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“All Glory?”      Text – Psalm 124       NT Reading – Romans 9 & 11:33-36 

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
We might as well get the giggle out of the way right now.  
As most of you will be aware, we begin, today, a series of sermons on the doctrines of grace.  And we will do so following the sequence of articles in the Canons of Dort.  
Now, those of us who went through catechism classes probably remember the Canons of Dort, if nothing else, because of its name.  Without fail, someone in the class will make a joke about a canon – put ball in, tamp it, light the fuse, BOOM!  
And one young lad will ask if there was once a Reformed Church that used these canons to blow up people who disagreed with them!

And this is where the catechism teacher says, “No!  Not that sort of canon!”  
You see, the English word ‘canon’ comes from the Hebrew word Kaneh and the Greek word Kanown.  
And these words have the same basic meaning, which is reed, as in the reeds you would use for weaving baskets.  
But these reeds also came to be used as a ruler or measuring stick.  
And so, if you wanted to know if something was accurate or straight, you would use a canon/reed.  
And eventually, the word also came to describe the textbook of foundational principles against which you checked anyone’s opinions in subjects like philosophy or math or physics, and also theology.  
So if someone said gravity is 11 m/s2, you would look up the physics canon, which would tell you that gravity is actually 9.81 m/s2.  
Thus, in terms of the doctrines of grace, and recognizing that when it comes to theology that the Bible is the original and ultimate canon, Reformed churches are agreed that this document, the Canons of Dort, gives us an accurate summary of what the Bible teaches about the doctrines of grace.  
It too is a useful canon by which we may measure what anyone says about these doctrines.

Well, now that we understand what Canon means, let’s consider the Dort part.  
Dort is an abbreviation of the city of Dordrecht in the Netherlands.  
And from 1618-1619, a large number of men gathered in that city to discuss a controversy that was sweeping around the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands and further afield.  
A certain man, Jacob Arminius, who was a professor at a theological university, had become convinced of certain doctrines that he believed were biblical.  
Arminius had been a student of Beza who took over from Calvin in Geneva.  He was a very gifted and capable man.  
And he began to publish his views, which others also became convinced were true.  
Now, Arminius himself died in 1609, but these others kept the controversy going.   
And eventually, they published a Remonstrance, or a protest document, which was made up of five articles that summarized their views.  
And this document led to those holding these views being called Remonstrants.  But they are also described as Arminians after he who first began to promote these views.
Well, as you can imagine, debate flared all over the place.  These were important doctrines and people were extremely interested in this discussion.
Eventually though, desiring to deal with this matter once and for all, a national synod was called to be held in Dordtrecht in 1618.  
And 26 delegates from other countries attended also.  
The Remonstrants presented and defended their five points.

And after taking a great deal of time to debate this matter, the delegates put together a document answering the five points of the Remonstrants.  And this document is the Canons of Dort.  
So the document itself, as you will see, is divided up into five sections.  And in each section, first of all, the biblical truth on these doctrines is explained and then the errors are laid out and answered.
And as you can see if you turn to p. 102, the third and fourth point are treated together because of the very close relationship between the two doctrines.  But we shall say more about this when we get there.
And ever since then, churches, like ours, that trace their roots all the way back to and through this synod, have viewed the Canons as an accurate summary of what the Bible teaches.
So, what then are the doctrines of grace?  
Well, they are, as we have noted, five in number.  
We don’t find them in a list in the Bible, but careful study of the Bible reveals them to be the key points of salvation.

