart, he knows that all Christians go to heaven when they die, but what he doesn’t know is if he is a Christian! 


As long as he is unsure of his salvation, he will fear death. Some feel this way all day every day, but most do not.  Most have periods of assurance followed by times of doubt.  Others feel both at the same time.  


Near the end of his long sermon, the Puritan offers a few words of comfort to believers who wonder about their salvation.  

THE COMPLAINT

“I would be willing to die, if I had but assurance: but that is the jewel I lack; and therefore, I am unwilling to die”.  

Thomas Brooks died in 1680, but he seems to have been spying on my secret thoughts.   And maybe yours too.  I believe in heaven and I believe all Christians go there when they die, but am I a Christian?  I certainly have a head knowledge of Christ, but has the knowledge sunk into my heart?  I know that not everyone who says, Lord, Lord enters the kingdom of heaven, but only those who do the will of [our Lord’s] Father in heaven.  I know I do some of His will some of the time, but how much is enough?  Have I talked myself into assurance because I don’t want to worry about it?  


These are real worries that real Christians have—and some of us are tortured by them.  


This is worth knowing.  For Satan often tempts us by making us think we’re alone—that no one has ever felt this way before.  Surely, no Christian has every felt this way.  No true believer has ever wondered if he was saved or not.  But the fact is, they have and do.  


I John is mostly written to help Christians know they have eternal life.  Why would they need the help if they never struggled with it.  Read David’s life—especially in the Psalms—and you’ll find a man full of anxieties—I said in my haste: “Surely I am cut off from before your eyes…How long will you forget me, O Lord forever?”  What kind of madness drove the man to join the Philistine army!  It was despair—despair of escaping Saul and becoming king, which is another way of saying: despair of God’s favor!    

If you want help from Church History, the life to read is John Bunyan’s.  In his masterpiece, Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners, he tells his own story—and how often, long,  and painfully he lacked assurance.  

This means: You’re not alone. Others have suffered the same thing—and they were the saintliest of men (though they didn’t know it).  


The problem is stated: I believe Christians have nothing to fear in death, but since I don’t know if I am a Christian, I do fear death.


What does the Puritan say to his worried friends?  Four things:  

FIRST ANSWER

“It may be you have assurance, though not such a measure of assurance as you desire”.  

Underline the word, “measure”.  It means “amount”.  He says you may well have some assurance, but less than you’d like to have.  Like faith, patience, humility, and so on, assurance is a grace.  And grace, in this life, is seldom complete.  Most of the time, we have to grow in grace.  


A handful of Christians receive an immediate and full assurance of their salvation—and never have a whiff of doubt.  If you’re this way, thank the Lord—what a blessing He has conferred on you!  


Before he was converted, a friend of mine had a very serious drug problem.  When he came to faith in Christ, the Lord took it away and my friend has never used again—and never wanted to.  It was an instant and complete rescue from drugs.  But my friend is an exception to the rule—and not the rule itself.  Drugs are very tempting to some Christians—and sometimes, they give in to their old ways.    Why?  Because their self-control is not fully developed.  It is real, to be sure, but it is not perfect.  


Now, if other graces are weak and small in this life, why must assurance be strong and huge—if not perfect—to be real?


Should we seek full assurance?  Of course we should.  But we must be humble and patient.  We have no right to it; if we have it at all, we have it by grace.  And we must be content as the Lord measures it out to us--a pinch at a time.    


And don’t forget: an ounce of assurance is worth more than all the gold in King Solomon’s mines!  I wish you could say, “I know I’m going to heaven”, but if you can’t say that, be happy that you can say, “I think I am”.  If you can’t get even that far, be thankful that you can say, “I hope so”.  Or even a lesser word like perhaps, possibly, and maybe is far more than we deserve.     


You can have assurance without having full assurance.  That’s the first answer.  

SECOND ANSWER

“The least grace, if true, is sufficient for salvation, and therefore, the sense of the least grace, or the least measure of grace, should be sufficient for the assurance of salvation”.  

