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¢ Supposing him to have been in the company.”—Luke ii. 44.
194

ALL who were present on the occasion are sure to remember our
meditation upon, “ Supposing him to be the gardener.” Although it
was_only supposition, and evidently a mistake, yet it yielded us most
profitable thought. Here is another supposition, a mistake again—a
mistake which yielded a good deal of sorrow to those who made 1t; and
yet in the hands of God’s Spirit it may bring forth profitable instruction
to us as we think it over.

I. We will begin our discourse by saying that THIS WAS A MOST
NATURAL SUPPOSITION. That the child Jesus should have been in
the company returning to Nazareth was a most likely thing, When
the Jews came up from their different allotments once in the year to
Jerusalem, they formed family groups at their first starting, and then as
they got a little on the road these groups combined and made larger
bands ; and as the roads approached to Jerusalem, the people gathered
into great caravans: thus they went up to the House of God in company.
It must have been a delightful season, especially if they sang those
“ Psalms of degrees” which aresupposed to have been written for such
pilgrims. What with prayer, and praise, and holy conversation, and
with the prospect of meeting together in Jerusalem, the throne of the
great King, they must have been happy bands of pilgrims. It was
natural enough that, when all was over at Jerusalem, the child Jesus
should return home: knowing the time when his parents would return,
he would be ready to start with them, and failing to meet with them he
would join the company with which he came, and so go back to
Nazareth,

His parents did not expect to find him wandering alone: they looked
for him in the company. Jesus was a child who loved society. He
was not stoical, and thus selfishly self-contained ; and he was not sullen,
avoiding society. He did not affect singularity. In the highest sense
he was singular, for he was “holy, harmless, undefiled, separate from
sinners”; but throughout his life he never aimed at singularity either
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in dress, food, speech, or behaviour. He grew up to be a man among
men, mixing with them even at weddings and funerals: no man was more
truly human than the man Christ Jesus. It is to be believed that as a
child he was like other children in all things but sin ; even as a man he
was like other men in all but evil. Jesus was not one whose company
would be shunned because of his ill manners ; rather would it be courted
because of the sweetness of his disposition. He would not make himself
disagreeable, and then crown that disagreeableness by stealing away from
those whom he had vexed. They knew the sweetness of their dear
child’s character and the sociableness of his disposition, and there-
fore they supposed him to have been in the company. This supposition
would even more readily occur to us, knowing what we know about him,
which is more than his parents knew; for we know that of old his
delights were with the sons of men, we know that he often came among
men in angel form before his incarnation, and that when he came into
the world he came seeking men. As a man he never seemed happier
than when he was in the midst of bis disciples, or surrounded by
publicans and sinners, or feeding famishing crowds. He was so great a
lover of mankind that he loved to be “in the company.” Living and
working in such a city as this, with all its millions, the burden is enough
to break one’s heart as we consider the city’ssin, itsirreligion, its neglect
of God. It issweet to hope that he who loved to be “in the company”
when he was here, will certainly come and bless these throngs of men.
If ever a physician was wanted, it is in this vast hospital ; if ever a
shepherd was needed, it is among these perishing sheep. Jesus has such
a love to the sons of men, and such a wish to gather them to himself, that
even now his redeeming work is done he is still ever with us. He has
been lifted up, and now he draws all men to himself; and therefore
do we expect to find him in the centre of these throngs. Those who go
into the dense masses of humanity may expect this same Jesus to be
with them in full power to save. Rescue the perishing, and he will be
in the company. It was a most natural supposition, because of the
sweetness and friendliness of his temper, that they would find Jesus in
the company.

They never suspected that he would be found in any wrony place. No
thought ever crossed their minds that he would be found in any haunt
of vice, or in any assembly of vanity, though such could have been found
in Jerusalem. We do expect to meet our Lord amid the throng of
perishing men and women, seeking and saving them ; but we know that
we shall not find him among those who find pleasure in noisy laughter
and lawless mirth. We never look for Jesus in the theatre or the
drinking saloon: it would be profanity to suppose him there. We never
look for him where a question of morals might be raised, for he is un-
defiled. We expect to find him where his people meet for worship; we
look for him where honest men are labouring hard for their daily bread,
or where they lie suffering his Father’s will; but we never dream of his
being found where the world, the flesh, and the devil hold supreme
control. Let his example be followed by us: let us never go where our
Master would not have gone. There are some places where we cannob
suppose him to have been; in those places let it not be supposable that
we can be., Let us go only where we can remain 1n fellowship with our
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divine Master, and where we should be happy to be found if he were
suddenly to come in his kingdom. Let us judge of where we may go
by enquiring, “ Would Jesus have gone there?”” and if he would not
have gone, let our feet refuse to carry us that way.

