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SERMON XXXIX.

SEEKING A COMPETENCY in THk

WISDOM OF PROVIDENCE.

B Y

JOHN IVITHERSPOON, D. D. L. L. D.

Col. N. C. P.

Proverbs xxx. 8.

Give me neither poverty, nor riches ^ feed me zviih

food, convenientfor me,

I
PROCEED now to confider the fecond branch

of the prophet's prayer, which regards his

outward condition, or circumflances, in the pre-

fent world. On this fubjedl he expreiTes himfelf

thus: Give me neither poverty nor riches.

Do not think, my brethren, that this is a fubjedl

of little importance; or that it is unconnected with

the fpiritual life. On the contrary, there are few

things of more moment, than to have ourdefires

of temporal bleflings limited and directed in a

proper manner. Not only is worldly mindednefs

the everlafling ruin of thofe who are entirely un-

der its dominions but even good men are liable
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tamany temptations from the fame quarter. They
may hurt their own peace, give offence to others,

or lellen their ufefulnefs by a finful excefs in their

attachment to the world, or by a criminal negli-

gence in not giving a prudent and proper atten-

tion to it. Be not furpril'ed that I have mention-

ed the lafl of thefe as well as the JirJI, for the pro-

phet prays for deliverance from the temptation

ariiing from both extremes. Idlenefs and fioth

are as contrary to true religion, as either avarice

or ambition; and the habit when once taken, is

perhaps more difficult to remove.

In order to treat this fubject with the greater

diftinclnefs, I fhall Firji fhew you what we may
learn in general from this prayer: Secomiij', ex-

plain the particular objed: of the prophet's defirc;

and in the lafl place, maice applications of what

may be laid by recommending it to your choice.

I. In the firil: place then, we may learn in ge-

neral from this requefl, that it is lawful to pray

for temporal bleflings. It is not unworthy of a

Chnftian, whofe converfation is in heaven, to afk

of God, what is necefiary to his fiipport and pre-

fervation in the prefent life. If I were to men-
tion all the examples of this in fcripture, I fliould

tranfcribe a great part of the Bible. Though in-

ferior in their nature and value to fpiritual blef-

lings, they are necelTary in tlieir place; and it is

upon this footing they are exprcfsly put by our

Saviour. Tour heavenly Father hioivetb that ye
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have need of all thefe things. They are needful to

the prolonging of our natural lite till we fmidiour

work, and are fitted for our reward. Therefore^

tho* miracles are a kind of fufpenfun of the laws of

nature, and the ordinary courfe of providence;

yet we find God fometimes working a miracle to

fupply the wants of his fervants. It had been no

more difficult for God to have kept Elijah from

hungering, than to have made the eagles fetch him

provilion ; or to have made, a^ in another cafe, a

barrel of meal, or a cruife of oil, the lairing and

fufficient fupport of a whole family. But he

choofes rather to fupply the wants of his people,

than caufe them to ceafe, that he may keep their

depeadance conP.antly in their view, and that a

fenfe of their neceflities may oblige them to have:

Continual recourfe to him for relief*

Again, we may here learn, that God is the real

and proper giver of every temporal, as well as of

every fpiritual blefling. A fentiment this^ of the

utmoft confequencc, to be engraven upon the

heart. We have here an in fiance out of man)%

in which truths known and confeffed by all, have

notwithftanding little hold upon the mind. How
few are truly fenlible of their continual obligations

to the God of life 1 Conlider, 1 bcfcech you, that

whatever you pofTefs of any kind, it is the gift of

God. He holdeth yoar foul in life, and guards

you by his providence in your going out and m
your coming in. He covereth your table and ^^U

you II. Z%
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leth your cup. Have you riches? It is by the

bleiling of the God of heaven

—

The blejfing of the

Lord, faith the pfahnifl, it maketh rich. But thou

Jhalt remember the Lord thy Godyfor it is he that giv-^

eih thee power to get wealth. .Have you credit and

reputation? It is God that hideth you from the

ftripes of tongues . noti Jhalt be hidfrom thefcourgc

of the tonguey neitherfljalt thou be afraid of definition

when it cometh. Have you friends ? It is he that

giveth you favor in their %ht. Have you talents

and parts? It is the infpiration of the Almighty that

giveth thee underftanding.

