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Editor ôs Preface  

If thereôs a theme to the series of questions and answers in this text, any number of topics might 

fit the bill ð from assurance, to experimental religion, 1 to godly living. But perhaps ñevangelical 

obedienceò is best. The Puritans called it inherent  righteousness (personal holiness), as distinct 

from the righteousness thatôs imputed  to us from Christ. We are justified (declared righte ous) by 

Godôs grace, because of Christôs righteousness alone. Itôs inherent in Him, and imputed to us by 

faith. God doesnôt consider our righteousness at all, because itôs tainted by our sinful nature. 

That begs the question, if Christôs obedience is what justifies us, then what is the purpose of our  

obedience? Well, itôs evidence of our submission to God. Itôs a testimony to the grace and goodness 

of God. It fulfills the moral law to love God and love our neighbor wholeheartedly. Itôs part of the 

sanctifying process that conforms us more and more to the image of Christ. Itôs pleasing to God, 

and honoring to Christ. Itôs part of communing with God. And it serves to prove that our faith is 

not dead (Jas 2.17).  

But if we emphasize personal obedience too much, weôre called legalists. And if we emphasize 

grace too much, weôre called libertines (antinomians ). Even in the first century, some claimed that 

Paulôs emphasis on grace undermined the law of God, and encouraged rampant sin. Paul replied 

ñWhat then? Shall we sin because we are not under law but under grace? Certainly not!ò (Rom 

6:15) On the other hand, ñI do not set aside the grace of God; for if righteousness comes through 

the law, then Christ died in vain.ò (Gal 2:21) 

The authors of this book understood the need to live out our faith in Christ, in a God -honoring 

way. Godly Christians in every generation may identify with the cases presented here, perhaps 

asking themselves some of the same questions. This book was written to them, so that they may 

follow Christ faithfully and confidently , quenching all those fiery darts of Satan. As William 

Gurnall wrote,  

ñYou march in the midst of gallant spirits, your fellow soldiers, every one the son of a Prince. Behold, 

some, enduring with you here below a great flight of afflictions and temptation, take heaven by storm and 

force. Others you may see after many assaults, repulses, and rallyings of their faith and patience, have 

gotten upon the walls of heaven, conquerors . From there they look down... and call you, their fellow 

brethren on earth, to march up the hill after them, crying aloud: óPress on, and the city is your own, as it 

is now ours, who for a few daysô conflict are now crowned with heavenôs glory, one momentôs enjoyment 

of which has dried up all our tears, healed all our wounds, and made us forget the sharpness of the fight, 

with the joy of our present victory.ôò ð The Christian in Complete Armor  (1662) 

Indeed, may we each press on, to lay hold of that for which Christ has laid hold of us (Phi 3.12). 

William H. Gross  
June 16, 2021 

 
1 Experimental religion is ñexperiential.ò It is the practical ( or tangible ) expression of our faith in Christ, through the 

pursuit of holiness. Like a scientific experiment, it moves from theory to proof. It begins with, but goes beyond 

knowledge, doctrine, and fellowship  gained through  the means of grace. The believer is transported into a spiritual 

realm ð without the mystic ism of Madame Guyon, or the enthusiasm that Jonathan Edwards decried (detached from 

the tether of Godôs Word). It is a state of mind and spirit in which God is tangibly ñexperienced.ò The believer comes 

into  the very presence of God. This is a highly subjective experience, and rare ï even for those who have known it. It is 

not a state to strive for, nor is it attained only by the ñenlightened,ò as in Buddhism. It is a grace of God, to reveal Himself 

to us, at the time and place of His choosing. Yet any believer may, at any time, ñdraw near to Godò by the means of grace 

(Jas 4.8). This too is experimental religion . ï WHG 



7 

INTRODUCTION  

It is of wholesome augury,1 that the American Publishers of this book should be called upon to 

issue a fresh edition. A century has elapsed since the Lectures which compose the body of the 

work, were delivered in the city of London ; and the Christian public are not yet prepared to let the 

volume go out of print. A religious treatise which thus commends itself to the respect and 

confidence of four successive generations of readers, must have a real, intrinsic value. This fact, 

indeed, constitutes a recommendation of the work, which can derive little or no additional weight 

from the endorsement of any modern pen. All that can be expected or desired from such an 

endorsement is that it may serve to call the attention of parties to the book, who might otherwise 

overlook it.  

It has been supposed that the class of subjects discussed in the following pages, excite less interest 

in the Church now than they did at a former period. It must be conceded that the present age has 

contributed only a few works to the department of casuistical theology,2 to which this book 

belongs. Pre-eminently a book-making age, it is not in keeping with the spirit of the times, to 

publish works on experimental religion. Immutable in its principles, and insusceptible of the  

óprogressô which marks the development of the physical sciences, Christianity nevertheless 

assumes a somewhat different type at different epochs. Under the administration of the 

Providence and Spirit of God, it is polemic at one period, contemplative at another, aggressive at 

a third. The Divine wisdom so ordered events, that after the great Reformation of the sixteenth 

century, the church experienced a season of long and anxious conflict, which drove her to the 

earnest and diligent study of the Sacred Oracles. This, in turn, was followed by a season of 

comparative tranquility , in which her treasures of learning and piety were employed in preparing 

libraries of practical and casuistical divinity. And this was indispensable, not as a mere prelude to 

this age of Missions, but as a necessary part of the training of the Church for the activities ð 

secular and spiritual  ð of the day in which our lot is cast. There is no extravagance in asserting 

that the works of the great Puritan and Non-conformist divines, could not have been produced in 

the age now passing over us. Nor, on the other hand, could the Church of our day have been what 

it is, without the po tential influence of those writings.  

Confining the observation to the Anglo -Saxon race, there are no uninspired works which have had 

so much to do with moulding our Christianity, as these. They are, next to the Bible, the armory to 

which we instinctively repair, to burnish  óthe weapons of our warfare,ô and equip ourselves for 

fresh conflicts with our spiritual adversaries. To annihilate the works of Owen, Baxter, Flavel, 

Henry and others, whose names have become household words with us, would be to despoil the 

Evangelical Church of one of its best earthly treasures. Even where the writings of these eminent 

divines are but little read in private families, their influence is felt both through the pulpit and the 

press: for they are not likely to lose their pla ce in the libraries of Christian ministers. These, and 

such as these, are the writers who have brought their ample stores of biblical learning and 

religious experience to bear upon the discussion of questions of casuistry, like those presented in 

this volume. And there are probably few pastors who donôt have occasion to consult them on ócases 

of conscienceô arising among their own people.  

 
1 Augury : an event indicating important things to come ; an inauguration . ï WHG  

2 Casuistry : here it means the process of answering practical questions via  interpretation of rules, or of cases that 

illustrate such rules; it is case-based reasoning. More largely, it is the art of living to God, according to the word of God. 

It is experiencing  God by looking for , seeing, and responding to Him , in all things . ð WHG  
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It is quite to the point, in this brief introduction, to remark that these  ócasesô occur as often in our 

day as they ever did The formal consideration of them in extended courses of sermons and 

lectures, may have fallen into disuse (whether wisely or not, is for the ministry to determine ), but 

the same perplexities and difficulties beset the ónarrow path,ô and press heavily upon the mind of 

many a weary pilgrim. The appeal might safely be made to any faithful pastor, whether any of the 

sermons he preaches, excite a deeper interest among his people, or are more cordially welcomed 

by them, than those which are devoted to questions like these: ñIn what frame of mind must a 

sinner come to Christ?ò ñHow may I know that I am a Christian ?ò ñWhat are the forms, the causes, 

and the remedy, of spiritual despondency?ò ñHow may a person detect and subdue his besetting 

sins?ò ñHow may a backsliding professor 1 regain his lost peace of mind?ò It is only necessary for 

a preacher to announce one of these themes from the pulpit, to enkindle a feeling throughout his 

congregation, which will reveal itself by the most unambiguous tokens.  

Not only so, but questions of casuistry are continually brought before pastors in private, even if  

they are eluded or overlooked in the sanctuary. And the frequency of these examples warrants the 

belief that there must be a very large number of Christians whose minds are harassed with 

spiritual doubts and difficulties. The presumption, indeed, is that there are few truly converted 

persons who escape these trials; although, for the most part, they shrink from unveiling them to 

any human eye.  

This must be the case. For all true religious experience preserves a substantial identity from age 

to age. The Psalms in which David describes his hopes and fears, his misgivings and self-

reproaches, his falls and triumphs, have supplied the Church with its favorite formulas  of devotion 

for five thousand years. Every believer lives over and over again, the touching experience which 

the great Apostle of the Gentiles has recorded in the seventh chapter of Romans ð a chapter 

perhaps of even higher value to the Church than the eighth , though the latter is often represented 

as the crowning gem of the New Testament. The ñConfessionsò of Augustine are virtually the  

ñConfessionsò of thousands in every subsequent age, who have fought the same terrific fight with 

error and sin, and achieved the same victory. And so, all along the centuries, the people of God, of 

whatever clime or tongue, have been perpetually reproducing the same experiences, which greet 

us in the records of the earliest saints whose names are transmitted to us. So long as nature and 

grace struggle together in the hearts of renewed sinners, these lights and shades must continue to 

chequer the Christian life ; and óCases of Conscienceô will plead for counsel and sympathy.  

In this view, a work like the present one deserves to be well received by the Churches. It aims, on 

the one hand, to guard well against self-deception. The danger of embracing a false hope, and 

trusting to a form of godliness without its power, was never greater than it is now. And i t seeks on 

the other hand, to comfort desponding believers, to point out the causes of inefficiency among 

Christians, to instruct them in the performance of duty, and to aid them in their struggles with sin 

and temptation. If a doubting  Christianity is (as there is reason to fear) too much a characteristic 

of the piety  of our country ; if there is a lamentable lack of that simple faith which takes God at his 

word, and receives everything He says, just as a child receives every word that falls from his 

fatherôs lips; this book should find readers . It has a message for all these timid, halting disciples. 

Again, there are not a few most exemplary and useful persons, who are habitually anxious on the 

question of their conversion, because they are unable to recall any precise period at which they 

experienced a change of heart. They would do well to read what is written on Case 28:  

 
1 A professor is a person who professes belief in Christ; but may or may not be a genuine believer. ð WHG  
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ñA person who has had a religious education, and cannot remember any time or place when and 

where God first worked upon his soul; what judgment must he for m of his state, and what 

methods must he take to be satisfied that he is a child of God?ò  

The recurrence of the Lordôs Supper is to many conscientious and devout believers, an occasion 

of deep mental solicitude. Whenever this ordinance is administered, they are ready to ask ð not 

always of man, but certainly of God ð ñMay a person with doubts of his regeneration, or personal 

interest in Christ, approach the table of the Lord, without being guilty of presumption ?ò They will 

find this question formally answe red in the second part of this volume; and the whole subject is 

discussed in several other essays.  

The snares and dangers of a business-life, more formidable in our day than ever before, will 

commend to Christian merchants and mechanics, the suggestions under Case 22: ñWhen may a 

Christian be said to pursue the affairs of the present life, so as to prevent his advances in grace, to 

dishonor God, and to injure his soul?ò  

And since the question of dramatic entertainments is still agitated among professing Christians, 

it cannot be unseasonable to call attention to the remarks under Case 10: ñIs going to plays and 

other theatrical performances, consistent with the profession and practice of Christianity ?ò  

These examples may suffice to give some idea of the topics to which this book is devoted. It is not 

to be understood that a general recommendation of the work implies an approval of every 

sentiment and every expression it contains. All discussions of this sort borrow their complexion 

in some degree, from the age in which they originate, as they necessarily take their predominant 

tone from the authorôs own mind. But the writers of this book were men taught by the Spirit, 

deeply skilled in the subtleties of the human heart, having a large acquaintance with Holy 

Scripture and with the mysteries of experimental religion . And therefore they are entitled to speak 

with some authority on these profoundly interesting subjects. The work well deserves the place it 

has so long held in the affections of the Church. May the blessing of God attend the further 

circulation of it.  

H. A. B. 1 

Philadelphia , Jan. 7, 1859.  

 
1 Henry A. Boardman was born in Troy, NY in 1808. He studied at Yale College and Princeton Theological Seminary 

(founded 1812). In 1833 he was called to the Tenth Presbyterian Church of Philadelphia  (founded 1829). This was his 

only congregation; he served it for forty -six years. Boardman was General Assembly Moderator in 1854 (Old School). 

ñOld Schoolò meant the Assembly embraced the entire Westminster Confession of Faith; the New School did not . 

Boardman retired in 1876, but continued to serve the church as Pastor Emeritus  until his death in 1880.  ï WHG  
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PREFACE . 

The following  answers were, among others, delivered in a weekly lecture during the last winter, 

with a view to remove the doubts of the timorous Christian, quicken him on his way to Zion, to 

guard against presumptuous hopes, and to promote the life of religion in the soul. That these 

important ends might be answered, the audience was asked to supply us with serious Cases of 

Conscience, arising from the difficulties they met with in the course of their experience . And they 

were asked to conceal their names, that they might with greater freedom propose their respective 

cases, and that we, in our solution of them, might be kept from the least degree of fear or restraint.  

Through the repeated importunities of our frie nds, and from satisfactory evidences of usefulness, 

we have been prevailed upon to commit to the public view, a select number of these answers, 

though somewhat contracted.  

And we hope that those into whose hands they may come, will read them with Christian candour. 

And may the Spirit of God, without whose peculiar blessing all attempts will be ineffectual to 

answer any saving purposes, make these a powerful means of bringing them nearer to Christ, and 

of making them more lively and active in his service! I f this happy end is answered but in the least, 

we will  rejoice and give God all the glory, disregarding all the little contempt that may be cast 

upon us and our imperfect labours.  

It must be acknowledged to be a very difficult and critical work to distrib ute to every one their 

proper portion, and to divide the word of truth so as to give suitable encouragement to those to 

whom it belongs, and yet to leave the hypocrite or presumptuous sinner no room to hope. It is 

equally difficult to attempt to destroy th e vain confidence of a sinner, without disturbing the 

peace, and discouraging the minds of those who are the real followers of Jesus. Who is sufficient 

for these things? We readily confess our insufficiency; but we yet hope that the Lord has enabled 

us to be in some measure faithful, so far as our spiritual knowledge extends. And may He enable 

you who read, to deal faithfully with your own soul, so that neither your labour, nor your perusal, 

may be in vain!  

LONDON,       S. PIKE, 

May , 30, 1755.       S. HAYWARD. 

 

As the Cases of Conscience have already been well received by the religiously disposed part of 

mankind, the Editor thought that additional Questions of the same nature selected from the Pious 

Thoughts published in the Spiritual Magazine , which breathed the same evangelical spirit, would 

be acceptable to serious persons. And he does not doubt that those who have a regard for gospel 

doctrine, will find the same useful instruction and comfort from perusing the Questions that are 

now added.1 

 

 
1 Included under the title, The Spiritual Companion . ï WHG  
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CASES OF CONSCIENCE  

CASE 1. How may  we distinguish between the workings of natural affection , 

and the real exercise of grace in religious duties ?  

This serious question recently came into my hands in these very words. Upon reading it, I could 

not help but see that it contained a query of the greatest importance, and therefore thought it 

might be very proper to take it into consideration, and give it as clear a solution as lay in my power.  

I confess it is a very close and interesting inquiry that  requires some skill to answer it, but much 

more spiritual skill to apply it to our own hearts and cases. You will easily see both the importance 

and difficulty of the question, by stating it  in this free and familiar  manner.  

There are many who go to, or come from, Gospel ordinances entirely stupid,1 careless, and 

unaffected ð having no real regard for the power or spirit of religion, and aiming at no more than 

the form  of it. To such as these, the present query is an indifferent matter . And their very 

indifference is evident proof that the state of their persons, or the frame of their hearts, is really 

sad and deplorable, though they donôt know it, or are utterly unconcerned about it.  

There are others who, when they attend upon, or engage in religious duties such as reading, 

hearing, singing, and praying, have their affections strongly moved. So that, these persons can 

and do frequently weep under ordinances for grief or joy; they often attend the means of grace 

with much pleasure in their countenances, and many tears in their eyes. These appearances, I 

confess, are very pleasing and promising in an assembly; and sometimes they indicate that the 

Spirit of God is at work in their hearts . Many Christians are ready to take it for granted that those 

ordinances are truly beneficial where the passions are thus agitated; and where this is not the 

case, to esteem those as lost opportunities.  

But here I must observe that we have great reason to be suspicious of ourselves, and we should 

not make this the rule by which to judge the usefulness of an ordinance. But let us make a further 

inquiry whether these motions within us, or these impressions upon us, are the workings of 

natural affection only  (as they certainly may be), or are they the real exercise of spiritual grace?  

And this  is the very question under consideration. Many, I fear, are awfully deceived with the mere 

workings of nature, by thinking the y are sufficient evidences of the presence and blessing of God 

in his own institutions . While, on the other hand, many are groundlessly discouraged because 

they donôt feel such strong emotions as others do ð thinking that this is an evident token of the 

barrenness and uselessness of ordinances.  

That we may not be either deceived or unreasonably discouraged by these means, let me therefore 

now attempt a serious and plain solution for  this query, looking up to the Divine Spirit to make 

the whole clear to your understandings, and to apply it close to your consciences. I would offer 

the following considerations as preparatory to a direct answer, and then proceed to the solution 

itself . Observe:  

I . That the affections of the mind may be excited in a merely natural way under divine ordinances. 

The proof of this point will be best introduced by endeavouring to set before you some of those 

ways in which mere nature may be impressed or raised under the means of grace.  

 
1 Stupid, as Pike uses it, isnôt about lack of intelligence, but being oblivious to spiritual things; in a stupor. ï WHG  
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1. The affections of the mind may be excited by a natural impression. Thus, when a person is 

attending upon the ministrations of the word, he may find himself moved only by the  beauty of 

the style, or the propriety of the language, or by the loudness or tone of the preacherôs voice, or 

the apparent fervency of his address. Such circumstances as these may move the affections in a 

purely mechanical way, without being attended with any spiritual or saving effects . For hereby 

only the animal nature is touched, or the speculative powers employed in a pleasing or 

disagreeable way. This seems to have been the case with the hearers of the great prophet Ezekiel, 

as mentioned in Eze 33.32: ñIndeed, to them you are like a very lovely song of someone who has 

a pleasant voice, and can play well on an instrument, for they hear your words, but donôt do 

them.ò Let none therefore conclude that ordinances are profitable to them, merely  because they 

are pleasing and delightful to their ears. For the manner of the preacherôs address may make a 

natural impression upon his hearers, without having any spiritual or useful effect.  

2. The affections may sometimes be raised by a natural sympathy which regards not merely the 

manner  of the preacher, but also the matter  which he delivers. If the preacher himself appears 

very earnest in his address, and very much affected by what he delivers, this often effectually 

works on the natural affections of his hearers by way of sympathy. If he appears concerned, they 

feel a sympathetic concern along with him. If he seems raised and delighted, then by sympathy, 

they partake of his pleasure to such a degree as to actually weep and rejoice with him. Again, if 

the minister is setting forth something in expressive language that is very affecting in its own 

nature, then here the power of oratory produces in the minds of the hearers a sympathy with 

that which he is relating or describing, Thus, if the minister is setting forth in very mournful 

strains the sufferings and agonies of Christ, his relation of these tragic occurrences may move 

the affections of the people merely in a sympathetic  way, without making any saving or spiritual  

impression on their hearts . And there may be no more in these workings of affection, than what 

most persons, I believe, are obliged to feel when attentively reading that memorable history of 

Joseph and his brethren, by which the affections of joy and sorrow, resentment and pleasure, 

are alternately excited in a way that is purely natural.  

3. The affections are sometimes raised under ordinances, from a purely natural or notional 

inclination. A person may meet with  something in a sermon which suits his taste, or falls in with 

his previous sentiments. I t is natural for us to be pleased with, and fond of, our own opinions . 

And therefore, whenever we meet with what corresponds to them, we are necessarily pleased 

and delighted with it . If what is advanced in a sermon strongly confirms or beautifully illustrates 

what we believe, this will certainly draw forth the pleasure and agreeable affections of the mind . 

But let us not conclude from this, that we have received any spiritual advantage, or that there 

has been anything more than the natural  effect of a natural  cause. For in all this satisfaction 

there may be nothing spiritual or evangelical, even though what we are pleased with is Gospel 

truth.   

On the other hand, we may meet with something in a sermon that may disgust or displease us; 

and this may excite corresponding affections. We may be ready to esteem these affections as a 

true zeal for the truth, in opposition to error . Yet, after all these emotions of the mind, there 

may be nothing spiritual or savoury brought home to our hearts, nor any working of true grace 

in the soul. Once more,  

4. Whether the affections are raised more or less, may very much depend upon our natural 

constitutions. For we know that some are of a softer, tenderer, and more affectionate disposition 

than others. And these are more easily touched and moved by what occurs in an ordinance than 
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others; and they are more frequently melted into tears. Therefore, this must not always be 

ascribed to a greater degree of the Spiritôs operations, since it may frequently be accounted for 

by a cause that is merely natural. Thus we see how natural impressions, natural sympathy, 

natural inclination, and natural constitution, may be  the sole cause or occasion of raising the 

affections under an ordinance.  

But to prevent any discouraging mistake, let me proceed to observe,  

II.  That the affections being thus moved in a natural way, is an experience that is no way evil in 

itself. There is no sin in this natural  inclination, sympathy, or constitution . It is only right for us 

to be thus moved, unless these impressions lead us away from the gospel, or unless they are 

mistaken for the operations of saving grace. If indeed we fall into this mistake, it may have a very 

dangerous consequence, and it will be an awful means of making us misjudge our frames and 

experiences ð being deluded by natural , instead of spiritual  impressions.  

This discourse is not designed to engage you to restrain or suppress such natural workings of the 

affections, since they are what the God of nature has formed in us. But it is only to teach us how 

to distinguish them from what is truly spiritual and  saving, so that we might not mistake nature  

for grace. For this reason, I would further observe,  

III.  That the workings of natural affection maybe a means, in the hands of the Divine Spirit, to 

excite and promote the exercise of spiritual grace. God may bless a natural constitution or 

sympathy, and make it  a means of spiritual good. Many a person, by the means of his natural 

affections, has been brought and kept under the ministration of the Gospel with delight; and this 

has been the first occasion of his being begotten through the Gospel. Many have been so captivated 

by the fervency or oratory of a Gospel minister, as to introduce them into privileges which have 

been blessed to everlasting advantage. Remember the case of Ruth the Moabitess. Though raised 

in idolatry , the strong affection that she had for her mother -in-law Naomi, induced her to come 

into th e land of Israel with her mother . And in this sweet, gradual, and insensible way, she was 

prevailed upon to forsake her false gods, and to put her trust in the shadow of the wings of the 

God of Israel. How beautifully her natural and spiritual affection un ited in these words: ñYour 

people shall be my people, and your God my Godò (Ruth 1.16). As many are caught to their ruin, 

by those things which lay hold of their natural affections at first, so (blessed be God) some are 

brought to Christ in the very same way. Once more, it is needful to take notice,  

IV.  That the exercise of saving grace in ordinances, frequently stirs up our natural affections into 

sensible exercise. Grace working strongly in the heart has an effect even upon the animal frame. 

The emotions of the soul, by the influences of the Divine Spirit, will occasion and produce a great 

change in the posture of the animal spirits. So that the case is mutual: natural affection may be so 

blessed, as to be an occasion of our receiving spiritual grace and comfort; while on the contrary, 

the exercise of saving grace may be the occasion of many impressions upon our animal frames.  

But though these things are thus frequently linked together, and co-operate with one another, yet 

still there is a most important distinction between them.  

This, therefore, brings me to collect the whole together, in order to give a direct solution to the 

question proposed.  

What has been said will alter the form of the query a little . For since natural and spiritual affection 

are so connected, the question is not whether our natural affections are moved, or only  our 

spiritual affections are excited in ordinances ð but how will  we know whether there is anything 
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more than what is purely natural in the motions of our affections under divine ordinances? There 

may be, and generally is, a great deal of what is natural  along with that which is spiritual  and 

saving. And there may be nothing of what is spiritual and saving, where there is much of that 

which is natural. In order to distinguish things that differ in this case, let us put the following 

queries seriously to ourselves:  

1. Whether that which moves our affections under an ordinance, is what is truly spiritual a nd 

evangelical. Sometimes we are affected by the oratory of the language, the tone of the voice, or the 

suitableness of the phraseology. And if this is all, certainly nothing but nature  is here. Sometimes 

we are affected by the matter  delivered, as well as by the manner  of the delivery; but perhaps what 

touches and moves us is the mere superficial or historical part of the discourse, without being at 

all moved by the interesting, important, spiritual  part of it . In this case, nothing but natural 

sympathy is here. It is like  the daughters of Jerusalem (Luk 23.27-28) who beheld the sufferings 

of Christ with tears of compassion, without seeing or being impressed by the spiritual end of his 

sufferings, or attending to the awful consequences of them upon the city and its inhabitants. But 

if our affections are worked on in a spiritual  manner, it is by our regard to the evangelical parts of 

the discourse. For, so far as true grace works, what chiefly affects the mind are those things which 

respect the method of grace, the salvation of the soul, the suitableness and excellence of Christ, 

and the like. And if we are made to feel the power of these things upon our minds, so as to be 

impressed by the thought of the sinfulness of sin, the fulness of the covenant, the riches of grace, 

and the way of the Spirit in convincing, converting, sanctifying, and comforting the soul, 

something more than nature  is here now, because nature will never teach us to regard such 

spiritual things in a spiritual way.  

2. We should inquire  not only whether our affections are moved, but likewise whether our very 

hearts and consciences are touched. There is a vast difference between the affections and 

conscience in subjects of this nature, and it is of the highest importance for us to discern this 

difference ð because, unless the conscience is impressed, all other motions and impressions are 

of no saving avail. Let us therefore ask ourselves whether we see and feel our own concern in the 

word delivered, and whether the thought of its respectin g our own state, frame, or duty, is that 

which makes the word pleasant or powerful to us? To familiarize this matter to us, let us be 

concerned to bring  it home to our souls in particular cases. When we are hearing or thinking about 

the doctrine of the depravity of nature, does this affect us in a humbling way, because we see and 

feel it is our own case? When we are attending to the doctrine of Christ, in his redemption, 

atonement, and righteousness, what is it now that affects our minds? Is it merely because we like 

the doctrine, and are pleased with the manner of handling it? Or is it because these important 

truths are applied to our consciences as the only ground of our hope, and the proper matter of 

consolation for our souls, under a real sense of the sinfulness and guilt of our own sins? When the 

nature and necessity of the Spiritôs gracious and powerful influences are displayed so as to affect 

us, is it only because we like the subject, the preacher, or his manner? Or is it because we have in 

our own souls, at that time, a sight and feeling of our need of them, and because we hope and 

desire to be made partakers  of them? Once more: when we hear a searching discourse, a discourse 

that plainly sets forth the marks and signs of a safe or dangerous state, of a good or bad frame, let 

us then observe if this touches our affections. I f it does, is the reason because we are led by it  to a 

serious examination of our own heart, state, and frame, and have our hopes or our fears excited 

upon this principle?  
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Thus, in all cases, inquire whether what affects us in reading or hearing the word, is the sight we 

have of our own concern with, or interest in, the things declared. If so, this is an effect that is more 

than natural, because nature of itself will never thus apply the word to our own heart and 

conscience. And we may be sure that a very great point is gained by the word and ordinances of 

the Gospel, if they come close to our own state or frame in this way. On the other hand, it is to be 

feared that many are pleased with , and in some way impressed by the word, but are never in this 

way touched to the quick by it.1  

3. Let us inquire  whether our heart  is so impressed as to stir up the graces of the Spirit into exercise 

in our soul? This can never be done without such an application of the word to the conscience, as 

has been just described; and where there is this self-application, it seldom fails to quicken and 

excite these graces. But so far as it is possible for the word to be misapplied ð so as to promote a 

false hope, or beget an awful despair ð it is therefore necessary to add this question to the former. 

Do the declarations of the word humble us under a sense of our own meanness, unworthiness, 

guilt, and pollution? By the word, are we emptied of self, and made to abhor ourselves because of 

our defilement and abominations? Are our desires raised for  Christ, his sanctifying grace, and his 

justifying righteousness? Are we hereby stirred to flee to Christ,  to depend upon him, to seek 

conformity to him, and to love him as one who is altogether lovely? In a word, , by the means of 

grace, are we drawn away  from  self, sense, and sin, and to Christ Jesus for righteousness and 

strength? If motions such as these are produced or excited in our hearts ð in reading, hearing, or 

prayer ð then it is evident that the graces of the Spirit are exercised. And even though it is under 

an ordinance  where such experiences are felt, there may be much of natural sympathy or 

impression. Yet we have no reason to question the operations of grace, merely because these are 

the workings of nature; but rather , we should bless God that he is pleased to turn the natural 

affections into a spiritual channel, or to make them a means of promoting what is truly spiritual 

and evangelical. But in order to prevent all mistakes on this topic, that we might not be deceived 

with counterfeit for real  graces, it will be necessary to make one more inquiry :  

4. Whether these motions of affection have any holy tendency, and produce a holy effect on our 

hearts and lives? These workings of soul under ordinances, however strong they may be, however 

pleasant or evangelical in appearance, are certainly delusive if they donôt have the stamp of 

holiness upon them. If these pleasing impressions tend to make us less watchful against sin, or 

less careful to perform our duty  ð if they fill us with a pleasing imagination that we need not be 

so afraid of sinning, or need not be so diligent in duty, because all is safe ð this turn of thought, 

included in these motions of affection, is an infallible mark that the experience is delusive, 

detrimental , and diabolical. But if these workings of soul tend to increase our hatred of sin and 

our watchfulness against it, and to promote  our love for Christ and true holiness; if they leave 

such a savour behind them upon our spirits, that it embitter s sin, and gives us a relish for and 

delight in the ways of the Lord; if they promote our reverence for Godôs name, and our love for  his 

people, his ordinances, and his precepts ð we may be certain that they are of a spiritual and saving 

nature.  

Let us now collect the whole together, and apply it by a few remarks for instruction and 

examination.  

 
1 To be touched or cut to the quick, is to be struck to deepest, tenderest part of our soul, where we ñlive.ò It is a level of 

conviction that alters us, and changes the way we live, in thought, word, and deed. ð WHG  
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1. From this , learn that there is no grace of the Spirit that does not have its counterfeit . Nature can 

mimic a true faith by a notional belief; a true hope by presuming on the enjoyment of Gospel 

privileges; a true love by a love for  the means of grace built on natural principles; a true godly 

sorrow by a sympathetic weeping under an affecting discourse; and a true joy in the Lord by a 

delight in Gospel ordinances, based on self-righteous and carnal principles.  

2. From this , learn that judg ing the degree of our profiting under an ordinance by the degree of 

our affection, is a deceitful way of judging. We may be most profited when least affected, and least 

profited when most affected. For it is not the degree, but the nature  and kind  of the impression 

that we are to attend to when examining whether the word is profitable to us or not. This though t, 

if properly regarded, will afford matter for the conviction of some, and for the consolation of 

others. Are you often delighted with and melted into tears under an ordinance? Donôt immediately 

conclude that you are a thriving Christian . For most, if not  the whole of this experience, may arise 

only from a natural softness of temper, or from the natural impressions made on you by the 

liveliness of the preacher, or the beauty of his style. On the contrary, are you seldom affected in a 

lively manner or to any sensible degree under an ordinance? Do not therefore at once discourage 

yourself. For notwithstanding this defect,  you may have a solid love for  Christ, a hatred of sin, and 

a desire for  holiness, promoted and confirmed . And if this is your case, you are not a forgetful 

hearer, but a doer of the work, even though you may not be so affectionate as some others are.  

3. From this , learn how to put proper questions to yourselves, to know whether you are truly 

advantaged by any divine ordinances. When you reflect back upon any means of grace you have 

enjoyed, or upon any spiritual duties you have performed, converse with your souls in some 

manner such as this:  

ñMy soul, you have now been engaged in a precious duty, enjoying a spiritual privilege, but how 

has it been with me under it? Have I been totally stupid, or have I not been, in some measure, 

affected, impressed, or delighted? If I have been absolutely unaffected in hearing, prayer, etc., 

then surely I have great reason to be humbled and ashamed that my heart has been so hard, and 

the powers of my soul so sadly wandering, or so inactive and unemployed when things of infinite 

importance have been transacting. But if I have been melted, pleased, or impressed, donôt I have 

some reason to still be jealous over myself, lest what has passed in my soul should be what is 

merely natural, instead of being truly spiritual?  

ñLet me then come to a close and serious examination. What was it that made me weep or 

rejoice, that pleased me or impressed me? Did those glorious truths that were delivered in 

preaching, or those important concerns that I transacted with God in prayer, affect my mind? 

Was I enabled, under the ordinance, to apply these things to my own case? Was I affected with 

my own interest in them, or my own concern with them? And did these impressions stir me to 

go outside of myself, and cast my soul upon Christ for righteousness? Were my affections of 

hope or fear, of joy or sorrow, so excited as to draw me away from self and sin, to Christ and his 

grace? And did  these experiences have anything of a holy stamp upon them ð have they left a 

savour behind them to make me more desirous after Christ and holiness, and to be delivered 

from the power, pollution, and practice of sin?  

ñIf this  is my case, then I have great cause to bless God for the presence of his grace and the 

influences of his Spirit; and so far as I find my experience defective in these particulars, so far I 

am called upon to humble myself before God for the barrenness and unfruitfulness of my heart 

in these spiritual duties.ò  
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Thus, on the whole, we may see how to distinguish between the workings of natural affection , and 

the exercise of spiritual grace . But let me entreat you to be earnest for the teachings of the Holy 

Spirit, which are absolutely necessary to apply what has been stated to your own heart, and to 

enable you to pass a right judgment for yourself in a case so spiritual and so important.  

CASE 2. What methods must a Christian  take  in declining circumstances, to 

recover a healthful  and vigorous frame of soul, so as to be able to maintain real 

and close communion w ith  God amidst the hurries and bus y ness of the world ?  

This question is formed from the following letter : ð  

ñI have, through a great multiplicity of worldly affairs, and a  deep engagement in them, lost that 

savour and relish for divine things I once experienced, and have become a sad stranger to that 

real communion with God, which was previously my chief joy. And I have so greatly declined in 

the Christian life, that I can sometimes omit the duties of private prayer and meditation ; and at 

other times, I perform them with formality and coldness, and I am in no way suitably affected 

with my sad defections. Indeed, sometimes I have been helped to bemoan my sad case before 

God, and to plead with the blessed Jesus, the great and good physician, to heal and help me. But 

alas! things remain with me as before; and if there is any alteration in my case, I really think it 

is for the worse.ò  

This is a question which, I have no doubt, is suitable to the cases of many of Godôs people in the 

present dark and degenerate day, when there are so many temptations and difficulties to cool their 

zeal, damp their joy, and fill them with formality and indifference of spirit in the service of the 

Redeemer. It is not with us as it was with our forefathers. We do not have their zeal, their faith, 

their love. We are not humble as they were, nor so watchful as they were against the temptations 

and sins to which we are exposed. We donôt discover that acquaintance with the power of religion 

which they had. We donôt walk so closely with God as they did . In sum, we have the name, the 

form , but we donôt have so much of the life, the spirit, the power  of godliness, as our forefathers 

had, who are now in glory. We are more worldly, more selfish, more proud and haughty, more 

careless and negligent of our frames and our conversation, and in all respects, we have more of 

the appearance of ñalmost-Christian sò than they did .  

Yet blessed be God, this is not the case with every individual. There are a few who desire to honour 

God by a lively faith, a becoming zeal, and a close and humble walk ð a few whose concern it is to 

make the greatest advances in grace, and to maintain daily communion with God , amidst the 

various hurries of life. They cannot live long without God. They are never easy except when they 

are feeling his animating and quickening Presence with them ; and their souls, in consequence of 

it, are warmed, enlivened, and breathe out desires for Him . This seems to be the case with the 

person who sent in the above question.  

You know something of the excellence of communion with God, my dear friend . You have found 

what it is to have a sweet relish for divine things. And now you are full of uneasiness at the sad 

loss you have sustained through the hurries and enjoyments of this life, and desire to have your 

former experience revived, and to find your soul again in a lively, healthful, and vigorous 

conditio n. You are not alone in this . I am persuaded that many speak the same language you do, 

feel the same things, have the same desires, and are equally at a loss as to what to do. It is a case 

of some importance. May the Spirit of God enable me to answer it in such a manner as may, 

through a Divine blessing, be effectual to bring your soul and the souls of others, nearer to God, 
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and quicken you to the pursuit of that which has a tendency to promote your growth in grace, and 

make you nourishing and lively Christians!  

But before I directly answer your question, I would make two or three observations on it, that may 

be an encouragement to persons in such circumstances, as well as be a caution  to those in the 

pursuits of this world. ð  

1. It is a peculiar mercy, when we find our soul in a declining condition, to be immediately alarmed 

at it, and sensible of it. When God is about to bestow the blessings of salvation, he first makes the 

sinner sensible of his need of them. So too, when He is about to revive his work in the soul who 

has been running astray from him, He first gives him a sense of his decline, shows him where he 

has fallen from ð what a stranger he is to the life of religion, what ingratitude he has been guilty 

of, how much he has lost of the pleasures of the divine life, and how much he has dishonoured the 

God who called him out of darkness into His marvellous light. To lie  asleep, as David did after his 

adultery and murder, is awful. Oh! sin is of a hardening nature. The Christian is often stupefied 

and benumbed with it. It shuts his eyes, and hardens his heart. He has lost in some measure his 

zeal and liveliness. His graces are withering. His duties are cold and formal  ð indeed, he can 

oftentimes omit them. He doesnôt have that communion with God he once enjoyed; and yet he 

appears to be contented. This is a melancholy case! Bless God that it is not your  case. You appear 

to be sensible of the unhealthy condition your soul is in. You see it is not with you as it was in 

months past. Bless God, Christians, if you are sensible of any decays, if your eyes are open, and 

your soul is impressed with a deep sense of the loss of communion with God, the neglect of your 

duty, or mere formality in it.  

2. We should esteem it a mercy if, when under decline, we earnestly desire a revival. This appears 

to be the case with you, my friend. I think  I see you viewing former seasons of communion, falling 

down before God, and under a deep sense of your declining circumstances. I hear you humbly 

addressing him in the following manner: ð  

ñLord, show me what you would have me do. I would acknowledge my many omissions of duty, 

my great carelessness and negligence, and would be deeply sensible of the loss I have sustained. 

Oh! revive your work in my soul, and let me not remain at this languishing rate! Lord, quicken, 

quicken this slothful heart, enkindle  the sacred spark afresh, and let me be all alive for you!ò  

How happy it is when we are enabled to speak such language, and find our soul in such a frame 

as this! But on the other hand, to be careless and unconcerned, to be easy and contented in such 

circumstances, is an awful sign that religion is languishing in our soul, and that there is no present 

appearance of an alteration. David, when awakened, was not only sensible of the dangerous 

condition he had been in, but he desired a revival of the work of God in his soul ð that he might 

again enjoy communion with Him , and nourish and prosper in the divine life. Therefore, he 

earnestly prayed that God would graciously look upon him, and return to him, Psa 51.7. 1 

3. It is a difficult thing to have much to do wi th the world , and to grow in grace. Through the 

degeneracy of our hearts, the world has become an enemy to our souls, a hindrance in our way to 

heaven. Many, like the young man,2 keep their enjoyments to the loss of their souls. The Christian 

himself who has found the emptiness of the world, and its insufficiency to satisfy an immortal 

 
1 Psa 51:7 , 11 Purge me with hyssop, and I shall be clean; Wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow... Do not cast me 

away from Your presence, And do not take Your Holy Spirit from me.  

2 Mark 10.17-22. ñThe rich young ruler.ò 



19 

desire ð notwithstanding that, is ready to be too fond of it. He finds it a sad clog and hindrance 

to him at times. He would often leave it behind him when he goes to worship God. But it will follow 

him from duty to duty, interrupt his communion with God, lead his heart aside, and damp the 

exercise of every grace. How ready is the Christian to swell with pride on account of his flourishing 

enjoyments? We need great grace to keep us humble in prosperous circumstances, either of soul 

or body. Is the Christian immersed in cares? Here he is in danger of being filled with too much 

anxiety, and of employing too much of his time in the world, to the neglect of some important 

duties of religion . It is  in the suitable discharge of these, that the divine life is kept up in the soul.  

Thus it is difficult for those who have much to do with the world , to grow in grace. I mention this 

to quicken the Christian to diligently attend to those means that are necessary for keeping up his 

lively sense of the things of God in his soul ð and to keep him from being discouraged if at any 

time he sees that he has lost his frame through his many anxious cares, or through the temptations 

arising from this world. I donôt doubt that this is the case with many. Many of you, my dear friends, 

have known what it is to lose communion with God through the hurries of life; what  it is  to have 

your soul out of tune; what it is to be tempted to the omission of duties. I would include myself 

with you, and lay my hand upon my mouth, crying out guilty , guilty . What then shall we do in 

such unpleasing circumstances?  

This leads me to directly answer the case; specifically, what methods we must take to recover a 

healthful and vigorous frame of soul, so as to be able to maintain real and close communion with 

God amidst the hurries of life? It requires a person of great experience to give a suitable answer 

to so important a question. Sensible of my own weakness here, I hope I have earnestly entreated 

the assistance of the Spirit of God. In consequence of this, my mind  (I trust ) has been directed to 

the following things, which I would now humbly suggest t o you as necessary in this case: ð  

I . Examine carefully the occasion of your decline. It is plain, if we look into his word , that God 

brings some afflictions upon his people in a way of sovereignty. But when he withholds the special 

influences of his Spirit from us  ð the consequences of which are loss of communion with him, the 

withering of our graces, and a decline with regard to the life of religion in our souls  ð we may 

immediately conclude that we have dishonoured God in some instance or other, and provoked 

him to thus leave us partly. It is necessary, then, to inquire into the occasions of Godôs withdrawal , 

not only for our present but for our future guidance. Was Job anxious to know why God contended 

with him in a way of affliction, and will  we not be solicitous to examine into the reasons for  our 

present decline? To lose spiritual enjoyments is much more melancholy than to be under temporal 

afflictions. Come then, my soul, and come my Christian friends, and particularly , come my dear 

friend who sent in the above case, and who desires a revival ð come, and let us examine how we 

have provoked God to withdraw. What has been the reason for  our recent coldness and formality? 

How did we come to lose any of our zeal for Christ? How is it that we have been led to omit the 

spiritual duties of prayer, meditation, etc. Why havenôt we experienced the presence of the Spirit 

in ordinances, drawing  our souls after Jesus, and shedding abroad his love in our hearts? Oh! why 

is it that it is not the same with us as in months past, when we sat under the shadow of the Lord, 

and his presence filled our souls with unspeakable joy? We have reason to be jealous of our wicked 

hearts, and to fear that they have led us aside. And so we have grieved the Holy Spirit, and he has 

revealed his displeasure.  

Let us make the inquiry: ð 

Perhaps we have been too elated with pride. Pride is a great enemy to the divine life. It has often 

provoked the Spirit to withdraw his presence, so that being in some measure left to ourselves, we 
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might be humbled and not think of ourselves beyond what we should. It was pride that provoked 

God to leave Peter; and see how shamefully he fell, Luk 22.33, 57-60. The Apostle Paul was likely 

to be carried away with pride, even under those high enjoyments he was favoured with. Therefore, 

he had a messenger of Satan sent to buffet him, 2Cor 12.1-7. Some are proud of the world. They 

grow in riches; and their hearts are lifted up, as if they were more amiable or had more interest in 

God than others. Is this your case, my friends?  

Examine: have temporal or spiritual enjoyme nts lifted you up too much? Have these vain hearts 

been flattering you as a person of some peculiar worth? And have you been ready to swell with 

that thought, and then from such an apprehension, to look at others with an unchristian air?  

Again, perhaps youôve been led by your enjoyments to indulge a security and a carelessness of 

spirit. 1 Through the sad wickedness of our hearts, we have often been guilty here, and so we have 

suffered an unspeakable loss. It has often been suggested to us after spiritual enjoyments, that 

our state is safe and secure ð that there is no depriving us of the promised inheritance . God has 

given us an evident token of His everlasting love for our souls. Therefore, we need not be in our 

duty so much, but may indulge a little liberty, and enjoy a few of the pleasures and comforts of the 

present life; and we may do all this consistent with our hopes of a better life . These thoughts, 

perhaps, we have too eagerly imbibed , from their having a plausible appearance; but they have 

proved to be a poison to our souls. For, while  we have been taking this innocent liberty, we have 

insensibly grown careless and secure, and have lost our spiritual joy. This may also be the case as 

to temporal enjoyments. Inquire, therefore, have these led you to a carelessness and security of 

spirit? God has perhaps increased your substance, and given you everything richly to enjoy. You 

are like many in the world : you abound with comforts ; and you too must be like them in frame 

and spirit. Oh ! there is great danger here! They apprehend themselves to be too rich to be 

religious, that God will pay deference to them on account of their station. And hasnôt this been a 

temptation to you at times ? And so you have sunk in your zeal and in your close communion and 

converse 2 with God.  

Again, perhaps you have loved this world too much. ñIf any man loves the world, the love of the 

Father is not in him,ò 1Joh 2.15. Though you may not love the world in the sense of the apostle, 

your affections may yet be so set upon it, as to make a jealous God withdraw the special tokens of 

his love from you. It is in every way unsuitable to our profession of love for God, to be so fond of 

present things. It is offering the greatest affront to our adorable Immanuel  ð as if there were more 

excellence in the world than in Him , or as if He was not a sufficient portion for us. My Christian 

friend, inquire how your heart stands as to the world. Have you been slighting your Lord , your 

Husband, your best of friends, by valuing the world too much?  

Again, perhaps through a multiplicity of engagements, you have been tempted to neglect those 

duties in which Chris tians meet with God, and by which they find their souls enlivened. Every 

duty is beautiful in its season. There is a time to mind the world, and a time to attend to the affairs 

of the soul. To be diligent in our calling is doubtless a duty. A Christian who is careless and slothful 

in his worldly affairs is no honour to religion. I would not throw one reflection  upon industry in 

the pursuit of our lawful business, if not to  applaud  it. But then we should remember that the 

world does not have a right to all  our time. Martha was encumbered about making provision for 

 
1 Security here means a false sense of security ð becoming complacent about our salvation. ñOnce saved, always saved.ò 

We pervert having no fear of hell, into having no fear of God. ð WHG  

2 Converse or conversation : to deal with or interact with others; how we conduct ourselves publicly. ï WHG  
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our Lord, when she ought to have been at his feet, hearing his doctrine: Luk 10.38-42. So the 

Christian often is in the world , when he should be in his family , or in his closet.1  

Perhaps your engagements are great; you are obliged to be in company with many . This is a 

temptation to you to neglect some important duties ; duties that have been made sweet and 

pleasant to your soul. You will permit me, my dear friends, to be quite free. The case under 

consideration gives me an opportunity for it ; and the prosperity of our souls is a matter of such 

importance that it requires it. I can only be inclined to think that evening clubs, which are so 

frequent even among professors, are injurious to the Christian life. Let me explain myself  here, 

for fear of mistake. I donôt mean that we are to avoid all company and conversation in an evening. 

Christian conversation is necessary, and greatly useful. No, while  we are engaged in the affairs of 

this life, it will  often be necessary for a Christian to mix with those who perhaps are not. But when 

so much time is spent in evening visits, clubs, etc., that it  interferes with, and often sets aside, the 

duties of the family and the closet, or it leaves but little time f or these things. Itôs no wonder that 

we must lose ground in the divine life, especially if this is too much our practice. We should 

remember that real religion does not lie in much talking, but in private  converse with God, and in 

an experience of His quickening presence and grace. Christian conversation, indeed, has an 

excellent tendency to promote this ð and oh, that it was found more among us! But great beauty, 

and a good deal of Christian skill, lie in the timing of these things. One duty should not jostle out 

or prevent the discharge of another.  

Let me appeal to your conscience, professor, and ask you a few questions. Is it your usual practice 

to spend your evenings about the town? What is the consequence? Do you find your family in a 

suitable disposition to attend to social worship at your coming home ? Are they not rather wearied 

with the hurries of the day, and wishing for rest ? In such a circumstance, the duty is oftentimes 

sadly curtailed, if not totall y neglected. And how is it with the closet that seldom has an evening 

visit ? You have no time to look into your soul, to mourn over the sins of the day, or to recall its 

mercies; no time for reading or meditation. One neglect of this kind makes way for ano ther; and 

the professor can content himself with it. Oh! Christians, has this been the case with any of you? 

Has this been the case with you, my friend? Has the multiplicity of your affairs, or have your 

engagements prevented your often being in your closet? What have you lost? But, alas! you are 

contented, and think that none can blame you, so long as you have been in company with some of 

the friends of Jesus. Go on so, and see what the consequences will be . You will gradually lose a 

relish for the power and pleasures of religion, and your zeal will too much degenerate into 

controversy. You may talk much of God; but you will walk little with him. Pardon my freedom, my 

dear friends. I bring no charge against you but what I would bring against myself; and I would 

therefore inquire of  myself, as well as you.  

Thus examine the occasions of your decline. I have given you some instances to direct and help 

your inquiries. But do not stop here. Carefully examine everything by which you may have 

provoked God to withd raw his special presence from you.  

II.  When you have found the occasions for  your decline, humble yourself before the Lord, guard 

carefully against them for the future, get your heart sensibly affected with your loss, and earnestly 

pray that the Spirit ma y not depart from you, but graciously return to you. This was the case with 

David, of whom we have already spoken. When he was brought to a sense of his sins, how humble 

he was! He fell down prostrate before God ð acknowledged and bewailed his backslidings. He 

 
1 That is, a prayer chamber (den, study, office) ð absorbed in meditations, in communion with God (Mat 6.6)  ï WHG  
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was jealous, lest he had provoked God to entirely withdraw his presence and Spirit from him . 

Therefore he reasoned with Him for the return of his favour, and that he would restore those 

divine consolations which he had experienced before, but had lately lost, Psa 51.11-12. Though we 

may not have been provoking God to withhold from us his special presence by the commission of 

such open and public sins as David, yet have we been too closely attached to the world? Have we 

neglected some of the great and important duties of the Christian life ? Have we been too proud, 

too careless and secure in our frame, our walk, and behaviour? Have we been trifling with God? 

It certainly becomes us to humble ourselves before him if we expect his return to us. We should 

draw near to him with weeping and lamentation; should often endeavour to impress our heart 

with a sense of our ingratitude; should often mourn before the Lord; and should set a mark upon 

those things that have been the occasions of our decline, that we may watch against them for the 

future. Often reflect upon the loss you have had. Consider the sickly condition your soul has been 

in while the Spirit was withdrawn from you. Consider how justly God might have left you, had he 

been strict to mark your backslidings. And oh! admire his infinite patience, and earnestly pray for 

his Spirit to return and breathe upon your dry bones. Let it be your daily concern, to beg of God, 

that he would keep your heart, your affections, quicken your soul, and not leave you to coldness 

and formality. When Israel was exhorted to return to the Lord after they had sinned, they are 

directed to return by prayer, and instructed how  to pray, or what  to say. Hos 14.2, ñTake words 

with you, and turn to the Lord. Say to him, Take away all iniquity, and receive us graciously ð so 

we will render to you the sacrifices of our lips,ò etc., etc. Prayer suits all cases, and is never to be 

neglected. Is anyone afflicted? Let him pray , Jas 5.13. So has any fallen, grieved the Spirit, and 

lost in some measure that liveliness and vigour of soul he once experienced? Let him return to 

God by prayer. Take words with you, even those words which God has furnished you with, and 

come to him. Take a promise in your hand, and come and plead it with God for the return of his 

presence and Spirit.  

III.  Often make use of your covenant relation to God, in pleading with him and with your own 

soul. The person who sent in the case that is under consideration does not appear to doubt being 

a Christian. The very form in which the question stands, supposes it; and upon this supposition, 

I proceed to give you this necessary direction. Some indeed may say they cannot  plead a covenant 

relation for they ar e greatly in the dark about it, and they are therefore afraid to do it. In answer 

to this in general, observe this: So long as you find that your viewing and pleading your covenant 

relation quickens you, humbles you, sets you against all sin, and tends to fill you with love for 

Jesus and his service, you may look upon this as evidence of your interest in the covenant. 

Therefore, my friends, plead this covenant relation to God if you would have it better with your 

souls, and be in such a frame as to maintain communion with God.  

1. Plead it with God . A sense of it greatly tends to give you faith and fervency in prayer, and to fill 

you with hopes of the divine presence and favour. Here is a glorious argument to make use of with 

God. Rejoice in it, my dear friend, and make frequent use of it. Often throw yourself at the 

footstool of Godôs throne and address him in language such as this:  

ñLord, am I not  yours? Father, didnôt you choose me from eternity, and determine to bestow 

salvation upon me? Mighty God, didnôt you undertake for me, agree to put my name in the book 

of life, and in consequence of this, come, and suffer, and die in my stead? And havenôt you 

renewed me, eternal Spirit, and set the broad seal of heaven upon my soul? If I am not yours, 

Lord, what do such instances of communion with you mean? What does this love for Jesus, and 

these desires for  conformity to his image  mean? Arenôt these like so many evidences of your 
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everlasting love? And, oh! will you leave me to wither and languish, to grow cold and formal? 

