Liturgy:

Reading : Rom. 9, 1 – 21 
Text       : CoD I, 8 – 11

Ps.     33 : 1,3 

Ps.     33 :  6
Hy.    63 : 2

Ps.   124  : 1,2,3

Hy.    27 : 1,4

Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

Three weeks ago, when dealing with the articles 4 – 7 of Ch. 1 of the Canons of Dort, we also dealt extensively with God’s decree of election. At that time we considered that this decree was made in eternity, before the foundation of the world, when God wrote in His book the days that were fashioned for us, when as yet there were none of them. At that time, God also decided who would belong to the elect, and whom He would pass by in this election. This did not turn our lives into blind fate, so to speak. Instead, God executed this plan by sending His Son into this world, who would give His life as a sacrifice for all who would believe in Him, i.e. for all who the Father had chosen in Christ before the foundation of the world. 
In Christ – whom Calvin called: the mirror of God’s election. As I mentioned it three weeks ago, by this Calvin 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 in faith embraces Christ indeed may have full assurance 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. Thus, we can be sure of our election in Christ. 
The next question now is where this certainty leaves us, when we see also people, who initially embraced Christ as their Saviour wholeheartedly, later on in life walking away from Him. Hence, how sure can we be. Can I also lose my faith again and does this mean that one perhaps first belonged to the elect, yet later on in life it appears he did not belong? 
It is these questions, beloved, that are dealt with in the articles 8 – 11 of Ch. 1 of the Canons of Dort, on which we will focus this afternoon. Somehow Art. 12 belongs to this subject as well, yet this article speaks more specifically about how we receive this assurance. This afternoon, however, we will focus more on the assurance itself, when I may proclaim to you
THE GOSPEL ABOUT GOD’S GOOD PLEASURE

AS THE ONLY GROUND OF OUR ELECTION IN CHRIST


Considering the riches of this gospel 

we will look at the fact that

1) Our election is secure

2) Not because of us, but because of God’s sovereign grace only

I
To know, Br. & Sr., what at the time of Dort was and no less is at stake today with respect to the certainty of God’s election, let us first have a look at the error refuted in Art. 8. According to the Arminian viewpoint, there was not just one decree of election, but they said there were various decrees. Just have a look at page 540 BoP, Error 2, which mentions the following decrees, “...” When reading this it all seems rather confusing. Why all these various decrees and what do they refer to? There is a very simple answer to is. The Arminians wanted to uphold the principle that ultimately man himself is the smith of his own salvation in the decisions he makes in life, especially this decision: whether to accept Christ in his life or not. 
The practical application of this, one sees in many evangelical circles, in the way in which they do their mission outreach. 
Someone tells a story about how he himself in the past has given his life to Christ and then finishes off as follows: “You can do the same, by giving Christ a place also in your heart. He is waiting for you right now to commit your life to Him. Therefore, all who want to do so, please come forward now!” 
This method of reaching out with the gospel into the community we live in was brought home to me, when earlier on this week I watched a video, which is for sale in Koorong Bookstore, “Faith like potatoes.” Discussing this video with someone afterwards, the question was raised: “But is this not exactly the same as when people do profession of faith? Do they not also express that they want to commit their life to Christ as a living member of His church?” 
At first sight, this may seem so. Yet there is world of difference. For a start, we don’t go to church to listen to someone’s life story to bring us to faith. We go to church to hear the gospel of Christ preached to us, who died for me a sinner. One may say this same gospel sounds through also through that life story, someone tells. That might be true, but it all seems more man-centred than Christ-centred. 
Moreover and more importantly, the doctrine of election is negated in this evangelical mission outreach. How you may say. After all also those evangelicals will say that they believe in election, as did the Arminians. Yet they believed in various decrees of election, and not just in one decree, which brings us back to Art. 8.
To make clear what the real issue is here, I like to use the example Rev. VanDelden uses in his book on the Canons of Dort. Where the Arminians say God’s decree of election is incomplete and non-decisive, Rev. VanDelden compares it with an author who writes a story with no ending. The reader must supply the ending himself. With respect to God’s decree of election, this means God does not write the ending (whether a person perseveres in faith and is actually saved) Man has to write the ending himself. 
Back to the outreach meeting: an unbeliever is sitting there, the story about Christ is told to him and now it is up to him whether to come forward of not, i.e. to make a decision how this story of Christ will end with respect to his personal life. So it is ultimately man’s decision. In other words, God shows man that there is an opportunity to come forward to commit your life to Christ, but this has to be made effective by man’s personal decision.
As we learned it from the first sermon on the Canons of Dort, first of all this denies man’s total depravity. From ourselves we would never commit ourselves to Christ. Hence, profession of faith is not our doing, but fruit of God’s election in our life, as I mentioned it also last week Sunday in the sermon. We look on hight to God, who not only works faith, but will also bring it to completion in our life, on the basis of that one decree He made in eternity.

