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SERMON XXI.

ON THE CONSEQUENCE OF UNBELIEF.

JMARK XVI. 16.

“He that believeth not, shall be damned.”

THIS passage is so uncouth in its phraseology, and so

awful in its obvious import, that a doubt may arise in many

minds, whether the selection of it, as the groundwork of

a discourse, is judicious in itself; or calculated to be

useful in its influence and effects. Other passages, it may

be supposed, might have been easily chosen, more tender

and conciliating in their language, yet bearing in their

import, the same amount of terror to unbelievers. It is,

however, if the Evangelist may be credited, the language

of Jesus Christ, the Lamb of God, that lovely, gentle per

sonage, into whose lips grace was poured; who did not

strive, nor cry, nor lift up his voice in the streets; who

was meek and lowly in heart; and full of grace and truth.

And these very circumstances, in the character of Jesus

Christ, give an emphasis of terror to his language in this

passage, vastly beyond what the words themselves con

vey, harsh as they may sound in our ears. When harsh

expressions, come from the lips of a man of fiery and fu

rious temper, who is ordinarily accustomed to express

himself with bluntness, and want of feeling, we regard it,

s a matter of course, that he should express himself in

such terms; and the very fact, that such observations
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come from a man of such a temperament, abstracts con

siderably from the weight and impressiveness, they

would otherwise have.

But when a man of uniformly meek temper, and amia

ble character, whose general current of language is in uni

son with his soft and conciliating disposition, seems to

step aside occasionally from the evenness of his character,

and to express himself with a severity of language that is

unusual ; if we have confidence in his habitual integrity,

the only conclusion we are left to draw is, that he views

the subject, on which he utters himself with so much ve

hemence, as peculiarly important; or the sin he is de

nouncing, as singularly aggravated. -

In the life of Jesus, these remarks are eminently illus

trated. A Lamb-like gentleness pervaded his entire

character, and shed a mild and lovely lustre over his

general intercourse with mankind: but yet, there were

occasions, upon which the thunders of Sinai, seemed to

issue with tremendous peal from his lips. There were

sins, against which, there were sinners, against whom,

he uttered woes sufficient to make the flesh shiver on the

bones; the blood curdle in the veins; and the hair to

stand erect upon the head. Yes, it was not the bold, im

petuous, ardent, and sometimes erring, and sinning Peter

—but the meek, the amiable, the affectionate, the uner

ring, and unsinning Jesus, who said, “Ye serpents, ye

“generation of vipers, how can ye escape the damnation

“of Hell;” who said upon another occasion, “Ye are

“ of your father, the Devil, and the lusts of your Father

“ye will do;” who dealt out to the Pharisees, his un

ceremonious and unqualified charges, of gross and rank

hypocrisy. It was the same Jesus, who said, as in our

text, “He that believeth not, shall be damned.”

All the circumstances of the Saviour's situation, when

he gave utterance to these awful words, are calculated to
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clothe them with ten-fold solemnity. Had he uttered

them, when he was jeered at by the Roman soldiery,

when one smote him after he was blindfolded, and said

in derision, “Prophesy who it was that smote thee;”

had he uttered them, when Peter timidly disowned him;

when Judas avariciously and unfeelingly betrayed him;

when Pilate, notwithstanding the checks of his conscience,

yielded his honest convictions to the gust of popular pas

sion and tumult, we might have accounted for their

utterance, from the treachery, the ignominy, the ingrati

tude, and the cruelty of those, with whom, in these novel

circumstances, he was dealing. But far different was his

situation: he was now risen from the dead: had disarmed

death of his dominion; and rescued from the grave,

his prey. The period of his sufferings was past; the

powers of darkness were vanquished; the keys of death

and Hell were in his hands; he had spoiled all the princi

palities and powers of the infernal world; and made a

shew of them openly upon his Cross. He spoke them in

an attitude of Majesty, and in the temper of meekness.

He was giving instructions to his Apostles, what to do,

as the officers of his Church. Putting their Ministerial

commission into their hands, he said, “Go ye into all

“the world and preach the Gospel to every creature.”

