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“God’s Sovereign Will and Man’s Responsibility”      Text – Selected Scriptures      Readings – Psalm 90; 

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
Exactly two months ago, I preached a sermon about the third request of the Lord’s Prayer: “May your will be done on earth as it is in heaven.”  
And in that sermon we focused on the two different dimensions of God’s will.  

Now, I want to be clear, right up front, just as we were then, that God has only one will.  But when we read about His will in the Bible, from our perspective, it can mean one of two things: Firstly, it can mean what we call His will of decree.  
Psalm 115:3, “Our God is in heaven; He does whatever pleases Him.”  
And so, God’s will of decree refers to the things that He decided, way back in eternity, before the world was even created, that concern all things that are now, have been, and that will be in the future.  
And because He decreed them, they either have come to pass, or most certainly will come to pass.  
Nothing can stand in the way of God’s will of decree.  Nothing is outside His will of decree.  
And everything that happens happens according to His will of decree.

But secondly, we also speak of God’s will of command.  
And by this we mean the commands of the Bible whereby God reveals His will for our lives.  For instance, in Exodus 20:13, God’s will of command is “You shall not kill.”  
And it is God’s will, it is God’s desire, that His commands be obeyed.  

And it is here, then, that we see the difference between God’s will of decree and His will of command.  
You see, God’s will of decree has only one possible outcome, it comes to pass.
But you know, and I know, that what God wills by command can either be obeyed or disobeyed.
While God’s will is for us to keep His commandments; Deuteronomy 5:29, “Oh, that their hearts would be inclined to fear me and keep all my commands always,” the fact is that since the Fall those who are not born again never keep God’s commandments, and those who are born again sometimes keep God’s commandments.  Very often we go against His will of command.

Now, all of that we looked at a couple of months ago.  And having set all that out, I then went on to note the following: If God is sovereign over everything, then He must also be sovereign when it comes to how we respond to His commandments.  
You can not be partially sovereign, or mostly sovereign.  Sovereignty means sovereignty; complete rule.  

And if true, this would mean that God’s will of decree must include how we respond to His will of command.  
Because God is sovereign, every one of our responses to His will of command, whether we obey or disobey, must come about by His divine permission and as part of His divine decree.  

And I then went on to note that that raises a pretty significant question in our minds: If God has determined everything, does that make Him accountable for our sin?  If His will of decree will tomorrow permit me to sin in this area or that area, am I really to blame?  
And the same question can be asked in a hundred different ways: 
If it was God’s will for the Fall to take place, can Adam and Eve be blamed for eating the fruit?  
If it was God’s will for Pharaoh to harden his heart all those times and then let Israel go, can Pharaoh be blamed for his hard heart?  
If it was God’s will for Jesus to be crucified, can Pontius Pilate, the Pharisees, and the chief Priests really be held accountable for nailing Him to the cross?  

And the same question can be asked in relation to salvation: If God has chosen some to eternal life, and passed over others, can He really hold those He has passed over accountable for their sin, and condemn them to hell because of their sin?  

Well, Brothers and Sisters, a couple of months ago, we did not have time to deal with this question.  
I said we would just have to leave it for another day as we continued to focus on the third request of the Lord’s Prayer.  
But now that we have completed our tour through the Lord’s Days of the Heidelberg Catechism, with Session’s agreement, that ‘other day’ has come.  

And so, what do we do with God’s sovereignty, on the one hand, and man’s responsibility, on the other?  How do we reconcile the two?  Can we reconcile the two?  And what ought to be our response to these seemingly irreconcilable doctrines?

Well, in the first place, let’s consider each of these doctrines to see that they are the teaching of the Bible.  

	Firstly, does the Bible teach the sovereignty of God?
	Earlier, I mentioned Psalm 115:3, “Our God is in heaven; He does whatever pleases Him.”

Psalm 135:6 states the same thing with different words, “The LORD does whatever pleases Him, in the heavens and on the earth, in the seas and all their depths.”  

	And in terms of the things that He has planned to do, listen to the words of Psalm 33:11, “The plans of the LORD stand firm forever, the purposes of His heart through all generations.”  

Nothing can thwart or get in the way of God’s plans.  What He has panned to do will come to pass.  

	I am sure you boys and girls remember the story of Jonah.  

