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The Training of the Twelve  
  

 

Forward by Olan Hendrix:  

In more than twenty years in the ministry few books have influenced and helped me more than A. B. 

Bruceôs The Training of the Twelve. I was delighted to discover that Kregel Publications was planning to 

reissue this very valuable book, and I thank God for  their foresight in this undertaking. With confidence 

and enthusiasm I commend this volume to my fellow ministers throughout the English speaking world.  

As never before in the history of the Christian ministry the servant of Jesus Christ is constantly grap pling 

with the problem of how to reproduce himself and multiply his endeavors so as to encounter our ever 

increasing world population with the gospel of Jesus Christ. This book, as few other books, gives the 

practical as well as the theological guidelines for the man of God working with his flock. Every pastor 

knows the frustration of looking out upon a broken and often hostile world and experiencing haunting 

limitations to meet those needs. Obviously, a part of the answer to this kind of frustration is the  genius of 

ñgetting things done through other people.ò This is precisely what Jesus Christ did with his apostles. The 

pattern and the ageless principles of this endeavor on the part of our Lord is lifted from the Holy 

Scriptures to guide us in the day in w hich we live.  

The value of this volume is increased today as so many Christian workers are delving into the subject of 

management. For the first time in church history modern management techniques and principles are being 

sought out for their application t o the local church, the mission, the missionary, and various types of 

Christian organizations. In the midst of this kind of upsurge of interest in management skills and tools it is 

increasingly vital that we have firmly fixed in our understanding the agele ss management principles 

employed by our Lord in his relationships with his apostles.  

It is difficult to estimate the value of Bruceôs instruction for the young pastor just beginning his ministry. It 

would be well for ordination councils to consider this a s required reading for the young man facing 

ordination. I would recommend the book to my brethren who have been in the ministry for many years as 

an ideal refresher course to lift and inspire the servant of God. I have read and reread the book through 

the years of my own ministry and always with increasing profit.  

All of this is to say nothing of the devotional benefit of these blessed pages. How wonderful and 

encouraging to realize that the problems we face in working with our people whom the Holy Spirit h as 

called out into our flocks or organizations are like the problems the Lord Jesus faced in the apostolate.  

Further, I am delighted for the reappearance of this volume because of the depth and stability it will 

unquestionably bring to the ministry in this  day when superficiality and wavering tends to abound.  

Olan Hendrix  

-------------------------  
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Preface to the Second Edition:  

ON receiving notice from the publisher that a second edition of The Training of the Twelve which first 

appeared in 1871, was cal led for, I was obliged to consider the question what alterations should be made 

on a work which, though written with care, was too obviously, to my maturer judgment, stamped with 

imperfection. Two alternatives suggested themselves to my mind. One was to re cast the whole, so as to 

give it a more critical and scientific character, and make it bear more directly on current controversies 

respecting the origin of Christianity. The other was to allow the book to remain substantially as it was, 

retaining its popul ar form, and limiting alterations to details susceptible of improvement without change of 

plan. After a little hesitation, I decided for the latter course, for the following reasons. From expressions of 

opinion that reached me from many and very diverse qu arters, I had come to be convinced that the book 

was appreciated and found useful, and I thence concluded that, notwithstanding its faults, it might 

continue to be of service in its primitive shape. Then, considering how difficult in all things it is to se rve 

two masters or accomplish at once two ends, I saw that the adoption of the former of the two alternative 

courses was tantamount to writing a new book, which could be done, if necessary, independently of the 

present publication. I confess to having a va gue plan of such a work in my head, which may or may not be 

carried into effect. The Tübingen school of critics, with whose works English readers are now becoming 

acquainted through translations, maintain that catholic Christianity was the result of a comp romise or 

reconciliation between two radically opposed tendencies, represented respectively by the original apostles 

and by Paul, the two tendencies being Judaistic exclusiveness on the one hand, and Pauline universalism 

on the other. The twelve said: Chri stianity for Jews, and all who are willing to become Jews by compliance 

with Jewish custom; Paul said: Christianity for the whole world, and for all on the same terms. Now the 

material dealt with in The Training of the Twelve, must, from the nature of the case, have some bearing 

on this conflict hypothesis of Dr. Barr and his friends. The question arises, what was to be expected of the 

men that were with Jesus? and the consideration of this question would form an important division of such 

a controversial w ork as I have in view. Another chapter might consider the part assigned to Peter in the 

Acts of the Apostles (alleged by the same school of critics to be a part invented for him by the writer for 

an apologetic purpose), seeking especially to determine whet her it was a likely part for him to play -  likely 

in view of his idiosyncrasies, or the training he had received. Another appropriate topic would be the 

character of the Apostle John, as portrayed in the synoptical Gospels, in its bearing on the questions of the 

authorship of the fourth Gospel, and the hostility to Paul and his universalism alleged to be manifested in 

the Book of Revelation. In such a work there would further fall to be considered the materials bearing on 

the same theme in other parts of th e New Testament, especially those to be found in the Epistle to the 

Galatians. Finally, there might not inappropriately be found a place in such a work for a discussion of the 

question, How far do the synoptic Gospels -  the principal sources of information  regarding the teaching 

and public actions of Christ -  bear traces of the influence of controversial or conciliatory tendencies? e.g. 

what ground is there for the assertion that the mission of the seventy is an invention in the interest of 

Pauline universa lism intended to throw the original apostles into the shade?  

 

In the present work I have not attempted to develop the argument here outlined, but have merely 

indicated the places at which the different points of the argument might come in, and the way in w hich 

they might be used. The conflict hypothesis was not absent from my mind in writing the book at first; but 

I was neither so well acquainted with the literature relating thereto, nor so sensible of its importance, as I 

am now.  

In preparing this new edit ion for the press, I have not lost sight of any hints from friendly critics which 

might tend to make it more acceptable and useful. In particular, I have kept steadily in view retrenchment 

of the homiletic element, though I am sensible that I may still hav e retained too much for some tastes, 

but I hope not too much for the generality of readers. I have had to remember, that while some friends 
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called for condensation, others have complained that the matter was too closely packed. I have also had 

occasion to observe in my reading of books on the Gospel history that it is possible to be so brief and 

sketchy as to miss not only the latent connections of thought, but even the thoughts themselves. The 

changes have not all been in the direction of retrenchment. Whi le not a few paragraphs have been 

cancelled or reduced in bulk, other new ones have been added, and in one or two instances whole pages 

have been rewritten. Among the more important additions may be mentioned a note at the end of the 

chapter relating to th e farewell discourse, giving an analysis of the discourse into its component parts; 

and a concluding paragraph at the end of the work summing up the instructions which the twelve had 

received from Jesus during the time they had been with Him. Besides these , a feature of this edition is a 

series of footnotes referring to some of the principal recent publications, British and foreign, whose 

contents relate more or less to the Gospel history, such as the works of Keim, Pfleiderer, Golani, Farrar, 

Sanday, and S upernatural Religion. The notes referring to Mr. Sanday's work bear on the important 

question, how far we have in John's Gospel a reliable record of the words spoken by Jesus to His disciples 

on the eve of His passion.  

 

Besides the index of passages discus sed which appeared in the first edition, this edition contains a 

carefully -prepared table of contents at the end, which it is hoped will add to the utility of the work. To 

make the bearing of the contents on the training of the disciples more apparent, I h ave in several 

instances changed the titles of chapters, or supplied alternative titles.  

 

With these explanations, I send forth this new edition, with grateful feelings for the kind reception which 

the work has already received, and in the hope that by the  divine blessing it may continue to be of use as 

an attempt to illustrate an interesting and important theme.  
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1. Beginnings  
John 1:29 ï51.  

 

The section of the Gospel history above indicated, possesses the interest peculiar to the beginnings o f all 

things that have grown to greatness. Here are exhibited to our view the infant church in its cradle, the 

petty sources of the River of Life, the earliest blossoms of Christian faith, the humble origin of the mighty 

empire of the Lord Jesus Christ.  

 

All beginnings are more or less obscure in appearance, but none were ever more obscure than those of 

Christianity. What an insignificant event in the history of the church, not to say of the world, this first 

meeting of Jesus of Nazareth with five humble me n, Andrew, Peter, Philip, Nathanael, and another 

unnamed! It actually seems almost too trivial to find a place even in the evangelic narrative. For we have 

here to do not with any formal solemn call to the great office of the apostleship, or even with the 

commencement of an uninterrupted discipleship, but at the utmost with the beginnings of an acquaintance 

with and of faith in Jesus on the part of certain individuals who subsequently became constant attendants 

on His person, and ultimately apostles of His religion. Accordingly we find no mention made in the three 

first Gospels of the events here recorded.  

 

Far from being surprised at the silence of the synoptical evangelists, one is rather tempted to wonder how 

it came to pass that John, the author of the f ourth Gospel, after the lapse of so many years, thought it 

worthwhile to relate incidents so minute, especially in such close proximity to the sublime sentences with 

which his Gospel begins. But we are kept from such incredulous wonder by the reflection th at facts 

objectively insignificant may be very important to the feelings of those whom they personally concern. 

What if John were himself one of the five who on the present occasion became acquainted with Jesus? 

That would make a wide difference between hi m and the other evangelists, who could know of the 

incidents here related, if they knew of them at all, only at second hand. In the case supposed, it would not 

be surprising that to his latest hour John remembered with emotion the first time he saw the Inc arnate 

Word, and deemed the minutest memorials of that time unspeakably precious. First meetings are sacred 

as well as last ones, especially such as are followed by a momentous history, and accompanied, as is apt 

to be the case, with omens prophetic of the  future. Such omens were not wanting in connection with the 

first meeting between Jesus and the five disciples. Did not the Baptist then first give to Jesus the name 

ñLamb of God,ò so exactly descriptive of His earthly mission and destiny? Was not Nathanaelôs doubting 

question, ñCan any good thing come out of Nazareth?ò an ominous indication of a conflict with unbelief 

awaiting the Messiah? And what a happy omen of an opening era of wonders to be wrought by divine 

grace and power was contained in the promis e of Jesus to the pious, though at first doubting, Israelite: 

ñHenceforth ye shall see heaven open, and the angels of God ascending and descending upon the Son of 

Manò! 

 

 

That John, the writer of the fourth Gospel, really was the fifth unnamed disciple, ma y be regarded as 

certain. It is his way throughout his Gospel, when alluding to himself, to use a periphrasis, or to leave, as 

here, a blank where his name should be. One of the two disciples who heard the Baptist call Jesus the 

Lamb of God was the evangel ist himself, Andrew, Simon Peterôs brother, being the other. 

 

The impressions produced on our minds by these little anecdotes of the infancy of the Gospel must be 

feeble, indeed, as compared with the emotions awakened by the memory of them in the breast of  the 

aged apostle by whom they are recorded. It would not, however, be creditable either to our intelligence or 

to our piety if we could peruse this page of the evangelic history unmoved, as if it were utterly devoid of 

interest. We should address ourselve s to the study of the simple story with somewhat of the feeling with 

which men make pilgrimages to sacred places; for indeed the ground is holy.  

 

The scene of the occurrences in which we are concerned was in the region of Persia, on the banks of the 

Jordan , at the lower part of its course. The persons who make their appearance on the scene were all 
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natives of Galilee, and their presence here is due to the fame of the remarkable man whose office it was 

to be the forerunner of the Christ. John, surnamed the B aptist, who had spent his youth in the desert as a 

hermit, living on locusts and wild honey, and clad in a garment of camelôs hair, had come forth from his 

retreat, and appeared among men as a prophet of God. The burden of his prophecy was, ñRepent, for the 

kingdom of heaven is at hand.ò In a short time many were attracted from all quarters to see and hear 

him. Of those who flocked to his preaching, the greater number went as they came; but not a few were 

deeply impressed, and, confessing their sins, underw ent the rite of baptism in the waters of the Jordan. Of 

those who were baptized, a select number formed themselves into a circle of disciples around the person 

of the Baptist, among whom were at least two, and most probably the whole, of the five men menti oned 

by the evangelist. Previous converse with the Baptist had awakened in these disciples a desire to see 

Jesus, and prepared them for believing in Him. In his communications to the people around him John 

made frequent allusions to One who should come aft er himself. He spoke of this coming One in language 

fitted to awaken great expectations. He called himself, with reference to the coming One, a mere voice in 

the wilderness, crying, ñPrepare ye the way of the Lord.ò At another time he said, ñI baptize with water; 

but there standeth One among you whom ye know not: He it is who, coming after me, is preferred before 

me, whose shoeôs latchet I am not worthy to unloose.ò This great One was none other than the Messiah, 

the Son of God, the King of Israel.  

 

Such di scourses were likely to result, and by the man of God who uttered them they were intended to 

result, in the disciples of the Baptist leaving him and going over to Jesus. And we see here the process of 

transition actually commencing. We do not affirm that t he persons here named finally quitted the Baptistôs 

company at this time, to become henceforth regular followers of Jesus. But an acquaintance now begins 

which will end in that. The bride is introduced to the Bridegroom, and the marriage will come in due 

season; not to the chagrin but to the joy of the Bridegroomôs friend. 

How easily and artlessly does the mystic bride, as represented by these five disciples, become acquainted 

with her heavenly Bridegroom! The account of their meeting is idyllic in its simp licity, and would only be 

spoiled by a commentary. There is no need of formal introduction: they all introduce each other. Even 

John and Andrew were not formally introduced to Jesus by the Baptist; they rather introduced themselves. 

The exclamation of the desert prophet on seeing Jesus, ñBehold the Lamb of God, which taketh away the 

sin of the world!ò repeated next day in an abbreviated form, was the involuntary utterance of one 

absorbed in his own thoughts, rather than the deliberate speech of one who was directing his disciples to 

leave himself and go over to Him of whom he spake. The two disciples, on the other hand, in going away 

after the personage whose presence had been so impressively announced, were not obeying an order 

given by their old master, bu t were simply following the dictates of feelings which had been awakened in 

their breasts by all they had heard him say of Jesus, both on the present and on former occasions. They 

needed no injunction to seek the acquaintance of one in whom they felt so ke enly interested: all they 

needed was to know that this was He. They were as anxious to see the Messianic King as the world is to 

see the face of a secular prince.  

 

It is natural that we should scan the evangelical narrative for indications of character wit h reference to 

those who, in the way so quaintly described, for the first time met Jesus. Little is said of the five disciples, 

but there is enough to show that they were all pious men. What they found in their new friend indicates 

what they wanted to find . They evidently belonged to the select band who waited for the consolation of 

Israel, and anxiously looked for Him who should fulfil Godôs promises and realize the hopes of all devout 

souls. Besides this general indication of character supplied in their c ommon confession of faith, a few facts 

are stated respecting these first believers in Jesus tending to make us a little better acquainted with them. 

Two of them certainly, all of them probably, had been disciples of the Baptist. This fact is decisive as to  

their moral earnestness. >From such a quarter none but spiritually earnest men were likely to come. For if 

the followers of John were at all like himself, they were men who hungered and thirsted after real 

righteousness, being sick of the righteousness th en in vogue; they said Amen in their hearts to the 

preacherôs withering exposure of the hollowness of current religious profession and of the worthlessness of 

fashionable good works, and sighed for a sanctity other than that of pharisaic superstition and 

ostentation; their conscience acknowledged the truth of the prophetic oracle, ñWe are all as an unclean 

thing, and all our righteousnesses are as filthy rags; and we all do fade as a leaf, and our iniquities like 

the wind have taken us away;.ò and they prayed fervently for the reviving of true religion, for the coming 

of the divine kingdom, for the advent of the Messianic King with fan in His hand to separate chaff from 
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wheat, and to put right all things which were wrong. Such, without doubt, were the sentim ents of those 

who had the honor to be the first Disciples of Christ.  

 

 

Simon, best known of all the twelve under the name of Peter, is introduced to us here, through the 

prophetic insight of Jesus, on the good side of his character as the man of rock. When  this disciple was 

brought by his brother Andrew into the presence of his future Master, Jesus, we are told, ñbeheld him and 

said, Thou art Simon the son of Jona: thou shalt be called Cephasò ð Cephas meaning in Syriac, as the 

evangelist explains, the same  which Petros signifies in Greek. The penetrating glance of Christ discerned 

in this disciple latent capacities of faith and devotion, the rudiments of ultimate strength and power.  

 

What manner of man Philip was the evangelist does not directly tell us, bu t merely whence he came. From 

the present passage, and from other notices in the Gospels, the conclusion has been drawn that he was 

characteristically deliberate, slow in arriving at decision; and for proof of this view, reference has been 

made to the ñphlegmatic circumstantialityò with which he described to Nathanael the person of Him with 

whom he had just become acquainted. But these words of Philip, and all that we elsewhere read of him, 

rather suggest to us the idea of the earnest inquirer after truth, who has thoroughly searched the 

Scriptures and made himself acquainted with the Messiah of promise and prophecy, and to whom the 

knowledge of God is the summum bonum. In the solicitude manifested by this disciple to win his friend 

Nathanael over to the sam e faith we recognize that generous sympathetic spirit, characteristic of earnest 

inquirers, which afterwards revealed itself in him when he became the bearer of the request of devout 

Greeks for permission to see Jesus.  

 

The notices concerning Nathanael, Ph ilipôs acquaintance, are more detailed and more interesting than in 

the case of any other of the five; and it is not a little surprising that we should be told so much in this 

place about one concerning whom we otherwise know almost nothing. It is even not  quite certain that he 

belonged to the circle of the twelve, though the probability is, that he is to be identified with the 

Bartholomew of the synoptical catalogues ð his full name in that case being Nathanael the son of Tolmai. 

It is strongly in favor of  this supposition that the name Bartholomew comes immediately after Philip in the 

lists of the apostles. Be this as it may, we know on the best authority that Nathanael was a man of great 

moral excellence. No sooner had Jesus seen him than He exclaimed, ñBehold an Israelite indeed, in whom 

is no guile!ò The words suggest the idea of one whose heart was pure; in whom was no 

doublemindedness, impure motive, pride, or unholy passion: a man of gentle, meditative spirit, in whose 

mind heaven lay reflected like t he blue sky in a still lake on a calm summer day. He was a man much 

addicted to habits of devotion: he had been engaged in spiritual exercises under cover of a fig - tree just 

before he met with Jesus. So we are justified in concluding, from the deep impress ion made on his mind 

by the words of Jesus, ñBefore that Philip called thee, when thou wast under the fig-tree, I saw thee.ò 

Nathanael appears to have understood these words as meaning, ñI saw into thy heart, and knew how thou 

wast occupied, and therefore I pronounced thee an Israelite indeed.ò He accepted the statement made to 

him by Jesus as an evidence of preternatural knowledge, and therefore he forthwith made the confession, 

ñRabbi! Thou art the Son of God; Thou art the King of Israelò ð the King of th at sacred commonwealth 

whereof you say I am a citizen.  

 

It is remarkable that this man, so highly endowed with the moral dispositions necessary for seeing God, 

should have been the only one of all the five disciples who manifested any hesitancy about recei ving Jesus 

as the Christ. When Philip told him that he had found the Messiah in Jesus of Nazareth, he asked 

incredulously, ñCan there any good thing come out of Nazareth?ò One hardly expects such prejudice in one 

so meek and amiable; and yet, on reflection , we perceive it to be quite characteristic. Nathanaelôs 

prejudice against Nazareth sprung not from pride, as in the case of the people of Judea who despised the 

Galileans in general, but from humility. He was a Galilean himself, and as much an object of J ewish 

contempt as was the Nazarenes. His inward thought was, ñSurely the Messiah can never come from 

among a poor despised people such as we are ð from Nazareth or any other Galilean town or village!ò He 

timidly allowed his mind to be biased by a current o pinion originating in feelings with which he had no 

sympathy; a fault common to men whose piety, though pure and sincere, defers too much to human 

authority, and who thus become the slaves of sentiments utterly unworthy of them.  

 

While Nathanael was not fr ee from prejudices, he showed his guilelessness in being willing to have them 
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removed. He came and saw. This openness to conviction is the mark of moral integrity. The guileless man 

dogmatizes not, but investigates, and therefore always comes right in the end. The man of bad, dishonest 

heart, on the contrary, does not come and see. Deeming it his interest to remain in his present mind, he 

studiously avoids looking at aught which does not tend to confirm his foregone conclusions. He may, 

indeed, profess a de sire for inquiry, like certain Israelites of whom we read in this same Gospel, of 

another stamp than Nathanael, but sharing with him the prejudice against Galilee. ñSearch and look,ò said 

these Israelites not without guile, in reply to the ingenuous questi on of the honest but timid Nicodemus: 

ñDoth our law judge any man before it hear him, and know what he doeth?ò ñSearch and look,ò said they, 

appealing to observation and inviting inquiry; but they added: ñFor out of Galilee ariseth no prophetò ð a 

dictum w hich at once prohibited inquiry in effect, and intimated that it was unnecessary. ñSearch and 

look; but we tell you beforehand you cannot arrive at any other conclusion than ours; nay, we warn you, 

you had better not.ò 

 

Such were the characters of the men who first believed in Jesus. What, now, was the amount and value of 

their belief? On first view the faith of the five disciples, leaving out of account the brief hesitation of 

Nathanael, seems unnaturally sudden and mature. They believe in Jesus on a momen tôs notice, and they 

express their faith in terms which seem appropriate only to advanced Christian intelligence. In the present 

section of Johnôs Gospel we find Jesus called not merely the Christ, the Messiah, the King of Israel, but the 

Son of God and th e Lamb of God ð names expressive to us of the cardinal doctrines of Christianity, the 

Incarnation and the Atonement.  

 

The haste and maturity which seem to characterize the faith of the five disciples are only superficial 

appearances. As to the former: thes e men believed that Messiah was to come sometime; and they wished 

much it might be then, for they felt He was greatly needed. They were men who waited for the consolation 

of Israel, and they were prepared at any moment to witness the advent of the Comforte r. Then the Baptist 

had told them that the Christ was come, and that He was to be found in the person of Him whom he had 

baptized, and whose baptism had been accompanied with such remarkable signs from heaven; and what 

the Baptist said they implicitly beli eved. Finally, the impression produced on their minds by the bearing of 

Jesus when they met, tended to confirm Johnôs testimony, being altogether worthy of the Christ. 

 

The appearance of maturity in the faith of the five brethren is equally superficial. As  to the name Lamb of 

God, it was given to Jesus by John, not by them. It was, so to speak, the baptismal name which the 

preacher of repentance had learned by reflection, or by special revelation, to give to the Christ. What the 

name signified even he but d imly comprehended, the very repetition of it showing him to be but a learner 

striving to get up his lesson; and we know that what John understood only in part, the men whom he 

introduced to the acquaintance of Jesus, now and for long after, understood not at all.  

 

The title Son of God was given to Jesus by one of the five disciples as well as by the Baptist, a title which 

even the apostles in after years found sufficient to express their mature belief respecting the Person of 

their Lord. But it does not fol low that the name was used by them at the beginning with the same fullness 

of meaning as at the end. It was a name which could be used in a sense coming far short of that which it 

is capable of conveying, and which it did convey in apostolic preaching ð me rely as one of the Old 

Testament titles of Messiah, a synonyme for Christ. It was doubtless in this rudimentary sense that 

Nathanael applied the designation to Him, whom he also called the King of Israel.  

 

The faith of these brethren was, therefore, just s uch as we should expect in beginners. In substance it 

amounted to this, that they recognized in Jesus the Divine Prophet, King, Son of Old Testament prophecy; 

and its value lay not in its maturity, or accuracy, but in this, that however imperfect, it broug ht them into 

contact and close fellowship with Him, in whose company they were to see greater things than when they 

first believed, one truth after another assuming its place in the firmament of their minds, like the stars 

appearing in the evening sky as d aylight fades away.  
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Fishers of Men  

Matt. 4:18 - 22; Mark 1:16 ï20 ; Luke 5:1 - 11  

 

 

The twelve arrived at their final intimate relation to Jesus only by degrees, three stages in the history of 

their fellowship with Him being distinguishable. In the fir st stage they were simply believers in Him as the 

Christ, and His occasional companions at convenient, particularly festive, seasons. Of this earliest stage in 

the intercourse of the disciples with their Master we have some memorials in the four first chap ters of 

John's Gospel, which tell how some of them first became acquainted with Jesus, and represent them as 

accompanying Him at a marriage in Cana, at a passover in Jerusalem, on a visit to the scene of the 

Baptist's ministry, and on the return journey th rough Samaria from the south to Galilee.  

 

In the second stage, fellowship with Christ assumed the form of an uninterrupted attendance on His 

person, involving entire, or at least habitual abandonment of secular occupations. The present narratives 

bring und er our view certain of the disciples entering on this second stage of discipleship. Of the four 

persons here named, we recognize three, Peter, Andrew, and John, as old acquaintances, who have 

already passed through the first stage of discipleship. One of t hem, James the brother of John, we meet 

with for the first time; a fact which suggests the remark, that in some cases the first and second stages 

may have been blended together -  professions of faith in Jesus as the Christ being immediately followed 

by the  renunciation of secular callings for the purpose of joining His company. Such cases, however, were 

probably exceptional and few.  

 

The twelve entered on the last and highest stage of discipleship when they were chosen by their Master 

from the mass of His f ollowers, and formed into a select band, to be trained for the great work of the 

apostleship. This important event probably did not take place till all the members of the apostolic circle 

had been for some time about the person of Jesus.  

 

From the evangeli c records it appears that Jesus began at a very early period of His ministry to gather 

round Him a company of disciples, with a view to the preparation of an agency for carrying on the work of 

the divine kingdom. The two pairs of brothers received their ca ll at the commencement of the first 

Galilean ministry, in which the first act was the selection of Capernaum by the seaside as the centre of 

operations and ordinary place of abode. And when we think what they were called unto, we see that the 

call could no t come too soon. The twelve were to be Christ's witnesses in the world after He Himself had 

left it; it was to be their peculiar duty to give to the world a faithful account of their Master's words and 

deeds, a just image of His character, a true reflectio n of His spirit. This service obviously could be 

rendered only by persons who had been, as nearly as possible, eye -witnesses and servants of the 

Incarnate Word from the beginning. While, therefore, except in the cases of Peter, James, John, Andrew, 

and Mat thew, we have no particulars in the Gospels respecting the calls of those who afterwards became 

apostles, we must assume that they all occurred in the first year of the Saviour's public ministry.  

That these calls were given with conscious reference to an u lterior end, even the apostleship, appears 

from the remarkable terms in which the earliest of them was expressed. "Follow Me," said Jesus to the 

fishermen of Bethsaida, "and I will make you fishers of men." These words (whose originality stamps them 

as a g enuine saying of Jesus) show that the great Founder of the faith desired not only to have disciples, 

but to have about Him men whom He might train to make disciples of others: to cast the net of divine 

truth into the sea of the world, and to land on the sh ores of the divine kingdom a great multitude of 

believing souls. Both from His words and from His actions we can see that He attached supreme 

importance to that part of His work which consisted in training the twelve. In the intercessory prayer, e.g., 

He s peaks of the training He had given these men as if it had been the principal part of His own earthly 

ministry. And such, in one sense, it really was. The careful, painstaking education of the disciples secured 

that the Teacher's influence on the world shou ld be permanent; that His kingdom should be founded on 

the rock of deep and indestructible convictions in the minds of the few, not on the shifting sands of 

superficial evanescent impressions on the minds of the many. Regarding that kingdom, as our Lord 
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Himself has taught us in one of His parables to do, as a thing introduced into the world like a seed cast 

into the ground and left to grow according to natural laws, we may say that, but for the twelve, the 

doctrine, the works, and the image of Jesus might h ave perished from human remembrance, nothing 

remaining but a vague mythical tradition, of no historical value, and of little practical influence.  

 

Those on whom so much depended, it plainly behoved to possess very extraordinary qualifications. The 

mirrors must be finely polished that are designed to reflect the image of Christ! The apostles of the 

Christian religion must be men of rare spiritual endowment. It is a catholic religion, intended for all 

nations; therefore its apostles must be free from Jewish n arrowness, and have sympathies wide as the 

world. It is a spiritual religion, destined ere long to antiquate Jewish ceremonialism; therefore its apostles 

must be emancipated in conscience from the yoke of ordinances. It is a religion, once more, which is t o 

proclaim the Cross, previously an instrument of cruelty and badge of infamy, as the hope of the world's 

redemption, and the symbol of all that is noble and heroic in conduct; therefore its heralds must be 

superior to all conventional notions of human and  divine dignity, capable of glorying in the cross of Christ, 

and willing to bear a cross themselves. The apostolic character, in short, must combine freedom of 

conscience, enlargement of heart, enlightenment of mind, and all in the superlative degree.  

 

The humble fishermen of Galilee had much to learn before they could satisfy these high requirements; so 

much, that the time of their apprenticeship for their apostolic work, even reckoning it from the very 

commencement of Christ's ministry, seems all too shor t. They were indeed godly men, who had already 

shown the sincerity of their piety by forsaking all for their Master's sake. But at the time of their call they 

were exceedingly ignorant, narrow -minded, superstitious, full of Jewish prejudices, misconception s, and 

animosities. They had much to unlearn of what was bad, as well as much to learn of what was good, and 

they were slow both to learn and to unlearn. Old beliefs already in possession of their minds made the 

communication of new religious ideas a diffi cult task. Men of good honest heart, the soil of their spiritual 

nature was fitted to produce an abundant harvest; but it was stiff, and needed much laborious tillage 

before it would yield its fruit. Then, once more, they were poor men, of humble birth, lo w station, mean 

occupations, who had never felt the stimulating influence of a liberal education, or of social intercourse 

with persons of cultivated minds.  

 

We shall meet with abundant evidence of the crude spiritual condition of the twelve, even long aft er the 

period when they were called to follow Jesus, as we proceed with the studies on which we have entered. 

