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2 Cor. ii. 17, and iii. 1–6.

“For we are not as many, which corrupt the word of God: but as of sincerity, but as of God, in the sight of God, speak we in Christ. Do we begin again to commend ourselves? Or need we, as some others, epistles of commendation to you, or letters of commendation from you? Ye are our epistle, written in our hearts, known and read of all men: forasmuch as ye are manifestly declared to be the epistle of Christ ministered by us; written, not with ink, but with the Spirit of the living God; not in tables of stone, but in fleshly tables of the heart. And such trust have we through Christ to Godward; not that we are sufficient of ourselves to think anything as of ourselves; but our sufficiency is of God; who hath made us able ministers of the New Testament; not of the letter, but of the spirit: for the letter killeth, but the spirit giveth life.”





To “speak the same thing,”—to “be of one mind in the Lord,”—to be altogether one in the Father, and in the Son, as they are one, is the proper habitude of all the members of the church, and especially of all ministers of the word, of God.

Because, however, of human imperfections, differences have arisen in the church, even from the earliest and holiest days. Wherefore controversy in the present day need not surprise us; nor should we shun it as if it were necessarily unchristian; nor is any man obliged to take part in it with any other feelings than such as are holy and benignant. With good will may we withstand or intreat one another, or earnestly contend for the faith against an adversary.

Did not the apostle Paul withstand Peter to the face, with feelings anything but personally hostile, because he was to be blamed for his dissembling example: and does not the silence of the story most eloquently speak the silent and affectionate concession of the brother who was blamed?

Do not the words, which I have just read, bring before us another early conflict in holy times: when “many” teachers of the word of God “corrupted” it, and the apostle had to maintain the truth against them as “false apostles” [2] appealing in his own behalf to sanctions given to him by God Himself? And are we not safely to conclude that his zeal and charity in the contest obtained a blessed recompense in the preservation of many from those ruinous corruptions.

Now it is observable that the apostle concentrates the strength of his defence, in this particular passage, in an appeal to the work of the Holy Spirit of God attending his ministrations. Whatever might be the truths or errors brought into question,—whether concerning the Holy Ghost Himself, or other subjects of a different nature,—there were such effects of his labours to be seen, as would prove the presence of that Divine Spirit with his ministry, and not with the contrary. And hence we may infer, that though all teachers among Christians will assert their possession of the Spirit, all may not possess Him; and the teaching of some may want this remarkable and distinguishing evidence of being from God.

We need not dissemble that our own Church is Corinthian in this respect in the present day. We clergy are so. We cannot—(and in my heart I feel deeply what I say)—we cannot all be right. And it is my honest and heart-rending conviction, that some of our differences are such, as will separate us for ever, if we die in them.

But come now, and let us reason together. We have all, by our outward vocation, one common interest in one common and most momentous work. We have to save our own souls, and the souls of them that hear us. Our responsibilities reach into eternity! May we by love so serve one another that we may all be workers together with God in the immense design, for which His Son our Saviour died upon the cross; that in the great day of His appearing many converted souls may be our “epistles of commendation” before His throne in glory!

Concerning the great controversy, which at present pervades our church, some things relate to the Holy Ghost Himself, some more especially to the Lord Jesus Christ, some to the Holy Scriptures, some more particularly to the church.

Whatever of these I may notice, I wish to keep the Holy Spirit prominently in our view, and to make our truth or error, as bearing upon Him, the main matter of our discourse. The general subject will be The sanction of that Divine Person in the Holy Trinity, attending one sort of doctrine and ministry, and not another, and the evidences to be observed of the fact: and it will involve this question, namely, Who are the true ministers of the Lord Jesus Christ, accredited by the Holy Ghost?

If I state things which some of us well know, I feel confident that they will admit the importance of my bringing them before others, who may not be aware of the position at which we are already arrived in the matters we have to speak of.

I. The first thing which I have to propound is this: That the Holy Ghost is the essential Agent in the right administration and reception of divine ordinances. In this, taken generally, we are all agreed.

None of us doubts that the words of the apostle to the presbyters of Ephesus would now apply to all true presbyters of Christ: “Take heed to yourselves, and to all the flock, over which the Holy Ghost hath made you overseers, to feed the church of God, which He hath purchased with His own blood.” [5a] So, the seven deacons were “men full of the Holy Ghost and wisdom.” [5b] The word also is said to be “preached with the Holy Ghost sent down from heaven:” to come to those hearing it aright, “in power and in the Holy Ghost, and in much assurance;” [5c] and to be received with “joy of the Holy Ghost;” and “in demonstration of the Spirit and of power.” [5d] And so, both in regard to ministers and members of the church, it is declared, that “to one is given by the Spirit the word of wisdom, to another the word of knowledge by the same Spirit, to another faith by the same Spirit;”—all these more ordinary gifts, as well as those which were miraculous, “worketh that one and the self-same Spirit, dividing to every man severally as he will.” [6a] And when it is also solemnly declared—“I give you to understand, that no man can say (aright) that Jesus is the Lord, but by the Holy Ghost,” [6b]—and that “if any man have not the Spirit of Christ, he is none of His;” [6c]—how clear and unquestionable is the conclusion, that the Holy Ghost must be the essential Agent in the right administration and reception of divine ordinances; and that in fact there can be none without Him, in the minds both of ministers and people.
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