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“The Cause of Unbelief/Belief”      Canons Head 1 Article 5    Reading – Psalm 138

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
A discussion like this has probably occurred with most of you:
You are pulling out of the driveway to head to church and little Hannah notices that the neighbours are not heading to church, again.  
So, Hannah says, “Dad, how come we go to church and the Johnsons don’t?”  
“Well,” says Dad, “that’s because they don’t believe in the Lord like we do.”  
But if you have children, you know what will come next, don’t you.  Hannah will ask, “Why?”  
So, how are you going to answer Hannah’s question?  In effect, what she wants to know is: Why do we believe in the Lord and why do the Johnsons not believe in the Lord?  
Now, you could simply say, “Because we chose to believe in the Lord but the Johnsons have chosen not to believe in the Lord.”  
And at a certain level, your answer would be true.  
And yet, if you did answer Hannah’s question that way, you link salvation exclusively with man’s choice – some choose to believe, others choose not to believe, and that’s what makes the difference.  
But is that what the Bible teaches?  Is that all the Bible teaches? 
· You see, that answer says nothing about the role that God plays in salvation.  
· And at the very least, at this point in the sermon, every believer agrees that the Bible teaches us that God is sovereign.  So where does God’s sovereignty fit in to the question of our salvation?

· For if God plays no part at all in man coming to faith, if it is all about man’s choice, then He is not a very sovereign, sovereign God is He (  He is a bit sovereign or He is mostly sovereign.  

· And that would be like saying that Mt. Tasman is the tallest mountain in NZ … apart from Mt. Cook (  For then the word ‘tallest’ really does not mean ‘tallest.’
· So, once you place even 0.0001% of anything outside of God’s sovereign power, you do not really have a sovereign God.

· But on the other side, if we have a God who is sovereign in terms of salvation, we then have to deal with the reality of unbelief.  For there are unbelievers.  So, is God to blame for unbelief, then?

I trust you can see then that this is not a simple matter and that is also a very important matter.  It has to with God’s glory.  It has to do with logic.  It has to do with understanding salvation in Christ, which means we deal with what is in part a mystery.  
But it also has to do with our response to that salvation.  
And it will require us to handle God’s Word, as ever, with humility, with reverence, and with thanksgiving.  We have to place ourselves under God’s word.
Now, because of the nature of the subject before us, we will not be able to turn to one passage of the Bible where all of this is in view and explained.  We will have to consider various passages.  So please, have your Bibles open and follow along.

And there are two points before us today: The cause of unbelief and the source of faith.
So, firstly then, the cause of unbelief.

