Liturgy:
Reading : Mt. 11, 25 – 30; 23, 37 – 39

   Rom. 9, 20 – 24 

Text 
: CoD I, 15,16,18

Ps.  108 : 1,2
Ps.    79 : 5

Ps.  145 : 5

Ps.    84 : 3,4,6
Hy.   11 : 1,2

Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

Thus far in the series of sermons on the Canons of Dort the emphasis was very much on the miracle of God having chosen us, whilst others were passed by. In fact this always is the result, whenever a choice is made: the very fact that you make choice, means others miss out. This also applies to God’s decree of election. Since God did not elect all men, others are passed by. However, at the same time it should be noted that concerning God’s decree of election, there is difference. It’s not simply a matter because some are chosen and so by implication others are not. When opening Scripture we learn that it was a definite choice from God’s side, also in leaving others in their misery in which they by their own fault had plunged themselves.  As introduction on this afternoon’s sermon I point you to two examples, one from the OT and one from the NT.

First the OT example – In Mal. 1, where God reminds the Israelites of His electing love towards them, the LORD says the following in some kind of dialogue with his people, Mal. 1, 2 – 4, “...”
“Jacob I have loved, but Esau I have hated.”  These words bring to mind what God said to Rebecca at the time that she was expecting twins, Gen. 25, 23, “...” Here already we see the mystery of God’s electing love: why Jacob and not Esau? This choice had consequences also for their descendants, as Malachi makes it clear. God’s love for Israel shines forth against the dark background of God’s wrath upon Edom.

For a NT example, I may point you to Mt. 11, where the Lord Jesus, after having rebuked the cities in which most of His mighty works had been done, says the following, Mt. 11, 25 + 26, “...” Revealed to some, hidden from others, according to God’s sovereign decree of election and reprobation, by which indeed some were chosen and others not. 
Thus far in the preaching on the Canons of Dort we have mainly focussed on those who were chosen: God’s decree of election. Yet the Canons devote a special article also to God’s decree of reprobation. This is done since what is taught in this article is often twisted to caricature the Reformed doctrine regarding election from eternity. It cannot be denied that the matter of reprobation is indeed a very sensitive issue. Hence it is very important how we speak about it, Art. 16 highlights this. Keeping this in mind, this afternoon I may proclaim to the gospel – indeed gospel also when it comes to reprobation, since against the dark background of this doctrine one marvels even the more at the riches of God’s mercies.
So this afternoon we will listen to

THE GOSPEL ABOUT GOD’S SOVEREIGNTY

IN HIS DECREE

 NOT TO ELECT ALL MEN

With respect to this decree we will look at the following aspects

1) It cannot be used to blame God for not being chosen

2) One must speak about it with pastoral sensitivity

3) It serves the riches of God’s glory on the vessels of mercy

I
At the time of the Synod of Dort the Arminians opposed in a very forceful way God’s decree of reprobation. After all, how did people dare to teach that from eternity God would have decided to reject certain people, excluding them from eternal salvation? If that were true, so they said, then what can these poor innocent people do about it, if they don’t believe in the LORD and do not serve Him. Even before they were born, God had already decided not to give them saving faith and the grace of conversion. Hence, the blame lies with God and not with these people. That’s how the Arminians presented it at the time of Dort.
However, beloved, also today, many people consider God’s decree of reprobation an unacceptable doctrine, since it seems to teach: in a similar way as God chose a definite number of people to salvation in Christ He also destined others to hell and eternal condemnation, even before mankind fell into sin. So if you belong to the latter category, what can you do about it, since God destined you to it? 