Wonôt you come and kindle this sacred spark afresh, and carry on your work with an almighty 

efficacy? I acknowledge, Lord, I am unworthy of your favour: I have sinned, and I deserve your 

everlasting displeasure. But didnôt it please you of your infinite grace, to enroll  my name among 

your chosen ones in the volume of eternity? And will you leave me? Lord, it was your own act, 

your free act; and I would humbly plead it. Therefore, come and visit my soul, shed abroad your 

love in my heart, pardon my backslidings, and may I be enabled to rejoice in your covenant love, 

and walk and act as one who has a real interest in it.ò 

Thus plead with God, and follow the example of the Psalmist, who in all difficulties, temporal and 

spiritual, addressed God as his God. Oh! the sweetness, the happiness, that is couched in these 

two words, ñmy  God!ò 

2. Often make use of the same argument, and plead this covenant relation with your souls . When 

you find your soul in danger through sin; when you have lost your frame, and feel a coldness and 

formality, and the hurries of the world tempting you to a carelessness in and a negligence of duty; 

plead with your  soul in a manner such as this ð  

ñO my soul! Am I acting like an heir of glory, to be thus encumbered, thus anxious, and thus 

careless? What, didnôt the Father love me from eternity, and give me to his Son? Didnôt Jesus 

suffer and die for me? And hasnôt the Spirit actually renewed me? In consequence of all this, 

isnôt heaven my portion? Am I not born to glory? Oh! Then why so cold, so formal? I will not 

leave you, O my soul, in this withering condition. I will plead with you of the Fatherôs everlasting 

kindness; I will beseech you by the tender compassions of the Son of God, who gave himself for 

you. I will press upon you the infinite love of the Spirit, who said to you, live! I will not leave till 

I find things better with you. May the Father not justly complain of you?  

ñHear, my soul, what He says.  

What , didnôt I look upon you from everlasting with infinite kindness, and are these the returns  

you are making? Is this like one of my chosen vessels? Didnôt I pass by thousands, and look 

upon you? And is this  all the sense you have of your obligations to me?  

ñHear Jesus gently chiding you, my slothful soul  ð saying,  

What , didnôt I love you so as to die for you? Wasnôt the day of your redemption upon my heart 

from everlasting? And will  my cause, my glory, lie so little upon yours? Behold my wounded 

soul; see my bitter agonies; and all to rescue you from everlasting death! And will you not love 

me more?  

ñHear the Spirit bringing his ch arge against you, expostulating with you,  

Havenôt I  ð in consequence of the Fatherôs everlasting love, and the Mediatorôs purchase ð 

come and brought you out of darkness into light? What evidences have I given you of covenant 

love? How have I calmed your troubled conscience, shed abroad a Saviourôs love in your heart, 

been a spirit of grace and supplication in you, and a spirit of adoption too? And what , are you 

so ungrateful, so cold, and secure?  

ñThus may God the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, upbraid and chide you, my soul: and shall this 

not move you? Lord, my heart begins to melt; it softens, it yields to so much love! Oh, come and 

do with me what  you please! May I hate sin; may I love you with greater fervency, and view every 

earthly enjoyment with indifference, and use all to  your glory.ò  
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Thus plead with your soul, your covenant relation to God and all its consequences. Do it 

frequently . And through the divine blessing , you will find it a happy means of enabling you to live 

above this world while  you are in it; of humbling you for sin; quickening you under all decays; and 

of bringing you into a spiritual and heavenly frame, so as to maintain some communion with God 

amidst the hurries of life.  

IV.  If you would keep up communion with God while  you are engaged in the affairs of the world, 

take care and watch over your frame, your ends and views. You may lawfully follow the world with 

diligence; but take care that you pursue those measures that are necessary to keep your heart at a 

proper distance from the world, lest it too  be carried away with it, and entangled in it. Improve 

what time you can for God. Particularly take care of your frame before you actually enter upon 

your secular affairs. Be concerned, so the world doesnôt creep into your heart when you rise in the 

morning. Your morning frames are of great importance. Labour to throw aside the world; and 

donôt enter upon business till you have earnestly sought the presence and blessing of God with 

and upon you. In your closet, consider well the affairs of the day ð the temptations you are likely 

to be exposed to; be earnest with God for his special presence to keep you; endeavour to get your 

heart impressed with the love of Jesus ð and you will be in less danger of being carried away by 

the temptations of the day. You read in the life of Col. Gardiner, that the great man always had his 

two hours with God in the morning. 1 If his regiment was to march at four, he would be up at two. 

I  donôt doubt that the frame he had in his closet, often went with him through the day. I would not 

intimate by this, that it is the duty of every one of you, my friends, to spend two hours in your 

closets every morning. But I am satisfied that if no care is taken to set apart some time to God, 

that person can never be in a flourishing condition as to his soul. Let me tell you, rising early is 

not only good for the health of the body, but for the health of the soul too, provided some time is 

spent with God, and communing with our own heart.  

My friends, strive, wrestle  with God in your morning hours for His presence during  the day; and 

labour to get love for Jesus enkindled in your breasts before you go out of your closets; and watch 

over your frame during  the day. Examine your ends and views, the principles and springs from 

which you act. Watch over your deceitful heart. Walk as in the presence of God. In sum, let the 

glory of Christ lie  near upon your heart, and be afraid of anything that may dishonour God and 

provoke his Spirit to withdraw from you. In thus endeavouring to cultivate a spiritual frame and 

temper, and to walk with humility and circumspection, you will give evidence of you r being 

Christians indeed. You may expect the presence of God with you; and I have no doubt that  through 

His divine blessing, you will find your soul in a thriving condition.  

I would now close these few hints, with two remarks.  

1. From this  we find that it is not an easy thing to be a flourishing Christian. We must live much 

in the exercise of faith; we must be much on our guard against sin; we must be much in our closets, 

seeking God by prayer, examining ourselves, and keeping a strict watch over our hearts, lest they 

deceive us. A careless Christian cannot be a flourishing one. If you would grow up like tall cedars, 

and flourish as trees of righteousness, then you must not be cold and lifeless, careless as to your 

frames and conversation. Like sentinels, you must be ever on your watch; like persons running a 

race, you must press towards the mark with all your might; and like soldiers, you must be prepared 

for the battle, and enter the field with your armour on, so that you may get daily advantages over 

your spiritual enemies, and may go from strength to strength, from one degree of grace to another. 

 
1 Col. James Gardinerôs Life, p. 60. He was slain at the battle of Prestonpans, September 21, 1745.  
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To be lively  Christians ð those who glorify God in every circumstance of life ð requires grace to 

be greatly exercised, to be much of the presence of God, and to obtain constant supplies out of our 

Redeemerôs inexhaustible fulness.  

2. We should each be concerned to inquire how it is with our soul; and if we are on the decline, to 

attend to the directions that have been given. Put off a matter of such vast importance no longer; 

but examine whether or not you are Christians indeed, and in what circumstances ð whether 

thriving, or declining . And if you are on the decline, let me entreat you to consider what has been 

said on this subject, and to think it is high time to awaken out of sleep. Oh! if you have any concern 

for the honour of Christ, any concern for the peace and welfare of your precious soul, labour to 

have things better with you. Let your loins be girded, and your lights burning; and may none of us 

be under the least alarm when death approaches ð but then, through grace, be enabled to say,  

We have fought the good fight; we have finished our course; we have kept the faith . Henceforth 

there is laid up for us a crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous judge, will give us 

on that day, and not to us only, but also to all those who love his appearing (2Tim 4.7-8).  

CASE 3. A serious person, who scruples 1 to comply with the usual practice of 

playing cards, desires to  know whether these scruples arise from a needless 

tenderness of conscience, or from the faithful ad monitions  of the Spirit of God.  

The above question is grounded upon, and extracted from the following epistle:   

ñReverend Sir ð I humbly take the liberty to recommend for  your consideration a subject which 

has been of great concern to my mind. In times past, I had a great liking for  and frequently 

practised the game of cards ð without remorse, as I believe most young people do. But since I 

have tasted that the Lord is gracious (which I hope is my happy case), I directly laid aside the 

general practice of it, as what I apprehend is unbecoming the Christian character. I have 

withstood frequent temptations offered for compliance; but once I am in company, I warm to 

the game, and upon their solicitation I complied, but not without sharp reproofs of conscience  

ð upon which I secretly purposed to have no more to do with it ; and up to now I have kept my 

resolution. Whether my refusals are needless scruples of conscience, or faithful admonitions 

from God, is my question. And as the season is coming on, in which the game of cards is 

commonly practised, and I may possibly fall in the way of temptation to it , I desire to know if by 

compliance, I  will sin against God; and (if so) what the evil of it  particularly consists  in.  

I am, sir, yours, etc. 

P.S. I leave it to your judgment to frame a question from these thoughts suitable to the occasion.ò  

As such a conscientious spirit runs through the above epistle, I think it may speak the language of 

many hearts; and therefore I  more readily address myself to the consideration of the subject.  

The serious request contained in the foregoing letter cannot be answered without entering into 

the merits of the cause. For there is no other way to know whether the scruples in our mind  are 

needless or just, as to any particular practice, except by applying to the divine word as the rule of 

duty. We want to see what we can gather from there by just consequence concerning the point. 

Therefore, so far as my judgment reaches, I would endeavour to recommend myself seriously and 

faithfully  to every manôs conscience in the sight of God (2Cor 4.2).  

 
1 Scruple: to hesitate on moral grounds.  
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Let me first say a few things which apply in common to the game of cards and other diversions. 

Then I will consider what is specific to this game and others of a similar kind. And so I will show 

you by degrees, in what and how far this game is lawful or unlawful.  

1. This diversion, with every other, is certainly evil whenever it is attended with those 

circumstances that are detrimental and disgraceful ð e.g., if it is practised with wicked company; 

if it is pursued at unseasonable hours; if it infringes on the regular duties  of the family , whether 

civil or religious; if it sets aside or drives into a corner, the private  duties of prayer; if it occasions 

putting up high stakes; or if it stirs up the corruptions of anger, envy, revenge or lays a foundation 

for swearing, quarrels, and confusions.  

And it is still more particularly  abominable whenever a personôs heart is so hardened by the 

deceitfulness of sin (Heb 3.13), as to presume to practice it on the Lordôs day.  

Those who are acquainted with this game, and indulge a free use of it, cannot help but be sensible 

that it is very, very often attended with such abominable circumstances. And as it is for the most 

part attended with or productive of these evils, everyone who has any sense of religion, and any 

conscience towards God, should therefore be very wary and cautious how he ventures upon it.  

2. This diversion, with every other, is certainly evil so far as it is a disgrace and dishonour to the 

profession of religion.  

For a professor to give himself up to any diversion immoderately, is a reproach to him. But for a 

professor of Christianity to be a professed card-player , is a brand and an infamy . When any of 

them are known to be followers of this practice, their characters are sunk in the esteem of all truly 

serious Christians and Gospel churches. And this report that is spread concerning them, or this 

practice that is seen among them, raises their credit only among the loose, frivolous , and vain part 

of the world, and exceedingly hardens the hearts of those who have not set God before them.  

That this is a reproachful diversion is practically and publicly acknowledged by the form of the 

indentures 1 by which youths are bound as apprentices. For in these indentures, they are bound 

to abstain from cards, dice, and other unlawful games. Doubtless this form was established in 

those indentures under a conviction that these diversions are particularly  ensnaring to youth.  

Therefore, if professors have any conscientious regard for their reputation as Christians, they are 

bound by this principle , to abstain from the disreputable practice.  

3. This diversion, with every other, is certainly evil so far as it is ensnaring in its own nature. Now 

it is very evident from a matter of fact, that this game has something peculiarly bewitching and 

entangling in it. How strongly it captivate s the affections; how strangely it draws away the heart; 

and how powerful ly and effectively it  fill s the mind with vani ty! It is to such a degree that a person 

must be extremely on his guard to escape receiving an unspeakable prejudice to his soul. This 

diversion, therefore, must certainly be unlawful when it bewitches the mind and produces vanity 

and carnal affections. Besides, it is known that this game has such a pernicious pleasure in it , that  

it actually enamours the affections; it makes persons extremely fond of it, and set upon it as if it 

was a matter of the highest importance to have opportunities  for it , and to be indulged  in it. 

Generally speaking, this influence on the mind  is so efficacious, that all arguments and 

 
1 Form of the indenture s: the usual requirements of a contract covering a paid apprenticeship. ï WHG  
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persuasions, all warnings ð even the very experience of disadvantages arising from it ð prove 

altogether too weak to detach the mind from it. 1 

Many persons are so fond of it that they will forego almost everything, rather than be debarred 

from the infatuating pleas ure. What unaccountable eagerness some pursue it with ; how they are 

vexed and grieved at heart when disappointed of having a game; and what resentment rises in 

their minds against those who are so faithful as to reprove or debar them! That person who 

attempts to speak a word against it, must be accounted a precisian, a zealot, an enemy to pleasure. 

Whenever matters have run to such a length as this, or to anything like it, it is evidence that the 

gamesters are absolutely intoxicated with carnal pleasure.  

4. This diversion, with every other, must certainly be evil when it unfits the soul for spiritual 

duties. It is readily granted that some diversions are certainly lawful; and it is as readily allowed 

that some diversion is really necessary. But then, it is only so far as it is suited to unbend the mind 

for a season from severer thought, or to relax the body to render it more capable of perform ing 

necessary duty. Diversion is graciously allowed and designed to fit the body and mind for spiritual 

and natural duties. But surely a gracious person must acknowledge the following maxim to be a 

just one: that whatever diversions actually unfit  the frame and spirit of the mind for devotional 

exercises, they so far prove themselves to be hurtful and criminal. And therefore, every person 

who has any regard for the power of godliness in his own soul, must judge and condemn himself 

as guilty before God whenever he engages in such diversions, or engages to such a degree as to 

unfit his soul for this communion with God. I f every professor seriously attended to this rule, and 

examined himself by this test, I  have no doubt that he would soon be obliged to decline this 

practice from his own experience.  

Give me leave here to put one question to your consciences, a question that needs to be put 

seriously to you, and by you to yourselves. After a game of cards, do you actually find yourselves 

unfitted by it for spiritua l devotion? I strongly suspect that if every one of you who knows what 

communion with God means , would be faithful to yourselves, then all of you would find by sad 

experience, that this game is an absolute enemy to vital religion.  

Having brought this subj ect down to experience itself, I beg your leave to offer the following 

considerations to your thoughts.  

Since this game is found to be so peculiarly attended with many evils, to be so peculiarly 

dishonourable and infatuating, and in fact, to be such an enemy to vital godliness, what can be 

the reason for it ? Isnôt there some ground to suspect that it is evil in itself ? If it is not so, how does 

it come to pass that such evils should necessarily cling to it, or necessarily be produced by it? But 

if it is indeed unlawful, what does its particular evil consist  of? I would be far from exaggerating 

matters of any kind  unjustly ; though I am apprehensive that many who may see these lines, will 

imagine that any attempt to prove that this game is evil in itself, m ust be owing to an overly 

narrow , precise, or scrupulous conscience. But let me crave your patience a little, while I attempt 

to display my thoughts on this topic with all freedom and plainness.  

The whole of what I have to say on this subject is founded on a plain, but too neglected passage of 

sacred writ: Pro 16.33, ñThe lot is cast into the lap; but the whole disposing of it  is from  the Lord,ò 

i.e. whenever a lot is cast, the entire decision or determination of it is from Jehovah himself. He 

claims it as his sole prerogative. This proverb will appear to be true concerning all sorts of lots, 

 
1 In other words, it has become an addiction , an idol  to be worshipped. ï WHG  
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whether civil or religious  ð wherever, however, or whenever they may be cast. For, in all cases 

whatever, when a lot is cast, and cast fairly, an event is thereby rendered casual and uncertain. It  

is not within the reach of human skill or power to ascertain, foresee, or determine the event. And 

if it is beyond human contrivance or art to decide the affair, then to whom does it belong, or whose 

prerogative is it? Therefore, whoever believes in the universal providence of God, must of 

necessity acknowledge that all events universally  are under divine direction, especially those that 

are casual. And if God is to be owned in those events which come upon us daily ð unforeseen, 

unsuspected, and undesigned by any creature ð then surely Divine Providence should be still 

more especially regarded by us whenever we voluntarily render an event uncertain and casual.  

We must therefore conclude from the above plain text of Pro 16.33, and the reasoning upon it, 

that we should in no case designedly consider an event casual with respect to us, without some 

real dependence upon and submission to Divine Providence. With this frame of spirit, lots may 

be cast or established on proper occasions, without any harm or crime. 1 And without some such 

frame of mind in casting or receiving a lot, we are really defective in our regard to Jehovah as a 

God of providence, even supposing that the occasion of the lot is proper and justifiable. But if we 

venture to cast a lot on trivial  occasions ð occasions on which it would be profane to address 

Jehovah ð we are then guilty of trifling with what should be treated with serious regard to the 

Lord as the supreme decider of all events; and especially of those events whose outcome we 

designedly put out of our own reach.  

It may perhaps be readily asked here, what reference does all this reasoning have to the present 

subject, or how can this be applied to the game of cards and dice? Let me then briefly state this 

affair to you, with a view to the diversion in question.  

I confess that in this game much of the success depends on the skill and attention of a person who 

engages in it ; for a skilful player can sometimes make a greater advantage of a bad hand, than 

others can of a good hand. But still, whether a person has a good or a bad hand, depends entirely 

on the cutting, shuffling, and dealing out of the cards ; and this is a very important circumstance 

in the game. I will  put the affair of a lot in the present case, only on this issue. The one who shuffles, 

or cuts, and deals out the cards, either does it fairly or unfairly. If it is done unfairly, then there is 

cheating, knavery, fraud, and dishonesty practised in the game. But, if he does it fairly, it is done 

in such a manner that no person can foresee which side should have the advantage. So then, here 

is an event designedly put into a properly casual or uncertain state. And this is, this can be, none 

other than the very act of casting a lot . So we are necessarily reduced to this dilemma: that either 

a lot is cast, or else the game is conducted in a cheating and dishonest way. Therefore, if justice 

takes place in the game, here is an event of considerable consequence in the play, designedly put 

out of the decision of human skill, forethought, or contrivance . And so the outcome of this event 

must necessarily be referred elsewhere, to some invisible power.  

Can it then be improper or unnecessary to ask where the decision is referred to? Is it to God, to 

the devil, or to chance and fortune? If the decision is referred to God himself as a God of 

providence, this can be esteemed no less than profanity ; and we are assured that God will not 

account him guiltless who takes His name in vain. And being at a game of cards, can we say in our 

 
1 In cases of necessity and importance, where we cannot without falling into destructive contentions, decide a point in 

question, the Lord graciously permits us to refer the decision of the affair to Him self by lot, provided we do it with a 

proper eye to him, as the Grand Arbiter and Disposer . Pro 18.18. ñThe lot causes contentions to cease, and parts between 

the mighty.ò 
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heart with any seriousness or decency, Lord, give a perfect equitable lot? I  know we cannot; you 

know we cannot. Such language of heart or action can never be esteemed decent in diversion. And 

those who have any seriousness in their spirits, are far from th e thought, and cannot bear the 

reflection in their own consciences.  

I ask further , then, if th e decision is not referred to the Lord, is it to the devil? No, by no means, 

you will say. This you detest as much as the former, as it has a species of witchcraft in it. It only 

then remains that the reference is made to chance, or to nothing. To say that it is referred to 

nothing, is to say that it is not referred at all, which is contrary to the matter of fact , because the 

event is actually and designedly referred away from yourselves, and from all human skill and 

contrivance. And therefore it must be referred to luck, chance, or fortune. This thought is more 

tolerable than the former . And it is extremely evident that it is  referred to this , from the universal 

language which obtains in this diversion; nothing is more common than to talk about luck, chance, 

and fortune. But remember, then, if the reference is made to chance, what is this but substituting, 

practically  substituting, fortune in place of Divine Providence? This is a species of heathenism 

and idolatry.  

It may indeed be said, in order to satisfy or soothe the conscience, that you have no thought or 

design in shuffling the cards, to make an appeal or to refer to anything  whatever ð neither to God, 

the devil, nor chance ð and therefore you cannot be charged with either of these suggested or 

supposed evils. But it is easy to reply that even if your remote intention is only to divert yourselves, 

and to conduct the game fairly, yet a more immediate design professedly intervenes. Namely, it is 

your actual intent ion (if you are honest and fair) to put an event out of your own reach, and out of 

the reach of your partner and company, in order for you to divert yourselves by it , and upon it . 

And if you designedly and professedly refer the event away from the determination of all human 

skill and forethought, then it highly becomes you who cast this lot, to seriously inquire where you 

refer it to then ð remembering at the same time, that whatever your thought is, or whether you 

have any thought about it or not, it is still a universal truth that when the lot is cast into the lap, 

the whole disposal of it is of the Lord . Do not  say, professor, that the providence of God has 

nothing to do with such trifling concerns ; for whether we would have it or not, the above quoted 

text is, and must be, of universal extent. Are these concerns too trivial for divine providence, when 

not a sparrow falls to the ground without our Father, and the very hairs of our heads are all 

numbered? Mat 10.29, 30.  

I am sorry that I am obliged to incu lcate and enforce such plain and universal truths, because they 

are so evidently infringed upon even by professors themselves, through their being habitually 

ignorant of the evil included in chance diversions. And surely those amusements can scarcely be 

called harmless, whose innocence cannot be otherwise supported than by excluding, contracting, 

or abridging the providence of God.  

But I have another serious thought to offer for  your consideration, which  I cannot but conceive 

has some weight in it  to a serious mind.  

You know yourselves that whenever this lot is cast in the diversion, you are more or less concerned 

about, or concerned with, the event in your mind . Your affections are more or less at work in a 

way of expectation and hope, to see what advantages chance will give you or deprive you of in the 

game. And the difference is not very great if you play for but a trifle, or even for nothing . For every 

person is solicitous and desirous in some degree, to have the advantage of a good hand, either 

from a principle of interest or of honour . For if you are totally indifferent about the event of the 

game, and having the advantage in it, you actually lose all pleasure and amusement in the 
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diversion. It is this hope and concern that is the spring of all your pleasure attending the diversion; 

and it is this that keeps your attention to it. Accordingly, there is in some degree, a hope of having 

a good hand, or a fear of having a bad hand. And there is a certain joy and pleasure if the former 

falls to your lo t, and a certain sorrow or grief if the latter comes to your share, by the shuffling and 

dealing of the cards.  

Let me then entreat you to seriously reflect what these affections of the mind are excited by; what 

they are built upon ; and what is their object and their foundation. Is nôt it chance, luck, or fortune? 

If not, then what else can be the ground of these motions and affections from which the primary 

pleasure of the amusement springs? Certainly you agree to refer the outcome of the event (which 

raises these internal motions, these hopes, fears, or dependencies) away from all the creatures, 

from all human skill and power, and to refer it to chance or fortune. If so, isnôt it an experimental  

as well as a constructive substitution of fortune in place of providence? See whether this isnôt the 

true state of the case whenever your mind is in any measure agitated with hopes or fears, pleasure 

or sorrow, about the goodness or badness of the hand. And if this is so, or so far as it is the spring 

of your attenti on and pleasure in the game, then what name should we give to this sort of pleasure? 

And can we wonder that it is so peculiarly  ensnaring and intoxicating, as we generally find it to 

be?  

But if what has been said in the way of reasoning on the nature of a lot, and the necessary workings 

of the mind on the event decided by it , doesnôt convey any conviction, then I would try one more 

method. And that is by making a plain and close appeal to the hearts and consciences of those 

who have any fear of God before their eyes, concerning the working of their minds, the sentiments 

of their hearts, and the words of their lips, in the practice of these amusements.  

It is possible that you may think there is very little in all this argumentation , concerning the nature 

and design of a lot. Let it be so, then. But let us next see what the unavoidable consequences and 

effects of thus trifling with providence are, under the feigned name of luck and fortune . For 

frequently, the innocence or evil of anything is best seen in its immediate and universal fruits and 

effects.  

Now I will venture to affirm that this very practice generally , and as it were necessarily, produces 

these effects on professors of Christ:  

1. Heathenish sentiments;  

2. Heathenish language ;  

3. Heathenish affections ; all of which together often introduce,  

4. Heathenish practices.  

You may well be startled at the very proposal of these particulars. However, all I desire is that you 

give them that weight which, upon a proper examination, they in fact appear to have on yourselves 

and your experience.  

1. Heathenish sentiments appear to  be the unavoidable consequences of this practice. It actually 

contracts your notions of divine providence. It makes you ready to imagine that God leaves some 

events to chance or fortune. And indeed, you dare not be clear, consistent, and properly extensive 

in your sentiments concerning the divine determination of casual events  ð not without making 

some breach upon, or causing some suspicions in your consciences concerning this practice, in 

which you professedly agree to refer the determination of an event with which  you are concerned, 

away from yourselves, to you know not where. Or at least you dare not think whether it is in fact 

referred according to the true doctrine of Providence.  
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This diversion naturally leads you into an opinion that chance presides over and rules the game; 

that fortune sometimes takes one side and sometimes another, in a sort of arbitrary way. It 

naturally tends to make you think that some persons are lucky and fortunate, while others are 

unlucky and unfortunate. To this we may add that there is a multitude of heathenish notions 

arising from or making their way into your mind , such as: that fortune smiles upon some, and 

frowns upon others; that if the cards are shuffled in some other manner, or if we change places, 

etc., this will tur n the power of chance another way. Let me ask you freely, whether you find that 

such imaginations gradually obtain some place in your mind? And surely these conceptions are 

not only idle, but heathenish and foolish in the highest degree, and have more evil and infection 

in them than we may be ready to allow at first view . I am indeed very sensible that no judicious, 

conscientious Christian can embrace such opinions in his sober thoughts. Yet a frequent practice 

of these games will unavoidably leave their  in fection on the imagination . And sometimes this is to 

such a degree that a person actually desires to divert himself this way because of the amusement 

and entertainment that he finds in seeing (he thinks) how fortune shifts sides ð desiring and 

hoping that it may turn about in his own favour. All this will be f urther confirmed by observing,  

2. That heathenish language appears to be the unavoidable consequence of this practice. How 

constantly do we hear the terms luck, chance, fortu ne, in the process of this game? How freely do 

the gamesters talk of lucky  persons, lucky  hands, and fortunate or unfortunate places? This 

everyone knows is the dialect of the card table. And let me ask you, professor, whether such 

expressions as these are fit for the lips of a Christian? One would rather think that the very sound 

of them must be offensive to his ears, and drive him away from the diversion, when he knows that 

the whole of his phraseology expresses sentiments directly opposite to the Christi an doctrine of 

divine providence. Even further,  

3. Heathenish affections are the unavoidable consequence of this diversion. From this naturally 

arise such motions of the soul as these: wishing that fortune may favour us ; a hope that it will ; 

and a real dependence upon it for our success in the play; grieving and being uneasy at our fortune 

if we are particularly unlucky; and envying another whom fortune seems to favour more than us; 

being pleased and rejoiced when a good hand becomes our share; and then in our minds , insulting 

those who are not so happy and prosperous in that respect. And therefore, as all persons know 

that the success of the game very much depends upon chance, so far as a personôs heart is 

concerned with the event (because his interest or honour is involved in it ), so far these various 

affections of the soul are unavoidably moved.  

So that, here a vast variety of passions is fixed upon chance, and excited by it. The desire is moved 

towards it ; dependence is upon it; and when it frowns, there is either submission to it, fretting at 

it, or envying and grieving at the good fortun e of another. I t cannot but be acknowledged that 

these affections, thus excited, frequently work with great strength, and visibly reveal themselves 

in the countenance, words, and actions. Now, some of these affections are evil in themselves, such 

as fretfulness and envy. All of them are generally agitated to an immoderate degree. Even those 

affections which are lawful in themselves ð such as hope, fear, submission, dependence and joy 

ð become heathenish and criminal, so far as they have fortune  for their object and motive.  

And if we were to try giving another turn to our account of these affections, and suppose them to 

be excited not  by chance but by the view of the divine decision , this would only make the matter 

worse, by introducing apparent profaneness. For certainly you would not choose to call the 

pleasure felt in having a good hand, ñthankfulness to God,ò nor this submission if you have a bad 

hand, ñsubmission to the divine providenceò ð any more than you would choose to call any degree 
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of fretfulness or envy in the game, fretting at the divine disposal , or call envying another the 

advantage that God has given him.1  

Therefore, look into your own experiences under such diversions, and see how far these 

sentiments, this language, and these motions of heart, are chargeable against you. Then you will 

be obliged to allow that the game is very pernicious and intoxicating to you, whether you grant 

the justness of the foregoing reasonings about the nature of a lot, or not. One can scarcely think 

that a person who finds and observes these heathenish effects upon himself, would be at any loss 

to judge where they proceed from . For the very nature of these evil experiences, and the very 

nature of the evil that is in them , proclaim s that they are a practical and experimental  substitution 

of fortune in place of Providence.  Upon these principles and observations, we need not wonder if 

a fondness for, and a pursuit of this diversion, will  produce, 

4. Heathenish practices and effects. It naturally tends to make persons lose their reverence for 

God in the common affairs of life, and to make them forget that casual events are under the 

disposal of the great Governor of the universe, by ascribing them to chance, without looking any 

higher. It tends to draw the heart away from God, and to discompose the spirit for devotional 

exercises. It fills the mind with imaginations, sentiments, wishes,  hopes, and dependencies, that  

are unsuitable to a serious Christian, destructive to the power of godliness, and a never-failing 

hindrance to the spirit of devotion. It generally precludes the worship of God in the family and in 

private, or it drives it in to a corner. As a relish for this diversion increases, a regard to and a relish 

for spiritual ly vital religion proportion ally declines. And those who are the most attached to it, are 

those who live without God in the world.  

All this may be turned into an address to all those who occupy themselves in these diversions. Are 

there any of you whose consciences are struck by these representations and appeals? How deeply 

you should be humbled before the Lord, that you have walked in the counsel of the ungodly, stood 

in the way of sinners, and even sat in the seat of the scorner! (Psa 1.1) Beg of God the Holy Spirit 

to fasten the conviction in your heart like a nail in a sure place, so that you may never more be 

polluted with these corruptions.  

But are there any of you who make a profession of religion, who are still found in and fond of these 

practices? Give me leave to expostulate matters with you: What is there in this diversion that is so 

relishable and enchanting to you? Is the pleasure so great, or do you have such a regard for your 

honour or interest at a game of cards, as to bring them into competition with your reputation as 

Christians, or the interest of your precious souls?  

I would hope that many of you dare not pursue this  game with those circumstances of evil that 

most do, by attending to it at unseasonable hours, with high stakes, in public, or in vain and 

irreligious company, etc. If any of you are going on in this way, I must proclaim  that  the fear of 

God is not before your eyes; and your profession of religion is none other than a snare to your own 

soul, and a means of hardening the hearts of others. But are there not some, even many  of you, 

who make no scruple of this game occasionally? You satisfy your mind with this thought : that you 

practise it but seldom, and you do it  at convenient times and in proper company, and can therefore 

see no harm in it, or find any bad effects from it. Come, let us seriously inquire into this matter. 

 
1 In other diversions in which  the success entirely depends upon the exertions of our own skill or strength, there is no 

such snare; because in those our hopes or fears, etc. are founded upon a reality , and may therefore be very innocent. 

But in chance games, a person is in the utmost danger of letting his affections loose upon that which, if anything, is and 

can be none other than the Divine Providence, which certainly should not be thus played and trifled with.  
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Though you may avoid swearing, quarrelling, bad society, and unseasonable hours in this game, 

does it follow that it is therefore harmless to you? Have you never observed how unfit your frames 

have been for spiritual devotion after it? Have you never observed it to be a means of contracting 

or setting aside your family and private duties? Have you never observed what ill effects this 

occasional practice has upon your children and servants? To come closer, can you avoid its 

polluting your own mind with unchristian imaginations; or its defiling y our lips with a language 

contrary to the language of Canaan? For my part, I could never see that when Christians meet 

together for  this amusement, they could avoid this heathenish phraseology, or these heathenish 

perturbations of mind in the game , more than others do.  

And although it is too natural for you to make light of these things, yet I must affirm that these 

workings of affection, and these forms of language you are led into by it , are far from being trivial 

crimes. I know, indeed, that things of this nature appear very trif ling and inconsiderable to those 

who do not pay a spiritual regard to the first risings of the mind, or to the idle words they speak. 

But surely, if you have any considerable degree of the fear of God before your eyes, and the love 

of Christ in your heart,  you will think it your indispensable duty to avoid hearing of that which is 

so heathenish, and to keep yourself from being drawn into those sentiments and affections which 

such language expresses. These things undoubtedly have in them a species of enthusiasm 1 and 

infatuation  by which the thoughts, the affections, and language, are conversant about a nonentity  

(for such is chance and fortune, separate from the providence of God). And what can be more 

irrational, what can debase human nature more, than to have its hopes, desires, and 

dependencies, founded and fixed upon what is really nothing ? And according to the scriptural and 

rational account of what you are conversant with in these games, you have the highest reason to 

suspect you are guilty of, or on t he very margin of profaneness and idolatry.  

I must now commit the whole to your serious consideration, and to the divine blessing, desiring 

you to remember that, as it is a game so very dishonourable to professors, so very detrimental in 

its tendency, and so very infatuating in its influence,  its lawfulness in itself  must be justly 

suspected. It must be the safest way, to abstain from it entirely ; and it can only be hazardous to 

practise it on any occasion. If you would keep your consciences clear, and abstain from all 

appearance of evil, it is highly necessary that you keep at a distance from this diversion lest your 

ears be defiled with heathenish sounds, your lips with heathenish language, your mind with 

heathenish sentiments, and your heart with heathenish affections. And donôt think it ôs an easy 

matter to avoid these evils while fall ing into the practice; for if you truly attend to and examine 

your own heart, you will find it  really impossible to indulge the game, and yet avoid its snare.  

As for you who go on voluntarily and presumptuously in thi s diversion, making it your constant 

practice and your great delight, to the neglect or contempt of family or private  devotions 2 ð it is 

very evident that you donôt have the fear of God before your eyes. However easy your consciences 

may be in the midst of these pursuits, take this solemn hint along with you : that for every evil 

thought, and for every idle word, you must give an account in the day of judgment. (Mat 12.36)  

CASE 4. How may a person judge whe ther  a promise or threatening comes from 

God, or is brought by Satan to the soul ?  

This Question you will find contained in the following letter:  

 
1 Enthusiasm : derogatory term for an irrational passion or fancy; self-delusion; an ecstatic or frenzied state. 

2 Originally, ñfamily or closet religion,ò referring to praying and worshipping privately ( Mat 6.6). ð WHG  
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ñRev. Sir, I am a person who has for some years been a professed follower of Jesus. I have had 

a place in his house, enjoyed great privileges, and have advantages above many, sitting under a 

sound, faithful, and tender minister. But under these means of fruitfulness, alas! I seem barren 

and unprofitable . I am afraid that I go backward in religion, and make advances in sin; and what 

is worse, my heart is so hard that I donôt mourn over these declensions as I should. Therefore, I 

fear that I am not properly affected by them. No sooner does a temptation offer  itself , than I fall 

in with it . So that, I often think whether my refraining from gross immoralities is not more for 

lack of temptations, than from a real hatred of them, and a love for holiness. And yet I hope I 

sincerely strive, and pray, and resolve against sin in Christôs strength, being convinced that I 

have no strength sufficient of my own. But can I sincerely do this, and fall so frequently? I attend 

on Gospel ordinances; but I fear it is to little purpose, being cold and lifeless under all. I hear 

the love of Jesus sweetly displayed; but this icy frozen heart is not melted; these languid and 

lifeless affections are not raised to, nor fixed upon, the divine Redeemer. I cannot call him my 

Redeemer lest I deceive my own soul; and yet I dare not say that I have no part in him, lest I be 

ungrateful, and deny his work. Thus I am in a strait . But this I must say, that I desire to call the 

glorious Saviour my Lord and my God.  

Another thing that appears discouraging is this  ð In an answer to a question sometime since, 

you proved that Satan often produced passages of Scripture to terrify the trembling Christian. 

Now, this being the case, may he not transform himself into an angel of light, bring promises to 

our minds, and so deceive us? If so, how can a poor creature judge when a promise or a 

threatening comes from God or from Satan; especially when sometimes promises have seemed 

to be sweetly, seasonably, and powerfully set home upon the soul; and afterwards awful 

threatenings have appeared to come with equal strength? I beg you will take these things into 

your consideration, if you think them of sufficient importance . And may the eternal Spirit, 

whose work it is, direct you to a suitable answer, that I may be capable of judging in some 

measure about my condition; whether I am but a painted hypocrite, or a real, though I am sure, 

then, a poor unworthy believer! Oh, that I could experience this made good to my soul! Those 

who wait upon the Lord, shall renew their strength. Now, God is faithful, and the promise is 

absolute; they shall, etc. Surely then, if I waited properly on the Lo rd, or was within the bond of 

the everlasting covenant, this would be my case. I think if I am more lifeless at one time than 

another, it is at the Lordôs Supper, so that I sometimes think I should sin less in neglecting, than 

in attending in such an unbecoming frame, as I almost constantly do.  

Oh, hard rebellious heart! stupid and ungrateful creature! Surely, if you could see my vileness, 

you would never judge favourably of my state.ò  

This case consists of a variety of particulars, which it would not be well to pass over without notice. 

I would, therefore,  

I. Consider some of the particular circumstances mentioned here; and then,  

II. Answer this important question : How may a person judge whether a promise or threatening 

comes from God, or is brought by Satan to the soul?  

I . Letôs take a view of the particular circumstances or complaints which this case consists of. These 

we find are various. Here is barrenness and unfruitfulness under the abundant means mentioned. 

Here coldness and lifelessness are complained of. Here there is a fear of going backward, and yet 

a mind that is not suitably affected by it. This person particularly complains of deadness at the 

Lordôs Supper, and of being carried away with temptations. These occasion a fear, lest his 
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abstaining from gross immoralities arise s from a lack of temptations, rather than from a hatred 

of sin, and a love of holiness. He is in a strait whether to conclude he has an interest in Christ or 

not. He is afraid that his frequent falls are inconsistent with an experience of the grace of God. 

And lastly, he is ready to conclude that he would sin less in neglecting the Lordôs Supper, than in 

attending the ordinance, because of his great coldness there. These are the various complaints 

this person makes, all  of which are suitable to the experience of the Christian, and therefore 

deserve consideration.  

Time indeed forbids our taking particular notice of every one; yet I would not wholly neglect them . 

And therefore I will  make a few general observations which will refer to them all in some respect, 

and tend to direct, encourage, and strengthen the Christian under his various fears.  

1. It is an unspeakable mercy when we have a deep and humbling sense of our barrenness, 

deadness, and unprofitableness, and to be enabled to spread it before the Lord. Some persons are 

indeed mere cumberers of the ground. They bring forth no real fr uit, and yet they are entirely 

unconcerned about it. They enjoy all the privileges of the Gospel; they are favoured with all the 

means of grace; and yet they are absolutely unaffected by the great concerns of eternity. They are 

strangers to all real religion. But notwithstanding all  this, they think well of themselves, and say 

hypocrite -like, Stand by your self, and donôt come near us; for we are holier than thou . How awful 

to be in such a condition! But is this your  case, my dear friend? You find a coldness and 

indifferenc e under these means, and are afraid you are going backward rather than forward. You 

complain of hardness and insensibility; but remember, felt  hardness is not real  hardness. It is a 

blessing rather than a judgment, and therefore it calls for thankfulness. It is a stupidity that is felt 

and lamented over, but not like the absolute stupidity of the impenitent sinner. Do nôt you carry 

your complaints to God, and tell him of your coldness, your fears, your insensibility? Donôt you 

appear humble in your own eyes on this account? Arenôt you accusing yourself of your ingratitude, 

and abhorring yourself for your vileness? This is no evidence of a hypocrite, but rather of a real 

Christian. A hypocrite  who abstains from outward immoralities, thinks all is well with him; but 

the Christian appears vile and odious in his own eyes on account of the sinfulness of his heart. 

Though he has no public sins to charge himself with, yet when he looks within, he finds enough 

to make himself appear vile and despicable. It is a peculiar mercy to be made sensible of the 

plague, the wickedness, the coldness of our heart, and to be deeply humbled under it. The Spirit 

of God always shows the Christian what he is, so that he may the more readily acquiesce in the 

method of salvation exhibited in the Gospel. Be thankful then, Christians, that your souls are not 

absolutely frozen and benumbed, but that you are sensible of, alarmed at, and humbled for your 

indifferenc e and lukewarmness, barrenness and unfruitfulness, under the means of grace.  

2. It is good evidence of our being Christians indeed, when we are not easy and contented under 

such a sense of our barrenness and coldness, but find our heart filled with desires for, and enabled 

to endeavour after greater holiness. Are you satisfied with complaints? Or do you think it is 

enough to mention them? Do you willingly rest here? Do you find no self-abhorrence on account 

of these things, no desires for  liveliness of soul, no concern to have things better with you? Donôt 

you pray for, endeavour and strive after, greater degrees and measures of grace? Then you are 

asleep indeed, and it is high time to awake! It is an awful circumstance to be like the door on its 

hinges, and to have no desire for  an alteration ! ð awful to sit down, and feebly wish to be better, 

but cannot find a heart to pray and endeavour for  a more spiritual frame and a growing conformity 

to God! This is sometimes pretty nearly the case with the Christian when he is under the power of 

any particular corruption. Sin has caused too great an insensibility in his soul, and all his spiritua l 
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powers appear asleep; this was the case with David when Nathan came to him. But is it thus with 

you, my Christian mourner? May I answer for you, and say, No? Are you satisfied to be in such a 

condition? Donôt you desire and long to have it otherwise with you? Indeed, donôt you pray, and 

cry, and strive to have all things altered with you? Are you contented with feeble wishes? 

Sometimes, my friend, you may appear to yourself to be in such a condition. But at other times 

arenôt you full of holy concern about it ? Donôt you call upon your sleepy soul to awake? Donôt you 

beg to feel the love of Christ melting your hard and stony heart? Before your duties, arenôt you 

concerned to be kept from coldness and indifferency? And at the close of your duties, arenôt you 

humbled and ashamed under a view of your great imperfections? And donôt you apply afresh to 

the blood of Christ for pardon? And isnôt all this evidence of the Christian? Isnôt there in all this a 

sense of the excellence of holiness, a real love for  it, and therefore an evidence of a work of grace 

in the heart? Oh, bless God, that it is thus with you: that you can appeal to Him , that you would 

have your soul filled with greater love for  Him , and brought into a warmer and livel ier frame!  

3. We should not make our fluctuating frames, nor our being led away by a particular temptation , 

a mark of our being hypocrites. We are not to judge ourselves by one particular action  in our lives, 

or by an unbecoming frame ð which we may be led into through the power of temptation  ð but 

by the general tendency of our desires, frames, and conversation. Sometimes you find all dark 

within ; you cannot call Christ your Saviour. Sometimes you find a sad numbness; your soul seems 

like the earth in winter -frost, hard and incapable of impression; the love of a compassionate 

Saviour does not melt you when you hear it. All this is consistent with the real experience of the 

grace of God. These different frames are not uncommon. What must we conclude from them? 

They only show us the difference between earth and heaven, intimate the state of imperfection we 

are in, and the sad influence of sin even in a renewed heart. But they do not by any means give us 

reason to conclude that we are but almost-Christians. The hypocrite is generally in one frame, but 

the Christianôs frames are ever fluctuating. His sky is not always clear: but just as the natural sky 

is sometimes serene, and appears beautiful and pleasant, and other times is stormy, dark, and 

tempestuous, so is it with a Christianôs soul. Do not then draw any discouraging conclusion from 

your various frames. Let a consideration of it keep you humble, make you watchful, and fill you 

with warmer desires for  the heavenly world, where your love will never grow cool, nor your 

enjoyments meet with any interruption . But do not conclude from this that you are not Christians 

indeed.  

4. We should ever maintain a godly jealousy over our heart; we should take care and guard against 

unbelief. We should ever rejoice with trembling. Upon every irruption  of sin and interruption in 

our frames, we should take the alarm, inquire into the reason for  it, and watch the heart with all 

diligence, knowing it is deceitful above all things, and desperately wicked .Jer 17.9 Yet we are not to 

give way to disputes and unbelief, because our hearts are indeed treacherous. If we did so, we 

might  always be under the power of distressing fears, and never enjoy any satisfaction or peace ð 

saying to ourselves, ñWe may be deceived.ò There is a great difference between a godly jealousy, 

and unbelief. If, after examination, our conscience does not condemn us, we have no reason to be 

uneasy. The person who submitted this case doesnôt know what conclusion to draw concerning 

himself. He i s afraid to say he is a Christian, for there are so many circumstances that appear 

discouraging; and yet he would not deny what God has done for him. Donôt hesitate between two 

opinions. 1Kng 18.21 If (so far as you know your own heart) you have been enabled to surrender 

yourself to Jesus Christ, and receive him in all his characters ð if your conscience does not 

contradict you when you say you hope you love the Redeemer ð you may, and should draw a 

favourable conclusion concerning your state, and wait for the clearer testimony of the Spirit to 
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make it plain to you. Do not, my friend, be always disputing; that can be of no service to your soul. 

It will break in upon your peace, dishonour God, and perhaps provoke him to leave you in the 

dark. Oh, hope and trust! Do not cast away your confidence. Endeavour to live in a thankful frame, 

considering what God has done for you; and rejoice in the evidences of his distinguishing grace; 

and give God all the glory.  

5. We may be growing Christians, and yet not find our affections always lively. If we judge our 

state and our progress in grace by our affections, we will be in danger either of running into all 

the wild reveries of enthusiasm, or else of falling into despair. Affections may be raised, and yet 

there be no grace. And on the other hand, we may have our affections dull, or seem almost to be 

void of affections when compared with some persons; and yet we may not only have grace, but be 

growing  in grace. Our affections may not be lively, and our souls all on fire; and yet we may really 

love Christ, and be making some progress in the divine life. Young Christians are often led by 

affection; therefore their hopes are ever fluctuating. If they are not lively, they conclude they are 

no better than hypocrites. Constitutio n makes a great difference as to the liveliness or dullness of 

our affections; and so does the present state of the body. These things should always be 

considered. Some can weep at pleasure; while  others are incapable of shedding a tear. Some 

appear all alive; others are of a heavier cast, and yet are solid growing Christians, and have a rich 

experience in divine things.  

It is doubtless pleasant and profitable too, to have our affections raised by divine truths. When 

our chariot -wheels move on swiftly, and the fire burns within us, it is sweet meditating, praying, 

reading, hearing, or conversing. Yet we must not altogether judge the work of God in the soul, by 

the liveliness of our affections. Indeed, when a person who is naturally of lively aff ections, finds a 

growing coldness and indifference to spiritual duties, and is all alive when pursuing the things of 

the senses, it is a sad sign of at least a bad frame. But even if he doesnôt find his soul lively in duty , 

if he is labouring after a greater deadness to the world ð if he is secretly mourning after God, and 

lamenting over sin; if he is pressing on towards the mark and seeking after a greater conformity 

to Jesus; if he is more careful against sin, and watchful over his own heart ð then he is a growing 

Christian, even if in waiting upon God he may not find his affections so lively as he would. The 

tree not only grows in summer when it appears in all its gaiety, but even in winter, when it appears 

to the eye as dead. So the Christian in his winter seasons may grow in humility, in a knowledge of 

his own heart, and in love for Christ and holiness, though clouds and darkness are round about 

him, and his countenance may wear an awful gloom.  

6. Lifelessness and coldness in ordinances, should not discourage us from waiting upon God in 

them. If we must leave off waiting upon God for this, then the ordinances must not be 

administered  ð because all Christians at times feel this coldness.  

We should be humbled for it, but not discouraged. It is unpleasant to find a deadness in our spirits; 

but it should not  cause us t0 stumble. We should search into the reasons for  it. Perhaps you have 

taken no pains with yourself to get your soul into a warm frame before you came to ordinances. 

Donôt be surprised then, that the Spirit was withdrawn. Perhaps you were not so concerned as you 

ought to be, to keep a strict watch over your heart in ordinances. Or perhaps there is some sin you 

have been guilty of, which is not yet lamented over. God may therefore stand at a distance, and 

your souls be cold and lifeless. Inquire, therefore, into the reason for  your coldness, and 

endeavour to get it removed; but donôt be discouraged. This person particularly complains that if 

he is more lifeless at one time than another, it is at the Lordôs Supper. Therefore he imagines that 

he would sin less in neglecting it , than in attending to it. This is no natural consequence. It may 
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be your duty to attend at the Lordôs table; yet in some circumstances you may be out of the way 

by duty. Perhaps you may have placed too much dependence on the ordinance, and thought that 

there you must always be comfortable and lively. God has therefore disappointed your 

expectations, so that you may be taught not to lay such a stress upon ordinances. Perhaps you 

depended too much upon your preparations; or else you have rushed too boldly upon the 

ordinance. Or perhaps God may, for the trial of your faith and patience , withdraw his special 

presence from you, to humble you and to lead you to a greater dependence on Jesus Christ.  

If you desire to wait upon Christ with spiritual views, and in a spiritual frame  ð if you are watchful 

over your heart, and labour after a quickening view of the love of Jesus, and a true sense of the 

nature and design of the ordinance ð then go on waiting upon him. In time, he may give you his 

comforting presence. Remember, you are not singular in your complaints; and you may receive 

real advantage from an ordinance, even though you may not be in so desirable a frame as you 

could wish. Having given you these few hints for your encouragement and direction, I now 

proceed to consider the particular question proposed here:  

II.  How may a person judge whether a promise or a threatening comes from God, or is brought 

by Satan to the soul?  

The occasion of this question is as follows: this person found some of the promises of Godôs word 

brought with a peculiar sweetness and power upon his mind; and these were succeeded by awful 

threatenings which appeared to come with equal force. Now, it  is of great importance to know 

whether these come from the Spirit of God, or from Satan; or which of these properly belong to 

us and points out our state, whether the promise or the threatening . Thus we may not deceive 

ourselves with false hopes on the one hand, and not give way to unbelief on the other, if we have 

encouragement to hope. Satan often transforms himself into an angel of light, as well as appearing 

in the character of a roaring lion ; and he makes use both of Scripture promises and threatenings 

to carry on his purposes. It is thus a matter of importance to be able to distinguish when these 

come from Satan, and when from God. I will  therefore hint at two or three things which I hope 

will be sufficient to direct and guide us in this interesting affair.  

1. Let us inquire, how we may know whether a promise, or any comfortable portion of Scripture, 

that is brought to our minds, comes from God , or from Satan. And to guide us in our 

determination of this, we should always consider the circumstances and state of our soul at the 

time when the promise comes to us, and the immediate end and design ð the tendency and 

influence it has upon us.  

(1.) We should consider the circumstances we are in when a promise or a comfortable portion 

of Scripture comes to us. For instance ð Are we living in the practice of known sins? Are we 

secretly or openly gratifying any particular lust? Are we living in the omission of evident 

appointed duties? If a promise comes to us in such circumstances, to encourage us with the 

hopes of heaven, we have reason to question that it  comes from God, because we cannot suppose 

He will manifest himself to any who are walking in evident disobedience to his commands. Is a 

Christian under the  power of any particular corruption? Is he sleepy, dead, and careless? He has 

reason to question whether a comforting promise comes from God, if any such promise comes 

before his mind, unless he has been humbled for his backslidings, and has fled to the blood of 

Jesus for pardon. God has always chastised his people and frowned upon them, when running 

astray from him. Psa 89.30-33. Therefore David himself was sorely distressed after he had been 

guilty of adultery and murder. All antinomian principles and pra ctices are justly detestable in 
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the sight of God; and so they ought to be detestable in ours. Will God comfort a creature that is 

wallowing in all the mire of sin? No: if you are a lover of sin, you have no promise from God to 

support you; and whatever promise of that kind comes before you, is brought by Satan, who 

endeavours to entertain the hypocrite with the pleasing hopes of heaven, and so to lead him into 

a dangerous security. Examine then your circumstances . How is it with you when a promise 

comes? Has your case been represented as above? Then your circumstances are awful and 

melancholy indeed! But if your soul  is in darkness, mourning and longing after an absent Lord; 

if you are hungering and thirsting after righteousness . If you are seeking after a sense of the love 

of God, walking humbly with him, and pressing towards greater degrees of holiness, or in this 

case, when any promise is brought to your mind with any degree of power, you may conclude 

that it comes from the Spirit of God.  1  

(2.) We should inquire  into the immediate end and tendency of a promise brought to us, and its 

influence upon us. For example ð If it lulls us to security, and gives us any hopes of eternal life, 

even if we are careless and indolent; if it leads us to presumption, encourages us to sin, and yet 

assures us of an interest in Jesus Christ ð then we may look at it as coming from Satan, who is 

willing to give us all possible encouragement, provided it doesnôt produce in us a hatred of sin, 

and a love for  holiness. But if, on the other hand, when the promise comes, it melts our hard 

heart and fills us with admirat ion for  the love and rich distinguishing grace of God; if it not only 

scatters our fears, and fills us with joy, but makes us humble; if it more endears a Saviour to us, 

and tends to bring us into a greater conformity to God; if in the end it leads us into a more 

evangelical frame, even that frame that honours God, and is suited to the scheme of salvation in 

the Gospel, then we may conclude it comes from God and not from the enemy. A promise, 

having such an influence upon the soul, answers all the ends for which it is revealed. Now, we 

cannot suppose that Satan would bring a promise to answer these important purposes. This 

would be acting against himself, and destroying his own kingdom. For the humbler we are, the 

more Christ is endeared to us, and the less is Satanôs influence upon us. Thus we have reason to 

conclude that a promise in these circumstances comes from God.  