11. Let us now explain the particular tenor of

this petition, and point out the objed of the pro-

phet's defire ; Give me neither poverty nor riches.

It is plain we are not to fuppofe the prophet, in

any degree, refuling fubmiilion to the will of God,

by his thus making choice of a particular flate of

life—Doubtlefs he refolved to be at God's difpo-

fal, and believed that he was able to fandify to

him a ftate of the highefl: profperity, or of the

decpeft adverfity. It was no diftrufl: on God, but

felf-denial and diffidence of his own ftrength that

fuggefted this prayer. Therefore, in adjufting

his defires and expectations, he pitches upon that

date that appeared to him liable to the fewefc

fnares. Thus our blclTed Saviour, though it is

his will that we (hould fear no enemy when going

out in divine flrength, yet teaches us to pray—

Lciid us not into teinpiaiion.
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Poverty and riches are here mentioned as the

two extremes ; in neither of which we fhould wifli

to be placed, but in a fafer middle between the

two; fo as, if it pleafe God, we may neither be

urged by prefling necefuty, nor over-loaded with

fuch abundance as we may be in danger of abufing.

But perhaps fome will fay, where is the middle?

How lliall we be able to determine what we ought

to defire, fince there is fo immenfe a diftance, and

fo many intermediate degrees between the extre-

mity of want, and the countlefs treafures of the

wealthy ?

But, my brethren, if we do not hearken to the

illuiive calls of ambition, avarice and lufl, it is by

no means difficult to apprehend the meaning of

the prophet, and apply it to perfons of every rank.

Regard, no doubt, is to be had to the various Na-

tions in which God hath thought fit to place us.

This difference of ftation requires fupplies of the

conveniencies of life, fuited to the part we are

bound to ad. That manner of life which would

be decent and liberal in one flation, would be

reckoned mean and fordid in another. Therefore

what would be plenty and fulnefs to perfons in in-

ferior ftations, would be extreme poverty to per-

fons placed, and called to ad, in higher and more

exalted fpheres. But after we have taken in the

confideration of every difference that may happen

on this fcore, there is fomething in the prayer that

belongs in common io perfons of allJiations, name«
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ly, that we fhould be modeft in our deiires aftet

temporal good things, and take care not to afk

only to gratify a fenfuai inclination, but for what

is really necclTary or ufeful to us. The laft is rea-

fonabie and allowable, the other is unreafonablc,

and jurtly condemned by the apofl-le James. Te.

aji and receive noty becaiije ye ajk amijs^ that ye may

confume it upon your lujh.

But the firfl part of this rcquefl: is explained by

the lafl-, contained in the words, feed me withfood

convenientfor me. That we may be able to enter

into the true fpiric of this petition, I fhall juft.

compare it with fome other fcriptural forms of

pra)er on the fame fubjecSl:, and then endeavor to

point out what I take to be the chief inftrutlion

intended to be conveyed to us by it.

As to the fcripture forms of prayer for temporal

proviiion, the precedence is undoubtedly due to

that excellent form left us by our Saviour, in

which we find this petition. Give us this day our

daily bread. You may next attend to the prayer

put up by Jacob in ancient times. And Jacoh

vowed a voWyfayingy if God zvill be voith mey and will

keep me in this way that I gOy and will give me

bread la eaty and raiment to put oUyfo that I come again

to my father s houfe.in peacey thenfloall the Lord be my

God. It is more than probable that the apoftle

Paul alludes to Jacob's expreflion, in his excellent

advice to all Chriltiahs. But godlinefs with con-^

iaUmcnt is great gainy for we brought nothing into this.
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worldy and it is certain we cah carry nothing out ; and

having food and raiment^ let us he therewith content.

But they that zvill he rich, fall into temptation and a

fnare, and into many foolifh and hurtful lufls, which

drown men in deftru5fion and perdition—for the love

ofmoney is the root of all evil, which whilefome covets

ed after, they have erredfrom the faith, andpierced

themfelves through with manyforrows.