The Arminian doctrine of election leaves man without certainty. Also, since they say that this doctrine is revocable, depending on whether we will stay committed to Christ or not. It will only become decisive, when man remains steadfast in faith. Do you see, beloved, that in this whole doctrine man stands at the centre.
Well, it is over against this doctrine that the Canons state there are not various decrees of election, but just one decree, by which before the foundation  of the world God chose in Christ a definite number of people, the elect, to whom by God’s grace we too may belong. Indeed, this is by God’s grace only and not because of our commitment, even though all this does not undo our own responsibility. Yet we should start with God first, how He gave us a place within His covenant.
Art. 7 already spoke about the unchangeable purpose of God, whereby He chose us in Christ. Unchangeable with respect to those, whom He would give faith , whom He would justify, sanctify and glorify. Hence, there is indeed only one decree of election, by which – Art. 8 – God chose us from eternity both to grace and to glory, both to salvation and the way of salvation, which He prepared for us that we should walk in it. For, as the apostle Paul writes it in Romans 8, “Moreover whom He predestined, these He also called; whom He called, these He also justified; and whom He justified, these He also glorified,” (vs. 30 of this chapter).

The Arminians taught: even though God has chosen you, you still cannot be sure whether this is real, so to speak. God might have chosen you to receive initial grace, but now you have to make this effective in your life. Therefore, it can still change when you refuse to make this effective. Some may say, but isn’t this somehow what we teach as well? After all, what otherwise does profession of faith mean or when later on in life, someone having made profession of faith turns his or her back upon God?  
I like to note that not all these points can be dealt with now. Some of these points we will come back to, when we will be dealing with the following chapters of the Canons or Dort, in particular when we come to the fifth chapter that deals with the perseverance of the saints. The point now is that God is faithful, hence we can be sure of the promises He has given us; also of this promise that in Christ we too may belong to those whom God has chosen, and this not because of us, but because of God’s sovereign grace only. Warming ourselves in this wonderful grace, we never have to doubt our election. For God is faithful and therefore He will finish perfectly, what He for me has undertaken, Psalm 138. With this God, I’m safe always. His grace will carry me and bring me safely home. This grace, therefore, is the only ground to hold on to, when it comes to our election, as we will see in the second point of the sermon.

II
To see what is at stake, Br. & Sr. with respect to the doctrine of  God’s good pleasure being the sole ground of our election, let us again look at the Arminian error first, Page 542 BoP, Error 5, “...” This error is a blatant denial of what Scripture teaches. One only has to look at the many text listed in the refutation underneath this error. One of the texts mentioned in this refutation is also mentioned in Art. 9. This article states election is not based on foreseen faith, the obedience of faith, holiness, or any other good quality of disposition within man. Instead, these are all fruits of God’s sovereign election. I like to refer here to what I said also three weeks ago. 

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 come 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. 