We have come now to Article 5 of the Canons of Dort.  
· And last time we were together we saw that God brings people to belief in Jesus through the preaching of the gospel
· The story of the Bible is clear, however, as is our own experience, that there are two responses to the preaching of the gospel – belief and unbelief.  
Well, the next logical question is the one Hannah asked at the beginning of the sermon – Why do some believe and some not?  Why am I a believer and why is my neighbour not?
1. And so, we consider first the cause of unbelief.  So, turn with me please to Isaiah 30.  
a. Now, here in Isaiah 30, the prophet speaks to Judah, upon whom God’s judgment is soon to come.  
i. The situation here is that King Hezekiah has asked Pharaoh in Egypt to come and help him fight against the Assyrians who are threatening Judah.  But God had said to Hezekiah, Trust in me.  I will deliver you from Assyria.  Hezekiah though was not ready to trust in God’s promise when Egypt’s chariots seemed far more concrete in terms of military security.  
ii. So, ch’s 30-32 have nine sections of rebuke about this situation.  And our focus today is in the second and third sections in vv9-15, where God accuses Judah of not trusting in Him.  
A. In v9, then, God says of Judah, “These are rebellious people, deceitful children, children unwilling to listen to the LORD's instruction.”  
B. And again in v12, “Therefore, this is what the Holy One of Israel says: "Because you have rejected this message, relied on oppression and depended on deceit, this sin will become for you like a high wall, cracked and bulging, that collapses suddenly, in an instant.”  
C. And notice, finally, v15, “This is what the Sovereign LORD, the Holy One of Israel, says: "In repentance and rest is your salvation, in quietness and trust is your strength, but you would have none of it.”  
b. Well, clearly then, we are dealing here with unbelief; with a rejection of God’s promise.  
i. So, let me ask you: Where is God pointing the finger of blame for this unbelief?  Is it possible, perhaps, that His promise was unclear?  Was that the problem?  Is it possible, perhaps, that their unbelief is God’s fault, somehow, or a prophet’s fault, maybe?  
ii. Or is it very plain that their unbelief is the fault of no one else but themselves?  
A. Well, I am sure you can see that God is quite plain about blame.  
1) It is their unwillingness, their rejection of God’s message, them wanting nothing to do with God’s salvation, that is the cause of their unbelief.  Yes?  
iii. Man can blame no one or nothing else for his unbelief.  He is to blame.  
2. Well, turn with me next to John 5:39-40.  
a. Here Jesus is talking with Jews.  And they are not happy with Him, as ever, because He has healed someone on the Sabbath.  And of course, what they are doing, in effect is waving their Bibles at Him.  You are breaking one of God’s commandments is their rebuke.  So look what Jesus says to them from v39, “You diligently study the Scriptures because you think that by them you possess eternal life.  These are the Scriptures that testify about me, yet you refuse to come to me to have life.”  
i. So, again, is the Bible unclear about Jesus?  Is that the problem?  No.  The cause of their unbelief is their refusal to come to Jesus.  Man is to blame for his unbelief.
3. Brothers and sisters, young people, and boys and girls, the Bible is very clear.  We could turn to other Bible passages that say the same thing over and over again.  
a. The cause of unbelief is the unwillingness of the individual to believe in Jesus; the refusal of the individual to believe the gospel; the rejection of the message of the cross.  
b. It is not a matter of ‘I cannot believe,’ rather it is ‘I will not believe.’  ‘I do not accept this message.’  ‘I reject Jesus Christ.’
4. And on this matter, we are in agreement with our Arminian brothers and sisters.  Praise the Lord!  
a. We believe and agree, together, that when unbelievers stand before God on Judgment Day, there will be nowhere else that they can lay the blame for their unbelief other than themselves.  
i. But there will not even be an attempt by any of them to do this because they will know they are guilty.  
A. As Philippians 2:11 says, they too will bow before the Lord Jesus on that Day and they will confess Him as Lord.  
B. They will believe, then, but it will be too late, because they refused to believe in Him as Saviour here on earth.  And they will no that the blame for this lies with themselves, alone. 
Now, there is one other passage of Scripture that we must consider before we move on to the source of faith.  But before we turn there, what we have seen so far serves as a warning: 
The gospel, as we saw this morning and as we have seen this afternoon, is clear.  Each of us are sinners who deserve the fire of hell.  But Jesus has come and has died for sin.  And God will give the gift of eternal life to all who repent and believe.  
   Have you done this?  And if not, will you do this today?
Judgment Day is coming.  We will all stand before Jesus on His throne.  There will be nowhere to hide and no one or no thing that can be blamed for your unbelief.  And you know this to be true.  So, do not delay.  Do not put this off to tomorrow, for tomorrow may not come.  Jesus may return today or you may die driving home.  Come to the Saviour, now.
5. Well, as I said a moment ago, before we turn to the source of faith, it would be unhelpful of me to say nothing about Romans 9 in connection with the cause of unbelief.  So please turn there with me.  
a. Now, we will return to Romans 9 in later sermons because it is a key chapter in connection with the doctrines of grace.  Our concern today, however, is the cause of unbelief, and specifically the charge that is often labelled against Reformed folk that we make God the cause of unbelief.  
i. Very simply, many Christians say that anyone who holds God to be wholly sovereign, also in connection with salvation, make Him responsible for or the author of unbelief and sin. 
A. Now, I don’t want you to think that I am inventing someone who does not really exist.  So, let me quote from Dave Hunt who has written books opposing Reformed or Calvinistic theology.  And he is far from alone in his views.  Now, he calls Reformed theology Calvinism, after John Calvin, the 16th cent. Reformed theologian.  Listen to what he says, “Intending to protect God’s sovereignty, Calvinism makes [God] the cause of every thought, word, deed, and thus of sin.  This libels God, mocks man, and erases motivation, as well as any meaning of punishment or reward.”
1) And you can see the logic here – If God is wholly sovereign over everything, that has to include sin and evil.  

