Liturgy:

Reading : Phil. 1, 27 – 2, 18
Text       : CoD III/IV 16 + 17

Ps.     66 : 1,2

Ps.     35 : 11

Hy.    37 : 2,3

Ps.       1 : 1,2 (collection song)

Hy.    34 : 3,4,6
Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

From Ch. III/IV, 12 of the Canons of Dort we learned, God works regeneration in us, yet without us. This means with respect to our regeneration all honour goes to God alone. After the fall into sin, there was nothing left in man to which God could connect to change in our life. It’s indeed totally God’s work alone. At the same time, beloved, this confession, which gives all honour to God alone, does not degenerate man merely to some kind of robot. Despite man’s total depravity, which affected man’s whole nature, nevertheless man through his fall did not cease to be man, endowed with intellect and will, as our father stated it in the beginning of Art. 16 of Ch. III/IV. Hence – as it reads a bit further in this same article – with His divine grace of regeneration God did not act upon man as if they were blocks and stones, taking away the will and its properties, instead God made our will spiritually alive, healing it, correcting it, pleasantly and the same time powerfully bending it. That’s why our fathers could say already at the end of Art. 12, I quote the last two sentences of this article, “…” Summarizing, on the one hand it is indeed all God’s work and yet at the same time this does not altogether undo our own responsibility, as if we were just blocks and stones.  We are indeed saved by grace alone, yet at the same time we also read this afternoon from Paul’s letter to the Philippians that we must work out our own salvation with fear and trembling. The latter almost sounds Arminian, yet it’s not, for in same breath the apostle Paul also writes, “For it is God, who works in you, both to will and to do for His good pleasure.”  This afternoon in the preaching we will look at how to gel these two aspects together in a scriptural way. I do this by proclaiming to you the Word of God about
THE WAY IN WHICH GOD WORKS REGENERATION
We will see that God does so by

1) Making our will spiritually alive
2) Through the means of grace

I
Art. 16, Br. & Sr., refutes the charge that the Reformed doctrine of regeneration and conversion makes men passive and indifferent, like blocks and stones. The Arminians questioned, “What is left of man’s will and ability to make decisions if everything is left up to the sovereign grace of God?”  This question simply makes a caricature of the Reformed faith, suggesting that fallen man was without any will whatsoever, even lacking power to think, choose and act, like stone devoid of all power.

It is over against this caricature of the Reformed faith that our father stated in Art. 16, “Man through his fall did not cease to be man.” After the fall man still remained endowed with intellect and will. That’s why God with His divine grace does not act upon men as if they were blocks and stones. Instead, by the powerful work of the Holy Spirit, the will is spiritually revitalized, healed, corrected, pleasantly and the same time powerfully bent and reshaped. The Spirit does not break the will of man, but bends it. As a result so we read a bit further in Art. 16, “where formerly the rebellion and resistance of the flesh fully dominated, now a prompt and sincere obedience of the Spirit begins to prevail, in which the true, spiritual renewal and freedom of our will consists.”
It surely is noteworthy, beloved, that the Canons speak here even about the freedom of our will. What is meant with this? The point is this: God’s sovereign grace does not operate against man’s will. Instead, it changes man’s will. God changes the sinner out of his unwillingness to be one of His children. God changes the sinner into a willing child of His. Note: God changes him. God alone is able to do this. Man contributes nothing to this change. However, God changes the human will so that we, being changed by God, want and desire what God wants, even starting actively to pursue it.

To pursue it – as the apostle Paul speaks about it in Phil. 2, 12b, when he urges the Philippians to work out their own salvation with fear and trembling. Paul is referring here to the sanctified life, which is the desire of the regenerated believer, i.e. the desire to flee from sin and to live with joy and delight according to God’s commandments, as the Heidelberg Catechism mentions it when speaking about our new life in Christ. Those who are saved by grace want to imitate the servant nature of Christ, as Paul mentions it in vs. 5 of this same chapter, where he writes, “Let this mind (attitude) be in you which was also in Christ Jesus…” Next he speaks about this attitude of Christ, who made Himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant. He humbled Himself and became obedient unto death.

