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Having considered the doctrines of total depravity, unconditional election, limited 

atonement, and irresistible grace, we now consider the doctrine of the perseverance of the saints 

as explained in the Fifth Head of the Canons. 

Concerning the doctrine of the perseverance of the saints, the Arminians, at the time of 

the Synod of Dordt, were very deceitful. In the Remonstrance of 1610, the Arminian position 

was that the doctrine was not yet carefully developed and that it must more clearly be determined 

from the Bible. Article 5 of the Remonstrance of 1610 reads, 

 

that those who are incorporated into Jesus Christ and thereby become partakers of his 

life-giving Spirit have abundant strength to strive against Satan, sin, the world, and 

their own flesh and to obtain the victory; it being well understood (that this is) 

through the assistance of the grace of the Holy Spirit, and that Jesus Christ assists 

them through his Spirit in all temptations, extends the hand, and—if only they are 

prepared for warfare and desire his help and are not negligent—keeps them standing, 

so that by no cunning or power of Satan can they be led astray or plucked out of 

Christ’s hands, according to the word of Christ, John 10, “No one shall pluck them 

out of my hands.” But whether they can through negligence fall away from the first 

principle of their life in Christ, again embrace the present world, depart from the pure 

doctrine once given to them, lose the good conscience, and neglect grace, must first 

be more carefully determined from the Holy Scriptures before we shall be able to 

teach this with the full persuasion of our heart. (Essays in Commemoration of the 

Synod of Dordt (1618-’19), p. 209). 

 

That the Arminians left this doctrine as an open question was deceitful for a couple of 

reasons. First of all, the doctrine of the perseverance of the saints was already clearly set forth by 

the Reformed churches in the Heidelberg Catechism. One only has to read the first Q & A of the 

Catechism to know that this is true. Many other portions of the Catechism are abundantly clear 

that the elect are everlastingly preserved by God in the enjoyment of their salvation (see Lord’s 

Day 12, and Lord’s Day 19) The Catechism allows no possibility for the elect to fall away and 

perish everlastingly. Secondly, this was deceitful because the men who formulated the 

Remonstrance of 1610 were among the leaders of the church. It is one thing for ministers and 

professors to legitimately have questions about doctrines that have not yet been fully developed 

in the history of the church. It is quite another when leaders deceitfully place questions into the 

minds of the ordinary members of the church about doctrines which are clearly established in the 

creeds. And this was the intent of the Arminian party when they wrote Article 5 of the 

Remonstrance of 1610. 

What the Arminians did not call into question about perseverance, they corrupted. It is 

apparent from the article quoted above that the Arminians maintained a conditional perseverance. 

The Arminian position is that the power to persevere is really within man. It is man who has 

“abundant strength to strive against Satan, sin, the world, and [his] own flesh and to obtain the 
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victory.” Christ “through the assistance of the grace of the Holy Spirit” extends a helping hand to 

man. Yet this “assisting grace” is man’s only if he exercises his free will and desires God’s help.” 

With man doing the work and God assisting, the saint perseveres, or maybe not. This position fits 

consistently into the entire Arminian scheme of salvation. To man belongs the power, God picks 

up the slack. The final outcome is always in doubt. 

If this position of the Arminians is not terrifying enough, one should further read the 

Arminian position as stated in The Opinions of the Remonstrants (the official Arminian 

document presented at the Synod of Dordt). Concerning perseverance, Opinion D.4. states, “True 

believers are able to fall through their own fault into shameful and atrocious deeds, to persevere 

and to die in them; and therefore finally to fall and to perish” (Essays, p. 228). Opinion D.8. 

states, 

A true believer can and ought indeed to be certain for the future that he is able, by diligent 

watchfulness, through prayers, and through other holy exercises, to persevere in true faith, and he 

ought also to be certain that divine grace for persevering will never be lacking; but we do not see 

how he can be certain that he will never afterwards be remiss in his duty but that he will 

persevere in faith and in those works of piety and love which are fitting for a believer in this 

school of Christian warfare; neither do we deem in necessary that concerning this thing a 

believer should be certain (Essays, p. 229). 

By these statements the Arminians affirmed their opinion that “true believers” not only 

are able to perish in their sins, but that they ought to maintain every doubt that they will fall 

away and perish. The Arminians despise any kind of certainty of perseverance. Uncertainty and 

doubt, according to the Arminian position, is normal and preferable for the saint. 

