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¢ Cease ye from man, whose breath is in his nostrils: for wherein is he to be
accounted of P ’—Isaiah ii. 22.

Man, especially since the fall, is a very unspiritual creature. His animus
is animal. He is made up, as the old writers used to say, of soul and
soil.  Alas, the soil terribly soils his soul ! My soul cleaveth to the
dust ” might be the confession of every man in one sense or another.
We bear the image of the first Adam, who was of the earth earthy:
carthy enough are we.

One consequence of the prevailing materialism of our corrupt nature
is our craving for something tangible, audible, visible, as the object of
our confidence. We want something which can be touched, heard,
seen, or felt: we cannot be content with that which appeals only to the
soul or the spirit. It seems as if man is so unspiritual that he cannot
believe in a spiritual God ; and yet any other than a spiritual God is
an absurdity. Man cannot see God ; therefore he will not trust in him.
He cannot hear his voice; therefore he will not attend to the move-
ment of the Holy Spirit upon his soul. Humanity is carnal, sold under
gin, infected with idolatry; and this fact remains true in a measure
even of the regenerate. Their old nature is not other than it was, save
that it is held in check by the new nature. So long as sin remaineth
in ug—and this will be so long as we are in this body—our tendency will
be to be weary of God, who is a Spirit, and must be worshipped in spirit
and in truth. We seek after something to worship, something to love,
something to rely upon, which is so near akin to the coarser part of our
nature that we may commune with it through the senses. It is sad
that it should be so, but it has ever been so throughout the history of
man, and sad traces of it are to be seen even in the history of God’s
own church.

Man is by nature an idolater. Under the most favourable circum-
stances he flies to his idols, even as the dog seeks after carrion, or the
vulture hastens to its prey. The Lord’s people, Israel, were delivered out
of Egypt with a high hand and with an outstretched arm, and by many
signs I‘}amd tokens God’s presence among them was abundantly certified.
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This was a noble begioning. The circumstances which afterwards sur~
rounded them were specially helpful. They were placed in the wilder-
ness, where, if they lived at all, they must live through the special
protection and provision of God; for they reaped no harvests, and they
gathered into no barns : the bread they ate fell from heaven, the water
they drank came from a rock which had been smitten by command of
God through the rod of Moses. All day long they were sheltered from
the burning sun by a canopy of cloud, and at night the canvas city was
made bright with that same canopy turned into a flame of fire. They
were in the wilderness alone, and apart; shut out from the rest of the
world, surrounded as it were by the Lord himself, who was a wall of fire
round about them, and the glory in their midst. Nothing could have
been more favourable for faith in God. Yet they must needs have a
god that they can see. *“Make us gods to go before us,” cried they
with such furious clamour that Aaron yielded to their evil desires, and
made them the image of an ox. Behold the people of God, whom he
had brought out of Egypt, bowing before the image of an ox that eateth
grass—an image which Moses in sarcasm styled a calf. They turned the
glory of the invisible God into that of a brate beast, and said— These
be thy gods, O Israel, which brought thee up out of the land of Egypt.”
Then they degraded themselves, and laid their manhood prostrate on the
ground in adoration of the image of a bull. How is humanity fallen!

For century after century this was always the tendency of Israel, the
most spiritual race of men upon the face of the earth. This race,
educated by miracle and instructed by revelation, continually went
aside after the gods of the heathen. Abraham among his own descend-
ants after the flesh had few who were like him in his high spiritual
faith, The world of spiritual realities seems to be too bright, too holy
for the best of such gross and carnal beings as we are.

The people of Isaiah’s day were like the rest of their race: they
showed their unspiritualness and their inability to walk in the light of
the Lord by making their own wealth their chief confidence. We read at
verse 7—* Their land also is full of silver and gold, neither is there any
end of their treasures” ; and then it is added,  their land aleo is fall of
idols.” Alas! this idolatry of wealth is common among God’s people
even at this day. “Give us this day our daily bread” is a prayer which
falls far short of the general desires even of Christian people. Our
demands are for luxuries, and plenty of them. Many would be coming
down in the world very terribly if they had to receive after that from-
hand-to-mouth fashion—day by day their daily bread. Yet the Lord
Jesus has put these words into our mouth. The providence of God is
to some professing Christians a mere dream : they cannot rest till they
have something more substantial to rely upon than the care of heaven.
You think I am sarcastic ; is it not true? See how your professed
believers hunger to make sure of the main chance : as eagerly as the
merest worldlings they scrape and they hoard. I have mot a word to
say against that Scriptural prudence which bids us, like the ant, lay by
in store for wintry times; but I speak of the hunger to be rich, and of
the selfish expenditure which forgets entirely that our substance is to
be used for the glory of God, and that we are only stewards. I ask
again, do not many slave, and hoard, and grasp as if there were no
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promise in the Scriptures of temporal provision from God’s own right
hand, and no exhortation to lay up our treasures in heaven? Are we
liars? Do we say that all that we are and have is the Lord’s, and do
we after this live for ourselves, as if there were no redemption and no
hereafter ? That there should be need for the preacher to raise such
questions is an indication that there is a common tendency to worship
wealth, or at least to regard it as a substantial support.

