Liturgy:

Reading : Rom. 7, 14 – 25

Text       : CoD V, 1 – 3 

Ps.  108 : 1,2

Ps.    52 : 6

Hy.   37 : 3,4

Ps.    19 : 4,6

Hy.   34 : 3,4,6
Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,
Most likely, we all can think of moments in our life that we felt very close to God, moments that we were overwhelmed by God’s grace. Perhaps at such a moment, enthused by God’s love for you as a sinner, you had only one desire: from now on to live only for Him. Perhaps, you even mentioned this to the Lord in prayer, “Lord, from now on things will be different.” You realized the presence of the Lord Jesus, who through His Spirit would help you. And so you were sure, things would really change.
Yet after a little while, it all slackened again. Slowly you slipped back again in some of your old habits. This was not because of the Lord. You knew quite well: it was you. Somehow, it just seemed to be part of you, e.g. those difficulties with certain nasty character traits. At times, you even hated yourself for it that it went wrong again, e.g. gossiping about your neighbour, speaking bad about a fellow member. If only I could stop doing this. For a while, it goes okay, but then: there it is, again, and again!
I think, when being honest, this afternoon we all have to admit the truth of this picture, the truth of the battle within us, the battle of on the one hand, having a real desire to serve the LORD and yet on the other hand, also each day again having to admit: it went wrong again! Well, beloved, this is exactly what we read also in Art. 1 of Ch. V of the Canons of Dort, “By His Spirit God sets us free from the dominion and slavery of sin, but not entirely in this life from the flesh and the body of sin.” 
We have been set free from the dominion of Satan in a similar way as God set the people of Israel free from the ruthless dominion of the Pharaoh of Egypt. However, though being set free, the Israelites took themselves along with sin running through their blood, so to speak. Well, beloved, the same applies to us. Satan no longer rules over us, but there is still within me that sinful magnet that is attracted to Satan’s rule, a magnet that keeps playing up each day again, as also the apostle Paul speaks about it in Rom. 7. You don’t want to do certain things, and yet you do. At times, you even hate yourself for doing it again. You feel despondent and at times perhaps feel inclined to stop fighting against a certain sin, since it will never change anyway.
Beloved, this afternoon’s sermon comes to us with this message: don’t give up. Instead, bring your struggles before the LORD. Tell Him in an honest way, how rotten you feel at times, your feelings of despondency and despair, and then cling to Christ, even though at times you may find it difficult to say the right words. Believe it, you are still God’s child. Whatever you have done and how hard the battle you have to fight in life might be, when you turn to God – even in a broken prayer – God’s love still goes out to you.

Today’s it’s Sunday, i.e. the first day of the week, the day on which Christ arose from the dead. He conquered death, conquered sin and Satan. Put your life under His dominion and He will give you all you need to continue fighting. 
Why can every child of God be sure of this? Because God promised to you and me, “I will finish perfectly, what I for you have undertaken.” Art. 3 of Ch. V of the Canons of Dort speaks about this as well. After having mentioned that ongoing battle in the life of God’s children, this article continues, “But God is faithful, who mercifully confirms them in the grace once conferred on them and powerfully preserves them in that grace to the very end.”
Beloved that’s the gospel, I may proclaim to you this afternoon. I have summarized this as follows,
THE GOSPEL ABOUT GOD’S FAITHFULFULNESS
IN THE PRESERVATION OF THE SAINTS

