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SERMON XLL

The danger of ADVERSITY.

B Y

JOHN WirHERSPOON, D. D. L, L. D.

CgI. n. c. p.

Proverbs xxx. 9.

Leji I he poor and Jieal, and take the nanie of^ny God
in vain*

T PROCEED now tocoiifider the argument by

A which the prophet urges the fecond branch of

his requed, which^ in connexion, runs thus

—

Give

me not povertyy left I he j)oor and fleal. Having not

only explained the general principle that runs

through the whole of this fubjedl, but aho very

particularly pointed out the dangers attending an

opulent and weallhy flate ; I fhaJl endeavor to do

the fame thing with refpedl to a ftate of poverty

and ftraitnefs. "While I attempt this, I am {\r^-^

cerely forry that there is fo much propriety in the

fubjc6l ; and that it is fo well fuited to the circu af-

fiances of the inhabitants of this plac.-. You fee-

the prophet confidcrs the great and general tcmp-r
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tation to which the poor are expofed, to be dif-

honeft, by ufing fraudulent means of relieving

their wants, or bettering their condition. You
fee alfo, he confiders this temptation in its pro-

grefs, not only inclining them to a6l unjudly, but

fometimcs proceeding to the terrible degree of

concealing or fupporting the fraud by iaifehood,

and perhaps at lait by perjury or falfe fwearing; Ufi

Ibe poor andfiedl, and take the name ofmy God in vain.

Let us firil confidcr a little the matter of fadl,

as it appears in experience, and then a few of its

principal caufes.

As to the firfl: of thefe, fnall I be afraid to affirm,

that exreme poverty often inclines perfons to dif-

honefty and fraud? Will it be thought harfh and
fevere to thofe already fufficiently deprelTcd ? As
I would not feem to ftand in this place and flatter

the pride of the greated, and moll eminent of my
fellow fmners, fo neither will I dilTemble the truth

from a falfe compaflion for the poor. This would
indeed be doing them the greatefl: pofTibie injury

;

it would be treating them, from millakcn render-

ncfs, as the rich are ofren treated from the fear or

partiality of thofe who are about them; foftering

their felf-dcceit, and not fuflering them to hear

the moll falutary truths, becaufe they are not pleaf-

ing to the ticih.

It is undoubtedly matter of experience, that

great poverty makes m:iny takeunjufl and unwar-

rantable methods of procuring relief. Not only
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fo, but they feem often difpofed to juftify and de-

fend them, as if they had a title to redify the mif-

takes of Providence, in the didribution of worldly

polTeffions. This, in the event, receives great en-

couragement from fome who feem to have imbib-

ed a general falfe principle, and a6l upon it, both

in their own conduct, and in their judgment of

others. In the divifion of controverfy, or divid-

ing difputed property, when one party is, or is

fuppofed to be rich, and in eafy circumftances, and

the other poor, and in a mean condition, they

think that inftead of ading according to Uriel:

juftice, the advantage fhould always be made to

fall to the poorer fide. This condud is confider-

ed by fome, not only as lawful, but as laudable.

It is however a falfe principle, and is condemned

in fcripture, which fays. Neither Jhalt thou coimie-

nance a poor man in his caufe. It may be thought,

perhaps, that the other is the more comm.on and

dangerous partiality, and probably it is fo ; yet

this alfo is blame-worthy, and when followed out,

as I am afraid it too often is, mud involve num-
bers unawares in the guilt of ftealing; for when

they have once laid down this rule, that the poor

have fome claim upon the rich, they are ready to

apply it to their own cafe, and extend it very far.

But in all matters of property, or right and wrong,

whether a perfon is rich or poor, ought to be ut-

terly out of the queflion ; the only thing to be

conlidered is, what is juil and lawful. The rich

are indeed, in point of confcience, bound to affift
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the poor ; but this mull: be their own adl ; no per-

fon can take the fmalleft part of their property,

without their confent, but he is guilty of an ad of

injudice, and violation of the law of God. No
pcrfon has a right to make them generous and

charitable againfl: their wills, or to exercife their

own generofity and charity at their expence. This

mufl: be left to the Supreme Judge at the lafl day,

Vv'ho will fay to them, / was a Jiranger andye took

me not in^ naked andye clothed vie not^fick and in pri-

Jon andye vifitedme not. But what wilfgive us the

mofi: diftincl view of the influence of poverty, as a

temptation, is the too frequent conduv5t of thofe

who are reduced from what was once their Rate,

to poverty or debt, by misfortunes or extrava-

gance, or mifmanagement of their affairs. The
temptation of poverty is not by far fo great to

