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SERMON IL

MAN IN HIS NATURAL STATE.

B Y

JOHN fFirHERSPOO N,T>.D.L.L,D,

Col.N. C. p.

BEasaBaBsacBi

Rev. iii. 17.

Becaufe thoufayeft lam rich, and increafed with goods,

and have need of nothing ; and knoweft not that ihoti

art wretchedy and miferahley and poor, and blind,

and naked,

N order to preach the Gofpel with fuccefs, it

is neceifary that we ihould begin, by eilablifli-

ing the great and fundamental truths, on which

all the rell arc built, and to which they conftant-

ly refer. Nay, it is neceifary, that we Ihould often

look back to thefc, and fee that we be not off the

foundation, or that it be not weakly, or imperfed-

ly laid. Of this fort, I take the guilt, mifery, and

weaknefs of our nature to be ; and therefore have

chofen the words now read, as the fubjed; of dif-

courfe, in which the fpirit of God reproves the

fufficicncy, and felf-righteoufucfs of the church of

Laodicca.
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Becaufe thoufayejl Iam rich, and increafed in goods,

&c, I fuppofe you will all cafily undcrftand, that

the words are figurative, and are fpoken entirely,

with a view to the fpiritual ftate of that Church.

In this light, let us confider what is precifely their

meaning.

We may cither fuppofe, that this charge is

brought againft the church of Laodicea, becaufe

there were many there, under the profeflion of the

Gofpel, who were notwithftanding, ftill in a natu-

ral unrenewed ftate—ftrangers to the power of

Religion ; of which, their being thus unhumbled,

and infenfible of their guilt, and mifery, was the

evidence ; and for which, the remedy is prefcrib-

cd, in the following words : I council thee to huy of

me gold, tried in the fire^ that thou mayeji be rich, and

ivhite raiment that thou mayejl be clothed^ and that the

(hame of thy nakednefs do not appear ; and anoint thiite

eyes with eye falve, that thou mayejifee.

Or we may fuppofe, that this reproof, was in a

great meafu re applicable to them all, in general

;

believers and unbelievers ; the bell of them, being

exceedingly prone to trufl in themfelves, that they

were righteous ; inftead of that humble depend-

ance on the merit, and grace of their Redeemer,

which ought not only to be the refuge of the fm-

ncr, but the confidence of the faint. And there

is no quedion, that this is a proper caution to pro-

fcffing Chriflians in every age, to beware of fpl it-

ting on the rock of felf-fufficiency.
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But as this difpofition reigns in the heart of

every one, that is yet at a diftance from God—is

the foundation of their fecurity and inipenitence^

and is what they mud be brought off from, before

they can be reconciled to God ; it is for their be-

nefit, that I chiefly defign this difcourfe, though it

may alfo be ufeful, and iliall be in part apphed to

the children of God. It is an affedling thought,

when purfued to its confequences ; yet alas ! it is

unquellionably true, that in every zfCcmbly,fuch as

this, of profefling Chridians, there are not a few,

who are in the gall of hitiernejsy and in the bond of

iniquity, under the wrath of God, and liable to the

condemning fentence of his law ; and at the fame

time, that the far greateft part of them are igno-

rant of it, and know not, that they are wretched^

^nd poor, and blind, and naked.

In difcourfing farther upon this fubjed there-

fore, I fhall

I. Endeavor to prove and illuflrate this truth

:

that all mankind are by nature in a ftatc of fin and

mifery, under the bondage of corruption, and lia-

ble to the wrath of God.