2. Let us now consider threatenings and awful passages of Scripture. There are a variety of these 

in the word of God, and they are designed for usefulness; yet they are often made use of to answer 

other purposes. So it is of importance to us to know when these come to us from the Spirit of God, 

and when from the enemy. Now, we may take the same method in judging these, as we did in 

judging pr omises, namely, consider the circumstances we are in, view the end and design of 

threatenings when they come, and then examine their influence on us. Thus, if threatenings or 

awful passages of Scripture come with a design to rob us of our spiritual comfort, to stagger our 

faith, and bring us into despair, then we may conclude they come from Satan, and not from God. 

But if we are slothful and secure; if we have been running into sin, omitting known duties, and are 

not yet awake; if the means that have been used have not been effectual to revive us, and these 

threatenings or awful passages seem brought to our minds with a design to rouse us and to stir us 

up to greater diligence in our Christian course; if, in the end, they have this influence on us, then 

 
1 I may here add one way by which we may know whether we have an interest in the promises we find in the word of 

God. We may generally observe something in a promise, that is descriptive of the persons who have an interest in it. 

Thus, that glorious promise in Isa 41.10; ñFear not; for I am with you; do not be dismayed, for I am your God. I will 

strengthen you; yes, I will help you; yes, I will uphold you with the right hand of my righteousness.ò This promise is 

evidently made to those who fear God is not with them, and are dismayed, lest God should not be their God. Those, 

then, that are in these circumstances, have an interest in this promise. Thus we may find something in most other 

promises and comfortable passages of Scripture, to direct us whether we have an interest in them or not. 



40 

we may conclude they come from God. For these are the purposes they are designed to meet. We 

have a variety of passions to work upon. Promises, endearing representations of the love of Christ, 

etc. are designed to touch the finer springs of human nature, and to move the softer passions. 

Threatenings and awful representations of hell, etc. are designed to alarm us, to compel, and as it 

were, drive  us. Thus God makes use of various arguments to begin and carry on his work in us.  

We should make this use, then, of the more awful parts of Scripture. A view of them, should make 

us admire that grace which has plucked us like brands out of everlasting burnings; fill us with a 

godly jealousy over our heart; make us seriously inquire whether we are Christians indeed; and 

stir us up to press forward with growing cheerfulness, towards the mark for the prize of the high 

calling of God in Christ Jesus. When threatenings appear to be brought with this view, and when 

they have this influence on us, they are used as means in the hands of God for our good. But when 

they forbid our hopes, and draw us to despair, we may conclude there is the hand of Satan in it. 

On the whole, so far as threatenings promote our greater holiness and spiritual advantage, they 

are useful and fi t their end. But so far as they weaken our hands, discourage our souls, and lead 

us from God, they are made use of by the enemy of souls for  our spiritual hurt. Thus, you who 

have had promises or threatenings, or both, come upon your mind with any degree of force, 

inquire what circumstances you were in, what the direct tendency of these promises or 

threatenings was, and what influence they had on you. And from this you may in some measure 

determine whether they came from God, or from the enemy. I will  now conclude with one remark.  

How glorious is heaven, and how happy is the believer there! Here we are fluctuating between 

hope and fear; we often ñhang our harp upon the willows ;ò Psa 137.2 we water our couch with tears 

and are exposed to the fury of the roaring lion. Oh, what a happy alteration, when we reach the 

mansions above, to find all sin perfectly destroyed, and every fear scattered! No longer to know 

what it is to be in darkness, or what the least degree of coldness means! Oh what a desirable state! 

to be present with the Lord, and to find his presence animating our souls with the noblest ardour 

in his service! to have the whole conduct of providence laid before us, and every mystery sweetly 

unravelled! to look back upon the many instances of divine wisdom and grace in our salvation! to 

find ourselves safely gotten over Jordan, and appearing in all the glory of the children of God, and 

triumphing as kings and priests! Blessed world!   

ñHail, happy day when it will be thus with me! Come , you important period, when this earthly 

tabernacle shall be dissolved! Haste that joyful moment when I will  at once be delivered from 

all my sins, and all my sorrows; when I will  no longer stand in need of promises or threatenings 

ð the one to comfort, the other to quicken me ð having the glorious uninterrupted views of my 

exalted Mediator; and the sweetest, fullest manifestations of his love to keep the sacred fire ever 

burning in me ! ð to fill me with joy unspeakable, and to engage my unwearied and everlasting 

praises!ò  

Thus may we long and breathe for  the heavenly state, and in Godôs own time, make the glorious 

change. Amen.  

CASE 5. How far may a person judge the strength or weakness of his faith by the 

brightness or darkness of his frame?  

The growth of grace in the heart of a true believer is a very mysterious thing. And there is scarcely 

any particular thing by which  Christians in general are more puzzled, and in which  they are more 

frequently mistaken, than in judging the strength or weakness of their gr aces. It is very common 

for those to judge they are declining in spiritual experience, who are in realit y growing apace in 
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the divine life; and for those to esteem themselves improving, who are in reality decaying and 

withering. I cannot help but apprehend that the foundation of these mistakes, does not lie in their 

improperly distinguishing between faith and frames. We are apt to judge the former by the latter  

ð accounting our faith and other graces to be strong, when our frames are comfortable and lively; 

and thinking that faith must certainly be weak when our frames are very dark and distressing. But 

if this rule were just and valid, there would be no manner of difficulty in measuring the degree of 

grace in us, because no believer can be at a loss to know whether he is in a comfortable or 

uncomfortable frame. But it is very evident that this is an improper standard by which to measure 

the degrees of grace, because nothing is more variable than our frames, as they are continually 

waxing and waning. In this respect, we are scarcely a day at a standstill. Indeed, an hour often 

makes a great alteration in this. By contrast, it cannot be supposed that grace itself is so very 

changeable ð for ñthe path of the just is like the shining light, that shine s more and more till  the 

perfect day.ò Pro 4.18.  

This case is taken under consideration in consequence of two distinct letters transmitted to me. 

The one regards comfortable frames, and the other uncomfortable ones. These two letters contain 

several experimental  queries and difficulties, all of which, centre in, and may be solved by, a 

proper answer to the single question specified above. The letters themselves, you will find 

afterward inserted in their proper places, where a distinct answer is given to them.  

Therefore, if you would, please attend seriously to the following observations relating to faith  and 

frames .  

1. A strong faith  tends to produce and promote a bright and comfortable frame. This must be 

granted from the nature of saving faith, and from the express declarations of the divine word. 

Nothing tends more to take away our doubts, to clear up our evidences, and to comfort our heart, 

than the strong and lively exercise of a living faith in the Lord Jesus, as a free and complete 

Saviour. Faith is often set in opposition to distressing fears. ñI will trust, ò says the church, ñand 

not be afraid.ò Isa 12.2 We read likewise of the joy of faith, and the assurance of faith; of being filled 

with all joy and peace in believing, and of rejoicing by faith in Christ , with ñjoy unspeakable and 

full of glory.ò 1Pet 1.8 These Scripture phrases sufficiently testify that there is no better way of having 

our evidences clear, and our comforts strong, than by exercising our faith, trust, and dependence 

on a free and glorious Saviour. If  we would be truly comfortable, then let us desire and endeavour 

to live by faith in Christ, and aim at direct acts of reclining on him. For the more we can, by the 

realizing and appropriating acts of faith, the more we can see of the freeness and fulness of divine 

grace in Christ, the more we will experience evangelical supports and consolations.  

On the contrary, we must observe that, 

2. The weakness of faith tends to promote and produce dark and uncomfortable frames. For since 

fear and faith are set in direct opposition to each other, as faith declines, so our fears will prevail  

in proportion . The declining of faith in its strength and act ivity, gives way for our corruptions to 

work ð for temptations to assault and overpower us, and for distressing fears to arise. Then the 

light of Godôs countenance withdraws, and our evidences for heaven are darkened and clouded. 

As soon as we begin to distrust the power of Christ, the faithfulness of the promises, or the 

absolute freeness of grace, we are sinking. Thus Peter, walking on the water at Christôs command, 

and in Christôs strength, is upheld as if walking on firm ground  ð so long as his faith in Christôs 

power and kindness is maintained. But no sooner does he attend to the boisterousness of the wind, 

and withdraw his dependence from Christ, than he begins to sink ð his heart sinks within him, 

and his body sinks in the waves. And mark what a tender and instructive rebuke Christ gives him 
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on that occasion, Mat 14.31, ñO you of little faith, why did you doubt?ò Much doubting argues for 

little faith. Nothing can be more prejudicial both to our comfort and holiness, than to suspect the 

almighty power and free grace of Christ.  

These two observations being made and proved, some may be ready to imagine it necessarily 

follows that we are to judge the strength or weakness of our faith, in all cases, by the brightness 

or darkness of our frames. And that conclusion would be just, if it were not for the two following 

observations. For notwithstanding all that has been said or allowed, yet,  

3. A believer may be in a dark and uncomfortable frame, and yet be strong in faith. And that is not 

only in the grace of faith, but in its exercise too. I acknowledge that at first view, this may seem 

mysterious, and contradictory to what has been declared. And it is this one thing that  perplexes 

and stumbles our friend, who wrote one of the letters, when he asks, ñAre not light and peace the 

peculiar privileges and effects of faith?ò This consideration, my friend, is perplexing not only to 

you, but to many others. Let me, therefore, attempt to show you in a plain and evident manner, 

how this case really stands. ñAre light and peace the peculiar effects of faith?ò I answer, yes; but 

not in such a way that it  supposes all our distress and darkness must arise from the want or 

weakness of faith. A few scriptural instances will make this appear abundantly evident. What do 

you think of the condition of the church as expressed in Mic 7.8? The church at that time was in 

great darkness, and under heavy complaints, and yet it  was strong in faith , very strong, as it 

appears from the language used there, ñDo not rejoice against me, my enemy! When I fall, I shall 

arise; when I sit in darkness, the Lord shall be a light to me.ò  

Again, wasnôt Job in a very dark frame, and under great agony of spirit, when he says, ñThough he 

slay me, yet I will trust in him ò? Job 13.15.  

And what will  we say concerning the poor woman of Canaan, mentioned in Mat 15.21-28, who 

renewed her petition, and would not be driven away by the seeming repulses she met with from 

the Lord Jesus? Wasnôt her agony great, her soul in deep distress, when she heard our Lord say, 

ñIt is not right  to take the childrenôs bread and throw  it to dogsò? But it is undoubtedly  clear that 

her faith was real  ð yes, that it was very strong, vehement, and skilful in its exercise under this 

distress when she replied, ñTruly, Lord; yet even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their 

masterôs table.ò Such instances which I have adduced here, are frequently brought  out as proofs 

of real faith, even though attended with weakness, doubts, and fears. But in reality, these are 

specimens of faith in its strongest efforts and acts.  

Therefore, you may well ask, how can these things be? If the strength of faith tends toward a bright 

frame, and the weakness of faith toward a dark frame, how is it possible that faith should be so 

lively and strong, and yet the experience of the soul be so distressed and complaining? I will  

endeavour to explain this paradox by a familiar simile. Compare spiritual things with natural; and 

let the strength of faith be represented by bodily strength. A person may indeed be very strong in 

his body, and exercise that strength to the utmost when under a very heavy burden, and not be so 

easy or comfortable as someone who has only half his strength, and has no burden, or only a light 

one to carry. We are not to judge that a person is weak merely because he faints, and pants, and 

labours; nor are we to judge a person is strong, merely because he seems lively and active. We 

must consider the burdens a person has to bear, or the difficulties he has to encounter, in order 

to pass a right judgment on his ability. Now apply this to a similar case in spiritual affairs . If a 

person who is strong in faith is t ested, has many great duties to perform, or many and heavy trials 

to struggle with, or many weighty burdens upon him  ð these things may so bring  his strong faith 

to a standstill  or difficulty, as to make him ready to sink an d fail. These may take away or suppress 
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all the sensible pleasure and joy of faith, and make him complain as under distress and darkness. 

Thus you see faith may be very strong, and very strong in its exercise too, and yet yield no sensible 

pleasure or exultation  because of the great things it has to conflict with and fight against.  

These thoughts may likewise help our conceptions in the last observation, which is that,  

4. A person may be very weak in faith, and yet his frames be bright and comfortable. This is a case 

that is not at all uncommon among Christians. Observe the newly converted person, who has just 

been brought out of darkness into light ; he has the principle of grace newly  implanted . We cannot 

suppose that such a person, commonly, is strong in faith, when the seed has only just been sown 

in his heart, or has just sprung up. And yet we find this newborn babe in Christ is frequently 

favoured with peculiar joys and consolations. And it is very clear that this newly regenerate person 

does not have his faith strengthened or established yet, notwithstanding all his exultations and 

spiritual delights . For if there is but a little withdrawal  of the light of Godôs countenance, or if he 

is assaulted by just a small temptation, we find his faith then appears to be exceedingly weak or 

unskilful . It is  not able to with stand the shock of the temptation, or is not sufficiently skilful to 

expound the meaning of the spiritual withdrawal . A very little change in experience often stumbles 

the faith, shakes the hope, and discourages the heart of someone who is newly convinced and 

comforted. This surely is an infallible indication that his faith  is weak, even though he may be 

favoured with m uch spiritual sweetness and delight. A little child may well imagine he is a strong 

man, because he is bounced on his fatherôs knees, and enjoys his fatherôs smiles ð just as a newly 

converted person may conclude his case is firm, because his spiritual comforts are enlarged.  

Nor should we confine this remark to the newborn babe in Christ; because there are many who 

have had some standing in the grace of Christ, and yet remain very weak in knowledge, and very 

feeble in their faith . And these we find are sometimes favoured with great spiritual enjoyments. 

Their corruptions are suppressed, their evidences clear, by the Spirit shining on his own work. 

And for that reason, they cannot help but be comfortable and joyful in their frames for a season. 

Now their souls are saying, ñMy mountain stands strong, and I will  never be moved.ò Psa 30.6-7 Yet, 

no sooner does God hide his face, or permit a corruption to arise, than their souls are fright ened, 

and their hearts discouraged. This is a plain token that their faith  is really weak, at the very time 

when their comforts  are strong. And thus it comes to pass that those who are weak in faith, are 

sometimes the most comfortable; and those who are strong in faith, often have less of these 

spiritual enjoyments.  

These things being premised, may we not gather from this a true answer to the questions proposed 

in the two letters, which occasioned this discourse? They may thus be disposed:  

1. How will  we know whether the darkness of our frames arises from the weakness of our faith?  

This query, in substance, seems to be aimed at in one of the letters which runs like this :  

ñSir ð I am one who, through rich grace, has been taught to know and feel I am a sinner. And I 

have been favoured with a clear manifestation of the love of God in Christ Jesus, by the teachings 

and witnessings of the Spirit. Yet I sometimes walk in darkness . I humbly beg leave to propose 

the following questions to you: What is the cause of this darkness? Doesnôt it proceed from 

corruptions within, from temptations without  ð from the omission of duty, or the commission 

of sin? How may I be able to judge the cause when I am under such a dark experience and 

clouded evidences, that I cannot see the one whom my soul loves? Arenôt light and peace the 

peculiar privileges and effects of faith? O, sir, I am often apt to distress my soul, thinking  I have 

sinned and caused the Lord to hide away his face from me.ò  
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In answer to these affecting queries, I must say, If you, my frie nd, are conscious of the commission 

of any particular sin, or of the omission of any particular known duty, this consciousness will 

certainly enfeeble your confidence in God, and it will cause you to walk in darkness and distress. 

And you can never arrive at true comfort again until you have been enabled to frankly confess 

your sin with humble shame and self-abhorrence, and to make a fresh application for , and a fresh 

application of, the atoning blood of Christ, by a living faith. Witness what the holy Psalmist  wrote 

in Psa 32.3-5: while he kept silence, and would not ð whether through shame, fear, or pride ð

genuinely admit  before the Lord his guilt and sin . His distress increased, and he could gain no 

ease or relief. But when his heart was opened, and he said, ñI will confess my transgressions to the 

Lord,ò then he received a sweet sense of free pardon.  

Contracted guilt is a very sufficient cause of darkness; and you can expect nothing else than that 

God should frown upon your soul, or hide his face from you, and leave you to sorrow, and anguish 

of spirit. Your conscience should therefore seriously inquire into this matter . And if upon inquiry, 

it  is found that something done or neglected lies at the bottom of the spiri tual complaint, you can 

receive no true consolation until you have, with humble shame and by a humble faith, cast your 

burden on the Lord. Psa 55.22 And let me entreat you to beware of any consolation that does not 

come in by this door.  

With regard to corruptions  from within, or temptations from without, these likewise may be the 

cause of the darkness of your frames, and cast a cloud over your evidences. But in this case, it does 

not directly  follow that your fait h is weak. If these corruptions are unallowed and lamented, and 

these temptations are opposed and resisted, there may be great grace and strong faith exercised 

in these circumstances. It is true that such corruptions and temptations will necessarily rob you 

of your comfort, and hinder you from  a free and delightful enjoyment of God, so long as they are 

permitted to assault and perplex you. But if these disagreeable trials and experiences do not sink 

you into discouragement, and only quicken and excite you to fight against the temptations, and to 

mortify the corruption, in the strength of Christ, then your faith is strong, even though your soul 

is disquieted. While faith is acting under these disadvantages, it is incapable of filling you with joy 

and consolation until it has gained some conquest over these enemies of your peace. But it may 

yet be vigorous in its exercise, to withstand these temptations and to plead the promises for 

deliverance from the power of these rising corruptions.  

By the foregoing thoughts you may judge whether the darkness of your frames arises from the 

weakness of your faith, or not. If under these complaints, your heart sinks, and your spirits are 

discouraged, so that you are ready to lay down the weapons of opposition and to quit the field of 

battle ð then this is a sign that your faith is weak. But when a veil is cast over your evidences, if 

you are enabled to exercise direct acts of reliance and dependence on Christ; or when corruption 

arises or temptation assaults, if you are not sunk but only humbled by it , and quickened to fly to 

Christ for strength to mortify sin and overcome temptation ; and you are determined still to fight 

and pray, to pray and fight against these spiritual enemies ð then the darkness of your soul does 

not arise from the weakness of your faith, but it should be looked at as only a trial and proof of its 

strength.  

2. How will  we know whether the brightness of our frames arises from the strength of our faith?  

Some believers have little or no notion of any comfort or spiritual satisfaction, except what arises 

from reflection or self -examination . And therefore they bend their whole course this way in order 

to attain bright frames and comfortable evidences; and they are ready to look at the satisfaction 

they obtain in this manner as the assurance of faith, and almost as the only proof of the strength 
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of this excellent grace. Others are for paying such regard to the comfort arising from direct acts of 

faith upon Christ, that they are tempted to despise or neglect the great duty of self-examination. 

But it is highly necessary to keep a proper balance between these two extremes in order to know 

whether the degree of our consolation and satisfaction proceeds from the growth and exercise of 

this noble principle.  

It will be proper to introduce in this place, the substance of the other letter, which runs to this 

effect:  

ñSir ð I have for many years past made it my constant practice to set apart a serious hour for 

self-examination ; and as the word of God is the only unerring rule by which to judge spiritual 

things, I have (after earnest prayer for the assistance of the blessed Spirit) taken some text of 

Scripture, such as ñBelieve on the Lord Jesus Christ, and you shall be saved.ò In prosecuting the 

solemn inquiry, I have endeavoured to discover the account of faith, its fruits and effects, as 

described in the word of God. The effect of this practice as to my comfort, has been various, as 

I could more or less discover the Spiritôs work on my heart. Now sir, the question I would humbly 

propose is this: ñWhether a believer may not warrantably take comfort from the Spirit ôs work 

on his heart, as evidence of his interest in Christ?ò  

This serious letter describes a practice that I would earnestly recommend to all those who desire 

to go safely and comfortably on the way to heaven. As for the question proposed here, I would 

answer without the least hesitation, that a believer may and should, upon serious examination 

and prayer, take comfort from, be thankful for, and rejoice in, every evidence of true grace as so 

many seals of the Spirit, by which the believer is sealed up until the day of redemption. But then 

remember that the comforts arising from this are, of themselves, no evidence of the growth or 

strength of faith . For if a believer receives the whole of his comfort from the satisfaction that he 

gathers this way, it is proof that his faith is really very weak  ð indeed, the comfort itself will prove 

wavering and uncertain. Our friend justly acknowledges this in his letter, when he says that the 

effect of his practice has been varied as to its comfort . And it is no wonder; for if a person builds 

his hopes on his evidences, they will be found a very uncertain basis ð these evidences are 

sometimes clear, and sometimes cloudy and dark. But blessed be God! These are not the ground 

of our hope; for that hope does not consist in anything wrought in us, but in the absolute freeness 

of grace in Christ. It is for any poor distressed soul to lay hold of, fly to, and rest upon. This freeness 

of grace is an everlasting and stable foundation which does not change with our frames. And I am 

truly  persuaded that many believers are so attached to comfort drawn from evidences (as if it were 

the only comfort) , that they have very much lost the strength and skill of faith . For the business 

of faith is not to live and depend on a work of grace in us, but to refer ourselves humbly and 

confidently  to the free and powerful grace of God outside of us ð under a real sight and conviction 

of our own weakness, emptiness, pollution, guilt, and unworthiness.  

But, if you would know whether the comf orts you obtain by self-examination are attended with 

the growth and vigour of faith, it is ne cessary that you inquire into the ir  nature and kind. Perhaps 

it may be only a cold speculative satisfaction. By the exercise of reason, you compare your 

experience with the word of God, and so you coldly draw the important conclusion, but feel no 

endearing, enlivening, and sanctifying effect from it. If this is all, then there is nothing here of the 

work of faith, or the exercise of grace in it. Indeed, it is possible for the comfort obtained in this 

way to be of a soul-stupefying nature. Once you have drawn this conclusion, it is used only to still 

the anxieties and relieve the distresses of the soul, in order to make you more contented under the 

prevalence of some corruption, under the consciousness of some guilt, or under the power of a 
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carnal frame. If this is the tendency of the satisfaction you gain by self-examination, then it is a 

sad sort of comfort indeed! Let the inference be drawn with ever so much justness or clearness, it 

will yet prove the soul is in a dangerous or declining frame.  

Once more: a believer in performing the duty of self-examination, ought to take especial care 

about the ends he has in doing it. What is it that you ai m at in searching after evidences of grace 

within you? Is it to obtain an assurance that your state is safe, so that you may silence the clamours 

of a guilty conscience; or remove that uneasiness which your mind feels because of the power of 

corruption or carnal security; or to soothe your mind with th e thought that all is well because you 

have a secure interest in Christ, and in the covenant? If this is your aim and desire, give me the 

freedom to say that this is to continue in sin, because grace abounds.Rom 6.1 And therefore 

evidences thus obtained and thus employed, are exceedingly dangerous and very suspicious.  

But if you seek after and improve the evidences of a work of grace in your soul, to help you forward 

in further acts of faith in Christ  ð to encourage you to be more frequent, fervent, and confident in 

your application to Christ for fresh supplies of soul -sanctifying, sin-subduing, and heart-

strengthening grace ð then your comfort is of the right kind, and the brightness of your frame 

proves the strength of your faith.  

On the whole, we may gather ð  

3. How we may know whether our faith is strong or weak, whatever our frames may be? It is not 

our being in a dark frame, but our being  so discouraged by it  as to lay down our weapons against 

sin and Satan in a kind of despairing way. This is what proves the weakness of our faith. It is not 

our being in a bright frame, but our being quickened and encouraged by it to fly to Christ, and to 

trust in him for f urther  grace and strength. This is what proves the strength of our faith. If our 

frames are dark, gloomy, and distressing; and these distresses quicken our desires for  saving 

grace; and we are excited to make earnest prayers and fiducial pleadings for the blessings of grace, 

and to fight against sin and temptation in the strength of Christ  ð this proves that our faith is 

strong, even if our comforts are be very low, and our sorrows very great. If our frames are bright 

and delightful, and our souls take all our comfort from what we feel, and we begin to trust in or 

rest satisfied with grace received ð this proves that our faith is weak and unskilful, even if our 

comforts are strong, and our evidences are clear to ourselves.  

I will  conclude the whole with the follo wing very brief and compendious advice to believers 

concerning their frames.  

Are your frames comfortable?  

You may make them the matter of your praise , but not of your pride .  

You may make them your pleasure, but not your portion .  

You may make them the matter of your encouragement, but not the ground of your security .  

Are your frames dark and uncomfortable?  

They should humble you, but not discourage you.  

They should quicken you, and not obstruct  you in your application for necessary and suitable grace.  

They should make you see your own emptiness , but not make you suspect the fulness of Christ.  

They should make you see your own  unworthiness , but not make you suspect the willingness of Christ .  

They should make you see your own  weakness, but not cause you to suspect the strength of Christ .  

They should make you suspect your own heart , but not the firmness and freeness of the promises.  
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CASE 6. Whether a person who has been a great sinner, has any ground to expect 

pardon and the comforts of the Holy Ghost; and whether he may partake of the 

ordinances of God?  

This question is supported by the following letter:  

ñRev. Sir ð I take this opportunity to ask for your judgment on the state of my soul, which is as 

follows: I am a young person who has had a religious education; but alas! I soon followed the 

base inclinations of my own heart, and balked at nothing, however vile ð till it pleased God, by 

a conversation with a good man on the evil nature of sin, to fasten deep convictions on my mind. 

Then what terrors, torture, and anguish I fel t! How my mind was filled with horrid blasphemies! 

So that I concluded I was given up to a reprobate mind, and there was no place for repentance, 

however carefully I sought i t with tears. I continued in this awful condition  eighteen months, 

when it pleased God to magnify the riches of his grace to the very chief of all sinners, in sending 

the glorious Comforter to set my soul at liberty, and make me rejoice with unspeakable joy. But 

notwithstanding this, when I look back, and consider my great vilen ess, I am ready to question 

the reality of my pardon . Therefore, I have sent you the above question. May the Lord enable 

you to give a comfortable and speedy answer to it .ò  

This is a case that we frequently meet with. It is  a case that deserves our serious consideration, as 

it may tend to encourage many distressed sinners in a proper application to Jesus Christ for 

salvation, and give them the most admiring and animating views of the riches of divine grace 

manifested in it . In hopes that these ends may be answered in some measure, I would consider 

these two things:  

I. Whether a person who has been a great sinner, has any ground to expect pardon, and the 

comforts of the Holy Ghost? And,  

II. Whether he may partake of all the ordinances of God?  

I.  I am to show whether a person who has been a great sinner, has any ground to expect pardon 

and the comforts of the Holy Ghost. If he continues hardened, and is obstinately determined to 

live in the gratification of any criminal lust and passion; he has no reason to expect either pardon 

or the consolations of the Holy Ghost. But under a conviction of sin, if he applies to the Mediator, 

is willing to receive him, and submit to him in all his characters (which I apprehend is the case 

with this person) , then we may readily answer this question in the affirmative, and support it by 

the following considerations.  

1. It is perfectly consistent with the grace and mercy of God, that he should pardon the greatest 

sinners, and visit them too (if he pleases) with the consolations of his Spirit; therefore there is 

ground for  hope. The grace of God is absolutely free in the salvation of his people. When he chose 

them from eternity, he viewed them in the character of rebels, and therefore unworthy of his 

favour and deserving his everlasting wrath. And when he comes to them in time to apply salvation, 

he finds them dead in trespasses and sins. Free grace laid the foundation, and free grace will finish 

the spiritual building, and lay the top stone on it . When our Lord asks his Father why he had 

revealed the mysteries of his kingdom to such babes as his disciples, and had hidden them from 

the wise and prudent, he says, ñEven so, Father, for so it seemed good in Your sight,ò Mat 11.25, 

resolving it all into the free sovereign pleasure of God. If God is then absolutely free in our 

salvation, and does not refuse its blessings in consideration of the least demerit or unworthiness 

in us, then he may as well pardon the greatest sinners, as those who have not run into such excess 
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of riot  ð especially, if we consider that God exalts the riches of his grace in our salvation, Isa 55.7; 

Rom 5.17, 1 and that indeed, this is the great end he has in view in the whole of our salvation.  

None should now be discouraged at a view of the greatness of their sins, or question the reality of 

those spiritual enjoyments God has given to them, just because they are unworthy of them. The 

riches of the grace of God infinitely exceed all the demerit of sin, and triumph in the full pardon 

of the most heinous transgressions. I think  I see the awakened sinner impressed with a deep sense 

of his vileness, and hear him objecting to the pardon of his great unworthiness. But my soul! Are 

you indeed exceedingly vile? Are your sins exceedingly numerous, and attended with every 

aggravation? Are you the unworthiest of creatures? Then the more exceedingly abundant will the  

grace of God appear in your pardon, comfort, and salvation; and the more the great end he has in 

view in the salvation of sinners will be answered; and the more glory will redound to him. Under 

a view of this infinite, abundant grace, you may sweetly encourage yourself, and say ð  

ñIt is true, Lord, I am unworthy; indeed, I would call myself the unworthiest of  your creatures. 

But, Oh! I would not, I dare not even distrust and say that I am too great a sinner for a God of 

so much grace to pardon. Wouldnôt this lessen the riches of your mercy, Lord? Oh! if I am the 

greatest sinner you ever yet saved, then I will  be the wonder of heaven; I will  claim a right above 

all my fellow -saints to adore the riches of your grace. And you, Lord,  will be admired by all, for  

your mercy manifested to a creature so unworthy.ò  

2. It is consistent with the glory of all the divine perfections to pardon and comfor t the greatest 

sinners; therefore they have ground for hope. If anything appears to forbid it, it is the justice, the 

holiness of God, etc., the necessity of inflicting punishment on the offender to secure the moral 

government of God from any stain or abuse. If  there had been no Mediator, no surety to stand in 

the sinnerôs stead, to make satisfaction and purchase spiritual and eternal blessings, then these 

would have stood as everlasting obstructions to the pardon and salvation of the sinner. But as 

there is a Mediator provided; as this Mediator is God and man; as he has in our nature obeyed the 

law, and borne the punishment that sin deserved; as the sacrifice he offered had an infinite virtue 

in it , and so was accepted ð so there is a way open for bestowing upon the sinner, indeed upon 

the greatest sinner, every saving blessing, in perfect consistency with the honour of the law and 

the Lawgiver. For the virtue of this infinitely atoning sacrifice exceeds the utmost malignity and 

demerit of sin. What glorious  encouraging news this should be for  every guilty creature! Behold 

mercy and truth meeting together, righteousness and peace kissing each other, all being perfectly 

harmonious in the salvation of the most unworthy!  

See justice laying aside its awful sword, and joining with grace and mercy in holding out the golden 

sceptre! See the law receiving the highest honour by the obedience of the Lawgiver! See all the 

demands of every attribute of the Deity fully answered in Christôs mediation ð the glory of each 

secured, and yet encouragement given to the vilest sinners to hope for and seek salvation! Behold, 

God is just, and yet He is the justifier of those who believe in Jesus, Rom 3.26. He is faithful and 

just in the forgiveness of sins, and in cleansing from all unrighteousness! 1Joh 1.9. And can you 

now despair of salvation, or say that  God cannot or will not visit you  with the consolations of his 

Spirit? Have you ever considered the sacrifice that has been offered, its appointment by the 

 
1 Isa 55:7  Let the wicked forsake his way, And the unrighteous man his thoughts; Let him return to the LORD, And He 

will have mercy on him; And to our God, For He will abundantly pardon. Rom 5:17  For if by the one manôs offense 

death reigned through the one, much more those who receive abundance of grace and of the gift of righteousness will 

reign in life through the One, Jesus Christ.  
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Father, its atoning virtue, its perfect acceptableness? And can you say that  your sins are too great 

to be forgiven? My dear but doubting friend , have you applied to Christ, as a suitable, all-sufficient 

Saviour, and been enabled to commit your soul without reserve into his hands ð to be justified, 

sanctified, and eternally saved? Let me then tell you, God can be just, even in pardoning  your sins, 

however great; and in comforting and saving your soul, however unworthy. When we look upon 

our unworthiness , abstractedly from Christ, we are filled with sad confusion . But when we look to 

Jesus the Mediator, our fears are scattered, and our souls revived with the hopes of a glorious 

immortality. You do not question the virtue of the blood of Jesus, sure ly! His blood cleanses from 

all  sin, 1Joh 1.7. God, considered absolutely in himself, would appear as a consuming fire to us in 

our guilty condi tion; his justice and his truth would make us tremble. But view him through this 

Mediator, and you will see his wrath appeased, and his countenance wearing a glorious smile. You 

will see his justice and truth too on your side, even speaking peace to your troubled conscience, 

and securing your pardon and salvation. You sensible and awakened sinners, look upon a crucified 

Redeemer! View his bloody agony in the garden! See the mighty God hanging on the cross! And 

then rejoice and say, ñOh, there is hope for us! We will not give up our souls as lost, so long as the 

blood of Christ has an infinite virtue in it. We will humbly hope that God will pardon such sinners 

as we are, though we deserve the lowest hell; and He will wash our polluted souls in that 

overflowing fountain that is set open for sin and un cleanness.ò  

3. If we ever find any sense of sin, any humiliation for it, and any desires for  salvation, in the way 

God has determined to bestow it, then we may conclude that there is pardon and salvation for us. 

Some persons are afraid that they have committed the unpardonable sin. Satan makes this awful 

suggestion to their minds, and they go under distressing apprehensions of it from day to day, and 

are ready to think that  all ground of hope is gone. But whatever the unpardonable sin is, without 

inquiring into its nature, we may conclude without hesitation that we have not been guilty of it, if 

we find any humbling sense of sin, any relentings for it, any desires for salvation, and any 

willingness to receive the Lord Jesus Christ, as he is represented in the Gospel. For here I would 

ask ð How did you come to have a humbling sense of sin? Where do these desires for salvation 

come from? Where does this subjection of the soul to Jesus Christ come from? Isnôt all this from 

the Spirit of God? A view of the threatening law may terrify and alarm us; but it is the peculiar 

work of the Spirit of God, bringing home the Gospel to our hearts, that fills our  souls with self-

loathing, and draws out our hearts in holy longings for  communion with, and a conformity to 

Christ ! And why does the Spirit of God do this? Isnôt it a plain intimation that we haven ôt sinned 

the unpardonable sin? Isnôt it an encouragement to us to hope that there is salvation for us? Isnôt 

it a token for good, that God will give us the blessings we desire to enjoy? There may be some 

convictions, and often are, in those who perish. But would God show us the odiousness of sin; 

would he humble us for it; and fill us with desires for deliverance from it; would he show us the 

excellence of Jesus Christ, and make us willing to receive him in all his characters; and then leave 

us to perish? No he does not. You thirsty sinners have His promise to plead, Mat 5.6. You willing 

souls have Christôs own words to encourage you, 2Joh 7.37. If you are willing, Christ is too. Inquire 

then, does Christ have your will? Do you see a beauty in him, and is your soul drawn in affection 

to him? This is an assurance that he will pardon and save you, and give you all those consolations 

by the way, that he sees are needful for you. The greatness of your sins will be no objection to him.  

4. God has pardoned, comforted, and saved great sinners. As God has graciously represented 

himself as a God who pardons iniquity, transgression, and sin  ð that is, all sorts of sins ð so he 

has done it in all ages and generations. Let us look into the Old Testament, and we will  find it 

furnishing us with many instances. Thus Lot was guilty of drunkenness and incest, Gen 19.33, etc. 
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David was chargeable with adultery and murder; and he was pardoned and comforted too. 

Solomon fell into idolatry. Manasseh was guilty of such abominations that  exceeded even those 

among the heathens; yet he is made a monument of mercy, 2Chr 33. And we have a most striking 

and remarkable instance of rich distinguishing grace in Ephraim . Isa 57.17-18: ñFor the iniquity 

of his covetousness I was angered, and struck him . I hid m yself, and was angry; and he went on 

in the waywardness of his heart.ò What could we expect to hear an offended God saying if not  this, 

to let him alone to receive the fruit of his doing! Shall I manifest my grace to such an obstinate 

rebel? He might have spoken in such awful language as this. But behold the might of God, how 

astonishing it is ! ñI have seen his ways, and will heal him; I will lead him also, and will restore 

comforts to him and to his mourners.ò  

The timorous soul may say these are instances under a dark dispensation, and therefore they do 

not address the case. Let us now look into the New Testament, therefore. And here, the first 

instance that strikes us is Peterôs denying his Lord, and with dreadful oaths and imprecations. 

Mat 26.72, etc. We have another instance in Saul the Pharisee, a fiery persecutor, a bold 

blasphemer. Yet he not only obtained pardoning mercy, but enjoyed much of the consolations of 

the Holy Ghost. And he says of his conversion, that it was a pattern of what Christ would do in 

later ages ð that is, that He would pardon and save the greatest sinners, 1Tim 1.16. But we have 

all sorts of sinners mentioned among the sanctified Corinthians. 1Cor 6.9-11, ñSuch were some of 

you;ò that is, some were fornicators; others idolaters; adulterers; effeminate ; of lascivious tempers 

and practices; others were abusers of themselves with mankind, or guilty of the detestable sin of 

Sodom; others were thieves, covetous, drunkards, revilers, and extortioners. But you are now the 

triumph of rich and sovereign grace ;  being justified ; and in some measure sanctified, too.  

Thus we see that all sorts of sins, even the most unnatural, have been pardoned. And can you now 

say, my friend, that yours are too great to be forgiven, or that God would not comfort such an 

unworthy creature as you are? Are there many peculiar aggravations attending your sins? Were 

they committed after great mercies and deliverances? So were Lotôs and Solomonôs. Have they 

been committed with great deliberation ? So were Davidôs. Have they been often repeated? Peter 

repeated his three times. In sum, all these instances show that God can consistently pardon, 

indeed, that he does pardon the greatest of sinners, and favours them too with the consolations of 

his Spirit. Sometimes, indeed, great sinners have felt great terrors; but these have often been 

sweetly succeeded by great joys. In the life of Colonel Gardiner we read of the sore and long 

distress he was under. But God was pleased, after some time, to scatter the cloud, to change the 

scene, and to turn his bitter cries into cheerful praises. Thus we should not be discouraged at the 

greatness of our sins.  

5. That we may know whether those consolations with which we have been favoured, are the 

consolations of the Spirit , we must inquire what influence they had upon us. You see, God in 

perfect consistency with all his perfections, bestows the blessings of salvation on the unworthiest 

of his creatures. So that you may be more particularly satisfied about yourself ð that those 

consolations you have enjoyed came from God ð look back at the frame of mind you were in then, 

and inquire what influence they had on you. If the joys you felt made you careless, and left in you 

a greater relish for sin; if you can with greater ease pursue the lusts of the flesh, the lusts of the 

eye, and the pride of life;  then you have reason to conclude that all was a delusion. But if you were 

humbly seeking salvation when your soul was thus set at liberty; if the joys you felt made sin 

appear odious, endeared the Redeemer more; if you were more weaned from the world, filled with 

admiration at a view of distinguishing grace, and put more upon prayer and other means towards 
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promoting the power and life of religion in your heart  ð then you may conclude that God has been 

comforting your soul with those consolations with which he comforts his people . And 

consequently, you have no reason to be discouraged at a view of the greatness of your sins, as if 

they were effectual obstructions to the manifestations of pardoning and saving grace.  

Having thus endeavoured to answer the first question, I will now proceed to the second:  

II . May someone who has been a great sinner, but has been enabled to apply to Jesus for salvation, 

partake of all the ordinances of the Lord? This is a question easil y answered. If the greatness of 

our sins does not exclude us from pardoning mercy, then it does not exclude us from the 

ordinances of God. If through grace, we have an interest in and a title to the glories of an eternal 

world , then we may by that same grace claim a right to all the privileges of Godôs house here. If 

you were not baptized in your infancy, it i s certainly your duty now, that so you may publicly enlist 

yourself under the banner of the mighty God. As to the ordinance of the Lordôs Supper, if you have 

been humbled for sin, and desire to be delivered from it; if you have been enabled to surrender 

yourself to Jesus; if you desire to love him more, and to grow in conformity to his image, and you 

would wait upon Christ in all His ordinances, so that these ends may be answered ð then it is your 

duty  to come to the table of the Lord. And you may do it wit h a comfortable expectation of the 

blessing and presence of Christ to make the ordinance effectual to strengthen every grace of the 

Spirit in you, and to train you up more and more for the heavenly inheritance. You are not to 

consider the greatness of your sins, when you are inquiring whether it is your duty to wait upon 

Christ in this ordinance . Rather, you are to consider the frame and temper of your mind, the ends 

you have in view, and the principles from which you act. These are to determine your duty, and 

not your unworthiness.  

Permit me, then, to call you to an examination. You have been a great sinner. And have you been 

humbled on this account? Are you filled with shame and self-abhorrence? Have you, in the frame 

of the prodigal son, thrown yourself before an offended God, confessing as he did,  

ñFather, I have sinned against heaven, and in your sight, and I am no longer worthy to be called 

your son. Oh, no! It is more, Lord, than I deserve to be treated as a hired servant. I deserve to 

be banished forever to the infernal regions. But Lord, stretch out  your hand, pluck me as a brand 

out of the burning, take me into  your family, and let me not perish for ever. I am loathsome; but 

clothe me with change of raiment, so that the shame of my nakedness does not appear. I am 

unclean; but wash me in that fountain that is set open. Lord! I would be yours. Adorable 

Mediator! I would love you. Behold! Here I surrender myself entirely to you. But I am not indeed 

worthy of  your acceptance. For Lord,  you must do all for  me and in  me. Yet, as I have your 

promise, I lean on that for my encouragement.ò  

Isnôt thi s your case, my friend? Have you thus been enabled to come to Jesus? Then you have a 

right to all the ordinances of the Lord. Come humbly, under a sense of your own unworthiness of 

the divine favour . And yet come cheerfully, casting yourself upon the Lord,  expecting that, in 

waiting upon him, he will fulfil his promises of grace in your complete and everlasting salvation.  

Having thus answered these two questions, I would close with three reflections: ð  

1. From this  we learn that, of all the works of God, those of our redemption and salvation by Jesus 

Christ are the most glorious. In the creation, God has manifested his wisdom, power, and 

goodness. But here you see the manifold wisdom of God; here you see the riches of his grace. 

When we consider the character of those who are saved, what the blessings of salvation are, and 

the method which God took to secure these blessings, we cannot help but be filled with the highest 
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wonder. What heights, what depths of wisdom and love: that God will pardon and save rebels! 

that he has formed a plan for doing this, consistent with his justice and holiness!   

ñWhile  others are viewing the various phenomena of nature, my soul, let me behold this mystery 

of divine grace! Let me see an incarnate God, and view the King of Glory stooping to take upon 

him the form of a servant, to obey and suffer in the room of guilty rebels! Let me see, in 

consequence of this, grace displaying itself in the salvation of sinners, conquering hard hearts, 

pardoning the greatest transgressions, plucking brands out of the burning, and raising the vilest 

creatures from a state of dishonour, distress, and misery, to be kings and priests unto God!ò  

Oh, what entertainment, what pleasure this must give to a rational mind! It is the song of the 

saints above, the admiration of creatures who have arrived at a state of the utmost perfection. 

They are forever employed in searching into and admiring the mysteries of the grace of God. And 

shall we not esteem these fit subjects of our contemplation here? Oh, the blindness and stupidity 

of those who see no beauty, no glory, in the scheme of salvation!  

2. From this  we learn that none should despair of salvation, because of the greatness of their sins. 

There is a secret despair which lies in the breast of the sinner, and it slays its thousands, even its 

tens of thousands. When any conviction is made upon the mind, it  is immediately suggested to 

the poor sinner, that it is in vain for him to hope for mercy; his sins have been attended with such 

aggravating circumstances that no pardon will be granted. Besides, the difficulties of the divine 

life are so great, that he can never expect to surmount them. Therefore, he may as well continue 

his pursuits, and enjoy as much pleasure as he can, and give up all thoughts of being a Christian. 

With these suggestions, the sinner stifles every conviction, and eagerly pursues sensual 

gratifications, regardless of the awful consequence. Is this the case with any of you? You may 

immediately conclude that it is an invention of Satan to further secure you under his power. Your 

sins are not too great to be forgiven; nor are the difficultie s of the Christian life insurmountable 

to those who depend on the strength of Christ. Many have been pardoned who have been as vile 

as you. Therefore, do not despair, and so continue in sin. Oh, that I could convince you, sinner! I 

would use all possible means. I would endeavour to set before you all the riches of the grace of 

God, take you to the cross of Christ, and show you an infinite sacrifice . I would present you with 

a long catalogue of atrocious sinners, pardoned and saved. Do not entertain the dangerous 

thought, then, that there is no mercy for you; but attend to the important convictions made at any 

time upon your mind, and look to Jesus to justify and save you.  

3. Though what has been said tends to encourage every sinner to look to Jesus for salvation, yet it 

encourages none to continue in sin. Those who conclude from this, ñLet us sin that grace may 

abound,ò are in the gall of bitterness, and in the bond of iniquity. There is no mercy, no salvation 

for those who continue in sin. ñWhoever covers his sins, shall not prosper; but whoever confesses 

and forsakes them, shall have mercy.ò Pro 28.13.  

CASE 7. What judgment should that person pass on himself, who knows he is  in a 

dark and corrupt frame, but finds himself greatly unaffected by  it, and stupi d 

under it ?  

This very interesting and important question , is taken into consideration in consequence of the 

following letter . Though it is very long, it will not be found tedious to those who have experienced 

any variety in the Christian life , because the whole of it is so spiritual and experimental . It runs to 

this effect:  
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ñSir ð Having long walked uncomfortably, and apprehending my case to be different from the 

common experience of the people of God, under their darkness and doubts, I would desire your 

judgment and advice upon it. I know it is no uncommon thing for those who are renewed by 

grace to complain of indwelling sin, of the strength of their corruptions, of the weakness of their 

graces, of the hiding of Godôs face, and of distressing doubts and fears on these accounts. But in 

the midst of it all, there is love for God, and desires for him, which are manifested by their 

earnest seeking of him. As the church says: óThe desire of our soul is for  your name, and for the 

remembrance of You. With my soul have I desired You in the night,ò etc. Isa 26.8-9. Christ is 

precious to them. And if you could assure them of their interest in Him , they would rejoice and 

be comforted, knowing that in Him they would have all they want ð wisdom, righteousness, 

sanctification, and redemption. But it is not so with me .  

ñMy heart, alas! is alienated from God, backward and contrary to the exercise of religion. I have 

lost all delight in spiritual things. I cannot call the Sabbath a delight, nor attend to any ordinance 

with pleasure. My character is very different from what is described in Psa 1.2: óHis delight is in 

the law of the Lord; and in his law  he meditates day and night.ô And my language must be just 

as different from what the Psalmist uses in Psa 119.97, óHow I love Your law,ô etc. Those words 

in Isa 53.2, óHe has no form or beauty,ô etc. seem more like the language of my own heart and 

ways. And God may complain of me, as in Hos 8.12.1  

ñWhen I bow before the Lord in secret, it is with a servile temper ð not thankful, as in enjoying 

a privilege, but from a sense of absolute necessity, being convinced of my need for  mercy.  

ñWhen I am not altogether in a stupid, dull, indolent frame, I bewail before Him the wretched 

depravity of my nature, and the dreadful effects of it through out the whole man, appearing in 

pride, unbelief, neglect of God, and the like. But I am more affected by these things as my 

misery , than as my sin. And therefore, I fear I do not come to Christ as those do who are drawn 

by the Father.  

ñI set my name to that inventory  in Rev 3.17: wretched, and miserable, and poor, and blind, and 

naked. And one would think  that  where there is a sense of these things, the kind, condescending, 

and encouraging language in the next words 2 would excite some sense of gratitude; and there 

would be some delight  in the exercise of it . But it is far otherwise in my experience. It is true, I 

cannot help but acknowledge that the Saviour whom God has appointed, and the method of 

salvation He has established, exactly suit my miserable and helpless condition. And it is owing 

to the free, unconditional promises and invitations of the Gospel, that any hope is kept alive in 

my soul (but you know that hope deferred makes the heart sick). Pro 13.12 In the exercise of this 

free hope, I can sometimes plead with God, that if I am to this day wholly under the power of a 

carnal mind, He can, by the exercise of his sovereign grace, renew and save me, consistent with 

all the glorious perfections of his nature. Yet the Lord knows how unaffected I am by, and how 

unthankful  I am for , these encouragements.  

 
1 Hos 8:12  I have written for him the great things of My law, But they were considered a strange thing.  

2 Rev 3:18  "I counsel you to buy from Me gold refined in the fire, that you may be rich; and white garments, that you 

may be clothed, that the shame of your nakedness may not be revealed; and anoint your eyes with eye salve, that you 

may see.  
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ñIf I look back to past experience, when I walked more comfortably, I remember the suspicions 

which then arose in my mind  ð doubting that I did not, in reality, love Christ above all , and give 

preference to spiritual and heavenly things,  

ñAs these doubts arose from what I found working within , so too a reflection on my outward  

conversation tends to confirm them while I judge by this rule : ñOut of the abundance of the 

heart, the mouth speaks.ò Mat 12.34. For I know of no duty in the Christian life which I have 

more neglected, than speaking of the things of God. This is partly through the reservedness of 

my natural temper; but chiefly it is through a lack of being suitably impressed with a sense of 

those great, glorious, and gracious revelations He has made in his word.  

ñSince this night of inward darkness, I have been visited once and again with bereaving 

providences. And I find that under these, my affections work strongly toward the creatures, and 

very faintly toward God. In the midst of all  this, I have many and great mercies; yet for lack of 

thankfulness, I lose the enjoyment of them. You will easily allow that the case of someone who 

can neither look to earth or heaven, within or without, with any comfort or pleasure, must be 

very distressing. If for a few minutes I find the pressure of inward troubles a little lightened, the 

weight of outward ones presses in, and keeps down my spirits. And so the clouds are still 

gathering, and Godôs anger is not turned away, but His hand is stretched out still.  

ñI think I have taken care, in representing my case, not to exceed on the dark side, which perhaps 

persons under darkness may be apt to do. And now, sir, I ask, if  the Lord were to call me out of 

this world in my present condit ion, can you see any room to hope that I would be made a 

partaker of the inheritance of the saints in light? Oh! that the Lord, who perfectly knows the 

state of my case, and how far my true character is drawn in these lines, would give you a 

discerning judgment in this important affair! ò  

Thus you have the case drawn out at large in a train of experiences, which is comprised in a 

compendious way in the question now under consideration. And after you have read over and 

reviewed this case attentively, I will venture to appeal to you, if you have had any considerable 

experience of that variety which is found in the Christian life, whether this case i s so peculiar or 

so uncommon as our friend imagines. Far from it . I am truly  persuaded from my own experience, 

and the various observations I have made upon the experience of others, that a far greater number 

of true believers can adopt almost every particular of these complaints to themselves at times. 

When our friend intimates t hat he apprehends his case to be different from the common 

experience of Godôs people ð though his thoughts are in some measure just ð yet he evidently 

magnifies the workings of grace in others, and he diminishes them as to himself. But remember, 

my dear friend, if you were to enter into serious conversation with those complaining believers, 

whose spiritual love and desire you speak so strongly of, you would find them absolutely unwilling 

to allow the whole tru th concerning themselves, and they would make the same complaints as 

you. And in their conversation , you will find them as ready to think and speak favourably of you, 

as you are to think and speak favourably of them.  

This spirit of complaining  modesty,1 is too common among Christians at present ð even if  there 

is something of that amiable disposition in it, of esteeming each other better than themselves. Do 

you think their case is better than yours? Go to them and enter into free spiritual discourse, and 

you will find them thinking your case is better than theirs. Every heart knows its own bitterness, 

 
1 Excessive self-deprecation.  
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and is too ready to magnify it. But you have no more reason to discourage your soul because you 

think you see that grace working in them which you cannot observe in yourself , no more reason 

than they have to discourage themselves because they observe that grace working under your 

complaints, which they do not see in themselves. Donôt say your case is peculiar and uncommon; 

for you may take it for granted that most other complaining Christians conceive thei rs is likewise 

peculiar.  

