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‘“Have I any pleasure at all that the wicked should die ? saith the Lord God: and

not that he should return from his ways, and live ? ”’—Ezekiel xviii. 23.

¢ For I have no pleasure in the death of him that dieth, saith the Lord God : whero-
fore turn yourselves, and live ye.””—Ezekiel xviii. 32.

“ As I live, saith the Lord God, I have no pleasure in the death of the wicked; but
that the wicked turn from his way and live : turn ye, turn ye from your evil ways; for
why will ye die, O house of Israel? ’—Ezekiel xxxiii. 11.

SIN having a thorough possession of the human heart, entrenches itself
within the soul, as one who has taken a stronghold speedily attends to
the repairing of the breaches, and the strengthening of the walls, lest
haply he should be dislodged. Among the most subtle devices of sin
to keep the soul under its power, and prevent the man’s turning to God,
is the slandering of the Most High by misrepresenting his character.
As dust blinds the eye, so does sin prevent the sinner from seeing God
aright. * Blessed are the pure in heart: for they shall see God ”’; but the
wicked only see what they think to be God, and that, alas, is an image
as unlike to God as possible! They say, for instance, that God is unmer-
ciful, whereas he delighteth in mercy. The unfaithful servant in the
parable was quite sure about it, and said most positively, “I knew that
thou wast an austere man:” whereas the nature of God is as opposite
to overbearing and exaction as light is from darkness.

When men once get this false idea of God.into their minds they
become hardened in heart: believing that it is useless to turn to God,
they go on in their sins with greater determination. Either they con-
ceive that God is implacable, or that he is indifferent to human prayers,
or that if he should hear them yet he is not in the least likely to grant
afavourable answer. Men darkly dream that God will not attend to
the guilty and the miserable when they cry to him ; that their prayers are
not good enough for him: that he expects so much from his creatures
that they cannot even pray so as to please him ; that, in fact, he seeketh
a quarrel against us, and is a taskmaster who will grind all he can out
of us. Being themselves slow to forgive, they judge it to be highly
unlikely that the Lord will pardon such sins as theirs. As they will
not smile on the poor or the fallen, they conceive that the Lord will never
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receive unworthy ones into his fayour. Thus they belie the Most H igh:
they make him who is the best of Kings to be a tyrant; him who
is the dearest of friends they regard as an enemy; and him whose very
name is love they look upon as the embodiment of hate.

This is one of Satan’s most mischievous devices to prevent repent-
ance. As in the old times of plague they fastened up the house-door,
and marked a red cross upon it, and thus the inhabitants of that dwelling
were sealed unto death, even so the devil writes upon the man’s door
the words, “no hope,” and then the sick soul determines to die, and
refuses admission to the Physician. No man sins more unreservedly
than he who sins in desperation, believing that there is no pardon for
him from God. An assault where the watchword is “No quarter”
usually provokes a terrible defence. The pirate who is hopeless of
pardon becomes reckless in his deeds of blood. Many a burglar in the
old time actually went on to murder without remorse, because he
thought he might as well be hanged for a sheep as for a lamb. When
a man believes that there is no hope for him in the right way, he
determines that he will get what he can out of the wrong way ; and if
he cannot please God, he will, at least, please himself. If he must go
to hell, he will be as merry as he can on the road, and, as he puts it, he
will “die game.” All this comes of a mistaken view of God. Do you
not see the likeness between sin and falsehood ? They are twin brothers.
Holiness is truth, but sin is a lie, and the mother of lies. Sin brings
forth falsehood, and then falsehood nourishes sin. Especially in thig
fashion doth falsehood maintain sin, by calumniating the God of love.
He is a God ready to pardon, and by no means hard to be moved to
forgiveness; why do men stand off from confessing their wrong, and
finding mercy ? He is not a God who taketh pleasure in the miseries
of men ; why do they think so ill of him? His ear is not dull to the
ery of sorrow, his heart is not slow to compassionate distress ; on the
contrary, he waiteth to be gracious, “his mercy endureth for ever,” he
delighteth in mercy; why will men run from him? God is love im-
measurable, love constant, boundless, endless.

“ Who is a pardoning God like thee?
Or who hath grace so rich and free ?”

Part of our business as ministers of Christ is to bear witness to the
loving-kindness of the Lord against the falsehood with which sin dis-
honours his goodness. . I desire to do so this morning, and to do it in
right down earnest, in the hope that those of you who are convinced of
sin may this day be able to rest in the mercy of God,—even that exceeding
mercy which he has revealed in Jesus Christ, his Son.

