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“To make ready a people prepared for the Lord.”
Luke 1:17.

JOHN was the herald of Christ—he was to prepare the way for the
coming King—but from this text it appears that he was to do more than
that. He was not only to make the road ready for the Lord, but he was
also “to make ready a people prepared for the Lord.” That was a great
work, a task in which he would require strength and wisdom greater
than his own. He would need that the Spirit of God, who was to be given
without measure to the coming One, should also be, in a measure, within
himself, if he should really “make ready a people prepared for the Lord.”

This is not at all a usual expression. At first sight, it hardly looks to us

like a Gospel expression. We sang just now—
“Just as I am—and waiting not
To rid my soul of one dark blot,
To You, whose blood can cleanse each spot,
O Lamb of God, I come.”

We sang over and over again those words, “Just as [ am,” “Just as [ am,”
and we are prone to protest against the idea of being prepared for Christ.
We constantly preach that no preparation is needed, but that men are to
come to Jesus just as they are. Yet here is John the Baptist set apart, “to
make ready a people prepared for the Lord.”

The fact is, dear Friends, that to get men to come to Jesus just as they
are is not an easy thing. To get them to give up the idea of preparing, to
get them prepared to come without preparing, to get them ready to come
just as they are—this is the hardest part of our work—this is our greatest
difficulty. If we came and preached to men the necessity of preparation
through so many weeks of fasting during a long Lent, or through so
many days of scourging and penitence, they would attend to us at once,
for they would be willing enough to make any preparation of that kind!
But, when we say to them, “Come just as you are, with nothing in your
hands to buy the mercy of God, with nothing wherewith to demand or to
deserve it,” men want a great deal of preparing before they will come to
that point! Only the Grace of God, working mightily through the Word, by
the Spirit, will prepare men to come to Christ—prepared by being unpre-
pared so far as any fitness of their own is concerned. The only fit state in
which they can come is that of sinking themselves, abandoning all idea
of helping Christ, coming in all their natural impotence and guilt and
taking Christ to be their All in All.
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Beloved Friends, this is the true preparedness of heart for coming to
Christ—the preparedness of coming to Him just as you are! And it was
John’s business, thus, “to make ready a people prepared for the Lord.”
That is also my business at this time. May the good Spirit, who dwelt in
John the Baptist, work through us, also, that some here may be made
ready for Christ—“a people prepared for the Lord”! Let us see how John
carried out his commission. We shall then be better able to understand
the text.

I. First, John made ready “a people prepared for the Lord” BY AWAK-
ENING THEIR ATTENTION.

The people were asleep—they had fallen into a condition of religious
lethargy, when suddenly there stood in their midst a man clothed in
camel’s hair and with a leather girdle about his loins—a Prophet, mani-
festly, by the boldness and truthfulness of his utterances. He spoke in
such a way that the people in general heard of his speaking and they ad-
vertised him by saying, the one to the other, “That is a strange man who
has begun to preach by the River Jordan and whose meat is locusts and
wild honey.”

The whole style of the man set the people wondering and talking. And
when they came to listen to him, he did not flatter them! He did not utter
mere commonplace truths to them, but with burning earnestness he
drove straight at their hearts and spoke like Elijah, the great Prophet of
fire, had done in the ages gone by. So he set them thinking. That is a
great preparation for coming to Christ just as you are, to be set a-
thinking! We have always hope of men when they once begin to think
about religion and the things of God. See how the bulk of them hurry on
with their eyes tightly shut, rushing fast and yet faster, still, down to de-
struction! You cannot make them stop and think. There are thousands of
men who would almost sooner be whipped than be made to think. The
last thing to which they will ever come, of themselves, is thoughtfulness!

Let me appeal to some here who are still unconverted. Did you ever
give the affairs of your soul the benefit of an hour’s serious considera-
tion? You have your regular time for stocktaking, those of you who are in
business—do you ever take stock of your spiritual estate? I know that
you are not such fools as to neglect your ledgers, you cast up your ac-
counts to see where you are, financially, but do you cast up the account
between God and your own soul, and look the matter fairly and squarely
in the face? Oh, if we could but bring you to do this, we would feel that
you were being prepared for coming to Christ just as you are, for no man
will come to Christ while he is utterly careless and thoughtless! Faith is a
matter of thought—it requires a mind awakened from slumber, a mind
that has taken wing—and John the Baptist did good service for his Mas-
ter when he startled men into that condition and so made them consider
their ways.

He did more than that, for, having first made them think, he preached
to them a Savior. He told them that One was coming with power to bap-
tize them after a higher sort than his baptism. He cried, “Behold the
Lamb of God, which takes away the sin of the world,” and this message
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infused into the people a measure of hope. The poor people said, “What
shall we do?” for they had a hope that there was something to be gained.
Even the tax-gatherers, despised as they were, began to look up and
think that there might be something, even, for them, so they said to
John, “Master, what shall we do?” And the rough Roman soldiers
thought, “There may be something for us,” so they, also, asked,” And
what shall we do?” John inspired the multitudes with hope.

It is a very blessed state of mind for a man to get in when he begins to
hope that he may be saved. Then he will be prepared to come to Jesus,
just as he is, when he feels that he is not shut up to despair. “Oh,” says
the poor man, “I need not, after all, be lost! I need not abide forever un-
der the wrath of God! There is an open door set before me, there is a way
of mercy, even for me!” I wish it were possible that everybody whom I am
now addressing had that feeling—it would be part of the making ready of
“a people prepared for the Lord” when thought had blossomed into hope.

But John led his hearers on further than that, for they began to expect
something as well as to hope for it. They expected that the Christ would
speedily come and they expected some great blessings through the com-
ing of the Messiah. And oh, when men, after hearing the Gospel, have
great expectations concerning God and His salvation, surely their expec-
tations will not be long disappointed! I remember a man coming, one day,
to see me. He said that he wished to take a sitting in the Tabernacle. He
had been hearing me for some time and he wanted to take a seat—but he
desired to be very honest with me and not to take a seat except upon a
right understanding. I asked, “What is the difficulty, my Friend?” “Well,”
he replied, “the person who sat next to me on Sunday told me that if I
became a regular hearer here, you would expect me to be converted.”
“Well,” I answered, “that is true, I shall expect it.” “But,” he said, “you do
not mean that you will require it of me.” “Oh, dear no!” I replied, “nothing
of the sort. I do not expect you to convert yourself, but I hope and trust
that you will be converted—that is what I mean. I shall expect that God,
in His Grace, will meet with you and save you.”

“Oh,” he said, “I hope that, too! Only I mean that I could not guarantee
it.” “Ah,” I said, “I see that you have taken the word, ‘expect,” in the
wrong sense, but I think, dear Friend, that if you come expecting to be
converted, and I preach expecting that you will be converted, it is highly
probable that it will soon take place.” “Oh,” he exclaimed, “God grant it!”
The good Brother has long since gone to Heaven. A very few weeks after
our conversation, he came and told me that the expectation in which we
had united had been fulfilled and he trusted that he had found the Sav-
ior. When people come really expecting a blessing, they will be sure to get
it! I believe that some folk go to hear ministers with the idea that there
will be something to find fault with and, of course, they find that it is so.
And when people come to hear another preacher, with the hope and ex-
pectation that God will bless them, of course God does bless them. Their
expectation is Divinely fulfilled! I always have a bright hope that a man
will lay hold on Christ when he begins to expect to be saved, for he feels,
then, that the time has come for him to find eternal life. John made
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ready “a people prepared for the Lord” because, first, he led them to
thought. Next, he led them to hope, and then he led them to expectation—
and this is a high measure of preparation!

John did more than this, for he cried, “Repent you: for the Kingdom of
Heaven is at hand,” that is to say, he put a pressure of urgency upon the
people. A Brother, who is an eminent preacher, but who uses rather long
words, was explaining to me the benefit of the preaching of Mr. Fullerton
and Mr. Smith in his place of worship. He said, “I do not know exactly
why these Brothers were the means of the conversion of many in my
place whom I had never reached, but I perceived that they had the power
to precipitate decision.” It sounded rather strange, but when I thought it
over a little while, I rather liked the expression, “the power to precipitate
decision.” That is the power that leads men to make up their minds and
say, “Yes,” or, “No”—to feel that the decision has to be made at once and
that the putting of it off is impossible because it would be a kind of in-
sanity! Now that is the meaning of what John said, “The Kingdom of
Heaven is at hand! Repent you! He is coming who wields the axe of Di-
vine Justice—bear fruit, or else be cut down! He is coming who uses the
great winnowing fan—be the true wheat, or else be blown away.” He put
the Truth of God so pointedly and so earnestly, that he did, by that
means, make ready “a people prepared for the Lord.”

II. Now, secondly, John made the people ready for CHRIST BY AWAK-
ENING THEIR CONSCIENCES.

His very first utterance, as I have reminded you, was, “Repent you, for
the Kingdom of Heaven is at hand.” “Repent! Repent! Repent!” was John’s
continual cry. This awakened the consciences of his hearers concerning
their sin. Preaching repentance meant, “You have sinned! Change your
mind in reference to that sin you have sinned—quit the sin, mourn over
it, ask forgiveness for it. Repent!” Whenever a man brings to the minds of
others their sins—when he does it so that they begin to feel that they
have sinned—then they are being prepared for the Lord, for no man will
come to the Savior unless he knows that he needs a Savior. And no man
will feel that he needs a Savior until he feels that he is a sinner. Hence it
is a real preparation of men for Christ to convince them of sin.

This John did. He brought their sin before them and then he showed
them their need of cleansing, for he stood by the River Jordan, not with a
scallop shell, as some depict him, but he stood by the flowing stream
ready to immerse all those who repented! This was practically saying to
them, “You need to be washed, you need to be cleansed, and I show you
this Truth of God as I baptize you with water unto repentance. Be this a
token to you that there is no entering Heaven in your filthiness, but you
must first be washed! As your bodies are washed with pure water, so
must your souls be washed and made clean before you can enter
Heaven.” This was John’s plain teaching by his action as well as by his
words.

Then he went very straight to his point of awakening their consciences
by telling them of their need of a change of life. He said that it was no use
for them to pretend to grieve over the past and then continue to sin in
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the same fashion. “Bring forth fruits,” he said, “meet for repentance,” or,
“answerable to amendment of life,” as the margin has it. And he took
pains to point out what the fruits must be. If they were men of greed,
they must become generous and give to their needy neighbors. If they
had been unrighteous and exacting, they must become honest. If they
had been domineering and brutal, and murmuring, they must become
contented and quiet, and gentle.

He not only preached to the multitudes about repentance of sin in
general, but he pointed out the precise sin of each class of persons that
came to him and urged them to perform the special duties which they
had neglected. Now, Brothers and Sisters, I believe, as I have often said,
that there is no sewing with silk thread, alone—you must have a needle
as welll You need a sharp needle to, first, draw the thread through the
material. And so you must preach the Law. You must denounce sin and
you must individualize and condemn special sins. And you must be per-
sonal and pointed, or else men will not feel in their consciences what you
say to them. Conscience is very apt to get seared as with a hot iron—to
lose sensitiveness—so as to be no use at all as a conscience. Some say
that conscience is a spark of deity, a divine monitor—it is nothing of the
sort! In many a man it is almost extinct, for it does not act at all!l The
preacher who would “make ready a people prepared for the Lord” must
come out with his axe and lay it to the root of the trees! He must be defi-
nite and distinct in indicating this sin and that sin, and crying to all
men, “Repent of these sins! Give them up! Get clear from them! Be
washed from them or else, as God lives, when the Christ, Himself, comes,
it will not be to save you, but to blow you away with His winnowing fan
as the chaff is blown into the fire!”

This is “to make ready a people prepared for the Lord”—by their being
convinced of sin and led to repentance. That, I think, is a second mean-
ing clearly illustrated in the ministry of John the Baptist.

III. But thirdly, John had “to make ready a people prepared for the
Lord” BY POINTING OUT THE NATURE OF TRUE RELIGION.

He showed that it did not depend upon external privileges. As soon as
John began to preach, the men of Jewish race, proud of their pedigree,
pressed near, and John, with all the courage that a servant of the Lord
could have, said, “Begin not to say within yourselves, ‘We have Abraham
as our father,’” for I say unto you, that God is able of these stones to raise
up children unto Abraham.” You see the drift of his preaching, do you
not? He says, practically, “Men and women, there is no virtue in your
boasted privileges. There is no merit in your religious descent. As for
supposing yourselves to be the peculiar people of God, you are not to be
saved that way. Say not, ‘We have Abraham as our father.” Oh, how
many hug that idea, “My father was a Christian.” Others say, “Well, I live
in a Christian country.” They suppose that there is something in the very
race from which they have sprung! Away with all such notions, for what-
ever external privileges you may have had, they are not sufficient to se-
cure salvation for you!
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Then came the Pharisees and the Sadducees. They were the religious
people of the time, the great observers of all outward propriety, but John
taught them that true religion is not the same as official pretension. He
called them a “generation of vipers.” This was very disrespectful and very
shocking, indeed, on his part! All the newspapers of the period, if there
had been any, would have cried him down for his lack of charity, but he
wanted those who came to him to understand that true religion was not
the same as professing to be religious! It was not making broad the bor-
ders of their garments. It was not wearing a text of Scripture as a phylac-
tery between their eyes. It was not making long prayers at the corners of
the streets that would save them—there must be a thorough change of
heart! So John spoke right straight out and this, I believe, is a great way
of preparing men for coming to Christ, when you tell them, “It is not your
early training, it is not your going to Church or Chapel, it is not your in-
fant sprinkling and your confirmation! It is not even your adult Baptism,
nor your saying prayers and reading the Bible that will save you—Yyou
must be born again.” There must be an inward spiritual change worked
by the Holy Spirit! You must believe in Jesus Christ, whom God has
sent, and you must so believe in Him as to be made new creatures in
Him or else you cannot be saved.” Now, when men realize that all this is
true, it startles them out of their false refuges and makes them ready to
flee to the only true Refuge, so that it is really the way of making ready “a
people prepared for the Lord.”

While John set forth this matter negatively, putting down all the wrong
hopes of his hearers, he was exceedingly plain in telling them that the
way of salvation would involve them in the necessity of being right before
God. “There,” he said, “the proof of a tree’s life is its fruit and the evi-
dence of your new life will be your good works. ‘Now also the axe is laid
unto the root of the trees and, therefore, every tree which brings not forth
good fruit is hewn down and cast into the fire.” Unless our religion
makes us holy, it has not done anything for us that is really worth doing!
Unless we hate sin and love righteousness, our religion is a sham and a
lie! John stated that Truth of God very plainly—and that is the way to
drive men to Christ.