This whole reasoning, beloved, is nothing else than a caricature, doing no justice to what Scripture teaches. After all, as we learned it also already from earlier sermons, God’s is in no way to blame for man’s unbelief. Art. 15 also clearly states this, saying, those not elected God passed by leaving them in the common misery into which they had by their own fault plunged themselves. Note the words “by their own fault” .The same we read in Art. 16 BC. Let us just read this article together, “...” Hence God is in no way to blame.
In and together with Adam all of mankind – you and I included, beloved – plunged themselves into eternal misery, wilfully giving ear to the voice of the devil. Hence, as it was stated already in Art. 1, ‘God would have no one done an injustice if it had been His will to leave the whole human race in sin and under the curse.” Therefore those who were chosen by God to salvation can only marvel at God’s grace shown to them. At the same time those left in this misery, bypassed by God in His election, only can look at their own fault, by which they plunged themselves in this misery. Summarizing: condemnation from God’s side is nothing else than confirming man’s own guilt. Never can anyone blame God for the pool of misery he is in.
Again it is caricature when it is said that perhaps people would have sought after God and the things of the LORD, if only God had chosen them. This is indeed nothing else but caricature. No one can stand up in the Day of Judgment saying, “Lord I wanted to serve Thee, but I could not since Thou had rejected me beforehand already.” What does the LORD Jesus say to the Jews who did not believe in Him, Mt. 23, 37, “...” At another instance the Lord Jesus said, John 5, 39 + 40, “...”

Now one may say that’s how God realized His decree in this present time. Yet it all happened according to what God had decided already beforehand. So somehow God is still to blame, since these people were unwilling to listen as a result of what God had decided about them already before they were born, like Jacob and Esau. It still goes back to what was decided in eternity, before the foundation of the world. This is indeed true. At the same time it must also be said, the doctrine of reprobation presupposes the fall into sin. The condemnation of the reprobate is based on their sin and unbelief.
It’s true in Romans 9, 10 – 13 it reads “...”  Yet, as Rev. Van Delden writes it in his book on the Canons of Dort, “One should not infer from this text that God reprobated an innocent man when He reprobated Esau. From their conception both Jacob and Esau shared in the guilt and pollution which come through original sin. In saying they had done neither good nor evil Paul only says they, in their own persons, had not yet committed any actual sins, simply because they were not born.”

I realize we struggle in trying to comprehend with our human mind how to gel together God’s sovereign choice on the one hand and man’s own personal responsibility on the other hand. With respect to election we confess that God’s choice for electing a specific number of people is not based on faith and obedience, but produces as fruit faith and obedience. Fruits of faith are results of God’s electing love and yet Scripture also says work out your own salvation with fear and trembling, even though God has to work in us to will and to do. 

The point is now one cannot say if faith and obedience are fruit of election, unbelief and disobedience are fruit of reprobation. This reasoning is wrong. Instead, reprobation leaves man in his unbelief and disobedience and this in accordance with God’s sovereign decree, by which He owed no one saving faith.
In the concluding part of Romans 9 the apostle Paul writes the following, vss. 22 – 24, “...” We meet here the image of a potter, who from the same lump of clay makes one vessel for honour and another for dishonour. That’s the freedom of the potter. Well, that’s how God according to the sovereign good pleasure of His will decided out of the lump of the fallen human race to redeem some people to bring glory to Him again, leaving others in that fallen state in which they had plunged themselves by their own fault. It’s on this basis that I summarized the first point of the sermon as follows, God’s sovereign decree not to elect all men can never be used to blame God for not being chosen. God does not reject poor innocent people, but simply leaves evil, vile, and wicked people in the misery for which they can only blame themselves.
One may say, but is God not God of love. Indeed God is full of mercy and longsuffering. But at the same time God is also a just Judge, who does not condemn the innocent, but only those who are guilty not as a result of God’s decree of reprobation, but because of their own sinfulness.

