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SERMON I.

ON
MINISTERIAL CHARACTER and DUTY-

BY

JOHN PFITHERSPOON,D.D.L.UD.
Col. N. C. P.

BBHm

2 C o R. iv. 13,

fVe alfo believe, and therefore/peak.

J..

, , .
.

.,...,-,•,

TO underftand what ought to be the cha-

radler, and what principles fhould animate

the condudt of a Miniftcr of the Gofpel,

cannot be^vithout profit, even to a private Chriftian,

It will teach him whom to prefer, when he is called,

in providence, to make a choice. It will teach him

to hold fuch in reputation for their office- fake, and

to improve the privilege of a regular gofpel miniftry,

if he himfelf is favored with it. And I think it

muft incline him to make daily fupplication to the

Lord of the harvefl, to fend forth faithful laborers

into his harvefl»

But though there were no fuch general advantage

to be derived from it, my particular charge, and the

very afped: of this audience, would eafily juflify me;

in making this, for once, the immediate fubjed of

•lifcourfe. A
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Now if we would know the chara(!ler of a faithful

Minider, we cannot better, or more immediately

reach our purpofe, than by looking into the charadter,

and obferving the conduct, and fprings of adlion, of

the Apoftles of our Lord, who received their corn-

millions immediately from himfelf, and were not on-

ly the firfl, but the beft and mofl: fuccefsful Minift-

ers> that ever were employed in the church of Chrifl.

The Apoftle Paul, whofe call was fo lingular, and

whofe labors were fo diftinguifhed, has, in his EpiC-

tles to thefeveral churches, planted or watered by him,

givenus a great light into the chief aims he had in the

exercife of the miniftry. In this chapter, and the pre-

ceding part of this Epillle, hefhews the Corinthians,

with what vifible faithfulnefs and fmcerity he had

adied, and what diligence he had ufed in promoting

their eternal happinefs.

To fave time, I forbear going through die connec-

tion of his difcourfe and only obferve, that in the

wordsof our text, he fliows what kept him faithful and

influenced him to fo much diligence in the work to

which he was called, by alluding to an expreflion in

the 1 1 6th Pfalm. It is^written, Ihave believed, there-

fore have Ifpoken. -We alfo believey and therefore fpeak»

In this he intimates, that our inward perfuafion of

the great truths of the evcrlafling Gofpel, could not

but have a powerful influence upon him and others,

to prcfs the important mcfiage, and w^atch over the

fouls of thofe committed to their charge.

In difcourfing furrherat this time, I intend to con-

fine myfelf to this lingle truth, which may be eafily
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1

deduced from the text: That one of the mod cdQii'

tially necelTary, and the moR" extenlivcly ufcfiil

quahfications of a good Minifter, is, that he be a

good man, that he have a firm belief of that Gofpel

he is called to preach, and a lively fenfe of religion

upon his own heart. After I fhall have explained

and confirmed this obfervation, I will conclude with

fome practical reflediions.

Though I havfe mentioned real religion as one of

the mofl effentially necefTary qualifications, I am not

ignorant, that taking the words in a ftricl fenfe,

gifts are more necefTary to the being of the miniflry

than even grace itfelf. To make the efficacy of the

ordinances to depend upon the inward ftate of the

adminiflrator, is a Popifli error, and is exprcfsly

guarded againfl by the AfTembly of Divines, in our

fhorter Catechifms, in the following words : T'h^

Sacraments, and it is equally true of every other or-

dinance, become effectual to Salvation, ?totfrom any vir^

iue in theniy or in him that doth adminijler them, but on-

ly by the blejjlng of Chrifty and the 'working of his fpirit

in thenty that byfaith receive them.

But fome degree of capacity is evidently neceflary

in the mofl abfolute fenfe. A man who is altogether

\oid of knowledge and utterance, or who is deaf and

dumb, may be a faint, but cannot be a Minifter.

This concefHon, however, takes nothing from the

force of the obfervation, that real Religion is of the

greateft importance, and moft ablblutcly necefTary to

the faithful difcharge of a Minifier's facred trufl.