Having thus prepared the way to prevent such soul-sinking thoughts, I would do these three 

things:  

I. I would go through the particulars contained in this case distinctly:  

II. Give my opinion upon the whole , taken in one view; And then,  

III. Conclude with a few words of advice.  

And oh, that the Spirit of God might drive it home on the hearts of all those who make the same 

complaints, and are under the same distresses and doubts!  

I.  The particular complaints contained in this letter are numerous, but they may all be comprised 

under the following heads, in the order the letter places them.  

1. As to your religious duties . You complain  that you are backward to them, can take no delight in 

them, and can see nothing of the beauty of Christ through them. This is doubtless a very 

melancholy frame of soul, and one as calls for deep ñhumiliation. But don ôt think it is a complaint 

which the children of God are strangers to. The best of believers are, at seasons, in a carnal, dull, 

and stupid  frame of spirit. But then they cannot be satisfied with it, nor properly contented under 

it . They are out of their element, while thus out of frame for spiritual duties. And isn ôt this your 

case? If it is, let me assure you that while this spiritual disorder proves the badness of your frame, 

your uneasiness under it, and dissatisfaction with it, it is a promising indication of the renewal of 

your nature, and of the safety of your state. I have no doubt that you really dislike these frames of 

soul, and you desire from the very bottom of your heart to be delivered from them, and to have a 

spiritual delight in divine ordinances restored to your soul, and to see Godôs glory as you have 

seen it in the sanctuary. Though you cannot take pleasure in divine ordinances, yet you desire it; 

though you cannot see the beauty of Christ in them; yet you say, I desire to see Jesus. And if this  

is a fair description of the bias and tendency of your soul, then it must be said that the desire of 

your soul is still for  his name, and the remembrance of him.  

2. As to your priva te devotions and supplications . You complain that they are performed with a 

servile spirit, not as enjoying a privilege, but as driven by absolute necessity. Bless God that by the 

spirit of conviction and by an intimate knowledge of yourself, He drives you to the throne of grace.1 

It is a sign you are not quite lifeless, ignorant, stupid, or prayerless. It is a mercy that at any time 

you can plead with God for spiritual blessings, and can wrestle with him, as one in a necessitous, 

helpless condition.2 And it is evident you are not entirely destitute of all encouragement, or devoid 

of all the drawings of the Father; because you are directed to the throne of grace. Do not call this 

a merely servile disposition ; because though necessity drives you, yet some glimmerings of free 

grace invite you. It is true, we should always esteem it an invaluable privilege to be admitted to 

the mercy seat of the Lord. But what is it that makes it a privilege? It is principally this : because 

the necessity of our case, and the helplessness of our condition, requires  it. And when you go to 

 
1 Originally (and curiously) ña  throne of grace,ò as if there were several. ï WHG  

2 Necessitous:  poor enough (materially or spiritually)  to need help from others. 
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God in Christ, under a sense of your absolute need, you really go to embrace a privilege ð as the 

man-slayer fled to the city of refuge, accounting it a great mercy that he had such a city to fly to. 

Therefore, endeavour to learn the value of the privilege, from the feeling you have of your need; 

since the real value of it will be heightened by however much more your condition  is necessitous.  

3. As to your occasional awakenings out of your usual stupidity . Under these, you bewail the 

depravity of your nature, and its sad effects; but you complain that you bewail these things as your 

misery  rather than as your sin. But let me ask, what is it that makes your depravity and its effects 

in pride, unbelief, neglect of God, and the like, esteemed to be your misery? Your pride would be 

your pleasure, your unbelief would be your boast, your neglect of God would be your ease and 

content, if you didnôt have some real sight and sense of their sinfulness. Can the depravity of 

nature be a misery to someone who doesnôt see the sinfulness of it? Can pride be a burden to the 

one who doesnôt see the shamefulness of it? Can unbelief be a grief to someone who doesnôt see 

the unreasonableness of it? Can neglect of God be an unhappiness to the one who doesnôt see the 

fault of it? Surely not. Whenever such things as these are felt as miseries, it is because they are 

seen as sins. It is this sight that lies at the bottom of these complaints, and makes them so 

burdensome and disagreeable.  

4. As to Gospel encouragements. You complain that notwithstanding seeing yourself wretched 

and miserable, you are sadly unaffected by them, and unthankful for them. This is indeed a sad 

evidence of the weakness or inactivity of faith. But you yourself have given a very sufficient reason 

why you donôt feel sufficiently thankful for these glorious and encouraging invitations, by hinting 

that ñhope deferred makes the heart sick.ò  

And have you become thus sick at heart because of the deferring of your hope? Remember, this is 

no other than what the spouse in the Canticles 1 calls being ñsick of love,ò Song 5.8. This is a very 

peculiar experience: for generally speaking, as faith increases or decreases in its exercise, so does 

every other grace. But this is a case in which  love, working in desire, is strong; but faith  is weak 

and ready to fail. And can you wonder that you feel no lively thankfulness in your soul for these 

Gospel promises? For everyone knows that it must be a high degree of faith which enables a person 

to be sensibly thankful for a bare promise, while the fulfilment of the promise is delayed, and the 

soul is groaning and sinking for lack of the promised blessings.  

5. As to your past experiences. You mention that when you reflected upon them, you had, even at 

the best of times, a jealousy in your mind, lest the whole was no more than a superficial work ð 

that it was not sufficiently deep and spiritual. From this you seem to conclude that these jealousies 

arose from the faithful monitions  of the Spirit of God. And so they intimate  that all was not right 

between God and your soul, even when you walked more comfortably than now. But give me leave 

to draw another conclusion from the same observation. This experience seems to intimate that 

even then, you were jealous over yourself with a godly jealousy. And these suspicions in your soul, 

are so far from being indications that the work in your heart was superficial, that their being 

attended with this holy jealousy, is a circumstance which makes them more likely to be true and 

saving. And if you did then, and can now , beg of God seriously and sincerely, that he would search 

you, and see if there is any wicked way in you, you have great reason to hope that both your past 

and present experiences have something of a true work of grace included in them.  

 
1 Canticles: Song of Solomon (abbrev. Song, or Sol). ï WHG  
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6. As to your present conduct and conversation . You remark that a reflection upon this tends to 

confirm your former suspicions. But why? Do you live voluntarily in the commission of any known 

sin? Do you allow yourself to be in constant neglect of any known duty? Or are you practising any 

secret iniquity, industriously hiding it from the eyes of the world, when you know you cannot hide 

it from the omniscient eye of God? If either of these is the case with you, then indeed, you have 

abundant reason to suspect yourself to be no better than a painted hypocrite.  

But what you mention is something of a quite different nature. You cannot speak so freely of the 

things of God as you should; and you would if you were suitably impressed with a sense of the 

great things of God. This neglect that you admit, arises in part from a reservedness in your natural 

temper, for which gracious allowances are made. And on the whole, you are sensible of, complain 

under, and strive against this defect. Surely then, nothing can be gathered from this to confirm 

your suspicions concerning your state; but it only proves that the frame of your soul is not so 

spiritual and lively as it ought to be . This affords matter for lamentation and agitation , but not for 

suspicion and discouragement.  

7. As to the bereaving and merciful providences you have been visited with . You complain that 

the former do not appear to wean you from the creature, and that the latter do not promote a spirit 

of gratitude. This, again, is another experience that calls for deep humiliation of soul. But if serious 

persons ought to continually question their state because providences are not so sanctified to 

them as they desire or expect, we must all give up our hope. The purifying effect of afflictive 

providences is often undiscerned for a considerable time. And the endearing effects of merciful 

providences are often prevented for the present, because they are accompanied with inward or 

outward troubles; such is evidently your case.  

Thus I have offered a few thoughts, freely and briefly on the particulars of complaint in this epistle, 

and I  now proceed,  

II.  To give my opinion upon the whole taken together in one view; which will  be done in the few 

short hints that follow.  

I conceive that the whole strain of these experimental  complaints intimates,  

1. That you have really fallen into what you seem so cautious against ð namely, of exceeding on 

the dark side, setting forth the worst of the case, without attending to or observing what groanings 

that cannot be uttered, are working under these complaints.  

2. That the Lord has given you eyes to look into yourself, to attend to the experimental  part of 

religion, as someone who cannot be contented with the form of it; and so you are well skilled in 

the duty of self-examination. But you had the art of improving what you find in yourself, not  to 

discourage or sink you, but to quicken, animate, and encourage you to fly to and depend upon 

Christ for grace and righteousness.  

3. That in the midst of all these complaints, there is a real desire in your soul for  Gospel holiness 

and Gospel comfort. And though your frame is so dark, your heart so fearful, your soul so 

corrupted, and your affections so stupid, yet there is a love for  Christ and holiness in your soul. 

Only, the delight and pleasure of this spiritual love is suspended or suppressed by the power of 

these heavy complaints. And if this is so, then you exactly reflect the character of those whom 

Christ has pronounced blessed. Mat 5.3-6.  
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4. That all the fundamental graces of the Spirit are not only wrought in you, but are really acting 

under  and against  these spiritual disorders. It is the principle of faith  that makes unbelief your 

burden. It is the principle of hope that struggles with your fears. It is the principle of love that 

makes your stupidity your complaint. It is the principle of humility  that makes your pride your 

abhorrence. And it is a latent principle of gratitude  that  makes you see and lament the power of 

ingratitude  in your soul. The deeper your distress is on account of these spiritual diseases, the 

stronger the evidence of your having some principles in your heart, which are opposite to these 

inward corruptions.  

II I.  I come now to conclude with a few words of advice. Donôt aim at getting ease under the power 

of these soul-maladies, so as to be in any danger of resting contented in your present sad frame of 

spirit . Rather, be concerned to come out of it, and be delivered from it. And in order to do this, go 

on in the way that you have mentioned and taken ð subscribing that you are wretched and 

miserable, and poor, and blind, and naked; acknowledging that the method of salvation by Christ 

exactly suits your necessitous case; entreating God upon the footing of his free, sovereign, and 

powerful grace, that if you are still in the gall of bitterness, he would renew and sanctify you. 

Encourage yourself before him with this thought : that he can renew, pardon, and save your soul, 

in full consistency with all the perfections of his nature; and pleading with him, that he would 

glorify himself more by saving, than by condemning you; more by delivering you out of this sad 

frame, than by leaving you in it; more by giving you his quickening and enlivening grace, than by 

allowing  you to remain in such a stupid, corrupt, and carnal frame. With these arguments , you 

may fill your mouth, and encourage your heart before the Lord.  

CASE 8. How may times of family and private duty best be re gulated to the glory 

of God, our own comfort, and the advantage of those around  us?  

This question was sent to me with the following letter:  

ñReverend Sir ð The consideration of your answer to the question on the thirteenth of 

November, has renewed some difficulties I have often had on my mind with respect to the times 

of family and private  religion. You there remarked that evening clubs and visits, so frequent 

among professors in the present day, are greatly injurious to the divine life. Now, it is our du ty 

to make religion appear amiable to all about us, and particularly to our families . And a regular 

uniform practice of religion may have a tendency to engage those about us to at least pay 

reverence to what perhaps they despised before. Therefore, may not frequent ly bypassing times 

of family religion bring reproach upon it in the eyes of our children and servants, and 

perform ing it sometimes at one season, and sometimes at another, make them imagine that 

religion is only an incidental  work? And yet, on the other hand, many unexpected circumstances 

turn up, and often oblige us to omit it when perhaps it is the proper season, and to put it off to 

the last hour of the day ð a time when we are generally unfit for the service of God. As to the 

religion of the closet, I would be glad to have it always performed when in the best frame of 

mind, which cannot be when we are drowsy through the fatigues of the day. But, alas! this latter 

has been too much my case. To prevent this, I have sometimes thought, ñI now have some time, 

and therefore I will make good use of it.ò Yet, through the business and occurrences of the day, 

my thoughts have been far from being composed, and I have been in suspense whether to 

perform this duty or not. I  have therefore sent you the above question, hoping an answer to it 

may give me satisfaction as to the path in which I should walk.ò  
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This is a subject of great importance, which calls for our consideration. Oh! may we be enabled to 

attend to it with the utmost seriousnes s; and with a full determination, through divine grace, to 

pursue every conviction that may be made upon our mind concerning our duty! That I may answer 

this question so as not to be suitable only to this particular person, but also to all those who trifle  

with these sacred duties, I would throw my thoughts into the following method:  

I.  Family and private  religion, morning and evening are in every way becoming to the Christian 

character, and they are necessary and important branches of Christian duty. There is certainly no 

impropriety in these duties, but rather an entire suitableness to the profession we make. They 

show the Christian to be all of a piece ð how ornamental, how adorning uniformity is in someone 

of that sacred character! Some have all the public appearances of zealous, active, and growing 

Christians. They plead for Christ and testify of their love for him at his table. But look into their 

families, and you can see nothing that savours of real religion. What an inconsistency is here! 

Joshua resolved that he and his house would serve the Lord, Jos 24.15. And Abraham had a mark 

of commendation put upon him by God himself, for his care and diligence to teach his children 

and household the way of the Lord, Gen 18.19. Family prayer may not be essential to the Christian; 

but it is no honour to the heads of families who profess godliness, to have it said that they have no 

religion in their houses. Some, not willing to wholly omit it, attend to it on the Lord ôs day; others 

every evening. But is this filling up the character of a Christian as head of a family? Isnôt there as 

great a necessity for worship, and as great a beauty in it, in the morning as in the evening? Isnôt it 

a more comfortable thing to pray for preservation from sin in the morning, tha n to confess those 

faults we have fallen into for lack of it, in the evening? It was a practice that our forefathers were 

found in  ð a practice I must say, necessary to our being flourishing Christians. It was a practice 

which God has for all ages set his seal to, by blessing those persons and families who have seriously 

attended to it. As for  private religion, I persuade myself that  no professing Christians can object 

to it, though too many neglect it ; and therefore their souls must be starving. We cannot be thriving 

Christians, and be but little with God in private . It is here that we meet with God, as well as in 

public ordinances. And He that carries on his work in our souls, gives us communion with himself, 

and trains us up for glory.  

II.  Family and pri vate religion should be performed in such a manner, and at such seasons, as 

may tend the most to honour God and promote the good of souls. We should not therefore pray, 

or read the scriptures, in a slothful, indifferent manner, as if these were duties of n o importance. 

This is teaching our children and servants to look at them as trifling, and therefore as what may 

either be performed or not. We should not attend to family duties in haste, or hurry past them, as 

if we wanted to be gone, or thought them a burden; nor should we perform them at unseasonable 

times, when it is most unlikely that God would be honoured, or our souls profited. We should 

attend with the utmost seriousness, pray with great affection, great reverence and importunity of 

soul, so that we may strike the minds of those about us with an awe of God, convince them of the 

excellence of real religion, and bring them to an esteem of sacred things. We should likewise 

attend to them at those times when the great ends of these duties are most likely to be answered. 

Thus, in the closet we should not think it  is enough just to mention a few things in prayer in a 

lifeless manner, or as a parrot talks by rote, and then hurry away again, as if the duty were over. 

Nor should we choose those times when we cannot attend to our duty as we ought. We should 

endeavour to enter our private duties in the most serious frame, and in general, aim to have 

enough time to read a portion of Godôs word, think it over in our own mind, take a view of our 

own heart, and then seek the Lord by prayer and supplication. In thus attending to these duties, 
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we may hope for the presence and blessing of God to make them useful to our own soul, and the 

souls of our families.  

III.  We should not wait till we find ourselves in a liv ely desirable frame, before we enter upon 

these duties. The person, who sent us this case says that  when he has had time to attend to private 

worship, he has often found himself out of frame, and so he has found it  difficult to decide whether 

to engage in that duty or not. To guide us in this , we may observe that  if we are not to wait upon 

God till we find our souls in a suitable frame, then we may not wait upon him at all. For instance 

ð suppose, with regard to this private duty, you have an opportunity fo r it  in the afternoon , but 

you find your soul out of tune . The world crowds into your mind, and unfits you for waiting upon 

God; or some difficulties you have met with perplex your thoughts, or you find a sad slothfulness 

and drowsiness of soul. On this account you wait till the close of the day, hoping that it will then 

be better with you. But alas! it is much the same, perhaps even worse for you. The hour of rest has 

almost come, and our feeble nature wants some refreshment. Must you omit your duty now, 

because you find your soul is still out of frame?  

For the same reason you may put it off from day to day, and so live in the total neglect of it. If we 

are indisposed for the duty, and yet we apprehend that this the most suitable opportunity we will  

have for private duty, let us embrace it. Let us call upon our soul to awaken; let us read the word 

of God, and proceed to prayer. Before the duty is over, our soul may be better; our affections may 

be enlivened; our hard heart may be softened; we may feel the powerful influences of the love of 

Jesus, and we may rise from our knees quickened and strengthened. In sum, if we wait for a good 

frame, we may neglect all  duty, even public worship. Itôs not that we are to encourage slothfulness, 

and grow careless about the temper of our mind, and rush into the presence of God without 

seriousness. We should take some pains with our cold, frozen, and wandering heart before we 

enter upon our public or private duties, and consider what we are going about. An attempt in some 

manner such as the following, may be a means of raising our attention and of filling our souls with 

a peculiar solemnity:  

ñMy soul, I am going to be the mouth of my family to God, to read his word, and go before them 

in religious duties . But oh, why this trifling, sleepy frame? Consider what  you are going about, 

and let me be on my watch, lest my family see anything in my spirit or behaviour that may give 

them a distaste for  any part of religion. Lord, warm m y heart, so that with lively affection I may 

seek You for my dear children and servants, may mourn over their sins, and commit them to  

your grace and protection, that they may be satisfied about the reality of religion, and that I have 

a true concern for their immortal souls.ò  

Or, if you are entering upon your private duties, endeavour to get your mind composed. With 

some degree of solemnity, say to your soul:  

ñI am going to separate a few moments from the world, and engage in the worship of the closet. 

But my heart! Why so cold? Why this indifference? Come, my soul! Let your loins be girded and 

your lights burning  ð who knows but that I may meet with my Lord? He may favour  me with 

his gracious presence, and I may find it to be a pleasant hour. Away then, these trifling thoughts. 

Where is my faith, my zeal, my love?ò  

Thus, just as we shouldnôt wait for a suitable frame, so we shouldnôt rush boldly upon our duties, 

but labour to get our mind freed from dullness and distractions, and filled with that seriousness 

of spirit which is suited to the solemn duties we are called to. 
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IV.  Just as there is no particular hour appointed in the word of God for family and private religion, 

so we must attend to these duties at those seasons we judge are most suited to the conveniences 

of both, and correspond to the ends for which they are calculated. As to the time or hour of family 

prayer, it is a prudential thing, and should be suited to th e circumstances of families, so that we 

may make this part of religion as easy as possible ð that those under our care may not esteem it 

burdensome, and attend to it grudgingly. If a master exercises sovereign authority in this case, 

and determines the time without asking what may be most suitable to his family , then he may, by 

such imprudence, prejudice the minds of some of his family against him, and against that worship 

that is of so much importance. Because much depends on a personôs prudence, let me give you the 

following directions:  

1. Look at it as a matter of great concern to have family and private religion suitably attended to. 

Your famil y is concerned in the one; your own soul in the other. Therefore, donôt treat these things 

as trifling matters , but as things that  deserve much study, care, and thought, to perform them in 

a manner that may be useful to those who are to join with you, win the minds of your children and 

servants, and convince them that there is a reality and importance in religion. As to private 

religion, the prosperity of your own soul is concerned. If yo u are negligent or careless here, you 

are likely to go on in a customary lifeless manner, and not get one step forward to appearance on 

your way to heaven. It requires, therefore, your serious consideration of how and when to perform 

these duties, so that it  may suit  the most valuable purposes.  

2. Carry the matter to God by prayer for direction. In all circumstances we should look up to God, 

especially in those affairs in which  his glory is most evidently concerned. This affair calls for a 

great measure of prudence, seriousness, faithfulness, and resolution . Therefore, you should often 

look up to Him for guidance, and for everything that is necessary towards profitably discharging 

the duties of the family and the closet. Beg of God, that he would impress you with a sense of the 

importance of these duties to your family and to your own soul; that he would enable you to have 

his glory in view in them; and that he would make you desire to attend to them in such a manner, 

and at such seasons, as may satisfy some great and valuable ends for  those who join with you in 

them. In doing  this, you may expect the blessing of God upon you, and all that direction he has 

promised in Pro 3.6,1 and that is suitable to your particular difficulties.  

3. Just as there is no particular direction or command in the word of God as to the hour of private 

and family worship, so there is nothing criminal in not observing a stated , fixed time. Some 

families have but little interruption. Their circumstances will easily permit them to set tle a 

particular hour for worship. Yet at times, even these may be prevented by some unexpected 

occurrences, from observing the time appointed. Let them not think they are criminal in this, for 

it is not the time that is so much to be regarded, as the worship itself, and the manner of its being 

conducted. Other families cannot fix upon any particular hour; their circumstances are so situated 

as to render it impracticable without the highest and most evident inconvenience. To observe a 

settled rule is not absolutely necessary to make the family think well of religion. Through habit  

they may fall into formality, and lose the spirit of worship. When you perform it sometimes at one 

time, and sometimes at another, it doesnôt tend to lessen their esteem for it, provided that  it isnôt 

owing to any apparent negligence in you, and that you perform it in a suitable manner. Your 

families will in general see the reasons for  your not keeping to an hour; they will in some measure 

weigh them in their own minds, and pass their verdict on your conduct . Therefore, we should be 

 
1 Pro 3:6  In all your ways acknowledge Him, And He shall direct  your paths.  
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careful how we act, so as to keep in their minds honourable thoughts of religion, and yet so as to 

avoid sinking into formality and superstition. Thus, as to private worship, we are not to pay any 

superstitious regard to a particular hour, but chiefly regard the manner  in which we attend to it .  

4. Seriously and thoroughly examine your case, and take that method that appears to you most 

conducive to honour God, and to promote your own and your familyôs good. Here I would be a 

little particular as to morning and evening worship.  

(1.) As to morning closet 1 worship  ð it seems evident that if those duties are profitably 

performed, the best time is before we set about the world. If we neglect these till after we have 

been engaged in our secular affairs, we will  find it difficult to perform them in a suitable, serious 

manner, with a mind free from distractions. It is most fitting  that we give God our first  hours. 

It is good to begin the day with Him . Watch over your frames then, when you rise; and if you 

would spend much time with God in a morning, ;that it  may be for your growth in grace and for 

your spiritual advantage, then get used to early rising. You sluggish Christian! If  you but knew 

what sweet communion some have with God in the duties of the closet, while you are slumbering 

on your bed, it would certainly rouse and awake you. Oh, the precious moments that slide away, 

while  you are crying, A little more sleep, a little more slumber, there is time enough to rise!  No 

wonder you find  your heart so cold, and the divine life so feeble and so languid in your soul. You 

have but little time to attend to it.  you spend so many hours in sleep, that as soon as you rise 

from  your bed, your business calls for your attention . And so you must either neglect your closet, 

or sadly curtail its duties, and perform them in a cold and trifling manner.  

As to family religion  in the morning  ð Which appears the most fit and proper, to call the family 

together as soon as possible, or to defer it till after we have refreshed our animal nature, and sat 

down as a family to our morning meal? The first certainly seems to be the most suitable; yet all 

families are not in the same circumstances, and therefore all cannot do alike. By this I would 

not encourage you to be indifferen t to, or neglectful  of these duties, but leave it to your prudence 

as to the time. Seriously weigh the matter; and if you can call the family together, or as many as 

can be spared from the necessary affairs of life, let it be done as soon as possible, because yours 

and their minds are then freest from distractions. But if you should meet with unexpected 

interruptions, don ôt neglect the worship, but catch the first opportunity to attend to it.  

(2.) As to evening worship . ð Consider your engagements in the evening, and embrace that 

time which appears most convenient for  yourself and your famil y.  

As to yourself in private , if you can spend some time with God before you go out, let it be done 

ð because this may be a means to preserve you in the midst of  any temptations that may fall in 

your way, and of keeping you from a frame of mind that may be dishonourable to God, and 

injurious to your own soul.  

As for  your families, you may take the same method with them too, provided your engagements 

appear necessary, and attending to them would put off family worship to an unseasonable hour. 

If in general you have your evenings to yourselves, it appears fittest to worship God before the 

evening meal. Then your spirits are freest, your bodies have the least fatigue. Otherwise, if you 

defer it to the last hour, you may be rendered unfit for it through the hurries of the day; and 

your families wanting rest, may think it rather burdensome, instead of joi ning in it with any 

degree of pleasure and willingness. This would be to offer the limping  and the lame in sacrifice 

 
1 That is, as to your private devotions apart from your family.  ï WHG  
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to God; therefore avoid this if you possibly can. But, if through some unexpected occurrences, 

it cannot be prevented, then guard your families against being burdened. If your evenings are 

not your own, you must then embrace that time that Providence offers you. Donôt mistake me 

here: I would not encourage anyone to make a habit of spending their evenings abroad, to the 

neglect of their famil ies and their closets. But as this cannot be avoided at times, use that 

prudence which becomes your character as Christians.  

In brief  ð Donôt be over-scrupulous on the one hand, or negligent on the other. Donôt think  that  

because you cannot keep to a fixed hour, or because through interruptions you cannot fulfil your 

resolutions, you are criminal  ð provided that the souls of your family lie upon your mind, you 

desire to honour God in your house, and you are enabled to attend to family duties in a serious, 

solemn, and instructive manner. And donôt willingly indulge any slothfulness or negligence; but 

carefully guard against everything that has a tendency to dishonour God, and to give those around 

you any trifling thoughts of religion.  

Having thus given you a few thoughts on this important subject, I would close with a particular 

address to different sorts of persons.  

1. To those who neglect family and private  religion.  Are there any among you? Do you call 

yourselves Christians? Do you make a profession of faith in Christ ? What, and yet you never pray 

ð neither in the family nor in the closet? I pity you with my whole soul. Permit me to expostulate 

with you a little on this  topic. I dare not say that you are not Christians because you donôt pray in 

your families; but I may certainly say that you donôt act like it . Oh, donôt you ever consider the sad 

example that you are setting before your dear children and servants? Donôt you ever consider the 

cruelty you are guilty of to their souls? Donôt you ever view that awful day when you must give an 

account of your stewardship? Are you professors, and yet there is nothing of God in your families? 

Have your servants seen as much in a heathen family as in yours? What a dishonour you are, you 

irreligious parents and masters, what a dishonour to the Christian cause! Never complain about 

your childrenôs wickedness, or your servantsô impiety  ð you never taught them better by an 

example in the family; you never prayed with them.  

And do you neglect private religion  too? I may then warrantably say, you are no Christians, except 

in name. Your hopes of salvation are all in vain ; you are still in your sins. Oh! let me importune 

you to consider, before it is too late! Your souls are perishing, starving, sinking, and will soon be 

lost forever, unless sovereign grace plucks you like brands out of the burning. Oh, while you are 

crying Peace, peace, how awful if sudden destruction should come upon you, as travail upon a 

woman with child! Then you will  not, you cannot  possibly escape! Oh, that I could draw or drive 

you to your knees!  

2. I would address those who keep up family worship in part , but not regularly . Some of you, 

perhaps, attend only on the Lordôs day. You cannot let this day slip by without showing your 

families that you have some regard for religion, even though all week long you can slight it. And 

why is this? What, is religion of no importance on a weekday? Are your families never to be put in 

mind of God and eternity during  the week? Perhaps you cannot find the time. Your engagements 

are such that you cannot be at home till an unseasonable hour, and then in great measure you are 

unfit for it, and so you neglect it. Thus you would gratify an inclination to pleasure or company 

every evening, and neglect your soul and the souls of your family.  

Excuse the liberty I take with you. It is, I hope (if I know my own heart ), out of regard for  the 

honour of my Redeemer, and tender love for  your own souls. Others attend every evening, but not 
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in the morning. Your greatest objection to morning worship, I apprehend, is lack of opportunity. 

But if you were to leave your beds a little earlier, and manage your affairs with discretion, you 

would soon see the vanity of this excuse, and easily find time for morning worship. Can you 

rationally expect the blessing of God upon you during  the day? Isnôt it worth asking for as a family? 

Remember, an excuse may pass with man, but not with God. Can you tell Him  you have no time? 

Oh, consider seriously this weighty affair!  

3. I would address those who keep up the worship of the family morning and evening . And I 

would call upon you to examine your ends and views in all you do, to inquire into the frame in 

which you generally attend to family religion, and be humbled by what you have been defective 

in. How lame your duties have often been! How imperfectly performed! How often hurried over, 

as if a task!  Have you been concerned to impress your children and servants with a real sense of 

religion? Have you been contented with mere prayer; and not added instruction to this  too? Oh, 

have the souls of your family lain upon your heart? Have you prayed for yourself and them, like a 

person in good earnest? And have you endeavoured to walk according to your prayers? Has it been 

your concern to live in the discharge of those duties which you have recommended to your family? 

Is it your endeavour to so walk, that they may not think meanly of that religion which you profess? 

Go on, my dear friends, in your families and your closets, and let nothing discourage you.  

4. I would address those who are just entering into the worl d, and becoming heads of families. 

It is oftentimes a difficulty with such persons to set up family religion. But my friends, what is 

there for you to be ashamed of? Canôt you pray with that connection and fluency of expression 

that you think may be useful? Donôt be discouraged, but attempt it in the strength of the Lord, and 

you will find Him far better to you than all your fears. God doesnôt always make the finest prayers 

the most useful, but blesses weak means to carry on His work. Fear not, he will encourage your 

small beginnings. If you give way to fears, they will grow upon you, and consequently your 

difficulties of setting up religion in your families will increase. Go to God, therefore, and beg that 

he would give you courage and resolution to walk before and in  your family , suitably to your 

character. Set up religion, therefore, in the name and strength of the Lord; and fear not, you will 

find him a good master to serve. Let me entreat you, do not  neglect family worship. If you expect 

the blessing of God upon your worldly endeavours; if you would enjoy peace in your own mind; if 

you would have a religious family, and prosperity in your own soul; in brief , if you would honour 

Christ in your day, then set up family worship! Oh, begin with God, and let all around you see that 

amidst your pursuits of this world, you desire to have your eyes chiefly fixed upon another, and to 

make the concerns of your soul your principal business!  

5. I would address those who have the privilege of being in families where religion is kept up.   

(1.) I would speak to children ð And you, my young friends, who have the privilege of religious 

parents, and all the privileges of family religion, have reason indeed to be thankful. How many 

children hear nothing but blasphemies from their parents, and see nothing but what tends to 

poison their minds, and to increase that hatred of divine things with which they were born ! But 

you have been instructed in the principles of religion; you have had a good example before you. 

You know your parents love you, for they watch over your soul. They weep over you; they carry 

you to the throne of grace, and would rejoice to see you the children of God. Happy souls! What 

numbers of petitions have been, and are daily sent up to heaven for you! Happy souls, to have a 

visible interest in the promise : Gen 17.7. I will be a God to you, and to your  seed after you! 

Surely your heart has been melted often! Surely you highly esteem your privileges! You cannot 

be profane and careless, surely!  Oh, for you to sin costs you much! For you to live and die 
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strangers and enemies to Christ will be inexpressibly awful! What must the punishment be, that 

will be inflicted upon you! May we not suppose the Judge saying, ñHere is the child of religious 

parents. Here is one who had all the privileges of a religious education. But he wouldnôt hearken 

to the entreaties of his parents; he was deaf to every argument, and hardened under all their 

tears. Take him away, you ministers of vengeance. Heat the furnace seven times hotter for him, 

and let him have his dwelling with everlasting burn ings.ò Oh, tremble, tremble , my dear young 

friends; tremble at the thoughts of being found enemies of Jesus. And beg of God, that he would 

enable you to prize your privileges, and give you the teachings of his Spirit, that you may grow 

under all your enjoyments, and be the real followers of a gracious Mediator!  

(2.) I would speak to you who are servants in such families. Do you prize your mercies? Bless 

God, that he has cast your lot where you hear of Jesus and salvation; where you are under the 

care of praying masters, those who long for the salvation of your soul. How many have been 

under some convictions? But being in irreligious families, their convictions have been stifled, 

and through the influence of an evil example, they have gone back to folly. But you are not only 

where you hear of salvation, but where every conviction upon your mind will be cherished and 

encouraged, and all means used to bring you to a saving acquaintance with Christ, and promote 

your growth in grace. Oh, prize your privileges; highly  esteem those you serve; attend to their 

instructions, and let your walk and conversation be suitable to your character and enjoyments. 

Oh, if you should perish, how many will rise up against you, and say, ñWe didnôt have the 

privileges of a religious master; we heard nothing of Jesus; but you had daily opportunities to 

hear of salvation, and to attend to the concerns of your soul!ò Oh, how cutting the reflection, to 

consider that once you were prisoners of hope, that you were invited and exhorted to seek an 

interest in Jesus Christ; but now it is over with you forever!  

Oh, that you may be sensible of your invaluable enjoyments, that you carefully and seriously 

attend to family worship, and be concerned to know God and the Gospel of his dear Son! Amen.  

CASE 9. Is it presumptuous for a person to hope he has an interest in Christ, when 

he sees little or nothing in himself  except  reason to doubt and question it ?  

This question came to me in almost these very words; and upon an attentive view of its nature and 

design, I could not but apprehend that a distinct solution of it would have a great tendency to 

convince the presumptuous, and encourage the fearful. Some presumptuously endeavour to 

persuade themselves that they have an interest in Christ, that their sins are pardoned, and that 

their state is safe; and so they deceive themselves to the ruin of their souls. Nothing is more 

dangerous than such a presumptuous hope, because it is a strong barrier in the way of receiving 

that conviction of their sin and misery that is necessary to drive them out of themselves and their 

sins, to Jesus Christ. On the other hand, some are as much afraid of receiving the true hope of the 

Gospel, lest they be guilty of presuming upon Christ and the promises, when they have no right to 

either ð and nothing is more uncomfortable, distressing, and deterring, than the prevalence of 

such a fear. It must be acknowledged to be a very difficult matter to steer the right course between 

these two extremes. For some abuse the freeness of the Gospel by imagining that, since Christ and 

his grace are entirely free, they therefore have nothing to do but cast away all their suspicions, and 

positively and absolutely believe that Christ is theirs . While a serious person, being sensible that 

there is such a thing as a false, vain hope, is therefore very reluctant  to embrace the glad tidings 

of salvation in Christ for himself . He makes the sight he has of his own vileness, unworthiness, 

and pollution, a bar in the way of his hope, because he can see nothing in himself to ground it 

upon. The fearful  soul reasons in this manner: ñIt is certainly presumption in all cases to believe 
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without evidence; and no sort of persuasion can be more dangerous than a groundless belief of an 

interest in Christ . And since I have no ground in myself to believe in or hope for this, I must 

therefore never venture to apply Christ to myself until I can see and feel some solid evidences in 

myself, of a work of true grace in my soul.ò Thus the serious person argues against himself, and 

prevents himself from embracing Christ as a free Saviour. It is in this vi ew, and with this difficulty 

in the mind, that the present question seems to be put: ñWouldnôt it be presumptuous for me to 

hope concerning an interest, when I know and feel that I am  so guilty and corrupt, and can see 

nothing in me except what tends to dampen a hope of this kind?ò A direct and immediate answer 

to this question cannot be given; for we cannot positively say in all cases, that this is either 

presumptuous, or it isnôt. This is because that hope which we endeavour to receive, encourage, 

and maintain, may in one case be the false hope of a hypocrite; and in another case, it may be the 

struggling of the spirit of faith, in opposition to the fears and doubts suggested by the power and 

prevalence of unbelief.  

That I might carry this matter so as no t to encourage a false hope, nor discourage a true one, I 

would mention the cases in which  such hope is presumptuous, and under each particular, as I 

proceed, I would show in what cases this hope is such that it  may and ought to be entertained and 

encouraged.  

1. It is presumptuous to persuade yourself of an interest in Christ, when you have no real, hearty 

concern about it . Perhaps your soul makes it a very light matter to believe in Christ, or to believe 

that he is your own. You can easily and calmly persuade yourself into this opinion. You donôt care 

much about the matter, having never had a real, heart-impressive sense of your guilt, danger, 

pollution, and need of an interest in Jesus. You only persuade yourself that all is well with you 

because God is merciful, and Christ is free; and you entertain this opinion on purpose to make 

yourself feel easier and more satisfied with where you are. This is certainly a presumptuous  hope. 

Whoever receives and maintains it, is in the utmost danger of deceiving and ruining his own soul.  

But this seems very different from the case of someone who considers this question with proper 

seriousness and concern. Your soul, in considering the query, looks at it as a matter of the greatest 

importance. You would give all the world to be certain of an interest in the atoning blood, 

justifying righteousness, and sanctifying grace of Christ. Your heart  is set upon these things. But 

because you cannot arrive at this comfortable satisfaction, you therefore hang your head down, 

and go about mourning all day in darkness and fear.  

You concerned souls, remember for your encouragement, that if  you really desire, and cannot be 

satisfied without, the blood of Christ for your pardon, the righteousness of Christ for your 

justification, an d the Spirit of Christ for your purification  ð then under this concern and these 

desires, you may apply yourselves to Christ, and apply Christ to yourselves, without any danger of 

presuming. This is because you may be sure that the grace of Christ is so free, that if a whole Christ 

is welcome to you, then you are welcome to Christ and all his salvation.  

2. It is presumptuous to persuade yourself of an interest in Christ if the persuasion is contrary to 

the tenor of your conduct .1 If you are profane in your words, immoral in your practice, or indulge 

some secret iniquity in your heart , then surely in this case, it must be daring presumption for you 

to persuade yourself of an interest in the favour of God, and the salvation of Christ ð for Christ is 

not, and cannot  be, the minister of sin. It is a presumption of the same nature mentioned in Mic ah, 

 
1 Tenor: a settled, prevailing or habitual course of a person's life. 
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ñThe heads of it  judge for reward , and the priests of it  teach for hire , and the prophets of it  divine 

for money; yet will they lean upon the Lord, and say, óIsnôt the Lord among us? No evil can come 

upon us.ôò (Mic 3 .11) See here, that there is such a thing as leaning on the Lord in the love and 

practice of sin; but it is a very presumptuous trust.  

But if you are, and really desire to be, conscientious in your conduct, circumspect in your 

behaviour, and to be found walking blameless in all the statutes and ordinances of the Lord, hating 

every false way; and you come to Christ for strength against sin, and for grace to purify your heart 

and li fe, as well as for the removal of your guilt ð then this is a desire that ought to be promoted, 

and a hope in Christ that ought to be encouraged.  

3. It is presumptuous to persuade yourself of an interest in Christ if the persuasion is contrary to 

the conviction of your own conscience. This point  in some measure coincides with the former. 

But I mention it  so I might take the occasion to explain a text, and obviate a difficulty which has 

perplexed some serious minds. The passage referred to is 1Joh 3.20-21. ñI f our heart condemns 

us, God is greater than our heart, and knows all things. Beloved, if our heart does not condemn 

us, then we have confidence toward God.ò The difficulty drawn from these words is to this effect. 

The distressed soul speaks this way:  

ñIn how many things does my heart condemn me? What backwardness to duty, what deadness 

and inactivity in the ways of God my heart convinces me of and condemns me for! I have these 

and many, many more things to lay to my own charge! How then can I have any confidence 

towards God? Or how can I dare to hope in him, or depend upon him for pardon and salvation?ò  

To this I reply, if your conscience condemns you, as to the secret indulgence of, and delight in, 

any particular known sin, or as to the voluntary, sta ted, allowed omission of any known duty; and 

you endeavour to stifle these convictions, and suppress or silence these rebukes of conscience by 

attempting to persuade yourself that Christ is yours; this is indeed truly and awfully 

presumptuous. In this case, your own conscience forbids you to think that you have an interest in 

Christ, and it plainly tells you that in this state and frame of soul  you have no part or lot in these 

matters. Oh, do not  attempt to stifle, silence, or suppress these convictions! Rather, yield to them, 

and pray that God would fasten them upon your spirit, and that he would not let them subside ; 

that he would continue and fix them, so that you might no longer lie asleep in sin, but may fly to 

Jesus Christ for pardon and purification! And take it for granted that so long as you maintain a 

voluntary love for , and delight in, any particular sin which your conscience condemns you for, 

that is how long your soul and Jesus Christ are parted asunder.  

But how very different is this from the c ase of someone whose great, whose chief desire, is to be 

delivered from the power and practice of every sin; who sees and laments the corruption of his 

nature, the deadness of his frame, and the carnality of his heart; and who would gladly hope 

concerning an interest in Christ for his deliverance from these spiritual evils! And if this is the real 

temper of your soul, do not  say, ñMy heart condemns me, and how can I have confidence towards 

God?ò Rather say,  

ñMy conscience does not  condemn me as to any allowed guile or indulged iniquity. For it is the 

real desire of my soul, that God would search me, and try me, and see if there is any wicked way 

in me. And therefore, I may with humble confidence go to God in Christ for pardoning an d 

cleansing grace.ò  

4. It is presumptuous to persuade ourselves of an interest in Christ, if the hope is contrary to the 

proposal of Christ in the gospel . This thought will be found a particular  turning point with respect 
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to the nature  of our hope. If our  souls fly to and receive Christ as he is proposed in the Gospel to 

us, then the hope arising from this is such that it  ought to be encouraged, because it will not make 

us ashamed. But if we do not  apply to and receive Christ under those characters,1 and for those 

blessings which the gospel displays, then there is an essential flaw in our hope. For the Christ we 

hope in, is not the Christ of God. Give me leave here just to mention three important particulars 

concerning the view in which the Gospel proposes Christ , and true faith receives Him ; namely,  

(1.) As a free Saviour.  

(2.) As the only  Saviour.  

(3.) As a complete Saviour.  

(1.) As a free Saviour. Some persons, in their first application to Christ, endeavour to persuade 

themselves of an interest in him because they think they have something in themselves, or have 

done something by themselves, that will recommend them to his regard. They seek after this, 

and can never think they have a right to lay hold of him until they can find something of his 

nature in them . And thus they hope in him not as a free, but as a conditional  Saviour. Now, if 

this is the first ground of your hope, then it is a proud and therefore a false or suspicious hope. 

Whereas, every soul who hopes in Christ right ly, sees himself  as utterly unworthy of , and 

unprepared for Christ, and so he runs to him as an entirely free Saviour. Now, if you see and feel 

you are utterly unworthy, g uilty, weak, and polluted, and have nothing in yoursel f to hope in, 

but endeavour to hope in Christ as a free Saviour, this endeavour is by no means presumptuous. 

See here, how completely the scale is turned from what unbelief would suggest. A discouraged, 

distressed person, is apt to think it is presumptuous for him to hope about an interest in Christ, 

unless he sees or can find something within himself to encourage that expectation. Whereas, if 

he imagined anything within him self as the ground of his encouragement, then this very 

circumstance tends to render the whole of it suspicious. Is it presumptuous to receive a free gift, 

to plead a free promise, to come upon a free invitation, or to build upon a free foundation? 

Surely not. Whereas, if you are determined to force a condition upon Christ, or to come to him 

with a price in your hands, 2 that  is what Christ will reject and disdain.  

(2.) As the only Saviour . If you hope you have an interest in Christ, but you donôt make him the 

whole of your salvation, and would add your own duties, righteousness, qualifications, or 

attainments, then this will be found to be a false or suspicious hope. But if you trust in him 

alone, casting aside all your own strength and righteousness as bearing any share in your 

justification , then the language of your heart corresponds with the sentiments of the pious 

Psalmist whose soul was built upon a right foundation : Psa 62.5, ñMy soul, wait  only upon God; 

for my expectation is from him.ò And if you can heartily say, as in the next verse, ñHe alone is 

the rock of my salvation,ò then you may add what immediately follows, ñHe is my defence; I 

shall not be moved.ò  

(3.) As a complete Saviour . Christ and his salvation are entirely free; but if any condition is 

allowable, it is this : if you would have Christ, you must have a whole Christ ; if you would have 

salvation, you must have a complete salvation . Christ is not divided, nor his salvatio n. If you 

are for only half a Christ ð for his righteousness and blood to pardon and justify you, but not 

 
1 Characters: the marks or characteristics of gospel truth, which include our sinfulness, Godôsô justice, our inability, 

Godôs grace, Christôs atoning sacrifice, and our faith in Him alone . Pike will now focus on our perception of who Christ 

is, as the measure of our understanding of gospel truth. ï WHG  

2 That is, to pay for or merit your salvation, as if the gift were owed to you, and was not of grace. (Rom 4.4) ï WHG  
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for his Spirit and grace to renew and sanctify you ð your hope in him is false and dangerous. 

But if it is your desire and aim to receive him whole and entire; to receive his doctrines, 

instructions, and illuminations as a prophet ; to receive his righteousness and merit as a priest ; 

and to receive or submit to his government and sin-subduing grace as a king , then you need not 

fear to hope in him.  

Thus, as Christ stands in the Gospel under the character of a free and complete Saviour, and the 

only  one, we are to hope in him accordin gly. Once more,  

5. It is presumptuous to persuade ourselves of an interest in Christ, if the persuasion is contrary 

to the designs of the Gospel and its promises. These designs may be briefly expressed thus: to 

humble the sinner, to glorify the Saviour, t o purify the heart, and to comfort the soul. Now then, 

do you endeavour to hope concerning an interest in Jesus Christ? Then ask your soul what your 

design is in this attempt and endeavour. Is it to have your state safe, and your conscience easy in 

the way of sin? Is it that you may be rendered able to justify yourself in part by your own 

righteousness, or to sanctify yourself by your own strength? Is it to gratify your pride,  so that you 

may be able to make such a profession, or to perform such services, as may make your name 

honourable? If such things as these are the motives for your desire and endeavour to know your 

interest in Christ, they are all detestable and destructive.  

But if your desire to have, and to know  that you have, an interest in Christ are motives such as 

these: that you may be more spiritual in your frame ; enjoy holy consolation in your soul; be purer 

in heart and life; may live more entirely upon Christ for righteousness and strength; may be 

humble in yoursel f and exalted only in Christôs grace and righteousness; may be able to honour 

Christ more, serve him better, and have more strength for and delight in spiritual duties  ð then 

surely such endeavours, such desires, and such hopes, are lawful, and laudable, and they are by 

no means presumptuous. You may see little in yourself but reasons to doubt and question your 

interest . Yet, with such views and desires as these, donôt be afraid to lay hold of Christ for yoursel f, 

and to lay a humble claim to him. You will find tha t nothing will be more helpful to regulate your 

ways, to subdue your sins, to strengthen you for duty, and to render you capable in every way to 

glorify Christ (which are the very things you desire) , than a real hope and hearty belief that Christ 

is yours, and you are his.  

But perhaps you will still be ready to ask, ñHow can I hope or believe that I have an interest in 

Christ, when I have no evidence in myself to prove it?ò I answer, this is only an abstract argument, 

which is urged by carnal reason, to promote discouraging unbelief, and hinder a Gospel hope. Is 

there no such thing as hoping against hope? Isnôt Christ set before you as the only  Saviour, as a 

complete Saviour, and as an entirely free Saviour? Then look into the proposals and promises of 

the Gospel. And in them, not in yoursel f, you will find sufficient ground to encourage your 

application to Christ, and your application of Him to yourself, for your consolation, sanctification, 

and salvation.  

CASE 10. Is going to plays, and other theatrical p erformances, consistent  with  the 

profession and practice of Christianity?  

You will f ind that the answer to this question is in consequence of the following letter:  

ñReverend Sir ð I have often been asked by my acquaintances to go to a play. But having had 

the blessing of a religious education, and the good example of pious relatives ð and being 

apprehensive that such diversions tend to diminish, if not entirely extinguish the zeal we should 
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have for the honour of God, and the purity of religion ; to eradicate all serious impressions; to 

cloud our evidences, and make us careless about our precious and immortal souls; and indirectly 

incline us to impurity and irreligion  ð I have up to now resisted their solicitations. But their 

entreaties becoming more frequent, and there being many truly religious persons who have 

gone to the theatre at times, and still go, my resolutions are almost broken. Therefore, I beg that 

you will resolve the above query.ò  

The question I am now called to answer, doesnôt need much consideration. It is , I apprehend, 

evident at first view, that going to plays and such pleasing entertainments, cannot be suitable to 

our character as Christians, as they greatly tend to the injury of our immortal souls. Yet, because 

there are many who are captivated with these bewitching vanities, and are willing to find excuses 

for their pursuit of them, and say there is no harm in it , there are many who are in great danger 

of being carried away with these enchanting pleasures ð and yet they would be glad to be fortified 

against the snare. So I would take th is case into particular consideration, and endeavour to 

convince you of the unsuitableness and danger of such practices. May what I have to offer on this 

subject strike your minds with a peculiar force! May you lie open to conviction , and upon a 

consciousness of any evil attending this practice, be enabled to resolve, through divine strength, 

to guard against this and every other pleasure that has a tendency to injure your everlasting 

welfare, and break in upon the peace of your souls! For I would have the truth of what I say, appeal 

to the consciences of those who attend plays and other diversions of the like kind. I only beg this 

favour, that you would give everything that is said its due weight, and let conscience have its full 

liberty . Let that but speak, and it will soon decide the point. Having thus in some measure 

prepared the way, I would recommend to your consideration the following things:  

I . Attending  plays and other diversions of like kind is by no means profitable  to our souls. If upon 

examination we find that no real advantage can be gained, then this  should be a means to curb 

our inclinations, and mak e us suspect that it may be our duty to guard against  all such diversions. 

Some, indeed, plead as an excuse, that persons may be improved by the theatre, and gain as much 

advantage from a play, as from hearing a sermon. This is a sad reflection upon preaching the word. 

And however true it is as to some particular sermons ð those which are only empty harangues, 

contrar y to the genius of the Gospel, and designed only to tickle the ear and please the fancy ð yet 

preaching, abstractly considered, is a divine institution . And therefore we may expect a divine 

blessing upon it to make it effectual to promote our spiritual adv antage. This cannot be said of a 

play, which is a mere human invention; it is not designed to conform us to God, but only to amuse 

us. We cannot, therefore, reasonably expect the blessing of God upon it, to make it effectual to our 

real advantage. Such excuses as these are very trifling, and will not bear even the most superficial 

examination. There is so much that tends to eradicate all serious impressions, to corrupt the mind, 

and to promote dissolute manners; and so little tends to usefulness. And this l ittle is attended 

with such circumstances that there is not the least probability of our being real gainers by a play.  

Who would go to the theatre, or to public diversions, to learn to hate sin, to love holiness, and to 

be brought nearer to God? Does anyone really attend with these views and desires? I appeal to 

you. Is it so? You, who have frequented the playhouse, what led you there? Was it a desire for 

spiritual advantage? I may answer for you ð no; and I say you didnôt have the least view to this. 

It was a love of pleasure, of mirth, that carried you there, and not any view to the glory of God, or 

to your spiritual profit. You may perhaps say there is something peculiarly awful in a tragedy. 

Youôve seen the assembly struck with a solemn silence; indeed, many faces were all bedewed with 

tears. This is no proof that any real advantage is gained. Music likewise has all the charms of 
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eloquence, all the force of oratory in it; and those who have a musical soul cannot withstand its 

influence. Its effects upon us, either to fill us with melancholy or to elate us, will vary according to 

the suitableness in the music to our natural frame and constitution. Therefore, you see this is 

something of a mechanism. So the passions may be touched and wound up to the highest pitch, 

by the manner of action upon the stage, etc. ð but no saving spiritual impressions are made, nor 

is any good received. But if there was anything in a tragedy to strike the mind and fit it for serious 

thoughtfulness, if there was any part of the performance that tended to convict the spectator ð 

yet the evening generally concludes with some indecent entertainment, or something that tends 

to remove all gloom from the mind and put an entire stop to all solid thought. Thus, not being  

calculated to promote our spiritual  advantage, plays have nothing in them that would appear 

sufficient to engage our attention.  

II . Much time is spent in these diversions, that might be spent to better purposes. Time is a 

precious thing, an invaluable jewel. None can speak of its worth but a dying person, or those who 

have entered the regions of an awful eternity. And must this time be spent in vanity, or thrown 

away upon the empty unsatisfying pleasures of the present life? Time! Oh, what is it?  

Time, the supreme! ð Time is eternity:  
Pregnant with all eternity can give: ð 
Who murders time, he crushes in the birth  
A power ethereal, only not adorôd. 1 

The inimitable Young  had such a sense of time when he wrote those lines. And oh, that we all had 

the same striking view of it! Couldnôt you spend to better advantage that time which is spent in 

plays? You may say indeed you may as well be at the theatre, than to spend your time unprofitably 

as many others do, e.g. in reviling their neighbours, or in froth y, even injurious  conversation. But 

if others spend theirs unprofitably, is that a sufficient excuse  or reason for you to do so too? 

