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SERMON LI.

T R U S T IN G O D.

B Y

JOHN IVITHERSPOON, D. D. L. L.Di
Co!. N. C. P.

Is AI AH L lO.

IVbo is amongyou that feafeth the Lord, that oheyeth

the voice of hisJewanty that walkeih in darknefs,

and hath no light? let him truft in the name of the

Lord, andjiay upon his God.

IT is faid of every real believer, that he walks

by faith and not by fight. If this is true, it

will follow, that his faith muft be expofed to a va-

riety of trials, while he continues in a world of

fenfe. Thefe trials arife from the (late of his own
mind—from his outward condition—-from the ftate

of the world with which he rtands conned:ed, and

from the mutual influence of all thefe, one upon
another. From this fituation it is eafy to fee, that

there are few duties, for the exercife of which, a

good man will have greater or more frequent oc-

cn.iion, than that of truft and reliance upon God.
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Trufl: is the duty and the refuge of the needy—of

the dependent—of the weak—the timorous, and

the dfiftrciTed. How many are included under one

or nipre of thefe charadlcrs; or rather, who is it

tha)(: can fay he is akogether excluded?

/Agreeably to this, we need but open the facrcd

volume, to perceive how frequent the exhortations

^re to truft in God, and how many views are giv-

en us of his power, wifdom, mercy and faithful-

nefs, to encourage us to an unfliaken reliance. At

the fame time, I am forry to fay, that there are few

duties which are more imperfeclly underflood by

many profefling Chnltians. Even pious perfons

often fin both on the right hand and on the left^

that is to fay, both by diffidence and prefumption.

I have, therefore, laid hold of this opportunity,

and made choice of this palTage of fcripture, in or-

der to open and iiludrate a little this important

duty of a fervant of God. How feafonable it is

you will eafily perceive, for in the facrament of the

Lord's Supper we have fct before us Chrift Jefus

the unfpcakable gift of God—the great pledge of

his love, and the great foundation of our reliance

upon him, not only for his faving mercy in gene-

ral, but for every necelTary blefling in our way to e-

ternal reft.

This palTage of fcripture is alfo well fuited to

the fubjedt. It was fpcken to the Jews in a lax

and defolute age, when many had turned their

backs upon the fcrvice oi God-—had deferted his
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tjrdinances, and dcfpifed his fervantSj which is af-

wavs an occaiion both of aftiidiion and temptation

to his own children. This appears from the firft

words of the chapter. For thusfaith the Lord, zvhere

is the bill of your mother s divorce^nent, zvhom I have

put away F and which of my creditors is it to whom I

havefoldyou^ Behold,foryour iniquities you havefold

yourfelves, andforyour tranfgreffions isyour mother pit

away. As alfo from the 3d and 4th yerfes. /
clothe the hea'uens with hlacknefs, and I makefackclotb

their covering. The Lord God hath given me the tongue

of the learned, that Ifhould know how to fpeak a word

infeafon to him that is weary.

In difcourfing further on this fubjecfl, it is pro-*

pofed, through the afliftance of divine grace,

I. To open a little the character and flate of

thofe who are called upon and exhorted to truO:

in the name of the Lord.

II. To explain the duty of trufl, and point out

the foundation of it.

III. To apply the fubjec!!: for your inftrudiorfe

and comfort.

In the jirjf place then, 1 am to open a little th^

charadler and flate of thofe who are here called

upon and exhorted to trufl in the name of the Lord.

Their defcription is as follows: Who is among

you thatfeareth the Lord, and obeyeth the voice of his

fervant, that walkcth in darknefs, and hath no light f
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let him trufi in the name of the Lord, andftay himfelf

upon his God. It will help us to enter into the fpi-

rit and meaning of the prophet's words, ifwe keep

in view the ftatc of the Jewifh church, hinted at a

little ago. PFbo is amongyou i that is, if there is one

or more—if there is a fmall feled number in the

midft of general corruption and depravity, who

have kept their garments unpolluted, though ini-

quity abounds, and the love ofmany waxeth cold;

J'hatfeareih the Lord? You know it is common in

fcripture to defcribe religion in general by fome

particulat- leading branch of it. The fear of God

is often made ule of for this purpofe, as in that paf-

fage, there ihall be no want to them xXi^tfear hhn.

