Liturgy:

Reading : Psalm 32

Text       : CoD V, 4 – 8 

Ps.     84 :  1,2

Ps.     64 : 7

Hy.    41 : 4 (after the reading of Scripture)
Hy.    10 : 1, 10

Ps.   138 : 1,4 (collection and closing song)
Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

A fortnight ago, when we dealt with the first three articles of Ch. V of the Canons of Dort, we heard that in our battle against sin God in His grace will preserve those who are His to the very end. Thus, weak in ourselves we may find strength in God, always each day anew.

However, beloved, if this is true that God is always there to uphold us in the battle we have to fight, why is it that at times even upright children of God can fall so deeply into sin?

Art. 1 already gave some answer to this question by saying that we have been set free from the dominion and slavery of sin, but not entirely in this life from the flesh and the body of sin. Hence, the battle against sin will remain as long as we live. How real this battle is becomes clear when we continue reading this fifth chapter of the Canons of Dort. We receive a picture of how at times even upright children of God can really mess up their life, with all the consequences involved. Distancing themselves from God and His Word, they walk the Broadway of life, not realizing how bitter and dark  this can cause life to become. This can raise the question, where was God at those moments? Why did God allow this to happen? Did He in that very hour not hold on to these children of His? 
Beloved, these are some of the questions, which we will address in this afternoon’s sermon, when I may proclaim to you the gospel, summarized as follows, 
GOD’S NEVER ENDING GRACE
IS GREATER THAN OUR SINS
Considering this glorious statement, this afternoon we will see that nevertheless
1) Even saints can fall deeply into sin
2) And for a while may lose the sense of God’s favour

3) However, even in that valley God in His grace still holds on to us

I
According to the Arminians, beloved, the fact that at times saints can fall so deeply into serious sin proves that God does not really preserve them, at least not infallibly. It is in response to this teaching that our fathers confessed in Art. 4 of Ch. V, God promises stand! The power of God, whereby He confirms and preserves true believers in the grace once conferred on them, cannot be conquered by the flesh. In other words, God’s grace is greater than our sins. The will of a child of God, not entirely freed from sin, cannot triumph over God’s will.
This statement, beloved, does not undo the fact that because of the sinfulness of our nature at times even upright children of God do walk away from God’s grace, living a sinful lifestyle, despite that this grieves God. It almost seems as if this does not affect them. Life is great and they don’t need God.
Of course, God does not want this. As I mentioned it already, it grieves Him. Also, it kindles His wrath. Because of this, the life of these children of God can become very dark. They walk the Broadway of life and think it is great. Yet God’s fatherly face no longer shines upon them and deep down they feel it, even though they don’t want to admit it.

By way of example, I may refer to King David, after he had admitted adultery with Bathsheba. It took quite some time before David really owed up this sin. During this time of covering up, David acted as if nothing was wrong. Yet deep down he knew and it was eating him away. This afternoon, we read about this in Psalm 32, 3 + 4, “…”
I think it is not difficult for any of us, this afternoon, to identify with a situation like this. We sin wilfully, walk away from God and we do as if there is nothing wrong. However, deep down it is eating us away. This in itself already, beloved, shows that God does not let go of us. Our sinful nature cannot triumph over God’s will with our life, no matter how hard Satan might try. God is in control. David’s sin with Bathsheba did not thwart God’s purpose with David’s life. Rather God used it, since in Mat. 1 Bathsheba’s name is mentioned as matriarch of Jesus Christ, the son of David.
This brings us to the next question, namely why God then still causes this to happen. Why doesn’t He preserve His children in such a way that they will not fall so deeply, will not at times commit real atrocious sins? Let me try to make this clear with the example Rev. VanDelden gives in his commentary on the Canons of Dort. He pictures the following scene:

At the poolside, a husband and wife are watching their children play in the water. They smile at the courage of their three-year-old daughter, with floaties on since she cannot swim yet. When Mum walks away to get some cool drinks she reminds her husband to keep a watchful eye on this little one. The husband says, “Don’t worry dear! I’ll make sure that she doesn’t drown.”
The girl gets out of the water, takes her floaties off, and start playing with a ball. It doesn’t take long before the ball gets in the pool. Having no fear for the water, the girl tries to get the ball, but she just reaches a bit too far and falls into the water. Why did Dad not stop her before she even got that far? Even worse as it might seem, for a while he even leaves her struggling in the water without doing anything.
Mum just returns and takes in the scene and angrily she says to her husband, “Why didn’t you take better care of her?” According to her, her husband had not done what he had said, “I will make sure she doesn’t drown.” If he had done so, their daughter would not have fallen into the pool.

