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S E R M ON, c.

vatth . vii. 20. Wherefore by their fruits

ye ſhall know them .

ΈE

VERY one who hath any acquaintance

with the writings of infidels, muſt know,

that, there is no topic on which they

ofif at greater length , or with more plauſibi.

"lity , than the innumerable ſects and parties into

which the Chriſtian world is divided . With what

-apparent triumph do they enlarge, on the con .

tradictory tenets, which different perſons profeſs

to found upon the ſame ſcriptures, their violent

oppoſition one to another , and the great dif

ficulty, or rather impoſſibility of diſcovering

truth , among ſo many, who pretend each to

have the entire and excluſive poſſeſſion of it.

Having gone thus far, it is eaſy and natural

to proceed one ftep farther and affirm , that the

great plurality of every denomination, do not

embrace religion in general, or the tenets of

their own ſect in particular, from rational or

perſonal conviction, but from a blind imitation

of others, or an attachment to one or a few di.

ſtinguiſhed leaders, whoſe authority is ſtronger

than all other evidence whatever. Thus is religi

on,
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on, at once, ſuppoſed true and yet deſtroyed ;

that is to ſay, it is at one ſtroke, as it were, adni.

hilated, in almoſt all who profeſs it, their opini

ons, whatever they are in themſelves, being no

more than implicit faith and party prejudice in

thoſe who embrace them .

The ſame viſible ſtate of the world , which

gives occaſion of triumph to the enemies of re

ligion , gives, often, no ſmall uneaſineſs and an

xiety to its friends, particularly to the beſt and

moſt diſpaſſionate of every party. Serious and

conſcientious perſons, when they reflect upon

the diviſions that prevail, when they are wit

neſſes to the contention and mutual accuſation

of different parties, are ready to be overwhelm

ed with melancholy upon the proſpect, as well

as involved in doubt and perplexity , as to what

courſe they themſelves ſhould hold. It is not

uncommon to find perſons of every rank in this

ſituation , not only thoſe of better education,

who are able to take an extenſive view of the

ſtate of things, in this and in preceeding ages ;

but alſo thoſe of leſs knowlege and comprehen

ſion , when any violent debates happen to fall

within the ſphere of their own obſervation .

Theſe reaſons have induced me to make choice

of the paffage now read as the ſubject of dif

courſe at this time . It contains the role to which

our Saviour appeals in his controverſy with the

Phariſees, and by which he, once and again, de :

fires that their pretenſions may be judged. I ap

prehend
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prehend from the the context, that it is equal.

ly applicable to their characters and their princi

ples, their integrity before God in their offices

teachers of others, and the foundneſs of their

doctrine as to its effects upon thoſe who ſhould

receive it. Theſe two things are , indeed , in a

great meaſure connected together, or rather they

are mutually involved in one another, though it

is poſſible, and, in ſome few caſes, profitable, to

make a diſtinction between them .

What is further propoſed , through the aflift

ance of divine grace, in the proſecution of this

ſubject, is,

1. To ſhow , that the rule here given by our Sa

viour is the beſt that could have been given,

and that it is fufficient to diſtinguiſh truth

from error.

II . That this is in fact the rule by which all good

men , and, indeed, mankind in gener ? ), ſo far

as they are fincere, do judge, of religious prin

ciples and pretenſions.

HII. To conclude with ſome reflections on the

ſubject for the benefit both of miniſters and

people.

In the firſt place then it is propoſed to ſhow ,

that the rule nere given by our Saviour is the

beſt that could have been given , and that it is

fufficient to diſtinguith truth from error . To

layA 3
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jay a foundation for this, it will be neceſſary to

begin by ſettling, in as preciſe a manner as poffi

ble, the meaning of the rule, and to what caſes it

can be juftly applied . re ſhall know them by their

fruits, faith our Saviour - That is to ſay , when

any perſon aſſumes the character of a divine

teacher, and propoſes any thing to your belief

as from God, ſee whether its fruits be really ſuit

able to its pretenſions : particularly, you are to

lay down this as a principle, that, as he is holy

in his nature, every thing that proceeds from

him muſt be holy in its tendency, and produce

holineſs as its fruit. In proportion as you ſee this

effect in him who teaches it, and thoſe who em

brace it, fo , receive it as true, or reject it as falſe.

By laying down the rule in theſe terms I do

not mean to deny, that, when a revelation is firſt

propoſed as from God, or when the credit of

fuch revelation in general is examined, miracles

are a diſtinct and concluſive proof of a divine

commiſſion. I am perſuaded that nothing is more

vague and indeterminate, and, at the ſame time, a

more manifeſt inverting the natural order of

things, than to ſay with ſome, We muſt judge

of the truth of a miracle by the nature of the

doctrine in ſupport of which it is wrought ; and ,

if this laſt is worthy of God, we may then admit

the honorary teſtimony of the mighty work in

its behalf. They do not attend to the great ig

norance of man in all ſpiritual and divine things

without revelation, and to the boldneſs of hu

man



[ 7 ]

man pride, who ſpeak in this manner. I would

rather include this as one of the proper fruits

of a divine commiſſion to teach any new doc

trine, that ſigns be given of a ſuperior powør ac

ti companying the prophet. Thus we ſee the j WS

made this demand of our Saviour, What Tign

Jheweſt thou then , that we may fee and believe

thee ? What doft thou work * ? It is true, in ſome

inſtances, when , after many miracles, they per

lifted in aſking new ſigns of their own deviſing,

he condemns their obſtinacy and refuſes to gratify

it . Notwithſtanding this, we find him often ap

pealing to his works as an atteſtation of the truth

ka of his miſſion : thus he ſays, Believe me that I

am in the Father and the Father in me, or elſe

believe me for the very works fake t. And elle

where, If I had not done among them the works

that none other man did, they had not had ſin : but

now they have both feen, and hated both me and

fa my Father I. Agreeably to this, we find Nicode

mus drawing the concluſion , Rabbi we know thou

art a teacher come from God , for no man can do

the miracles that thou doft except God be with

ME

him .

"!! There is no doubt, however, that this muſt

be inſeparably joined with a purity of character,

and fanctity of purpoſe. When thele are want .

ing, it gives the juſteſt ground of ſuſpicion,

leads to the ſtricteft examination of miraculous

15

John vi . 30. † John xiv. 11.

$ John iii. 2 .

I John xv . 24.

preten .

-
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pretenſions, and will certainly end in the diſco

very of ſuch as are falſe. For this is the very ex •

cellence ofthe rule laid down by our Saviour, that,

tho'reaſon may be very unfit to paſs an indepen

dent judgment upon truth and error , conſcience

may, with little danger of miſtake, reject what

is evil , and yield its approbation to what is good.

But what I have chiefly in view is, that ſup.

poſing the truth of the goſpel in general, par

ticular opinions and practices muſt be tried in

this manner. As the goſpel is allowed on all

hands to be a doctrine according to godlineſs,

when differences ariſe , and each oppoſite ſide

pretends to have the letter of the law in its fa

vour, the great rule of deciſion is, which doth

moſt immediately, and moft certainly, promote

piety and holineſs in all manner of converſation.

In this way every doctrinal opinion, every form

of government, and every rite and practice in

worſhip may be brought to the teſt and tried by

its fruits.