It may, therefore, fignify thofe who have a fincere

and unfeigned regard to the commandments of

God, and have chofen him as their portion and

hope. Thofe who dclire and dcferve to be diftin-

guillied from the profane defpifer—thefecure for-

malifl, or the difguifed hypocrite. Thofe, in a

word, who are, and who defire to appear, to ufe

thcftrong language of fcripture, upon the Lord's

fide in every ftrugglc, and who refolve with Jofh-

ua, that whatever others do, for their part they

will ferve the Lord-

But I cannot help thinking, we may alfo, with

great i^ia^y explain the words in a clofcr and

ftrider fenfe, and fuppofe, that by fearing the Lord

is to be underftood a due reverence for his infinite

majelty,a humble veneration for his facred author-
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ity. This is a moil excellent fence or guard to

the confcience in an evil time, and a noble pre-

fervative from the fpreading infedlion and infmu-

ating poifon of prevailing or fafhionable fins, It

is alio the ufual charader of a defolute age to have

caft off fear, to treat the mod facred things with

fcorn, and to look upon that holy folicitude to a-

void fin, which appears in the carriage and lan-

guage of a child of God, as a mark of meannefs or

weaknefs of mind. In fuch an ^ge, one who fears

God is well defcribed by the prophet Ifaiah. But

to this man will I look, even to him that is poor and of

a contritefpirit, and trembleth at my word.

The next part of the charadcr is, and oheyeth the

voice of his fervant ; that, is to fay, is willing to

hearken to the meflage of God by the mouth of

his fervants. The words of the text, no doubt,

may be confidered as primarily referring to the

infpired prophets, who bore an immediate corn-

million, miraculoufly atteiled from God. Many,

even of thefe, were fet at nought, their mefTage de-

rided, and their perfons infulted, when they at-

tempted to ftem the tide of prevailing vice, or

boldly denounced the divine vengeance againft

high-handed finners. But the fincerely pious

obeyed their voice. I fhali make no fcruple to

apply this to ourfelves, and the prefent age. Our

blelTed Redeemer hath efiabliihed in his church a

flanding minidry, and the regular adiTiiniflrarion

of Ordinances. And though we have this treafurs
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in earthen vefTels, yet in no other way doth he now

communicate his will, and vouchfafe his prefence

to his people, but by the reading and hearing of

his word, and attendance upon his inftituted wor-

fhip. It will, no doubt, therefore be a part of the

characler of a good man, that he will love the or-

dinances, and obey the voice of the fervants of

God, that he will conlider him who hath fent

them, and receive inftrudion, not as the word of

nian, but as it is in deed and in truth the word of

^od.

On the other hand, when iniquity prevails, when

irreligion and profanenefs lift up their heads, on^

of the mod ufual concomitants, and one of the

fiireft proofs of it is, a negled of ordinances, an^

contempt of thofe who are concerned in their ad-

miniilration : How far this is at prefent the cafe^

1 leave to yourfelves to judge. While I fpeak this,

my brethren, I do by no means defire to fee an ig-

norant people didraded by the gloomy terrors of

faperftition, or led blindfold by the enchanted cord

ol implicit faith. But fure I am, there is an extreme

pn either hand, and thofe w^ho truly fear the Lord,

will honor the perfons, and obey the voice of fuch

as plead his caufe and fpeak in his name. You

may reft afTured, that though they neither defcrve

nor claim any authority on their own account, yet

fo long as they fland in the divine councils, and

fpeak the divine word, their mcflage will be at-

tended with this awful iandian. He ibat defpijtih
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ym defpijeth me^ and he that dejfijeth me defpifeib

him ihatfent fne.

