Liturgy:
Reading : Romans 1, 16 – 25

Text       : CoD III/IV, 4 – 6 

Ps.  146 :  1,2

Hy.     3 : 1,2,3

Hy.   37 : 2,3

Ps.     85 : 3,4 (collection song)

Ps.     67 : 1,3
Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

Continuing the series of sermons on the Canons of Dort, this afternoon, I would like to start where we left off three weeks ago, when we dealt with the articles 1 – 3 of Ch. III/IV, which focussed on man’s total depravity. The conclusion of these three articles was there is no hope left for fallen man without the grace of the regenerating power of the Holy Spirit. According to Art. 7, the Spirit performs this regenerating power “through the word or ministry of reconciliation, which is the gospel of the Messiah, by which it has pleased God to save those who believe.” In LD 25, HC, we confess the same, when 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.” 
This highlights, beloved, not only the importance of the preaching of the gospel, but also how important it is to be present whenever the gospel is preached, to be present when the Spirit  is at work regenerating people. After all, who would want to miss out on this? Who wants to miss out, when the Spirit is at work regenerating people? When looking at a worship service from this perspective, it becomes something very exciting. It will help us, not in the first place to look at the minister and his weaknesses, instead then we come to church eager to hear the gospel, by the apostle Paul called “the power of God to salvation for everyone who believes,” Rom. 1, 16. It’s this what makes every worship service very special, even exciting, even though we might not always feel it like it. When someone would ask us to mention the five most exciting events, which we attended during the last fortnight, perhaps not many of us would list also the worship service on Sunday. No doubt, we all can think of more exciting things than listening to a sermon. Nevertheless, beloved, powerful things happen when we come to church. Powerful – when the gospel is preached and through it the Spirit brings dead people to life, i.e. people who from themselves would never listen to a sermon, yet they do. Next, they also start bringing into practice what they heard. Beloved, that’s not our doing, but that’s what the regenerating power of the Spirit does, bringing to life people, who spiritually were dead, i.e. both unable and unwilling to respond and yet they do. That’s why it reads in Art. 12 of this same chapter of the Canons of Dort, this regenerating power of the Spirit is of the same magnitude as what God did at creation and as what Christ did when He raised Lazarus from the dead. Beloved, that’s how powerful true preaching of the gospel is. It regenerates people, producing fruits of faith in your and my life. However, this will only happen when we are present and by the Spirit also submit to God’s Word.

I like to note that in working all this, in actual terms the Holy Spirit point us to Christ, through whom our life has received future again and a hope. That’s why all preaching indeed needs to be Christ-focussed; Christ-focussed, also when it admonishes and calls to repentance. Sinners need to hear the gospel of the Messiah, by which is has pleased God to save men who believe. That’s the basic message of the articles of the Canons of Dort on which we will focus this afternoon.
I have summarized the message of these three articles as follows,

