Liturgy:

Reading: Romans 5, 12 – 6, 14

Text       : CoD III/IV, 1 - 3

Ps.     18 : 1,10
Hy.    1a

Ps.     50 : 1 (before the opening of the Word)

Hy.    24 : 5 (in response to sermon)

Ps.     51 : 3,4,6 (collection song)

Ps.     71 : 8, 10, 13
Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

In the series of sermons on the Canons of Dort, we have come to what is known as Ch. III/IV. As we start this chapter, let me first address the question why we speak about Ch. III/IV. Why don’t we call this chapter simply Ch. III and the next chapter Ch. IV?  The reason for this, Br. & Sr., lies in the fact that the Canons of Dort follow the pattern of document put together by the Remonstrants in 1610, which contained 5articles, in which these Remonstrants made objections against the Reformed doctrine, in particular as it was summarized in the Heidelberg Catechism.  Art. 3 of this document dealt with the Arminian view on man’s depravity, whilst Art. 4 dealt with the aspect of God’s grace and man’s free will with respect to the subject of regeneration. It is because of the fact that the acceptance or denial of total depravity changes also one’s view on the need for and manner of regeneration that our fathers combined the refutation of the heresies of the Arminians concerning these points in one chapter, called Ch. III/IV, since they still wanted to follow the pattern  of the document put together by the Remonstrants.

With this new chapter, Br. & Sr., we come to the root of the Arminian heresy in dealing with the question:  what can be said about the people for whom Christ shed His precious blood. What kind of people are they? Do we have to look at them in a completely negative way as total no hopers, so to speak? Or can we still say something positive about man after the fall into sin. The answer to this question is of great importance also with respect to the next question, addressed in this chapter, namely how do we come to that complete salvation, spoken about in Ch. II? Is this all God’s work or is man’s own responsibility somehow still involved as well, and if so in what way? These are crucial questions, beloved. Giving answer to these questions this morning pointing to what Scripture says about these matters, it will indeed expose the root of the Arminian heresy in how they look at man, both before and after the fall into sin. 
When going by our personal experiences, beloved, some of us may have had a lot of nasty experiences in their contacts with fellow men, which has coloured also their view, when speaking about people: it’s all bad. Others, with more positive experiences may come to a more optimistic viewpoint concerning the condition of man. Yet, beloved, this morning the point is not what we think about man, but what God in His Word reveals us about man’s condition both before and after the fall into sin. In more personal terms: what does God in His word say about you and me? How does God look at us with His holy eyes? That’s the subject matter of the preaching of this morning, when we will look at
THE TESTIMONY OF SCRIPTURE WHO WE REALLY ARE

When opening Scripture we learn 
 – In a short summary – 
1) First, in the beginning God created us completely holy in His image
2) Yet through wilful rebellion we lost this holiness altogether

