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We ended last time with a view to looking at how separating from sin and impenitent 

sinners takes place only in the true church where sharp antithetical preaching is found and where 

discipline is administered. This we will do in the final article beginning with a look at our creeds. 

All three of our creeds speak of the importance of sound doctrinal preaching. In varying ways 

and to varying degrees all three of them also speak of the importance of belonging to the true 

church where this kind of preaching is found and how antithetical preaching is a means of Christ 

to purify His church and remove from it those who live impenitently. First, in the Canons, 5th 

Head, Article 14, we read that it pleases God by “the preaching of the gospel” to preserve us in 

the way of grace. Later in the article, it is evident that the “exhortations, threatenings, and 

promises” of the preaching are God’s means to continue and perfect His work of grace in us. 

Many in the Reformed church world today would agree with the “promise” element of the 

preaching. (We must remember that in the theology of false and departing churches, the 

“promise” is conditioned upon the good works of man apart from grace, and therefore, is no 

“promise” at all.) It is good that we understand just exactly what the “promise of the gospel” is 

and why it must be preached. 

Rev. Hoeksema defines “the promise of the gospel” in The Triple Knowledge, his 

commentary on the Heidelberg Catechism. Question 84 of the Catechism asks, “ How is the 

kingdom of heaven opened and shut by the preaching of the holy gospel?” The answer, in its 

most distilled form, is “by the preaching of the promise of the gospel.” Before we go on and 

define what exactly that promise is, it is important to notice the seriousness of the question 

asked. The question deals with the opening and shutting of the kingdom of heaven. This is not a 

minor question. How often do we go to church on Sunday and listen to the sermon consciously 

aware of the fact that the kingdom of heaven is being opened to us as Christ speaks to us through 

the preaching? The preaching, then, is God’s means of opening the kingdom of heaven to us and 

closing it to those who hear the preaching and do not believe. But, this is only the case when the 

“promise of the gospel” is preached. What is the “promise of the gospel?” Rev. Hoeksema, after 

spending several pages defining the “promise” sums it up with this paragraph, a part of which we 

quote: 

In one word it is, according to Scripture, Christ and all His riches of salvation and 

blessing. It is the promise that God will raise up a Savior out of the seed of David; that this Seed 

of David shall bear the sins of His people; that God shall raise Him from the dead and give Him 

glory, exalt Him on the throne of His father David, and give Him the ends of the earth for His 

possession. Christ is the promised Seed. The promise, therefore, according to Scripture, implies 

the assurance of righteousness and peace, of forgiveness and sonship, of deliverance and 

sanctification, of eternal life and glory, of the incorruptible and undefilable inheritance that 

fadeth not away. It implies for Christ and all that are in Him that they shall be heirs of the world, 

inherit the new and heavenly kingdom, and dwell in God’s eternal tabernacle forever. And 

therefore, the promise also implies the gift of the Holy Spirit. That Spirit is given first of all to 

Christ, and then also to them that are of Him. It is through the Spirit that all the blessings of 

Christ are realized upon the Church…. It is a mistake to present the matter as if God merely 

promised the objective blessings of salvation to the seed of Abraham, or even to men in general, 

so that it depends upon their consent whether or not the promise shall be realized unto them. 



Very definitely the gift of the Holy Spirit is included in the promise. (pgs. 700, 701, The Triple 

Knowledge, vol. 2) 

Now knowing what the “promise of the gospel” is, it is important to emphasize that it 

must be preached. Remember, when the “promise” is preached the kingdom of heaven is opened 

to believers. Likewise, when the “promise” is preached to unbelievers the kingdom of heaven is 

shut to them and “they stand exposed to the wrath of God, and eternal condemnation, so long as 

they are unconverted” (Answer 84 of Catechism). 

In this connection, Rev. Hoeksema makes an important point as to the effect of the 

preaching of the gospel in the church. About the effects of the preaching on the impenitent 

Hoeksema writes: 

It has the effect that it excludes the unbelievers that do not sincerely repent. It excludes 

the wicked that are without: for it is not probable that with such definite preaching they will ever 

join the church visible on earth. And it also excludes the carnal seed, the unbelievers and 

impenitent that are within the church. These usually separate themselves from the church visible 

that is characterized by such pure and definite preaching of the gospel. They become enemies of 

the church of Christ and of the people of God. They manifest themselves as those that are of 

antichrist, according to the words of the apostle John in I John 2:18, 19: “Little children, it is the 

last time: and as ye have heard that antichrist shall come, even now are there many antichrists; 

whereby we know that it is the last time. They went out from us, but they were not of us; for if 

they had been of us, they would no doubt have continued with us: but they went out, that they 

might be made manifest that they were not all of us.” And even though they are hypocrites, and 

remain in the church visible for a time, as tares among the wheat, they can never escape the 

power and authority of the pure and definite preaching of the gospel. For God through Christ 

binds on their conscience that they have no place in the kingdom of heaven (pgs. 711, 712, The 

Triple Knowledge, vol. 2). 