Whatever we see in others that is unsuitable to the character of a Christian, we should endeavour 

to carefully avoid. For it is inexcusable for someone to condemn anything in others, who is guilty 

of the same thing  or worse himself. But when you are in the playhouse, consider ð How many are 

in their closets, examining the state of their souls, or looking up to God by prayer? How many are 

with their families, engaged in social worship, or employed in religious and most instructive 

conversation? Hadnôt this better be the case with you? You may sport with time now, in the midst 

of health, but the awful period is coming when you will see the value of it. Will so many hours 

spent in these public diversions afford a pleasing review? Will it give you any satisfaction in the 

near view of eternity, to look back and consider how many important duties have been neglected 

while  you have been gratifying a low inclinatio n, among crowds of vain and irreligious persons at 

the playhouse. Will such a reflection as this soften a dying pillow, silence the clamours of an 

awakened conscience, or soothe the horrors of that critical and important hour ? Hear what a soul 

under the force of alarming conviction says on the subject; hear the reflections of an expiring 

sinner! ð  

ñOh, the time I have foolishly  ð no, wickedly  spent in the playhouse, and in other vain and 

ensnaring diversions! Oh, that I should have no concern for my dear immortal soul! Oh, how 

gladly I would call back the hours I have wasted in such a criminal and stupid manner! But they 

are gone, gone and never to return ; and all before me is eternity! Oh, what a review! It fills me 

 
1 Dr. Youngôs Night Thoughts , Night II . 
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with shame and confusion; and the pleasures that once entertained me so much, and raised my 

laughter, now sting and wound me to my very heart.ò  

I would to God that every person who has any fondness for the diversions of the stage, may see 

them in this light, and be deeply humbled for spending so much precious time in so unprofitable 

a manner! On this account it is highly unsuitable to our character as rational creatures, especially 

as Christians, to frequent the theatre.  

III.  Attending plays and other such pleasures greatly unfits us for the discharge of spiritual duties, 

and leads us to neglect them. If the diversions of the stage could be used only as a relaxation of 

the mind, to unbend our thoughts for the present , so that we may be better fit for engaging in 

religious duties, and go to them with greater eagerness and delight, then there would be some 

show of an argument for pursuing them. But do these diversions meet this purpose? You who have 

been there, I leave your consciences to answer these questions: Is it an easy transition from the 

playhouse to the duties of the family or closet? Can you then read the word of God, and seek him 

by prayer, with as much composure of mind, and freedom and regularity of thought? Can you 

expect Him with you in spiritual duties , after you have been wasting so much time in these empty 

pleasures? Have you gone into your private times with the same quietness of mind and met with 

the presence of God as usual?  

Oh! be faithful to your soul in thi s point; donôt smother the truth. Indeed, I would charge you, in 

the name of the Lord, to give your conscience its full scope, and let it speak matter -of-factly. Stand 

the test then, and answer these questions if you can. When you come away, isnôt your min d full of 

what you heard? Donôt the pleasing scenes which struck your fancy, follow you into your closet? 

Oftentimes, isnôt it some days before you can shake off the diverting thought? Havenôt you found 

a shyness toward duty after attending the stage? Could you go to God with that confidence as 

before, till you had humbled yourself before Him , and applied afresh for  the blood of sprinkling? 

After you have been at the playhouse, have you had time to perform family and private duties, or 

arrived late to an assembly? Oh, the duties that have been curtailed and often neglected by 

attending such public diversions! If this is the case, then, it manifestly appears that going to plays 

and to pleasures of that kind, is by no means suitable to the profession and practice of Christianity.  

IV.  Attending plays and other such diversions, has a particular tendency to set persons against 

the power and life of religion, and to make them take up with a mere form . 1 That religion which 

will not permit  the pleasures of the playhouse, is disregarded by all the admirers of the stage. 

What will  they do, who have had a religious education, and have been followed with repeated 

convictions? They endeavour by all possible means to satisfy their consciences, that attending 

plays may be innocently done, and that it is perfectly consistent with real Christianity. Thus the 

child who has been accustomed to family and private duties, begins to look at such things as 

unnecessary, and to think a pious parent is too severe for abridging  his children of amusement 

that is so ñinnocent.ò The young person, now frivolous  in his behaviour and wild in his sentiments, 

is ready to think a godly minister is too stiff and precise, because he faithfully reproves the lovers 

of pleasure. He cannot think so much duty is required; that so much praying, self-examination, 

and mortification are necessary. Therefore, by degrees, he loses all that regard for religion, and 

 
1 Consider the plays of Shakespeare, written in the late 1500s. There was (and is) much that is bawdry and tawdry . They 

are filled with pretend violence, immorality, and depravity. Twelfth Night  mocks Puritans in particular. Observing such 

things repeatedly over time, desensitizes us to the sins they portray , but also to the things of God. Scripture sanctifies 

the mind and heart of a believer, in opposition  to the things of this world. So if we let the world influence us more than 

Scripture, weôll become increasingly worldly (2Pet 2.18-22). We imitate what we see and hear. ï WHG  
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for the people of God, that he once professed to have. And at last, he boldly sits in the seat of the 

scoffer. I need not ask you, my friends, whether this is the case or not. No doubt you have known 

many awful instances of it, and thereby you see the evil tendency of plays, and other pleasures of 

that kind.  

If there are any of you who visit these houses of pleasure, let me again appeal to your consciences 

for the truth of what I say. Let me particularly appeal to you who have had a religious education, 

but have been led aside by these captivating pleasures. Isnôt what I have said agreeable to truth? 

You dare not deny the awful fact; but you would gladly smother it. You once discovered a serious 

disposition; but plays, assemblies, etc., gave you a disrelish for  strict, practical religion, and led 

you to look at it as unnecessary and burdensome. And now you would gladly vindicate your 

present practices. But you cannot; conscience will at times speak and remonstrate. How awful 

that anyone should attempt to defend a practice so injurious! Do you ever see any persons attend 

the playhouse, who are growing and flourishing Christians? As soon as they begin to make their 

appearance there, and to relish the stage and other such diversions, they begin to dwindle, and to 

sink into sad formality. If this is the case, then it clearly shows how unsuitable attending the 

theatre is to the profession and practice of Christianity.  

V.  Attending  plays and other such diversions is accompanied with the greatest evils. This practice 

is a sad inlet into all manner of sins, opening a door to the greatest extravagances for which, to 

support  them, the most desperate measures are often taken. These bring the poor unhappy 

creature to an ignominious end. The stage may boast of thousands and tens of thousands that it 

has led captive, and ruined both as to time and eternity. How many lovely youths, who once were 

fair bid for heaven, here lost all their convictions, were introduced into evil company, turned out 

the greatest debauchees, consumed their substance, destroyed their constitution, broke the hearts 

of their aged relatives, and by their intemperance and debaucheries, did not live out half their 

days! We have too many awful instances to deny that this is the case. And it is no wonder when 

we consider the degeneracy of our natures, and the tendency of plays to lead to profaneness in 

conversation, and to promote impurity of thought by the wanton songs , the filthy jests, and the 

blasphemous speeches with which many of them are crowded.  

A youth who has lost his religion here, becomes an easy prey to the great enemy of souls; for what 

does he have to ballast him? Intoxicated with pleasure, he is like a drunken man ; he has nothing 

to prevent his complying with every tempta tion that is presented before him. Oh, how many upon 

a dying bed have lamented their frequenting the stage and other public pleasures! How many have 

cursed the day that brought them to see a play, and entangled them in such company as proved to 

be their ru in! ð  

ñOh, how happy if  I had never stepped out of the road I was directed to by my religious relatives! 

I was guarded against running into such dangerous paths, cautioned about the consequences. 

But alas, I would not hearken to the tender solicitations o f my affectionate friends! I thought I 

might innocently go  ð and oh, there my unwary feet were caught! The net was carefully spread, 

and I was taken! Oh, lament, lament, my soul, the time, the hour I first gazed upon those 

pleasing, but destructive scenes! Now I am going into eternity to give an account of the proof of  

it, to an infinitely just and holy God. And oh, how awful the view! What can I expect after a life 

of such irreligion and profaneness!ò  

Thus many have been led to infidelity and impiety . And they will have, it is to be feared, an eternity 

to bewail their folly and stupidity.  
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VI.  For professors to attend plays and other such entertainments, is to set a bad example. Thus 

our young friend mentio ns it as being a temptation to him, and as an argument almost sufficient 

to answer every objection ð namely, that many truly religious persons have, and still do at times , 

attend the theatre. This is an awful consideration! What! a Christian seen at the playhouse! It is 

something indeed amazing! It is no wonder to see an immoral person crowding after public 

diversions; one who has no sense of the worth of his soul, and the importance of eternity. But to 

see a professor of religion, one who is willing to be esteemed a Christian indeed, one who perhaps 

appears at the table of our Lord ð to see such a person amidst a crowded assembly at the theatre. 

And to hear him excusing his attendance by saying there is no harm in it, is something awful! Well 

may a poor giddy sinner make a bad use of such an example. Well may an unsteady youth say, ñI 

may certainly go now, when such a person attends. I may now conclude it is not inconsistent with 

a religious character, and therefore I may indulge my incli nations when an opportunity offers.ò 

Oh, see the melancholy consequences, and the destructive influence of a bad example! Remember, 

if you go, others will go too. And suppose you could go to the theatre innocently. Yet many who 

are perhaps prevailed upon to go through your example, may be ruined forever. They cannot 

withstand the force of those temptations that are before them. Therefore, a concern for the glory 

of God, a consideration of the influence of our example, and a regard for others, should keep us 

from the playhouse, and from every pleasure that we think may be injurious to the souls of others, 

even supposing it were not so to our own.  

Thus I have hinted a few things, that are, I apprehend, sufficient to show that going to the theatre, 

etc., is unsuitable to the profession and practice of Christianity. If any among you have an 

inclination to attend the stage or other public pleasures, and can answer to God, to yourselves, 

and to others, that none of these things will  be the consequences, then go. But I may venture to 

say that the above hints are so near the truth, that none who have frequented public places of 

pleasure can deny them, if they would faithfully relate their own experience. I would now, 

therefore, accompany what I have said with a warm and affectionate address.  

1. To masters and heads of families ð particularly, to those who attend  the theater themselves. 

Let me entreat you to consider the bad example you are setting before your families. Consider the 

unhappy use they are likely to make of it. No wonder you find them desirous to walk in your steps. 

To see you frequently setting out for the theatre, and to hear you perhaps recommending some of 

the parts you have seen acted ð this cannot help but raise a curiosity in them to see the same 

thing. And they apprehend that they may boldly ask to go, or even take the liberty if it should be 

denied. And what can you say to discourage them? You cannot consistently represent the danger 

of such practices. This would be an argument against your own attendance as well as theirs. How 

can you forbid them going, or curb an inclination in them to attend the theatre? How can you 

complain of their extravagancies, or correct them for being there so frequently? You lead them 

there yourselves. You may justly chide yourselves, and say,  

ñHow can I wonder to see in my children and servants such a desire for the pleasures of the 

stage, when I have done enough to raise it in them? Must I not blame myself for all the 

friv olousness and extravagance of my child? I first taught him to go to a play ð and see what 

evils I have introduced into my family  by this! I gave my son a taste for the playhouse, and see 

what the consequences are! He has contracted an acquaintance with those who will be his ruin! 

How extravagant he is in his expenses! How he enfeebles his constitution by intemperance, etc. 

And what will be the end of it  all? A tragic one, I fear; and all occasioned by my own folly!ò  
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Let me speak a word to those who permit their children and servants to frequent those diversions. 

Is it so? Do you take no care how your children and servants spend their evenings? Do you never 

inquire into the company they keep? Do you never guard them against those houses of pleasure 

that are so ruinous to youth? Can you connive at the liberties they take, the hours they spend 

abroad, and allow them to wantonly indulge every criminal inclination? Oh, how can you answer 

for it to God, to your own consciences, and to those who entrusted their chi ldren and relations to 

you? Do you never consider that the souls of your family are committed to your care? Do your 

consciences never check you for acting so cruel a part by your children, and so unfaithfully by your 

servants? Oh, how you are helping your famil y to ruin! ð seeing Satan hurrying them on to 

destruction, and yet never endeavouring to prevent it! Alas, alas! Use your authority ! Let the souls 

of your famil y lie weightily  on your mind; and donôt allow one in your house to press on in the 

road to everlasting destruction, without warning  them of the danger, and endeavouring to do all 

you can to promote their salvation.  

2. I would address myself to professors of religion  on this subject. Need I ask whether any of such 

character attend the theatre? This city presents us with too many awful instances of it. See among 

the crowd that is pressing into the playhouse, how many are professors! They cheerfully mingle 

with the throng, appear as eager as any in the pursuit of pleasure, and as much delighted with 

those scenes of vanity. Weep, my soul, that this is the case! And wonôt everyone who has a zeal for 

Christ, shed a tear that He should be thus dishonoured? How should I address you, you cold 

professors? Do you have you any real love for Jesus? Doesnôt your heart deceive you? Is it surely 

so? It is a sign that your love is but cold, your faith weak, and that you have but little concern for 

the glory of God when you can hurry to such places of profaneness. Let me entreat you to consider 

how inconsistent your conduct  is! How can you answer for it to your fellow -Christians, to God, 

and to your own consciences? Oh, you stumble, you discourage ð indeed, you harden many. You 

occasion many poor reflections upon Christ and his interest. May He not justly complain of you, 

and say,ð  

ñWhat, have you no regard for my glory? What, do you bear my name, and yet harden the hearts 

of so many against me, encourage sin, and bring such a dishonour upon me! Have I done 

anything to deserve such coldness, you lazy professors? Consider my love; consider my service. 

And let a zeal for my glory continually animate your soul s, and guard you against everything 

that tends to weaken your hands, and to bring any poor reflections upon me or my cause.ò  

3. I would close all this with a particular address to young persons. You are the persons who are 

more particularly under temptati on of being carried away by such bewitching vanities. I would 

therefore guard you against them. Have any of you attended these houses of pleasure? Havenôt 

you found that they tend to give you looser thoughts of religion than you once had, and to lead 

you to take greater liberties than you once did? Let this satisfy you that there is danger in them. 

Therefore be persuaded to carefully avoid them; and be deeply humbled before God, that you have 

ever frequented them. I hope you are not determined against your own conviction. I would set 

before you the worth of your souls, the importance of eternity; and call you to view the 

transactions of the Great Day, when you will receive a sentence of everlasting life, or of everlasting 

condemnation. Oh, consider how you will answer to an infinitely holy God for spending so much 

time in such empty pleasures! View the vast assembly that will be gathered! See thousands of 

thousands at the right hand of Jesus, and a numberless throng at his left hand! See all earthly 

scenes closing forever, and the state of each person fixed! Oh, if your mind were just once suitably 

impressed with a sense of these important things, you would soon see the impropriety and danger 
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of plays. Your mind would be taken up with viewing subjects of infin itely greater importance than 

these low and perishing things.  

Oh my dear young friends, I cannot leave you, knowing the snares you are exposed to. I would 

entreat you; I would warn you ; I would beseech you. If you have any concern for your souls, if any 

love for your friends, any desire to honour Christ, let me beseech you to guard against these and 

similar  bewitching pleasures. Oh, I cannot leave you. I would try once more to convince and move 

you. I would beseech you by the love of the mighty God. Oh, see him willingly veiling his glory, 

and coming to rescue poor souls from everlasting misery! Behold him nailed to the accursed tree! 

Hear him groaning! See him bleeding, dying! And all to redeem precious souls, and to purchase 

for them the blessings of salvation! And can you now dishonour this Jesus? I wouldnôt think so 

hardly of you. Surely you cannot!  

In sum, labour to follow Solomonôs advice ð Pro 1.10, ñIf sinners entice you, do not consent.ò Let 

me beg you to follow the instructions of your religious friends . And, while  others are spending 

their time in the pursuit of pleasure, you should be considering and pursuing the concerns of your 

soul. You will find it to your unspeakable satisfaction,  both in life and at death , that while others 

are trembling and shuddering on the brink , you will stand and look into eternity; you will be 

enabled to say with the apostle, 2Tim 4.7, 8: ñWe have fought the good fight, we have finished our 

course, and have kept the faith;ò Oh! it is impossible to express the pleasure this will give you. If, 

then, you have any concern for your peace, living and dying, beg of God to keep you from sin, and 

to enable you to improve and use your time, that it  may be for your everlasting advantage. Amen.  

CASE 11. How may a person who desir es to follow the dictates of Providence in 

every respect, know the mind and will of God in any particular circumstances, 

whether temporal or spiritual?  

This is a question of so large an extent, and such great importance, that when it came into my 

hands, the very sight of it raised in me a great desire to give some solution. But when I looked 

more attentively into the nature and meaning of it, I found it to be a question attended with so 

much diff iculty, and so much subtlety in many cases, that I was made to almost doubt whether I 

should attempt to answer it or not. However, looking up to the Spirit of God, and into the word of 

God, for direction in an affair of so much moment I have ventured upon it . And I will  now offer 

you my thoughts on the subject in the freest and most open manner. Although I cannot pretend 

to give such a particular or extensive answer to it, as the case may require, yet I wonôt account my 

labour in vain, if I am enabled to exhibit some general rules which may be helpful to the serious 

Christian in determining his course of duty. As for those who  donôt have the fear of God before 

their eyes, they are unconcerned about the matter. They go in the ways of their own heart, and in 

the sight of their own eyes, and at best advance no higher than to follow the maxims of human 

prudence and worldly wisdom. But the truly serious person desires to follow the dictates of Divine 

Providence in every respect, and is concerned to have the Lord going before him in every step, 

pointing out his way, and marking out his path for him. He would not, he dare not, walk random ly, 

knowing that the path of duty is the only path of safety and comfort. But how the Christian should 

know or discover his path, is the great question before us.  

Here, then, it will be necessary first to explain the terms of the question, and then give an answer 

to it , both negatively and positively.  

I.  As to the explication  of the meaning of the question itself: this is so very needful, that unless 

you attend to it you wonôt be able to see the nature and suitableness of the answer. For I apprehend 
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that a great part of the difficulty belonging to the subject , arises from a misunderstanding or a 

misapplication of the ter ms in which it is conceived. A clear conception of the meaning of the case 

proposed will, of itself, prevent many mistakes, and will give a general clue for its solution.  

There is some reason to fear that by the mind and will of God in a particular circum stance, many 

understand something that is absolutely unknown to us, or is not to be known by us, without a 

special, fresh revelation. And therefore, when they are seeking or praying for the knowledge of the 

divine will, they aim at some peculiar illuminati ons or impressions which are neither to be sought, 

nor to be depended upon. By this means they are unnecessarily perplexed, and often sadly 

deluded. In this case, therefore, we must be particularly on our guard against a species of 

enthusiasm 1 which we may be too easily inclined to and ensnared by.  

To prevent mistakes of this nature, let it be observed that phrases like the dictates of Providence, 

and the mind or  will of God , though they are quite proper to the subject, are truly metaphorical . 

Let me, therefore, express what we mean by:  

1. the dictates of Providence;  

2. the mind and will of God in a particular circumstance, and  

3. following these dictates of Providence, or conforming ourselves to this will of God.  

1. What is meant by the dictates or voice of Providence? We are not to imagine that, abstractly 

considered, Divine Providence of itself makes anything known to us; rather,  we must include His 

word of revelation in the affair. For in rea lity, what we mean by the voice of Providence, is the 

voice of God in His Word  concerning our duty as to the particular providences we are attended 

with. Thus we say that afflictive providences have a humbling voice in them. What I presume is 

meant by this, is that when we are under afflictive dispensations, the divine word directs and 

teaches us to submit to , and be humble under, the mighty hand of God. Prosperous circumstances 

call us to thankfulness , i.e. God requires us to be thankful  for all his mercies to us; and when such 

favours are bestowed upon us, it then becomes our duty to be thankful for them. A situation of 

special temptation or ensnarement has a voice in it to call us to watchfulness  ð i.e., it is the mind 

and will of God, by His Word , that we should be peculiarly on our guard when Providence brings 

us into such circumstances of trial.  

These particulars are introduced in this place as familiar instances, to give an idea of what we 

mean by the voice of Providence. And if we clearly conceive the true import of the phrase by these 

hints, then we may proceed and apply the thought of those circumstances which more nearly 

concern the present question in this manner : whenever Providence hedges or blocks one way of 

safety, comfort, or duty, so that we cannot proceed any farther in it, and at the same time opens 

another way to go in, then it is evidently the voice or dictate of this providence, that we should 

leave the former way, and resort to the other, which appears to be most conducive to our safety, 

usefulness, or comfort. This is the same as saying that God makes it our duty, by His Word , to 

take those steps which appear most conducive to His glory, and our real good, in all circumstances 

in general. And so, by this general rule it becomes our duty in the circumstances supposed above, 

to leave one path of life and pursue another. And now it will be easier to learn,  

2. What is meant by the mind and will of God in any particular circumstance.  For it cannot 

intend any secret that is locked up in the divine breast, which must be made known by a special 

revelation. Rather, we must understand by it the revealed will of God which , by its more general 

 
1 Enthusiasm : a fanciful imagining.  
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or more particular rules , gives us proper directions for duty, and safety, and usefulness, in any 

distinct circumstances of life or providence, And therefore,  

3. To follow the dictates of Providence , must mean none other than acting agreeable to the laws 

of duty, prudence, and safety in any particular circumstance, according to the directions and 

determinations of the Word and Law of God. Someone who follows these dictates takes a due 

survey of the situation he is placed in, compares that with the rules of the Word which apply to 

the case, and acts accordingly. Such a person neither delays when Providence calls, nor hurries 

on before it calls.  

Having thus explained the terms of the question, I have no doubt you see that the very explication 

itself tends to solve many difficulties and prevent many mistakes, and gives you a general clue for 

your conduct. Let us now bring down what has been said into the question itself. It supposes that 

you have some particular affair depending, whether temporal or spiritual . You are at some loss to 

determine which way to act, or what method to take; and you desire to know what is the mind and 

will of God in the present case. Here then let me beg you to recollect in your thoughts, what you 

mean or should mean by this will of God . It certainly means no more than for you to be able to 

understand and judge what is the most proper course to take, agreeable to the situation you are 

in, and agreeable to the rules and directions of the divine word in your case. If you mean any more 

than this, I apprehend you aim at, and intrude into those things which are not seen, and which it 

is not your business to know ð for secret things belong to God, Deu 29.29.  

In order to come to the knowledge of what is proper and necessary for us to be acquainted with, 

we are taught by prudence and conscience to make use of (1) deliberation, (2) consultation,  and 

(3) supplication .  

Our deliberation  should be serious and attentive. We should look around us; and observe what 

condition and circumstances we are in. We should turn our thoughts about in every way we can, 

in order to view our situation in every point of light in which it appears . And we should then 

compare it with the rules of prudence and duty laid before us in the Word.  

Our consultation  with friends should be sincere and prudent, with a design to receive whatever 

light their conversation may convey. For in most cases it is true that in the multitude of counsellors 

there is safety. (Pro 11.14) 

Our supplication  to the Lord for direction, should be serious, earnest, and submissive. Without 

this, we are in great danger of being led astray, notwithstanding all previous consideration and 

consultation . For the Lord will be owned and acknowledged; and if He is neglected, we are guilty 

of leaning on our own understanding, or depending on the wisdom of men. We are strictly 

required to be submissive to divine direction . For it is the meek that He wil l guide in judgment, 

and teach his way, Psa 25.9. And we have the greatest encouragement to hope for safe conduct in 

this course, because it is added in the following words, Psa 25.10, All the paths of the Lord are 

mercy and truth to those who keep his covenant and his testimonies . Yes, we have a positive and 

gracious promise of divine conduct. Psa 25.12, Who is the man that fear s the Lord? Him he will 

teach in the way that he chooses.  

But when you are thus seriously employed in seeking direction from the Lord, take heed that your 

speech, your thoughts, and desires, are rightly ordered. Let me ask you here, what do you really 

mean by seeking divine direction ? Do you desire by this any discovery of His secret will by any 

unaccountable impulses or irrational impressions? If so, then I really question whether this very 

desire is either warrantable or safe. I will tell you briefly what I would mean by such a practice. 
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When I pray for His guidance and direction in a particular perplexity, I beg of him, that he would 

lead my thoughts by his Spirit into such a view of the directions of His Word , and of the conduct 

of his providence, that I may be able to judge from the re what my path of duty  is; that He would 

so order affairs in his providence, as to make my way clear to me upon the principles of duty, 

prudence, and conscience; and that He would so fix my view, and so incline my heart, as to make 

me ready and willing to take those steps, or to pur sue those measures, that may be most conducive 

to secure the peace of my conscience, to advance the glory of His name, and to promote my real 

good. Having so distinctly explained and guarded the question, I now proceed,  

II.  To give an answer to it. The question then returns in this form: having made use of proper 

consideration, consultation, and supplication; what must we look at, after all this, as marks or 

tokens of the divine will and pleasure in any particular case that now lies before us? The reply 

must be made both negatively and positively.  

1. Negatively . We are often prone to increase our perplexity, or run into the way of danger, by 

mistaking the rule, and following those things as guides, which have no certainty or safety in them. 

And this renders it highly necessary that false rules be laid aside in order to make way for a clear 

answer to the important query.  

(1.) We should not make our inclinations  the rule of our conduct . For through the depravity and 

vanity of our hearts, we may often find a propensity to that which prudence and conscience, if 

consulted, would recriminate against; and we may find an aversion to that which the word and 

providence of God make our duty. In some cases, indeed, it is necessary to consult our 

inclination, genius, or capacity, and take it into consideration, while we are weighing and 

pondering what course of life will be the most suitable to us, or to our friends. But after all , 

inclination has no standard or rule , either of duty or prudence.  

(2.) We should not make our particular  frames the rule of our judgment and determination, 

because sometimes we find ourselves in a frame for something which is not our present duty; 

and so, when duty and prudence call, our frames may be unsuitable and reluctant. It migh t not 

be improper in this place to say a little about a method which some serious persons take by 

forming their judgment from the enlargement or contraction of their frames in solemn prayer. 

If they are engaged in serious devotions, seeking the Lord for a particular favour in providence , 

and they find themselves peculiarly enlarged  [elated]  they gather from this, that the favour will 

be granted; but if they are peculiarly contracted  [deflated], they take it as a token of divine 

denial. And so they frame their actions according to these views or expectations. But this, I 

apprehend, is an erroneous and uncertain rule of judgment. For although many a time the event 

may come to pass agreeably to this rule, yet many times it has proved just the reverse. And so, 

if we lay any considerable stress upon these frames of mind , we are in danger of being misled as 

to the way of duty, and of having our faith and hope shocked and tripped up  by an unexpected 

disappointment. As this rule of judgment is not given to us in the Word, it is therefore uncertain . 

And yet we should be ready to acknowledge this much: that so far as the liberty of our frames 

excites and encourages us to use proper means, and so far as the contraction of our frames 

prevents us from being presumptuous or too forward in our conduct, it is that  far a mercy to us 

that we are thus encouraged, or thus cautioned. I t is very likely that God may sometimes enlarge 

our hearts in prayer, with a design to excite and encourage us; or contract our hearts, with a 

design to prevent us from using those means, or taking those steps, which may be detrimental. 

But still , the rule of judgment and duty is to be gathered from the appearances of providence, 

and the directions of the Word.  
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(3.) We are not to be guided by the bare form of Scripture phrases. I would be far from laying 

aside the use of the Holy Scriptures in these points; but I would only guard against abusing it. 

There are some Christians who are fond of using the Bible as if it were a fortune book: when a 

difficulty in prudence or duty occurs, they open the Bible at random, and observe what texts 

meet their eye first. And however their  wild ima gination applies that passage to the point in 

question, so they think it their duty to act  on it . This is a very weak and dangerous practice, and 

a sad abuse of the word of God ð applying it to a purpose for which the Holy Ghost never 

intended it . Others make a random application of a passage of Scripture (which suddenly occurs 

to, or is strongly impressed upon their minds) to their present case and difficulty , never looking 

into or attending to the proper meaning of the text , but straining it and applying it to something 

very foreign to the intention of the Holy Spirit. For instance, if the query is whether you should 

follow the practice of a neighbour or friend, and you have those words impressed on your mind, 

ñGo, and do likewise;ò you are assuredly apt to gather from the re, that it is the mind and will of 

God that you do as your friend  does. This method of judging concerning prudence and duty is 

extremely weak, precarious, and dangerous ð for it can never be supposed that the Holy Spirit 

intended these words in the Bible to be thus applied and used at random. But this brings me to 

observe,  

(4.) That we are not to be guided by any unaccountable impulses and impressions. There are 

many who frequently feel such impressions on their minds, and are inclined to  pay strict regard 

to them. Indeed, some carry this point so far as to make it almost the only rule of their judgment . 

They will not determine anything until they ñfind it in their heart ò to do it, as they phrase it. 

Others take it for granted that the Div ine Mind notifie s them by sweet or powerful impressions 

of some passage of sacred writ.1 There are others who make their  determin ations by visionary 

manifestations, or by the impressions made in dreams and the interpretations they put upon 

them. All these things, being of the same general nature, may justly be considered together. I t 

is a matter of doubt with many, how far these things are to be regarded or attended to by us, and 

how we may distinguish any divine impressions of this kind from the delusions of the Tempter, 

or of our own evil hearts.  

Give me leave here to say that whoever makes any of these things his rule and standard, forsakes 

the divine word . Nothing tends more to make persons unhappy in themselves, unsteady in their 

conduct, or more dangerously deluded in their practice, than paying random regard to these 

impulses, as notifications of the divine will. To take it for gran ted that it is our duty to act in 

some such way because it is impressed on our mind, or because our dreams bear such an 

interpretation, or even because a passage of Holy Writ is applied to our mind in a powerful and 

unaccountable way ð I say, to judge this way, is an enthusiastic delusion. It ought to be avoided 

and detested by all sober Christians, as a bold intrusion into the secret will of God; as a 

 
1 By these sweet and powerful impressions of Scripture phrases or sentences upon the mind, I do not mean their being 

impressed on the heart and conscience, agreeably to the true meaning and proper design of the Holy Spirit in them. For 

whenever this is the case, it is evident that they are very desirable and valuable as the effect of Godôs Spirit upon the 

heart. Rather, I mean those unaccountable occasional impressions of Scripture passages, which are foreign to the 

proper meaning of the Holy Ghost in them. W e are not to consider these any rule of conduct, nor to immediately act 

according to them, as if they were notifications of the divine will  ð for they may be delusive instead of directory . 

However, it may be granted that so far as these false impressions excite in our minds those thoughts which are according 

to Scripture truths,  though not the truth of the passage impressed, they may be really useful in both providential and 

spiritual concerns.  
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withdrawal  of the heart from the proper rule of duty ; as regarding lying vanities and forsaking 

our own mercy (Jon 2.8) .  

But you may say, ñArenôt some of these impressions divine ? Hasnôt many a Christian found 

himself mercifully led in the proper path by these impulsive methods? Indeed, havenôt some 

believers been comforted and directed ð yes, and some sinners awakened, and brought savingly 

to Christ in this impulsive way  ð by dreams, visions, or powerful impressions of some parts of 

sacred writ? And, if so, there is certainly some reason to regard them, to desire them, wait for 

them, and be thankful for them.ò I would answer, ñAnd arenôt many of them purely enthusiastic, 

if not diabolical ?ò  

The question therefore returns, How may we distinguish those impressions that are delusive, 

enthusiastic, or diabolical,  from those that are true and divine ? Now, here it is natural to observe 

that just putting or admitting this question, supposes and proves that these impulses cannot  be 

the standard of duty, nor  can they, of themselves, be indications to us of the mind and will of 

God. Rather, we must resort to some other rule to test the spirits , whether they are of God. For 

this reason, they are not to be depended upon. And those who find themselves frequently acted 

upon in this impulsive way, ought to be earnestly on their guard, lest they be so deceived or 

deluded as to depend upon them. Doubtless, it is a mercy and privilege for anyone to be so 

impressed as to thereby be excited or directed into the right path of duty ; and we may be 

thankful for whatever impulses quicken us to that . But, after all, they must n ot be accounted the 

rule or standard of right and wrong. You may therefore take this as a general rule: that whenever 

these impressions are such that they lead us to depend upon them, and to absolutely direct our 

course according to  them, they are really enthusiastic, or very much to be suspected on that 

account.  

I am therefore obliged to put the matter on this issue plain ly: either these impulses excite 

thoughts and reasonings in our mind concerning the path of duty , or they do not. If they do not, 

and have nothing to offer as a reason for why we should follow them, except that we find 

ourselves so excited and impressed by them, then they are properly enthusiastic. But if they 

awaken our thoughts and concern, and turn our mind to think about some spiritual or 

prudential reasons for our conduct, then the thoughts suggested are to be brought to the 

standard  of prudence and duty, and are to be determined from there whether they are right or 

wrong. We may vindicate the promised leadings of Godôs Spirit without giving encouragement 

to enthusiastic pretences, on this principle: that the Spirit of God has access to our minds, and 

works upon us so as to lead our thoughts to the Law and Testimony, and to direct our minds to 

those truths of Scriptur e, and those rules of prudence, which are most adapted to direct us in 

our present difficulty. Let me add,  

(5.) We must not make the event our rule of judgment. My meaning is this: if we have taken a 

step conscientiously in the fear of God, and it doesnôt succeed, we need not therefore reflect 

upon ourselves as if we had done wrong, but rather  submit to Godôs sovereign providence. And 

if we have taken a step carelessly, presumptuously, or without proper reason to vindicate it, and 

it succeeds beyond our expectation, we should not therefore sooth our consciences as if we had 

done right . But rather , we should encourage a thankful admiration that God should deal with 

us in kindness, so contrary to what we deserve.  

But it is high time to come to  ð  
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2. The positive answer to this interesting question . The Spirit of God by his operations always 

makes use of, and directs us to the Word and Providence compared together, in order to open to 

us the path of duty. So that the general rule for us to judge by is this: that which evidently appears 

to be impracticable, unlawful, or imprudent after serious deliberation, proper consultation, and 

earnest supplication, we are to esteem not  to be the mind and will of God in the case. And whatever 

appears to be proper duty, true prudence, or real necessity, we should esteem to be His will. To 

render this general rule familiar and easy, I would conclude with the application of it to some 

extensive particulars.  

(1.) Unless something different from your present situation offers itself to your serious 

consideration, you are not to desire changing your state, except in such cases as the following. 

Perhaps Providence begins to render your present situation very uncomfortable, and really 

unprofitable to yourselves or others, or makes your continuance in it truly impracticable. If so, 

we may assuredly gather that we should look out for and seek some alteration. Or perhaps, 

though your present condition may be easy and profitable, yet there may be such changes 

attending it, as to render it unlawful for you to continue . You cannot remain in this business or 

place any longer, without making a breach of your conscience, without violating the divine law, 

without omitting some incumbent duty, or depriving yoursel f of some necessary privilege, or 

being exposed to the prevailing power of some sin or temptation. Whenever your situation 

appears such as to render it impossible for you to abide in it without sustaining such sad 

consequences, you may assuredly gather that it is now the will of God that you should 

immediately look for some other place or employment. You are not to be given to change; but 

in such cases as these, we are warranted and required by prudence and duty to change our state 

or circumstances, and to seek something else, whether there is any immediate proposal of 

another nature, or not.  

(2.) When an alteration of circumstances is proposed to you, or Providence lays two or more 

things before your eyes ð to choose whether to continue where you are, or enter upon a different 

situation; or to choose which of two different situations to accept  ð endeavour to take a distinct 

view of each proposed case, so far as it comes within the compass of your knowledge. Compare 

them with one another, and with the condition of you or your famil y, etc., and then determine 

by such maxims as these:  

ð Of two natural  evils choose the least evil;  this is a plain rule in prudence.  

ð Of two moral  evils, choose neither, but fly from both upon every consideration. 

Nor let your conscience be soothed or silenced with that sad principle in Rom 3.8, ñLet us do 

evil that good may comeò of it . For whoever does so, their condemnation is just, however easy 

or pacified their consciences may be about it. Always determine on the safest side in affairs of 

conscience. If  your mind scruple s the lawfulness of anything, and you can abstain from it with 

a safe conscience, then duty requires  you to abstain. For whoever doubts and yet ventures upon 

it is self-condemned, because he doesnôt do it of faith . ñFor whatever is not of faith is sin. Happy 

is the man who doesnôt condemn himself in the thing that he allow s.ò Rom 14.22, 23.  

ð Of two moral  or spiritual  good things, choose the greatest if you have the capacity and 

opportunity for it; for duty requires us to be ready to every good word and work. You should 

embrace that situation in which  you can do and receive the greatest real good for  yourselves or 

others, and that situation in which  you can best promote the glory of God and serve your 

generation according to His will.  
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ð Of two natural good things, you are not always to choose the greatest, but fix upon the one 

that, even though it is the least, appears best to subserve the real and spiritual good of yourself 

and others. Do not set your eye and heart upon worldly riches, honours, or pleasures. ñFor those 

who would be rich, fall into temptation and a snare, and into many foolish and hurtful lusts, 

which drown men in destruction and perdition ,ò 1Tim 6.9. These things are to be sought after 

only in strict subservience to real and spiritual advantages. For this reason you must take special 

care about your motives and views in affairs of this kind. For by lack of this guard on yourself, 

you will be in danger of embracing anything that is shining and promising to an eye of sense. 

And that is to the loss and detriment of those things which alone can make you truly happy, 

comfortable, and useful.  

(3.) When, upon due consideration, nothing appears in the necessity of the case or pointings of 

providence to make your way clear, do not hurry providence. But remain in a state of suspense, 

or abide where you are, waiting upon the Lord in the way of prayer, and wailing for the Lord in 

the way of his providence. And you need not fear; for  as soon as it is needful for you to determine, 

God will by his providence hedge up the wrong way by making it impracticable, uncomfortable, 

unprofitable, or imprudent for  you, and conducting you into his chosen way. Or else he will soon 

give you such a turn of affairs, and so turn the scale, that conscience, prudence, or a desire for 

usefulness will be sufficient to determine you, without making any felt impressions or supposed 

revelations the rule of your conduct.  

(4.) I would lay before you the following general rules which suit every case, and so conclude:  

¶ In all cases, as much as possible, let it be your perpetual concern to keep out of the way of 

temptation to omit any duty or commit any sin. Let the sixth petition of the Lord ôs prayer be 

yours always, and act accordingly: lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil .  

¶ In all cases, take the word of God for your rule. See whether there is anything in it which, 

according to its proper meaning, suits your case ð whether its rules of duty and its 

prudential maxims wonôt help and direct you in deciding the point. Compare the 

declarations of the word with the dispensations of providence towards you; and from there,  

learn what the Lord requires of you in your present circumstances. Be earnest with God, that 

his Spirit would bring such texts or truths to your mind as may be proper to d irect you; that 

He would give you a true insight into them, and help your thoughts apply them to your case; 

and that you might rightly judge based on the principles of prudence and conscience. Thus 

you will experimental ly prove what is th at good, and acceptable, and perfect will of God ; 

and you will find the sacred oracles to be a light to your feet, and a lamp to your path .  

¶ In all cases, keep a reverence for the word and providence of God upon your heart. Whatever 

these render unlawful or imprudent, look at it  as against  his will, and accordingly avoid it . 

And whatever these render necessary from conscience and prudence, esteem it agreeable to 

his will, and accordingly comply with it  ð not merely as your choice, nor as invented by your 

prudence, but as the will of the Lord himself.  

¶ In all cases, have a steady eye to his glory. Let this be the grand view of your mind, the grand 

principle of your conduct, and the grand spring of your actions. And if his glory and your 

real spiritual good lie uppermost in your mind, it will be a most useful, valuabl e, and 

effectual directory for  your actions. Lay to heart the excellent caution, direction, and 

encouragement, which are found together in Pro 3.5-6: Trust in the Lord with all  your  

heart, and lean not to  your  own understanding. In all  your  ways acknowledg e him. 



84 

Acknowledge his word by consulting it, his hand of providence by observing it, his wisdom 

by admiring it, his sovereignty by acquiescing in it, his faithfulness by relying on it, and his 

kindness by being thankful for it  ð and he shall direct your path.  

(5) Finally , in every case, let it be your great concern and desire to behold God in covenant , as 

managing every providential circumstance in subservience to his gracious purposes in Christ 

Jesus. As a covenant God, he has committed the management of the kingdom of providence, as 

well as of grace, into the hands ð the faithful, powerful, and gracious hands ð of our exalted 

Redeemer. For Christ has all the power both in heaven and earth. And this power is given to 

him for the purpose of giving eternal life to as many as were given to him. Beholding every 

circumstance as thus conducted by the Lord Jesus, in pursuance of the designs of the everlasting 

covenant, will alleviate every trial, will sweeten every cross, and add a double sweetness to every 

provi dential favour.  

If Providence renders our present situation uncomfortable, a sight of Godôs love in Christ will 

make us content till there is an opening for our escape.  

If Providence renders abiding in our present state impracticable or unlawful, viewing Jesus Christ 

at the helm of all affairs, will enable us to boldly venture out , in his name and strength, into any 

unknown or rugged path which necessity or duty may drive us into. When two different situations 

are offered for  our choice, here now is a trial of our love for God in Christ . For the Head of the 

Church brings his people into such a state of suspense in order to test what influence our love for 

his name, our regard for  his word, and our view to his honour, will have upon deciding our 

conduct. I f we could always view such circumstances in providence as trials of our choice , then 

this very thought would be a great means to quicken and direct our way.  

If Providence keeps us for a time in such a state of suspense, we should look at this as a trial of 

our patience, to see whether we can wait upon the Lord, and believe in his salvation. Thus, 

whatever our circumstances are, a real belief of Godôs love and faithfulness to us in Jesus Christ, 

and a realizing view of providence as in his hands, will be found of eminent service to keep us 

close to our duty; to keep us from entering into any forbidden path ; to keep our view upon the 

honour of Christ ; and to keep our faith fr om failing, our patience from being exhausted, and our 

souls from misinterpreting and misemploying the dispensations of Providence towards us.  

CASE 12. Shouldn ôt a person who is not comfortably persuaded of his being a real 

Christian, abstain from the ord inance of the Lord ôs Supper, l est he eat and drink 

damnation to himself? And what method must that person take to satisfy a church 

of Christ of his being a real Christian, who cannot relate any particular experience 

of the dealings of God with his soul ?  

These questions are of great importance, and therefore deserve a distinct consideration. They 

were occasioned by two letters sent to me, one of which is as follows:  

ñReverend Sir ð I should be glad if you would resolve the following case as soon as an 

opportunity will permit. A person has some hopes  that  he has experienced a real saving change, 

and therefore desires to wait upon Christ at his table . But he is greatly discouraged, from a view 
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of what the apostle says on this subject in 1Cor 11.27-29.1 This passage has occasioned the 

following thoughts, namely, If he has really experienced a saving change, he shall be saved, 

whether he is a partaker of this ordinance or not. But on the other hand, if he should be deceived 

with regard to the state of his soul, must he then eat and drink damnation to himself, and so be 

excluded from even any future hopes of being saved at all? What, therefore, must he do in these 

circumstances?ò  

This short letter expresses the sentiments of many a Christian. The person who wrote it, desir es 

to attend the ordinance of the Lordôs Supper, but isnôt satisfied that he is a child of God; and he is 

therefore afraid of eating and drinking damnation to himself. The word damnation  fills him with 

a peculiar awe, and sets his soul a trembling.  ñIs this the consequence?ò he asks. ñOh! what will  I 

do? How must I act? Must I attend, in these circumstances, when I donôt know if my soul may be 

ruined forever? Isnôt it rather my duty to abstain from the ordinance, as it isn ôt absolutely 

necessary to my salvation? Here are two things that present themselves before me: (1) I may be 

saved, and yet not attend the Lordôs table; (2) I am not sure, but upon attending I may eat and 

drink damnation to myself. ð What, therefore, must I do?ò  

Thus we see the difficulty this person is under. To endeavour to remove it , and to quicken all who 

love our Lord Jesus Christ, to the cheerful discharge of their duty, I would,  

I . Inquire whether a person may not satisfy himself in abstaining from the Lord ôs Supper, because 

it is not a saving ordinance? This is too often pleaded as an excuse by those who donôt come to the 

table. But it will appear weak as well as ungrateful, if we consider these two things: ð  

1. Though the Lordôs Supper is not a saving  ordinance, it is a useful one. A person may be saved 

and never appear at the Lordôs table. This consideration should be an encouragement to those 

who are deprived of the opportunity  by the providence of God. But it should not encourage us to 

negligence when we are called to attend. Even if it isnôt necessary to the being of a Christian, it is 

necessary to his well -being. Some make a Saviour of the ordinance ð they are never easy till they 

have had it  administered to them , as if the bare receiving of it were sufficien t to wipe away every 

sin, and at once entitle d a person to the salvation of Christ. Others slight and neglect it. How happy 

to be kept from these two extremes!  

This ordinance was not designed to be a standing means of awakening and converting sinners; 

rather, it was a means of carrying on the work of grace in the heart, and of training up the soul for 

heaven. Particularly, it is designed to give us a greater hatred of sin, and fill our souls with a deeper 

humiliation for it. I t does this as it exhibits all the riches of a Redeemerôs love, and all the glories 

of his cross. A view of these, under the influences of the Spirit, powerfully, though sweetly, works 

upon an ingenuous mind, and comes with an energy that nothing can withstand.  

ñOh,ò says the Christian, ñthe hatefulness of sin! Can you love sin, my soul? Can you fondly 

embrace and pursue it? Melt , melt , my hard heart! Why arenôt you moved to see your pierced 

Saviour, a Saviour pierced for  you, pierced by you? Will  you not rise wit h resentment against 

the cruel and obstinate Jews, who thus put the Son of God to a painful and ignominious death? 

But oh, stop your resentment against them, and look homeward! Your sins, my soul, were the 

murderers of  your Lord ! These were the nails that fastened him to the accursed tree! These were 

 
1 1Cor 11:27  Therefore whoever eats this bread or drinks this cup of the Lord in an unworthy manner will be guilty of 

the body and blood of the Lord. But let a man examine himself, and so let him eat of the bread and drink of the cup. For 

he who eats and drinks in an unworthy manner eats and drinks judgment to himsel f, not discerning the Lord's body.  
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the spear that wounded his side, that covered his body with a bloody sweat, and prepared the 

bitter cup he drank! Weep, mourn , my soul! Be ever humble under a sense of sin, and do not 

dishonour that Jesus, who loved you and gave himself for you!ò  

Again, this ordinance tends to enliven and strengthen our graces, and to bring us to a greater 

conformity to God. When we are sitting  and viewing the matchless love of Christ, it tends to fasten 

the deepest convictions of our obligations to him upon our mind s, and to increase our love for 

him. It tends to strengthen our faith in him, under a sense of our guilt and unworthiness  ð to 

reconcile us to every difficulty, to quicken us when slothful, to restore us when wandering, to wean 

our affections from earthly things, and to carry on the work of God in the soul.  

ñOh,ò says the Christian, ñsee what love! And will  I loiter th is way? Will  I be so cold to Jesus? 

Oh, why doesnôt the fire burn within me? Why so slothful? Up, my soul! and let your Redeemerôs 

glory ever be your concern, as your everlasting salvation was his.ò  

Again, this ordinance greatly tends to promote our spiritual comfort. H ere, behold a Fatherôs love! 

He parts with his only begotten Son, and delivers him up to an accursed death for us! Here, see 

the Saviourôs heart, how much it is set upon our salvation! View here the virtue, the glory of an 

infinitely atoning sacrifice! See  justice sheathing its awful sword, death and hell vanquished, the 

uttermost farthing paid, and all the blessings of salvation fully purchased ! Oh, here behold a 

righteousness provided, the promises confirmed, and grace and glory both secured to every 

chosen vessel! How animating, how comforting is such a view!  

ñOh how glorious,ò says the Christian. ñSee, my soul, your Saviourôs love! And will you any more 

distrust him? View the triumphs of the cross ! And will you any longer be afraid? Oh! what a 

foundation is laid here for a strong faith and a lively hope! ñ 

Again, this ordinance tends to increase our love for  one another. It is a cementing ordinance. It 

cannot help but raise in us a mutual affection, while we view each other as purchased by the same 

blood, members of the same body, and children of the same family. Thus, then, though it may not 

be absolutely necessary to our salvation to wait upon Christ at his table, yet it is necessary to our 

growth in grace, our greater comfort here, and fitness for a better world. And therefore, it is our 

duty and privilege to appear among his people there.  

2. Christ himself instituted this ordinance, and he invites his followers to wait upon him here. 

What our Lord said to his disciples, he also says to us in this distant age, Do this in remembrance 

of me, 1Cor 2.24. And where is the expression of our love, where is our gratitude, if we refuse to 

obey?  

ñOh,ò says the soul, ñhas my Redeemer commanded those who love him to wait u pon him here? 

This command is enough for me; I cannot help but obey. Who can resist his love? Who can hear 

the compassionate Jesus, who came and suffered death ð who can hear him inviting his dear 

followers to his table ð and say, I wonôt come, for I may be saved without it? How disingenuous 

this is!ò  

What, has he who so loved us as to give himself for us, called us? And will you not obey his call, 

because you may get safely to a better world, and yet never attend to this ordinance? Where is 

your concern to honour your Redeemer? These hints, I hope, are sufficient to show the weakness 

of this argument  that  the Christian is so ready to make use of for neglecting this instituti on. May 

they stir him up to a diligent and cheerful discharge of his duty, that he may glorify his once dead, 

but now exalted Saviour, and gain some saving advantage to his own soul.  
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II.  I now proceed to consider the other objection which our friend makes  to his waiting upon the 

Lord in this ordinance, namely, a fear that he might eat and drink damnation to himself. This 

objection seems to lie in your mind, my dear Christian friend, th is way:ð  

ñIf I should eat and drink unworthily, I will  eat and drink damnation to myself; and I am not 

sure that this wonôt be the case. Therefore, will  I attend when the consequences may be so awful? 

Oh, that word damnation , it strikes me with a peculiar terror! ò  

Thus the greatest stress appears to be laid upon this alarming word. If I can set this circumstance 

in such a light as to remove these distressing fears, then I hope the case will be in some measure 

resolved. That this may be done, I would consider what unworthy eating and drinking  is, which 

is brought in as the cause of this damnation, and then consider the damnation itself.  

First , Let us inquire what it means to eat and drink unworthily. Whoever does so, attends upon 

this ordinance in a manner , and with the ends and views, that are different from those for which 

it was appointed. This was the case with the Corinthians, 1Cor 11.18-22. They didnôt have the glory 

of Christ in view when they met together to administer this ordinance. They fell into contentions 

and confusions, so that there couldnôt be that harmony which was necessary to be found in a 

church sitting down together at the Lordôs table. They didnôt come to view the body and blood of 

Christ, nor to remember his matchless love, but to satisfy their craving appetites, and refresh their 

animal nature . And they were so disorderly, that some even eat and drank to an excess, while 

others didnôt have enough to satisfy their hunger. Thus we see what it means to eat and drink 

unworthily  ð namely, when we attend in an irreverent, disorderly, and carnal manner, and for 

ends that are different from those for which the ordinance was appointed by our Lord; wh en we 

prostitute it to some earthly purposes, and have no regard for  the frame of soul in which we attend, 

nor to the great ends for which  it  was designed.  

Secondly, Let us now consider what this damnation is.  

1. Taking the word in the most awful sense, as signifying eternal condemnation, it should not deter 

us from waiting upon Christ in this ordinance. In this case, it doesnôt signify that there is no 

forgiveness after an unworthy receiving. Many have sat down at the table of the Lord, who were 

enemies to him, and yet have afterwards seen the triumph of sovereign grace. Thus, you timorous 

souls, you who are so often distressed with a view of this awful word, and entertain from this such 

solemn thoughts of this ordinance, see: here is nothing to fright en you, any more than from any 

other sacred institution. You may as well not read, hear, or pray, because if these are not the means 

of your salvation, the consequence will be your damnation. Doubtless, all the ordinances that the 

impenitent sinner has attend ed upon, will appear against him, and increase his misery in the 

infernal regions. This should not drive us from the house of God, but fill us with a serious concern 

that waiting upon God may be effectual to bring our souls to Jesus Christ.  

2. The word damnation  is to be taken in a softer sense. Such as, 

(1.) It signifies temporal  judgments or afflictions, Luk 23.40, and 24.20. 1Pet 4.17. This is how 

the apostle explains it when he adds in the next verse, ñFor this cause many are weak and sickly 

among you, and many sleep.ò Itôs as if he had said, As you come to the table of the Lord in so 

disorderly a manner, and have perverted the end and design of this ordinance , so God has 

manifested his displeasure, by laying his hand upon you, inso far  that many of you are in an 

unhealthy, feeble, and sickly condition, and many have been removed out of time into eternity . 

Thus this word damnation  carries nothing frightful in it.  
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(2.) It signifies here those afflictions which are a means of our spiritual good. Thus the apostle 

says in 1Cor 11.32, ñBut when we are judged, we are chastened by the Lord , so that we may not 

be condemned with the world.ò That is, when we are thus under outward afflictions, we are 

mercifully chastened and gently corrected by God, so that we may not continue prostituting his 

sacred ordinances to the vilest purposes, and so be condemned with the world; but that we may 

be convinced, humbled, and reclaimed. Thus these considerations take every frightful idea from 

the mind  viewing this formidable word, and consequently tend to remove those distresses and 

discouragements occasioned by it.  