Nations also, like the Israelitish people, are apt to idolize power ; yes,
even power in the form of brute force. We read—*Their land also is
full of horses, neither is there any end of their chariots.” Cavalry and
war-chariots were as much in repute in that age on land as ironclads
are at this day upon the sea ; and Israel trusted to these. Jehovah was
the guardian of his people, the Lord of hosts is his name. He alone
was & match for Egypt and Babylon ; but the kings of Israel and Judah
thought not so. They could not feel secure without great armies ; they
must needs multiply their horses and their chariots. They forgot that
“4a horse is a vain thing for safety” ; they knew not that in the Lord
alone is the salvation of his people. The like feeling crops up among
God’s people at this day. We pine for visible power, it may be physical
or mental, as the case requires ; but we thirst to have it available,
embodied in some human form, We cannot rest upon God alone and
feel that when we are weak we are strong. The Lord taketh not
pleasure in the strength of the horse nor in the legs of a man, but his
people often do. Eloquence, cleverness, intellect—these are still the idols
which the church dotes upon : she has not yet understood the words,
“Not by might, nor by power, but by my Spirit, saith the Lord.” Still
we make too much of the instrument and too little of the Divine
Worker ; still is there more expected from music, architecture, and
oratory, than from the simple gospel and the attendant working of the
Holy Ghost. How hardly can men be brought to trust in the invisible
God! Alas! it is still true, « Their land also is full of idols : the mean
man boweth down, and the great man humbleth himself.” O Church
of God, how long will it be ere thou believest thy God ?

These people, in the heat of their idolatry, set up many idols. They
made anything into a god. He that wasso impoverished that he could
not make a god of silver would make an idol out of a tree which would
not rot ; and having carved and gilded it, he prostrated himself before
it. To what a height of folly has a man come when he can do this !
You tell me that this idolatry is confined to heathen countries, Alas! it
is not so; idolatry is common even here. “Little children, keep your-
selves from idols,” is a text that needs still to be preached from—ay,
to be preached in Christian congregations ; for idols will intrude them-
selves into the sanctuary of the Lord. The forms and shapes of modern
idols are many and crafty. We see no elephant-headed deity such as is
the fear of the Hindoos, and no absurd fetish such as the African
dreads ; but more dangerous, because more sabtle and secret, forms ot
idolatry are allowed to remain in our midst. Oh that the Lord would
in his people fulfil the word, “ The idols he shall ntterly abolish ™!

May we not easily make idols of ourselves? Almost before we are
aware of it, we may be thus debased. What more degrading than for a
man to worship himself! We read of some whose god is their belly :
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this is the grosser part of self. What heathen ever worshipped his own
belly ?  Yet we all too much trust in ourselves at times—what is this
but idolatry ? Do we not seek ourselves in a measure—is not this
idolatry? Do we not reverence our own achievements and attainments
—in what does this differ from idolatry ? Gods many and lords many
have men made unto themselves. Like a child that must have a toy,
man must have a visible trust and confidence. For this purpose,  he
hath sought out many inventions.” He will even worship reptiles of the
river, and plants of the garden, rather than be without a visible deity.
Alas, poor foolish creatare !

I need not enlarge upon this. You all know how true it is that, one
way or another, man gets away from the spiritual life which would make
God everything to him, and he wanders into the sensual region, where
he either finds another god, or else allows some symbol or priest to
gtand between him and God. So sadly through sin is our nature twisted
and biassed, that we seem to be under the witchery of idolatry.

As I have already said, there is nothing more absurd in the history
of human nature than the fact that man is apt to trust in man. To
worship something superior to myself is bad enough if it be not God ;
but to begin to put my dependence upon a man like myself or upon my-
self, and so to allow man, who at the best is a sorry creature, to take
the place of God, is indeed a wantonness of evil. Do you wonder
that God has pronounced a curse upon this provoking folly, this insult
to his divine majesty ? Hear ye the words ot this anathema : * Cursed
be the man that trusteth in man, and maketh flesh his arm.” The sin is
none the less accursed because of its commonness. That which God
blesses is blest indeed, and that which he curses is cursed with an
emphasis. Concerning that sin so common and so accursed I have to
speak at this time. May the Lord bless the word that we may be kept
from the transgression! Here is the text: “Cease ye from man, whose
breath is in his nostrils : for wherein is he to be accounted of ?

We will handle the text thus—First, What is man 2 Answer : “ His
breath is in his nostrils.” Secondly, What is to be our relation to man?
« Cease ye from man.” And, thirdly, Why should we cease from him?
It is answered by another question, “ Wherein is he to be accounted
of 7”7 This puts the question, What is there in Lim or about him that
renders him a proper object of reverence or confidence? May the Holy
Spirit send us a profitable meditation !

Our first enquiry is, WHAT Is MAN ? This question is asked many
times in Scripture, and it has been frequently answered with a copious-
ness of instruction. David even asks of heaven, *“ Lord, what is man ?”
1 will not, however, go over all that wide expanse of thought which the
Bible puts before us, but simply answer the enquiry from the point of
view of our text.

What is man ? He s assuredly @ very feeble creature. He must be
weak, for ““his breath is in his nostrils.” We measure the strength of a
shain by its weakest link. If other links are strong, yet if one is ready
to snap, we judge that the whole chain is far from strong, and is not to
be depended upon. See, then, how weak man is, for he is weakness itself
in a vital point. He has bones that may be hard and durable, and he
has many a strong sinew, tough and wiry, as we sometimes say ; but