b. Now, before I go any further, I have to say here that we are not going to be able to place this whole matter in a cute little theological picnic basket where it all makes sense and we are left with no tension or mystery or question.  But we have to deal with what the Bible says even if we can’t put it into a nice tidy pile that satisfies all our questions.
c. So, in Romans 9:10, Paul is talking about God’s sovereign choice to save some.  
i. And so, despite having the same father, and before they did anything good or bad, God loved Jacob and not Esau.  You see it there in v13.  
ii. And of course, the logical reaction to this is to accuse God of being unjust?  How can He choose one and not the other?  
iii. And the answer of Paul to that accusation is that God has revealed Himself as a God who chooses to have mercy on some, as we see in v14 where Exod. 33:19 is quoted.  
A. He doesn’t seek to explain it.  He simply says that is who God is and how He has revealed Himself.
iv. So, Paul continues, in v16, with what that means: Salvation depends not on man’s desire or effort, but on God’s mercy.  
v. And then Pharaoh is introduced as an evidence of this.  
A. You see, in Exodus 11:10, in the story of the ten plagues on Egypt, we read that while initially Pharaoh would agree to let the people of Israel go, “God hardened Pharaoh’s heart” and Pharaoh changed his mind and would not let them go.  
B. And this is what Paul is referring to in vv17-18.  He says that what happened there happened so that God’s power could be displayed and that His “name might be proclaimed in all the earth.”  
C. So, says Paul, “God has mercy on whom He wants to have mercy, and He hardens whom He wants to harden.”
d. Can you see the dilemma then?  We have seen elsewhere in the Bible that man’s own heart is the cause of his unbelief.  He can blame no one else but himself.  Here though, it appears that the unbeliever can put up his hand and say, “I object!  I cannot be blamed.  God, if you harden hearts, it is your fault.  You are the cause of my unbelief.”
e. And that is the exact question/accusation of the next verse in Romans 9.  Verse 19, “One of you will say to me: "Then why does God still blame us?  For who resists His will?”  
f. But look how Paul answers this accusation: “But who are you, O man, to talk back to God?  "Shall what is formed say to Him who formed it, 'Why did you make me like this?'" Does not the potter have the right to make out of the same lump of clay some pottery for noble purposes and some for common use?”  
i. Ultimately, Paul directs such accusers to humble themselves before God’s sovereignty.
g. So congregation, in terms of the cause of unbelief or of all evil for that matter, the clearest Bible passage is James 1:13.  There it says, “When tempted, no one should say, "God is tempting me." For God cannot be tempted by evil, nor does He tempt anyone.”
i. The Bible does not allow us to make God the author of sin and unbelief and evil.  
h. But Proverbs 16:4 tells us that “the Lord works out everything for His own ends even the wicked for a day of disaster.”  
i. And so, the Bible is equally plain on God’s absolute sovereignty over ALL things.  
i. This means then as we come back to Pharaoh and God’s hardening of His heart, we can and must say only what the Bible says: 
God is not to blame for Pharaoh’s sin, Pharaoh is.
And yet, even Pharaoh’s sin occurs within God’s absolute sovereignty.
Thus, once again, man is wholly responsible for his unbelief.

