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Lord's Day 2 

The Knowledge of Sin 

 

Q. 3 Whence knowest thou thy misery?  
A. Out of the law of God. 
Q. 4 What doth the law of God teach us? 
A. Christ teaches us that briefly, Mt 22:37-40, "Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, 

and with all thy mind, and with all thy strength. This is the first and the great commandment; and 
the second is like unto it, Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself. On these two commandments 
hang all the law and the prophets." 

Q. 5 Canst thou keep all these things perfectly? 
A. In no wise; for I am prone by nature to hate God and my neighbor. 

Introduction 

You remember that we have decided this time to follow the instruction of our catechism from a 
practical point of view. It is not that we will discard the doctrinal contents, for practice without doctrine 
is impossible; but we will look at that doctrine from a practical point of view. What does that truth 
mean? In how far is it of significance in my life? Is it real for me? From that practical point of view we 
wish to study our catechism. 

The first Lord's Day dealt with our only comfort in life and death. Comfort presupposes an evil that 
threatens me, and that evil is the evil of sin and death. In turn, comfort presupposes a good that 
counteracts, that can be placed over against this evil that threatens me; that good is the Christian's 
deliverance from sin and death. That is His comfort. 

Now in order to possess this comfort consciously, the Christian must know three things. In the first 
place he must know the greatness of his sins and misery. In the second place he must know he can be 
delivered from his sin and misery. And in the third place he must know how to express his gratitude to 
God for this deliverance. These three things are the contents of a Christian's faith from a subjective 
point of view.  

In this second Lord's Day the catechism deals with that first part, namely, our knowledge of sin. It 
points us to the proper criterion by which we must come to this knowledge; and it describes this 
criterion to us so that we come to the questions, do I possess that true knowledge of sin? And if so, how 
did I obtain this knowledge? And finally, of what significance is this knowledge for me? 
 
Theme: THE KNOWLEDGE OF SIN 

I. Its Practical Necessity 

II. Its Reliable Source 

III. Its Humiliating Contents 

I. Its Practical Necessity 

These questions, whence knowest thou thy misery, what is the source of this misery, where does 
this misery come from, and what is the cause of this misery, where is this misery located, are practical 
questions. Knowledge of our misery is a practical necessity. 

In the physical world this is readily admitted. But before applying a remedy it is necessary to know 
what a disease is, what its nature is, where it is located, what its cause is, where it comes from and how 
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it can be removed. And such knowledge of the origin, cause and nature of such an ailment is needed 
before a remedy can be practically applied today in the physical sense. If you have a sore, they may tell 
you that the cause of it may be in the tonsils or in the teeth. And so also, before trying to remove your 
misery, it is necessary for you to know the cause of your misery, where it is located, what its cause is and 
what its nature is. That is what the catechism means, first of all, when it asks the question, whence 
knowest thou thy misery?  

Notice the catechism does not ask, whence knowest thou that thou art miserable? Everyone knows 
that there is misery in the world. The world is full of it. What pain, what grief, what suffering, what 
agony, what sorrow, what tears there are in the world. That there is misery in the world you need not 
discover from the law of God; you can read that in your newspapers. 

Still more, there is a spiritual, moral, ethical misery that you need not discover from the law of God 
either. That there is crime, drunkenness, immorality, injustice, unrighteousness, hatred, enmity, you can 
find out from your newspapers. The whole world knows that. You do not have to go to the law of God to 
discover that. The world is so miserable that I do not hesitate to say that, if there was nothing else but 
this life, this life would not be worth the pangs of birth. I can easily understand why the people of the 
world have an aversion to bringing forth children. This is not so with the Church. The Church brings forth 
children for heaven; but the world brings forth children for this world only, and this world is full of 
misery. 

