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SERMON XL.

The danger or PROSPERITY.

B Y

JOHN IVirHERSPOON, D. D. L. L. D.

Col. N. C. p.

Proverbs xxx. 9.

Left I he full and deny thee^ andfay, zvho is the Lord?

Or, left I be poor andfteal, and take the name ofmy

God in vain.

I
PROCEED now to coniider the arguments

by which the prophet enforces his wife and

well-conceived prayer. Thefe, in connexion with

the two branches of the prayer, ftand thus : Give

7ne not riches, left I befull and deny thee, andfay, who

is the Lord? And give me not poverty, left I be poor,

and fteal, and take the name of my God in vain. If

Agur's prayer is conceived in the moft modeft and

humble terms, the reafons, with which he fupports

"it, are every way becoming a truly wife and good

man. You fee in them a prevailing concern for

the honor and glory of God, and his own preferv-

ation in the paths of piety and virtue. You fee in

them a humble fenfe of his own weaknefs, and the

danger of temptation; he^ therefore, defires to be
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placed in fuch a ftate of life, as will expofe him to

the feweft trials. An excellent difpoiition this,

andhighly worthy of our imitation. How happy
would it be for us all, if a defire to pleafe God and
preferveour integrity, lay always neareft our hearts,

and had a conllant and commanding influence on
every llep we took in our journey through life.

Neither riches nor poverty are bad in them-
felves. Neither of them is any recommendation,

or hindrance to the favor ofGod, who is no refpec-

tor ofperfons—there are good and bad in all ranks.

Men may be rich and yet pious, or poor yet flrid:-

lyjuft and honed. It is, I confefs, often done,

yet it is highly criminal to look upon all that are

rich in this world as profane; and it would be e-

qually fo to look upon all that are poor as deflitute

of integrity. Yet it is undeniable, that, from the

corruption of the human heart, thcfe two extremes

do often become flrong temptations to the parti-

cular fins mentioned in the text; which we fhall

now coniider feparately, in the order in which

they lie in the palTage before us.

Give vie not riches^ left I hefull and deny thee^ and

Jay^ who is the LordP

As to the facl, that riches do often lead to pro-

fanity and contempt of God, experience, and the

iiate of the world prove it in a manner too plain to

be denied. We not only fee that thofe, who are

born and educated from their infancy in the high-

er ranks of life, arc mofl prone to neglcd the du-t
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ties of religion; but thofe who, from a low or

mean condition, are remarkably raifed in the courfe

of Providence, do often change their temper with

their ftate, and fhow the unhappy influence of

riches in leading them to a forgetfulnefs of God.

Are there not fome, who were regularly in God's

houfe when they but barely fublifted, who have not

time for it now, when they are bufy and wealthy?

Are there not fome families, where the worfliip of

God was conftant and regular in early life, while

they were undiflinguillied, and now it is no more

to be heard in their fumptuous palaces and ele-

gant apartments? Shall I fay, that any worm of

the earth is become too confiderable to fall down

before the omnipotent Jehovah ?

I may add, as being of great importance in the

prefent fubjed, that fuch changes do often take

place gradually and infenfibly, very much contrary

to men's own expedation ; fo that we really do not

know ourfelves, nor can we determine before trial^

how far we would reiift or yield to the force of

temptation. The prophet Elifha foretold to Ha-
zael, the cruelties he would be guilty of when raif-

ed to an higher ftation; to which he replied with

difdain and abhorrence; M'^haty is thy fervant a dog^

that he fljoiilddo this great thing? AridEliJIoa an/wer-

ed, the Lord hathJbezved me that tho^/jail ^e king over

Syria. The conduct of the children of Ifrael in

their profperity, is but an emblem of the general

•condud of the children of men. But Jefmrm
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waxed fat, and kicked. Thou art waxedfat^ thou aH
grown thick^ thou art covered with fatnefs: Then he

forjook God which made him, and lightly efteeyned the

rock of hisfalvation.