Meantime we may discover significant indications of the religious immaturity of at least one of the 

disciples -  Simon, son of Jonas -  in Luke's ac count of the incidents connected with his call. Pressed by the 

multitude who had assembled on the shore of the lake to hear Him preach, Jesus, we read, entered into a 

ship (one of two lying near at hand), which happened to be Simon's, and requesting him to  thrust out a 

little from the land, sat down, and taught the people from the vessel. Having finished speaking, Jesus said 

unto the owner of the boat, "Launch out into the deep, and let down your nets for a draught." Their 

previous efforts to catch fish had  been unsuccessful; but Simon and his brother did as Jesus directed, and 

were rewarded by an extraordinary take, which appeared to them and their fishing companions, James 

and John, nothing short of miraculous. Simon, the most impressible and the most demo nstrative of the 

four, gave utterance to his feelings of astonishment by characteristic words and gestures. He fell down at 

Jesus' knees, saying, "Depart from me, for I am a sinful man, O Lord!"  

 

This exclamation opens a window into the inner man of him wh o uttered it through which we can see his 

spiritual state. We observe in Peter at this time that mixture of good and evil, of grace and nature, which 

so frequently reappears in his character in the subsequent history. Among the good elements discernible 

are reverential awe in presence of Divine Power, a prompt calling to mind of sin betraying tenderness of 

conscience, and an unfeigned self -humiliation on account of unmerited favor. Valuable features of 

character these; but they did not exist in Peter withou t alloy. Along with them were associated 

superstitious dread of the supernatural and a slavish fear of God. The presence of the former element is 

implied in the reassuring exhortation addressed to the disciple by Jesus, "Fear not; from henceforth thou 

shal t catch men." Slavish fear of God is even more manifest in his own words, "Depart from me, O Lord." 

Powerfully impressed with the super -human knowledge revealed in connection with the great draught of 

fishes, he regards Jesus for the moment as a supernatur al being, and as such dreads Him as one whom it 

is not safe to be near, especially for a poor sinful mortal like himself. This state of mind shows how utterly 

unfit Peter is, as yet, to be an apostle of a Gospel which magnifies the grace of God even to the  chief of 
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sinners. His piety, sufficiently strong and decided, is not of a Christian type; it is legal, one might almost 

say pagan, in spirit.  

With all their imperfections, which were both numerous and great, these humble fishermen of Galilee had, 

at the v ery outset of their career, one grand distinguishing virtue, which, though it may co -exist with 

many defects, is the cardinal virtue of Christian ethics, and the certain forerunner of ultimate high 

attainment. They were animated by a devotion to Jesus and to the divine kingdom which made them 

capable of any sacrifice. Believing Him who bade them follow Him to the Christ, come to set up God's 

kingdom on earth, they "straightway" left their nets and joined his company, to be thenceforth His 

constant companion s in all His wanderings. The act was acknowledged by Jesus Himself to be meritorious; 

and we cannot, without injustice, seek to disparage it by ascribing it to idleness, discontent, or ambition 

as its motive. The Gospel narrative shows that the four brethr en were not idle, but hard -working, 

industrious men. Neither were they discontented, if for no other reason than that they had no cause for 

discontent.  

 

The family of James and John at least seems to have been in circumstances of comfort; for Mark relates 

that, when called by Jesus, they left their father Zebedee in the ship with the hired servants, and went 

after Him. But ambition, had it no place among their motives? Well, we must admit that the twelve, and 

especially James and John, were by no means free  from ambitious passions, as we shall see hereafter. But 

to whatever extent ambition may have influenced their conduct at a later period, it was not the motive 

which determined them to leave their nets. Ambition needs a temptation: it does not join a cause  which is 

obscure and struggling, and whose success is doubtful; it strikes in when success is assured, and when 

the movement it patronizes is on the eve of its glorification. The cause of Jesus had not got to that stage 

yet.  

 

One charge only can be brough t against those men, and it can be brought with truth, and without doing 

their memory any harm. They were enthusiasts: their hearts were fired, and, as an unbelieving world 

might say, their heads were turned by a dream about a divine kingdom to be set up i n Israel, with Jesus 

of Nazareth for its king. That dream possessed them, and imperiously ruled over their minds and shaped 

their destinies, compelling them, like Abraham, to leave their kindred and their country, and to go forth on 

what might well appear beforehand to be a fool's errand. Well for the world that they were possessed by 

the idea of the kingdom! For it was no fool's errand on which they went forth, leaving their nets behind. 

The kingdom they sought turned out to be as real as the land of Canaa n, though not such altogether as 

they had imagined. The fishermen of Galilee did become fishers of men on a most extensive scale, and, by 

the help of God, gathered many souls into the church of such as should be saved. In a sense they are 

casting their net s into the sea of the world still, and, by their testimony to Jesus in Gospel and Epistle, are 

bringing multitudes to become disciples of Him among whose first followers they had the happiness to be 

numbered.  

 

The four, the twelve, forsook all and followed  their Master. Did the "all" in any case include wife and 

children? It did in at least one instance -  that of Peter; for the Gospels tell how Peter's mother - in - law was 

healed of a fever by the miraculous power of Christ. From a passage in Paul's first epis tle to the Corinthian 

church, it appears that Peter was not the only one among the apostles who was married. From the same 

passage we further learn, that forsaking of wives for Christ's sake did not mean literal desertion. Peter the 

apostle led his wife ab out with him, and Peter the disciple may sometimes have done the same. The 

likelihood is that the married disciples, like married soldiers, took their wives with them or left them at 

home, as circumstances might require or admit. Women, even married women,  did sometimes follow 

Jesus; and the wife of Simon, or of any other married disciple, may occasionally have been among the 

number. At an advanced period in the history we find the mother of James and John in Christ's company 

far from home; and where mother s were, wives, if they wished, might also be. The infant church, in its 

original nomadic or itinerant state, seems to have been a motley band of pilgrims, in which all sorts of 

people as to sex, social position, and moral character were united, the bond of  union being ardent 

attachment to the person of Jesus.  
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This church itinerant was not a regularly organized society, of which it was necessary to be a constant 

member in order to true discipleship. Except in the case of the twelve, following Jesus fr om place to place 

was optional, not compulsory; and in most cases it was probably also only occasional. It was the natural 

consequence of faith, when the object of faith, the centre of the circle, was Himself in motion. Believers 

would naturally desire to see as many of Christ's works and hear as many of His words as possible. When 

the object of faith left the earth, and His presence became spiritual, all occasion for such nomadic 

discipleship was done away. To be present with Him thereafter, men needed onl y to forsake their sins.  

 

 

Matthew the Publican  

Matt. 9:9 -13; Mark 2:15 -17; Luke 5:27 -32  

The call of Matthew signally illustrates a very prominent feature in the public action of Jesus, viz., His 

utter disregard of the maxims of worldly wisdom. A publican disciple, much more a publican apostle, could 

not fail to be a stumbling -block to Jewish prejudice, and therefore to be, for the time at least, a source of 

weakness rather than of strength. Yet, while perfectly aware of this fact, Jesus invited to the inti mate 

fellowship of disciplehood one who had pursued the occupation of a tax -gatherer, and at a later period 

selected him to be one of the twelve. His procedure in this case is all the more remarkable when 

contrasted with the manner in which He treated othe rs having outward advantages to recommend them to 

favorable notice, and who showed their readiness to follow by volunteering to become disciples; of whom 

we have a sample in the scribe who came and said, "Master, I will follow Thee whithersoever Thou goest ." 

This man, whose social position and professional attainments seemed to point him out as a very desirable 

acquisition, the "Master" deliberately scared away by a gloomy picture of his own destitute condition, 

saying, "The foxes have holes, and the birds of the air have nests, but the Son of man hath not where to 

lay His head."  

The eye of Jesus was single as well as omniscient: He looked on the heart, and had respect solely to 

spiritual fitness. He had no faith in any discipleship based on misapprehensions  and by -ends; and, on the 

other hand, He had no fear of the drawbacks arising out of the external connections or past history of true 

believers, but was entirely indifferent to men's antecedents. Confident in the power of truth, He chose the 

base things of  the world in preference to things held in esteem, assured that they would conquer at the 

last. Aware that both He and His disciples would be despised and rejected of men for a season, He went 

calmly on His way, choosing for His companions and agents "whom  He would," undisturbed by the 

gainsaying of His generation -  like one who knew that His work concerned all nations and all time.  

 

The publican disciple bears two names in the Gospel history. In the first Gospel he is called Matthew, while 

in the second an d third Gospels he is called Levi. That the same person is intended, may, we think, be 

regarded as a matter of certainty. It is hardly conceivable that two publicans should have been called to 

be disciples at the same place and time, and with all accompany ing circumstances, and these so 

remarkable, precisely similar. We need not be surprised that the identity has not been notified, as the fact 

of the two names belonging to one individual would be so familiar to the first readers of the Gospels as to 

make su ch a piece of information superfluous.  

It is not improbable that Levi was the name of this disciple before the time of his call, and that Matthew 

was his name as a disciple, -  the new name thus becoming a symbol and memorial of the more important 

change in  heart and life. Similar emblematic changes of name were of frequent occurrence in the 

beginning of the Gospel. Simon son of Jonas was transformed into Peter, Saul of Tarsus became Paul, and 

Joses the Cypriot got from the apostles the beautiful Christian n ame of Barnabas (son of consolation or 

prophecy), by his philanthropy, and magnanimity, and spiritual wisdom, well deserved.  

Matthew seems to have been employed as a collector of revenue, at the time when he was called, in the 

town of Capernaum, which Jesu s had adopted as His place of abode. For it was while Jesus was at home 
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"in His own city," as Capernaum came to be called, that the palsied man was brought to Him to be healed; 

and from all the evangelists we learn that it was on His way out from the house  where that miracle was 

wrought that He saw Matthew, and spoke to him the word, "Follow Me." The inference to be drawn from 

these facts is plain, and it is also important, as helping to explain the apparent abruptness of the call, and 

the promptitude with which it was responded to. Jesus and His new disciple being fellow - townsmen, had 

opportunities of seeing each other before.  

The time of Matthew's call cannot be precisely determined, but there is good reason for placing it before 

the Sermon on the Mount, o f which Matthew's Gospel contains the most complete report. The fact just 

stated is of itself strong evidence in favor of this chronological arrangement, for so full an account of the 

sermon was not likely to emanate from one who did not hear it. An examin ation of the third Gospel 

converts probability into something like certainty. Luke prefixes to his abbreviated account of the sermon 

a notice of the constitution of the apostolic society, and represents Jesus as proceeding "with them" -  the 

twelve, whose n ames he has just given -  to the scene where the sermon was delivered. Of course the act 

of constitution must have been preceded by the separate acts of calling, and by Matthew's call in 

particular, which accordingly is related by the third evangelist in an  earlier part of his Gospel. It is true the 

position of the call in Luke's narrative in itself proves nothing, as Matthew relates his own call after the 

sermon; and as, moreover, neither one nor other systematically adheres to the chronological principle o f 

arrangement in the construction of his story. We base our conclusion on the assumption, that when any of 

the evangelists professes to give the order of sequence, his statement may be relied on; and on the 

observations, that Luke does manifestly commit hi mself to a chronological datum in making the ordination 

of the twelve antecedent to the preaching of the Sermon on the Mount, and that Matthew's arrangement 

in the early part of his Gospel is as manifestly unchronological, his matter being massed on the to pical 

principle, ch. v. -vii. showing Jesus as a great ethical teacher; ch. viii. and ix., as a worker of miracles; ch. 

x., as a master, choosing, instructing, and sending forth on an evangelistic mission the twelve disciples; 

ch. xi., as a critic of His co ntemporaries and assertor of His own prerogatives; ch. xii., as exposed to the 

contradictions of unbelief; and ch. xiii., as teaching the doctrines of the kingdom by parables.  

Passing from these subordinate points to the call itself, we observe that the na rratives of the event are 

very brief and fragmentary. There is no intimation of any previous acquaintance such as might prepare 

Matthew to comply with the invitation addressed to him by Jesus. It is not to be inferred, however, that no 

such acquaintance ex isted, as we can see from the case of the four fishermen, whose call is narrated with 

equal abruptness in the synoptical Gospels, while we know from John's Gospel that three of them at least 

were previously acquainted with Jesus. The truth is, that, in reg ard to both calls, the evangelists 

concerned themselves only about the crisis, passing over in silence all preparatory stages, and not 

deeming it necessary to inform intelligent readers that, of course, neither the publican nor any other 

disciple blindly f ollowed one of whom he knew nothing merely because asked or commanded to follow. 

The fact already ascertained, that Matthew, while a publican, resided in Capernaum, makes it absolutely 

certain that he knew of Jesus before he was called. No man could live i n that town in those days without 

hearing of "mighty works" done in and around it. Heaven had been opened right above Capernaum, in 

view of all, and the angels had been thronging down upon the Son of man. Lepers were cleansed, and 

demoniacs dispossessed; b lind men received their sight, and palsied men the use of their limbs; one 

woman was cured of a chronic malady, and another, daughter of a distinguished citizen, -  Jairus, ruler of 

the synagogue, -  was brought back to life from the dead. These things were done publicly, made a great 

noise, and were much remarked on. The evangelists relate how the people "were all amazed, insomuch 

that they questioned among themselves, saying, What thing is this? what new doctrine is this? for with 

authority commandeth He ev en the unclean spirits, and they do obey Him;." how they glorified God, 

saying, "We never saw it on this fashion," or, "we have seen strange things today." Matthew himself 

concludes his account of the raising of Jairus' daughter with the remark: "The fame hereof went abroad 

into all that land."  

We do not affirm that all these miracles were wrought before the time of the publican's call, but some of 

them certainly were. Comparing one Gospel with another, to determine the historical sequence, we 

conclude that  the greatest of all these mighty works, the last mentioned, though narrated by Matthew 

after his call, really occurred before it. Think, then, what a powerful effect that marvelous deed would 

have in preparing the tax -gatherer for recognizing, in the sole mnly uttered word, "Follow me," the 
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command of One who was Lord both of the dead and of the living, and for yielding to His bidding, prompt, 

unhesitating obedience!  

In crediting Matthew with some previous knowledge of Christ, we make his conversion to disc ipleship 

appear reasonable without diminishing its moral value. It was not a matter of course that he should 

become a follower of Jesus merely because he had heard of, or even seen, His wonderful works. Miracles 

of themselves could make no man a believer, otherwise all the people of Capernaum should have 

believed. How different was the actual fact, we learn from the complaints afterwards made by Jesus 

concerning those towns along the shores of the Lake of Gennesareth, wherein most of His mighty works 

were d one, and of Capernaum in particular. Of this city He said bitterly: "Thou, Capernaum, shalt thou be 

exalted unto heaven? thou shalt go down unto Hades: for if the mighty works which have been done in 

thee had been done in Sodom, it would have remained unti l this day. Christ's complaint against the 

inhabitants of these favored cities was that they did not repent, that is, make the kingdom of heaven their 

chief good and chief end. They wondered sufficiently at His miracles, and talked abundantly of them, and 

ran after Him to see more works of the same kind, and enjoy anew the sensation of amazement; but after 

a while they relapsed into their old stupidity and listlessness, and remained morally as they had been 

before He came among them, not children of the kin gdom, but children of this world.  

It was not so with the collector of customs. He not merely wondered and talked, but he "repented." 

Whether he had more to repent of than his neighbors, we cannot tell. It is true that he belonged to a class 

of men who, see n through the colored medium of popular prejudice, were all bad alike, and many of 

whom were really guilty of fraud and extortion; but he may have been an exception. His farewell feast 

shows that he possessed means, but we must not take for granted that th ey were dishonestly earned. 

This only we may safely say, that if the publican disciple had been covetous, the spirit of greed was now 

exorcised; if he had ever been guilty of oppressing the poor, he now abhorred such work. He had grown 

weary of collecting revenue from a reluctant population, and was glad to follow One who had come to take 

burdens off instead of laying them on, to remit debts instead of exacting them with rigor. And so it came 

to pass that the voice of Jesus acted on his heart like a spell: "He left all, rose up, and followed Him."  

This great decision, according to the account of all the evangelists, was followed shortly after by a feast in 

Matthew's house at which Jesus was present. >From Luke we learn that this entertainment had all the 

cha racter of a great occasion, and that it was given in honor of Jesus. The honor, however, was such as 

few would value, for the other guests were peculiar. "There was a great company of publicans, and of 

others that sat down with them;." and among the "other s" were some who either were or were esteemed, 

in a superlative degree, "sinners."  

 

This feast was, as we judge, not less rich in moral significance than in the viands set on the board. For the 

host himself it was, without doubt, a jubilee feast commemorat ive of his emancipation from drudgery and 

uncongenial society and sin, or, at all events. Temptation  to sin, and of his entrance on the free, blessed 

life of fellowship with Jesus. It was a kind of poem, saying for Matthew what Doddridge's familiar lines s ay 

for many another, perhaps not so well -  

"Oh happy day, that fixed my choice  

On Thee, my Saviour, and my God!  

Well may this glowing heart rejoice,  

And tell its raptures all abroad!Tis done;  

The great transaction's done;  

I am my Lord's and He is mine;  

He drew me, and I followed on  

Charmed to confess the voice divine."  

 

The feast was also, as already said, an act of homage to Jesus. Matthew made his splendid feast in honor 

of his new master, as Mary of Bethany shed her precious ointment. It is the way of  those to whom much 

grace is shown and given, to manifest their grateful love in deeds bearing the stamp of what a Greek 

philosopher called magnificence, and churls call extravagance; and whoever might blame such acts of 

devotion, Jesus always accepted the m with pleasure.  
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The ex -publican's feast seems further to have had the character of a farewell entertainment to his fellow -

publicans. He and they were to go different ways henceforth, and he would part with his old comrades in 

peace.  

 

Once more: we can be lieve that Matthew meant his feast to be the means of introducing his friends and 

neighbors to the acquaintance of Jesus, seeking with the characteristic zeal of a young disciple to induce 

others to take the step which he had resolved on himself, or at lea st hoping that some sinners present 

might be drawn from evil ways into the paths of righteousness. And who can tell but it was at this very 

festive gathering, or on some similar occasion, that the gracious impressions were produced whose final 

outcome was that affecting display of gratitude unutterable at that other feast in Simon's house, to which 

neither publicans nor sinners were admitted?  

 

Matthew's feast was thus, looked at from within, a very joyous, innocent, and even edifying one. But, 

alas! looked at from without, like stained windows, it wore a different aspect: it was, indeed, nothing short 

of scandalous. Certain Pharisees observed the company assemble or disperse, noted their character, and 

made, after their wont, sinister reflections. Opportunit y offering itself, they asked the disciples of Jesus 

the at once complimentary and censorious question: "Why eateth your master with publicans and 

sinners?" The interrogants were for the most part local members of the pharisaic sect, for Luke calls them 

"t heir scribes and Pharisees," which implies that Capernaum was important enough to be honored with the 

presence of men representing that religious party. It is by no means unlikely, however, that among the 

unfriendly spectators were some Pharisees all the w ay from Jerusalem, the seat of ecclesiastical 

government, already on the track of the Prophet of Nazareth, watching His doings, as they watched those 

of the Baptist before Him. The news of Christ's wondrous works soon spread over all the land, and 

attracte d spectators from all quarters -  from Decapolis, Jerusalem, Judea, and Persia, as well as Galilee: 

and we may be sure that the scribes and Pharisees of the holy city were not the last to go and see, for we 

must own they performed the duty of religious espi onage with exemplary diligence.  

 

The presence of ill -affected men belonging to the pharisaic order was almost a standing feature in Christ's 

public ministry. But it never disconcerted Him. He went calmly on His way doing His work; and when His 

conduct was called in question, He was ever ready with a conclusive answer. Among the most striking of 

His answers or apologies to them who examined Him, were those in which He vindicated Himself for 

mixing with publicans and sinners. They are three in number, spoken on as many occasions: the first in 

connection with Matthew's feast; the second in the house of Simon the Pharisee; and the third on an 

occasion not minutely defined, when certain scribes and Pharisees brought against Him the grave charge, 

"This man receive th sinners, and eateth with them." These apologies for loving the unloved and the 

morally unlovely are full of truth and grace, poetry and pathos, and not without a touch of quiet, quaint 

satire directed against the sanctimonious fault - finders. The first m ay be distinguished as the professional 

argument, and is to this effect: "I frequent the haunts of sinners, because I am a physician, and they are 

sick and need healing. Where should a physician be but among his patients? where oftenest, but among 

those mo st grievously afflicted?" The second may be described as the political argument, its drift being 

this: "It is good policy to be the friend of sinners who have much to be forgiven; for when they are 

restored to the paths of virtue and piety, how great is th eir love! See that penitent woman, weeping for 

sorrow and also for joy, and bathing her Saviour's feet with her tears. Those tears are refreshing to my 

heart, as a spring of water in the arid desert of pharisaic frigidity and formalism." The third may be 

denominated the argument from natural instinct, and runs thus: "I receive sinners, and eat with them, 

and seek by these means their moral restoration, for the same reason which moves the shepherd to go 

after a lost sheep, leaving his unstrayed flock in the wilderness, viz. because it is natural to seek the lost, 

and to have more joy in finding things lost than in possessing things which never have been lost. Men who 

understand not this feeling are solitary in the universe; for angels in heaven, fathers, hous ewives, 

shepherds, all who have human hearts on earth, understand it well, and act on it every day."  

 

In all these reasonings Jesus argued with His accusers on their own premises, accepting their estimate of 

themselves, and of the class with whom they deem ed it discreditable to associate, as righteous and sinful 

respectively. But He took care, at the same time, to let it appear that His judgment concerning the two 

parties did not coincide with that of His interrogators. This He did on the occasion of Matthe w's feast, by 

bidding them go study the text, "I will have mercy, and not sacrifice;." meaning by the quotation to 
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insinuate, that while very religious, the Pharisees were also very inhuman, full of pride, prejudice, 

harshness, and hatred; and to proclaim the truth, that this character was in God's sight far more 

detestable than that of those who were addicted to the coarse vices of the multitude, not to speak of 

those who were "sinners" mainly in the pharisaic imagination, and within inverted commas.  

 

Our Lord's last words to the persons who called His conduct in question at this time were not merely 

apologetic, but judicial. "I came not," He said, "to call the righteous, but sinners;." intimating a purpose to 

let the self - righteous alone and to call to rep entance and to the joys of the kingdom those who were not 

too self - satisfied to care for the benefits offered, and to whom the gospel feast would be a real 

entertainment. The word, in truth, contained a significant hint of an approaching religious revoluti on in 

which the last should become first and the first last; Jewish outcasts, Gentile dogs, made partakers of the 

joys of the kingdom and the "righteous" shut out. It was one of the pregnant sayings by which Jesus 

made known to those who could understand, that His religion was an universal one, a religion for 

humanity, a gospel for mankind, because a gospel for sinners. And what this saying declared in word, the 

conduct it apologized for proclaimed yet more expressively by deed. It was an ominous thing that  loving 

sympathy for "publicans and sinners" -  the pharisaic instinct discerned it to be so, and rightly took the 

alarm. It meant death to privileged monopolies of grace and to Jewish pride and exclusivism -  all men 

equal in God's sight, and welcome to sal vation on the same terms. In fact it was a virtual announcement 

of the Pauline programme of an universalistic gospel, which the twelve are supposed by a certain school of 

theologians to have opposed as determinedly as the Pharisees themselves. Strange that  the men who had 

been with Jesus were so obtuse as not to understand, even at the last, what was involved in their Master's 

fellowship with the low and the lost! Was Buddha more fortunate in his disciples than Jesus in His? Buddha 

said, "My law is a law of  grace for all," directing the saying immediately against Brahminical caste 

prejudice; and his followers understood that it meant, Buddhism a missionary religion, a religion even for 

Sudras, and therefore for all mankind!  

 

 

 

The Twelve  
Matt. 10:1 -4; Mark 3 :13 -19; Luke 6:12 -16; Acts 1:13.  

 

The selection by Jesus of the twelve from the band of disciples who had gradually gathered around His 

person is an important landmark in the Gospel history. It divides the ministry of our Lord into two 

portions, nearly equ al, probably, as to duration, but unequal as to the extent and importance of the work 

done in each respectively. In the earlier period Jesus labored single -handed; His miraculous deeds were 

confined for the most part to a limited area, and His teaching was  in the main of an elementary character. 

But by the time when the twelve were chosen, the work of the kingdom had assumed such dimensions as 

to require organization and division of labor; and the teaching of Jesus was beginning to be of a deeper 

and more e laborate nature, and His gracious activities were taking on ever -widening range.  

 

It is probable that the selection of a limited number to be His close and constant companions had become 

a necessity to Christ, in consequence of His very success in gaining disciples. His followers, we imagine, 

had grown so numerous as to be an incumbrance and an impediment to his movements, especially in the 

long journeys which mark the later part of His ministry. It was impossible that all who believed could 

continue hencef orth to follow Him, in the literal sense, whithersoever He might go: the greater number 

could now only be occasional followers. But it was His wish that certain selected men should be with Him 

at all times and in all places, -  His travelling companions in all His wanderings, witnessing all His work, 

and ministering to His daily needs. And so, in the quaint words of Mark, "Jesus calleth unto Him whom He 

would, and they came unto Him, and He made twelve, that they should be with Him."  

 

These twelve, however, as we know, were to be something more than travelling companions or menial 

servants of the Lord Jesus Christ. They were to be, in the mean time, students of Christian doctrine, and 

occasional fellow - laborers in the work of the kingdom, and eventually Chris t's chosen trained agents for 
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propagating the faith after He Himself had left the earth. From the time of their being chosen, indeed, the 

twelve entered on a regular apprenticeship for the great office of apostleship, in the course of which they 

were to le arn, in the privacy of an intimate daily fellowship with their Master, what they should be, do, 

believe, and teach, as His witnesses and ambassadors to the world. Henceforth the training of these men 

was to be a constant and prominent part of Christ's pers onal work. He was to make it His business to tell 

them in darkness what they should afterwards speak in the daylight, and to whisper in their ear what in 

after years they should preach upon the housetops.  

 

The time when this election was made, though not a bsolutely determined, is fixed in relation to certain 

leading events in the Gospel history. John speaks of the twelve as an organized company at the period of 

the feeding of the five thousand, and of the discourse on the bread of life in the synagogue of C apernaum, 

delivered shortly after that miracle. From this fact we learn that the twelve were chosen at least one year 

before the crucifixion; for the miracle of the feeding took place, according to the fourth evangelist, shortly 

before a Passover season. F rom the words spoken by Jesus to the men whom He had chosen, in 

justification of His seeming doubt of their fidelity after the multitude had deserted Him, "Did I not choose 

you the twelve, and one of you is a devil?" we conclude that the choice was then no t quite a recent event. 

The twelve had been long enough together to give the false disciple opportunity to show his real 

character.  

 

Turning now to the synoptical evangelists, we find them fixing the position of the election with reference 

to two other mos t important events. Matthew speaks for the first time of the twelve as a distinct body in 

connection with their mission in Galilee. He does not, however, say that they were chosen immediately 

before, and with direct reference to, that mission. He speaks ra ther as if the apostolic fraternity had been 

previously in existence, his words being, "When He had called unto Him His twelve disciples." Luke, on the 

other hand, gives a formal record of the election, as a preface to his account of the Sermon on the Moun t, 

so speaking as to create the impression that the one event immediately preceded the other. Finally, 

Mark's narrative confirms the view suggested by these observations on Matthew and Luke, viz. that the 

twelve were called just before the Sermon the Mount  was delivered, and some considerable time before 

they were sent forth on their preaching and healing mission. There we read: "Jesus goeth up into the 

mountain (t? ????), and calleth unto Him whom He would" -  the ascent referred to evidently being that 

whi ch Jesus made just before preaching His great discourse. Mark continues: "And He ordained twelve, 

that they should be with Him, and that He might send them forth to preach, and to have power to heal 

sicknesses and to cast out devils." Here allusion is made  to an intention on Christ's part to send forth His 

disciples on a mission, but the intention is not represented as immediately realized. Nor can it be said that 

immediate realization is implied, though not expressed; for the evangelist gives an account of  the mission 

as actually carried out several chapters further on in his Gospel, commencing with the words, "And He 

calleth unto Him the twelve, and began to send them forth."  

 

It may be regarded, then, as tolerably certain, that the calling of the twelve w as a prelude to the 

preaching of the great sermon on the kingdom, in the founding of which they were afterwards to take so 

distinguished a part. At what precise period in the ministry of our Lord the sermon itself is to be placed, 

we cannot so confidently determine. Our opinion, however, is, that the Sermon on the Mount was 

delivered towards the close of Christ's first lengthened ministry in Galilee, during the time which 

intervened between the two visits to Jerusalem on festive occasions mentioned in the s econd and fifth 

chapters of John's Gospel.  

 

The number of the apostolic company is significant, and was doubtless a matter of choice, not less than 

was the composition of the selected band. A larger number of eligible men could easily have been found in 

a circle of disciples which afterwards supplied not fewer than seventy auxiliaries for evangelistic work; and 

a smaller number might have served all the present or prospective purposes of the apostleship. The 

number twelve was recommended by obvious symbolic  reasons. It happily expressed in figures what Jesus 

claimed to be, and what He had come to do, and thus furnished a support to the faith and a stimulus to 

the devotion of His followers. It significantly hinted that Jesus was the divine Messianic King of I srael, 

come to set up the kingdom whose advent was foretold by prophets in glowing language, suggested by 

the palmy days of Israel's history, when the theocratic community existed in its integrity, and all the tribes 

of the chosen nation were united under the royal house of David. That the number twelve was designed to 

bear such a mystic meaning, we know from Christ's own words to the apostles on a later occasion, when, 
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describing to them the rewards awaiting them in the kingdom for past services and sacrif ices, He said, 

"Verily I say unto you, that ye which have followed me, in the regeneration, when the Son of man shall sit 

in the throne of His glory, ye also shall sit upon twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel."  

 

It is possible that the apos tles were only too well aware of the mystic significance of their number, and 

found in it an encouragement to the fond delusive hope that the coming kingdom should be not only a 

spiritual realization of the promises, but a literal restoration of Israel to political integrity and 

independence. The risk of such misapprehension was one of the drawbacks connected with the particular 

number twelve, but it was not deemed by Jesus a sufficient reason for fixing on another. His method of 

procedure in this, as in al l things, was to abide by that which in itself was true and right, and then to 

correct misapprehensions as they arose.  