But that is not the meaning of the catechism. The catechism does not ask, whence do you know that 
you are miserable? It asks, how do you know your misery, where is your misery located, what is the 
cause of it, is it in the environment, is the cause of our misery in social conditions? If so, then let us 
change these conditions and improve society. Is it in lack of training? Then let us have more education. 
Is strong drink the cause of our misery? Then let us have prohibition. Is the cause in our capitalistic form 
of society? Then let us change it and become bolshevists. But by all means, find out what the cause is? 
Where is this misery located? What it is? What its nature is? Can I lay my finger on it, cut it out and 
remove that misery? 

And in the second place, having located the cause of our misery, what is the extent of it, how serious 
is it? 

In the physical world, if the cause of your illness is in the stomach, the question is, how serious is it, 
is it of a minor nature, can it be easily removed or does it require an operation? That is just exactly what 
the catechism means; it means to ask a thoroughly practical question. Did you find out that the cause of 
your misery is not in the environment, is not in the present form of society, is not in the strong drink, 
etc.? Did you find out that the cause of your misery is in your heart? Then how bad is it? Is it simply a 
matter of one or two transgressions? Can it be removed? Is it something that is still a remnant of the 
original state? Then let us continue to climb up upon the ladder of evolution.  

Don't you see how practical the question is, not as a means to know our misery, but also its extent? 
If it is only a matter of the will, then let us simply preach; but if it is a matter of the corrupt heart, if 
there is something fundamentally wrong, then I must have an operation, a spiritual operation. The 
question, whence knowest thou thy misery, is a thoroughly practical question. 

And the Christian answers that the cause of his misery is not in something outside of himself. The 
Christian knows that it makes no difference how you change things. You can improve the surroundings, 
etc., but that doesn't touch the root of my misery. You can have prohibition. You can remove all sorrow 
and suffering and grief, and make this as good a place to live in as you can conceive of; but it doesn’t 
help. My misery is not in strong drink. My misery is not even in hell. Take hell away and I will still be 
miserable. My misery is in me. My misery is in my heart. I am miserable. My heart is crooked. 
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II. Its Reliable Source 

Whence do I know this? Out of the law of God. That he is miserable and the extent of his misery the 
Christian knows out of the law of God.  

What is the law of God? It is important that we understand what really is the essence of the law of 
God as the criterion for the knowledge of our misery. 

The law is not a mechanical, outward, external code, a set of rules imposed upon us from the 
outside. God does not simply say, “Now that is My will concerning you and you must obey that will.” 
God's law is not simply a mechanical, arbitrary set of rules, as many of our human laws are. 

Take an example, that you may not go faster than twenty miles an hour with your automobile is a 
mechanical, arbitrary law. It is a good law; but it is mechanical, arbitrary, imposed on us from the 
outside. 

But that is not the case with the law of God. The law of God is that ordinance which is in harmony 
with the nature of every creature; the law of God is the boundary, the sphere in which every creature 
must live; it is the life sphere of every creature. So, for example, the law for the fish is in the sphere of 
the water. That is God's law for the fish. That is not arbitrary. That is in harmony with the nature of the 
fish.  To leave that sphere is for the fish misery; and to live in the sphere of the water is for the fish life 
and happiness. And again it is the law for the tree to be rooted in the ground. That is the boundary for 
the tree.  To be rooted in the soil is for the tree life and happiness. The law of God is the boundary of the 
creature in relation to other creatures and to God. The law is the will of God in harmony with the nature 
of the creature.  

That is also true of man. Only man is a different creature. Man is not made to eat and to drink like 
the beast; he is created in the image of God. That means that he is related to God; he is a reflection of 
God; he is a picture of Him. He is a living picture, a finite creaturely picture, but a picture of God.  

Now what is God's law for that man? What is his boundary? What is the sphere in which he must 
live? Jesus expresses it in one word, “Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, with all thy 
soul, and with all thy mind, and with all thy strength. This is the first and the great commandment; and 
the second is like unto it, Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself. On these two commandments hang all 
the law and the prophets.” 

Notice, Jesus does not say that the first is the first and the greatest commandment; He says it is the 
great commandment. And the second is not the lesser commandment. There are not two 
commandments, a greater and a lesser; but the first is the great commandment and the second is like 
unto it, is the same commandment, is rooted in the first, flows from it. There is no love of the neighbor 
possible without the love of God. The love of God is the first commandment; and the second, to love the 
neighbor, is exactly like unto the first, and is rooted in the first. 