And then pronounces the decision, which is to fix the

destiny of all classes of mankind. “He that believeth,

“and is baptized, shall be saved; but he that believeth

“not, shall be damned.” Who is it, that will presume

to say, after this, that faith is a matter of little conse

quence ; that men may believe this thing or that; in

different schemes, wide apart from each other, in most

essential artributes; yet all shall alike be saved; or that

good works will save them, with any kind of faith, or

with no faith at all ? “He that believeth not,” says the

Son of God, “shall be damned.”

T t



330

From these words, let us consider, First—The nature

and character of that unbelief, against which, the awful

denunciation in the text is pointed; and Secondly—The

import of the denunciation. -

J’irst—The nature and character of unbelief. This

must be gathered from various considerations. The im

ediate context informs us, that it is the Gospel, the be

lief of which is demanded of man; and the unbelief of

which, seals his condemnation. But, what is the Gospel?

Here we are completely afloat. The simple meaning of

the word, is good tidings or good news. But this meaning,

of itself, does not at all remove the difficulty. For a

dozen schemes of salvation are presented at once to

the mind of the inquirer; all of which purport to contain,

and to a certain extent, do actually contain, good tidings.

“But what,” says the inquirer, “am I to do, if, the

“moment I ask, what is that Gospel, which I am to be

“lieve, on pain of condemnation, I am hailed from a

“variety of different quarters, with Lo here! and Lo

“there ! ?” The only answer that can be given to such a

querist is, You must grope your own way through as well

as you can ; and with all the helps you can get. For

there is no infallible guide on earth. You need not go

to the Pope of Rome, for he is neither commissioned nor

qualified, to shed one ray of light on the subject, beyond

what may be obtained on the spot, on which you sit or

stand. You need not go to Ecclesiastical Dignitaries,

to Archbishops or Bishops, in any other country, nor to

those Ministers of Jesus, who take no higher name than

the unassuming one of Pastors or Teachers. For they

all are in precisely the same predicament, as to infalli

bility. You may get their opinion, and hear their re

marks, and weigh their reasonings, and take all the aid,

for it is only aid, that any or all of them can give you;

but you must at last, judge for yourself, what the Gos
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pel is. What, then, must you do? Must you take up,

and wade through the folio, the quarto, the octavo, or even

the duodecimo volumes, of controversy 2 Men who have

time to devote, and talents to employ, and impartial can

dour to decide, may not unprofitably turn their attention

this way; and some are officially so situated, that it be

comes in some respects their duty to do this.

“But,” says the inquirer again, “to me such a course

“is impossible. I have not the time; for by the sweat

“of my brow, I must get my bread. I have not the ta

“lent; for my understanding is not acute; and my edu

“cation has been scanty: the only thing I can pretend

“to lay claim to, is impartiality. If I know my own

“heart, I do sincerely desire to know, in order that I may

“do my Heavenly Master’s will.” Then, inquirer, if

this is your situation, and this your character, Jesus

Christ has given you the very best direction you can

possibly get; nay, he has given you several directions;

all of which, you may, in your situation, completely

comply with. One is, “Search the Scriptures; for in

“ them, ye think, ye have eternal life; and they are they

“which testify of me.” Christ does not direct you to the

Pope of Rome; nor to the decrees of Councils, nor to

volumes of controversy. No ; but he says, “Search the

“ Scriptures.” You reply, you do. Every day you

read more or less in the Bible—perhaps a chapter in the

morning—another at noon—and a third at night—and on

the Sabbath, you read in them considerably. But, mark

the force of the expression, “Search the Scriptures;”

and strong as it is, the translators have diluted and en

feebled it not a little; and without circumlocution, they

could not help it. The original word, too energetic to

be expressed by any single word in English, means

something like this, Dig the Scriptºres; like a man

who is working in the mines, and examining with all

his eyes for precious metal.