As opinions, fo characters muſt be tried in the

fame manner . The truth is, this, tho' deſerving

particular mention , is included in , or is but a part

and branch of the other. To paſs a judgment

on particular characters is of very ſmall moment,

or rather, a peremptory deciſion of this kind is

both unneceſſary, and improper, unleſs when it

is of weight in a cauſe. It is only prophets and

teachers that fall to be ſingly, or perſonally tried ,

becauſe they are ſuppofed to exhibit, in this

Own
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own practice, an example of the force and in

fuence oftheir principles. If on them they have

no effect that is good, there is not the leaſt pre

tence for inſiſting that others Tould embrace

them .

Nothing farther ſeems neceſſary by way of ex

plication of this rule, fave to obſerve from the

context, that fair and plauſible pretences, either

of opinionsor characters, muſt be examined with

particular care , as being moft'ready to deceive ;

and the trial muſt be more by facts than by rea :

ſoning, as is implied in the very language uſed

in the text, by their fruits yeſhall know them.

The excellency of this rule may be compre.

hended under the two following particulars,

ift, Its certainty. 2dly, Its perſpicuity.

The firſt of theſe will admit of little diſpute. As

Godis infinitely holy in his own nature , every dif

covery that he has made to any of his creatures,

muſt carry this impreſſion upon it, and have a

tendency to promote holineſs in them . And, as

this is manifeftly the deſign of thefacred oracles,

and that fyftem of divine truth which they con

tain , every thing by way of opinion , or practice,

that pretends to derive its authority from them ,

may lawfully be tried by this rule, Will it make

us more holy than before ?

It is of moment here to obſerve, that this

rule hath a deep and ſolid foundation . It pro

ceeds upon the ſuppoſition, that all natural are

inferior to moral qualities ; that even the no

bleſt

C
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bleſt intellectual abilities are only ſo far valu

able, as they are ſubſervient to moralperfection ;

or in other words, that truth is in order to good.

neſs. It is not (as has been often ſaid ) in his Al

mighty power, his infinite wiſdom , or the im

menſity of his Being, that the glory ofGod chief

ly conſiſts, but in his immaculate holinefs and

ſpotleſs purity. Each part of the divine charac.

ter, indeed, derives a luſtre from the other . It

is the union of greatneſs and goodneſs that makes

him truly God. His moral excellence becomes

infinite in value and efficacy by reſiding in an

infinite ſubject. But if it were poffible to ſe .

parate his natural perfections from his moral ex

cellence, or could we ſuppoſe them joined to

malignity of diſpoſition, he would be the pro

per object, (let us ſpeak it with reverence ), not

of ſupreme love, but of infinite deteſtation .

This is more than ſufficient to ſupport the or

der in which things are repreſented above, and

ſhow ,that its moral influence is the proper touch

ftone and trial of religious truth . Theſe doc

trines only come from God which tend to form

us after the divine image. Thus far, perhaps, all

will allow it to be true ; at leaſt the aſſertion is

common. But be pleaſed to obferve, that this ne

ceſſarily ſuppoſes the ſure and infallibly efficacy

of real truth in promoting holineſs, and the in

ſufficiency of error and fallhood for this pur

poſe. If theſe were not both alike certain , the

rule would be equivocal and abſurd. If men by

be

1
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believing lies could attain to unfeigned goodneſs

and true holinefs, then their moral effect could

not in the leaſt ſerve to diſtinguiſh between truth

and error. It is no leſs plain that if ſo abſurd a

fuppoſition is admitted but for a moment, the

value of truth is wholly deſtroyed, and no wiſe

man will employ his time and pains in endea

vouring to diſcover, to communicate, or to de

fend it.

The other particular comprehended under the

excellence of this rule, is its perſpicuity ; That,

it is not only ſure and infalible in itſelf, but ca

pable of an eaſy application by thoſe who have

occafion to uſe it. Here, if any where , there is

room for doubt and diſputation. Here, it may

be alledged, all the confuſion and uncertainty

returns, which was before complained of, and

for which a remedy was required. Men will ftill

differ in their opinions as to what is true good.

neſs. Beſides, they will ſtill debate the ſincerity

of many pretenſions, and the reality of many ap

pearances ; and, as art and hypocrify will always

be uſed on the one hand, deluſion muſt be the

unavoidable conſequence on the other.

This however is no more than the neceſſary

conſequence of human imperfection. It cannot

be denied, and it may, without any heſitation ,

be confeſſed, that men are liable to err, and that

many have erred in the application of this rule.

But, who can from thence juſtly infer, that it is

not of ſufficient clearneſs, to direct thoſe who

pe

will
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will honeſtly make uſe of it, and to lay the er

ror of thoſe who are milled entirely at their own

door ?

It pleaſed God to write his law upon the heart

of man at firſt. And the great lines of duty ,

however obſcured by our original apoſtacy , are

Atill fo viſible, as to afford an opportunity of

judging, what conduct and practice is , or is not

agreeable to its dictates. It will be found from

experience; that men are able to determine on

this point, with far greater certainty, than on a.

ny other fubject of religion : that is to ſay, they

can perceive the excellencyofthe end, when they

are in much doubt about the means, in them

felves, or ſeparately conſidered.

Such authority hath natural conſcience, ftill,

in man, that ir renders thoſe who, in their own

conduct, deſpiſe its reproofs, inexcuſable in the

ſight of God * But, it is of importance in the

preſent argument to obſerve, that every one is

able to paſs a far furer judgment on the moral

character of another , than his own. The pol

lution of the heart brings a corrupt biaſs on the

judgment, in a man's own caſe , and makes

him palliate and defend thoſe fins, to which he

is ſtrongly inclined, or of which he hath been

already guilty : whereas in determining the cha

racters of others, this biaſs is leſs ſenſibly felt.

This is perhaps the true and only reaſon why

* See Rom , i. 20. č . 14

any
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any deference is paid to virtue as praiſe-wor

thy, by thoſe who are enemies to it in their

hearts, or any public honour and reſpect given

to the ſervice of God, in the world , where ſo

great a majority are evidently in the intereſts of

another maſter.

One ſingular excellence of this rule is, its be

ing the moſt univerfally intelligible. It is level

to the capacity of men of all degrees of under

ſtanding. There is little difference, if any, in this

refpect, between the wiſe and the unwiſe, the

fearned and the ignorant. Perhaps this circum

ſtance alone ought to give it, în juſtice, the

preference, to every other teſt of religious

truth . Religion is the concern of all alike, and

therefore, what relates to it ſhould be open to

all. It was the character, and the glory of the

gofpel, at its firſt publication, that it was preach

ed to the poor. And, by this it is ftill diftinguiſh .

54Ted , not only from many or moſt falſe religions,

1x but , eſpecially, from thoſe philoſophical ſpecula

tions, in which the enemies of all religion place

their chief ſtrength. When we peruſe a ſyſtem

or theory of moral virtue, the principles of

which are very refined, or the reaſoning upon

it abftracted and above the comprehenſion of the

vulgar, it may be ingenious, but it carries in it.

ſelf a demonftration, that, becauſe it is unfit, it

ali could never be intended for general uſe.

Here, then , lies the great advantage of the rnle

laid down by our Saviour. The bulk of man

B

TI

kind ,
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.

kind , thoſe of lower rank, and even thoſe among

them of weakeſt or leaſt cultivated underſtand .

ing, are able to judge of the effects of principles,

or to ſee the beauty of an excellent character,

when they are not able to examine a doctrine,

or apprehend the reaſoning upon which it is

founded . The dictates of conſcience are often

immediate and clear, when the deductions of

reaſon are long and involved . To make intri

cate reſearches in theory, requires great natural

abilities, which are the portion of very few : but

to judge of a viſible character requires only an

impartial ſenſe of right and wrong. Of this the

plain man is as ſuſceptible as the moſt acute by

nature, or the moſt enlightened by education .