Now, I need to say here, before we go any further, that I believe Reformed theology to be what the Bible teaches.  But of course, our Arminian friends believe this is true of their theology.  So, I use the terms Reformed or Reformed theology for the sake of clarity in order to distinguish between the two views.
1. OK then.  The first doctrine has to do with election.  
a. And it may surprise some of you to learn that both the Arminian and the Reformed agree that God elects or chooses some to salvation.  Both reject any concept of God saving everyone.  Where there is disagreement is on the basis of this choice.  
i. The Arminian believes that God chooses because of something man does – God looked into the future, saw who would believe, and so He chose them.  
A. Thus, the condition of election is man’s free choice to believe.  Election is conditional.  
ii. The Reformed, on the other hand, believe that God’s choice is purely God’s choice – it is an unconditional election.  
A. So, point one, conditional or unconditional election?
2. The second point has to do with the scope of Christ’s work on the cross.  
a. The Arminian believes that Christ died for everyone who has ever lived and whoever shall live.  But God only applies what Christ did to those who choose to believe.  
i. Thus, their view is called Universal Atonement. 
b. The Reformed, on the other hand, believe that Christ died only for God’s chosen ones.  
i. So, point two, universal atonement or limited or specific or definite atonement?
3. The third point has to do with man’s nature.  
a. The Arminian believes that man’s nature is only partially corrupt.  Yes, it has been seriously affected by the Fall, but a part of it, his free will, is not completely corrupt.  And so, he is able to use this, completely independent of God, to believe or not believe.  
b. The Reformed, on the other hand, believe that the Fall has made man’s nature totally corrupt.  And so, apart from the saving work of God, man cannot believe.  
i. So, point three, partial or total depravity?
4. The fourth point has to do with the work of God’s grace.  
a. The Arminian believes that though God wants to save every sinner, man can stand against God’s desire and say, “No thanks!”  
i. So, God really wants to save Sue or Phil, but Sue and Phil can refuse God.  
b. The Reformed, on the other hand, believe that all those that God has chosen to salvation will come to faith.  If He has chosen Sue and Phil, they will come to faith.  
i. So, point four, resistible or irresistible grace?
5. And finally, the fifth point has to do with perseverance.  
a. The Arminian believes that just as man is free to choose to be saved, so he can freely choose to abandon the faith.  A true believer can lose his salvation.  
b. The Reformed, on the other hand, believe that every one of God’s chosen ones will be in heaven.  Not one of God’s elect will abandon Christ, permanently.
i. So, point five, will believers persevere or not?
And so, if you take the initials of those five Reformed views, you get T.U.L.I.P. – Total depravity, Unconditional Election, Limited Atonement, Irresistible Grace, and the Perseverance of the Saints – T U L I P.  They are the doctrines of grace.