Yet the point is she did not drown, even though she went through some very agonising moments. Later on, this husband explained to his wife that he felt it would be useful to allow their daughter to fall into the pool. Through it, she would become more alert, more cautious in the presence of water. 

Thus far the example! I realize an example remains an example. It never fully explains everything. Yet the point made is this: God allows his elect to fall into sin. Note well, this does not make God the author of sin. It was the girls own fault that she fell into the water and went through some very agonizing moments. Yet the father made sure she did not down. Well, similarly God will make sure that His children do not fall away from the grace of salvation. Even more strongly, at times God may use the sin committed for greater good.
Think of Jacob’s sons, who out of jealousy sold their brother Joseph as a slave. God permitted this, even though what the brothers did was sin. However, like the sin of David in committing adultery with Bathsheba, also in this instance God used this sin of the brothers for greater good, as we know from the concluding chapters of Genesis.

The difficulty is, Br. & Sr., that we are so familiar with the Bible that we read stories, like the one about Joseph being sold to Egypt and the one about David committing adultery with Bathsheba – we read these stories with knowing the outcome already. Because of the outcome, we know it was part of God’s plan. However, when you are right in the middle of such a situation, we are more like that Mum who saw her child in the water and angrily said to her husband, why did you not take better care?
Meanwhile, let us also look the little girl. She should have been more obedient, more aware of how dangerous it was to play with the ball so close to the water. Her father had warned her. Also here, the example applies. We all know how dangerous it is to toy with sin. Throughout Scripture, there is the continuous warning to be on guard, to watch and to pray so that Satan does not lure us away from God. Without watching and praying, we become an easy target for the devil. An easy target – like David, when on an evening, whilst walking on the flat roof of the palace in Jerusalem, he saw a woman bathing. Instead of straightaway turning his eyes away, he looked on and saw that she was beautiful. David started toying with sin. How could this happen to David, a man after God’s own heart? I think back of the story – I once mentioned before in a sermon – the story of that teacher, who asked her Year 2 students the same question: how could this happen to David, since he loved the LORD. One of the students raised her finger and softly said, “I think that the king had forgotten to pray that morning.”
Watch and pray, therefore! Beloved, how often do we forget this as well. I think of the example, which I mentioned last week Sunday morning in the sermon,  about a groups of young people out for the Saturday, the esky filled, great fun a lot of flirting with the girls, a great Saturday out but no prayer and so an easy target for the devil. As I said it last week Sunday morning as well, this happens not only to young people.  
David – a man after God’s own heart and yet a murderer and an adulterer! Could God not have prevented this? Why did God not preserve him at that very moment? The answer is, beloved, at times God gives latitude to make us aware of the responsibilities we carry to live as a child of His, the responsibility to watch and pray instead of toying with sin. The latter is very dangerous, as James makes it clear in the first chapter of his letter. He says in vs. 13, “…” In other words, never can we blame God, when things go wrong. Instead, vss. 14 + 15, “…” See there the danger, beloved, when we start toying with sin. It starts in the heart and then enticed by sinful desires slowly we give in. Watch and pray, therefore. That’s Art. 4, beloved.
II
I formulated the main thought of this afternoon’s sermon as follows: God’s grace is greater than our sins. After all, even though at times saints may fall deeply, nevertheless, God will not permit his elect to be lost. Yet, beloved this should not cause us to make light of sin, as Art. 5 clearly shows, in picturing the devastating effects of sin.
Going through this article, first we read that sin offends God. See, beloved, when it comes to sin, so often we start from our side, it breaks our relation with God. Yet so often, we forget that more importantly sin robs God of His glory. It is an attack on God Himself. We sin against the heavenly majesty. In addition, how offensive it is when a child is no longer interested in the love of Father. 
It makes us guilty before God, as Art. 5 mentions it as well, sin incurs the guilt of death. True, there is also the forgiveness of sin in Jesus Christ, yet this will only happen as Art. 5 states, “until there is return to the right way through sincere repentance.” Sin itself incurs the guilt of death. This applies not only to unbelievers but equally to children of God. Each time we sin, we stand guilty before God, until we go on our knees and confess in true repentance that we have offended God by our sins. 
Sin – Art. 5 says – also grieves the Holy Spirit. The Spirit of God dwells in our heart to guide us in all the truth, to gives us insight in how to live as child of God, directing our steps. If we wilfully turn the other way, it grieves Him. The Spirit wants to put to death our sinful nature with its evil desires. He seeks our good. Therefore, beloved, how much must it grieve Him, when instead we walk the other way and take delight in those sinful desires, toying with them and on that slippery slope glide away from God further and further. 
See there, beloved, how sin offends God. It ruins our relationship with God and often we feel this as well. Bible reading becomes less, prayer is no longer as persistent as it should be and as a result, faith no longer flourishes either. That’s how it goes. We may still go through the motions ,as no doubt also David did, during that time he covered up his sin. He went to the tabernacle and fulfilled so to speak all his religious duties, but faith was no longer living and inwardly this was eating him away. Faith was not lost, but it no longer functioned properly. See, beloved, that happens when we start toying with sin and give in to lustful desires or in other ways, no longer live life as the LORD wants us to live it. We no longer live to His glory, but for ourselves instead, taking God’s commandments less serious, no longer obeying God as we ought to. The result always is that God becomes more and more remote. Instead of God-centred, we live self-centred. The warmth of the relationship is gone. 
It’s like in a marriage, when husband and wife can no longer look each other straight in the eye, because of things they hide or at times by grieving the other. Then you may still live together as husband and wife, but at the same time – unless we owe up to it and straighten things out, forgiving one another – as long as this has not happened, the relationship will no longer radiate any warmth. In fact, it no longer really functions, despite the fact that from the outside it may still seem okay.
Well, the same applies to our relationship with God, beloved. When there are sins we have not confessed, when we live a lifestyle displeasing God, it will affect one’s faith. We pray less, we feel more and more distant from God. This clearly shows that one cannot say, “God will preserve us anyway, so it doesn’t matter so much if we sin.” Saying this, you are just fooling yourself. Sin has devastating effects. Sin deprives us from the joy of faith. Art. 5 mentions this as well, when it says that it will wound our conscience, for a while we may even loose the sense of God’s favour. 
Beloved, whenever a person wanders away from God, he will be wounded in the process, no matter how much we ourselves might try to deny this and say, everything is okay. Sin breaks our relationship with God with all serious consequences involved.
Yet the point now is, beloved, the LORD, though terribly displeased with us, and because of it at times making us feel this as well in losing the sense of His favour – despite all this, God keeps calling out to us, like He called Adam, “Where are you?”  This call comes through the resonance of God’s Word still present in our life, no matter how soft at times this voice might have become. When giving heed to that voice the relationship will start growing again in warmth and love. 
As I mentioned it a few weeks ago in a sermon as well, over recent months I have spoken to a number of church members, who told me about the time when they were young and lived a life away from God, wild and dangerous, courting with death at times, through drink driving and use of drugs. They knew all this was displeasing God, but they simply could not be bothered about all those rules or about attending church. Finally, they could really enjoy life, as they thought at that time. Displeasing God and yet despite all this, God did not let go of them. The resonance of His Word was still there. Deep down they knew: this is wrong. God’s grace being greater than their sin brought them back into His fold. 
These might be some extreme examples. Less extreme, perhaps we all can think of moments in our life that we simply went through the motions, or even worse at times doing things of which we knew full well this is displeasing God. But then all of sudden there was that voice, “What are you doing?” You came home, opened your Bible and started praying, not just a routine prayer but pouring out your heart before God and all of sudden you felt God’s face shining upon you again. You felt again the warmth of the relationship. The sun broke through again.
Beloved, whenever I read the fifth chapter of the Canons of Dort, I always stand amazed at the beauty of it and the comfort it offers. It pictures life in real colours, dark and light. It doesn’t hide the dark colours and there are indeed many dark colours. Everyone who is honest with himself will have to admit this. How often do we not mess things up in our relationship with God, and yet God’s grace is greater than our sins. That’s the comfort, we may come back to, each time again when in true repentance we pour out our heart before God. God in his never-ending grace keep us safe. Indeed God does do this. Here is nothing from ourselves. We are weak, prone to walk away from God, each day again. Yet God keeps watching over us, making sure that we will not go down to defeat by falling away from His grace altogether. This brings me to the third and final point of this afternoon’s sermon.

