Liturgy:
Reading : Mark 4, 1 – 9; 13 – 20

Text       : CoD III/IV, 8 – 10

Ps.  116 :  1,4,5

Ps.  116 : 7,9

Ps.    56 : 5

Ps.  126 : 1,2

Hy.   57 : 1,2
Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

This afternoon, once again we turn to the Canons of Dort. Since it has been a while since we dealt with the previous articles of Ch. III/IV, for a moment I would like to refresh your mind, to show where we are up to in dealing with this specific chapter.
From the articles 4 – 6, we learned in order to be regenerated by the Holy Spirit sinners are in need of the gospel, since man from himself cannot come to any saving knowledge of God, nor can the law of God do so. Only the gospel, which speaks of the Messiah, can give this saving knowledge. Hence, to be saved sinners are in need of the gospel.

The next article – Art. 7 – dealt with the question why this gospel is sent to some and not to others. From the sermon delivered on this article, we learned that is part of God’s sovereign plan. According to this divine plan – as it was already mentioned in Ch. I, 7, – “God mercifully sends the heralds of this most joyful message to whom He will and when He wills.” So, on the one hand the gospel is preached selectively to whom God wills and when God wills. In a very practical way I could refer to the work of mission. When thinking of the mission work, which we as Southern River church are supporting, the mission work in PNG – we have missionaries in Port Moresby and Lae, but not in Madang and Mount Hagen. This is what I mean with the gospel preached selectively according to God’s plan.  At the same time, however, wherever the message does go out – be at selected places according to God’s sovereign pleasure – at those specific places the gospel is preached indiscriminately, as it is mentioned in from Ch. II, 5, “…”.  This same matter was also dealt with in the sermon on Ch. III/IV, 7. In this sermon speaking about Jesus’ earthly ministry, I mentioned that Lord Jesus proclaiming the gospel did not address just a selected group of people, but He spoke to all who came to listen, “Come to Me, all you who labour and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest.”
  I am He, of whom the OT prophecies spoke, the Lamb that has come to be slaughtered for your sins; no longer hidden in shadows, but openly proclaimed to each and every one. The veil that clouded the OT revelation was taken away in the ministry of the Lord Jesus, who indeed proclaimed the gospel indiscriminately. Yet though preached indiscriminately, at the same time it was also preached with the command to repent and believe. In other words, the gospel of Jesus Christ and Him crucified also has to be accepted in humble gratitude, “LORD, who am I that I may share these riches totally undeserved.
The gospel is preached indiscriminately. However, what if I am not elected? Is then the call of the gospel that whoever believes in Jesus Christ will be saved still an earnest call? What sense does it have to call people to repentance and conversion when God has determined already beforehand that some of those who hear this call will not believe anyway? Isn’t this a bit like – as I read it somewhere – telling a blind man to see or crippled man to walk? The Canons answer this question with a definite ‘No!’, saying,  the call extended to sinners, wherever and whenever this call goes out, it always a sincere call. 
That’s how I have also formulated the theme for this afternoon sermon; a sermon in which we deal with the articles 8 – 10 of Ch. III/IV of the Canons of Dort and this in close connection with the parable the sower, to which one of these articles also refers. Dealing with these articles we will focus on the aspect that
WHEREVER THE GOSPEL IS PROCLAIMED THAT
HE WHO BELIEVES IN JESUS CHRIST WILL BE SAVED

IT IS PROCLAIMED SINCERELY TO EACH AND EVERYONE

Since – and this based on the parable of the sower – 
1) The Sower is genuine in sowing the seed, looking for fruit

2) Yet some  people do not bear fruit, simply because they are not interested in bringing glory to the Sower

3) Others, however, do bear fruit, yet only because of power of the seed and the care of the Sower.

I
It’s Sunday again, beloved, which means in the preaching once again the LORD is reaching out to us, saying come to Me. Come to Me, since amidst the brokenness of this life, a brokenness as a result of our own sins – only with Me, the Lord Jesus says, you will find true healing.  Therefore, come to Me! 
For a moment, beloved, just try to let this sink in. We sinners, who deserve nothing but eternal death, may come to God without need for any pre-condition whatsoever, without need to hide any of our sins either. Come to Me, says the LORD, to find rest, true rest in a life full of unrest, often full of burdens and worries. Come to Me, says the LORD.