TO BE REGENERATED BY THE HOLY SPIRIT
WE ARE IN NEED OF THE GOSPEL

Since

1) From himself man cannot come to any saving knowledge of God

2) Nor can the law of God bring us to this saving knowledge

3) Only the gospel of the Messiah can do this

I
When dealing with the articles 1 – 3 of Ch. III/IV of the Canons of Dort, we learned that by rebelling against God man became totally depraved. As a result of the fall into sin, man lost all the excellent gifts, which he had received being created in the image of God. Before the fall into sin, man was good, righteous and holy. His will could conform to the will of God in every respect. However, after the fall all these good gifts turned into their complete opposite. In Art. 1 we read as a consequence of the sin man committed, he brought upon him “blindness, horrible darkness, futility, and perverseness of judgment in his mind; wickedness, rebelliousness, and stubbornness in his will and heart; and impurity in all his affection.” It’s a very grim picture, and then to know, beloved, that this spread from Adam to all his descendants, Art. 2. In other words, what we read in Art. 1 applies also to us. We are reminded of this, every time a baby is baptized and the Form for Baptism is read, “conceived and born in sin and therefore by nature children of wrath…unless we are born again.”
However, so one may ask, what about those who are not born again. Is the picture of their life indeed as bad as portrayed in Art. 1? Don’t we still see a lot of good in society as well? Thankfully there still is, as it is stated also in Art 4. In this article, we read after the fall into sin man retained “some notions about God, about natural things, and about the difference between what is honourable and shameful, and shows some regard for virtue and outward order.” In view of this, the Arminians tried to prove that the doctrine of total depravity was wrong. Man only became partially depraved. The picture of fallen man was not as grim as portrayed in Art. 1.  Yet, beloved, that’s not what we read in Scripture.  It is true – as the Canons also state it later on this same chapter, Art. 16 – “Man through his fall did not cease to be man, endowed with intellect and will.” Yet at the same time – as the apostle Paul writes it in Romans 1, 18, man uses his intellect in the wrong way. Although having some notions about the things mentioned in Art.4, at the same time man suppresses all this in unrighteousness. 
Let me just try to make this clear with an example taken from Scripture itself, Acts 28. In this chapter we read about Paul and all who were with him on his journey to Rome after having suffered shipwreck, which they survived, they were warmly welcomed by the natives living on the island Malta. In Acts 28, 2 it reads, “They showed us unusual kindness…” One could say, in a similar way as also nowadays we too at times receive very warm and sincere love of people not of the church, total unbelievers and yet showing great kindness. Thankfully, there is indeed still a lot of spontaneity and kindness found also among those who never go to church. People, who as far as the eye meets are decent citizens, generous when called upon for help. 
Yet, beloved all this does not give reason to deny the doctrine of total depravity. Just let us go back to Acts 28. In this came chapter we also read that the very same people who showed unusual kindness were steeped in idolatry. 
Well that’s what we also read in Art. 4 of the Canons of Dort. It’s true, despite the state of our present society full of immorality, crime, and you name it, also today there are still a lot of decent people, yet – Art 4 – this decency is of no significance, when it comes to saving knowledge of God and true conversion. Rather, whatever notion man still may have about what is honourable and shameful or about a god he pollutes in various ways, suppressing the truth in unrighteousness.
Some may still think is this picture somehow not coloured too darkly. No, it’s not, which can easily be demonstrated, when you look at how sinful man uses the qualities he still has, being created in the image of God. Qualities like having a will to make decisions as well as a conscious that at times may play up when they do the wrong thing, having still some notion left of what is honourable and shameful. Yet, beloved, how often does it not happen – even in our own life – that we try to put silence to the voice of our conscious, making ourselves believe that there is nothing wrong with this or that and as a result we act in a way as we think fit, without listening to God. 
See there, how man left to himself will only wander further away from God, knowing full well that making a particular choice is not good, and yet still making that choice, suppressing the truth. Therefore, the whole doctrine of the Arminians, saying that man on his own with a bit of incentive still is able to make the right choices is in sharp contrast with what we see even in our own life. If it were not for the regenerating power of the Holy Spirit within us, we too would only wander further away from God. This clearly shows how depraved we are, no good left from ourselves. Hence, all what Art. 4 says about the light of nature is of no help at all when it comes to saving knowledge of God.
Yet at the same time, in Romans 1 we read, it leaves man without excuse. One may wonder whether this is fair that people, who have never been confronted with the Bible, are without excuse. Yet, for a moment let us just look at the content in which the apostle Paul, inspired by the Holy Spirit writes these words, Romans 1,  19 – 23, “…” These verses give us a clear picture of what man did in his depraved state. 
In addition, after the fall into sin, we still see God’s footprint present in the midst of creation. In Acts 14, 17 it reads, “…” In other words, God is known through His works. Hence, reason must tell also those who do not know God, someone sends rain, someone paints the sunsets, makes the flowers grow, the birds sing, and you name it. Thus, people are indeed without excuse. 

Yet – so one may say – nature does not lead man to saving knowledge of God. We also need the Bible.Aas Calvin said it, one cannot read the book of nature without the glasses of the Bible. This is indeed true. However, this does not excuse unbelievers. In Romans 1, 21 it reads, “They knew God.” What God made known in creation could be perceived clearly, vs. 20. However, what does an unbeliever do? He suppresses this truth in unrighteousness, vs. 18. Instead of working with the things God has made known, he pushes them to the far corner of his existence. All this is result of the total depravity of man. That’s what our fathers confessed refuting the heresies of the Arminian, who taught that as result of sin man became only partially depraved.
Finishing off the first point of the sermon, let me put this question: does man after the fall into sin still reflect the image of God. Being created into the image of God, before the fall into sin man was able to reflect in his life the characteristics of God, like holiness, righteousness, and truth. To use an example, you could say man was the mirror, in which when looking in it one could see something of God: a beautiful picture! However, when man fell into sin, this mirror broke into thousand pieces. Those pieces are still reminiscent of the mirror, which once was there, but the mirror itself is gone, broken altogether. Restoration of this mirror, i.e. of the image in which man once was created, is possible only in and through Christ, through faith in Him, which is worked in our hearts by the regenerating power of the Holy Spirit.
II
From the first point of the sermon we learned, even though there is still left in sinful man some notion about God, this will not bring him to saving knowledge about God. That was Art. 4. Turning to Art. 5 now, we read in the beginning of this article, “What holds for the light of nature also applies to the Ten Commandments…” In other words, when it comes to redemption, God’s law, of which the Ten Commandments give a summary, does not offer any remedy either.