He also told them that the trial of a life would be by its weight as well
as by its fruit. “Look,” he said, “at the heap that lies on the threshing
floor. He that has the fan in his hand begins to winnow it. That which is
light and chaffy is blown away. That which has wheat in it remains on
the floor. So,” he said, “there must be weight about your religion—
stability, reality, sincerity. There must be heart-work in it. It must be no
pretense. It must be true from beginning to end or else it shall be no
more use to you than a heap of chaff would avail the farmer when it is
blown into the fire.”

Then John taught his hearers that Christ, Himself, would be the great
Trier of human hearts—not ministers or fellow professors, but Christ,
Himself. When men feel this to be true, then they begin to say to them-
selves, “There is more required than we, at present, possess. There is
more demanded than we can ever manufacture of ourselves. Let us go to
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Him that has it and ask Him for it. Let us go to Christ, who has Grace to
bestow upon the poor and needy.” This, then, is the way to make ready
“a people prepared for the Lord,” by pointing out to them the nature of
true religion. That is what I have tried to do, dear Hearer. When you

know that you cannot save yourself, you sing—
“Not the labors of my hands
Can fulfill Your Law’s demands.
Could my zeal no respite know,
Could my tears forever flow,
All for sin could not atone.”

And then you are ready to finish the verse by singing—
“You must save, and You, alone.”

IV. Now. I shall close my discourse by noticing a fourth way in which
John made ready “a people prepared for the Lord.” He did it BY DECLAR-
ING THE GRACE AND POWER OF JESUS CHRIST.

My Brothers and Sisters, if I were to preach to you merely to awaken
your attention, to awaken your consciences to a sense of sin, or simply to
show you the nature of true religion, yet you would not be prepared for
Christ unless you also knew something about Him, something about His
suitableness and His power to save you. So, John preached Jesus Christ
as a mighty and glorious Savior on whom the Spirit rested. He said, when
he baptized our Lord, as Jesus came up out of the water, “I saw the
Spirit descending from Heaven like a dove and it abode upon Him. And I
knew Him not, but He that sent me to baptize with water, the Same said
unto me, Upon whom you shall see the Spirit descending, and remaining
on Him, the same is He which baptizes with the Holy Spirit.” John boldly
preached and told the people that the Spirit of God rested upon Jesus
Christ, yes, abode upon Him!

Now, this would lead them to Him, and this should lead you to Him.
Whatever there is, poor Souls, that you need to make you holy and per-
fect, Christ has it, for the Spirit of God rests on Him and abides in Him
without measure! If you need the Grace of penitence, Christ has it to give
to you. If you need the Grace of supplication, He has it to give to you. If
you need the Grace of faith, He has it! If you need the Grace of holiness,
He has it. “It pleased the Father that in Him should all fullness dwell.”
“And of His fullness have all we received, and Grace for Grace.” John
taught this to his hearers and I teach it to you. There is nothing needed
between Hell and Heaven but what is in Christ! Nothing needed for the
biggest sinner out of Hell to make him the biggest saint in Heaven but
what Christ has! Nothing needed in any hour of temptation, in any time
of depression—nothing needed in any moment of sickness, or in the arti-
cle of death, itself—but what it is in Christ and, there for you, if you trust
Him! If you are willing to have it, it is freely presented to you. He who
makes you willing to receive, is certainly willing to give! If He has emptied
you and prepared you to receive of His fullness, do not think that He will
refuse you when you come to Him for it! He has said, “Him that comes to
Me, I will in no wise cast out.”

Last Sunday morning, I blew the great trumpet in the hope of startling
some to Christ [Sermon #1951, Volume 33—The Pleading of the Last
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Messenger—Read/download entire sermon at http://www.spurgeongems.org . | On this
occasion, I would ring the little silver bell with a gentle noise in the hope
that some may, by that means, be made willing to come to Christ! My
Hearer, you can need nothing which Christ does not possess—all your
requirements are fully met in Him. The Spirit of God dwells in Him as a
fullness—as an abiding fullness—therefore, do but believe in Him! And
even that faith He will give you! Do but trust Him and you are saved, and
fully supplied in Him who can meet all the necessities of your case.

Now, Brothers and Sisters, John taught the people this that they
might be ready for Christ—“a people prepared for the Lord”—for, when
men begin to see what a Christ, Christ is, what a Savior the Savior is,
then they are ready to come to Him! And I pray that many of you may so
come to Him even now.

John also told his hearers that the Christ whom he preached was able
to baptize them with the Holy Spirit. “See,” he says, “I only plunge you in
the flowing stream. I can do nothing more for you than dip you in this
River Jordan, on profession of your repentance of sin. But this Savior,
this Christ of God, can immerse you into the Spirit of God! He can give
you of His power to fill you—you can be baptized into the Holy Spirit by
Him.” Do you hear this, Sinner? Jesus Christ can come and give you the
Holy Spirit in such measure that you shall be baptized into Him—

“Plunged in the Godhead’s deepest sea,
And lost in His immensity.”

This will make you to be really His and make you truly to live unto Him.
The very fullness of Grace, then, is with Christ, and He is prepared to
giwve it—and this should make men prepared to receive it! Did not the
poor prodigal son say of the provision in his father’s house, “There is
bread enough and to spare”? It was partly that which made him go to his
father’s house and we may say of the Spirit who is in Christ, “There is
enough and to spare for every poor sinner who comes to Him”—therefore,
come along with you—be prepared at once to come and receive the Sav-
ior!

Lastly, John said in his preaching, “Behold the Lamb of God which
takes away the sin of the world.” He pointed out Christ as the Sin-Bearer,
bearing human guilt in His own Person. That is the master key which
lets men into the Kingdom of Heaven. Oh, how I delight to preach Christ
as the Substitute, Christ as the atoning Sacrifice! And when you have
heard Christ preached in that way, it makes you ready—“a people pre-
pared for the Lord.” How can men come to Christ if they do not know
what Christ has done for them? If you do not understand that He suf-
fered in your place, the Just for the unjust, to bring you to God, how can
you come to Christ? But when you have learned that holy and blessed
doctrine of Christ’s Propitiation for human sin, why, then, I think you
will leap at the very sound of it and say, “Yes, I will take this Propitiation
to be a Sacrifice for me! Blessed Lamb of God—

‘My faith would lay her hands
On that dear head of Yours

While like a penitent I stand
And there confess my sin.’”
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John’s preaching Christ was the best way of making ready “a people
prepared for the Lord,” and there is no better way of preparing you to
come to Jesus. Oh, that God would grant to some of you that “precipita-
tion of decision” of which my learned friend spoke! Oh, that in some lives
the turning point might be reached tonight—the happy moment when
they should decide for Christ! Lord, decide them! My Friend, you have
come to the crossroads—perhaps, tonight—if you reject the Savior, it will
be your last rejection of Him and it will finally seal your doom! And I am
sure, with no perhaps whatever, that if this night you look to Jesus and
trust to His finished work, you shall be saved and saved forever!

Here is a text for you—“Whoever shall call on the name of the Lord
shall be saved.” Is not that a wonderful “whoever”? “Whoever shall call on
the name of the Lord” in believing prayer, asking mercy, trusting Christ
for mercy, “shall be saved.” “Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ and you
shall be saved.” “He that believes on the Son has everlasting life.” Most of
you know these texts by heart—grip them as with hooks of steel! If you
say that you are hungry and I put a loaf of bread in front of you, will you
sit and look at it all night? If I meet you in a week’s time, will you still
complain that you are hungry while there is the bread, in front of you,
still untouched? You deserve to be hungry if that is the case! You deserve
to be famished to death if the bread, being there, you do not take it. Take
it and eat it. “May I have it?” asks one. Well, you are commanded to have
it—this is not a matter that is left to your option! “The times of this igno-
rance God winked at, but now commands all men everywhere to repent.”
Our Lord, Himself, said, “Repent, you, and believe the Gospel.” It is,
therefore, a Gospel command that you should repent and believe—and
truly you may obey a command given by the Lord, Himself! There is no
question about your permission to obey it—obey it at once and take
Christ to yourself!

“You do not know me,” says a sorrowing one over there in the corner,
“you do not know me, Sir. Otherwise you would not talk so.” I do not
need to know you, but if you were the devil’s own, if you would but come
to Christ, you would be, at once and forever, Christ’s own! Though you
were sunk almost into Hell by a life of horrible crime, yet if you will now
come and repent of your sin and lay hold on Christ, you shall be saved! I
do not know how to use language that shall be stronger than that, but do
not think that I will withdraw it, or qualify it. If I did know how to speak
in broader terms, even, than those I have used, I would so speak! You
guiltiest of the guilty, you most condemned of all the condemned, for
whom the hottest Hell would be your due place, yet come and look to
Christ, and you shall live, for none are too vile for Him to cleanse, none
are too guilty for Him to pardon! Oh, that you would believe in Jesus
while yet the Gospel bell rings out, “mercy, mercy, mercy!” God help you
to do so, for the Lord Jesus Christ’s sake! Amen.

EXPOSITION BY C. H. SPURGEON:
LUKE 1:5-17, 3:1-18.
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Luke 1:5, 6. There was in the days of Herod, the king of Judea, a cer-
tain priest named Zacharias, of the division of Abia; and his wife was of
the daughters of Aaron, and her name was Elizabeth. And they were both
righteous before God, walking in all the commandments and ordinances of
the Lord, blameless. You have, here, a very interesting couple, Zacharias
and Elizabeth—a priest with a wife. I have often marveled why the
Church of Rome thinks it wrong that priests should be married when it
is evident that the priests under the Law were so. The priests had grown
so numerous that there was not room for them all to work at the Temple
at one time. They were divided into 24 divisions and Zacharias would,
therefore, come up to Jerusalem for a fortnight to take his share of the
service. Zacharias and Elizabeth were notable for excellence of charac-
ter—“They were both righteous before God.” Not only did they stand high
in the esteem of men, but the great God who reads the hearts of all and
sees how they live in secret, reckoned them to be righteous—*“They were
both righteous before God, walking in all the commandments”—that is,
in the moral precepts of the Law—“and ordinances”—that is in the cere-
monial rites—“of the Lord, blameless.”

7-9. And they had no child because Elizabeth was barren, and they
both were now well advanced in years. And it came to pass that while he
executed the priest’s office before God in the order of his division, accord-
ing to the custom of the priest’s office, his lot was to burn incense when he
went into the Temple of the Lord. Certain offices of the priest were consid-
ered to be more honorable than others and so, to prevent any jealousy,
they cast lots as to which they should take in turn. It fell to the lot of
Zacharias to burn incense—this did not happen by chance. “The lot is
cast into the lap; but the whole disposing thereof is of the Lord,” and
there was a special reason why this good man should stand at the altar
at this particular time.

10. And the whole multitude of the people were praying outside at the
time of incense. While he, in the inner shrine, was burning incense, the
multitudes in the outer courts were engaging in prayer. I think that is a

beautiful symbol—the priest unseen, like the Lord Jesus Christ in
the Holy of Holies above—and the mass of the people engaged in prayer
while the unseen priest is offering the sacred perfume before the altar of
Jehovah.

11, 12. And there appeared unto him an angel of the Lord standing on
the right side of the altar of incense. And when Zacharias saw him, he
was troubled, and fear fell upon him. He was a good man, yet he was
troubled at the sight of an angel. Consciousness of sin, even in an out-
wardly blameless man, makes us all tremble in the presence of anything
heavenly. This bright spirit had come fresh from the courts of God. He
was a courtier of the heavenly Temple and he had come down, all of a
sudden, with a sweet and cheering message for the earthly priest. But
the priest “was troubled, and fear fell upon him.” Brothers and Sisters,
we cannot know much of Heaven, here below, because it would cause us
to tremble. We are as yet unfit for all the glories of that upper state. Good

John Berridge wrote—
“And now they range the heavenly plains
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And sing their hymns in melting strains.
And now their souls begin to prove

The heights and depths of Jesus’ love.

Ah, Lord, with tardy steps I creep

And sometimes sing, and sometimes weep!
Yet strip me of this house of clay

And I will sing as loud as they.”

Yes, and so will we—we will be as much at home as the happy saints
who dwell in light—when once we are delivered from this hampering flesh
and blood!

13. But the angel said unto him, Fear not, Zacharias, for your prayer is
heard. The best quietus to fear is answered prayer! If God has heard you,
be not you, again, afraid.

13. And your wife Elizabeth shall bear you a son, and you shall call his
name, John. “The Grace” or, “the gift of God,” so the name, “John,” signi-
fies. And it is a sweet name for anyone to bear. “You shall call his name,
John.” I do not think the prayer alluded to here was so much a prayer for
a son. If so, I Think that Zacharias had long ago left off praying it, and
now his old prayers are heard, after he had discontinued them. I think
that it alludes, rather, to his prayer for the coming of the Christ, the ap-
pearance of the Messiah—that prayer was heard, as we shall see further
on.

14, 15. And you shall have joy and gladness; and many shall rejoice at
his birth. For he shall be great in the sight of the Lord, and shall drink nei-
ther wine nor strong drink. I do not say that it is the duty of every man to
drink neither wine nor strong drink, but I beg every man to notice that if
anyone was to be peculiarly consecrated to a holy calling, it was always
to be so. “He shall be great in the sight of the Lord, and shall drink nei-
ther wine nor strong drink.” If there is nothing defiling about wine or
strong drink, there is certainly nothing sanctifying about it—and the
tendency seems to lie the other way, else it is a strange thing that men
dedicated to God were so continually bid to drink neither wine nor strong
drink.

15-17. And he shall be filled with the Holy Spirit, even from his
mother’s womb. And many of the children of Israel shall he turn to the
Lord, their God. And he shall go before Him in the spirit and power of
Elijah, to turn the hearts of the fathers to the children, and the disobedient
to the wisdom of the just; to make ready a people prepared for the Lord. In
the third chapter of this Gospel you will find the record of John begin-
ning to fulfill this prophecy concerning himself.

Luke 3:1-7. Now in the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar,
Pontius Pilate being governor of Judea, and Herod being tetrarch of Gali-
lee, and his brother Philip tetrarch of Iturea and of the region of Trachoni-
tis, and Lysanias the tetrarch of Abilene, while Annas and Caiaphas were
hlgh priests, the word of God came unto John, the son of Zacharias, in the
wilderness. And he came into all the country ‘about Jordan, preaching the
baptism of repentance for the remission of sins; as it is written in the Book
of the words of Isaiah the Prophet, saying, The voice of one crying in the
wilderness, Prepare you the way of the Lord, make His paths straight.
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Every valley shall be filled and every mountain and hill shall be brought
low; and the crooked shall be made straight, and the rough ways shall be
made smooth; and all flesh shall see the salvation of God. Then said he to
the multitude that came forth to be baptized of him, O generation of vipers,
who has warned you to flee from the wrath to come? Does not John the
Baptist speak like Elijah? Here are no honeyed phrases to delight the
popular ear! The Prophet of the wilderness talks like one who is all on
fire with zeal for God and indignation against evil.

