Liturgy:

Reading : 2 Cor. 5, 12 – 21
                 1 John 1, 5 – 2, 2 

Text       : CoD II, 1 – 4 

Ps.  116 : 1,4,9

Ps.  116 : 7, 10

Hy.   24 : 5,7

Ps.    40 : 2,4,7

Hy.   61 : 1,5,6
Beloved Congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

In our series of sermons on the Canons of Dort, this afternoon we will make a start with the second chapter, which has as its heading, “Christ’s death and man’s redemption through it.” In comparison with the other chapters, this chapter is very short: only nine articles. Yet despite its shortness, much is at stake here, since the central question of this chapter is: “How do you see Jesus Christ as the Redeemer of your life?” Is He the one who paid my debt and now it’s up to me whether I’m interested in that payment or not? If this were the case, the certainty of our salvation becomes completely dependent on our faith. Then faith is no longer only an instrument by which we embrace Christ our righteousness, as it reads in Art. 22 BC. Instead, our faith becomes part of the foundation of the righteousness we have in Christ. 
Well, beloved, again if it was indeed like this, what’s left of the strength of the foundation on which our salvation rests? After all, we all know that how weak our faith can be at times. The days that everything seems to be so dark, little light left in the tunnel through which we at times have to travel.
In addition, if salvation was indeed depending in how much we as believers with our free will are interested in Christ’s payment for our sins, it also makes the future of the church very insecure. What if no one if is interested, will there then still be a church to inherit the new earth?
See there, beloved, what happens when we start twisting the scriptural truth about Christ. We should not underestimate the importance of this, especially where it concerns our contacts with what we often call ‘fellow Christians’, with whom we still have so much in common? Yet how much do we have in common? When speaking about Christ, for example, about whom do we speak? 

Is it the Christ as Scripture speaks about Him or the one who loves all people, died for all people and now it is up to us to accept His sacrifice? It’s important to know where people stand with respect to this question, for example when it comes to combined projects in reaching out in the community. Often there is less common ground that we think. The difference between evangelicals and us is not simply a matter of thinking differently about the gifts of the Spirit and baptism. Instead it is the heart of the gospel that is at stake: How do you see Christ as the Redeemer of your life?
It is important to see this, since in a naive way so easily we can close our eyes to this. Yet it robs Christ of His honour of being a complete and unique Redeemer. In the process we are also robbing ourselves of the certainty of being redeemed.
Well, beloved, in a nutshell this is what is at the heart of the second chapter of the Canons of Dort.  Phrasing all this in a more positive way, then this afternoon I may proclaim to you
THE GOSPEL ABOUT CHRIST’S SATISFACTION

AS THE ONLY GROUND FOR OUR REDEMPTION
With respect to this satisfaction we will look at

1) God’s justice

2) God’s mercy

3) As well as the infinite value of Christ’s satisfaction

I
Do you know, beloved, that the Remonstrants refused to preach from the Heidelberg Catechism and likewise refused to use this confession to teach the children of the covenant. They had grievous objections against this document.  That’s why it is not without reason that in Ch. 2 of the Canons of Dort our fathers on purpose have chosen similar formulations as we find them also in the Lord’s Days 3,4, and 5 of the HC as well as in Art. 20 BC. It shows a wonderful harmony between the Three Forms of Unity, especially concerning the confession that there is no conflict in the attributes of God, no conflict especially not concerning God’s justice and God’s mercy.
We often find this difficult to comprehend. Hearing that God is love is easy to accept. However, when in the same breath Scripture also says that nevertheless our sins require punishment, this is often more difficult to swallow. According to our human mind this seems to be in conflict with God’s love. Does Scripture itself not also say love covers a multitude of sins? This is indeed true, yet never at the expense of God’s justice. Even in His mercy God keeps acting in accordance with the laws and rules of the covenant, He established with man before the fall into sin. In this covenant God stipulated how He would act, saying if man were faithful He would bless him with eternal and glorious life. Yet if man would disobey Him, God had said that He would condemn him with eternal death. Well, beloved, God being  just also acts accordingly.
This has also everything to with what the Canons already stated in Ch. 1, namely that God is unchangeable, or as Art. 1 BC confession says immutable. The Remonstrants denied this, Error 6 of the first chapter. This indeed shows how everything is linked together here.

