
 

“WCF:  Providence” 
(Lesson Four:  Ordinary and Extraordinary Providence) 

  
 
 

I.  Review.   
A.  God has planned everything for His glory, from the smallest event to the greatest, and is 

actively moving His creation forward to fulfill that purpose:   
WCF 5.1  “God the great Creator of all things doth uphold, direct, dispose, and govern all 
creatures, actions, and things, from the greatest even to the least, by His most wise and holy 
providence, according to His infallible foreknowledge, and the free and immu table counsel of 
His own will, to the praise of the glory of His wisdom, power, justice, goodness, and mercy. ”   
 

B.  Though God is absolutely sovereign, this doesn’t eliminate man’s ability to choose what he 
wants or his responsibility for what he has cho sen:   
WCF 5.2  Although, in relation to the foreknowledge and decree of God, the first cause, all 
things come to pass immutably, and infallibly; yet, by the same providence, He orders them to 
fall out according to the nature of second causes, either necessarily, freely, or contingently.”   
 

II.  Ordinary and Extraordinary Providence.   
A.  Introduction.   

1.  So far we have been talking about God’s ordinary Providence, that is, the way He usually 
works in this world.   
a.  It usually takes 24 hours for the earth to make a complete rotation.   
b.  If you step out of a boat into deep water, you usually sink.   
c.  The sun usually moves from the east to the west.   
d.  When people are subjected to 1000 degree temperatures, they usually die.   
 

2.  But this isn’t always how it happens.   
a.  There was a day when the sun stood still for an entire day (Josh. 10:13).   
b.  There were two men who stood in deep water and didn’t sink (Matt. 14).   
c.  There was a day when the sun moved in the opposite direction (Isa. 38:8).   
d.  There were three men thrown into an extremely hot furnace that didn’t die (Dan. 3).   
e.  These things are not ordinary, but extraordinary.  When God does something unusual, 

we call that a miracle.   
f.  “God, in His ordinary providence, makes use of means, yet is free to work without, 

above, and against them, at His pleasure” (WCF 5.3).   
g.  What we’ll want to look at this morning is what miracles are, what miracles have been 

used for by the Lord, and whether or not the Lord still does miracles.   
 

B.  What is a miracle?  It is something extraordinary.   
1.  First, we need to remember what the ordinary is.   

a.  This is what we’ve been looking at.  Providence is God’s upholding and directing 
everything according to His plan.   

b.  Ordinary Providence is the way He ordinarily does things.   
c.  He does things through the use of means.  Means can be anything:  things, actions, 

thoughts, words.   
d.  Remember, He uses them three ways:   

(i)  He made some things to act a certain way:  the sun gives light and warmth, plants 
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grow with sufficient of both, the earth rotates, etc.   
(ii)  He made some creatures that can think and act freely:  Men and angels make 

decisions.  Men decide what to eat, what to wear, where to go, what to say.  Angels 
decide to submit the Lord in what He calls them to do.   

(iii)  And He put everything together in a chain of cause and effect so that all these 
things affect each other.   

 
2.  A miracle is something out of the ordinary.   

a.  Sometimes God will work without means – directly or immediately.   
(i)  The Lord said through Hosea the prophet that He would save His people, but not in 

the usual way:  “But I will have compassion on the house of Judah and deliver them 
by the Lord their God, and will not deliver them by bow, sword, battle, horses, or 
horsemen” (1:7).   

(ii)  When Jesus turned the water into wine, He did so without means.   
(iii)  When Jesus raised the dead, He did the same.   
(iv)  A miracle is when God acts directly, without using something else to bring abou t 

the effect.   
 

b.  Sometimes He works above the means.   
(i)  There are means involved, but not enough to bring about the effect.   
(ii)  Paul writes in Romans 4:19-21, “And without becoming weak in faith he 

contemplated his own body, now as good as dead  since he was about a hundred years 
old, and the deadness of Sarah's womb; yet, with respect to the promise of God, he 
did not waver in unbelief, but grew strong in faith, giving glory to God, and being 
fully assured that what He had promised, He was able also to perform.”   

(iii)  God worked through the ordinary means of procreation to bring about something 
they would have failed to do on their own.   
 

c.  Sometimes God works against His ordinary Providence.   
(i)  He suspends His usual way of doing things to make something quite the opposite 

take place.   
(ii)  One of the sons of the prophets lost an axe head in the Jordan River.  But when 

Elisha “cut off a stick, and threw it in there, [he] made the iron float” (2 Kings 6:6).  
God worked against His ordinary way of doing things to make the iron float on water.   

(iii)  When the three children of Israel -- Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego -- were 
thrown into the fiery furnace, something unusual happe ned to them:  they didn’t burn 
up.  Daniel writes, “And the satraps, the prefects, the governors and the king's high 
officials gathered around and saw in regard to these men that the fire had no effect on 
the bodies of these men nor was the hair of their head singed, nor were their trousers 
damaged, nor had the smell of fire even come upon them” (Dan. 3:27).   

 
d.  Miracles are unusual.  They are things that don’t ordinarily happen.   