Contrary to the despairing Arminian position is the comforting Reformed view of the 

perseverance of the saints as set forth in the Fifth Head of the Canons. That truth begins with 

man’s utter inability and God’s sovereign power. Article 3 makes clear that if the saints were left 

to their own strength to persevere, they would surely be defeated by their own sin and the 

temptations of sin and the world. It is God who is faithful, “who having conferred grace, 

mercifully confirms, and powerfully preserves them therein, even to the end.” God begins, 

maintains, and brings our salvation to its perfection. 

Article 8 highlights some of the contrasts between the Arminian and Reformed views 

regarding the perseverance of the saints. The Arminians set forth a perseverance of man’s “own 

merits” and “strength.” The Reformed teach a perseverance only of “God’s free mercy.” The 

Arminians teach the possibility of a total fall from faith and grace by the saint. The Reformed 

teach the certain perseverance of the saints. As far as man is concerned, say the Arminians, a fall 

could easily happen. With man, say the Reformed, this “is not only possible, but would 

undoubtedly happen.” With respect to God, say the Arminians, a fall is possible. With respect to 

God, say the Reformed, a final perishing in sin of the saint “is utterly impossible, since His 

counsel cannot be changed, nor His promise fail.” The comforting Reformed truth is that the 

saint is preserved because of who God is, the unchanging God. Further, the work of Christ in our 

salvation cannot be “rendered ineffectual.” Nor is our sealing by the Holy Spirit “frustrated or 

obliterated.” 

The believer not only confesses the doctrine of the perseverance of the saints as an 

objective fact, but is given of God to live in the assurance that this perseverance belongs to 

himself. According to Article 9, every “true believer” experiences “according to the measure of 

their faith” the assurance of their own preservation in salvation. This is in stark contrast to the 

Arminians who deny both perseverance and any assurance that one may have of persevering. 



The certainty of the saint’s perseverance was bitterly opposed by the Arminians. They 

hurled in the faces of the Reformed that this truth would work in the believers a “spirit of pride” 

and render them “carnally secure” (Art. 12). Article 12 soundly answers this false accusation and 

shows how exactly the opposite is true. That which is completely of God’s free mercy without 

anything of man’s does not make a believer proud, but is the greatest cause for humility. From 

this humility flows ”filial reverence, true piety, patience in every tribulation, fervent prayers, 

constancy in suffering, and in confessing the truth.” Prof. H. Hoeksema, commenting on this 

article in relation to the idea of “fervent prayers” writes, “It is not a state of doubt and 

uncertainty that fosters fervent prayer, but a state of assurance. For, in the first place, prayer must 

be characterized by confidence” (The Voice of Our Fathers, p. 735). And so it is with all of the 

Christian life, especially when we suffer for the sake of confessing the truth. We are able to do 

this only while living out of the certainty of our own perseverance. 

Paragraph 6 of the Rejection of Errors also answers the related Arminian charge that the 

Reformed view of perseverance is “a cause of indolence and is injurious to godliness, good 

morals, prayers, and other holy exercises.” Many take the position that a believer is motivated to 

obedience if he is constantly in a state of doubt and uncertainty about his salvation. If he is 

doubtful about being a child of God he will be more careful to make good moral decisions. If he 

is uncertain about his salvation he will be careful to go to church and pray. They take the 

position, in the words of Paragraph 6, that “it is praiseworthy to doubt.” That idea is exactly 

wrong say the Canons, “for these show that they do not know the power of divine grace and the 

working of the indwelling Holy Spirit.” Read Hebrews 11 and know that the “heroes of faith” 

were not spurred on by doubt, but were “looking unto Jesus, the author and finisher of our faith” 

(Heb. 12:2). 

While this has only been a brief look at some of the aspects of the doctrine of the 

perseverance of the saints, it is enough of a glimpse to know the glorious truth that we posses in 

the Reformed faith. God sovereignly preserved this truth against the attacks of the Arminians at 

the time of the Synod of Dordt. Today, we as Protestant Reformed Churches stand in this same 

truth. Let us not be ashamed of it. Rather, let us follow the example of our fathers at Dordrecht 

who by God’s grace unashamedly confessed the truth and sharply opposed the lie. Writes Prof. 

H. Hoeksema in this connection, 

There is so little militancy for the cause of the Reformed faith today! When those who 

oppose the truth are met, we can be so ready to belittle and compromise and well-nigh hide our 

Reformed faith and its distinctive character, as though we were really ashamed of it. And how 

boldly we ought instead to stand in the faith, cast far from us false and foul accusations which 

are hurled against the truth (V.O.O.F., p. 732). 
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