It is obvious to remark, that all thefe prayers and

this apoftolic counfel run in the fame drain. They

all begin and are founded upon a regard to God,

and a mind rightly difpofed towards him: If the

Lord, fays Jacob, zvill he with me—Remove, fays

Agur in my ttxt,farfrom me vanity and lies. Our

Saviour begins his prayer with petitions for the

glory of God, with which the happinefs of our

fouls is infeparably connecfled; and the apoftie

maintains gadlinefs as the great fource of content-

ment with our portion in this life.

We may further obferve, that there is the fame

method obferved in all thefc prayers. The ex-

preiTions vary a little, but the rcqueft is the fame.

Jacob wifhes for the divine protedlion, with food

to eat, and raiment to put on. Agur for food con-

venient for him; and in the Lord's prayer we afk

for our daily bread. There is no fpecifying of any

particulars—no mention made of this or the other

quantity of provifion. Their defires are fummed
up in this general requeft, and the quantity and

quality wholly referred to the good pleafure of
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God. It is certain fhat God hath fometimes
granted to his own people, riches in great abund-
ance; and, at the fame time, has given his blefling

to enjoy them, and honored the polTelTors, by ena-

bling them to glorify him in the ufeand application

of them. But the dired defire of riches, I do not

think, hath any warrant from precept or example
in his word. And when they are beflowed as a

blefling, and not a curfe, it is commonly on thofe

"who, by their fuperior concern about the better

part, fhew that they will put them to their proper

ufe, as in the cafe of Solomon, recorded in the firft

book of Kings. In Giheon the Lord appeared to So^

lomon in a dream by night ; and God/aid, ajk what t
Jhallgive thee. And he faid, give thyfervant an under^

Jianding heart. And thefpeech pleajed the Lordy that

Solomon had ajked this thing. And Godfaid, hecauje

thou haft aJked this thing, and haft not ajkedfor thyfelf

lojig life, neither haft afked riches for thyfelf mr haft

ajkedihe life of thine enemies, but haft afkedfor thyfelf

underftanding, to difremjudgment : Behold I have done

according to thy words; to, I have given thee a wife

4jnd an underftanding heart, fo that there was none like

thee before thee, neither after theefhall any arife like

unto thee. And I have alfo given thee that ^hich

thou haft not afked, both riches and honor.

Now this 1 take to be the main inflruc^ion in-

tended to be given us with refped to our pray-i

ers for temporal mercies; that we fhould not pre-

tend to fct bounds to God, but leave the meafure

ofthem to his determination.
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For further explaining this truth, and, at the

fame time, recommending it to your regard, be

pleafed to attend to the following obiervations.

I. Conlider that God, infinitely wife, as well as gra-

cious, is certainly the befl: judge of what is moll fit

and convenient for us. We know fo little of our-

felves, that we really know not how we ihould be-

have, if placed in particular circumflances, until

we are tried. The world has actually £etn many
examples of thofe, who were loud in their accufa-

tions of others, behaving worfc when placed in the

fame ftations. And, indeed, I (hould naturally

expedt, that an impatient, envious, difobedient

fubjedl would, if raifed to power, be a cruel, info-

lent, unjuft opprcfibr ; that a petulant, peevifh, ob-
llinate fervant would make a capricious, fevere^

unreafonable mailer.

If we were to carve out our own lot, and to

have all our own defires gratified, there is great

reafon to prefume, we would throw ourfelves into

the moft difagreeable circumftances with regard

to our fouls, and probably confult but ill for oux

peace and comfort in this world.

JLet me put a few queftions to every one that fe-

cretly murmurs at his (late. A.re you fure, that if

you were advanced to a place of pov/cr and truft,

you would be able to carry with prudence, refolu-

tion and integrity? Are you fure, that if you were

fupplied with riches in great abundance, you would
not allow ycurfclves to wander in pleafure, or to
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fwell in. pride? Are you fure, that if you wererair.

ed to high rank, furrounded by flatterers, and wor-

ihipped by fcrvants, you would, in that iianding,

behave with humility and condefcenfion ; or that

prelfed on all hands by bufinefs, company, or a-

mu[cments,youzvoHldJfill 7'eligioujlyfaveyour timefor

converfe with GodP

A life of piety in an exalted (lation, is a conti-

nual conflict with the fl:rongefl^ oppoiition. What
fays experience upon this fubjed? Solomon did

cot wholly, and to the end, relifl: the temptation

of riches and dominion. In the whole compajfe

of hillory, facred and profane, I do not remember

any example of a man's behaving better in point

ofmorals, in a profperous, than an afllicted flate,

excepting one that hath this appearance, viz.

