Liturgy:
Reading : Eph. 1, 1 – 14 

Text       : CoD I, 4 – 7 

Hy.      5 : 1,2,3

Hy.      6

Ps.      89 : 1,7

Ps.   100 : 1,2,3,4

Ps.   138 : 3,4
Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

In LD 25 HC, the question is asked, “Where does faith come from?” The answer reads, “From the Holy Spirit, who works it in our hearts by the preaching of the gospel.” Hence, faith is a gift of God. According to CoD I, 6, “God in time confers this gift of faith on some and not on others.” We call this God’s sovereign decree of election, by which God according to the sovereign good pleasure of His will, out of mere grace, chose in Christ to salvation a definite number of specific persons, leaving those not elected in their own wickedness and hardness.
That’s what we confess and believe. At the same time, however, this doctrine of election often leaves us with many questions. Questions like, why the one and not the other? According to our human mind, somehow this seems to be unfair. Yet according to Art. 16 BC, in this election God manifested Himself to be as He is: merciful and just. It reads there, “...” In other words, when we have questions about fairness, questions about why the one and not the other, the difficulty lies with us. What is this difficulty? That at times we find it difficult to accept that God is greater, wiser, and more just than we will ever be able to understand with our sinful limited human mind. At times, we may have questions, but God doesn’t always answer these question. We should think of this a bit more, also at our discussions at the Bible Study Clubs. It can be very wise when a member says at a certain moment, “This is beyond what we should ask, let us stop this discussion.” After all, when it comes to what God does there are many things that go far beyond what we can understand. This also applies to the doctrine of election and reprobation. This does not mean that we should simply keep silence about it. Surely not, the point is how do we speak about it? Do we do so with reverence and awe or with a feeling of why does God do this? The latter can easily lead to bitterness.
When opening Scripture, Br. & Sr., the remarkable thing is that the matter of election is always spoken about in joyful tones. I may refer to the passage of Scripture we read this afternoon. Why is this that Scripture always speaks so joyful about God’s election? The point is this, beloved, when addressing the issue of election, Scripture always marvels at God’s grace towards us sinners, who are totally undeserving of God’s wonderful love. This matter was addressed in the sermon of two weeks ago, when we dealt with the first three articles of Ch. I. Scripture, beloved, never speaks about God’s election from eternity as some kind of blind fate, but always as a choice based on love, which should cause us to marvel at who am I that God chose also me.
Rev. Egbert Brink in his book “His Word before Yours”, dealing with this aspect of marvelling at God’s choice mentions the following, page 93 of this book, 

“An evangelist told of his departure to a foreign country in an aeroplane. While he was checking in, he heard his name being called. He was called to the front and treated like royalty, – first class! – even though he had not paid for it. He protested, ‘This must be a mistake, I am not some official, I don’t deserve any special treatment’. But he had no say in the matter. At that moment, he understood better what it meant to be elected...

I realize every example fails in trying to explain the miracle of being elected by God. Yet the point is, do we still marvel in joy at the good news that we too may belong. Often people start with the question, why others are not elected. Yet Scripture points us in a different direction, namely that we should marvel at, who am I that God chose me? That’s the gospel I may preach to you this afternoon.
THE GOSPEL ABOUT GOD’S DECREE OF ELECTION 