That 1 may fet this in as clear and (Irong a light as I
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am able, let me intreat your attention to the follow-

ing obfervations

:

I. Real Religion in a Minifrer will make him
knowing, and able for his work. It is necelTary for

any one who intends himfelf for the office of the

minif^ry, by diligent fludy, and the ufe of thofe

means, wir'h which God in his Providence hath fur-

nifhed him, to improve his underftanding and acquire

a flock of knowledge, that he may be a workman
that needeth liot to be aihamed, rightly dividing the

word of truth. In this he can have no fuch incite-

ment as concern for his Mafter's Glory. Nay, he

that is truly religious, is taught of God the beft of

Mailer's, and will have fomc of his mod profitable

lefTons from his own experience. -

Let me the rather intreat your attention to this,

that thcfe who are moft apt to difparage piety are al-

fo apt to fpeak in terms of high approbation on the

fubjed: of literature and fcience—ObferveJ therefore,

that true religion ferves both to give a man that know-
ledge which is ncceflary to a Minifter, and to dire6l

and turn into its proper channel the knowledge whicK

he may othcrwife acquire. It is an approved maxim
in every fcience, that practical and experimental

knowledge far exceeds that which is merely fpecula-

live; at leafli tho* the lad may make the prettiefl

fliow, the firfl, is by much to be preferred for ufe.

Any wife m:m, if he was to go a dangerous voyage,

would readily prefer as his pilot, one, who had much
experience, and had failed often that way himfelf, to

^nc^ who had fludied navigation in the moil pcrfecj
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manner afhore. So, my brethren, every man who

regards his foul would choofe for his Jpiritual guide,

one, who appears to have the wifdom to fave his o\vn>

and would expe6l by him to be beft diredcd, how to

avoid the rocks and (helves in his pafTage, thro' this

dangerous and tempeftuous ocean of life.

But if this maxim holds true in other fcience, it

holds yet more ftrongly in Religion, which cannot be

truly known unlefs it be fch. There is an infepa-

rable connexion between faith and practice, truth

and duty ; and therefore he that is a ftranger to the

One, is ignorant of the other. I am not infenfible

that a bad man may efpoufe, and plead for a great

part of the fyftem of divine truth; but as he cannot

cordially embrace it, fo I am inclined to think that

he never truly underftands it. ' The Apoftle Paul de-

clares, that it is only by the Spirit of God which i»

given to every real Chriflian, and more efpecially to

every faithful Minifter, that a mart is enabled to

treat rightly of Divine Things, Now zve have receiv-^

edy not the Spirit of the fVcrld, but the Spirit which is of

Gody that we mighj knozv the things that arefreely given

to us of God; which things zve fpeak^ not in the words

which mans wifdom teachethy hut which the Holy Ghojl

ieacheth^ comparingfpiritual ihings withfpirituaL But

the natural man receiveth not the things of the Spirit of

God, for they are foolifhnefs unto him, neither can he

know them for they are fpiriiually difcerned. As the

real Chriftian from that character is bell difpofed to

feek after, fo he is by the fame means bed: fitted to

improve and apply his knowledge of fpiritual things.

This will appear, if v/e coniider what ought to be the
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great work of a Minifter. He hath to do chiefly

with the hearts and confciences of his people. His
bufinefs is to convince the ungodly ; to awaken the

fccure; to enlighten the ignorant; to dired and
ftrengthen the weak in the faith, and in general as

a wife phyfician, to adminifter the medicine proper

to the various conditions and diforders of his hearers.

Now it mufl, at firft fight, appear, that he who is a

ftranger to the power of godlinefs, and knows no-

thing of the fpiritual life himfelf, mufl be utterly un-

fit for difcerning hov/ it thrives, or alTiftingand pro-

moting it in others. That man mufl furely be moft

powerful in fearching, and moil fkilful in guiding

the confciences of others, who has been accuftomed

to examine and diredl his own.

I only farther obferve upon this particular, that

true Religion will purify, and direct into its proper

channel, the knowledge he may otherwife acquire.