*

-



332

Now, this is a different process entirely from a simple

perusal of the Holy volume. The one skims the surface;

the other presses, and penetrates, and works, till it gets at

the substance. The great Author of the Bible, had he

pleased to do so, instead of leaving the Sacred Oracles in

that apparently loose and disjointed form in which they

now appear, as a whole, could have thrown them into a

complete system; so that we might know exactly and at

once, where to look for all the information on any one

topic. But he has not chosen to do so; and therefore we

ought to be satisfied with his own plan. But he has

directed every man, without discrimination, to search the

Scriptures: and every man who can barely read, can do

this. Among the best ways of searching the Scriptures,

is, when weneet with an important passage, and espe

cially, if it be difficult as well as important, to search for

all the parallel or similar passages, interspersed through

out the Sacred Volume.* Let every one who wishes to

know what the Gospel is, be thus employed, in com-.

paring spiritual things with spiritual.

Another direction, which the Saviour has given to the

inquirer after truth, of no less importance than the former,

* Dr. Scott, the author of the most popular commentary now ex

tant, has signally facilitated this labour, by his marginal references.

All persons, and particularly those who have but little time to spare,

may, by this help, learn the Scriptures in the shortest time, and

best way; and make up their views more satisfactorily, than by any

other process. There has been published, the Bible alone, with

out the notes, and practical observations, but with all the marginal

references, in one volume, not much above the ordinary size. No

family should be without this book. No parent who wishes his

children to know from the Scriptures, what the truth is, should

deny himself or his offspring, such a valuable auxiliary. By this

improvement, persons may, without having before them, more than

one book, employ their time very pleasantly, and profitably, in

making the Bible its own interpreter, by thus consulting the refe

rences, on important and difficult passages.
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is this, “If any man will do the will of God, he shall

“know of the doctrine, whether it be of God, or whether

“I speak of myself.” The plain reason why many of the

systems, calling themselves by the common name of

Christian, are yet as diverse from each other, as any two

substances that can be contrasted, is a neglect of this di

rection. It needs but a glance of the eye to discern, that

these systems differ inconceivably, as to the views which

they take of man’s nature, of his duties, of his sins, of

what it is, that properly and essentially constitutes sin:

they differ immensely, in the degrees of self-denial, and

humiliation, which they imply or urge. But, as every

man must have something which he can call his Religion,

to give ease to his conscience, or credit to his character,

a corrupt heart predisposes him to take up with loose and

general views; to be most favourable to that system,

which is most favourable to his own sins; and which

will leave him nearly as much at ease as ever, in his

careless habits, his criminal courses, his worldly minded

ness, and his love of pleasure. His heart, under these

circumstances, can very soon pervert his understanding ;

and render him very sincere, in a belief, that leaves him

at ease in Zion. The system he embraces, leaves him

no further an altered man, than, as his conscience, once

partially awake, is hushed to repose. But, in order to

know whether that sincerity, which thus buoys a person

up, is connected with the inquiry, “Search me, O God,

“ and know my heart : try me, and know my thoughts;

“ and see if there be any wicked way in me, and lead me

“in the way everlasting ;”* or whether God has not

sent upon such an individual, “strong delusion, that he

“should believe a lie, because he loved not the truth,

“but took pleasure in unrighteousness,” it becomes him,

* Psalm crxxix, 23. 24.
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very seriously to inquire, before he determines to “sleep

“on and take his rest.” The really sincere inquirer after

the Gospel, is directed to do the will of God, as far as

he knows it; and much of that will, every one who has

the Bible in his hands, and inhabits a Gospel land, must

necessarily know. If our sentiments and views are yet

bewildered, and we are deeply concerned to know, what

it is we must do to be saved, we must act up to the light

we already have; we must, in our practice, pay a uniform

and undeviating regard to the plain and practical com

mands of God, in relation to him, to our neighbours,

and to ourselves. When the habitual and progressive

searching of the Scriptures, and obedience to the will of

God, wherever we know, or can ascertain it, go together,

we cannot be far from the kingdom of Heaven—we can

not be far from knowing, what that Gospel is, which we

must believe.