Gospel, i.e. good news for those

1) who are honest about their sins and weaknesses

2) and who continue to seek their strength in God’s never ending grace
I
In the series of sermons on the Canons of Dort, we have come to the last and final chapter, which deals with the subject matter of the Perseverance of the Saints, perseverance through power form above. This final chapter – you could say – is the crown on all what has been confessed in the previous chapters. 
In Ch. I, we confessed that God already before the foundation of this world according to the sovereign good pleasure of His will out of mere grace in Christ chose to salvation a definite number of specific persons, who from themselves were no more worthy than others, with whom they were together involved in a common misery.  In Ch. II, it was confessed that to obtain this salvation for those whom He had elected, God sent His Son to die for them on the cross. From Ch. III/IV we learned that God also gave His Spirit to bring those whom had elected to repentance and to renew their life. Coming now to Ch. V. we will see that God will also preserve those whom He has elected to the very end. Hence, also concerning the perseverance in faith, we have nothing that we can boast off. This too is but only God’s work, who as the apostle Paul confesses it in Phil. 1, 6, not only began a good work in us, but who will also complete it until the day of Jesus Christ. Thus, all honour goes again to God alone.
Yes, also in Ch. V – like in the previous chapters – it is God’s honour that was at stake in the battle our fathers had to fight, refuting the heresy of the Arminians, who taught concerning the perseverance in faith, that  it was up to man whether he would indeed finish the race of faith to the very end. If you turn to the Errors of the Arminians concerning this subject on page 571 of your BoP, you will read there Error 1, “The perseverance of the true believers is not a fruit of election or a gift of God obtained by the death of Christ, but a condition, which man must fulfil through his free will.” Next in Error 2 it reads, “…”
Thankfully, Br. & Sr., the testimony of Scripture is much more comforting. Also as far as our perseverance in running the race to the very end, we may look at Jesus, who is not only the Author of our faith but also the Finisher of it. Without having this comfort, there would be no hope whatsoever that we would ever finish the race of faith. Yet in Christ and by clinging to Him, we have the assurance that one day we will stand there triumphantly with all the saints, who already did finish the race.
Despite having this comfort, beloved, today we are still in the arena running the race, or to use and other metaphor, although we can be assured of the victory, today we still in the midst of battle. It is this aspect in particular, what also Articles 1 + 2 of Ch. V of the Canons of Dort are referring to. In Art. 1 we read, “…”  In doctrinal words, we receive here a very realistic picture of the life of a believer. It’s true, in principle sin no longer rules our life. We no longer live in sin. This is what also the apostle John means when in Ch. 3,1 of his first letter he writes, he who abides in Christ does not sin, i.e. that person no longer lives in rebellion to God, even though in this life we will never be completely without sin. Note well, we should never use this as an excuse, with words as one sometimes can hear, “No one is perfect; we all do sin.” 
Of course, it is true, as also John says it, Ch. 1, 8 of his first letter, “If we say that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us.” That’s why on a daily basis there is need for all of us to pray, “Lord, graciously forgive me the things I did wrong again. Continue to help me in fighting against sin.” These are the sins that still remain in us against our will, as we confess it in the Form for the Lord’s Supper. In the HC, we confess that even our best works in this life are still all imperfect and defiled with sin. This is what also the apostle Paul confesses about his life in the passage of Scripture we read this afternoon.
In evangelical circles, it is said Paul speaks here about his former life, i.e. of the time he had not given his life to Christ. Yet this interpretation does no justice to the wider context of Romans 7. True, in Romans 6, we read that in Christ we have been set free from the power of sin. Therefore, so Paul writes in Romans 8, 1 + 2, “…” In faith, daily we may cling to these tremendous riches. In Christ we have been set free not only from the guilt of sin (our justification), but also from the dominion and slavery of sin (our sanctification). This is signified and sealed to us in our baptism, which serves as a sign and sure pledge that we have been washed in the blood and the Spirit of Christ. In Christ, we have become a new creation. Yet, beloved, all this does not mean that the battle against sin has become almost a closed chapter in our life. If only this were true, yet it is not. Well, this is also at the heart of Art. 1 of Ch. V, CoD.

(Tell about the two camps: Satan’s Camp and God’s Camp > back in God’s camp, but still attracted to Satan > sinful magnet > hence –LD 33 – by the regenerating power of the Holy Spirit we are called to hate and flee from sin > stay away from that borderline)