Beloved, have you ever realized what a miracle this is. The fact that this is possible, that we may entrust ourselves to God, without any need for showing off better than we are, as if we could. God knows who we are: sinners, and yet come to Me! That’s how the gospel is proclaimed in this world, a gospel for sinners, like you and I. Beloved, knowing God is His love for sinners, who would ever doubt that this call to come is not meant sincerely?
When starting from the point of what God decided before the foundation of the world, concerning election and reprobation, one could conclude if God has not chosen you, the call of the gospel may come to you, but it can never be an earnest call, since it has already been decided that you will not belong. From Art. 7 we already learned, we should leave this to God and not inquisitively pry into what God has hidden from us.
Hence, when the Lord Jesus says, “Come to Me, all you who labour and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest,”
 then this invitation is indeed a sincere invitation for everyone. No one is allowed to say, “Perhaps it’s not for me, since I don’t know for sure whether I am one of God’s elect.” That’s hidden from us. God simply ask of us to trust Him and so in childlike faith to render our life to Him without any ifs and buts. Trust Me, says God, for all My promises are ‘Yes’ and ‘Amen’ in Jesus Christ.
 The doctrine of election should never throw a shadow upon the gospel of God’s grace for sinners. I realize we will never be able to comprehend this fully. But, so what? God does not want children who start reasoning with Him, but children who trust Him in childlike faith.
Beloved, God always comes to us in Christ. That’s how also today we may listen to the preaching, which proclaims to us that we have salvation in Jesus Christ, who came down to earth to die for our sins. When you really let this sink in, beloved, one can only marvel at the greatness of God’s grace towards us sinners. God was interested in us. He gave His Son for people, from whom He could not expect anything, people who looking at themselves where nothing else than hopeless cases. And yet in Christ God has said to you and me – hopeless cases from themselves – I will still adopt you as my children and heirs. Even though you deserve eternal death, I will give you eternal life. That’s what the Triune God assured us in our baptism. Hence, we have never any reason to doubt this, never any reason to doubt whether  or not this offer of salvation is sincerely meant. 
Coming to church on Sunday, we may listen to this wonderful gospel. In addition, also throughout the week, daily we are reassured of God’s wonderful promises, whenever we open our Bible. That’s how God as the great Sower keeps sowing the seed in our life and causes it to grow. 

This brings us to the Parable of the Sower, a parable, which the Lord Jesus closes off with the words, “He who has ears to hear, let them hear!”
 This means this parable is meant to teach us something. 
The story as such is very simple, even little children can follow it. Yet the question this afternoon is do we still understand the true meaning of this parable. Do we have ears that still hear the message, which the Lord Jesus wants to convey in the parable, wants to convey also to us?
The seed is the Word of God as it is sown, today again via the preaching of the gospel. Yet the point now is: in what kind of soil does this seed fall? Does it really fall in good soil, so that it bears fruit? Or – in very practical terms – are there, whilst listening to the sermon this afternoon, birds trying to pick the seed away from our minds, causing our thoughts to drift off to others things. Or is perhaps our heart like a stony place, which we keep closed, so that the word preached to us not even gets a chance to penetrate our heart. Or are there thorns, so that listening to the preaching the seed is choked by other things again. Summarizing, when listening to God’s Word on Sunday do we have really ears that hear? Are we taking the message in and are we willing to work with it, so that the seed that is sown also bears fruit in our life.

