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¢« Look unto Abraham your father, and unto Sarah that bare you: for I called him
alone, and blessed him, and incressed him. For the Lord shall comfort Zion: he
will comfort all her waste places; a1 he will make her wilderness like Eden, and her
desert like the garden of the Lord; ;cy and gladness shall be found therein, thanks-
giving, and the voice of melody.”—Isaiah li. 2, 3.

THE second verse contains my actual text. It is the argument by which
faith is led to look for the blessings promised in the third verse.

1t is habitual with some persons to spy out the dark side of every
question or fact : they fix their eyes upon the “ waste places,” and they
study them till they know every ruin, and are familiar with the dragons
and the owls. They sigh most dolorously that the former times were
better than these, and that we have fallen upon most degencrate days.
They speak of  shooting Niagara,” and of all sorts of frightful things.
I am afraid that a measure of this tendency to write bitter things dwells
in almost all of us at this present season, for certain discouraging facts
which cannot be ignored are pressing heavily upon men’s spirits.
The habit of looking continually towards the wildernesses is injurious
because it greatly discourages; and anything that discourages an
earnest worker is & serious leakage for his strength. Perhaps a worse
result than honest discouragement comes of depressing views, for they
often afford an apology for indifference and inaction. The smallest peg
suffices to hang an excuse upon when we are anxious to escape from
the stern service of faith. “’I pray thee have me excused,” isa request
which was supported in the parable by the flimsiest of pretences, and
discouragement makes one of the same sort. The sluggard’s argument
is on this wise,—* I will not attempt the work, for it is far too heavy
for my poor strength. I fear the times are ill adapted to any special
effort ; indeed, I am not quite certain that success will ever attend the
general work.” It is therefore a dreadful thing when the Christian
chumI}Il begins to be discouraged, and means must be used to stay the evil.
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Such means we would use this day. Lo, we lift the standard of the
divine promise. “ Comfort ye, comfort ye, my people,” sounds out like
a silver trumpet in the front of the host. Be encouraged, O ye of the
faint heart ; there are no more difficulties now than there were of old.
The cause is no more in jeopardy than it was a thousand years ago.
The result, the end, the consummation of all things is absolutely cer-
tain: it is in his hand who cannot fail, therefore be of good courage,
and in waiting upon the Lord renew your strength.

Remember, ye that are cast down, that there are other voices besides
those of the bittern and owl from the “ waste places.” My text has
near to it twice, nay, three times, “ HEARKEN To ME.” You have
listened long enough to dreary suggestions from within, to gloomy
prophecies from desponding friends, to the taunts of foes, and to the
horrible whisperings of Satan : now hearken to him who promises to
llna.ke the wilderness like Eden, and the desert like the garden of the
sord.

O ye whose eyes are quick to discover evil, there are other sights4n
the world besides waste places and deserts, and hence my text kath near
to it twice over the exhortation, “ L.ookx ”—* Look unto the rock whence
ye are hewn " ; “ Look unto Abraham your father.” Why should your
eyes for ever ache over desolations ? Probably you have seen as much
in the wilderness as you are ever likely to see there. It does not take
long to discover all the treasures and comforts of the burning sand ; you
have probably discovered them all by now. As for the discomforts and
wants of the desert, you are perhaps as well acquainted with them as
you need to be. Gaze no longer at the thirsty land and the burning
sky ; turn your eye where the finger of the Lord points by his word. If
we enquire what 1t is that the Lord would have us observe, he answers,
“Look unto Abraham your father, and unto Sarah that bare you”;
for there we may find comfort. O for the presence of the Holy Spirit,
that the word may be full of the dew of heaven to refresh our souls.

I. We shall first look towards Abraham that we may sec in him THE
ORIGINAL OF GOD’S ANCIENT PEOPLE, the foundation stone, as it were,
of the dispensation by which God blessed the former ages. In Judah
was (fod known, his name was great in Israel: let us look to the rock
whence Israel and Judah were hewn.

We observe, first, that the founder of God’s first people was called out
of a heathen family. “ Your fathers,” says Joshua, “dwelt on the other
side of the flood in old time, even Terah, the father of Abraham, and
they served other gods.” Abraham, the founder of the great system ir.
which God was pleased to reveal himself for so long a time, and to
whose seed the oracles of God were committed, was a dweller in Ur of
the Chaldees, the city of the moon-god. We cannot tell to what ex-
tent he was actually engrossed in the superstition of his fathers, but it
is certain that the family was years afterwards tainted with idolatry ;
for in Jacob’s day the teraph was still venerated, and Rachel stole ber
father’s images. Abraham, therefore, was called out from the place of his
birth, and from the household to which he belonged, that in a separated
condition, as a worshipper of the one God, he might keep the truth
alive in the world. Recollect, then, that the first man from whom sprang
that wondrous nation which God hath not even yet cast away was
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originally himself an idolater, and had to be called out of his sinful
state by effectual grace. Why, then, might not the Lord, if the cause
of truth were this day reduced to its utmost extremity, again raise up a
church out of one man? Ifan almost universal apostasy should hide the
divine light, could he not kindle a torch among the heathen, and by its
light illuminate the earth again? He could call out another Abraham,
and bless him and increase him, and achieve the whole of his eternal
purposes if all of us should slecp in the dust, and the visibly organized
church of to-day should pass away as the snow of winter at the advent
of spring. Is anything too hard for the Lord? Is he not able of
these stones to raise up children unto Abraham? As to anything like
discouragement, it ought to vanish at the thought that not only
out of your Sunday-schools, your colleges, and your pulpits can God raise
up leaders for his church, but he can find them in the very centre of
heathenism. Where Satan’s seat is, even therc can the Lord raise up
advocates for his cause. The thick darkness of superstition shall not
prevent the chosen one from seeing the light, neither shall the bondage
of sin hold back the captive from finding freedom and proclaiming it to
others.