8-11. Therefore bear fruits worthy of repentance, and begin not to say
within yourselves, We have Abraham as our father: for I say unto you,
That God is able of these stones to raise up children unto Abraham. And
now also the axe is laid unto the root of the trees: every tree, therefore,
which brings not forth good fruit is hewn down, and cast into the fire. And
the people asked him, saying, What shall we do, then? He answered and
said to them, He that has two coats, let him impart to him that has none;
and he that has meat, let him do likewise. John was wonderfully practical
in his advocacy of a holy charity and benevolence. His words cut against
all greed, all hoarding, all hardening of the heart towards our fellow men.

12, 13. Then came also publicans to be baptized, and said unto him,
Master, what shall we do? And he said unto them, Exact no more than
that which is appointed you. They were accustomed to gather the taxes
unfairly and to increase the rates by oppressing the people, getting, per-
haps, twice or even ten times more out of them than they could legally
claim! John speaks to the point, does he not?

14. And the soldiers, likewise, demanded of him, saying, And what
shall we do? And he said unto them, Do violence to no man. Those rough
Roman soldiers, as they had conquered the country, were very apt to
treat the people as though they were their slaves, so John says to them,
“Do violence to no man”—

14. Neither accuse any falsely; and be content with your wages. “With
your rations, your allowances,” so it runs. They were very apt to be con-
tending for an increase in their pay and to drag civilians before the
courts with false accusations unless they chose to give them bribes to let
them go. John does not mince matters with any of his hearers—he
speaks with wonderful plainness and courage—and therein proves him-
self to be a true herald of his Master.

15-18. And as the people were in expectation, and all men mused in
their hearts of John, whether he were the Christ, or not, John answered,
saying unto them all, I, indeed, baptize you with water; but One mightier
than I comes, the laces of whose shoes I am not worthy to unloosen. He
shall baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire: whose fan is in His
hand, and He will thoroughly purge His floor and will gather the wheat
into His garner; but the chaff He will burn with fire unquenchable. And
many other things in his exhortation preached he unto the people.

Adapted from The C. H. Spurgeon Collection, Ages Software, 1.800.297.4307

PRAY THE HOLY SPIRIT WILL USE THIS SERMON TO BRING MANY
TO A SAVING KNOWLEDGE OF JESUS CHRIST.
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A DISTINCTION WITH A DIFFERENCE
NO. 1405

DELIVERED BY C. H. SPURGEON,
AT THE METROPOLITAN TABERNACLE, NEWINGTON.

“And Zacharias said unto the angel, How shall I know this?”
Luke 1:18.

“Then said Mary unto the angel, How shall this be?”
Luke 1:34.

ZACHARIAS and the Virgin Mary were both very dear to God and,
therefore, highly honored and greatly favored. The points of likeness be-
tween them are many. They were both persons of eminent character, for
Zacharias walked blameless in all the ordinances and commandments of
the Lord and Mary was equally gracious and devout. They were both vis-
ited by an angel and were both favored with the prediction of a marvelous
birth. Their answers to the angel are our two texts and, at first sight, they
seem to be alike. One does not see much less of faith or of unbelief in the
one than in the other at first reading them and, yet, Zacharias was
blamed and chastened by being made dumb for a season. On the other
hand, the Virgin was indulged with an explanation and was afterwards
praised by the Holy Spirit who spoke through her cousin Elizabeth and
said, “Blessed is she that believed: for there shall be a performance of
those things which were told her from the Lord.”

It appears very clear, then, that God can see differences where we see
none. Though two persons may act very much alike and from their lips
may fall similar expressions, yet their temper and spirit may be widely dif-
ferent Where you and I would put them together and say, “They are alike,”
God sees a difference. While we judge sights and sounds, the Lord weighs
the spirits. You must have noticed this in other parts of God’s Word. I will
give you two instances in the life of Abraham. Lot was commanded not to
look towards Sodom, but his wife, after looking to Sodom, was turned into
a pillar of salt. And yet that morning Abraham got up early to the place
where he was known to meet with the Lord and it is recorded that he
looked toward Sodom.

The very thing which Lot must not do, Abraham may do. It is the same
action but, if you think a moment, you can clearly see that the looking
back of Lot would mean a lingering desire to return, but the look of Abra-
ham had nothing of that kind in it and could have no evil significance. He
was simply looking to the burning cities and admiring with solemn awe
the justice of the Most High as he saw the heavens ruddy with flame and
afterwards dark with dense clouds, while the smoke went up like the
smoke of a furnace. The action was the same externally, but widely differ-
ent in reality. The Lord God does not so much regard our outward acts as
the motives which direct them and the spirit in which they are performed.
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Perhaps a more remarkable instance is that of Abraham and his wife
Sarah. When they each received a distinct promise of the birth of Isaac, it
is said that Abraham fell upon his face and laughed. And then we read a
little farther on, “Sarah laughed within herself.” We never find that Abra-
ham was censured for laughing. He laughed rightly. It was the natural ex-
pression of a wondering and amazed delight. It was holy laughter and he
was not censured nor called to account for it. But the Lord said unto him,
“Why did Sarah laugh?” Sarah was censured for doing the very thing
which in Abraham was quite right and did not need to be corrected!

They both laughed—the one was right, but the other was wrong. Why?
Because there was a vital difference between them. Sarah’s was the laugh
of unbelief—she thought it could not be that at her age she should bear a
child, her lord also being old. She laughed at the very idea! It seemed alto-
gether too absurd. The mere notion struck her as being perfectly ridicu-
lous and, though a devout woman, she somewhat forgot the reverence due
to Him who gave the promise and she laughed, though in a subdued and
quiet way, “within herself.”

Abraham believed that the Divine promise would be performed and his
was the laugh of joy to think that he should see a son born to his beloved
Sarah who should be his heir and the inheritor of the Covenant. His soul
danced within him with delight because he believed what the Lord had
spoken. Yet the two actions outwardly are so exactly similar that if you
condemn one, you think you must condemn the other! But God does not,
since He sees not as man sees, for man looks at the outward appearance,
but God looks at the heart. We may apply this great Truth of God to our-
selves. We all sang the same hymn just now to the same tune—and yet
from one it may have been to God’s ear music and from another mockery.
We closed our eyes just now and bowed our heads in prayer—anyone
looking upon us might have supposed us to be all equally accepted—but
the Lord knows in whose case the heart was wandering upon the moun-
tains of vanity and in whose case the soul, with all its powers, was crying
out unto the living God.

Judge yourselves, Beloved, but never judge yourselves according to the
sight of the eyes! And never be satisfied with yourselves because exter-
nally everything is correct—because you have passed through the routine
of religion and attended to the machinery of the outward form. Do not be
content with postures, sounds and looks—the soul is the soul of the mat-
ter! Look at the heart and cry to God, also, that He would search you and
make you clean in the secret parts—and in the hidden parts make you to
know wisdom. Otherwise you may stand as God’s people do and go in and
out of the House of Prayer even as the brightest of the saints do and never
be separated from them until the trumpet rings out the Great Tremendous
Day and you are sent to the left with the goats to be withered by a curse—
while His people on His right hand shall receive the blessing forever!

Let us all remember that there may be an external similarity in appar-
ent right or wrong and yet there may be an inward and a real dissimilar-
ity. It is the inward that is the real, not the outward—and the great Judge
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will search and try and separate between the precious and the vile—
though the vile may seem to be more beautiful than the precious genuine
diamond. But now, leaving the general principle, I invite you, dear
Friends, to come back to my texts and accompany me in looking at these
two persons to see whether there is not a difference perceptible by our-
selves. And I think we shall find a great deal more diversity than we had
expected. I cannot work out the whole matter in one sermon, but some
prominent points will, I hope, interest and profit you.

I. First let us take the case of ZACHARIAS who said, “HOW SHALL I
KNOW THIS?” And notice, to begin with, that supposing the two expres-
sions of Zacharias and Mary had been identical, and supposing that they
had conveyed the same thoughts, yet if they had both been wrong, Zacha-
rias would have been the more faulty of the two, for he was a priest—a
man set apart by office to study the Word of God and to draw peculiarly
near to God on his own account and for the people. Mary was simply a
humble village maid. Mary, it is true, was of royal descent, but her family
had fallen into obscurity. She was a person of superior mind, but she held
no office that could distinguish her from others.

Zacharias, being a priest, was bound to act with a higher degree of faith
than Mary, the lowly maiden. The priest’s lips should keep knowledge and
teach many. Were not the priests set apart to be instructors of the people,
helpers of those that are weak and guides of those who are ignorant and
out of the way? They should, therefore, in all things set an example. If
Mary had been unbelieving and Zacharias unbelieving—and both unbe-
lieving to the same extent—yet in Zacharias it would have been much
worse because his very office called upon him to display greater Grace
than the humble maiden.

Brothers and Sisters, may I not apply this to myself and to you?
Brother ministers, if we are unbelieving, we, in our unbelief, do not sin so
cheaply as our people! We have more time to study the Word of God and,
therefore, we have, or ought to have, more acquaintance with it. We are
more familiar with Divine things and ought to be more richly filled with
their faith-creating spirit. If the Lord has been pleased to make us under-
shepherds over His people, we are bound to be examples to the flock. Our
high position demands of us the exhibition of a greater degree of Divine
Grace than we can expect from common Believers, who are God’s dear
people, but are not set apart to be leaders.

The same line of argument will apply in due proportion to each servant
of our Lord Jesus. According to their measure of Grace, more is expected
of some than of others. You, dear Sisters, who teach young people should
remember that they watch you and they expect to see in you a bright ex-
ample. And, what is more, God, who has placed you in the position of
teachers, or of mothers, intends that there should be in you, by His
Grace, something that others may look up to, that the young beginners
may learn from you. Take heed that they never learn unbelief from your
doubting! Let them never see in you that worry, that anxiety, that fretful-
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ness which denotes the absence of a calm reliance upon God, but let
them, whatever they gather from you, learn that which is worth knowing.

And what can be a better lesson than that of faith in God? You who are
in the Church, dear Friends, preachers, elders, deacons and instructors of
others, see to it that your lives and words do not breed unbelief! Espe-
cially do I speak to myself upon this point, for, being much exercised in
spirit, I tremble lest I should suggest to any of you doubts and fears, or
encourage you in them. Let those of us who are guides of others see to it
that we do not dishonor God by mistrust and questioning, for unbelief in
us is a glaring fault and God will surely visit it upon us, even if He winks
at it in the weak ones of the flock.

Again, in Zacharias’ case it was not merely his office that distinguished
him, but he was a man of years. We read that both he and his wife were
“well stricken in years.” Now, a man who has had a long experience of the
things of God—a man of prayer who has had many answers—a man of
trouble who has had many deliverances. A man who has seen the hand of
God with him in a long journey through the wilderness of life is expected,
by God, to exhibit a far stronger faith than the young people who have but
lately learned His name. I speak to many here who are by far my seniors,
of whom I may say that they were in Christ before me and they must par-
don my saying that they should have more faith than I by reason of their
years of constant experience of the Lord’s faithfulness.

And I, too, who have known the Lord, now, for a considerable number
of years, must never put myself down with those who were converted dur-
ing the last few months and say that I am to have no more faith than they.
Shame upon every one of us if every day does not bring us fresh motives
for believing in our Lord! Every hour, indeed, should be filled with argu-
ments for a more complete childlike trust in Him. What? Dear Sister, did
the Lord help you in such-and-such a strait? And do you not remember
that you said, “I shall never doubt Him again”? And yet you have done so!
Ah, how grievous must those doubts be to your gracious Lord!

I know at one time you thought you would never be delivered, but you
were mercifully lifted up from the depths—out of six troubles you have
been rescued and in seven no evil has touched you! And now that a fresh
trial is come, will you not believe your God? Well, if you do not, you will
certainly incur very grievous sin and vex the Holy Spirit of God much
more than your poor little sister, Mary, would do, if, having only lately
known the Savior, she should distrust Him in her first conflicts. Babes in
Grace should not doubt, but if they do, their unbelief is not so willful as
that of fathers in Israel. If standard bearers faint, it is a sad calamity, and
the faintness of poor wounded common soldiers is far less to be deplored.

When aged Zacharias errs in this matter he is more to be blamed than
youthful Mary. Those two points are pretty clear, are they not? Further-
more, let us observe that Zacharias had made the birth of a child a sub-
ject of prayer, which, I suppose, had not so much as been thought of by
Mary. Beyond the fact that it was the usual desire of all Hebrew women
that they might be the mother of the Messiah, the Virgin had probably
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never cast a single thought in the direction in which the angel’s saluta-
tion conducted her. Assuredly she had never made it a subject of prayer,
but Zacharias had rightly done so. Read the 13t verse, “The angel said
unto him, Fear not, Zacharias, for your prayer is heard, and your wife
Elizabeth shall bear you a son.” And yet, though the promise came as a
distinct and manifest answer to his prayers, Zacharias asked, “How shall
[ know this?”

Now, this was wrong! It was very wrong. He had been praying for it and
when it came, he did not believe it! Ah, Zacharias, you are verily guilty
here. If it had come as a surprise altogether, as it did to Mary, there would
be some excuse for your doubt. But when it is a reply to your own entreat-
ies—a gracious yielding to intense requests—your unbelieving question is
a grievous fault! If, when taken by surprise, Mary had doubted, it would
have appeared natural, but for you, Zacharias—for you to whom the angel
said, “Your prayer is heard”—how do you doubt it? Astonishment at an-
swered prayers is amazement at Divine truthfulness! And what is that but
a low idea of the Lord unintentionally discovering itself?

Yet I have sometimes thought that if the Lord wished to surprise His
own servants, all He would have to do would be to answer their prayers!
He does answer them continually and in consequence you hear one and
another say, “Is it not surprising? You see, we met and had a prayer meet-
ing for a certain blessing and the Lord has answered our supplications.
How marvelous!” And yet if you sit down in a friend’s house, do his chil-
dren try to astonish you by mentioning cases in which their father kept
his word? Do they dwell with amazement upon his having spoken the
truth? I could wish that the Lord’s children would even get as far as that!
Alas, they even overlook the majority of the facts which prove His veracity,
and slight His faithfulness!