The laft part of the charadler here drawn, which

lays the foundation for the fubfequent diredion is,

that walketh in darknefs and hath no light, Darkncfs

and light, befides their literal, have often a meta-

phorical fenfe in fcripture. They are, indeed, ufed

with a good deal of latitude and variety. But I

think their metaphorical fignification may be re-

duced to thefe two general heads, i . Sometimes

light iignifies knowledge, and darknefs lignifies

ignorance—as in Eph. v. 8. Tearefometimes dark-

nefs hut now are ye light in the Lord^ walk as children

of light, Adls xxvi. 18. ^0 turn them from dark^

nefs unto lighty andfrom the power of Satan unto God.

Job XXXvii. 1 9. Teach us what wefhallfay unto hini^,,

for we cannot order our fpeech hy reafon of darknefs

>

2. Sometimes darknefs lignifies diilrefs or trou-

ble, and the correfpondent fignification of light is

deliverance and joy, as 2 Sam. xxii. 28, 29. And
the aflic/ed people thou wilt fave^ hut thine eyes are

upon the haughty that thou mayeft hring them down^

for thou art my lampy Lord^ and the Lord zvill light-

en my darhiefs , Job xix. 8. He hathfenced up my

way that I cannot pafs ; he hath put darknefs in 7ny

paths. Pf xcvii. 11. Light isfownfor the righteous,

and gladnefsfor the upright in heart, Eflher viii. 1 6,

And the Jews had light andgladnefs, andjoy and honor.

None of thefe fcnfes is to be excluded in the paf-^

fage before us. Believers may w'alk in darknefs.
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when ignorant or uncertain as to what nearly con-

cerns them, as well as under diftrefs and trouble:

They have alfo a mutual influence upon, produce,

and are produced by one another. For iiluflrat-

ing this a little more particularly, obferve, that a

good man may walk in darknefs. i. When he is

in doubt or uncertainty as to his interefl in the

divine favor. 2. When he is under the prefTure

of outward calamity. 3. W^hen the ilate of the

church is fuch, that he cannot underfrand or ex-

plain, in a fatisfying manner, the courfe of divine

providence. Thefe particulars I have it not in

view to enlarge much upon, but only to explain

them fo far as is necellary to lay a foundation for

what Ihall be afterwards offered on the duty to

trufl in God,

I. Then, a good man may walk in darknefs

when he is in doubt or unce^-tainty as to his inter-

efl in the divine favor. I apprehend that fome

meafure of hope in God's mercy is effential to true

piety, and not only the right, but the pofTefTion of

every child of God. Faith and defpair arc beyond

ail queflion inconiiflent. Faith and hope are in-

feparable. Yet certainly the excellent ones of the

carjh may be fometimes involved in great per-

plexity and doubt. This is plain from fcripturc

examples, from daily experience, and from the

nature and reafon of the thing. How violent a

ftrug^le do we often find the Pfalmifl David in,

betv/een hope and fear ? O my God, my foul is caji

down in me ; thcrcfovc will I rememhcr thee from the
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hnd of Jordafiy and of the HermoniteSy from the hill

Mizar, How many do we fee every day under a

fpirit of bondage, who, though they ilill cleave to

God as their portion, yet are often full of fears,

and feldom dare confidently affirm their intereft

in, or relation to him. And indeed how can it be

otherwife ? While we are here, our fandtilication

is but impcrfed ; and alas ! with regard to many,

it is often hard to determine, whether we fhould

not write upon ii^mene tekel^dis elTentially defcdive.