What hath been faid might be fufficient to fhew

the propriety of the prophet's prayer; for if fuch

hath been often, or generally, the influence of

worldly greatnefs upon other men, why fliould any

befo confident as to prefume it would be otherwife

with themfelvcs? But perhaps it may afford mat-

ter of ufeful inilru(flion, to enquire a little further

into the fubjecl—to trace the caufes of this effecf^,

and fhew how, and why riches become an induce-^

mcnt to irreligion and profanencfs, for this will

belt enable us to apply the remedy. When I

fpeak of examining the caufes of this efFedl, I con-

fefs that no reafon can be given for it, but what

refleds great diflionor upon human nature in its

prefent iiate. Were we to judge of the matter by

the didates of found reafon, we fhould naturally

cxped: to find it direclly contrary. God is the

author of every blefling which men pofTefs, arnJ hrs

gifts fhould lead us to gratitude and acknowledge-

ment. It feems natural then to fuppofe, that thofe

who are moft highly favored in the courfe of Pro-

vidence, fnould difcover the greatell: fenfe of ob-

ligation, and be ready to make every dutiful re-

turn. One would think that though thepoor fliould

be impatient, furely the rich will be content and

thankful, is not this reafonable? Had any of you
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beflowed many favors upon others, would you not

exped: that their gratitude fliould bear fome pro-

portion to the number and value of benefits receiv-

ed? Had any of them been remarkably diftin-

guifhed from the red, would you not expe(fl from

them the moit inviolable fidelity and attachment I

Strange, that our condudt fhould be fo diredlly

oppolite in the returns we make for the goodnefs

of our maker 1 That thofe who are diflinguiflied

from others by the largell polTeflions, and the

greatefb fulnefs of all temporal mercies, fhould be

the mod prone to wickednefs of all forts ; but ef-

pccially, that they fhould be peculiarly inclined

to forgetfulnefs and contempt of God. Yet fo it

is in truth. But however dillionorable it is to

human nature, let us fearch into it a little, and

perhaps we may difcover the caufe of impiety in

perfons in affluent circumftances, and the danger

the prophet would avoid, by attending to the toU

lowing obfervations

:

I. An eafy and affluent fortune affords the

means, not only of pampering our bodies, but of

gratifying all our lulls and appetites. They are

as ftrong probably in perfcns of inferior flations,

but Providence has rendered the gratification

more difficult, and in fome cafes impoflible. Many
work through neceffityi who would be as idle and

flothful as any, but for the fear of want, Thefe

will be the firfl and readieft to reproach the rich^,

and call them idle drones, who revel in that abuaa

Vol. IL Bj
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dance for which they ftcver toiled ; and to put td^

their own credit that, which is wholly owing td

the reftraints under which they arc laid. Many
are generally fober, becaufe they cannot afford the

charges of intemperance, who want nothing but

the means, to riot in the mofl brutal fenfuality*

But to perfons of great wealth, the objecls of de^

lire are always placed in full view, and are evidently

within their reach; fo that the temptation has un-*

common force, and few arc able entirely to relift it*

2. The indulgence of pleafure infenfibly in-

duces a habit, and leads men to place their happi-

nefs in fuch enjoyments. Habit you know is vc-*

ry powerful, and while the habit acquires ftrcngth^

the power of refinance is gradually weakened,

Thefe gratifications confume fo much time, that

there is little left to refledl upon God, and our re-

lation to him. I reckon it none of the leafl temp^

tations to perfons of high rank, that not only their

felf indulgence, but the attendance and obfequi-

oufnefs of others fo engrolTes their attention, and

waftes their time, that they have few opportuni-

ties of calm and fober rcfiedlion; or at lead, can

ealily efcape from it, and take refuge in company

and amufcment. Add to this, that a great varie-

ty of fenfible objecls and enjoyments render the

mind, not only lefs attentive to things ofa fpiritual

nature, but indeed, lefs able to underftand them.