He tried to run away from the Lord.  He boarded a ship that went in the opposite way to where the Lord wanted Him to go.  But God saw Jonah, and sent a storm to that sea.  And so, eventually, the sailors agreed to throw Jonah into the stormy sea.  But before he could drown, as he surely would have, he was swallowed by a great big fish.  
	Wow!  Wasn’t Jonah lucky!  What a fluke!  How random was that?  But it was not luck that brought that fish there, was it?  Jonah 1:17 says, “Now the LORD had arranged for a great fish to swallow Jonah.”  
This is why, those who know there is a sovereign God should not think in terms of luck or use the words “luck” or “lucky.”
	And this same truth is seen in the story of King Ahab.
	Before battle, King Ahab said to the prophet, Micaiah, will I be successful in battle?  And Micaiah told him that he would surely die.  
	Well, wicked Ahab didn’t want to hear this message, and so he thought up a cunning plan.  He decided to go into battle disguised as an ordinary soldier.  But what happened?  1 Kings 22:34 says, “Someone drew his bow at random and hit the king of Israel between the sections of his armour … The blood from his wound ran onto the floor of the chariot, and that evening he died.”  
	A chance, lucky, fluke of an arrow shot?  No, the end result of God’s sovereign decree.

	And to see to just what extent the sovereignty of God goes, consider the words of Luke 12:6-7, “Are not five sparrows sold for two pennies?  Yet not one of them is forgotten by God.  Indeed, the very hairs of your head are all numbered.”  
	Every feather on a sparrows wings, the hairs on our heads, the sand on the sea shore,; all of these are ordained by, numbered by, and held in place by a sovereign God.  


	And then there is this translation of Proverbs 16:33, “We may throw the dice, but the LORD determines how they fall.”  
	Hundreds of people, right now, are rolling the dice, and pulling the handles of the slot machines down at the casino.  Many millions more are doing the same in Las Vegas and Monte Carlo.  

Last night, thousands of New Zealanders watched the little coloured ping pong balls roll around the drum until six of them fell down to determine the Lotto numbers.  
	But before the world was even created, God determined the roll of every dice, and the colour and number of each lotto ball, because He is sovereign over everything.


	Secondly then, let us look to see what the Bible says about man’s responsibility.
	After Adam and Eve had eaten from the tree that God had commanded them not to eat, did God come to them and say, “Oh well, what could you do?  After all, I have decreed that this would happen!”  No, He revealed to them the just punishment that their sin had earned; pain in childbirth, relationship struggles, and a cursed ground that would need constant weeding to provide food.  

Some time later, Cain kills Abel.  And God asks Cain, “What have you done? … Now you are under a curse and driven from the ground, which opened its mouth to receive your brother's blood from your hand.”  
Romans 3:19, “Now we know that whatever the law says, it says to those who are under the law, so that every mouth may be silenced and the whole world held accountable to God.”  
Hebrews 4:13, “Nothing in all creation is hidden from God's sight.  Everything is uncovered and laid bare before the eyes of Him to whom we must give account.”  
Matthew 12:35-36, “The good man brings good things out of the good stored up in him, and the evil man brings evil things out of the evil stored up in him.  But I tell you that men will have to give account on the Day of Judgment for every careless word they have spoken.”  
James 1:13, “When tempted, no one should say, "God is tempting me."  For God cannot be tempted by evil, nor does He tempt anyone, but each one is tempted when, by his own evil desire, he is dragged away and enticed.  Then, after desire has conceived, it gives birth to sin; and sin, when it is full-grown, gives birth to death.”
Think back to your last conscious sin.  Who made you do it?  Who made you lie, or be angry, or covet?  Now, I know that boys and girls often say things like, “She made me,” but we know better than that, don’t we brothers and sisters.  And even though we try and use that excuse ourselves, no one makes us sin, but we ourselves.  We make the choice to sin.

	And so, biblically, these two doctrines are clear, congregation.  On the one hand, God is sovereign over everything.  All that takes place, including our sinful behaviour, comes about as part of His will of decree.  But on the other hand, before God, man is fully responsible for his sin when he disobeys God’s will of command.  
	And as we try and wrestle with these two astonishing doctrines, in our minds it does not seem logical that both can exist.  
	And sadly, many have gone one way or the other: They have either headed towards the man’s responsibility side of things and ended up with a wimpy God who is powerless in the face of men, or headed towards the God’s sovereignty side of things and ended up with a man who has no real responsibility to what God commands, and is not responsible for breaking God’s commands.


Let’s see then how the Bible deals with these two doctrines.