thole in x!viZ meanefl: ranks of life, whofe income,

though imall, is not very difproportionate to what

hath always been their condition; as to thofe who

are reduced from a higher to a lower ftate—The
few, who in fuch a fituation preferve their inte-,

grity inviolated, and their fincerity of fpeech un-

fufpefted, dcferve the higheli honor. Nay, I am
perfuadcd that, bad as the world is, every perfon

in reduced circumftances, would meet with com-

pafuon and afliftance, if all about him were fenli-

ble that he had neither lolt his fubfiance by neg-

led, nor walled it by riot, nor concealed it by

fraud. But though we cannoc help afcribing fomc

racafure '^i vyh^t is laid to the charge of perfons
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in this unhappy Hate, to the rage and refentn^ent

of thofe who have fufFered by them ; yet alas, there

is too great reafon to affirm, that they are too of-

ten guilty of prevarication and frauds the fins men-

tioned in the text.

I will dwell no longer upon the fad, but will

confider a little the reafons of it, which will diredt-

iy ferve to promote the delign of this difcourfe,

by exciting men to concern and folicitude, as w-ell

as pointing out the proper means of avoiding the

temptation. The g&neral reafon of this, to be fure,

is obvious to every body, that perfons in poverty,

being ftrongly folicited by the appetites common
to all men, and not having of their ov/n where v^ith

to gratify their delircs, are tempted to lay hold of

the property of others. They grudge to fee that

others have the enjoyments from which they are

debarred; and iince they cannot have them in a

law^ful, make bold to feize them in an uniav/fui

way. But this I do not infift on, that I may men-

tion one or two particular reafons, which will fug-

gefi: fuitable exhortations to duty.

1. The firfl: I fnall mention, is ignorance. This

is peculiarly applicable to thofe in the loweit ranks

of life. Through poverty they are not fo well in-

llrudled as they ought to be, in the principles of

religion, and the great rules of duty. An igno-

rant ftate is almoft always a flate of fccurity.

—

Their confciences are lefs tender, and they arelefs

fenfible of the great evil of prevarication and fraud.
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I am obliged, in fidelity, to fay, that in the private

infpection of my charge, though I have found

fome inflances both of poverty and ficknefs borne

M'ith the moft pious rcfignation, there are alfo

fome whofe condition might move the hardeft

heart, living in the mod fordid poverty, grofsly

ignorant, and, at the fame time, fo difpirited, fo

flothful, or fo proud, that they will do little to

obtain knowledge for themfelves, or communis
cate it to their children. Many will not attend

upon the public means of inflrudion, becaufe they

cannot appear in fuch a decent garb as thy could

wifh; and for the fame reafon, they keep their

children from them, till they contra^ fuch habits

of idlenefs and vice, that they come out into the

•world without principle, obflinate and intraclabic.

Is not the duty here very plain? All fuch fhould

exert themfelves to obtain the knowledge of the

things which belong to their peac^. They fhould

neither be unwilling nor afhamed to make appli-

cation for fupply; and even the coarfeft raiment

fliould not hinder them from appearing in the

houfe of God. Thus they will find acceptance

with him, ifthey worfhip him in the beauty ofho-

linefs, preferable to thofe who are clothed in pur-

ple and fine linen, and their hearts are after their

covetoufnefs.

2. Another great reafon why poverty becomes

a temptation to fraud is, that they are introduced

to k infeniibly, and led on by degrees. The fin
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fteals upon them by little and little. People in-

volved in their circunr^ftances, to get rid ot impor-

tunity and folicitation, make promilcs, more of

what they hope or wifli, than of what they are able

to do. Necellity ferves as an excuie for their fail-

ing to their own minds, and thus they are gradu-

ally brought into a breach of iincerity, and proceed

from lower to higher degrees of falfchood. Little

arts ofevafion are firft made ufs of, and- doubtful

practices are entered upon. One iin fcems necef-

fary to (Irengthen or conceal another^ till at laft

the grolTefl fraud, and fometimes perjury itfelf,

clofes the unhappy fcene. I have read an excel-

lent obfjrvation, that there is hardly fu-^h a thing

as a fingle fin; they are always to be found in

clufters. I am fure, this holds in a particular

manner as to fins of injuflice. They are fo inter-

woven and connedled together, that you cannot

receive any one without being obliged to admit

the reii. This is one great branch of the deceit-

fulnefs of fin in general; with a view to v/hich the

apoflle fays ; But exhort one {mother daily while it is

called tO'day\ left any of you he hardened through the

deceitfulnejs offin.

