Liturgy:
Reading : Rom. 5, 12 – 20

  I  John 4, 7 – 11

                 Rom 10 : 14 – 16

Text : CoD I, 1 – 3

Ps.  147 : 1,4

Ps.    62 : 4

Hy.   62 : 1

Ps.    51 : 2,3,4

Hy.   61 : 1,5,6

Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

The Canons of Dort are less well-known than the HC and the BC. In addition, the content of this confession of the church is often considered as being difficult. One of the reasons that this confession is considered as more difficult than the other two confessions is – I think – that many people simply put an equal’s sign between the Canons of Dort and the doctrine of election and reprobation, as if this is the only subject dealt with by this confession. However, this is only one of the subjects spoken about in this confession. Many other subjects receive attention as well, together radiating the riches of God’s grace in Jesus Christ as our Saviour, and this in adoration to God, Art. 18 of Chapter 1.
It was at Synod Launceston 1998, being part of a special committee that had to prepare a report about the teachings of Rev. F. VanHulst that by renewing I had to work myself through this confession in a very detailed way. At that time, it struck me once again how rich the Canons of Dort are. I’m afraid that many a church a member often does not realize the beauty of these Canons, how rich they speak about God’s grace towards us sinners, sovereign grace, totally undeserved! 
That’s why I hope it will be profitable for us a congregation during the coming months, the Lord willing, to deal with these Canons in more detail. The matters to be dealt with might not always be easy, yet the purpose is to show the miracle of God’s love for us sinners.
In preparation for this afternoon’s sermon, somewhere I read the following, dealing with the Canons of Dort is like digging up treasures, at times perhaps with much toil. Yet when the treasures come out they are like a diamond, which when the light falls on it radiates all kind of wonderful colours. This diamond, Br. & Sr., is God’s sovereign choice for us, radiating the warmth of His love and mercy for us sinners and this against the dark background of our total depravity. This brings me also to the theme for this afternoon’s sermon, in which we will deal with the first three articles of Ch. 1 of the Canons of Dort. In these articles we hear about

THE GOSPEL OF GOD’S WONDERFULL GRACE

AS IT LIGHTS UP 

AGAINST THE DARK BACKGROUND OF MAN’S TOTAL DEPRAVITY

We will look at

1) Man’s unworthiness to receive God’s grace

2) God’s sovereign love nevertheless to bestow this grace on man

3) The way in which God wants this gospel of grace to be proclaimed

I
The first chapter of the Canons of Dort has as heading “Divine Election and Reprobation.” However, the first article of this chapter does not straightaway start with God’s decree from eternity. The Canons start, where also the Bible starts, namely with what happened in Paradise, where man fell into sin. It’s only after having dealt with what happened in the beginning of history that we read about God’s eternal decree of election and reprobation. 
This afternoon, I like to note that this was a determined decision to start the Canons this way, due to a theological discussion current at that time regarding the order of God’s decrees before the foundation of the world. The point of discussion was: from eternity what did God decide first. Did God’s decree of election and reprobation precede His decision to allow mankind to fall into sin or did God’s decree of election and reprobation come after He decreed to permit the fall into sin. At the synod of Dort, both viewpoints had its advocates and opponents. One can have a very interesting theological discussion about this. But in the end, what is the benefit of such a discussion for our faith?

Moreover and even more important, somehow such a discussion tries in a human way to fathom the mind of God. Concerning the human mind, we always think in a certain order, first came this than that. Yet, beloved, God is from eternity, hence as human beings we have to be careful not to speculate about the order in which God decided things.  After all, there are also things God has hidden from us, as it says in Deut 29, 29, “The secret things belong to the LORD our God.” That’s why Art. 18, the final article of Ch. 1, speaks about the mysteries of God, which are too deep to be fathomed by the human mind, as the apostle Paul writes it in Romans 11, 33 – 36, “...” To use an expression of Art. 13 BC, “We must not curiously inquire father than our capacity allows us, but with the greatest humility and reverence adore the just judgments of God, which are hidden from us, and content ourselves that we are pupils of Christ, who have only to learn those things, which He teaches us in His Word, without transgressing these limits.” I realize, Art. 13 BC  says this in the context of dealing with the doctrine of God’s providence, but the same can be said with respect to God’s decree of election and reprobation.
Beloved, it is for this very reason that the Canons of Dort start where also God’s own Word starts, not with a story about what happened in eternity before the foundation of the world, but with what happened in Paradise, when man fell in to sin. It is from there on and in this context that the Canons deal with God’s decree of election and reprobation. 
Of course, this does not mean by taking this approach that all of sudden we are able to fathom everything. Questions will remain and let them remain, lest we start speculating beyond what God has revealed. Instead, let us rather marvel at the greatness of God’s sovereign love towards us sinners. 
In addition, whoever does not take this Scriptural approach can easily start wondering about the certainty of God’s promises, asking himself the question, “Do I belong to the elect? How do I know for sure that what God has said to me at my baptism is indeed also for me?”  Hence, let us appreciate the scriptural approach of the Canons of Dort. Concerning the order of God’s decrees, we should leave that to the LORD. Instead, with childlike faith, we should read what God has revealed to us in His Word about creation, the fall into sin and the consequences of the fall into sin also for us, since we too sinned in Adam and therefore together with Adam deserve nothing else but eternal death. It is against this dark background of Art. 1 that in the articles 2 + 3 the light of God’s sovereign grace receives even greater brightness.