With respect to this decree we will look at 

1) The origin of it: made in eternity
2) how it was realized in time

3) for what purpose
I
In Eph. 1, the apostle Paul writes that God chose us in Christ before the foundation of the world. These same words are also quoted in Art. 7 of Ch. I CoD.  Indeed, already before the foundation of the world, God made a decision about who would belong. This clearly shows, beloved, God’s decree of election was never dependant on man’s response to the gospel. The first sentence of Art. 6 says this as well, “...” Hence, the twofold response to the gospel – that some accept Christ and others not – is not a matter of man’s free will, as the Arminians taught it. Instead, it has everything to do with God’s decree from eternity. Faith is a gift.
Yet having said this, we should realize that although faith is a gift, this does not undo man’s own responsibility. It’s true even before anything was created God decided already the whole course of history. In Psalm 139 we read, “In Thy book they were all written, the days fashioned for me, when as yet there were none of them.” Yet – as the Canons will speak about in more detail in Ch. III/IV Art.16 – this did not turn men in blocks and stones without any will. God realizes what He has decided before the foundation of the world, including His decree of election and reprobation – throughout man’s actions in this present time. How these two aspects work together is beyond our understanding. We simply have to accept what God has revealed to us, namely that in all this God is both merciful and just.
For a moment I like to go back to that expression, which we read in Eph. 1, namely that God chose us in Christ before the foundation of the world. This means, beloved, God had already thought in favor of His chosen ones, had already though in favor also of you and me, and all the other believers, before He started creating this world. This clearly shows this was a choice totally unrelated to whatever would be found in us, since man was still to be created. His being and all that man would receive in this life, God still had to give him. 
Moreover, after all this had been given to man, what did man do with these precious gifts of God? He wasted them away in sin. God even knew beforehand that this would happen. Yet His love still went out to us. How great a miracle this is, beloved. God chose us in Christ, even though He knew beforehand that as His children we would time and again rebel against Him, at times even willfully transgress His commandments. Yet despite all this, God still chose us in Christ. What a miracle this is, beloved!
Somewhere I read, when we as human beings make choices we choose what attracts us. Employers choose employees on the basis of their specific skills and capabilities. A boy looks for a girl, whom he likes; a girl, who has interest in him and with whom he hopes to share a joyful life for many years. That’s how we make choices. Yet God chose people of whom already beforehand He knew they would grieve Him; people by nature not any better than all those others, who daily trample God’s commandments under feet and dishonor His holy Name. God chose people, on whom we – if we had stood in God’s place – simply would have turned our back. After all, which boy would look at a girl, who by nature would hate him? Who would ever employ a person who would ruin the business?
From this we may conclude God never chose a person because beforehand he already saw something good in him, namely that this specific person would to faith. As far as God’s choice is concerned faith doesn’t come into the picture at all. The love of God does not find, but instead creates faith in the believers. As the apostle Paul writes it in Eph. 1. 4, God chose us not because we are holy and blameless, but that we should be holy and blameless. These are fruits of God choosing us first. It’s God’s work only when people come to faith. Faith is a gift, a miracle, which we can’t grasp. It finds its origin in love, which came totally from one side. This is what Scripture teaches regarding God’s election from eternity. It’s based on grace only!
Because we say faith is gift, we have to be careful now not to turn this around by saying, “One who does not believe cannot help this, since God did not give him faith.” This is what the Arminians said. According to them,  if the cause of faith lies in God, then the cause of unbelief also lies in God. They said this to ridicule the reformed doctrine, which states that man has no free will. Yet they wilfully ignored that due to man’s own fault man had lost the ability to make right choices. God had created man good, Art. 14 BC, where it reads that man’s will could conform to the will of God in every respect. However, when man was in this high position, he did not appreciate it. He gave ear to the words of the devil and hence he robbed himself from the ability to make the right choices. Since the fall into sin, never will anyone on his own accord come to faith in God. Yet this is not God’s fault, but man’s own fault. That’s why Art. 6 does not state that God decided to give some people faith and others He did not give faith. No it reads, God left those others in the wickedness and hardness of their heart, in which they had plunges themselves by their own fault. The Lord willing, more will be said about this, when we will deal with Art. 15 of Ch. I. This article describes God decree of reprobation as a consequence of God’s decree of election. The fact that God elects people means others are left in the deep moras of their own sin.
Is this just? The fact that not all people will be saved, at times, can clash with our human sense of justice. It’s a feeling that assumes that every man has a right to salvation. However, this is not the case. As it was already stated in Art. 1, “God would have done no one an injustice if it had been His will to leave the whole human race in sin and under the curse.” Nobody has a right to mercy, otherwise it would no longer be mercy. The fact that God saves a countless multitude of people does not obligate Him to save everybody. God was not under any obligation at all to save people.
 In sovereign pleasure He did. This was a choice that sprung from God’s inner compassion to choose indeed a definite number of specific persons. The consequence was others were left. Yet now we can not turn this around by saying that God is to blame when people go to hell. In his reprobation God simply seals man’s own unwillingness. Again, then we will never be able to fathom completely how these two go together. The point is against the dark background of what we all deserved, you and I included, we should marvel the more at the fact, LORD, who am I that I was chosen. For LORD, I did not deserve this either.
II
 Having looked at the origin of God’s decree, that it was made in eternity, secondly we will now look at how this decree was realized in time. In Eph. 1, the apostle Paul says that God realizes His decree of election in Christ, in whom He chose us already before the foundation of the world.
These two words ‘in Christ’ are of tremendous importance. They tell us, not only did God decree that election would be accomplished, but God also ordained how it would be accomplished, namely in and through Christ. Thus, God chose us in light of what Christ would do for us.

When before the foundation of the world the Three Persons within the Holy Trinity took counsel together to lay out the plan of salvation, the Son stepped in for our sake and promised to give Himself up to save from perdition those whom the Father had given Him. He promised to take care of the realization of the plan of salvation. He promised to pay the price, in order that the elect could be blessed and be saved. He also promised to work faith in their hearts through the Holy Spirit.
See there, beloved, how already before the foundation of the world Father, Son, and Holy Spirit worked out the plan of redemption. Then already the Father decided to give up His own beloved Son, whilst the Son offered Himself in the likeness of man to become obedient unto death, in order that those who were chosen could be saved, could be adopted as God’s children and heirs. God would do all this in Christ. This means one cannot speak sensibly and scriptural about election apart from Christ. Calvin in his ‘Institutes of the Christian Religion’ writes, “Christ is the mirror of God’s election.” By this he meant, you can never find out whether you are truly chosen by looking at something good in yourselves. You can only see your election by looking at Christ, fully trusting in Him. When there is a living relationship with Christ, the certainty of your elections grows. Apart from Him, you can never talk about election with certainty. You will continuously doubt or even lose hope. However, when you truly believe in Christ – who once said, who has seen Me has seen the Father – when you truly believe in Christ as your Saviour, you may see this as evidence of God having chosen you. Whoever embraces Christ in faith may have indeed full assurances that he has been touched by God’s electing love. Thus, it is through faith in Christ as the Saviour of our life that God realizes His decree of election in this present time.
God could simply have made an announcement, letting us know who is or who is not chosen in unity with Christ. Yet God did not do this. God’s eternal decree of election included also the aspect of how to realize this decree in time, namely by way of conviction. To be chosen in being united with Christ also includes the Holy Spirit working faith in the hearts of those being chosen, through faith convincing them to embrace Christ as their Saviour. This too was part of God’s decree of election. It’s this given faith that convinces people to love God; love out of conviction, worked by the Holy Spirit. This also means, no one is forced, since true love can never be forced. Instead, we are invited by the preaching of the gospel, which comes to us with the command to repent and believe, which must be given by the Holy Spirit. 
Again, from a human point of view this whole concept creates some tension. God chose us and yet we remain responsible. How do we bring these two elements together? Let me try to make this clear by using the example of profession of faith.