In God Almighty, infinite knowlege and infinite

holineſs are united, and, we have reaſon to think ,

that, in their perfection, they are inſeparable.

But we know, by experience, that they do not

bear an exact proportion to one another in in

ferior natures, at leaſt, among Sinful creatures.

There may be, and there often is, great virtue

and goodneſs in a mean capacity, and great de.

pravity in perſons of eminent ability.

From theſe conſiderations it is plain that this

rule of trying a doctrine by its effects, as a tree

by its fruits, may be applied by the meaneſt as

well as the greateſt, and with as little danger of

miſtake. Perhaps it might have been ſafely af

firmed with leſs danger of miſtake. Great in

tellectual
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tellectual abilities, and great natural advantages

of every kind are very ready to ſwell the mind

with pride and ſelf-conceit, than which no dir

poſition is, in itfelf more odious in the ſight of

God, or more unfavourable to the diſcovery of

truth . This ſeems to be confirmed by experi

ence , and it is plajnly the view given us of our

preſent ſtate in the holy ſcriptures. Thus the a

poſtle Paul ſays, re fee your calling brethren, how

that not many wiſe men after the fleſh , not many

mighty, not many noble are called . But God hath

choſen the fooliſh things of the world, to confound

the wife ; and God hath choſen the weak things of

the world to cónfound the things which aremigh

ty, andbaſe things of the world, and things which

are deſpiſed hath God choſen, yea , and things

which are not, to bring to nought things that are :

that no fleſh ſhould glory in his preſence t . For

the very ſame thing we find our bleſſed Redeemer

adoring the depth and ſovereignty of divine pro

vidence, in the following terms, In that hour Je

ſus rejoiced in ſpirit, and ſaid, I thank thee, o

Father, Lord ofheaven and earth, that thou haft

hid theſe things from the wiſe and prudent, and

haft revealed them unto babes: even so Father

for ſo itſeemedgood in thyfight 1.

Miſtakes, however, after all there will be, and

ſome differences even among the beſt ; but, from

+ 1 Cor. i . 26.-29.
| Luke x . 21 .

B 2 this
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this very circumſtance, I derive another greatex

cellence of the rule above laid down , that, it is

not only the teſt of truth for a man's felf, but

the meaſure of forbearance with regard to others.

By carefully examining their fruits, men may not

only be directed what to embrace, and what ca.

pital and fundamental errors wholly to reject,

but alſo in what particulars to exerciſe mutual

forbearance,and,tho'ſmaller differences ſtill ſub

fift, to receive one another to the glory of God.

If in any perſon or perſons, of whatever party,

you perceive the ſpirit of true and undefiled re.

ligion , they are accepted of God, and ſhould not

be condemned by you . This ought, not in ju .

ffice, to induce you to approve or embrace eve .

ry one of their principles, or every part of their

practice, of which perhaps you have ſeen or felt

the bad tendency ; yet thould it engage you to

love them with unfeigned affection , as ſincere,

though, in ſome meaſure, miſtaken ſervants of

our common Lord.

I hope it appears from the preceeding obſer.

vations, that this rule, of trying every principle

or profeſſion by its fruits, is the beft that could

have been given . It is certain and infallible in

itſelf, and we are leſs liable to miſtake in the uſe

of it, than of any other . There ſeems, indeed to

be an exact analogy between this rule in religi

ous matters, and reafon in our common and civil

concerns . Reaſon is the beſt guide and director

of human life. There is, certainly, an eſſential

diffe .
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difference between wiſdom and folly , in the na

ture of things. They are alſo ſenſibly oppoſite

to one another in their extremes. Innumerable

actions, however, there are, or modes of action ,

of a more doubtful and diſputable nature, as to

the wiſdom or weakneſs of which, hardly any

two men would be entirely of the ſame opinion.

Let the enemy of religion make the application ,

who denies its reality, becauſe all good men are

not of the ſamemind ; or becauſe there are dif

ferent parties and profeſſions who oppoſe one a

nother in ſome opinions and practices. He acts

juſt the ſame part, as he, who ſeeing the differen

ces of judgment among men, upon almoſt every

ſubject that falls under their deliberation , ſhould

renounce the uſe of reaſon, or deny that there

is, in nature, any ſuch thing .

We now proceed to the ſecond thing propof

ed, to fhow , that the rule above explained and

defended, is that by which, in fact, all ſerious

perfons, and , indeed , mankind in general , ſo far

as they are ſincere, do judge of religious princia

ples andpretenſions.

By ſerious perſons, I underſtand all thoſewho

are truly religious, in oppoſition to thoſe who

haveonly a nominal and cuſtomary profeſſion .

If we would ſpeak with preciſion , or reaſon in a

juſt and concluſive manner, we muſt keep this

diſtinction conſtantly in view . Nothing does

moreharm to any cauſe than a treacherous friend

or boſom enemy : and nothing does more hurt

to

°

B 3
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to the intereſt of religion, than its being loaded

with a great number, who, for many obvious rea

fons, affume the form , while they are ſtrangers

to the power of it . The fallacy of almoft all

the reaſonings of infidels lies here . They con.

ſider religion as anfwerable for all the hypocri

ſy of thoſe who profeſs it, and all the wicked

nefs of thoſe who have not renounced the pro.

feflion ; as if in order to its being true , it muſt

be impoſſible for any to counterfeit it . If that

were the caſe, no thanks would be due to im- .

partial enquiry . All colour of objection being

taken away, the aſſent would not be yielded, but

compelled. This, doubtleſs, the prefumptuous

wiſdom ofman ordinarily dictates, but according

to the ſuperior wiſdom of God offences muſt

come --- and herefies alſo, that they that are ap

proved may be made manifeft.

Suppofing , therefore , the important diſtinctio

on between real and nominal Chriftians, all of

the firſt character, of every age , and of every

party, are ſo far from being under the influence

of implicit faith , that they try the truth by its

fruits , and adhere to it for its effects. There is

fomething more in the caſe of every good man,

than barely a rational perſuaſion of the truth of

religion in general, from the arguments adduced

to ſupport it . The truths of the goſpel give him

ſuch a view of himſelf, and his own ſtate, as ex•

perience Mews him to be true . In the goſpel he

finds a remedy fropoled for his guilt and miſe

Ty ,

.
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ry, which , beſides all the other evidences of its

i divine original, is exactly ſuited to his felt condi

tion . Add to both theſe, that he immediately ex

periences its happy effect, not only in laying the

beft foundation for his peace, but in operating

a thorough change in his heart and life . Thus

hath every real Chriſtian , an inward and expe

rimental proof of the truth of the goſpel, not

contrary, but ſuperior to , ſtronger and more

ftable than any ſpeculative reaſoning. In this

ſepſe we are to underſtand the words of the 2

poſtle John, He that believeth on the Son ofGod

hath the witneſs in himſelf *. This is common

to all real believers of whatever denomination,

who not only are perfectly agreed in the eſſen

tials of religion , but much more agreed in eve

ry thing material , than they themſelves either

clearly apprehend, or are willing to confeſs.