 

From the number of the apostolic band, we pass to the persons composing it. Seven of the twelve -  the 

first seven in the catalogues of M ark and Luke, assuming the identity of Bartholomew and Nathanael -  are 

persons already known to us. With two of the remaining five -  the first and the last -  we shall become well 

acquainted as we proceed in the history. Thomas called Didymus, or the Twin, will come before us as a 

man of warm heart but melancholy temperament, ready to die with his Lord, but slow to believe in His 

resurrection. Judas Iscariot is known to all the world as the Traitor. He appears for the first time, in these 

catalogues of the a postles, with the infamous title branded on his brow, "Judas Iscariot, who also betrayed 

Him." The presence of a man capable of treachery among the elect disciples is a mystery which we shall 

not now attempt to penetrate. We merely make this historical rem ark about Judas here, that he seems to 

have been the only one among the twelve who was not a Galilean. He is surnamed, from his native place 

apparently, the man of Kerioth; and from the Book of Joshua we learn that there was a town of that name 

in the sout hern border of the tribe of Judah.  

 

The three names which remain are exceedingly obscure. On grounds familiar to Bible scholars, it has often 

been attempted to identify James of Alphæus with James the brother or kinsman of the Lord. The next on 

the lists o f Matthew and Mark has been supposed by many to have been a brother of this James, and 

therefore another brother of Jesus. This opinion is based on the fact, that in place of the Lebbæus or 

Thaddæus of the two first Gospels, we find in Luke's catalogues th e name Judas "of James." The ellipsis in 

this designation has been filled up with the word brother, and it is assumed that the James alluded to is 

James the son of Alphæus. However tempting these results may be, we can scarcely regard them as 

ascertained, and must content ourselves with stating that among the twelve was a second James, besides 

the brother of John and son of Zebedee, and also a second Judas, who appears again as an interlocutor in 

the farewell conversation between Jesus and His disciples on the night before His crucifixion, carefully 

distinguished by the evangelist from the traitor by the parenthetical remark "not Iscariot." This Judas, 

being the same with Lebbæus Thaddæus, has been called the three -named disciple.  

 

The disciple whom we have reserved to the last place, like the one who stands at the head of all the lists, 

was a Simon. This second Simon is as obscure as the first is celebrated, for he is nowhere mentioned in 

the Gospel history, except in the catalogues; yet, little known as he is, the epithet attached to his name 

conveys a piece of curious and interesting information. He is called the Kananite (not Canaanite), which is 

a political, not a geographical designation, as appears from the Greek work substituted in the place of this 

Hebrew one by Luke, who calls the disciple we now speak of Simon Zelotes; that is, in English, Simon the 

Zealot. This epithet Zelotes connects Simon unmistakably with the famous party which rose in rebellion 

under Judas in the days of the taxing, some twenty  years before Christ's ministry began, when Judea and 

Samaria were brought under the direct government of Rome, and the census of the population was taken 

with a view to subsequent taxation. How singular a phenomenon is this ex -zealot among the disciples o f 

Jesus! No two men could differ more widely in their spirit, ends, and means, than Judas of Galilee and 

Jesus of Nazareth. The one was a political malcontent; the other would have the conquered bow to the 

yoke, and give to Cæsar Cæsar's due. The former ai med at restoring the kingdom to Israel, adopting for 

his watchword, "We have no Lord or Master but God;." the latter aimed at founding a kingdom not 

national, but universal, not "of this world," but purely spiritual. The means employed by the two actors 

were as diverse as their ends. One had recourse to the carnal weapons of war, the sword and the dagger; 

the other relied solely on the gentle but omnipotent force of truth.  
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What led Simon to leave Judas for Jesus we know not; but he made a happy exchange f or himself, as the 

party he forsook were destined in after years to bring ruin on themselves and on their country by their 

fanatical, reckless, and unavailing patriotism. Though the insurrection of Judas was crushed, the fire of 

discontent still smouldered  in the breasts of his adherents; and at length it burst out into the blaze of a 

new rebellion, which brought on a death -struggle with the gigantic power of Rome, and ended in the 

destruction of the Jewish capital, and the dispersion of the Jewish people.  

 

The choice of this disciple to be an apostle supplies another illustration of Christ's disregard of prudential 

wisdom. An ex -zealot was not a safe man to make an apostle of, for he might be the means of rendering 

Jesus and His followers objects of politic al suspicion. But the Author of our faith was willing to take the 

risk. He expected to gain many disciples from the dangerous classes as well as from the despised, and He 

would have them, too, represented among the twelve.  

 

It gives one a pleasant surprise  to think of Simon the zealot and Matthew the publican, men coming from 

so opposite quarters, meeting together in close fellowship in the little band of twelve. In the persons of 

these two disciples extremes meet -  the tax -gatherer and the tax -hater: the u npatriotic Jew, who 

degraded himself by becoming a servant of the alien ruler; and the Jewish patriot, who chafed under the 

foreign yoke, and sighed for emancipation. This union of opposites was not accidental, but was designed 

by Jesus as a prophecy of th e future. He wished the twelve to be the church in miniature or germ; and 

therefore He chose them so as to intimate that, as among them distinctions of publican and zealot were 

unknown, so in the church of the future there should be neither Greek nor Jew, circumcision nor 

uncircumcision, bond nor free, but only Christ -  all to each, and in each of the all.  

 

These were the names of the twelve as given in the catalogues. As to the order in which they are 

arranged, on closely inspecting the lists we observe th at they contain three groups of four, in each of 

which the same names are always found, though the order of arrangement varies. The first group includes 

those best known, the second the next best, and the third those least known of all, or, in the case of the 

traitor, known only too well. Peter, the most prominent character among the twelve, stands at the head of 

all the lists, and Judas Iscariot at the foot, carefully designated, as already observed, the traitor. The 

apostolic roll, taking the order given in Matthew, and borrowing characteristic epithets from the Gospel 

history at large, is as follows: -  

 

FIRST GROUP  

Simon Peter  
  

The man of rock.  
 

Andrew  
  

Peterôs brother. 
 

James and  
}  {  

Sons of Zebedee, and 

sons of thunder.  
 

John  
 

SECOND GROUP  

Philip  
  

The earnest inquirer.  
 

Batholomew, or 

Nathanael    
The guileless Israelite.  

 

Thomas      The melancholy.  
 

John      
The publican (so 

called) by himself only.   

THIRD GROUP  

James (the son) of 

Alphæus  
    

(James the Less? Mark 

xv. 40.).   

Lebbæus, Th addæus, 

Judas of James,  
    

The three -named 

disciple.   

Simon      The Zealot.  
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Judas, the man of 

Kerioth  
    The Traitor.  

 

 

Such were the men whom Jesus chose to be with Him while He was on this earth, and to carry on His 

work after He left it. Such were  the men whom the church celebrates as the "glorious company of the 

apostles." The praise is merited; but the glory of the twelve was not of this world. In a worldly point of 

view they were a very insignificant company indeed, -  a band of poor illiterate G alilean provincials, utterly 

devoid of social consequence, not likely to be chosen by one having supreme regard to prudential 

considerations. Why did Jesus choose such men? Was He guided by feelings of antagonism to those 

possessing social advantages, or o f partiality for men of His own class? No; His choice was made in true 

wisdom. If He chose Galileans mainly, it was not from provincial prejudice against those of the south; if, 

as some think, He chose two or even four of his own kindred, it was not from n epotism; if He chose rude, 

unlearned, humble men, it was not because He was animated by any petty jealousy of knowledge, culture, 

or good birth. If any rabbi, rich man, or ruler had been willing to yield himself unreservedly to the service 

of the kingdom, no objection would have been taken to him on account of his acquirements, possessions, 

or titles. The case of Saul of Tarsus, the pupil of Gamaliel, proves the truth of this statement. Even 

Gamaliel himself would not have been objected to, could he have st ooped to become a disciple of the 

unlearned Nazarene. But, alas! neither he nor any of his order would condescend so far, and therefore the 

despised One did not get an opportunity of showing His willingness to accept as disciples and choose for 

apostles su ch as they were.  

 

The truth is, that Jesus was obliged to be content with fishermen, and publicans, and quondam zealots, for 

apostles. They were the best that could be had. Those who deemed themselves better were too proud to 

become disciples, and thereby they excluded themselves from what all the world now sees to be the high 

honor of being the chosen princes of the kingdom. The civil and religious aristocracy boasted of their 

unbelief. The citizens of Jerusalem did feel for a moment interested in the zeal ous youth who had purged 

the temple with a whip of small cords; but their faith was superficial, and their attitude patronizing, and 

therefore Jesus did not commit Himself unto them, because He knew what was in them. A few of good 

position were sincere sym pathizers, but they were not so decided in their attachment as to be eligible for 

apostles. Nicodemus was barely able to speak a timid apologetic word in Christ's behalf, and Joseph of 

Arimathea was a disciple "secretly," for fear of the Jews. These were h ardly the persons to send forth as 

missionaries of the cross -  men so fettered by social ties and party connections, and so enslaved by the 

fear of man. The apostles of Christianity must be made of sterner stuff.  

 

And so Jesus was obliged to fall back on t he rustic, but simple, sincere, and energetic men of Galilee. And 

He was quite content with His choice, and devoutly thanked His Father for giving Him even such as they. 

Learning, rank, wealth, refinement, freely given up to his service, He would not have despised; but He 

preferred devoted men who had none of these advantages to undevoted men who had them all. And with 

good reason; for it mattered little, except in the eyes of contemporary prejudice, what the social position 

or even the previous history of the twelve had been, provided they were spiritually qualified for the work 

to which they were called. What tells ultimately is, not what is without a man, but what is within. John 

Bunyan was a man of low birth, low occupation, and, up till his conversion, of low habits; but he was by 

nature a man of genius, and by grace a man of God, and he would have made -  he was, in fact -  a most 

effective apostle.  

 

But it may be objected that all the twelve were by no means gifted like Bunyan; some of them, if one may 

judge from the obscurity which envelops their names, and the silence of history regarding them, having 

been undistinguished either by high endowment or by a great career, and in fact, to speak plainly, all but 

useless. As this objection virtually impugns th e wisdom of Christ's choice, it is necessary to examine how 

far it is according to truth. We submit the following considerations with this view: -  

 

I. That some of the apostles were comparatively obscure, inferior men, cannot be denied; but even the 

obscur est of them may have been most useful as witnesses for Him with whom they had companied from 

the beginning. It does not take a great man to make a good witness, and to be witnesses of Christian 

facts was the main business of the apostles. That even the hum blest of them rendered important service 

in that capacity we need not doubt, though nothing is said of them in the apostolic annals. It was not to 
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be expected that a history so fragmentary and so brief as that given by Luke should mention any but the 

princ ipal actors, especially when we reflect how few of the characters that appear on the stage at any 

particular crisis in human affairs are prominently noticed even in histories which go elaborately into detail. 

The purpose of history is served by recording t he words and deeds of the representative men, and many 

are allowed to drop into oblivion who did nobly in their day. The less distinguished members of the 

apostolic band are entitled to the benefit of this reflection.  

 

2. Three eminent men, or even two (Pe ter and John), out of twelve, is a good proportion; there being few 

societies in which superior excellence bears such a high ratio to respectable mediocrity. Perhaps the 

number of "Pillars" was as great as was desirable. Far from regretting that all were n ot Peters and Johns, 

it is rather a matter to be thankful for, that there were diversities of gifts among the first preachers of the 

gospel. As a general rule, it is not good when all are leaders. Little men are needed as well as great men; 

for human natur e is one -sided, and little men have their peculiar virtues and gifts, and can do some things 

better than their more celebrated brethren.  

 

3. We must remember how little we know concerning any of the apostles. It is the fashion of biographers 

in our day, wr iting for a morbidly or idly curious public, to enter into the minutest particulars of outward 

event or personal peculiarity regarding their heroes. Of this fond idolatrous minuteness there is no trace in 

the evangelic histories. The writers of the Gospels  were not afflicted with the biographic mania. Moreover, 

the apostles were not their theme. Christ was their hero; and their sole desire was to tell what they knew 

of Him. They gazed steadfastly at the Sun of Righteousness, and in His effulgence they lost sight of the 

attendant stars. Whether they were stars of the first magnitude, or of the second, or of the third, made 

little difference.  

 

 

 

Hearing and Seeing  

Luke 1:1 ï4;  Matt. 13:16 ï17 ; Luke 10:23, 24 ; Matt. 5 ï7; Luke 6:17 ï49 ; Matt. 13:1 ï52 ;  

Matt. 8:16, 17 ; Mark 4:33, 34 . 

 

In the training of the twelve for the work of the apostleship, hearing and seeing the words and works of 

Christ necessarily occupied an important place. Eye and ear witnessing of the facts of an unparalleled life 

was an indispensable pr eparation for future witness -bearing. The apostles could secure credence for their 

wondrous tale only by being able to preface it with the protestation: "That which we have seen and heard 

declare we unto you." None would believe their report, save those wh o, at the very least, were satisfied 

that it emanated from men who had been with Jesus. Hence the third evangelist, himself not an apostle, 

but only a companion of apostles, presents his Gospel with all confidence to his friend Theophilus as a 

genuine hist ory, and no mere collection of fables, because its contents were attested by men who "from 

the beginning were eye -witnesses and ministers of the Word."  

 

In the early period of their discipleship hearing and seeing seem to have been the main occupation of t he 

twelve. They were then like children born into a new world, whose first and by no means least important 

course of lessons consists in the use of their senses in observing the wonderful objects by which they are 

surrounded.  

 

The things which the twelve s aw and heard were wonderful enough. The great Actor in the stupendous 

drama was careful to impress on His followers the magnitude of their privilege. "Blessed," said He to them 

on one occasion, "are the eyes which see the things that ye see: for I tell you , that many prophets and 

kings desired to see the things which ye see, and saw them not; and to hear the things which ye hear, 

and heard them not." Yet certain generations of Israel had seen very remarkable things: one had seen the 

wonders of the Exodus, a nd the sublimities connected with the lawgiving at Sinai; another, the miracles 

wrought by Elijah and Elisha; and successive generations had been privileged to listen to the not less 
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wonderful oracles of God, spoken by David, Solomon, Isaiah, and the rest of the prophets. But the things 

witnessed by the twelve eclipsed the wonders of all bygone ages; for a greater than Moses, or Elijah, or 

David, or Solomon, or Isaiah, was here, and the promise to Nathanael was being fulfilled. Heaven had 

been opened, and t he angels of God -  the spirits of wisdom, and power, and love -  were ascending and 

descending on the Son of man.  

 

We may here take a rapid survey of the mirabilia which it was the peculiar privilege of the twelve to see 

and hear, more or less during the wh ole period of their discipleship, and specially just after their election. 

These may be comprehended under two heads: the Doctrine of the Kingdom, and the Philanthropic Work 

of the Kingdom.  

 

I. Before the ministry of Jesus commenced, His forerunner had app eared in the wilderness of Judea, 

preaching, and saying, "Repent ye, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand;." and some time after their 

election the twelve disciples were sent forth among the towns and villages of Galilee to repeat the 

Baptist's message. Bu t Jesus Himself did something more than proclaim the advent of the kingdom. He 

expounded the nature of the divine kingdom, described the character of its citizens, and discriminated 

between genuine and spurious members of the holy commonwealth. This He did  partly in what is familiarly 

called the Sermon on the Mount, preached shortly after the election of the apostles; and partly in certain 

parables uttered about the same period.  

 

In the great discourse delivered on the mountain - top, the qualifications for c itizenship in the kingdom of 

heaven were set forth, first positively, and then comparatively. The positive truth was summed up in 

seven golden sentences called the Beatitudes, in which the felicity of the kingdom was represented as 

altogether independent o f the outward conditions with which worldly happiness is associated. The blessed, 

according to the preacher, were the poor, the hungry, the mournful, the meek, the merciful, the pure in 

heart, the peaceable, the sufferers for righteousness' sake. Such were  blessed themselves, and a source 

of blessing to the human race: the salt of the earth, the light of the world raised above others in spirit and 

character, to draw them upwards, and lead them to glorify God.  

 

Next, with more detail, Jesus exhibited the rig hteousness of the kingdom, and of its true citizens, in 

contrast to that which prevailed. "Except your righteousness," He went on to say with solemn emphasis, 

"shall exceed the righteousness of the scribes and Pharisees, ye shall in no case enter into the kingdom of 

heaven;." and then He illustrated and enforced the general proposition by a detailed description of the 

counterfeit in its moral and religious aspects: in its mode of interpreting the moral law, and its manner of 

performing the duties of piety, such as prayer, alms, and fasting. In the one aspect He characterized 

pharisaic righteousness as superficial and technical; in the other as ostentatious, self - complacent, and 

censorious. In contrast thereto, He described the ethics of the kingdom as a pure  stream of life, having 

charity for its fountainhead; a morality of the heart, not merely of outward conduct; a morality also broad 

and catholic, overleaping all arbitrary barriers erected by legal pedantry and natural selfishness. The 

religion of the king dom He set forth as humble, retiring, devoted in singleness of heart to God and things 

supernal; having faith in God as a benignant gracious Father for its root, and contentment, cheerfulness, 

and freedom from secular cares for its fruits; and, finally, as  reserved in its bearing towards the profane, 

yet averse to severity in judging, yea, to judging at all, leaving men to be judged by God.  

 

The discourse, of which we have given a hasty outline, made a powerful impression on the audience. "The 

people," we r ead, "were astonished at His doctrine; for He taught them as one having authority (the 

authority of wisdom and truth), and not as the scribes," who had merely the authority of office. It is not 

probable that either the multitude or the twelve understood th e sermon; for it was both deep and lofty, 

and their minds were pre -occupied with very different ideas of the coming kingdom. Yet the drift of all that 

had been said was clear and simple. The kingdom whereof Jesus was both King and Lawgiver was not to 

be a kingdom of this world: it was not to be here or there in space, but within the heart of man; it was not 

be the monopoly of any class or nation, but open to all possessed of the requisite spiritual endowments on 

equal terms. It is nowhere said, indeed, in t he sermon, that ritual qualifications, such as circumcision, 

were not indispensable for admission into the kingdom. But circumcision is ignored here, as it was ignored 

the teaching of Jesus. It is treated as something simply out of place, which cannot be d ove - tailed into the 

scheme of doctrine set forth; an incongruity the very mention of which would create a sense of the 

grotesque. How truly it was so any one can satisfy himself by just imagining for a moment that among the 
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Beatitudes had been found one ru nning thus: Blessed are the circumcised, for no uncircumcised ones shall 

enter into the kingdom of heaven. This significant silence concerning the seal of the national covenant 

could not fail to have its effect on the minds of the disciples, as a hint at e ventual antiquation.  

 

The weighty truths thus taught first in the didactic form of an ethical discourse, Jesus sought at other 

times to popularize by means of parables. In the course of His ministry He uttered many parabolic 

sayings, the parable being with  Him a favorite form of instruction. Of the thirty parables preserved in the 

Gospels, the larger number were of an occasional character, and are best understood when viewed in 

connection with the circumstances which called them forth. But there is a specia l group of eight which 

appear to have been spoken about the same period, and to have been designed to serve one object, viz. 

to exhibit in simple pictures the outstanding features of the kingdom of heaven in its nature and progress, 

and in its relations to  diverse classes of men. One of these, the parable of the sower, apparently the first 

spoken, shows the different reception given to the word of the kingdom by various classes of hearers, and 

the varied issues in their life. Two -  the parables of the tares  and of the net cast into the sea -  describe 

the mixture of good and evil that should exist in the kingdom till the end, when the grand final separation 

would take place. Another pair of short parables -  those of the treasure hid in a field and of the prec ious 

pearl -  set forth the incomparable importance of the kingdom, and of citizenship therein. Other two -  the 

grain of mustard seed, and the leaven hid in three measures of meal -  explain how the kingdom advances 

from small beginnings to a great ending. A n eighth parable, found in Mark's Gospel only, teaches that 

growth in the divine kingdom proceeds by stages, analogous to the blade, the ear, and the full corn in the 

ear, in the growth of grain.  

 

These parables, or the greater number of them, were spoken in the hearing of a miscellaneous audience; 

and from a reply of Jesus to a question put by the disciples, it might appear that they were intended 

mainly for the ignorant populace. The question was, "Why speakest Thou unto them in parables?" and the 

reply, "Because it is given unto you to know the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven, but to them it is not 

given;." which seems to imply, that in the case of the twelve such elementary views of truth -  such 

children's sermons, so to speak -  might be dispensed wit h. Jesus meant no more, however, than that for 

them the parables were not so important as for common hearers, being only one of several means of 

grace through which they were to become eventually scribes instructed in the kingdom, acquainted with 

all its m ysteries, and able, like a wise householder, to bring out of their treasures things new and old; 

while for the multitude the parables were indispensable, as affording their only chance of getting a little 

glimpse into the mysteries of the kingdom.  

 

That th e twelve were not above parables yet appears from the fact that they asked and received 

explanations of them in private from their Master: of all, probably, though the interpretations of two only, 

the parables of the sower and the tares, are preserved in t he Gospels. They were still only children; the 

parables were pretty pictures to them, but of what they could not tell. Even after they had received 

private expositions of their meaning, they were probably not much wiser than before, though they 

professed t o be satisfied. Their profession was doubtless sincere: they spake as they felt; but they spake 

as children, they understood as children, they thought as children, and they had much to learn yet of 

these divine mysteries.  

 

When the children had grown to sp iritual manhood, and fully understood these mysteries, they highly 

valued the happiness they had enjoyed in former years, in being privileged to hear the parables of Jesus. 

We have an interesting memorial of the deep impression produced on their minds by t hese simple pictures 

of the kingdom, in the reflection with, which the first evangelist closes his account of Christ's parabolic 

teaching. "All these things," he remarks, "spake Jesus unto the multitude in parables, . . . that it might be 

fulfilled which w as spoken by the prophet, saying, I will open my mouth in parables, I will utter things 

which have been kept secret from the foundation of the world." The quotation (from the seventy -eighth 

Psalm) significantly diverges both from the Hebrew original and fr om the Septuagint version. Matthew has 

consciously adapted the words so as to express the absolute originality of the teaching in which he found 

their fulfillment . While the Psalmist uttered dark sayings from the ancient times of Israel's history, Jesus in  

the parables had spoken things that had been hidden from the creation. Nor was this an exaggeration on 

the part of the evangelist. Even the use of the parable as a vehicle of instruction was all but new, and the 

truths expressed in the parables were altog ether new. They were indeed the eternal verities of the divine 

kingdom, but till the days of Jesus they had remained unannounced. Earthly things had always been fit to 
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emblem forth heavenly things; but, till the great Teacher appeared, no one had ever thou ght of linking 

them together, so that the one should become a mirror of the other, revealing the deep things of God to 

the common eye: even as no one before Isaac Newton had thought of connecting the fall of an apple with 

the revolution of the heavenly bod ies, though apples had fallen to the ground from the creation of the 

world.  

 

The things which the disciples had the happiness to see in connection with the philanthropic work of the 

kingdom were, if possible, still more marvelous  than those which they hear d in Christ's company. They 

were eye -witnesses of the events which Jesus bade the messengers of John report to their master in 

prison as unquestionable evidence that He was the Christ who should come. In their presence, as 

spectators, blind men received th eir sight, lame men walked, lepers were cleansed, the deaf recovered 

hearing, dead persons were raised to life again. The performance of such wonderful works was for a time 

Christ's daily occupation. He went about in Galilee and other districts, "doing goo d, and healing all that 

were oppressed of the devil." The "miracles" recorded in detail in the Gospels give no idea whatever of the 

extent to which these wondrous operations were carried on. The leper cleansed on the descent from the 

mountain, when the gre at sermon was preached, the palsied servant of the Roman centurion restored to 

health and strength, Peter's mother - in - law cured of a fever, the demoniac dispossessed in the synagogue 

of Capernaum, the widow's son brought back to life while he was being car ried out to burial, -  these, and 

the like, are but a few samples selected out of an innumerable multitude of deeds not less remarkable, 

whether regarded as mere miracles or as acts of kindness. The truth of this statement appears from 

paragraphs of frequen t recurrence in the Gospels, which relate not individual miracles, but an indefinite 

number of them taken en masse. Of such paragraphs take as an example the following, cursorily 

rehearsing the works done by Jesus at the close of a busy day: "And at even, when the sun did set, they 

brought unto Him all that were diseased, and them that were possessed with devils; and all the city was 

gathered together at the door. And He healed many that were sick of divers diseases, and cast out many 

devils." This was what  happened on a single Sabbath evening in Capernaum, shortly after the Sermon on 

the Mount was preached; and such scenes appear to have been common at this time: for we read a little 

farther on in the same Gospel, that "Jesus spake unto His disciples, that a small ship should wait on Him 

because of the multitude, lest they should throng Him; for He had healed many; insomuch that they 

pressed upon Him for to touch Him, as many as had plagues." And yet again Mark tells how "they went 

into an house, and the mul titude cometh together again, so that they could not so much as eat bread."  

 

The inference suggested by such passages as to the vast extent of Christ's labors among the suffering, is 

borne out by the impressions these made on the minds both of friends and foes. The ill -affected were so 

struck by what they saw, that they found it necessary to get up a theory to account for the mighty 

influence exerted by Jesus in curing physical, and especially psychical maladies. "This fellow," they said, 

"doth not cast out  devils but by Beelzebub the prince of devils." It was a lame theory, as Jesus showed; 

but it was at least conclusive evidence that devils were cast out, and in great numbers.  

 

The thoughts of the well -affected concerning the works of Jesus were various, b ut all which have been 

recorded involve a testimony to His vast activity and extraordinary zeal. Some, apparently relatives, 

deemed him mad, fancying that enthusiasm had disturbed His mind, and compassionately sought to save 

Him from doing Himself harm thr ough excessive solicitude to do good to others. The sentiments of the 

people who received benefit were more devout. "They marveled , and glorified God, which had given such 

power unto men;." and they were naturally not inclined to criticize  an "enthusiasm o f humanity" whereof 

they were themselves the objects.  

 

The contemporaneous impressions of the twelve concerning their Master's deeds are not recorded; but of 

their subsequent reflections as apostles we have an interesting sample in the observations appende d by 

the first evangelist to his account of the transactions of that Sabbath evening in Capernaum already 

alluded to. The devout Matthew, according to his custom, saw in these wondrous works Old Testament 

Scripture fulfilled; and the passage whose fulfillm ent  he found therein was that touching oracle of Isaiah, 

"Surely He hath borne our grieves  and carried our sorrows;." which, departing from the Septuagint, he 

made apt to his purpose by rendering, "Himself took our infirmities and bore our sicknesses." The  Greek 

translators interpreted the text as referring to men's spiritual maladies -  their sins; but Matthew deemed it 

neither a misapplication nor a degradation of the words to find in them a prophecy of Messiah's deep 

sympathy with such as suffered from an y disease, whether spiritual or mental, or merely physical. He 
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knew not how better to express the intense compassion of his Lord towards all sufferers, than by 

representing Him in prophetic language as taking their sicknesses on Himself. Nor did he wrong t he 

prophet's thought by this application of it. He but laid the foundation of an à fortiori inference to a still 

more intense sympathy on the Saviour's part with the spiritually diseased. For surely He who so cared for 

men's bodies would care yet more for their souls. Surely it might safely be anticipated, that He who was 

so conspicuous as a healer of bodily disease would become yet more famous as a Saviour from sin.  

 

The works which the twelve were privileged to see were verily worth seeing, and altogether  worthy of the 

Messianic King. They served to demonstrate that the King and the kingdom were not only coming, but 

come; for what could more certainly betoken their presence, than mercy dropping like the "gentle rain 

from heaven upon the place beneath"? Joh n, indeed, seems to have thought otherwise, when he sent to 

inquire of Jesus if He were the Christ who was to come. He desiderated, we imagine, a work of judgment 

on the impenitent as a more reliable proof of Messiah's advent than these miracles of mercy. The 

prophetic infirmity of querulousness and the prison air had got the better of his judgment and his heart, 

and he was in the truculent humor of Jonah, who was displeased with God, not because He was too stern, 

but rather because He was too gracious, too  ready to forgive.  

 

The least in the kingdom of heaven is incapable now of being offended with these works of our Lord on 

account of their mercifulness. The offence in our day lies in a different direction. Men stumble at the 

miraculousness of the things s een by the disciples and recorded by the evangelists. Mercy, say they, is 

God- like, but miracles are impossible; and they think they do well to be skeptical . An exception is made, 

indeed, in favor of some of the healing miracles, because it is not deemed i mpossible that they might fall 

within the course of nature, and so cease to belong to the category of the miraculous. "Moral therapeutics" 

might account for them -  a department of medical science which Mr. Matthew Arnold thinks has not been 

at all sufficie ntly studied yet. All other miracles besides those wrought by moral therapeutics are 

pronounced fabulous. But why not extend the dominion of the moral over the physical, and say without 

qualification: Mercy is God - like, therefore such works as those wrough t by Jesus were matters of course? 

So they appeared to the writers of the Gospels. What they wondered at was not the supernaturalness of 

Christ's healing operations, but the unfathomable depth of divine compassion which they revealed. There 

is no trace of the love of the marvelous  either in the Gospels or in the Epistles. The disciples may have 

experienced such a feeling when the era of wonders first burst on their astonished view, but they had lost 

it entirely by the time the New Testament books began to b e written. Throughout the New Testament 

miracles are spoken of in a sober, almost matter -of - fact, tone. How is this to be explained? The 

explanation is that the apostles had seen too many miracles while with Jesus to be excited about them. 

Their sense of w onder had been deadened by being sated. But though they ceased to marvel at the power 

of their Lord, they never ceased to wonder at His grace. The love of Christ remained for them throughout 

life a thing passing knowledge; and the longer they lived, the mo re cordially did they acknowledge the 

truth of their Master's words: "Blessed are the eyes which see the things that ye see"  
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Lessons on  
Matt. 6:5 -13; 7:7 -11; Luke 11:1 -13; 18:1 -5.  