3) With no hope left, unless we are regenerated by the Spirit of God.
I
Going through the Canons of Dort, Br. & Sr., time and again it strikes me how timely this document is, especially when looking at the issues the church is facing in today’s ecclesiastical climate; very timely indeed, also with respect to the subject matter dealt with in Ch. III/IV. Therefore, let us in great thankfulness make use of our Reformed heritage, especially when in contacts with other Bible believing Christians so often it seems that we speak the same language, and yet, beloved, even though using the same language often there is a deep chasm due to the Arminian influence. It’s good to be aware of this, especially also when visiting a bookshop, like Koorong bookshop, which has many wonderful books. However, when browsing through some of these books in deciding to buy them, are we also aware of the dangers in getting influenced the Arminian way? I say this, since at first sight some of these books may come across as great reading, and yet at times they focus more on man than on God. By way of example, I think of the book written by Rick Warren, Purpose Driven Life. I don’t say we should not read a book like this, as long as we realize that it is totally Arminian in its approach when going through this 40 day journey.
As I mentioned it already, even though at times we may speak the same language, it surely does not mean that we are also one in a proper understanding of God’s Word. To mention just one example, then I think of the expression ‘God’s love for sinners’. When people use this expression, it’s important to know what they mean by speaking about ‘God’s love’ and also what they mean when they speak about man as a sinner. It is in particular these two questions, which are at the heart of Ch. III/IV of the Canons of Dort. One can speak about God’s love and God’s grace, yet the person who at the same time says it’s your choice what you do with this love and grace of God – at bottom this person is influenced by the same heresy against which our fathers had to fight in the 17th century. When looking sharply, it leads us back to old-age heresy of Pelagius, whose name is mentioned on a number of occasions throughout Ch. III/IV of the Canons of Dort. This shows how timely the past is and also how important it is to have good knowledge of church history. 
At times church history is considered as a somewhat boring subject. Yet we may greatly benefit in knowing the answers given in the past to the same issues we are facing in today’s ecclesiastical climate, especially in our response to the teachings of the evangelical movement. One may say, what is wrong with being evangelical. As such nothing, you could even say it’s a biblical term. And yet, the underlying current of the evangelical movement is totally Arminian, especially with respect to the concept of man’s free will. Hence, it doesn’t matter either whether you go to church. That’s your choice. As long as you love the Lord Jesus, you are okay, and also that is your choice! This shows how timely the Canons of Dort are, beloved, and how important it is to study them well in order to have answers to what at the surface can come across as very biblical and appealing, and yet it’s contrary to what Scripture teaches.
The basic issue in all this is: the free will of man. This was already the issue at stake in the 4th century, in the battle between Augustine and Pelagius. With respect to Pelagius, he thought that man was able and also had the possibility to make a free choice between good and evil. He did not want to hear at all about man being conceived and born in sin. When committing sin – so Pelagius said – it does not come from within, from our sinful nature, but it’s a deed we do because of following the wrong examples around us. Concerning grace, he taught that it only was an incentive to push man in the right direction, only aiding man in the decision, ultimately made by his own free will. Much of this thinking we find back in the Arminian doctrine concerning the free will of man. 
Yet, beloved, all this robs God of His honour. Though still speaking about grace, it’s not the same grace as referred to in Scripture. It has changed in its character. Within the Arminian thought, grace is no more than some kind of aid, of which man has to make the most in benefitting from it. This thinking is the result of a doctrine, which teaches that Christ only acquired salvation for us, but did not impart it to us. That’s what man has to do with His free will. 
This teaching, beloved, is the deathblow to what Scripture teaches about salvation being completely God’s work from beginning to end, as it is stated in Rejection of Errors, number 7, page 563 BoP, which also includes as Scriptural reference Ez. 36, 26, “…” This is indeed God’s work and God’s work alone, who by the powerful work of the Holy Spirit makes us new creatures who once again may reflect the image of God, in which God once created us, as we read it in Art. 1 of this chapter. Let us go to this article and start from there.

In a similar way as the Heidelberg Catechism does not do this, Br. & Sr., neither do the Canons of Dort, Ch. III/IV, start with the covenant God made before the foundation of the world, called the covenant of peace between Father, Son, and Holy Spirit concerning our redemption. Instead, as the Heidelberg Catechism does, so also Ch. III/IV of the Canons of Dort start with Gen 1, where we read that in the beginning on the sixth day of creation God created man in His own image.
It’s not all that easy to explain in an exact way what it means ‘being created in the image of God’. Perhaps the simplest way of explaining it is that man reflects something of God, like when you look in a mirror. This does not mean that man mirrors God in everything. This would be impossible. God remains God and we are man. In addition, even though at times Scripture does speak about God’s eye, God’s ear, God’s hand, and so on, God does not have a body like we have. God is a Spirit. Hence the mirror reflection is not material, but it refers to God’s characteristics in being holy, righteous, perfect and good. It’s these characteristics man also had before the fall into sin.
In LD 3 HC, we read, “God created man good and in His image, that is in true righteousness and holiness, so that he might rightly know his Creator…” In a similar way we read in Art. 14, BC, “We believe that God created man of the dust from the ground and He made and formed him after His own image and likeness, good, righteous, and holy.” Next, this article adds, “His will could conform to the will of God in every respect.” Well, all this is echoed in Ch. III/IV, CoD, Art. 1, which states that man in the beginning “was adorned in his mind with true and wholesome knowledge of His Creator and off all spiritual things; his will and heart were upright, all his affections pure, and therefore man was completely holy.” This article mentions our mind, our heart, and our affections. Let us have a closer look at each of these three aspects.

First of all there is the mind, which gave man the ability to think and to reason, the ability to acquire knowledge and to use that knowledge rightly; knowledge also about God and what God required of man. In paradise, for Adam and Eve there was never any doubt about what God required them. At times, we can be confronted with situations, in which we struggle with what God wants us to do. Yet for Adam and Eve there was never any doubt about this. They knew God’s will with their life perfectly. They had true wholesome knowledge of God and all spiritual things. That’s how they walked with God and carried out the duties God had given them, indeed perfectly, e.g. when Adam was called to give each animal its proper name.
Next, Art. 1 mentions man’s heart. The heart is the place from which all issues of life spring: our desires, our thoughts, and so on. Before the fall into sin, beloved, impure desires never welled up from man’s heart, never any negative thought or wrong affection. How great this must have been in man’s relationship with God, but also in the marriage between Adam and Eve: never any argument, always pure, perfect harmony.
Also man’s will was always pure and perfect, as Art. 14 BC says it, able to conform to the will of God in every respect. Never any disobedience, but a heartily loving of God 100% each day: upright, pure, and holy always!