But even his unbelief is within God’s absolute sovereignty.
j. And the believer’s response to this tension of God’s sovereignty and man’s responsibility has to be and can only be Paul’s response at the end of Romans 11.  
i. Now, I know we don’t all have the same Bible version, but let’s turn there and say those verses together.  Romans 11:33-36.  “Oh, the depth of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God!  How unsearchable His judgments, and His paths beyond tracing out!  "Who has known the mind of the Lord? Or who has been His counselor?"  "Who has ever given to God, that God should repay Him?"  For from Him and through Him and to Him are all things. To Him be the glory forever!  Amen.
Well, we need to turn secondly then to the source of faith.
Now, we have seen that man is the cause of his unbelief – only man is to blame for his unbelief.  It would seem to follow on then, logically, that man is also the source of faith – just as a man can choose not to believe, so man can choose to believe.  
And again, we must state here that many Bible passages use such language.  
There are repeated calls in the many sermons of the Bible to repent, to believe, to choose, to take hold of, to trust in, etc.  
I called on any who do not believe to do so just a few moments ago.  It is biblical language.  And it is true.  The gospel calls all men to repent and believe, and they must do this in order to be saved.
In this we also agree with our Arminian brothers and sisters.

1. And yet, that is not all the Bible says about this matter.  To begin with, turn back again to Romans 9 for a moment.  We will look briefly at one verse there before going on to consider an OT picture of salvation at work before finishing in Ephesians 2.
a. So, look again at v16: “It does not, therefore, depend on man's desire or effort, but on God's mercy.”  
i. Now, what the word “it,” at the front of the verse, refers to is not explicitly obvious.  
A. Paul’s point here is that God’s choosing and rejecting in the OT continues in his day with Jews and Gentiles.  God chooses some and rejects others.  
B. So, we can rightly understand “it” to refer to salvation or God’s purpose in election.  
ii. The point is that salvation, ultimately, depends not on man but on God’s mercy.  
A. And His mercy has its origin in His will to be merciful – not man’s choice or man’s desire or anything in man.  
iii. With this one verse then, we have to say, already, that the source of faith is not man but God.
2. But let’ see this, also, from Ezekiel 37:1.  Now, you boys and girls might remember this chapter because we have looked at it before.  It is an incredible picture of salvation that sounds like something out of a scary movie!  
a. The Lord brings Ezekiel to a valley full of bones.  And in v3, God asked Ezekiel, “Son of man, can these bones live?”  
i. Now, Ezekiel gives the right answer because he knows that all things are possible for God.  But you and I know that bones are dead.  Skeletons can not make themselves alive!  
b. So, the Lord says to Ezekiel, from v4, “Prophesy to these bones and say to them, 'Dry bones, hear the word of the LORD!   This is what the Sovereign LORD says to these bones: I will make breath enter you, and you will come to life.  I will attach tendons to you and make flesh come upon you and cover you with skin; I will put breath in you, and you will come to life.  Then you will know that I am the LORD.'”  And that is exactly what happens – Ezekiel preaches and the bones start rattling and then flesh appears on them and they then begin to breath as living beings after Ezekiel speaks to them again.  
c. Now, this is a picture of God restoring exiled Israel.  
i. But as ever with these types of OT prophecies, it looks beyond that time, also, to the greater restoration of God’s people through the work of Jesus Christ on the cross.  
d. So look at v12ff, “Therefore prophesy and say to them: 'This is what the Sovereign LORD says: O my people, I am going to open your graves and bring you up from them; I will bring you back to the land of Israel.  Then you, my people, will know that I am the LORD, when I open your graves and bring you up from them.  I will put my Spirit in you and you will live, and I will settle you in your own land. Then you will know that I the LORD have spoken, and I have done it, declares the LORD.'”  
i. What we see here then is the sovereign work of God in restoration or salvation.  
A. Man is pictured as a dead skeleton.  Man cannot, by himself, come to life.  All of him, including his will, is dead.  
B. His only hope, then, is that God would renew the marrow in his bones and rebuild tendons and muscles and organs and skin and then give him the breath he needs to live.  
ii. What we see then, again, is what we saw in Romans – “It does not, therefore, depend on man's desire or effort, but on God's mercy.”  The source of faith is God.   