In order that we never take God’s grace for granted but may marvel at it each day, wondering LORD who am I that I may belong, it’s good also this afternoon, first to speak in more detail about this dark background also of our life, and so let us start with Art. 1.
Art. 1 speaks about the origin of sin, as the apostle Paul writes about it in the section of Scripture we read this afternoon, Romans 5, 12, “...” The apostle does not explain how all mankind became guilt because of Adam’s sin. He simply asserts the fact. All sinned  when Adam sinned. We all share the guilt of the fall into sin. How come?

Sometimes when I ask this question in the catechism class, the answer is given because we would have done the same in that position. In other words, who are we to say that we would have acted differently? Hence, we are guilty too. Looking at this answer a bit more carefully, it does not satisfy. How can we, being totally sinful – how can we ever put ourselves in the mind of a person who at that time was completely sinless. Others say we are simply victims of Adam’s mistake and now have to bear the consequences.
Somehow, Br. & Sr., in all these answers to a certain extent we dissociate ourselves from Adam and Eve. Yet we can’t. We cannot isolate ourselves from our forefathers. We all descend from one human being, as the apostle Paul says it in his address to the people of Athens, Acts. 17, 26a, “...” On the basis of this text, some have said we were so to speak in Adam’s loins when he sinned, in a similar way as the author of the letter to the Hebrews speaks about Levi being in Abraham’s loins when he paid the tithes to Melchizedek, Heb. 7, 10. Others refer to Adam as the head of all mankind. Therefore, the choice he made had also consequences for all mankind. Like when a king declares war on a country, all citizens are at war with that country. Anyway, in Romans 5 Paul does not give any further explanation about the whys and wherefores of us having sinned in Adam. God’s Word simply states that in Adam all man sinned.  
I like to note that this does not undo our own responsibility. I may refer here to Ez. 18, 1 – 4, “...” (Explain!) This shows each person remains responsible for his own actions. This does not conflict with the second commandment, where it reads that God will visit the iniquity of the fathers on the children. (Explain!)

Let us go back to the question, how we are  responsible for the sins of Adam. Beloved, it’s because of the unique connection. This cannot be compared with bearing guilt for what parents of forefathers have done. It’s because of the unique position, in which Adam was created that Paul can write in Romans 5, 12, “through one man sin entered the world, .... because all sinned.”  In Paradise Adam acted as our representative. Hence, we all lie under the curse and deserve eternal death. 
David impressively puts this into words in Psalm 51. It’s a prayer of David, after he committed the sins against Bathsheba and Uriah. One may wonder, how could David have done such a thing? How could this man after God’s own heart sink so low? When David views his past, he recognises, “Behold, I was brought forth in iniquity, and in sin my mother conceived me,” Psalm 51, 5. That’s the source! David does not use this to excuse himself: see, it’s because I descended from Adam. Instead, David takes full responsibility for his own deeds, while at the same time he points a finger back to the origin of sin, to show how deeply the evil was ingrained in him, as it is in us.
The Arminians denied that all man sinned in Adam. Although they acknowledged that all mankind became sinfully inclined through Adam’s sin, they denied that all men were made guilty and condemnable through Adam’s sin. No man – so they said – is condemned by what Adam has done, but only by what he himself has done. 
From Scripture we learn that this is not true. In Adam, we all sinned, says Paul in Romans 5, and hence – Art. 1 – “God would have done no one injustice if it had been His will to leave the whole human race in sin and under the curse of sin.” God was under no obligation to save even one man. We are no victims, we only have ourselves to blame. I like to quote here the first paragraph of Art. 14 BC, “...”

