Serendipitous Musings Part III

“Once Delivered”

What are some important elements of the catechism’s contents? The first
question makes the point, importantly, that the Bible itself advocates such
training as a mandated stewardship: “Is the believer expected to be able to
give a reasonable answer when questioned concerning his faith?” The
answer that follows then heightens the importance of the content that
follows: “Yes, for the Bible tells him to be ‘ready always to give answer to
every man that asketh you a reason concerning the hope that is in you.” 1
Peter 3:15 R. V.” Doctrinal questions follow on the nature of the Bible, God
and creation, the Trinity, Man and his fall, Redemption, the Person and
Work of Christ, the Holy Spirit, human responses such as repentance and
faith, the new birth, justification, sanctification, the church and end times.

The answers are short, easily memorable, while giving accurate and
nuanced responses. For example, the question is asked, “If the Father is
God, and the Son is God, and the Holy Spirit is God, are there not three
Gods?” The answer given is succinct and consistent with the orthodox
councils of the early church and other catechisms: “No, there is only one
God, manifesting Himself in three persons, and these three are one God,
the same in substance, equal in power and glory. John 1:1; 5:18; Heb.
1:3.” This response borrows some of the language of the Westminster
Shorter Catechism and Keach’s Baptist Catechism.

The tensions within the interaction of divine sovereignty and human
responsibility are given splendid attention without compromising either
God’s unfailing control of the world according to his decrees and the
righteousness of God in judging evil people for their sin. Note this series of
questions:

5. If everything happens according to fixed laws, what place is there
for the hand of God?



The behavior of the elements of nature are but the expression of the
will of God; the laws of nature are the instruments of His providence.
Gen. 1:1-3; Psa. 104:3-4.

6. Does God act according to purposes formed beforehand?

God has always intended to do what He does, and He never changes
His purposes. Eph. 1:11; I Peter 1:20.

7. Does God's purpose destroy our freedom of action?

No; we choose and act freely, and are accountable for all we do.
Joshua 24:15; Rom. 14:12.

This tension of divine sovereignty and absolute prerogative is not
surrendered nor is the true wickedness of sinful men ameliorated by divine
decrees or providence. The lesson continues:

8. Does God exercise His providence over the wicked?

Yes; He gives to the wicked the sun and the rain and all the common
blessings of life, thus calling them to repentance. Matt. 5:45; Psa.
145:8-9; Rom. 2:4.

9. Does God exercise a special providence over the just?

Yes; He causes all things to work together for good to them that love
God. Rom. 8:28; Psa. 103:17-18; John 17:9.

10. What is the greatest example of God bringing good out of evil?

The crucifixion of Christ is the greatest example of God bringing good
out of evil. Acts 2:23-24.

11. Can we understand God's providences?

No, for God's "ways are past finding out, and his judgments are
unsearchable." Rom. 11:33.



Later in the catechism, we find this same confluence of God’s determined
will and man’ responsibility coming together in another reference to the
crucifixion.

27. Was the death of Jesus in the plan of God for His Son?

Yes; He died according to the "determinate counsel and
foreknowledge of God," although the wicked men who slew Him did
not realize this. Acts 2:23.

I am particularly interested in the handling of the atonement. The death of
Christ “was God's means of reconciling the world to Himself,” by means of a
substitutionary atonement. Citing numerous Scriptures, the catechism
affirms that “the Lord laid on Him the iniquity of us all, bearing in His own
body and soul the wrath of God against the sin of the whole human race”
and that Jesus “redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse
for us.” This death was not necessary to make God willing to save man but
“simply made it RIGHT that God should save those who trust in Him. Rom.
3:26.” God remains just in his treatment of sin even as he justifies sinners.

The catechism makes this substitutionary propitiatory redemptive work
“available for all.” It was good for Gentile as well as Jew and is an
expressions of God’s will that all men be saved. The catechism cites 1
Timothy 2:4, 6 and 2 Peter 3:9 giving absolute universality to their
affirmation that God "would have all men to be saved, and come unto the
knowledge of the truth" and that Christ "gave himself a ransom for all." Not
all are saved, however, for “not all believe and obey the gospel.” The only
hindrance to any man’s salvation, even the greatest of sinners, is “his own
willful rejection of the Saviour.” No one who continues in the practice of sin
may expect to benefit from Christ’s atonement. They have no ground for
complaint, however, for the requirements of repentance and belief are
clearly stated, and had they complied they would certainly have been saved.
The heathen who have not heard the gospel are yet condemned for they
have “violated the law that is written in their hearts.”

This commitment to an atonement that is both vicarious and universal was
present in the Waterland Confession as it calls Christ “a propitiation for the



world” and defines his sacerdotal office in terms of “death as a sacrifice, ...
and indeed a universal sacrifice.” Like the catechism affirms, so the
Waterland Confession presents the atonement, as well as election, as
activated in individual cases upon the faith of the individual. The
Waterland says, “All who, being penitent and believing, admit or accept
that gracious benefit of God in Christ, (who appeared as a propitiation for
the world), and persevere in it, are and remain through his mercy the elect
concerning whom God decreed, before the foundation of the world was laid,
that they should become partakers of the heavenly kingdom and glory.”

The affirmation, “God has always intended to do what He does, and He
never changes His purposes,” may be made by both Mennonite evangelicals
and confessional Reformed Christians. That truth presses us all into a
posture of adoration and worship concerning his immutable justice toward
sinners and absolute grace toward his redeemed ones.