Those, who are saved by grace, become eager to follow this example, being like-minded by having love for one another, in lowliness of mind esteeming others better than themselves, looking out also for the interest of others. Beloved, what a change this is in comparison with man in his depraved nature. Look around in today’s society how much selfishness there is, how much lack of true self-denying love. Man in his depraved nature, being enslaved by sin, cannot care less. Yet in Christ God has set us free from that enslavement and this by grace alone. This is indeed God’s work alone, who works in us to will and to act according to His good pleasure. For us it’s now to live this! That’s what Paul means when in the same breath he also writes that we have to work out our own salvation with fear and trembling.

I like to note that the apostle Paul does not say work your own slavation, i.e. bring about your own salvation, but he says work out your own salvation, i.e. bring it to its purpose. This also means in verse 12 salvation is not to be understood as an objective to be reached, but as a possession to be explored and enjoyed ever more fully. How ought one to do this? The simple answer is: through faith in Jesus Christ.

Through faith – this, beloved, involves more than simply accepting what the Bible teaches. True faith in Jesus Christ also produces fruits, as I mentioned them before, quoting from the beginning verses of Phil. 2. In vs. 12 Paul writes that he has seen these fruits in the midst of the congregation of Philippi, but then he adds as I have found them among you in the past, when I was with you, may these fruits continue to be there among you, also in my absence. The apostle Paul thus exhorts the congregation at Philippi also to remain faithful in working out their own salvation.
In order to make clear what Paul means with this expression, for a moment I would like to focus on the word ‘salvation’. As it happens at times also with other biblical expression, because we are so used to it, it wears thin. I experienced this some time ago in one of my catechism classes. We were talking about the meaning of baptism. One of the answers that came back was baptism means we are saved. My next question was what do you mean by being saved? The student answered that we may go to heaven.

This is indeed the link we often make. Yet it is a very meager answer, since salvation involves so much more. The core of salvation is that in Christ we have been redeemed from sin and death, called out of the darkness of this world into God’s marvelous light. In Christ, we have received forgiveness of sins and everlasting life, and because of it we are on our way to eternal glory.

On our way – just think of this for a moment, beloved. En route we have not yet reached our final destination. In Christ we have already been renewed, but as we travel on, we are called to further explore this new life, so that we may enjoy it even more fully. That’s what Paul means when he writes, “Work out your own salvation with fear and trembling.” These last words do not refer to an anxious worrying whether we will be saved or not. Instead it refers to standing in awe of what we have received by grace alone. LORD, is this indeed all for me?

Summarizing, beloved, the apostle Paul simply calls the believers in Philippi to keep running the race with perseverance till the very end, looking at Jesus the Author and Finisher of our faith. The Author and Finisher – words which again indicate that there is nothing we can boast off. We simply are called to live from these riches granted to us by grace alone. 
Scripture teaches that whoever believes in Jesus Christ will not perish but has everlasting life. This is indeed true! Yet, beloved, we cling to this truth in the heat of battle. We are saved, but this does not mean that the battle is finished. As it reads in the Form for the celebration of the Lord’s Supper, daily we have to contend with the weakness of our faith and the evil desires of our sinful flesh. In LD 52 it reads, our sworn enemies – the devil, the world, and our own flesh – do not cease to attack us. Well, beloved, by being faithful in this battle we are working out our salvation, i.e. we bring it to its purpose.

Having listened to the sermon thus far, some may think, despite all that has been said, does this still not mean that nevertheless somehow salvation is dependent on what we do, whether we are faithful of not? Br. & Sr., for a moment let us take the viewpoint that this was indeed the intention of the apostle Paul to say that we must also do something ourselves. How could this be reconciled with what Paul wrote earlier on this letter, for example in Ch. 1, 29, “…” 
For to you it has been granted – this means the fact that you believe in Christ is something that has been given to you. Faith is a gift of God and through it we are saved. Salvation is a gift! That’s what Paul stresses in Ch. 1, 29. Well, it would be impossible, beloved, that only a few lines further in this same letter the apostle Paul would write that salvation has to be earned by working it out ourselves.

Moreover, in Ch. 3 speaking of the things he could boast of, the apostle states quite clearly, vss. 8 + 9, “…” Indeed, “faith clings to Jesus’ work alone and rests in Him unceasing,” Hymn 24 : 6, BoP. However this verse also adds, “By its fruits true faith is known, with love and hope increasing.” Well, beloved, that’s how we must work out our salvation, living our faith by producing fruits of faith.

