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“Shall the prey be taken from the mighty, or the lawful captive be
delivered ? ”—Isaiah xlix. 24.

IN the days when this prophecy was written there were certain
great nations of the earth that sought and obtained their wealth,
not, by commerce, but by rapine; not by fair trading, but by
fiercely invading their richer neighbours. The Babylonians and
the Chaldeans gathered together great armies, and then pounced
upon small territories, such as those of Israel and Judea, and carried
off all the substance of the inhabitants as a prey. = When the
marauding host, flushed with victory, was returning home with
its booty, it would have been a very dangerous thing to attempt
to rescue the spoil. “Shall the prey be taken from the mighty?”
What a great king has captured, and what his mighty hosts have
fought for—shall this be taken from them? Where are the warriors
that have hardihood enough to attack the victors as they return
from the spoil? Sometimes treaties were broken, and then the
Babylonians made that a pretext for taking the people away captive.
They were “ lawful captives,” as they had broken certain conditions,
and made themselves amenable, according to the articles of war,
to be lawfully taken prisoners. Now where such is the case, when
enraged kings and princes have -taken cities which have proved
traitorous to them, shall anybody deliver the prisoners? Who
shall step in between the monarch and his righteous captive? That
s the literal meaning of the verse. “Shall the prey be takea from
the mighty, or the lawful captive be delivered?” It was first applic-
able to the Jewish people. ~They were taken into captivity in
Babylon. Shall they ever be set free?

God declared that they should be delivered, and so they were.
In due time they came up without price or reward into their own
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land. God had promised it by his Word, and by his providence
he performed it. Leaving, however, this primary literal interpre-
tation, we intend to draw your attention to the spiritual serse, and
to ask the question concerning some of you whom it most intimately
concerns. If it should appear that you are “prisoners,” and that,
according to the conditions of your captivity, you are *“lawful cap-
tives,” you will see and feel the urgency of the matter. “Is it
possible for you to be set free?” Is there any arm that hath
strength enough to dash off your fetters? We will begin by
describing :—

I. THE NATURAL CAPTIVITY IN WHICH EVERY UNREGENERATED MAN
(S HELD.

Every creature of Adam born, who has not been saved by grace,
is a prisoner to sin. He is a lawful captive to God's law. His
nature is in thraldom under the power and dominion of sin; for
that nature is evil. The man does not sin by accident: he sins
hecause he wills to sin: he wishes to do it: he takes delight in it:
he casts his heart into it. As the fish naturally swims in the
stream, so the unconverted man finds sin congenial to his depraved
instincts. He chooses to do that which is evil, and revels therein.
He omits to do that which is good, and recoils from it. Who shall
set free the man whose nature is thus enslaved? Moreover, the
chains of habit become more and more highly riveted on those
who indulge their lusts, but never restrain their passions. Time
was when you hesitated whether to follow the pleasure that allured
you, or to heed the conscience that would restrain you. Then you
chose the wrong; and now the Ethiopian might sooner change his
skin, or the leopard his spots, than you can change your guilty
propensitites; so hard is it for the man accustomed to do evil to
learn to dowell. As well try to reverse the course of the sun, or
make the waters of Niagara return to their source, or check the
north wind in its fury, or stay the rising tide, as hope to make
men cease from ways which by constant repetition and steady acou-
mulation over a long course of years have acquired the force of a
natural disposition and produced an unmistakable type of character.
Unhappily, too, custom, of which it has been well said that it is
the law of fools, gives sanction to vices which would otherwise be
abhorrent. A man will willingly consent to be the slave of sin,
because his fellow-man sins after the same fashion. He must do
this and that because his neighbours or his comrades do tho same.
Why should he be singular? Why should he swim against the
general current? If others see no harm, feel no compunction, and
find it pleasant sport, why should he not join them? Is it not
always more lively to follow the multitude? What road is better
than the broad road where all sorts of good company may be meb
with? And, brethren, the less scrupulous men are, the more seli-
complacent, they become. Mirth, it would seem, extracts the venom
from sin, and wit can robe ribaldry in innocence. But be not
deceived.  The customs you adopt and the habits you cherish






