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"We conclude with the following advices. Labour to get a just es-

teem of your souls, and a due sense of what concerns another life.

The soul is the man, as being the best part of the man, ihe loss of

which nothing can ever counterbalance. Matth. xvi. 26, " For what

is a man profited, if he shall gain the whole world, and lose his own
soul ? or what shall a man give in exchange for his soul ?" The

other life is the life chiefly to be cared for, since that only is the life

which will have no end ; and a man is happy or unhappy, as his

plan for that life is well or ill laid. Be sensible of the real drudgery

of sin. It is as real a servitude as ever was in the world, while men
serve divers lusts. This is clear from the very light of nature : the

consideration of the noble nature of the soul, Avith the experience of

the tyranny of unruly i)assions, made some heathen moralists to lay

it down as a principle. That a wise man is a free man. "Wherefore,

believe that a holy life is the only true liberty; Psalm cxix. 44, 45,

" So shall I keep thy law continually, for ever and ever. And I

will walk at liberty ; for I seek thy precepts." He, then, who has

the mastery over his own corrupt will and inclinations, who walks

iu the way of God's commandments, is a person the most free and

easy. Lastly, Come to Christ for his redeeming blood and free spi-

rit. Renounce the devil, the world, and the flesh. Receive and im-

prove Jesus, as made of God unto you, wisdom, righteousness, sane-

tification, and redemption. Amen.

JESUS OPENS THE PRISON DOORS TO THE PRISONERS.

SERMON LIV.

Isaiah Ixi, 1,

And the opening of the prison to them that are hound.

Here is another benefit which, in the gospel, is brought by Christ to

sinners who are in their natural state, namely, a proclamation as to

opening the prison to the prisoners. In this there are two things.

1. The misery of a natural state, which is here laid out in its

full extent, in three particulars. You have heard that unconverted

sinners are Satan's captives ; this is a sad case, but it is yet worse
;

for,

(1.) They are also prisoners. Every captive is not a prisoner, but

all natural men, being Satan's captives, are held prisoners, shut up

in the prison of their natural :>tate. This is Satan's prison, crammed
full of his prisoners of war. But this is not all ; for,
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(2.) They are prisoners in chains, they are bound in the prison.

Satan has his irons on them, as malefactors under sentence of death,

that they may not escape. This is still worse than being a prisoner.

But worse than all this is here stated ; for,

(3.) They are blinded too in their prison. For the word rendered

opening, does particularly relate to the opening of the eyes; and there-

fore the prophet uses it to express the relieving of such prisoners per-

fectly. This is evident by comparing Luke iv, 18, "And recover-

ing of sight to the blind, to set at liberty them who are bruised."

It was a custom much used in the eastern nations, and retained

among the Turks to this day, to put out the eyes of some of their

prisoners, adding this misery to their imprisonment. So the Philis-

tines did with Samson ; Judges xvi. 21 ; and Nebuchadnezzar with

Zedekiah ; 2 Kings xxv. 7. This, in a spiritual sense, is the case

of all prisoners in their natural state. To sum up all, uncon-

verted sinner ! thou art Satan's captive, a captive in prison, and a

prisoner in chains ; and withal thine eyes are put out, thou art in

darkness, even darkness itself. In the words there is,

2. A suitable remedy, full help proclaimed by Christ in the gos-

pel. God has seen the misery of the prisoners, his Son has paid the

ransom for them, and thereupon he is sent to proclaim the opening

of the prison doors to them, opening every way to them ; for this

expression comprehends the affording full remedy to their case ;

namely, opening their prison,—opening their chains,—and opening

their eyes. By his word he offers it, by his Spirit he effects it, in

all his elect.—From this subject we i)ropose to your consideration

the following Doctrines :

—

Doctrine 1. That every unconverted sinner is a bound man in the

prison of a natural state, with his eyes put out.

Doctrine II. That by open proclamation in the gospel, Christ

offers to the prisoners in a natural state, an opening of their eyes,

of their bands, and of their prison-doors.

We begin with

Doctrine I. That every unconverted sinner is a bound man in

the prison of a natural state, with his eyes put out.

For illustrating this doctrine, we shall,

I. Speak of the imprisonment in which guilty sinners are.

II. Mention the bands, chains, and fetters wherewith they are

bound in the prison of a natural state.

III. Point out the darkness and blindness of the prisoners in

their natural state.