Some may perhaps say, this is encouraging indeed! You say a personôs unworthy receiving doesnôt 

expose him to eternal damnation, but only brings a few temporal af flictions  upon him , which in 

reality are blessings. By this you encourage persons to come and trifle with this sacred ordinance! 

God forbid, that I should have such a view as this! I am certain this is far from being the conclusion 

a real Christian will draw from what has been said. To do evil so that good may come, is not the 

character of a true follower of Jesus. Because God only gently chastises and corrects our 

negligence and slothfulness, and makes these corrections a means of our spiritual good, will  we 

therefore rush boldly upon this ordinance? No. What has been said only tends to remove the 

distressing fears of the Christian about the word damnation ; and to encourage him to come to the 

table of his Lord. It  does not promote a carelessness of spirit, nor will it have this influence on a 

mind under the power of Gospel truths.  

Come, then, you fearful souls who start  at the mention of this ordinance. Donôt you love Jesus? 

Havenôt you made a choice of him as your Saviour? Would you not love him more, and be brought 

into a greater conformity to him? You are the very persons that Christ invites. Would you 

prostitute this ordinance to any vile earthly purpose? Would you eat and drink in a disorderly and  

indecent manner? No. You would come to remember the love of a dying Redeemer, and to view 

all that is exhibited  here. You would come to be quickened, to behold a suffering Saviour, to 

admire the riches of distinguishing grace in the sacrifice of the Son of God. But you are afraid you 

are unworthy, unfit persons to make such an approach to God, and be indulged with such a 

privilege. If it is this way with you, donôt be discouraged. Venture near your Redeemer. Come 

humbly to view your expiring Lord, and to p lead and rest upon his atoning sacrifice, and you will 

be far from eating and drinking damnation to yourselves. If you were to come for some selfish 

ends, such as the way to worldly advancement or profit, and to pay no regard to the body and 

blood of a Saviour, then you might have reason to conclude you were unworthy receivers. But if 

you have a humble sense of your sinfulness, if you desire to come looking to Jesus so that you may 

be strengthened, sanctified, and quickened, then you need not be afraid, but come with liberty 

and cheerfulness. He that has invited you, will make you welcome, and carry on his work in you 

by all the ordinances he has appointed.  

Thus I have endeavoured to answer the first question.  

Since I received this, the second question was sent to me, which I thought it was not improper to 

add here.  

ñA person looks at it as his duty to wait upon Christ in this ordinance; but the church with whom 

he would walk, requires him to give an account of the dealings of God with his soul. As he cannot 

relate any particular experience of this; so he wants to know what he must do in this difficulty. ò  
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This, you see, is a general question, and it leaves us at a loss to know where the particular difficulty 

of this person lies. I will  therefore endeavour to state it in two or three different views, and then 

show what a person must do to satisfy a church in such circumstances.  

You desire to wait upon Christ in all the ordinances of his house; but you cannot relate any 

experience of Godôs dealings with you, so as to satisfy the church in admitting you to the 

enjoyment of such a privilege. Perhaps you mean by this that you cannot relate the particular time 

and circumstances of your conversion. This was the case with many of those happy souls who are 

now standing before the throne of God. And I have no doubt that  it is this way with many o f those 

of whom the churches of Christ are composed. God sanctifies some from the womb . In others, the 

change, though effectually made, is done imperceptibly. To inquire about such an account of their 

conversion, or to refuse them because they are incapable of giving it, is what no church of Christ 

has a right to do; and therefore it should not be a stumbling to you.  

Again, perhaps you have had no extraordinary remarkable circumstances in the course of your 

experience to relate to the church; and this therefore may involve you in some difficulty. God 

doesnôt deal with all his people in the same way. Some are led smoothly and silently on from step 

to step. They are savingly enlightened and brought to Jesus, carried on through the divine life, 

and get safely to glory, without any turmoil  or anything very remarkable in their experience. They 

always appear to be almost the same, and yet they go on from strength to strength. This may be 

your case, my friend. Others can give an account of great distresses, great consolations and 

enjoyments, great meltings of their soul in ordinances and duties, etc. And because you cannot do 

the same, you are afraid that you have no real experience of renewing grace. You have but very 

little to say, and that is to no purpose in your own apprehensions. But consider, those accounts 

are not always genuine which appear to be the most striking. Nor do those always turn out 

eminent Christians who are so long and so circumstantial in their declarations. But your question 

returns. What must you do in your present case?  

1. If you cannot remember the time and circumstances of your conversion, and how the work has 

been carried on, inquire into the evidences you can give of a change, and relate them to the church. 

You know, my friend, whether or not you have made a practice of sinning ð whether sin has been 

the object of your delight. If this has been the case, you have no experience of the grace of God. 

But if you hope it has been your concern to hate sin, to have your corruptions subdued, and to 

have your heart cleansed from those secret evils which have appeared detestable to you, and have 

caused you to daily mourn before God; if you have striven and prayed against them, and longed 

for deliverance from them; you have a comfortable evidence of your being a Christian indeed.  

Again, Have you been diligent in the use of those means which God has appointed? And what are 

your views in this ? Is it to atone for the sins you have committed, to establish a righteousness of 

your own to justify you before God, or for some other selfish purposes? Then you have then no 

reason to conclude that you are a Christian. But if it has been out of obedience to the command of 

God, to meet with him, to feel the quickening, sanctifying influences of the Spirit, and to be more 

fitted for heaven, then this is another evidence of your having received the grace of God.  

Again, Is Christ precious to you? Have you committed your soul, so far as you know yourself, into 

his hands? Do you see a suitableness in all his characters? In sum, is he your all and in all? If so, 

then never say that you have no saving experience, for what is this? Go my friend, and tell the 

church that though you are not able to fill up a sheet with a long detail of remarkable 

circumstances, yet you hope that you see yourself as guilty ; that you hate sin and have fled for 

refuge to Jesus the Mediator, and have left your soul with him; that he is precious to you ; that  you 
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have taken him for your Lord, your portion, your all, and you desire to bear his image, and to live 

to his glory. Isnôt this enough to give you satisfaction? But perhaps you cannot positively say this 

is the case with you. You are under great fears lest your heart deceive you. Declare your fears then, 

as well as your hopes, and leave your case to the decision of the church, praying that they may be 

guided in their duty towards you.  

2. Examine the present frame of your soul with regard to this ordinance. You say that you have no 

account to give of Godôs dealings with you, and yet you are convinced that it is your duty to wait 

upon Christ at his table. Now, if you have no real experience of the grace of God, then you have no 

proper claim to this privilege. I would ask you, therefore, and I would beg you to ask yourself, why 

it is that you are satisfied that it is your duty? A due examination of this will, in some measure, lay 

before you the ends that you have in view in desiring to attend this solemn institution, and it will 

be a means to furnish you with something to say to the church to direct them as to your admission 

among them. Do you apprehend, then, that it is the duty of every common professor, and therefore 

your  duty, to appear at the Lordôs table? If this is all we have to say, then we are guided by a blind 

and ignorant zeal. But further, d0 you desire to come to this ordinance because by it  you will be 

more peculiarly entitled to the divine favour, or that it will gain you a reputation among those you 

converse with? This shows you how much you are unacquainted with t he nature of the ordinance, 

and the Gospel method of salvation, and that it is far from being your duty to attend. I would hope 

better things of you, my friend.  

But where is it, then, that you see it your duty? Have you any reason to hope that you have given 

yourself to Jesus Christ, and do you see your presence at the table necessary to testify your love 

publicly to him? Do you look at it as useful to quicken, strengthen, and comfort your soul? Do you 

see any excellence in it as being peculiarly adapted, and made effectual by the Spirit, to crucify 

our lusts and corruptions, to enliven our graces, to kindle a fire of love for Jesus, and help to keep 

alive a sense of our obligations to him? In sum, do you desire to come here so that you may view 

a crucified Saviour, feel the influences of his love more on your heart, and be engaged to a more 

lively obedience? Do you desire to come as a miserable, guilty, naked creature to Christ as 

exhibited in this ordinance, to plead his sacrifice, and to lie at the foot o f his cross mourning for 

your sins? These are views that are suitable to this institution ; they show that you are a Christian 

indeed, that you have a real experience, and that you have a right to all the privileges of Godôs 

house. To sum it all up, if this  is the case with you, then God has been manifesting himself to your 

soul, as he does not do to the world, and you have reason to be abundantly satisfied. Go then, and 

tell the Church what you have seen, and what you have felt ð what is your present frame, the 

foundation of your hopes and your trust  ð what your desires, your ends, and your views are. And 

I have no doubt that all this will appear to them as sufficient evidence of a work of grace in your 

heart, and therefore, of your right to all the ordinances that God has appointed.  

CASE 13. How may we distinguish, the suggestions of Satan from the corruptions 

of our own hear ts ?  

This question is taken into consideration in consequence of a letter recently received, in which  it 

was put almost word for word. And certainly it is of great importance that a question of this nature 

should be seriously and solidly answered, in order to prevent some very uncomfortable or very 

delusive mistakes, which different persons are apt to run into. For there are some who awfully 

deceive themselves by casting off from themselves all their sinfulness , and charging it upon the 

devil; while there are others who frequently distress themselves unnecessarily by laying to their 

own charge all the evil which they feel in themselves. The unrenewed person is most apt to run 
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into the former mistake, while the serious Christian is most ready to indulge the l atter. Those who 

donôt know the plague and corruption of their own hearts, are certainly in great danger of deluding 

themselves; while those who see their own sinfulness and corruption are frequently under a 

temptation to distress themselves. The carnally secure person, when he has been carried into 

some enormity, which galls his conscience or damages his reputation, is strongly inclined to seek 

all manner of excuses for himself. And among the many methods which the pride and corruption 

of his heart take is this one: namely, to charge the fault upon Satan, in order to discharge himself 

from it, and ease his mind under the guilt of it. But surely this is a sad way of acting. And we have 

reason to think that the devil is truly  innocent of many of those things which are laid to his charge. 

But we find the serious soul is of a contrary disposition. Knowing himself to have all manner of 

sin in him, he is therefore apt to charge himself with almost everything . From this it appears that 

it is one artifice of the devil to suggest evil thoughts, and then to persuade the gracious person 

that he is chargeable with them. And if he can prevail upon the poor believer to take those charges 

home to himself, this produces the most melancholy distress, and it has a tendency to drive him 

to despair. And I have no doubt that  many gracious persons have been brought almost to the very 

borders of desperation, by being inclined to charge themselves with what was not properly their 

sin, but was only their affliction .  

The foregoing thoughts make it appear very evident, that this question should be attended to with 

great diligence. And if I can be a means of giving a satisfactory solution to the important query, it 

may, by the blessing of God, be a happy means of rousing the carnally secure, and of comforting 

the distressed believer.  

Therefore, in order to introduce a proper answer to this question, it will be necessary to premise 

two or three things.  

1. That our own hearts can tempt us to the worst of sins, even without the concurrence of the devil. 

There is nothing too bad, vile, or abominable, for our corrupt hearts to suggest to us. For our 

Saviour tells us that ñout of the heart proceed evil thoughts, murders, adulteries, blasphemies,ò 

and the like, Mat 15.19. And the apostle James confirms this awful truth, by telling us  that ñevery 

man is tempted, when he is drawn away by his own lust and enticed,ò Jas 1.14-15. So there is great 

need to be attentive to, and watchful against, the first risings of our depraved nature.  

2. That Satan may suggest evil thoughts to us, even without the concurrence of our own hearts. 

This was undoubtedly  the case with our Lord Jesus Christ who, though perfectly free from sin, 

was tempted to the vilest iniquity in the wilderness, as recorded in Mat 4.3-10. And it was likewise 

with respect to our mother Eve, when Satan made his first attack upon her. And I have no doubt 

that this has been the case with many true believers, as will be made evident in the sequel to this 

discourse.  

3. That sometimes both Satan and our own hearts concur to produce the same evil thoughts within 

us. Sometimes our own corrupt hearts are first in the sin; and then we may be said to tempt the 

devil to tempt us . Thus it was with the Corinthian converts, 2Cor 11.3: ñI fear lest somehow, as the 

serpent beguiled Eve through his craftiness, so your minds may be led astray from the simplicity 

that is in Christ.ò For we find that these Corinthians had preferr ed one Gospel minister to another, 

by regarding the oratory of speech, and by having itching ears. This, it is evident, was their own 

fault; and from this we find that Satan grabs a handle to draw them away from the true simplicity 

of the Gospel. At other times Satan is first in the evil, by suggesting wicked thoughts to the mind, 

which are suited to our nature and corrupt disposition. He takes advantage of our circumstances 

and tempers, and then our hearts readily fall in with the suggestion . And so we are beguiled and 
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betrayed. In many cases, Satan and corruption so concur together, that it is difficult to know which 

is first, or which has the greatest influence on the sin committed, or the corruption indul ged.  

But I apprehend that we may in some measure know when Satan has the chief or only hand in the 

temptation , by the following rules .  

1. When the temptation is unnatural, or contrary to the general bias or temper of our minds . We 

know that every person has a disposition to some one sin more than others; and this is the sin that 

most easily besets us, as it arises from our natural temper. Now observe, when a temptation falls 

in with this disposition, it is difficult to know whether it arises from Satan or  ourselves. But 

sometimes persons are tempted to what is directly contrary to this general bias. In the former case 

(our natural inclination) , we ought to be very cautious, lest Satan take advantage of us, and we are 

ignorant of it . But in the latter case (an unnatural inclination) , it is very evident that  the 

temptation must be chiefly or only from the devil. We have a remarkable proof of this in Peter, 

who was rather inclined to an over-heated zeal for Christ and his cause. And yet we find him 

betrayed into the contrary sin, namely, the most abject cowardice . We find this expressly ascribed 

to Satan. Luk 22.31, ñSatan has desired to have you, that he may sift you as wheat.ò  

2. When the temptation is opposite to the present frame of the mind , then there is reason to think 

that Satan has a hand in it. The soul of a believer, we know, is in very different frames in different 

seasons ð sometimes being more carnal, and at other times more spiritual; sometimes more 

comfortable, and at other times more dejected. Now, if a temptation falls in with the present 

temper of our minds, then it is very likely our own hearts have the chief agency in it. For instance: 

if when we are in a comfortable frame, we are tempted to presumption ; or if in a dejected frame, 

we are tempted to despair . Satan may have a great influence even in this case, though it is more 

indiscernible ; as we see in the Corinthian church. There we find that the church was brought into 

an utter detestation of the sin of the incestuous person. But Satan takes advantage from this to 

drive them to extremes, to swallow up the excommunicated person with excessive sorrow, which 

is ascribed to the devil. 2Cor 2.11, ñLest Satan take advantage of us; for we are not ignorant of his 

devices.ò On the contrary, it is very apparent, that Satan has the chief hand in the temptation that 

runs counter to our present frame. For instance, if profane thoughts are injected into the mind 

when we are in a devout frame; or if presumptuous thoughts come in while we are in a 

disconsolate frame; or despairing thoughts are injected when our minds are in a comfortable and 

spiritual frame ð in any of these cases, it seems evident from the nature of the thing, that Satan 

has the chief influence.  

3. When the temptation itself is irrational, being contrary to whatever we could imagine our 

minds would suggest to us. Here is reason to think that Satan has the chief agency. Suppose a 

serious Christian is tempted to disbelieve the Bible, or to call into question the very being of a 

God, or is hurried on towards some unnatural crimes . Such circumstances as these are plain 

intimations that the cause is the temptation of Satan, rather than our own corruptions.  

4. When the temptation is detested in its first risi ng or appearance . This is a sign Satan has the 

chief hand in it . For when our hearts tempt us to anything, the temptation is attended with a secret 

delight at its first rising, because it is suited to our natures and wills . We cannot help but feel 

pleasure in the suggestion itself, because it proceeds from ourselves. But when an injected thought 

is abominable in our sight, and detestable to our soul at its first appearance, and it is an affliction 

and burden rather than a gratification  ð this is an indicati on that it comes from Satan. As in the 

case of our mother Eve who, though she was at length overcome by the temptation, yet at its first 
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appearance, her heart disliked and rejected it. And it is a comfortable reflection to remember that 

while this detestation remains , it is a sign that nothing in it is to be laid to our charge.  

5. When the temptation is violent . This is another indication of Satanôs agency. We are perhaps 

hurried on with a kind of impetuosity, and urged to commit a sin in the utmost haste.  The 

temptation says, ñyou must do this;ò and the suggestion wonôt allow us time to think, but drives 

us on nolens volens (without a choice)  into the iniquity. And what can we judge from such an 

experience as this, but that we are under some evil influence from the wicked one?  

Further, perhaps the suggestion pursues us from day to day. We want to get rid of it . We strive, 

we pray against it, but still it follows us, and it will not take a denial . Rather, it forces rather than 

persuades us into the abomination we are tempted to. This likewise is another plain indication of 

Satanôs agency.  

I would finish these remarks with a particular thought that reaches to all the foregoing headings, 

and from the nature of the thing, appears to be an evidence of Satanôs influence. And that is, the 

temptations are external, or from without. Here I must desire every one to look distinctly into his 

own experience, to discover the difference between what proceeds from within , and what comes 

from without . You may easily know in what manner your own thoughts usually arise. You may, as 

it were, feel them coming forth from your own hear t. And so, by this inward feelin g they appear 

to be from within. But at other times the thoughts seem to be produced from an impression made 

upon you. They dart into  your mind, rather than proceed from the re. This I must leave to 

everyoneôs attentive observation of himself. I hope that by frequent inquiry, you may be able to 

distinguish one from the other , from your own experience. If you have clear reason to think that 

the evil thoughts are injected into, and not produced from your mind, then you may safely ascribe 

them to the agency of Satan. For he does not have direct access to your heart, but can only work 

on the imagination, and so dart or suggest thoughts to the mind.  

Having thus endeavoured to give as clear and as scriptural an account as I can of this intricate 

matter, let me conclude with a few advisements and directions.  

1. Take heed and do not charge all  against  Satan. This is too common a case, especially among 

those who donôt have the fear of God before their eyes. When I hear persons continually casting 

the fault of their sins upon the devilôs temptations, and suggestions, I cannot help but suspect that 

they are awfully ignorant of themselves. They have never known the corruptions of their own 

hearts, nor seen the excellence of Jesus Christ. But if we are inclined seriously and conscientiously 

to take the whole fault upon ourselves, this is an error on the right hand. For it is a great sign of a 

tender conscience to take too much upon ourselves, rather than too little. And doubtless everyone 

who has truly seen the plague, deceitfulness, and corruption of his own heart, will be inclined to 

suspect himself rather than strive to pacify his conscience by laying the guilt upon Satan, or any 

other. But you may perhaps say, ñHow will  I know when to charge anything upon myself, and how 

far am I personally guilty of what I find working in me, or injected into my mind? ò I answer, you 

neednôt be much at a loss on this topic. For I must tell you in real faithfulness that you are to 

charge every suggestion upon yourselves, as your own fault, so far as you yourselves are either 

active in them, consent to them, or feel any pleasure in receiving them. Indeed, so far as you donôt 

seriously and heartily oppose them, you bring blame and guilt upon yourselves.  

2. Yet, do not charge all upon yourselves . I have to recommend this advice to all those who are 

perpetually troubled with, and perplexed by, those workings in their mind which  are exceedingly 

grievous and offensive to them. Are you, poor soul, troubled with blasphemous thoughts, or  do 
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you find  yourself hurried on into what is contrary to the frame of  your mind and the temper of  

your heart? Remember for your comfort , that these things are only to be viewed as afflictions , and 

that they will not be imputed to you as sins. You are indeed ready to say, ñOh! I am filled with so 

many evil thoughts, with so many blasphemies against God, with so much questioning about the 

truth, that su rely my heart must be very bad, and my case very desperate. Surely never a poor 

sinner was ever so vile as I am!ò Is this the language of your soul? Remember this very complaint 

is a happy token that these things are not to be laid to your charge; nor will  they be imputed to 

you by the One who knows the secrets of all hearts. The great and gracious God, who sees all the 

ways and workings of the wicked one, and knows the workings and strugglings of your heart 

against his violent and abominable suggestions, will have compassion on you. He will consider  

your frame, and resent the indignities that are offered to you by Satan, as if done to himself. And 

you have great reason to bless God under all this spiritual affliction, if  you are enabled to still 

withhold the consent of  your will, and still abhor and detest those suggestions from your very 

heart. Let these thoughts encourage and excite you to go on resisting the devil, being confident in 

the faith, and he will flee from you.  

3. When you find on examination, that it is difficult or impossible to decide whe re the temptation 

comes from , it is best way to take the fault of it upon yourselves. Sometimes experiences of this 

kind are so intricate that we cannot come to any certainty whether Satan or our own hearts have 

the chief hand in the present evil. Now I apprehend that in such cases we need not be too curious 

to know whether Satan began first, or our own hearts. For whatever it is, or wherever it may come 

from  first , it is our own if it suits our natural inclination, if it aligns with the temper of our own 

minds, and is received with any delight in our souls. Besides, this is a general rule which we may 

always take: namely, that whatever is difficult to be known, it is of little importance to decide it. 

We maybe sure it is thus in the present case, because what makes it difficult to distin guish, is the 

coincidence of our own hearts with the temptation. Perhaps some want to indulg e a curious mind 

in solving this question, and so they may spend their time and thoughts in inquiring which is most 

guilty, Satan or themselves. Whereas, their thoughts and time would be better employed in 

humbling themselves for the share that their own hearts have in the iniquity, and in setting about 

to resist the temptation.  

4. Lastly, remember, that neither temptation nor corruption can bar th e door of hope, nor be a 

sufficient reason for any soul to sink into desperation. I say this for the encouragement and 

direction of those who perpetually entertain gloomy thoughts concerning themselves, because 

they feel so much corruption working  in them , or find themselves so much under the power of 

temptation. Many serious persons continually por e over themselves, and complain under their 

burdens to such a degree that it  prevents them from taking the comfort, and embracing the hope, 

which the Gospel holds forth. Therefore, let this be a general rule with you: that whatever 

corruptions are seen and lamented, and whatever temptations are felt as a burden, however bad 

they are, they can be no reason for discouragement. Though you may be continually buffeted by 

Satanôs temptations, or continually distressed by the rising of your own corruptions , remember 

that the hope of the Gospel is gloriously full, and completely free ð so free, that the corruptions 

of your heart cannot destroy it, nor the temptations of Satan deprive you of a right to lay hold of 

it. N o indeed, the more violently  you are tempted, and the more you see yourself as corrupted, the 

stronger is the call upon you to fly to the Lord Jesus Christ for strength against both sin and Satan. 

For the Lord  Jesus Christ is a ready succour to all those who are harried  and perplexed either by 

their internal or external enemies. These are the very persons that Christ has promised to save, 

for it is said  in Psa 72.13-14, ñHe will  spare the poor and needy, and will  save the souls of the 
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needy. He will  redeem their souls from deceit and violence; and their blood shall be precious in 

his sight.ò Believe, therefore, this gracious promise, and lay hold of it for yourself; and you may 

then be sure of this, that ñthe God of peace will bruise Satan under your feet shortly,ò Rom 16.20.  

CASE 14. How may a person know when he has the assistance of the Spirit of God 

in prayer ?  

It is not one of the least of our privileges to have the Spirit promised as a Spirit of grace and 

supplication, Zec 12.10; and to have encouragement to expect his assistance in our approaches to 

the throne of grace. And it is of great importance for the Christian to know that he has the Spirit 

with him in prayer , because it has a peculiar tendency to satisfy him that he is a child of God, gives 

him hopes of acceptance, and it is a means of promoting a steady dependence upon Him , and 

encouraging his expectations of all suitable supplies from Him .  

Now, the Spirit is not a lways equally present with us in the duty of prayer. We often provoke him 

to leave us in some measure, so that he may test and humble us; and then how heavily we go on! 

We perform the outside of the duty, but we are too much strangers to the spirit and lif e of it. The 

Spirit indeed is often present with the Christian, and he doesnôt perceive it. This is our present 

inquiry , so that we may therefore be able to rightly distinguish here.  

I will only mention three things from which I apprehend that we may conclude whether we have 

the Spirit or not in prayer ; namely, we may know it, (I.) f rom the spiritual light and discerning  

that  he gives us of spiritual things; (II.) from the manner and frame in which he enables us to 

pray; and (III.) from th e ends we have in view in the duty.  

I.  The Spirit, as a Spirit of prayer, opens to us a view of those great and important things which it 

is necessary for us to know, so that we may pray right ly. This appears in two things: in opening 

our eyes and giving us a sight of our various wants; and in setting before us the nature, variety, 

and excellence of those blessings that are suited to our circumstances.  

1. The Spirit opens our eyes, and gives us a sight and sense of our various wants. The Spirit in 

prayer acts as a Spirit of illumination . He first gives us a view of our state, and then He affects our 

minds with it. He opens our hearts  to us, and reveals those things that would otherwise have lain 

concealed. He impresses upon us a sense of our guilt , and gives us a view it. He shows us the awful 

demerit of sin, and the numberless instances in which we have been chargeable with it. So that, 

to use the apostleôs language, ñSin revives, and we die.ò Rom 7.9. We see ourselves lost and undone 

without an interest in  pardoning mercy. The Spirit brings to our view those secret evils of pride, 

lust, vain thoughts, wanderings in duty, and other heart -sins, which escape the notice of the 

unrenewed sinner. He shows us how filthy our nature is, and what need we stand in, of sanctifying 

grace. He lets us see the imperfections of our best duties, and therefore how insufficient they are 

to justify us before God. He reveals to us the power that sin has within us, and our weakness and 

inability to withstand its opposition, and to keep on in our Christian course. He shows us our 

nakedness and poverty, our weakness and folly, our blindness and stupidity ð and all to sink us 

in our own esteem, and to stir us up to seek Him in whom all our help is found. This , therefore, is 

a necessary part of the Spiritôs work.  

2. But the Spirit also sets before us the nature, variety, and excellence of those blessings which are 

represented in the Gospel. Does he show us our guilt? He shows us pardon too; by whom it is 

purchased, and how it is to be had ð namely, in an application by faith to Jesus Christ. Does he 

set before us the sins of our services, the depravity of our nature, our weakness, folly, and 



96 

emptiness? At the same time, He directs us to an infinitely pure and everlasting r ighteousness to 

justify us; grace purchased and prepared to sanctify us; strength to preserve us; treasures of 

wisdom and knowledge; and an inexhaustible fulness in our exalted Redeemer, to supply every 

want. He opens to us the promises of the Gospel, and shows us their fulness and glory. And finally, 

he gives us a view of that great salvation exhibited in the Gospel, the blessings of which it consists, 

their riches, suitableness, and excellence ð and all this is to direct our petitions, and add fervency 

to our desires.  

Through ignorance , we are often ready to ask amiss, Jas 4.3; to be importunate for a temporal  

blessing when we should rather have had our eyes fixed upon those of a spiritual  nature. It was 

ignorance that made the mother of Zebedeeôs children ask that her sons might sit, one on the right 

hand, and the other on the left hand of Christ in his kingdom , Mat 20.21. This part of the Spiritôs 

work, therefore, is of great importance. And if , when drawing near to God, we have a view of our 

guilt, vileness, weakness, etc. and of the glories of the Gospel, the blessings of the everlasting 

covenant, and the fulness that is in Christ, we have reason to conclude that the Spirit is with us.  

II.  We may know in some measure whether we have the assistance of the Spirit or not, from the 

frame of soul in which we pray. Such as,  

1. If we have the Spirit with us, we are in the most humble frame . Thus, when Abraham was 

pleading for Sodom, Gen 18.23-32; wit h what humility he did it; what awe and reverence filled his 

soul at a view of the infinite majesty of that God he was speaking to; and how he admired his 

amazing condescension in admitting such a weak imperfect creature to stand before him! A proud 

spirit  is an abomination to the Lord, and contrary to the spirit of the Gospel. When a Christian 

comes under the influence of the Spirit to the throne of grace, what a sense he has of his vileness, 

his ingratitude, his unworthiness of every mercy! How ready he is to renounce all his own 

righteousness, and to reckon them as but filthy rags! How willing he is to receive salvation as a 

free gift, and to admire infinite rich grace in the bestowment of it! This, this  is the frame that 

shows the Christian, and runs through all his duties, when the Spirit is with him.  

See him: there he is, falling down before God. View his humble posture, an emblem of the deeper 

humility of his soul. Hear his confessions, how he laments his numerous backslidings, chides his 

slothful soul, and dares not even lift up his eyes to heaven ð but when he does, how sweetly he 

admires divine grace to such a wretch! Oh, he sinks into nothing! What is his errand? See how 

humbly he delivers it! He dare not dictate to God. Does he have an affliction in prospect, or is he 

actually under the exercise of one? Though he would rejoice to have the one averted, and the other 

removed, yet he desires to be all submission. And therefore you hear him saying, ñFather, if it may 

be for your glory, let not such an affliction come upon me, or take away this thorn in the flesh; yet , 

will  I presume to direct you? No, like my dearest Lord, I would say, Not my will, but  your  be done,ò 

Mat 26.39. Thus Eli received the news from Samuel concerning his children. 1Sam 3.18. And thus 

David committed himself and his affairs into the hands of God when Absalom, in a most unnatural 

manner, rose up against him, and obliged him to leave Jerusalem, 2Sam 15.25. When a son comes 

in this humble frame to the throne of grace, it is a sign that he has the Spirit of God with him.  

2. We may conclude that the Spirit of God is with us, when we are enabled to pray with continued 

earnestness and importunity . The Spirit is said to make intercession for us with groanings which 

cannot be uttered, Rom 8.26 ð intimating, that our desires are sometimes so strong, that we 

cannot find suitable words to express them by, and therefore we utter them by groanings and 

broken sighs. Havenôt you found such seasons, when your souls were filled with such longings 

after God, that you couldnôt express them? This seemed to be the publicanôs case. He had such a 
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sense of his filthy, miserable condition, and such desires for salvation, that he could not properly 

utter them. He opens his heart first by outward signs, and then in those short but comprehensive 

words, ñLord, be merciful to me , a sinner .ôô Luk 18.13. The Christian oftentimes, under temporal 

or spiritual difficulties, comes and pours out his heart with a peculiar degree of earnestness, as 

the disciples did when they came and awoke their Master, saying, ñLord, save us; we perish!ò Mat 

8.25. The words point out a peculiar eagerness and vehemence, a mind in distress, having more 

than the tongue can well utter. When we are slothful and formal in this duty of prayer; when we 

are, as it were, unconcerned about what frame we are in, or what we pray for; when we come only 

out of custom, and half asleep, to present ourselves before God, and our words die upon our lips, 

it is a sign that we know nothing of the Spiritôs assistance in that duty.  

Saul did not pray thus when he was converted. He might indeed while  he was a Pharisee. But if 

you had seen him on his knees after Christ called to him from heaven, you would have heard him 

wrestling with holy importunity, under a deep sense of his numerous sins, and of the importance 

of spiritual blessings. The Spirit sweetly filled his mouth with a rguments, and helped him to 

expostulate with God. Thus Jacob wrestled with the Lord: ñHe would not let him go, unless he 

blessed him.ò Gen 32.24-26. How happy when the Christian is able to do so too! This shows that 

he has the Spirit of God with him, openi ng his mouth, quickening his desires, melting his soul, 

enabling him even to turn discouragements into arguments, and to hold on pleading as the woman 

of Canaan did. Who but the Spirit helps the Christian to take a promise, and come and plead it 

with God? ñLord, here is your word; the word by which  you have caused me to hope. I would plead 

it with you, Lord. Isnôt it your own promise, and will you not fulfil it? Oh, permit me to expostulate 

with you! I cannot be silent, but must speak. I am miserable, and will  be forever, unless you will 

look upon me. Lord, stretch forth  your hand, and for your great Nameôs sake pardon, sanctify, and 

save me.ò Such wrestlings show that we are in good earnest, and that we have the Spirit of God 

with us.  

3. We have the Spirit with us, when we are enabled to pray in the name of Christ . Thus our Lord 

tells us that there is no coming to the Father, but in and through him; and that  whatever we ask 

in his name, he will do, Joh 14.6, 13. It is not intimated by this, that it is enough to mention the 

name of Christ, but that in our addresses to God, we look to, and depend upon Christ the mediator 

for acceptance. That we come renouncing all merit of our own, taking the sacrifice of Jesus into 

the arms of our faith, presenting it before God as a sufficient atonement for our sins, and pleading 

its infinite merit for our pardon, and for the bestowment of every blessing we want. Hear the 

language of the soul, when drawing near to God, and see the ground of his dependence:  

ñLord, I would venture near  your throne in the name of my Mediator. It is in him alone that it 

has become a throne of grace, and I would ascribe all the glory to him . Lord, behold! see what 

he has done and suffered. View the sacrifice you have appointed, you have accepted, and receive 

a poor unworthy creature. I have nothing to recommend myself to you, but ð adored be your 

infinite grace  ð my Redeemer has. On his mediation I would rest my soul, and come with 

boldness, and though guilty, expect pardon, and a whole salvation.ò  

To exercise this faith in Christ, to sink ourselves and our services, and exalt him, is more than a 

creature can do. Therefore, whenever we are enabled to lie at the feet of Christ, and to thus come 

in his name, we have the Spirit of God with us, whose peculiar business it is to render the Mediator 

glorious in the eyes of a poor guilty creature.  

4. We may conclude that the Spirit is with us when we find a sweet acquiescence in, and a love for 

God in prayer; when we are enabled to view the emptiness of all earthly enjoyments and rest in 
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God as a sufficient portion; when we find an entire acquiescence in him, and are helped to draw 

near, crying Abba Father ; when we come in a child-like frame, valuing the favor of our heavenly 

Father before all inferior things, finding a sweet subjection and o bedience of soul, and are satisfied 

with  that  communion which we have with him. For instance, that  Christian has the presence of 

the Spirit, when he is enabled to draw near to God in some such manner as this:  

ñLord, whom do I have in heaven but you? And there is none on earth that I desire besides you. 

Just say to my soul that You are my salvation, and I will  rejoice more than if my corn , and wine, 

and oil increased. I am satisfied, Lord, I am satisfied . It is enough that you are mine. You are 

portion enou gh. Oh, the everlasting love of you, my Father! What will  I not render to you for 

thinking of a creature so unworthy? Oh your infinite love, O mighty God, in coming to rescue 

me from darkness and ruin! How amiable is  your person, and how easy your yoke! Oh, my soul 

would love you, and serve you with greater diligence and affection than I have done up to now. 

I would esteem your love better than wine. Oh, my Prophet, my Priest, my King, you shall be all 

to me, and I will give my all to you.ò  

This shows we have the assistance of the Spirit, or else we could not so fully surrender ourselves 

to God, and so sweetly acquiesce in Him as our portion.  

III.  We may conclude that we have the Spirit assisting us in prayer, from the ends we have in 

view. If we pray only to satisfy our conscience, and lull that asleep; if it is to make atonement for 

some sins we have been guilty of, to establish a righteousness of our own in which to appear before 

God; or if we retire only to please those weôre related to, or to bring about some selfish ends ð 

then we may at once conclude that we do not have the Spirit with us. But if we come to the throne 

of grace with a view to the glory of God, and the everlasting advantage of our own and of otherôs 

souls; if this is our chief end, if this is the mark we aim at in prayer ð if , therefore, our greatest 

concern is that we may be delivered from the power of sin, that our corruptions maybe subdued, 

our polluted natures sanctified, our tempers, thoughts, and affections made more spiri tual and 

holy, and our whole soul brought into a growing conformity to God; if we come for wisdom to 

guide and direct us, for strength to keep us in an hour of temptation, for righteousness to clothe 

us, and for greater measures of grace to enable us to bring forth the fruits of righteousness to the 

glory of God ð if, finally, spiritual blessings are what we have our eyes chiefly fixed upon, and 

these are the springs and motives from which we consequently act ð then we may comfortably 

conclude that we have the Spirit of God with us in prayer.  

Let us now bring the case more home to ourselves by a particular application.  

1. Let us all be concerned to examine ourselves as to this important matter . Let me inquire, my 

soul, how is it with me when I come to God by prayer? Do I have a sense of my numerous wants? 

Do I see my nakedness and poverty? Do I appear vile in my own eyes? Am I enabled to mourn 

over sin, to humble myself before God, and admire the riches of his grace in taking notice of a 

creature so unworthy? Do I find a submission of my soul to God in prayer, a willingness to be 

disposed of by him at his pleasure? Do I have a sense of the excellence and importance of spiritual 

blessings, and am I enabled to plead with God for them, as a person in good earnest? Do I come 

in the name of Jesus, looking to him alone for acceptance, and building all my hopes of salvation 

upon him? Do I at any time find a sweet acquiescence in God, esteeming myself happy if I have 

but any communion with him, and can but cry Abba, Father? ð yes, inconceivably happier than 

if I had all the world? Do I have any reason to conclude that I have His glory in view? Is my errand 

to the throne of grace to lament over my sins, to beg for renewing and sanctifying grace, so that I 

may be more like God, and be prepared to honour him more in every circumstance of life? These 
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are questions of great importance, and should be attended to by us all with the greatest 

faithfulness and impar tiality.  

2. We may improve this subject by way of consolation . If upon examination, you have reason to 

believe that you have found the Spirit with you, thus directing and assisting your petitions, then 

you may conclude from this, that you are a child of God. For the Spirit, as a Spirit of prayer, is a 

special blessing of the new covenant, and He is not given to those who are strangers to the divine 

life. You may further conclude that your prayers will  be answered in Godôs own time, and in his 

own way, and therefore you may wait with expectations of it ; and that God will take you under his 

peculiar care, and fulfil all his promises in the bestowment of every needed blessing. You may 

further  conclude for your comfort, that if the Spirit is with you as a Spiri t of prayer, then he will 

also be with you as a Spirit of sanctification; as a Spirit of illumination to enlighten you more and 

more in the great mysteries of grace; as a guide to direct your ways, till he brings you to his 

heavenly kingdom; and when he sees fit, as a Spirit of adoption, as the great Comforter to support 

and cheer your soul under every difficulty.  

3. From this,  learn the difference between the intercession of Christ, and that of the Spirit . The 

one prays for  us; the other prays in  us, or He helps us to pray. Christ pleads in heaven; the Spirit 

helps his people here on earth. He opens their eyes, warms their hearts, quickens their desires, 

and enables them to turn them into petitions. Christ ôs intercession and the Spiritôs too, are of great 

importance; and blessed be God that  his people enjoy them both. While  Christ is interceding for 

them above, the Spirit is helping them to plead with God for themselves here. Oh, glory be to God 

who has made such provision for us, and given us such encouragement to pray and wait for his 

salvation!  

4. Hence we have reason to be humbled, that we have paid so little regard to the Spirit in prayer . 

How many have been concerned to pray with fluency and elegance of expression, rather than to 

find the Spirit with them, kindling a fire of divine love in their souls, and enabling them to pour 

out their hearts before the Lord ! Let us each be humbled that we have so neglected the Spirit in 

this important character. Take care that we do not grieve him, and so provoke him to withdraw 

from us. And finally, may none of us dare to live without prayer, and yet always look upon those 

prayers as useless and unprofitable, which are put up only to satisfy conscience, or out of mere 

custom. Let our concern be that we are not only favoured with the gift , but we experience the 

grace and spirit of prayer. To this may we all say, Amen.  

CASE 15. How may we keep from spiritual pride after special enlargements in 

duty?  

I am directed to take this case under consideration, in consequence of the following short, but 

pithy, and experimental  epistle:  

ñSir ð I am one who professed to have received Christ Jesus the Lord: that I could say, I walked 

according to so great and glorious a privilege! But, alas! I find a sad carnality and coldness in 

duty, and see that my very best performances are utterly insufficient to recommend me to a holy 

God; indeed, that there is enough in each of them to merit everlasting punishment. Yet when I 

have some happy enlargement in duty, especially that of prayer, this corrupt heart of mine is 

ready to say, óWell done, this is something like prayer; now God will hear my petitions, and 

accept my person.ô Thus is my proud heart puffed up! This rust of pride soon eats out all the 

spirituality of my frame. I would be glad, sir, to have the following query answered. How may a 

person keep from spiritual pride after an unusual enlargement in duty? ò 
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I think , upon laying this letter before you, I hear many of the hearts of Godôs dear children echoing 

these complaints, and longing to have such an important query resolved. It is a common, but a 

very sad complaint of the believer, that he finds a great deal of coldness and indifference in 

spiritual duties. He f eels his soul clinging  to the dust, his affections stupefied, his heart hardened, 

his conscience benumbed, and all the powers of his soul sadly inactive. So that, there seems to be 

no grace in exercise, and the duties performed appear to be no better than dead works. In the 

above epistle, we find a very humble and suitable acknowledgment that the best of our 

performances are utterly insufficient to recommend us to God, and that there is sin enough in 

them to deserve eternal punishment. One would think that a person who really sees and feels 

these things in himself, couldnôt help but be humbled before God at all times, and upon every 

occasion, being sensible of the imperfections of his best duties, and the sin that clings to them. 

For certainly there is much unbelief mixed with our faith, much diffidence with our hope, much 

coldness with our love, and much corruption with our desires. Yet we find in the above epistle, 

that all this acknowledgment, sense, and experience, will not root up, nor keep down, this weed 

of pride in our hearts. It will and does remain and appear s on various occasions, and at no season 

more commonly than after spiritual enlargement in duty. The manner of its working is here set 

forth very exactly and feelingly. For, if God at any time gives us the tokens of his love, draws forth 

our desires in prayer, enables us to wrestle and plead with him, and to lay hold of his promises, 

then we find that pride is such a weed that it will grow upon the very best of our duties, and the 

most comfortable of our enjoyments.  

Upon this the heart cries out, as Leah did, ñSurely my husband will love me because I am fruitful; 

I will  be amiable in the sight of my Lord, because of the excellence of these duties, and the 

spirituality of my affections. ò And what follows upon all this? Why, the consequence is very sad 

and afflictive: the motions of pride spoil the duty, make it unacceptable and abominable to God, 

and prevent all the happy effects which we hoped would result from it . For in this way we hug our 

comforts to death. Pride, like a canker, preys upon the very vitals of the new creature, perverts the 

affections of the soul, and promotes a carnal security. And thus, that which should have been for 

our welfare, becomes a snare to our souls. I will venture to affirm that whoever seriously attends 

to his own heart, will find much of this in him self, which may well fill him with sha me, and make 

him humble for the pride of his heart; knowing that thereby he has provoked God, and polluted 

his own soul.  

Upon this, comfort is withdrawn, God is displeased, he hides his face, and the believer is troubled. 

But after all the disadvantages we feel from the workings of spiritual pride, we find this cursed 

principle will rise and work. We donôt know how to root it out, or ke ep it under; and we would be 

glad to know what methods to take to be able to walk with true humility before God. I confess it 

is very difficult to give any effectual directions in such a case as this, because pride is so interwoven 

in our very natures, and it works in such a secret and undermining way. However, I would mention 

a few particulars, which, by the blessing of God, may be happily successful for removing this 

grievous complaint.  

1. Endeavour to detect and pursue the workings of pride in its vario us appearances. Pride, in the 

believerôs heart, is like a midnight thief, which doesnôt care to be seen and observed. And nothing 

tends to suppress it more than looking at it . For immediately upon being discerned, it hides its 

head for shame, as it were. Our friend in his letter seems to have been enabled, in some measure, 

to follow  this rule . Otherwise he could never have drawn out this complaint from his own 

experience so feelingly and exactly. But it is not sufficient merely to observe it in this particular 
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appearance of it. We ought to pursue it in its other  forms. For it is very likely that the reason why 

this cursed principle rises and prevails at present, is because it has gotten some strength in other 

respects, which perhaps have not yet been discovered.  

Let me therefore ask you, my dear friend, whether you, who are so puffed up upon spiritual 

enlargements, donôt you feel as discouraged and disheartened under spiritual contradictions ? 

Perhaps youôre used to think ing that these discouragements have been the effect of true conviction 

and humiliation . You think that when you donôt have much enlargement in duty, you have reason 

to be discouraged, and to be afraid of embracing the free hope of the Gospel. Let me therefore 

entreat you to look a little closer into this matter . For I am very suspicious that pride gains and 

maintains its power in this way , only because it is more insensible and undiscerned in these other 

circumstances. You think itôs reasonable to be sunk in yourself, and to imagine that you must not 

dare to lay hold of free grace while you are under spiritual complaints. Now what is this, if not  a 

certain kind of secret pride? It is saying in your heart, that if you had more holiness, and less sin, 

then you could be more encouraged. This is the same as saying that our encouragement to hope 

before God is grounded on the smallness of our sins, or purity of our hearts ð as if the greatness 

of our sins and corruptions took away our right to the free promise of the Gospel.  

Now, such a frame of mind as this, if rightly explained, will be found to be nothing less than forcing 

a condition upon a free promise. You should indeed be humbled and ashamed under corrupt and 

unbelieving experiences. But if hereby your heart is deterred from laying hold of the free promise, 

then you may take it for granted that there is pride at the bottom of it . Perhaps it is in this 

unsuspected way, that the accursed principle maintains its strength in your soul. For it is no 

wonder if the same principle which makes you discouraged because of your sins and corruptions, 

should fill you with high thoughts of yourself when you find any special enlargeme nt. And as we 

should endeavour to thus detect it , so we should likewise attempt to pursue it in its workings. Are 

we at first discouraged, as if grace was not entirely free? And do we then begin to see the evil of 

this unbelieving frame, and to fly absolut ely to Christ? We should next see whether this same 

principle doesnôt make us proud of our very faith and humility. When , by the exercise of faith, we 

have received fresh grace and comfort, now let us see whether the same principle makes us proud 

of the grace we received. Still further , if we set about humbling ourselves for the pride of our 

hearts, let us watch ourselves narrowly, lest we be made proud of our very humility. On the whole, 

we should thus pursue it from step to step as it rises; and by a divine blessing, this will have an 

admirable tendency to subdue its power, and supplant its workings.  

2. Observe how irrational, abominable, and detrimental, spiritual pride is . You know that in 

temporal cases, it is not enough to see an enemy. We must see and know him as an enemy, in 

order to be more watchful against him, and steadier in opposing him. Thus it is with regard to this 

dangerous foe. Though it is so suited to our natures, that we are sometimes ready to mistake it for  

a friend, yet it will be foun d upon close examination, to be the most detestable and destructive 

enemy. For what can be more irrational than for a poor, necessitous, filthy, guilty creature to be 

elated in the presence of a holy and just God? What can be more provoking to God, than for our 

hearts to take the crown from His head and put it on our own? And what can be more detrimental 

to the life of religion in our souls than self -sufficiency? Pride strikes at the very root of all our 

comforts and graces; and humility is a necessary ingredient in all spiritual experience. For if our 

faith is true, it is a humble faith; if our hope be genuine, it is a humble hope; if our love is sincere, 

it is a humble love. The same must be said concerning all the other graces of the new creature. 

Pride contradicts the first principles of the oracles of God . For when our mind suggests that God 
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will accept our person, and receive us into favour because of our enlargement in duty, our hearts 

then speak directly contrary to the fundamental doctrines of the Gospel. And to set forth still more 

of the exceeding sinfulness of this sin, let us consider how peculiarly ungrateful it must be for us 

to dishonour God by those very favours and comforts with which he freely indulges us. Let such 

thoughts as these frequently recur to our mind, so that we may maintain a perpetual hatred of this 

abomination . And this  may be a happy means of weakening its influence in us.  

3. Fight against  it by the word of God and prayer . You know in temporal  cases it is not enough 

to see and hate an enemy, but we are likewise to oppose him, and militate against him. Therefore, 

if you would know how to fight against this spiritual adversary, I would direct  you to take the 

sword of the Spirit into your hands, and strike at this sin  with it . In order to familiarize the manner 

in which you are to do this, let me put it in the following light . Does your heart say, this is 

something like praying? Then produce some word in answer to this suggestion, such as, ñWe donôt 

know what to pray for as we should.ò (Rom 8.26) Does your mind say, surely God will accept my 

person because of my good deeds? Reply to this suggestion in the language of Scripture, ñNot by 

works, lest any man should boast.ò (Eph 2.9) Does the pride of your heart say, Surely I am amiable 

in Godôs sight because of what I am and have done? Give an answer in words such as these, ñWhat 

do you have that you havenôt received?ò (1Cor 4.7) This is the way to play the artillery of revelation 

against the workings of corruption. And while you are attempting to thus resist the devil and your 

own corruptions, look up to God by prayer; imploring that He would recall to your mind by his 

Spirit, those portions of his word which may be a full answer to the language of your pride ð and 

that he would likewise impress those sentiments upon your mind and heart, and give them such 

a force and energy that they will effectually humble your soul, and shame your pride.  

4. Endeavour to turn this experience into another channel . You know that when a river swells 

and begins to overflow its banks, the way to prevent it is to open the sluices, and let the water run 

out. By this means it is kept from running over th ose places where it would be detrimental rather 

than serviceable. Men have this wisdom in natural things; oh, that Christians had such skill in 

spiritual things! But perhaps you will say, how will I turn this sad experience into another 

channel? I answer, are you enlarged in your soul, comfortable in  your frame, lively and spiritual 

in your duties? Then instead of taking occasion from this to be lifted up, make it rather an occasion 

for  thankfulness and encouragement. Endeavour, therefore, to reason in this manner: Am I thus 

favoured with special and delightful experiences? Then let me remember, this is not of my own 

production . What a call this is upon me to be thankful to God for his interposing grace !  

This surely will be found a proper method to remove the present complaint; because true 

thankfulness and spiritual pride are direct opposites to each other. For , the more thankful we can 

be to God for what he works in us, and bestows upon us, the less we will  be subject to spiritual 

pride. Again, let these experiences be employed for further encouragement. For, if pride takes 

advantage of a spiritual frame to puff us up, then it will certainly sink and discourage our hearts 

when that happy frame is withdrawn. But if we are enabled to take encouragement from the 

comforts and quickenings we feel, to hope that the same free grace and almighty power will appear 

in our favour in future times , this will mak e the present experience preparatory for that season 

when we may be called upon to live by faith, without sight or sense. Let us say in our souls, If the 

Lord thus comforts and enlarges me by his free and powerful grace at present, then what a reason 

I have to hope that if ever I fall into spiritual distress, or into a carnal frame again, the Lord will 

appear and work deliverance for me in the same free, gracious and powerful manner that he has 
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now done! By this means, those spiritual frames which have been the food of our pride, will 

become the food of our faith and love.  

5. Lastly, take advantage from the  workings of pride, to excite and stir up spiritual graces . Just 

as we see by the complaints of this letter, that our corrupt nature knows how to bring evil out of 

good, so we may be sure that the work of grace can bring great good out of this melancholy evil. 

For just as there is nothing too good in this life that it cannot be misemployed by pride and self, 

so too there is nothing too bad in  our Christian experience, that it cannot be employed for spiritual 

advantage. There is such a thing as improving upon a barren ordinance, and upon a carnal, proud, 

and unbelieving frame. The proper way of doing this is as follows. Do you find  yourself swelled 

and elated with pride? Then take occasion from this to know more of the corruptions of  your own 

heart, to see more of the sinfulness of sin, and to be more apprised of your own insufficiency for 

everything that is spiritually good. This sad experience is certainly a fresh evidence and proof of 

these soul-humbling truths . And if you are hereby more feelingly convinced that without Christ  

you can do nothing ; if  you are hereby more fully apprised of the deceitfulness and baseness of 

your own heart; if  you are hereby made to see more clearly your own impurit y ð then these sights 

and convictions may be employed as a happy means of humbling and quickening your soul, to lay 

you low at the footstool of free grace, and to cast yourself upon the mercy of God in Christ. To do 

this, is to fight Satan with his own weapons, to overcome corruption by its own appearances, and 

at once to defeat all the ends of the devil and corruption in the affair. It is very plain that the design 

of Satan, and the tendency of these corruptions, is to eat out the life and power of godliness. But 

if by these means you learn more of yourself, and see a greater need for  quickening, strengthening, 

and purifying grace, then these complaints will be so far from eating out the vitals of religion, that 

in the hands of the Spirit, they will be a blessed means to promot e true humility and purity of 

heart. And after all this, what if  you were incapable of keeping pride from w orking? Yet in this way 

you will find no real detriment arising from it, but rather the work of humiliation will be promoted 

and confirmed by the very sight and sense you have of the corrupt motions of self and pride.  

Let me conclude the whole with two or three brief reflections.  

1. How imperfect the graces and experiences of the children of God are in the present state! A 

believer, in his worst condition  here, is very uncomfortable and distressed, or very carnal and 

worldly . So too, in his best estate here, he is in great danger of being lifted up with pride and self-

conceit. The greatest enjoyments and the highest attainments cannot secure him from failing  by 

this. So that, the strongest as well as the weakest believer, needs to watch and pray, lest he enter 

into temptation .  

2. How desirable heaven must be! There we will  be filled with joy unspeakable, and be possessed 

of perfect holiness, without the least hazard of losing our purity and delight. There the highest 

enjoyment will be joined with the deepest humility , and the most perfect holiness without the 

least tincture of pride. The perpetual enjoyment of Godôs love will make us completely happy; and 

the constant sight of Godôs glory will keep us entirely humble. It will be a b lessed state indeed!  

