Lord's Day 3a
Introduction to Lord's Day 3

The Organic Covenant and Human Depravity

There are but few in our supercilious age that like to confess with us that man is by nature, apart from the regenerating grace of God, totally depraved so that he is incapable of doing any good and inclined to all evil; but it is a doctrine which is nevertheless true and very plainly and tangibly revealed in every day life; for, although man will not say that he is totally depraved, he shows in every way that he is.  Every day he reveals it. 

And so our catechism teaches us already in the second chapter that we are by nature prone to hate God and our neighbor.  Thus also the catechism closes this chapter by asking the question, "Are we then so corrupt that we are wholly incapable of doing any good, and inclined to all wickedness?" And it answers, "Indeed we are; except we are regenerated by the Spirit of God."  Thus it is a fact, and facts are unchangeable, that man outside of Christ is totally depraved, which means that he is incapable in any way of pleasing God. 
But, if it is true that there are hardly any that will confess that man is totally depraved, it is still more the case with this third Lord's Day which asks, "What is the source of this corruption?" That is a very practical question. If I wish to clean a stream, I must look for the source of that stream, and I must clean that source, or connect it with a new source.  So it is with our nature.  We are corrupt, totally depraved, wholly incapable of doing any good and inclined to all evil.  But from whence is this corruption? Whence is its source?  Where does it come from? Is it possible to find that source; and, if it is, is there any remedy for that corrupt nature? And not only that, but the corruption of which we speak is a moral, ethical, spiritual corruption.  And so the further question is, what is the judicial ground or basis of this corruption?
To these two questions the catechism answers that there is a common organic corruption and a common organic guilt upon the human race.  In other words this chapter of the catechism denies all individualism.  It does not deny individuality or personality; but it denies all individualism.  Our age is strongly individualistic.  Woman suffrage is individualism. Socialism is individualism.  But no less is capitalism individualism. The heart of individualism is that everyone is his own god and his own master; and because man by nature says that he is his own God and master he will not acknowledge any organic corruption. 
That is why the catechism emphasizes first of all that God, when He created heaven and earth, made all things good.  God cannot make anything that is corrupt; whatever leaves His hands is perfectly good.  It is perfectly true that God is the cause of all things; but, although God is the cause of all things, He is never the author of anything that is corrupt and sinful.  God made man good. 
Notice, the catechism does not say that God made Adam good.  To make anything good is to make it so that it can answer the purpose and fill the place assigned to him by God.  When God therefore made man good He made him so that he could answer the purpose and fill the place assigned to him by God, or in other words, man could fulfill his calling as servant of God, he could live in the sphere which God had created for him.  That sphere of friendly fellowship and communion with God, that is the covenant sphere, it is man's calling to live in covenant friendship with God. 
The covenant relation is not, as it is often explained, an agreement between God and Adam.  The covenant relation is generally circumscribed as an agreement by which Adam could merit eternal life by obedience and die in case of disobedience.  This is then called the covenant of works.  But this is not so; there is no such thing as an agreement between God and Adam by which Adam could merit eternal life by obedience.  You do not read of such an agreement anywhere in Scripture or the confessions.  It is clearly contradicted by Scripture.  Scripture clearly teaches that man cannot merit anything by God. There is only one who could merit anything by God and that was Jesus.  But Scripture teaches that when man has done all that he is called upon to do he can but say that he was an unprofitable servant for he has done only that which he was obliged to do.  Man cannot merit anything by God because all that he is and all that he has belongs to God.  Adam was God's Adam;  Adam's power was God's power; and his talents were God's talents.
This was not only the case with Adam, it is true of us also.  It may sound very pious to say, "I have done something for God;" but is isn't.  Not only is it not pious, it is ungodly and wicked to say it.  God may do something through us, but we don't do anything for Him; and when God does anything through us we can but thank Him that He was willing to use us. 
In the second place, even if it were true that Adam could merit something, he could never merit eternal life, eternal life was not there.  Not that Adam could not live; Adam had life, and that life was the real covenant life; and by obedience Adam could have continued to live.  But eternal life is the life in Immanuel, God with us; and it becomes ours in communion with Immanuel. That life Adam could not attain; and Scripture doesn't teach that he could either. 
