Divine Sovereignty

I do not intend to spend any
time at all proving to you the general truth that God i$ sover-
eign in his world. There is no need; for I know that, if you are
a Christian, you believe this already. How do 1 know that?
Because | know that, if you are a Christian, you pray; and the
recognition of God’s sovereignty is the basis of your prayers.
In prayer, you ask for things and give thanks for things. Why?
Because you recognize that God is the author and source of
all the good that you have had already, and all the good that
you hope for in the future. This is the fundamental philoso-
phy of Christian prayer. The prayer of a Christian is not an
attempt to force God’s hand, but a humble acknowledgment
of helplessness and dependence. When we are on our knees,
we know that it is not we who control the world; it is not in

our power, therefore, to supply our needs by our own inde-
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pendent efforts; every good thing that we desire for ourselves
and for others must be sought from God, and will come, if it
comes at all, as a gift from his hands. If this is true even of
our daily bread (and the Lord’s Prayer teaches us that it is),
much more is it true of spiritual benefits. This is all lumi-
nously clear to us when we are actually praying, whatever
we may be betrayed into saying in argument alterward. In
effect, therefore, what we do every time we pray is to confess
our own impotence and God’s sovereignty. The very fact that
a Christian prays is thus proof positive that he believes in the
lordship of his God.

Nor, again, am I going to spend time proving to you the
particular truth that God is sovereign in salvation. For that,
too, you believe already. Two facts show this. In the first
place, you give God thanks for your conversion. Now why
do you do that? Because you know in your heart that God
was entirely responsible for it. You did not save yourself; he
saved you. Your thanksgiving is itself an acknowledgment
that your conversion was not your own work, but his work.
You do not put it down to chance or accident that you came
under Christian influence when you did. You do not put it
down to chance or accident that you attended a Christian
church, that you heard the Christian gospel, that you had
Christian friends and, perhaps, a Christian home, that the
Bible fell into your hands, that you saw your need of Christ
and came to trust him as your Savior. You do not attribute

your repenting and believing to your own wisdom, or pru-
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dence, or sound judgment, or good sense. Perhaps, in the
days when you were seeking Christ, you labored and strove
hard, read and pondered much, but all that outlay of effort
did not make your conversion your own work. Your act of
faith when you closed with Christ was yours in the sense
that it was you who performed it; but that does not mean
that you saved yoursell. In fact, it never occurs to you to
suppose that you saved yoursell.

As you look back, you take to yourself the blame for your
past blindness and indifference and obstinacy and evasive-
ness in face of the gospel message; but you do not pat yourself
on the back for having been at length mastered by the insis-
tent Christ. You would never dream of dividing the credit for
your salvation between God and yourself. You have never for
one moment supposed that the decisive contribution to your
salvation was yours and not God’s. You have never told God
that, while you are grateful for the means and opportunities
of grace that he gave you, you realize that you have to thank,
not him, but yourself for the fact that you responded to his
call. Your heart revolts at the very thought of talking to God
in such terms. In fact, you thank him no less sincerely for
the gift of faith and repentance than for the gift of a Christ
to trust and turn to. This is the way in which, since you
became a Christian, your heart has always led you. You give
God all the glory for all that your salvation involved, and you
know that it would be blasphemy if you refused to thank
him for bringing you to faith. Thus, in the way that you
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think of your conversion and give thanks for your conver-
sion, you acknowledge the sovereignty of divine grace. And
every other Christian in the world does the same.

It is instructive in this connection to ponder Charles
Simeon’s account of his conversation with John Wesley on
December 10, 1784 (the date is given in Wesley’s journal):
“Sir, T understand that you are called an Arminian; and 1
have been sometimes called a Calvinist; and therefore 1
suppose we are to draw daggers. But before I consent to
begin the combat, with your permission 1 will ask you a
few questions. . . . Pray, Sir, do you feel yourself a depraved
creature, so depraved that you would never have thought of
turning to God, if God had not first put it into your heart?”
“Yes,” says the veteran, “I do indeed.” “And do you utterly
despair of recommending yourself to God by anything you
can do; and look for salvation solely through the blood and
righteousness of Christ?” “Yes, solely through Christ.” “But,
Sir, supposing you were at first saved by Christ, are you not
somehow or other to save yoursell aflterwards by your own
works?” “No, 1 must be saved by Christ from [irst to last.”
“Allowing, then, that you were first turned by the grace of
God, are you not in some way or other to keep yoursell by
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your own power?” “No.” “What, then, are you to be upheld
every hour and every moment by God, as much as an in-
fant in its mother’s arms?” “Yes, altogether.” "And is all your
hope in the grace and mercy of God to preserve you unto

