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The life of the child of God is a life of obedience to God. Not an external obedience, but an 

obedience that proceeds from the heart and affects the thoughts, words, and actions. This obedience, a 

result of the work of God’s grace in our hearts, is part of the life of thankfulness which we live. It is 

impossible to live in obedience if we are not thankful. This is a Biblical idea developed throughout the 

Heidelberg Catechism. 

In Lord’s Day 33 we read of the mortification of the old man and the quickening of the new 

man. In Q&A 90, we have an excellent definition of what obedience is. When the question is asked, 

“What is the quickening of the new man?” the response is, “It is a sincere joy of heart in God, through 

Christ, and with love and delight to live according to the will of God in all good works.” Obedience for 

the believer is living in sincere love for God according to His will in good works. 

When we look at Q&A 91, we are given the proper understanding of good works. Good works 

are “only those which proceed from a true faith, are performed according to the law of God, and to his 

glory; and not such as are founded on our imaginations, or the institutions of men.” Our obedience 

involves living a life of good works. We must see the three important aspects of this answer. First, good 

works proceed only from true faith, which is knowledge of God and assurance of our salvation. 

Secondly, good works are performed only according to the law of God. Finally, a work is good if it is 

done to the glory of God. Negatively, a work is evil if it does not proceed from faith, is not done 

according to the law of God, and is not done to the glory of God. Evil works are those “founded on our 

imaginations” and “the institutions of men.” 

Because of our sinful natures, we sometimes fall into sins of disobedience. It may even be that 

in certain areas of our life, we live in almost complete disobedience. When this happens we are tempted 

to ease our consciences and substitute sacrifice in the place of obedience. Though we know that we are 

living in disobedience, we fool ourselves into thinking that God will be equally pleased with the 

sacrifices which we bring instead of humble obedience. Sacrifice can take the place of obedience not 

only in the life of an individual, but also in the life of a family and even a denomination. The more 

sacrifice takes the place of obedience, the farther removed an individual or group is from God. 

We have a sharp warning against this substitution, recorded for us in I Samuel 15:22 where we 

read of the following words of Samuel to Saul, “Hath the Lord as great delight in burnt offerings and 

sacrifices, as in obeying the voice of the Lord? Behold, to obey is better than sacrifice, and to hearken 

than the fat of rams.” These words of God were spoken against Saul after Saul had ignored the explicit 

command of God to, “go and utterly destroy the sinners the Amelekites, and fight against them until 

they be consumed.” Instead, Saul spared the king of the Amelekites, some sheep and oxen, and “the 

chief of the things.” Saul’s excuse for this disobedience was that the people intended to bring sacrifices 

to God with the spoil of the Amelekites. 

We must be convicted in our hearts that God is not pleased with our sacrifices when we are 

living in disobedience to His will and law. This is something that Saul, as an unbeliever, was not 

convicted of, as we shall see later. In Isaiah 1:10-19 we are warned that God is provoked with our 

sacrifices when they are not accompanied with obedience. In these verses we have a picture drawn for 

us of a people whose hearts were void of true devotion. They came in the presence of God only to be 

seen of men. As Matthew Henry states in his commentary on verse 12, “they looked no further than to 

be seen of men, and went no further than that which men see.” 

A similar warning is recorded for us in Hosea 6:6 where we read, “For I desired mercy, and not 

sacrifice; and the knowledge of God more than burnt offerings.” God requires of us serious piety of 

heart and life (obedience). Matthew Henry again makes an important point about this verse when he 



comments, “Serious piety in the heart and life is the one thing needful, and separate from that, the 

performances of devotion, though ever to plausible, ever so costly, are of no account.” 

We must not take this to mean that sacrifices are of no use altogether. Rather, we must 

understand that they are pleasing in the sight of God only where true devotion and obedience are found. 