I1.  But, secondly, THIS SUPPOSITION BROUGHT THEM GREAT SORROW ;
from which I gather that we ought, with regard to the Lord Jesus Christ,
1o leave nothing as a matter of supposition. By supposing him to
liave been in the company, they were made to miss him, and to seck
him sorrowing for three days. Why did they lose sight of him at all?
Why did they not abide with him? We may not blame them, for Ae did
not: but, at any rate, they fell into days and nights of trouble by sup-
posing something about him. Do not suppose anything about Jesus at
all. Do not suppose anything about his character, his doctrine, or his
worl; go in for certainty on such points. I have heard of a German
who evolved a camel out of his own inner consciousness; what kind of
a camel it was I do not know: but many persons evolve a Christ out of
their own imaginations. Do not so; for if you do this you will make
to yourselves a Christ nothing like Jesus; it will be a mere image, a
false Christ, an idol Christ. No human thought could ever have
invented our Saviour. We put it to all those who doubt the inspiration
of the four evangelists—would they kindly write us a fifth evangel?
Would they even suggest another action of Jesus which would fit
into the rest and be of the same order? They cannot do it. The
whole conception of Jesus is original and divine. It is not possible
that the most ingenious fancy can add anything to the life of Christ
which would square with that which is recorded. If you chance to read
the Prot-evangelion, or the Gospel of the Infancy, which are spurious
narratives of the childhood of Jesus, you will throw them into the fire
and say at once, ““ These do not fit in with the records of the true evan-
gelists : these storics are ludicrously unlike the child Jesus.,” In fact,
all the books which pretend to be a part of the canon will be detected
and rejected at once by the simplest reader who is thoroughly versed in
the four evangelists. Do not, therefore, suppose anything concerning
Jesus, but read the word of God and see what is revealed about him.
Never clip the King’s coin, but accept it as it is minted in all its purity
and preciousness. Add not to the perfect word, lest plagues be added to
you. What the Holy Ghost has written concerning the man Christ Jesus,
the everlasting Son of God, receive humbly, but do not import sup-
positions into your theology. This has been the cause of the division of
the church into sects: the boues of contention have not been truths
revealed, but fictions imagined. I may invent one theory, and another
man another, and we shall each fight for his theory. An hypothesis is
set up and supported by the letter of Scripture, though not by the spirit
of it; and straightway men begin to ditler, dispute, and divide. Let
us lay aside all suppositions, for these things will only bring us sorrow
in the end. Let us believe in the real Jesus as he is revealed in the
Scriptures, and as the Holy Ghost graciously enables us to behold him
in the glass of the word.

“ Bupposing him to have been in the company.” This supposition
caused them great sorrow. Again, I say, beloved, do not take anything
about Jesus at haphazard and peradventure. Let this truth apply to
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your personal dealing with him ; as, for instance, do not suppose him to
be in your hearts. Do mot suppose that because you were baptized in
infancy you are therefore in Christ and Christ in you. That 1s a dan-
gerous supposition. Do not say, “But I have been baptized as a
professed believer, and therefore Jesus is in my heart.” The inward
grace is not tied to the outward sign. Water baptism does not convey
the Spirit of God. Blessed are they who, having the Spirit, can use the
ordinance to their profit; but do not suppose that the grace of God is
tied to any outward rite. Jo not say, I have eaten at the communion
table, and therefore Jesus is in my heart.” You may eat and drink at
his table, and yet never know him, and he may never know you. Out-
ward ceremonies convey no grace to graceless persons. Do not take it
for granted that because you are admitted into a Christian chureh, and
are generally accepted as being a believer, that therefore you must needs
be so. I dread lest any of you should think your church membership to
be a certificate of salvation. It wasnot given to you with that view ; we
judged favourably of your conduct and profession, but we could not read
your heart. Do not even suppose that grace must necessarily be in
your souls because you have been professing Christians for a greab
many years, for the lapse of time will not turn falsehood into truth. 16
is difficult to know how long hypocrisy can be kept up, or how far a man
may be self-deceived ; it is even possible that he may die with his eyes
blinded through the exceeding deceitfulness of sin. Do not suppose that
Jesus is in your heart because you are an elder, or a deacon, or a pastor.
1 will not make any supposition in my own case, for woe is unto me if,
after having preached to others, I myself should be a castaway! Such
things have happened: Judas was one of the twelve. Men have been
sweet of voice, and yet bitter of heart: they have been taught in the
word of God as to the letter thereof, but they have not known the power
of the everlasting Spirit, and so they have perished. Verily, I say unto
you, in Christ’s name, unless the Spirit of God do actually rest upon
each one of ug personally, it will be all in vain for us to suppose that he
is in our hearts because of professions and ordinances, for the sup-
position may be a damning falsehood, and may lull us into a fatal
slumber. How terrible to be taken out to execution with our eyes
bandaged by a supposition !