According to the Arminians God chose the elect because of something good He saw in them and that good, they said, is faith. They also taught, if God foresees that men will only believe for a time (temporary faith), then their election is non-decisive. If God foresees that men will persevere in faith to the end, then their election is decisive. That’s why they taught that there are various decrees of election. As I mentioned it before, beloved, the bottom-line of all this teaching is that man becomes the smith of his own salvation. God’s election becomes depended on the faith of men. 
Yet in Romans 9 we read this afternoon, vs. 11, election is not of works but of Him who calls. To demonstrate this, the apostle Paul refers to the OT, to what God said to Rebekah, when she was pregnant with twins, two sons who were both seed of Isaac, the heir of Abraham’s blessing. Yet only one would receive the special blessing. Even within that small circle of Isaac’s family God made a choice. Jacob would become the legal heir of the promise. Not because Jacob was better than Esau, but because of God’s sovereign decree of election. Well, so Paul says, that’s how still today God, according to His sovereign good pleasure, has decreed beforehand in whom He wants to show the power of His promise, passing by others.
In Romans 9, 14 the apostle Paul asks the question, “…” The answer is: definitely not! Pointing to God’s sovereignty Paul quotes the words God once spoke to Moses, Ex. 33, 19, “I will have mercy on whomever I will have mercy, and I will have compassion on whomever I will have compassion.” With these words the LORD revealed Himself to Moses, after the Israelites had committed spiritual adultery in worshipping the golden calf. It was indeed a miracle of God’s grace only, beloved, that at that time Israel was not destroyed as a nation, but allowed to continue to live in the presence of the LORD. Israel owed this to God’s mercy alone; indeed solely to the sovereign good pleasure of God’s will. Well, so Paul says in Romans 9, that’s how God still acts today, vs. 16, “It is not of him, who wills, nor of him who runs, but of God who shows mercy.” Indeed when God shows mercy it is not because of men’s own effort, but because of God’s sovereign free grace only, which is extended to persons, who are morally incapable of any acceptable effort. God owes mercy to no one. 
From this also follows, beloved, that there is no injustice when mercy is not shown. Mercy is indeed a divine prerogative. It is because of this divine prerogative that Paul concludes: God acts completely righteous when not all Jews are saved in Christ, but some are passed by in the forgiveness of sins through His blood. No one can blame God for any injustice. No one can blame God when He shows mercy to some and not to others. It is His sovereign right to have compassion on whom He wills and to hardens whom He wills.
Yet if this is true that God according to His sovereign will on the hand chooses people to show them compassion, whilst He leaves others in their sins, hardening them by making them insensitive to the word, has God then still a right to punish these people. After all, then it is no longer their fault. Could God really blame Pharaoh that he refused to listen? Can He blame those Israelites who refused to accept Christ as their Saviour? Did God Himself not harden their heart? And who can resist His will? 
Indeed no one can resist God. Yet from this we may not conclude: if no one can resist God, then God can no longer keep people responsible either when they harden their heart against the gospel. Then this hardening is simply your fate, your destiny, so to speak. Yet this is not true, since God has still the right to keep man responsible for His own actions. In Romans 9 Paul refers to the example of Pharaoh. God hardened Pharaoh’s heart. However at the same time God kept Pharaoh responsible. God does what He wills and no one can resist Him, but He does so through the activity and responsibility of His creatures. Again, this is beyond our human understanding. We simply have to believe this since God teaches this in His Word. God is sovereign!
The apostle Paul underlines this using the image of the potter. The same image we also meet in various places in the OT. In this image the LORD is compared with a potter, whereas the people are the clay from which the potter makes vessels. In the same way as a potter makes vessels, likewise the LORD formed man. I think here of Gen. 2, 7, where it reads, “And the LORD God formed man of the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living being.” The word used here  for ‘formed’is the same as used by the apostle Paul in Romans 9. As the great Potter the LORD formed man from the dust of the ground.
In a similar way the LORD is still active in the history of mankind today. I think here of what we read in Isa. 45, where the LORD makes known to His people that He will redeem them from captivity. But then the LORD says I will do this in My way through a heathen king, Cyrus. When the Israelites from their side think there could be a more honorable way, the LORD says in reply to thoughts like these, “Would you know it better than I? Who are you? Shall the clay say to him who forms it, 'What are you making?' Or shall your handiwork say, 'He has no hands?’ Would this not be absurd?” 