3- I only mention one other reafon of poverty

being a temptation to fraud, viz. that in time it

dedroys the fenfe of (hame. I am not ignorant,

that a fcnfe of ihame, which is nothing elfe but a

fear of the cenfure of others, neither is, nor ought

to be the main principle of a gi^od man's aclions.
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Bjt as there is no other principle at all in many,

lo it is a good affiftaiir, and corroborative when'

ju.tly direcfted: but now, through the corrupt

iTiaxims rjf the world, poverty is fo much the ob-

jevTt of CO itempt, and thofe who are in this ftate,

meet every day with fo many marks ofnegledt

from ail, that before their condition is known,

they Will do almoil: any thing to conceal it, and

after it is' knov^n, they become in time fo deflitute

of fbame, that they are under no further reftraint.

From this particular branch of the fubjedl^ let

me put you in mind,

1. What reafon many have to be thankful to

the God of life, who hath given rhem their daily

provilion, if not in all the abundance of immenfe

riches, yet in fulnefs and fufficiency. An humble,

thankful difpofition is not only your duty, in re-

turn for the divine bounty, but is itfelf the richeft

and fweeteil: ingredient in all temporal mercies.—

'

Iris that, indeed, which makes them mercies.

—

Envious perfons do not tan:e what they have, their

evil eye being fixed on what they cannot obtain.

Things in this refpedl are juft what rhey feem to

be. Our comforts are is we are enabled to rcl'fh

them. The fame pofTefiions which are defpifei

by the Impatient: or ambitious are a treafure and

abundance to the humble and grateful.

2. If poverty is a temptation, it ought to be an

argument to all to avoid it, or feek deliverance

from it by lavvfui mcaas. Apply yourfelves with
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fleadinefs and perfeveraiice to the duties of your

calling, that you may provide things hoaeil in the

light of all men. It is a duty of the iand^ and of

thegofpel; and it hath this promife, in general,

annexed to it> that the hand of the diligent maketh

rich. Read, I befeeeh you, that val't tieafure of

ufcful inftruftionj the book of Proverbs; where

you will meet with many excellent counfcls and

Wife obfervations upon this iubjecr. Of thefe I

ftiall mention, at prefent, but two pallages^ feieded

both for the foundnefs of the initrudtion, and thd

beauty of the illuftration. Go to the ant, tboujJug-^

gard, conjider her ways and h^ wije ^ which having no

guide, overjeer^ or rulery provideth her meat in ihejum^

mer, and gathereth bn'^food in the harueji. How long

wilt thoujleep Ojluggardf^ IVhen wilt thou arife out

efthyjleepF So/ball thy poverty come as one that ira^

velleihyandthywantas an armed man. And again;

I went by the fieId of ihejhit.fuly and by ihe vineyard

of the man void of underjiandingi and lo it was all

grown over with thorns, and nettles had covered the

face thereofy and the ftone-wall thereof was broken

down.

3. Ate any ofyou poor and reduced in your cir=^

Gumtlances, fet a double watch upon your conduct

and earnel^ly pray that God may prefcrve yoU

from fraud and dilingenuity of every kuid. Rather

fuftcr yourfelves to be ftripped of every thing, and

apply to the charity of others, which is not linkili

and ought not to be fhameful, than take any dif^

Vol. IL Dj
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honefl: methods of bettering your ftate. O melaiT*

choly thqught, that many, when they become defpe-

fate in their circum(lances,becomieairoderperate in

their courfes, and drown the refiedlion of their con-

fciences in flothfulnefs and fenfuality 1 Sincerity,

integrity, patience and fobriety in a ruined fortune

are doubly eminent, at leafl, whatever they may be

in the fight of the world, they are honorable and

precious in the fight ofGod, and of all good men.

Before concluding, fuffer me to make one or

two refledions on the fubjed: in general; the fe-

veral parts of which I have now explained. And,
1. On what hath been faid on this fubjed, I

would grau this important lelTon; that you fliould

not only ftudy to prefervc yonrfelves from fin, buC

from all fuch circumftances of temptation as are

dangerous to human conflancy. This was the

very ground of the prayer of the prophet in my
text, and is the fubftance of the reafons he afligns

for his requefl. We are taught the fame thing in

the ilrongell manner, by the feveral infbances of

human frailty, and the folly of prefumptuous con-

fidence, recorded in fcripture. Now all theje things

happened unto ihemfor enfamples^ and they are written

for our adviionition^ upon zvhom the ends of the world

are come. Whereforey let him that thinketh heftandeth

take heed Irfi lefzlL We are alfo taught the fame

thing by him who knew what was in man, as he

has c ven us dircd iuns in the form ef prayer which

he icLii^-ht his dilciples, to fay, Lord, lead us notin^

te tunptaiion.
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Are you really unwilling to do evil, you v/ill be

concerned to keep yourfelves out of the way of

every felicitation to it. This is conftantly the ef-

fcd: of a judicious and folid piety, and thofe who

act otherwife fhew, that they either have no real

goodnefs, or that they are very weak Chridians,

and little acquainted either with thenrifelves, or this

prefent evil world.