II. I fliall briefly fhew you, that being brought

to a lively fcnfe, and genuine convidlion of this,

is the firil, and a necefTary ftep, to the faving

knowledge of God, in Chrifl:—And in the //?/?•

place, fhall make fome pra6lical improvement ofr

the fubjc^l.
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I. In the firll place then, I am to prove and il-

luftrate this truth ; that all mankind are by nature

in a ftate of lin and mifery, under the bondage of

corruption, and liable to the wrath of God. What
is faid in this pafTage of the Laodiceans, is uni-

verfally true, of the poflerity of Adam. Unlefs

an inward and effential change has been WTOUght

upon them by the grace of God ; they are wretch-

edy and mijerable^ and poor, and blind, and naked. It

is alfo true of them, as well as the Laodiceans, that

they know it not ; but vainly prefume themfelves

to be rich, and increafcd with goods, and to have

need of nothing. If thefe two things are jointly

true of many of you my hearers, there is nothing

ia which you can have fo great a concern : there-

fore, let me earneftly befeech your mofl ferious at-

tention, to what fliall be faid : as the fuccefs of

this convi6lion is neceflary, to your underftand-

irig, or profiting by any other part of divine truth,

as I fliall afterwards Ihew you.

The proofof the truth here afTerted, can be only

of two kinds, r. From fcripture, w^hich is the

teftimony of God declaring it. 2. From the vi-

iible flate of the world, and our own experience,

finding it to be fo.

I. That all mankind are by nature in a fl-ate of

fm and mifery, appears from the exprefs, and re-

peated tedirhony of the word of God. And this

teftimony wc have, not only in particular pailligcs,

carrying the truth, but in the itrain and fpirit o^
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the whole, and the fevcral difpenfations of Divine

Providence there recorded ; which are all of them,

built upon this fuppoiition, and intended to reme-

dy this univerfal evil.

See what God declares : Gen. vi. 5. And God

fazv that the wickednejs ofman was great in the earthy

and that every imagination of the thoughts ofhis hearty

was only evil continually. And again, the imagina-^

iion of mans heart is evil from hisyouth. We may
take the pfalmift David's teflimony of himfelf, as

a fample, of the reft of mankind ; and indeed he

plainly intimates, that it is a common calamity.

Who can underfand his errors ? Cleanfe thou mefrom

Jecret faults. Behold I I was fbapen in iniquity^ and

in fin did my mother conceive fue.

We may take alfo the teflimony of the Apoflle

Paul, in his epiftle to the Romans, which is the

more full to our prefent purpofc : that as he had

never been at Rome, he is there laying the foun-

dation of religion in general, and the Chriflian

-difpenfation in particular, by a clear, and explicit

proof, of the need the world had of a Saviour,

from its univerfal corruption and depravity. Sec

then what he fays

—

IVhat then? Are we better than

they? No, in no wife, for we have before proved both

Jews and Gentiles, that they are all underfin. As it

is written, there is none righteous, no not one. And
again

—

Novo zve know that what things foever the

law faith : it faith to them who under the law, that

€very mouth may beflopped, and all the world may be^
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tornf guilty, before God.— For all have finned and

iomejbort of the glory of God.

You may alfo fee, that the Apoftle traces this

diforder, to its very fource

—

Wherefore as by one

many fin entered into the world, and death by fin : and

Jo death pajjed upon all men, for that all have finned,

I fhall add but one exprefs fcripture teflimony

more.

—

Andyou hath he quickened, who were dead in

trefpaffes andfins.

But befides the particular paiTages of fcripture,

pofitively declaring this truth, the whole frame and

contexture of the fcriptures, and all the difpenfa-

tions of Divine Providence recorded in them, arc

a proof of the fame thing. Man is every where

confidered as in a fallen and finful flate. Every
thing that is prefcribed to him, and every thing

that is done for him, goes upon that fuppoiiiion.

It is not one man, or a few men, that are in fcrip-

ture called to repentance, but all without excepti-

on. Now repentance is only the duty of a iinner.

An innocent perfon cannot repent ; he has nothing

to grieve for in his heart, or to forfake in his life.

It is alfo proper to obfervc, that one of the fcrip-

ture characters of God is. Merciful and gracious^

flow to anger, forgiving iniquity, tranfgreffion and fin.

Now, he could not be to us a forgiving God, and

there would be no need that he fhould be revealed

under that charader, unlefs we were fmners, that

flood in need of pardon. Mercy, indeed, is the

diftinguifhing attribute of God, and this can only
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have refpedl to offenders. All the other perfec-

tions of God, might be excrcifcd towards pure and

holy creatures ; but mercy, only towards finners.

He might be a good, holy, jui\, wife, powerful

God, to perfons in a ftate of innocence, but he

can iliew mercy, only to the guilty.