his heavenly kingdom?” “Yes, I have no hope but in him.”
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“Then, Sir, with your leave I will put up my dagger again; for
this is all my Calvinism; this is my election, my justification
by faith, my final perseverance: it is in substance all that I
hold, and as 1 hold it; and therefore, if you please, instead
of searching out terms and phrases to be a ground of con-
tention between us, we will cordially unite in those things
wherein we agree.”!

There is a second way in which you acknowledge that
God is sovereign in salvation. You pray for the conversion
of others. In what terms, now, do you intercede for them?
Do you limit yoursell to asking that God will bring them
to a point where they can save themselves, independently
of him? T do not think you do. I think that what you do is
Lo pray in categorical terms that God will, quite simply and
decisively, save them: that he will open the eyes of their un-
derstanding, soften their hard hearts, renew their natures,
and move their wills to receive the Savior. You ask God to
work in them everything necessary for their salvation. You
would not dream of making it a point in your prayer that
you are not asking God actually to bring them to faith, be-
cause you recognize that that is something he cannot do.
Nothing of the sort! When you pray for unconverted people,
you do so on the assumption that it is in God'’s power to
bring them to faith. You entreat him to do that very thing,

and your confidence in asking rests on the certainty that he

'Horae Homileticae, Preface: i.xvii-xviii.
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is able to do what you ask. And so indeed he is: this convic-
tion, which animates your intercessions, is God’s own truth,
written on your heart by the Holy Spirit. In prayer, then (and
the Christian is at his sanest and wisest when he prays),
you know that it is God who saves men; you know that
what makes men turn to God is God’s own gracious work
of drawing them to himself; and the content of your prayers
is determined by this knowledge. Thus, by your practice of
intercession, no less than by giving thanks for your conver-
sion, you acknowledge and confess the sovereignty of God’s
grace. And so do all Christian people everywhere.

There is a long-standing controversy in the church as to
whether God is really Lord in relation to human conduct
and saving faith or not. What has been said shows us how
we should regard this controversy. The situation is not what
it seems to be. For it is not true that some Christians believe
in divine sovereignty while others hold an opposite view.
What is true is that all Christians believe in divine sover-
eignty, but some are not aware that they do, and mistakenly
imagine and insist that they reject it. What causes this odd
state of affairs? The root cause is the same as in most cases of
error in the church—the intruding of rationalistic specula-
tions, the passion for systematic consistency, a reluctance to
recognize the existence of mystery and to let God be wiser
than men, and a consequent subjecting of Scripture to the
supposed demands of human logic. People see that the Bible

teaches man'’s responsibility for his actions; they do not see
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(man, indeed, cannot see) how this is consistent with the
sovereign lordship of God over those actions. They are not
content to let the two truths live side by side, as they do in
the Scriptures, but jump to the conclusion that, in order to
uphold the biblical truth of human responsibility, they are
bound to reject the equally biblical and equally true doctrine
of divine sovereignty, and to explain away the great number
of texts that teach it. The desire to oversimplify the Bible by
cutting out the mysteries is natural to our perverse minds,
and it is not surprising that even good people should [all vic-
tim to it. Hence this persistent and troublesome dispute. The
irony of the situation, however, is that when we ask how the
two sides pray, it becomes apparent that those who profess
to deny God’s sovereignty really believe in it just as strongly
as those who affirm it.

How, then, do you pray? Do you ask God for your daily
bread? Do you thank God for your conversion? Do you pray
for the conversion of others? If the answer is “no,” I can only
say that I do not think you are yet born again. But il the an-
swer is “yes’—well, that proves that, whatever side you may
have taken in debates on this question in the past, in your
heart you believe in the sovereignty of God no less firmly
than anyone else. On our feet we may have arguments about
it, but on our knees we are all agreed. And it is this common
agreement, of which our prayers give proof, that 1 take as

our starting point now.