When His people are in a better frame than usual they admit His faith-
fulness and mention as a great wonder that He heard prayer and fulfilled
His Word! Should this be so? Has it come to pass that it is a wonder for
God to hear prayer? Have we fallen into such a low state of heart that we
think His truthfulness to be a surprising thing? It were far better if we
were of the same mind as a good old lady who, when someone said, “Is it
not wonderful?” replied, “Well, it is in one way, but it is not in another, for
it is just like Him—just like Him.” We may well be surprised at the ten-
derness of His great mercy, but not as though it were a novelty for God to
do good and to keep His promise by regarding His people’s cries!

Dear Brothers and Sisters, we ought to be surprised if the Lord did not
hear us, seeing that He is the true and faithful, prayer-hearing God. When
you and I have had a matter heavily laid upon our hearts and have been
before God with it again and again, as doubtless Zacharias had, we
should be looking for our Lord’s gracious reply. Do we not expect answers
to letters which we write to our friends? Why do we not, in like fashion,
expect replies to prayer? If God answers us, are we to be so doubtful in
mind as even to question the truthfulness of the blessing? If so, we shall
be manifestly guilty. If the Lord sends us a mercy in reply to our requests
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and we do not believe it, but say, “How shall I know this?” then our unbe-
lief has a peculiar degree of provocation in it and we may expect to be
chastened for it. This was the case with Zacharias.

The next point about Zacharias is that he doubted the fact which was
announced by the angel in the name of the Lord. He said, “How shall I
know this?” Mary did not doubt the fact—she wished to know how it could
be, but she believed it would be. She believed, for it was said of her,
“Blessed is she that believed.” But this good man did not believe, for the
angel said to Him, “You believe not my words which shall be fulfilled in
their season.” Now, Beloved, when it comes to this, that we dare to doubt
the promise of God, is it not a very grievous crime? If your child—your
own child whom you have loved so long and treated so tenderly—if he
should fall into a state of mind in which he did not believe you, his own
father—would you not feel it to be peculiarly grievous?

If you were conscious of nothing but love for him. If you were sure that
throughout his life you had never broken a promise to him, but had al-
ways been as good as your word. If you had repeated your promise again
and again and he still said, “Father, I wish I could believe you,” would you
not be cut to the heart by such a declaration? The more earnestly he ex-
pressed regret at his inability to believe you, the more intense would be
your pain. What an awful speech for a son to address to a father—“I wish I
could believe you”!

You would grieve in spirit and say inwardly, “What does my boy think
of me? What has come over my child that he cannot believe me? It was
not an enemy, then I could have borne it—but it is my child whom I love
who says not only that he does not believe me, but that he would do so if
he could and finds himself unable to think me true. He speaks in deep
earnest and thus I see how thoroughly the cruel feeling possesses him
and how desperate is the evil which leads him to mistrust my love.”

Ah, Beloved, I leave your own thoughts, as I must just now leave mine,
to peer into the depths of sin which must lie in what we sometimes talk of
so flippantly, namely, doubts and fears! They are not the trifles which
some men dream them to be—they are hideous profanities of the sacred
Truth of God! They are revolting libels upon immaculate goodness! They
are horrid blasphemies of infinite love! Shall the good God be thus as-
sailed? Shall His own children thus abuse Him? Your child might doubt
you and it might be a trifle to him, but it would be death to you, his father
or mother. You would feel it keenly and so you may think that doubts and
fears are trifles, but your heavenly Father does not think so—unbelief
wounds Him and grieves His Spirit!

Hear what the Lord says—“How long will it be before they believe Me?”
Forget not the Apostle’s warning in the third chapter of the Hebrews.
“With whom was He grieved 40 years? And to whom swore He that they
should not enter into His rest, but to them that believed not?” Zacharias
did not believe and he had to smart for it, as you and I shall if we, when
we see a promise written clearly in God’s Word and evidently quite
adapted to our case, nevertheless say, “How shall I know this?”
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Yet further. The good man Zacharias—for, remember, I am not doubt-
ing his Grace, but, on the contrary, I began by saying that he was a very
gracious and eminently godly man. He was probably much better than
any of us and possibly, in some respects, even more gracious than Mary
herself, having a deeper experience, a fuller knowledge, greater courage
and many other superior gifts and Graces—although in this point he
failed—he doubted his Lord and showed his unbelief by asking for a sign,
“How shall I know this?” He needed a sign or a token that what the angel
spoke was true.

This was not the case with Mary, who sought an explanation but not a
token. Is it wrong, then, to ask for a token? Assuredly not in all cases, for
it may even be sinful not to ask for one, as in the case of Ahaz, of whom
we read, “Moreover the Lord spoke again unto Ahaz, saying, Ask for a sign
of the Lord your God; ask it either in the depth, or in the height above.
But Ahaz said, I will not ask, neither will I tempt the Lord. And He said,
Hear you now, O house of David. Is it a small thing for you to weary men,
but will you weary God, also?” In the case of Ahaz it was sinful to refuse
and in that of Zacharias sinful to request.

Here again I must come back to the remark I started with and remind
you that the same thing may be right in one man and wrong in another,
according to the motive. It is very curious that Abraham used almost iden-
tical words with Zacharias, when he said, “How shall I know that I shall
inherit this land?” He distinctly asked the Lord for a sign, nor was the re-
quest at all grievous to the Lord, for He knew that His servant Abraham
asked that sign in all humility and childlike faith. Let me show you at
once the difference between Abraham and Zacharias. Zacharias will not
believe without a sign—Abraham has already believed and waited long for
the fulfillment of the promise—and feels that a sign would be comforting
to him.

It could in no sense have been said to the great father of the faithful,
“Except you see signs and wonders you will not believe,” but some such
rebuke might have been directed towards Zacharias. There was conspicu-
ous faith in Abraham and the desire for a token was natural rather than
sinful. So was it with Gideon who asked for many signs. You see at the
very first that Gideon believes and he acts upon his faith. But he trembles
because his faith is weak and he asks for signs to strengthen his confi-
dence. Indeed, he did not distrust the Lord at all, but only questioned
whether it was the Lord who spoke. Gideon said, “If now I have found
grace in Your sight, then show me a sign that You talk with me.”

The question, you see, was not the truthfulness of God, but whether,
indeed, if the Lord had spoken! Zacharias, however, asks an altogether
unbelieving question, “How shall I know this?” He wants a sign as the
condition of his believing. You may very rightly pray, “Lord, show me a to-
ken for good,” but you must believe before you get the token and you
must not let your believing depend upon that token. There is a differ-
ence—a wide difference between believing first and then asking for some
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cheering evidence—and that unbelieving obstinacy which demands signs
and wonders and declares, “I will not believe unless I see a token.”

Thomas is an instance of this error when he says, “Except I see in His
hand the print of the nails and put my finger into the print of the nails, I
will not believe.” His Master bent to his weakness, but He said, and very
significant are the words, “Thomas, because you have seen Me you have
believed. Blessed are they that have not seen and yet have believed.” The
chief blessing belongs to you who, whether you have evidences or not, are
content to believe your God, taking this Word of God as quite sufficient
ground for your confidence without any delights of heart or ecstasies of
spiritual visitations! Our God is true even if no wonder is worked and no
sign is given. Let us settle this in our hearts and never allow a doubt to
intervene. O Holy Spirit, help us in this!

All this together shows that the error of Zacharias was unbelief and his
chastisement which he received for it is worthy of our earnest attention.
He was chastened for his unbelief because the Lord loved him. His afflic-
tion was sent not so much in anger as in love. He had asked for a sign
and by a sign was he chastened. God often makes us gather the twigs
from which He makes the rod with which He scourges us. Our own sins
are the thorns which cause us to smart. Zacharias asked for a sign and he
gets this sign—“You shall be dumb, and not able to speak until the day
that these things shall be performed, because you believe not my words,
which shall be fulfilled in their season.”

For months he shall not be able to speak a single word! But while his
mouth is closed to others, it shall be open to himself—that dumb mouth
of his shall be preaching to him and saying, “You did not believe what was
spoken to you of the Lord, and now you are unable to repeat it to others,
for the Lord will not employ an unbelieving messenger. If you will not be-
lieve when God’s angel speaks, you shall not speak, yourself.” Many a
dumb Christian, I am afraid, has had his mouth sealed through unbelief.
The Lord saves him and gives him much enjoyment, but He denies him
utterance because he has such slender faith.

I have no doubt Zacharias was very happy in the prospect of the birth
of his child and looked earnestly onward to the day when John, the
Prophet of the Highest, should be born, and he should recover speech.
But still, it must have been very painful to remain for so long a time in ut-
ter silence. How he must have longed to speak or sing! But I have no
doubt that many a man is put aside from bearing his testimony through
unbelief which he calls diffidence and delicacy. The Lord says, “I shall
never use you as a preacher. I shall not make use of you in addressing
your fellow men. I shall not help you to bring men to Christ in private
conversation because you have so little faith. You have doubted Me and
now you must be dumb for a season.” I hope that, if this is the case with
any, your silence will soon end. Lord, open their lips and their mouths
shall show forth Your praise!

Dear Friend, I hope the Lord will unloose your tongue by-and-by, for if
you are in a right state of heart it will be a very painful thing to you not to
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be able to declare what the Lord has done for your soul. But it is so with
some—they are dumb because they believe not. Moreover, Zacharias had
the further affliction of being deaf at the same time. How do I know that
he was deaf? That is pretty clear, because when his child was born, it is
recorded in the 62nd verse that “they made signs to his father how he
would have him called.” And, of course, if he had been able to hear there
would have been no need to use signs. But he could not hear any more
than he could speak—he suffered the double affliction of being deaf and
dumb—no small cross to one who had such gifts of utterance as he
showed in his song of praise!

It is remarkable that he could not hear anything, but it is also instruc-
tive. I have known Christians who, when they would not believe the prom-
ise, have become very deaf, spiritually. You say, “What do you mean? How
are they deaf?” Listen and you will hear them say, “I cannot hear Mr. So-
and-So.” It is the same minister whom they used to hear with pleasure—
the same man—and God blesses him to others as much as before. How is
this? Others are drinking in the Word, but these poor deaf people say, “We
do not know how it is, but we cannot hear our pastor.” No, you did not be-
lieve and, therefore, you cannot hear. You did not receive his message.
You did not rejoice in it and now you cannot hear it.

That is a dreadful sort of deafness! If you suffer from a physical deaf-
ness you can buy a horn, or you can go to some skillful aorist who, per-
haps, may help you. Moreover, you can read if you cannot hear. But if you
get a spiritual deafness, I do not know a worse chastisement that can
come upon you, nor one that will make you more mischievous to others. O
Beloved, believe the good Word of the Lord! With meekness receive the en-
grafted Word and do not question it and provoke the Lord, lest, haply, be-
cause you did not accept the Word as the Word of God, the time shall
come when you will not be able to hear it and your profiting will utterly
depart! And the very voice that once was music to you will have no
charms at all and the blessed Truth of God which once made your heart
leap for joy will cease to have the slightest influence upon you.

Mary was not sentenced either to be silent or to be deaf, for she be-
lieved the Word of the Lord which was spoken to her by the angel. O that
we, also, by a full obedience of faith may escape the penalties which
surely attach themselves to unbeliefl We must sorrow, but there can be no
reason for increasing it by our own fault—and we may readily do so. While
on the other hand, faith brings rest and peace. So much concerning
Zacharias.

II. Now let us turn our eyes to MARY. Mary used much the same lan-
guage and yet she spoke not after the same fashion. She asked of the an-
gel, “HOW SHALL THIS BE?” In looking at her, first, it is to be noticed that
she believed what the angel said. It was not “How shall I know this?” but,
in effect, her language was, “I believe it. How shall it be?” There is no un-
belief in the question. Of that we are sure, because not long after she is
praised by her intelligent cousin, Elizabeth, who declares that, “blessed is
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she that believed: for there shall be a performance of those things which
were told her from the Lord.”

She notably believed. She asked for no sign. She sought no token what-
ever. The angel’s voice sufficed her. The still small voice of Divine love
within her soul was enough. She believed and only asked to be instructed
in the matter—she needed no sign and seal. She was willing, also, to ac-
cept all hazards. I would speak with great delicacy, but to the Virgin, re-
member, it was a very serious thing to be the mother of our Lord. To this
very day the base tongues of infidels have dared to insinuate gross crimi-
nality against her who was blessed among women! And she must have
known that it was not likely that all would believe what she should and
many a hard speech would be uttered concerning her.

Indeed, she might have had fear concerning her espoused husband,
himself, who would have put her away had not the Lord shielded her. Jo-
seph behaved nobly, like a believer of the first order, and he deserves to be
ranked among the truest of the saints as does the Virgin, herself, who well
deserves to be exceedingly commended by all who can appreciate pure,
delicate and yet heroic faith. Whatever there might be of hazard, so great
was the honor that was put upon the Virgin that she does not appear to
have felt the slightest hesitation, but said, “Behold the handmaid of the
Lord: be it unto me according to your word.”

I think her question may be attributed, in part, to surprise—to inevita-
ble amazement! And what we say to the Lord when we are naturally sur-
prised under the greatness of His mercy will not be weighed by Him letter
by letter, nor shall we be judged for it, though if very closely examined it
might appear like unbelief. The Lord knows His children’s frame and re-
members that we are dust. [ hope that many a word which drops from the
child of God when he is in pain, when he is distressed as Job was on the
dunghill, is allowed to blow away with the breath which utters it. How
very little did the Lord say to Job about the naughty words which, in his
petulance, he had allowed to escape, for, after all, he was grandly patient.

And so, even if there had been something of unbelief in these words of
Mary, which there was not, yet they would have been viewed by the Lord
as the fruit of surprise at the marvelous and unexpected mercy for which
she had not even prayed. There was no unbelief in her language, but there
was great wonder, surprise and admiration at so great a gift. How should
this come to her? How should she be so highly favored? Her soul seemed
to say, “Why this to me? That I, so humble and obscure—a maiden whose
rank and race have been altogether forgotten—should be the mother of
the Savior after the flesh, the mother of His humanity by whom humanity
is to be redeemed?” She was full of wonder and then she began to enquire.

There is the point. She wanted to know how it would be. There was no
wrong in that desire. There was no unbelief worthy of rebuke. She be-
lieved the surpassing promise and only wished to know how it could be
performed. There might readily enough be unbelief in such an enquiry,
but not necessarily so. You and I may say, as the Israelites did in the wil-
derness when God had promised to give them flesh to eat, “Shall the
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flocks and herds be slain?” That was unbelievingly asking how it should
be. But yet you may ask how a promise shall be fulfilled without any mis-
trust at all. No, your very faith may raise the enquiry! I know my soul asks
again and again many questions of my Lord which He answers to my soul.
He would not have answered had they been sinful questions.