3. How blind sinners are with respect to their own hearts! We very seldom hear them complaining 

of pride, when indeed, they are full  of it. They frequently have a high opinion of their own virtues, 

worth, and excellence, and think they are justified  in them. Whereas, if they but saw themselves 

in the mirror  of the law, and would compare themselves with the unspotted purity of God, they 

would blush and be confounded, and abhor themselves as unspeakably vile and abominable. We 

may take it for granted that all those who have not seen and lamented their own pride, are still  

strangers, both to God and themselves, both to the law and the Gospel. And if they are ever 
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brought to Christ, they will be made to see and be humbled for the pride and stoutness of their 

own hearts.  

CASE 16. Is it necessary , in order  to evidence a person ôs conversion, that he see s 

and acknowledge s himself as the chief of sinners, even if he hasn ôt been guilty of 

outward abominations ? Or, what is that sense of sin, which  evidence s conversion, 

and is therefore accompanied with salvation ?  

The following  epistle shows the propriety of these questions:  

ñHaving had the happiness of a religious education, and the privilege of sitting under the sound 

of the Gospel, I trust I have, by the restraining grace of God, been kept from many external vices 

which youth too often run into. I have, by attending on the means of grace, been led to see myself 

as a sinner, and in some degree to feel myself one; for I have daily cause to lament a hard heart 

and a corrupt nature . And my daily prayer to God is that he would search me, and show me the 

evil of my heart, and lead me in the way everlasting, and not suffer me to rest short of an interest 

in Christ. Now, as I have not been guilty of outward abominations, I cannot say with the apostle 

Paul, that I am the chief of sinners, and so I am afraid that I know nothing of renewing grace . 

And therefore I would be glad if  you would take the above questions into consideration .ò  

This case seems to be founded upon what the apostle Paul says in 1Tim 1.15. After he had a view 

of the blasphemies he had been guilty of, and the injury he had done to the cause and followers of 

Christ, he styled himself as the chief of sinners. But he didnôt intimate by this, that all who would 

be saved in the future should be persons of his character. No, he mentioned being a blasphemer, 

persecutor, and injurious, so that he might set forth the riches of divine grace in the salvation of 

a person so unworthy; and that it might be an encouragement to those who in future ages would 

be distressed on account of the greatness of their sins, when they see that the chief of sinners has 

already been pardoned and saved. The person who wrote this epistle has not been guilty of any 

notorious sins, and therefore he is afraid that he doesnôt see enough of his sin; that he doesnôt 

have such a sense of his own vileness as he should have; that his impressions are not deep enough; 

that he must have such a view of the wickedness of his heart, as to readily rank himself among the 

chief of sinners, even though his conversation and behaviour had been regular and sober ð or else 

he can give no true evidence of his conversion.  

In answering this case, I would throw my thoughts into  the following method . May God make 

what may be said, effectual both for conviction and establishment. 1  

I.  There is a great difference in sins, as to their heinousness. Every sin has an infinite evil in it, as 

being the violation of the law of an infinite Being. The wages of all sin, therefore, is death. Yet 

there are many circumstances that render some sins more heinous than others. We read of scarlet 

sins, and those that have crimson stains in them, Isa 1.18. Sins against light and knowledge, under 

strong convictions and great advantages, are attended with peculiar aggravations. The sins which 

Paul mentions were great sins, namely, blasphemy, persecution, etc., because he had the Old 

Testament to engage with, and he had many opportunities to examine whether Jesus was the 

Christ or not . But he was obstinately fixed against  the cause of the Redeemer, and he took no 

methods to soften his prejudices, but rather to increase them. Sins committed by the same person 

may be more or less heinous, according to the particular circumstances attending them.  

 
1 That is, for conviction of sin, and establishment in the faith. ï WHG  
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II.  God pardons and saves all sorts of sinners. Among the redeemed of the Lord are all ranks and 

degrees of sinners. Many who have had the privilege of a religious education, as this young person 

did , are singing the song of Moses and the Lamb. Some were called in their early days; others were 

not brought in till old age had enfeebled their natural frame. There are those who were sinners of 

the first rank, ;who now triumphing in the mansions above, and arrayed with all the garments of 

salvation. There were all sorts among the Corinthian converts, 1Cor 6.9-11.1 God doesnôt confine 

salvation to a particular sort. He saves sinners to magnify his free, rich, and sovereign grace. And 

therefore, the heinousness of our sins is no objection.  

III.  All who are saved do not have the same deep sense of sin. Some see the exceeding sinfulness 

of sin, feel the greatest legal terrors, and beat upon their breasts with the utmost self -abhorrence, 

crying, Lord, be merciful to us sinners . When Saulôs eyes were opened, and sin revived; when he 

came to take a view of his blasphemies, his persecutions, etc., he was shocked. When he came to 

look within, and to see such a sink of sin, how he mourned, loathed himself, and esteemed himself 

to be the chief of sinners, notwithstanding all the righteousness that he boasted in before! This 

sense of sin seemed necessary in him ð to keep him humble, to fill him with admiration f or the 

grace of God in putting him into the ministry . And so it was a constant spur to all diligence in the 

service of that Jesus who had laid him under such peculiar obligations. But all do not have this 

sense of sin; nor are all brought to Christ  the same way. Some are brought gently, without any 

legal terrors; they are drawn with the cords of love. Their hard hearts are melted down with a view 

of the riches of divine grace; and the Spirit doesnôt reveal their sin to them all at once. Rather, it 

is a gradual work, and therefore a work of time. They have no outward abominations, as Saul had 

to loathe himself for ; and they donôt have the same deep sense of sin. God acts in this , in a way 

that is most for his own glory, and according to the different tempers of his people. Therefore he 

takes various methods, first to bring them in, and  then to train them up for heaven.  

IV.  We must not judge a true, saving sense of sin, from the measures or degrees of it, but from 

the manner of its operation, and its fruits and effects. I would instance this in a few particulars:  

1. We may be said to have that sense of sin that is accompanied with salvation, when we are 

brought to a sight of our guilty, naked, helpless, and wretched state and condition. Do you see 

yourselves as transgressors of the law, and therefore obnoxious to its curse? Do you find that you 

are naked, that you have no righteousness to justify you before God, that all your services are filthy 

and polluted? Do you see yourself depraved in all the faculties of your soul? Are you sensible of 

your weakness and incapacity, either to make atonement for sin, or to subdue its power and 

dominion? On the whole, do you see yourself lost and miserable, blind and wretched, and standing 

in need of a Mediator to bring you into the divine favour, and to do all for  you, and in  you? These 

topics of inquiry will reveal whether you have a right sense of sin or not. These things must be felt 

and experienced, or else all our confessions and acknowledgments of them will be a mere course 

of words, and not the genuine workings of a principle of grace within us. But though a person may 

be afraid that he doesnôt see himself as vile enough, if he has been led to discern his real state by 

nature, and he is made sensible of his spiritual wants, then it is a comfortable sign that he has a 

suitable sense of sin.  

 
1 1Co 6:9 -11 Do not be deceived. Neither fornicators, nor idolaters, nor adulterers, nor homosexuals, nor sodomites, 

nor thieves, nor covetous, nor drunkards, nor revilers, nor extortioners will inherit the kingdom of God. And such were 

some of you. But you were washed, but you were sanctified, but you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus and by 

the Spirit of our God.  
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2. Where there is a true sense of sin, there is a hatred of it, and a self-abhorrence for it. There may 

be an awful fear of hell, but no alteration in a personôs disposition and affections. The sinner still 

loves sin, and would be glad to keep his sensual enjoyments, if he could but escape everlasting 

burnings. On the other hand, the Christian loathes sin, and he appears vile in his own eyes because 

so much sin clings to his nature. He sees it as opposite to the holy law, and to the infinitely spotless 

nature of God, as having defaced the divine image in his soul, as carrying in it the greatest 

ingratitude, as doing the greatest injury  ð unfitting us for communion with God, interrupting us 

in duty, and robbing us of all our peace and comfort. Finally, he sees its incongruity  and deformity, 

and therefore cannot help but hate it, and abhor himself on account of it. He cannot talk of the 

goodness of his heart, as some vainly do, but appears vile and contemptible in his own eyes. He 

sees nothing in himself to lay a foundation for boasting, so long as sin remains in every faculty, 

and clings to every duty. It reduces his spiritual pride, and fills him with humility, and makes him 

mourn before the Lord. He sinks into nothing when he considers the odiousness of sin, and 

wonders at divine grace in taking notice of a wretch so polluted. This hatred of sin and self-

abhorrence is found in every renewed soul, even though he hasnôt been guilty of any outward 

immorality . And this is a clear evidence of our having a saving sense of sin.  

3. When we desire and are earnest to be delivered from sin, we may conclude that we have a true 

sense of it . You may not see so much of the sinfulness of sin as some do, but notwithstanding , it 

may be burdensome to you. You may be weary of such a companion, and cannot help but desire 

freedom from it. You reckon yourself a captive, a slave, and it is your great concern in looking up 

to God, to have your deliverance proclaimed. This shows that you have experienced the special 

quickening influences of the Spirit of G od. This was one of the distinguishing parts of Paulôs 

experience. Rom 7.24-25. ñO wretched man that I am! Who will  deliver me from this body of 

death? I thank God, through Jesus Christ my Lord.ò All who can adopt this language, who are 

longing to be thoroughly purged and cleansed from sin, and are thankful for any hopes of 

deliverance through the great Mediator, make it apparent that sin is their real burden ; and they 

have such a sense of sin, that it  is an evidence of true conversion.  

4. This is apparent when we are made willing to look to, and rest upon Christ for all righteousness 

and salvation. Those who have no true sense of sin, will never make an application to Christ for 

salvation. While  Saul the Pharisee thought himself righteous, he was an enemy to Jesus Christ. 

But when sin revived, he despaired and died. He saw Jesus as his only refuge, and he was made 

willing to go to, and to rest upon Him for salvation. His language is now, ñI count all things but 

loss for the excellence of the knowledge of Christ Jesus my Lord ... desiring to be found in him, 

not having my own righteousness which is of the law, but that which is through the faith in Christ, 

the righteousness which is of God by faith,ò Phi 3.8-9. Wherever there is a right sense of sin, the 

soul will be willing to receive Christ , Christ in every character, as the Gospel represents him. 

ñLord ,ò says David (Psa 73.26), ñwhom do I have in heaven but you? And there is none upon earth 

I desire besides you. I would give up my all to you; I would cheerfully part with my own 

righteousness, leave my darling lusts, and give up my dearest Delilahs, and come to you naked 

and guilty, weak, helpless, and polluted, that I may be justified, sanctified, and saved by you.ò 

Wherever a sense of sin is attended with these happy effects, we may conclude that it was given to 

us by the Spirit of God, and it is evidence of a saving change.  

There is one more observation which I would mention.  

V.  The more we grow in grace, the more we will  see of the sinfulness and detestableness of sin. 

Our knowledge is like the morning light, which shineth more and more, till it comes to perfect 
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day. You may not see so much of sin and of yourself now, as you will when God comes to lead you 

into an acquaintance with your own heart. You may not have been chargeable with any outward 

immoralities; but as you grow in grace, you will see more of your own vileness, and see reason 

enough to style yourself as the unworthiest of creatures.  

When you consider your nature, how depraved it is , that if God had left you to yourself, you would 

have run into the same excesses as others have done; when you view the sins you have been guilty 

of as a Christian, the convictions you have stifled, your murmurings and ingratitude, the rebellion 

of your heart, your numberless vain thoughts, your coldness and formality, your spiritual pride 

and ostentation, your carnality, your omissions of duty, your careless performance of duty, and 

your unmortified affections  ð as you consider these, you will be convinced more and more of your 

own vileness. And when you are before God, you will be ready to style yourself the chief of sinners, 

because your obligations, your engagements, your mercies have been so great and numerous. The 

more we are like God, the more humbling views we have of ourselves. Sin and holiness are two 

opposites. As sin increases, our aversion to holiness increases. So, on the other hand, as holiness 

increases, we see more of the malignity of sin, and we appear more and more odious in our own 

eyes, even so as to think we are more vile than others, though we havenôt been guilty of any gross 

abominations. Let us now apply what has been said to ourselves. And that we may come to some 

conclusion concerning our own state:  

1. Let us carefully  examine into our sense of sin. You may not have so deep a sense of sin as some 

around you have. You may be afraid that you donôt see enough of its odiousness, and of your own 

wretchedness. Are you convinced that you are guilty, helpless, miserable, blind, and naked in 

yourself? Do you hate and abhor yourself. on the account of sin? Do you desire to be delivered 

from it? Do you mour n over it before the Lord? Can you not depend upon your services for 

justification, as they appear all polluted, and therefore are an unfit garment to cover you? Are you 

made sensible of your need of Christ, and are you willing to receive him in all his ch aracters? 

Under a sense of sin, have you been made thankful for a Saviour, been weaned from all self-

dependence, and made to fly to Him for salvation? Then you have reason to hope that God has 

brought you out of darkness into his marvellous light, though y our sense of sin may not be so deep 

and impressing as it appears in some others.  

2. From this we see the weakness of Christians in general, making what ought to be encouraging 

into what is discouraging. You are afraid that donôt you see enough of your own heart; you are 

daily praying, therefore, that God would let you see more of the plague that is in it . When he 

answers your prayers, you are immediately discouraged at the view, and cry out, Will God ever 

look upon such a wretch as me? Can all this be consistent with grace?  You should rather be 

thankful for a deeper sense and clearer views of what you are by nature. If indeed you grow colder; 

if you omitted duties, etc., you might be alarmed. But if you find the same zeal for God, and a 

greater humility; if  the sight you have of your heart is employed by you, and it makes you appear 

viler, and it fills you with greater self -abhorrence and thankfulness for a Saviour ð then rejoice, 

and look at it as the work of the Spirit of God, and evidence of your growth in grace.  

3. Let us look more into our own heart . Let us often consider the dreadful nature and demerit of 

sin. When we see that we are the same by nature as the vilest; when we view the wickedness of 

our hearts, we may be stirred up to admire the grace of God in sending his Son into the world to 

save such as us. We may be quickened to adore him for differencing  us and others, and for giving 

us any hope of deliverance from sin. It would tend to keep us ever humble, to make us value the 

Redeemer more, and to rejoice in that fulness of merit and grace that is in Him . And indeed, we 
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should never look upon sin without looking  upon Christ too, lest we be ready to sink into 

discouragement. While  we view the one to humble us, let us view the other to encourage us, and 

then we will  say with the apostle, Rom 7.25, ñI thank God, through Jesus Christ our Lord.ò  

4. We may employ this subject by way of conviction . You are all sinners by nature, lost sinners; 

even you who may think you have a righteousness that is blameless. You who havenôt run into 

open notorious sins, but have been sober and regular, you too are wretched and miserable, blind 

and naked. Oh, that I could fasten the conviction upon you! But this is your unhappiness: you are 

miserable, and you donôt see it; you wonôt believe it. Let me tell you, and I tell you the truth, I do 

not lie, that you must see yourselves in this wretched condition, or you will never right ly apply to 

Christ for salvati on. I must tell you, and I can say it from a real concern for your souls, that 

notwithstanding all your duties and all your good works, if you  donôt have a sense of your guilty 

miserable condition; if you havenôt fled to Christ under that sense, as naked, perishing sinners; 

then you are not fit for the kingdom of God. It may appear a hard saying, but nothing is a greater 

truth. You are some of those whom our Lord spoke of, saying, ñpublicans and harlots will  go into 

the kingdom of heaven before them.ò Mat 21.31. You are those who are endeavouring to establish 

a righteousness of your own, ñnot submitting yourselves to the righteousness of God,ò Rom 10.3. 

May the Lord open your eyes and give you a sense of sin, so that you may despair and die to 

yourselves, and that as helpless miserable creatures, you may look to Him who alone can deliver 

you from the wrath to come. May we all say, Even so;  Lord Jesus, let it be, Amen.  

CASE 17. When a person has received a temporal  mercy which he prayed for, how 

may  he know whether it is granted in answer to prayer, and comes to him as a 

covenant blessing ?  

It ought to be the concern of every person who has any regard for his own soul, to see that his 

temporal mercies come to him with a divine blessing. Such a pious concern as this, excited a friend 

to put this question to me . And seeing the importance of it, I have therefore ventured to take it 

under consideration, and I will  do these three things.  

I . State the question itself,  

II . Give a solution to it.  

III . Make an application  of it.  

I . As for the question itself, I conceive it to stand in the following light. A person who hopes he 

has experienced the love of God in a covenant way,1 earnestly desires to receive every mercy as 

coming from the hand of a covenant God, with love in His heart, with a smile in His countenance, 

and with the addition of His blessing. The gracious soul is assumed to have been in earnest with 

God for a particular, importan t favour of divine Providence. The consequence of this has been that 

God has been pleased to grant him the mercy he requested. He is therefore ready to hope that it 

comes in answer to prayer, and he desires that his heart may be affected with it, not only as a 

providential favour, but likewise as an instance and token of Godôs especial love. But he desires to 

know how he will  be assured that it comes as a token of divine acceptance. And he would be glad 

to be certain that he may venture to look at the present providential favour in this encouraging 

light. He knows it is the very mercy he has prayed for; he likewise knows it is a favour that calls 

 
1 That is, it results from the covenant relationship, cause and effect, and isnôt just random. There are two dangers here. 

The first is to believe that God wonôt act if we donôt ask, and therefore we cause God to act (that weôre in control). The 

second is to believe that prayer doesnôt matter, because God will act or not act, regardless; so why pray? ï WHG  
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for special gratitude; and his conscience tells him that his soul was enlarged in prayer for it. These 

things, th en, he is well assured of. But at the same time, he sees that he cannot from positively 

conclude from this , that the favour is sent in answer to prayer; and if it is, he cannot be certain 

from this, that it comes with a divine blessing. For he is ready to suspect that he has been too eager 

in his supplications for a temporal blessing; that he has laid too great a stress upon it; and 

therefore he fears, though it is granted, that it may be given to him not in love, but in anger . He 

therefore greatly desires to know in what manner, and upon what plan he may judge in this affair  

ð whether the favour comes in anger or in love; and whether he may humbly depend on a divine 

blessing, to make it turn out for his real and spiritual good. Doubtless nothing wou ld be matter of 

greater joy and pleasure to a gracious soul, than to have reason to conclude that a divine blessing 

will attend the providential mercy received . On the other hand, nothing can be a greater damper 

to a serious mind, than to have a prevailing suspicion that what is granted will prove to be a snare 

and stumbling block, rather than a covenant blessing. This is the question.  

But to amplify it a little, I would endeavour to make it familiar by an instance or two. You know 

that every Christian prays that God would give him day by day his necessary food. Now, this 

temporal favour is what God gives to those who do not pray for it, and have no sense of their 

dependence upon him for it . Nor can we be sure that our daily provision is sanctified to us, merely 

because we pray for it, and God gives it. Again, perhaps in some special cases we pray for a 

deliverance out of some great trouble, such as granting some important favour in providence . And 

since it doesnôt immediately follow that these special merci es that are granted, will be attended 

with a divine blessing, the question still remains, how may we know whether they come in 

covenant love? I would therefore now proceed,  

II.  To give a solution to this serious and experimental  question. And here, let it  be observed that 

three or four things are previously necessary to assure us that what we receive comes to us in a 

covenant way.  

1. The person praying must be someone in covenant with God . One who is destitute of saving 

blessings, may be so far led into the knowledge of the divine providence, as to be stirred up to pray 

for a temporal mercy; yes, and to be thankful for it when he has received it. And yet this cannot 

assure him that it will be really blessed to him. God may hear the cries, and answer the requests 

of an unregenerate person; and yet, after all, there is still a curse on his basket and store. For we 

know that, as to unrenewed persons, their very prosperity is cursed. Thus God heard Ahab when 

he humbled himself; and yet it doesnôt appear that he was ever savingly renewed. Thus every one 

of the mariners on Jonahôs ship prayed to his god, and the Lord answered their request; but we 

have no reason to think that their deliverance came as a covenant blessing to them. Donôt let any 

therefore presume to infer that they are interested 1 in Godôs special love, merely because He 

answers their prayers with respect to temporal favours. But if  you are a person in covenant with 

God, and have an interest in the blessings of grace, you then have more reason to hope that what 

is granted comes with a blessing. ñFor we know that all things work together for good to those 

who love God,ò Rom 8.28. No temporal mercy can come as a covenant blessing to a person who 

is destitute of saving grace, unless it is made a means of bringing him to Christ. But it may be 

granted to someone who is already in Christ by vital union to him.  

2. The mercy prayed for must be such that it  is lawful for us to ask for it at the hands of God. 

Sometimes the desires of the children of men, indeed of the children of God too, are so wild and 

 
1 Interested : to have a portion or share in something; to be a beneficiary of it. ï WHG  
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irregular, that they seek what would be hurtful rather than helpful to them . And if we were allowed 

to choose for ourselves in all temporal cases, we would many a time make a wretched choice. And 

then, indeed, if God were to answer such requests, he would do it not in love, but in anger. Thus 

we find the Israelites asked for their fleshly lusts, ñand he gave them their request, but sent 

leanness into their souls,ò Psa 106.15.  

3. The views of the mind in asking the blessing must likewise be lawful . Perhaps we may desire a 

particular favour in order to gratify our pride, to indulge our lusts, or to be at a greater liberty to 

enjoy ourselves, without bringing any glory to God. Now, when a person prays for a temporal 

favour wi th such views, he has no reason to expect it will be granted to him . Or if it is granted, that 

it will be a blessing to him. For it is a mocking of God to ask for a temporal favour with such a 

view. It would be a mercy rather than a judgment, for God to deny such a request. Jas 4.3. ñYou 

ask and do not receive, because you ask amiss, to consume it upon your lusts.ò We should 

therefore look well to our aims and ends in praying for a providential mercy, if we hope to have it 

granted in love.  

4. The methods taken to obtain the mercy sought should likewise be lawful . For however valuable 

the favour may be in itself, yet if it be obtained in an unlawful manner, we have no reason to expect 

the divine blessing upon it. It is true, God may and sometimes does bring good out of evil, as in 

the case of Jacobôs obtaining his fatherôs blessing by fraud. But this must not be a pattern for  us; 

nor can we expect God to smile upon unlawful means. And even if they prove to be successful, it 

is a thousand to one; and what is obtained may become a snare, a trap, a stumbling block, and a 

recompense to us, Rom 11.9.  

These four things, I say, must be previously supposed. Otherwise we can have no reason to think 

that the mercy received will be a real blessing to us. And I further appr ehend that supposing we 

are right in these four particulars, they are not of themselves sufficient to ascertain the present 

important point. For some other thoughts must be added in order to give us ground to conclude 

that what we receive comes in a covenant way.  

Do you then earnestly desire to know whether a special temporal mercy comes with a divine smile 

and blessing? I must beg you to make the following inquiries:  

1. Inquire whether you have prayed for it  as a covenant blessing. If our hearts are right with God , 

and our minds in a proper frame when engaged in the duty of prayer, we donôt ask for any mercy 

with a higher view than as a temporal favour. We seek such a mercy, that God may be glorified, 

that our souls may be endeared to him, and that we may be rendered more capable to honour him 

by what he gives us. We desire to receive it from Christ not only as King of Providence, but likewise 

as King of Grace. We are willing to forego the mercy if God sees it will not be for his glory and our 

good to grant it; and we dread the thought of receiving any favour merely as a temporal one. It is 

in the nature of true prayer in such a case, to look abundantly above and beyond the mercy sought, 

however desirable it may be to flesh and blood. True prayer teaches us to seek such a favour as a 

branch of the covenant ð as a mercy that would subserve the glory of Godôs name and our spiritual 

good. We desire that the Father may be glorified in it, not only as a God of Providence, but as a 

God of Grace. We desire that the Son may be glorified by it, as a fruit of his redeeming love and 

grace. We desire that the Holy Spirit may be glorified in it by making it effectual for quickening, 

humbling, and endearing its purposes. Now, if these are our real views in seeking a temporal 

mercy, then we have the highest reason to think that when it is granted, it comes from a covenant 

God, attended with the blessing of Christ, and the influences of his Spirit.  
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2. Inquire whether you received it as a covenant blessing . When it came into your hands, or when 

it was bestowed upon your persons or families, be solicitous to observe with what frame of spirit 

you received it. Was it merely as a temporal favour? Was it merely with thankfulness, because God 

had been so good to you, as to thereby increase your substance, your family, or reputation? If this 

was all, then you have reason to fear that it has not come in a covenant channel. But if, on the 

contrary, you have been made to see something of the connection between temporal mercies and 

spiritual blessings, and have received the present mercy as a token of Godôs love ð and if in 

receiving it , it made such an impression on your soul as to endear your heart to a God of grace, 

and stirred up your desire to spend and employ it for God in Christ ð then this is a happy token 

that God has granted it as a real blessing.  

3. Inquire whether you enjoy it as a covenant blessing . Now that you have the mercy, doubtless 

you rejoice in it, and are thankful for it . But how do you enjoy it? Oh! there is a great deal of 

difference between the enjoyment that a believer has of a mercy when in a right frame of mind , 

and that enjoyment of it which others have. Unrenewed persons can taste a natural sweetness in 

a temporal mercy, and can enjoy it with a natural pleasure. But the believer in a right frame can 

take a spiritual pleasure, and taste a spiritual sweetness in the enjoyment of it. It is the real desire 

of a true believer, in the want of all things, to enjoy all in God ð and in the fulness of all things, to 

enjoy God in all.  

4. Inquire whether you endeavour to employ the mercy as a covenant blessing. You have now 

gotten what you prayed for; what do you desire to do with it  now? Are you for making the best of 

it only in a natural way, and upon carnal principles? Or, are you for employing it in a way of 

gratitude to the God of grace who has freely given you his Son, and has in him , and with him , 

freely given you this and every other mercy that you partake of?  

If you can conscientiously and seriously give an answer in the affirmative to the foregoing 

questions, upon a close examination, you may then with the utmost certainty conclude that what 

you have received comes to you in a covenant way; and it will be blessed to you and yours in accord 

with the most desirable and spiritual purposes.  

III.  I now come to the third general division . And that is to make some application  of the whole, 

which will  be done by the following remarks:  

1. How unhappy are all unbelievers, even in their best enjoyments ! They may indeed spend all 

their days in pleasure, honour, and wealth. They may have (as to this world) more than a heart 

could wish. But it is their great misery that in all these things , they donôt know God; and therefore 

they can have no real enjoyment of him. Alas! what are all their pleasures worth while they enjoy 

them with a curse? These temporal mercies, unless free grace prevents it, will be found only to 

fatten them up for the day of slaughter (Jas 5.5). There is such an awful curse upon all the 

possessions and enjoyments of the unbeliever, that in the midst of laughter the heart is sorrowful, 

and the end of that mirth is grief (Pro 14.13).  

2. See from this  what the best method is to attain the sweetest enjoyment of what we have . O, 

my brethren ! I f you desire to have a true relish of your mercies, esteem it a poor mean thing to 

have riches, honours, and pleasures without God. Let it be your first concern to seek an interest 

in the covenant of grace; and then see to it that all you receive comes from the hands of God with 

a design for your spiritual and everlasting good. And if you can arrive at this happy frame of spirit, 

it will lighten every cross, and add a double sweetness to every enjoyment. For temporal mercies 

on this account are abundantly sweeter to believers than to any others. The creature is vain and 
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insufficient  of itself . Its pleasures, however delicate, are either defective or cloying; the honours 

that the creature can bestow, however elevated, are empty and despicable; and the supplies which 

the creature can afford, however opulent, are uncertain and unsatisfying. They will be found to be 

such by everyone who observes his own experience, or has the least notion of what is truly good 

and great. To those who are destitute of the grace of God, they are perpetually ensnaring and 

polluting, and will prove a preparation for hell rather than heaven. But if a person is made a 

partaker of Christ, and is enabled to maintain communion with God , then he will find the creature 

sanctified, blessed, and sweetened to him. He will have such a relish of it, that it  will abundantly 

surpass all the pleasure that the carnal man can enjoy, or even conceive.  

But I cannot represent this most spiritual and heavenly experience better than by transcribing a 

letter to a friend, dictated by the eminently pious Edward Polhill, Esq. , of the last age, after he had 

lost his sight. It is a letter which shows a heart full of love for God, and lifted up above the creature 

in communion with him.  

ñWORTHY SIR ð Yours I received, and return many thanks to you for your kindness and prayers. 

I am blind, but bless God, content. All that he does is wise and just. All that comes in his will is 

welcome. His choice is better than mine. Eyes might have blinded, but blindness will  enlighten 

me. God has not cast me off, but called me aside into the invisible world. There Jesus Christ is 

the only Sun. Mercy is li ke a sea of infinite sweetness for faith to bathe in. The promises are like 

green pastures of comfort. God himself is the dew that makes a spring of graces in the heart. 

Heavenly truths are the firmament over our heads. The pure air is the Holy Spirit brea thing in 

saints and ordinances. In this world the blind have a prospect, and may see the land afar off, 

which lies beyond the line of time, in another world. I may say it is good being here. I cannot see 

outward things; but the new creature in the heart is  a better sight than all the world. I cannot 

read the letters in the Bible; but if I have the quickening Spirit, it is enough. The covenant may 

be felt in the heart. The promises may bud and blossom into grace, and notions may fire and be 

inflamed into hol y love. The veil is upon my eyes; but my work is to tear off the veil of time from 

my heart, and to look into eternity; to put back all creatures, and to have all in God, eyes and all, 

and this is the greatest possession. If I have all things in themselves, I have them but in a finite 

sphere. But if I have them all in God, I have them eminently, and in a kind of infinity. In waiting, 

I wait upon the Lord till he incline s and gives me eagleôs wings of faith and love to soar up to 

him. Near enough to him, I cannot be. O that I were unearthed and unselfed, that my soul might 

be in perpetual ascensions to him, my love going forth in raptures after him! O for the 

circumcision of the heart! If the film were off m y eyes, I would see the outward world; but if the 

flesh were off my heart, I would love the blessed God, which is infinitely better. Through grace 

I hope to come to that blessed region where God is all. In his light we shall see light, and in his 

love, we shall be forever inflamed to him. But I forget myself, and run out, but not beyond the 

pardon of my good friend.  

ñMy kind salutes to yourself; and begging all your prayers, I take leave, and subscribe myself,  

ñYour obliged friend and servant, 

ñEdward Polhill.ò 

O that there were such a spirit breathing in each of us! Then we should know what it is to receive, 

enjoy, and improve every temporal mercy as a new covenant blessing.  
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CASE 18. How may a Christian know that he  is  grow ing  in grace ?  

It is a question of some peculiar weight that I have before me. The resolution of it has a tendency 

to remove the Christianôs fears, help him in examining his soul, and stir him up to a holy diligence 

and watchfulness in his spiritual course, that he may not be trifling and slothful, but press on 

towards the mark, and so make some progress on his way to Zion. Here I will ,  

I. Make a few observations, that may be necessary to clear this important point. And,  

II. Mention a few instances in which  it will appe ar that the Christian, notwithstanding all the 

opposition he meets with, really grows in grace.  

I.  I would make a few observations, that may be necessary to clear this important point.  

1. Growth in grace is general ly  imperceptible to the Christian himsel f. For the most part, it is of 

a very gradual nature. It is  like a plant which grows insensibly, or like a babe which becomes 

stronger and taller, till at length he has all the proportions of a man ; and yet you donôt see how 

this is done. In time , you find  an alteration, but you cannot perceive the steps by which he 

approaches nearer and nearer to manhood. Thus it is with the Christian. He is first a babe, being 

weak in knowledge and grace; then he is a young man; and after that he is a father. 1 These speak 

of great improvement; and yet in general, this is so gradual that the Christian is insensible of it. 

He is at first a plant; but afterwards he may be compared to a tree, and so he goes on oftentimes, 

till at length he becomes a tall cedar in Lebanon. And yet the steps by which he ascends to this 

height in stature are chiefly imperceptible.  

2. Sometimes growth in grace is quick er and more visible . God does great work in a little ti me. 

Some Christians make great improvements, and soon come to a state of manhood. They ripen 

apace for a better world, and make great advances in the divine life. When God is like dew to their 

souls, they revive as the corn, grow as the vine, shoot forth their branches, and make a green and 

flourishing appearance. ñWhen the Sun of righteousness arises upon them with healing under his 

wings, they go out, and grow fat like calves of the stall.ò Mal 4.2. Like the sun in its return from 

the winter solstice, nourishes frozen nature by its warmth  and makes it look green and beautiful, 

so when the Sun of Righteousness, after a long time of withdrawal , comes to shine again upon the 

soul, he feels the warmth of his reviving beams, and finds a glorious and sudden alteration. He is 

then like calves fattened in the stall, which are fit for slaughter, and therefore make much quicker 

improvements than those that are in the open field . The Christian, like them, grows fat, and makes 

very visible advances in holiness. When God fills the pool of ordinances with his heavenly rain, 

we are sensible of it, feel the refreshment and go from strength to strength.  

3. On the whole, we may have made some progress in the Christian life, even if for the present 

we may appear to be going backward . Some corruptions may for the present harass our souls 

and have led us aside. By some neglect or other, we may have grieved the Holy Spirit, and he may 

have left us for a time. And so we may appear to be in a declining and withering condition, though 

on the whole we may have made some progress in grace, and may have gotten some cubits added 

to our spiritual stature since we gave ourselves to Christ. A child may have some indisposition 

which may prevent his growth for a time . Yet he may have gotten much strength when compared 

 
1 The apostle John addresses Christians according to their rank and standing in religion. He writes to babes, those who 

are young Christians, and therefore weak in faith and understanding. He writes to young men, those who were stronger, 

more vigorous and lively, and therefore fit to encounter difficulties . And he writes to fathers, those of age and experience 

in Christianity . In all of these, he alludes to the different stages of the natural life, from one to the other of which there 

is a gradual ascent. 1Joh 2.12-18. 
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with what he was at first . David lay asleep for some time, and gave no evidences then of any growth 

in grace. Yet, doubtless he made advances in conformity to God, though now a corruption leads 

him into captivity. From all this, then, we learn that we must not compare ourselves with 

yesterday, if we would know whether we have any more steps on our way to heaven. It might be 

much better with us yesterday than today, as to the frame of our souls, and yet in general we may 

have gained some ground. If we would know our growth, we must look back to the time when we 

first gave ourselves to the Redeemer, if we can remember it, and compare ourselves now with 

ourselves then.  

4. We may grow in one  respect, though we may not grow in all . A tree in winter may appear to 

be dead, but it is indeed alive and gathering strength, even though it isnôt beautified with blossoms 

or loaded with fruit. Thus the Christian has his winter seasons. Yet he is making some progress in 

adversity ð when under afflictive dispensations, the buf fetings of Satan, under spiritual darkness 

and discouragements. He may grow, though his faith may not be as strong, his affections as lively, 

and his soul as comfortable as he could wish. Some dispensations may be more suited to bring 

one grace into exercise than another. If any grace is strengthened, and weôve gotten nearer to 

Christ in any measure, we are then growing Christians. Some form for  themselves marks and 

evidences of growth in grace; and if they donôt come up to that standard, they conclude that they 

are going backward. Whereas, we ought to be thankful if we grow in one respect, even if we donôt 

see that we grow in all .  

5. We are not to judge our spiritual growth by the growth of others . Some with whom we are 

acquainted, have perhaps made greater advances in grace. They have great knowledge, can reason 

solidly about the Gospel: their zeal is lively, their faith is strong, their hearts appear w arm, and 

they seem to have much communion with God. Because we donôt find the same gifts and measures 

of grace in ourselves, but perhaps a coldness, a sad indifference, etc., we are ready to conclude 

that we have no grace. We especially conclude that we are far from being growing Christians, not 

considering that there are different degrees in different persons. Indeed, we donôt consider that 

these have their corruptions, their inward struggles, their dead seasons, as well as others. Because 

we are not all Pauls, must we therefore say that we are not Christians at all? Because we donôt find 

the same degrees of love for  ordinances as David did, must we say that we have none at all? These 

would be strange and very unfair conclusions.  

II.  These things being thus observed, I now come to show when the Christian may be said to grow 

in grace. Among other things, I would mention these following:  

1. Growth in grace reveals itself in an increase of spiritual light and knowledge . To see more of 

sin is (as we observed in another case) a real sign that the work is carrying on. It was by the light 

of the Spirit alone, that we first saw the wickedness of our hearts, and a loathsomeness in sin. And 

it is by this light , that our views of it grow clearer and more distinct. Whe n the commandment 

came, the boasting Pharisee saw himself as a sinner, Rom 7.9. To see more and more of ourselves, 

tends to bring us into a more evangelical frame, and so it  makes us appear more like the followers 

of Christ. As we see more of ourselves, as the work is carrying on in us, so we see more of Jesus 

Christ  ð the greatness and amiableness of his person, the virtue of his sacrifice, the triumphs of 

his cross, and the importance of his intercession. On the whole, when we see more vileness in 

ourselves, and more beauty in Christ; more of our own emptiness, and more of his fulness; more 

of our own weakness, and more of his strength; more of the insufficiency of our own righteousness 

to justify us before God, and more of the glory of his ð in a word, more of our wretchedness and 

nakedness, and more of his suitableness and excellence, then we may be said to grow in grace.  
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2. When we are enabled to go out of ourselves more, and depend more upon Christ, we may be 

said to grow in grace . The young Christian is ready to place too much dependence on his own 

frame. If his affections are not sweetly raised in duties, then he is ready to conclude that such 

duties are lost. When he finds a dullness, a contraction, a straitness in his frame, he fears that he 

has no experience of the grace of God. He is too ready to depend upon his own resolutions. When 

led aside by any corruption, he resolves against it, and goes too much in his own strength. Under 

spiritual darkness, or afflictive dispensations, he gives way to discouragement too much, and often 

refuses to be comforted. If, then, we are enabled to lay aside a stress on our frames, and look more 

to Christ, leaving our souls with him; if we are more sensible of our weakness and depend more 

on the strength of the great Redeemer; if when Satan buffets and God afflicts, we are enabled to 

leave ourselves with Christ, pleading his righteousness, and waiting for his salvation; if under a 

deeper sense of our emptiness we go to Christôs fulness, cling to and trust in him, resolving that if 

we perish, we perish at his feet, then it is a sign that we are growing in grace.  

3. We are making some advances when we find a true relish for duties, and grow more spiritual 

in them . Young Christians generally have more fire than solidity. They are, says Dr. Goodwin, like 

new musical instruments  ð they have more varnish than old ones, but they donôt give as sweet a 

sound. Their zeal and affection often carry them beyond their duty. They are ready to think they 

must pray so often, and spend so much time in duties, that they cannot otherwise be Christians. 

But as they grow in grace, they find a relish for duty ; they see its great importance and attend to 

it in its proper place. They grow more settled and solid. They have juster conceptions of God. Their 

obedience flows more from love. Their services are more evangelical. They attend to duty more in 

its proper season, and give every duty its just weight. When indeed we find a growing coldness to 

duty, and indifference, carelessness, and negligence, then we have reason to fear a decline. But 

when we have a true relish for duties, and are more spiritual in them, it is a sign that we are making 

progress in holiness.  

4. We make advances in grace when we are more humble, submissive, and thankful . A humble 

frame is that which the whole Gospel is calculated to bring us into, and which the Spirit  promotes 

by all His works in us. The more we are sunk in our own apprehensions, the lower we lie, the more 

detestable we appear, and the more we show of the Christian. The growing Christian has more of 

a humble submission to the dispensations of providence. When afflictions first come upon us, we 

are like bull s unaccustomed to the yoke; our proud rebellious hearts are ready to rise against God. 

But as we make advances, we are brought to justify God, and to acquiesce in all his proceedings.  

ñLord, this proud heart would gladly rebel. But, oh, have your own way with me! Why should a 

living man complain about the punishment of his sins? I would rather be dumb, not opening 

my mouth against any part of Your conduct, but cheerfully surrender myself and my all to Your 

disposal, saying, Choose my inheritance for me.ò (Psa 47.4) 

As the Christian grows, he is brought into a more thankful and admiring frame. He admires the 

riches of grace, and this is more and more his language:  

ñLord, why me? Why was my name enrolled in the book of life? Why did you call, renew, and 

sanctify me? Am I an heir of God? Will heaven be my inheritance? Oh, the grace, the infinite 

grace and compassion of God!ò etc.  

This is the very frame of the saints in heaven. Who are more humble than they are? Who are more 

thankful? They are ever adoring divine grace, placing the crown upon their Redeemerôs head, and 
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giving God all the glory, Rev 5.9-13. Therefore, the more we are brought into this frame, the 

greater progress we are making in the Christian life.  

5. We grow in grace, when we find our corruptions weaker , and the power of sin more and more 

subdued in us. There was a time, Christian, when your poor, silly , foolish heart was ready to fall 

in with every temptation; when  your corruptions were strong, and often led you into captivity. But  

have you gotten by divine grace a greater freedom from them? Have you been enabled to mourn 

over them, pray against them, and bring them to the cross of Christ, and get them mortified and 

slain? Donôt pride, passion, envy, discontent, and carnality reign as much as usual? Are you then 

more on your guard, and do you find  your soul more at liberty than before? This is a sign of growth 

in grace.  

6. Finally , when we find less of an earthly, and more of a heavenly disposition, we may be said 

to grow in grace . When our esteem for this world is sinking, our attachment to it weaker, when 

our affections are often withdrawn from it, and we find greater desires to converse with God, and 

to look above; when heaven grows more pleasing and familiar, and somewhat like the inhabitants 

above, we are filled with a warmer zeal for God, and desire to honour him by a more active and 

lively obedience; when we find a growing concern to be dead to present things, and to have a 

greater love for  Jesus, a stronger faith in him, and an increasing conformity to him, then we may 

comfortably conclude that we grow in grace.  

I would conclude this subject with  a reflection or two.  

1. How awful is the case of those who are absolute strangers to the grace of God! To be conformed 

to God is the greatest happiness of a creature. What can render us more amiable than to have the 

divine image in us? What can more contribute to our real felicity? It is heaven to be like Christ, 

1Joh 3.2. It is absolutely necessary to our communion with him here on earth, and to our ful l 

enjoyment of him above. You, then, who are strangers to the new creature, have no degree of 

fitness for a better world. What could heaven be to you, but a tiresome place? Could you exult in 

God as your highest happiness? Could you join the church triumphant in cheerful, unwearied, and 

everlasting ascriptions of praise to God and to the Lamb? Only sit down and seriously consider 

this, and you must soon be convinced that your hopes of happiness are absolutely vain, for  you 

are under the power of sin; you have no relish for spiritual services ; and consequently, you have 

no real fitness for heaven. Let me beseech you to consider your present dangerous and awful 

condition . And oh, seek to be a Christian indeed, so that  you may not please yourself with 

expectations of salvation, and at last meet with disappointment. This has been the case with many. 

They thought themselves rich, and increased with goods, when indeed they were poor, and 

miserable, and blind, and naked. They rejected every admonition, turned away every exhortation, 

and would not believe the awful truth that they were children of wrath and dead in trespasses and 

sins. But they cried peace, peace, till sudden and everlasting destruction came upon them, and it 

was too late to seek grace and look for mercy. Deplorable as it is, this will be  your condition, 

graceless soul, if death were to come upon you while  you are persuading yourself that all is well. 

Let me beseech you, therefore, to consider the things that belong to your peace, before they are 

forever hidden from  your eyes ð to be summoned before the tribunal of God, there to be weighed 

and pronounced too light; to hear the awful word, Depart ! to see the bottomless pit opening, and 

no way of escape, no deliverer near ð but instead to see the now  compassionate Jesus, then 

refusing to stretch forth his arm to help you, to hear him crying out,  

ñYou infatuated creature, you are ruined forever . Once I called, but you refused; once I stretched 

out my hand, but  you didnôt regard it; now I will laugh at  your calamity, and mock now that your 
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fear comes upon you; you may now call, but I will not answer;  you may seek me earnestly, but 

you shall not find me.ò (Pro 1.24-28) 

Oh think, think , I entreat you, of this melancholy and distressing scene. Let the consideration of 

it engage you to look into  your heart, and with the utmost diligence , seek an experience of the 

grace of God to fit you for the enjoyments above. Seek an interest in the righteousness of Christ, 

to give you a tit le to them. Give God no rest, but earnestly beg that He would send his Spirit to 

make everything new in your heart, proclaim liberty to  your captive soul, lead you to the feet of 

the almighty Redeemer, and prepare you to enjoy Him .  

2. We see what should be our great concern as Christians. Not to grasp for  honours, riches, and 

the emoluments of earth and time; not to gratify our appetites in the pleasures of sense ð but to 

pursue the glory of God, and the prosperity of our souls. Is this, Christian, what  you daily have in 

view? While  you are attending to the affairs of  your family,  are you neglecting your soul? Do you 

ever inquire whether that soul is starving or flourishing? Is it  your greatest care to grow in grace? 

Are you therefore watchful against every sin, much in prayer, frequent in meditation and self -

examination? And are you looking to Christ daily , for all suitable supplies to enable you to make 

advances? Is it a matter of humiliation that  you find so much of the body of sin within you, such 

coldness toward duties, such degrees of ignorance, so much carnality, spiritual pride, etc.? Do you 

mourn before the Lord, that there is so little of a divine temper, so little of your Redeemerôs image 

in you? Do you gasp after holiness, pray earnestly for the Spirit of sanctification to cleanse  your 

heart, and add some cubits to your spiritual stature? To live a natural life only, is not to live : it is 

only to breathe. You slothful Christians, awake, and consider your character, your happiness, 

your usefulness. All of these call upon you to seek progress in grace. Oh, may this be your motto, 

ñFor me, to live is Christ!ò Seek more of Christ with  you, and in  you. Donôt be content to always 

be babes, but thirst after an increase of strength, of knowledge, of faith, of love, of every grace, 

that it may be evident to all that you are not only a Christian indeed, but that your soul  is in a 

healthy and prosperous condition, and that it is your great est delight to be growing  in holiness 

and usefulness.  

3. If we have any reason to hope that we are growing in grace, we should ascribe all the glory to 

God. He is the author and finisher of our faith , Heb 12.2. The same grace that said to us, Live, 

contin ues this life. The same power that first brought us to God, must still be exerted, or else we 

will  soon return to folly. It is not enough for grace to be implanted; the Spirit must help us to bring 

it into exercise. Has any corruption been subdued, any victory been gained, any progress been 

made in your race, any cubit been added to your stature? It is God who has done it. The smoking 

flax would be quenched, and the bruised reed entirely broken, if God was not to stand by you, and 

help you. your salvation is all of grace. Grace chose you from eternity, grace called you in time, 

grace sanctifies you, and carries you on from strength to strength; and at last, the same free grace 

will finish the work, and bring you into the immediate presence of God. It is n o wonder, then, that 

the saints will forever sing grace, grace. May we learn the song here, and walk under a deep sense 

of unmerited grace, till we come to that world where we will  put the crown upon our Redeemerôs 

head, and ascribe unwearied and everlasting praises to him who sits on the throne, and the Lamb.  

4. How glorious heaven must be, where that work which God begins and carries on here, will be 

perfect! The end of ordinances is, ñFor the perfecting of the saints, for the edifying of the body of 

Christ, till we all come in the unity of the faith, and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to a perfect 

man, to the measure of the stature of the fulness of Christ.ò Eph 4.11, etc. We are at best but babes 

here, when compared with what we shall be. We are now underage, and have our inheritance in 
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prospect, not in possession. Here we are fatigued with numberless conflicts and struggles with sin 

and Satan. Now and then we get a victory, but again we are overcome. We make but slow progress 

in our way. It is difficult to get near to God, and to grow into his likeness.  

ñBut see, my soul, heaven is before you: heaven, where all your corruptions will be perfectly 

destroyed and you will have no more enemies to contend with, no more victories to gain, no 

more struggles with your own heart; but the conquest will be fully  yours, and the top stone will 

be laid in your salvation. See, heaven is just at hand; where the new creature will be perfect, and 

appear in its beautiful and j ust proportions; where  your understanding will be freed from all the 

remains of darkness, your will  is in sweet and everlasting subjection to God, and that heart glows 

and burns with the purest flame of divine love. Happy hour! Desirable period! When I wil l put 

off the body of sin, and start into perfection in a moment; when I will  no longer see through a 

glass darkly, but face to face; when I will  no longer be a babe in Christ, but a perfect man.ò  

Awake, you saints, lift up your heads, for your redemption draw s near. Get up on mount Pisgah, 

and view the heavenly land where your weary souls will be at everlasting rest, and all your longings 

will be eternally satisfied with the most perfect and exalted enjoyments.  

CASE 19. How may a deserted belie ver  discover  the particular sin or sins by which  

he has grieved the Spirit of God ?  

This is doubtless a most searching and experimental  question, in which there is a need for the 

greatest faithfulness to be used, both by the one who resolves it, and by the one who attempts to 

make use of it for himself. In many cases, it seems very difficult to point out to a soul under 

declensions, what the particular reason is for  the Spiritôs withdrawal . However, I will  attempt to 

bring this matter as close to home as I possibly can, recommending myself to every manôs 

conscience in the sight of God.  

We must indeed acknowledge that the Lord may for wise and holy ends, withdraw from his people 

those comforts and quickenings with which they have been favoured. And He may do that without 

immediate respect to any particular sin or sins committed by them. Sometimes this withdrawal  is 

for the prevention of sin, or for the revelation of sin, rather than as a punishment for it. But 

generally, divine withdrawal s are in consequence of some iniquity by which the Holy Spirit has 

been grieved. And it is the duty and business of every gracious soul, when he finds himself 

deprived of these tokens of divine love which he has usually enjoyed, to ask this serious question: 

ñWhy does the Lord thus contend with me?ò On all such occasions, he has reason to suspect 

himself  as being the proper cause of his complaints. Thus the holy Psalmist seems to maintain a 

godly jealousy over himself when he says, Psa 139.23, 24; ñSearch me, O God, and know my heart; 

try me, and know my thoughts, and see if there is any wicked way in me, and lead me in the way 

everlasting.ò  

The question under consideration may be placed in this familiar and soul -searching light: a 

believer who has been used to walking in the light of Godôs countenance, and under the quickening 

influence of his Spirit, no w finds that these comforts are withdrawn from his soul ; he doesnôt 

experience such a spirituality of frame as he used to do. He now feels himself in a declining 

conditio n; his faith weak, his comforts low, his graces not ready for exercise. And notwithstanding 

all his attempts by prayer and endeavour, he cannot arrive at that spirituality and comfort of soul 

which he once enjoyed. And, therefore he cries out with Job, ñO that I were as in months past, as 

in the days when God preserved me; when his candle shone upon my head, and when by his light 

I walked through darkness!ò Job 29.2-3. Or as the same holy person said at another time , ñBehold, 
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I go forward, but He is not there; and backward, but I cannot perceive Him ; on the left hand where 

he works, but I cannot behold him . He hides himself on the right hand, so that I  cannot see him,ò 

Job 23.8-9.  

This becomes a matter of sad complaint, and the believer wants to know the reason why it is this 

way with him. Feeling that the Spirit is withdrawn, he sees the gr eatest reason to suspect that the 

Spirit has been grieved by him. When he comes to search, so far as he knows himself, he is perhaps 

conscious that he has been kept from gross immoralities and enormities. For this reason he cannot 

be certain what the particular sins are for which he is thus visited. If indeed, upon reflection, the 

believer finds that he has fallen into some grievous sin, either of heart or life, in such a case he 

cannot help but know the reason for  the visitation. Thus , after commi tting  that complicated sin of 

murder and adultery in the matter of Uriah, David could not help but see the reason for  the 

present declensions of his frame, and the present decay of his comforts. Therefore he cri es out, 

Psa 51.11-14, ñDo not cast me away from your presence, and do not take your Holy Spirit from me. 

Restore to me the joy of your salvation, and uphold me with  your free Spirit. Deliver me from 

blood-guilt, O God, you God of my salvation.ò  

Now then, if you are conscious of any enormity in your practice, or any wilful neglect of duty, donôt 

wonder if the quickening and comforting influences of the Divine Spirit are awfully suspended. 

We have a general rule laid down in 1Joh 1.6-7, which should be attended to with great concern in 

the present case. It consists of two parts. The first is mentioned in the sixth verse: ñIf we say we 

have fellowship with him, and walk in darkness we lie and do not practice the truth.ò The second 

part is contained in the seventh verse: ñBut if we walk in the light, as He is in the light, we have 

fellowship one with another; and the blood of Jesus Christ his Son cleanses us from all sin.ò From 

this we may observe that all those comforts are delusive, which are consistent with the love and 

practice of sin; and that those who are inclined to walk closely with God, may expect delightful 

communion with him. But the present case stands in this light:  perhaps you donôt feel that delight 

and pleasure in spiritual duties, nor that spirituality of frame, which  you were prone to enjoy. 

From this you very justly suspect that the Spirit has been in some way or other grieved by you. 

But you cannot be certain in what manner it has been done, because your conscience doesnôt 

charge you with  any gross immorality and defects. It is true that, upon inspection, you see an 

abundance of corruption in  your heart; but you cannot point out the particular sin or corruption 

which is the ground of your present complaint.  You would therefore be glad to know how to 

discover it, so that the sin may be brought to the cross of Christ, in order to be crucified.  