Well, in Romans 9, we read this is exactly what we do when we protest against God’s sovereign act of election and reprobation, vs. 20 + 21, “…” The whole human race is compared here with one big lump of clay. There is no distinction. All are equally sinful. But then God, the great Potter, takes this lump of clay and starts making choices. From that one lump of clay He makes some vessels for honor and others for dishonor. 
Some people are called by God to demonstrate the greatness of His mercy. God does so, first by having chosen them in Christ to salvation. Next, God does so by effectually calling them into the communion of Christ through His Word and Spirit. 

Yet, beloved, God can also do it in a different way. Like He did with Pharaoh and with the Israelites to whom in Paul’s day He did not give faith in Christ. God can also leave people in their sins, harden them, and so use them for a dishonorable function. These are the vessels, vs. 22, in and through which God wants to demonstrate His power, and His wrath against sin, by punishing them eternally. God has the fullest right to do so. After all, He is the One who has given every creature its being, shape, and form, and to each its specific task and function to serve its Creator.
 God is as free to do so as the potter is with respect to the clay. 

In this context, we should consider that all people (we included) had deserved eternal death. In the words of the image, we all deserved to be used as vessels of dishonor. God could not have been blamed for any injustice if He had left all people in that common misery into which they by their own fault had plunged themselves. And yet He still has chosen a definite number of people in and through whom He wants to demonstrate the greatness of His mercy. Who are we then that we would argue with God and blame Him for any injustice? 
The evidence from Scripture is clear, beloved, election is based indeed on God’s pleasure only. In Art. 11 it reads this election is unchangeable. This is stated over against what the Arminians taught, Error 6, page 543 BoP, “…” This shows again, how the Arminians hold God’s decree ransom to the will of man. Yet, beloved, if this would indeed be the truth taught in Scripture, where would we find certainty with respect to what God has promised us. After all, nothing is more changeable, more fickle, than the will of man. Thankfully, scriptural proof for this doctrine cannot be found. Instead Scripture clearly states this opposite.
As God’s children we may find comfort in the fact that with God there is never any change and because of that He will finish perfectly what He for us has undertaken. 

In Romans 8, the chapter which the apostle Paul starts with saying that there is no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus, he also speaks about that golden chain of salvation, as I mentioned it before, Romans 8, 30. God predestined us to life eternal, and therefore He had the gospel come to us to call us to faith in Jesus Christ. Next, God caused us to respond to this call with faith so that we might be justified. Being justified God does not let go of us, but He will also finish what He started, so that we also will be glorified. See there, beloved, how our often savaged and wounded lives are securely anchored in the unbreakable links of God’s golden chain of salvation. This plan of God with our life cannot be broken. That’s the comfort we may hold on to.

As long as we hold Father’s hand, nothing can happen to us. However, at times children of God let go of Father’s hand. They think they can manage on their own. This already started in Paradise. God had said to Adam and in Eve, it’s not good to eat from that one tree. Trust Me, stay away from that tree. Yet they wanted to decide for themselves whether it was good or wrong, with all the terrible consequences involved. This serves as a warning example, often ignored, since oftentimes we too want to decide for ourselves, not trusting God. In cases like these, when God’s attitude towards us changes, like it changed towards King Saul, for example, when he no longer walked in God’s ways – we cannot say, like the Arminians, see God changes. The point is we change.

Just by way of example – to show what Scripture means, when it says that God regretted it that He had made Saul king; to show that this was indeed because Saul changed and not God – to my catechism students at times I give the following example. > little Johnny not coming home after school….
It shows that it doesn’t leave God unmoved when people willfully walk away from Him.

Beloved, let us indeed be thankful that God doesn’t change. Trust Me, says God, hold My hand, then nothing will happen. Yet when you let go of Father’s hand, when you are no longer appreciative of Father’s love for you, when you walk away from that hand, your life is in great danger. Not because God changes His mind and starts now acting according to a different decree. Nowhere does Scripture teach this. Instead it grieves God every time a child of His let go of His hand. He does not want the death of the sinner, but that he may turn to Him and live. Hence the promise stands always. That’s why the apostle  Paul can write in the concluding verses of Romans 8, vss. 38 + 39, “…”
In Christ Jesus our Lord – indeed there lies our security; not in us but in Christ the Redeemer of our life, in whom our hope is founded through ever changing day and night.

Amen.
� Art. 12, BC.
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