So far every good man muſt be acquitted from

the charge of implicit faith ; we may adopt con

cerning all ſuch the words of our Saviour to Pe

ter, Blefjed art thou Simon Barjona : For fleſh

and blood hath not revealed it unto thee, but my

Father which is in heaven't . It is no leſs plain ,

that , in every thing that is ſuppoſed to make a

part of, or that hath any connexion with reli

gion , they judge by the fame rule. In all theſe

modes of opinion in leſler matters , in all theſe

circumſtances, which ſerve to diſtinguiſh one ſect

1

* 1 John v . 9. + Matth. xvi. 17 .

from
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from another, tho'they may determine in diffe

rent, nay, in oppoſite ways, yet they all pro

ceed upon the ſame general rule, viz . the influ ,

ence which ſuch diſputed point has, as a mean ,

upon the ſubſtance and end of all religion. This

appears from the reaſoning on each ſide, in all

religious diſputes. This principle as common

to both is often expreſsly mentioned , and always

manifeſtly implied ; that thoſe doctrines or that

way of expreſſing doctrines, and thoſe practices;

which are in fact moſt conducive to holineſs, are,

ard , for that very reaſon muſt be, moſt agreeable

to the will of God .

But what I have chiefly in view is , to ſhow ,

that this appears, from the very fact uſually

brought to prove, that the religion of almoſt all

mankind is no better than implicit faith . The

fact, I mean is, that the bulk ofmankind is great

ly ſwayed, in the choice of opinion , by the autho

rity and example of others. This, indeed , does

not hold ſo generally as is commonly ſuppoſed.

We have ſeen above, that it doth not hold, with

regard to the ſubſtance of religion , in any good

man ; for in this he will call no man maſter on

earth . But even when it does hold , it is, pero

haps,not fo blameable as many are apt to imagine.

Let it be admitted then , that , in many inſtances,

it is the authority and example of men, more

than any other reaſon that determines the judg.

ment Let it be admitted , that this is the caſe

with the bulk of mankind, and, even, in ſome

mea
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meaſure with the beſt . I muſt be allowed to aſk ,

what is it that procures theſe perſons ſuch autho

i rity ? What is it that firſt begins, eſtabliſhes, or

perpetuates their influence ? Nothing elſe, but the

real or, apparent ſanctity of their character. In

vain will a profligate, orone manifeſtly deſtitute

of perſonal worth , fet himſelf at the head of a

party , or attempt to draw away diſciples after him.

It is the ſuppoſed piety and probity of the perfon

that gives weight to his example, and force to his

precepts. This weighs more with the fober fe

rious part of mankind , and, indeed , with man

kind in general, than the greateſt intellectual abi

lities, and otherwiſe moſt admired talents : Who

ever has acquired a great reputation for piety and

üncerity , will, with little art, or rather no art at

all, nay, without ſo much as intending it,bring his

principles and practice into repute. At the ſame

time, one of a contrary character with all the

powers of eloquence, and every other outward

advantage, ſhall fail in attempting to perſuade.

Now,what is this but that mankind proceed main

ly in their judgment, upon the very rule which I

have endeavoured to ſhow is the beſt they could

have choſen . They try principles by their effects,

as a tree by its fruits. Wherever they ſee the

beſt man , they conclude that he muſt be acted

by the moſt excellent, as well as the moſt power

ful principles. : The multitude or lower claſs of

mankind, are uſually the ſcorn of half-thinkers,

and ſuperficial reaſoners, for this attachmentto

per
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perlotis. Butwere a compariſon faithfullymade

between the ſeveral motives of choice in different

claſſes, there would be no great cauſeof triumph.

At any rate when weconſider how unfit the plu

rality of mankind are to judge in an intricate de

bate, darkened, perhaps, by the art and ſubtily

of thofe who handle it, we ſhall find they are lit

tle, if at all , to blame. In one view, no doubt

they may be ſaid to be acted by implicit faith ,

but in truth, and at bottom , they are following

the wiſeſt and moft falutary of all moral maxims.

- A ſurvey of the hiſtory, either of religion in

general, or of the Chriſtian religion in particular,

would ſet this matter in the cleareſt light. But

little of this kind can come within the limits of

a ſingle diſcourſe. I ſhall not therefore ſtay to

mention the retired manner of life, and pre

tended fanctity , of the inventors of the heathen

idolatry, tho' it might be applied to this ſubject ;

and would ſerve to ſhew the univerſal ſenſe, and

general expectation of mankind. There is a fay

ing of an eminentand violent enemy of the Chri

ftian faith, ' That gravity is of the very effence of

impoſture.' This is nothing elſe but a perverted

view, and malicious repreſentation of the general

truth, that apparent fanctity is neceſſary to efta

bliſh any facred authority . But is there any thing

more unqueſtionable, or that hath been more

frequently obſerved thanthat the victory oftruth

over error in the firſt ages of Chriſtianiy, was

much more owing to the ſhining piety of the

primi

)

2004
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primitive Chriſtiansin general, together with the

patience and conſtancy of the martyrs, than to

any other mean . Reaſon may convince the un

derſtanding, but example ſeizes, and keeps poſ

feffion of the heart. It was the eminent piety

and uſefulnefs of the ſaints in former ages, which

attracted ſuch veneration, and love, from the

multitude, as ſoon proceeded to a criminal ex

ceſs. Not content with imitating the amiable ex

ample of thoſe whom they held in ſuch eſteem , by

a natural aſſociation they affixed a fanctity to re

licts, and this produced a variety of ſuperſtitious

practices. I cannot alſo , help being of opinion,

that it was the ſevere and mortified lives of many

of the retired devotees in the Romiſh church, that

kept that corrupt body in credit, for ſome ages

longer than it could have otherwiſe continued .

On the other hand, who does not know, that

the moſt formidable and ſucceſsful attacksmade

by the reformers on that mother of abominati

ons, were their expoſing the corrupt and diſſo

lute lives of her prieſts and members. This they

were at no ſmall pains to do, both in a grave

and in an ironical ſtrain . As the covetouſneſs

? and ambition of many, and the licentious de.

bauchery of others of the clergy, firſt brought

the doctrines into ſuſpicion, ſo, thoſe examples

when held up to light , made a far greater num

ber of converts , than any abſurdities in belief,

how groſsand palpable foever. The truth is, we

find all parties greedily lay hold of this weapon

when
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whenever it is preſented to them, and uſe it with

great confidence againſt their adverfaries ; and

in ſo doing they diſcover a conviction , that prin:

ciples are never fo powerfully ſupported as by

the good, nor fo effectually difparaged as by the

bad charactersof thoſe who profeſs them.

