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“Then drew near unto him all the publicans and sinners for to hear
him, and the Pharisces and Scribes murmured, saying, This man receiveth
sinners and eateth with them.”’—Luke xv. 1, 2.

SELF-RIGHTEOUSNESS always seeks to blame others and to whitewash
itself. The group that stood nearest to Christ in preaching, was
composed of two classes of persons—the publicans, or tax-gatherers,
and the open sinners. Now the Pharisee, when he cams to speak
of theso two classes, called them by one name, lumping
them all under one description, and calling them all sin-
ners.  Now, although the publicans, or tax-gatherers, were
very gonerally taken from the lowest class of Jews, and
their calling of tax-gathering, never in itself too popular, was
in their particular case very objectionable, yet we have no reason
to believe that all tax-gatherers were necessarily profane, or licen-
tious, or dishonest. There were bad and good amongst those Jewish
tax-gatherers, as well as among all other classes of mankind; yet,
because they were looked upon as being of the lowest class, the Phari-
see spoke of them as if they were all “sinners.” This is a common
habit, I am afraid, with the Too-goods, with those who have never
felt their own sinfulness, to use always the worst names they can,
and to put as bad a colour as they can upon the characters of other
men. I wish we had learned to do the very reverse, namely, to
try to see all the good we can in our fellow-creatures, which were
far more like Christ, rather than to condemn them wholesale, and
impute the faults of some to a whole class. The Holy Spirit hers
spoaks of “ publicans and sinners”; the evil spirit in the Pharisee

calls them all sinners. Let us imitate the Spirit of God, and not
the spirit of pride.
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But I said that self-righteousness tries to whitewash itself, for
did not these Pharisees, when they murmured that Christ received
sinners, intend to say that as he did receive them they were not
sinners? Nay, they would not have blushed, for they were rather
honest in their self-righteousness, perhaps more honest than we
are—they would not have blushed to have said, “We have thanked
God that we are not as the publicans, and not as the sinners.”
They did not reckon themselves as belonging to the class of offenders
and breakers of the law. They were holy ; they were the separated
ones; they were a peculiar people, zealous for good works after
their own estimation, though not in the sight of God. Alas! how
easy it is for us to try to make ourselves appear to be better than
we really are! We are full of sin; our nature is deceitful and
vile, and yet we try to draw up a good balance-sheet, if we can,
of our spiritual trading. We represent that to be sound which
is rotten, and that to be accepted which is dishonoured. Oh! that
we could but see ourselves as God sees us! We should never then
again dare even to think a good thought of ourselves out of Christ,
but, abhorring ourselves in dust and ashes, we should wrap his
righteousness about us; we should plunge into the crimson fountain
of his blood, and never hope to be accepted except in the Beloved.
May God grant us grace to beware of the least touch of self-
righteousness, for it is evil, only evil and that continually. May
we always be as timid as the publican who stood afar off and dared
not even lift up his eyes to heaven, rather than be as censorious
and presumptuous as the Pharisee, whose sole prayer consisted in
flattering himself that he was better than others,

Having thus introduced to you the Pharisees, the publicans,
and the sinners, let us now come to the text itself, and observe
that publicans and sinners were attracted to the ministry of Christ.
The first question at this time shall be—what attracted them ? then
secondly, what in the gospel should attract us ? and thirdly, what
came of their being attracted, and what comes to us, also, of our
being attracted by the gospel ?

First, then, it seems that when Christ preached, he was sur-
rounded by a number of persons of very loose character, and others
of the lowest calling, who pressed to him for to hear him.

I. Way pip CHRIST'S HEARERS COME !

They were genuine hearers; it was a bona fide audience. I mean
by that, that they were not like the crowds who followed Christ
up the mountain, who followed not to hear him, but to eat of the
loaves and the fishes. These publicans and sinners were not think-
ing of the loaves and fishes. They were none of those who,
like the old people in some parishes, go to church in order to get
the loaf of bread on the Sunday morning. They were real bona fide
hearers, who really went to hear. They were a genuine, earnest,
and honest audience, and they pressed round him to listen to him.
Why did they do this? )

T will tell you why they did not. They certainly were not



CHRIST AND HIB HEARERS. 279

attracted to Christ by any ceremonialism which Christ _used, or
any kind of pomp or show of priestcraft in his dress. It is said
that the working classes do not attend places of worship because
we do not dress ourselves in white, and blue, and green, and puce,
and I do not know what other colours besides—in fine because we
do not make fools of ourselves. It is said that people will not
come to hear us because of this, but our Lord Jesus Christ never
put on anything like a priestly vestment in his life. The common
dress in which he robed himself was “a garment without seam,
woven from the top throughout,” or rather, the usual dress of the
East. There was nothing whatever in his garb that was distinetive.
John the Baptist, it is true, pit on prophetic robes—the rough
robe of hairskin, and some have used that same rough garment
to deceive, but Christ was perfectly a man among men. I may
venture to say that whoever else was a clergyman, Jesus Christ
was not, and whoever else was a priest, as one of a priestly caste
set apart from the people, he was none. —He was just a man
among men. He ato as they ate, and drank as they drank. He
toiled as other carpenters have done in the carpenter’s shop, and
when he came to speak in public he spoke like one of the peaple.
His authority was not derived from his robes. He had not to
step into the vestry and put on his garments to get his dignity.
His dignity was in the Man himself, in the spirit that filled ‘the
Man, and that which attracted people to him was certainly nothing
external, and had nothing to do with milliner’s shops, but was
something far other than that.