It is a great midake to think, found learning is an

enemy to Religion, and to fuppofe that an ignorant

miniftry is the befl: or fafefl. There is no branch of

human knowledge of which a Divine may not be the

better, or which a good man will not improve to the

glory of God and the good of others ; tho' fome of

them are more important than others; and it is ne-

ceiTary to give to any of them, only fuch proportion

ofour time, as is coniiftent with our great and princi-

pal aim. Now true Religion is the great preferva-

tive againft miftake orabufe of any kind on this fub-

jcct. A bad man is apt to liudy, merely to gratify

his own fancy; and there is a falfe luxury and delica-

cy in feeding the mind as well as the body \ bad
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man is alfo exceedingly prone to inteliedual pride

and felf-fufficiency ; than which, there is not a vice

more dangerous in itfelf, or more contrary to the

chara6ler of a Minifter of the New Teftament. But

he who is fandified by Divine Grace, as he has every

motive to diligence in acquiring knowledge, fo the

fingle purpofe to which he will wifh to apply it, i»

to fcrve God in the Gofpel of his Son.

II. Real Religion in a Minifter will make him

happy andchearful, ready and willing to do his duty.

There is a great difference between the prompt, and

Ipeedy obedience of a fervant who loves his mafter

and his work, and the reludiant labor- of him who

only deceives him, that he may cat of his bread. A
truly pious man undertakes the office of the miniftry

from love to God, with a view to promote his glory,

and what he hath counted his intereft in the world :

viz. the welfare of the fouls of men. An unholy

Minifter undertakes this employment only as a trade

to earn by, and has it at leafl as his highefl aim to

promote his own worldly advantage. It is eafy to

fee in w^hat a different manner thefe different pcrfon«

will acft, and in what different light they will view

the facred duties of their fundion. He who truly

believes the Gofpel and loves its Author, will reckon

it his highefl honor when he is called to recommend

it to the belief of others. He will be apt to teach,

and will find a pleafure in carrying his meffage; be-

fides the reward he expeds from him who employs

him, and will undergo with chearfulnefs every fa-

tigue he is fubjeded to, in the execution of his office.

Oil tlic other hand, he who is actuated by a contrary
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principle, tho' he is obliged, that he may raife his

wages, in fome fort to do his duty ; yet how heavily

mud it go on, how tedious and burthenfome mud it

be, both in preparation and performance ? He will

count his lerVice at the Altar, and his work among
his people, as a toil and drudgery, and reckon all

that redeemed time that he can fave for himfelfjfrom

the duties of his office.

Perhaps it may be thought that there lies a (Irong

objection againft this obfervation from experience ;

as it appears that fuch Minidcrs as have lead of Re-

ligion, commonly go mod lightly under the charge,

and are far from feeling any burthen \r\ what is

<:ommitted to them; whereas the mod pious and

faithful Miniders feem to have a weight upon their

fpirits, and fuch a concern for the falvation of their

people, as cannot but take much from their chearful-

nefs in the work to which they are called. In an-

fvvcr to this, obferve, that an unfaithful Minider is

not eafy and chearful becaufe his v.ork is agreeable

to him, but becaufe he takes as little of it as niay be,

and feeks his pleafure more than his duty. Certain

it is, that the work of the minidry mud be irkfomc

j;nd uneafy to him that believes not, except fo far as

he makes it fubfcrvient to ambition, and difplays his

own talents when he diould be feeding his people's

fouls. This I confefs, which the Apodle judly calls

preaching ourfelves, may be abundantly gratifying

to the mod corrupt heart. On the other hand, that

concern for his people which is upon the heart of

every faithful paftor, is far from being inconddent

with the mod folid peace and dedrable pleafure arif*
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ing from the difcharge of his duty. It is like the

excrcife of pity and compaffion to the diflrelTed, iri

him, who is acfting for their relief, which, though in

fome fcnfe painful, is yet accompanied with the ap-

probation of God, and confcience, as flowing from a

rightly difpofed mind, and therefore to be cherilhed

and cultivated rather than fupprefled. There is a

time for every good man to mourn, and a time to re-

joice, and perhaps the one is even more falutary than

the other; for we are told, that God will appoint un-

to them that mourn in Zion, io give unto 'them beauty

for ajhesy the oyl of joy for mournings and the garment

of fraifefor thefpirit of heavinefs.