If we leave the hiſtory of former ages, and ex

amine the ſtate of the preſent, the ſame truth will

ftill be the reſult of our enquiry, and appear with

increaſing evidence . Different parties and deno

minations prevail in differentplaces : and where

ever any party or denomination greatly prevails

the effect may be eaſily traced up to its cauſe ;

and will appear , by no very diſtant tradition , to

have been owing to the eminent piety of ſome

one or more of that profeſſion, in a former pe

riod, or, which is much theſame, to the compa

ratively odious and vitious characters of thoſe

who oppoſed them *

Ic

1

* Our own country will afford us fome ſenGble and

ſtriking proofs of the juſtice of this obfervation . There

had been a ſtruggle, from the very firſt dawn of the re :

formation , between Prefbytery and Epifcopacy in Scot

land. This conteſt however came to its greateſt height

about 100 years ago , when the Preſbyterians were eject,

ed, and Epifcopacy was eſtabliſhed by a tyrannical civil

government; and continued by a ſevere and cruel perfe

cution. We had by this means a trial of both : and it

is very obſervable, that the odium which juſtly fell apon

Epiſcopacy, from the rage andinhumanity ofthoſe who

had the chief direction , was the circumſtance that de

ter
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It is no juſt objection to the account here giv

en, that we find inſtances, in which principles

ſeem to give a ſanction to characters, inſtead of.

receiving ſupport from them . There are, no

doubt, caſes in which a man's being known to

embrace certain principles will be alone ſufficient

to make him odious, however blameleſs, or even

praiſe-worthy his conduct be , in every other re

ſpect. At the ſame time, perhaps, the failings

of another ſhall be either wholly pardoned, or

greatly extenuated if he eſpouſe, but eſpecial

ly , if he is active in vindicating the principles

which are held ſacred . But this is no more than

с the

--

a

termined the body of the nation to endeavour its ſubver

Gion. Yet, wherever there happened to be a few mini

· lters of that perſuaſion pious in their lives, and diligent

in the duties of their office, there were many perſons

and families who joined with them in communion, and

their poſterity adhere to that opinion even to this day. This

was the caſe in ſome places of the eaſt and north country.

But in the weſtern parts of Scotland where the Epiſco

pal clergy were, almoſt toa man, ignorant, flothful or

vitious, they were univerſally deſerted, and hardly a fin .'

gle adherenttothat perſuaſion is now to be found.

I cannot omit mentioning here what was faid by a lady

of quality , at that time, to Dr Burnet when hecame to

viſit the weſt country . It was to the following pur

poſe, . We of the laity cannot judge upon controver

fial points, but we ſee theſe men whom you perſecute,

grave in their deportment,ftriatly holy in their conver

* fation, and very laborious in their functions, while ma

ny of your clergy are ignorant, nothful and vitious . '

This is what determines the judgment of the people.
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the natural and 'neceſſary conſequence of any

ſet of principles being once firmly eſtabliſhed.

They acquire their credit at , firſt, in the way I

have already mentioned ; but when that credit

is high, it will bțing a fufpicion upon every thing

that oppoſes it, however ſpecious and promiſing

in outward appearance. There is nothing ſur

priſing here, nor, indeed , any thing but what

is perfectly natural , for as one or a few in

ftances commonly do not, ſo in reaſon, hey

ought ' not , to ſhake the reputation of truths,

which have been eſtabliſhed by long experi

ence of their worth and efficacy . Neither muſt

it be forgotten, that when examples ſeem to

ſtand in oppoſition one to another, and to lead

to different concluſions, it is not from one or

two that a judgment can be paſſed, but from

many, and theſe compared and examined with

great diligence and care .

I conclude the illuſtration of this head with

remarking, that the principle above laid down

will explain, in a clear and ſatisfying manner,

two appearances in the moral world, which ſeem

directly to contradict one another. By what

happens ſometimes in religion, we ſhall be apt

to conclude, that there is in human nature a

proneneſs to change, or a love of novelty pure

ly on its own account. Accordingly we find

this laid to the charge of mankind by ſeveral au

thors . And it cannot be denied , that ſome men ,

or fects, often introduce new practices, which

ac :
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acquire great reputation , and almoſt univerſal

acceptance. By other examples, however, we

are taught to aſcribe to human nature a ſtrong

attachment to old opinions, and hatred of all in

novation . What is remarkable is, that both

theſe take place chiefly in little circumſtances,

and things of ſmall moment; new inventions

being ſometimes gone into with a zeal, and old

cuſtoms adhered to with an obftinacy , which

the intrinſic value of the things contended for

does not ſeem to merit on either ſide. To a.

ſcribe this to the different diſpoſitions of in

dividuals will not be a ſatisfactory ſolution,

for we ſee ſometimes examples of both in the

ſame perſons. But, by ſearching a little deeper,

we ſhall unravel this difficulty, and diſcover , that

though the love of novelty, or a veneration for

antiquity may be ſometimes the immediate prin

ciple of action, there is another ultimate prin

ciple which is the cauſe of both , and, in diffe

rent circumſtances, produces either the one or

the other. This principle is no other than that

admiration of real or ſuppoſed worth, which has

been illuſtrated above. " Whoever hath acquir

ed a great reputation for piety and holineſs, may

eaſily introduce any indifferent practice, though

not common before, eſpecially, if it be conſider

ed as an evidence or expreſſion of his piety. On

this ſuppoſition , his differing from , or doing

more than others, will be taken notice of to his

praiſe t .
C 2
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praiſe t . But he may much more eaſily intro

duce a new than depart from an old cuſtom .

The reaſon is plain ; for, ancient cuſtoms, hav

ing been eſtablished on the ground already aſſign

ed , men are uſually very tenacious of them, and

it requires no ſmall degree of credit and charac

ter, eisher to change or to aboliſh them .

We now proceed to make ſome practical im

provement of what has been ſaid.

In the firſt place, from what has been faid up

on this ſubject we may derive one of the plain

eſt and moſt fatisfying proofs of the truth of the

goſpel. A proof, level to the meaneſt capacity,

and, therefore, proper to preſerve ordinary Chri

tians from being ſhaken by the bold and inſolent

attacks now made on religion by fome of the

loweſt rank . A proof, at the ſame time, not only

deſerving the attention of the moſt intelligent,

but which of all others, is certainly the most de.

cifive. Let us try it by its fruits. Let us compare

the temper and character of real Chriſtians, with

thoſe of infidels, and fee which of them beft me

+ There is great reaſon to think that it was in this

very way that many different rites were brought into the

Chriſtian church, which in a long courſe of time grew

into a mafs of abominable ſuperſtition. They were at

firſt, perhaps, but the modes or circumſtances of the

worſhip, or practice of pious perſons, but from being

voluntary and purely circumſtanțial, they came by de

grees to be conlidered as parts of religious worſhip ; and

therefore ſinful in the performers, butmuch more linful

in the impoſers.

rits
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rits the approbation of an honeſt and imparcial

judge. Let us take in every circumſtance that

will contribute to make the compariſon juſt and

fair, and ſee what will be the reſult. I ſay this,

becauſe I can by no means allow , that great mul

titudes, though born in a country where Chris

ſtianity is profeſſed , ought to be conſidered as

Chriſtians, when they are open and violent ene

mies to the goſpel in all its parts. They ought

rather to be thrown into the ſcale of infidelity.

But, fince moſt of them have formed no fixed

principles at all, becauſe they have never thought

upon the ſubject, we ſhall leave them entirely

out of the queſtion .

Is, then, the character and practice of infidels

in general once to be compared with that of ſuch

Chriſtians as believe upon perſonal conviction ?

However much the natural ſenſe of right and

wrong may be obſcured and perverted in fome, I

9 fhould think there are very few ,who will not ma

Difeſtly perceive to whom the preference is due .

iz In which of the two do you find the moſt regu

lar and fervent piety towards God ? Here, per

haps, it will be ſaid , This is what no man ex

pects to find in unbelievers, it is no part of

their plan , and therefore ought not to be in-.

cluded in the compariſon . But as the general

ſenſe of mankind does not require it , ſo I can

never ſuffer that our duty to God ſhould be e

raſed out of the moral law. Beſides, the gene

ral pretence now , is not Atheiſm but Theiſm .

The

*

17

C3
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"The queſtion is therefore altogether pertinent ;

and perſons of this character are ſelf-condemned,

who, by their total neglect of all religious wor.