It would have been matter for surprise if, among the manifold subject s on which Jesus gave instruction to 

His disciples, prayer had not occupied a prominent place. Prayer is a necessity of spiritual life, and all who 

earnestly try to pray soon feel the need of teaching how to do it. And what theme more likely to engage 

the thoughts of a Master who was Himself emphatically a man of prayer, spending occasionally whole 

nights in prayerful communion with His heavenly Father?  

 

We find, accordingly, that prayer was a subject on which Jesus often spoke in the hearing of His discipl es. 

In the Sermon on the Mount, for example, He devoted a paragraph to that topic, in which He cautioned 

His hearers against pharisaic ostentation and heathenish repetition, and recited a form of devotion as a 

model of simplicity, comprehensiveness, and br evity. At other times He directed attention to the 

necessity, in order to acceptable and prevailing prayer, of perseverance, concord, strong faith, and large 

expectation.  

 

The passage cited from the eleventh chapter of Luke's Gospel gives an account of wha t may be regarded 

as the most complete and comprehensive of all the lessons communicated by Jesus to His disciples on the 

important subject to which it relates. The circumstances in which this lesson was given are interesting. 

The lesson on prayer was itse lf an answer to prayer. A disciple, in all probability one of the twelve, after 

hearing Jesus pray, made the request: "Lord, teach us to pray, as John also taught his disciples." The 

request and its occasion taken together convey to us incidentally two pie ces of information. From the 

latter we learn that Jesus, besides praying much alone, also prayed in company with His disciples, 

practicing  family prayer as the head of a household, as well as secret prayer in personal fellowship with 

God His Father. From t he former we learn that the social prayers of Jesus were most impressive. Disciples 

hearing them were made painfully conscious of their own incapacity, and after the Amen were ready 

instinctively to proffer the request, "Lord, teach us to pray," as if asha med any more to attempt the 

exercise in their own feeble, vague, stammering words.  

 

When this lesson was given we know not, for Luke introduces his narrative of it in the most indefinite 

manner, without noting either time or place. The reference to John in  the past tense might seem to 

indicate a date subsequent to his death; but the mode of expression would be sufficiently explained by the 

supposition that the disciple who made the request had previously been a disciple of the Baptist. Nor can 

any certain i nference be drawn from the contents of the lesson. It is a lesson which might have been given 

to the twelve at any time during their disciple hood , so far as their spiritual necessities were concerned. It 

is a lesson for children, for spiritual minors, for  Christians in the crude stage of the divine life, afflicted 

with confusion of mind, dumbness, dejection, unable to pray for want of clear thought, apt words, and 

above all, of faith that knows how to wait in hope; and it meets the wants of such by suggest ing topics, 

supplying forms of language, and furnishing their weak faith with the props of cogent arguments for 

perseverance. Now such was the state of the twelve during all the time they were with Jesus; till He 

ascended to heaven, and power descended fro m heaven on them, bringing with it a loosed tongue and an 

enlarged heart. During the whole period of their discipleship, they needed prompting in prayer such as a 

mother gives her child, and exhortations to perseverance in the habit of praying, even as do the humblest 

followers of Christ. Far from being exempt from such infirmities, the twelve may even have experienced 

them in a superlative degree. The heights correspond to the depths in religious experience. Men who are 

destined to be apostles must, as dis ciples, know more than most of the chaotic, speechless condition, and 

of the great, irksome, but most salutary business of Waiting on God for light, and truth, and grace, 

earnestly desired but long withheld.  

 

It was well for the church that her first minis ters needed this lesson on prayer; for the time comes in the 

case of most, if not all, who are spiritually earnest, when its teaching is very seasonable. In the spring of 

the divine life, the beautiful blossom - time of piety, Christians may be able to pray with fluency and fervor, 

unembarrassed by want of words, thoughts, and feelings of a certain kind. But that happy stage soon 

passes, and is succeeded by one in which prayer often becomes a helpless struggle, an inarticulate groan, 

a silent, distressed, des pondent waiting on God, on the part of men who are tempted to doubt whether 

God be indeed the hearer of prayer, whether prayer be not altogether idle and useless. The three wants 
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contemplated and provided for in this lesson -  the want of ideas, of words, a nd of faith -  are as common 

as they are grievous. How long it takes most to fill even the simple petitions of the Lord's Prayer with 

definite meanings! the second petition, e.g., "Thy kingdom come," which can be presented with perfect 

intelligence only by such as have formed for themselves a clear conception of the ideal spiritual republic or 

commonwealth. How difficult, and therefore how rare, to find out acceptable words for precious thoughts 

slowly reached! How many, who have never got anything  on which their hearts were set without needing 

to ask for it often, and to wait for it long (no uncommon experience), have been tempted by the delay to 

give up asking in despair! And no wonder; for delay is hard to bear in all cases, especially in connection 

with s piritual blessings, which are in fact, and are by Christ here assumed to be, the principal object of a 

Christian man's desires. Devout souls would not be utterly confounded by delay, or even refusal, in 

connection with mere temporal goods; for they know th at such things as health, wealth, wife, children, 

home, position, are not unconditionally good, and that it may be well sometimes not to obtain them, or 

not easily and too soon. But it is most confounding to desire with all one's heart the Holy Ghost, and yet 

seem to be denied the priceless boon; to pray for light, and to get instead deeper darkness; for faith, and 

to be tormented with doubts which shake cherished convictions to their foundations; for sanctity, and to 

have the mud of corruption stirred up b y temptation from the bottom of the well of eternal life in the 

heart. Yet all this, as every experienced Christian knows, is part of the discipline through which scholars in 

Christ's school have to pass ere the desire of their heart be fulfilled.  

 

The les son on prayer taught by Christ, in answer to request, consists of two parts, in one of which 

thoughts and words are put into the mouths of immature disciples, while the other provides aids to faith in 

God as the answerer of prayer. There is first a form of  prayer, and then an argument enforcing 

perseverance in prayer.  

 

The form of prayer commonly called the Lord's Prayer, which appears in the Sermon on the Mount as a 

sample of the right kind of prayer, is given here as a summary of the general heads under w hich all 

special petitions may be comprehended. We may call this form the alphabet of all possible prayer. It 

embraces the elements of all spiritual desire, summed up in a few choice sentences, for the benefit of 

those who may not be able to bring their st ruggling aspirations to birth in articulate language. It contains 

in all six petitions, of which three -  the first three, as was meet -  refer to God's glory, and the remaining 

three to man's good. We are taught to pray, first for the advent of the divine k ingdom, in the form of 

universal reverence for the divine name, and universal obedience to the divine will; and then, in the 

second place, for daily bread, pardon, and protection from evil for ourselves. The whole is addressed to 

God as Father, and is supp osed to proceed from such as realize their fellowship one with another as 

members of a divine family, and therefore say, "Our Father." The prayer does not end, as our prayers now 

commonly do, with the formula, "for Christ's sake;." nor could it, consistent ly with the supposition that it 

proceeded from Jesus. No prayer given by Him for the present use of His disciples, before His death, could 

have such an ending, because the plea it contains was not intelligible to them previous to that event. The 

twelve did  not yet know what Christ's sake (sache) meant, nor would they till after their Lord had 

ascended, and the Spirit had descended and revealed to them the true meaning of the facts of Christ's 

earthly history. Hence we find Jesus, on the eve of His passion, telling His disciples that up to that time 

they had asked nothing in His name, and representing the use of His name as a plea to be heard, as one 

of the privileges awaiting them in the future. "Hitherto," He said, "have ye asked nothing in my name; 

ask, an d ye shall receive, that your joy may be full." And in another part of His discourse: "Whatsoever ye 

shall ask in my name, that will I do, that the Father may be glorified in the Son."  

 

To what extent the disciples afterwards made use of this beautifully s imple yet profoundly significant form, 

we do not know; but it may be assumed that they were in the habit of repeating it as the disciples of the 

Baptist might repeat the forms taught them by their master. There is, however, no reason to think that 

the "Lor d's Prayer," though of permanent value as a part of Christ's teaching, was designed to be a 

stereotyped, binding method of addressing the Father in heaven. It was meant to be an aid to 

inexperienced disciples, not a rule imposed upon apostles. Even after t hey had attained to spiritual 

maturity, the twelve might use this form if they pleased, and possibly they did occasionally use it; but 

Jesus expected that by the time they came to be teachers in the church they should have outgrown the 

need of it as an aid  to devotion. Filled with the Spirit, enlarged in heart, mature in spiritual understanding, 

they should then be able to pray as their Lord had prayed when He was with them; and while the six 

petitions of the model prayer would still enter into all their su pplications at the throne of grace, they would 
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do so only as the alphabet of a language enters into the most extended and eloquent utterances of a 

speaker, who never thinks of the letters of which the words he utters are composed.  

 

In maintaining the provi sional, pro tempore character of the Lords' Prayer, so far as the twelve were 

concerned, we lay no stress on the fact already adverted to, that it does not end with the phrase, "for 

Christ's sake." That defect could easily be supplied afterwards mentally o r orally, and therefore was no 

valid reason for disuse. The same remark applies to our use of the prayer in question. To allow this form 

to fall into desuetude merely because the customary concluding plea is wanting, is as weak on one side as 

the too frequ ent repetition of it is on the other. The Lord's Prayer is neither a piece of Deism unworthy of 

a Christian, nor a magic charm like the "Pater noster" of Roman Catholic devotion. The most advanced 

believer will often find relief and rest to his spirit in f alling back on its simple, sublime sentences, while 

mentally realizing the manifold particulars which each of them includes; and he is but a tyro in the art of 

praying, and in the divine life generally, whose devotions consist exclusively, or even mainly, in repeating 

the words which Jesus put into the mouths of immature disciples.  

 

 

The view now advocated regarding the purpose of the Lord's Prayer is in harmony with the spirit of 

Christ's whole teaching. Liturgical forms and religious methodism in general were much more congenial to 

the strict ascetic school of the Baptist than to the free school of Jesus. Our Lord evidently attached little 

importance to forms of prayer, any more than to fixed periodic fasts, else He would not have waited till He 

was asked for a form, but would have made systematic provision for the wants of His followers, even as 

the Baptist did, by, so to speak, compiling a book of devotion or composing a liturgy. It is evident, even 

from the present instructions on the subject of praying,  that Jesus considered the form He supplied of 

quite subordinate importance: a mere temporary remedy for a minor evil, the want of utterance, till the 

greater evil, the want of faith, should be cured; for the larger portion of the lesson is devoted to the 

purpose of supplying an antidote to unbelief.  

 

The second part of this lesson on prayer is intended to convey the same moral as that which is prefixed to 

the parable of the unjust judge -  "that men ought always to pray, and not to faint." The supposed caus e of 

fainting is also the same, even delay on the part of God in answering our prayers. This is not, indeed, 

made so obvious in the earlier lesson as in the later. The parable of the ungenerous neighbor is not 

adapted to convey the idea of long delay: for the favor asked, if granted at all, must be granted in a very 

few minutes. But the lapse of time between the presenting and the granting of our requests is implied and 

presupposed as a matter of course. It is by delay that God seems to say to us what the u ngenerous 

neighbor said to his friend, and that we are tempted to think that we pray to no purpose.  

 

Both the parables spoken by Christ to inculcate perseverance in prayer seek to effect their purpose by 

showing the power of importunity in the most unpromi sing circumstances. The characters appealed to are 

both bad -  one in ungenerous, and the other unjust; and from neither is anything  to be gained except by 

working on his selfishness. And the point of the parable in either case is, that importunity has a po wer of 

annoyance which enables it to gain its object.  

 

It is important again to observe what is supposed to be the leading subject of prayer in connection with 

the argument now to be considered. The thing upon which Christ assumes His disciples to have set  their 

hearts is personal sanctification. This appears from the concluding sentence of the discourse: "How much 

more shall your heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to them that ask Him!" Jesus takes for granted that 

the persons to whom He addresses Himsel f here seek first the kingdom of God and His righteousness. 

Therefore, though He inserted a petition for daily bread in the form of prayer, He drops that object out of 

view in the latter part of His discourse; both because it is by hypothesis not the chief  object of desire, and 

also because, for all who truly give God's kingdom the first place in their regards, food and raiment are 

thrown into the bargain.  

 

To such as do not desire the Holy Spirit above all things, Jesus has nothing to say. He does not enco urage 

them to hope that they shall receive any thing of the Lord; least of all, the righteousness of the kingdom, 

personal sanctification. He regards the prayers of a double -minded man, who has two chief ends in view, 

as a hollow mockery -  mere words, whic h never reach Heaven's ear.  
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The supposed cause of fainting being delay, and the supposed object of desire being the Holy Spirit, the 

spiritual situation contemplated in the argument is definitely determined. The Teacher's aim is to succor 

and encourage th ose who feel that the work of grace goes slowly on within them, and wonder why it does 

so, and sadly sigh because it does so. Such we conceive to have been the state of the twelve when this 

lesson was given them. They had been made painfully conscious of i ncapacity to perform aright their 

devotional duties, and they took that incapacity to be an index of their general spiritual condition, and 

were much depressed in consequence.  

 

The argument by which Jesus sought to inspire His discouraged disciples with ho pe and confidence as to 

the ultimate fulfillment  of their desires, is characterized by boldness, geniality, wisdom, and logical force. 

Its boldness is evinced in the choice of illustrations. Jesus has such confidence in the goodness of His 

cause, that He s tates the case as disadvantageously for Himself as possible, by selecting for illustration 

not good samples of men, but persons rather below than above the ordinary standard of human virtue. A 

man who, on being applied to at any hour of the night by a neig hbor for help in a real emergency, such as 

that supposed in the parable, or in a case of sudden sickness, should put him off with such an answer as 

this, "Trouble me not, the door is now shut, and my children are with me in bed; I cannot rise and give 

thee ," would justly incur the contempt of his acquaintances, and become a byword among them for all 

that is ungenerous and heartless. The same readiness to take an extreme case is observable in the second 

argument, drawn from the conduct of fathers towards the ir children. "If a son shall ask bread of any of 

you" -  so it begins. Jesus does not care what father may be selected; He is willing to take any one they 

please: He will take the very worst as readily as the best; nay, more readily, for the argument turns not 

on the goodness of the parent, but rather on his want of goodness, as it aims to show that no special 

goodness is required to keep all parents from doing what would be an outrage on natural affection, and 

revolting to the feelings of all mankind.  

 

The genial, kindly character of the argument is manifest from the insight and sympathy displayed therein. 

Jesus divines what hard thoughts men think of God under the burden of unfulfilled desire; how they doubt 

His goodness, and deem Him indifferent, heartless , unjust. He shows His intimate knowledge of their 

secret imaginations by the cases He puts; for the unkind friend and unnatural father, and we may add, the 

unjust judge, are pictures not indeed of what God is, or of what He would have us believe God to be , but 

certainly of what even pious men sometimes think Him to be. And He cannot only divine, but sympathize. 

He does not, like Job's friends, find fault with those who harbor doubting and apparently profane thoughts, 

nor chide them for impatience, distrust , and despondency. He deals with them as men compassed with 

infirmity, and needing sympathy, counsel, and help. And in supplying these, He comes down to their level 

of feeling, and tries to show that, even if things were as they seem, there is no cause for  despair. He 

argues from their own thoughts of God that  they should still hope in Him. "Suppose," He says in effect, 

"God to be what you fancy, indifferent and heartless, still pray on; see, in the case I put, what 

perseverance can effect. Ask as the man w ho wanted loaves asked, and ye shall also receive from Him 

who seems at present deaf to your petitions. Appearances, I grant, may be very unfavorable, but they 

cannot be more so in your case than in that of the petitioner in the parable; and yet you observ e how he 

fared through not being too easily disheartened."  

 

Jesus displays His wisdom in dealing with the doubts of His disciples, by avoiding all elaborate 

explanations of the causes or reasons of delay in the answering of prayer, and using only arguments  

adapted to the capacity of persons weak in faith and in spiritual understanding. He does not attempt to 

show why sanctification is a slow, tedious work, not a momentary act: why the Spirit is given gradually 

and in limited measure, not at once and without  measure. He simply urges His hearers to persevere in 

seeking the Holy Spirit, assuring them that, in spite of trying delay, their desires will be fulfilled in the 

end. He teaches them no philosophy of waiting on God, but only tells them that they shall no t wait in vain.  

 

This method the Teacher followed not from necessity, but from choice. For though no attempt was made 

at explaining divine delays in providence and grace, it was not because explanation was impossible. There 

were many things which Christ mi ght have said to His disciples at this time if they could have borne them; 

some of which they afterwards said themselves, when the Spirit of Truth had come, and guided them into 

all truth, and made them acquainted with the secret of God's way. He might hav e pointed out to them, 

e.g., that the delays of which they complained were according to the analogy of nature, in which gradual 
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growth is the universal law; that time was needed for the production of the ripe fruits of the Spirit, just in 

the same way as f or the production of the ripe fruits of the field or of the orchard; that it was not to be 

wondered at if the spiritual fruits were peculiarly slow in ripening, as it was a law of growth that the higher 

the product in the scale of being, the slower the pro cess by which it is produced; that a momentary 

sanctification, though not impossible, would be as much a miracle in the sense of a departure from law, as 

was the immediate transformation of water into wine at the marriage in Cana; that if instantaneous 

san ctification were the rule instead of the rare exception, the kingdom of grace would become too like the 

imaginary worlds of children's dreams, in which trees, fruits, and palaces spring into being full -grown, 

ripe, and furnished, in a moment as by enchantm ent, and too unlike the real, actual world with which men 

are conversant, in which delay, growth, and fixed law are invariable characteristics.  

 

Jesus might further have sought to reconcile His disciples to delay by descanting on the virtue of patience. 

Much could be said on that topic. It could be shown that a character cannot be perfect in which the virtue 

of patience has no place, and that the gradual method of sanctification is best adapted for its 

development, as affording abundant scope for its exerci se. It might be pointed out how much the ultimate 

enjoyment of any good thing is enhanced by its having to be waited for; how in proportion to the trial is 

the triumph of faith; how, in the quaint words of one who was taught wisdom in this matter by his ow n 

experience, and by the times in which he lived, "It is fit we see and feel the shaping and sewing of every 

piece of the wedding garment, and the framing and moulding and fitting of the crown of glory for the head 

of the citizen of heaven;." how "the repe ated sense and frequent experience of grace in the ups and 

downs in the way, the falls and risings again of the traveler , the revolutions and changes of the spiritual 

condition, the new moon, the darkened moon, the full moon in the Spirit's ebbing and flow ing, raiseth in 

the heart of saints on their way to the country a sweet smell of the fairest rose and lily of Sharon;." how, 

"as travelers  at night talk of their foul ways, and of the praises of their guide, and battle being ended, 

soldiers number their wo unds, extol the valor, skill, and courage of their leader and captain," so "it is 

meet that the glorified soldiers may take loads of experience of free grace to heaven with them, and there 

speak of their way and their country, and the praises of Him that h ath redeemed them out of all nations, 

tongues, and languages."  

 

Such considerations, however just, would have been wasted on men in the spiritual condition of the 

disciples. Children have no sympathy with growth in any world, whether of nature or of grace.  Nothing 

pleases them but that an acorn should become an oak at once, and that immediately after the blossom 

should come the ripe fruit. Then it is idle to speak of the uses of patience to the inexperienced; for the 

moral value of the discipline of trial c annot be appreciated till the trial is past. Therefore, as before stated, 

Jesus abstained entirely from reflections of the kind suggested, and adopted a simple, popular style of 

reasoning which even a child could understand.  

 

The reasoning of Jesus, while very simple, is very cogent and conclusive. The first argument -  that 

contained in the parable of the ungenerous neighbor -  is fitted to inspire hope in God, even in the darkest 

hour, when He appears indifferent to our cry, or positively unwilling to help,  and so to induce us to 

persevere in asking. "As the man who wanted the loaves knocked on louder and louder, with an 

importunity that knew no shame, and would take no refusal, and thereby gained his object, the selfish 

friend being glad at last to get up a nd serve him out of sheer regard to his own comfort, it being simply 

impossible to sleep with such a noise; so (such is the drift of the argument), so continue thou knocking at 

the door of heaven, and thou shalt obtain thy desire if it were only to be rid of thee. See in this parable 

what a power importunity has, even at a most unpromising time -  midnight -  and with a most unpromising 

person, who prefers his own comfort to a neighbor's good: ask, therefore, persistently, and it shall be 

given unto you also;  seek, and ye shall find; knock, and it shall be opened unto you."  

 

At one point, indeed, this most pathetic and sympathetic argument seems to be weak. The petitioner in 

the parable had the selfish friend in his power by being able to annoy him and keep hi m from sleeping. 

Now, the tried desponding disciple whom Jesus would comfort may rejoin: "What power have I to annoy 

God, who dwelleth on high, far beyond my reach, in imperturbable felicity? 'Oh that I knew where I might 

find Him, that I might come even t o His seat! But, behold, I go forward, but He is not there; and 

backward, but I cannot perceive Him: on the left hand, where He doth work, but I cannot behold Him: He 

hideth Himself on the right hand, that I cannot see Him.'" The objection is one which can  hardly fail to 

occur to the subtle spirit of despondency, and it must be admitted that it is not frivolous. There is really a 
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failure of the analogy at this point. We can annoy a man, like the ungenerous neighbor in bed, or the 

unjust judge, but we cannot  annoy God. The parable does not suggest the true explanation of divine 

delay, or of the ultimate success of importunity. It merely proves, by a homely instance, that delay, 

apparent refusal, from whatever cause it may arise, is not necessarily final, and therefore can be no good 

reason for giving up asking.  

 

This is a real if not a great service rendered. But the doubting disciple, besides discovering with 

characteristic acuteness what the parable fails to prove, may not be able to extract any comfort from  what 

it does prove. What is he to do then? Fall back on the strong asseveration with which Jesus follows up the 

parable: "And I say unto you." Here, doubter, is an oracular dictum from One who can speak with 

authority; One who has been in the bosom of the  eternal God, and has come forth to reveal His inmost 

heart to men groping in the darkness of nature after Him, if haply they might find Him. When He 

addresses you in such emphatic, solemn terms as these, "I say unto you, Ask, and it shall be given you; 

seek, and ye shall find; knock, and it shall be opened unto you," you may take the matter on His word, at 

least pro tempore. Even those who doubt the reasonableness of prayer, because of the constancy of 

nature's laws and the unchangeableness of divine purpo ses, might take Christ's word for it that prayer is 

not vain, even in relation to daily bread, not to speak of higher matters, until they arrive at greater 

certainty on the subject than they can at present pretend to. Such may, if they choose, despise the 

parable as childish, or as conveying crude anthropopathic ideas of the Divine Being, but they cannot 

despise the deliberate declarations of One whom even they regard as the wisest and best of men.  

 

The second argument employed by Jesus to urge perseverance  in prayer is of the nature of a reductio ad 

absurdum, ending with a conclusion à fortiori. "If," it is reasoned, "God refused to hear His children's 

prayers, or, worse still, if He mocked them by giving them something bearing a superficial resemblance to 

the things asked, only to cause bitter disappointment when the deception was discovered, then were He 

not only as bad as, but far worse than, even the most depraved of mankind. For, take fathers at random, 

which of them, if a son were to ask bread, would g ive him a stone? or if he asked a fish, would give him a 

serpent? or if he asked an egg, would offer him a scorpion? The very supposition is monstrous. Human 

nature is largely vitiated by moral evil; there is, in particular, an evil spirit of selfishness i n the heart which 

comes into conflict with the genero us affections, and leads men of times to do base and unnatural things. 

But men taken at the average are not diabolic; and nothing short of a diabolic spirit of mischief could 

prompt a father to mock a ch ild's misery, or deliberately to give him things fraught with deadly harm. If, 

then, earthly parents, though evil in many of their dispositions, give good, and, so far as they know, only 

good, gifts to their children, and would shrink with horror from any other mode of treatment, is it to be 

credited that the Divine Being, that Providence, can do what only devils would think of doing? On the 

contrary, what is only barely possible for man is for God altogether impossible, and what all but monsters 

of iniquit y will not fail to do God will do much more. He will most surely give good gifts, and only good 

gifts, to His asking children; most especially will He give His best gift, which His true children desire above 

all things, even the Holy Spirit, the enlightene r and the sanctifier. Therefore again I say unto you: Ask, 

and ye shall receive; seek, and ye shall find; knock, and it shall be opened."  

 

Yet it is implied in the very fact that Christ puts such cases as a stone given for bread, a serpent for a fish, 

or a  scorpion for an egg, that God seems at least sometimes so to treat His children. The time came when 

the twelve thought they had been so treated in reference to the very subject in which they were most 

deeply interested, after their own personal sanctifica tion, viz., the restoration of the kingdom to Israel. 

But their experience illustrates the general truth, that when the Hearer of prayer seems to deal 

unnaturally with His servants, it is because they have made a mistake about the nature of good, and have 

not known what they asked. They have asked for a stone, thinking it bread, and hence the true bread 

seems a stone; for a shadow, thinking it a substance, and hence the substance seems a shadow. The 

kingdom for which the twelve prayed was a shadow, hence th eir disappointment and despair when Jesus 

was put to death: the egg of hope, which their fond imagination had been hatching, brought forth the 

scorpion of the cross, and they fancied that God had mocked and deceived them. But they lived to see 

that God was  true and good, and that they had deceived themselves, and that all which Christ had told 

them had been fulfilled. And all who wait on God ultimately make a similar discovery, and unite in 

testifying that "the Lord is good is rational, even if the Divine B eing were like men in the average, not 

indisposed to do good when self - interest does not stand in the way -  the creed of heathenism. It is still 

more manifestly rational if, as Christ taught unto them that wait for Him, to the soul that seeketh Him."  
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For these reasons should all men pray, and not faint. Prayer and Christians believe, God be better than 

the best of men -  the one supremely good Being -  the Father in heaven. Only in either of two cases would 

prayer really be irrational: if God were no living being at all, -  the creed of atheists, with whom Christ 

holds no argument; or if He were a being capable of doing things from which even bad men would start 

back in horror, i.e., a being of diabolic nature, -  the creed, it is to be hoped, of no human being . 

 

 

 

 

 

Religious Liberty or the Nature of True Holiness  

Section I. Fasting  

Matt. 9:14 ï17; Mark 2:16 ï22; Luke 5:33 ï39.  

 

We have learnt in the last chapter how Jesus taught His disciples to pray, and we are now to learn in the 

present chapter how He taught t hem to live.  

 

Christ's ratio vivendi was characteristically simple; its main features being a disregard of minute 

mechanical rules, and a habit of falling back in all things on the great principles of morality and piety.  

 

The practical carrying out of this  rule of life led to considerable divergence from prevailing custom. In 

three respects especially, according to the Gospel records, were our Lord and His disciples chargeable, and 

actually charged, with the offence of nonconformity. They departed from exis ting practice in the matters 

of fasting, ceremonial purifications as prescribed by the elders, and Sabbath sanctification. The first they 

neglected for the most part, the second altogether; the third they did not neglect, but their mode of 

observing the we ekly rest was in spirit totally, and in detail widely, diverse from that which was in vogue.  

 

These divergences from established custom are historically interesting as the small beginnings of a great 

moral and religious revolution. For in teaching His disc iples these new habits, Jesus was inaugurating a 

process of spiritual emancipation which was to issue in the complete deliverance of the apostles, and 

through them of the Christian church, from the burdensome yoke of Mosaic ordinances, and from the still 

m ore galling bondage of a "vain conversation received by tradition from the fathers."  

 

The divergences in question have much biographical interest also in connection with the religious 

experience of the twelve. For it is a solemn crisis in any man's life wh en he first departs in the most 

minute particulars from the religious opinions and practices of his age. The first steps in the process of 

change are generally the most difficult, the most perilous, and the most decisive. In these respects, 

learning spirit ual freedom is like learning to swim. Every expert in the aquatic art remembers the troubles 

he experienced in connection with his first attempts, -  how hard he found it to make arms and legs keep 

stroke; how he floundered and plunged; how fearful he was l est he should go beyond his depth and sink 

to the bottom. At these early fears he may now smile, yet were they not altogether groundless; for the 

tyro does run some risk of drowning though the bathing -place be but a small pool or dam built by 

schoolboys on  a burn flowing through an inland dell, remote from broad rivers and the great sea.  

 

It is well both for young swimmers and for apprentices in religious freedom when they make their first 

essays in the company of an experienced friend, who can rescue them should they be in danger. Such a 

friend the twelve had in Christ, whose presence was not only a safeguard against all inward spiritual risks, 

but a shield from all assaults which might come upon them from without. Such assaults were to be 

expected. Nonconf ormity invariably gives offence to many, and exposes the offending party to 

interrogation at least, and often to something more serious. Custom is a god to the multitude, and no one 
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can withhold homage from the idol with impunity. The twelve accordingly di d in fact incur the usual 

penalties connected with singularity. Their conduct was called in question, and censured, in every instance 

of departure from use and wont. Had they been left to themselves, they would have made a poor defense  

of the actions impug ned; for they did not understand the principles on which the new practice was based, 

but simply did as they were directed. But in Jesus they had a friend who did understand those principles, 

and who was ever ready to assign good reasons for all He did Hims elf, and for all He taught His followers 

to do. The reasons with which he defended the twelve against the upholders of prevailing usage were 

specially good and telling; and they constitute, taken together, an apology for nonconformity not less 

remarkable t han that which He made for graciously receiving publicans and sinners, consisting, like it, of 

three lines of defense  corresponding to the charges which had to be met. That apology we propose to 

consider in the present chapter under three divisions, in the  first of which we take up the subject of 

fasting.  

 

 

From Matthew's account we learn that the conduct of Christ's disciples in neglecting fasting was 

animadverted on by the disciples of John the Baptist. "Then," we read, "came to Him the disciples of John"  

-  those, that is, who happened to be in the neighborhood -  "saying, Why do we and the Pharisees fast oft, 

but Thy disciples fast not?" From this question we learn incidentally that in the matter of fasting the school 

of the Baptist and the sect of the Pha risees were agreed in their general practice. As Jesus told the 

Pharisees at a later date, John came in their own "way" of legal righteousness." But it was a case of 

extremes meeting; for no two religious parties could be more remote in some respects than the two just 

named. But the difference lay rather in the motives than in the external acts of their religious life. Both did 

the same things -  fasted, practiced  ceremonial ablutions, made many prayers -  only they did them with a 

different mind. John and hi s disciples performed their religious duties in simplicity, godly sincerity, and 

moral earnestness; the Pharisees, as a class, did all their works ostentatiously, hypocritically, and as 

matters of mechanical routine.  