“ Ah,” you say, “but men are not called now, as Abreham was, by
miraculous calls from heaven.” I reply,—The statcment may be true ;
but God’s visible means of calling men are now so many that there can
seldom be need of miracle. Tue Lord can by his Spirit make one of
the millions of Bibles scattercd over the world to be as powerful a
means of call as though he had sent an angel from hcaven; yea, a
solitary leaf of a printed tract, if wafted by the wind, or carried by the
wave, may be borne where God shall bless it to the calling forth of a
champion ordained of old to do great exploits. Where ordinary means
are so plentiful wisdom resorts not to signs and wonders. Miracles
were of admirable use while they were nccessary ; but now that
they are no longer required the prudence of God forbids an ex-
travagant display of the supernatural. Now that the word of God is
scattered “thick as leaves in Valambrosa ” everywhere by willing and
ready hands, what need can there be of voices of the day or visions of
the night? The same Spirit who called Abraham by a supernatural
voice can call others by the word of truth. Instead of regarding it as
a prodigy that a man should be unexpectedly called out {from among the
heathen I look for it, and shall not be surprised to hear that in the re-
moter provinces of China, or in the centre of Thibet, or in the recesses
of Africa men have been raised up to found churches for our Lord
Jesus. God can through the printed page or by hints and rumours
passed from hand to hand convey enough instruction to call out
more Abrahams and bless them, and incrcase his kingdom by them.
“Omnipotence hath servants cverywhere.” Let us never dream that
the God of Abraham is short of means for calling out chosen men to
build up his church. Surely Christian people should never doubt the
power of God to raise up lights in dark places when we remember that
the greatest preacher of the gospel, namely, the apostle Paul, was drafted
into the army of Christ from the ranks of his direst foes. The proud
Pharisee, a fanatic of the fanatics, embittered against Christ, and perse-
cuting his people, became the earnest advocate of Christ Jesus. Aforetime
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his breath was threatening and slaughter, yet on the road to Damascus
he was conquered and transformed. As a lion roareth over his prey, so
did Paul rejoice that the saints in Damascus were now in his power;
but the Lord struck him down, and turned the lion to a lamb, and
henceforth where sin abounded grace did much more abound. Tirst
in the ranks of Christian heroes stands the man who called himself the
chicf of sinners because he persecuted the church of God. My brethren,
as Luther came from among the monks, so out of Rome, yea, from the
Vatican itself, can God, if he wills, call another Luther. The dark-
ness of the times cannot forbid it, for God is light. The weakness of
the church cannot hinder it, for all power belongeth unto God. There
may not be among us to-day one whom God will so greatly honour as
to make him a spiritual father of nations ; but there may be such a
one in the courts of Whitechapel or in the rookeries of St. Giles.
The Christ, who was himself called the Galilean, despises no place
or people. Our king is not particular as to the mine from which he
digs his gold. The great sceker of precious souls full often finds his
purest pearls in the deepest and the blackest waters. Take this, then,
for encouragement, ye who tremble for the ark of God : he can build
up a spiritual house for himself oul of dark quarries, and find cedars
for his temple in forests untraversed by the feet of missionaries.

% Ah,” say you, “but Abraham was naturally a man of noble mould.
Where do you find such a princely spirit as his?” T answer, Who made
him? He that made him can make another Jike him. There is a grace
of God which goes before what we are accustomed to call saving grace:
I mean a grace of God which, in the creating of the nature, makes it
a fit instrument for the grace which is after to be bestowed. By such
sovereign favour one man is from his birth endowed with a superior mind
and character, being adorned, even as a natural man, with much that is
excellent in its own order. How often do you see among certain men
of the world a generosity, honesty, open-heartedness, and nobility of
disposition which are not grace, but which mark men out as fit to be
leaders in all that is good when grace calls them into the divine service ?
The Lord can just as soon make a man after the type of Abraham as
after any other type ; and doubtless he has such in store even now, to
whom his call wili yet come. We may expect to see men of strong
convictions converted into believers who “stagger not at the promise
through unbelief.” From among priests and pagans we may hope that
the Lord will raise up pillars for his church. Is not this hope en-
couraged in your breasts as you ¢ Look unto Abraham your father, and
unto Sarah that bare you”?

Look again and observe that Abrakam was but one man. Do not be
startled at the sound which seems to have such terrors for certain
brethren. 1 have heard the cant of those who object to a “one-man
ministry,” a ministry to which all the while they usually submit in their
own meetings; but to my ear there is music, and not terror, in the term
“a one-man ministry.” I bless God that all my hope of salvation
hangs upon the divine ministry of the One Man. Is not Christ, as the
servant of God, the very pattern of all ministries which are of God?
Working out the Father’s eternal purpose by a life which was necessarily
unique in many points, he trod the wine-press alone ; in this, however.