ſhip, are as much chargeable with impiety as in

fidelity . - In which of the two is to be found

the greateſt integrity and uprightneſs in their

conmerce between man and man, the moſt un

feigned good- will, and moſt active beneficence

to others ? Is it the unbeliever , or the Chriftian,

who clothes the naked and deals his bread to the

hungry ? Aſk the many noble and ancient ſtruc

tures raiſed for the relief of the diſeaſed and the

poor, to whom they owe their eſtabliſhment and

fupport ?--Which of theſe two claſſes of men

are inoſt remarkable for felf-government ? How

often is the unexperienced youth initiated in de

bauchery of all kinds, by theſe very friends of

mankind, who charitably declaim againſt prieſt

craft and deluſion , and happily eradicate the

prejudices of education , by treating religion and

and all religious perſons with derifion and ſcorn ?

With what fatal ſucceſs has the infidel often re

duced the unwary virgin into the deftructive

path of luft, by firſt looſening the obligation of

religion , and then juſtifying the indulgence of

every natural deſire. We ſhall carry the com

pariſon no further in this place ; but I muſt beg

of every one who hath had the happineſs to be

acquainted with an eminently pious, humble,

active, uſeful Chriſtian , to ſay, whether he can

admit it as poſſible, under the adminiſtration of

a wife
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a wiſe and good God, that ſuch a perfon is go

yerned by a fable invented by deſigning villians,

3 while the infidel alone is in poffeffion of the

% truth , which is pure in its nature , and muſt be

proven by its fruits t .

In the 2d place, ſince not only religion in ge

neral , but every particular doctrine of religion

i ought to be tried by its fruits, let neither mi.

niſters, nor people, ever loſe view of this great

† I am fenfible it is often pretended, that feveral in

fidels, have been men of unblemiſhed morals . Collins was

a good man , fay ſome, and Shafteſbury was yet a better

man. Perhaps, theſe individuals might not bechargeable

with the moſt open diffolution , and groſſeft fenfuality ,

which would have been inconſiſtent with their giving

themſelves to cloſe ſtudy and application. Beſides , they

who affaulted with ſo much boldneſs eſtabliſhed opinions,

muſt have been under a confiderable reſtraint, from a

regard to their character and cauſe. This ougkt,not

to be rejected as an improbable ſuppoſition, or uncharita

ble allegation againſt them, whoſo liberally reproach

I others , with infincere, hypocritical, and ſaint- like pre

bir tences. But, after all , making even the largeſt allowan

ces, there is one piece of conduct, of which both the

above named perſons werehabitually guilty, which it is

impoſſible forme to reconcile with good morals, even

upon the laseſt principles that have ever yet been avow

ed . What I mean was, their folemnly receiving the

holy facrament; to qualify themſelves for bearing office

in their country, though they believed it to be altoge

ther impoſture and deceit . This was ſuch a piece of

groſs and aggravated diſſimulation, as it is impoſſible ei.

ther to defend in itſelf, or to ſuppoſe cnofiſtent with in

i tegrity upon the whole.

rule
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rule in the doctrines which they teach on the

one hand , or embrace on the other. Let us

alſo particularly remember, that no credit is

to be given to any high profeſſions or bold pre

tences , but, in ſo far, as they are confirmed by

the fact. I obſerve here, with much pleaſure,

what advantage the fundamental ſcripture doc

trines, which have been long the glory and hap

pinefs of this church, will derive from a fair and

full enquiry, into their influence and effects.

The doctrines I mean are, The loft ſtate ofman

by nature ; Salvation by the free grace of God ;

juſtification by the imputed righteouſneſs of

Chrift ; and fanctification by the effectual opera

tion of the holy Spirit . Theſe were the doc

trines of the Reformation , when their excellence

was put beyond all doubt or queſtion, by their

powerful and valuable effects. Many adverſaries,

indeed , foon roſe up to contradict or to corrupt

them ; and it is much to be lamented that they

are, at preſent, by many, ſo boldly, and ſo vio

lently oppoſed in this once happy iſland. But

we may venture to affirm , that, when the doc

trine of the croſs retained its purity and fimpli

city , then was true religion, including every mo

ral virtue, ſeen to grow from it as its fruit. On

the other hand, when and wherever it has been

run down, and a pretended moral doctrine has

been introduced, to the prejudice and ſubverſion

of the grace of God, it hath been always follow

ed by a deluge of profanity and immorality in

prac.

1

;
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practice. It is eaſy and common, to diſguiſe the

truth by miſrepreſentation, or to vilify it by op

probrious titles . It is eafy to pretend a warın

zeal for the great doctrines of morality, and fre .

quently to repeat, in a pulpit, the necefſity of

holineſs in general ; but all impartial perſons

ought, and the world in general will judge more

by works than by words . Let us ſuppoſe, for

example, the old objection revived againſt a mi

niſter who preaches the doctrine of grace , that

it looſens the obligations to holineſs of life. The

objection is, of all others, the moſt fpecious :

yet, if that miniſter diſcharges his duty with zeal

and diligence, watches over his people's ſouls, re

proving , rebuking, exhorting with all long-ſuffer

ing and doctrine ; is ſtrict and holy in his own

converſation , abhorring and Aying from the ſo

ciety of the ungodly ; and if the effect of his mi

niſtry be to turn many ſinners from the error of

their ways, and to make an intelligent, ſerious

regular people, the accuſation will not be receive

ed : and who will ſay that it ought ? On the o

ther hand , is any miniſter more covetoys of the

fleece, than diligent for the welfare of the flock ;

cold and heartlefs in his facred work, but loud

and noiſy in promiſcuous and fooliſh converſa .

tion ; careleſs or partial in the exerciſe of diſci

pline ; covering, or palliating the ſins of the great,

becauſe they may promote him ; making friends

and companions of profane perſons ; tho' this

man's zeal ſhould burn like a flame againſt An

tinomi
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tinomianiſm , and tho ' his own unvaried ſtrain

ſhould be the neceſſity of holineſs, I would ne

ver take him to be any of it's real friends.

Let us not, my brethren, deceive our felves,

or attempt to deceive others by plauſible preten

ces. Let us allbe zealous for good works : not the

name, but the thing. Let us not expect to pro

mote them by a little cold reaſoning, or affected

flowery declamation ; but by the ſimplicity of the

goſpel ; by the doctrine of the croſs, which will

not only tell men that they ought to be holy,

but effectually bring them to that happy fate.

The leading principle of true holineſs, according

to the goſpel, is a deep and grateful ſenſe of re

deeming love. For the love of Chriſt conſtrain

eth us, becauſe we thus judge, that if one died

for all then were all dead , and that he died for

all, that they which live, ſhould not henceforth

live unto themſelves, but unto him which diedfor

them, and roſe again * .

In the 3d place, from what has been ſaid on

this ſubject.you may ſee, in a rery ſtrong light,

how neceſſary it is, that miniſters ſhould be, not

only really but vilibly and eminently holy ; and

with how much care they are bound to avoid e

yery appearanceof evil . There are ſome mini

ſters who ſtrongly plead for liberty and freedom ,

and loudly complain of themalice, uncharitable.

neſs, and cenſoriouſneſs of the world. They

* 2 Cor. v . 14 .

feem
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I feem as if they deſired , nay, which is ſtill more

his fooliſh , expected, that no part of their conduce

ſhould be attended to, or any inference drawn

* from it, with reſpect to their character. This

will never be the caſe till they are inviſible . It

appears, from what hath been ſaid in the preceed

ing diſcourſe, that it is the right and the duty of

every man to try a miniſter by his fruits. Igno

rance indeed, may ſometimes be guilty of mi

est. ftakes to our prejudice, and malice or envy may

o go too far ; yet this is only that we ought to

the lay our account with , and it ſhould excite us,

i not to a contempt of the judgment of others , but

I to greater ſtrictneſs and circumſpection, that they

may be aſhamed who falſly accuſe our good con

verſation in Chrift.