Cicero, the Roman orator. His condudl in prof-

perity was fiiU of dignity, and feemed wholly di-

rected to the public good ; whereas in adverfity, it

was to the lafl: degree mean and abjed—But pro-

bably the reafon of this was, that pride, or rather

vanity, was his ruling paflion, and the great mo-

tive to his illuflrious adions ; and when hefell in^

to adverfity, this difpofition had no fcope for its

exercife.

Chrifl:ians, the Lord knowetb our frame, and

is well acquainted with what we are abJe to bear,

and confequently what ilate of life will be upon

the whole mofl: convenient for us. It is, therefore,

our interefl, as well as duty, to refer ourfelves ejo-
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sifely to him, and leave him to ehoofe for us.

This is not only the dodrine of fcripture, but fo

agreeable to reafon and good fenfe, that it has beert

acknowledged by feveral of the Heathen Philofo-

phersi who have exprelTed themfelves in terms

perfedly iimilar to thofe of the infpired writings.

The prayer which Socrates taught his pupil Alci-

biadeSj is very remarkable ; that he fhould befeecii

the Supreme God to give him what was good for

him, though he fhould not alk it; and to with-

hold from him whatever would be hurtful, though

he lliould be fo foolifh as to pray for it,

1. As God is certainly the bed judge of what 13

good for us, f^o reiignatxon to him is a moll a cep-

table expreUion both of our worlhip and obedi-

ence. Single duties are particular ads j reiigna-

tion is the very hal^i^ of obedience. The wifdom

and goodncfs of God are acknowledged in the

moft authentic manner, when his holy and fove-

reign Providence is humbly fubmitted to, and

cordially approved. Every impatient complaint

is an impeachment of Providence^ every irregu-

lar defire is an acl: ofrebellion againft God. There-

fore a fubmiflive temper rriurt be highly pleafing

to God, and is the way to glorify him In the mofb

unexceptionable manner. The rather indeed, as

it is impoilible to attam this temper, but by lin-

eerely layuig hold of the covenaiu- ofpeace^ which

is ordered in all things and fure. This leaches

Vol. IL a 3
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us the grounds of fubmiflion. This procures fot

us the grace of fubmiffion. This flains the pride

of all human glory. This changes the nature of

our polTeflions to us, and us to them. This fpi-

ritualizes a worldly mind, and makes us know, in

our own experience, that all the paths of the Lord

to his own people, are mercy and peace.

3. Such a temper of mind will greatly contri-

bute to our own inward peace. It will be an ef-

fectual prefervative from all unrighteous courfes^

and unlawful, or even difhonorable means of in-

creafing our worldly fubdance, and confequently

fave us from the troubles or dangers to which men
expofe themfelves by fuch practices. It will pre-

ferve us from perplexing anxiety, and many un-

eafy fears for futurity. It will bring us the near and

fure way to the greatefb of all earthly bleflings

—

a contented mind.

Such will be the fweet and delightful effeds of

depending upon God, and leaving it to him to

furnifh our fupplies as he fees moft convenient

for us. Whoever can pray with the prophet

—

give ??ie neither poverty nor riches,feed me withj00

d

convenient for me—may be fully aflured, that his

dcfire fhall be gratified, as it is perfedlly agreea-

ble to the will of God.

I conclude with reading to you our Saviour's

exhortation on this fubjed

—

Iherefore, I fay unto

you, taki no thoughtfor your life, lohatyefhallcat, or
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what ye Jhall drink; nor yetfor your body, what ye

jJoall put on. Is not the life more than meaty and the

body than raiment / Behold the fowls of the air ; for

iheyfow not^ neither do they reap, nor gather into

hams ; yet your heavenly Father feedeth theyn. Are

not ye much better than they f But feek ye firji the

kingdom of God, and his righteoufnefs ; and all tbefe

things/ball he added unto you.

^{ '^. '^.