	Firstly, consider the following verses from Proverbs 16:  
	v1 – “To man belong the plans of the heart.”  There it is; man’s responsibility.  
	But the verse continues, “But from the LORD comes the reply of the tongue”; God’s sovereignty.  
	v9 – “In his heart a man plans his course”; man’s responsibility.  
	“But the LORD determines his steps”; God’s sovereignty.  


	But turn with me now to Exodus 8.  
	Here we read about the 10 plagues.  
	Each time, Moses would promise a plague if Pharaoh would not let the people go.  And after each plague, we read something like this, v15, “But when Pharaoh saw that there was relief, he hardened his heart and would not listen to Moses and Aaron.”  Or v32, “But this time also Pharaoh hardened his heart and would not let the people go”; Here we read about Pharaoh’s responsibility.  

But turn back to Exodus 7:2.  There God says to Moses, “You are to say everything I command you, and your brother Aaron is to tell Pharaoh to let the Israelites go out of his country.  But I will harden Pharaoh's heart, and though I multiply my miraculous signs and wonders in Egypt, he will not listen to you”; God’s sovereignty.

	Now, turn with me to 1 Samuel 2.  
	In v12ff, we read that “Eli's sons were wicked men; they had no regard for the LORD.”  And then we are told about the terrible things that they were doing as priests; stealing offerings, and sleeping with the women working at the tabernacle; that’s man’s responsibility.  

Their father, Eli, is rebuked for letting them behave like this.  And he goes and tells them off.  But in the last part of v25 we read, “His sons, however, did not listen to their father's rebuke, for it was the LORD's will to put them to death”; God’s sovereignty.

	Brothers and sisters, young people, and boys and girls, what we need to see is that while you and I are tempted to look at these two things and say, One of them can’t be right, the Bible shows no tension between them at all.  The Bible’s solution is not divine sovereignty or human responsibility, but divine sovereignty and human responsibility, side by side, quite happily.


	And perhaps nothing reveals this more clearly than the crucifixion of our Lord Jesus Christ.  
	In John 19, Jesus is talking with Pontius Pilate who is claiming authority over Jesus’ life or death.  And Jesus says to him, “You would have no power over me if it were not given to you from above.  Therefore the one who handed me over to you is guilty of a greater sin”; man’s responsibility.  Judas Iscariot, the Pharisees, the chief priests, Pilate, the soldiers; all of these are guilty of the sin of crucifying Jesus.  And they will be called to account for this terrible crime on Judgment Day.  
	But now, listen to Acts 2 and Peter’s Pentecost sermon.  V22, “Men of Israel, listen to this: Jesus of Nazareth was a man accredited by God to you by miracles, wonders and signs, which God did among you through Him, as you yourselves know.  This man was handed over to you by God's set purpose and foreknowledge [that’s God’s sovereignty]; and you, with the help of wicked men, put him to death by nailing him to the cross”; that’s man’s responsibility.  
	Both doctrines, right there, crystal clear, and side by side.  
	People of God, these two doctrines live together, comfortably, in the Bible.


	And they do so also in terms of salvation.  Please turn with me to Romans 9.  
	And here, the Bible speaks so plainly for itself; God’s sovereignty and man’s responsibility.  
	In the opening chapters of Romans, Paul has Paul has been talking about the fact that all stand guilty before God because of their sin; Jew and Gentile alike; that’s man’s responsibility.  And now He comes to the matter of election, which is a logical question when considering man’s responsibility.  And he says from v10, “Rebekah's children had one and the same father, our father Isaac.  11 Yet, before the twins were born or had done anything good or bad-- in order that God's purpose in election might stand:  12 not by works but by him who calls-- she was told, "The older will serve the younger."  13 Just as it is written: "Jacob I loved, but Esau I hated."  14 What then shall we say? Is God unjust? Not at all!  15 For he says to Moses, "I will have mercy on whom I have mercy, and I will have compassion on whom I have compassion."  16 It does not, therefore, depend on man's desire or effort, but on God's mercy.  17 For the Scripture says to Pharaoh: "I raised you up for this very purpose, that I might display my power in you and that my name might be proclaimed in all the earth."  18 Therefore God has mercy on whom he wants to have mercy, and he hardens whom he wants to harden.  19 One of you will say to me: "Then why does God still blame us? For who resists his will?"  20 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?'"  21 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?  22 What if God, choosing to show his wrath and make his power known, bore with great patience the objects of His wrath-- prepared for destruction?  23 What if He did this to make the riches of His glory known to the objects of His mercy, whom He prepared in advance for glory--.”  
	Esau is a guilty sinner who will be condemned to hell because of the guilt of his sin.  It is the same with Pharaoh, Judas Iscariot, Pontius Pilate, and all those who do not believe in the Lord Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of their sins; that’s man’s responsibility.  

