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II. CORINTHIANS

HOPE AND HOLINESS

Having therefore these promises . . . let us cleanse ourselves from all filthiness
of the flesh and spirit, perfecting holiness in the fear of God.'—2 Cor. vii. 1.


It is often made a charge against professing Christians
that their religion has very little to do with common
morality. The taunt has sharpened multitudes of
gibes and been echoed in all sorts of tones: it is very
often too true and perfectly just, but if ever it is, let
it be distinctly understood that it is not so because of
Christian men's religion but in spite of it. Their
bitterest enemy does not condemn them half so emphatically
as their own religion does: the sharpest censure
of others is not so sharp as the rebukes of the New
Testament. If there is one thing which it insists upon
more than another, it is that religion without morality
is nothing—that the one test to which, after all, every
man must submit is, what sort of character has he and
how has he behaved—is he pure or foul? All high-flown
pretension, all fervid emotion has at last to face
the question which little children ask, 'Was he a good
man?'

The Apostle has been speaking about very high and
mystical truths, about all Christians being the temple
of God, about God dwelling in men, about men and
women being His sons and daughters; these are the
very truths on which so often fervid imaginations
have built up a mystical piety that had little to do
with the common rules of right and wrong. But Paul
keeps true to the intensely practical purpose of his
preaching and brings his heroes down to the prosaic
earth with the homely common sense of this far-reaching
exhortation, which he gives as the fitting
conclusion for such celestial visions.

I. A Christian life should be a life of constant self-purifying.

This epistle is addressed to the church of God which
is at Corinth with all the saints which are in all Achaia.

Looking out over that wide region, Paul saw
scattered over godless masses a little dispersed company
to each of whom the sacred name of Saint
applied. They had been deeply stained with the vices
of their age and place, and after a black list of criminals
he had had to say to them 'such were some of you,'
and he lays his finger on the miracle that had changed
them and hesitates not to say of them all, 'But ye are
washed, but ye are sanctified, but ye are justified in
the name of the Lord Jesus and by the Spirit of our
God.'

The first thing, then, that every Christian has is a
cleansing which accompanies forgiveness, and however
his garment may have been 'spotted by the flesh,' it
is 'washed and made white in the blood of the Lamb.'
Strange cleansing by which black stains melt out of
garments plunged in red blood! With the cleansing
of forgiveness and justification comes, wherever they
come, the gift of the Holy Spirit—a new life springing
up within the old life, and untouched by any contact
with its evils. These gifts belong universally to the
initial stage of the Christian life and require for
their possession only the receptiveness of faith. They
admit of no co-operation of human effort, and to
possess them men have only to 'take the things that
are freely given to them of God.' But of the subsequent
stages of the Christian life, the laborious and
constant effort to develop and apply that free gift is
as essential as, in the earliest stage, it is worse than
useless. The gift received has to be wrought into the
very substance of the soul, and to be wrought out in
all the endless varieties of life and conduct. Christians
are cleansed to begin with, but they have still daily to
cleanse themselves: the leaven is hid in the three
measures of meal, but ''tis a life-long task till the
lump be leavened,' and no man, even though he has the
life that was in Jesus within him, will grow up 'into
the measure of the stature of the fulness of Christ'
unless, by patient and persistent effort, he is ever
pressing on to 'the things that are before' and daily
striving to draw nearer to the prize of his high calling.
We are cleansed, but we have still to cleanse ourselves.

Yet another paradox attaches to the Christian life,
inasmuch as God cleanses us, but we have to cleanse
ourselves. The great truth that the spirit of God in
a man is the fontal source of all his goodness, and that
Christ's righteousness is given to us, is no pillow on
which to rest an idle head, but should rather be a
trumpet-call to effort which is thereby made certain of
success. If we were left to the task of self-purifying
by our own efforts we might well fling it up as impossible.
It is as easy for a man to lift himself from
the ground by gripping his own shoulders as it is for
us to rise to greater heights of moral conduct by our
own efforts; but if we can believe that God gives the
impulse after purity, and the vision of what purity is,
and imparts the power of attaining it, strengthening
at once our dim sight and stirring our feeble desires
and energising our crippled limbs, then we can 'run
with patience the race that is set before us.'

We must note the thoroughness of the cleansing
which the Apostle here enjoins. What is to be got rid
of is not this or that defect or vice, but 'all filthiness
of flesh and spirit.' The former, of course, refers
primarily to sins of impurity which in the eyes of the
Greeks of Corinth were scarcely sins at all, and the
latter to a state of mind when fancy, imagination, and
memory were enlisted in the service of evil. Both are
rampant in our day as they were in Corinth. Much
modern literature and the new gospel of 'Art for Art's
sake' minister to both, and every man carries in himself
inclinations to either. It is no partial cleansing
with which Paul would have us to be satisfied: 'all'
filthiness is to be cast out. Like careful housewives
who are never content to cease their scrubbing while
a speck remains upon furniture, Christian men are to
regard their work as unfinished as long as the least
trace of the unclean thing remains in their flesh or in
their spirit. The ideal may be far from being realised
at any moment, but it is at the peril of the whole
sincerity and peacefulness of their lives if they, in the
smallest degree, lower the perfection of their ideal in
deference to the imperfection of their realisation of it.

It must be abundantly clear from our own experience
that any such cleansing is a very long process. No
character is made, whether it be good or bad, but by
a slow building up: no man becomes most wicked all
at once, and no man is sanctified by a wish or at a
jump. As long as men are in a world so abounding
with temptation, 'he that is washed' will need daily
to 'wash his feet' that have been stained in the foul
ways of life, if he is to be 'clean every whit.'

As long as the spirit is imprisoned in the body and
has it for its instrument there will be need for much
effort at purifying. We must be content to overcome
one foe at a time, and however strong may be the
pilgrim's spirit in us, we must be content to take one
step at a time, and to advance by very slow degrees.
Nor is it to be forgotten that as we get nearer what
we ought to be, we should be more conscious of the
things in which we are not what we ought to be. The
nearer we get to Jesus Christ, the more will our
consciences be enlightened as to the particulars in
which we are still distant from Him. A speck on a
polished shield will show plain that would never have
been seen on a rusty one. The saint who is nearest
God will think more of his sins than the man who is
furthest from him. So new work of purifying will
open before us as we grow more pure, and this will
last as long as life itself.

II. The Christian life is to be not merely a continual
getting rid of evil, but a continual becoming good.

Paul here draws a distinction between cleansing
ourselves from filthiness and perfecting holiness, and
these two, though closely connected and capable of
being regarded as being but the positive and negative
sides of one process, are in reality different, though
in practice the former is never achieved without the
latter, nor the latter accomplished without the former.
Holiness is more than purity; it is consecration. That
is holy which is devoted to God, and a saint is one
whose daily effort is to devote his whole self, in all his
faculties and nature, thoughts, heart, and will, more
and more, to God, and to receive into himself more and
more of God.