If our hearts are void of the truth, and we are living in disobedience and not out of a love for God’s law, 

He will not be pleased with the sacrifices which we substitute for obedience. This is because the 

sacrifice which we bring is nothing more than a hollow, external, men-pleasing exercise. God was 

never in our thoughts. With this sacrifice, God is displeased. 

Rather, we must seek to exercise a life of obedience. This life of obedience is two-fold. First, it 

is the mortification of the old man (Q&A 89). Secondly, it is the quickening of the new man (Q&A 90). 

This two-fold pattern of obedience is also recorded for us in Isaiah 1:16, 17. It is the putting away and 

ceasing from evil and the learning to do well. 

The first part of obedience is living a life of continual repentance. Repentance is a deep sorrow 

for sin and a turning away from sin toward God. Repentance also involves the killing of the root of our 

sin which arises from our hearts. These evil thoughts and desires which reside in our hearts must be 

crushed and mortified. As we grow in a life of repentance we come more and more to sorrow for our 

sins because by them we have provoked God. Because of this deep sorrow, we learn more and more to 

hate our sin and run from it. An indication that we are living a life of sacrifice rather than a life of 

obedience is when we do not sorrow for our sins as we should and we would rather continue to live in 

them rather than flee from them. We are living in disobedience when we would rather part with our 

sacrifices than our sins. 

The second aspect of obedience is the quickening of the new man. It is a sincere love for God 

and a desire to live as He has commanded. As Isaiah 1:17 states, obedience is learning to do well, 

seeding judgment, relieving the oppressed, judging the fatherless, and pleading for the widow. It is a 

life of good works proceeding from faith. It is a life of thankfulness. Beyond this, it is the bringing of 

all of our thoughts and desires into harmony with God’s will and law. In Hosea 6:6 we see the relation 

between possessing and growing in the knowledge of God and living in obedience. The more we know 

God, and the more we grow in the knowledge of God, the more we are able to live obediently. Our 

obedience to God, that is our love for God and the neighbor, flows from our knowledge of God. Those 

who do not want to hear doctrine preached and who do not want the knowledge of God expounded, 

have no desire to live in obedience. This can be seen in the lives of those who attend denominations 

where doctrine is no longer preached. The lives of the members of these churches and the worship 

services of the churches themselves are filled with nothing but hollow sacrifices. Sacrifice has taken the 

place of obedience. 

A striking example of unrepentance and disobedience we can see in Saul, recorded in I Samuel 

15. We do well to learn from this history, for sometimes we exhibit the same sinful characteristics of 

Saul. First, we must see in the confession of Saul (vs. 24) that he was not sincerely repentant. He was 

not sorry for his sins. In fact, Saul had a rather shallow show of remorse. This is evident from the fact 

that Saul was more concerned about how he appeared in the eyes of Samuel than in the eyes of God. 

Saul cunningly says, “I have transgressed the commandment of the Lord, AND THY WORDS,” as if 

the greater disobedience had been his ignoring of Samuel’s words. Saul’s remorse was not that he had 

offended God, but that Samuel was displeased with him and was making him look bad in front of the 

people. 

Second, we must see that in his very confession, Saul excuses his sin. “The people made me do 

it!” he cries (vs. 24). Here we see that Saul was in no way sorry for his sin and had no desire to turn 

from it. 

Third, we must see that Saul was impenitent when he asks Samuel to turn again with him that 

they may worship the Lord. If Saul had been truly penitent, he would have asked Samuel to shame him 

in front of the people. Rather, Saul foolishly asks Samuel to play along with him in front of the people. 



From this history, we see the true character of disobedience. We can also see that the sacrifice 

which Saul wanted to bring was not sacrifice at all, but merely outward ritual. Where there is true 

obedience there is also true sacrifice pleasing to God. 

Our life of obedience must be a life of true sorrow for sin, a turning from sin, and a quickening 

of the new man. When by the grace of God we do this, we are living in pleasing obedience to God. ❖ 

 

Originally Published in: 

Vol. 58 No. 1 January 1999 

 