We don't read of such an agreement anywhere.  According to Scripture the covenant is the living relation of friendship between God and man.  That covenant relation is the sphere in which man was called to live.  In that sphere he was servant of God, not as a slave but as a free, willing servant, as a friend servant; that is, it was his calling to consecrate himself in all things to his God.  
When Scripture and our catechism says that God created man good the meaning is that man could live in that sphere.  When God formed man He formed him so that he stood in relation to the earth, but also in relation to his God. God formed man out of the dust of the ground and breathed in his nostrils the breath of life, and so, by this twofold action of God, man became a living soul. By forming him thus God made man in His own image, that is, God so formed man's nature that he looked like God. 
Man must live the life of God, and that life is a life of friendship; but friendship is only possible on the basis of equality.  A friend is one who lives on a certain basis of equality with another.  Friendship is different than love.  A father may love his baby, but he cannot be its friend because that baby is not his equal.  Only after that baby grows up and becomes his equal can they be friends.  Friendship requires equality. 
That equality exists first of all in God.  The three persons in God are equal; they all three live in the same divine life.  While they have personal distinction, Father, Son, and Holy Ghost live a life of friendship, on the basis of equality. 
Now man must live that life too; and in order to do that he was made after the image of God.  And because man was made after the image of God, therefore there can be a relation of friendship between God and man.  But, since man was created, although a friend, his place is that of a servant; and God's place is that of sovereign.  But the relation is possible because man was created after the image of God. 
On that basis of equality God and man are friends.  Man looks like God, he talks like God, he has a mind like God, a will like God, but all in a creaturely way.  The whole man, body and soul, God so formed that he was a reflection of the nature of God.  It was not simply that man was adapted to God, in that sense man is always made after the image of God, man always shows that he is created in the image of God.  His very unrighteousness shows that he ought to be righteous; and his very unholiness shows that he was created to be holy.  But man was not only formed after God, he also runs in the direction of God; he was not simply created so that he ought to know God, he did know God; he was not created so that he ought to be righteous, he was righteous; he was not simply created so that he ought to be holy, he was holy.  That is the image of God; man was so created that he could fill the place which God had appointed him.  He was able to love God with all his heart, and with all his soul, and with all his mind, and with all his strength.  That first of all. 
But that is not all.  What is emphasized in the catechism is that when God created Adam, He created man. He created man in distinction from the angels.  The angels He created individually; not so that there is no relation between the angels, there is a relation between the angels, but it is not an organic connection as with man.  God created the human race in one man.  He did not create two people; He created one man and in that one man He created the whole human race so that we were literally created in him.  Not that we were personally in him, our persons come from God; but our nature was created in Adam.  That is Scripture; and it is also reality.  Out of one man all the human race organically developed. 
There is no individualism.  Regardless of what men say, we do not stand by ourselves, I do not make myself.  God created all the human nature in Adam; and that one man became corrupt.  He fell; and by that first act of sin he corrupted his whole nature.  It was not so for a moment that Adam could put the gear of his nature in reverse and then repent; when he put the gear of his nature in reverse, he could not put it back again.  And the reason is that the punishment of sin is death.  The sentence of God is, "The sinner that sins shall die;"and that sentence cannot be reversed.  God had said, "The day you eat of the tree of knowledge of good and evil, you shall die." 
The purpose of that tree was to teach Adam that he must live the life of God antithetically.  There was no antithesis in paradise until God put the tree of knowledge of good and evil there; everything was positive.  The trees offered fruit to man; they drew this fruit from the ground in a way man could never do and offered it to man as man's servant.  And so this tree also offered man fruit; but God said, "Leave it alone."  That is the antithesis.  But the antithesis was sharpened by the temptation of the devil; and Adam fell. He turned around; and he cannot turn back.  The friend of God became the friend of the devil; and he cannot turn to God again.  The sentence of God had been, "The day you eat thereof you shall die," and Adam died. 