All this shows from which great height man has fallen when he gave ear to the voice of the devil.

Before we turn to man’s fall, there is still one aspect I would like to mention with respect to man being created in the image of God. God endowed man with many wonderful gifts; gifts, which reflected God’s own image of being holy, righteous and pure. Yet with these gifts man was to serve God, being God’s representative on earth. Man was called to rule over this earth on God’s behalf. This task is often referred to as ‘the cultural mandate’ described in Gen. 1, 28. Also in executing this task man had to show the image of God, the glory of God. And again, before the fall into sin man received the ability to do this perfectly. It’s the picture of man we read in Psalm 8, man created a little lower than God, crowned with glory and honour, exercising dominion over this earth on God’s behalf, since in the end indeed all glory goes to God alone, “O LORD, our Lord, how excellent is Thy Name in all the earth,”

II
When looking at this biblical viewpoint concerning man being created in the image of God, one wonders, why did the Arminians refute this and on what basis? I would like to answer this question in the second point of the sermon in which we will see how man through wilful disobedience lost all these good qualities and virtues mentioned before altogether. 
In the second part of Art. 1 we read, “But rebelling against God through the instigation of the devil and through his own free will, man deprived himself of these excellent gifts.” Before the fall into sin man indeed had a free will, which could also conform to the will of God in every respect. Hence it was it indeed wilful rebellion, when man gave ear to the lying words of the devil. The result was that man, who was good in every respect, now became corrupt in every respect, for which he only had to blame himself. Art. 1 describes man’s deep fall by showing how all the good gifts with which God had endowed man turned in their complete opposite. It’s a horrible description of man; a state in which man remains unless by God’s grace we are renewed after the image of God. 
The apostle Paul describes it as follows, when he gives a picture of life among the Gentiles, Eph. 4, 18 + 19, walking in the futility of their mind he writes, “They have their understanding darkened….” (Quote both verses!) 
It’s here that I would like to come back to the teachings of the Remonstrants, who didn’t want to hear at all about this negative picture of man after the fall into sin. They even went as far as saying, Error 2, BoP, page 560, “…” First, in teaching this, they robbed God of the honour in creating man so beautifully, as if man was able to fulfil the task God had given him without all the gifts bestowed upon him. It puts man in the centre rather than God, also after the fall into sin, since man could not loose what God had not given him. Hence, according to the Arminians with respect to man’s will not much has changed, as it is stated in Error 3, “…” It’s with this free will that even after the fall into sin, man can commit himself to Christ. True there are certain hindrances, yet man is still able to do so, on his own accord. And all this, beloved, despite the fact that Scripture clearly teaches the result of sin is man’s total unwillingness as well as inability to do any good. We are dead in sin, unless we are regenerated by power from above.