Again, the publicans and sinners certainly did not come to Christ
to hear him because of his laborious reasoning. The working classes
of London, we are told, if they are ever to be brought to places
of worship, need that we should argue with them, and prove to
them the existence of God, the Divinity of Christ, the truth of the
Bible, and all such things, and they are not led by our dogmatism.
That is the statement that is made. I believe it to be as false
as those who say it are impertinent. I do not find our Savicur
ever trying to prove that there is a God. I do not find him stand-
ing up and continually apologising; but his mode of address is
in the strongest sense, and I grant you in a sense far above wkhat
you and I could claim to adopt, dogmatical. “Verily, verily, I
say unto you.” That is his argument. “I testify what I do know,
and what T have seen of the Father,” and he bears witness to ‘the
truth with a full, down-right certainty which does not admit of
a doubt. True he has an answer for the Sadducees, but it is curt,
sharp, and decisive, and he goes on his way to preach his own
gospel, which is evidently his delight and his forte. No, if publi-
cans and sinners came to Christ, they did not come to him to be
amazed with the display of intellect, or to be dazzled with the
remarkably judicious manner in which he would handle a debate,
but, they came for some other reason than that.

Again, if they came to Jesus Christ, they certainly did not come
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because of his trimming doctrines. He was not one who excused
sin, or who made it out to be a weakness incidental to human
nature. No, he denounced sin in terms the most burning. They
did not come to him because he was one who preached smooth
things with regard to the punishment of sin. Nay, my brethren,
of all the preachers that ever lived, none ever preached on the
wrath of God in such terrible terms as Jesus Christ himself. Though
he was full of tenderness and full of love, yet you hear him speak
of the worm that never dieth, and of the fire that never shall be
quenched. Ie loved men’s souls too well to make them think
that sin was a trifle. e loved them too well to let them run
the risk of everlasting woe without warning them of it in the
plainest terms. No, if any sat at Jesu's feet to learn of him, it
was not because their conscience remained unmolested, and they
were lulled by syren-strains into a deadly sleep. His spirit-stirring
words must often have sent bolts right through and through their
consciences. They did not, therefore, go because he used fair
speeches, and so amused the people, and lulled them to sleep in sin.
Once more, if the publicans and sinners listened to Christ in
crowds, 1t was mot because of his vehement gesticulation or his
declamation. He was not a preacher who was at all given to the
stamping of the foot. “He shall not strive, nor cry, nor his voice
be heard in the streets.” The bruised reed he shall not break, and
the smoking flax he shall not quench. He opened his mouth and
spoke, and he spoke with matchless oratory, for “never man spoke
like that man.” But it was all simple and plain. You see no
traces of logic; there are no signs of rhetoric. You do not catch
him for a moment, as it were, seeking so to awaken the emotions
as to ignore the intellect, and so to stir the passions as if men were
only children to be frightened or to be cajoled, He speaks to them
as men; he appeals to their entire nature, and while the truths
he utters are full of pathos that stir the very depths of the soul,
yet are they gentle and quiet, and his speech distils as the dew
and drops as the rain. Let none think that they can win a
congregation by the mere force of gesticulation. Jesus did not so.
What, then, was it that attracted these people? They were
not generally sermon-hearers Look at that fellow there with his
ink-bottle. He will look up the Jew that has forgotten to pay
his tribute to Casar; he is very quick about that, but he is not
a man who is at all likely to attend theological discussions Do
you see that villain there with the low forehead?  Why, I do
believe, he is the very man who was tried, and who only escaped
with his life upon a doubtful point at the last Passover. And there
is that woman—oh! yes, there can be no doubt about /Zer character
—you know her, and what she is. Do you see them there? They
are all listening, not with their ears only, but with their very eyes
and mouths they are drinking in every word that that Man is
saying as he talks to them about the lost sheep and the lost son.
‘What is it that enthrals them? What are the golden chains that
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come from his mouth and that hold these by their ears? What
can the secret be? I think it lay partly in this, that he was a
Man awfully in earnest. As they looked up to him, they all felt
that he was a real man. The Pharisees were starched with
decorum, and full of affectation. These people were too simple-
minded, though wicked, to believe in the Scribes and Pharisees,
and so they went their way to their own haunts, and never regarded
their teaching.  But with half an eye, they could see standing
there a Man unaffected, sincere, and in earnest, who was speaking
of something which he himself believed, and speaking it with power
and force because he felt it in his soul. Oh! never was there such
an earnest preacher as the Master! No idle word has he to give
account of ; no words to recollect that lack results because they
came not fresh from the speaker’s heart. All he speaks is to the
point, and all of it came deep from his heart’s inmost self. This
drew the people to him.

