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¢ Unstable as water, thou shalt not excel.””—Genesis xlix. 4.

PeryEcT stability has ceased from the world since the day when Adam fell. He
was stable enough when in the garden he was obedient to his Master’s will; but
when he ate of the forbidden fruit he did not only slide himself, but he shook
the standing places of all his posterity. Perfect stability belongs alone to God;
he alone, of all beings, is without variableness or shadow of a turning. He is
immutable; he will not change. He is all-wise; he need not change. He is per-
fect; he cannot change., But men, the best of them, are mutable, and therefore
to a degree, they are unstable, and do not excel. Yet it is remarkable that, although
man has lost perfect stability, he has not lost the admiration of it. Perhaps there
is no virtue, or, rather, no compound of virtues, which the world more esteems than
stability of mind. You will find that, although men have often misplaced their
praise, and have called those great who were not great, morally, but were far below
the level of morality, yet they have scarcely ever called a man great who has not
been consistent, who has not had strength of mind enough to be stable in his principles.
I know not how it is, but so it is, whenever a man is firm and consistent, we always
admire him for it. Though we feel certain that he is wrong, yet his consistency in
his wrong still excites our admiration. We have known men whom we have
thought to be insane, they have conceived a design so ridiculous that we could
only laugh at them, and despise their idea; but they have stuck to it, and we
have said, “ Well, there is nothing like a man standing to a thing,” and we have
admired even the senseless, brainless idiot, as we have thought him, when we have
seen him pertinaciously insisting that his idea would at last triumph, and perse-
vering in fatile endeavours to realize his wish. The weathercock man is never
admired; as a politician or as anything else he will never succeed; he must be one
thingor another, or the world will never respect him.

. Now, my brethren, if it be so in earthly t.ings, it is so also in spiritual. Insta-
bility in religion is a thing which every man despises, although every man has, to a
degree, the evil in himself; but stability in the firm profession and practice of god-
liness, will always win respect, even from the worldly, and certainly will not be for-
gotten by him whose smile is honour and whose praise is glory, even the great Lord
and Master, before whom we stand or fall. I have many characters here to-day
whom I desire to address in the words of my text. “Unstable as water, thou shalt
not excel.” I propose, first, briefly to notice, the common and unavoidable instabilities,
which necessarily attach themselves to the best of Christians. I shall then note
the character of a Christian who is noted for glaring instability, but who, notwith-
standing, has sufficient of godliness to bid us hope that he is a child of God; I
shall then have to do with the mere professor, who is “unstable as water,” and
cannot excel in any way whatever; and then I must deal with the unstable sinner,
who, in any pretensions he may ever make to better feelings, is always like the
early cloud and the morning dew.

L Fxrst_, then, to aLL Christians, permit me to address myself. Our father,
dam, spoilt us all; and, although the second Adam has renewed us, he has not yet
Temoved from us the infirmities which the first Adam left us as a monrnful legacy.
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We are none of us stable as we should be. We had a notion when we were first
converted. that we should never know a change; our soul was so full of love that
we could not imagine it possible we should ever flag in our devotion; our faith was
sc strong in our Incarnate Master, that we smiled at older Christians who talked of
doubts and fears; our faces were so stedfastly set Zionward that we never imagined
Bye-path Meadow would ever be trodden by our feet. We felt sure that our course
would certainly be “like the shining light, which shineth more and more unto the
perfect day.” But, my brethren, have we found it so? Have we not this day to
lament that we have been very changeable and inconstant, even unstable as
water? How unstable have we been in our frames? To-day we have climbed the
top of Pisgah, and have viewed the heavenly landscape over by the eye of faith;
to-morrow we have been plunged in the dungeon of despair, and could not call a
grain of hope our own; to-day we have feasted at the banquetting table of com-
munion; to-morrow we have been exclaiming, “ Oh! that I knew where I might
find him, that I might come even uunto his feet.” At night I have said, *I will not
let thee go except thou bless me,” to-morrow has beheld my grasp loosened, and
prayer neglected until God has said, “I will return unto my rest, until thou hast
acknowledged thy transgressions, which thou hast committed against me.” High
frames one day, low frames the next. We have had more changes than even this
variable climate of ours. Itis a great mercy for us that frames and feelings are
not always the index of our security; for we are as safe when we are mourning
as we are when we are singing; but, verily, if our true state before God had
changed as often as our experience of his presence, we must have been cast into the
bottomless pit years ago.