Again, dear friends, do not ever suppose that Christ is @ our assem-
Blies because we meet in thishouse. Donot goup to a place of worship
and say Jesus is sure to be there. He may not have been there for
many aday. Is it not sad that out of the tens of thousands of assen-
blies held on this day there will be many in which Jesus will not be
present ; for his gospel will not be preached, or if preached, it will not
be set forth in the living power of the Holy Ghost ? Christ is not present
where he is not honoured. All your architecture, all your millinery, all
your music, all your learning, all your eloquence are of small account;
Jesus may be absent when all these things are present in profusion;
and then your public worship will only be the magnificent funeral ot
religion, but the life of God will be far away. It brings great sorrow in
the long run to a church if they take it for granted that Jesus must be
among them. Our question every Sunday morning ought to be, “ What
think ye, will ke cowe to the feast?” for if he does not come to the
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feast it will be the mockery of a festival, but no bread will be on the
table for hungry souls. We must have our Lord in our company or we
will break our hearts over his absence. We desire his presence even in
the smallest prayer-meeting, and in our minor gatherings when we meet
to consult as to his work. If he arouses us by his Spirit, and discovers
to us that he was not in our former meetings, we will seek him
sorrowing, as his father and mother did.

Once more, let us not take it for granted that the T.ord Jesus is
necessarily with us dn our Christian labours. Do we not too often gu
out to do good without special prayer, imagining that Jesus must
surely be with us as a matter of course ? Perhaps we thus conclude
because hie has been with us so long, or because we feel ourselves fully
equipped for the occasion, or because we do not even think whether
he is with us or not. This is perilous. If Jesus is not with us, we
toil all the night and we take nothing; but if Jesus is with us, he
teaches us how to cast the net, and a great multitude of fishes are taken,
If Jesus be not with us, we are like Samson when his Lair was shorn :
he went out as at other times thinking to smite the Philistines hip and
thigh, as he had done before, but as Watts puts it, he—

“8hook his vain limbs with vast surprise,
Made feeble fight, and lost his eyes.”

So shall we be defeated if we imagine that we can now succeed without
fresh divine assistance; the fact being that we ought to seek the
Lord in prayer be'ore the smallest Christian engagement, and then
we may reap in it the most important result of our lives. You are
going to see a poor bedridden old woman ; do not attempt to comfort
this king’s daughter without first seeking the presence of *“the Consola-
tion of Israel.” You are going to teach your Sunday-school class this
afternoon ; you have taken it so many times that you get your dinner and
walk off to the school scarcely thinking enough about what you are doing
to breathe a prayer for your Lord’s help? Is this right? Can you
afford to waste one single Sabbath afternoon, or one opportunity to
speak for Jesus? and yet it will be wasted if he be not with you. Some
of your children may be dead before next Sunday, or never come to the
class again; go not even once without your Lord. Do not sit down to
teach as if you had Jesus at your command, and were sure that of
necessity he must succeed your endeavours, He will withdraw from us
if we fall into a careless, prayerless habit. Why was he not with his
mother that day? Truly he had to be about the business of his
heavenly Father, but why did he permit his human mother to miss
him? Was it not because she needed to be taught, as well as the rest
of us, the value of his company. Perhaps, if we never missed him,
we might not know how sweet he is. I can picture Mary, when
she had lost the dear child, weeping floods of tears. Then she began to
understand what old Simeon meant when he said, “ Yea, a sword shall
pierce through thine own heart also.” The sword was piercing her
heart even then to prepare her for three other days in which she would
mourn him as dead with still bitterer grief. See how she enquired
everywhere, “ Have ye seen him?” She reminds me of the spouse
in the Song, “Suw ye him whom my soul loveth?” I think I see her