 
C.  What did God use miracles for?  He used them to draw attention to Himself.   

1.  First of all, who can work a miracle?   
a.  Only God can.   
b.  Men and angels can only if God enables them.   
 

2.  Miracles showed that God was involved.   
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a.  If God wants to show that He is present, that He has spoken, or that He has sent 
someone, He does a miracle, and that settles the question.   

b.  You can see the apologetic significance of miracles.   
(i)  If several people came claiming to speak the Word of God, whom should we listen 

to?  The one that God has actually sent.   
(ii)  How can we tell whom He has sent?  The one He singles out.   
(iii)  What’s the only way that He can point him out?  By doing something that only He 

can do.   
(iv)  The people of Israel expected to see miracles.  But they were only to confirm belief, 

not to argue against unbelief.  “Jesus therefore said to him, ‘Unless you people see 
signs and wonders, you simply will not believe’” (John 4:48).   

(v)  The disciples prayed that the Lord would do signs and wonders to verify His Word, 
“And now, Lord, take note of their threats, and grant that Your bond -servants may 
speak Your word with all confidence, while You extend Your hand to heal, and signs 
and wonders take place through the name of Your holy servant Jesus” (Acts 4:29-30).   

 
c.  Why were the people of Israel held responsible to believe what Jesus said?   

(i)  They had the witness of John:   
(a)  Jesus said, “If I alone bear witness of Myself, My testimony is not true.  There is 

another who bears witness of Me, and I know that the testimony which He bears 
of Me is true.  You have sent to John, and he has borne witness to the truth.  But 
the witness which I receive is not from man, but I say these things that you may be 
saved.  He was the lamp that was burning and was shining and you were willing to 
rejoice for a while in his light” (John 5:31-35).   

(b)  His witness is significant, because he was the greatest prophet ever born of 
women.  He was the one who fulfilled the OT prophecies concerning the coming 
of Elijah.  He was a brilliant and shining light sent to testify of Christ.   

 
(ii)  They had the testimony of His miracles:   

(a)  Jesus continued, “But the witness which I have is greater than that of John; for 
the works which the Father has given Me to accomplish, the very works that I do, 
bear witness of Me, that the Father has sent Me” (v. 36).   

(b)  The works that He was doing were His miracles:  turning the water to wine, 
telling the Samaritan woman all that she had done, healing the official’s son, 
healing the lame man at the pool of Bethesda, etc.   

 
(iii)  They had the witness of His Father:   

(a)  He said further, “And the Father who sent Me, He has borne witness of Me.  You 
have neither heard His voice at any time, nor seen His form.  And you do not have 
His word abiding in you, for you do not believe Him whom He sent” (vv. 37 -38).   

(b)  The Father bore witness to Christ at His baptism, but these men didn’t hear it.  
But it was a witness which some did hear, and it was certainly miraculous.   

 
(iv)  And finally, they had the witness of the Scriptures:   

(a)  He said, “You search the Scriptures, because you think that in them you have 
eternal life; and it is these that bear witness of Me” (v. 39).   

(b)  The prophecies and types that pointed to Him, bore witness of Him, several of 
them being outside of His control, such as His lineage, the place of His birth, what 
would happen to the children His age, that His parents would flee to Egypt and 
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afterward settle in Nazareth, that He would be lifted up on a cross to die and be 
raised the third day.   

 
(v)  They were bound to believe for many reasons, not the least of which was the 

miraculous that surrounded Jesus.   
 

d.  They were to listen to the  apostles’ message for the same reason.   
(i)  Jesus sent out the twelve and gave them authority to do miracles.   
(ii)  The author to the Hebrews wrote, “For this reason we must pay much closer 

attention to what we have heard, lest we drift away from it.  For if the word spoken 
through angels proved unalterable, and every transgression and disobedience received 
a just recompense, how shall we escape if we neglect so great a sa lvation?  After it 
was at the first spoken through the Lord, it was confirmed to us by those who heard, 
God also bearing witness with them, both by signs and wonders and by various 
miracles and by gifts of the Holy Spirit according to His own will” (2:1-4).   

(iii)  The book of Acts records several of these miracles.   
(iv)  These miracles had several characteristics:   

(a)  They were called signs because they pointed to God as the One who gave them.   
(b)  They were called miracles because they were powerful works the Lord did and 

no man could do.   
(c)  And they produced wonder or terror because when a person saw them they knew 

they were in the presence of God.   
 

D.  The final question is, Does God still do miracles today?   
1.  Does God still give men the ability to perform miracles?   

a.  There are many who believe the Lord has given them healing ministries.   
b.  But do the people to whom they minister get healed?  Does it happen immediately, as in 

the Bible?  Are their miracles so powerful that they stop traffic and create terror?  Do 
these people bring God’s truth or contradict it?   

c.  Since revelation has ceased, the ability to do miracles has also ceased.   
 

2.  But does that mean that God doesn’t do miracles of any kind?   
a.  Not necessarily.  Apparently the writers of the Confession believed that God still did 

miracles.   
(i)  Notice they say, “God, in His ordinary providence, makes use of means, yet is free to 

work without, above, and against them, at His pleasure.”   
(ii)  They don’t say that God was free to do so, though He isn’t anymore.   
 

b.  There is certainly nothing in Scripture that says God no longer acts directly and 
immediately in an unusual way in His creation.   

c.  This is why we often pray for the Lord to intervene to provide, to heal, to save, to show 
us His will.   

d.  He doesn’t always answer these prayers miraculously.  Most of the time, He uses 
ordinary means.   

e.  But sometimes, He does something extraordinary, such as in the Great Awakening.   
f.  We shouldn’t limit God in any way.  He can do all His holy will.  He never changes.   