In answer to this question, doubtless the first and grand direction is this, to set about the duty of 

self-examination. Disconsolate believer, ransack your own heart; look through  it, look into  it as 

deep as you can; and while you are thus upon the search, beg of God that he would examine and 

prove you, that he would try  your reins 1 and your heart. But it may be that  you have thus been 

searching and inquiring, and  you are still at a loss to fix your eye upon that particular sin for which  

you are visited. You will then ask, ñWhat rule can now be given?ò And you will be ready to say that 

if you cannot discover it by self-examination, then how is it possible that any other would be able 

to do it? Yet I will venture it, and endeavour to do the most faithful and searching part, and then 

leave the whole to your own conscience to judge. Let me therefore give you three or four directions 

by which you may be able to fix your eyes on the particular sins for which the Lord withdraws 

from you.  

 
1 Reins: our innermost parts, the core of our being. 
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1. I say, the sin which was the immediate cause of your present declensions, and which most 

prevails under them, is very likely to be the reason for  the present awful visitation. Look back, 

therefore, and observe the time and manner in which you fell into this declining, uncomfortable 

way. Perhaps, just at the time when your darkness began, you had some impatience under the 

divine hand, or perhaps you were left to slight or abuse those quickenings and comforts which you 

were favoured with. The spouse in the Canticles seems to be sensible that this must be the sin by 

which the Spirit is grieved . Sol 2.7, ñI charge you, O daughters of Jerusalem, by the gazelles and 

does of the field, that  you not stir  up nor awaken my love till he pleases.ò You had been favoured 

for a time with the divine presence, and the light of his countenance. But you began to grow casual 

about these spiritual privileges, to be careless about them, or to grow remiss in your duty under 

the enjoyment of them ð or perhaps at this time you gave way to the rising of some particular 

corruption . And immediately upon this , the Spirit withdrew, and left you in darkness and distress, 

or under coldness and indifference. If so, then you may be very certain that this was the particular 

crime which grieved the Spirit.  

Further , take notice what is that sin which most prevails under your present declensions. You will 

be able to learn this by a little inspection. I t is generally found that the sin which causes the 

desertion is that which continues it . As it has gained such an advantage as to drive the Spirit away, 

it now rages and triumphs, and grows stronger and stronger under these calamitous experiences. 

By this you may know that this is the sin which lies at the bottom of your present complaints.  

2. The sin, whatever it is, which you now want to extenuate and excuse, you have great reason to 

think is that which caused and continues the divine withdrawal . It may be that under your present 

darkness, you look into your own heart and ways, and find a great many corruptions working, and 

sins prevailing in your soul. The more you look, the more you see the corruption of your own heart, 

the abominations that are working within you; and those things appear in such multitudes that 

you donôt know which to fix upon as the particular cause of your declensions. And after all your 

searches, it is not at all improbable  that  you may overlook the very thing you are seeking. For 

those sins and corruptions which you are most ready to fix upon, are those which you are sensible 

of, lament under, strive and pray against ð and these, however they may have caused the divine 

desertion, yet they do not continue it . Those sins which your soul is for magnifying, and for which 

you perpetually accuse yourself, you have the least reason to suspect. This is because, so far as you 

thus see your sins, it is a happy token that the Spirit is present with you as a Spirit of humiliation. 

Therefore, look further and see whether you arenôt making some excuse for, or palliating some of 

those evils which are in your heart and life; whether youôre not for making them as littl e as 

possible, and endeavouring to throw off the guilt of them  from yourself .  

Now then, as soon as you can observe this disposition with respect to any iniquity, you may 

immediately charge the fault upon that particular sin. For instance , have you been guilty of 

neglecting or slightly performing private, family, or public duties? Have you been negligent in 

keeping the Sabbath, or careless in the public or private exercises of Godôs worship? Or have you 

conformed to any of the vices and vanities of the world? Perhaps in these cases, your heart is 

saying,  

ñIt is true, I have occasionally neglected private prayer; or I have in some little instances 

conformed to the ways of the world ð but this is no great matter. I neglected private prayer 

because my heart was not in a frame for it, or because I didnôt have a clear opportunity for it; 

and I have given into the ways of the world because there was some sort of necessity for it.ò  



121 

And thus your mind palliate s your offences. You are inclined to excuse your negligence or 

indifference . This plainly shows that these sins have gained and retain an awful prevalence in you. 

And therefore you may take it for granted that these are the iniquities for which you now are 

visited.  

3. Those sins in your heart and life, which you find the greatest unwillingness to oppose, are the 

sins which cause or continue the withdrawal . There are many corruptions working  in you, and 

many temptations assaulting you, to bring you into what is contrary to the law or Gospel. Some of 

these you can fight, strive, watch, and pray against. Others are so pleasing to your flesh, or so 

suited to your inclinations, that you cannot find it in your heart to vigorous ly resist them. You may 

then take it for granted, that these latter lie at the foundation of your spiritual complaints.  

4. The sins which you are ashamed or unwilling to heartily confess before the Lord, are those by 

which the Spirit is grieved. Look attentively into your own heart, and perhaps you will find there 

is a sin committed or indulged by you, which you would keep secret in your own bosom. You 

cannot confess it with true freedom and sincerity . And as you are attempting to enumerate your 

transgressions before the Lord by way of confession, perhaps one (or two) starts up in your 

remembrance, which you find yourself unwilling to acknowledge to be as sinful as it really is, and 

as your conscience and judgment inform you it is. In this case, you know in your own conscience 

that you cannot frankly confess the sin before God because your heart is wedded to it, and you are 

unwilling to part with it. If it is thus, you no longer need be at a loss to know what hides the light 

of Godôs countenance from you. But if you could know it without reserv ation, and pray, plead, 

watch, and strive against that sin which you find thus clinging  to your soul, you would probably 

be immediately delivered, and find the Spirit of life and comfort restored to you. We have a clear 

instance of this in Psalm 32.3-5, where we find the Psalmist had withheld himself from a frank 

confession. So long as he thus kept silence, his guilt and distress remained and increased. But as 

soon as he said in his heart, ñI will confess my transgressions to the Lord,ò God forgave him the 

iniquity of his sin.  

Thus I have endeavoured in the plainest and most faithful manner I could, to lead you to the 

knowledge of those sins which are the causes of your spiritual complaints. I t is very evident from 

the nature of the thing, that these must be the sins that separate you and your God. For those 

iniquities that you truly hate, that you lament under, that you desire to confess before the Lord, 

and to carry to the cross of Christ to be crucified there, are not  the sins that maintain the distance 

between God and you. But those iniquities  that  you have such an affection for ð whether spiritual 

or external, whether in heart or life  ð that you cannot heartily condemn yourself for ; that you 

cannot confess without reservation before the Lord; that you cannot find it in your heart to oppose 

with vigour  ð these must of necessity cause a continued distance between God and your soul. 

These are the iniquities which are peculiarly provoking to God. These are the sins that harden the 

heart, that benumb the conscience and tarnish the soul. And remember, you can never expect a 

return of the divine quickenings and comforts until you can lay your hand upon these sins, heartily 

pray against them, and fly to the Lord Jesus Christ to have them pardoned and subdued.  

Permit me to conclude this soul-searching subject by a few necessary and important advisements 

on the whole.  

1. Beware of extenuating or excusing any sin. He that hides his sins shall not prosper (Pro 28.13). 

Yet this is what we are prone to. When we are tempted to neglect any duty, our corrupt heart will 

appear ready to find many excuses. It  will suggest to us either that the duty is too hard for us to 

undertake, or we donôt have an opportunity for it, or there wonôt be any great advantage reaped 
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by it. Thus we are often betrayed into a criminal omission of what the Lord calls for from us. It is 

no wonder, then, if the Spirit is grieved, and we soon feel the sad effects of indulging our spiritual 

sloth. It is no wonder if our communion with God is interrupted , corruption gains an advantage, 

and shyness between God and our soul is produced.  

Again, when we are prevailed upon to neglect an incumbent duty, our corrupt heart will now 

proceed to alleviate the fault, and make many excuses for it in order to hinder us from freely 

acknowledging it, and repent ing for it . And so we grow more and more hardened and careless, by 

which the grieved Spirit is still more grieved, and the separation between God and our souls is still 

continued and widened.  

The same may be said concerning a temptation to the commission of sin. Our carnal heart will 

represent the iniquity as very small, or very pleasant, in order to induce us to comply with the 

temptation . And when we are actually ñdrawn away by our own lusts and enticed, then lust, having 

conceived, brings forth sin ; and sin being finished, bring s forth deathò (Jas 1.14-15). This is the 

dreadful tendency of excusing and extenuating sin!  

It is this sad disposition in unrenewed  persons, that keeps them under the dominion of their own 

lusts. It is this that prevents them from seeing the danger of their state. It is this, likewise, that 

makes them continually careless, without an interest in Christôs grace and righteousness. It  

deludes their souls with many vain and dangerous hopes. The same inclination when it appears, 

and in any measure prevails in a gracious  person, is peculiarly provoking to God, and effectually 

robs the person of all his comforts and spirituality, makes him  grow more and more carnal, and 

so produces and promotes divine withdrawal s.  

Therefore, let us all beware of extenuating any iniquity. Let us rather endeavour to aggravate it to 

ourselves, and before God. 1 It is true that to aggravate our own sins is very disagreeable to flesh 

and blood; it often occasions a diminution in our pleasure. Yet it is a necessary work; necessary to 

our true humiliation , and necessary to keep us in the love and under the smiles of our gracious 

God. None have a stronger view of the sinfulness of sin, than those who walk closely and 

comfortably with God.  

2. Be watchful  against the devices of Satan, and the deceitfulness of your own heart. We cannot 

have a stronger call to this necessary duty than what may be deduced from the foregoing 

discourse. For here we see that the devil and our own hearts will use all possible means to conceal 

from us the particular sins that are the most detrimental and dangerous to our souls. Are we 

afflicted in our persons, or distressed in our minds, and  under the evident marks of divine 

displeasure? Satan and our corrupt natures join to so perplex us, that we wonôt know why the Lord 

contends with us. Our perplexed minds will now condemn us for every other sin, besides the one 

that lies at the bottom of our spiritual distresses. And our unbelief will attempt to drive us into 

desperation because of those corruptions we see, lament, and pray against ð while the foundation 

of the controversy between God and our souls lies hidden under a criminal excuse. See here a most 

remarkable evidence that the heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately wicked . See here 

the necessity for  a narrow inspection, and of divine illumination, in order to attain the knowledge 

of our own case, and of the ground of our complaints. Watch and pray lest  you enter into 

temptation . By a thorough search, according to the foregoing rules, joined with prayer for divine 

 
1 That is, to increase its offensiveness in our own eyes, and increasingly see its offensiveness to God. ï WHG  
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teaching, you may be led to see the sin that most easily besets you, and that has gained the greatest 

strength in your soul.  

3. Having found out the particular sin or sins which cause or continue the distance between God 

and your soul, now endeavour to lay it to heart as most abominable and detrimental. The least sin 

excused and alleviated by us, thereby becomes a most grievous abomination. Observe, therefore, 

how it has worked, and does work, in your soul. Hasnôt it polluted your soul, weakened your 

graces, taken away your spiritual strength and enjoyment? Doesnôt this indulged or extenuated 

sin, whatever it may be, destroy the sincerity of your confessions, and the uprightness of your 

prayers? Can you frankly acknowledge, or heartily pray against that iniquity which your heart 

clings to, and which it  would gladly countenance? Surely not. Again, consider how provoking it 

must be to a gracious God, to find you harbouring his enemy in your bosom; to find you wishing 

that it may be spared or winked at. Surely you cannot wonder if the Lord withdraws from you. He 

does it justly; you oblige him to it . And he never will, never honourably can, restore his comforts 

to you until you are brought to hate, confess, and bewail it before him. O beg, therefore, that the 

divine Spirit would convince you of sin, and show you more and more the sinfulness of that 

particular iniquity and indulgence that lies nearest your heart, so you may see how abominable it 

is, as well as feel how detrimental it is.  

4. Bring the iniquit y to the cross of Christ, to be crucified there. Sin will live everywhere but under 

the cross of Christ. You may see your sin, you may strive, watch, and pray against it, and it will 

still prevail to maintain the separation between God and you, until you a re directed to exercise 

faith in the blood of Christ for the forgiveness and mortification of it. ñThose who are Christôs have 

crucified the flesh, with its affections and lusts.ò Gal 5.24.  

But perhaps you will  ask, ñWhat does it mean to bring sin to Chri stôs cross, and crucify it there?ò 

I answer, it contains the following things:  

1. To behold the sinfulness of sin in the death of Christ. You may see much of the evil of it by 

looking into the holy law, and observing its polluting effect on our own heart . But such sights of 

sin, by themselves, will not subdue it. Look at the cross of Christ; behold him suffering, bleeding, 

dying, and under his Fatherôs withdrawal  for the sin imputed to him . There you may look and 

wonder, look and mourn, look and raise your indignation against sin in the strongest manner. 

This will be a most effectual means of making you truly ashamed of it, and to mourn for it with a 

godly and evangelical sorrow.  

2. To account every indulged sin in you as crucifying the Son of God afresh . By giving way to 

iniquity, by harbouring it in your bosom, or casting a pleasing glance upon the abominable thing, 

you are guilty not only of breaking the law, but of undervaluing the blood o f the covenant. What! 

Did Christ die for sin, and you will indulge it? Surely this would be doing what lies in your power 

to bring him down, and nail him to the cross afresh. Oh! If we could only have such conceptions 

of indulged sin, they would greatly tend to set our hearts at the utmost distance from it.  

3. To cast the guilt of our sin upon the atonement of Christ, by faith . Do we now see ourselves 

truly  guilty and filthy? Are we ashamed of ourselves, and enabled to abhor ourselves, because of 

our abominations? Now surely we can only experimental ly conceive that nothing short of an 

infinite atonement can procure remission. Behold, therefore, the atonement that Christ has made; 

see how satisfactory it is to divine justice; see how sufficient it is for our pardon; and let us now 

endeavour to answer the challenges of a guilty conscience, by the blood of Jesus Christ. Thus we 

will  receive a divine pardon to our consciences; thus we will  receive peace and reconciliation with 
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God. And then we will  find Him restoring comforts to us, restoring the joys of His salvation, and 

the quickenings of his free Spirit.  

How unhappy is the believer while he lies under the guilt of unpardoned sin, and while the 

corruption and unbelief of his heart keep him back from a free confession of it! He has now lost 

all enjoyment of himself, all communion with God, and all special pleasure in, or profit by, his 

ordinances. He now sinks in deep mire where there is no standing; he has now come into deep 

waters where the floods overflow him. But when he is enabled to see his sin, guilt, and impurity, 

and to disburden his conscience by an application to the blood of Christ, then his soul is eased, 

his heart is purified, his spiritual liberty is restored, and a gracious God returns to him in lovin g 

kindness and tender mercies.  

CASE 20 . How should we read the word of God, so that it  may be for His glory, and 

the advantage of our souls ?  

This is a question of no small moment. It relates to a duty incumbent upon all who are favoured 

with the word of God . It is a duty too neglected by professing Christians, even though it is so 

peculiarly calculated to promote our spiritual advantage, and is often made effectual for that 

purpose. The person who sent in the question appears to be in some perplexity as to how to 

discharge his duty so as to get some spiritual profit. I will give you his own words.  

ñI am under some uneasiness concerning the word of God. I hope I love to hear it opened; to 

hear of that glorious Saviour exhibited in it , and that satisfaction he has made to justice. But as 

to reading it, what coldness I find in that duty ! I sometimes appear to delight in the duty . But if 

I try to me ditate on the word that Iôve read, how sadly my thoughts wander! So it is but little 

that I understand of it. I donôt know what method to take in reading  ð whether it would be most 

useful to begin at the beginning, and so go on regularly. Besides this, there is a great part of it 

that I donôt know the meaning of. I have often heard of the glorious promises there. But when I 

meet with them, I am afraid to take the comfort of them lest I deceive myself with false hopes. I 

have sometimes read the word before, and put up a few petitions that I mi ght read and meditate 

on it with advantage. But, alas! I have so carelessly attended to it, that I have thought at times I 

had better omit these petitions. In this perplexity, therefore, I would be glad of your directions, 

and of your answer to the above question.ò  

In this case, you find the experience of many, and the question given is of great importance, and 

is worthy of our consideration, because it may be useful, by a divine blessing, both to our direction 

and quickening. There are numbers in this Gospel land who never look into the Bible. So too, 

many of those who read it, do it in such a manner as to receive little or no profit by it. Some read 

it as a task; others read it in a careless, customary manner, thinking they have done enough if they 

have but gone through a chapter or two, even if  they hurried through it without consideration, or 

read it when half asleep. If you thus read the word of God, you cannot expect any great advantage 

from it . For when we trifle with God in our duties, we provoke him to withdraw his Spirit, and to 

withhold his ble ssing.  

The directions I will  give for the profitable reading the Scriptures, will be most particularly 

suitable to your private retirements . For I hope that you, who look upon prayer as one part of it , 

look upon reading as another important part of privat e duty. Permit me, therefore, to suggest to 

you the following directions :  
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1. Read the word with prayer . Prayer is one of the great means of bringing down the divine 

blessing upon all ordinances and duties, to our spiritual edification. It is a means of pr eparing our 

heart for other duties, and of enabling us to get good from them. It would be well for prayer to go 

before reading. However, if circumstances will not permit you to spend some time in this duty 

before you read the word, do not absolutely neglect it . Rather, send up a few petitions to God, that 

He would prepare your heart for the work that lies before you; open your eyes, that you may 

understand the Scriptures; and accompany reading with a divine blessing, so that it may answer 

some valuable purpose in your soul ð either to enlighten, quicken, or comfort, or in some way or 

other promote your spiritual good. When you consider these things, you cannot help but see the 

propriety of prayer before reading. But especially accompany  reading with prayer.  

Donôt think you have done all that is incumbent upon you, when you have read the Scripture either 

in the family or the closet. Pray over it before God . Have you been reading any promises of 

spiritual blessings? Plead them with God . Has the chapter represented the odiousness of sin, its 

dreadful consequences, the falls of Godôs people, and the salvation of the chief of sinners? Then 

beg that your eyes may be opened to see the malignity of sin, the wickedness of your heart, and 

that you may be kept from those evils which many have fallen into, and be enabled to admire the 

riches of free grace in the salvation of creatures so unworthy, and in your own in particular.  

Have you been reading of the privileges of Godôs children here, and the glory they will  have 

hereafter? Or have you been taking a view of the various duties in their respective relations and 

circumstances in life? Or of their  various experiences, and of the dealings of God with them? Beg 

that your heart may be suitably affected with such representations, so that you may be encouraged 

in your Christian course, quickened to run your race, confirmed in your belief of the reality of 

religion, and be enabled to continue till you receive the end of your faith , even your complete and 

everlasting salvation. Has the chapter been representing the Mediator, his glorious person, his 

important offices, his amazing love, the triumphs of his cross, or his qualifications for the great 

work that he has undertaken, and therefore his all-sufficiency to save? Be earnest with God, so 

that you may be enabled to leave yourself with this Jesus, that you may be sprinkled with his 

blood, have a share in all the blessings he has purchased, and that his love may ever endear him 

to your soul, kindle the sacred fire in your breast, and engage you to walk before him in holiness 

and righteousness all the days of your life.  

Thus let reading be accompanied with prayer. Remember that the Scripture is full of important 

mysteries which we cannot see the beauty of, unless the Spirit opens the eyes of our 

understanding. Our hearts are naturally full of prejudices against the glorious contents of 

Scripture, and therefore we want the Spirit to remove these, and give us a true relish for the great 

truths of revelation; and impress them powerfully upon our minds to our salvation. Th ose who 

neglect prayer, and depend on their own judgment and skill to guide them in matters of 

everlasting moment, have no reason to expect the Spiritôs teachings. And they are therefore liable 

to fall into every error, even those that will prove eternally destructive to their highest interests. 

Pray, therefore, for divine direction, for divine quickenings, so that what you read may be the 

means of bringing you nearer to God, and of promoting your everlasting advantage. Finally, 

earnestly pray that while you are ñbeholding the glory of the Lord in the  mirror  of his word, you 

may be changed into his image, from glory to glory,ò and may find that those truths you are 

reading, are properly impressing, warming , and establishing your heart, that you may be growing 

in the image of your Redeemer, and be training up for a glorious and everlasting world above. 
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2. Observe some order in reading t he  word , and make use of those helps that may be 

necessary to your understanding it. This person is at a loss to determine whether he should begin 

with and go regularly through the Bible, or not. This seems to be the best method to observe at 

your stated times of reading; and it will not prevent your looking into other parts of Scripture 

when you have opportunity. This method will give you a view of the great events which the 

Scripture mentions, and of the various circumstances of the church from period to period, and of 

Godôs dealings with them. By this means, you have a regular view of things, as they appeared from 

the creation down to Christ and his apostles. You will hereby have a greater insight into Scripture 

history and chronology, which will be both entertaining and useful, and keep your ideas of things 

relating to persons and facts distinct and clear. This person further says there is a great part of 

Scripture that he does not understand. You should read the Scripture, therefore, with an 

exposition or paraphrase.1 This will open the text to you, show you the connection, the design, the 

meaning, and so furnish you with matter for serious meditation. What end will it serve for you to 

read this sacred volume, and not understand it? If it is a sealed book, it is likely to be useless. On 

the whole, though you may understand some parts, yet there are others that will appear 

mysterious, and will remain so , to your great disadvantage in reading, unless you have some 

interpreter to help you to understand their meaning. 2 

3. You should be concerned to read the word of God with great seriousness and 

attention , and a real desire to have the contents of it impressed upon your mind, so that you may 

be better fitted for glorifying God in every character and station. If you run through a chapter or 

two in a hasty, cursory manner, you cannot expect much advantage. You should be concerned to 

attend with the utmost care and diligence, as well as with the greatest seriousness. A sense of the 

glorious Author, and of the subject matter of Scripture, should fill you with a peculiar awe, and 

command a reverence. It is the w ord of God; it comes with a ñthus says the Lord;ò it has his image 

stamped upon it, and it  is his message to you concerning things of everlasting moment. It is not 

designed to amuse us with trifling and empty speculations, or divert us with romantic storie s. It 

contains things of a far nobler and more sublime nature, even things that concern our everlasting 

peace. It reveals the transactions of eternity concerning the salvation of man. It represents the 

fall, with all its melancholy consequences; our state by nature, how wretched and deplorable it is ! 

It sets forth the riches of divine grace in appointing a Saviour, and in the method taken to bring 

about our redemption and salvation. It shows us the encouragements we have to apply to the 

Redeemer for all saving blessings, represents the nature, variety and excellence of them, the 

happiness of the saints in heaven, the triumphs and solemnity of the great day, the sentence that 

will be passed upon the wicked, and the awful execution of it in hell. It is full of  promises on the 

one hand, and threatenings on the other, and it therefore calls for the greatest seriousness and 

attention in those who read it. It is designed to be a means of our sanctification, and so to fit us 

for the heavenly world; and therefore we should seriously attend to it. And, lastly, it is that word 

by which we must be judged. This is the grand book that will be opened, and according to this, the 

sentence will be passed. All the opportunities we had to read and hear it, but not employed, will 

appear against us, if we are found to be strangers to Jesus, and aggravate our condemnation.  

 
1 It is an unspeakable privilege that we have such a variety of these, both upon the Old and New Testament. Permit me 

to recommend Dr. Guiseôs excellent paraphrase of the New Testament when you are reading that part of Scripture, on 

account of its clearness, fulness, and yet conciseness, as well as from the experience I have had myself of its peculiar 

usefulness. 

2 That is, a commentary (e.g., John Calvin, John Gill, Matthew Henry, etc.). ï WHG  
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How seriously, reverently, and attentively then we should read this sacred word! In sum, when we 

read the Scripture, it should be with views and desires of feeling its power and tasting its 

sweetness; that our minds may be more enlightened by it, and our souls more established; that 

our corruptions may be more mortified, and our graces more quickened and strengthened; that 

our doubts may be more removed, and our souls be supported under all the difficulties of life; that 

the promises may be more and more our joy, heaven be more in our eye, and we be set to long 

more for the full and everlasting enjoyment of God above.  

4. Re ading the word of God should be accompanied with meditation and self -

examination.  Reading alone will be of little service. Food taken into the stomach will serve no 

valuable purpose unless it is digested. Meditation is digesting spiritual things, and turni ng them 

into nourishment for  our souls. By this we extract honey from every truth, and so we get some 

additions to our knowledge and experience. It is a means of humbling, quickening and 

establishing our souls, and of kindling a fire in our affections. Whi le the Psalmist was musing, the 

fire burned , Psa 39.3. How often in meditation upon what the Christian has been reading, has he 

found his affections raised, and his soul brought near to God in some measure! How often while 

musing, has he been filled with an indifference to this world, hatred of sin, self -abhorrence, love 

for the Lord Jesus Christ, admiration for  His rich and infinite grace, warm desires for the 

enjoyments above, and satisfying views of an interest in them! By meditation the word takes 

deeper root in us, makes a more powerful impression on our mind, and furnishes us with matter 

for prayer. As often as you read, be concerned to meditate upon it. Also, examine yourself by it, to 

see what concern you have with it, what influence it has had upon you, and how you may employ 

it. Have you been reading about any of the marks and characters of the people of God, of the graces 

of the Spirit? Inquire whether you have found any of them in your own soul. Has the chapter 

represented some of the doctrines of Christianity? Examine what knowledge you have of them, 

how they suit your experience, and what use you may make of them for humiliation, 

encouragement, etc. Have you been reading about the love of God in the various parts of 

redemption and salvation by Christ Jesus? Here is a theme for your meditation; here is a call for 

self-examination. Inquire whether it has ever affected your heart, raised your admiration, and 

kindled a sacred flame in your soul. Finally, compare your heart with what you read . See whether 

it is your case that is represented, and endeavour by meditation upon it, and self -application, to 

gain some spiritual advantage from it.  

To these directions I may add,  

5. Read the wo rd of God frequently.  The more often you read the Scriptures, the more 

benefit you are likely to receive. Let the Bible be your companion. Be conversant with it. Consult 

it on all occasions, in every difficulty . When you want quickening, direction, comfort  or 

establishment, look into the sacred word. Let it be your daily practice to read it, because by this 

means you will get a growing acquaintance with it, with its various mysteries, the duties it 

represents, the encouragements and directions it gives you in every case. And so, by a divine 

blessing, you will have your knowledge and experience increased, your graces confirmed and 

strengthened, and your way made easy and pleasant through this difficult wilderness.  

I will now close with two reflections.  

1. What reason do we have to be thankful for the Scriptures, and the free use of them? When we 

consider the divine authority of this book, view its important discoveries, its peculiar usefulness, 

and how many are deprived of it, we have reason to admire Godôs infinite grace that we enjoy it, 
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and we should ever esteem it as the choicest of our treasures. We have great reason to be thankful 

that God is delivering us from Popery from time to time, as by this means our sacred privileges 

are continued to us, and we have the free use of the Bible. We have it in our own houses, as well 

as in the house of God, and we can examine it on all occasions, and try every doctrine by this 

divine standard. These must not be ranked among the least of our mercies. They are of great 

importance, and they call for our highest and our united praises.  

2. What matter of lamentation is it that this sacred book is so neglected, and how inexcusable such 

neglect must forever be? It is to be feared that t here are many families in this land, who do not 

have so much as a Bible in their houses; nor do they desire it. There are others who have it, but let 

it lie neglected, as an unfashionable book. Romances, plays, history, and various sorts of human 

compositions are in constant use. But this most excellent volume, this book that is the foundation 

of all our knowledge of divine things, our holiness, and our comfort, is thrown aside ; or when it is 

ever opened, it is with reluctance. What amazing ingratitude and stupidity this  is! Oh, may we all 

be humbled for our own and othersô negligence, and be concerned in our respective stations to 

esteem, use, and gainfully employ  the Scriptures ourselves, and do all we can to excite others to 

do the same ð that we may see peace and righteousness again flourish, ignorance and superstition 

banished, and a knowledge of the gospel spreading throughout the land. So, Lord, let it be. Amen, 

and Amen.  

CASE 21. How may a Christian attain  to perform ing  the duty of serious meditation , 

in a right manner?  

This question is grounded upon the following letter:  

ñSir: ð I am by profession a follower of the blessed Redeemer, and hope I can appeal to the 

Searcher of all hearts, that it is my desire to walk in all the statutes and ordinances of the Lord 

blameless. Holy, serious meditation is, I am persuaded, a duty which every Christian ought to 

exercise himself in. It is a duty in which I once took great pleasure and delight. Not a day was 

suffered to pass in the neglect of it for a considerable time. But alas! may I say to my shame, that 

an alluring world, a tempting devil, and a still viler traitor within, conspired against the welfare 

of my precious and immortal soul. I began to perform it in a slight  and indifferent manner, and 

at last I was prevailed upon to neglect it. Now I feel the awful effects of this, in a dark 

understanding, a hard heart, and cold affections. I endeavour to set about the duty ð but oh! 

the Spirit is withdrawn ; I have lost my God; and where will  I go? My thoughts immediately go 

after some trifling va nity; I endeavour to rally them, but they are soon gone again. I command 

them in the name of the Lord to attend  to it , for I have a great work to do; but all is of no avail.  

ñI should be greatly obliged to you, Sir, if you would take my case under your notice, and give 

me some directions concerning the right performance of this so important a duty.ò  

I will  aim at an answer to the various particulars contained in this serious case, by laying down 

the following propositions:  

1. There is a great difference between speculative study and spiritual meditation . This observation 

is of the greatest importance to direct us in what we are to aim at when we are striving to perform 

this duty. Our friend, in his letter, seems to have a very clear notion of the nature of this duty, and 

the difference between it and mere study, from his own experience. But yet it is needful to say a 

few words to make this distinction clear . For though there is in appearance a near affinity between 

study and meditation, yet in reality they are as different from one another, as the sun shining in 
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the heavens, and a painted sign of the sun. It is to be feared that many persons are apt to imagine 

that meditation is nothing but thinking over, looking and inquiring into , the doctrines and duties 

of the word of God. But it is plain  that  a person may employ himself much in this way, and yet be 

a stranger to true meditation.  

The difference lies here: Study is looking int o divine things in order to understand  them; but 

meditation is ruminating on them in order to apply them to our cases and consciences, and to 

raise our affections towards spiritual things. Study is, I may say, the thoughts of the head, while 

meditation con sists in the thoughts of the heart . By studying  concerning God, for instance, a 

person inquires into the evidences for His existence, and for a notional acquaintance with his 

perfections and glories. But by meditation , he contemplates those glories in order to affect his 

own heart with them, and to see his own concern in relation to them. The same difference may be 

observed between these two with regard to any of the doctrines or duties of Law or Gospel. If you 

would therefore attain to perform this duty in  a proper manner, it is highly necessary that you 

know what it is when you set about it. And you should keep up this important distinction lest you 

cheat yourself with bare speculative study in place of holy meditation.  

2. The chief part of the experience of religion  is included and contained in a right performance of 

this great duty. It is in holy meditation that we feel all the experiences of the spiritual life, and 

exercise all the graces of the Spirit. What is the exercise of faith, but realizing thoughts upon divine 

and spiritual truths? What is holy desire, but a realizing view of the desirableness of God in 

covenant, so as to draw forth our longings for  Him ? What is the exercise of the grace of hope, but 

serious meditation upon the promises and blessings promised, with suitable affection? Where 

does the exercise of the grace of love consist, but in endearing thoughts and views of God in 

Christ? And what is the grace of humility , but having low and abasing thoughts of ourselves? So 

that , I may venture to affirm that true grace is no f urther exercised by us, than as our thoughts are 

employed by holy meditation  ð in viewing and realizing spiritual things in a spiritual, heart -

affecting manner. And this duty of meditation is of such a nature , that it is included in all other 

spiritual duties, so far as they have anything of the exercise of grace in them.  

For instance, in prayer  we have no exercise of grace, but so far as our souls take notice of our own 

wants, and of Christôs grace and fulness. In reading  we have no exercise of grace any further than 

as we understand, realize, and apply to ourselves what we read. The same may be said concerning 

singing the divine praises, hearing the divine word, confessing our sins, and the like. So far, then, 

as there is anything of the power of religion in our souls, thus far the thoughts of our hearts are 

engaged in and employed about the spiritual things we are conversant with. And thus, when any 

grace is exercised, there is some spiritual meditation , whatever the duty engaged in may be.  

But, sometimes this duty of holy meditation is performed alone , as a separate duty ð namely, 

when the soul is enabled to look with a spiritual eye, and in an affectionate realizing manner, upon 

the things which are not seen, and are eternal ; when we designedly set ourselves to think about 

spiritual subjects, and have thoughts flowing in upon us; when we have the doctrines, promises, 

or precepts of the word brought to our minds, and we receive them to ourselves, and apply them 

to our own cases. But whether meditation is performed by itself, or in any other duty, remember 

that if it is rightly performed, i t always includes in it the exercise of grace; and the exercise of grace 

always includes meditation. From what has been said concerning this duty, it immediately follows 

that none but the lively Christian can daily perform it in a right manner . And this seems to have 

been the happy case of the person who wrote this letter.  
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3. There is a necessity for the spiritual operations of the Spirit of God, in order for  a right spiritual 

performance of this duty. Let us contemplate as well as we can upon what we read, hear, or know. 

Yet, unless we are favoured with the presence and influences of the divine Spirit, we will  find 

ourselves incapable of true meditation. Without Him , all our contemplations will be dry  study, 

and speculative thought ð a laborious attempt wi thout success. But if the divine Spirit takes from  

the things of Christ, and shows them to our souls, then we can see them, then we can realize them, 

then we can feel them and apply them to ourselves, and we can think upon them with spiritual 

affection. As a proof of all this, I may appeal to the experience of all Godôs people. And I may say, 

as Job does in another case, ñNow, if it is not so, who will make me a liar, and make my speech 

worth nothing?ò (Job 24.25) 

4. The Holy Spirit is a gracious, just, and sovereign agent. We must acknowledge that he is 

sovereign; for like the wind, he blows where he wishes, Joh 3.8. But let us not forget that he is 

likewise a wise and just agent. He is, I say, a just  agent ð for when he is quenched or grieved, he 

resents the indignity, and justly withdraws. Therefore, if we grow negligent in any duty, or give 

way to any sin, we have reason to expect that He will withdraw from us . And when he is gone, I 

may say, there is an end, for the present, to all the right performance of holy meditation. F urther, 

it is plain that the Spirit acts as a wise agent. He knows best when to favour us with his influences, 

or when to suspend them.  

5. Though we donôt have the influences of the Spirit at our command, there are many things that 

may be done by us, which may drive him away; and many means may be made use of to obtain 

his gracious return. As to the former of these, I need not tell you how to drive him away. This is 

what I hope you dread and detest as the sorest evil. But when he is withdrawn, the great question 

is, What means must be made use of for his return, that thereby our souls may be fitted for the 

spiritual exercise of holy meditation? This is what I apprehend our friend particularly desires to 

know. He wants direction for the right performance of the duty, now that he finds he has lost his 

capacity for it. But I hope he doesnôt imagine that any directions can answer his end without the 

Spiritôs return. So that the first and chief concern is not, How I may set about this work so as to 

attain the delightful performance of it?  ð but, What method must I take to have the former 

influences and assistance of the Spirit restored to me? For then, and not till then, will this duty 

be rightly perf ormed.  

Give me leave here to lay before you a few plain directions as follows:  

1. Is the Spirit withdrawn? Endeavour to maintain a sensibility of his absence. For while there is 

left in our souls a distressing, humbling sense of his absence, it is a good sign that he is not totally 

withdrawn. But if we grow careless and indifferent about his presence and influence, and we now 

think to recover ourselves by virtue of the use of means in our power, we have missed the way, 

and can never attain what we want, until our souls are led out after his gracious influences.  

2. Inquire into the particular cause or occasion of the Spiritôs withdrawal . Once you have found 

out the sin or sins which occasioned it, then go and humbly confess them before God. Loathe 

yourself for them, and bring them to the cross of Christ to be pardoned and crucified.  

3. Never omit spending some time in private. Daily converse with God, with his word, and with 

your own souls. Keep steady to private religion, and endeavour to make the best of it. By no means 

neglect the duty itself, under a pretence that you cannot perform it rightly  without the Spirit. It is 

indeed very unpleasant, and very discouraging, when we find from day to day that the wheels of 

devotion drive on heavily. But however unpleasant it is, you should still keep to it in order to 
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maintain a sense of divine withdraw als, and a humble frame of spirit under  it . But if you are 

prevailed upon to neglect these regular exercises, then you have no reason to expect that the life 

of religion might  be maintained, or the comforts and pleasures of it restored to your soul.  

4. Take advantage from what you feel in yourself to promote the work of meditation. Are you in a 

dark, declining, and deserted frame? Itôs true, you cannot at present meditate as you would upon 

the glories of God in Christ with sweetness and delight. All your endeavours to realize and impress 

these glorious subjects upon your mind will he found abortive while you remain in this declining 

frame. But remember, in thi s dark season you are called upon to another sort of meditation ð 

namely, to meditate upon the sinfulness of sin, the deceitfulness of your own heart, the corruption 

of your nature, and the sad effects produced by the working of corruptions in you. I f you can 

seriously contemplate upon these awful, humbling subjects, this may be a happy means of 

rendering Christ and his grace more precious and desirable to your soul. Though in your present 

frame you cannot find it in your heart to dwell upon glorious and de lightful subjects, you may find 

matter enough in your present condition to fill your thoughts with subjects of a self -abasing and 

penitential nature. And when you are employed in this sort of meditation, turn it into confession 

and humble supplication.  

5. And lastly , Donôt think the duty of holy meditation must be confined to itself , but bring in other 

spiritual duties to its assistance. It isnôt very often that we can perform this duty in a right manner , 

separated from other duties. It is indeed a happy thing if a person can regularly and daily form his 

mind to it, and find his frame fitted for it, whenever he designedly sets about it. But generally 

speaking, I believe this is a privilege that is not very common. For when we professedly apply our 

minds to it, and attempt to pursue a spiritual subject by contemplation, the vanity of the mind 

either prevents us from entering into any regular chain of thought, or it soon breaks in upon it. 

When we are thus disappointed, the more we strive against the stream, the more embarrassed 

and perplexed we will  be. It would therefore be proper to turn this attempt at meditation into 

mental prayer; or else take the word of God or some spiritual author in hand, with a view to direct 

our thoughts and apply what is read, to our own case and circumstance. I f our thoughts can be 

seriously employed in reciting  any portion of Scripture from memor y, or reading it, or lifting up 

our heart to God in spontaneous prayer, this is as real a meditation as if it were performed in a 

separate duty.  

On the whole, if you are inclined to attend to such rules as these, you may hope that, before you 

are aware, your soul will make you like the chariot s of a wil ling people, Sol 6.12. I will  conclude 

with a few remarks on this experimental  case, for the benefit of all.  

1. How gradually sin makes its entry into our souls! Perhaps at first we only begin to perform a 

duty in a slight manner ; then we proceed to an occasional neglect of it; and then to an almost total 

neglect. By this, the door is set open for sin and Satan to enter in. Our  hearts grow harder and 

harder, our thoughts more vain, and our souls too weak to withstand any temptation, or engage 

in any duty.  

2. How sad are the consequences of grieving the Spirit! It must be acknowledged that He is very 

often grieved by us; but blessed be his name, he doesnôt always take advantage against us. He 

doesn't always resent the affronts we cast upon his gracious and comforting influences, by 

undervaluing or overvaluing them. If he did, the people of God would perpetually be in a deserted, 

uncomfortable condition. But once he is provoked to such a degree as to actually withdraw, what 

sad effects follow! Now the graces of the Spirit seem to lie dead; now nothing but sin and 

corruption seem to reign ; now we are exposed to fall ready prey to our spiritual enemies ð and 



132 

we may be obliged to pray and wait a long time before there is any comfortable return. Let us 

therefore be very cautious and watchful, lest we dishonour and offend Him . For when we begin to 

fall, we donôt know how low we may fall, or how dismal our case may be, before He returns and 

we are revived.  

3. How ungovernable our thoughts and affections are! It is  evident and demonstrable, that we do 

not  have them at our command. They are like an army of undisciplined and disaffected soldiers. 

The will is, as it were, the General of the Army. He commands them to act, but they donôt stir; he 

sees them running away, and commands them to rally, but to no purpose. To will is present with 

us, but to perform what is good, we do not find  (Rom 7.18). See how necessary it is that we should 

be under a superior influence to that of our own hearts.  

4. How ignorant of the nature of true religion are those who think it an option to be pious, holy, 

and spiritual at their pleasure! Those who think so, betray their weakness, ignorance, and 

unbelief. For if the spiritual Christian  ð a person who has tasted of divine grace ð finds his 

corruptions so untamable, his affections so irregular, and his thoughts so ungovernable, how can 

it be that unbelievers should have any strength to so much as think a truly good thought?  

5. Lastly , What a plain rule we may collect from this subject , to judge the progress or declension 

of spiritual grace in our souls! We may easily judge how things go with us, only by observing how 

strong or how weak, how frequent or how seldom, the meditations of our hearts are upon spirit ual 

subjects. The more advanced a Christian is in the spiritual life, the more his heart can dwell upon 

divine subjects with pleasure and self-application, and the more natural it is for  him to really 

meditate in the midst of the duties both of life and re ligion. But if, from day to day, we find our 

thoughts vain, our meditations barren, our hearts dry and unsuited to devout contemplation, it is 

a sign that religion is at a low ebb with us. Therefore, frequently ask yourselves such questions as 

these: Are the very thoughts of your heart employed upon divine subjects? Can you truly meditate 

when you are reading, meditate when you are hearing, meditate when you are praying? And 

according to the answer that your conscience gives to these questions, you may determine the 

growth or declension of true religion in your soul. Happy are those whose thoughts and hearts are 

daily taken up with spiritual things . And how much happier still are those who are advanced to 

glory, where they are employed without intermission and without end, in nothing else but holy 

contemplation upon heavenly things in heavenly places!  

CASE 22 . When may a Christian be said to so pursue the affairs of th is  present life, 

that it prevent s his advances in grace, d ishonour s God, and injure s his soul?  

As this question appears to be of so critical and important a nature, and it will lead me to touch 

on a darling sin, a sin too common among us, namely, love of the world , so as to be properly on 

my guard. To clear the way for a direct answer, I would first premise these two things:  

1. All persons ought to be diligent in that calling in which God in his providence has placed them. 

Diligence in the shop is highly commendable. For lack of this, persons have often gone backward 

in the world . They have thereby lost all opportunities to be useful, and have brought themselves 

into circumstances that  greatly reflect upon the amiable character they bear as Christians. Poverty 

and distress are the consequences of slothfulness.  

ñI went by the field of the slothful, and by the vineyard of the man devoid of understanding . And 

look, it was overgrown with thorns, and nettles had covered its surface. Its stone wall was broken 

down. Then I saw and considered it well. I looked at it, and received instruction: a little sleep, a 
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little slumber, a little folding of the hands to sleep.  So shall your poverty come like a prowler, 

and your need like an armed man.ò Pro 24.30-34 

It was a command which the apostle gave, under the direction of the Spirit, that if any man would 

not work, neither should he eat , 2The 3.10. Industry is not only consistent with, but highly 

becoming to the Christian. It is of particular  service to keep persons from temptations, both 

temporal and spiritual. A slothful life is a dangerous life : Satan has greater opportunities to lay 

out his schemes with advantage. While  our hands are employed, our head is engaged, and the 

enemy cannot so easily distress us. I hope none will take occasion from anything I may say in my 

solution of this question, to intimate that I discourage diligence ; rather , I would press it. The 

children of God, though interested in His peculiar favour, and heirs of glory, they are not 

exempted from labour, even with regard to th e present world. If they would have bread and other 

comforts of this life, they must get them by the sweat of their brow . Yet,  

2. The enjoyments of this world, through the depravity of our hearts, are greatly ensnaring, and 

often prove greatly injurious to the Christian. They are blessings in themselves, and call for 

thankfulness. But through the corruption of our nature, they become temptations to us, often take 

our affections away from God, give us a coolness to spiritual duties, and at least endanger the 

eternal destruction of our souls. This is the reason why our Lord, in such strong terms, represents 

the great difficulty of a rich manôs salvation. Mat 19.24, ñIt is easier for a camel to go through the 

eye of a needle, than for a rich man to enter into the kingdom of God.ò This is the reason that the 

apostle tells Timothy to ñcharge those who are rich in this world, that they not be high-minded, 

nor trust in uncertain riches ,ò 1Tim 6.17. It is n o wonder then, that Agur made such a wise choice, 

and begged that God would give him ñneither poverty nor riches; but feed him with the food 

allotted to  him ,ò Pro 30.8. I mention this to show how much persons should be on their guard in 

their pursuits of this world. The first ob servation shows the necessity of diligence. This tends to 

keep diligence from degenerating into an immoderate thirst after outward enjoyments.  

I now come to the question itself:  ñWhen may a Christian be said to so pursue the affairs of the 

present life, that it  prevents his advances in grace, dishonours God, and injures his soul? ñIt is a 

difficult matter to steer between two extremes. We are either ready to be too negligent on the one 

hand, or too anxious and eager on the other. The Christian may often increase in worldly wealth; 

but God sends leanness into his soul. When we act unsuitably to our character, we grieve the Holy 

Spirit, and in measure He departs from us, and leaves us to ourselves.  

But the Christian may be said to so pursue the world, that it  dishonour s God, prevents his growth 

in grace, and injures his soul:  

I . When it breaks in upon his opportunities to attend to spiritual duties. It is not enough that we 

spend one day in seven attending to the concerns of our souls. The Christian must not let the week 

slip away, even if his worldly engagements are ever so great, without conversing with God and his 

own heart. If he does, it is a sad sign of his being in languishing circumstances. Spiritual 

meditation, self -examination, prayer, religious conversation, and reading the Scriptures, are all 

duties of great importance. In the performance of these duties, the Christian life is maintained, 

corruptions are subdued, graces are strengthened, and he is enabled to make some progress on 

his way to Zion. I say not how often a person must pray, read, hear, etc., so that he may grow in 

grace. But when we find our worldly engagements breaking in upon our spiritual duties, and 

gradually curtailing our opportunities to attend to them, we should heed the alarm.  
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We encounter many enemies in our Christian warfare. We have but little strength. We need to be 

much on our guard, much in prayer and in the use of those means which are necessary to our 

spiritual prosperity. Therefore, when the world encroaches on our time so as to leave but little for 

these duties, we have reason to be afraid of a decline. Many have begun well; they have set out 

with attending to the duties of the family and the closet . But the world, encroaching upon them, 

has taken up their time. They have left off all family prayer, and they are, I fear, too little in the 

duties of retirement . And for an excuse, they plead they have no time. They content themselves in 

this by a persuasion that the work began some time ago; and therefore they are safe, even if they 

cannot attend so well to all the duties they once performed. Whether these persons are Christians 

or not, I dare not determine . But I apprehend that we may, without hesitation, conclude that they 

are not growing  Christians; they bring no honour to religion. Th ose who neglect such 

opportunities as these for the world, thereby reflect upon the concerns of the soul, as if they were 

of a trifling nature, and far inferior to outward enjoyments . I need not say how much this grieves 

the Spirit, and brings a consumption upon the new man. But if, while  you are pursuing the world, 

you reserve time for family and private religion, for looking into your heart, and attending to the 

means of spiritual improvement, you may be growing as to both worlds.  

II.  The Christian may be said to pursue the things of the world to the dishonour of God and the 

injury of his soul when he finds thereby a growing coldness and indifference to spiritual duties, 

and his thoughts are greatly led away from God. It  is an unspeakable happiness when, amidst the 

engagements of this life, we find a readiness to duty and a delight in it; when we can rejoice that 

the Sabbath is just at hand, and find that the enjoyments of the world donôt make us indifferen t 

to the great duties of the Lordôs day; when we find a holy warmth upon our spirits, a readiness for 

spiritual conversation, serious meditation, and a pleasure in private duties. It is happy when the 

Christian is enabled to keep the world at a proper distance, to see it  as it is, emptiness and vanity , 

and cheerfully endeavours to abstract his thoughts from it  ð and as God gives him opportunity, 

to attend to those things that relate to his immortal part. It is happy when, like the good man  that 

David describes, he often employs his thoughts in sweet and spiritual meditation  (Psa 104.34); 

when he labours to have his soul above, while  his hands are employed; or to be habitually in a 

spiritual frame , to often rise up to God in holy thoughts, desires, and affections. This is the person 

who makes advances in the divine life, even while he is busily engaged in his secular concerns, 

and is pursuing them with all becoming diligence.  

But if we find the world chilling our heart, producing a barrenness in ou r frame, and a coldness 

to our duty; if we can let slip opportunities to attend to our soul, making an excuse to God and our 

consciences that we are busy (though it really flows from that indifference the world has given us 

to spiritual exercises); if we find a growing fondness for present things, and as that fondness 

increases, our relish for the spiritual parts of religion lessens; if we can pursue the world with a 

particular gusto, eagerness, and delight, but when we come to enter upon our duties, we find a 

sad deadness and reluctance to do them; if we find a growing indifference to spiritual 

conversation, but take pleasure in what is worldly and trifling  ð then we may conclude that we 

are so pursuing the world, that it  dishonour s God. While our outward circumstances may be 

flourishing, our souls are in a lean and starving condition. Always suspect danger when you find 

that your warmth in, and relish for, spiritual duties is on the decline. When your heart is willing 

to make frequent excuses for omitting  them, conclude that you have been overacting your part, 

and your are too eagerly pursuing present enjoyments.  
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III.  The Christian goes beyond his duty in the pursuit of this world when his inclination to employ 

the mercies God has given him, is in some measure taken away, and he grows into a worldly, 

covetous temper. The world is not given to us for ourselves only, but to improve, to lay ourselves 

out for the glory of God, and the good of others. Christ has left his poor with us as a legacy; we are 

to take care of them, to nourish and support them. We are to feed the hungry, clothe the naked, 

and supply the necessitous. We are to support the Gospel, and in a variety of instances use what 

we have to promote the interest of our Redeemer. If then, you are seeking after the world, and are 

diligent in your respective calling, so that not only you and your famil y may have a comfortable 

subsistence, but that you may have opportunities to do good to others by supplying the indigent, 

and showing regard for the Gospel. If you are concerned to set apart a portion of what God has 

given you for his cause, and to improve as his providence calls, and you find that this temper of 

mind increases with your wealth, then you have reason to conclude that your enjoyments come 

with a blessing. In great measure, you are walking suitably to your character, and you may be 

making improvements in the divine life.  

But if, as the world increases, you lose your desire for  usefulness; if you find that your concern for 

promoting the glory of God and the good of others is lessened; if what little you give, you give 

grudgingly; if you find an increasing fondness for the world, and a growing desire for riches; if 

you are willing to grasp at all you can, and cloak your covetousness under the names of prudence 

and frugality ; if on the whole you become more selfish, and your views and desires are more 

contracted ð then you have reason to conclude that you are pursuing the world with too much 

eagerness; that you have suffered some loss as to your soul; that you walk unsuitably to your 

character, and bring but little honour to God. To put a brand on covetousness, and to show its 

dangerous and destructive tendency, it is called idolatry , Col 3.5.1 Therefore, the nearer we 

approach it, the further we go from God.  

IV.  The Christian dishonours God, and hurts his own soul, when his pursuing the world produces 

a proud and carnal frame, or too much anxiety and distrust. This has too often been the case. 

When Christians have succeeded as to this world, they have grown proud. Paul tells Timothy (as 

we observed before) to ñcharge rich men that they not be high-minded,ò 1Tim 5.17. And Agur was 

afraid lest riches make him deny God, Pro 30.8. When Jeshurun grew fat, he kicked, Deu 32.15. 

Christians, through a flo od of prosperity, may forget God too much; become carnal and trifling in 

their frames and conversation; get too carried away with th oughts of their enjoyments; aim at 

superiority over others , looking at them with an air of haughtiness, or treat ing them as if they 

werenôt made of the same materials ð as if they werenôt children of the same family, interested in 

the same God, and equally precious to the same Redeemer. Carefully avoid such a frame as this. 

It provokes God to withdraw his Spirit in measure, the consequence of which is a sad decline in 

the power of religion. ñHe who trust s in his riches will  fall ,ò Pro 11.28. Always be afraid that you 

are going backward, when your enjoyments lift you up and bring you into a careless spirit.  

Again, if your pursuits of the world are accompanied with anxiety, suspect some danger. Some 

persons are so eager after the world, or put such a value on it, that they are ever fretful and uneasy 

if they meet with the least disappointment. They pursue present things with the utmost solicitude, 

are afraid lest their schemes not be properly executed, ever doubting success, and discontented if 

every circumstance doesnôt appear suitable to their inclinations, or if others prosper more than 

they do. Now, what does all this signify if not  too great a dependence on the world, valuing it too 

 
1 Col 3:5  Therefore put to death ... covetousness, which is idolatry.  


































































































































































































































































































