I mentioned Art. 1 BC, which listing some of the attributes of God also says that God is simple. The meaning of this word is difficult to describe adequately, since it has nothing to do with simplicity, instead this attribute of God refers that God is one in all He does, one in all His attributes. God is love but He is also wrath. He is just and merciful and the same time. We may not exalt one characteristic of God above the other or play the one against the other. Although the LORD is merciful and compassionate, He remains just, faithful and true to His Word, always. I think here how the LORD revealed Himself to Moses on Mount Sinai. Let us just turn to that passage in Ex. 34, 5 – 7, “…” Well, the same we read in  Art. 1, Ch. II, CoD, “God is not only supremely merciful but also supremely just.” After this opening statement, Art. 1 – in a similar way as it happened in Ch. 1 – starts telling what happened in Paradise, where man sinned against the most high majesty of God, a sin so great that God could not leave it unpunished. Payment for this sin had to be made in accordance with the stipulations of the covenant God had made with man.
Justice – when hearing this word we often think of a stern judge without any compassion for the one who is declared guilty. Yet with respect to God this is the wrong picture. Hence, when speaking about God being just we should rather think of ‘being fair’, ‘keeping one’s word’.  Looking at the word ‘justice’ from this perspective, we may even draw comfort from the word justice, knowing that God’s ‘Yes’ remains ‘Yes’ always. God does not change. He does not change with respect to the promises He made, but equally He does not change with respect to the demands He requires.

In the covenant God established with Adam and Eve in Paradise, the LORD demanded perfect obedience and love. Our first parents were to love Him with all their heart, soul, mind, and strength. This demand of the covenant did not change after the fall into sin, as the Arminians teach it. God being a just God, whose ‘Yes’ remains ‘Yes’, maintained the covenant obligations. 
Where we from our side broke the covenant, we can be very thankful that God from His side maintained the covenant. That’s what Art. 1 wants to make clear when it says satisfaction has to be made, even though we from our side were no longer able to fulfill these demands. This brings us to the second point of the sermon, in which we will look at God’s mercy. Mercy – but not at the expense of God’s justice. 

II
From the first point of the sermon we learned: God’s justice requires that full payment (i.e. complete satisfaction) must be made. Yet – and here we see God’s infinite mercy – since from ourselves we could never make this payment God gave His only begotten Son as our Surety. A surety is someone who assumes responsibility for another. After all, God showing mercy should not be perceived as God now going easy on sin. Even though God shows mercy, payment must still be made. The point is this: in showing mercy God opened a way, in which His justice still would be satisfied, even though we from our side were no longer able to do this. God provided this way through His Son, who took our place and in doing so became our substitute. That’s why we speak about substitutionary atonement, i.e. atonement for us and in our place, as mentioned by the apostle Paul in 2 Cor. 5, 21, “…”
That’s how in Christ we receive redemption, not only from the punishment of sin. The Lord Jesus also paid for us the outstanding debt, i.e. the demands of the covenant, which were still to be paid. This latter aspect is often overlooked. When in the catechism class I ask the question, “What has Christ done for us?” In most cases the answer I receive is, “For our sins He died on the cross.” Yet basically this is only half the story. On the cross Christ bore the punishment for our transgressions. Yet in addition throughout 33 years of life on earth Christ also – for us and in our place – perfectly obeyed God’s law: the outstanding debt. In the catechism class I often make this clear with the following example. I say to my students, you do not always obey your parents, yet God asks you to obey them always and this perfectly 100 %. So there is a debt you owe to God. Yet Christ, in always being obedient perfectly and 100% to Joseph and Mary, paid that debt.  See, beloved, that’s how in Christ we have indeed received a perfect redemption. For us and in our place He paid the debt and bore the punishment. Thus Christ’s whole life is substitute for our life, even when He was still in His mother’s womb, as we confess it in LD 14,HC, Q + A 36, “…” See there, how Christ became our Surety even from conception. To receive this redemption, we have indeed to seek our life completely outside of ourselves to find it in Christ alone as the complete Redeemer.
All this is beautifully summarized in the Form for the celebration of the Lord’s Supper, which gives the following summary of Christ’s substitutionary atonement, page 597, “…” All glory goes indeed to Christ alone, nothing we can boast off.