This is a point that many of our people need to hear.  Recoiling from the easy believism of so many churches, they replace it with something worse: hard believism.   Some pastors are so in love with the examples of King Saul or Judas Iscariot or Balaam that they forget there are examples on the other side.


I know not everyone who professes faith in Christ is saved, but I also know that all Christians are weak and inconsistent and some are amazingly weak and inconsistent!  


Can you be saved and also compromised by the world?  Lot thinks so.  Can you be a Christian without mastering your temper?  Ask James and John.  Can believers say stupid and sinful things about the Lord?  Job did.  Are saints drawn to worldly things?  Read I Corinthians!  


I wish we all had great faith, but then I remember that even little faith saves.  Faith no bigger than a mustard seed moves mountains.  And saves souls.  


Instead of focusing on what you don’t have of grace, ask yourself: What do I have?    Your prayer life is nothing to write home about, but do you pray?  Your repentance is not as deep as it should be, but do you confess your sins and kind of want to turn away from them?  


When Peter tells us to grow in grace, he implies that grace is not given fully grown!  But that even little grace is true grace and will save you.


You don’t have to be mature to be saved.  You only have to be saved to be saved.  And when you find grace in your life, you can hope you are saved.  


In short: While it is right to fear the carnal Christian theory, we must also fear the super Christian theory—the idea that if you have not submitted every atom of your life to Christ, you’re not a Christian.  Popular Calvinism has taught this the last few decades, but it forgets the true name: Perfectionism—an old branch of Arminianism.    


You can have assurance without super graces in your life.  That’s the second answer to doubt.  The third, I think, is very sharp and not often considered.

THIRD ANSWER

“The time of death is one of the most usual seasons in which God gives His children the sweetest and fullest assurance of His love, of their interest in Him, and of their right to glory”.  


For forty years God fed His people in the wilderness.  But how often did the manna fall?  And how much were the people to gather?  The manna fell every day (except the Sabbath) and the people were to pick up enough for one day’s meal—and no more.  When they tried to sock it away for a rainy day, it went bad. 


Grace is like manna.  The Lord gives it to us when we need it—and not before.  If you read the story of Christian martyrs, you’re likely to say, “I couldn’t do that”.  And you’re right—you can’t do it.  Because you don’t need to.  But if you do need to suffer torture and death for Christ’s sake, He will give you the grace to do it.  When you need it.  


We all need assurance, but we need it most when we die.  And then we’ll have it.  I know this because the Bible says so: “No good thing will He withhold from those who fear Him”.   


Maybe you don’t have a strong assurance this evening because you don’t need strong assurance.  The weak kind is enough for you at the moment.  But when you need it, you’ll have it.  And that’s a cheering thought.  

THE FOURTH REASON

“Fourthly and lastly, you may die and go to heaven without assurance”.  


Not everyone dies a long, lingering death.  Some Christians will die suddenly without warning and long before they expected to.  And some of them will be struggling with assurance at the time.  


What about them?  They dropped dead while watching TV or laughing at a joke.  And they died without much assurance.  What happens to them?  


That’s an easy one: they go to heaven.  We are not saved by assurance or through assurance; Assurance did not choose us for salvation, did not die for our salvation, does not indwell us, and will not take us to heaven when we die.  


We are saved by grace through faith.  God the Father chose us for salvation; God the Son died to save us; God the Holy Spirit indwells us; the angels of God carry us to heaven when we die.  And then—in heaven—our assurance of God’s love will be so overpowering that we’ll wonder what we were so worried about all these years.  


Assurance is like the Concorde jet.  It may be the best way to get to Paris, but it’s not the only way.  Maybe you’ll have to swim the Atlantic, but you’ll get there eventually.  And maybe your life in this world will be less confident than it might have been, but so what?  You’ll still get to heaven!  And that’s what matters most—not knowing you’re going to heaven, but going to heaven.     