Now that is God's sphere for man to live in. That law is in harmony with man's nature. It is not 
imposed upon him from the outside. As it is the law of the fish to live in the water, so man belongs in 
the sphere of the love of God. That is why the catechism and Jesus, whom the catechism quotes here, 
do not say, thou shalt not curse and swear, thou shalt not commit adultery, thou shalt not steal. That 
has nothing to do with the law of God as the sphere in which man must live. The law of God is not a 
code of arbitrary rules and precepts; the law is a living power which makes us miserable if we transgress 
it. The law is the power of God which creates for man the sphere of love.  

As long as we say, I may not do this, and I may not do that, we may think that we are pretty good. 
The man that has piled up money and then gives away a little of that money which he has first sucked 
out of the poor, may say, “I am a pretty good man.” And the biggest thieves put the little thieves in jail. 
That is our corrupt nature. 
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If we look at the outward precepts, we find a good many little deeds in ourselves. But, if we look at 
that law as the sphere, as the boundary of the love of God, and that His consuming wrath follows all that 
is not in harmony with the boundary of that love of God, do we find any good within us then? 

To be within the bounds of the love of God means that we never do anything, never will anything, 
never desire anything that is not within the bounds of that love of God, so that we love God with our 
will, with our heart, with our mind, with our all. I say, if we look at the law of God in that light, and that 
His consuming wrath follows all that is outside of it, then let us speak again. 

III. Its Humiliating Contents 

Looking at it in that light, that law is humiliating, that law points at the center of our heart; and then 
we find that we are prone to hate God and to hate one another. 

Don't try to cover it up again, as has been done, and say we are prone to hate, but we do not 
actually hate. To be prone to hate means to stand in reverse to that love. To be prone to hate does not 
mean that a wheel on the automobile is out of line so that it is inclined to go into the ditch but doesn't. 
It means that the automobile is headed straight for the ditch. To be prone to hate means that the 
central shaft of our nature stands crooked, is twisted. That is the truth, and upon that central shaft of 
our nature turns my will, my heart, my desires, my thinking, my whole being; it all turns according to the 
position of that shaft. And it all reminds me that, as originally I turned to God, so everything on that 
crooked shaft now turns away from God. I seek to get away from Him, I seek to get away from Him with 
myself, with my money, with my wife and children, with all that I am and have. 

And one more remark about the knowledge of our nature. The question is not; do I know that that 
is true? It is not sufficient to have some dogmatic knowledge of the fact that my misery is centralized in 
my heart. It is good for us to know that. Such knowledge is important; for without it the whole structure, 
the cross included, falls. But dogmatic knowledge of our misery is not sufficient. It is not enough just to 
know that we are by nature enemies of God; the devil knows that much. Everyone knows that. It is not 
difficult to convince the world that it hates God. You do not have to go around with a gun in your hand, 
you do not have to murder, and steal, and commit adultery to manifest that you are an enemy of God. 
The fact that there are people today who are hungry and in need, is not because of our present 
economic system; it is due to our greedy heart. 

But what the catechism means is, do you know that that hatred is your misery? Is that your 
experience? And the Christian answers, “Yes, my misery is my corruption.” Is your sin your misery? If 
that is true, then it is only through grace, it is only because the love of God has been implanted in your 
heart that you say, “My sin is my misery.” The natural man will never say, “My sin is my misery.” If you 
have learned to know that your corruption is your misery, then it is by grace. 

And what are we to do? Come unto Me all ye that labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest, 
says the Lord. No reformation of society, no evolution, no education, no prohibition will help.  The only 
thing that will remove your misery is an operation. It must be cut out. It must be washed away in the 
blood of Christ. You must go to Him. You must go to Him daily. For this is the promise, Though your sins 
be as scarlet, they shall be white as snow. 