Do not the difpenfations of God's Providence,

{hew the fame thing ? He lent the flood, as a telli-

mony of the wickednefs of the world, and for the

punifhment of a guilty race. Remember alfo the

facrifices, which were appointed, and accepted by

God from the beginning of the world. Sacrifices

are for atonement, arid expiation. They are plain-

ly a fabftitution in the room ofa forfeited lite. It

is doing violence to common {cnfc, to make them

any thing elfe. The whole Jewifh oeconomy,

which had in it fo many facrifices, fo many oifer-

ings, fo many waihings and purifications, does

plainly fuppofe, the perfon ufing them, to be in-

fected with (in, or moral pollution. Had nor this

been the cafe, they had been extremely abfurd, and

improper.

But the flrongefl teftimony of all, that God hath

given to the guilt, and corruption of mankind, is

his fending his own Son into the world, to redeem

them by the facrifice of himfelf—To what pur-

pofe redeem them, if they were not in bondage ?

Vv^hy fo coftly an expiation, if our lives had noi

been forfeited to Divine Juilicc ? But that it was

for this purpofc, that Chrlft came into the worlds

D
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is fo plain, from the whole of the fcriptures, that I

Ihall felect but one paifage out of many, to prove

it

—

Whom God hath Jet forth to he a propitiation^

through faith in his blood, to declare his rightcoufiufsy

for the rem [fion offins that are pafi, through the for^

hearance of God,

What is faid already on this head, is a full proof

from fcripture, that man is now, by nature, in a

ftate of fin; that he is alfo, in confequence of that,

in a fl:ate of mifcry, and liable to the wrath ofGod,

is proved by many of the fame pafTages, and by

m.any others

—

For the wrath of God is revealedfrom

Heaven againft: all ungodlii^efsy and iinrighteovfnefs of

men, zvho hold the truth in unrighteoufnefs—For the

wages offin is death, ^c. But I need not multi-

ply paflages to this purpofe ; for in all God's dif-

penfations, the deferved punifhrnent of iinners, is

as evident, as their linfulnefs itfelf. It is indeed

fully proved, from the edential perfed:ions of God,

particularly his holinefs and juftice. He is of

purer eyes, than that he can behold iniquity.

Evil cannot dwell voith him, nor fools, that is, finners,

ftand in his fight.

Is not all this then my brethren, a fufficicnt

proof, from the teftimony of God, that man in a

natural ftate, is (inful and mifcrable? Shall we af-

firm ourfelvcs to be whole, if he faith we are un-

found ? Do we know more than God? Will wc

not give credit to the fountain of truth ? Nor is it

any objection to this, that we ourfelves know It



WITHERSPOON. 35

not, or are but little fenlible of it. One confider-

able part of thedifeafe, is blindncfs of underftand-

ing : fo that we may, and muil, till our eyes are

opened, be ignorant of our danger—We may

think and fay, that we are rich, and increafed in

goods, and have need of nothing, while we are,

'zvretched and miferable^ and blind and naked,

2. The fame thing appears from the vifible

Hate of the world, and our own experience. Un-
believers are apt to hear with indifference and

negledl, what they are told from fcripture tcfti-

mony, unlefs otherwife confirm.ed to them ; and

it is with the unbeliever we have now to do. Be-

lides, the effablifhment of this truth, upon other

evidence than that of fcripture, ought to have a

powerful influence, in inducing men to believe the

other truths in fcripture, that are connected with

and founded upon it. I think it therefore, highly

proper, to lay before you what evidence we have

of our loft ftate, from the obfervation of the world,

though the fcriptures had been filent. I would

likewife recommend to all, what lliall be faid on

this fubjecft, to preferve your faith undiaken, and

keep you from blafphemous, unbelieving thoughts,

if at any time, you fhould be tempted to them

;

fince,even unenlightened reafon, confirms the foun-

dation of divine truth, and nature, and providence

confpire, in preaching the Dodlrine of Divine

Grace.