We ought to enquire about a great many things—we should be sacredly
inquisitive. We should say, How is it He has chosen us? For our Lord re-
plies, “Even so Father, for so it seemed good in Your sight.” But, still, why
me? Why me? You may ask that question, for holy gratitude dictates it.
And how is it that He could redeem us with the blood of His only-begotten
Son, Jesus Christ our Lord? And how is it that He renews us? And how
will it be that He will perfect us? And how can it be that we shall have a
mansion in Heaven and shall become like our Lord? And how is it that we
shall be raised up? With what body shall we come? Many a question we
may ask, which if not asked in unbelief, will have an answer, or will serve
to increase our reverent gratitude.

But now notice, concerning Mary, that while Zacharias was the doubter
and was treated as such, Mary was the enquirer and was so dealt with of
the Lord. See the difference in the treatment of the two. For first, Mary did
not ask for a sign but she got one—and it was one of the most pleasant
that could possibly come to her, for it was her cousin Elizabeth! She was
to be her sign. Behold, she that had been barren shall come to meet her
and comfort her. Brothers and Sisters, the Lord knows how to give you
signs if you do not wish for them! And I believe that those have the most
tokens for good who do not ask for them but are content to take their Fa-
ther’s Word without any confirmatory sign.

And then, there was another thing with regard to her. She was gra-
ciously instructed. Zacharias asked for a sign and he had it. She asked for
instruction and she had it. The angel paused awhile and said to her, “The
Holy Spirit shall come upon you and the power of the Highest shall over-
shadow you. Therefore, also, that holy Thing which shall be born of you
shall be called the Son of God.” If you will meekly and believingly ask of
your Lord to be taught concerning Divine things, He will give you His
Spirit who shall lead you into all Truth and instruct you and make you
wise unto salvation.

Now, the conclusion is this—first of all, let us not do as Zacharias did.
Dear Friend, are you, at this moment, questioning any promise? Are you
saying, “How shall I know this?” Cease from doubting the Infallible Word
and rest in the Lord, His Holy Spirit enabling you to believe! On the other
hand, are you a seeking sinner and does Christ declare that whoever
looks to Him shall be saved, and that whoever believes in Him is not con-
demned? Do not ask for any sign, but believe Him! He, Himself, is sign
enough! He is God and yet Man—the bleeding Lamb, the Sacrifice for sin.
Believe Him! Believe Him! Believe Him and you shall have the blessing!

And you, dear child of God, if you have a text of Scripture, a promise
which evidently suits your case—which meets your trouble—do not say,
“How shall I know this?” When the Spirit says it, it is enough that it is in
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the Word. Whatever the Scripture states, be sure of it, for if all the wise
men in the world were to prove it, it would not be proven one bit more!
And if they were all to disprove it, it would be none the less sure! If | were
to see a thing to be true which God had declared in His Word, I would not
believe my eyes so well as I would believe His Word—at least, I ought not
to do so. This is where we ought to stand—all the world may deceive, but
God cannot! Let God be true and every man a liar.

If you will come and trust Him in this way you shall be like a tree
planted by the rivers of water. Your leaf shall not wither and you shall not
know when drought comes. If your walk through life is the walk of faith,
as Abraham’s and Enoch’s were, you shall have a grand life—grandly full,
eternal and Christly—but if you doubt Him you shall not be established.
The unbeliever shall be as the rolling thing before the whirlwind, as the
sear leaf that falls from the tree and as the heath of the desert that knows
not when good comes. May the Holy Spirit save us, Brothers and Sisters,
from unbelief, and give us rest in the promise of God!

And now, secondly, let us with all our hearts imitate Mary in being en-
quirers—often asking, desiring to know and looking deep and searching—
for into the promises of God we cannot look too closely, since “these
things the angels desire to look into.” You ought to realize the promise as
to be sure that it means what it says and then you will naturally begin to
ask how it will come to pass. Only strive to keep out all unbelief from your
enquiry and say, “I know in my heart how it can be, for nothing is impos-
sible with God.”

There is our answer to all questions—“With God all things are possible.”
If I enquire, “How can He deliver me?” Nothing is impossible with God.
“How can He keep me to the end?” Nothing is impossible with God. “How
can He preserve me amid persecution? How can He keep me from tempta-
tion and preserve me from the world, the flesh and the devil?” Nothing is
impossible with God! Fling yourself upon Omnipotence and you shall be
strong! May the Holy Spirit help you to do this for Christ’s sake. Amen.

Adapted from The C.H. Spurgeon Collection, Ages Software, 1.800.297.4307.
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THE JUDGMENT UPON ZACHARIAS
NO. 3495

A SERMON
PUBLISHED ON THURSDAY, JANUARY 20, 1916.

DELIVERED BY C. H. SPURGEON,
AT THE METROPOLITAN TABERNACLE, NEWINGTON.

“You shall be dumb and not able to speak until the day that these
things shall be performed, because you believe not My words,
which shall be fulfilled in their season.”

Luke 1:20.

UNBELIEF is everywhere a great sin and a grievous mistake. Unbelief
has proved the ruin of those countless multitudes who, having heard the
Gospel, rejected it, died in their sins and have been consigned to the
place of torment—and await the fiercer judgment of The Last Day. I
might ask the question concerning this innumerable host, “Who slew all
these?” The answer would be, “Unbelief.” And when unbelief comes into
the Christian’s heart, as it does at times—for the truest Believer has his
times of doubt—even Abraham, the father of the faithful, sometimes had
his misgivings! That unbelief does not assail his thoughts without wither-
ing his joys and impairing his energies. There is nothing in the world that
costs a saint so dearly as doubt. If he disbelieve his God, he most assu-
redly robs himself of comfort, deprives himself of strength, and does him-
self a real injury. The case of Zacharias may be a lesson to the Lord’s
people. It is to them I am going to speak. Zacharias is a striking example
of the ills a good man may have to suffer as the result of his unbelief. In
reviewing these, we mark—

I. THE CHARACTER AND POSITION OF ZACHARIAS.

Here we cannot fail to discover some profitable lesson. He was un-
doubtedly a Believer. He is said, in the sixth verse, to have been righ-
teous before God. No man ever obtained such a reputation except by
faith. “The just shall live by faith.” No other righteousness than that
which is faith is of any esteem in God’s account. Such was the righ-
teousness of Abraham and such was the righteousness of all the saints
before the advent of our Redeemer. Such, too, has been the standard ev-
er since. Zacharias evidently was a real Believer. Yet for all that, when
the angel appeared to him, and God gave him the promise of a son, he
was amazed, bewildered, incredulous and could not credit, but only
question the announcement. “How shall I know that these things shall
be?”

Nor was he merely a genuine Believer. He was well instructed and
greatly enlightened, for he was a priest, and, as a priest, he was consi-

Volume 62 WWW.Spurgeongems.org 1




2 The Judgment Upon Zacharias Sermon #3495

dered righteous before God, and blameless, walking in all the com-
mandments and ordinances of the Lord. That he was well instructed in
the Word of God is undeniable. He could not otherwise have discharged
his duty, for the priest’s lips must keep knowledge and he must teach
men. Being proficient in the one, and competent for the other, ignorance
offered him no excuse. Moreover, as a man of years, he was probably to
be classed among the experienced saints of his time. He had borne the
burden and heat of the day and received proof upon proof of the abun-
dant mercy of God. Now mark this. For any of us to doubt, who have
been justified by faith is a shameful delinquency. For those to doubt who
have, in addition to their first convictions, a thousand confirmations of
the Truths of God they have embraced, who are acquainted with the Co-
venant and its rich inventory of promises, who are deeply taught in the
things of God—for such to doubt involves a higher degree of guilt! I do
not think that had Zacharias been a mere babe in Grace, or an inexpe-
rienced stripling, his unbelief would have met with so stern a rebuke. It
was because he was a venerable priest, one thoroughly schooled in sa-
cred Truth, a man who for many years instructed the people of Israel in
the oracles of God, that it became a crying evil for him to say, “How shall
I know this?” when the angel told him of his prayer being heard, and of
the manner of answer the Lord would vouchsafe him.

The high office that Zacharias held as a priest caused him to be looked
up to. Hence his conduct was more narrowly watched and his example
had a wider influence. On a similar account we have need, all of us in
our several spheres, to consider the effect of our actions upon others.
The higher a man’s position, the greater his responsibility—and in the
event of any delinquency, the graver his offense. For you to disbelieve,
my dear Brother, who is at the head of a household, is worse than a per-
sonal infirmity—it is a violation of duty to your family. And you, dear
Friend, who preach the Gospel, for you to disbelieve, who are looked
upon by many as an advanced Christian, as a mature saint whose ex-
ample may be safely followed by those who listen to your counsels—this
is a great and a crying evil, whereby you dishonor the Lord. I pray God
that your conscience may be tenderly sensitive and that you may be
awakened to a sense of the dishonor you bring to Him by your faithless-
ness.

How peculiarly favored Zacharias was! An angel of the Lord appeared
unto him. Not to any of the other priests, when they were offering in-
cense, did such a heavenly visitor come. And what welcome tidings he
brought! It was a wonderful message that he was to be the father of a
child great in the sight of the Lord, one who should minister in the spirit
and power of Elijah, and become the forerunner of the Messiah! This
surely was a signal instance of Divine Favor. And mark this, Beloved, our
God is very jealous of those whom He highly favors. You cannot have pri-
vileged communications from the Lord, or be admitted into close com-
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munion with Him, without finding that He is a jealous God. The nearer
we draw to Him, the more hallowed our sense of His Presence will be.
But to doubt His Word, or question the fulfillment of His promise when
He speaks kindly to us, must incur His censure. I speak after the man-
ner of men—we do not expect from a stranger the esteem which we ought
to merit from our servants. But our friends, who know us better than
servants, ought to trust us more implicitly. And yet beyond common
friendship in the near relation and tender attachment of a wife to her
husband, the most unqualified confidence should be reposed. Even so,
my Brothers and Sisters, if you and I have ever been permitted to lean
our heads on Jesus’ bosom, if we have sat down at His banquets and His
banner over us has been love, if we have been separated from the world
by peculiar fellowship with Christ and have had choice promises given
us, we cannot, like Zacharias, ask, “How shall I know,” without grieving
the Holy Spirit of God and bringing upon ourselves some sad chastise-
ment as the result!

What soothing comfort had just been administered to Zacharias by the
angel of the Lord! Was not the manner of the salutation fitted to allay ter-
ror and inspire him with trust? The troubled thoughts that perplexed
him and the fear that fell upon him when the angel appeared standing at
the right hand of the altar, met with no rebuke. If it was natural that so
unknown a vision should startle him, there was a gentle sympathizing
tenderness in the angel’s address that might well have stilled the throb-
bing of his heart! “Fear not, Zacharias, for your prayer is heard.” And so
is it with us when the consolations of God have been neither few nor
small, and when His good will towards us has been pointedly ex-
pressed—does it not make doubt and questioning more inexcusable? Do
we not thereby aggravate the sin? Some of us have lived in the very bo-
som of comfort. Precious promises have been brought home to our souls.
We have eaten of the marrow and the fatness, we have drunk the wines
on the lees well refined. We are no strangers to the blessing of His eternal
and unchanging love, or to the light of His Countenance, which they
prove who find Grace in His eyes. Oh, if we begin to doubt after these
discriminating love tokens, what apology can we offer? How can we hope
to escape from the chastening rod?

Moreover, the misgivings that Zacharias betrayed relate to the very sub-
ject on which his supplications were offered. It was in response to his own
petition that the angel said to him, “Your prayer is heard.” I marvel at his
faith that he should persevere in prayer for a blessing which seemed, at
his own and his wife’s age, to have been out of the course of nature and
beyond the domain of hope! But I marvel a great deal more that when the
answer came to that very prayer, Zacharias could not believe it! So full
often is it with us—nothing would surprise some of us more than to re-
ceive an answer to some of our prayers! Though we believe in the efficacy
of prayer, at times we believe so feebly that when the answer comes, as
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come it does, we are astounded and filled with amazement! We can
scarcely think of it as a purpose of God—it seems rather to us like a
happy coincidence. Surely this adds greatly to the sin of unbelief! If we
have been asking for mercy without expecting it, and pleading promises
while harboring mistrust, every prayer we have offered has been only a
repetition of our secret unbelief—and it is only God’s faithfulness that
brings our inconsistency to light!

One other reflection is suggested by the narrative. Zacharias appears
to have staggered at a promise which others, whom we might well imagine
to have been weaker in faith then himself, implicitly believed. The veteran
falters where a babe in Grace might have taken courage! And is it not al-
ways a scandal if any of us who have been conspicuously favored of God
are ready to halt, while our feebler Brothers and Sisters are animated
and encouraged? No dubious thought seems to have crossed the mind of
Elizabeth, no incredulous expression fell from her lips. She said, “Thus
has the Lord dealt with me.”