So, the next questions is why preach them?  
1. And we do so because the doctrines are not well-known, even by us who have them in our confessions!  
a. Some of us could probably recite what TULIP stands for.  But who among us could explain each one?  And if we are to get a book out of the library, most often it will be to do with Christian living or biography or relationships or maybe creation.  But the doctrines of grace?  That’s often seen as too hard or too dry or too theoretical.  
A. In fact, of all of our confessions, the Canons of Dort is probably the least read.  True?
2. But in addition to lack of knowledge, these doctrines are wholly rejected by an overwhelming majority of the church at large.  
· 84% of those who called themselves evangelical, in one US survey, agreed that in matters of salvation, “God helps those who help themselves.”  
· 77% believe that human beings are basically good.  
· And 77% of pastors at a US National Pastor’s Conference denied that salvation is based entirely on God’s sovereign election of believers.  
i. And many of them you can listen to on Radio Rhema and Shine TV.   
a. But just talk to any of the senior Middleton Grange students here.  
i. We have been discussing exactly these doctrines in our catechism class this year.  And they come face to face with those opposed to these doctrines, and I am not just talking about students, almost every day.  They are in an overwhelming minority. 
b. In addition, the preacher in Ecclesiastes 1 warned us that “What has been will be again, what has been done will be done again; there is nothing new under the sun.  Is there anything of which one can say, "Look! This is something new"?  It was here already, long ago; it was here before our time.”
i. Arminianism, at its heart, is nothing new.  It is the age old attempt to either make man the author of his salvation or at least fit man’s contribution into his salvation.  
A. And although it has had other names in the past and will be dressed up and given a new name in a bestseller on the Christian bookstores tomorrow, it is error that must be confronted. 
1) And so, we need to be able to recognize false teaching and answer it, as ever, speaking the truth in love.  
3. But there are three reasons that transcend all others when it comes to why we would preach the doctrines of grace: 
a. First, we do so for the honour and glory of God.  
i. You see congregation, that is what is at stake with these doctrines.  
A. If salvation is a work that God in any way shares with man, then in terms of salvation our cry should be, “All glory to God and man.”  
B. But the refrain of the Bible, as we saw in Romans 11:36, is “For from Him and through Him and to Him are all things.  To Him be the glory forever!  Amen.”  
1) We preach these doctrines for the honour and glory of God.
b. But second, these doctrines are doctrines of indescribable comfort for believers.  
i. For parents of children who die in infancy, without having the opportunity to ‘choose’ for Christ, for those experiencing doubt about their salvation, these doctrines are the rock of assurance!  
A. It will always be of benefit to God’s people to be reminded again that salvation depends, not on them, but on God’s invincible grace!
c. But thirdly and lastly, we do so because at the centre of these doctrines stands the cross of Jesus Christ.  
i. Our nature, election, atonement, God’s work of grace, and perseverance are five spokes of a wheel that has the work of Jesus Christ as the hub. 
A. As we look at each of the spokes of the wheel, it is Him we shall see and Him we shall love and Him we shall thank and Him we shall live for.
Well, having said all of that, would you please turn with me in your Bibles to Psalm 124.  We are not going to begin with the articles of the CoD this week.  Instead, we want to consider this portion of Scripture and see how it provides us with a glorious context for the beginning of this sermon series.
1. And as you can see from the title of this Psalm, it is a Psalm written by David and one of those Psalms that the Jews likely sung as they ascended to Jerusalem for one of the annual feasts.  
a. Bible scholars believe it to be a Psalm that David wrote, perhaps after a battle with the Philistines.  But rather than read like the song of an individual who gives thanks to the Lord, it reads like the thanksgiving of a whole congregation.  And as a communal thanksgiving song it is extremely rare in the OT, let alone the Psalms.  
i. One possibility then is that this Psalm became a favourite as the exile in Babylon came to an end.  
A. Psalm 123, which longs for God to rescue, you can imagine begin sung by those in exile, and Psalm 124 as they head home with joy in their hearts.  
B. But it could be sung looking back to any or, indeed, many such deliverances.
2. Well, reading the Psalm, we see that it is stacked with imagery from the wild; a Psalm obviously written by a shepherd who is familiar with the behaviour of animals and the geography of the region.  
a. The anger of the enemy flares, like the nostrils of a angry horse.  
b. God’s people are described as having been almost swallowed alive, like a snake with a mouse or a bear with a fish.  
c. And then there are multiple references to floods and torrents and raging waters.  
i. The mountains in the land of Palestine are dry and rugged, and gullies in between are connected to allow any water that falls to flow down into the wadis below.  
ii. But if rain falls suddenly and heavily, very easily the water can rise to a dangerous height that threatens nearby houses and anyone caught in the way.  
iii. And David has clearly seen these sorts of floods while with the sheep.  
d. And v6 also speaks of God’s people having almost been torn by the teeth of the enemies, and having narrowly escaped the trap that the hunter had set.
e. And in terms of the people of Israel, we know how often they faced situations where they were vastly outnumbered.  And yet, when they cried out in faith to God, He delivered them in often miraculous ways.  
i. Sometimes He caused the sun to stand still. 
ii. Other times He used floods or hail.  
iii. Other times He caused confusion amongst the enemies. 
iv. Other times His angel brought destruction on Israel’s enemies.  
v. But even when Israel’s sins were so grievous that the Lord did not spare them in battle, such as was the case with the Babylonians, still the Lord did not abandon His people.  Still many lived and many even returned to the Promised Land.
3. And it is this steadfast, faithful, enduring, invincible, sovereignty of God that is celebrated in this Psalm: “If the Lord had not been on our side – let Israel say – if the Lord had not been on our side,” we would be lost, defeated, captured, or dead.  “Our help is in the name of the Lord, the maker of heaven and earth.”  
a. Now, when we see that word “if,” it normally suggests possibility.  
i. And so, the Psalm could be saying, the Lord might not have been on our side, and then we would have been in trouble.  But this time, thankfully, He was on our side.  Phew!  
ii. But that is not what is being said here.  
A. Notice, this Psalm is spoken by believers.  
1) Firstly, they know Him to be their Creator – v8.  
2) But even more importantly, they call on the LORD – capital LORD – Yahweh – Israel’s Saviour.  
a) They know that He is their help and that without Him they would be lost.  
B. So this Psalm is “If the Lord had not been on our side … BUT HE IS!... Therefore we have victory, we are alive, we praise Him, we are confident, we thank Him, and we must lovingly live for Him.  
b. So the question is, why this confidence?  How can they be so sure?  And the answer is, God’s written word.  
i. Genesis 1:1 – “In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth.”  
A. The very first words of the Bible declare God’s ownership of the created universe.  
ii. But looking also at God’s covenant promises to Adam and Abraham and at Mt. Sinai, they know that God has called them into relationship with Him through His Messiah.  
iii. And even more specifically in terms of battle, Deuteronomy 28:7 contains this promise: “The LORD will grant that the enemies who rise up against you will be defeated before you. They will come at you from one direction but flee from you in seven.”  
A. And even though the curses in that same passage promised defeat and exile if they disobeyed, yet, God’s gracious promise was that if they then repented, He would show mercy and restore them.
iv. Ultimately then, those who sing this Psalm look to what?  God’s promises.  
A. They know, in the end, that they may be confident in God’s promises.  
c. Now, you do not have the Babylonians trying to enter your city.  So is there anything in this Psalm for you?  
i. Well, when you read this wild animal imagery, thinking biblically, what does it remind you of?  
A. How about 1 Peter 5:8?  “Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour.”  
1) Is there anyone here today who feels, regularly, the very claws of the devil clamping down on his or her shoulder?  Temptation?  Anger?  Lust?  Envy?  Pride?  Doubt?  
B. And how many times have you been able to say, “If the Lord had not been on [my] side … when [the devil] attacked [me], [he] would have swallowed [me] alive”?  
ii. And what about the floods and torrents?  
A. Well, how about  Matthew 7:24-25?  “Therefore everyone who hears these words of mine and puts them into practice is like a wise man who built his house on the rock.  The rain came down, the streams rose, and the winds blew and beat against that house; yet it did not fall, because it had its foundation on the rock.”  
1) Is there anyone here today who has felt the floodwaters of illness or death or unemployment or earthquake or guilt rise up and threaten to drown?  
2) And how many times have you been able to say, “If the Lord had not been on [my] side … the flood would have engulfed [me].”    
iii. But during those times, it is often feels like God is 1,000,000 miles away.  Yes?  You do not feel like one of God’s saved and precious children.  In fact, you may even have ignored God or doubted Him or been angry with Him.  
A. But in the end, of this you were sure: God is the Creator.  He sent Jesus to die on the cross for my sins.  And nothing can separate me from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus.  In other words, Jesus loves me, this I know, for the Bible tells me so.  
1) And this is the rock which stood firm when the floods came.
4. So, can you see then, brothers and sisters, young people, boys and girls, why the starting point for a discussion about the doctrines of grace must be God’s sovereignty?  If God is not sovereign, if He cannot accomplish salvation, if He cannot maintain salvation, if His word cannot be trusted, we have no rock to build on.  
a. And it is right here that the disagreement with our Arminian friends begins.  And this is because for them the starting point is God’s love.  
i. Whether it be the theologian who has carefully researched these doctrines and come up with an answer to every point of Reformed theology, or whether it be a young school student who has never even heard of Arminianism, but reacts, instinctively, against Reformed theology, it is because they begin with God’s love.  
A. What kind of a God, they say, chooses only some for heaven?  

