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4 The smoking flax shall he not quench.”—Isaiah xlii. 3.

I BELIEVE that the first sense of these words is not the one usually
given to them, nor yet the one upon which I intend to preach to-night.
We read in the 12th of Matthew that our divine Lord was assailed by
the scribes and Pharisees, but he did not enter at that time into con-
troversy with them, neither did he make them the perpetual target of
his observations. Considering what hypocrites they were, and what
boundless mischief they were doing, he treated them very gently indeed.
They were, compared to him, but as bruised reeds, and as the smoking
flax, and be could, if he had pleased, have broken them up altogether,
or have altogether quenched them; but he did not come to be a mere
controversialist. He was, in truth, the greatest of all reformers, but he
was not so much a breaker-down as he was a builder-up. He came not
8o much to drive out error by reason, as to expel it by the natural and
efficient process of putting truth into its place. So, to a large extent,
he left these scribes and Pharisees, and other opponents, alone, and he
went quietly on with his own work of healing the sick, and saving the
sinful—a very good lesson to us. We get a little pugnacious sometimes,
oand seek religious controversy; but our Saviour did not strive, nor cry,
nor cause his voice to be heard in the streets; a bruised reed he did not
break, and a smoking flax he did not quench. The best way to put out
the twinkling light of & smoking flax was to let the sun shine. Nobody
could see it then. Instead of talking down these bruised reeds, he
set up the higher claim of sure and certain truth; for men would
not care to trust in bruised reeds when they had once seen something
more stable and worthy to be relied upon. You and I will best put
down error by preaching truth. If we preach up Christ, the devil goes
down. If a crooked stick is before you, you need not explain how
crooked it is: lay a straight one down by the side of it, and the work
is well done. Preach the truth, and error will stand abashed in its
presence.
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That is, no doubt, the first meaning of this passage, a8 you will see
by the connection in Matthew. It is said, ““ A bruised reed shall he not
break, and smoking flax shall he not quench, till he send forth judgment
unto victory.” When the Lord sends forth judgment unto victory, then
it will be all over with the bruised reed and the smoking flax of the
hypocrite, the Pharisee, the formalist, the legalist, and every other
opponent.

Usually these words are understood to mean that Jesus Christ will
deal very gently with timid believers, and this meaning is not to be
rejected ; for in the first place, it is true; and, in the second place, it is
true out of this text also, for if our Lord Jesus in his lifetie was gentle
even to hypocrites, how muoch more will he be gentle to sincere but
timorous spirits ; if it be true that he will not quench the smoking flax
even of a Pharisee, how much more true must it be that the smoking
flax of a penitent shall not be quenched ! So-that, if the text does not
say what is generally understood by it, it implies it, and the words so
clearly run into the meaning that is commonly given to them.

I take it that there is a kind of instinct in the church, so that even
when judged according to criticism she may seem to misapply a passage
of Scripture, she generally does not misapply it, but only brings out a
gecond light which was always behind the first, and which shines none
the less brightly, but all the more go, because the first was there. I shall
therefore take the text to mean something other than I have stated.
“The smoking flax shall he not quench,” is a text for you timorous,
desponding, feeble-minded, and yet true-hearted believers, and you may
appropriate it to yourselves. May the Holy Spirit help you so to do !

L. "In talking of it, at this time, I shall first enquire, WHAT STATE
THIS METAPHOR REPRESENTS.

A smoking flax represents @ stals in which there is a little good. The
margin is “diwly burning flax.” It is burning ; but it is burning very
dimly. There i3 a spark of good within the heart. You, my dear
friend, have a little faith ; it is not much bigger than a grain of mustard-
seed, but faith of that size has great power in it. I wish that your
faith would grow to a tree, but I am very glad that you have any, even
though it be minate as the mustard-seed. You have a desire, too, after
better things: you are always wanting to be more holy. You love to
be among God’s people, and though sometimes you are afraid that you
are not one of them, you would give all that you have to be sure that
you were, for you love their conversation. Having those desires, you
do pray. “Osir,” say you, “it is not worth calling prayer!” Well,
we will not call it prayer, then, but it is prayer; for sometimes, when
not even a word is spoken, the desire of the heart is a most acceptable

leading with God. O sir,” you say, “ but I do not always desire alike !