III. Real Religion in a Minifter will make him
faithful, and impartial, in the difcharge of his trufl.

The God in whofe prefence we ftand, and in whofe

name we fpeak, is no refpcdler of perfons, and nei-

ther iliould we be in doing his work. There is com-
monly a great variety of perfons, of different Nations

and of different characters, committed to the infpec-

tion of a Minifler ; the pleafing or difplealing of

whom, has a conliderable influence in his worldly

cafe and intereft. This is a great temptation to be

unfaithful, and often leads to fpcak unto them

fmooth things, and prophecy deceit ; or at lead, not to

deal with all that freedom and impartiality, that his

duty to God requires. In every unrcgenerate man,

worldly intereft in one fliape or another, either va-

nity or gain, is the fupreme motive of aiflion : And
therefore, as moft men are impatient of reproof, it

cannot be fuppofcd, that an unfandifacd Miniftcr

B
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will venture to provoke their difpleafure, or to gall

them with unacceptable truths. The favor of the

great, or the applaufe of the multitude, he certainly

will feek, more than the edification of any. On the

other hand, he who truly fears God and believes what

he teaches, will ad with faithtulncfs and boldnefs.

He will remember that if he feeks to pleafe men, he

cannot be the fervant of Chriil:. He will therefore

no farther obtain, and indeed no farther wifh to ob-

tain their favor, than as a diligent difcharge of his

duty approves him to their confciences in the light

of God; or forces the approbation of the impartial,

notvvithilanding the refentment of particular offen-

ders. It is only the fear of God, can deliver us from

the fear of man. I do not pretend that all who fear

God, are wholly delivered from it: but furely, bad

men, mufl be far more under the government of this

finful principle. The one may fail occafionally, the

other is corrupted wholly. There are two reafons

which incline me particularly to infifV on that faith-

fulnefs, which can only flow from true piety.

1. That preaching, in order to be ufeful, mud be

very particular, and clofe, in the application. Gene-

ral truths and abftrad reafoning have little or no in-

fluence upon the hearers, as the ignorant cannot, and

the wife will nor, apply them to themfelves.

2. The other rcafon is, that private admonition,

and perfonal reproof, are a great part of a Minifter's

duty, and a duty that cannot be performed by any

man, who hath not a fteady regard to the prefencc

and command of that God, who hath fct him to

watch for the fouls of his people, as one that mufl:

give an accounts
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IV. Real Religion in a Minifter, will make him

adlive, and laborious in his work. Diligence is abfo-

lutely necellary, to the right difchargeof the pafvoral

duties, whether public or private. It requires no

fmall attention and labor, to feek out fit and accepta-

ble words, as the preacher exprefTes it, to ftir up the

attention of the incon(iderate, to awaken fecure, and

convince obftinate fmners, to unmafk the covered

hearts of hypocrites, to fet right the erring, and en-

courage the fearful. An unbelieving Minifter, muft

be carelefs and Hothful. As he is unconcerned a-

bout the fuccefs of his Avork; he cannot have any

great concern about the manner of performance.

But he, who believes the unfpeakable importance of

what he is employed about, both to himfelf, and to

his people, cannot fail to be diligent. He knows

that he himfelf mull anfwer to God, for the care he

has taken of the fouls committed to his charge ; and

that if he does not faithfully warn the wicked to turn

from their ways, their blood will be required at his

hand.

Oh ! my brethren, what a flriking confideration is

this, to fuppofe ourfelvcs interrogated by the Su-

preme Judge, concerning every linner under our

charge ? Did you earneftly warn this unhappy foul,

by earned exhortations in public, and by ferious af-

tedlionate expoftulations in private, to confider his

v/ays ? It is an cafy thing, by a partial, or curfory

performance of our duty, to fcrcen ourfelves from

the cenfure of our fellow-men; but to liand at the

judgment feat of Chrill:, and aniwer there for our di-

ligence, is a more awful trial.
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Will not alfo a concern for his people's intcrefT,

animate a pious Minifler to cjiligence ? If he is truly-

pious, as he loves God, he loves liis brother alfo.