Earlier on, I said, although assured of the victory, today we are still called to fight the battle, the battle also against our own old-self. Back to the context of Romans 7, using this metaphor of fighting the battle, then Paul writes about the spiritual victory in Romans 5 + 6, our justification (5) and sanctification (6), which we have received in Christ, we are under His reign, nothing can change this. In Romans 8, Paul writes that in Christ we can be sure also of our glorification.  Meanwhile, however, in this life we still sigh under the brokenness of sin, which is pictured in Romans 7, a picture of the life of God’s children at present, the life we live today. 
In Romans 7, 14, Paul writes, “I am carnal, sold under sin,” vs. 14. Again note, Paul does not speak here about his former life, the life before his conversion, He writes in the present tense, “I am carnal…” Carnal – in Scripture this word often refers to man’s sinful nature. Well, even though in Christ also Paul had been set free from sin, this old sinful nature was still very much alive also in him. That’s what the apostle Paul is telling here in this section. 
In vs. 15, he says, “…” Paul says here, evil is still very much present in me, even though I want to do good, vs. 21. According to my inward being, I delight in God’s law, but at the same time, I also find in me another law that once again wants to hand me over to the slavery of sin. All this makes Paul crying out in despair, vs. 24, “…” 
Paul writes all this about himself. Yet at the same time, Br. & Sr., this is also the picture of your and my life; It is the picture of the live of all God’s children, who in Christ have been set free from sin and yet at the same time still struggle with sin in their life on a daily basis. This is a tiring battle, a battle so tiring that at times we may feel giving up in fighting  this battle, especially when – like it reads in Art. 2 – daily sins spring up and defects cling even to our best work, and this indeed day after day, after day. Who of us can say this afternoon that he or she never becomes tired or despondent in fighting this battle?
In addition, there is also the danger of becoming complacent, since we know that God will also forgive us our sins, each day anew. So perhaps we should not worry too much about the fact that in this life it will never become perfect. Art. 2 warns against such complacency, saying that instead the mess we make of our life each day again should cause us to humble ourselves before God. I think here again of the Form for the Lord’s Supper, when it speaks about true self-examination. When looking into the mirror God’s law, seeing my sin, I should not say, that’s life, we all struggle with the same problem and so I am not worse than any other member in the church. Instead, we should say I am as bad as that fellow member, on whom at times I am inclined to look down somewhat, when thinking of the fact how he lives his life. I am as bad as he is. From myself I am not one percent better, sinning each day again. “Lord, help me I hate myself for being like this.” That’s what the Form for the Lord’s Supper says that because of our sins we must detest ourselves and humble ourselves before God. The same we read in the Form for Baptism, when it says, baptism in the first place, “signifies the impurity of our souls, so that we may detest ourselves, humble ourselves before God, and seek our cleansing and salvation outside of ourselves.” Outside of ourselves, to find it in Jesus Christ – that’s the gospel proclaimed in Art. 2, which brings us to the second point of this afternoon’s sermon.

II
In Art. 29 BC, it reads concerning the marks of the Christians, “Although great weakness remains in them, they fight against it by the Spirit all the days of their life. They appeal constantly to the blood, suffering, death and obedience of Jesus Christ, in whom they have forgiveness of their sins through faith in Him.” In the life of a true child of God – so we read in Art. 29 – this is coupled with fleeing from sin and pursuing righteousness as well as crucifying their flesh and its works. In other words, pray and work. Well the same we read in Art. 2 of Ch. V of the Canons of Dort.  This article says, the fact that on a daily basis sin remains still so much part of our life is “a constant reason to humble ourselves before God, to flee to the crucified Christ, to put the flesh to death more and more through the Spirit of prayer and by holy exercises of Godliness.” 
In a nutshell we read here: pray and work! Pray for forgiveness in the blood of Christ, but also for help through the Spirit in continue fighting, for the battle is on. Yet to be well equipped for this battle on a daily basis we should also take time to read our Bible and mediate on it, the holy exercises of godliness, as mentioned in Art. 2.  As I have mentioned it so often, just half an hour, 20 min. a day: reading your Bible perhaps together with a daily, and then taking time to reflect upon it, where after in prayer you pour out your heart before God. That changes the day. It gives you a totally different outlook on life. It helps you to cope.
When reading these two articles of the Canons of Dort in this broken life, what wonderful comfort they give, beloved. Comforting, since these words are not just doctrine far remote from daily life, instead they speak to us right in the middle of the life we daily live, where the battle is on. Reading these articles, we receive encouragement not to give up. For Christ is right near to us with His Spirit. Hold on that, beloved, each day anew. Especially during days that it may all seem gloomy and dark. Christ is near, and in Him we are heading for the victory, to which the final sentence of Art. 2 refers. 
Art. 3 tells us that God will also make sure that we will not miss out on this victory. As the God of the covenant, always faithful towards the promises He has given us, which are ‘Yes’ and ‘Amen’ in Jesus Christ, He will make sure that those who are converted will never be on their own in the battle. Instead, having renewed us by His Spirit, God will also confirm us in the grace once conferred on us, powerfully preserving us in that grace to the very end.
Again, I like to note that this promise should not cause us to become complacent, thinking we will be okay and so we become less worried about fighting the battle, overestimating our own strength and underestimating the strength of our adversary. True God is near, yet this does not make the battle less severe. It’s not for nothing that on a daily basis we also pray, “Lord, lead us not into temptation.” If the battle were not so severe, there would be no need for this prayer. However, because of that sinful magnet within us as well as the craftiness of the adversary, so easily we stumble and go down to defeat. That’s the reality and let us never make light of this. 
To bring this home, let me just quote Answer 127 HC, where the petition, “Lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from the evil one”  is explained as follows, “…” This answer not only points to our own weakness – hence we should never overestimate our own strength, by saying, “I will be okay!” It also says, don’t underestimate the power of your adversaries, who want nothing else than your and my spiritual death. That’s what these three sworn enemies are out for every day, and they know our weaknesses often much better than we ourselves know them. They know how to get us. They know exactly when we are weak, when we are prone to give in again, prone to fall for that particular sin again. Hence, we have to be on guard, always, for example –when young – by not going to that particular party, knowing beforehand that there will be too much alcohol or too much flirting with girls and all the temptations involved. 
Yet equally as adults – we often look towards our young people and the temptations they face. Perhaps it might not be such a bad idea, just to sit down with your teenage daughter or teenage son, telling them that you have your battles as well, even though they might be in other areas of life. I think of battles in fighting a certain temper or in fighting the use of bad language when you are with your mates, or in hating a person and speaking badly about him or her. Beloved – as I formulated the first point of the sermon – to find strength in God’s never ending grace starts with being honest about own weaknesses and shortcomings. The more honest you are, the more you will cling to Christ and ask for help, and also the more humble you will become. Then we have enough on our plate, instead of always speaking about others how they live their life. First look in the mirror and flee to Christ, and then stand next to sinner to speak about him and her sin, saying we are in it together. I’m not any better than you are, even though the sin I have to fight might be a different one than the one you have to fight. We are in it together, and as long as we cling to God, He will help us with His grace. What a great gospel this is, beloved.
So start with acknowledging, “Lord, I can’t do this. Lord, I am weak, prone to sin, Lord, help me.” I think here of the rhymed version of the 6th petition, Hymn 47 : 7 of the BoP, “…” Yet the comfort is, beloved, the LORD will not casts us of when we cling to Him. Instead, He assures us – as long as you keep looking at Jesus the Finisher and Author of your faith, I will bring you safely home. I not only began a good work in you, but I will also finish it to the very end.