The purifying which Paul has been enjoining will
only be successful in the measure of our consecration,
and the consecration will only be genuine in the
measure of our purifying. Herein lies the broad and
blessed distinction between the world's morality and
Christian ethics. The former fails just because it
lacks the attitude towards a Person who is the very
foundation of Christian morality, and changes a hard
and impossible law into love. There is no more futile
waste of breath than that of teachers of morality who
have no message but Be good! Be good! and no motive
by which to urge it but the pleasures of virtue and the
disadvantages of vice, but when the vagueness of the
abstract thought of goodness solidifies into a living
Person and that Person makes his appeal first to our
hearts and bids us love him, and then opens before us
the unstained light of his own character and beseeches
us to be like him, the repellent becomes attractive: the
impossible becomes possible, and 'if ye love Me keep
My commandments' becomes a constraining power and
a victorious impulse in our lives.

III. The Christian life of purifying and consecration
is to be animated by hope and fear.

The Apostle seems to connect hope more immediately
with the cleansing, and holiness with the fear of God,
but probably both hope and fear are in his mind as the
double foundation on which both purity and consecration
are to rest, or the double emotion which is to
produce them both. These promises refer directly to
the immediately preceding words, 'I will be a Father
unto you and ye shall be My sons and daughters,'
in which all the blessings which God can give or men
can receive are fused together in one lustrous and all-comprehensive
whole. So all the great truths of the
Gospel and all the blessed emotions of sonship which
can spring up in a human heart are intended to find
their practical result in holy and pure living. For this
end God has spoken to us out of the thick darkness;
for this end Christ has come into our darkness; for
this end He has lived; for this end He died; for this
end He rose again; for this end He sends His Spirit
and administers the providence of the world. The
purpose of all the Divine activity as regards us men is
not merely to make us happy, but to make us happy
in order that we may be good. He whom what he
calls his religion has only saved from the wrath of God
and the fear of hell has not learned the alphabet of
religion. Unless God's promises evoke men's goodness
it will be of little avail that they seem to quicken
their hope. Joyful confidence in our sonship is only
warranted in the measure in which we are like our
Father. Hope often deludes and makes men dreamy
and unpractical. It generally paints pictures far lovelier
than the realities, and without any of their shadows;
it is too often the stimulus and ally of ignoble lives,
and seldom stirs to heroism or endurance, but its many
defects are not due to itself but to its false choice of
objects on which to fix. The hope which is lifted from
trailing along the earth and twining round creatures
and which rises to grasp these promises ought to be,
and in the measure of its reality is the ally of all
patient endurance and noble self-sacrifice. Its vision
of coming good is all directed to the coming Christ,
and 'every man that hath this hope in Him, purifieth
himself even as He is pure.'

In Paul's experience there was no contrariety between
hope set on Jesus and fear directed towards God. It
is in the fear of God that holiness is to be perfected.
There is a fear which has no torment. Yet more, there
is no love in sons or daughters without fear. The
reverential awe with which God's children draw near
to God has in it nothing slavish and no terror. Their
love is not only joyful but lowly. The worshipping
gaze upon His Divine majesty, the reverential and
adoring contemplation of His ineffable holiness, and
the poignant consciousness, after all effort, of the
distance between us and Him will bow the hearts that
love Him most in lowliest prostration before Him.
These two, hope and fear, confidence and awe, are
like the poles on which the whole round world turns
and are united here in one result. They who 'set their
hope in God' must 'not forget the works of God but
keep His commandments'; they who 'call Him Father,'
'who without respect of persons judgeth' must 'pass
the time of their sojourning here in fear,' and their
hopes and their fears must drive the wheels of life,
purify them from all filthiness and perfect them in
all holiness.



SORROW ACCORDING TO GOD

'Godly sorrow worketh repentance to salvation not to be repented of: but
the sorrow of the world worketh death.'—2 Cor. vii. 10.


Very near the close of his missionary career the
Apostle Paul summed up his preaching as being all
directed to enforcing two points, 'Repentance towards
God, and faith in our Lord Jesus Christ.' These two,
repentance and faith, ought never to be separated
in thought, as they are inseparable in fact. True
repentance is impossible without faith, true faith
cannot exist without repentance.

Yet the two are separated very often, even by
earnest Christian teachers. The tendency of this day
is to say a great deal about faith, and not nearly
enough in proportion about repentance; and the
effect is to obscure the very idea of faith, and not
seldom to preach 'Peace! peace! when there is no
peace.' A gospel which is always talking about faith,
and scarcely ever talking about sin and repentance,
is denuded, indeed, of some of its most unwelcome
characteristics, but is also deprived of most of its
power, and it may very easily become an ally of
unrighteousness, and an indulgence to sin. The
reproach that the Christian doctrine of salvation
through faith is immoral in its substance derives most
of its force from forgetting that 'repentance towards
God' is as real a condition of salvation as is 'faith in
our Lord Jesus Christ.' We have here the Apostle's
deliverance about one of these twin thoughts. We
have three stages—the root, the stem, the fruit;
sorrow, repentance, salvation. But there is a right
and a wrong kind of sorrow for sin. The right kind
breeds repentance, and thence reaches salvation; the
wrong kind breeds nothing, and so ends in death.

Let us then trace these stages, not forgetting that
this is not a complete statement of the case, and needs
to be supplemented in the spirit of the words which I
have already quoted, by the other part of the inseparable
whole, 'faith towards our Lord Jesus Christ.'

I. First, then, consider the true and the false sorrow
for sin.

The Apostle takes it for granted that a recognition
of our own evil, and a consequent penitent regretfulness,
lie at the foundation of all true Christianity.
Now I do not insist upon any uniformity of experience
in people, any more than I should insist that all their
bodies should be of one shape or of one proportion.
Human lives are infinitely different, human dispositions
are subtly varied, and because neither the one
nor the other are ever reproduced exactly in any two
people, therefore the religious experience of no two
souls can ever be precisely alike.

We have no right to ask—and much harm has been
done by asking—for an impossible uniformity of
religious experience, any more than we have a right to
expect that all voices shall be pitched in one key, or
all plants flower in the same month, or after the same
fashion. You can print off as many copies as you
like, for instance, of a drawing of a flower on a
printing-press, and they shall all be alike, petal for
petal, leaf for leaf, shade for shade; but no two hand-drawn
copies will be so precisely alike, still less will
any two of the real buds that blow on the bush. Life
produces resemblance with differences; it is machinery
that makes facsimiles.

So we insist on no pedantic or unreal uniformity;
and yet, whilst leaving the widest scope for divergencies
of individual character and experience, and
not asking that a man all diseased and blotched with
the leprosy of sin for half a lifetime, and a little child
that has grown up at its mother's knee, 'in the nurture
and admonition of the Lord,' and so has been kept
'innocent of much transgression,' shall have the same
experience; yet Scripture, as it seems to me, and the
nature of the case do unite in asserting that there are
certain elements which, in varying proportions indeed,
will be found in all true Christian experience, and of
these an indispensable one—and in a very large
number, if not in the majority of cases, a fundamental
one—is this which my text calls 'godly sorrow.'