Well, it is here that the difference lies with what the Arminians taught, even though they agreed on the statement that Christ came to fulfill the demands of the covenant. They too taught that there was an outstanding debt which had to be paid, which Christ did for us. But there it stops. The Arminians do not believe that the covenant of love, which God made with Adam, continued after the fall into sin. Instead they teach Christ had to pay the outstanding debt of the old covenant, so that God could enter into a new relationship with mankind, a new covenant, which perhaps they did not mind to also call the covenant of grace. Yet the point is what do the Arminians mean when they speak about grace? According to them in the new relationship with mankind after the fall into sin, God has revoked the demand of perfect obedience. God has lowered these demands for sinful man and God’s grace is that God accepts as perfect what we render Him as imperfect.
All this becomes ours, when in faith we accept Christ as the one who terminated the old covenant, to open the way for this new relationship, this new covenant.  It is by this faith in Christ that God will count us righteous. 
This whole teaching, beloved, denies Christ as a complete Redeemer. Within the Arminian doctrine, man and God work together. It’s in radical contrast with what Scripture teaches about Christ as our Surety. It is no longer Christ who stands in the center, but man with his commitment to God. That’s why in many of these churches influenced by this Arminian doctrine, the testimony of people has to bring people to Christ, instead of the pure preaching of the gospel. I pointed this out no so long ago as well, referring to the movie for sale in Koorong Bookshop, “Faith like potatoes.” 
We should be well aware of this, beloved, especially where it concerns our contacts with people from evangelical circles. Sometimes, one can hear we still have so much in common in standing up for the fundamental truths of Scripture. Yet it is rather the opposite, concerning the heart of the gospel our ways part. One can say I too believe in Jesus Christ as the Saviour of my life. Yet the fundamental question is: what does it mean when you confess that Christ is your Saviour. Do you indeed believe that He is our Surety, who paid the debt not just of Adam, but also your and my debt? Do you believe that your imperfect obedience means nothing to God and therefore you stand guilty, a guilt from which you can only be redeemed when you embrace Christ as a complete Saviour. Do you believe that faith is only an instrument to embrace these riches and has no merit when it comes to your commitment? These are indeed essentials question, beloved, to understand that saying the same words, does not necessarily mean that you also believe the same doctrine.
Hence we can be thankful for the battle our fathers fought in the 17th century. The Canons show what was at stake and so often still is at stake today. For, beloved, Arminianism is as much alive today as 400 years ago. Many churches are infiltrated by this doctrine in a very subtle way. Let us keep our eyes open for this and thank God for the fact that it is only by His grace that we may stand in a tradition, where this Arminian influence has always been strongly opposed. Indeed also this is God’s grace only. It is not our doing, but Christ’s protection in keeping His church pure against false doctrine. To Him be all thanks and glory.