And how variable have we been in our faith! In the midst of one trouble we
have declared, “ Though he slay me, yet will I trust in him;” we have courted the
jeer, we have laughed at the scorn of the world, and have stood like rocks in the
midst of foaming billows, when all men were against us; another week has scen us
flying away, after denying our Master, because,like Peter, we were afraid of some
little maid, or of our own shadow. After coming out of a great trouble, we have
resolutely declared I can never doubt God again;” but the next cloud that has
swept the sky, has darkened all our faith. We have been variable in our faith.

And have you not also, at times, my friends, felt variable in your love? Sweet
Master, King of heaven, fairest of a thousand fairs! my heart is knit to thee—my
soul melteth at the mention of thy name; my heart bubbleth up with a good
matfer, when I speak of the things which I have made touching the King.

“The strings that bind around my heart,
Tortures and racks may tear them off;
But they can never, never part,

The hold I have of Christ, my love.”

Sure, I could die for thee, and think it better than to live, if so I might honout
thee. This is the sweet manner of our spirit when our love is burning and fervent:
but anon we neglect the fire, it becomes dim, and we have to rake among the
ashes even for a spark, crying,

“’Tis a point I long to know,
Oft it causes anxious thought,
Do I love the Lord or no?
Am I his, or am I not?”’

How unstable we are! At one time wc are quite certain we are the Lord’s; though
an angel from heaven should deny our election, or our adoption, we would reply
that we have the witness of the Spirit that we are born of God, but perhaps
within two minutes we shall not be able to say that we ever had one spiritua.
feeling. We shall perhaps think that we never repented aright, never fled tc
Christ aright; and did never believe to the saving of the soul. Oh! it is no wonde
that we do not excel, when we are such unstable creatures. Alas! my brethren
I might enlarge on the inconsistencies of the mass of Christians. How unfaithfu
we have been to our dedication vows! how negligent of close communion! How
unlike we have been to holy Enoch! how much more like Peter, when he followed
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afar of! I might tell how one day, like the mariner, we monnted up to heaven,
and how the next moment we have gone to the lowest depths when the waves of
God’s grace have ceased to lift us up. I wonder at David, at Jacob, and at every
instance we have in Scripture of excellent men. Marvel! O ye angels, that God
should ever make such bright stars out of such black blots as we are. How can
it ever be that man, so fickle, so inconstant, should nevertheless be a pillar in
the house of his God, and should be made to stand “steadfast, immovable, always
abounding in the work of the Lord.” How is it, O our God, that thou couldst
have steered a vessel so safely to its port which was so easily driven by every
wind and carried away by every wave! He is a good marksman who can shoot
so crooked an arrow straight to its target. Marvel not that we do not excel—
marvel that we do excel in anything, unstable as we are.

II.  And now leaving these general remarks I have to single out a certain class
of persons. I believe them to be TrRUE CHRrISTIANS but they are Christians of a
singular sort. I would not be so harsh as to condemn them, though I must
certainly condemn the error with which I am about to find fault. I doubt not that
they have been converted in a genuine manner, but still they are often a mystery
to me, and I should think they are a mystery to themselves. How many Chris-
tians have we in our churches that are unstable as water! I suppose they were
born so. They are just as unstable in business as they are in religion; they
open a grocer’s shop, and shut it in three months, and turn drapers, and when
they have been drapers long enough to become almost bankrupts, they leave
that and try something else. When they were boys they could never play a
game through; they must always be having something fresh; and now they are
Just as childish as when they were children. Look at them in doctrine: you
never know where to find them. You meet them one day, and they are very full
of some super-lapsarian doctrine; they have been to some strong Calvinist place,
and riothing will suit them except the very highest doctrine, and that must be
spiced with a little of the gall of bitterness, or they cannot think it is the genuine
thing. Very likely next week they will be Arminians; they will give up all idea
of a fixed fate, and talk of free-will, and man’s responsibility like the most carnest
Primitive Methodist. Then they steer another way. Nothing is right but the
Chu'rch of England. Is it not established by law? Ought notevery Christian to go
to }fls parish church?” Ah! ah! Let them alone; they will be at the most gross
sc]nsm‘atical shop in the metropolis before long. Or if they do not change their
donou!mation they are always changing their minister. A new minister starts up;
there is no one, since the apostles, like him; they take a seat and join the church;
hq is everything to them. In three months they have done with him; another
minister rises up some distance off, and these people are not particalar how far
they walk; so they go to hear him. He is the great man of the age; he will see
cvery man’s candle out, and his will burn on. But a little trouble comes on
the church, and they leave him. They have no attachment to anything; they
are merely feathers in the wind, or corks on the wave. They hear a sermon
preacl‘led, and they say, “Ithink it did me good;” but they do not venture to be
sure till they speak to some great man who is a member of the charch, and he says,
* Oh! there was nothing in it.” “ Ah! just so,” they say, and cannot make up
their minds whether it was a good sermon or not. They are unstable; they could
eusily be talked into anything or out of anything; they never had any brains in
their head, I suppose, or if they ever had any they gave them to somebody else to
fn(lix%dlehq.s heliked. They believe the last man they hear, and are easily guided and