It is very hurtful in this as in many other

caſes, when a man views thingsonly on one ſide.

Some are apt to impute ſo much to the malice

and uncharitableneſs of the world, that they fel

dom or never think themſelves as truly guilty

of any offence or miſcarriage. I am perſuaded

many are in a manner blinded to the errors of

their own conduct, by this very circumſtance.

Or, if they cannot but be ſenſible, that they have

been guilty of ſomething that was wrong, when

the fault is aggravated by report, they ſeem to

think that this atones for any thing really blame

worthy, and ſo are hardened both againſt con

feſſion and repentance . To ſpeak without pre

judice, it is more than probable, that we are as

much
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much chargeable with unguarded and offenſive

conduct, on the one hand, as the world with

precipitate or partial judgment on the other. It

bath been ſometimes obſerved , that the multitude

or common people are but poorjudges of a man's

ability or learning, but they are very good judges

of his life. There is a great deal of truth in this

obſervation ; and to ſupport it I add , that even

a hypocritical pretence is extremely hard to main

tain, and ſo often betrays itſelf by little circum

ſtances that there are very few whoſe real cha

racter, is not better underſtood by the world

than themſelves. The chief exception I know

to this is the caſe of violent party diſputes. The

injuſtice done to characters on each ſide, there, is

very great. If you take a man's character from

one to whom he ſtands in party oppoſition , you

muſt conceive him not a man but a monſter.

But, ( ſetting this aſide, which does not fall with

in the compaſs of our preſent ſubject) in general,

it is ſurely much more becoming, and it is in

finitely more ſafe for us to ſuſpect ourſelves, than

to complain of hard meaſure from the world .

Let us therefore, by doubling our diligence in

every perſonal and miniſterial duty endeavour to

make our light to mine before men, that they may

fee our good works, and glorify our Fathir which

is in heaven *

1

4

* Matth. v. 16 .
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In the 4th place I muſt now take liberty, in

fidelity to the truſt committed to me, to be a

little more particular in the application of this

ſubject, and to enquire, whether miniſters are

not, in a good meaſure, chargeable with the low

ftate to which religion is, at preſent, reduced.

May I not ſay without offence, that an eminent,

holy, diligent, and ſucceſsful goſpel miniſtry was ,

once the glory and bleſſing of this part of the u.

nited kingdom ! But how are we fince fallen a

Neep ! How is the gold become dim ! How is the

moſt finegold changed ! That there is a difference

is plain ; and that this difference does not lie in

inferior abilities or a leſs proportion of learning

is equally certain . I am ſenſible, that this is a

part of my ſubject which would require to be

touched with a very tender and delicate hand,

and that, perhaps, I run as great a hazard to in

flame and exaſperate the fore, as to bring any

effectual cure . This is, indeed, itſelf, one ſtrong

fymptom of our diſeaſe, that we cannot endure

plain dealing ; and there is not a ſingle circum

ſtance, in which there is a greater difference

between this and the preceeding age . What,

Bin former times , would have been reckoned ( to

ſpeak in their language) no morethan plainneſs

and miniſterial freedom , would now be called

the moſt Nanderous invective and unpardonable

abuſe. Inſtead, therefore, of taking upon me to

ſay who are chiefly to be blamed as the criminal

cauſes of it, I ſhall only affirm and lament the

D melan .
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melancholly effect, that we have in many places

of this church a deſpiſed, forſaken, uſeleſs mini

ftry ; that many of the people have gone from

mountain to mountain, and forgotten their reſt

ing place, while a ſtill greater number is faſt a.

Sleep in ignorance ſecurity and ſloth . Where

is that únion, that mutual eſteem and affection,

which once fubfifted between miniſters and their

people. It muſtbe acknowledged , that their in.

Auence and authority is, now , in a great meaſure

loft, and, therefore, I may ſafely conclude that

their uſefullneſs is gone. That the fault is all

on one ſide, is neither a modeſt nor a probable

ſuppoſition. Should we throw the blame off our.

ſelves, what a terrible load muſt we, thereby,

Jay upon others ? Wemuſt ſuppoſe and ſay,

that under a blameleſs miniſtry, under the beſt

and pureſt of inſtruction one part of the nation

is funk in brutality and Noth , and the other rent

inpieces by diviſion,and religion loſt in the fury

of contending parties.

We may ſay ſo, my brethren , and ſome do

ſay what amounts to the ſame thing ; but it is

not credible. I do, therefore, in the moſt earneſt

manner beſeech every miniſter in this audience,

ſeriouſly to think, how far he hath given juſt

cauſe to his people to deſpiſe his perſon, or de

fert his miniſtrations. Let us not ſo inſiſt upon

the ignorance, prejudices, and weakneſs of the

giddy multitude, as if a failure on our part, was

impoſſible. We may be ſometimes blamed in

the

0
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the wrong place; but we have, perhaps, as much

reſpect in general, as we really deſerve. Do not

think it is ſufficient that you are free from groſs

crimes, ſuch as blaſphemy, riot, and unclean luſt.

Bleſſed be God, nothing of this kind would yec

be ſuffered among us without cenſure. But there

are many other things, which, either ſeparately

or together, render a miniſter juſtly contemp

tible, on which no law , either civil or ecclefiaftic

can lay hold . If one ſet apart to the ſervice of

Chriſt in the goſpel, manifeſtly ſhows his duty

to be a burden , and does no more work than

is barely ſufficient to ſcreen him from cenſure ;

if he reckons it a piece of improvement how

ſeldom or how ſhort he can preach, and makes

his boaſt how many omiſſions he has brought a

patient, and an injuried people to endure with

out complaint ; while, at the ſame time, he can

not ſpeak with temper, of thoſe who are willing

to do more than himſelf however impoſſible it

may be to aſcertain his faults by a libel, he juſly

merits the deteftation of every faithful miniſter,

and every real Chriſtian .