I have been very much struck with several letters which I have this
week received from deeply-wounded souls. God is at work among us
with the sword of conviction. I have felt a great degree of joy in
receiving these letters; painful as they are to their writers, they are very
hopeful tome. I am sorry that any persons should be near despair, and
should continue in that condition ; but anything is better than indiffer-
ence. I am not sorry to see souls shut up in the prison of the law, for I
hope they will soon come out of the prison-house into the full liberty of
faith in Christ. I must confess my preference for these old-fashioned
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forms of conviction: it is my judgment that they produce better and
more stable believers than the modern superficial ‘methods. I am glad
to see the Holy Spirit overturning, throwing down, digging out the
foundations, and making you like cleared ground, that he may build
upon you temples for his praise. How earnestly do I pray that the Lord
may make of these convinced ones champions for the doctrines of free
grace, comforters for his mourners, and consecrated servants of his
kingdom ! I look for large harvests from this deep subsoil ploughing.
The Lord grant it, for his name’s sake!

I can see in several who have written to me that their main idea is
erroneous ; that they have fallen into a wrong notion about God : they
do not conceive of him as the good and gracious God which he really is.
This error I am eager to correct. Listen to me, ye mourners. I desire
to tell you nothing but sober truth. God forbid that I should misrepre-
gent God for your comfort! Job asked his friends, “ Will ye talk
deceitfully for God ?” and my answer to that question is,—* Never.” I
would not utter what I believed to be falsehood concerning the Lord, even
though the evil one offered me the bait of saving all mankind thereby. I
have noticed in certain Revival Meetings a wretched lowering of the truth
upon many points in order to afford encouragement to mer ; but all
such sophistry ends in utter failure. Comfort based upon the sup-
pression of truth is worse than useless. Lasting consolation must come
to sinners from the sure truth of God ; or else in the day when they
most want it their hopes will departfrom them, as the giving upof theghost,
I will therefore speak to you the truth in its simplicity concerning the
blessed God, whose servant I am. I beseech you no longer to persevere
in your slander of his infinite love. Oh, you that feel your sin, and dare
not put your trust in your forgiving God, I pray you to learn of him,
and know him aright, for then shall that text be fulfilled in you,—
“They that know thy name will put their trust in thee.” May the Holy
Spirit come now in all his brightness, that you may see God in his own
light ! As for me, I feel my duty to be one in which nothing can avail
me but that same Spirit. Chrysostom used to wonder that any minister
could be saved, seeing our responsibilities are so great; I am entirely
of his mind. ~ Pray for me that I may be faithful to men’s souls.

Notice, that in each one of my texts the Lord declares that he has no
pleasure in the death of the wicked ; but in each following passage the
statement is stronger. The Lord puts it first as a matter of question.
As if he were surprised that such a thing should be laid to his door,
he appeals to man’s own reason, and asks, “ Have I any pleasure at all
that the wiclked should die ? saith the Lord God: and not that he should
return from his ways, and live 7 Oh, souls, can you really think that
God.- desires your damnation? Can you be so demented as soberly to
believe such a calumny? Will such “a theory hold water for a single
minute ? After all the goodness of God to multitudes of rebellious men,
can you allow such a dark thought to linger near your mind, that God
can have pleasure in men’s being sinners, and ultimately destroying
themselves by their iniquities? Your own common-sense must teach
you that the good God is grieved to see men sin, that he would be glad
to see men of a better mind, and that it is sad work to him to punish
the finally obstinate and impenitent. He cries most plaintively « Oh,
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do not this abominable thing that T hate.” He puts it here as a
question of wonderment, that men should so grossly malign him as to
think that the God of love could have any pleasure in men’s perishing
by their sins.

But then, in the next place, in our second text, God makes a positive
assertion. Knowing the human heart, he foresaw that a question would
not be enough to end this matter, for man would say, ¢ He only asked the
question, but he did not give a plain and positive statement to the con-
trary.” He gives us that clear assurance in our second text: “I have
no pleasure in the death of him that dieth, saith the Lord God: where-
fore turn yourselves, and live ye.” When the Lord speaks he is to be
believed, for he is God that cannot lie. We know that this speech of
his is authentic; it comes to us by an inspired prophet, concerning
whose call by God we entertain no doubt whatever. Let us, then,
believe it heartily. If I were to state this as my own opinion, you
might do as you pleased about believing it ; but since God saith this,
then we claim of you all, ag God's creatures, that you believe your
Creator, and that this statement be never questioned again. ¢ Where
the word of a king is, there is power,”—power, I trust, to silence all
further debate upon the willingness of God to save.