3. Obfcrvc further, that when the better part is

thus ncglcdtcd, and no care tuken of the cultiva-
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iion of the mind, every vice will fpring and fhoot

up in the foul, as briars and thorns do upon un-

cultivated ground. Sin, my brethren, is natural

to us ; it is the produce of the foil ; if it is not

deftroyed, it will not die; if it is but negledcd,

it will thrive. Now when ever perfons fall under

the power of vice, they begin firit to excufe, and

then to vindicate it. Thofe who are under the

government of lull, foon find it would be their in-

tereft that there was no fuch thing as religion and

virtue. Whatever we wilh, we are eafily led to

believe to be true. Loofe and atheidical princi-

ples then find a ready admittance, and are fwal-

lowed down greedily. This is a (horr Iketch of

the fteps by which people in affluent and eafy cir-

cumftances, are often led to deny God, and to fay:

^hal is the Almighty that we Jhotddferve hint, and

what profit Jhould we have if we pray unto him f—
Loofe principles are, at firft, more trequently the

effed, than the caufe of loofe pradices; but Vvhen

once they have taken deep root, and obtained full

dominion in the heart, they have a dreadful and

fatal influence on the devoted victim.

But, my brethren, I find a ftrong inclination to

piake another remark, though perhaps it may be

thought of too refined and abftracl a nature. It

is, that the danger of affluence in leading to con-

tempt of God, arifes from I'^o. nature of all {\w as

fuch. The original and firfi {\x\ of man was

plainly afieding independence. They defired and
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cxpcd:ed to be as Gods knowing good and cvih

And ftill fin properly conlifts in withdrawing our

allegiance from, and throv/ing off our dependance

upon God, and giving, as it were, that eOeem, love

and fervice to ourfclves, in one Ihape or another,

that is due only to him. Now obfcrvc, that afflu-

ence nourifties this millake, and fuffering kills it.

The more every thing abounds with us, the more
our will is fubmitted to, and our inclinations gra-

tified on every fubjed; the more we look upon
ourfelves as independent, and forget our obligati-

ons to God. Whereas, on the other hand, difap-

pointnricnts and calamities open our blind eyes,

and make us remember what we are. Was not

the proud monarch of Babylon infpired with this

delufive fcn^e of independence, when he exprefled

himfclf thus : Al the end of twelve months he walked

in the palace of the kingdom of Babylon. 7be king

Jpake and faid, is not this great Babylon that I have

built for the houfe of the kingdom, by the might ofmy
powery and for the honor of my majefty? But mark
the more powerful word of the King of Kings.

While the zmrd was in the kings mouth, there fella

voice from heaven, faying, king Nebuchadnezzar^

to thee it is fpoken, the kingdom is departedfrom thee t

I'hat this is the proper fource of worldly greatnefs,

may be ^c^vi in the temper, fuch perlbns ufually

acquire and fettle in, which is pride, iniblence

and contempt of others. Nay, it appears ft ill

more clearly in fome few inflances, in which the

intoxication comes to its height, and the poor dc-.
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luded mortal literally afpired to be confidered and

treated as God. It may feem incredible, but \vc

have the moft authentic evidence that hiftory can

afford, that fome men have demanded and receiv-

ed divine worfliip. This v> as the cafe, not only

with Alexander the Great, who was really an il-

luftrious prince, but with fome ofthe later Roman
emperors, who were the meaneft and baieil of ail

men. No wonder then, that profperity makes

men negledl God, when it prompts them to lit

down upon his throne, and rob him of the fervice

of his other fubjeds.

Before I proceed to the other part of the pro-

phet's argument, fuffer me to make a few remarks

for the improvement ofwhat has been already faid.

And,

I. See hence the great malignity and deceitful-

nefs ofHn. It hardly appears more ftrongly from

any circumftance, than that which has been the

fubjedl of this difcourfe, viz. that the gifts of God,

in the courfe of his Providence, are fo far from ex-

citing our gratitude, in proportion to their num-
ber and value, that, on the contrary, thofe who re^

ceive moft are ufualiy moft profane. They make his

favors inftruments of rebellion againfl: him, and

return contempt for his indulgence, and hatred for

his love.