Again, then also with respect to God’s decree of reprobation, we will never fully comprehend how God’s sovereignty and man’s responsibility gel together. Yet this should not withhold us to praise God in being both merciful as well as just. Then today, because of our sinful limited human understanding we cannot comprehend all this fully. Yet one day, when the history of this world comes to an end, we will stand in awe not only of God’s mercy revealed in God’s decree of election, but equally we will stand in awe of God’s justice justice executed in His decree of reprobation, when standing at the sea glass together with all the saints, we will sing the song of Moses and of the Lamb, as recorded in Rev. 15, 3 + 4, “...”
II
I now come to my second point, whereby we will first go back to what we learned from Art. 12 of Ch. 1. In this article it reads that the elect in due time, though in various stages and in different measure, are made certain of their election to salvation by observing in themselves the unfailing fruits of election. Art. 12 mentions the following fruits: true faith in Christ, a childlike fear of God, a godly sorrow for the sins we have committed, and a hunger and thirst for righteousness. Thus election becomes visible in the fruits of faith, like a tree is known by its fruits.
Yet, if children of God do not clearly discern in themselves these unfailing fruits – note well Art. 12 indeed uses the word unfailing – what if you as a sincere child of God wonder about the presence of these fruits in your life?  Should this cause one to doubt his election, or even more serious make one wonder whether he or she is perhaps reprobated by God?
Beloved, at times it indeed happens that sincere children of God wonder about the certainty of their election? If have met them even in my own ministry in the Netherlands, members who never attended Holy Supper, for this was only for those who were really sure about their election. There are even federations of churches in The Netherlands were Holy Supper is attended only by a few. Moreover, does not also the Lord Jesus Himself say, “Many are called, but few are chosen.” Hence, who am I daring to say that I am one of those few? Children of God who think this way get even more scared when they hear a sermon about reprobation. It causes them to doubt even more.

Yet, beloved what do the Canons of Dort say in Art. 16? In a very pastoral and sensitive way it reads these members ought not to be alarmed when reprobation is mentioned, nor count themselves among the reprobate. Rather they must diligently continue in the use of the means, fervently desire a time of more abundant grace, and expect it with reverence and humility. Like a tree does not bear fruit overnight, but first has to grow, so it is with us as believers.
In evangelical circles sometimes we hear people speak about dramatic conversions and at times this may cause us to feel poor when we cannot give such a clear testimony about the LORD’s work in our life. Yet, beloved, especially in cases where we grew up in the church as little child, things often do not happen in such a dramatic way. Slowly we grow towards maturity. We keep growing even in old age with fruits not always present as apparent as perhaps we would like it to see. The parable of the sower teaches that there is also variety: the one bears more fruit than the other. Hence, we should not straightaway get alarmed when at times we wonder about these fruits in our personal life. 
At the same time, however, we should not become casual about it either. Instead the Canons say, diligently continue to use the means by which you may grow, e.g. by studying God’s Word, coming faithfully to church. In order for a tree to bear fruit it needs nourishment. Well, the same applies to the believers, in order to bear fruit our faith needs continuous nourisment through the means God has provided, trusting also – as the apostle Paul writes it in Phil. 1, 6, “that He who has begun a good work in you will complete it at the day of Jesus Christ.”
There are indeed those who sincerely look for fruits to be assured. Not always clearly seeing them, they start doubting. The Canons state they should not get alarmed, wondering whether they perhaps are not chosen, but belong to the reprobate instead. Those who feel this way – so that Canons say – should keep looking on high to God and cling to Him.