After all, beloved, in case the seed does not bear fruit, the cause for it never lies in the quality of the seed, for there is also fertile soil, in which the seed prospers and produces rich fruit.
The question now is: what causes this different outcome? Since God is in control of everything, even of the soil in which the seed is sown, does this not mean, when the seed bears no fruit, ultimately it’s still God’s fault? Can it perhaps be that we are one of those persons, who will never rejoice in God’s redeeming grace, since the LORD did not elect us? Isn’t this ultimately the reason that at times the seed does not fall into fertile soil? Or is perhaps at times the quality of the seed simple not good enough. Does the reason perhaps lie in the preacher or the preaching? Thus reasoning from a human perspective, it’s easily to put the blame everywhere else, but not with ourselves. Yet when reading the Parable of the Sower, it’s clear neither the Sower nor the seed can be blamed for the fact that there are no fruits. He who has ear to hear understands, when reading this parable, can come to no other conclusion than in the event that there is no fruit, the fault lies with the hearer only. 
Well, that’s exactly what we also read in Ch. III/IV, 8 of the Canons of Dort, “But as many as are called by the gospel are earnestly called.” God would not call us to faith and repentance, if He would not mean it sincerely. After all, God’s love goes out to sinners. Let me just quote a few verses from the prophecies of Ezekiel, Ch. 33, 10 + 11, “…” Well, the same the LORD says to us today in all sincerity, when there are sins in your life, repent and turn to Me, then you will find rest, true rest. When some refuse to respond to this loving call, they only have to blame themselves. That’s what our fathers confessed refuting the heresies of the Arminians, who somehow blamed God, because of the doctrine of limited atonement, saying, “If it really pleases God that all who are called by the gospel should come to Him in faith, why doesn’t He confer the gift of faith on everyone of them?” 
Beloved, with our limited human mind darkened by sin, we will never be able to give a satisfying answer to this question. In child-like faith we should accept what is for us too great to comprehend, without doubting God’s sincerity.
II
From the first point of the sermon we learned the Sower is genuine in sowing the seed. Next, we will focus on the soil in which the seed is sown. Doing so, we will see that some who hear the gospel do not bear fruit, simply because they are not interested in bringing glory to the sower. They only live for themselves and earthy pleasures.
In line with what we also read in the Parable of the Sower, Art. 9 states concerning a first category of people not being interested, “Some of them do not care and do not accept the word of life.” These are the people who have other things on their mind, which according to them are much more interesting. Life is good, so why bother about going faithfully to church. Perhaps occasionally it might be good to listen to a sermon, but for the rest they want to enjoy life. Why should one, when young, think about what might come after this life? That’s still far away and today there is still so much to enjoy. These are the ones about whom we read in Mark 4, 15, the word is sown in them, but when they hear it, Satan comes immediately and takes away the word that was sown in their heart.
This means the parable is not referring here to total unbelievers, but to people who have heard the proclamation of the gospel, at times church members, about whom the LORD complains in the same way as He did about His people Israel in the OT, Isa. 65, 2, “…”.  The same complaint is uttered by the Lord Jesus in the NT, when He speaks about the people of Jerusalem as follows, Mat. 23, 37, “…”  Not willing – hence, those members, when in the end they miss out, they can only blame themselves. 
In this context, I think also of what the Lord Jesus told in the Parable of the Wedding Feast, Mat. 22, 1 – 3, “…” Invited – yet they had no time, since there were other things more important to them. Of course, in the end everyone wants to be in the wedding hall. Like the five foolish maiden, but in the meantime they could not be bothered in preparing themselves properly for bringing glory to the Bridegroom.  It’s a category of people, who don’t mind to be a church member, but in the meantime, it all revolves around themselves, their own pleasures, without any real commitment. The result is that their seat in the church remains more and more vacant and you hardly ever see them twice as Sunday.
Next we read in Art. 9, “Others do indeed receive it, but they do not accept it into their hearts, and therefore, after the joy of a temporary faith has vanished, they turn away.” These are those, who coming to church and hearing the gospel proclaimed to them embrace the message with great enthusiasm, they receive it with gladness. Yet the gladness is not lasting. By way of example, let me just picture a scenario of this kind of person.  
For a while you consider the Sunday as a real feast day, looking forward to go to church, to be fed by the Word. Likewise, you make time to faithfully read your Bible every day and feel close to the LORD in prayer. But then other things get higher priority. Church attendance becomes less and also your daily Bible reading becomes more irregular. Living a hectic life, you simply feel too tired for it and because of it also on Sunday it is nice to have a sleep in, instead of be in church at 9.30, whilst in the afternoon, a beach walk is much more relaxing and after all can we not serve God in nature as well. In the meantime, faith also is fading away, since it is no longer fed. And where a plant is no longer watered, it withers and does not bring forth fruit. 
I hope you get the picture, beloved, and it is a very realistic one. Hence, we better make sure that this will not happen to us. For again when this happens, the fault does not lie with God, but with us. 
Finally, Art. 9 speaks about, “Still others choke the seed of the word by the thorns of the cares and the pleasures of this world, and bring forth no fruit.” Again, there is initial growth and the expectations are that the seed will produce rich fruit. Yet the soil in which the seed was sown contained also different roots, from which thorns grew up. In the end, these thorns, which prospered well, like weed often does, choked the good seed, taking away from it all nutrients, light and air. And so in the end there is again no crop.
The Lord Jesus says that’s how also the seed of the Word can be choked by the cares of this world, the deceitfulness of riches and the pleasures of life.
  Again, let me try to make this clear with an example. Then I think of that course, which I want to take to find promotion or that hobby dear to my heart, leisure time, relaxation or sport – in the end all this absorbs so much of our time that there is no longer any time left for further study of God’s Word or for other kingdom work. True, there might still be a desire to serve the Lord, to obey His Word, but all the other things become in the end so overbearing that the end result is that there is no real fruit. 

However, beloved, when there is no real fruit there is no salvation either. Watch and pray, therefore, that your life will never become so full of the cares of this world, of all kind of personal wants – that your life becomes so full of all this that the fruit, which your life should bear for God, is choked by it.