Let us not take occafion from this to gratify

pur own envy, by particular or pcrfonal reproach
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againd thofe who are great, or have become rich

amongft themfclves; but let us ad a far wifer and

juilerpart, and be humbled for the finfalnels of

our nature, and warned of the dcceitfuhicfs of fin^

We may feel the feeds of this difpofition in us all.

You find the wife nrian charging a fimilar ingra*

titude upon man in general. Becaujefentence againft

an evil work is not executed fpeedtly, therefore the

heart of the Jons of men is fully fet in them to dr

ev'iL And do you nor obferve every day, nay, has

it not turned into a proverb, that we think light

of our mercies, fpiritual and temporal, when they

are common and abundant? And what is the true

and proper interpretation of this, but that the greats

cr God's goodnefs is to us, commonly the lefs is

our gratitude to him?

2. Let me befeech you to make a wife improve-,

ment of the advantages you enjoy over one another.

Let them excite in you a holy emulation to telhfy

your fcnfe of fuperior bleffiigs, by fuperior piety

and ufefuincfs. Do you excel others in any re-»

fpecl? Are you fuccefsful in trade? Have youril^

en to repu tation ? A re you e xalted to offices of d ig-

nity? Are you endowed with capacity of mind?

Can you remember the time when thofe were your

equals who are now your inferiors? Do not look

with infolcnce upon others, making odious, and

perhaps unjuft comparifons. Do not fw ell in pride

and felf-complacencc, as if by your own power you

had made yourfelves to differ, but rather look the
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other way to God, who is the maker both of rich

and poor, and pray that your thankfulnefs and duty

to him may exceed that of the poor man, as much

as his liberahty to you exceeds what he has thought

proper to beftow upon him. This affords me an

opportunity of relating a httle piece of private hif-

tory, that happened m Great Britain, and appears

to me very worthy of remembrance, and very con-

ducive to the ends of edification.

A gentleman of very condJerable fortune, but

a (Granger to either perfonalor family religion, one

evening took a folitary Vv^alk through a part of his

own grounds. He happened to come near to a

mean hut, where a poor man with a numerous fa-

mily lived, who earned their bread by daily labor.

He heard a voice pretty loud and continued. Not
knowing what it was, curiolity prompted him to

iiden. The man, who was piouRy difpofed, hap-

pened to be at prayer with his family. So foon

as he could diftinguifn the words, he heard him
giving thanks with great affe<fli6n to God, for the

goodnefs of his providence, in giving them food

to eat, and raiment to put on, and in fupplying

them with what was necelTary and comfortable m
the prefent life. He was immediately, no doubt,

by divine power, ilruck with aftoniiliment and
confulion, and faid to himfelf, docs this poor many
who has nothing but the meanefb fare, and that

purchafed by fevere labor, give thanks to God for

his goodnefs to himfelfand family, and I, who en-
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joy eafe and honor, and every thing that is grateful

^nd defirable, have hardly ever bent my knee, or

made any acknowledgement to my maker and pre-

ferver. It pleafed God that this providential oc-

currence proved the mean of bringing him to a

Teal and lading fenie of God and religion.

Let all perfons in health, quiet and plentiful

circumdances, learn from the preceding difcourfe,

what it is they ought clearly to guard againft.

—

Pride, fecurity, forgetfulnefs of God, are peculiar-

ly incident to that ftate. Lo this, faith the Lord

to Jerufalem, was the iniquityofthyJijier Sodom, pride,

fulnefs of bread, and abundance of idlenefs was in her.

And in her daughters, neither didfheJiraiglhen the hand,

of the poor and needy, A ferious refledlion on the

obligation fjch lie under to God for what they

have received in their continued dependence upon

him, and the inftability of all earthly things, would

favethem from the hurtful influence of worldly

profperity. To enforce this, I ihall only read the

apoftolic charge to Timothy. Charge them that arc

rich in this zvcrld, that they be not high minded, nor

inift in uncertain riches, but in the living God, who

giveth us all things richly to enjoy; that they do good,

that they be rich in goodworks, ready to difribute, wind-

ing to communicate; laying up in fore for themfelves a

goodfonndaiion againft the time to come, that they may

lay hold on eternal life^