In LD 2, HC, we confess through the law we receive knowledge of sin and as a result the law condemns us. When looking into mirror of God’s law, I see how sinful and guilty I am. Yet the law does not tell me how to get free of this guilt. Instead, the more I look into the mirror of the law, the more I become convinced that I deserve God’s wrath because of my disobedience, my lack of living up to this law as the rules of thankfulness. LORD, I confess my sins! That’s what the law does to fallen man, to you and me, beloved, as we are from ourselves.
Even though Art. 4 says that fallen man still has some notion of what is honourable and shameful, the law of God is no longer inscribed on the tablet of our heart. Instead, as it reads in LD 3, HC, “We are totally unable to do any good and inclined to all evil.” As we learned it from the first point of the sermon, though having still some notion about what is good and honourable, man suppresses the truth in unrighteousness. In His law, God asks of us 100% obedience, yet from myself I cannot give even 1 %. Thus, the law only condemns us without pointing us to any remedy how to escape this condemnation.

At the time of the OT, when God declared His law He said to His people, Lev. 18, 5, “Keep my statutes and My judgments, which if a man does, he shall live by them.” God guarantees life by perfect obedience to His law, as man was able to do before the fall into sin. After the fall into sin, this demand God requiring perfect obedience of us still stands. Yet due to our total depravity, we have become unable to meet this demand. The law offers no means how to overcome this. The Arminians denied this. They considered the law as a means by which man still could come to saving knowledge of God. They taught: enlightened by the law of God man receives an incentive to do good again. When deciding to heed this incentive man will gradually come to a new life again by his own effort. Yet again, Scripture teaches differently.
True, still on a regular basis the preaching focuses on the Ten Commandments as the rule for life. Yet not by saying, just try to change your life in accordance with these commandments and surely things will go better. We all know by own experience how on a daily basis all our good intentions to make changes for the better never help. God asks us to change our lives, yet we can’t. That’s why also the HC put the question in LD 44, if this is the case, that in this life even the holiest have only a small beginning of the obedience God requires, why then must the Ten Commandments still be preached so strictly?

Let us look at the answer the HC gives to this question. First, it reads there is need for a strict preaching of the Law so that throughout our life we may become more and more aware of our sinful nature. The same we read in Art. 5 of Ch. III/IV of the Canons of Dort, when it says the law “reveals the greatness of sin and more and more convicts man of his guilt.” Hence, the warnings of the law are surely necessary. When the law is no longer preached very strictly, so easily we may think that things are not too bad in our life. The seriousness of sin is no longer felt so severely, which will also affect our prayer life when confessing our sins before the LORD, to the extent that the need for redemption is no longer felt as strong either. I pointed to these dangers also in the sermon of three weeks ago, referring to some new ideas that the Law should no longer be read in the worship service, since it only creates disheartened people. Yet, beloved, we need that look into the mirror of God’s Law, not to become disheartened, but as it also reads in Answer 115 HC, “to seek more eagerly the forgiveness of sins and righteousness in Christ.”
Concluding the second point of summary, I can summarize it as follows, the Law does not offer any remedy concerning salvation. The Law is unable to change our heart, only the Holy Spirit is able to do this by the preaching of the gospel, which is the gospel of the Messiah, by which it has pleased God to save men who believe. Only the Holy Spirit can bring about changes. The Spirit does so, by pointing us to Christ, who is at the heart of the Word that is proclaimed. In my ministry, I experience more and more, how important it is to point people to Christ. After all, mere admonitions don’t do much in themselves. Note, I don’t say that these admonitions are not necessary. Yet, as a wayward member said it to me a few years ago, “Don’t come to visit me to tell me all the things I do wrong. I know quite well that my life is displeasing the LORD. So you can spare yourself the effort and time to come and tell me again and again.” That’s what I meant when I said, mere admonition don’t help. They don’t help, when they are not encapsulated by the riches of the gospel of grace. 
So what then should we tell this wayward member, when we go for a visit of admonition? Beloved, pray that the LORD may use you as tool to let this member see that no matter how much he has messed up his life, there is a way out. There is way out, not just by trying to amend his life. True, that as well, yet this will only happen when first this member seeks once again his strength in Christ and the power of His Spirit to fight against sin. It’s true, we have to call for obedience to God’s commandments. This is something we should never water down. The call for repentance comes to all us each day again in all it seriousness. However, this call will fall on deaf ears, when true faith in a sincere relationship with Christ is lacking.
This brings us to the third point of this afternoon’s sermon, whereby we will turn to Art. 6, which reads, “…” In a nutshell this means, the way towards God comes from God. Only God Himself can change our inability to live a life according to His will.  Yes, this inability can be broken and changed by the power of the Holy Spirit only. To do so, the Spirit uses as a means the preaching of the gospel, the gospel of Christ, called by the apostle Paul in Romans 1, 16, “the power of God for salvation for everyone who believes.”
III
Coming to Art. 6, the first point which I would like to highlight the beauty of this article in showing how with respect to our redemption the Three Persons within the holy Trinity work together in a wonderful way, saying God works salvation by the power of the Holy Spirit and the Word, which is the gospel of the Messiah. That’s, beloved, how the Triune God works our redemption in our life as we live it today. Thus, though helpless from ourselves, by clinging to God, the Triune God, there is future and a hope again. 