am very sorry that it is so. I wish you always had a strong desire
after Christ. Still, you do desire. There is a longing, & desiring, a
panting, a hungering, a thirsting ; therefore there is some little good in
you. “Do not praise me,” you say. Oh. no, dear friend, I will not
praise you ! I know that you would not like it; for you have a modest
estimate of yourself, and like the publican you cry, “@od be merciful
to me a sinner.” That tune suits you, does it not? I cansee somewhat
of good in you since you do mot think well of yourself If you did,
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we might think ill of you ; but inasmuch as you even repent over your
repentance, and feel as if your tears want weeping over, I am glad of
it. Lowliness of heart is a grace very much despised in these days, but
very much valued by the King of heaven. “To this man,” says he,
“will I look, even to him that is poor and of a contrite spirit, and
trembleth at my word.” There is some little good in you puf
there by the Spirit of God. “ Ah,” say you, “I like that word, sir; I
am sure there was no good in me by nature.” Friend, I am sure of it
too, if you are at all like me. The grace of God has put in us our first
desire, our first loathing of sin, our first wish to be forgiven, our first
desire to return to our Father from whom we have wandered. The
Spirit put it there, and you are like the smoking flax, because there is
a little living fire in you.

You are like smoking flax, again, because your good s too lttle to be
of much use to anybody. What could we do with a smoking flax if we
had it here to-night, and the gas was all out? You would, perhaps,
see a glimmer, but you would say, “It is mnot light, but darkness
vigible.”” I like a soul in darkness to find that darkness visible. There
is a good point about that. Alas, you are such a poor timid creature,
you could not comfort a child of God ; you cannot even comfort yourself!
You could not strengthen the weak, for you want all the strengthening
for your own self. You are not much of a soldier ; you could not march
in rank : we have to carry you about in the ambulance. Well, we are
not tired of carrying you, nor is God either. You are still a soldier, for
you would fight if you could. Though you are invalided, yet when-
ever the trumpet sounds you wish to be in the thick of the fight. Poor
thing that you are, you would soon be trampled down ; but you have
spirit enough for it, for which I thank God. Though your courage is
of no great use to anybody, yet it is of use to you, for it proves you to
be a soldier of the cross, a follower of the Lamb. I would to God that
you had more light, that you might light your brother on his dreary way.
I wish you had more faith, more joy, more hope, more rest, for you
might then be of service to the Lord’s household, and the King might
find in you a willing helper. But as you cannot do that, you are like
the smoking flax : there is a little good, but that good is not great
enough to make you very useful. Yet I will tell you one thing you can
do. When you meet with another poor soul that is like you, you can
sympathize, can you not ? You see, when bright and shining lights
come near those who are dim, they are apt rather to shame them than
to comfort them ; but you will not do that. So far you may even help
the despondent ; at least, you will do so one of these days.

Smoking flax, then, has a little fire, but it is so little that it is of
small service, and, what is worse, t¢ is so little that it s rather unpleasant.
No one delights in the smell of a candle that is dying out. Smoking
flax does not yield a sweet savour; neither does a Christian when he
is in a mourntul condition. There is a little good in him, but there is
a great deal of wrong about him, and that wrong has an ill savour.
Sometimes these smoking-flax people believe a great many errors. They
do not hold the true and solid doctrine of God’s everlasting love : they
favour notions that are not scriptural; and error is mever sweet to
Christ, nor to any of his own people. Besides, they have a great smoke
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of doubts. They doubt this, and they question that, and they suspect the
other thing. There is nothing more obnoxious to our divine Lord than
distrust of him. It is a gracious act on his part that he puts up with
it. One said to Christ, “ If thou canst” ; and that wasa shocking thing
to say to an almighty Lord : another said to him, “ If thou wilt” ; and
that was a shameful thing to say to one so kind ; and yet he bore with
them both. Doubting hearts will cry, « If thou wilt, and if thou canst,”
and do anything sooner than believe. This is to make an ill savour in
the presence of the Lord Jesus Christ; for, though we may reckon our
doubts to be trifling, they are no trifle to him, but exceedingly grievous
and provoking to his heart. A dear sister came in after service this
morning, and told me that she was fifty years old on the same day as
myself, so she came to shake hands with me; and she added, “I am like
you in that; but I am the very reverse of you in other things.” I
replied, “ Then you wnust be a good woman.” ¢ No,” she said,  that is
not what I mean.” * But are you not a believer ?” ¢ Well,” she said,
“I—I will try to be.” I got hold of her hand, and I said, “ You are
not going to tell me that you will try and believe my Lord Jesus Christ,
for that means unbelief of him who must be true;’” and I held her fast
while I added, “ When your mother was about, did you say to her,
‘Mother, I will try and believe you’? No, you would believe her
because she was true; and I must have you believe Jesus Christ.” She
said, “Sir, do pray for me.” ““No,” I said, “I am not inclined to do
that. What should I pray for you about? If you will not believe my
Lord, what blessing can he give you? What has he ever done that you
should say, ‘I cannot believe him’?” She again answered, “I will
try.” T was not content till I had reminded her of the word, *“ He that
believeth in him hath everlasting life,” and I pressed her to a full faith
in the risen Lord. The Holy Spirit enabled her to trust, and then she
cried, “I have been looking to my feelings, sir, and this has been my
mistake.” I have no doubt that she had done so; and a great many
others are doing the same ; and their doubts are just that horrible smoke
which comes from smoking flax. O, ye poor doubters, believe the Lord
Jesus Christ ! To say, ¢ I cannot believe him,” is to say in other words
that he is a liar, and we cannot allow you to say fhat.