It is only through the way of the “pure and definite preaching of the gospel” that we 

experience the separation from sin and impenitent sinners. First of all, God’s uses the means of 

“pure and definite” (distinct) preaching to draw us out of this world spiritually. We see that our 

abiding place is not here on earth, but we have an inheritance in the “new and heavenly 

kingdom.” And we begin to enter into this “promised land” when we “receive the promise of the 

gospel by a true faith” (Answer 84, Catechism). 

Secondly, through the hearing of distinct preaching we experience the mortification of 

our old man and the making alive of our new man. We experience being drawn out of our old 

man of sin. We are assured that our old man no longer has the upper hand and that in principle he 

has been defeated by the death and resurrection of Christ. We now live out of the principle of the 

new man. We experience the new life of Christ in us. We live according to the Spirit and not 

after the flesh. 

Thirdly, God uses the means of distinct preaching to drive away from the midst of His 

holy congregation those who live impenitently, those who hate God, His people, and the truth. 

The kingdom of heaven is shut to them by the “pure and definite” preaching of the promise. 

They experience being scattered as we read in Psalm 68:1, 2, “Let God arise, let his enemies be 

scattered: let them also that hate him flee before him. As smoke is driven away, so drive them 

away: as wax melteth before the fire, so let the wicked perish at the presence of God.” 

Where the pure doctrine of the gospel is faithfully preached and where discipline is 

faithfully administered, God’s people will be found. It is this “holy congregation” spoken of in 

the Belgic Confession that we must join ourselves to. Article 28 of this confession speaks of our 



calling to join ourselves to the true church. An interesting portion of this article makes clear that 

belonging to the true church involves separation from those who do not belong to this “holy 

congregation.” We read, “it is the duty of all believers, according to the word of God, to separate 

themselves from all those who do not belong to the Church, and to join themselves to this 

congregation, wheresoever God hath established it.” Also implied in this article is the calling of 

all believers to remain in the true church and not to separate themselves from this “holy 

congregation” and mix themselves together with those outside the church. 

The true church, the body of Christ, is composed of those who have been “drawn out,” 

those who are holy, consecrated to the service of God. 

We end with a few points in review about the effect of distinct doctrinal preaching. God 

uses the means of distinct preaching to maintain the holiness of His church. First, this is done 

when the believers hear the promise and are encouraged in a life of holiness. Secondly, when the 

impenitent hear the promise of the gospel, either they are brought to repentance, or God uses the 

sharp preaching as a means to drive them from His congregation, thereby maintaining the 

holiness of His church. Thirdly, when those outside the church are made aware of the distinct 

preaching of the true church, they are either hardened in their unbelief, or God uses this pure 

preaching as a means to call His elect out of false and departing churches and into His holy 

congregation. 

When there is watered-down preaching, preaching that does not have the promise at its 

center, but rather lays upon man a heavy responsibility, God’s holy congregation soon fills up 

with those living unholy lives. The believers do not walk holily as they should. There is less and 

less separation from sin and impenitent sinners. The members begin to mix themselves with the 

world. The congregation becomes increasingly worldly-minded and less spiritually-minded. The 

members do not live out of the promise as they should because they do not hear it preached. It is 

not long until a congregation like this is decimated when the winds of false doctrine blow 

through. Even when this happens, God will preserve to Himself those whom He has called out. 

May we, by God’s grace, continue to be preserved holy by means of pure preaching. May 

we, from Sunday to Sunday continue to hear Christ, the Promise, preached. 

 

Psalter # 70, verses 2, 4 

Thy mercy and Thy grace I love to contemplate; 

Thy paths of truth my footsteps trace, and wicked men I hate. 

O Lord, Thy house I love, where glory dwells with-in; 

O keep my heart secure above all fellowship with sin. 
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