III
Art. 6 states that God will not permit his elect to be lost. From Art. 7 we learn that God does so by preserving in them the imperishable seed of regeneration. These words are a quotation from Peter’s first letter, Ch. 1, 23, where we read the following, “…” The apostle Peter is speaking here about the power of God’s Word, by which the LORD renews the lives of His children. Through it we have become new creatures, we are born again, new life in and through the Spirit, who created it through the Word. 
Well, in the elect the seed of this new life is so deeply rooted that it will never die altogether. That’s basically the point here. That’s why the voice of God’s Word, no matter how soft at times it might have become, is still heard at times. Living in sin we may try to push it way. However, as long as we live into day’s grace, God is still calling out. Beloved, considering all this, one can only stand amazed at the greatness of God’s faithfulness towards us sinners.
Whoever in this way has been brought back to God, beloved, will also grieve over his sins, i.e., grieve from the heart with godly sorrow for the sins committed, seeking forgiveness for it in the blood of Jesus Christ. Then we are not just sorry because of the consequences of our sins. This happens at times as well, but this is not the grief Art. 7 is referring to. 
Perhaps I can make the difference clear by the example of Peter and Judas. Both were disciples of Christ, both had hurt the Saviour with their sins: Judas by betraying Jesus, Peter by denying Jesus. Yet in the end, their ways parted.  Why was this? Both men cried after they had committed the sin. Yet Judas only felt sorry for himself. He never had a real loving relationship with Christ. Yet Peter had and because of that, he grieved with godly sorrow, wanting only one thing: to have that relationship restored, “Lord, I cannot live without Thee.” That’s why, when Peter broke down, God looked upon him in favour again.
I know this has also everything to do with God’s election. God will preserve His elect, for Rom 8, those whom God predestined, He calls effectually, and those He will also justify, and finally also glorify, since – Art. 8 – God’s counsel cannot be changed, His promises never fail, and the calling according to His purpose cannot be revoked. The preservation of Christ cannot be nullified, and the sealing of the Holy Spirit can neither be frustrated nor destroyed.