They were attracted, too, no doubt, because he honestly touched their
consciences. It would be supposed, my brethren, that the very
intelligent, wise, rational, and seemly doctrine of Unitarianism, as
we are commonly told it is, would everywhere be attended by
crowds, but there are scarcely any places in which that doctrine
is preached in which you might not catch any number of spiders,
and study the whole science of entomology as far as these interesting
creatures are concerned. How is this? Why, as one said once,
“The people know in their hearts somehow or other, I cannot tell
how, that this that you preach is not true; although it looks so
well, and so rational, and seems to flatter them so much, yet they
do not come to hear it, for in their hearts they know it is not
true.” It is a strange thing that if the old evangelic doctrines
should appear for one moment to be beaten in debate, they always
conquer in results. I shall defy any man to maintain a church
prosperously, or to keep up a denomination which is built upon
unsound doctrine with anything like prosperity during a term of
years. The bubble shines and glitters, but it is too thin to last,
and it goes. Now, after all, the worst men like to hear a preacher
who will dash at their consciences, who will tell them what they in
their inner selves know to be true, and as Jesus Christ never
flinched from this, but told them just what was the fact, the people
delighted to gather round him and to listen to his speech.

Moreover, and I doubt not. that this was the great charm,
they perceived that he intensely loved them, that he did not preach
the truth merely that it might cause philosophic speculation, and
because he was highly pleased to teach it, but because he wanted
that truth to raise, to bless, to comfort, to save them, and to
make them happy. The Pharisee, if he ever spoke to a publican
or a .sinner, would do it with a long space between them, gathering
up his robes for fear of contagion, looking down upon the sinner
as though the teacher were so much above the taught. But Christ
came right among them, and was one of themselves, and he looked
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as if he would do anything for them if he might but deliver them
from their sins. They knew this, and this mighty charm it was
that embraced them, and made them linger till the voice had
done, and then carry away the echoes of those loving tones in their
memories for many a day afterwards.

Besides that, I doubt not that another charm of Christ’s preaching
lay in this, that he always preached doctrine that was hopejul to
them. While he said, “ Woe unto ye, Scribes and Pharisees,” he
had loving words for weary and heavy-laden ones. While he
denounced self-righteousness, he would turn round and say, “I
came not to call the righteous but sinners to repentance.” If he
ever had a frown upon his brow, it was for the hypocrite and
the proud man, but he had tears for sinners, he bad loving invita-
tions for penitent ones. Like a good physician, he sought out
morally sick folk, and sought to restore them to spiritual health.
This it was, also, that helped to attract them to Christ.

Now, my dear hearers, I believe that if you would tell me your
characters, I could tell you whether, if Jesus Christ were here
now, you would be likely habitually to hear him or not. If you
are a very excellent person, who never did anything wrong, if
you feel yourself a deal above most people, if you have a proper
sense of your own dignity, and if you are much impressed with your
own importance, I believe that you would have murmured at Christ,
but I am quite sure that you would not have been in the throng
that drew near to hear him. But if you are sensible that you
have been guilty, if you confess that you have broken God’s law,
if you are anxious to be forgiven, or if you are conscious that you
are forgiven, but still need to be daily washed, to be daily kept,
to be daily dealt with in tenderness and love—oh! you are the men
who would have made a bodyguard about that Prince of Preachers,
for as surely as his doctrine was meant for you as the rain comes
down upon the mown grass, so was your state of mind meant for
the gospel, and you and the Saviour would be quite sure to stand
in near and proper relationship to one another.

But we cannot linger, and must pass on now to the second

oint :—
¢ II. WHAT I8 THERE IN THE GOSPEL OF CHRIST THAT DOES NOT
ATTRACT SOME OF US AND OUGHT TO ATTRACT US ALL?

Very briefly, there is this in the gospel that attracts my soul, and
I will speak for others. Ever since we fell out with God, through
sin, the thought of God has been dreadful to us; we have been
afraid of him. But Jesus Christ is God, and he has taken upon
himself our manhood, and now he tells us that we may come lo
God through him; in fact, that if we come to him, when we have
seen him, we have seen the Father. Now, as I want to be one with
God, and yet shudder at the thought of coming to him, my soul
burns with fervent affection towards Christ; and when I seo that
T can come to God so safely and so sweetly by coming through him,
that attracts me.