B. What kind of a God hates some of those He has created?

C. What kind of God commands all mankind to love Him when some He has made to be “objects of wrath – prepared for destruction”?  

1) And this God they find repulsive.

2) This god cannot be the God who “is love,” according to 1 John 4:8.

ii. Now, the fact that God is love is an undeniable and glorious truth.  And the love of God is essential to salvation.  Think, for example, of Ephesians 2:4, “But because of His great love for us, God who is rich in mercy, made us alive with Christ…”  
A. But while we will not and we must not set aside the love of God, that cannot be our starting point.  You see, as R.C. Sproul says in his book, Chosen by God, “If there is one single molecule in this universe running around loose, totally free of God’s sovereignty, then we have no guarantee that a single promise of God will ever be fulfilled.”   
1) Something might get in the way of His love.  
2) Something might be stronger than His love.  
3) Something might hinder His ability to keep His promises.  
a) While today the foundation under my salvation house might be rock, tomorrow it might be sand.
4) Thus, even though it means we will have to answer questions about God’s sovereignty and man’s free-will and God’s sovereignty and the existence of evil, for you and I to have any certainty about our salvation, the God of our salvation must be sovereign above all else.  
a) And this is why, as we begin our consideration of the doctrines of grace, we have looked at Psalm 124.  
b) For what it teaches us is that it is because God is sovereign, that we can believingly say, “If the Lord had not been on [my] side…”  But He is, because the Bible tells me so!  And nothing, nothing, nothing, will be able to separate me from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus.  
c) Therefore, “praise be to the Lord” who holds my salvation in His hand.  “Our help IS in the name of the Lord, the maker of heaven and earth.”  
i) All glory to God?  Absolutely!  Amen.