III 
I come the third and final point of this afternoon’s sermon, in which we will look at the articles 3 + 4 of Ch. 2, which speak about the infinite value of Christ’s satisfaction. Art. 3 reads,”…” This is confessed in opposition to the Arminians who teach that Christ acquired salvation for all men, but does not apply it to all men. According to them, salvation is obtained through the exercise of our free will.
I like to note that the Arminians did not teach a universal atonement, saying that all men would be saved. But they teach unlimited atonement, which means: Christ died for all men, i.e. gave all men the opportunity to be saved. Yet only those who by their own free will use this opportunity are the ones that are actually saved. This is what we also already mentioned in the second point of the sermon. In paying the outstanding demands of the old covenant Christ paved the way to create for God the opportunity to enter into a new covenant with new demands, which man from his side is able to fulfill, since God accepts mans’ imperfect obedience as perfect as long as in faith he commits himself to God. In all this everything depends on the choice which man makes. In theory this could mean, as it reads in Error 1 on page 548, even though Christ acquired a perfect redemption, if no one would ever choose for Christ, it would never be applied to any person. In essence this means the future of the church becomes dependent on man’s decision. 
If this were indeed the case, beloved, we would be without any secure comfort. In the end man is thrown back into his own court with his own fickle decisions. Let us be thankful that the truth of Scripture is totally different. Scripture clearly teaches that Christ is a complete Redeemer, who not only acquired redemption, but also applied it in giving us faith as the instrument to embrace all this, faith as a gift and not as a condition, as we learned it already from Ch. 1 of the Canons of Dort.
The Arminians tried to ridicule the reformed doctrine concerning limited atonement (the L of TULIP, which is the acronym for the five points of doctrine defended in the Canons of Dort). The L stands for Limited Atonement. As I said, the Arminians tried to ridicule this element of limited atonement saying that in actual terms this would mean that Christ’s death was insufficient to give salvation to everyone. It is over against this slanderous accusation that our father confessed in Art. 3, that Christ’s death was abundantly sufficient to expiate the sins of the whole world, as Scripture clearly states it in more than one place. I think of what the apostle John writes in the second chapter of his first letter, 1 John 2, 2, “…” This does not mean that Christ actually paid for the sins of all men, but that His death was sufficient to cover the sins of all men.
A similar terminology we also find in LD 15 HC, where it reads, “During all the time He lived on earth, but especially at the end, Christ bore in body and soul the wrath of God against the sin of the whole human race.” The point is this: to save some, Christ had to bear the penalty and punishment against all. 

Thus Christ’s death has indeed infinite value, which gives tremendous comfort. Tremendous comfort – since in faith we may have the firm assurance that    Christ’s death is sufficient always, whatever sins we have committed, no matter what mess we may have made of our life. No sin or weakness, which still remains in us against our will, can prevent us from being received by God in grace.
Finally, Art. 4 tells why Christ’s death has such infinite value. It says that the Lord Jesus was able to do what He accomplished because of who He was, became, and is. According to the justice and mercy of God the one who was to make payment for sin needed three qualifications. 

First, that person had to be true man. Since man had sinned man also had to pay for sin. 
Next, that person also had to without sin, perfect and holy, since he who is himself a sinner could never pay for the sins of others.

Third, that person had to be strong enough to endure the wrath of God. Since no human being would ever be able to sustain the burden of this wrath, our mediator also had to be true God.

Well, the Lord Jesus met all these requirements. He is indeed our perfect Redeemer, whom God made our wisdom, our righteousness and sanctification, and redemption. Hence, all glory goes to God alone. In Christ God gave us all that we need. Not in such a way that He made full payment and now it’s up to me what I do with this payment, as the Arminians teach it, making it depending on my faith as a condition to be saved.
No, being a perfect Redeemer Christ also applied this payment, by giving us faith, i.e. by also giving us the instrument by which we are able to make this payment ours, not as work from our side, but as a gift from above through the working of the Holy Spirit in our heart.
It’s all God’s work and let us be thankful for this. For only in this way our redemption has a secure foundation. In faith I may look away from myself, away from my changeable feelings, which so easily can cause us to despair. I may look away from my all the weaknesses, there often still are each day again and which may cause us to wonder at times, can I be sure of being saved.

In prayer we may lay all this before LORD, clinging to Christ as our perfect Redeemer. In Him we may find safety, security. Even though our sins are red like scarlet, He will make them white as snow, since He, My Saviour full atonement made and brought to us salvation.
Each Christian therefore may be glad

And build on this foundation.

Thy grace alone, O Lord, I plead.

Thy death is now my life indeed,

For Thou hast paid my ransom.
Amen.
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