Bat still, as if to end for ever the strange and ghastly supposition
that God takes delight in human destruction, my third text seals the
truth with the solemn oath of the Eternal. He lifts his hand to heaven,
and swears ; and because hecan swear by no greaterheswears by himself,—
not by his temple, nor by his throne therein, nor by his angels, nor by any-
thing outside of himself; but he sweareth by his own life. Jehovah that
liveth for ever and ever saith, “ As I live, saith the Lord God, I have no
pleasure in the death of the wicked ; but that the wicked turn from his way
andlive.” The man who dares to doubt the oath of God will be guilty of
an arrogant presumption which I would not like to impute to one of
you. Shall God be perjured? I tremble ab having even suggested such
a thing ; and yet if you do not believe the Lord’s own oath you will not
only have made him a liar, but you will have denied the value of his
oath when he swears by his own life. What he thus affirms must be
true ; let us bow before it, and never entertain a doubt about it. Most
miserable of all men that breathe must they be who will dare to attack
the veracity of God, when God to confirm their confidence doth put
himself upon an oath. Let us hear the voice of the Lord in its majesty,
like a peal of distant thunder,—* As I live, saith the Lord God, I have
no pleasure in the death of the wicked ; but that the wicked turn from
his way and live.” )

I invite your earnest consideration of this utterance thus given in the
form of a question, an assertion, and a solemn oath.

I. AndT notice, first, the assertion that GoD FINDS NO PLEASURE IN A
SINNER'S DEATH. Really I feel ashamed to have to answer the cruel libel
which is here suggested; yet it is the English of many a man’s doubts.
He dares not come to God and trast him because he darkly dreams that
God is a terrible Being who does not wish to save him, who is unwilling
to forgive him, unwilling to receive him into his favour. He suspects that
God finds some kind of terrible delight in a soul’s damnation. That
cannot be. I need not disprove the falsehood. God swears to the con-
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trary, and the falsehood vanishes like smoke. I will only bring forward
certain evidence by which you who are still under the deadly influence
of the falsehood may be delivered.

First, consider the great paucity of God’s judgments among the sons of
men. There are people who are always talking of judgments, but they
are in error. If a theatre is burnt down, or if a boat is upset on the
Sabbath, they cry ¢ Behold a judgment!” Yet churches and meeting-
houses are burned, and missionaries are drowned when upon the Lord’s
own business. It is wrong to set down everything that happens as a
judgment, for in so doing you will fall into the error of Job’s friends, and
condemn the innocent. The fact is there are but few acts of divine
providence to individuals which can definitely be declared to be judgments.
There are such things, but they are wonderfully rare in this life, con-
sidering the way in which the Lord is daily provoked by presumption
and blasphemy. It was a judgment when Pharaoh’s hosts were drowned
in the Red Sea; that was a judgment when Korah, Dathan, and Abiram
went down alive into the pit. There were judgments later on in the
church of God when Ananias and Sapphira fell dead for lying against
the Holy Ghost, and when Elymas the sorcerer was blinded for op-
posing Paul.  Still, these are few; and in later days the authentic in-
stances are equally rare. Does not the Lord himself say that ¢ judgment
is his strange work”? Among his own people there is a constant
judgment of fatherly discipline, but the outer world is left to the gentle
régime of mercy. This is the age of patience and long-suffering. If
God had taken any pleasure in the death of the wicked, some of you
who are now present would long ago have gone down to hell; but he
hath not dealt with you after your sins, nor rewarded you according to
your iniquities. If God were constantly dealing out judgment for
lying, how many who are now here would by this time have received
their portion in the burning lake! If judgments for Sabbath-breaking
had been commonly dealt out, this city of London would have been
destroyed like Sodom and Gomorrah. But God reserveth his wrath
till the day of wrath ; for a while he winketh at man’s obstinacy, for
this is not the place of judgment, but of forbearance and hope. The
fewness of visible deeds of judgment upon ungodly men in this life
proves that God takes no delight in them.

And then, secondly, the length of God’s long-suffering before the Day
of Judgment itself comes proves how he wills not the death of men.
The Lord spares many guilty men throughout three-score years and ten,
bearing with their ill-manners in a way which ought to excite our
loving gratitude. Youthful folly is succeeded by manhood’s deliberate
fault, and that, by the persistence of mature years,and yet the Lord
remains patient !  Some of you have rejected Christ after having heard
the gospel for many years; you have stifled your conscience when it has
cried against you, and you have done despite to the Spirit of God. You
have rebelled against the light, and have committed greater and yet greater
8in, but God has not cut you down. If he had found pleasure in
your death, would he have suffered you to live so long? You have
cumbered the ground, not two or three years, as the barren fig-tree did,
but two or three scores of years you have stood fruitless in the vine-
yard of God; and yet he spares you! Some have gone beyond all this,