Dear brethren, surely a reasonable consideration of
the facts of our conduct and character point to that as
the attitude that becomes us. Does it not? I do not
charge you with crimes in the eye of the law. I do
not suppose that many of you are living in flagrant
disregard of the elementary principles of common
every-day morality. Some are, no doubt. There are,
no doubt, unclean men here; there are some who eat
and drink more than is good for them, habitually;
there are, no doubt, men and women who are living
in avarice and worldliness, and doing things which the
ordinary conscience of the populace points to as faults
and blemishes. But I come to you respectable people
that can say: 'I am not as other men are, unjust,
adulterers, or even as this publican'; and pray you,
dear friends, to look at your character all round, in the
light of the righteousness and love of God, and to
plead to the indictment which charges you with neglect
of many a duty and with sin against Him. How do
you plead, 'guilty or not guilty, sinful or not sinful?'
Be honest with yourselves, and the answer will not be
far to seek.

Notice how my text draws a broad distinction
between the right and the wrong kind of sorrow for
sin. 'Godly sorrow' is, literally rendered,'sorrow
according to God,' which may either mean sorrow
which has reference to God, or sorrow which is in
accordance with His will; that is to say, which is
pleasing to Him. If it is the former, it will be the
latter. I prefer to suppose that it is the former—that
is, sorrow which has reference to God. And then,
there is another kind of sorrow, which the Apostle
calls the 'sorrow of the world,' which is devoid of that
reference to God. Here we have the characteristic
difference between the Christian way of looking at
our own faults and shortcomings, and the sorrow of
the world, which has got no blessing in it, and will
never lead to anything like righteousness and peace.
It is just this—one has reference to God, puts its sin
by His side, sees its blackness relieved against the
'fierce light' of the Great White Throne, and the other
has not that reference.

To expand that for a moment,—there are plenty of
us who, when our sin is behind us, and its bitter fruits
are in our hands, are sorry enough for our faults. A
man that is lying in the hospital a wreck, with the
sins of his youth gnawing the flesh off his bones, is
often enough sorry that he did not live more soberly
and chastely and temperately in the past days. That
fraudulent bankrupt who has not got his discharge
and has lost his reputation, and can get nobody to
lend him money enough to start him in business again,
as he hangs about the streets, slouching in his rags, is
sorry enough that he did not keep the straight road.
The 'sorrow of the world' has no thought about God
in it at all. The consequences of sin set many a man's
teeth on edge who does not feel any compunction for
the wrong that he did. My brethren, is that the
position of any that are listening to me now?

Again, men are often sorry for their conduct without
thinking of it as sin against God. Crime means
the transgression of man's law, wrong means the
transgression of conscience's law, sin is the transgression
of God's law. Some of us would perhaps
have to say—'I have done crime.' We are all of us
quite ready to say: 'I have done wrong many a
time'; but there are some of us who hesitate to take
the other step, and say: 'I have done sin.' Sin
has, for its correlative, God. If there is no God
there is no sin. There may be faults, there may
be failures, there may be transgressions, breaches of
the moral law, things done inconsistent with man's
nature and constitution, and so on; but if there be a
God, then we have personal relations to that Person
and His law; and when we break His law it is more
than crime; it is more than fault; it is more than
transgression; it is more than wrong; it is sin. It is
when you lift the shutter off conscience, and let the
light of God rush in upon your hearts and consciences,
that you have the wholesome sorrow that worketh
repentance and salvation and life.

Oh, dear friends, I do beseech you to lay these
simple thoughts to heart. Remember, I urge no rigid
uniformity of experience or character, but I do say
that unless a man has learned to see his sin in the
light of God, and in the light of God to weep over it, he
has yet to know 'the strait gate that leadeth unto life.'

I believe that a very large amount of the superficiality
and easy-goingness of the Christianity of to-day
comes just from this, that so many who call
themselves Christians have never once got a glimpse
of themselves as they really are. I remember once
peering over the edge of the crater of Vesuvius, and
looking down into the pit, all swirling with sulphurous
fumes. Have you ever looked into your hearts, in
that fashion, and seen the wreathing smoke and the
flashing fire there? If you have, you will cleave to
that Christ, who is your sole deliverance from sin.

But, remember, there is no prescription about depth
or amount or length of time during which this sorrow
shall be felt. If, on the one hand, it is essential, on
the other hand there are a great many people who
ought to be walking in the light and the liberty of
God's Gospel who bring darkness and clouds over
themselves by the anxious scrutinising question: 'Is
my sorrow deep enough?' Deep enough! What for?
What is the use of sorrow for sin? To lead a man to
repentance and to faith. If you have as much sorrow
as leads you to penitence and trust you have enough.
It is not your sorrow that is going to wash away your
sin, it is Christ's blood. So let no man trouble himself
about the question, Have I sorrow enough? The one
question is: 'Has my sorrow led me to cast myself on
Christ?'

II. Still further, look now for a moment at the next
stage here. 'Godly sorrow worketh repentance.'

What is repentance? No doubt many of you would
answer that it is 'sorrow for sin,' but clearly this text
of ours draws a distinction between the two. There
are very few of the great key-words of Christianity
that have suffered more violent and unkind treatment,
and have been more obscured by misunderstandings,
than this great word. It has been weakened
down into penitence, which in the ordinary acceptation,
means simply the emotion that I have already
been speaking about, viz., a regretful sense of my own
evil. And it has been still further docked and
degraded, both in its syllables and in its substance,
into penance. But the 'repentance' of the New
Testament and of the Old Testament—one of the twin
conditions of salvation—is neither sorrow for sin nor
works of restitution and satisfaction, but it is, as the
word distinctly expresses, a change of purpose in
regard to the sin for which a man mourns. I cannot
now expand and elaborate this idea as I should
like, but let me remind you of one or two passages in
Scripture which may show that the right notion of the
word is not sorrow but changed attitude and purpose
in regard to my sin.

We find passages, some of which ascribe and some
deny repentance to the Divine nature. But if there be
a repentance which is possible for the Divine nature,
it obviously cannot mean sorrow for sin, but must
signify a change of purpose. In the Epistle to the
Romans we read, 'The gifts and calling of God are
without repentance,' which clearly means without
change of purpose on His part. And I read in the
story of the mission of the Prophet Jonah, that 'the
Lord repented of the evil which He had said He would
do unto them, and He did it not.' Here, again, the
idea of repentance is clearly and distinctly that of a
change of purpose. So fix this on your minds, and lay
it on your hearts, dear friends, that the repentance of
the New Testament is not idle tears nor the twitchings
of a vain regret, but the resolute turning away of the
sinful heart from its sins. It is 'repentance toward
God,' the turning from the sin to the Father, and that
is what leads to salvation. The sorrow is separated
from the repentance in idea, however closely they may
be intertwined in fact. The sorrow is one thing, and
the repentance which it works is another.