Summarizing, what Art. 9 wants to make clear is this: whatever the reason might be for not accepting the call of the gospel or for not persevering in faith to the very end, never can God be blamed for it, never the Sower, not the seed. God is sincere in calling and the Word coupled with the regenerating power of the Holy Spirit is always effective, when it falls in fertile soil. However, when we personally muddy the soil and allow weeds to grow, there will be no fruits. How come: deep down the bottom line is: people like this can’t be bothered to bring glory to the Sower. They don’t stand amazed that God’s love goes out to sinners. And whoever does not really stand amazed, can’t be bothered to bring forth fruit either.
III
 We come the third and final point of the sermon, in which we will deal with Art. 10 of Ch. III/IV of the Canons of Dort. The conclusion of Art. 9 was, “It is not the fault of the gospel, nor of Christ offered by the gospel, nor of God, who call through the gospel… that many who are called…do not come and are not converted. The fault lies in themselves.”

Beloved, does this now mean that those who do heed the call to believe and repent distinguish themselves from the persons mentioned in Art. 9 by having better qualities and as result are more inclined to heed the call of the gospel. In Art. 10 we read that the answer to this question is again a definite ‘No!’. They do not distinguish themselves in any way above others. Instead, the only reason why people heed the call of the gospel is – and I now quote Art. 10 – because God “has chosen His own in Christ from eternity and calls them effectually within time. He gives them faith and repentance.” That all this does not undo man’s own responsibility is dealt with later on in this same chapter, so we leave that for now. In Art. 10 the point is: God should receive all honour, since “He delivers them from the power of darkness and transfers them to the kingdom of His Son. All this He does – so Art. 10 says – that they may declare the wonderful deeds of Him who called them out of darkness into His marvellous light…” 
These last words are a quotation of 1 Peter 2, 9. The words of this quotation are central to this specific chapter of the Canons of Dort, so that indeed all honour is given to the Sower and the seed, and not to the soil in which the seed is sown. It is only because of the greatness and power of the Sower and the quality of the seed, that our lives bear fruit in the service of God. There is nothing from ourselves, not even the most tiny bit. All honour goes indeed to God alone!
Whoever in true repentance turns to God, beloved, will only have one desire to thank God for His redeeming grace, and render as a token of gratitude his constant praise to God, as we sung it earlier in this service. Turning in true repentance to God means: you look away from yourself. That’s what true repentance is all about. You are filled with joy that in and through Jesus Christ as our Surety God gave you an opportunity for a new beginning. LORD, who am I that Thou has made this possible for me a sinner. 
See there, beloved, how the whole Arminian doctrine not only robs God of His honour, but also puts the regenerated man still somewhat on a pedestal. Yet truly being regenerated by the Holy Spirit means: I was without hope, yet God delivered me from the realm darkness to put me in His marvellous light by grace alone. That’s why I want to thank Him, Him alone and this with my whole life, bearing fruit for Him.
Bearing fruit – that brings us back to the parable of the Sower, Mark 4, the portion of Scripture we read this afternoon. In the parallel text in Luke 8, it reads, vs. 15 of this chapter, “…”   They keep it – the original Greek uses here a word that literally means ‘keeping hold of something’. You seize it and you cling to it determinedly. Well, that’s how we are to cling to the Word of God in order that it may indeed bear fruit in our life.
That’s how we ought to listen on Sunday when the gospel is preached to us. But this equally applies to the young people when this same gospel is taught to them in the catechism class or when the elder or deacon comes to visit us in our homes and opens his bible to encourage, comfort or exhort us. In all these instances, the seed of the word is sown in order that it may bear fruit.

In this context, one might ask the question what kind of fruits are we to think of. I would say, first of all we should give thought to fruits of repentance and obedience. In more practical terms this means that more and more we hate and flee from sin, whilst it becomes our earnest desire with love and delight to live according to the will of God in all good works, and this out of thankfulness for the redemption we have received in Christ,
 a redemption, which we received out of mere grace. 

Bearing fruit means in actual terms we do what we promised on the day of our profession of faith, promised to do by the grace of God. I now think of the vow we made to commit our whole life to the Lord’s service as a living member of His church.  It is the fruit, which the apostle Paul observed in the congregation of Thessalonica. He writes to them, I Thess. 1, 6 – 10, “...” See, beloved, that’s how we too should declare the wonderful deeds of Him who called also us out of darkness into His marvellous light.
Bearing fruit – the parable speaks about a variety of fruits, some thirtyfold, some sixty and some a hundred. As regards God’s children, there is diversity of gifts, diversity in tasks that have been given to each one of us individually; diversity also in the course God takes with our life. Therefore, we should not look at others, but in our own situation respond in faith to the Word of God. May our gracious God in this way grant much fruit within Christ’s congregation here in Southern River, so that we are truly living congregation in every respect to God’s glory, and also for the furtherance of His work within the community the LORD has given us a place, proclaiming God’s wonderful deeds!
Amen.
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� For these pleasures of life see Luke 8,14.
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