 

From the same question we further lear n that the disciples of John, as well as the Pharisees, were very 

zealous in the practice of fasting. They fasted oft, much (p????, Luke; p????, Matthew). This statement we 

otherwise know to be strictly true of such Pharisees as made great pretensions to p iety. Besides the 

annual fast on the great day of atonement appointed by the law of Moses, and the four fasts which had 

become customary in the time of the Prophet Zechariah, in the fourth, fifth, seventh, and tenth months of 

the Jewish year, the stricter sort of Jews fasted twice every week, viz., on Mondays and Thursdays. This 

bi -weekly fast is alluded to in the parable of the Pharisee and the publican. Luke  xviii. 12. It is not to be 

assumed, of course, that the practice of the Baptist's disciples coinci ded in this respect with that of the 

strictest sect of the pharisaic party. Their system of fasting may have been organized on an independent 

plan, involving different arrangements as to times and occasions. The one fact known, which rests on the 

certain b asis of their own testimony, is that, like the Pharisees, John's disciples fasted often, if not on 

precisely the same days and for the same reasons.  

It does not clearly appear what feelings prompted the question put by John's disciples to Jesus. It is not 

impossible that party spirit was at work, for rivalry and jealousy were not unknown, even in the 

environment of the forerunner. John  iii. 26. In that case, the reference to pharisaic practice might be 

explained by a desire to overwhelm the disciples of Jes us by numbers, and put them, as it were, in a 

hopeless minority on the question. It is more likely, however, that the uppermost feeling in the mind of 

the interrogators was one of surprise, that in respect of fasting they should approach nearer to a sect 

whose adherents were stigmatized by their own master as a "generation of vipers," than to the followers 

of One for whom that master cherished and expressed the deepest veneration. In that case, the object of 

the question was to obtain information and instru ction. It accords with this view that the query was 

addressed to Jesus. Had disputation been aimed at, the questioners would more naturally have applied to 

the disciples.  

 

If John's followers came seeking instruction, they were not disappointed. Jesus made  a reply to their 

question, remarkable at once for originality, point, and pathos, setting forth in lively parabolic style the 

great principles by which the conduct of His disciples could be vindicated, and by which He desired the 

conduct of all who bore H is name to be regulated. Of this reply it is to be observed, in the first place, that 

it is of a purely defensive character. Jesus does not blame John's disciples for fasting, but contents Himself 

with defending His own disciples for abstaining from fastin g. He does not feel called on to disparage the 
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one party in order to justify the other, but takes up the position of one who virtually says: "To fast may be 

right for you, the followers of John: not to fast is equally right for my followers." How grateful to Christ's 

feelings it must have been that He could assume this tolerant attitude on a question in which the name of 

John was mixed up! For He had a deep respect for the forerunner and his work, and ever spoke of him in 

most generous terms of appreciation ; now calling him a burning and a shining lamp, John  v. 35. and at 

another time declaring him not only a prophet but something more. Matt . xi. 7 -15 And we may remark in 

passing, that John reciprocated these kindly feelings, and had no sympathy with the pet ty jealousies in 

which his disciples sometimes indulged. The two great ones, both of them censured for different reasons 

by their degenerate contemporaries, ever spoke of each other to their disciples and to the public in terms 

of affectionate respect; the  lesser light magnanimously confessing his inferiority, the greater magnifying 

the worth of His humble fellow -servant. What a refreshing contrast was thus presented to the mean 

passions of envy, prejudice, and detraction so prevalent in other quarters, und er whose malign influence 

men of whom better things might have been expected spoke of John as a madman, and of Jesus as 

immoral and profane!  

 

Passing from the manner to the matter of the reply, we notice that, for the purpose of vindicating His 

disciples, Jesus availed Himself of a metaphor suggested by a memorable word uttered concerning Himself 

at an earlier period by the master of those who now examined Him. To certain disciples who complained 

that men were leaving him and going to Jesus, John had said i f effect: "Jesus is the Bridegroom, I am but 

the Bridegroom's friend; therefore it is right that men should leave me and join Jesus."John iii. 29. Jesus 

now takes up the Baptist's words, and turns them to account for the purpose of defending the way of lif e 

pursued by His disciples. His reply, freely paraphrased, is to this effect: "I am the Bridegroom, as your 

master said; it is right that the children of the bride -chamber come to me; and it is also right that, when 

they have come, they should adapt their mode of life to their altered circumstances. Therefore they do 

well not to fast, for fasting is the expression of sadness, and how should they be sad in my company? As 

well might men be sad at a marriage festival. The days will come when the children of th e bride -chamber 

shall be sad, for the Bridegroom will not always be with them; and at the dark hour of His departure it will 

be natural and seasonable for them to fast, for then they shall be in a fasting mood -  weeping, lamenting, 

sorrowful, and disconsol ate."  

 

The principle underlying this graphic representation is, that fasting should not be a matter of fixed 

mechanical rule, but should have reference to the state of mind; or, more definitely, that men should fast 

when they are sad, or in a state of mind  akin to sadness -  absorbed, pre -occupied -  as at some great 

solemn crisis in the life of an individual or a community, such as that in the history of Peter, when he was 

exercised on the great question of the admission of the Gentiles to the church, or suc h as that in the 

history of the Christian community at Antioch, when they were about to ordain the first missionaries to the 

heathen world. Christ's doctrine, clearly and distinctly indicated here, is that fasting in any other 

circumstances is forced, unna tural, unreal; a thing which men may be made to do as a matter of form, but 

which they do not with their heart and soul. "Can ye make the children of the bride -chamber fast while the 

bridegroom is with them?" He asked, virtually asserting that it was impos sible.  

 

By this rule the disciples of our Lord were justified, and yet John's were not condemned. It was admitted 

to be natural for them to fast, as they were mournful, melancholy, unsatisfied. They had not found Him 

who was the Desire of all nations, the Hope of the future, the Bridegroom of the soul. They only knew that 

all was wrong; and in their querulous, despairing mood they took pleasure in fasting, and wearing coarse 

raiment, and frequenting lonely, desolate regions, living as hermits, a practical p rotest against an ungodly 

age. The message that the kingdom was at hand had indeed been preached to them also; but as 

proclaimed by John the announcement was awful news, not good news, and made them anxious and 

dispirited, not glad. Men in such a mood coul d not do otherwise than fast; though whether they did well to 

continue in that mood after the Bridegroom had come, and had been announced to them as such by their 

own master, is another matter. Their grief was willful , idle, causeless, when He had appeared  who was to 

take away the sin of the world.  

 

Jesus had yet more to say in reply to the questions addressed to Him. Things new and unusual need 

manifold apology, and therefore to the beautiful similitude of the children of the bride -chamber He added 

two oth er equally suggestive parables: those, viz., of the new patch on the old garment, and the new wine 

in old skins. The design of these parables is much the same as that of the first part of His reply, viz., to 
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enforce the law of congruity in relation to fast ing and similar matters; that is, to show that in all voluntary 

religious service, where we are free to regulate our own conduct, the outward act should be made to 

correspond with the inward condition of mind, and that no attempt should be made to force pa rticular acts 

or habits on men without reference to that correspondence. "In natural things," He meant to say, "we 

observe this law of congruity. No man putteth a piece of unfulled cloth on an old garment. Neither do men 

put new wine into old skins, and th at not merely out of regard to propriety, but to avoid bad 

consequences. For if the rule of congruity be neglected, the patched garment will be torn by the 

contraction of the new cloth; and the old skin bottles will burst under the fermenting force of the new 

liquor, and the wine will be spilled and lost."  

 

The old cloth and old bottles in these metaphors represent old ascetic fashions in religion; the new cloth 

and the new wine represent the new joyful life in Christ, not possessed by those who tenaciously  adhered 

to the old fashions. The parables were applied primarily to Christ's own age, but they admit of application 

to all transition epochs; indeed, they find new illustration in almost every generation.  

 

The force of these homely parables as arguments i n vindication of departure from current usage in 

matters of religion may be evaded in either of two ways. First, their relevancy may be denied; i.e., it may 

be denied that religious beliefs are of such a nature as to demand congenial modes of expression, u nder 

penalties if the demand is not complied with. This position is usually assumed virtually or openly by the 

patrons of use and wont. Conservative minds have for the most part a very inadequate conception of the 

vital force of belief. Their own belief, t heir spiritual life altogether, is often a feeble thing, and they 

imagine tameness or pliancy must be an attribute of other men's faith also. Nothing but dire experience 

will convince them that they are mistaken; and when the proof comes in the shape of an  irrepressible 

revolutionary outburst, they are stupefied with amazement. Such men learn nothing from the history of 

previous generations; for they persist in thinking that their own case will be an exception. Hence the vis 

inertiæ of established custom ev ermore insists on adherence to what is old, till the new wine proves its 

power by producing an explosion needlessly wasteful, by which both wine and bottles often perish, and 

energies which might have quietly wrought out a beneficent reformation are perver ted into blind powers of 

indiscriminate destruction.  

 

Or, in the second place, the relevancy of these metaphors being admitted in general terms, it may be 

denied that a new wine (to borrow the form of expression from the second, more suggestive metaphor) 

has come into existence. This was virtually the attitude assumed by the Pharisees towards Christ. "What 

have you brought?" they asked Him in effect, "to your disciples, that they cannot live as others do, but 

must needs invent new religious habits for thems elves? This new life of which you boast is either a vain 

pretence, or an illegitimate, spurious thing, not worthy of toleration, and the waste of which would be no 

matter for regret." Similar was the attitude assumed towards Luther by the opponents of the Reformation. 

They said to him in effect: "If this new revelation of yours, that sinners are justified by faith alone, were 

true, we admit that it would involve very considerable modification in religious opinion, and many 

alterations in religious practice.  But we deny the truth of your doctrine, we regard the peace and comfort 

you find in it as a hallucination; and therefore we insist that you return to the time -honored faith, and 

then you will have no difficulty in acquiescing in the long -established pract ice." The same thing happens to 

a greater or less extent every generation; for new wine is always in course of being produced by the 

eternal vine of truth, demanding in some particulars of belief and practice new bottles for its preservation, 

and receiving  for answer an order to be content with the old ones.  

 

Without going the length of denunciation or direct attempt at suppression, those who stand by the old 

often oppose the new by the milder method of disparagement. They eulogize the venerable past, and 

contrast it with the present, to the disadvantage of the latter." The old wine is vastly superior to the new: 

how mellow, mild, fragrant, wholesome, the one! how harsh and fiery the other!" Those who say so are 

not the worst of men: they are often the best,  -  the men of taste and feeling, the gentle, the reverent, 

and the good, who are themselves excellent samples of the old vintage. Their opposition forms by far the 

most formidable obstacle to the public recognition and toleration of what is new in religiou s life; for it 

naturally creates a strong prejudice against any cause when the saintly disapprove of it.  

 

Observe, then, how Christ answers the honest admirers of the old wine. He concedes the point: He admits 

that their preference is natural. Luke represe nts Him as saying, in the conclusion of His reply to the 
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disciples of the Baptist: "No man also, having drunk old wine, desireth the new; for he saith, The old is 

good." This striking sentiment exhibits rare candor in stating the case of opponents, and not  less rare 

modesty and tact in stating the case of friends. It is as if Jesus had said: "I do not wonder that you love 

the old wine of Jewish piety, fruit of a very ancient vintage; or even that you dote upon the very bottles 

which contain it, covered over  with the dust and cobwebs of ages. But what then? Do men object to the 

existence of new wine, or refuse to have it in their possession, because the old is superior in flavor? No: 

they drink the old, but they carefully preserve the new, knowing that the ol d will get exhausted, and that 

the new, however harsh, will mend with age, and may ultimately be superior even in flavor to that which 

is in present use. Even so should you behave towards the new wine of my kingdom. You may not 

straightway desire it, becau se it is strange and novel; but surely you might deal more wisely with it than 

merely to spurn it, or spill and destroy it!"  

 

Too seldom for the church's good have lovers of old ways understood Christ's wisdom, and lovers of new 

ways sympathized with His c harity. A celebrated historian has remarked: "It must make a man wretched, 

if, when on the threshold of old age, he looks on the rising generation with uneasiness, and does not 

rather rejoice in beholding it; and yet this is very common with old men. Fabiu s would rather have seen 

Hannibal unconquered than see his own fame obscured by Scipio." There are always too many Fabii in the 

world, who are annoyed because things will not remain stationary, and because new ways and new men 

are ever rising up to take th e place of the old. Not less rare, on the other hand, is Christ's charity among 

the advocates of progress. Those who affect freedom despise the stricter sort as fanatics and bigots, and 

drive on changes without regard to their scruples, and without any app reciation of the excellent qualities 

of the "old wine." When will young men and old men, liberals and conservatives, broad Christians and 

narrow, learn to bear with one another; yea, to recognize each in the other the necessary complement of 

his own one -sidedness?  

 

 

 

 

 

Section II. Ritual Ablutions  
Matt. xv. 1 -20; Mark vii. 1 -23; Luke xi. 37 -41  

The happy free society of Jesus, which kept bridal hightide when others fasted, was in this further respect 

singular in its manners, that its members took their meals  unconcerned about existing usages of 

purification. They ate bread with "defiled, that is to say, with unwashen hands." Such was their custom, it 

may be assumed, from the beginning, though the practice does not appear to have become the subject of 

animadve rsion till an advanced period in the ministry of our Lord, at least in a way that gave rise to 

incidents worthy of notice in the Gospel records. Even at the marriage in Cana, where were set six water -

pots of stone for the purposes of purifying, Christ and His disciples are to be conceived as distinguished 

from the other guests by a certain inattention to ritual ablutions. This we infer from the reasons by which 

the neglect was defended when it was impugned, which virtually take up the position that the habi t 

condemned was not only lawful, but incumbent -  a positive duty in the actual circumstances of Jewish 

society, and therefore, of course, a duty which could at no time be neglected by those who desired to 

please God rather than men. But indeed it needs no proof that one of such grave earnest spirit as Jesus 

could never have paid any regard to the trifling regulations about washing before eating invented by the 

"elders."  

 

These regulations were no trifles in the eyes of the Pharisees; and therefore we are no t surprised to learn 

that the indifference with which they were treated by Jesus and the twelve provoked the censure of that 

zealous sect of religionists on at least two occasions, adverted to in the Gospel narratives. On one of these 

occasions, certain Ph arisees and scribes, who had followed Christ from Jerusalem to the north, seeing 

some of His disciples eat without previously going through the customary ceremonial ablutions, came to 

Him, and asked, "Why walk not Thy disciples according to the traditions of the elders, but eat bread with 

unwashen hands?"Mark vii. 1, 2, 5. In the other instance Jesus Himself was the direct object of censure. 

"A certain Pharisee," Luke relates, "besought Jesus to dine with him; and He went in, and sat (directly) 

down to meat : and when the Pharisee saw it, he marveled  that He had not first washed before dinner." 
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Whether the host expressed his surprise by words or by looks only is not stated; but it was observed by 

his guest, and was made an occasion for exposing the vices of t he pharisaic character. "Now," said the 

accused, in holy zeal for true purity, "now do ye Pharisees make clean the outside of the cup and platter, 

but your inward part is full of ravening and wickedness. Ye fools, did not He that made that which is 

without  make that which is within also? But rather give alms of such things as ye have; and, behold, all 

things are clean unto you." That is to say, the offending guest charged His scandalized host, and the sect 

he belonged to, with sacrificing inward to outward purity, and at the same time taught the important truth 

that to the pure all things are pure, and showed the way by which inward real purity was to be reached, 

viz., by the practice of that sadly neglected virtue, humanity or charity.  

 

 

The Lord's reply in  the other encounter with pharisaic adversaries on the subject of washings was similar 

in its principle, but different in form. He told the zealots for purifications, without periphrasis, that they 

were guilty of the grave offence of sacrificing the comman dments of God to the commandments of men -  

to these pet traditions of the elders. The statement was no libel, but a simple melancholy fact, though its 

truth does not quite lie on the surface. This we hope to show in the following remarks; but before we 

pro ceed to that task, we must force ourselves, however reluctantly, to acquire a little better acquaintance 

with the contemptible senilities whose neglect once seemed so heinous a sin to persons deeming 

themselves holy.  

 

The aim of the rabbinical prescription s respecting washings was not physical cleanliness, but something 

thought to be far higher and more sacred. Their object was to secure, not physical, but ceremonial purity; 

that is, to cleanse the person from such impurity as might be contracted by contact  with a Gentile, or with 

a Jew in a ceremonially unclean state, or with an unclean animal, or with a dead body or any part thereof. 

To the regulations in the law of Moses respecting such uncleanness the rabbis added a vast number of 

additional rules on the ir own responsibility, in a self -willed zeal for the scrupulous observance of the 

Mosaic precepts. They issued their commandments, as the Church of Rome has issued hers, under the 

pretext that they were necessary as means towards the great end of fulfillin g strictly the commandments 

of God.  

 

The burdens laid on men's shoulders by the scribes on this plausible ground were, by all accounts, indeed 

most grievous. Not content with purifications prescribed in the law for uncleanness actually contracted, 

they mad e provision for merely possible cases. If a man did not remain at home all day, but went out to 

market, he must wash his hands on his return, because it was possible that he might have touched some 

person or thing ceremonially unclean. Great care, it appea rs, had also to be taken that the water used in 

the process of ablution was itself perfectly pure; and it was necessary even to apply the water in a 

particular manner to the hands, in order to secure the desired result. Without travelling beyond the sacred  

record, we find, in the items of information supplied by Mark respecting prevailing Jewish customs of 

purification, enough to show to what ridiculous lengths this momentous business of washing was carried. 

"Many other things," remarks he quaintly, and not  without a touch of quiet satire, "there be which they 

have received to hold, as the washing of cups and pots, brazen vessels, and of tables." All things, in short, 

used in connection with food -  in cooking it, or in placing it on the table -  had to be was hed, not merely as 

people might wash them now to remove actual impurity, but to deliver them from the more serious 

uncleanness which they might possibly have contracted since last used, by touching some person or thing 

not technically clean. A kind and mea sure of purity, in fact, were aimed at incompatible with life in this 

world. The very air of heaven was not clean enough for the doting patrons of patristic traditions; for, not 

to speak of other more real sources of contamination, the breeze, in blowing o ver Gentile lands to the 

sacred land of Jewry, had contracted defilement which made it unfit to pass into ritualistic lungs till it had 

been sifted by a respirator possessing the magic power to cleanse it from its pollution.  

 

The extravagant fanatical zeal  of the Jews in these matters is illustrated in the Talmud by stories which, 

although belonging to a later age, may be regarded as a faithful reflection of the spirit which animated the 

Pharisees in the time of our Lord. Of these stories the following is a  sample: "Rabbi Akiba was thrown by 

the Christians into prison, and Rabbi Joshua brought him every day as much water as sufficed both for 

washing and for drinking. But on one occasion it happened that the keeper of the prison got the water to 

take in, and spilled the half of it. Akiba saw that there was too little water, but nevertheless said, Give me 

the water for my hands. His brother rabbi replied, My master, you have not enough for drinking. But Akiba 
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replied, He who eats with unwashed hands perpetrates  a crime that ought to be punished with death. 

Better for me to die of thirst than to transgress the traditions of my ancestors." Rabbi Akiba would rather 

break the sixth commandment, and be guilty of self -murder, than depart from the least punctilio of a 

fantastic ceremonialism; illustrating the truth of the declaration made by Christ in His reply to the 

Pharisees, which we now proceed to consider.  

 

It was not to be expected that, in defending His disciples from the frivolous charge of neglecting the 

washi ng of hands, Jesus would show much respect for their accusers. Accordingly, we observe a marked 

difference between the tone of His reply in the present case, and that of His answer to John's disciples. 

Towards them the attitude assumed was respectfully def ensive and apologetic; towards the present 

interrogants the attitude assumed is offensive and denunciatory. To John's disciples Jesus said, "Fasting is 

right for you: not to fast is equally right for my disciples." To the Pharisees He replies by a retort w hich at 

once condemns their conduct and justifies the behavior which they challenged. "Why," ask they, "do Thy 

disciples transgress the traditions of the elders?" "Why," asked He in answer, "do ye also transgress the 

commandments of God by your traditions? " as if to say, "It becomes not you to judge; you, who see the 

imaginary mote in the eye of a brother, have a beam in your own."  

 

This spirited answer was something more than a mere retort or et tu quoque argument. Under an 

interrogative form it enunciated  a great principle, viz., that the scrupulous observance of human traditions 

in matters of practice leads by a sure path to a corresponding negligence and unscrupulousness in 

reference to the eternal laws of God. Hence Christ's defense  of His disciples was  in substance this: "I and 

my followers despise and neglect those customs because we desire to keep the moral law. Those 

washings, indeed, may not seem seriously to conflict with the great matters of the law, but to be at worst 

only trifling and contemptib le. But the case is not so. To treat trifles as serious matters, as matters of 

conscience, which ye do, is degrading and demoralizing. No man can do that without being or becoming a 

moral imbecile, or a hypocrite: either one who is incapable of discerning between what is vital and what 

not in morals, or one who finds his interest in getting trifles, such as washing of hands, or paying tithe of 

herbs, to be accepted as the important matters, and the truly great things of the law -  justice, mercy, and 

faith -  quietly pushed aside as if they were of no moment whatever."  

 

The whole history of religion proves the truth of these views. A ceremony and tradition ridden time is 

infallibly a morally corrupt time. Hypocrites ostensibly zealots, secretly atheists; profl igates taking out 

their revenge in licentiousness for having been compelled, by tyrannous custom or intolerant ecclesiastical 

authorities, to conform outwardly to practices for which they have no respect; priests of the type of the 

sons of Eli, gluttonous,  covetous, wanton: such are the black omens of an age in which ceremonies are 

everything , and godliness and virtue nothing. Ritualistic practices, artificial duties of all kinds, whether 

originating with Jewish rabbis or with doctors of the Christian churc h, are utterly to be abjured. 

Recommended by their zealous advocates, often sincerely, as eminently fitted to promote the culture of 

morality and piety, they ever prove, in the long run, fatal to both. Well are they called in the Epistle to the 

Hebrews "de ad works." They are not only dead, but death -producing; for, like all dead things, they tend to 

putrefy, and to breed a spiritual pestilence which sweeps thousands of souls into perdition. If they have 

any life at all, it is life feeding on death, the life  of fungi growing on dead trees; if they have any beauty, it 

is the beauty of decay, of autumnal leaves sere and yellow, when the sap is descending down to the earth, 

and the woods are about to pass into their winter state of nakedness and desolation. Ritu alism at its best 

is but the shortlived after -summer of the spiritual year! very fascinating it may be, but when it cometh, be 

sure winter is at the doors. "We all do fade as a leaf, and our iniquities, like the wind, have taken us 

away."  

 

Having brought a  grave countercharge against the Pharisees, that of sacrificing morality to ceremonies, 

the commandments of God to the traditions of men, Jesus proceeded forthwith to substantiate it by a 

striking example and a Scripture quotation. The example selected was  the evasion of the duties arising out 

of the fifth commandment, under pretence of a previous religious obligation. God said, "Honor thy father 

and mother," and attached to a breach of the commandment the penalty of death. The Jewish scribes 

said, "Call a thing Corban, and you will be exempt from all obligation to give it away, even for the purpose 

of assisting needy parents." The word Corban in the Mosaic law signifies a gift or offering to God, of any 

kind, bloody or bloodless, presented on any occasion, as in the fulfillment  of a vow. In rabbinical dialect it 

signified a thing devoted to sacred purposes, and therefore not available for private or secular use. The 



40 
 

traditional doctrine on the subject of Corban was mischievous in two ways. It encouraged men to make 

religion an excuse for neglecting morality, and it opened a wide door to knavery and hypocrisy. It taught 

that a man might not only by a vow deny himself the use of things lawful, but that he might, by devoting 

a thing to God, relieve himself of al l obligation to give to others what, but for the vow, it would have been 

his duty to give them. Then, according to the pernicious system of the rabbis, it was not necessary really 

to give the thing to God in order to be free of obligation to give it to man . It was enough to call it Corban. 

Only pronounce th at magic word over any thing, and forthwith it was sealed over to God, and sacred from 

the use of others at least, if not from your own use. Thus self -willed zeal for the honor of God led to the 

dishonorin g of God, by taking His name in vain; and practices which at best were chargeable with setting 

the first table of the law over against the second, proved eventually to be destructive of both tables. They 

made the whole law of God of none effect by their tr aditions. The disannulling of the fifth commandment 

was but a sample of the mischief the zealots for the commandments of men had wrought, as is implied in 

Christ's concluding words, "Many such like things do ye."  

 

The Scripture quotation made by our Lord i n replying to the Pharisees was not less apt than the example 

was illustrative, as pointing out their characteristic vices, hypocrisy and superstition. They were near to 

God with their mouth, they honored Him with their lips, but they were far from Him in their hearts. Their 

religion was all on the outside. They scrupulously washed their hands and their cups, but they took no 

care to cleanse their polluted souls. Then, in the second place, their fear of God was taught by the precept 

of men. Human prescripti ons and traditions were their guide in religion, which they followed blindly, 

heedless how far these commandments of men might lead them from the paths of righteousness and true 

godliness.  

 

The prophetic word was quick, powerful, sharp, searching, and conc lusive. Nothing more was needed to 

confound the Pharisees, and nothing more was said to them at this time. The sacred oracle was the fitting 

conclusion of an unanswerable argument against the patrons of tradition. But Jesus had compassion on 

the poor multi tude who were being misled to their ruin by their blind spiritual guides, and therefore He 

took the opportunity of addressing a word to those who stood around on the subject of dispute. What He 

had to say to them He expressed in the terse, pointed form of a proverb: "Hear and understand: not that 

which goeth into the mouth defileth a man; but that which cometh out of the mouth, this defileth a man." 

This was a riddle to be solved, a secret of wisdom to be searched out, a lesson in religion to be conned. Its  

meaning, though probably understood by few at the moment, was very plain. It was simply this: "Pay 

most attention to the cleansing of the heart, not, like the Pharisees, to the cleansing of the hands. When 

the heart is pure, all is pure; when the heart is  impure, all outward purification is vain. The defilement to 

be dreaded is not that from meat ceremonially unclean, but that which springs from a carnal mind, the 

defilement of evil thoughts, evil passions, evil habits."  

 

This passing word to the bystander s became the subject of a subsequent conversation between Jesus and 

His disciples, in which He took occasion to justify Himself for uttering it, and explained to them its 

meaning. The Pharisees had heard the remark, and were naturally offended by it, as te nding to weaken 

their authority over the popular conscience. The twelve observed their displeasure, perhaps they 

overheard their comments; and, fearing evil consequences, they came and informed their Master, 

probably with a tone which implied a secret regr et that the speaker had not been less outspoken. Be that 

as it may, Jesus gave them to understand that it was not a case for forbearance, compromise, or timid, 

time -serving, prudential policy; the ritualistic tendency being an evil plant which must be upro oted, no 

matter with what offence to its patrons. He pleaded, in defense  of His plainness of speech, His concern for 

the souls of the ignorant people whose guides the Pharisees claimed to be. "Let them alone, what would 

follow? Why, the blind leaders and t he blindly led would fall together into the ditch. Therefore if the 

leaders be so hopelessly wedded to their errors that they cannot be turned from them, let us at least try 

to save their comparatively ignorant victims."  

 

The explanation of the proverbial word spoken to the people Jesus gave to His disciples by request of 

Peter. It is rudely plain and particular, because addressed to rudely ignorant hearers. It says over again, 

in the strongest possible language, that to eat with unwashen hands defileth not  a man, because nothing 

entering the mouth can come near the soul; that the defilement to be dreaded, the only defilement worth 

speaking of, is that of an evil, unrenewed heart, out of which proceed thoughts, words, and acts which are 

offences against the holy, pure law of God. The concluding words, "purging all meats," have, however, a 
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peculiar significance, if we adopt the reading approved by critics: "This He said, purging all meats." In that 

case we have the evangelist giving his own opinion of the effe ct of Christ's words, viz., that they 

amounted to an abrogation of the ceremonial distinction between clean and unclean. A very remarkable 

comment, as coming from the man to whom we are indebted for the report of the preaching of that 

apostle who in his di sciple days called forth the declaration, and who had the vision of the sheet let down 

from heaven.  

 

The evangelist having given us his comment, we may add ours. We observe that our Lord is here silent 

concerning the ceremonial law of Moses (to which the t raditions of the elders were a supplement), and 

speaks only of the commandments of God, i. e. the precepts of the decalogue. The fact is significant, as 

showing in what direction He had come to destroy, and in what to fulfill . Ceremonialism was to be 

aboli shed, and the eternal laws of morality were to become all in all. Men's consciences were to be 

delivered from the burden of outward positive ordinances, that they might be free to serve the living God, 

by keeping His ten words, or the one royal law of love . And it is the duty of the church to stand fast in the 

liberty Christ designed and purchased for her, and to be jealous of all human traditions out of holy zeal for 

the divine will, shunning superstition on the one side, and the licentious freedom of godl ess libertinism on 

the other. Christ's true followers wish to be free, but not to do as they like; rather to do what God requires 

of them. So minded, they reject unceremoniously all human authority in religion, thereby separating 

themselves from the devote es to tradition; and at the same time, as God's servants, they reverence His 

word and His law, thereby putting a wide gulf between them and the lawless and disobedient, who side 

with movements of religious reform, not in order to get something better in th e place of what is rejected, 

but to get rid of all moral restraint in matters human or divine.  

 

 

Section III. Sabbath Observance  

Matt. xii. 1 -14; Mark ii. 23 -28; Mark iii. 1 -6;  

Luke vi. 1 -11; xiii. 10 -16; xiv. 1 -6; John v. 1 -18; ix. 13 -17.  