Then notice that this change of purpose and breaking
off from sin is produced by the sorrow for sin, of
which I have been speaking; and that the production
of this repentance is the main characteristic difference
between the godly sorrow and the sorrow of the
world. A man may have his paroxysms of regret, but
the question is: Does it make any difference in his
attitude? Is he standing, after the tempest of sorrow
has swept over him, with his face in the same direction
as before; or has it whirled him clean round, and set
him in the other direction? The one kind of sorrow,
which measures my sin by the side of the brightness
and purity of God, vindicates itself as true, because it
makes me hate my evil and turn away from it. The
other, which is of the world, passes over me like the
empty wind through an archway, it whistles for a
moment and is gone, and there is nothing left to show
that it was ever there. The one comes like one of
those brooks in tropical countries, dry and white for
half the year, and then there is a rush of muddy
waters, fierce but transient, and leaving no results
behind. My brother! when your conscience pricks,
which of these two things does it do? After the
prick, is the word of command that your Will issues
'Right about face!' or is it 'As you were'? Godly
sorrow worketh a change of attitude, purpose, mind;
the sorrow of the world leaves a man standing where
he was. Ask yourselves the question: Which of the
two are you familiar with?

Again, the true means of evoking true repentance is
the contemplation of the Cross. Law and the fear of
hell may startle into sorrow, and even lead to some
kind of repentance. But it is the great power of
Christ's love and sacrifice which will really melt the
heart into true repentance. You may hammer ice to
pieces, but it is ice still. You may bray a fool in a
mortar, and his folly will not depart from him. Dread
of punishment may pulverise the heart, but not change
it; and each fragment, like the smallest bits of a
magnet, will have the same characteristics as the
whole mass. But 'the goodness of God leads to
repentance' as the prodigal is conquered and sees the
true hideousness of the swine's trough, when he
bethinks himself of the father's love. I beseech you
to put yourselves under the influence of that great
love, and look on that Cross till your hearts melt.

III. We come to the last stage here. Salvation is
the issue of repentance. 'Godly sorrow worketh repentance
unto salvation not to be repented of.'

What is the connection between repentance and
salvation? Two sentences will answer the question.
You cannot get salvation without repentance. You
do not get salvation by repentance.

You cannot get the salvation of God unless you
shake off your sin. It is no use preaching to a man,
'Faith, Faith, Faith!' unless you preach along with
it,'Break off your iniquities.' 'Let the wicked forsake
his way and the unrighteous man his thoughts, and
let him turn unto the Lord.' The nature of the case
forbids it. It is a clear contradiction in terms, and an
absolute impossibility in fact, that God should save a
man with the salvation which consists in the deliverance
from sin, whilst that man is holding to his sin. Unless,
therefore, you have not merely sorrow, but repentance,
which is turning away from sin with resolute
purpose, as a man would turn from a serpent, you
cannot enter into the Kingdom of Heaven.

But you do not get salvation for your repentance.
It is no case of barter, it is no case of salvation by
works, that work being repentance:



	'Could my zeal no respite know,

	Could my tears for ever flow,

	All for sin could not atone,

	Thou must save, and Thou alone.'





Not my penitence, but Christ's death, is the ground of
the salvation of every one that is saved at all. Yet
repentance is an indispensable condition of salvation.

What is the connection between repentance and
faith? There can be no true repentance without trust
in Christ. There can be no true trust in Christ without
the forsaking of my sin. Repentance without faith,
in so far as it is possible, is one long misery; like the
pains of those poor Hindoo devotees that will go all
the way from Cape Comorin to the shrine of Juggernaut,
and measure every foot of the road with the
length of their own bodies in the dust. Men will do
anything, and willingly make any sacrifice, rather
than open their eyes to see this,—that repentance,
clasped hand in hand with Faith, leads the guiltiest
soul into the forgiving presence of the crucified Christ,
from whom peace flows into the darkest heart.

On the other hand, faith without repentance is not
possible, in any deep sense. But in so far as it is
possible, it produces a superficial Christianity which
vaguely trusts to Christ without knowing exactly
what it is trusting Him for, or why it needs Him; and
which has a great deal to say about what I may call
the less important parts of the Christian system, and
nothing to say about its vital centre; which preaches
a morality which is not a living power to create;
which practises a religion which is neither a joy nor a
security. The old word of the Master has a deep truth
in it: 'These are they which heard the word, and anon
with joy received it.' Having no sorrow, no penitence,
no deep consciousness of sin, 'they have no root in
themselves, and in time of temptation they fall away.'
If there is to be a profound, an all-pervading, life-transforming-sin,
and devil-conquering faith, it must
be a faith rooted deep in penitence and sorrow for
sin.

Dear brethren, if, by God's grace, my poor words
have touched your consciences at all, I beseech you, do
not trifle with the budding conviction! Do not seek
to have the wound skinned over. Take care that you
do not let it all pass in idle sorrow or impotent regret.
If you do, you will be hardened, and the worse for it,
and come nearer to that condition which the sorrow of
the world worketh, the awful death of the soul. Do
not wince from the knife before the roots of the
cancer are cut out. The pain is merciful. Better the
wound than the malignant growth. Yield yourselves
to the Spirit that would convince you of sin, and
listen to the voice that calls to you to forsake your
unrighteous ways and thoughts. But do not trust to
any tears, do not trust to any resolves, do not trust
to any reformation. Trust only to the Lord who died
on the Cross for you, whose death for you, whose
life in you, will be deliverance from your sin. Then
you will have a salvation which, in the striking
language of my text, 'is not to be repented of,' which
will leave no regrets in your hearts in the day when
all else shall have faded, and the sinful sweets of this
world shall have turned to ashes and bitterness on the
lips of the men that feed on them.

'The sorrow of the world works death.' There are
men and women listening to me now who are half
conscious of their sin, and are resisting the pleading
voice that comes to them, who at the last will open
their eyes upon the realities of their lives, and in a
wild passion of remorse, exclaim: 'I have played the
fool, and have erred exceedingly.' Better to make
thorough work of the sorrow, and by it to be led to
repentance toward God and faith in Christ, and so
secure for our own that salvation for which no man
will ever regret having given even the whole world,
since he gains his own soul.