That is the gospel of the fifth chapter of the Canons of Dort proclaimed over against the heresies of the Arminians, who taught although God is there to give what is needed, yet it’s still depending on man what he does with God’s provisions, and so in the end we have to fight our own cause. It’s my free will. 
Well, beloved, Scripture is very clear about the fact that in the heat of the spiritual battle that’s on, we would never make it on our own. Moreover, my sinful heart is each day anew inclined to become a friend of the devil, Therefore, how would I ever fight him by my own free will? Never!
In Christ, however, we may cling to the gospel that in the battle – weak from ourselves – we may rely on God, on His never ending grace, no matter how much each time again we mess things us. In Christ, there always remains an opportunity for a new beginning, as long as we live in today’s grace. As I said before, this should never cause us to become complacent. Instead, this love of God, of which we are totally undeserving, should make us eager to break with sin, now!

In Art. 3 it reads, God is there. By His grace He will give us not only the strength we need today, but relying on Him we may also be assured He will be there with us to the very end, bringing us safely home! Therefore, let us cling to that wonderful grace each day anew. As I said it once in a sermon, living our life grace driven, Christ centered, glory bound!
I think here also of what God already promised to us on the day of our baptism. On that day already, at the very beginning of our life God as the Triune God promised us: you can always count on my fatherly care, on the forgiveness of sins in Christ’s blood, assured also that the Holy Spirit will impart to you what we have in Christ, i.e. the cleansing from our sins (justification), the renewal of our life (sanctification), but also that one without blemish we will receive our place among the assembly of God’s elect in life eternal (i.e. our glorification). No this will not happen automatically, but it is the assurance we have, when indeed we live our life with the LORD, each day anew, in every step we do, in every word we speak, in every though that crosses our mind. 
Difficult – not as long as indeed do rely on God and seek our strength in Him alone, who on the day of our profession of faith also gave us this promise:  “After you have suffered a little while, the God of all grace, who has called you to His eternal glory in Christ, will Himself restore, establish, and strengthen you. To Him be dominion for ever and ever. Amen.”
For us, beloved, it’s now to believe this and to live it, each day anew, clinging to this wonderful gospel, grace driven, Christ centered, glory bound.

Amen.
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