But there is another direction still, which the Bible

gives to inquirers after the way to Zion. It is this. “If

“any man lack wisdom, let him ask of God, who giveth

“liberally and upbraideth not, and it shall be given unto

“him.” A person may examine the Scriptures them

selves, with such a self-sufficient and unsubdued spirit,

that from this cause, he may fail, in many momentous

particulars, of finding it a light to his feet, and a lamp to

his paths. He may still be perplexed and embarrassed

beyond measure; and feel as though he needed another

revelation, to explain that which he already has. This,

it must be confessed, is a trying, and a distressing case.

As far as it is a sincere one, the best remedy is, that

which has been mentioned. “Let him ask of God. In

“every thing, by prayer and supplication, let him make

“his request known unto God.” The promise of God is,

“The meek will he guide in judgment, and the meek

“will he teach his way: the secret of the Lord, is with
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“them that fear him; and the wayfaring man, though a

“fool, shall not err therein.” These are God’s assurances;

but, for their fulfilment, the voice of prayer must ascend;

and the heart of anxiety and inquiry must be poured out

before him. “For all these things, God will be inquired

“of.” We cannot hope to gain a knowledge of the

truths of Scripture, a soul-satisfying knowledge, if we

wilfully or habitually, neglect this important prescription.

For we read that, “the spirit takes of the things that are

“Christ's, and reveals them to the soul.” And how are

we to obtain the illuminating influence of this great and

good Spirit 2 By sincere, humble, and believing prayer.

What says our Divine Instructor on this subject 2 This

is what he says, “If ye, then, being evil, know how to

“give good gifts unto your children, how much more,”

observe, “how much more, will your Father, which is in

“Heaven, give the Holy Spirit to them that ask him.”

Searching the Scriptures, then, doing the will of God,

and asking wisdom from above, by prayer, are three im

portant directions, to be observed, by those, who would

know what that Gospel is, respecting which, it is said,

“He that believeth not, shall be damned.”

These directions being given, as a general guide to

those who would understand what the Gospel is, and to

judge, which, among entirely discordant and inconsistent

schemes, the doctrine of Christ is, we proceed to answer

that inquiry, by pointing out, what we conceive to be a

few of the leading particulars, the disbelief of which will

occasion the condemnation threatened in the text; while,

to the hearers, is recommended the conduct of the Bere

ans, whom Paul applauded, because, “they searched the

“Scriptures daily, to see whether these things were so.”

Here, the first particular we shall mention is, that be

lief in the doctrine of man’s deep depravity, and entire

ruin in himself, is necessary to man’s Salvation: therefore,
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the disbelief of this truth, must involve the individual

in condemnation; because, while he has an inadequate

view of his own necessity, and depravity, he never will

make application, for the only remedy, “the blood of

“Jesus Christ which cleanseth from all sin.”

“They that are whole,” says Christ, “need not a

“ physician, but they that are sick.” “I came not to

“call the righteous, but sinners to Repentance.” And

when we are required, as sinners, to accept the salvation

offered in the Gospel, more is necessary to be believed,

in relation to our own condition, than that we are some

what disordered. The doctrine of the Bible is, that hu

man nature is entirely depraved. This appears to be

expressed in the very strongest language: The Scripture

representation on this subject is, “O Israel, thou hast de

“stroyed thyself,” “all our righteousness, is but as filthy

“rags;” “there is none that doeth good, no not one.”

“You hath he quickened,” says Paul, “ who were

“dead in trespasses and sins.” “I know that in me, that

“is in my flesh,”—my carnal nature, “dwelleth no good

“thing.” “The carnal mind is enmity against God; it is

“not subject to the law of God, neither indeed can be.

“So then they that are in the flesh cannot please God.”

“When we were without strength, Christ died for the

“ungodly.” “God be merciful to me a sinner.” “Who

“can bring a clean thing, out of an unclean * All such

language as this, implies the total destruction of goodness

in the healt of fallen man. And, unless we have this

conviction, and belief of our entire departure from God,

and of our complete loss of his Holy image, we never

can give Jesus Christ and his offers, that cordial and un

qualified reception, which he demands, and which is ne

cessary, to render his merits available to our salvation.