A minute ago, I said that the gospel is preached to us with the command to repent and believe. In practical terms this means, being raised in a Christian family, the time also comes in our life that we are called to make a commitment towards the Lord, expressing publicly our desire that we want to serve the LORD in accordance with His Word as a living member of His church. We do this on the day of our public profession of faith. We experience this as a decision we make, since we could also have decided not to do so. There is a personal responsibility to make this decision, no one can make it for you, no one forces you to do this. It’s a conviction that has to grow in you that you want to make this decision.

This is indeed true, when we look at what we experience in making this decision. Yet God’s Word teaches us that this choice of us for God was preceded by God’s choice for us. So in fact, there are two sides to this same event.

a) How I experience it:
Here on earth, I have chosen to serve God. This has happened at a certain time in my life, when I made profession of faith.

b) But there is also the side of Scripture. From the Bible I know

In heaven, God has elected me. Before the creation of the world, God already decided this would happen.

So the real order is: first God, then you. And, beloved, be happy that it is this way, that it indeed started in heaven, when God chose to elect also you. For this also gives us the assurance that our relationship with God is not dependant on ourselves, but this relationship is firm and sure in God. This relationship does not find its security in weak and changeable people, but in the unchangeable God.

When reflecting on all this, it makes one humble, especially when considering that we are no better than others, who were passed by in God’s sovereign election from eternity. LORD why me, since I’m not any better. I too sin every day again. Yet Thou hast elected me. What a miracle of grace this is. Yes, then I have only one desire to praise God for electing me a sinner. This brings us to the third point of this afternoon’s sermon: the purpose for which God elected us.
III
In Eph. 1, 4 + 5, the apostle Paul writes, “…,” where after he adds in vs. 6a, “to the praise of the glory of His grace.” These same words are quoted also in Art. 7.
“To the praise of the glory of His grace – this means by choosing in Christ to salvation a definite number of people, and in sending His Son to this earth to die for these people, God wanted to demonstrate His mercy and the riches of His glorious grace, in order that He would receive all honor, praise, and glory. 
To receive this glory God will overcome all obstacles in bringing spiritually dead people into a living relationship with Him, who will praise Him also for their election in Christ. Then we will no longer speak about election as a difficult subject, instead looking at Christ through whom God saved also us, we will praise God that we too may belong. Then we praise God for the glory of His wonderful grace. We will praise God as our fathers did this in defending God’s honour, which was tarnished by the Arminian heresy, which attributed some of this glory to man.
God’s eternal decree of election, Br. & Sr., is at the centre of all that we believe, since it serves as a continual reminder that when it comes to our salvation in Christ all human glory and self-conceit has no leg to stand on. This salvation has its only secure anchor in God’s sovereign election from eternity. Hence, election is not a word that should frighten us or cause us to doubt whether we will be saved. Instead, the doctrine of election provides us with unspeakable comfort and consolation. It gives us the assurance that when we keep looking and Christ as the mirror of our election, when we keep clinging to Him as our Saviour, God will bring us safely home  for the praise of the riches of His glorious grace, since God will never let Himself be deprived of this glory. The doctrine of election tells us God is our rock and stronghold. The elect may fall (and do fall), but our Father in heaven is faithful. He will not let go of the work of His hands. 

Art. 6 says, perverse, impure, and unstable people twist this doctrine. They do so to ridicule it or to use it as an excuse to live an unholy life (thinking it makes no difference anyway), but it causes the people of God to live in humble gratitude.
Where this humble gratitude is found among us, it will also make us living witnesses, who see more and more their own weaknesses and shortcomings, but at the same time they see God’s power at work in their life. When seeing the greatness of this power, we will become more and more eager to share this also with others. Yes then from the fullness of the heart the mouth will speak.

Then – no not in a haughty way, but in a very humble way – together with Paul we will sing for joy, blessed be the God and Father of our lord Jesus Christ that He has chosen also me, even though I was totally undeserving of it. God’s electing love towards us sinners – it’s a miracle indeed!
Beloved, what is now your response to this miracle?

Amen
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