3. And just in case any think that too much is being made from an OT picture prophecy, let’s look at its perfect link in the NT as we find it in Ephesians 2:1.  Let’s turn there, lastly.
a. Paul speaks first about the Gentile believers in Ephesus and says, “As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins.”  
i. Now, that sounds like a good description of a skeleton doesn’t it.  Dead = dead = dead.  
ii. Is there any point preaching to a dead body?  
A. If I was to go to a funeral home and find a dead body there and call on it to live, do you think that might happen?  Do you think that dead body might think, “Hmmm.  Yes, life sounds better than death.  I think I will choose to live,” and then get up?  
b. And then, in v3, Paul includes himself and Jewish believers in the group of those who were once dead.  He says, “Like the rest, we were by nature objects of wrath.”  
i. Now, when we looked at v4 in our journey through Ephesians, I gave a particular title to the sermon on that verse.  
A. And at the risk of embarrassing myself, I wonder if any of you remember that sermon title?  “The most important ‘but’ in the Bible.”  
1) You see, having established man’s condition outside of Jesus Christ as dead, Paul does not say, “But I chose…,” or “But we repented and believed….”  
2) Instead, what Paul says is, and sadly, almost every English Bible version imitates the Greek here except the NIV, “But God…!”  “But God…!”  
a) Paul recognizes where the emphasis in salvation has to be when you are talking about dead people – God.  
3) And then Paul continues, “But God, who is rich in mercy, because of His great love for us, made us alive with Christ…”  
a) God did something to us because we could not do it ourselves – He made us alive.  
4) And you can see here the connection with Ezekiel 37 and Romans 9:16.  
a) God brings dead bones to life.  “It does not, therefore, depend on man's desire or effort, but on God's mercy.”  
b) The source of faith is God.  
i) Faith is a gift that God gives to man and we then exercise that faith by accepting the gospel, by repenting and believing, by choosing Jesus Christ.  
ii) But the source of our faith is not ourselves but God.
4. Well, by way of conclusion, a few things for us to consider.  
a. The concern of our Arminian friends is that if we take the source of faith out of the hands of man and leave it in the hands of God, we give people an excuse to remain in unbelief.  They can say something like, “Well, nothing I can do about it.  God hasn’t convinced me to believe yet.”  
i. But that is complete foolishness.  The genuine call of the gospel is to choose Jesus Christ, to repent and believe, and you shall be saved.  
A. But it is as the hymn-writer expresses it, “I sought the Lord, and afterward I knew.  He moved my soul to seek Him, seeking me.”  
1) It is after we choose Jesus that we realize that it was God who brought us to Him.
b. But think of all we have said, also, in relation to evangelism and prayer.  
i. If God cannot compel anyone to believe, why pray to God for the salvation of your husband or friend or child or neighbour?  Why ask God to change someone’s heart when He cannot?  But knowing that only God can change hearts is the greatest motivation to pray.  
ii. And it is the same with evangelism.  If the changing of hearts is God’s business, we do not wonder about whether someone is ready or receptive or seeking, we just share the gospel knowing that God can make alive that which is dead, that God can soften the hardest heart, that God can create belief where there is unbelief.
c. But these truths speak also to each of us who have been given the gift of faith in Jesus.  It is all of grace.  It is all of God’s mercy.  It is all of God’s love toward you in Jesus Christ.  
i. Can you walk out that door unaffected?  Can you walk out that door unchanged?  
ii. Can you walk out that door lacking motivation to love your spouse or to obey those in authority or to stop stealing or being lazy or lying or gossiping or losing your temper?
iii. But walk out that door, also, rejoicing that you are not the source of your faith.  

A. For if you were, there would always be the danger that tomorrow you could change your mind about Jesus and turn your back on Him and be lost.

B. But because God is the source of your faith, you may be certain that He will not allow you to lose your faith – that is His promise!
1) It was David took hold of in our earlier reading from Psalm 138 when he said, “The LORD will fulfill his purpose for me; your love, O LORD, endures forever.”
2) It is what Paul says in Philippians 1:6, “He who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus.”
So, getting back to little Hannah’s question, a better answer would be, “The blame for unbelief rests entirely with the unbeliever.  “But God, who is rich in mercy, because of His great love for us, made us alive in Christ Jesus even when we were dead in transgressions and seated us with Him in the heavenly realms with Christ Jesus.”  All glory be to God.  Amen.