The Apolilc Paul fays. Knowing therefore the terror of

the Lordy we per/uade men. If a man in good carneft,

believes, that everlafling mifery mult be the portion

of all who die in an unrenewed flate ; what pain$ will

he not take, to prevent fiiiners from going to that

place of torment ?

One who could fee a fellow-creature, in the rage

of a fever, rufhing to the brink of a precipice, and

not reftrain him, would fall under lading infamy-

Mud not the flime compadlon move the heart of a

ferious perfon, who {^t^ his fellow-linners, going

blindfold to the pit of perdition ?

It is their not believing thefe things, that makes

them fo fjarlefs in fmning; if you truly believe them,

V'ill you not make an edbrt to alarm them ? There

j^re no motives like thefe to diligence—he that be-

lieves, wdll certainly fpeak.

V. In the lad place, real Religion, will make a Mi-
nidcr fuccefsful in his work. This it does, both as

it fits him fordoing his duty to his people, which has

been illudratcd above, and as it adds to his precepts,

theforce ofhis example. Fird, it makes him fuccefs-

ful as it lits him for his duty. It is true indeed, that

God only can give the blcfiing upon a Minidcr's la-

bors, and that he can fave by many, or by few, by the

weaked, as well as by the abled indrument : yet we
fee from experience, that in all ordinary cafes, he

proportions the fucccfs, to the propriety, or fu dicicn-
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cy of the means. Neither is there any furer mark,

that God intends effedlual benefit to any part of the

world, or the church, than when he raifes, and com-^

mi'fTions men, eminently qualified, to plead hiscaufe.

Therefore, real piety, even in this refped;, contributes

to a Minifler's fuccefs. If diligence in all other-

things produces fuccefs, it muft be fo alfo in the mi-

niftry. If he that lays out his gjound with the great-

eft judgment, prepares and drcffes it with the great-

eft care, has the moft plentiful crop : if the flicpherd

that waits moft diligently upon his flock, feeds them

in the beft pafture, and leads them to the fafeft ftiel-

ter, has the moft increafc ; then that Minifter, who
does his duty moft wifely, and moft powerfully, will

alfo fee moft of the fruit of his labors.

But real, and unafteded, yet viftble ferlpufnefs,

has alfo its own proper additional influence on a Mi-
nifter's fuccefs. An apparent and vifible imprcflion

upon the fpcaker's mind, of what he fays, gives it an

inexprefTible weight with the hearers. There is a

piercing heat, a penetrating force, in that which

flows from the heart, which diftinguifties it not only

from the coldnefs of indifference, but alfo, from the

falfe fire of enthufiafm or vain glory. Befidcs all

this, the example of a pious Minifter, is a conftant

inftruclion to his people. It ratifies his dodrine,

while he not only charges them to do what he fays,

but to be what he is. This will receive much illuf-

trarion from its contrary.

A Minifler who has a carelefs, untender walk, de-

^ats, by his life, the intent of his preaching. Though
in rcafon, it cannot juftify any one in difobcying.
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wholefome inftrudions ; that the inftrucloi defpife*

them himfclf
; yet it is one of the mod common cx-

cufcs men make for themfelves^ and few cxcufcs

leem to fet their confciences more at eafe. Loofc

and carelefs perfons, think thcmfclves quite at liber-

ty to defpife the reproofs of their paftor, if^ while he

teaches others, he teaches not himfelf.

Nay, not only is it thus with the profane, but even

thofe who have the grcatcft regard for Religion, arc

not fo much afFeded with the fame truths, when

fpoken by one they think indifferent about them, as

when fpoken by one, who feems to feel what he

fpeaks, and who lives as he teaches.

Experience greatly confirms the whole of this rea-

foning—for wherever an eminently pious Minifter

has lived, and labored long, there is commonly to be

found the moil knowing, lerious, fober-mindcd, and

judicious people ; nay, the very memory of fuch a

Minifter, is often long continued, after he is gone,

and his example is propofcd by his hearers, to their

children's children.

From all thefc confidcrations, I conclude, that the

molt important qualification of a good Minifter, is,

to be a believing preachery and that, if he favcs his

own foul, he will be the probable mean of faving

them that hear him.

I proceed now, to make fomc improvement of the

fubjetfl.