Others, so we read in Art. 16, “...”  (Quote second category). How often does this not happen, beloved? We look at the sins in our life and then wonder will God forgive? The strange thing is we believe that God forgives our sins for the sake of Jesus Christ His Son and in general we have no difficulty in accepting this. Yet at times certain sins committed in the past, certain failures of life, keep bothering us to such an extent that it can lead to spiritual depression, whereby we say to ourselves, I am not good enough, God will surely not look upon me in favour. Look what a mess I have made of my life. Or in other instances, we may say, see how I have failed my children in bringing them up in the fear of the Lord, how I have failed my wife in not always loving her the way I should, and so I could go on. We struggle reflecting upon the life we have lived. 
In other cases, there might be certain sins in our life, we really try to fight hard, yet we cannot get rid of them. Time and time again, no matter how hard we try to battle them in faith, we slide back. At times we feel unworthy, low self-esteem sets in and we wonder whether God may perhaps no longer look upon us in favour. In a very pastoral way the Canons state, that in cases like these we should be even less terrified when we hear about reprobation. Instead we may cling to the mercies of the LORD. If it were not for the mercies of God no one could stand and we all would be reprobated. 
Amongst others, one the beauties of Scripture is – I find – that we meet there children of God, who have struggled in the same way as we do. Think of the apostle Paul, who in Romans 7writes about this battle in his own life. He writes there in vs. 15, “...” Next in vs. 19 he writes, “...” Isn’t this how it often goes with us as well? We really want to battle certain sins in our life. We wake up in the morning and ask the Lord for strength – say for example, to be less tempered in our reactions, or to be more careful in our speaking not to use bad language – and sometimes a few hours later, something happens and again we overreact or use language we should not have used. It remains a battle. At times, we indeed do the very thing we hate. But then listen how Paul finishes this chapter, vss. 24 + 25, “...” See, beloved, that’s gospel to which we may cling. God’s is merciful and will not count us unworthy when there still remain in us certain sins and weaknesses against our will. No, this should not serve as a pillow to fall asleep on, so that we no longer have to worry about battling these sins. This battle remains till we die. Yet the fact that this battle is ongoing and we do not always see the complete victory over certain sins should not cause to start worrying about our election. Instead in faith we may cling to Him who died for our sins and who also gave us His Spirit to strengthen us in this battle each day anew.
Beloved, what a glorious gospel this is. Yet – as the last paragraph of Art 16 makes it clear – this glorious gospel calls for a sincere acceptance in faith. After all, there are also those, who so to speak can’t care less. They go through the motions, at times simply to keep the office bearers of their back, but in the meantime live life as they see fit, enjoying it in the same way as people in the world without any difference. The Canons state, “For them this doctrine of reprobation is rightly fearsome as long as they do not seriously turn to God.” 
A superficial reading of this last sentence of Art. 16 can give the impression that a reprobate can repent and then will belong to God’s elect. Yet how are we to reconcile this with the fact that God’s decree of election and reprobation is unchangeable. The point is, beloved, the concluding paragraph of Art. 16 does not address people who belong to the reprobate. After all, thankfully God has not given us any insight in who might belong to those who are reprobated.  The gospel of God’s glorious grace is proclaimed to each and everyone with the command to repent and believe. Well, that’s at stake also in this last paragraph. There are indeed those, at times even within the church, who live their life in disregard of God, enjoying the pleasures of this world in total disobedience to God’s command. They are seriously warned to repent before it is too late. 
In today’s grace God still gives them time. Our gracious God is indeed a God who suffers long with those who at times live a life of sin for many years. But like the murderer at the cross, as long as there is life there is time to repent, also for those prodigals among us. That’s what parents grieving for wayward children may hold on to. May the LORD prevent that time will not run out for these prodigals and others.
III
Coming to the third and final point of this afternoon’s sermon, it is indeed true not all men are elected. From that lump of clay of the whole fallen human race God as the sovereign potter has decided to make some vessels for honour and others for dishonour. More precisely we should say God leaves those vessels of dishonour in the state to which they have given themselves up to, since God did not create them as vessels of dishonour. Before the fall into sin there were not any vessels of dishonour, everything was perfect. Yet man himself turned to dishonouring God in listening to the devil. Hence after the fall into sin, all men were vessels of dishonour.  It is in this context that we have to read vs. 22, which refers to God’s decree of election and reprobation. At the same realizing – as I mentioned it before – God’s decree made in eternity presupposes the fall into sin. Hence – as we learned from the first point of the sermon – the decree of reprobation can never be used to blame God for not being chosen. 
Again, then there for us there will always remain questions. Yet let us not try in an indiscrete way try to find answers to these questions. Instead let us adore the sovereignty of God, who is merciful and just in all His ways. Indeed in all His ways, also concerning the decree of reprobation. 

Coming to the end of this sermon, for us as human beings, who have only a limited understanding of the bigger picture of life – in addition this understanding is also stained by sin – for us as human being there will always remain questions in this area. Because of that limed understanding tarnished by sin we might find it even hard to think about reprobation. Yet also here applies, one day we will understand how also the decree of reprobation served the glory of God and that’s what counts!
At present, we can only marvel at the fact that by God’s grace we may belong to the vessels of mercies. And yes – then indeed – against the dark background of God’s wrath on the reprobate, we see even the more how great this mercy is. LORD, who am I that I may belong, that in Thy Son Jesus Christ Thou hast bestowed love upon me, even though I too was unworthy of it. LORD, to Thee be indeed all glory forever.

Amen.
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