 It’s pretty grim to read all this. Yet beloved it only against this dark background that we learn to marvel the more at the miracle of God’s grace, which bring us to the second point of this afternoon’s sermon.

II
Art. 1 confesses, God would have done no one injustice if it had been His will to leave the whole human race in sin and under the curse. Eternal condemnation – that’s what we all deserved since we sinned in Adam. Yet – and what a miracle this is, beloved – God did not want to do this. Instead, God’s love still went out to fallen man. God still wanted to manifest this love. This was not because man was sorry for what he had done. Man was not sorry at all. Perhaps he was sorry realizing the consequences of what happened – as it happens so often when man sins: the consequences that’s what we often worry about, yet not the hurt we have caused the other. The same we see in Paradise. Man tried to hide from God, instead of owing up to what he had done. And when God calls Adam to account he tries to shift the blame. In other words, there was nothing from man’s side moving God to show love. Indeed God would have done no injustice to condemn man forever.

 But then we see the miracle, whilst man was trying to hide himself from God, God calls out, “Adam, where are you?” These are the first words that speak of redemption, as Art. 17 BC describes is so beautifully, “...” In tender mercy (Luke 1, 78) God comforted man with the promise that He would give him His Son. Thus in this world totally darkened by sin the light of God’s love started to shine again. This was indeed nothing else but a mere miracle. 
Amongst others, Art. 2 refers to 1 John 4, 9, “...” Life through the Son of God, i.e. the life He obtained for us by bearing God’s punishment for us and in our place, as the apostle John mentions it in the following verse, vs. 10, “...”

Art. 1 says God would have done no one an injustice if we all would have ended up in hell. In other words, not the fact that there is a place called hell is strange. Not eternal condemnation is peculiar, instead the fact that despite we were totally unworthy of it, God sent His son to redeem us of from eternal condemnation – that’s something peculiar.
In John 3, 16 it reads, “...” God so loved the world – a world that had had turned its back upon God, a world totally undeserving of God’s love (you and I included, beloved). And yet despite all this, God’s love still went out to this fallen world. This is indeed nothing else but a complete miracle; a miracle that God loved us even so much that He gave His Son for us, so that whoever believes in Him should not perish but have everlasting life.