Now, doth not our experience, as well as the

obfervation of others, Iliew us, that wc are born in
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lin, and conceived in iniquity ? May we not faj

from our own knowledge, that the imaginations of

the heart of man, are only evil from his youth, and
that continually? Is there not a pronenefs, and

tendency to evil, univerfally to be obferved, in

mankind ? and a backwardnefs and averlion to that

which is good ? Is not this apparent even in chil-

dren, upon the firfb dawn of reafon in their minds,

and the firft light of choice or inclination in their

hearts? Surely it mufl: be owned, that in that early

period, they are at lead comparatively innocent—If

any among us, is without fm, it mud be the young-

rft ; yet folly is bound in the heart of a child.—"

How hard is it to guard them from evil, and to in-

fpire them with good difpolitions, even by the

ivifeil, and earlieil care, in their inflrudion ? And
even after the mod faccefjfal pains, are there not

Hill m.any remaining blemillies, through the pre-

valence of corrupt nature, which fliew, that the

ground-v/ork itfelf, v;as faulty ? But on the con-

trary, how eaiily do men learn, that which is evil?

Do they need to be taught ? Is it not enough to

give them licence ? How jufl is that dcfcription

in Jeremiah ? ^ey are wife to do evily hut to do good

they have no knowledge, I am far from denying,

that men are improved and forwarded in lin, by

iniirudlion and example, as well as in that, which

is good : but it is plain, they are far apter fchohrs,

in the firft, than in the laft ; which plainly Ihev/s,

they are more powerfully difpofcd to it, by nature.

Nay, is it not evident, from the univcrfal expcri-
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cncc, and teflimony of thofe, who adl from a prin-

riplc of RelLgion ; that it is extremely difficult,

"with all the care they can take, to relifl the pro-

penfity of nature, to the contrary ? And that in the

beil, it often gets the fuperiority, when they are off

their guard ? Is not this an evidence of the depra-

vity and corruption of human nature, and its ten-

dency to evil ? Are thofe Vv^ho hate lin, ofiien over-

come by it, and fhall thofe who love it, prefume

to fay, they are free from it ?

If any fliould 3.{k, how I prove that that courfc

of adlion, to which human nature is inclined is

evil, without the afliftance of fcripture ? I anfwer,

from reafon ; and that many ways—from its per-

nicious efi'edls on focieties, and private perfons ;

from the teflimony of the world in general, when

others, than themfelves, are concerned, and from

the teflimony of every man's confcience, in his

own cafe. Who is there, that does not often feel

in himfelf, a powerful tendency to what he can-

not but in his heart condemn? Is not his con-

fcience God's vicegerent ? and doth not natural

religion, as well as the religion of Chrifl', declare

him corrupt ? So that I may fay with the Apofiie

Paul, not citing the pafTage as a proof, but as an

illuflration and defcription of the character, and

Hate of natural men—For zvhen the Gentiles which

have not the law, do by nature the things coniained in

the lazv : thefe having not the law, are a law unto

ihemfelves, which Jhcw the work of the law written
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/;/ their hearts, their conjcience aljo hearing zvitnefs^

and their thoughts^ the mean while^ accufing or elfe ex-^

cufing one another.

Thus there is as much light remaining with us

fmce the fall, as to ihew, that we are out of the

way, but not to bring us back to it again.

As a ferious confideration of the flate of the

wicked, may fhev/ us our natural impurity : fo it

hath been long ago difcovered, and confelTed by

many of the ancient heathens, who never heard of

the name of Chrifl:, nor knew of the remedy.

Thefe, difcerning by nature, the perfediijy pure, and

holy nature of God, and comparing it with the

difpofitions prevalent in man, could not reconcile

them together ; but concluded, that a creature, fo

corrupt, could not come in that condition, out of

the hands of its Creator. This difficulty ibme of

them endeavored to folve, by a flate of pre-exifl-

ence ; which bears fome refembiance to the true

folution, given of it in the holy fcripture : viz.

the apoflacy of our firfl: parents ,- which entailed a

corrupted nature upon their pofterity, in which^

the light of nature, and revealed truth, feem al-

moft VvhoUy, to coincide.