Again: Regeneration, or the radical renovation of the

heart after the Divine image, is another particular, the
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belief of which is necessary to our salvation. “If any

“man be in Christ, he is a new creature,” or a new crea

tion. This doctrine, Christ very explicitly inculcated on

Nicodemus, in his conversation with him. “Except a

“man be born again, he cannot see the kingdom of

“God.” This doctrine, indeed, stands in essential con

nexion with the last mentioned. If it was only a partial

disorder which sin introduced into our nature, it might

be remedied. In this case, outward reformation might

suffice; and inward renovation be unnecessary. But if

“ the whole head is sick,” if “the whole heart is faint,”

if “the heart is deceitful above all things and desperately

“wicked,” then, the change which has to pass upon it,

must be inward, must be radical, must be entire; and

man must be delivered from every expectation of better

ing his own condition; and must seek to be renewed in

the spirit of his mind; to “put off the old man, which

“is corrupt according to the deceitful lusts; and to put

“on the new man, which is created after the image of

“God, in righteousness and true holiness.”

Further: The belief which is necessary to salvation,

and the absence of which ensures the condemnation

threatened in the text, is a cordial, entire, unreserved

trust in the merits and righteousness of Christ alone, for

everlasting salvation. In order to this, correct views of

the nature and character of Christ must be taken ; and a

genuine approbation of him, in all his works and offices,

be yielded. Every thing must be renounced as a meri

torious dependence, but the blood, the death, the atone

ment, and the righteousness of Christ. “What things

“were gain to me,” says Paul, “those I count loss for

“Christ. Yea, doubtless, and I count all things but loss

“for the excellency of the knowledge of Christ Jesus

“my Lord.” Among Paul’s former gains, must unques

tionably be reckoned his exemplary morality, and the

U ul
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strictness of his religion in his own way. “For after the

“stratest sect of his religion, he lived a Pharisee.” But

all this gain is renounced as loss for Christ. “God for

“bid that I should glory, save in the Cross of our Lord

“Jesus Christ.” “Other foundation can no man lay, than

“that is laid, which is Jesus Christ.” “There is no other

“name given under Heaven among men, whereby we

“can be saved.” “No man cometh unto the Father,

“but by me.” “Except ye eat the flesh, and drink the

“blood of the Son of Man, ye have no life in you.”

These, and a variety of similar passages, express the ne

cessity of a voluntary, an entire, an unreserved, and an

unqualified reliance on Christ, as the wisdom, the

righteousness, the sanctification, and the redemption of

his people. He, therefore, who does not thus believe in

Christ, must be regarded as essentially rejecting him,

whatever confidence he may express in him, as a prophet;

whatever allegiance he may swear to him, as a king. Al

most the whole of the Epistle to the Hebrews, is a de

velopment of the Redeemer’s priestly character, as being

himself, at once the offering and the offerer. “He gave

“himself a ransom for many.” If these parts of the Re

deemer’s undertaking, therefore, are either undervalued

or overlooked, the question may, with awful propriety,

be asked, “How shall we escape, if we neglect so great

“salvation?” Escape, in this case, our text assures us, is

impracticable. We proposed to consider, in the Second

place, the import of the condemnation here denounced.

1.—It imports a continuation of the condemnation

to which the unbeliever is already subjected; and the

continuation of that alienation of heart from God, which

is itself a Hell. Unbelievers are already condemned;

and the only difference between their present and future

condemnation is, that the one is reversible, the other ir

reversible. “He,” says Christ, “that believeth not, is
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“condemned already, because he hath not believed in the

“name of the only begotten Son of God.” But, not

withstanding his present condemnation, there is room for

him to be saved; he may repent, believe, and turn; and

become one of those to whom the declaration applies,

“There is therefore, now, no condemnation to them which

“are in Christ Jesus.” But, if he die an unbeliever, his

doom is sealed; his fate is fixed; his sins are unpar

doned. “If ye believe not,” says the Redeemer, “that

“I am he, ye shall die in your sins.” The wrath of God,

which is now represented as abiding on the unbeliever,

will then, for ever and unchangeably, abide upon him.