This does not mean that God turned a blind eye to our sins. The Father knew beforehand what suffering His Son would have to go through: the cross, being totally left alone, forsaken even by the Father Himself and in this experiencing the anguish and torment of hell. Yet, all this did not deter the Father from sending His Son. God remained true to the promise given in Paradise and this not because we were poor people, who innocently had been deceived by Satan – perhaps that would have explained something of this love God towards us. Yet Scripture clearly states, Romans 5, 8, “...” In vs. 7, Paul writes, “...” Yet fallen man had become an enemy of God, entering into friendship with the devil. Yet God wanted us back in His camp. God did not want our ruin, but our salvation instead.
Beloved, here fails every human word to describe the depth of this love. LORD, who am I that I may share in this love? It is indeed good, beloved, to read this act of God’s love against the dark background of Art. 1, i.e. the dark background of our total unworthiness. Yes then one sees the sharper the greatness of this miracle. LORD, who am I that I still may belong; that Thou gave Thy Son also for me, even though I am totally unworthy of it?
 Beloved, let us be honest, all too often we fall short in thankfulness for this love. Daily we may warm ourselves in God’s love, in His care. Yet do we still marvel each day, marvel at what miracle this is?
Concluding the second point of this afternoon’s sermon, for a moment, I still would like to go back once more to John 3, 16. The Arminians used this text to show that all man have the opportunity to believe, the choice is up to man, whoever wants to accept the offer of salvation, thus denying that from ourselves we would never accept this offer, if God would not come which His gospel to us (Art 3) and work faith in our hearts. 
At the same time, however, it must also be said that the gift of salvation is freely available to whoever believes in Christ. The free offer of the gospel is broad enough to encompass even the vilest sinner. No matter how much we have messed up our life, in Christ there is opportunity for redemption and salvation. But then we have indeed to accept Him as Saviour. In John 3, 18 it reads, “...” Yet those who come to Christ He will not cast out, John 6, 37, “...” They will never perish. 
It’s this gospel that has to be preached to the ends of this world. After all, the point of Jesus’ coming was not to redeem Israel and condemn the Gentiles, but that the world might be saved through Him. God’s gracious offer of salvation extended beyond Israel to all mankind, as God had declared already in the very beginning of history, when he said to Abraham, Gen. 12, 3, “...” That’s why the gospel had to go out. Yet it goes out according to God’s plan, Art. 3, which brings us to the third point of this afternoon’s sermon.
III
The first sentence of Art. 3 reads, “...” In Romans 10, the apostle Paul says no one can come to faith unless he hears the preaching of the gospel, since it is only through the preaching of the gospel that the Holy Spirit works faith. True, God reveals Himself also in creation, in which – Art. 2 BC – “all creatures, great and small, are as so many letters leading us to perceive clearly the invisible things of God, namely His eternal power and deity.” Yet to perceive this clearly so that God is also praised for it, we need says Calvin the glasses of Scripture. Moreover, God’s revelation in creation is insufficient to bring man to Christ. Only the preaching of the gospel can bring people to Christ through the powerful regenerating work of the Holy Spirit. That’s why this gospel has to go out, so that man may be brought to faith.
Yet, beloved, though the gospel itself is preached indiscriminately, i.e. to Jew and Gentile, to people red and yellow, black and white – though the gospel itself is preached indiscriminately, it does not go out indiscriminately, but to whom God will and when God will. God does not send the gospel to all people at all times. He has given the mission mandate to the church, “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations,” Mt. 28, 19. Yet not all nations hear the proclamation of the gospel at all times. It happens to God’s plan! We see a clear example of this in Acts 16, 6 – 8, “...” It’s here that Paul receives a vision to cross over to Europe. 
Today, mission fields are chosen by a sending church, PNG, Sumba, China and other places. Missionaries go out to proclaim the gospel. Yet even though churches makes their choices, ultimately also today God is sovereign in determining where and when the gospel will be proclaimed, sovereign also when and where a vacancy will be filled. That’s why ministers when they are ordained or installed, and likewise missionaries, have to answer also this question, “Do you feel in your heart that God Himself through His congregation has called you to this ministry,” whereby I would add to this ministry also in this special place.
The Arminians taught all this happened since one people is more worthy to hear the gospel of salvation than another. But again they have the testimony of Scripture against them. Why did God chose Abraham, after all his family too served the idols? Why did God chose Israel as a people of His own possession? Moses says in Deut. 7, 7 + 8, “...” If some people had been more worthy of it than others the gospel would have been preached rather in Tyre and Sidon than in Chorazin and Bethsaida. I think here of what the Lord Jesus says in Mt. 11, 21, “...”  Yet God chooses people who are unworthy of themselves.

This, beloved also applies to us today. Yes, who am I that I may hear the gospel each Sunday again. Do you see God’s sovereign love in this, beloved, every time you come to church. If so, you don’t want to miss out, but will be here each Sunday, wherever possible twice. God sends the heralds of the gospel to whom He will and when He will. Well that’s how in sovereign grace this gospel comes also to us. Sovereign grace indeed!
After all, it’s not just accidental that you and I were born in a covenantal Christian family, and that it equally could have been somewhere else and we would have been Muslims, for example. It was God’s sovereign grace and nothing else; God’s sovereign grace that this afternoon you may listen to the gospel of salvation in Jesus Christ. Let us never take this for granted, but each day again show thankfulness and appreciation for this. 
In addition, beloved, let this thankfulness be incentive for us to share this gospel also with others, whoever may cross our path. Also such instances God will use to bring people to faith in Christ; so don’t let these opportunities slip by. God indeed want to use also you and me to fulfil His plan of salvation. Let us then indeed be willing instruments in that plan of God, tomorrow when you are out there again in the work force. Don’t feel ashamed to speak of the hope by which we may live.
Yes, beloved, what a privilege it is that we may know the gospel, may know Christ though whom God wants to give us security in life, rest and peace in world full of unrest. It is only when we see it as a privilege, only when we see it as something we are totally undeserving of, that it will give incentive to embrace this gospel, to embrace Christ and so to have life in Him. Yes then against the dark background of our total depravity we marvel the more at the miracle of this grace. Lord, who am I that I may belong. Thank Thee LORD and help me now also to show this thankfulness not only in words but also in deeds.

Amen.
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