In no part of t heir conduct were Jesus and His disciples more frequently found fault with than in respect to 

their mode of observing the Sabbath. Six distinct instances of offence given or taken on this score are 

recorded in the Gospel history; in five of which Jesus Him self was the offender, while in the remaining 

instance His disciples were at least the ostensible objects of censure.  

 

The offences of Jesus were all of one sort; His crime was, that on the Sabbath -day He wrought works of 

healing on the persons of men affl icted respectively with palsy, a withered hand, blindness, dropsy, and 

on the body of a poor woman "bowed together" by an infirmity of eighteen years' standing. The offence of 

the disciples, on the other hand, was that, while walking along a way which lay through a corn - field, they 

stepped aside and plucked some ears of grain for the purpose of satisfying their hunger. This was not 

theft, for it was permitted by the law of Moses; but nevertheless it was, in the judgment of the Pharisees, 

Sabbath -breaking. I t was contrary to the command, "Thou shalt not work;." for to pluck some ears was 

reaping on a small scale, and to rub them was a species of threshing!  

 

These offences, deemed so grave when committed, seem very small at this distance. All the 

transgression s of the Sabbath law charged against Jesus were works of mercy; and the one transgression 

of the disciples was for them a work of necessity, and the toleration of it was for others a duty of mercy, 

so that in condemning them the Pharisees had forgotten tha t divine word: "I will have mercy, and not 

sacrifice." It is, indeed, hard for us now to conceive how anyone  could be serious in regarding such actions 

as breaches of the Sabbath, especially the harmless act of the twelve. There is a slight show of plausib ility 

in the objection taken by the ruler of the synagogue to miraculous cures wrought on the seventh day: 

"There are six days on which men ought to work; in them therefore come and be healed, and not on the 

Sabbath -day." The remark was specially plausible  with reference to the case which had provoked the ire of 

the dignitary of the synagogue. A woman who had been a sufferer for eighteen years might surely bear 

her trouble one day more, and come and be healed on the morrow! But on what pretence could the 

di sciples be blamed as Sabbath -breakers for helping themselves to a few ears of corn? To call such an act 

working was too ridiculous. Men who found a Sabbatic offence here must have been very anxious to catch 

the disciples of Jesus in a fault.  
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On the outloo k for faults we have no doubt the Pharisees were; and yet we must admit that, in 

condemning the act referred to, they were acting faithfully in accordance with their theoretical views and 

habitual tendencies. Their judgment on the conduct of the twelve was  in keeping with their traditions 

concerning washings, and their tithing of mint and other garden herbs, and their straining of gnats out of 

their wine -cup. Their habit, in all things, was to degrade God's law by framing innumerable petty rules for 

its bet ter observance, which, instead of securing that end, only made the law appear base and 

contemptible. In no case was this miserable micrology carried greater lengths than in connection with the 

fourth commandment. With a most perverse ingenuity, the most in significant actions were brought within 

the scope of the prohibition against labor. Even in the case put by our Lord, that of an animal fallen into a 

pit, it was deemed lawful to lift it out -  so at least those learned in rabbinical lore tell us -  only whe n to 

leave it there till Sabbath was past would involve risk to life. When delay was not dangerous, the rule was 

to give the beast food sufficient for the day; and if there was water in the bottom of the pit, to place straw 

and bolsters below it, that it m ight not be drowned.  

 

Yet with all their strictness in abstaining from everything  bearing the faintest resemblance to work, the 

Jews were curiously lax in another direction. While scrupulously observing the law which prohibited the 

cooking of food on Sabba th, they did not make the holy day by any means a day of fasting. On the 

contrary, they considered it their duty to make the Sabbath a day of feasting and good cheer. In fact, it 

was at a Sabbath feast, given by a chief man among the Pharisees, that one of  the Sabbath miracles was 

wrought for which Jesus was put upon His defense . At this feast were numerous guests, Jesus Himself 

being one, -  invited, it is to be feared, with no friendly feelings, but rather in the hope of finding 

something against Him conce rning the Sabbatic law. "It came to pass," we read in Luke, "as He (Jesus) 

went into the house of one of the rulers of the Pharisees to eat bread on a Sabbath -day, that they were 

watching Him. They set a trap, and hoped to catch in it Him whom they hated w ithout cause; and they got 

for their pains such searching, humbling table - talk as they had probably never heard before. This habit of 

feasting had grown to a great abuse in the days of Augustine, as appears from the description he gives of 

the mode in whic h contemporary Jews celebrated their weekly holiday. "To -day," he writes, "is the 

Sabbath, which the Jews at the present time keep in loose, luxurious ease, for they occupy their leisure in 

frivolity; and whereas God commanded a Sabbath, they spend it in t hose things which God forbids. Our 

rest is from evil works, theirs is from good works; for it is better to plough than to dance. They rest from 

good work, they rest not from idle work."  

 

From the folly and pedantry of scribes and Pharisees we gladly turn t o the wisdom of Jesus, as revealed in 

the animated, deep, and yet sublimely simple replies made by Him to the various charges of Sabbath -

breaking brought against Himself and His disciples. Before considering these replies in detail, we premise 

one general remark concerning them all. In none of these apologies or defenses  does Jesus call in 

question the obligation of the Sabbath law. On that point He had no quarrel with His accusers. His 

argument in this instance is entirely different from the line of defens e adopted in reference to fasting and 

purifications. In regard to fasting, the position He took up was: Fasting is a voluntary matter, and men 

may fast or not as they are disposed. In regard to purification His position was: Ceremonial ablutions at 

best ar e of secondary moment, being mere types of inward purity, and as practiced  now, lead inevitably to 

the utter ignoring of spiritual purity, and therefore must be neglected by all who are concerned for the 

great interests of morality. But in reference to the  alleged breaches of the Sabbath, the position Jesus 

took up was this: These acts which you condemn are not transgressions of the law, rightly apprehended, 

in its spirit and principle. The importance of the law was conceded, but the pharisaic interpretatio n of its 

meaning was rejected. An appeal was made from their pedantic code of regulations about Sabbath 

observance to the grand design and principle of the law; and the right was asserted to examine all rules in 

the light of the principle, and to reject or  disregard those in which the principle had either been mistakenly 

applied, or, as was for the most part the case with the Pharisees, lost sight of altogether.  

 

The key to all Christ's teaching on the Sabbath, therefore, lies in His conception of the origi nal design of 

that divine institution. This conception we find expressed with epigrammatic point and conciseness, in 

contrast to the pharisaic idea of the Sabbath, in words uttered by Jesus on the occasion when He was 

defending His disciples. "The Sabbath, " said He, "was made for man, and not man for the Sabbath." In 

other words, His doctrine was this: The Sabbath was meant to be a boon to man, not a burden; it was not 

a day taken from man by God in an exacting spirit, but a day given by God in mercy to man  -  God's 



43 
 

holiday to His subjects; all legislation enforcing its observance having for its end to insure that all should 

really get the benefit of the boon -  that no man should rob himself, and still less his fellow -creatures, of 

the gracious boon.  

 

This di fference between Christ's mode of regarding the Sabbath and the pharisaic involves of necessity a 

corresponding difference in the spirit and the details of its observance. Take Christ's view, and your 

principle becomes: That is the best way of observing th e Sabbath which is most conducive to man's 

physical and spiritual well -being -  in other words, which is best for his body and for his soul; and in the 

light of this principle, you will keep the holy day in a spirit of intelligent joy and thankfulness to Go d the 

Creator for His gracious consideration towards His creatures. Take the pharisaic view, and your principle of 

observance becomes: He best keeps the Sabbath who goes greatest lengths in mere abstinence from any 

thing that can be construed into labor, i rrespective of the effect of this abstinence either on his own well -

being or on that of others. In short, we land in the silly, senseless minuteness of a rabbinical legislation, 

which sees in such an act as that of the disciples plucking and rubbing the ea rs of corn, or that of the 

healed man who carried his bed home on his shoulders, or that of one who should walk a greater distance 

than two thousand cubits, or three - fourths of a mile, on a Sabbath, a heinous offence against the fourth 

commandment and its Author.  

 

A Sabbath observance regulated by the principle that the institution was made for man's good, obviously 

involves two great general uses -  rest for the body, and worship as the solace of the spirit. We should rest 

from servile labor on the divinely  given holiday, and we should lift up our hearts in devout thought to Him 

who made all things at the first, who "worketh hitherto," preserving the creation in being and well -being, 

and whose tender compassion towards sinful men is great, passing knowledge.  These things are both 

necessary to man's true good, and therefore must enter as essential elements of a worthy Sabbath 

observance.  

 

But, on the other hand, the Sabbath being made for man, the two general requirements of rest and 

worship may not be so pres sed that they shall become hostile to man's well -being, and in effect self -

destructive, or mutually destructive. The rule, "Thou shalt rest," must not be so applied as to exclude all 

action and all work; for absolute inaction is not rest, and entire abstin ence from work of every description 

would often - times be detrimental both to private and to public well -being. Room must be left for acts of 

"necessity and mercy;." and too peremptory as well as too minute legislation as to what are and what are 

not acts o f either description must be avoided, as these may vary for different persons, times, and 

circumstances, and men may honestly differ in opinion in such details who are perfectly loyal to the great 

broad principles of Sabbath sanctification. In like manner,  the rule, "Thou shalt worship," must not be so 

enforced as to make religious duties irksome and burdensome -  a mere mechanical, legal service; or so as 

to involve the sacrifice of the other great practical end of the Sabbath, viz., rest to the animal natu re of 

man. Nor may men dictate to each other as to the means of worship any more than as to the amount; for 

one may find helps to devotion in means which to another would prove a hindrance and a distraction.  

 

It was only in regard to cessation from work th at pharisaic legislation and practice anent Sabbath 

observance were carried to superstitious and vexatious excess. The Sabbatic mania was a monomania, 

those affected thereby being mad simply on one point, the stringent enforcement of rest. Hence the 

peculi ar character of all the charges brought against Christ and His disciples, and also of His replies. The 

offences committed were all works deemed unlawful; and the defenses  all went to show that the works 

done were not contrary to law when the law was interp reted in the light of the principle that the Sabbath 

was made for man. They were works of necessity or of mercy, and therefore lawful on the Sabbath -day.  

 

Jesus drew His proofs of this position from three sources: Scripture history, the everyday practice o f the 

Pharisees themselves, and the providence of God. In defense  of His disciples, He referred to the case of 

David eating the shewbread when he fled to the house of God from the court of King Saul, and to the 

constant practice of the priests in doing wor k for the service of the temple on Sabbath -days, such as 

offering double burnt -offerings, and removing the stale shewbread from the holy place, and replacing it by 

hot loaves. David's case proved the general principle that necessity has no law, hunger just ifying his act, 

as it should also have justified the act of the disciples even in pharisaic eyes. The practice of the priests 

showed that work merely as work is not contrary to the law of the Sabbath, some works being not only 

lawful, but incumbent on that  day.  
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The argument drawn by Jesus from common practice was well fitted to silence captious critics, and to 

suggest the principle by which His own conduct could be defended. It was to this effect: "You would lift an 

ox or an ass out of a pit on Sabbath, wo uld you not? Why? To save life? Why then should not I heal a sick 

person for the same reason? Or is a beast's life of more importance than that of a human being? Or again: 

Would you scruple to loose you ox or your ass from the stall on the day of rest, and  lead him away to 

watering? If not, why object to me when on the Sabbath -day I release a poor human victim from a 

bondage of eighteen years' duration, that she may draw water out of the wells of salvation?" The 

argument is irresistible, the conclusion inev itable; that it is lawful, dutiful, most seasonable, to do well on 

the Sabbath -day. How blind they must have been to whom so obvious a proposition needed to be proved! 

how oblivious of the fact that love is the foundation and fulfillment  of all law, and th at therefore no 

particular precept could ever be meant to suspend the operation of that divine principle!  

 

The argument from providence used by Jesus on another occasion was designed to serve the same 

purpose with the others, viz., to show the lawfulness o f certain kinds of work on the day of rest. "My 

Father worketh even until now," said He to His accusers, "and I work." The Son claimed the right to work 

because and as the Father worked on all days of the week. The Father worked incessantly for beneficent,  

conservative ends, most holily, wisely, and powerfully preserving and governing all His creatures and all 

their actions, keeping the planets in their orbits, causing the sun to rise and shine, and the winds to 

circulate in their courses, and the tides to ebb and flow on the seventh day as on all the other six. So 

Jesus Christ, the son of God, claimed the right to work, and did work -  saving, restoring, healing; as far as 

might be bringing fallen nature back to its pristine state, when God the Creator prono unced all things 

good, and rested,, satisfied with the world He had brought into being. Such works of beneficence, by the 

doctrine of Christ, may always be done on the Sabbath -day: works of humanity, like those of the 

physician, or of the teacher of neglec ted children, or of the philanthropist going his rounds among the 

poor and needy, or of the Christian minister preaching the gospel of peace, and many others, of which 

men filled with love will readily bethink themselves, but whereof too many, in the coldn ess of their heart, 

do not so much as dream. Against such works there is no law save that of churlish, ungenial, pharisaic 

custom.  

 

One other saying our Lord uttered on the present subject, which carries great weight for Christians, 

though it can have had no apologetic value in the opinion of the Pharisees, but must rather have appeared 

an aggravation of the offence it was meant to excuse. We refer to the word, "The Son of man is Lord even 

of the Sabbath -day," uttered by Jesus on the occasion when He defend ed His disciples against the charge 

of Sabbath -breaking. This statement, remarkable, like the claim made at the same time to be greater than 

the temple, as an assertion of superhuman dignity on the part of the meek and lowly One, was not meant 

as a pretens ion to the right to break the law of rest without cause, or to abrogate it altogether. This is 

evident from Mark's account, where the words come in as an inference from the proposition that the 

Sabbath was made for man, which could not logically be made th e foundation for a repeal of the statute, 

seeing it is the most powerful argument for the perpetuity of the weekly rest. Had the Sabbath been a 

mere burdensome restriction imposed on men, we should have expected its abrogation from Him who 

came to redeem m en from all sorts of bondage. But was the Sabbath made for man -  for man's good? 

Then should we expect Christ's function to be not that of a repealer, but that of a universal philanthropic 

legislator, making what had previously been the peculiar privilege of Israel a common blessing to all 

mankind. For the Father sent His Son into the world to deliver men indeed from the yoke of ordinances, 

but not to cancel any of His gifts, which are all "without repentance," and, once given, can never be 

withdrawn.  

 

What , then, does the lordship of Christ over the Sabbath signify? Simply this: that an institution which is 

of the nature of a boon to man properly falls under the control of Him who is the King of grace and the 

administrator of divine mercy. He is the best ju dge how such an institution should be observed; and He 

has a right to see that it shall not be perverted from a boon into a burden, and so put in antagonism to 

the royal imperial law of love. The Son of man hath authority to cancel all regulations tending in this 

direction emanating from men, and even all by - laws of the Mosaic code savoring of legal rigor, and 

tending to veil the beneficent design of the fourth commandment of the decalogue. He may, in the 

exercise of His mediatorial prerogative, give the ol d institution a new name, alter the day of its 
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celebration, so as to invest it with distinctively Christian associations congenial to the hearts of believers, 

and make it in all the details of its observance subservient to the great ends of His incarnation . 

 

To such effect did the Son of man claim to be Lord of the Sabbath -day; and His claim, so understood, was 

acknowledged by the church, when, following the traces of the apostolic usage, she changed the weekly 

rest from the seventh day to the first, that i t might commemorate the joyful event of the resurrection of 

the Saviour, which lay nearer the heart of a believer than the old event of the creation, and called the first 

day by His name, the Lord's day. That claim all Christians acknowledge who, looking a t the day in the light 

of God's original design, and of Christ's teaching, example and work, so observe it as to keep the golden 

mean between the two extremes of pharisaic rigor and of Sadducaic laxity: recognizing on the one hand 

the beneficent ends serve d by the institution, and doing their utmost to secure that these ends shall be 

fully realized, and, on the other hand, avoiding the petty scrupulosity of a cheerless legalism, which 

causes many, especially among the young, to stumble at the law as a statu te of unreasonable arbitrary 

restriction; avoiding also the bad pharisaic habit of indulging in over -confident judgments on difficult 

points of detail, and on the conduct of those who in such points do not think and act as they do 

themselves.  

 

We may not c lose this chapter, in which we have been studying the lessons in free yet holy living given by 

our Lord to His disciples, without adding a reflection applicable to all the three. By these lessons the 

twelve were taught a virtue very necessary for the apost les of a religion in many respects new -  the power 

to bear isolation and its consequences. When Peter and John appeared before the Sanhedrim, the rulers 

marveled  at their boldness, till they recognized in them companions of Jesus the Nazarene. They seem to  

have imagined that His followers were fit for anything  requiring audacity. They were right. The apostles 

had strong nerves, and were not easily daunted; and the lessons which we have been considering help us 

to understand whence they got their rare moral courage. They had been accustomed for years to stand 

alone, and to disregard the fashion of the world, till at length they could do what was right, heedless of 

human criticism, without effort, almost without thought.  
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First attempts at Evang elism  
 

Section I. The Mission  

Matt. 10; Mark 6:7 ï13, 30 ï32 ; Luke 9:1 ï11 . 

The twelve are now to come before us as active agents in advancing the kingdom of God. Having been for 

some time in Christ's company, witnessing His miraculous works, hearing His doct rine concerning the 

kingdom, and learning how to pray and how to live, they were at length sent forth to evangelize the towns 

and villages of their native province, and to heal the sick in their Master's name, and by His power. This 

mission of the disciple s as evangelists or miniature apostles was partly, without doubt, an educational 

experiment for their own benefit; but its direct design was to meet the spiritual necessities of the people, 

whose neglected condition lay heavy on Christ's heart. The compass ionate Son of man, in the course of 

His wanderings, had observed how the masses of the population were, like a shepherdless flock of sheep, 

scattered and torn, and it was His desire that all should know that a good Shepherd had come to care for 

the lost sh eep of the house of Israel. The multitudes were ready enough to welcome the good news; the 

difficulty was to meet the pressing demand of the hour. The harvest, the grain, ready for reaping, was 

plenteous, but the laborers were few.  

 

In connection with this  mission four things call for special notice: The sphere assigned for the work, the 

nature of the work, the instructions for carrying it on, the results of the mission, and the return of the 

missionaries. These points we shall consider in their order, exce pt that, for convenience, we shall reserve 

Christ's instructions to His disciples for the last place, and give them a section to themselves.  

 

I. The sphere of the mission, as described in general terms, was the whole land of Israel. "Go," said Jesus 

to the  twelve, "to the lost sheep of the house of Israel;." and further on, in Matthew's narrative, He 

speaks to them as if the plan of the mission involved a visit to all the cities of Israel. Practically, however, 

the operations of the disciples seem to have b een restricted to their native province of Galilee, and even 

within its narrow limits to have been carried on rather among the villages and hamlets, than in 

considerable towns or cities like Tiberias. The former of these statements is supported by the fact  that the 

doings of the disciples attracted the attention of Herod the tetrarch of Galilee, which implies that they took 

place in his neighborhood; while the latter is proved by the words of the third evangelist in giving a 

summary account of the mission: "They departed and went through the villages (towns, Eng. Ver.), 

preaching the gospel, and healing everywhere."  

 

While the apprentice missionaries were permitted by their instructions to go to any of the lost sheep of 

Israel, to all if practicable, they we re expressly forbidden to extend their labors beyond these limits. They 

were not to go into the way of the Gentiles, nor enter into any city or town of the Samaritans. This 

prohibition arose in part out of the general plan which Christ had formed for found ing the kingdom of God 

on the earth. His ultimate aim was the conquest of the world; but in order to do that, He deemed it 

necessary first to secure a strong base of operations in the Holy Land and among the chosen people. 

Therefore He ever regarded Himsel f personally as a Messenger of God to the Jewish nation, seriously 

giving that as a reason why He should not work among the heathen, and departing occasionally from the 

rule only in order to supply in His own ministry prophetic intimations of an approachin g time when Jew 

and Samaritan and Gentile should be united on equal terms in one divine commonwealth. But the principal 

reason of the prohibition lay in the present spiritual condition of the disciples themselves. The time would 

come when Jesus might say t o His chosen ones, "Go ye into all the world, and preach the gospel to every 

creature;." but that time was not yet. The twelve, at the period of their first trial mission, were not fit to 

preach the gospel, or to do good works, either among Samaritans or G entiles. Their hearts were too 

narrow, their prejudices too strong: there was too much of the Jew, too little of the Christian, in their 

character. For the catholic work of the apostleship they needed a new divine illumination and a copious 

baptism with th e benignant spirit of love. Suppose these raw evangelists had gone into a Samaritan 

village, what would have happened? In all probability they would have been drawn into disputes on the 

religious differences between Samaritans and Jews, in which, of course , they would have lost their 

temper; so that, instead of seeking the salvation of the people among whom they had come, they would 
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rather be in a mood to call down fire from heaven to consume them, as they actually proposed to do at a 

subsequent period.  

 

2.  The work intrusted to the twelve was in one department very extensive, and in the other very limited. 

They were endowed with unlimited powers of healing, but their commission was very restricted so far as 

preaching was concerned. In regard to the former t heir instructions were: "Heal the sick, cleanse the 

lepers, raise the dead, cast out devils: freely ye have received, freely give;." in regard to the latter: "As ye 

go, preach, saying, The kingdom of heaven is at hand." The commission in the one case seems  too wide, 

in the other too narrow; but in both the wisdom of Jesus is apparent to a deeper consideration. In so far 

as miraculous works were concerned, there was no need for restriction, unless it were to avoid the risk of 

producing elation and vanity in those who wielded such wonderful power -  a risk which was certainly not 

imaginary, but which could be remedied when it assumed tangible form. All the miracles wrought by the 

twelve were really wrought by Jesus Himself, their sole function consisting in mak ing a believing use of His 

name. This seems to have been perfectly understood by all; for the works done by the apostles did not 

lead the people of Galilee to wonder who they were, but only who and what He was in whose name all 

these things were done. Ther efore, it being Christ's will that such miracles should be wrought through the 

instrumentality of His disciples, it was just as easy for them to do the greatest works as to do the smaller; 

if, indeed, there be any sense in speaking of degrees of difficulty  in connection with miracles, which is 

more than doubtful.  

 

 

As regards the preaching, on the other hand, there was not only reason, but necessity, for restriction. The 

disciples could do no more than proclaim the fact that the kingdom was at hand, and bid  men everywhere 

repent, by way of a preparation for its advent. This was really all they knew themselves. They did not as 

yet understand, in the least degree, the doctrine of the cross; they did not even know the nature of the 

kingdom. They had, indeed, he ard their Master discourse profoundly thereon, but they had not 

comprehended his words. Their ideas respecting the coming kingdom were nearly as crude and carnal as 

were those of other Jews, who looked for the restoration of Israel's political independence  and temporal 

prosperity as in the glorious days of old. In one point only were they in advance of current notions. They 

had learned from John and from Jesus that repentance was necessary in order to citizenship in this 

kingdom. In all other respects they and their hearers were pretty much on a level. Far from wondering, 

therefore, that the preaching programme of the disciples was so limited, we are rather tempted to wonder 

how Christ could trust them to open their mouths at all, even on the one topic of th e kingdom. Was there 

not a danger that men with such crude ideas might foster delusive hopes, and give rise to political 

excitement? Nay, may we not discover actual traces of such excitement in the notice taken of their 

movements at Herod's court, and in t he proposal of the multitude not long after, to take Jesus by force to 

make Him a king? Doubtless there was danger in this direction; and therefore, while He could not, to 

avoid it, leave the poor perishing people uncared for, Jesus took all possible preca utions to obviate 

mischief as far as might be, by in effect prohibiting His messengers from entering into detail on the 

subject of the kingdom, and by putting a sound form of words into their mouths. They were instructed to 

announce the kingdom as a kingdo m of heaven; a thing which some might deem a lovely vision, but which 

all worldly men would guess to be quite another thing from what they desired. A kingdom of heaven! What 

was that to them? What they wanted was a kingdom of earth, in which they might liv e peaceably and 

happily under just government, and, above all, with plenty to eat and drink. A kingdom of heaven! That 

was only for such as had no earthly hope; a refuge from despair, a melancholy consolation in absence of 

any better comfort. Even so, ye w orldlings! Only for such as ye deem miserable was the message meant. 

To the poor the kingdom was to be preached. To the laboring and heavy laden was the invitation "Come to 

me" addressed, and the promise of rest made; of rest from ambition and discontent, and scheming, 

carking care, in the blessed hope of the supernal and the eternal.  

 

 

3. The impression produced by the labors of the twelve seems to have been very considerable. The fame 

of their doings, as already remarked, reached the ears of Herod, and gr eat crowds appear to have 

accompanied them as they moved from place to place. On their return, e.g. from the mission to rejoin the 

company of their Master, they were thronged by an eager, admiring multitude who had witnessed or 

experienced the benefits of their work, so that it was necessary for them to withdraw into a desert place in 

order to obtain a quiet interval of rest. "There were many," the second evangelist informs us, "coming and 
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going, and they had no leisure so much as to eat. And they departed unto a desert place by ship 

privately." Even in the desert solitudes on the eastern shore of the Sea of Galilee they failed to secure the 

desired privacy. "The people saw them departing, and ran afoot thither (round the end of the sea) out of 

all cities, a nd outwent them, and came together unto Him."  

 

 

In quality the results of the mission appear to have been much less satisfactory than in their extent. The 

religious impressions produced seem to have been in a great measure superficial and evanescent. There  

were many blossoms, so to speak, on the apple - tree in the springtide of this Galilean "revival;." but only a 

comparatively small number of them set in fruit, while of these a still smaller number ever reached the 

stage of ripe fruit. This we learn from wh at took place shortly after, in connection with Christ's discourse 

on the bread of life, in the synagogue of Capernaum. Then the same men who, after the miraculous 

feeding in the desert, would have made Christ a king, deserted Him in a body, scandalized by  His 

mysterious doctrine; and those who did this were, for the most part, just the men who had listened to the 

twelve while they preached repentance.  

 

Such an issue to a benevolent undertaking must have been deeply disappointing to the heart of Jesus. Yet 

it is remarkable that the comparative abortiveness of the first evangelistic movement did not prevent Him 

from repeating the experiment some time after on a still more extensive scale. "After these things," writes 

the third evangelist, "the Lord appointed other seventy also, and sent them two and two before His face, 

into every city and place whither He Himself would come." The Tübingen school of critics, indeed, as we 

have already indicated, assure us that this mission had no existence, being a pure invent ion of the third 

evangelist, intended to thrust into the shade the mission of the twelve, and to exhibit the Christian religion 

as a religion for humanity, represented by the Samaritans as the recipients, and by the seventy as the 

preachers of the faith, t he number corresponding to the number of the nations. The theory is not devoid 

of plausibility, and it must be owned the history of this mission is very obscure; but the assumption of 

invention is violent, and we may safely take for granted that Luke's nar rative rests on an authentic 

tradition. The motive of this second mission was the same as in the case of the first, as were also the 

instructions to the missionaries. Jesus still felt deep compassion for the perishing multitude, and hoping 

against hope, ma de a new attempt to save the lost sheep. He would have all men called at least to the 

fellowship of the kingdom, even though few should be chosen to it. And when the immediate results were 

promising He was gratified, albeit knowing, from past experience as  well as by divine insight, that the 

faith and repentance of many were only too likely to be evanescent as the early dew. When the seventy 

returned from their mission, and reported their great success, He hailed it as an omen of the downfall of 

Satan's kin gdom, and, rejoicing in spirit, gave thanks to the Supreme Ruler in heaven and earth, His 

Father, that while the things of the kingdom were hid from the wise and the prudent, the people of 

intelligence and discretion, they were by His grace revealed unto b abes -  the rude, the poor, the ignorant.  

 

The reference in the thanksgiving prayer of Jesus to the "wise and prudent" suggests the thought that 

these evangelistic efforts were regarded with disfavor by the refined, fastidious classes of Jewish religious 

society. This is in itself probable. There are always men in the church, intelligent, wise, and even good, to 

whom popular religious movements are distasteful. The noise, the excitement, the extravagances, the 

delusions, the misdirection of zeal, the rudenes s of the agents, the instability of the converts -  all these 

things offend them. The same class of minds would have taken offence at the evangelistic work of the 

twelve and the seventy, for undoubtedly it was accompanied with the same drawbacks. The agents  were 

ignorant; they had few ideas in their heads; they understand little of divine truth; their sole qualification 

was, that they were earnest and could preach repentance well. Doubtless, also, there was plenty of noise 

and excitement among the multitudes  who heard them preach; and we certainly know that their zeal was 

both ill - informed and short - lived. These things, in fact, are standing features of all popular movements. 

Jonathan Edwards, speaking with reference to the "revival" of religion which took pl ace in America in his 

day, says truly: "A great deal of noise and tumult, confusion and uproar, darkness mixed with light, and 

evil with good, is always to be expected in the beginning of something very glorious in the state of things 

in human society or t he church of God. After nature has long been shut up in a cold, dead state, when the 

sun returns in the spring, there is, together with the increase of the light and heat of the sun, very 

tempestuous weather before all is settled, calm, and serene, and all  nature rejoices in its bloom and 

beauty."  
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None of the "wise and prudent" knew half so well as Jesus what evil would be mixed with the good in the 

work of the kingdom. But He was not so easily offended as they. The Friend of sinners was ever like 

Himself.  He sympathized with the multitude, and could not, like the Pharisees, contentedly resign them to 

a permanent condition of ignorance and depravity. He rejoiced greatly over even one lost sheep restored; 

and He was, one might say overjoyed, when not one, bu t a whole flock, even began to return to the fold. 

It pleased Him to see men repenting even for a season, and pressing into the kingdom even rudely and 

violently; for His love was strong, and where strong love is, even wisdom and refinement will not be 

fas tidious.  

 

Before passing from this topic, let us observe that there is another class of Christians, quite distinct from 

the wise and prudent, in whose eyes such evangelistic labors as those of the twelve stand in no need of 

vindication. Their tendency, on the contrary, is to regard such labors as the whole work of the kingdom. 