ed by him,

Noy\r, if the matter ended there it would not be so bad; but these poor people
are just the. same with regard to any religious enterprize they take in
hand. Tl]@r(:: is a Sunday-school; they are enchanted with the thought. What a
lovely thing it must be to sit on a form and try to teach half-a-dozen boys the way
to heaven. They go to the Sunday-school and are alarmed the very first day, when
they hear all the boys talking louder than the teachers. After about ten minutes
they think it is not quite so nice as they thought. Perhaps they think it is that
particular school they do not like, and they try another, and at last they give up
all Sunday-school teaching, and make up their minds that it is not a good thing, at
least not for them. Then there is a Ragged-school. What a divine enterprize! They
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wﬂ! be Ragged-school teachers, and off they go with their hearts full of fire, and
their eyes full of tears over these poor ragged-school children they are going to
teach. Ah! how soon is their zeal withered and all their glory departed! Hear
them talk about Ragged-schools a month afterwards: they shake their heads and
say itisa véry arduousenterprise. They do not think they had a call to it, they will
try something else; and so they keep on to the end of the chapter; they are
“everything by turns, and nothing long.” There are some brethren in the ministry
very much of the same sort. They never preach in one pulpit long, (though some
say they preach there too long, for they ought never to have preached there at all)
but I sometimes think that if they had had a little more courage, and bore a little
more of the brunt of the battle, they might have done good to some of the villages
where they were placed. But they are unstable as water, and everybody sees
that they cannot excel. The same instability men will carry out in their friend-
ships; they meet a person one day, and are as friendly as possible with him;
they meet him the next day, he does not know what he has done to offend
them, but they turn their head another way. And some carry their instability
a little farther; they carry it into their moral character. I shall not deny their
Christianity, but they are a queer sort of Christians. For these people will some-
times, at least, stretch the cords of godliness a little too far, and though they certainly
do act in the main conscientiously, yet their conscience is a large one, and it admits
a great many things which tender-hearted people would think were wrong. We
cannot find out any crime for which we could excommunicate them, yet in our
hearts we often say, “ Dear me! what a sad disgrace so-and-so is to the cause; we
could do far better without him than with him, for he casts such a slur on the name
of Christ.”

Now, do not think I am drawing a fancy picture. I beg to inform you I am not;
there are persons here who are furnishing me with the model; and if they choose
to think me personal I shall be obliged to them, for I intend to be. These persons
are to be found in all churches and among all denominations. You have met them
everywhere. They are are as unstable as water; they do not excel.

Now, let me address these persons very earnestly. My brother, I would be far
from dealing in a censorious manner with thee, for I am inclined to think that thine
instability is a little owing to some latent insanity. We are no doubt all of us insane
to a degree; there is some little thing in us, which if we saw in another we should
regard as being a little madness. I would therefore, my brother, deal very leniently
with you, but at the same time let me very solemnly address you as a Christian
minister speaking to a professedly Christian man. My brother, how much moral
weight you lose in the church, and in the world by your perpetual instability. No
one ever attaches any importance to your opinion, because your opinion has no
importance in it, seeing that you yourself will contradict it in a very short time.
You see many persons growing up in the church who have an influence over their
neighbour for good; you sometimes wish that you too could strengthen the young
convert, or reclaim and guide the wanderer. My brother, you cannot do
it, because of your inconsistency. Now is it not a fearful thing that you should be
throwing away the whole force and weight of your character, simply because of
this insane habit of yours of being always unstable? I beseech thee, my brother,
recollect that thou art responsible to God for thine influence; and if thou canst have
influence and dost not get it, thou art as sinful as if, having influence, thou hadst
misused it. Do not, I beseech thee, suffer this instability to continue, lest thou
shouldst become like the chaff which the wind driveth away—of no account to the
world at all. Remember, my brother, how your instability ruins your usefulness.
You never continue long enough in an enterprise to do good. What would you think
of the farmer who should farm just long enough to plough his ground and sow his
wheat, but not long enough to get a harvest? You would think him foolish; but
just so foolish are you. You begin time enough to be overworked before you have
well commenced. - My brother, review your history, what have you done? You
have made hundreds of futile attempts to do something, but a list of failures must
be the only record of your labours. What do you think will be your distress of
mind when you come to die, when you look back upon your life, and see it all the
way through, a host of blunders? ‘Do you not think it will stuff the pillow of your
dying bed with thorns, to think that you were so wayward in disposition, so
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