It is to the fame thing that I cannot help attri-

buting the practice, that fo univerfally prevailed

over the heathen world, before the coming of

Chriit, ofojjeringfacrijicesy to appeafe the wrath of

the Dciry, fuppofed to be oifcndjd. That the
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cuflom of facrificing, prevailed very generally,

perhaps univerfally among the heathen nations,

at the greateft difcance from, and having no corref-

pondence with each other, is a certain and un-

queilionable fact. Neither do I fee to what caufe

we can afcribe it, unlefs to one of thefe two ; ei-

ther an ancient tradition, from the beginning of

the world, and fpread with the inhabitants,

through the feveral parts of it, as they feparated

and peopled it; or to the common condition of

human nature, which dictated the fame thing, to

perfons, in fuch diltant places.

If the firft of thefe fjppofitions is embraced,

which indeed I fuppofe to be the truth, it appears

that facrifices w^re appointed by God to man, in

his fallen flate, for the pardon of iin, and that they

had reference, to the great propitiatory facrifice of

Chriit, upon the crofs.

If weprefer the lait fuppofition, it would feem as

if theconfcioufnefs ofguilt, had uniformly prompt^

ed men in all ages, and nations, to offer up fomc

atonement for their offences. In both cafes, it

<;qually fervcs, to prove the corruption, and linful-

nefs of human nature.

Now as what hath been faid, plainly proves the

impurity of man, in his natural ftate : i^o his mifc-

ry and liablenefs to punifliment, may alfo be prov-

ed ; both as a natural confequence of his finful-

nefs, and even, more plainly, by itfelf. There h
not only a coafidcrablc de^^rce of actual mifci/ in
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the world, but plain prefagcs of more to follow it

ill the world to come. Need I take up much time,

in enumerating the feveral mifcries, and calami-

ties, incident to human life ? Are not oppreflion

and injury from one another, poverty, fickncfs,

pain, and death, the plain fruits of fm, and vifible

tokens ofGod's difpleafure ? Man with fome marks

of fuperiority and excellence of nature, is even, by

means of his fuperiority, his knowledge, and fore-

light of his own fufferings, more miferable, than

any other of the creatures, that is equally fubjedi

to the ftroke of death.

To the whole, I fhall only fubjoin one coniider-

ation more, which is applicable to both parts of the

argument—I have often thought, that the natural

terror and fear zviih which men are pqffeji, of the pre^

Jence of God, or any remarkable token of his power, is

nothing elfe, but an indication ofguilt, or an apprehen-^

Jion of wrath.

You may fee fome incidents in fcripture, from

which it is natural to conclude ; that when God
makes any vifible manifeftation of his glory, or

fends any of his Angels or Miniflers from Heaven

to Earth ; thole who are prefent, are filled with

the utmoft dread and tenor.

Thus in the relation given of God's appearance

upon Mount Sinai, it is faid : And fo terrible was

thefight, that Mofes faid, I exceedinglyfear and quake.

Sec another example, in liliiah

—

nen faid I, wee
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ts me, for I am undone, becaufe I am a man of unclean

lips ; for mine eyes have feen the King, the Lord of

HgJIs. And in the New Teflament, in the Apof-

tle John

—

And when Ifaw him, I fell at hisfeet as

dead.

And is not this always the cafe, in all ages, that

upon any remarkable appearance of an inhabitant

of the other world, or even when any fuch thing

is falfely apprehended the inhabitants of this

world are filled with extraordinary terror ? What
is this do you imagine, but confcioufnefs of guilt,

and appreheniion of vengeance ?

Innocence has no enemy, and it has nothing

to fear. We are all in much the fame cafe with

Adam, immediately after his firft tranfgreilion

;

when he heard God's voice in the garden, he was

afraid, andfled, and hid bimfelf-AVc read ofno fuch

fear poffelTing him, while he retained his inno-

cence, but as foon as he had tinned, he began to

dread an avenging God. ^

From all this then, I would conclude, that roa-

fon accords with fcriptu re, in faying, that all have

finned and come fhort of the glory ofGod: that man in.

a natural fVate, is wreicbcd, and inifcr:ib::\ a::d /•>:;•

and blind and naked.