But each of these also were created by God to be “the objects of His wrath – prepared for destruction”; that’s God’s sovereignty. 
	So again, here we see these two doctrines living together, comfortably, in the Bible.


Well, what then should our reaction be to all that we have read in God’s Word?  What does man’s responsibility and God’s sovereignty mean for us?  

Well, as we draw to a close, our reaction should be threefold: 


	Firstly, (and I need to acknowledge a sermon of Pastor John Piper who recently spoke about exactly this) I want to speak for a moment to where the rubber very much meets the road with this doctrine.  
	For God’s will of decree/God’s will of command or God’s sovereignty/man’s responsibility are doctrines intended by God to be of great comfort to us.  In fact, we would be so vulnerable if we were forced to choose between them.  
	You see, it is not possible to deal with great hurt and loss without these doctrines.  
	A God who has sovereignly decreed all that will come to pass is a deep need that we all have.  
	And a God who has made commandments that can be broken is a deep need that we all have.  


	Let me explain, it may be that you have suffered a terrible crime, like emotional, physical, or sexual abuse.  It may be that you have been terribly hurt by a brother or sister in the Lord.  It may be that you have suffered the loss of a loved one.  
	And someone might ask you if you believe that this really was the will of God?  
	And it’s a fair question; a good question.  
	And you may answer, No.  This was not the will of God.  He hates sin.  He is angered by sin.  It unleashes a deep grief in Him – Eph. 4:30.  He hates the hurt it causes, and the loss it brings.  He commands love for one another.  And because Jesus wept at the tomb of Lazarus, I know that God is saddened by death.  
	And if that person then says, “But don’t you Reformed people believe in God’s sovereignty?”, you then go on and say, “Yes.  And that’s why I know that this was the will of God.  He could have done things differently.  There were a thousand other possibilities.  But for reasons I don’t yet understand, He did not.  But I can only live and cope with this knowing that He sovereignly does all things for my good.  That’s what he has told me in His Word.  And I am content to rest in His promises.


	You see, Brothers and Sisters, we have a Saviour who is the King of Kings and Lord of Lords!  But we also have a Saviour who is a sympathetic High Priest.  And if we have to choose between them, we have no hope.


	But secondly, remember Deuteronomy 29:29.  
	For there we are told, “The secret things belong to the LORD our God.”  
	Beloved, we must be so careful to let God be God; to not overly pry into His mind concerning things that are beyond our understanding.  
	Instead, as the verse goes on to say, “But the things revealed belong to us and to our children forever, that we may follow all the words of this law.”  
	Our concern is to understand all that He has revealed about Himself and all that He commands us to do out of thankfulness for what He has done for us in Jesus Christ.  
	And what He commands is that we love Him, with all of our heart, soul, mind, and strength, and that we love our neighbour as ourselves.  
	And if you want a mystery to ponder for the rest of your life, let it not be God’s sovereignty/man’s responsibility.  Let it not be why He created some to be His objects of wrath.  
	Let it be, Why me?  Why, did He create me to be an object of His love?  Why did He pass over all of those others, and choose me?  And as you ponder that mystery, daily, let it motivate you to grateful, loving, and steadfast obedience!
	But lastly, and most importantly of all, we should react exactly as the Apostle Paul did as he contemplated these glorious truths in Romans 9.  
	You see, congregation, if after all you have heard, you are still scratching your head a bit and saying, “I still don’t really get it.  I just can’t get my head around this.  I hear it all.  I can’t deny all I have heard.  I agree with it.  But it’s just too huge for my poor little head to comprehend,” then, praise the Lord!  Praise the Lord!  You are not supposed to get it!  You are not able to get it, because you are man and not God; you are creature and not Creator.  


	For after Paul had laid all this out for the Lord’s people, as best as he could, his conclusion to all of this is recorded in Romans 11:33-36, which is where we must joyfully, thankfully, and in faith end also: “Oh, the depth of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God!  How unsearchable His judgments, and His paths beyond tracing out!  34 "Who has known the mind of the Lord?  Or who has been His counselor?"  35 "Who has ever given to God, that God should repay Him?"  36 For from Him and through Him and to Him are all things.  To Him be the glory forever!  Amen.