Perhaps the following example may make this a bit clearer. Think of a counselor giving advice to a newlywed couple to work at their marriage. They are married – that’s what they possess. Yet what a newlywed couple possesses in full already at the start of their marriage still merits a lifetime of exploration, enjoyment, development, and discovery. If within marriage husband and wife keep living for themselves, they will not benefit from the riches of marriage. Likewise it is with our faith. If redeemed by Christ, we keep living for ourselves, we will not benefit from that redemption. That’s why the apostle Paul says that as redeemed children of God we must work at our salvation. Salvation is given to us in Christ. Yet we have to make sure that it does not become a dead capital in our hands. For then one will not benefit from it.

II
In regenerating us God touches us from heaven. Coming to the second point of this afternoon’s sermon, I would like to address the question: how does God touch us from heaven, when working regeneration in our heart. Some people like to feel this in a very special way.  Yet, beloved, it happens much more natural, as it becomes clear from Art. 17. This article draws a parallel with the way in which God brings forth and sustains our natural life. God being almighty could have done this in some kind of supernatural way. Yet God does not do so. Instead, God uses marriage as an institution to bring forth children. The sexual intimacy between husband and wife in marriage is an instrument in God’s hand to create life. Note well, man cannot create life, only God can open the womb. Every birth remains a miracle from God’s hand, no matter how much the world around us tries to deny this.
Similarly God could have also sustained our natural life in a supernatural way, by sustaining our bodies without food and drink, without air to breathe. However, God did choose not to operate this way. He chose to nourish us through the food we eat, to give us moisture through the liquid we drink, to give us oxygen through the air we breathe in. God decided that we need to work in order to eat, that we need to sew in other to have clothes, and so I could mention more. Art. 17 sums it up like this in its first sentence, “…”
Does this now mean that our eating nourishes us, that our breathing gives us the required oxygen? Of course not, they are only means through which God provides us with what we need each day.

Well, beloved, the same applies to our spiritual life. Just as God produces and sustains physical life by the use of the means, so God produces and sustains spiritual life by the use of the means. Art. 17 mentions “the use of the gospel, which God in His great wisdom has appointed to be the seed of regeneration and the food of the soul.”
Let us just have a closer look at this, to see that on the one hand there is nothing spectacular here, and yet it is a miracle each time again, when a person comes spiritually to life. It’s similar to the birth of a baby: one could say, as nothing spectacular and yet every time again we marvel at the miracle of new life, tiny and yet so wondrously woven together by God. That’s the parallel used by Art. 17, a wonderful image!

When reading this article, Br. & Sr., it highlights that concerning our regeneration, concerning the new life in Christ, we should not wait for some kind of spectacular moment to happen in our life. When working faith and regeneration in our hearts, God works in a much more natural way, again using created relationships. What I mean with this is: most of us grew up in Christian homes, where parents already at an early stage started reading the Bible with us and taught us to pray; just normal family life. Yet God used this simple family life as a means to work faith in our heart. After all, that’s what parents cannot do. Faith is worked by God. As parents we are called to be faithful in the upbringing of our children according to the vows we made at the baptismal font. Yet it’s God who has to bless all this by working faith. When our children later on in life profess their faith, there is nothing we can boast off. Likewise, when children break away from the church, we should not always straightaway blame the parents. Of course, it can happen that parents have been slack. Yet faith is and remains a gift of God. The upbringing is a means, not a guarantee, not something we have in our hands. As physical life is a gift of God, given to some couples and not to others, so spiritual life is a gift, which we as parents cannot give to our children, but God alone. Thus to work faith and regeneration, amongst others the Lord uses simple family life, where parents are called to be faithful in their God-given duty. There is where it starts. 
I like to note that there is where it started even with a person like Paul. When thinking of Paul’s conversion, what comes to our mind is straightaway the dramatic event, when Paul was on his way to Damascus, indeed a very spectacular event. Yet, beloved, this is only part of the story of Paul’s life. It started when his parents told him about the Bible. There the foundation was laid. Likewise we read about Timothy that his genuine faith was fruit of living faith in his grandmother Lois and his mother Eunice. The home where he grew up, there the foundation was laid. Often we here this also when people come back to church. The seed was sown. God may bring fruits even at a point in time that we almost may give up hope. This clearly shows how the fruit is from the LORD. We are but instruments to pass on the gospel, in early stage, but also later on. When we are raised by Christian parents and grandparents, in the initial stage they are the means, the channels of God’s grace to our hearts and lives. This has also everything to do with the covenantal concept, where God gives promises to the parents and their seed. God works through the generations. One never practices faith and religion alone, but as part of a believing community.
That’s why we also need the church. Sometimes people say, I don’t need the church, but they are deceiving themselves. If God wants to use the gospel as a means to create and sustain spiritual life, we need the church. God has given us the Sunday, so that we could meet as His children to hear the gospel and to use the sacraments for the strengthening of our faith. As one of the church fathers said it, whoever loves God as Father also needs the church as mother, through whom God nurtures us. To gain faith and to strengthen faith we must come to church in order to expose ourselves to the Word, the sacraments, and discipline. It is within the church that God’s children are born and nourished. Of course God would be able to do all this in a different way. Yet God has chosen to do it through the use of the means, hence who are we to despise the means through which God will nourish us. This also means wherever we have the opportunity we will go twice every Sunday. Why stay home and miss out on this heavenly nourishment.