One can say, all this is nice to know, but how does all this affect the practice of our faith. Of course, one has to know about doctrine, but more important is how we live our faith, and does it then indeed make so much difference whether you fully stand behind the concept of total depravity.  It indeed is! After all, beloved, once viewpoint of total depravity also affects one’s concept regarding redemption. When it comes to our redemption, does indeed all honour go to God alone. Am I willing to say, “Lord, from myself I’m a no hoper, unable to do any good, and therefore I cling to Thy grace alone!” Do we daily live in this awareness not just in words, but also in deeds, or do we believe all this is too negative.
Commenting on this, I would like to refer to some recent discussions in our sister churches in The Netherlands about the reading of the law in the worship service. Of late, one can hear the following reasoning: we are no longer under the law but under grace. The law condemns, makes people feel disheartened, despondent. It influences the worship services in which the gospel is preached in a negative way. 
Yet, beloved, the fact that every Sunday morning we hear God’s law is an essential part of worshiping God. Every time when looking into the mirror of God’s law, one feels small. We see our sins and misery, our inability to serve God in accordance with what He requires. LORD, daily I stumble. From myself, O LORD, I am indeed a no hoper. Yet I thank Thee that I may cling to Christ, my Rock and my Redeemer. 
Beloved, we need the law to understand fully what grace is all about. Total depravity teaches me to rejoice the more in the greatness of God’s wonderful grace. That’s not dry doctrine, but truly living your faith in thankfulness for God’s amazing grace. Grace – not as the Arminians teach it, but as the Lord reveals it to us in Scripture.
III
All this becomes even more amazing when we turn the Articles 2 + 3, which deal with the extent of the fall into sin. After all, not only Adam became corrupt through the fall into sin, but also all his descendants, who are also equally guilty of what happened in Paradise. One may wonder why this is. How can we be held accountable for what Adam did? Is this fair? The point is, beloved, that Adam acted not privately as an individual, but as head of the whole human race. The apostle Paul speaks about this in Romans 5. I refer to vs. 12 of this chapter, “…” As a result we are born in sin, which means everyone is marked by sin from birth, born with a heart inclined towards sin, prior to any actual sin. This inner sinfulness is the root and source of all our actual sins, the sinful deeds we do each day. This inner sinfulness is transmitted to us from Adam. 
In a summary this means we are not sinners because we sin, but instead we sin because we are sinners, born with a nature enslaved to sin. No part of us is untouched by sin. Hence by nature we are indeed no hopers, who cannot do any good; who cannot do anything of value in the eyes of God, since even our best works are still incomplete and stained with sin. We are lost, unless grace saves us.
The Arminians denied all this. According to them sin did not make all mankind condemnable. The result of what happened in Paradise only hampers man in doing God’s will, hinders man in using our free will properly. What happened around 6000 years ago surely doesn’t make me guilty nor does it render us unable to do any good today. All this is too negative a picture according to the Arminian viewpoint. 
Yet in all this they deny the clear testimony of Scripture. I think here of David’s confession about sin in Psalm 51, a psalm he wrote after he had committed adultery with Bathsheba and had killed Uriah. In this psalm, David does not try to minimize the things he had done, shifting blame as we often try to do. Instead, he claims full responsibility for what he did, pointing to the sinfulness of his own heart. This was not just an accident, but this is me sinful in the root of my existence.
Beloved the same applies to us. We hear it every time when a baby is baptized here in front of the church, “We and our children are conceived and born in sin and are therefore by nature children of wrath, so that we cannot enter the kingdom of God unless we are born again.” Well, this is what we also read in Art. 3 of Ch. III/IV of the canons of Dort, “…”
Incapable of any saving  good – this what our fathers confessed on the basis of Scripture to refute the Arminians who taught, Error 4, BoP page 561,“…” In response to this heresy our father confessed, “…”

So the bottom line is, beloved, what do we mean when we speak about grace. The miracle of grace lights up brightly and clearly against the dark background of our total depravity. Let us never try to minimize this depravity, for in actual terms it means we will also marvel less at God’s grace and in doing so rob God of His honour. This is indeed the danger when the gospel becomes more man centred than God centred. Let us be well aware of this.

In the beginning of the sermon I mentioned that in our dealings with fellow Christians we have indeed to make sure that even though we hear the same words, we also speak the same Scriptural language. This is indeed a very important issue in today’s ecclesiastical climate, where so many people think as long as you love Christ, all these doctrinal matters are not all that important. 
It’s by God’s grace that we have been blessed with a very rich heritage. Let us make good use of this heritage also when bringing the gospel to others, not watering it down to a more user friendly gospel, but by speaking rightly also about sin. For only when we speak rightly about sin, the better we see the greatness of God’s grace. And it’s this grace that should be at the heart of every gospel preaching, even when we call people to repentance.

Grace, beloved, does not mean that the warning become less serious. Instead it will bring us on our knees, confessing, 
“LORD, I can’t do it. Therefore I lift my eyes on high to Thee. I confess my sins and also my inability to make changes to my sinful life in own strength. LORD, I need Thee to create in me a clean heart and a steadfast spirit. Therefore LORD, wilt Thou work this in me by the power of Thy Spirit.”

It’s this humble confession, which the LORD asks from all of us. Hence the preaching of grace never goes at the expense of the call for repentance. Instead, the more I marvel at God’s grace, the more broken-hearted I become, when seeing still so many sins and shortcomings in my life. Unfortunately sin is not a passed station, as at times it is taught by the evangelical movement, once you have become a reborn-Christian and with a new commitment have given your life to Christ. These are the people who teach that what Paul writes about his struggle with sin in Romans 7 was before his conversion, for after his conversion he would no longer writes this way saying, I do not do what I want to do, but at times I do the very thing I hate, because of sin that still dwells within me.
How great it would be, beloved, if it was indeed true that sincere believers had this battle already behind them. However, it is not true, since the battle remains as long as we live in this life. However – and  that’s the gospel – in this battle we may cling to God’s grace in Jesus Christ, as Paul also does in Romans 7 in the concluding part of this chapter, vss. 24 + 25, “…”

These verses reveal to us the gospel grace in all its riches, not man-centred, but Christ centred. Let us praise God each day for this wonderful grace, not just in words, nut also in deeds, by living our faith to the glory of Him, who gave us a complete and perfect redemption, undeserved by grace alone.
Amen.
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