Sin feparates between God and his people, and

caufes him to hide his face from them. Nay,

Ibmetimes, though there be no particular, or pro-

voking crime as the caufe of his controverfy with

them, he may withdraw from them the light of his

countenance to exercife their vigilence, or to try

their patience. I know, my brethren, that the

diftrefs of ferious fouls, when mourning after an

abfent or an angry God, crying to him in fecret,

and following hard after him in his ordinances, is

by many treated with the higheft degree of con-

tempt. But furely, if peace of m.ind from a well-

founded hope of the divine favor, is the greatelt of

all prefent bleffings : And if this, from the variable-

nefs of our own condudl, is fometimes more, fome-

times lefs fl:rong,and fometimes wholly fufpended;

when this laft is the cafe, it muft occafion inex-

preflible concern, and there can be no greater evi-

dence of irreligion and impiety than to call it in

qucflion.
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2. A good man may walk in darkncfs when un-^

der the preifure of outward calamity. This, in a

real believer, is never wholly feparated from the

former. Even in itfelf, indeed, no afflidion for the

prefent is joyoos but grievous. The diforders of

this feeble frame, poverty and flraitnefs of provi-

fion, unjuft flander and reproach, mufl be deeply

and feniibly felt by every good man, even as he is

a man. To this may be added, the lofs of rela-

tions, and concerns for the fufferings of others of

eyery kind, which is always moil dillreiling to the

beft and tendereft fpirits. But outward calami-

ties by thofe that fear God, are felt moft feniibly

when they are coniidered as the rod of his anger^

and bring iin to remembrance. When he viiits his

own children with any of his fore judgments:

When he ibllows them with breach upon breach,

they are ready to fay. Surely he is Jetting me up as a

mark for his arrozvSy he is counting me his enemy.—
They are often at a lofs to underftand the caufe of

his controverfy with them ; and they alfo find it

often extremely difficult to bring their minds to a

patient and fubmiffive refignarion to his holy will.

To thofe who know their duty, and defire through

divine grace to comply with it, it is no fmall dif-

ficulty to be obliged to ftruggle with a rifmg and

rebellious heart within, as well as fuffering from

without, and to be alternately calling in queflion,

the certainty either of the love of God to them,

or of their love to him.
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-3. A good man may fometimes walk in dark-

ncfs from the afpect of Providence^ and the ftate

of the Redeemer's kingdom. The works ofGod
are fought out ofthem who have pleafure in them.

But when they are not able to penetrate the depths

of the divine counfels, this becomes often a fource

both of dilirefs and tem.ptation. When wicked

men arc fuffered to profpcr at their will—when
the good are opprefTed by the power and tyranny^

or perfecuted by the malice of their enemies

—

when the moil: generous attempts for the revival

of truth and righteoufnefs are rendered abortive—
when the profcffing fervants of God are divided

into parties, or marfhalled under nam.es, and their

zeal made to fpend itfelf in unnecelTary, linful and

hurtful contentions—when offences come, and

thofe ofthehigheit profeflion or attainments are

fuffered to fall into grofs crimes, by which the

moutlis ofenemies are opened to blafpheme ; then

may, and muft we adopt the words of the Pfalm-

ifi:—Pf. Ixxiii. 10—14. Therefore, his people return

hither; and vjaters of a ftdl cup are zvrung out unto

them: And theyfay^ hozv doth God know F and is there

hiowledge in the mofi High? Behold^ thefe are the un-^

godly who pro/per in the worlds they increafe in riches^

Verilyy I have cleanfed my heart in vain, and zvajhed

my hands in innocency. For all the day long have £

heen plaguedy and chaftened every morning,

I proceed now to xh^fecond and chiefthing pro-

pofed from this paflage, which v/as to explain the

VoL» HI. c 2
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duty of trud in God, and to point out its founda-

tion.