In Romans 10, 14 + 15 the apostle Paul writes, “…” After this he concludes in vs. 17, “…” What Paul is saying here is, “How can man have faith if they don’t hear the gospel preached to them?” The answer is, “The can’t!” Without preaching, in practical terms this means, when we become slack in church attendance, our spiritual life withers and dies. Then we may still say, I love the LORD, but sooner or later also that love will die. The world takes over, due to our own fault, since we despised the means by which God wanted to strengthen and nourish us in faith. Beloved, something beautifully happens when we place ourselves under the preaching: God works in us through His Spirit! Hence we need the preaching.
Because of the importance of the preaching through which God wants to strengthen the believers, preachers of the Word have to make sure that they indeed come with God’s Word and not with their own opinion concerning the gospel. They are simply to preach the gospel in all its riches and should not try by some kind of horizontal pep talk to win people for Christ. Today we see a tendency to make the gospel more consumer-friendly, in order not to put people off, or to give milk where solid food is needed. Also elders, who have oversight over the preaching, should be alert here, so that the food does not lack nourishment. Like parents simple have to remain faithful in the task of the upbringing, leaving the outcome to God, so should the preachers. They are instruments, the fruit is from the LORD.
Finally strengthened in faith on Sunday, we ourselves may now also go out and speak of that hope within us to everyone who crosses our path. Also this is part of being a member of that church community. The message of Art. 17 is: to come to faith, people need to hear the gospel. Hence we all have a duty hear to witness. Who knows what God wants to work through our simple testimony? 

As such, beloved, this afternoon the preaching did not tell us really something new. God works and strengthen faith through the spoken Word, i.e. wherever the good news of the gospel is passed on. As such nothing exciting, yet don’t be mistaken, Br. & Sr., for where these glad tidings are spoken, the Spirit is also at work creating new life and sustaining this life. Thus we should see God at work, in the morning when we read the Bible and throughout the day. As much as we need our natural food to sustain our physical life, so we also need this spiritual food to sustain our spiritual life. Let us never try to cut down on it as less important. Instead remember what is said in Art. 17, “The more readily we do our duty, the more this favor of God, who works in us, usually manifest itself in luster, and so God’s work best proceeds.”
Let me conclude by turning back to Phil. 2, even though Paul writes, work out your own salvation with fear and trembling, he does not deny for even the tiniest bit that faith and regeneration are worked by God alone. Also our sanctification, the new life in Christ is a gift. Yet this gift should not become simple dead capital in our hands, we have to work with it. This gift functions as incentive to live for the LORD, the will becomes alive and sincere obedience begins to prevail in true spiritual renewal and freedom and this to God’s glory who is the Author of all this. Thus also when we are called to live our faith, all glory still goes to God alone. This is also the concluding sentence of Ch. III/IV, “To God alone, both for the means and for their saving fruit and efficacy, all glory is due throughout eternity. Amen.”
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