GIVING AND ASKING

'Moreover, brethren, we do you to wit of the grace of God bestowed on the
churches of Macedonia; 2. How that in a great trial of affliction the abundance
of their joy and their deep poverty abounded unto the riches of their liberality.
3. For to their power, I bear record, yea, and beyond their power they were
willing of themselves; 4. Praying us with much entreaty that we would receive
the gift, and take upon us the fellowship of the ministering to the saints. 5. And
this they did, not as we hoped, but first gave their own selves to the Lord, and
unto us by the will of God: 6. Insomuch that we desired Titus, that as he had
begun, so he would also finish in you the same grace also. 7. Therefore, as ye
abound in every thing, in faith, and utterance, and knowledge, and in all diligence,
and in your love to us; see that ye abound in this grace also. 8. I speak not by
commandment, but by occasion of the forwardness of others, and to prove the
sincerity of your love. 9. For ye know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that,
though He was rich, yet for your sakes He became poor, that ye through His
poverty might be rich. 10. And herein I give my advice: for this is expedient for
you, who have begun before, not only to do, but also to be forward a year ago.
11. Now therefore perform the doing of it; that as there was a readiness to will, so
there may be a performance also out of that which ye have. 12. For if there be
first a willing mind, it is accepted according to that a man hath, and not according
to that he hath not.'—2 Cor. viii. 1-12.


A collection from Gentile churches for their poor
brethren in Jerusalem occupied much of Paul's time
and efforts before his last visit to that city. Many
events, which have filled the world with noise and
been written at length in histories, were less significant
than that first outcome of the unifying spirit of
common faith. It was a making visible of the grand
thought, 'Ye are all one in Christ Jesus.' Practical
help, prompted by a deep-lying sense of unity which
overleaped gulfs of separation in race, language, and
social conditions, was a unique novelty. It was the
first pulsation of that spirit of Christian liberality which
has steadily grown in force and sweep ever since.
Foolish people gibe at some of its manifestations.
Wiser ones regard its existence as not the least of the
marks of the divine origin of Christianity.

This passage is a striking example of the inimitable
delicacy of the Apostle. His words are full of what we
should call tact, if it were not manifestly the spontaneous
utterance of right feeling. They are a perfect
model of the true way to appeal for money, and set
forth also the true spirit in which such appeals should
be made.

In verses 1 to 5, Paul seeks to stimulate the liberality
of the Corinthians by recounting that of the Macedonian
churches. His sketch draws in outline the picture of
what all Christian money-giving should be. We note
first the designation of the Macedonian Christians'
beneficence as 'a grace' given by God to them. It
is twice called so (vers. 1, 4), and the same name is
applied in regard to the Corinthians' giving (vers. 6, 7).
That is the right way to look at money contributions.
The opportunity to give them, and the inclination to
do so, are God's gifts. How many of us think that
calls for service or money are troublesome obligations,
to be got out of as easily as possible! A true Christian
will be thankful, as for a love token from God, for
every occasion of giving to Him. It would be a sharp
test for many of us to ask ourselves whether we can
say, 'To me . . . is this grace given,' that I should part
with my money for Christ's sake.

Note, further, the lovely picture of these Macedonian
givers. They were plunged in sorrows and troubles,
but these did not dry their fountains of sympathy.
Nothing is apt to be more selfish than grief; and if we
have tears to spare for others, when they are flowing
bitterly for ourselves, we have graduated well in
Christ's school. Paul calls the Macedonians' troubles
'proof of their affliction,' meaning that it constituted a
proof of their Christian character; that is, by the
manner in which it was borne; and in it they had still
'abundance of joy,' for the paradox of the Christian
life is that it admits of the co-existence of grief and
gladness.

Again, Christian giving gives from scanty stores.
'Deep poverty' is no excuse for not giving, and will be
no hindrance to a willing heart. 'I cannot afford it' is
sometimes a genuine valid reason, but oftener an insincere
plea. Why are subscriptions for religious
purposes the first expenditure to be reduced in bad
times?

Further, Christian giving gives up to the very edge
of ability, and sometimes goes beyond the limits of so-called
prudence. In all regions 'power to its last
particle is duty,' and unless power is strained it is not
fully exercised. It is in trying to do what we cannot do
that we do best what we can do. He who keeps well
within the limits of his supposed ability will probably
not do half as much as he could. While there is a
limit behind which generosity even for Christ may
become dishonesty or disregard of other equally sacred
claims, there is little danger of modern Christians
transgressing that limit, and they need the stimulus to
do a little more than they think they can do, rather
than to listen to cold-blooded prudence.

Further, Christian giving does not wait to be asked,
but takes the opportunity to give as itself 'grace' and
presses its benefactions. It is an unwonted experience
for a collector of subscriptions to be besought to
take them 'with much entreaty,' but it would not
be so anomalous if Christian people understood their
privileges.

Further, Christian giving begins with the surrender
of self to Christ, from which necessarily follows the
glad offering of wealth. These Macedonians did more
than Paul had hoped, and the explanation of the unexpected
largeness of their contributions was their
yielding of themselves to Jesus. That is the deepest
source of all true liberality. If a man feels that he
does not own himself, much less will he feel that his
goods are his own. A slave's owner possesses the
slave's bit of garden ground, his hut, and its furniture.
If I belong to Christ, to whom does my money belong?
But the consciousness that my goods are not mine, but
Christ's, is not to remain a mere sentiment. It can
receive practical embodiment by my giving them to
Christ's representatives. The way for the Macedonians
to show that they regarded their goods as Christ's, was
to give them to Paul for Christ's poor saints. Jesus
has His representatives still, and it is useless for people
to talk or sing about belonging to Him, unless they
verify their words by deeds.

Verse 6 tells the Corinthians that the success of the
collection in Macedonia had induced Paul to send Titus
to Corinth to promote it there. He had previously
visited it on the same errand (chap. xii. 14), and now is
coming to complete 'this grace.' The rest of the
passage is Paul's appeal to the Corinthians for their
help in the matter, and certainly never was such an
appeal made in a more dignified, noble, and lofty tone.
He has been dilating on the liberality of others, and
thereby sanctioning the stimulating of Christian liberality,
in the same way as other graces may legitimately
be stimulated, by example. That is delicate ground to
tread on, and needs caution if it is not to degenerate
into an appeal to rivalry, as it too often does, but in
itself is perfectly legitimate and wholesome. But,
passing from that incitement, Paul rests his plea on
deeper grounds.

First, Christian liberality is essential to the completeness
of Christian character. Paul's praise in verse 7 is
not mere flattery, nor meant to put the Corinthians
into good humour. He will have enough to say hereafter
about scandals and faults, but now he gives them
credit for all the good he knew to be in them. Faith
comes first, as always. It is the root of every Christian
excellence. Then follow two graces, eminently
characteristic of a Greek church, and apt to run to seed
in it,—utterance and knowledge. Then two more, both
of a more emotional character,—earnestness and love,
especially to Paul as Christ's servant. But all these
fair attributes lacked completeness without the crowning
grace of liberality. It is the crowning grace,
because it is the practical manifestation of the highest
excellences. It is the result of sympathy, of unselfishness,
of contact with Christ, of drinking in of His spirit,
Love is best. Utterance and knowledge and earnestness
are poor beside it. This grace is like the diamond
which clasps a necklace of jewels.