Trufl-, in the moft general view we can take of

it, may be thus explained. It is a reliance or con-

fidence in God, that however difcouraging ap-

pearances may be for the prefcnt time, yet, by his

power and wifdom, our defircs and cxpedation fhall

take place, whether as to deUverance from trou-

ble, or the obtaining of future bleffings. When we

can attain this happy frame of fpirit, it is an incon-

ceivable relief and eafe to the mind under fuffer-

ing, and is excellently exprelTed by the Pfalmifl

—

Pf. Iv. 2 2. Caft thy burden upon the Lord, and hejhall

Jujiain ihcCy hejhall neverJujjer the righteous to be mov^

ed. Let us then endeavor to explain the grounds

of this as diftinclly as pollible. And God grant

that it may be done not only in a clear, but in a

folid and fatisfying manner, fo as to afiifl: you in

the pradice of real and vital religion.

I have already faid, that our expedlation is from

the power and wifdom of God. May we, then,

reafonably exped, is it our duty to believe, that

we fhall receive all that we defire, and that is with-

in the reach of divine power and wifdom? Thefe

'have no bounds at all. We know that nothing is

too hard for the Almighty. He doth according

to his will in the armies of heaven and among the

inhabitants of the earth. This fuggefls to us that

there is fomething more nccelTary, in order to lay

a proper foundation for trulf, viz. his goodnefs to
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make our expedlation probable, and his promife to

make it certain. Even created beings can often do

what they will not. This holds particularly with re-

gard to God, whofe power is directed in its cxer-

cife by his goodnefs, and limited by his wifdom.

His goodnefs, in general, encourages us to go to him

with a perad venture, or who can tell whether he

may not be gracious ? But in order to make our

truft both diftindl and ftrong, we mufl: go to his

promifefor he isfaitJoful and keepeth covenant and

truthfor ever. Truft then, my brethren, refts ul-

timately on the promife. It muft be precifely

commenfurate, or of the fame extent with the pro-

mifes, Whoever doubts or calls in queilion the

certainty of what God hath promifed, is charge-

able with diftrufi:; and whoever expects to receive,

in kind or degree, more than he has promifed, is

fo far guilty of prefumption. This is the general

rule, and I think it carries fach evidence with it,

that every one muft be fenftble it is juH, who hath

heard it with any meafure of attention.

But the great difficulty yet remains, which is, to

apply this rule to the various cares that occur in

the fpiritual life, and to tell any particular perfcn

what it is his duty firmly to believe, and hope he

fhall receive from God, and what it v/ould be pre-

^^fumptuous and iimple in him to fix his expedi-

tion on. This is plainly of the greater import-

ance, that the more particular our truft is, as to the

objcd of deiire, it is the more powerful a fupport

to the mind. At the fame time it frequently hap-
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pens, that the more particularly our defires are

formed, the foundation of our hope appears the

rnore uncertain and qucllionable. On this ac-

count you may obferve, that it is of the greateft

rnoment to underlTand the nature and tenor of the

promifes; or rather, indeed, to explain the foun-

dation of trufl, and to explain the nature and tenor

of the promifes is one and the fame thing.

For this end, it may be proper to diflmguifh the

prom ifjs of God, as to futurity, into tvo heads,

ahfohiie and condiiionaL By abfolute promifes, in

this place, I underfland only thofe that are fo in

the rnoft unlimited fenfe, that is to fay, revealed

as a part of the fixed plan of Providence, fufpend-

ed on no terms but what all, of every charader,

may expecl will certainly come to pafs. Such are

the promifes after the flood, ihatjummer andwinteTy

feed time and harveft JJjonld not fail—the coming of

Cbrijl in theflefJj at thefulnefs of timeyto the ancient

Patriarchs, and to us

—

the downfall of Antichrift—

the prfcrvaijon of a church on earthy let its enemies

be or do what they will

—

thecalling of God's antieut

peopley thejezvs, and the coming of Chrift tojudge the

world at the laji day. Thefe are all called promifes

in fcripture, and fo far as they can be of any ufe

to the people of God, cither for direcftion in duty,

or rcliraint from fin, or confolation under trial,

they are to be depended on, in the mofl abfolute

manner, ^or they refb upon the certainty of the

holy fcriptures, and the truth of the unchangeable

God, who is not a man that hefhonld lie, nor the Jon

ofman that befkould repent.