Basically this means, I’m Father’s child, Christ gave His life for me, whilst the Spirit has promised to impart all these riches to me, daily renewing me till finally I will take my place without blemish among the assembly of God’s elect in life eternal.
In practical terms this means, beloved, each day anew God calls us to live from the riches of our baptism. If we truly do this, be it each day again, with many weaknesses and faults, we never have to despair of God’s mercy. Living close to God, no one will be able to snatch us out of Father’s hand. 
See there, beloved, how God will powerfully preserve us in the grace bestowed upon us to the very end. He will make sure that none of His children will sink so deeply that they will fall away from the grace of adoption and the state of justification. When we cling to God, no power will be able to separate us from His love. 
Beloved, what a great comfort this is in a world, where Satan prowls around like a roaring lion, seeking whom he can devour. Satan is out there, always busy trying to lure God’s children away, attracting us with enticing slogans, and so easily we fall for it. We see it also among us in the congregation of Southern River. I think of members, who at times full of enthusiasm confessed their faith. Yet later on, they strayed from the church, following the lusts of their own sinful flesh. Some broke with the church, others are in name still members, be it confessing or non-confessing. Still members, yet we never see them in church. They live their own life away from the LORD.
The question could be put: did God not preserve them?  Concerning these members, was Satan still able to snatch these lambs out of Christ’s hands? Many a parent, who has a child that no longer goes to church struggles with this very question. It’s a very difficult question, to which I don’t have a clear-cut answer this afternoon. Yet questions like these, beloved, do not undo the riches of Ch. V of the Canons of Dort, for these youngsters and others, who have broken with the church or though in name still a member, yet at the same time they live a life away from the church – all these still wear the mark and emblem of Christ on their forehead. They are still children of God, who received the same promises as we received, and therefore there is always a way back. Also to them applies the gospel that God’s grace is greater than our sins. Hence, there is forgiveness also for them, whenever in true repentance they return to God.
The Lord Jesus as the Good Shepherd laid down His life for the flock. He died so that His sheep might live. Where at times we feel helpless and no longer know how to reach these wayward members, those prodigals, He still can. Where we sometimes feel, if only we could give them faith – He can through His Spirit! His love goes out also to those lost sheep. He let His body be nailed on the cross also for them. He gave His life for us and our children. That’s the promise parents may plead with.

Beloved, even though parents are faithful in the  upbringing of their children, this is no guarantee that our children will always walk in the ways of the Lord. When they grow up, they also have their own responsibility to make the right choices. Yet as long as there is life and as long as we live in today’s grace, there is hope. Then we may fold our hands, day and night, to lay the names of our children in the hands of this Shepherd. As long as we live in today’s grace, there remains hope and as long as there is hope we may pray that Christ will bring home safely also those prodigals together with all the saints. 
Yet this afternoon, beloved, we should perhaps not look at others first, but rather at ourselves. Am I living my life with the LORD, or is this afternoon’s sermon perhaps also for me a call to repent. Note well, God is busy always with all of us, whenever the Word is preached to us, whenever we open our Bible. Do we listen with a listening ear and receptive heart? 

This afternoon God is calling out to all of us, “My son, my daughter, give me your heart. Render your life to Me and I will give you peace, peace amidst the storms of life. With Me you will travel safely, always, no matter how wild the weather might become. It might rock the boat of your life, storms with gale forces. Yet keep clinging to me and I will bring you safely home. 
That’s the gospel, a wonderful gospel, since greater and more secure comfort no one can give us. The point now is, beloved, what is your response to this gospel?
Amen.
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