Christian giving does not need to be commanded. 'I
speak not by way of commandment.' That is poor
virtue which only obeys a precept. Gifts given because
it is duty to give them are not really gifts, but taxes.
They leave no sweet savour on the hand that bestows,
and bring none to that which receives. 'I call you not
servants, but friends.' The region in which Christian
liberality moves is high above the realm of law and its
correlative, obligation.

Further, Christian liberality springs spontaneously
from conscious possession of Christ's riches. We cannot
here enter on the mysteries of Christ's emptying
Himself of His riches of glory. We can but touch the
stupendous fact, remembering that the place whereon
we stand is holy ground. Who can measure the nature
and depth of that self-denuding of the glory which He
had with the Father before the world was? But, thank
God, we do not need to measure it, in order to feel the
solemn, blessed force of the appeal which it makes to
us. Adoring wonder and gratitude, unfaltering trust
and absolute self-surrender to a love so self-sacrificing,
must ever follow the belief of that mystery of Divine
mercy, the incarnation and sacrifice of the eternal Son.

But Paul would have us remember that the same
mighty act of stooping love, which is the foundation of
all our hope, is to be the pattern for all our conduct.
Even in His divinest and most mysterious act, Christ is
our example. A dewdrop is rounded by the same laws
which shape the planetary spheres or the sun himself;
and Christians but half trust Christ if they do not
imitate Him. What selfishness in enjoyment of our
'own things' could live in us if we duly brought ourselves
under the influence of that example? How
miserably poor and vulgar the appeals by which money
is sometimes drawn from grudging owners and tight-buttoned
pockets, sound beside that heart-searching
and heart-moving one, 'Ye know the grace of our Lord
Jesus Christ!'

Further, Christian liberality will not go off in good
intentions and benevolent sentiments. The Corinthians
were ready with their 'willing' on Titus's previous
visit. Now Paul desires them to put their good feelings
into concrete shape. There is plenty of benevolence
that never gets to be beneficence. The advice here has
a very wide application: 'As there was the readiness
to will, so there may be the completion also.' We all
know where the road leads that is paved with good
intentions.

Further, Christian liberality is accepted and rewarded
according to willingness, if that is carried into act
according to ability. While the mere wish to help is
not enough, it is the vital element in the act which
flows from it; and there may be more of it in the
widow's mite than in the rich man's large donation—or
there may be less. The conditions of acceptable
offerings are twofold—first, readiness, glad willingness
to give, as opposed to closed hearts or grudging
bestowals; and, second, that willingness embodied in
the largest gift possible. The absence of either vitiates
all. The presence of both gives trifles a place in God's
storehouse of precious things. A father is glad when
his child brings him some utterly valueless present,
not because he must, but because he loves; and many
a parent has such laid away in sacred repositories.
God knows how to take gifts from His children, not less
well than we who are evil know how to do it.

But the gracious saying of our passage has a solemn
side; for if only gifts 'according as a man hath' are
accepted, what becomes of the many which fall far
short of our ability, and are really given, not because
we have the willing mind, but because we could not get
out of the unwelcome necessity to part with a miserably
inadequate percentage of our possessions. Is God
likely to be satisfied with the small dividends which we
offer as composition for our great debt?



RICH YET POOR

'For ye know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that, though He was rich
yet for your sakes He became poor, that ye through His poverty might be rich.'—2
Cor. viii. 9.


The Apostle has been speaking about a matter which,
to us, seems very small, but to him was very great
viz., a gathering of pecuniary help from the Gentile
churches for the poor church in Jerusalem. Large
issues, in his estimation, attended that exhibition of
Christian unity, and, be it great or small, he applies the
highest of all motives to this matter. 'For ye know
the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, that though He was
rich yet for your sakes He became poor.' The trivial
things of life are to be guided and shaped by reference
to the highest of all things, the example of Jesus
Christ; and that in the whole depth of His humiliation,
and even in regard to His cross and passion. We
have here set forth, as the pattern to which the
Christian life is to be conformed, the deepest conception
of what our Lord's career on earth was.

The whole Christian Church is about to celebrate the
nativity of our Lord at this time. This text gives us
the true point of view from which to regard it. We
have here the work of Christ in its deepest motive,
'The grace of our Lord Jesus.' We have it in its transcendent
self-impoverishment, 'Though He was rich,
yet for our sakes He became poor.' We have it in its
highest issue, 'That ye through His poverty might
become rich.' Let us look at those points.

I. Here we have the deepest motive which underlies
the whole work of Christ, unveiled to us.

'Ye know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ.'
Every word here is significant. It is very unusual in
the New Testament to find that expression 'grace'
applied to Jesus Christ. Except in the familiar benediction,
I think there are only one or two instances of such
a collocation of words. It is 'the grace of God' which,
throughout the New Testament, is the prevailing expression.
But here 'grace is attributed to Jesus';
that is to say, the love of the Divine heart is, without
qualification or hesitation, ascribed to Him. And what
do we mean by grace? We mean love in exercise to
inferiors. It is infinite condescension in Jesus to love.
His love stoops when it embraces us. Very significant,
therefore, is the employment here of the solemn full
title, 'the Lord Jesus Christ,' which enhances the condescension
by making prominent the height from
which it bent. The 'grace' is all the more wonderful
because of the majesty and sovereignty, to say the
least of it, which are expressed in that title, the Lord.
The highest stoops and stands upon the level of the
lowest. 'Grace' is love that expresses itself to those
who deserve something else. And the deepest motive,
which is the very key to the whole phenomena of the
life of Jesus Christ, is that it is all the exhibition, as it
is the consequence, of a love that, stooping, forgives.
'Grace' is love that, stooping and forgiving, communicates
its whole self to unworthy and transgressing
recipients. And the key to the life of Jesus is that
we have set forth in its operation a love which is
not content to speak only the ordinary language of
human affection, or to do its ordinary deeds, but is
self-impelled to impart what transcends all other gifts
of human tenderness, and to give its very self. And
so a love that condescends, a love that passes by unworthiness,
is turned away by no sin, is unmoved to
any kind of anger, and never allows its cheek to flush
or its heart to beat faster, because of any provocation
and a love that is content with nothing short of entire
surrender and self-impartation underlies all that
precious life from Bethlehem to Calvary.

But there is another word in our text that may well
be here taken into consideration. 'For your sakes,'
says the Apostle to that Corinthian church, made up
of people, not one of whom had ever seen or been seen
by Jesus. And yet the regard to them was part of the
motive that moved the Lord to His life, and His death.
That is to say, to generalise the thought, this grace,
thus stooping and forgiving and self-imparting, is a
love that gathers into its embrace and to its heart all
mankind; and is universal because it is individualising.
Just as each planet in the heavens, and each tiny
plant upon the earth, are embraced by, and separately
receive, the benediction of that all-encompassing arch
of the heaven, so that grace enfolds all, because it takes
account of each. Whilst it is love for a sinful world,
every soul of us may say: 'He loved me, and'—therefore—'gave
Himself for me.' Unless we see beneath
the sweet story of the earthly life this deep-lying
source of it all, we fail to understand that life itself.
We may bring criticism to bear upon it; we may apprehend
it in diverse affecting, elevating, educating
aspects; but, oh! brethren, we miss the blazing centre
of the light, the warm heart of the fire, unless we see
pulsating through all the individual facts of the life
this one, all-shaping, all-vitalising motive; the grace—the
stooping, the pardoning, the self-communicating,
the individualising, and the universal love of Jesus
Christ.