2.—But besides this, he will continue in that alienated

state of heart from God, in which he is already found.

“He that is unjust, let him be unjust still ; and he which

“is filthy, let him be filthy still.” This, indeed, may, at

first, appear to be no penalty to him, who, on earth, was

accustomed to take delight in the exercise of these un

holy dispositions. Even in this world, however, the un

changed sinner is often wretched, in the midst of his

carnal pursuits. They rather amuse, than really satisfy

him : they serve to take him off, from those unwelcome

and painful reflections, which he would otherwise make

upon himself. But the condemned individual, in a fu

ture state, will have no alleviation, of this character, to

soften his anguish, or to beguile the tortures of reflec

tion. Carrying all his unholy dispositions and passions

with him into the eternal world, these passions and dis

positions, instead of finding other materials on which to

work, or other nutriment on which to subsist, will per

form their torturing operations on himself: will feed and

gratify themselves by making him their victim, in whose

bosom they are found. And if, even in this world, the

language of Solomon is found to apply, “The spirit of a

“man may sustain his infirmity, but a wounded spirit,
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“who can bear?” How intolerable, in the world to come,

must be the anguish of a spirit, which, from the very

nature of its case, and of the circumstances in which it

is placed, must be more exquisitely wounded, than it

possibly could be here, on earth! “Son, Remember,” is

the language of Abraham to the rich man, who lifted up

his eyes in torment. If, in a future state, the condemned

sinner could lose his memory, he would get rid of many

of the materials of his anguish. But his memory will

there have a vividness, and a retentiveness, which it never

possessed here.

In what, of a positive external nature, the final con

demnation of Hell will consist, we have not the means of

accurately ascertaining. To give us some conception of

its horrible nature, it is represented to us, under the most

alarming and awful images, which the whole range of

nature can supply. It is “a worm that never dies;” it

is “a fire that is never quenched;” it is “everlasting fire,

“prepared for the devil and his angels;” it is “the black

“ness of darkness for ever;” it is “everlasting punish

“ment;” it is “outer darkness, where is weeping, and

“wailing, and gnashing of teeth;” it is “everlasting de

“struction from the presence of the Lord, and from the

“glory of his power;” it is “shame and everlasting con

“tempt;” it is—but we forbear: if the expressions, and

images, already used, cannot convey an adequate idea of

what it is to be damned ; cannot excite a becoming con

cern to escape “the indignation and wrath, tribulation

“and anguish,” implied in this condemnation, it were a

useless and a hopeless effort, to extend farther, or to vary

more the sad description.

And what does every hearer now resolve to do? Does

one reply, “I have already done that which is required.

“I have believed on the name of the Son of God, and

“therefore shall not come into condemnation, but am al
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“ready passed from death unto life”? Happy, indeed, is

your condition, if this statement be true. But, rest not

satisfied with its truth, until you have well examined the

evidences that sustain it. “By their fruits ye shall know

“them.” “Not every one who saith unto me, Lord

“Lord, shall enter into the kingdom of Heaven; but he

“that doeth the will of my Father, which is in Heaven.”

Does another reply, “I have no belief in these state

“ments; but regard all these things as a cunningly de

“vised fable” 2 We have, then, nothing more to say.

The day of death and judgment, must and will decide,

this controverted point: but O, remember, if you should

be mistaken, and yet never discover your mistake till

then, you will find “no more sacrifice for sin; but a cer

“tain fearful looking-for of judgment and fiery indigna

“tion, which shall devour the adversaries.”

Does still another say, “I believe all this, and I in

“tend, very soon, to pay to this subject, that attention

“which such belief urges”? O, lay aside intentions, and

come to action. Not to-morrow, but to-day. You have

not a solitary promise for to-morrow ; but you have ex

ceeding many great and precious promises for to-day.

“Now is the accepted time—now is the day of salva

“tion: to-day, if ye will hear his voice, harden not your

“hearts.”
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