This sentence came upon him the moment he sinned, not nine hundred years later. Adam did not die nine hundred years later; the sentence came upon him that very moment. The unchangeable law of God is that the sinner that sins must die, so that the moment man turns from the sphere of innocence to that of guilt he became the bearer of that sentence of God. God's sentence is a living sentence; it is the breath of his wrath, and he does not remove that breath. 
That is why it is so foolish to say that there is a common grace.  The soul that sinneth dies; and when Adam moved from the sphere of innocence he moved into the sphere of wrath.  That death in the spiritual sense is corruption. The moment man turned he turned into the state of corruption and he would not go back again; and that nature that Adam corrupted was the human nature.  It was not a human nature; it was the human nature.  We must understand this first. If you ask, "Why am I corrupt?,"the answer is, "Because I am born out of that human race that was corrupted at its root."  It is an organic corruption; And we all develop a certain side of that corruption.  We do not all manifest it in the same form; but we develop it according to the place which God has given us in the human race.  Our corruption has its source in the corruption of that one man. 
And so we confess that we and our children are born in death.  We bring forth children unto death.  Our children are born dead.  We say of our children that they look so innocent; but that is not reality.  We take our baby in our arms and say how innocent it is; but in that same sense we may take a baby tiger in our arms and say how innocent it is.  That baby is born in sin and corruption so real that, if it is not regenerated, it is a child of hell, so real that, if it is not regenerated, it cannot see the kingdom of God.  That is reality. 
From this it follows further in a practical way that it is impossible to improve that nature.  You can educate me; but I simply become an educated sinner.  You can make me do tricks.  The natural man does many tricks so that when he dies you chisel on his tomb that he was a good man; he can do tricks which are called good works.  But you cannot improve his nature unless you turn to the source, cut him from that source and connect him with another source.  That is what our catechism teaches. 
And that is not all; there is another question.  If I am born with that sinful nature and that has nothing to do with my will, if I am born in a state of death, and even the fact that I am born has nothing to do with an act of my own, how can I be held responsible?  Criminal lawyers sometimes say that a certain criminal is born to crime, his committing crime is due to the fact that he is born that way; but how then can we be held responsible?
Against the truth that we are born corrupt two possible objections may be raised.  The one objection is directed against God; it is the objection that God had no business creating man so that he could fall, or otherwise God should have prevented the fall.  Or, from the individualistic point of view the objection is, I will not be held responsible for what Adam did.  Can I help it that Adam corrupted the human nature? I will not be held responsible for that with which I had nothing to do.
To the first objection I answer, it was entirely God's business how He wanted to create us.  Even if He could have created us so that it would have been impossible for man to fall, something which I seriously doubt, then it would still have been His business to create us as He saw fit.  We must proceed from the fact that God had authority to create us as He wanted to; and the way He created us is right because He is God. 
And to the second objection Scripture answers that there is also a common responsibility; as there is a common corruption there is a common responsibility.  That is the responsibility which Scripture expresses in Romans 5, "By the offence of one judgment came upon all men to condemnation."  There is not only an original corruption; but there also is an original guilt.  One sinned and the sentence came upon all men. 
From all of this it follows that, if we are ever to be saved, we must be disconnected from that old root and be connected with the new root, Jesus Christ. And in the second place, if we are to be delivered from the wrath of God, we must not simply try to atone for our individual sins but that common guilt must also be paid for and must be blotted out. In the third place, it is impossible to save anyone, unless there is one that can take that sentence upon himself and become a new source.  And in the fourth place, we must not say, "I am not guilty before God until I have committed an open act of sin." Rather we must confess with the Psalmist of Psalm 51, as it is so beautifully expressed in the dutch, "'t ia niet alleen dit kwaad, dat roept omstrof; Neen, 'k ben in ongerechtigheid geboren; Mijn zonde maakt mij 't voorwerp van uw toren, Reeks van het uur van mijn ontvangnis af."  Not only my actual sins but also the sin and guilt in which I am born makes me the object of God's wrath; and I can only be delivered by being connected with the new source, Jesus Christ.
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