So then, we have here set before us the work of
Christ in its—

II. Most mysterious and unique self-impoverishment.

'He was . . . He became,' there is one strange contrast.
'He was rich . . . He became poor,' there is
another. 'He was . . . He became.' What does that
say? Well, it says that if you want to understand Bethlehem,
you must go back to a time before Bethlehem.
The meaning of Christ's birth is only understood when
we turn to that Evangelist who does not narrate it.
For the meaning of it is here; 'the Word became
flesh, and dwelt among us.' The surface of the fact is
the smallest part of the fact. They say that there is
seven times as much of an iceberg under water as
there is above the surface. And the deepest and most
important fact about the nativity of our Lord is that
it was not only the birth of an Infant, but the Incarnation
of the Word. 'He was . . . He became.' We have
to travel back and recognise that that life did not begin
in the manger. We have to travel back and recognise
the mystery of godliness, God manifest in the flesh.

And these two words 'He was . . . He became,' imply
another thing, and that is, that Jesus Christ who died
because He chose, was not passive in His being born,
but as at the end of His earthly life, so at its beginning
exercised His volition, and was born because He
willed, and willed because of 'the grace of our Lord
Jesus.'

Now in this connection it is very remarkable, and
well worth our pondering, that throughout the whole
of the Gospels, when Jesus speaks of His coming into
the world, He never uses the word 'born' but once, and
that was before the Roman governor, who would not
have understood or cared for anything further, to
whom He did say,'To this end was I born.' But even
when speaking to him His consciousness that that word
did not express the whole truth was so strong that He
could not help adding—though He knew that the hard
Roman procurator would pay no attention to the
apparent tautology—the expression which more truly
corresponded to the fact, 'and for this cause came I
into the world.' The two phrases are not parallel.
They are by no means synonymous. One expresses the
outward fact; the other expresses that which underlay
it. 'To this end was I born.' Yes! 'And for this
cause came I.' He Himself put it still more definitely
when He said, 'I came forth from the Father, and am
come into the world. Again, I leave the world and go
unto the Father.' So the two extremities of the earthly
manifestation are neither of them ends; but before the
one, and behind the other, there stretches an identity
or oneness of Being and condition. The one as the
other, the birth and the death, may be regarded as, in
deepest reality, not only what He passively endured,
but what He actively did. He was born, and He died,
that in all points He might be 'like unto His brethren.'
He 'came' into the world, and He 'went' to the
Father. The end circled round to the beginning, and
in both He acted because He chose, and chose because
He loved.

So much, then, lies in the one of these two antitheses
of my text; and the other is no less profound and
significant. 'He was rich; He became poor.' In this
connection 'rich' can only mean possessed of the
Divine fulness and independence; and 'poor' can only
mean possessed of human infirmity, dependence, and
emptiness. And so to Jesus of Nazareth, to be born
was impoverishment. If there is nothing more in His
birth than in the birth of each of us, the words are
grotesquely inappropriate to the facts of the case.
For as between nothingness, which is the alternative,
and the possession of conscious being, there is surely
a contrast the very reverse of that expressed here.
For us, to be born is to be endowed with capacities,
with the wealth of intelligent, responsible, voluntary
being; but to Jesus Christ, if we accept the New Testament
teaching, to be born was a step, an infinite step,
downwards, and He, alone of all men, might have been
'ashamed to call men brethren.' But this denudation
of Himself, into the particulars of which I do not care
to enter now, was the result of that stooping grace
which 'counted it not a thing to be clutched hold of, to
be equal with God; but He made Himself of no reputation,
and was found in fashion as a man, and became
obedient unto death, even the death of the Cross.'

And so, dear friends, we know the measure of the
stooping love of Jesus only when we read the history
by the light of this thought, that 'though He was
rich' with all the fulness of that eternal Word which
was 'in the beginning with God,' 'He became poor,'
with the poverty, the infirmity, the liability to temptation,
the weakness, that attach to humanity; 'and
was found in all points like unto His brethren,' that
He might be able to help and succour them all.

The last thing here is—

III. The work of Christ set forth in its highest
issue.

'That we through His poverty might become rich.'
Of course, the antithetical expressions must be taken
to be used in the same sense, and with the same width
of application, in both of the clauses. And if so, just
think reverently, wonderingly, thankfully, of the infinite
vista of glorious possibility that is open to us here.
Christ was rich in the possession of that Divine glory
which Had had with the Father before the world was.
'He became poor,' in assuming the weakness of the
manhood that you and I carry, that we, in the human
poverty which is like His poverty, may become rich
with wealth that is like His riches, and that as He
stooped to earth veiling the Divine with the human,
we may rise to heaven, clothing the human with the
Divine.

For surely there is nothing more plainly taught in
Scriptures, and I am bold to say nothing to which any
deep and vital Christian experience even here gives
more surely an anticipatory confirmation, than the
fact that Christ became like unto us, that each of us
may become like unto Him. The divine and the
human natures are similar, and the fact of the
Incarnation, on the one hand, and of the man's glorification
by possession of the divine nature on the other,
equally rest upon that fundamental resemblance
between the divine nature and the human nature which
God has made in His own image. If that which in
each of us is unlike God is cleared away, as it can be
cleared away, through faith in that dear Lord, then the
likeness as a matter of course, comes into force.

The law of all elevation is that whosoever desires to
lift must stoop; and the end of all stooping is to lift
the lowly to the place from which the love hath bent
itself. And this is at once the law for the Incarnation
of the Christ, and for the elevation of the Christian. 'We
shall be like Him for we shall see Him as He is.' And
the great love, the stooping, forgiving, self-communicating
love, doth not reach its ultimate issue, nor effect
fully the purposes to which it ever is tending, unless and
until all who have received it are 'changed from glory
to glory even into the image of the Lord.' We do not
understand Jesus, His cradle, or His Cross, unless on the
one hand we see in them His emptying Himself that He
might fill us, and, on the other hand, see, as the only
result which warrants them and satisfies Him, our
complete conformity to His image, and our participation
in that glory which He has at the right hand of
God. That is the prospect for humanity, and it is
possible for each of us.