Revival of religion among the neglected masses is for them the sum of all good -doing. Of the more still, 

less observable work of instruction going on in the church they take no accoun t. Where there is no obvious 

excitement, the church in their view is dead, and her ministry inefficient. Such need to be reminded that 

there were two religious movements going on in the days of the Lord Jesus. One consisted in rousing the 

mass out of the s tupor of indifference; the other consisted in the careful, exact training of men already in 

earnest, in the principles and truths of the divine kingdom. Of the one movement the disciples, that is, 

both the twelve and the seventy, were the agents; of the ot her movement they were the subjects. And 

the latter movement, though less noticeable, and much more limited in extent, was by far more important 

than the former; for it was destined to bring forth fruit that should remain -  to tell not merely on the 

presen t time, but on the whole history of the world. The deep truths which the great Teacher was now 

quietly and unobservedly, as in the dark, instilling into the minds of a select band, the recipients of His 

confidential teaching were to speak in the broad dayl ight ere long; and the sound of their voice would not 

stop till it had gone through all the earth. There would have been a poor outlook for the kingdom of 

heaven if Christ had neglected this work, and given Himself up entirely to vague evangelism among the  

masses.  

 

4. When the twelve had finished their mission, they returned and told their Master all that they had done 

and taught. Of their report, or of His remarks thereon, no details are recorded. Such details we do find, 

however, in connection with the la ter mission of the seventy. "The seventy," we read, "returned again with 

joy, saying, Lord, even the devils are subject unto us through Thy name." The same evangelist from 

whom these words are quoted, informs us that, after congratulating the disciples on their success, and 

expressing His own satisfaction with the facts reported, Jesus spoke to them the warning word: 

"Notwithstanding in this rejoice not, that the spirits are subject unto you; but rather rejoice because your 

names are written in heaven." It was a timely caution against elation and vanity. It is very probable that a 

similar word of caution was addressed to the twelve also after their return. Such a word would certainly 

not have been unseasonable in their case. They had been engaged in the same  exciting work, they had 

wielded the same miraculous powers, they had been equally successful, they were equally immature in 

character, and therefore it was equally difficult for them to bear success. It is most likely, therefore, that 

when Jesus said to t hem on their return, "Come ye yourselves apart into a desert place, and rest awhile," 

He was not caring for their bodies alone, but was prudently seeking to provide repose for their heated 

minds as well as for their jaded frames.  

 

 

The admonition to the se venty is indeed a word in season to all who are very zealous in the work of 

evangelism, especially such as are crude in knowledge and grace. It hints at the possibility of their own 

spiritual health being injured by their very zeal in seeking the salvation  of others. This may happen in 

many ways. Success may make the evangelists vain, and they may begin to sacrifice unto their own net. 

They may fall under the dominion of the devil through their very joy that he is subject unto them. They 

may despise those w ho have been less successful, or denounce them as deficient in zeal. The eminent 

American divine already quoted gives a lamentable account of the pride, presumption, arrogance, conceit, 

and censoriousness which characterized many of the more active promote rs of religious revival in his day. 

Once more, they may fall into carnal security respecting their own spiritual state, deeming it impossible 

that anything  can go wrong with those who are so devoted, and whom God has so greatly owned. An 

obvious as well as  dangerous mistake; for doubtless Judas took part in this Galilean mission, and, for 

aught we know to the contrary, was as successful as his fellow -disciples in casting out devils. Graceless 
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men may for a season be employed as agents in promoting the work of grace in the hearts of others. 

Usefulness does not necessarily imply goodness, according to the teaching of Christ Himself. "Many," He 

declares in the Sermon on the Mount, "will say unto me on that day, Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy by 

Thy name, and b y Thy name cast out devils, and by Thy name do many wonderful works?" And mark the 

answer which He says He will give such. It is not: I call in question the correctness of your statement -  

that is tacitly admitted; it is: "I never knew you; depart from me,  ye that work iniquity."  

 

These solemn words suggest the need of watchfulness and self -examination; but they are not designed to 

discourage or discountenance zeal. We must not interpret them as if they meant, "Never mind doing good, 

only be good;." or, "Ca re not for the salvation of others: look to your own salvation." Jesus Christ did not 

teach a listless or a selfish religion. He inculcated on His disciples a large -hearted generous concern for 

the spiritual well -being of men. To foster such a spirit He se nt the twelve on this trial mission, even when 

they were comparatively unfitted for the work, and notwithstanding the risk of spiritual harm to which it 

exposed them. At all hazards He would have His apostles be filled with enthusiasm for the advancement o f 

the kingdom; only taking due care, when the vices to which young enthusiasts are liable began to appear, 

to check them by a warning word and a timely retreat into solitude.  

 

 

 

Section II. The Instructions  
 

The instructions given by Jesus to the twelve in  sending them forth on their first mission, are obviously 

divisible into two parts. The first, shorter part, common to the narratives of all the three first evangelists, 

relates to the present; the second and much the longer part, peculiar to Matthew's nar rative, relates 

mainly to the distant future. In the former, Christ tells His disciples what to do now in their apprentice 

apostleship; in the latter, what they must do and endure when they have become apostles on the great 

scale, preaching the gospel, not  to Jews only, but to all nations.  

 

It has been doubted whether the discourse included in the second part of the apostolic or missionary 

instructions, as given by Matthew, was really uttered by Jesus on this occasion. Stress has been laid by 

those who take  the negative view of this question on the facts that the first evangelist alone gives the 

discourse in connection with the trial mission, and that the larger portion of its contents are given by the 

other evangelists in other connections. Reference has al so been made, in support of this view, to the 

statement made by Jesus to His disciples, in His farewell address to them before the crucifixion, that He 

had not till then spoken to them of coming persecutions, and for this reason, that while He was with the m 

it was unnecessary. Finally, it has been deemed unlikely that Jesus would frighten His inexperienced 

disciples by alluding to dangers not imminent at the time of their mission in Galilee. These doubts, in view 

of the topical method of grouping his materi als undoubtedly followed by Matthew, are legitimate, but they 

are not conclusive. It was natural that Jesus should signalize the first missionary enterprise of the twelve 

chosen men by some such discourse as Matthew records, setting forth the duties, peril s, encouragements, 

and rewards of the apostolic vocation. It was His way, on solemn occasions, to speak as a prophet who in 

the present saw the future, and from small beginnings looked forward to great ultimate issues. And this 

Galilean mission, though hum ble and limited compared with the great undertaking of after years, was 

really a solemn event. It was the beginning of that vast work for which the twelve had been chosen, which 

embraced the world in its scope, and aimed at setting up on earth the kingdom of God. If the Sermon on 

the Mount was appropriately delivered on the occasion when the apostolic company was formed, this 

discourse on the apostolic vocation was not less appropriate when the members of that company first put 

their hands to the work unto which they had been called. Even the allusions to distant dangers contained 

in the discourse appear on reflection natural and seasonable, and calculated to re -assure rather than to 

frighten the disciples. It must be remembered that the execution of the Bap tist had recently occurred, and 

that the twelve were about to commence their missionary labors within the dominions of the tyrant by 

whose command the barbarous murder had been committed. Doubtless these humble men who were to 

take up and repeat the Baptis t's message, "Repent," ran no present risk of his fate; but it was natural that 

they should fear, and it was also natural that their Master should think of their future when such fears 

would be anything  but imaginary; and on both accounts it was seasonable  to say to them in effect: 

Dangers are coming, but fear not.  
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Such, in substance, is the burden of the second part of Christ's instructions to the twelve. Of the first part, 

on the other hand, the burden is, Care not. These two words, Care not, Fear not, a re the soul and marrow 

of all that was said by way of prelude to the first missionary enterprise, and we may add, to all which 

might follow. For here Jesus speaks to all ages and to all times, telling the Church in what spirit all her 

missionary enterprise s must be undertaken and carried on, that they may have His blessing.  

 

I. The duty of entering on their mission without carefulness, relying on Providence for the necessaries of 

life, was inculcated on the twelve by their Master in very strong and lively t erms. They were instructed to 

procure nothing for the journey, but just to go as they were. They must provide neither gold nor silver, 

nor even so much as brass coin in their purses, no scrip or wallet to carry food, no change of raiment; not 

even sandals for their feet, or a staff for their hands. If they had the last -mentioned articles, good and 

well; if not, they could do without them. They might go on their errand of love barefooted, and without 

the aid even of a staff to help them on their weary way, h aving their feet shod only with the preparation 

of the gospel of peace, and leaning their weight upon God's words of promise, "As thy days, so shall thy 

strength be."  

 

In these directions for the way, it is the spirit, and not the mere letter, which is of intrinsic and permanent 

value. The truth of this statement is evident from the very variations of the evangelists in reporting 

Christ's words. One, for example (Mark), makes Him say to His disciples in effect: "If you have a staff in 

your hand, and sandals  on your feet, and one coat on your back, let that suffice." Another (Matthew) 

represents Jesus as saying: "Provide nothing for this journey, neither coat, shoes, nor staff." In spirit the 

two versions come to the same thing; but if we insist on the letter  of the injunctions with legal strictness, 

there is an obvious contradiction between them. What Jesus meant to say, in whatever form of language 

He expressed Himself, was this: Go at once, and go as you are, and trouble not yourselves about food or 

raiment , or any bodily want; trust in God for these. His instructions proceeded on the principle of division 

of labor, assigning to the servants of the kingdom military duty, and to God the commissariat department.  

 

So understood, the words of our Lord are of per manent validity, and to be kept in mind by all who would 

serve Him in His kingdom. And though the circumstances of the church have greatly altered since these 

words were first spoken, they have not been lost sight of. Many a minister and missionary has obe yed 

those instructions almost in their letter, and many more have kept them in their spirit. Nay, has not every 

poor student fulfilled these injunctions, who has gone forth from the humble roof of his parents to be 

trained for the ministry of the gospel, w ithout money in his pocket either to buy food or to pay fees, only 

with simple faith and youthful hope in his heart, knowing as little how he is to find his way to the pastoral 

office, as Abraham knew how to find his way to the promised land when he left h is native abode, but, with 

Abraham, trusting that He who said to him, "Leave thy father's house," will be his guide, his shield, and 

his provider? And if those who thus started on their career do at length arrive at a wealthy place, in which 

their wants ar e abundantly supplied, what is that but an endorsement  by Providence of the law enunciated 

by the Master: "The workman is worthy of his meat"?  

 

The directions given to the twelve with respect to temporalities, in connection with their first mission, 

were m eant to be an education for their future work. On entering on the duties of the apostolate, they 

should have to live literally by faith, and Jesus mercifully sought to inure them to the habit while He was 

with them on earth. Therefore, in sending them out to preach in Galilee, He said to them in effect: "Go 

and learn to seek the kingdom of God with a single heart, unconcerned about food or raiment; for till ye 

can do that ye are not fit to be my apostles." They had indeed been learning to do that ever since  they 

began to follow Him; for those who belonged to His company literally lived from day to day, taking no 

thought for the morrow. But there was a difference between their past state and that on which they were 

about to enter. Hitherto Jesus had been with  them; now they were to be left for a season to themselves. 

Hitherto they had been like young children in a family under the care of their parents, or like young birds 

in a nest sheltered by their mother's wing, and needing only to open their mouths wide i n order to get 

them filled; now they were to become like boys leaving their father's house to serve an apprenticeship, or 

like fledglings leaving the warm nest in which they were nursed, to exercise their wings and seek food for 

themselves.  
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While requiri ng His disciples to walk by faith, Jesus gave their faith something to rest on, by encouraging 

them to hope that what they provided not for themselves God would provide for them through the 

instrumentality of His people. "Into whatsoever city or town ye sh all enter, inquire who in it is worthy, and 

there abide till ye go thence." He took for granted, we observe, that there would always be found at every 

place at least one good man with a warm heart, who would welcome the messengers of the kingdom to 

his hou se and table for the pure love of God and of the truth. Surely no unreasonable assumption! It were 

a wretched hamlet, not to say town, that had not a single worthy person in it. Even wicked Sodom had a 

Lot within its walls who could entertain angels unawar es.  

 

To insure good treatment of His servants in all ages wherever the gospel might be preached, Jesus made 

it known that He put a high premium on all acts of kindness done towards them. This advertisement we 

find at the close of the address delivered to t he twelve at this time: "He that receiveth you," He said to 

them, "receiveth me; and he that receiveth me, receiveth Him that sent me. He that receiveth a prophet 

in the name of a prophet, shall receive a prophet's reward; and he that receiveth a righteous  man in the 

name of a righteous man, shall receive a righteous man's reward." And then, with increased pathos and 

solemnity, He added: "Whosoever shall give to drink unto one of these little ones a cup of cold water only 

in the name of a disciple, verily I  say unto you, he shall in no wise lose his reward." How easy to go forth 

into Galilee, yea, into all the world, serving such a sympathetic Master on such terms!  

 

But while thus encouraging the young evangelists, Jesus did not allow them to go away with th e idea that 

all things would be pleasant in their experience. He gave them to understand that they should be ill 

received as well as kindly received. They should meet with churls who would refuse them hospitality, and 

with stupid, careless people who would  reject their message; but even in such cases, He assured them, 

they should not be without consolation. If their peaceful salutation were not reciprocated, they should at 

all events get the benefit of their own spirit of good -will: their peace would return  to themselves. If their 

words were not welcomed by any to whom they preached, they should at least be free from blame; they 

might shake off the dust from their feet, and say: "Your blood be upon your own heads, we are clean; we 

leave you to your doom, and  go elsewhere." Solemn words, not to be uttered, as they are too apt to be, 

especially by young and inexperienced disciples, in pride, impatience, or anger, but humbly, calmly, 

deliberately, as a part of God's message to men. When uttered in any other spir it, it is a sign that the 

preacher has been as much to blame as the hearer for the rejection of his message. Few have any right to 

utter such words at all; for it requires rare preaching indeed to make the fault of unbelieving hearers so 

great that it shal l be more tolerable for Sodom and Gomorrah in the day of judgment than for them. But 

such preaching has been. Christ's own preaching was such, and hence the fearful doom He pronounced on 

those who rejected His words. Such also the preaching of the apostles  was to be; and therefore to uphold 

their authority, Jesus solemnly declared that the penalty for despising their word would be not less than 

for neglecting His own.  

 

2. The remaining instructions, referring to the future rather than to the present, while much more copious, 

do not call for lengthened explanation. The burden of them all, as we have said, is "Fear not." This 

exhortation, like the refrain of a song, is repeated again and again in the course of the address. From that 

fact the twelve might have inferred that their future lot was to be of a kind fitted to inspire fear. But Jesus 

did not leave them to learn this by inference; He told them of it plainly. "Behold," He said, with the whole 

history of the church in His view, "Behold, I send you forth a s sheep in the midst of wolves." Then He 

went on to explain in detail, and with appalling vividness, the various forms of danger which awaited the 

messengers of truth; how they should be delivered up to councils, scourged in synagogues, brought 

before gove rnors and kings (like Felix, Festus, Herod), and hated of all for His name's sake. He explained 

to them, at the same time, that this strange treatment was inevitable in the nature of things, being the 

necessary consequence of divine truth acting in the wor ld like a chemical solvent, and separating men into 

parties, according to the spirit which ruled in them. The truth would divide even members of the same 

family, and make them bitterly hostile to each other; and however deplorable the result might be, it w as 

one for which there was no remedy. Offences must come: "Think not," He said to His disciples, horrified at 

the dark picture, and perhaps secretly hoping that their Master had painted it in too sombre colors, "Think 

not that I am come to send peace on ea rth: I came not to send peace, but a sword. For I am come to set 

a man at variance against his father, and the daughter against her mother, and the daughter - in - law 

against her mother - in - law. And a man's foes shall be they of his own household."  
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Amid such dangers two virtues are specially needful -  caution and fidelity; the one, that God's servants 

may not be cut off prematurely or unnecessarily, the other, that while they live, they may really do God's 

work, and fight for the truth. In such times Christ's disciples must not fear, but be brave and true; and 

yet, while fearless, they must not be foolhardy. These qualities it is not easy to combine; for conscientious 

men are apt to be rash, and prudent men are apt to be unfaithful. Yet the combination is not i mpossible, 

else it would not be required, as it is in this discourse. For it was just the importance of cultivating the 

apparently incompatible virtues of caution and fidelity that Jesus meant to teach by the remarkable 

proverb -precept: "Be wise as serpent s, harmless as doves." The serpent is the emblem of cunning, the 

dove of simplicity. No creatures can be more unlike; yet Jesus requires of His disciples to be at once 

serpents in cautiousness, and doves in simplicity of aim and purity of heart. Happy they  who can be both; 

but if we cannot, let us at least be doves. The dove must come before the serpent in our esteem, and in 

the development of our character. This order is observable in the history of all true disciples. They begin 

with spotless sincerity; a nd after being betrayed by a generous enthusiasm into some acts of rashness, 

they learn betimes the serpent's virtues. If we invert the order, as too many do, and begin by being 

prudent and judicious to admiration, the effect will be that the higher virtue  will not only be postponed, 

but sacrificed. The dove will be devoured by the serpent: the cause of truth and righteousness will be 

betrayed out of a base regard to self -preservation and worldly advantage.  

 

 

On hearing a general maxim of morals announced, one naturally wishes to know how it applies to 

particular cases. Christ met this wish in connection with the deep, pregnant maxim, "Be wise as serpents, 

harmless as doves," by giving examples of its application. The first case supposed is that of the 

messe ngers of truth being brought up before civil or ecclesiastical tribunals to answer for themselves. 

Here the dictate of wisdom is, "Beware of men," "Do not be so simple as to imagine all men good, honest, 

fair, tolerant. Remember there are wolves in the wor ld -  men full of malice, falsehood, and 

unscrupulousness, capable of inventing the most atrocious charges against you, and of supporting them 

by the most unblushing mendacity. Keep out of their clutches if you can; and when you fall into their 

hands, expec t neither candor, justice, nor generosity." But how are such men to be answered? Must craft 

be met with craft, lies with lies? No; here is the place for the simplicity of the dove. Cunning and craft 

boot not at such an hour; safety lies in trusting to Heav en's guidance, and telling the truth. "When they 

deliver you up, take no (anxious) thought how or what ye shall speak; for it shall be given you in that 

same hour what ye shall speak. For it is not ye that speak, but the Spirit of your Father which speaket h in 

you." The counsel given to the apostles has been justified by experience. What a noble book the speeches 

uttered by confessors of the truth under the inspiration of the Divine Spirit, collected together, would 

make! It would be a sort of Martyrs' Bibl e.  

 

Jesus next puts the case of the heralds of His gospel being exposed to popular persecutions, and shows 

the bearing of the maxim upon it likewise. Such persecutions, as distinct from judicial proceedings, were 

common in apostolic experience, and they ar e a matter of course in all critical eras. The ignorant, 

superstitious populace, filled with prejudice and passion, and instigated by designing men, play the part of 

obstructives to the cause of truth, mobbing, mocking, and assaulting the messengers of God . How, then, 

are the subjects of this ill - treatment to act? On the one hand, they are to show the wisdom of the serpent 

by avoiding the storm of popular ill -will when it arises; and on the other hand, they are to exhibit the 

simplicity of the dove by givin g the utmost publicity to their message, though conscious of the risk they 

run. "When they persecute you in this city, flee ye into the next;." yet, undaunted by clamor, calumny, 

violence, "what I tell you in darkness, that speak ye in light; what ye hear in the ear, that preach ye upon 

the house - tops."  

 

To each of these injunctions a reason is annexed. Flight is justified by the remark, "Verily I say unto you, 

Ye shall not have gone over the cities of Israel till the Son of man be come." The coming alluded  to is the 

destruction of Jerusalem and the dispersion of the Jewish nation; and the meaning is, that the apostles 

would barely have time, before the catastrophe came, to go over all the land, warning the people to save 

themselves from the doom of an untow ard generation, so that they could not well afford to tarry in any 

locality after its inhabitants had heard and rejected the message. The souls of all were alike precious; and 

if one city did not receive the word, perhaps another would. The reason annexed to the injunction to give 

the utmost publicity to the truth, in spite of all possible dangers, is: "The disciple is not above his master, 
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nor the servant above his lord." That is to say: To be evil entreated by the ignorant and violent multitude 

is hard to  bear, but not harder for you than for me, who already, as ye know, have had experience of 

popular malice at Nazareth, and am destined, as ye know not, to have yet more bitter experience of it at 

Jerusalem. Therefore see that ye hide not your light under a  bushel to escape the rage of wolfish men.  

 

The disciples are supposed, lastly, to be in peril not merely of trial, mocking, and violence, but even of 

their life, and are instructed how to act in that extremity. Here also the maxim, "Wise as serpents, 

harm less as doves," comes into play in both its parts. In this case the wisdom of the serpent lies in 

knowing what to fear. Jesus reminds His disciples that there are two kinds of deaths, one caused by the 

sword, the other by unfaithfulness to duty; and tells them in effect, that while both are evils to be 

avoided, if possible, yet if a choice must be made, the latter death is most to be dreaded. "Fear not," He 

said, "them which kill the body, but are not able to kill the soul; but rather fear him who is able t o destroy 

both soul and body in hell," -  the tempter, that is, who, when one is in danger, whispers: Save thyself at 

any sacrifice of principle or conscience. The simplicity of the dove in presence of extreme peril consists in 

childlike trust in the watchf ul providence of the Father in heaven. Such trust Jesus exhorted His disciples 

to cherish in charmingly simple and pathetic language. He told them that God cared even for sparrows, 

and reminded them that, however insignificant they might seem to themselves , they were at least of more 

value than many sparrows, not to say than two, whose money value was just one farthing. If God 

neglected not even a pair of sparrows, but provided for them a place in His world where they might build 

their nest and safely bring  forth their young, would He not care for them as they went forth two and two 

preaching the doctrine of the kingdom? Yea! He would; the very hairs of their head were numbered. 

Therefore they might go forth without fear, trusting their lives to His care; re membering also that, at 

worst, death was no great evil, seeing that for the faithful was reserved a crown of life, and, for those who 

confessed the Son of man, the honor of being confessed by Him in turn before His Father in heaven.  

 

Such were the instruct ions of Christ to the twelve when He sent them forth to preach and to heal. It was a 

rare, unexampled discourse, strange to the ears of us moderns, who can hardly imagine such stern 

requirements being seriously made, not to say exactly complied with. Some readers of these pages may 

have stood and looked up at Mont Blanc from Courmayeur or Chamounix. Such is our attitude towards this 

first missionary sermon. It is a mountain at which we gaze in wonder from a position far below, hardly 

dreaming of climbing to  its summit. Some noble ones, however, have made the arduous ascent; and 

among these the first place of honor must be assigned to the chosen companions of Jesus  

 

The Galilean Crisis  
 

 

 Section I. The Miracle  

John 6:1 -15; Matt. 14:13 -21; Mark 6:33 -34; Luke 9:11 -17.  

The sixth chapter of John's Gospel is full of marvels. It tells of a great miracle, a great enthusiasm, a great 

storm, a great sermon, a great apostasy, and a great trial of faith and fidelity endured by the twelve. It 

contains, indeed, the compen dious history of an important crisis in the ministry of Jesus and the religious 

experience of His disciples, -  a crisis in many respects foreshadowing the great final one, which happened 

little more than a year afterwards, when a more famous miracle still was followed by a greater popularity, 

to be succeeded in turn by a more complete desertion, and to end in the crucifixion, by which the riddle of 

the Capernaum discourse was solved, and its prophecy fulfilled.  

The facts recorded by John in this chapter of his Gospel may all be comprehended under these four heads: 

the miracle in the wilderness, the storm on the lake, the sermon in the synagogue, and the subsequent 

sifting of Christ's disciples. These, in their order, we propose to consider in four distinct s ections.  

The scene of the miracle was on the eastern shore of the Galilean Sea. Luke fixes the precise locality in 

the neighborhood of a city called Bethsaida. This, of course, could not be the Bethsaida on the western 

shore, the city of Andrew and Peter.  But there was, it appears, another city of the same name at the 

north -eastern extremity of the lake, called by way of distinction, Bethsaida Julias. The site of this city, we 
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are informed by an eye -witness, "is discernible on the lower slope of the hill w hich overhangs the rich 

plain at the mouth of the Jordan" (that is, at the place where the waters of the Upper Jordan join the Sea 

of Galilee). "The 'desert place,'" the same author goes on to say, by way of proving the suitableness of the 

locality to be t he scene of this miracle, "was either the green tableland which lies halfway up the hill 

immediately above Bethsaida, or else in the parts of the plain not cultivated by the hand of man would be 

found the 'much green grass,' still fresh in the spring of th e year when this event occurred, before it had 

faded away in the summer sun: the tall grass which, broken down by the feet of the thousands then 

gathered together, would make 'as it were, 'couches' for them to recline upon."  

To this place Jesus and the twe lve had retired after the return of the latter from their mission, seeking rest 

and privacy. But what they sought they did not find. Their movements were observed, and the people 

flocked along the shore toward the place whither they had sailed, running all  the way, as if fearful that 

they might escape, and so arriving at the landing place before them. The multitude which thus gathered 

around Jesus was very great. All the evangelists agree in stating it at five thousand; and as the 

arrangement of the people at the miraculous repast in groups of hundreds and fifties made it easy to 

ascertain their number, we may accept this statement not as a rough estimate, but as a tolerably exact 

calculation.  

 

Such an immense assemblage testifies to the presence of a great excitement among the populations living 

by the shore of the Sea of Galilee. A fervid enthusiasm, a hero -worship, whereof Jesus was the object, 

was at work in their minds. Jesus was the idol of the hour: they could not endure his absence; they could 

not see  enough of His work, nor hear enough of His teaching. This enthusiasm of the Galileans we may 

regard as the cumulative result of Christ's own past labors, and in part also of the evangelistic mission 

which we considered in the last chapter. The infection s eems to have spread as far south as Tiberias, for 

John relates that boats came from that city "to the place where they did eat bread." Those who were in 

these boats came too late to witness the miracle and share in the feast, but this does not prove that t heir 

errand was not the same as that of the rest; for, owing to their greater distance from the scene, the news 

would be longer in reaching them, and it would take them longer to go thither.  

 

The great miracle wrought in the neighborhood of Bethsaida Julia s consisted in the feeding of this vast 

assemblage of human beings with the utterly inadequate means of "five barley loaves and two small 

fishes." It was truly a stupendous transaction, of which we can form no conception; but no event in the 

Gospel history  is more satisfactorily attested. All the evangelists relate the miracle with much minuteness, 

with little even apparent discrepancy, and with such graphic detail as none but eye -witnesses could have 

supplied. Even John, who records so few of Christ's mira cles, describes this one with as careful a hand as 

any of his brother evangelists, albeit introducing it into his narrative merely as a preface to the sermon on 

the Bread of Life found in his Gospel only.  

This wonderful work, so unexceptionably attested, s eems open to exception on another ground. It appears 

to be a miracle without a sufficient reason. It cannot be said to have been urgently called for by the 

necessities of the multitude. Doubtless they were hungry, and had brought no victuals with them to s upply 

their bodily wants. But the miracle was wrought on the afternoon of the day on which they left their 

homes, and most of them might have returned within a few hours. It would, indeed, have been somewhat 

hard to have undertaken such a journey at the en d of the day without food; but the hardship, even if 

necessary, was far within the limits of human endurance. But it was not necessary; for food could have 

been got on the way without going far, in the neighboring towns and villages, so that to disperse th em as 

they were would have involved no considerable inconvenience. This is evident from the terms in which the 

disciples made the suggestion that the multitude should be sent away. We read: "When the day began to 

wear away, then came the twelve, and said u nto Him, Send the multitude away, that they may go into the 

villages and country round about, and lodge and get victuals." In these respects there is an obvious 

difference between the first miraculous feeding and the second, which occurred at a somewhat la ter 

period at the south -eastern extremity of the Lake. On that occasion the people who had assembled around 

Jesus had been three days in the wilderness without ought  to eat, and there were no facilities for 

procuring food, so that the miracle was demanded by considerations of humanity. Accordingly we find that 

compassion is assigned as the motive for that miracle: "Jesus called His disciples unto Him, and saith unto 

them, I have compassion on the multitude, because they have now been with me three days, and  have 
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nothing to eat; and if I send them away fasting to their own houses, they will faint by the way; for some 

of them are come from far."  

His own benefit He would not use it in case even of extreme need, not even after a fast of forty days. But 

when the well -being (not to say the being) of others was concerned, He dispensed miraculous blessings 

with a liberal hand. He did not ask Himself: Is this a grave enough occasion for the use of divine power? Is 

this man ill enough to justify a miraculous interferen ce If our object were merely to get rid of the difficulty 

of assigning a sufficient motive for the first great miracle of feeding, we might content ourselves with 

saying that Jesus did not need any very urgent occasion to induce Him to use His power for th e benefit of 

others. For with the laws of nature by healing him? Are these people here assembled hungry enough to be 

fed, like their fathers in the wilderness, with bread from heaven? But we do not insist on this, because we 

believe that something else and  higher was aimed at in this miracle than to satisfy physical appetite. It 

was a symbolic, didactic, critical miracle. It was meant to teach, and also to test; to supply a text for the 

subsequent sermon, and a touchstone to try the character of those who h ad followed Jesus with such 

enthusiasm. The miraculous feast in the wilderness was meant to say to the multitude just what our 

sacramental feast says to us: "I, Jesus the Son of God Incarnate, am the bread of life. What this bread is 

to your bodies, I myse lf am to your souls." And the communicants in that feast were to be tested by the 

way in which they regarded the transaction. The spiritual would see in it a sign of Christ's divine dignity, 

and a seal of His saving grace; the carnal would rest simply in t he outward fact that they had eaten of the 

loaves and were filled, and would take occasion from what had happened to indulge in high hopes of 

temporal felicity under the benign reign of the Prophet and King who had made His appearance among 

them.  