This case was the very opposite of that of Abraham and Sarah. There
Abraham believed, but Sarah doubted—here the wife believes in the face
of her husband’s scruples. In like manner, Mary, that humble village
maiden, accepts with simple faith the high and holy salutation with
which she was greeted. She just asks a natural question, and that being
answered, she replies, “Be it unto me according to your Word.” Her sur-
prise was soon exchanged for joy and, by-and-by, she begins to sing with
a loud voice, “My soul does magnify the Lord, and my spirit has rejoiced
in God my Savior.” Not a little remarkable is this opening Chapter of the
Gospel according to Luke! Woman, who had been in the background
through long preceding generations, seems suddenly to take a foremost
place! Zacharias and Joseph stand in doubt, while Elizabeth and Mary
exultingly believe. And who knows but I may be addressing some poor
woman here who, in the depth of affliction, bodily suffering and poverty,
nevertheless rejoices in God with all her heart? But without a doubt, I
am now speaking to many a man who is vexed with trifling cares, mur-
murs bitterly because of petty annoyances and distrusts his God when
clouds come over the sky so that he sees not his way. Shame on our un-
belief! Think shame of yourselves because of it, I pray you. Never does it
disgrace us more than when the weaklings of the Lord’s family put us to
the blush by the simplicity and sincerity of their faith. The character and
position of Zacharias may furnish a striking moral, but I do urgently en-
treat each Christian to point the keen edge of criticism at himself and
consider how much he is personally to blame for his own unbelief. Let us
now proceed to investigate—

II. THE FAULT OF ZACHARIAS.

Why this perilous wavering at that privileged hour? His fault was that
he looked at the difficulty. “I am an old man,” he said, “and my wife is
well stricken in years.” And while he looked at the difficulty, he would
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gladly suggest a remedy—he wanted a sign! “How shall I know this?” It
was not enough for him that God had said so—he needed some collateral
evidence to guarantee the truth of the Word of the Lord! This is a very
common fault among really good people. They look for a sign. I have often
trembled in my own soul when I have felt an inclination thus to tempt
the Lord by looking for some minute circumstance to verify a magnificent
promise. When I have thought, “Hereby shall I know whether He does
hear prayer or not,” a cold shiver has passed over me—the shudder has
gone through my soul that ever I should think of challenging the truth of
God’s Word—when the fact is so certain! To us who have full often cried
unto the Lord in our distresses and been delivered out of our troubles, to
raise such a question is indeed ungrateful. For a child of God who habi-
tually prays to his Father in Heaven, to look upon His faithfulness as a
matter of uncertainty is to degrade himself and to dishonor his Lord! Yet
there is no denying the tendency and disposition among us to want a
sign. As we read a prophecy of the future, we crave a token in the
present. If the Lord were pleased to give us a sign, or if He told us to ask
for a sign, we would be quite right in attaching a high importance there-
to, but for us to doubt a plain promise and, therefore, ask for a sign, is to
sin against the Lord! Sometimes we have wanted signs in spiritual
things. Meet and proper is it for us to rejoice in the true delights of fel-
lowship with Christ, but it ill becomes us to make our feelings a kind of
test of our acceptance, or to say, “I will not believe God if He does not in-
dulge me with certain manifestations of Grace—unless He gives me the
sweetmeats I crave, | will be sulky and sullen, and refuse to eat the
children’s bread.” Why, such conduct is willful and wicked! It is weak
and utterly inexcusable! Yet how many of us have been guilty of this fol-
ly? Now, as Zacharias stood upon the threshold of the Gospel dispensa-
tion, and he was the first among those who heard the glad tidings to ex-
press unbelief, it was necessary that he should be made an example of.
God would show at the very outset, even before John the Baptist was
born, that unbelief could not be tolerated nor should it go unchastened.
Therefore, His servant Zacharias, must, as soon as he had asked for a
sign, have such a sign as would make him suffer for months to come—
constrain him to be sorry that he had ever dared to proffer the request!
Oh, Beloved, is our faith still so weak, and our experience still so con-
tracted, that we cannot yet trust our God? Twenty years have we known
Him. Has He been a wilderness to us? Have His mercy and truth ever
failed us in time of need? Shall all His tender dealings with us count for
nothing? Do you think so lightly of the gift of His Son, the gift of the Holy
Spirit, of the dally Providence which has guarded you, and of the hourly
benediction which has been vouchsafed to you, that you would gladly put
aside these unfailing benefits from your grateful remembrance while you
indulge in some paltry whim and tempt the Lord your God by your mi-
strust? That be far from any of us! We would rather take up the position
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of Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego, who, when arraigned before Nebu-
chadnezzar, and adjudged to be thrown into the furnace of fire, said,
“Our God is able to deliver us. But,” they added, “if not (though He
should do nothing of the kind), nevertheless be it known unto you, O
King, we will not serve your gods, nor worship the golden image which
you have set up.” That is the spirit in which we ought to walk before
God—“Though He slays me, yet will I trust in Him.”

What if He does not spare my mother’s precious life? What if He does
not preserve my child from the ravages of the fatal epidemic? What if He
takes away the desire of my eyes with a stroke? What if my business
should cease to thrive? What if my health fails and my strength decays?
What if I am dishonored by the scandal of my neighbors? Shall I, there-
fore, cast off my allegiance to God, or betray my trust in Him? Am I to
engage in rebellion like this? Not flood nor flame could quench or extin-
guish His love to me! Shall anxiety or tribulation, disappointment or dis-
aster sever my heart from devotion to Him? No, God give me Grace to see
my cattle destroyed, and my goods swept away, and my children cut off
in their prime, and to hear cruel taunts from the wife of my bosom—to be
covered with sore boils and to sit on a dunghill and scrape myself with a
potsherd and find my best friends miserable comforters—and yet, in the
midst of accumulated distresses, to be able to say, “I know that my Re-
deemer lives! He has not failed to deliver me up to now, and though, after
my skin, worms destroy this body, yet in my flesh shall I see God!
Though the fig tree should not blossom, though the flocks and herds are
cut off, yet will I trust in the Lord and glory in the God of my salvation.”
If true to our high profession, the Christian’s faith should not borrow its
hue from the circumstances by which he is surrounded. To hanker after
signs that a promise shall be fulfilled is obviously to show distrust of the
Promiser. “Now the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace, in believ-
ing, that you may abound in hope through the power of the Holy Spirit.”
So shall you be restrained from asking for a petty sign to justify you in
relying on His princely bounty. The Lord keep you from this great trans-
gression! We pass on to observe—

III. THE PENALTY ZACHARIAS INCURRED.

His morbid propensity was followed by a mortifying punishment. He
had doubted and he became dumb—and as the narrative clearly shows
us, he was likewise deaf. Such was his chastisement, but it was not sent
in anger—but in God’s own Covenant Love. What a salutary medicine! Al-
though bitter to the taste, how effective it was! Read his song and you
will see the evidence. He had been silent for months—quiet, shut out
from all sound, and unable to make any. But well he had occupied his
months of seclusion. He had searched the Prophets—do you see that? He
had been musing much upon the Coming One—do you see that? Deep
humility had taken the place of arrogant presumption. He was bowed
down before the Majesty of God, yet at the same time full of peace and
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blissful hope! Thus he looked into the glorious future. Oh, dear Brothers
and Sisters, if you are prone to doubt, this sickness of the mind will re-
quire a strong corrective! Very likely God will give you some sharp medi-
cine, but it shall work for your good. As His child, He will not chasten
you so as to injure you, but He will chasten you so as to benefit you. I do
not think children generally court the rod, however beneficial it may be,
and yet I am quite sure there is no wise child of God who would not
shrink from the graver ills which render such discipline essential to his
soul’s health.

See how judgment was tempered with mercy. The punishment sent to
Zacharias was not so severe as it might have been. Instead of being
struck deaf and dumb, he might have been struck dead! As I read this
passage, I wondered that God has not struck me deaf and dumb when I
have spoken unbelieving words—when I have been depressed in spirit
and spoken unadvisedly with my lips. Oh, had the Lord been angry with
me, and said, “If that is your witness about Me, you shall never speak
again.” That would have been most just and I might have been a mourn-
ful instance of His indignation against His unbelieving servants! He has
not dealt so with me—glory be to His name!

And this chastisement did not invalidate the promise. The Lord did not
say, “Well, Zacharias, as you don’t believe it, your wife, Elizabeth, shall
not have a son. There shall be a John born, but he shall not come to
your house.” Oh, no, that is a grand passage—“If we believe not, yet He
abides faithful; He cannot deny Himself.” The promise still stands. God
does not take advantage of our unbelief to cry off and say, “I will give you
no blessings because you doubt Me”—no, but having said it, He does it
and His Word does not return unto Him void! Even the trembling, doubt-
ing children, though they get the rod, get the blessing, too—and the
promise is fulfilled, though the father is dumb when the blessing comes.
Very painful, indeed, was his chastisement. One would not like to be deaf
and dumb for a day—but to be deaf and dumb for the space of nine
months must have been a very painful trial to this man. Moreover, he
could not bless the people! He could not speak a word. He could not in-
struct the people—he was useless for that part of the priest’s work—and
when the song went up within the hallowed walls of the Temple, he could
not hear it. He might know by signs that they were singing a hallelujah,
yet his ears could not catch its grateful strains! That poor tongue of his
was silent. He could not add a note to the volume of praise that went up
to the God he loved! It must have been mournful to him to have no
prayer in the family which he could hear, and in which he could join—
and to be as good as dead for all practical purposes. Now I am afraid
there are many Believers who have had to suffer something like this, for
many days, on account of their unbelief. I think I can point out some
who are unable to hear the Gospel as they once did many years ago. A
friend said that he could not hear me preach. I said to him, “Buy a horn.”
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“No,” he said, “it is not your voice—I can hear that, but I don’t enjoy it.”
My reply was, “Perhaps that is my fault, but I am far from sure that it is
not your own.” I fear, in such cases, it is quite as often the hearer’s fault
as the preacher’s fault. At any rate, when others profit and our judgment
approves, though our hearts find no refreshment, there is reason to sus-
pect that in the dullness of our senses we are compelled to bear chas-
tisement for our unbelief. You go where others go and find no solace. You
hear what edifies and comforts them, but there is no cheer for you. You
are deaf—your ears are closed to what the Lord says. Very often it has
happened, I fear, to some here, that, for lack of faith, they have lost their
speech. Time was when they could tell of the Lord’s goodness, but they
seem silent now. They could sing once, but now their harps are hung on
the willows. As they get with their companions, they seem as if they have
lost all their pleasant conversation. If they try the old accustomed strings
of the time-worn harp, the ancient skill is gone. They cannot praise God
as once they did—and all because on one occasion, when the promise
was clear before their eyes, they challenged and mistrusted it! They could
not rely upon their God! Little do we know how many Fatherly chastise-
ments come upon us as the result of our unbelief.

The lessons I gather, and with which I conclude, are these—First, if
any of you, Beloved, are weak in faith, do not be satisfied about it. Cry to
God! Our God deserves better homage of us than a weak, small faith can
render Him. He deserves to be trusted with such confidence as a child
gives his parent. Ask Him to increase your faith. And you who have faith,
oh, keep it jealously, exercise it habitually—pray to the Lord to preserve
it! Never begin to walk according to the sight of the eyes. Confer not with
flesh and blood. Don’t come down from that blessed height of simple con-
fidence in God, but ask that you may live there and no longer doubt. The
Church needs Believers to believe for her, and to pray for her. “He that
wavers is like a wave of the sea, driven by the wind and tossed. Let not
that man think that he shall receive anything of the Lord.” Are you
strong in faith? Be you stronger stilll! Are you weak in faith? Be you
strong!

But let the unbeliever, the utter unbeliever, tremble! If a good man, a
saved man, a noble and a blameless man was, nevertheless, for months
struck dumb for unbelief, what will become of you who have no faith at
all? He who believes not is condemned already because he has not be-
lieved on the Son of God! To you, unbeliever, no angel Gabriel will ap-
pear, but the Destroying Angel awaits you! What shall be your fearful
chastisement? You will be silent—it will be eternal. Oh, you shall stand
silent at the Judgment Seat of Christ, unable to offer any excuse for your
rebellion and unbeliefl Unbelief will destroy the best of us—faith will save
the worst of us! He that believes on the Lord Jesus Christ has eternal
life—he that believes not (whatever else his apparent excellences) will as-
suredly perish! Faith, faith! This is the priceless saving thing to everyone
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of us. The gift is yours to believe. The Grace is yours to inherit the righ-
teousness of faith. The joy is yours to believe in Jesus Christ with all
your hearts. The triumph is yours to believe now to the saving of your
souls! Amen.

EXPOSITION BY C. H. SPURGEON:
HEBREWS 3; 4:1-9.

HEBREWS 3.

Verse 1. Therefore, holy brethren, partakers of the heavenly calling,
consider the Apostle and High Priest of our profession, Christ Jesus.
Would God we considered Him more! He is supremely worthy of our per-
petual consideration from all points of view. And the more you consider
Him, the more you may, for there is a depth and breadth about His
wondrous Personality, His work and His offices well worthy of our deep-
est thought and admiring worship! Holy Brothers and Sisters, partakers
of a heavenly calling—we may well consider Him.

2-4. Who was faithful to Him that appointed Him, as also Moses was
faithful in all His house. For this Man was counted worthy of more glory
than Mosses, inasmuch as He who has built the house has more honor
than the house. For every house is built by some man; but He that built all
things is God. The translators were obliged to supply the word, Man, and
yet it is not correct. It is only half the matter—for behold, Christ is God
and Man in one ever blessed Person and, therefore, was He counted wor-
thy of more glory than Moses.

5, 6. And Moses verily was faithful in all His house, as a servant, for
testimony of those things which were to be spoken after; but Christ, as a
Son over His own house; whose house are we, if we hold fast the confi-
dence and the rejoicing of the hope firm unto the end. We are the house in
which He dwells with delight—in which He finds comfort and rest! We are
the household over which He rules and in which He is the delight and
the joy of us all. Oh, may our Church always be such a house, so well
ordered, that when the Lord comes into it—no, whenever He dwells in
it—He may not be grieved in His own house! Whatever trouble a man
has, he hopes to find solace at home. And so let the House of God be the
House of Jesus—the place where there is peace, obedience, love, holi-
ness!

7-9. Therefore (as the Holy Spirit says, today, if you will hear His voice,
harden not your hearts, as in the provocation, in the day of temptation in
the wilderness: When your fathers tempted Me, tried Me and saw My
works forty years. That was a house in which it was hard to dwell. It had
been Moses’ prayer, “if Your Presence go not with us, carry us not up
from here.” And the curtains had been spread for God’s abode and there
was the Holy Place. But, oh, their provocations made it an uneasy house
for the Lord of the house, which ultimately He left, tearing its veil from
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the top to the bottom as He left it, for it was finished and He had done
with it!

10. Therefore I was grieved with that generation, and said, They do al-
ways err in their heart; and they have not known My ways. They do err—
they did always err in their heart. God is very tender to errors of judg-
ment—errors of the head. But to err in the heart—this is the heart of er-
ring and very provoking to the Most High. And for it always to be so after
having tasted the bitter fruit of erring—after having known God’s anger
on account of previous errors—oh, this was sad! “They do always err in
their heart.” The foundation of sin often lies, however, in ignorance—
“They have not known My ways.” Ignorance can never be of any benefit to
us. “That the soul be without knowledge is not good.” But ignorance of
God is the constant course of the errors of the heart! “All your children
shall be taught of the Lord,” is a very gracious promise, and where it is
carried out, the errors are rectified by the Grace of God!

11. So I swore in My wrath, They shall not enter into my rest). What a
dreadful warning this is to us! If God has had 40 years’ patience with
you, take heed, Sinner, take heed, lest He swear in His wrath that you
shall not enter into His rest, for your entrance into that rest depends
upon His good will and pleasure—He will have mercy on whom He will
have mercy, and He will have compassion on whom He will have com-
passion! If, then, you provoke Him to swear that you shall not enter into
His rest, into that rest you never can enter, for then the gates of Hell are
opened for you and the gates of Heaven fast locked against you! Beware,
then, lest you provoke Him.