2. You may learn how neccffary it is, that you

fhould look for the divine afliftance and diredion,

to avoid the temptation of every (late of life. We
are truly of ourfelves unequal to the trials with

which we are furrounded. Not that there is any

thing unjuft or oppreflive in the meafures ofProvi-

dence; butbecaufe it feems good to our maker,

to oblige us to a conflant dependance upon him-

felf and his promifed help. But God is faithful

^

who will notJufferyou to he tempted ahove that ye are

fbley hit will with the temptation alfo male a way to

eJcapCy thatye may he ahle to hear it.

The ieaft temptation may prove too hard for us,

if wenegledl to apply for fupreme aid; but in di-

vine flrength, we may bid defiance to the moft

formidable oppofition. This temper is well ex-

emplified and defcribed by the apoftle Paul to the

Corinthians. And he/aid unto me, my grace isfuf-

ficientfor thee^for myftrength is madeperfect in weak^

nefs, Moft gladly, therefore, will I rather glory in my

infirmitiesy that the power of Chrift may rfft upon me»

^hereforcy I take pleafure in infirmities, in reproaches^
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in neceffities, in perficution, in diflreffes for CbriJ's

Jake; fcr when I am zveak then am Ijirong,

3. From what hath been faid, you may fee what
n:i mfeparahlc connexion there is between true re-

1 gion, and your employments, and Hate in this

prcicnt world. They have a mutual, ftrong, and
confiant influence upon one another. It is a fatal,

though a common error to feparate them; entire-

ly to confine religion to the times and places of

immediate worfhip, and fuppofe that it hath no-
thing to do with the maxims of trade and com-
merce, or other worldly callings. On the con-
trary, your impreflions of things fpiritual and eter-

nal, will direcl and regulate yuux views as to the

prcfent life; and your fuccefs or misfortunes in

worldly fchemc5, will have a certain and vifible

cited: upon your Chriftian converfation, and the

ilate of your fouls. Therefore, let them never be
fcparated in your own views, and let them flill be
]<ept 'm their proper order and fubordinationo

Though the light and trivial ufe, not only of the

r':^.rne of God, but of fcripture-language, is botk

iinful and dangerous; and though a forward of-

tentatious piety may fomctimes look fufpicious,

yet it were to be wilhed we had more of a grave

a id habitual acknov/ledgem.ent of God in all our

ways. This was the language of the Patriarchs

o^'oki. In one of the former difcourfes upon this

fub]e:1. 1 took notice ofjvicob's prayer, when he

lee out for Padan-aram. Sec after the increafe of
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his family, how he exprefles himfeif in anfwer to

his brother Ifaac. And he lift up his eyes and Jaw

the women and children^ and /aid, who are thofe with

thee f And hefaid the children which God haih graci^

§ujly given thyjervant. See alfo the apoftoHcal di-

redion for the manner of projeding our future

purpofes. Goto noWy ye thatJay to-day^ or to-ynor^

row, we will go intojuch a city, and continue there a

year, and buy andJelly and get gain,

4. In the lafi: place, let me befeech, in the ten-

dered manner, every one of you, rich and poor,

to remember an approaching eternity. It will not

be long till the honorable, and defpifed, the weal-

thy and the needy, the mailer and the fervant, fhall

lie down in the duft. Lay hold of that covenant

cf peace v/hich is ordered in all things and fure.

Hear a great and conftant truth. What is a man

profited, though heJJjcuhi gain the zvhole vjorld andlooje

his ozvnfcul, or zvhaijhall a man give in exchangeJor

hisJoul? How many a Lazarus is now in Abra-

ham's bofom; and how many a rich man, that

once lived delicately on earth, is at this moment

tormented in hell-fire 1 The gofpel of peace is

now preached in your ears. Believe in the name

of the Lord Jefus Chrift, and ye fhall be faved.

I cannot promife tha.t you (hall be rich, but all

things neceifary are aiTured to you by the divine

promife; food and raiment, fupport under trials>

ftrength for duty, and in the world to come, ever-

jailing reft.

END OF THE SECOND VOLUME.