I do not dwell upon other aspects of this great self-emptying
of our Lord's, such as the revelation in it to
us of the very heart of God, and of the divinest thing
in the divine nature, which is love, or such as the sympathy
which is made possible thereby to Him, and
which is not only the pity of a God, but the compassion
of a Brother. Nor do I touch upon many other aspects
which are full of strengthening and teaching. That
grand thought that Jesus has shared our human
poverty that we may share His divine riches is the very
apex of the New Testament teaching, and of the
Christian hope. We have within us, notwithstanding
all our transgressions, what the old divines used to
call a 'deiform nature,' capable of being lifted up into
the participation of divinity, capable of being cleansed
from all the spots and stains which make us so unlike
Him in whose likeness we were made.

Brethren, let us not forget that this stooping, and
pardoning, and self-imparting love, has for its main
instrument to appeal to our hearts, not the cradle but
the Cross. We are being told by many people to-day
that the centre of Christianity lies in the thought of
an Incarnation. Yes. But our Lord Himself has told
us what that was for.

'The Son of Man came not to be ministered unto, but
to minister, and to give His life a ransom for many.'
It is only when we look to that Lord in His death, and
see there the very lowest point to which He stooped,
and the supreme manifestation of His grace, that we
shall be drawn to yield our hearts and lives to Him in
thankfulness, in trust, and in imitation: and shall set
Him before us as the pattern for our conduct, as well
as the Object of our trust.

Brethren, my text was spoken originally as presenting
the motive and the example for a little piece of
pecuniary liability. Do you take the cradle and the
Cross as the law of your lives? For depend upon it,
the same necessity which obliged Jesus to come down
to our level, if He would lift us to His; to live our life
and die our death, if He would make us partakers of
His immortal life, and deliver us from death; makes it
absolutely necessary that if we are to live for anything
nobler than our own poor, transitory self-aggrandisement,
we too must learn to stoop to forgive, to impart
ourselves, and must die by self-surrender and sacrifice,
if we are ever to communicate any life, or good of
life, to others. He has loved us, and given Himself for
us. He has set us therein an example which He commends
to us by His own word when He tells us that
'if a corn of wheat' is to bring forth 'much fruit' it
must die, else it 'abideth alone.' Unless we die, we
never truly live; unless we die to ourselves for others,
and like Jesus, we live alone in the solitude of a self-enclosed
self-regard. So living, we are dead whilst we
live.



WILLING AND NOT DOING

'Now therefore perform the doing of it; that as there was a readiness to will
so there may be a performance also.'—2 Cor. viii. 11.


The Revised Version reads: 'But now complete the
doing also; that as there was the readiness to will, so
there may be the completion also out of your ability.'
A collection of money for the almost pauper church at
Jerusalem bulked very largely in the Apostle's mind
at the date of the writing of the two letters to the
Corinthian church. We learn that that church had
been the first to agree to the project, and then had
very distinctly hung back from implementing its
promises and fulfilling its good intentions. So the
Apostle, in the chapter from which my text is taken,
with wonderful delicacy, dignity, and profundity, sets
forth the true principle, not only of Christian giving,
but of Christian asking. The text advises that the gushing
sentiments of brotherly sympathy and liberality
which had inspired the Corinthians a year ago should
now bear some fruit in action. So Paul is going to
send Titus, his right-hand man at the time, to hurry
up and finish off the collection and have done with it.
The text is in effect the message which Titus was to
carry; but it has a far wider application than that.
It is a needful advice for us all about a great many
other things: 'As there was a readiness to will, so let
there be a performance also.'

Resolutions, noble and good and Christlike, have a
strange knack of cheating the people who make them.
So we all need the exhortation not to be befooled by
fancying that we have done, when we have only willed.
Of course we shall not do unless we will. But there is
a wide gap, as our experience witnesses, between the
two things. We all know what place it is to which,
according to the old proverb, the road is paved with
good intentions; and the only way to pull up that
paving is to take Paul's advice here and always, and
immediately to put into action the resolves of our
hearts. Now I desire to say two or three very plain
and simple things about this matter.

I. I would have you consider the necessity of this
commandment.

Consider that the fault here warned against is a
universal one. What different men we should be if
our resolutions had fruited in conduct! In all regions
of life that is true, but most emphatically is it true in
regard to religion. The damning tragedy of many
lives, and I dare say of those of some of my hearers,
is that men have over and over again determined that
they would be Christians, and they are not Christians
yet; just because they have let 'the native hue of
resolution be sicklied over' by some paleness or other,
and so have resolved and resolved and resolved till
every nerve of action is rotted away, and they will die
unchristian. I dare say that there are men or women
listening to me now, perhaps with grey hairs upon
them, who can remember times, in the springtide of
their youth, when they said, 'I will give my heart to
Jesus Christ, and set my faith upon Him'; and they
have not done it yet. Now, therefore, 'as there was
a readiness to will, let there be also the performance.'

But it is not only in regard to that most important
of all resolves that I wish to say a word. All Christians,
I am sure, know what it is, over and over again, to
have had stirrings in their hearts which they have been
able to consolidate into determination, but have not
been able to carry into act. 'The children have come
to the birth, and there is not strength to bring them
forth.' That is true about all of us, more or less, and
it is very solemnly true of a great many of us professing
Christians. We have tried to cure—we have
determined that we will cure—manifest and flagrant
defects or faults in our Christian life. We have
resolved, and some nipping frost has come, and the
blossoms have dropped on the grass before they have
ever set into fruit. I know that is so about you, because
I know that it is so about myself. And therefore, dear
brethren, I appeal to you, and ask you whether the
exhortation of my text has not a sharp point for every
one of us—whether the universality of this defect does
not demand that we all should gravely consider the
exhortation here before us?

Then, again, let me remind you how this injunction
is borne in upon us by the consideration of the strength
of the opposition with which we have always to contend,
in every honest attempt to bring to act our best
resolutions. Did you ever try to cure some little habit,
some mere trifle, a trick of manner or twist of the
finger, or some attitude or tone that might be ugly and
awkward, and that people told you that it would be
better to get rid of? You know how hard it is. There
is always a tremendous gulf between the ideal and its
realisation in life. As long as we are moving in vacuo
we move without any friction or difficulty; but as soon
as we come out into a world where there are an atmosphere
and opposing forces, then friction comes in, and
speed diminishes; and we never become what we aim
to be. We begin with grand purposes, and we end
with very poor results. We all start, in our early
days, with the notion that our lives are going to be
radiant and beautiful, and all unlike what the limitations
of power and the antagonisms that we have to
meet make of them at last. The tree of our life's doings
has to grow, like those contorted pines on the slopes of
the Alps, in many storms, with heavy weights of snow
on its branches, and beaten about by tempests from
every quarter of the heavens; and so it gets gnarled
and knotted and very unlike the symmetrical beauty
that we dreamed would adorn it. We begin with saying:
'Come! Let us build a tower whose top shall reach to
heaven'; and we are contented at last, if we have put
up some little tumble-down shed where we can get
shelter for our heads from the blast.

And the difficulty in bringing into action our best
selves
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