Dear friend, if you are like the smoking flax, there is something good
in you; but that is so sadly little that there is a great deal that is
trying about you ; yet the Lord will not quench you. You are full of all
gorts of fears ; you are afraid of a shadow ; youare tremnbling at nothing
at all. Why is this? You are troubled when you ought to be glad,
and you make your whole family sad when there is no earthly reason
for it. May'the Lord deliver you! Those that are highest in faith have
tried to comfort you, and you have pulled them down, instead of their
being able to draw you up.  Come, friend, I would be as gentle as ever I
can : my text bids me be so. I have no extinguisher for your smoking
flax, for my Lord has said, * The smoking flax shall he not quench.”

I must add one more thing about this state, and it is this, though
the good of it is so little that it is of very little use to other people,
and sometimes is very obnoxious, yet there is enough good in you lo be
dangerous in Satan’s esteem. He does not like to observe that there is
yet a little fire in you, for he fears that it may become a flame. If any
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of you were to see a man standing at the back of one of our public
buildings lighting his pipe, I will be bound to say that you would be
half afraid of an explosion, for he might be applying dynamite. There
are times when the smallest smoke would fill the bravest men with
fear, Even so
¢ Satan trembles when he sees
The weakest saint upon his knees””

If he hears you groaning about your sin, he is frightened at it. ¢ Oh,”
says he, “ they have begun to feel : they have begun to mourn: they
have begun to desire: they have begun to pray: and soon they will
leave me.” Let a farmer perceive a little smoke coming out of one of
his ricks, and I am sure that he will not say that there is nothing at all
in a smoking flax, but he will hasten to prevent a conflagration. So
the little grace that is in you, dear friend, Christ sees, and he approves
of it, for he knows the possibilities of it—how little faith can grow into
strong faith—how the grain of mustard-seed can become a tree, and the
birds of the air may yet lodge in the branches thereof; and Satan, also,
knows what may come of it, and he is moved to quench it if he can.
We, therefore, would encourage you, and fan your spark to a flame.

There is the first question answered. What state does this represent ?

II.  Secondly, WHEN ARE SOULS IN THAT STATE ?

Some are in that state when they are newly saved—when the flaz has
just been lighted. Those that are to be received into the church
to-night I welcome very heartily, but they are very newly lit, and gome
perhaps would have said, “ Let them wait a bit.” Ay, but then our
Lord does not quench the smoking flax because it is newly lighted, nor
will I. No place in the world is so good for the lambs as the fold.
No place is 8o good for babes as their own home. No place is 80 good
for young Christians as the church of God. So let them come.

Being newly converted, they are strange to many things. You have
made a host of discoveries. You find more depravity in your heart
than you thought was there ; you find enemies where you expected to
meet with friends. All this is apt to damp your courage ; but do not
be cast down ; for though it be but a little that you are lighted, yet the
loving Jesus will not quench the smoking flax.

Sometimes a candle smokes, not because it is newly lit, but because it
i8 almost extinguished, 1 know that I speak to some Christians who
have been alight with the fire of grace for many years, and yet they
feel as if they were near the dark hour of extinction. But you shall
not go out. The Lord will not quench you himself, nor will he permit
the devil to quench you. He will keep you alight with grace. **Oh,”
but you say, I am so depressed in spirit!” Yes, some of God’s best
servants huve been of a sorrowful spirit. Remember Hannah, whom
Eli cruelly rebuked, but who, nevertheless, got a blessing. David had to
say, “Why art thou cast down, O my soul ? and why art thou disquieted
within me ?” and yet he was a man after God’s own heart. Perhaps
you are not well, or you have had an illness that has told much upon
your nervous system, and you are depressed ; and therefore it is that you
think that grace is leaving you, but it will not. Your spiritual life does
not depend upon nature, else it might expire : it depends upon grace,
and grace will never cease to shine till it lights you into glory. There-