12. Take heed, brethren, lest there be in any of you an evil heart of un-
belief, in departing from the living God. That is the thing that provokes
God—unbelief—not so much the unbelief of the head, as the unbelief of
the heart, when the heart will not yield to the plan of salvation, when
men want to be saved by their own works, or else are indifferent alto-
gether about whether they are saved or not! It is heart-unbelief that
damns men! It is heart-faith that is the means of salvation! With the
heart man believes unto righteousness, but heart-unbelief leads to and
seals his ruin!

13. But exhort one another daily. In opposition to your always erring,
always be exhorting—and you cannot do that with any face unless you
are always watching that you do not err, yourselves! But when walking
near to God, you exhort one another, it is well. “Exhort one another dai-
1y.”

13. While it is called Today; lest any of you be hardened through the
deceitfulness of sin. If sin were to come to us labeled as sin, I trust we
would reject it. But there is a deceitfulness of sin. It sometimes comes as
a necessary action. We think that wisdom demands that we should sin a
little, sometimes, to avoid some great evil—and in this way the soul gets
hardened through the deceitfulness of sin. Oh, if the devil would come in
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the shape of a devil, he would do little mischief, but he assumes the fa-
shion of an angel of light—and there it is that he causes us so much sin
and sorrow.

14. For we are made partakers of Christ if we hold the beginning of our
confidence steadfast unto the end. It is not true that one act of faith is all
that is required—unless you will consider that one act to be continuous
throughout life. If a man were once a Believer, and if it were possible to
cease to be so, then, of course, he is ruined. But the Doctrine of the Final
Perseverance of the Saints speaks not on that wise, but it says that he
who is a Believer shall continue so—that he who is right with God shall
abide so even to the end—and unless it is so, we are not partakers of
Christ at all!l We are made partakers of Christ if we “hold the beginning of
our confidence steadfast unto the end.”

15, 16. While it is said, Today if you will hear His voice, harden not
your hearts, as in the provocation. For some, when they had heard, did
provoke. There are many such and there are no sinners who provoke God
so much as those who hear the Gospel! A man who never hears the Gos-
pel at all may provoke God, but the man that sins after he has heard it
again and again, and again—and has the sound of it ringing in his ears—
provokes God with a sevenfold degree of provocation!

16. Indeed was it not all that came out of Egypt with Moses? No, only
two. Yes, but the Lord will not forget two. There were only a few—a mere
handful—in Sodom, but the Lord would not consume them with the
wicked. They were brought out of it. And so here, if there are only two,
the Holy Spirit takes care to be very accurate in the counting of God’s
elect ones and He says, “Indeed, was it not all that came out of Egypt
with Moses?” If you are one of a family, and two of a city, He will take you
and bring you into Zion. You may be in so great a minority that in all
your acquaintances there may not be one godly person—yet the Holy Spi-
rit will not take the matter in the lump, but He will choose you out—and
mark you out and distinguish you. Do you not notice how careful He was
when He spoke about Judas—the good Judas? He says, “Not Iscariot.”
No, no! He will not have him mistaken for that traitor! He guards the
names of His people, each one of them, if there is but one—or two, if
there are but two. “Indeed was it not all that came out of Egypt with
Moses?” God has an election according to Grace. Doubtless there are
some here now who will no longer provoke God, but who, constrained by
Sovereign Love, will throw down all the weapons of their rebellion and
yield themselves up to Him! May it be your case. May it be your case,
Sinner, even at this moment!

17. But with whom was He grieved forty years; was it not with them
that had sinned, whose carcasses fell in the wilderness? How He speaks
of them and calls them “carcasses ”! He never speaks of His children so!
And you remember that in the Old Testament the unredeemed man is
comparable to the ass. “You shall not redeem him; you shall break his
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neck.” But the redeemed man is comparable to the sheep. Valuable prop-
erty is in him, and God esteems him. “Whose carcasses fell in the wilder-
ness.”

18, 19. And to whom swore He that they should not enter into His rest,
but to them that believed not? So we see that they could not enter in be-
cause of unbelief. It is those who believe not who have God’s curse! If you
do not rest upon Christ as Your salvation, you, too, shall hear God swear
that you shall not enter into His rest!

HEBREWS 4.

1. Let us therefore, fear, lest a promise being left us of entering into His
rest, any of you should seem to come short of it. If you avoid the very
seeming of it, you will avoid the thing, itself. Oh, that we were careful
about this—that there was nothing that should give any reasonable fear
to those who observed us, or to ourselves when we search our hearts,
lest we should not enter into this rest!

2. For unto us was the Gospel preached, as well as unto them: but the
Word preached did not profit them, not being mixed with faith in them that
heard it. It must be mixed with faith. There are many drugs that are of no
value till they are mixed with something else—and the Word of God
preached becomes of no value to a soul until it is mixed with faith in
them that hear it.

3. For we who have believed do enter that rest, as He said, As I have
sworn in My wrath, if they shall enter into My rest: although the works
were finished from the foundation of the world.

I leave out the intermediate words for the time being. “There is a rest.”

9. There remains therefore a rest to the people of God.

—Adapted from the C. H. Spurgeon Collection, Version 1.0, Ages Software.

PRAY THE HOLY SPIRIT WILL USE THIS SERMON
TO BRING MANY TO A SAVING KNOWLEDGE OF JESUS CHRIST.
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“HE SHALL BE GREAT?”
NO. 1760

A SERMON DELIVERED ON LORD’S-DAY EVENING, DECEMBER 2, 1883,
BY C. H. SPURGEON,
AT THE METROPOLITAN TABERNACLE, NEWINGTON.

Being his last sermon before his journey to the South of France.

“He shall be great.”
Luke 1:32.

Strictly speaking, I suppose these words refer to the human Nature of
our Lord Jesus Christ, for it is as to His humanity that Christ was born of
Mary. The context runs thus—“Behold, you shall conceive in your womb,
and bring forth a son, and shall call His name JESUS. He shall be great
and shall be called the Son of the Highest: and the Lord God shall give
unto Him the throne of His father David. And He shall reign over the
house of Jacob forever; and of His kingdom there shall be no end.” The
angel of the Lord thus spoke concerning the Manhood of “that Holy Thing”
that should be born of the favored virgin by the overshadowing of the
power of the Highest.

As to His Divinity, we must speak concerning Him in another style than
this. But, as a Man, He was born of the virgin and it was said to her be-
fore His birth, “He shall be great.” The Man, Christ Jesus, stooped very
low. In His first estate He was not great; He was very little when He was
upon His mother’s breast. In His later estate He was not great, but de-
spised, rejected and crucified! Indeed, He was so poor that He had no-
where to lay His head and He was so cast out by the tongues of men that
they called Him a “fellow,” mentioned Him among drunken men and wine-
bibbers—and even accused Him of having a devil and being mad! In the
esteem of the great ones of the earth, He was an ignorant Galilean of
whom they said, “We know not where He is.”

His life binds up more fitly with the lowly annals of the poor than with
the aristocracy or whatever stood for that in Caesar’s day. In His own time
His enemies could not find a word base enough to express their contempt
of Him. He was brought very low in His trial, condemnation and suffering.
Who thought Him great when He was covered with bloody sweat, or when
He was sold at the price of a slave, or when a guard came out against Him
with swords, lanterns and torches, as if He had been a thief? Who thought
Him great when they bound Him and led Him to the judgment seat as a
malefactor? Or when the cowards smote Him, blindfolded Him and spat in
His face? Or when He was scourged, led through the streets bearing His
Cross and afterwards hung up between two thieves to die?

Truly He was brought very low and a sword pierced through His
mother’s heart as she saw the sufferings of her holy Son. When she knew
that He was dead and buried in a borrowed tomb, she must have painfully
pondered in her heart the words from Heaven concerning Him and
thought within herself, “The angel said He would be great, but who is
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made so vile as He? He said that He should be called the ‘Son of the High-
est,” but, lo, He is brought into the dust of death and men seal His sepul-
cher and cast out His name as evil.”
Still, while I think that our text most fitly applies to the manhood of

Christ in the first place, I rejoice to think that—

“He who on earth as Man was known,

And bore our sins and pains,

Now, seated on the eternal throne,

The God of Glory reigns.”

The very Man who was despised and spat upon, now sits glorious on His
Father’s Throne! As Man, He is anointed, “King of kings, and Lord of
lords.” As man, He has been lifted up from the lowest depths and set in
the greatest heights to reign forever and ever! Peter and the Apostles testi-
fied, “This Jesus has God raised up, whereof we all are witnesses, He be-
ing by the right hand of God exalted.” Stephen also said, “Behold, I see the
heavens opened and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God.”
While we believe that and rejoice in it, we shall be wise never to dissociate
the Deity of Christ from His Humanity, for they make up one Person.

I cannot help remarking that in the New Testament you find a disregard
of all rigid distinction of the two Natures in the Person of our Lord when
the Spirit speaks concerning Him. The two Natures are so thoroughly
united in the Person of Christ that the Holy Spirit does not speak of the
Lord Jesus with theological exactness, like one who writes a creed, but He
speaks as to men of understanding who know and rejoice in the Truth of
the one indivisible Person of the Mediator. For instance, we read in Scrip-
ture of “the blood of God”—Paul says in Acts 20:28, “Feed the Church of
God, which He has purchased with His own blood.”

Now, strictly speaking, there can be no blood of God, and the expres-
sion looks like a confusion of the two Natures. But this is intentional that
we may clearly see that the two Natures are so joined together that the
Holy Spirit does not stop to dissect and set out differences. He says of the
united Person of our blessed Lord that which is strictly true either of His
Humanity or of His Deity. He is called both, “God, our Savior,” and, “the
Man, Christ Jesus.” The combined Natures of the Man, the God, Christ
Jesus our Lord, are one Person—and all the acts of either Nature may be
ascribed to that one Person. Therefore I, for one, do not hesitate to sing
such verses as these—

“He that distributes crowns and thrones,
Hangs on a tree and bleeds and groans!
The Prince of Life resigns His breath;
The King of Glory bows to death.

Well might the sun in darkness hide,
And shut his glories in,

When God, the mighty Maker, died

For man, the creature’s sin!

See how the patient Jesus stands,
Insulted in His lowest case!

Sinners have bound the Almighty hands,
And spit in their Creator’s face.”

We shall not labor, therefore, to preserve the niceties of theology, but we
shall, at this time, freely speak of our Lord as He is in His Godhead and in
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His Manhood—and apply our text to the whole Christ—declaring the Di-
vine promise that “He shall be great.”

While my Brother was praying for me, I was wishing that I had the
tongues of men and of angels with which to set forth my theme tonight,
and yet I shall retract my wish, for the subject is such that if my words
were the most common that could be found—yes, if they were ungram-
matical and if they were put together in a most uncouth manner, it would
little matter—for failure awaits me in any case! The subject far transcends
all utterance! Jesus is such a One that no oratory can ever reach the
height of His Glory and the simplest words are best suited to a Subject so
sublime. Fine words would be but tawdry things to hang beside the un-
speakably glorious Lord! I can say no more than that He is great! If I could
tell forth His greatness with choral symphonies of cherubim, yet would I
fail to reach the height of this great argument!

I will be content if I can touch the hem of the garment of His greatness.
If the Lord will but set us in a cleft of the rock and only make us see the
back parts of His Character, we shall be overcome by the vision! As yet,
even of Jesus, the face of His full Glory cannot be seen, or if seen, it can-
not be described. Were we caught up to the third Heaven, we should have
little to say on coming back, for we would have seen things which were
not lawful for us to utter. I shall not, therefore, fail with loss of honor if I
tell you that my utmost success at this time will but touch the fringe of
the splendor of the Son of Man. This is not the time of His clearest reveal-
ing. The day is coming for the manifestation of the Lord—as yet He shines
not forth among men in His noontide!

His Second Advent shall more fully reveal Him. Then shall His people
“shine forth as the sun in the kingdom of their Father” because He, also,
shall rise in the clear face of Heaven as the Sun of Righteousness, greatly
blessing the sons of men.

I. Let me touch my theme as best I can by, first of all, saying of our
adorable Lord Jesus that HE IS GREAT FROM MANY POINTS OF VIEW. I
might have said from every point of view, but that is too large a Truth of
God to be surveyed at one sitting. Mind would fail us; life would fail us;
time would fail us—only eternity and perfection will suffice for that
boundless meditation! But from the points of view to which I would con-
duct you for a moment, the Lord Jesus Christ is emphatically great!

First, in the perfection of His Nature. Think, my Brothers and Sisters.
There was never such a Being as our Well-Beloved! He is peerless and in-
comparable. He is Divine and, therefore, unique. He is “Light of light, very
God of very God.” Jesus is truly equal with God, One with the Father! Oh,
the greatness of the Godhead! Jehovah is an Infinite Being—
immeasurable, incomprehensible, inconceivable! He fills all things and yet
is not contained by all things. He is, indeed, great beyond any idea of
greatness that has ever dawned upon us. All this is true of the Only-
Begotten. “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God,
and the Word was God. The same was in the beginning which were made
by Him; and without Him was not anything made that was made.”

“For of Him, and through Him, and to Him, are all things: to whom be
glory forever. Amen.” “He is before all things, and by Him all things con-
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sist.” But our Lord Jesus is also Man and this makes the singularity of
His Person, that He should be perfectly and purely God, and as truly and
really Man! He is not humanity Deified. He is not Godhead humanized. I
have admitted latitude of expression, but there is, in fact, no confusion of
the substance. He is God. He is Man. He is all that God is and all that
man is as God created him. He is as truly God as if He were not man, and
yet as completely and perfectly Man as if He were not God! Think of this
wondrous combination! A perfect Manhood without spot or stain of origi-
nal or actual sin—and then the glorious Godhead combined with it! Said I
not truly that Jesus stands alone?

He is not greatest of the great, but great where all else are little! He is
not something among all, but all where all else are nothing! Who shall be
compared with Him? He counts it not robbery to be equal with God. And
among men He is the Firstborn of every creature. Among the risen ones
He is the Firstborn by His Resurrection from the dead. Among the glorified
He is the Source and Object of glory! I cannot compass His Nature—who
shall declare His generation? He is one with us and yet inconceivably be-
yond us. Our nature is limited, sinful, fallen. His Nature is unbounded,
holy, Divine. When Jehovah looks on us, we ask, “What is man, that you
are mindful of him? And the son of man, that you visit him?” But, “when
He brings in the First-Begotten into the world, He says, And let all the an-
gels of God worship Him.” Shall it not truly be said as to His Nature, “He
is great”?