Reverend fathers and brethren.

As we would widi our people to do, let us take

heed hov; \vc hear, and make a faithful applicatioa
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to ourfelves, of what hath been faid upon ^he fub-

jed. Let it engage us to a fcrious examination of

ourfelves, left while we preach the gcfpel to others,

we ourfelves fliould be reprobates. This ought to

be the fubjedt of our frequent and fcrious thoughts,

for feveral reafons. We are in danger of thinking

ourfelvTs too eafily fafe, by comparing that outward

regularity, to which our office itfclf, even from fecu-

lar motives, obliges us, with the licentious extrava-

gance of profane finncrs. We are in danger of mif-

taking our frequent thinking and fpeaking of the

things of God, in the way of our calling, for an evi-

dence of true Religion, in ourfelves. We may al fo,

perhaps, miftake thofe gifts with which God hath

furniilied us, for the benefit of his own people, as the

fruits of the fpirit, and of gracious difpofitions in our

hearts. A Minifter, is as much liable to felf-deceit

as others, and in fome rcfpcd:s, more fo. We have

therefore much need, often to make trial ofour ftate,

as well as to give all diligence, to make our calling

and election fure.

But let us beware of imagining, that this difcourfc

is only applicable to fuch, as have no real faith in

Chrift. God forbid 1 that there were any Minifler

among us, a complete unbeliever, counting the Gof-

pel a fable- But faith, and every other gracious dif-

pofition grafted upon it, arc capable of many de-

grees of improvement and ftrength ; and in propor-

tion to the ftrcngth of our faith, and the imprefiion

we have of divine thinsrs, will be our dilicrcnce. and
consequently our fuccefs, in the work of the miniftry.

Let us therefore imprefs our minds, with a more and
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more lively fcni'c, of the important truths which ^c
teach and hear. Let us not liarve ourfelves, while

we are feeding others : but ftudy to afrive at-a greater

degree of love i:o God, and delight in him ; a greater

conformity to his blelfed image, in purity of heart,

and Inttgnty of life. Let us in a fpccial manner>

-ftiidy to attain to more and more intimate commu-
nion with God in fecret, which is the fign of our

"dcpendance upon him, and the very excrcife of love

to him, which is the mean of conflancy, and the

fource ofjoy in Religion.

Above all, let us fet our affections upon the things

that are above, where our Redeemer lits, at his fa-

ther's right hand. As our profellion is to be pil-

grims, and ftrangers int he earth, to live by faith, and

not by iight ; let us fludy, to raife our hopes of, and

defire after, the heavenly inheritance. By this, wc
fhall not only believe, but know, and feel the value

of true Religion, which cannot fail to make us dili-

gent in fceking the good of others.

Oh ! my brethren, what reafon have we to be in-

wardly afhamed at the weakncfs of our faith, and the

coldnefs of our love, as they fliew themfelves, by our

indiiferencc in the duties of our office? We are of-

ten ready, both to complain, and wonder that our

hearers are fo little atfccled with the moft awful con-

fiderations: that they can hear with indifference of

cverlailing happincfs, and fet without fear under the

denunciations of eternal wrath : that we cannot

pcrfuade them, it is of importance to think what

Ihall become of them forever. But is it not alfo to

be wondered at, that wc ourfclvcs can often fpcak of
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thefe things, with fo little emotion ? Can we ever

be fufficicntly affedled, with the danger of our

hearers, when we confider, that we muft either favc

them by convincing and converting them now, or

deliver our own fouls, by witncfling, juftifying, and

perhaps pleading for their condemnation at the lall

day ? However plain and fimple thefe truths are,

of the final judgment of minifters and people,

they are quite unfathomable in their meaning and

importance to both. It is flrange that we can

think of them without the deepefl concern, or

even fpeak ofthem without tears.

Let us pray that the Lord would increafe our

faith, that believing we may fpeak, and that our

fpeech may be with fuch efficacy, by the blefling

of God, as many finners may be thereby brought

to everlalling life ; that we may approve ourfelves

to him that fent us ; and that when Chrift, the

chief fhepherd iliall appear, we m.ay receive a

Crown of Glory that fadeth not away.