The mirac le in the desert was in this view not merely an act of mercy, but an act of judgment. Jesus 

mercifully fed the hungry multitude in order that He might sift it, and separate the true from the spurious 

disciples. There was a much more urgent demand for such a sifting than for food to satisfy merely physical 

cravings. If those thousands were all genuine disciples, it was well; but if not -  if the greater number were 

following Christ under misapprehension -  the sooner that became apparent the better. To allow s o large a 

mixed multitude to follow Himself any longer without sifting would have been on Christ's part to 

encourage false hopes, and to give rise to serious misapprehensions as to the nature of His kingdom and 

His earthly mission. And no better method of separating the chaff from the wheat in that large company of 

professed disciples could have been devised, than first to work a miracle which would bring to the surface 

the latent carnality of the greater number, and then to preach a sermon which could not fail to be 

offensive to the carnal mind.  

That Jesus freely chose, for a reason of His own, the miraculous method of meeting the difficulty that had 

arisen, appears to be not obscurely hinted at in the Gospel narratives. Consider, for example, in this 

conne ction, John's note of time, "The Passover , a feast of the Jews, was nigh." Is this a merely 

chronological statement? We think not. What further purpose, then, is it intended to serve? To explain 

how so great a crowd came to be gathered around Jesus? -  Such  an explanation was not required, for the 

true cause of the great gathering was the enthusiasm which had been awakened among the people by the 

preaching and healing work of Jesus and the twelve. The evangelist refers to the approaching Passover , it 

would s eem, not to explain the movement of the people, but rather to explain the acts and words of His 

Lord about to be related. "The Passover  was nigh, and" -  so may we bring out John's meaning -  "Jesus 

was thinking of it, though He went not up to the feast that  season. He thought of the paschal lamb, and 

how He, the true Paschal Lamb, would ere long be slain for the life of the world; and He gave expression 

to the deep thoughts of His heart in the symbolic miracle I am about to relate, and in the mystic discours e 

which followed."  

The view we advocate respecting the motive of the miracle in the wilderness seems borne out also by the 

tone adopted by Jesus in the conversation which took place between Himself and the twelve as to how the 

wants of the multitude might be supplied. In the course of that conversation, of which fragments have 

been preserved by the different evangelists, two suggestions were made by the disciples. One was to 

dismiss the multitude that they might procure supplies for themselves; the other, t hat they (the disciples) 

should go to the nearest town (say Bethsaida Julias, probably not far off) and purchase as much bread as 

they could get for two hundred denarii, which would suffice to alleviate hunger at least, if not to satisfy 

appetite. Both the se proposals were feasible, otherwise they would not have been made; for the twelve 
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had not spoken thoughtlessly, but after consideration, as appears from the fact that one of their number, 

Andrew, had already ascertained how much provision could be got on  the spot. The question how the 

multitude could be provided for had evidently been exercising the minds of the disciples, and the two 

proposals were the result of their deliberations. Now, what we wish to point out is, that Jesus does not 

appear to have gi ven any serious heed to these proposals. He listened to them, not displeased to see the 

generous concern of His disciples for the hungry people, yet with the air of one who meant from the first 

to pursue a different line of action from any they might sugge st. He behaved like a general in a council of 

war whose own mind is made up, but who is not unwilling to hear what his subordinates will say. This is 

no mere inference of ours, for John actually explains that such was the manner in which our Lord acted on 

the occasion. After relating that Jesus addressed to Philip the question, Whence shall we buy bread, that 

these may eat? he adds the parenthetical remark, "This He said to prove him, for He Himself knew what 

He would do."  

Such, then, was the design of the miracle; what now was its result? It raised the swelling tide of 

enthusiasm to its full height, and induced the multitude to form a foolish and dangerous purpose -  even to 

crown the wonder -  working Jesus, and make Him their king instead of the licentious despot Herod. They 

said, "This is of a truth that Prophet that should come into the world;." and they were on the point of 

coming and taking Jesus by force to make Him a king, insomuch that it was necessary that He should 

make His escape from them, and dep art into a mountain Himself alone. Such are the express statements 

of the fourth Gospel, and what is there stated is obscurely implied in the narratives of Matthew and Mark. 

They tell how, after the miracle in the desert, Jesus straightway constrained His disciples to get into a ship 

and to go to the other side. Why such haste, and why such urgency? Doubtless it was late, and there was 

no time to lose if they wished to get home to Capernaum that night. But why go home at all, when the 

people, or at least a part of them, were to pass the night in the wilderness? Should the disciples not rather 

have remained with them, to keep them in heart and take a charge of them? Nay, was it dutiful in 

disciples to leave their Master alone in such a situation? Doubtless th e reluctance of the twelve to depart 

sprang from their asking themselves these very questions; and, as a feeling having such an origin was 

most becoming, the constraint put on them presupposes the existence of unusual circumstances, such as 

those recorded by John. In other words, the most natural explanation of the fact recorded by the 

synoptical evangelists is, that Jesus wished to extricate both Himself and His disciples from the foolish 

enthusiasm of the multitude, an enthusiasm with which, beyond questi on, the disciples were only too 

much in sympathy, and for that purpose arranged that they should sail away in the dusk across the lake, 

while He retired into the solitude of the mountains.  

What a melancholy result of a hopeful movement have we here! The ki ngdom has been proclaimed, and 

the good news has been extensively welcomed. Jesus, the Messianic King, is become the object of most 

ardent devotion to an enthusiastic population. But, alas! their ideas of the kingdom are radically mistaken. 

Acted out, they  would mean rebellion and ultimate ruin. Therefore it is necessary that Jesus should save 

Himself from His own friends, and hide Himself from His own followers. How certainly do Satan's tares get 

sown among God's wheat! How easily does enthusiasm run into folly and mischief!  

The result of the miracle did not take Jesus by surprise. It was what He expected; nay, in a sense, it was 

what He aimed at. It was time that the thoughts of many hearts should be revealed; and the certainty 

that the miracle would help to reveal them was one reason at least for its being worked. Jesus furnished 

for the people a table in the wilderness, and gave them of the corn of heaven, and sent them meat to the 

full, that He might prove them, and know what was in their heart, -  whethe r they loved Him for His own 

sake, or only for the sake of expected worldly advantage. That many followed Him from by -ends He knew 

beforehand, but He desired to bring the fact home to their own consciences. The miracle put that in His 

power, and enabled Hi m to say, without fear of contradiction, "Ye seek me, not because ye saw the 

miracles, but because ye did eat of the loaves and were filled." It was a searching word, which might well 

put all His professed followers, not only then, but now, on self -examini ng thoughts, and lead each man to 

ask himself, Why do I profess Christianity? is it from sincere faith in Jesus Christ as the Son of God and 

Saviour of the world, or from thoughtless compliance with custom, from a regard to reputation, or from 

consideratio ns of worldly advantage?  
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 Section II. The Storm  

Matt. xiv. 24 -33; Mark vi. 45 -52; John vi. 16 -21.  

 

"In perils in the wilderness, in perils in the sea," wrote Paul, describing the varied hardships encountered 

by himself in the prosecution of his great work  as the apostle of the Gentiles. Such perils meet together in 

this crisis in the life of Jesus. He has just saved himself from the dangerous enthusiasm manifested by the 

thoughtless multitude after the miraculous repast in the desert; and now, a few hours later, a still greater 

disaster threatens to befall Him. His twelve chosen disciples, whom He had hurriedly sent off in a boat, 

that they might not encourage the people in their foolish project, have been overtaken in a storm while He 

is alone on the mount ain praying, and are in imminent danger of being drowned. His contrivance for 

escaping one evil has involved Him in a worse; and it seems as if, by a combination of mischances, He 

were to be suddenly deprived of all His followers, both true and false, at o nce, and left utterly alone, as in 

the last great crisis. The Messianic King watching on those heights, like a general on the day of battle, is 

indeed hard pressed, and the battle is going against Him. But the Captain of salvation is equal to the 

emergency ; and however sorely perplexed He may be for a season, He will be victorious in the end.  

The Sea of Galilee, though but a small sheet of water, some thirteen miles long by six broad, is liable to 

be visited by sharp, sudden squalls, probably due to its sit uation. It lies in a deep hollow of volcanic origin, 

bounded on either side by steep ranges of hills rising above the water - level from one to two thousand 

feet. The difference of temperature at the top and bottom of these hills is very considerable. Up on the 

tablelands above the air is cool and bracing; down at the margin of the lake, which lies seven hundred 

feet below the level of the ocean, the climate is tropical. The storms caused by this inequality of 

temperature are tropical in violence. They come s weeping down the ravines upon the water; and in a 

moment the lake, calm as glass before, becomes from end to end white with foam, whilst the waves rise 

into the air in columns of spray.  

Two such storms of wind were encountered by the twelve after they had become disciples, probably within 

the same year; the one with which we are concerned at present, and an earlier one on the occasion of a 

visit to Gadara. Both happened by night, and both were exceedingly violent. In the first storm, we are 

told, the ship w as covered with the waves, and filled almost to sinking, so that the disciples feared they 

should perish. The second storm was equally violent, and was of much longer duration. It caught the 

twelve apparently when they were half -way across, and after the g ray of dusk had deepened into the 

darkness of night. From that time the wind blew with unabated force till daybreak, in the fourth watch, 

between the hours of three and six in the morning. Some idea of the fury of the blast may be gathered 

from the fact re corded, that even then they were still little more than half -way over the sea. They had 

rowed in all only a distance of twenty - five or thirty furlongs, the whole distance in a slanting direction, 

from the eastern to the western shore, being probably about fifty. During all those weary hours they had 

done little more, pulling with all their might, than hold their own against wind and waves.  

All this while what was Jesus doing? In the first storm He had been with His disciples in the ship, sweetly 

sleeping af ter the fatigues of the day, "rocked in cradle of the imperious surge." This time He was absent, 

and not sleeping; but away up among the mountains alone, watching unto prayer. For He, too, had His 

own struggle on that tempestuous night; not with the howlin g winds, but with sorrowful thoughts. That 

night He, as it were, rehearsed the agony in Gethsemane, and with earnest prayer and absorbing 

meditation studied the passion sermon which He preached on the morrow. So engrossed was His mind 

with His own sad thou ghts, that the poor disciples were for a season as if forgotten; till at length, at early 

dawn, looking seawards, He saw them toiling in rowing against the contrary wind, and without a moment's 

further delay made haste to their rescue.  

This storm on the Se a of Galilee, besides being important as a historical fact, possesses also the 

significance of an emblem. When we consider the time at which it occurred, it is impossible not to connect 

it in our thoughts with the untoward events of the next day. For the l iteral storm on the water was 

succeeded by a spiritual storm on the land, equally sudden and violent, and not less perilous to the souls 

of the twelve than the other had been to their bodies. The bark containing the precious freight of Christ's 
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true discip leship was then overtaken by a sudden gust of unpopularity, coming down on it like a squall on 

a highland loch, and all but upsetting it. The fickle crowd which but the day before would have made Jesus 

their king, turned away abruptly from Him in disappoin tment and disgust; and it was not without an effort, 

as we shall see, that the twelve maintained their steadfastness. They had to pull hard against wind and 

waves, that they might not be carried headlong to ruin by the tornado of apostasy.  

There can be lit tle doubt that the two storms, -  on the lake and on the shore, -  coming so close one on the 

other, would become associated in the memory of the apostles; and that the literal storm would be 

stereotyped in their minds as an expressive emblem of the spiritua l one, and of all similar trials of faith. 

The incidents of that fearful night -  the watching, the wet, the toil without result, the fatigue, the terror 

and despair -  would abide indelibly in their recollection, the symbolic representation of all the peril s and 

tribulations through which believers must pass on their way to the kingdom of heaven, and especially of 

those that come upon them while they are yet immature in the faith. Symbolic significance might be 

discovered specially in three features. The sto rm took place by night; in the absence of Jesus; and while it 

lasted all progress was arrested. Storms at sea may happen at all hours of the day, but trials of faith 

always happen in the night. Were there no darkness there could be no trial. Had the twelve  understood 

Christ's discourse in Capernaum, the apostasy of the multitude would have seemed to them a light 

matter. But they did not understand it, and hence the solicitude of their Master lest they too should 

forsake Him. In all such trials, also, the ab sence of the Lord to feeling is a constant and most painful 

feature. Christ is not in the ship while the storm rages by night, and we toil on in rowing unaided, as we 

think, by His grace, uncheered by His spiritual presence.  

It was so even with the twelve next day on shore. Their Master, present to their eyes, had vanished out of 

sight to their understanding. They had not the comfort of comprehending His meaning, while they clung to 

Him as one who had the words of eternal life. Worst of all, in these trials  of faith, with all our rowing, we 

make no progress; the utmost we can effect is to hold our own, to keep off the rocky shore in the midst of 

the sea. Happily that is something, yea, it is everything . For it is not always true that if not going forward 

we must be going backward. This is an adage for fair weather only. In a time of storm there is such a 

thing as standing still, and then to do even so much is a great achievement. Is it a small thing to weather 

the storm, to keep off the rocks, the sands, and the breakers? Vex not the soul of him who is already 

vexed enough by the buffeting winds, by retailing wise saws about progress and backsliding 

indiscriminately applied. Instead of playing thus the part of a Job's friend, rather remind him that the 

great t hing for one in his situation is to endure, to be immovable, to hold fast his moral integrity and his 

profession of faith, and to keep off the dangerous coasts of immorality and infidelity; and assure him that 

if he will only pull a little longer, however weary his arm, God will come and calm the wind, and he will 

forthwith reach the land.  

The storm on the lake, besides being an apt emblem of the trial of faith, was for the twelve an important 

lesson in faith, helping to prepare them for the future which aw aited them. The temporary absence of 

their Master was a preparation for His perpetual absence. The miraculous interposition of Jesus at the 

crisis of their peril was fitted to impress on their minds the conviction that even after He had ascended He 

would s till be with them in the hour of danger. From the ultimate happy issue of a plan which threatened 

for a time to miscarry, they might further learn to cherish a calm confidence in the government of their 

exalted Lord, even in midst of most untoward events. They probably concluded, when the storm came on, 

that Jesus had made a mistake in ordering them to sail away across the lake while He remained behind to 

dismiss the multitude. The event, however, rebuked this hasty judgment, all ending happily. Their 

exper ience in this instance was fitted to teach a lesson for life: not rashly to infer mismanagement or 

neglect on Christ's part from temporary mishaps, but to have firm faith in His wise and loving care for His 

cause and people, and to anticipate a happy issue  out of all perplexities; yea, to glory in tribulation, 

because of the great deliverance which would surely follow.  

Such strong faith the disciples were far enough from possessing at the time of the storm. They had no 

expectation that Jesus would come to t heir rescue; for when He did come, they though He was a spirit 

flitting over the water, and cried out in an agony of superstitious terror. Here also we note, in passing, a 

curious correspondence between the incidents of this crisis and those connected with  the final one. The 

disciples had then as little expectation of seeing their Lord return from the dead as they had now of seeing 

Him come to them over the sea; and therefore His re -appearance at first frightened rather than comforted 
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them. "They were terri fied and affrighted, and supposed that they had seen a spirit." Good, unlooked for 

in either case, was turned into evil; and what to faith would have been a source of intense joy, became, 

through unbelief, only a new cause of alarm.  

The fact of His not bei ng expected seems to have imposed on Jesus the necessity of using artifice in His 

manner of approaching His storm - tossed disciples. Mark relates that "He would have passed by then," 

affecting strangeness, as we understand it, out of delicate consideration for their weakness. He knew what 

He would be taken for when first observed; and therefore He wished to attract their attention at a safe 

distance, fearing lest, by appearing among them at once, He might drive them distracted. He found it 

needful to be as c autious in announcing His advent to save as men are wont to be in communicating evil 

tidings: first appearing, as the spectre, as far away as He could be seen; then revealing Himself by His 

familiar voice uttering the words of comfort, "It is I; be not afr aid," and so obtaining at length a willing 

reception into the ship.  

The effects which followed the admission of Jesus into the vessel betrayed the twelve into a new 

manifestation of the weakness of their faith. "The wind ceased: and they were sore amazed i n themselves 

beyond measure, and wondered." They ought not to have wondered so greatly, after what had happened 

once before on these same waters, and especially after such a miracle as had been wrought in the 

wilderness on the previous day. But the storm h ad blown all thoughts of such things out of their mind, and 

driven them utterly stupid. "They reflected not on the loaves (nor on the rebuking of the winds), for their 

heart was hardened."  

But the most interesting revelation of the mental state of the disc iples at the time when Jesus came to 

their relief, is to be found in the episode concerning Peter related in Matthew's Gospel. When that disciple 

understood that the supposed spectre was his beloved Master, he cried, "Lord, if it be Thou, bid me come 

unto Thee on the water;" and on receiving permission, he forthwith stepped out of the ship into the sea. 

This was not faith, but simple rashness. It was the rebound of an impetuous, headlong nature from one 

extreme of utter despair to the opposite extreme of ex travagant, reckless joy. What in the other disciples 

took the tame form of a willingness to receive Jesus into the ship, after they were satisfied it was He who 

walked on the waters, took, in the case of Peter, the form of a romantic, adventurous wish to g o out to 

Jesus where He was, to welcome Him back among them again. The proposal was altogether like the man -  

generous, enthusiastic, and well -meant, but inconsiderate.  

Such a proposal, of course, could not meet with Christ's approval, and yet He did not n egative it. He 

rather thought good to humor the impulsive disciple so far, by inviting him to come, and then to allow 

him, while in the water, to feel his own weakness. Thus would He teach him a little self - knowledge, and, if 

possible, save him from the ef fects of his rash, self - confident temper. But Peter was not to be made wise 

by one lesson, nor even by several. He would go on blundering and erring, in spite of rebuke and warning, 

till at length he fell into grievous sin, denying the Master whom he loved  so well. The denial at the final 

crisis was just what might be looked for from one who so behaved at the minor crisis preceding it. The 

man who said, "Bid me come to Thee," was just the man to say, "Lord, I am ready to go with Thee both 

into prison and to  death." He who was so courageous on deck, and so timid amid the waves, was the one 

of all the disciples most likely to talk boldly when danger was not at hand, and then play the coward when 

the hour of trial actually arrived. The scene on the lake was but  a foreshadowing or rehearsal of Peter's 

fall.  

And yet that scene showed something more than the weakness of that disciple's faith. It showed also what 

is possible to those who believe. If the tendency of weak faith be to sink, the triumph of strong faith is to 

walk on the waves, glorying in tribulation, and counting it all joy when exposed to divers temptations. It is 

the privilege of those who are weak in faith, and the duty of all, mindful of human frailty, to pray, "Lead 

us not into temptation." But whe n storms come not of their inviting, and when their ship is upset in midst 

of the sea, then may Christians trust to the promise, "When thou passest through the waters, I will be 

with thee;." and if only they have faith, they shall be enabled to tread the r olling billows as if walking on 

firm land.  
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"He bids me come; His voice I know,  

And boldly on the waters go,  

And brave the tempest's shock.  

O'er rude temptations now I bound;  

The billows yield a solid ground,   

The wave is firm as rock."  

 
 

Section III. The Sermon  

John vi. 32 ï58.  

 

The task now before us is to study that memorable address delivered by Jesus in the synagogue of 

Capernaum on the bread of life, which gave so great offence at the time, and which has ever since been a 

stone of stumbling, a subj ect of controversy, and a cause of division in the visible church, and, so far as 

one can judge from present appearances, will be to the world's end. On a question so vexed as that which 

relates to the meaning of this discourse, one might well shrink from entering. But the very confusion 

which prevails here points it out as our plain duty to disregard the din of conflicting interpretations, and, 

humbly praying to be taught of God, to search for and set forth Christ's own mind.  

 

The sermon on the bread of li fe, however strangely it sounds, was appropriate both in matter and manner 

to the circumstances in which it was delivered. It was natural and seasonable that Jesus should speak to 

the people of the meat that endureth unto everlasting life after miraculousl y providing perishable food to 

supply their physical wants. It was even natural and seasonable that He should speak of this high topic in 

the startling, apparently gross, harsh style which He adopted on the occasion. The form of thought suited 

the situatio n. Passover time was approaching, when the paschal lamb was slain and eaten; and if Jesus 

desired to say in effect, without saying it in so many words, "I am the true Paschal Lamb," what more 

suitable form of language could He employ than this: "The bread that I will give is my flesh, which I will 

give for the life of the world"? The style was also adapted to the peculiar complexion of the speaker's 

feelings at the moment. Jesus was in a sad, austere mood when He preached this sermon. The foolish 

enthusiasm  of the multitude had saddened Him. Their wish to force a crown on His head made Him think 

of His cross; for He knew that this idolatrous devotion to a political Messiah meant death sooner or later to 

one who declined such carnal homage. He spoke, therefor e, in the synagogue of Capernaum with Calvary 

in view, setting Himself forth as the life of the world in terms applicable to a sacrificial victim, whose blood 

is shed, and whose flesh is eaten by those presenting the offering; not mincing His words, but sa ying 

everything  in the strongest and intensest manner possible.  

 

The theme of this memorable address was very naturally introduced by the preceding conversation 

between Jesus and the people who came from the other side of the lake, hoping to find Him at 

Capernaum, His usual place of abode. To their warm inquiries as to how He came thither, He replied by a 

chilling observation concerning the true motive of their zeal, and an exhortation to set their hearts on a 

higher food than that which perisheth. Understa nding the exhortation as a counsel to cultivate piety, the 

persons to whom it was addressed inquired what they should do that they might work the works of God, 

i.e. please God. Jesus replied by declaring that the great testing work of the hour was to recei ve Himself 

as one whom God had sent. This led to a demand on their part for evidence in support of this high claim 

to be the divinely missioned Messiah. The miracle just wrought on the other side of the lake was great, 

but not great enough, they thought, t o justify such lofty pretensions. In ancient times a whole nation had 

been fed for many years by bread brought down from heaven by Moses. What was the recent miracle 

compared to that? He must show a sign on a far grander scale, if He wished them to believe  that a greater 

than Moses was here. Jesus took up the challenge, and boldly declared that the manna, wonderful as it 

was, was not the true heavenly bread. There was another bread, of which the manna was but the type: 

like it, coming down from heaven; but unlike it, giving life not to a nation, but to a world, and not life 

merely for a few short years, but life for eternity. This announcement, like the similar one concerning the 

wonderful water of life made to the woman of Samaria, provoked desire in the he arts of the hearers, and 



62 
 

they exclaimed, "Lord, evermore give us this bread." Then said Jesus unto them, "I am the bread of life: 

he that cometh unto me shall never hunger; and he that believeth on me shall never thirst."  

 

In these words Jesus briefly enun ciated the doctrine of the true bread, which He expounded and 

inculcated in His memorable Capernaum discourse. The doctrine, as stated, sets forth what the true bread 

is, what it does, and how it is appropriated.  

 

I. The true bread is He who here speaks of  it -  Jesus Christ. "I am the bread." The assertion implies, on 

the speaker's part, a claim to have descended from heaven; for such a descent is one of the properties by 

which the true bread is defined. Accordingly we find Jesus, in the sequel of His disco urse, expressly 

asserting that He had come down from heaven. This declaration, understood in a supernatural sense, was 

the first thing in His discourse with which His hearers found fault. "The Jews then murmured at Him, 

because He said, I am the bread whic h came down from heaven. And they said, Is not this Jesus, the son 

of Joseph, whose father and mother we know? how is it then that He saith, I came down from heaven?" It 

was natural they should murmur if they did not kno w or believe that there was any thing  out of course in 

the way in which Jesus came into the world. For such language as He here employs could not be used 

without blasphemy by a mere man born after the fashion of other men. It is language proper only in the 

mouth of a Divine Being who, for a p urpose, hath assumed human nature.  

 

 

In setting Himself forth, therefore, as the bread which came down from heaven, Jesus virtually taught the 

doctrine of the incarnation. The solemn assertion, "I am the bread of life," is equivalent in import to that 

made  by the evangelist respecting Him who spoke these words: "The Word became flesh, and dwelt 

among us, full of grace and truth."  

 

It is, however, not merely as incarnate that the Son of God is the bread of eternal life. Bread must be 

broken in order to be ea ten. The Incarnate One must die as a sacrificial victim that men may truly feed 

upon Him. The Word become flesh, and crucified in the flesh, is the life of the world. This special truth 

Jesus went on to declare, after having stated the general truth that t he heavenly bread was to be found in 

Himself. "The bread," said He, "that I will give is my flesh, (which I will give) for the life of the world." The 

language here becomes modified to suit the new turn of thought. "I am" passes into "I will give," and 

"br ead" is transformed into "flesh."  

 

Jesus evidently refers here to His death. His hearers did not so understand Him, but we can have no doubt 

on the matter. The verb "give," suggesting a sacrificial act, and the future tense both point that way. In 

words da rk and mysterious before the event, clear as day after it, the speaker declares the great truth, 

that His death is to be the life of men; that His broken body and shed blood are to be as meat and drink to 

a perishing world, conferring on all who shall part ake of them the gift of immortality. How He is to die, and 

why His death shall possess such virtue, He does not here explain. The Capernaum discourse makes no 

mention of the cross; it contains no theory of atonement, the time is not come for such details; it simply 

asserts in broad, strong terms that the flesh and blood of the incarnate Son of God, severed as in death, 

are the source of eternal life.  

 

This mention by Jesus of His flesh as the bread from heaven gave rise to a new outburst of murmuring 

among His hearers. "They strove among themselves, saying, How can this man give us His flesh to eat?" 

Jesus had not yet said that His flesh must be eaten, but they took for granted that such was His meaning. 

They were right; and accordingly He went on to say, wi th the greatest solemnity and emphasis, that they 

must even eat His flesh and drink His blood. Unless they did that, they should have no life in them; if they 

did that, they should have life in all its fullness  -  life eternal both in body and in soul. For His flesh was the 

true food, and His blood was the true drink. They who partook of these would share in His own life. He 

should dwell in them, incorporated with their very being; and they should dwell in Him as the ground of 

their being. They should live a s secure against death by Him, as He lived from everlasting to everlasting 

by the Father. "This, therefore," said the speaker, reverting in conclusion to the proposition with which he 

started, "this (even my flesh) is that bread which came down from Heaven ; not as your fathers did eat 

manna and are dead: he that eateth of this bread shall live forever."  
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A third expression of disapprobation ensuing led Jesus to put the copestone on His high doctrine of the 

bread of life, by making a concluding declaration,  which must have appeared at the time the most 

mysterious and unintelligible of all: that the bread which descended from heaven must ascend up thither 

again, in order to be to the full extent the bread of everlasting life. Doth this offend you? asked He at  his 

hearers: this which I have just said about your eating my flesh and blood; what will ye say "if ye shall see 

the Son of man ascend up where He was before?" The question was in effect an affirmation, and it was 

also a prophetic hint, that only after He  had left the world would He become on an extensive scale and 

conspicuously a source of life to men; because then the manna of grace would begin to descend not only 

on the wilderness of Israel, but on all the barren places of the earth; and the truth in Hi m, the doctrine of 

His life, death, and resurrection, would become meat indeed and drink indeed unto a multitude, not of 

murmuring hearers, but of devout, enlightened, thankful believers; and no one would need any longer to 

ask for a sign when he could fin d in the Christian church, continuing steadfastly in the apostles' doctrine 

and fellowship, and in breaking bread and in prayers, the best evidence that He had spoken truth who 

said, "I am the bread of life."  

 

 

2. This, then, is the heavenly bread: even th e God -man incarnate, crucified, and glorified. Let us now 

consider more attentively the marvelous  virtue of this bread. It is the bread of life. It is the office of all 

bread to sustain life, but it is the peculiarity of this divine bread to give eternal l ife. "He that cometh to 

me," said the speaker, "shall never hunger, and he that believeth on me, shall never thirst." With 

reference to this life -giving power He called the bread of which He spake "living bread," and meat indeed, 

and declared that he who a te thereof should not die, but should live forever.  

 

In commending this miraculous bread to His hearers, Jesus, we observe, laid special stress on its power to 

give eternal life even to the body of man. Four times over He declared in express terms that all  who 

partook of this bread of life should be raised again at the last day. The prominence thus given to the 

resurrection of the body is due in part to the fact that throughout His discourse Jesus was drawing a 

contrast between the manna which fed the Israe lites in the desert and the true bread of which it was the 

type. The contrast was most striking just at this point. The manna was merely a substitute for ordinary 

food; it had no power to ward off death: the generation which had been so miraculously suppor ted passed 

away from the earth, like all other generations of mankind. Therefore, argued Jesus, it could not be the 

true bread from heaven; for the true bread must be capable of destroying death, and endowing the 

recipients with the power of an endless exi stence. A man who eats thereof must not die; or dying, must 

rise again. "Your fathers did eat manna in the wilderness, and are dead. This is the bread which cometh 

down from heaven, that a man may eat thereof, and not die."  

 

But the prominence given to the  resurrection of the body is due mainly to its intrinsic importance. For if 

the dead rise not, then is our faith vain, and the bread of life degenerates into a mere quack nostrum, 

pretending to virtues which it does not possess. True, it may still give spi ritual life to those who eat 

thereof, but what is that without the hope of a life hereafter? Not much, according to Paul, who says, "If in 

this life only we have hope in Christ, we are of all men most miserable." Many, indeed, in our day do not 

concur in t he apostle's judgment. They think that the doctrine of the life everlasting may be left out of the 

creed without loss -  nay, even with positive advantage, to the Christian faith. The life of a Christian seems 

to them so much nobler when all thought of futu re reward or punishment is dismissed from the mind. How 

grand, to pass through the wilderness of this world feeding on the manna supplied in the high, pure 

teaching of Jesus, without caring whether there be a land of Canaan on the other side of Jordan! Ver y 

sublime indeed! but why, in that case, come into the wilderness at all? why not remain in Egypt, feeding 

on more substantial and palatable viands? The children of Israel would not have left the house of bondage 

unless they had hoped to reach the promised  land. An immortal hope is equally necessary to the Christian. 

He must believe in a world to come in order to live above the present evil world. If Christ cannot redeem 

the body from the power of the grave, then it is in vain that He promises to redeem us from guilt and sin. 

The bread of life is unworthy of the name, unless it hath power to cope with physical as well as with moral 

corruption.  

 

Hence the prominence given by Jesus in this discourse to the resurrection of the body. He knew that here 

lay the cr ucial experiment by which the value and virtue of the bread He offered to His hearers must be 

tested. "You call this bread the bread of life, in contrast to the manna of ancient times: -  do you mean to 