He is great, also, in the grandeur of His offices. Remember that He has,
for our sakes, undertaken to be our Redeemer. You see your bondage,
Brothers and Sisters. You know it, for some of you have worn the fetters
till they have entered into your soul—from such slavery He came to re-
deem us! Behold His Zion in ruins, heaps on heaps, smoking, consumed!
He comes to rebuild and to restore! This is His office—to build up the old
wastes and to restore the Temple of the living God which had been cast
down by the foe. To accomplish this, He came to be our Priest, our
Prophet and our King. In each office He is glorious beyond compare! He
came to be our Savior, our Sacrifice, our Substitute, our Surety, our
Head, our Friend, our Lord, our Life, our All!

Pile up the offices and remember that each one is worthy of God. Men-
tion them as you may, and truly you shall never remember them all, for
He, the express image of His Father’s Glory, has undertaken every kind of
office that He might perfectly redeem His people and make them to be His
own forever! In each office He has gained the summit of Glory and therein
He is and shall be great! Have you ever stood in Westminster Abbey when
some great warrior was being buried and when the herald pronounced his
various titles? He has been greatly honored by his queen and his nation,
for which he has fought so valiantly. He is prince of this and duke of that,
and count of the other, and earl of something else—the titles are many
and brilliant. What a parade it is! “Vanity of vanities! All is vanity!” What
matters it, to the senseless clay, that it is buried with pomp of heraldry?

But I stand at the tomb of Christ and I say of His offices that they are
superlatively grand! And, moreover, that they are not buried and neither
is He among the dead! He lives and still bears His honors in the fullness of
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their splendor! He is still all to His people—every office He still carries on
and will carry on till He shall deliver up the kingdom to God, even the Fa-
ther—and God shall be All in All. Oh, the splendor of this Christ of God in
the mighty offices which He sustains! He is the Standard-Bearer among
ten thousand! Who is like HE in all eternity? “The government shall be
upon His shoulders and His name shall be called Wonderful, Counselor,
The Mighty God, The Everlasting Father, The Prince of Peace.” “Hosanna
to the son of David: Blessed is He that comes in the name of the Lord!”

Let our hearts give Him our adoring praise tonight, for He is great in
the glorious offices which God has heaped upon Him. His Nature and His
offices would, alone, furnish us with a lengthened theme, but oh, my
Brothers and Sisters, the Lord Jesus is great in the splendor of His
achievements. He does not wear an office whose duty is neglected—His
name is faithful and true. He is no holder of a lie—He claims to have fin-
ished the work which His Father gave Him to do. He has undertaken great
things and, glory be to His name, He has achieved them! His people’s sins
were laid upon Him and He bore them up to the Cross and on the Cross
He made an end of them—that they will never be mentioned against them
any more forever!

Then He went down into the grave and slept there for a little season.
But He tore away the bars of the sepulcher and left Death dead at His
feet, bringing life and immortality to light by His Resurrection! This was
His high calling and He has fulfilled it! His victory is complete! The defeat
of the foe is perfect. “O Death, where is your sting? O grave, where is your
victory?” Springing upward from the tomb when the appointed day was
come, He opened Heaven’s gates to all Believers, according to the Word of
God—“The breaker is come up before them, and their king shall pass be-
fore them, and the LORD on the head of them.” As He opened the golden
gates, He led captivity captive and, receiving gifts for men, He cast down a
royal largess among the poorest of His people that they might be enriched.
This was His objective and the design has been carried out without flaw or
failure!

Within the veil He went, our Representative, to take possession of our
crowns and thrones, which He holds for us to this day by the tenure of
His own Cross. Having purchased the inheritance and paid off the heavy
mortgage that lay upon it, He has taken possession of the Canaan
wherein our souls shall dwell at the end of the days when we shall stand
in our lot. Is it not proven that He is great? Conquerors are great and He
is the greatest of them! Deliverers are great and He is the greatest of them!
Liberators are great and He is the greatest of them! Saviors are great and
He is the greatest of them! They that multiply the joys of men are truly
great—and what shall I say of Him who has bestowed everlasting joy upon
His people and entailed it upon them by a Covenant of salt forever and
ever? Well did you say, O Gabriel, “He shall be great,” for great, indeed, He
is!

He shall be great, again, in the prevalence of His merits. Never a Being
had such merit as Christ. His life and death cover all Believers from head
to foot with a perfect obedience to the Law of God! With royal vesture are
they clad—Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed like one of these! His
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blood has washed Believers white as the driven snow and His righteous-
ness has made them to be “accepted in the Beloved.” He has such merit
with God that He deserves of the Most High whatever He wills to ask—and
He asks for His people that they shall have every blessing necessary for
eternal life and perfection! He is great, indeed, my Brothers and Sisters,
when we think that He has clothed us all in His righteousness and
washed us all in His blood!

Nor us alone, but ten thousands times ten thousands of His redeemed
stand, today, in the wedding dress of His eternal merit and plead before
God a claim that can never be denied—the claim of a perfect obedience
which must always please the Father’s heart! Oh, what mercy is that
which has turned our Hell to Heaven; transformed our disease into health
and lifted us from the dunghill and set us among the princes of His peo-
ple! In Infinite power to remove sin, to perfume with acceptance, to clothe
with righteousness, to win blessings, to preserve saints and to save to the
uttermost, the Lord Jesus is great beyond all greatness!

My theme will never be exhausted, though I may be. Let me not delay to
add that our Lord Jesus Christ is great in the number of His saved ones. |
do not believe in a little Christ, or a little Heaven, or a little company be-
fore the Throne of God, or a few that shall be saved! Hear this, for I would
gladly reply to a lie that is often stated and is the last resort of those who
assail the Doctrines of Grace! They say that we believe that God has left
the great mass of His creatures to perish and has arbitrarily chosen an
elect few. We have never thought such a thing! We believe that the Lord
has an elect MANY! And it is our joy and delight to think of them as a
number that no man can number!

“Oh,” they say, “you think that the few who go to your little Bethel or
Salem are the elect of God.” That, Sirs, is what you invent for your own
purposes! We have never said anything of the sort! We rejoice to believe
that as many as the stars of Heaven shall be the redeemed of Christ—that
as many as the sands that are upon the seashore, even an innumerable
company, are those for whom Christ has shed His precious blood that He
might effectually redeem them! As I look up to the Heaven of the sancti-
fied, my mind’s eyes do not see a few dozen saints met together in select
circles of exclusiveness—no, my eyes are dazzled with the countless lights
which shine, each one, from the illustrious brows of the redeemed! Illus-
trious, | say, for each glorified one wears upon his forehead the name of
the Most High!

My heart is glad to turn away from the multitude that throng the broad
way and to see a greater multitude that throng the heavenly fields and,
day without night, celebrate redemption by the blood of the Lamb! Have
they not washed their robes and made them white in His blood? In all
things our Lord will have the pre-eminence—and this shall be the case in
the number of His followers—He shall therein vanquish His great enemy!
His redeemed shall fly as a cloud, as doves to their windows. Countless as
the drops of morning dew shall His people be in the day of His power. He
shall be great in the host of His adherents in Glory.

Multitudes upon earth are even now pursuing their road to Heaven and
greater hosts are yet to follow them. A day shall be when the people of
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God shall be increased exceedingly—above anything that we see at the
present—they shall spring up as the grass and as willows by the water-
courses, as if every stone that heard the ripple of the brook had been
turned into a man! The seed of the Lord Jesus Christ shall multiply till
arithmetic shall be utterly baffled and numeration shall fail. He is great—a
great Savior of a great mass of great sinners who shall, by His redeeming
arm, be brought safely, without fail, to His right hand in endless Glory! As
the tribes of the natural Israel increased exceedingly, so, also, shall the
spiritual Israel. The Lord shall multiply His Zion with men as with a
flock—and thus shall the King of Israel be great!

Brothers and Sisters, the Lord Jesus Christ shall be great in the estima-
tion of His people. If I were to try, tonight, to praise my Lord to the highest
heavens, my Brother might well follow me and extol our Lord much more.
Then I would get up from my seat, again, and I would not rest until I
found yet loftier praises for my Lord and God! Then might my dear
Brother return to the happy task and excel me, yet again! And then, for
sure, I would be on my feet a third time and keep up the hallowed rivalry,
lauding and magnifying Jesus to my mind’s utmost! And, if the Lord per-
mitted, we would never stop, for I would give in to no man in my desire to
extol my Lord Jesus Christ! I am sure that none of His people would give
way to others in a humble sense of supreme indebtedness, but each one
would say, “There is something which He has done for me which He never
did for you. There is some point of view in which He is greater to me than
He is to you.”

Brothers and Sisters, I admit that there are many points in which He is
greater to you than He is to me! But yet, to me He is higher than Heaven,
vaster than eternity, more delightful than Paradise, more blessed than
blessedness itself! If I could speak of Him according to my soul’s desire, I
would speak in great capital letters and not in the small italics which I am
compelled to use. If I could speak as I would, I would make winds and
waves my orators and cause the whole universe to become one open
mouth with which to proclaim the praises of Emmanuel! If all eternity
would speak as though it, too, were but one tongue, yet it could not tell all
the charms of His love and the sureness of His faithfulness and His truth!
We must leave off somewhere, but, truly, if it is the point of our estimation
of Him, we can never express our overwhelming sense of His honor, His
excellence, His sweetness!

Oh, that He were praised by every creature that has breath! Oh, that
every minute placed another gem in His crown! Oh, that every soul that
breathes did continue to breathe out nothing but hosannas and hallelu-
jahs unto Him, for He deserves all possible praises! Do you hear the crash
of the multitudinous music of Heaven? It is like many waters and like the
mighty waves of the sea—and it is all for Him! Can you hear the charming
notes of “harpers harping with their harps”? Their harpings are all for
Him! Can you conceive the unutterable joys of the glorified? Every felicity
of eternity is a song to His honor! Heaven and earth shall yet be full of the
brightness of His Glory! Who can look the sun in the face in the height of

his noontide? Who can tell the illimitable greatnesses of the Son of God?—
“To Him, even to Him, let all praises be,
For He has redeemed our souls with blood
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And set the captives free!”

He has made us unto our God both kings and priests—and we shall reign
with Him forever and forever! Truly, He is great, and shall be eternally
great!

But, oh, Brothers and Sisters, how great must Christ be in the glory of

Heaven! We have never seen that. Some of us shall see it very soon—
“For we are in the border-land,
The heavenly country’s near at hand!
A step is all ‘twixt us and rest,
E’en now we converse with the blest.”

But the greatness of Christ in Heaven! Surely this is the grand sight for
which we long to go to Heaven—that we may behold His Glory! “The Gory
which He had with the Father before the world was,” and the Glory which
He has gained by His service for the Father here below! Has He not said,
“Father, I will that they, also, whom You have given Me, be with Me where
[ am; that they may behold My Glory”? What honor and majesty surround
our Prince in the metropolis of His empire! What is this city? From where
comes its brightness? The sun is dim. The moon no more displays herself.
“The glory of God did lighten it and the Lamb is the Light thereof.”

The whole city shines in the Redeemer’s Glory! And who are these that
come trooping down the golden streets?—these shining ones, each one
comparable to a living, moving sun? Each one as bright as the star of the
morning? Ask them where their brightness comes from and they tell you
that the Glory of Christ has risen upon them and they are reflecting His
brightness as the moon reflects the brilliant radiance of the sun! If you sit
down with one of these shining ones and hear him tell his story, the sum
of the matter will be, “Not unto us; but unto Him that loved us, be honor
and glory.” This will be the substance of every testimony—“He loved me
and gave Himself for me.” But they will put it something like this—“HE
loved me! He, that great HE!”

How they will pronounce it as they point to His Glory—“HE loved me—
that little me.” They will sink their voices, oh, so low, as with wonder and
surprise they express their admiration that ever He could have loved such
unworthy ones as they were. But I must not—dare not—try to touch upon
the Glory of Christ upon the Throne of the Father. Certain great divines
have written upon the Glory of Christ, but I will guarantee you that when
they died and went to Heaven, they half wished that they could come back
again to amend their most glowing pages! Ah me, what can ignorance say
of the All-Wise? What do blinking owls know of high noon? What do we
poor limited creatures, babes of yesterday, know of the Infinite, the An-
cient of Days and of the splendor that comes from the Firstborn at the
right hand of the Most High?

It would need an angel to tell us that but, perhaps if he did, either we
would not understand, or else what we did understand would overpower
us and we should fall before our Lord as dead! The heavens are now tell-
ing the Glory of our Lord, but the half of it will never be told throughout
ages of ages. Assuredly, concerning our adorable Lord Jesus, it is true—
“He shall be great.”

II. Now, by your leave, I want to turn the subject around a little and
look at it in another light. “He shall be great,” and He is so, for HE IS
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WITH GREAT THINGS. He is a Savior and a great one. As I have already
said, it was a great ruin which He came to restore. The wind came from
the abyss and smote the four corners of the house of manhood and it fell.
Devils laughed and triumphed as they saw God’s handiwork spoiled. Hu-
man nature sank in shame. Paradise was blasted, sin was triumphant
and the fiery sword was set at Eden’s gate to exclude us. It was a hideous
ruin. But, oh, when Christ came, He brought a great salvation! He came
to prepare a better Paradise and to plant in it a better Tree of Life. He
came to give us possession of it upon a better tenure than before. Oh, He
is a great Savior! He worked amid the chaos of the Fall and restored what
Adam had destroyed!

And, Beloved, we were covered with great sin—some of us, especially so.
But “He shall be great,” and therefore He makes short work of great sin!
Great sinners, what a joy it ought to be to you to think that He is great
and, therefore, has come to rescue such as you are and deal with such
difficulties as beset and surround you! What if sin is great? His arrange-
ment for its removal is great, too. Look, there, at Calvary, and if you can
see it through your blinding tears, behold the Sacrifice He offered once
and for all to put away sin! Regard the old Tabernacle and its faulty
types—Aaron has offered his bullock which has smoked to Heaven, but no
result has followed! Aaron has brought his lambs, his goats, his rams—
and their blood in basins is thrown at the foot of the altar—the whole soil
of the Tabernacle is saturated with the blood of bullocks and of goats! And
no result has come of it—these can never take away sin!

See, now, the greater Sacrifice which Jesus brings. That great High
Priest of ours is great, indeed, for He has offered up Himself without spot
unto God! Lo, on His great altar there smokes to Heaven no longer cloud-
ing incense or burning flesh, but the body and soul of the appointed Sub-
stitute offered up in sacrifice for men! We have, none of us, a due concep-
tion of the grandeur of that vicarious offering which at once and forever
made an end of sin! Think of it carefully and in detail. Count it no light
thing tha