The things here in view , tho' they are eaſily

ſeen , are difficult to deſcribe; and , therefore, I

ſhall not attempt to be more particular . But I

cannot forbear warning you againſt, and point

ing out the evil of two pieces of diſhoneſty,

which may pollibly be found united to gravity

and decency in other reſpects. One of them is

common in our neighbour kingdom, and may

D2 poſſibly
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poſſibly have taken place among us, tho ' I can

not affirm it. The other, I am certain , hath

many times taken place in the church of Scot

land. The firſt is a miniſter's ſubſcribing articles

of doctrine, which he does not believe. This is

ſo direct a violation of fincerity, that it is alto .

niſhing to think, how men can ſet their minds at

eaſe in the proſpect, or keep them in peace after

ibe deliberate commillion of it. The very ex

cuſes and evaſions, that are offered in defence of

it, are a diſgrace to reaſon as well as a ſcandal to

religion . What ſucceſs can be expected from

that man's miniſtry, who begins it with an act

of ſuch complicated guilt. How can he take

upon him to reprove others for ſin , or to train

them up in virtue and true goodnefs, while him

ſelf is chargeable with direct, premeditated, and

perpetual perjury. I know nothing ſo nearly

reſembling it, as thoſe caſes in trade, in which

men make falſe entries, and , at once ſcreen, and

aggravate their fraud, by ſwearing, or cauſing

others ſwear contrary to truth . This is juftly

reputed ſcandalous even in the world, and yét

I know no circumſtance in which they differ,

that does not tend to ſhow it to be leſs criminal

than the other. We are not yet ſo much hard

ned in this ſin as many in our neighbour church ,

for I have never found any among us ſo bold,

as to profeſs' and 'defend it. But, if no ſuch thing

is at all admitted among us, Why is there ſo

heavy a ſuſpicion of it ? Why do ſo many com

plain,

13
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plain , that the great and operative doctrines of

the goſpel are withdrawn, and an unſubftantial

theory of virtue ſubſtitured in their place ? Or

why are not ſuch complaints put to ſilence ſince

it may be ſo eaſily done ? Appearances are cer

tainly ſuch as will warrant me in mentioning it

upon this occaſion : and I have particularly cho

ſen to introduce it upon this ſubject, that I may

bet
attack it not as an error, but as a fraud, not as a

miſtake in judgment, but an inſtance of groſs

13 diſhoneſty, and inſincerity of heart. Suppoſing,

therefore, that there may poſſibly be truth in the

charge againſt ſome of us, I muſt beg every mi

piſter, but eſpecially thoſe young perſons who

have an eye to that facred office to remember,

that God will not be mocked, tho’ the world

may be deceived . In his ſight, no gravity of de

portment, no pretence to freedom of inquiry,

a thing excellent in itſelf, no regular exerciſe of

the right of private judgment will warrant or

excuſe ſuch a ļie for gain , as folemnly to ſubſcribe

what they do not believe ,

The other particular I propoſed to mention

is the folemn atteſtation of men's characters, not

i only in general, but for particular qualities,

without any ſatisfying knowledge whether the

thing affirmed is true or falſe. This hath been

bis often done in the church of Scotland, not by

particular perſons,with whom we might renounce

relation , but by conſent of many, gravely and

deliberately in conſtituted Courts. Can weavoid

D3 making
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nraking the following obvious but melancholy

reflection, How great is the blindneſs of men to

thoſe fins which are introduced by degrees and

countenanced by prevailing faſhion Should we

be told by an hiſtorian of credit, that, in one of

the dark and corruptagesof Popery, it was con

mon for a body ofminiſters,when deſired , to give

a figned arteftation to particular perſons,that they

were ſtrict obſervers of the Sabbath, and wor

ſhipped God regularly in their families, while the

perſons atteſting knew nothing of the matter,

and , in fact, with regard to ſome of them, it

was abſolutely falſe . Would there be a diffent

ing voice, in affirming, that ſuch men muſt have

been loſt to all ſenſe of integrity, and utterly un.

worthy of regard . What ſhall we ſay, if the ſame

thing is done among us every day, and defend.

ed by,no better argument, than the judgment of

charity, which believeth all things. Charity teach

es us to believe no ill of another without ſatis

fying evidence, and forbids us to ſpread it, al

though it be true, without apparent neceſſity ;

but will chariry either juſtify or excuſe us, in

folemnly affirming a poſitive fact, the exiſtence

of which is uncertain in itſelf, and to us un

known. I do not take upon me to ſay, that all are

bad men who are guilty, by act or corfent, of

this practice, becauſe I do not know how far the

plea of ignorance or miſtake may go ; but this

may be ſafely ſaid that they do in a public capa

city, what, if they were to do in a private cao

pacity

i?
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pacity betweenman and man ,would render them

La contemptible, or infamous, or both .

Thefe two particulars haveoften brought re

proach upon the church of Scotland, to which it

is very difficult to make a proper reply . Would

to God the occaſion given for it were wholly

taken away . In the mean time, every one who

has a juſt regard to the glory ofGod, or the fuc

ceſs of his own work, will endeavour to main

tain ſuch an uniformity of character, as will bear

that examination, to which , it ought in juſtice.

and muſt of neceffity be expoſed.

In the last place, I muſt beg leave to ſpeak a

few words to the people in general, on the ſub

ject of this diſcourſe. You may learn , my bre

thren, from the preceeding diſcourſe, by what

rule you ought to judge, in all religious contro.

verſies, where a determination is neceſſary. Try

all principles by their effects, and every perſon's

prétences by his conduct. Examine, as far as

you have proper evidence, who have real and vi

tal religion moft at heart, and what means do

t'i effectually promote it . Believe not every profef

fion; but fee which is moſt conſiſtent in all its

parts. · Have patience, in difficult cafes, till the

tree have time to bring its fruits to maturity.

Time will often write a clear and legible charac

ter, on what was very dark and dubious at firſt.

It is probable ſome will be ready to ſay,

there is no ſmall doubtfulneſs in this rule itſelf.

There may be found good men of many diffe .

rent

22
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rent parties; how then ſhall we judge between

them ? I anfwer, wherever there is true religion ,

theſe perſonsare to beconſideredasthe ſervants

of God, and his grace in them is to be confeſſed

without reluctance ,and adored with thankfulneſs.

Therewill, nevertheleſs,be ſtill ſufficient means to

& diftinguiſh between one profeſſion and another,

which hath the greateſt influence in making men

truly good. Theremay be, here and there, a good

1 man under very great diſadvantages. This may

ſerve to keep us from a bigotted narrowneſs of

mind, and uncharitable condemnation ofothers.

But it will never occafion, in any prudent per

fon, a departure from theſe principles, and that

difpenfation of ordinances, which he fees tobe

beſt forbuilding him up in holineſs and comfort,

through faith unto ſalvation. The truth is , one

great deſign of this difcourſe was to teach men to

diftinguiſh between the upright and the worth

* Jels of all ſects. Turn your zeal from parties to

v perfons. Do not reproach or oppoſe men mere

ly becauſe they are of this or the other perſuaſi

on . But, wherever there is a wicked or a world

by man in the office of a miniſter, avoid the wolf

' in ſheep's clothing for your own fake, and, if

poſſible, drag off his diſguiſe, that othersmay not

be his prey . :-What doth it fignify what party

a man is of, if the foundations are deſtroyed , and

truth and holinefs, theſe inſeparable companions,

are trampled under foot. When ſhall the time

come, when the fincere lovers ofChriſt of every

de
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denomination, ſhall join together in oppoſition

to his open enemies and treacherous friends,

There is a wonderful, though a natural union,

among all worldly men , againſt the ſpirit and

power of true religion wherever it appears. I am

ſorry to add, that this is one of the inſtances in

which the children of this world are wiſer in their

generation than the children of light. Many

will not meet together on earth for the wor .

Thip of God, who ſhall have but one temple at

laſt, where all from the eaſt and from the weſt,

from the north and from the ſouth , ſhall meet ,

and join in their Creator and Redeemer's praiſe .

The terms of admiſſion into, and of excluſion

from this happy dwelling are recorded in the fol

lowing remarkable terms, with which I ſhall con

clude this diſcourſe, as, indeed they are the ſum

of all that has been ſaid in it, And there ſhall in

no wife enter into it, any thing that defileth,

neither whatſoever worketh abomination, ormak

eth a lie, but they which are written in the

Lamb's book of life +.

ti

t
a

t Rev. xxi. 27 .
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