Hope, when we see the Spirit at work through the Word, which is the second point, which I would like to highlight. The Spirit works through the Word, never apart from the Word. I stress this in view of some mysticism as at times it can be found among some evangelical groups, who speak very highly about all kind of workings of the Holy Spirit, whereby just attending a worship service on Sunday becomes less important. It’s those revival meetings one should attend to see with own eyes the power of the Spirit.

At the time of the Synod of Dort, there was a different point our father had to fight, namely the teaching that ultimately the power of the Holy Spirit was but secondary so to speak. Man with some incentive given by the Law can come to saving knowledge of God on his own accord. He does not need the regenerating power of the Holy Spirit. In teaching this, the Arminians disconnected the Word from the powerful work of the Spirit. Yet again, this was contrary to what Scripture teaches, which speaks about the Word as the sword of the Spirit, more powerful and sharper than any two-edged sword, Heb. 4, 12. Beloved, wherever the Word is preached the Spirit is at work as well, It is not for nothing that at time the church is called the workshop of the Holy Spirit.
Thirdly, when looking at Art. 6 there still one other point, which I would like to highlight, which is the way in which this article speaks about the unity between Old and New Testament. Under both dispensations, it pleased God to save men by the same regenerating power of the Holy Spirit. In other words, beloved, Abraham, Moses, David, and other saints living under the OT did not come to faith in any other way than you and I have come to faith in Christ. During the time of the OT, the Holy Spirit was equally at work with the power of the Word regenerating people as He is today. With respect to this aspect of the work of the Holy Spirit, there is no difference between Old and New Testament. In the New Testament, the radius of work of the Holy Spirit has become wider and more intense. However, His actual power in regenerating people is still executed in the same way as during the time of the OT: namely through the Word, which is the gospel of the Messiah, which was at the centre also of the OT, in as far as it pointed to the coming of Christ. It was this gospel, which kept people going through the power of the Holy Spirit, clinging to the promises of God the Father. Well, today it’s not any different, still the same.
This brings us back to where we started this afternoon, when I highlighted not just the importance of the preaching of the gospel, but also how important it is to be present whenever the gospel is preached, to be present when the Spirit is at work regenerating people. Yes, who would want to miss out on hearing the gospel, called by the apostle Paul, “the power of God to salvation for everyone who believes,” Rom. 1, 16. This power indeed makes every worship service very special, exciting, even though we might not always feel it like this.

Since the preaching is the power of God to salvation, we should make sure that the preaching remains the focal point of every worship service. Around us, we see many churches trying to make the worship services more attractive, often at the expense of the preaching: sermons should not be too long and not to difficult. Hence, at times more attention is given to form than to content. Saying this, I don’t mean that the presentation of a sermon and the format of a worship service is not important. These surely are important aspects and should receive due attention. However, the point I want to make is this: when making changes the reason should never be how can we make it all more attractive for men. Instead, our aim should always be to bring greater glory to God, giving also full opportunity for the gospel to be preached in all its riches, even when at times sermons dig deep in the goldmine of Scripture. Digging deep, to let the gold shine!

The preaching does so when it proclaims Christ as Saviour. Hence – as I have mentioned it before – all preaching must be Christ-centred. I like to note that this should never go at the expense of the seriousness of the gospel. Since wherever Christ is preached, the gospel always comes to us with the command to repent and believe. That’s how the preaching came to us, also this afternoon, with the command to repent and believe. Hence, the final question for this afternoon is, beloved, having heard the gospel proclaimed to you, going home: what is now your response? 

We spoke about regeneration this afternoon. The final question  now is, beloved, is this regeneration also visible in your life or to phrase is differently can people see in your daily walk of life, that your life is Spirit-filled, Spirit-driven? Tomorrow back at the work-site or back in the office can people see that you have been in church today. In other words, is there unity in your life between the Sunday and the other days of the week? Do you truly live your faith? 
Amen.   
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