I. We are to consider the imprisonment in which unconverted

sinners are.
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This prison is the natural unconverted state ; and thus that word,

1 Pet. iii. 19, " By which also he went and preached to the spirits

in prison," is by some understood. However, it is plain that this is

meant in our text. Thus Peter said to Simon the sorcerer ; Acts

viii. 23, " For I perceive that thou art in the gall of bitterness, and

in the bond of iniquity." Thus sinners in their natural state are said

to be all concluded under sin, and shut up under the law ; Gal. iii.

22, 23. Concluded or shut up, that is, declared to be so. Let us

consider, then, the natural state as a state of imprisonment. Here

we shall answer the three following Questions :

—

1. Whose prisoners are they ?

2. What are the causes of this imprisonment ? And,

3. In what condition are natural men, as prisoners in this their

natural state ? We begin with,

Quest. 1. Whose prisoners are they ?

(1.) Unconverted sinners are God's prisoners, as the great Judge

and party whom they have offended ; Rom. xi. 32, " God hath con-

cluded them all in unbelief." There are two things in a natural

state.—The sinfulness of it ; they can do nothing but sin. Move
they cannot without that circle, more than a prisoner out of his

prison.—The misery of it. They are under the curse; Gal. iii. 10.

This last, God, as a just Judge, inflicted on mankind for the breach

of the covenant of works ; and while this lies upon them, there can

be no communion betwixt God and them, and consequently nothing

but sin in them ; and so they are all concluded under sin.

(2.) They are Satan's prisoners. He acts as the jailor, and is there-

fore said to have the power of death, Heb. ii. 14. Man, having

freely yielded to Satan, and become his captive, was delivered up

into his hand by the Judge. They are under the power of Satan,

Acts xxvi. 18. He keeps the keys of this prison, and watchfully

marks his prisoners, that none of them escape. Nay, when the com-

mandment is come, to deliver the elect out of his hand, he will not

yield them up, till the prison-doors be broke open, and they are

forcibly taken out of his hand.

Quest. 2. What are the causes of this imprisonment ? As to

this we observe, that they are in prison,

(1.) As debtors to divine justice. Sin is a debt, and the worst of

all debts ; committing sin is contracting a debt, which sinners are

unable to pay, but it must be paid ; a satisfaction must be made to

justice to the utmost farthing. As to natural men, their debt is not

forgiven. All their accounts stand uncancelled. They have as yet

no share in the Cautioner's payment. Therefore they are kept in

this prison justly for their debt, and they cannot escape. They
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were laid up there for our fatlier Adam's debt. This debt brought

all mankind into the prison, Rom. v. 12, " Wherefore, as by one

man sin entered into the world, and death by sin ; and so death

passed upon all men, for that all have sinned." The covenant being

broken, we became liable to pay the penalty, and, being unable to

relieve ourselves, were shut up in prison under the wrath and curse

of God. Tliey are also arrested there for their own debt, contracted

in their own persons. Every sinful thought, word, or action, is a

new item in our accounts. And at the instance of every broken

commandment, the law arrests the natural man in the prison, clap-

ping its curse upon the sinner ; so that the longer one remains in

his natural state, there is always the less hope of his delivery.

Nay, his delivery is impossible, till the Cautioner loose all the

arrests by paying the whole debt.

(2.) They are in prison as malefactors condemned in law ; John

iii. 18, " He that believeth not is condemned already." There is a

sentence of death passed upon all men in a natural state, they are

condemned to die eternally ; and therefore are committed to the

jailor, to keep them in the prison to the day of execution, which

they know not how soon it may be appointed, how soon death may
lead out the prisoner to have the sentence fully executed upon him.

I go on to,

Quest. 3. In what condition are natural men as prisoners in this

their natural state ? Their condition is most dismal ; for,

(1.) They are under the wrath of God, as the malefactor put in

prison is under the wrath of his judge. Hence it is said, Eph. ii. 3,

" And were by nature the childreu of wrath, even as others." A
natural state is a state of wrath. God bears a legal enmity against

thee as long as thou art out of Christ. There is a black cloud of

wrath which always hovers over the head of the natural man, and

never will scatter till he be a new creature. God is ever angry,

never pleased with him ; Psalm vii. 11, " God is angry with the

wicked every day." His person is not acceptable to God ; Psalra

V. 5, " The foolish shall not stand in his sight, and he hateth all the

workers of iniquity." Nor are his performances acceptable to God,

Isa. Ixvi. 3. God will have no communion nor fellowship with him

;

Amos iii. 3, " Can two walk together except they be agreed ?" Tbere

is wrath in his word, his looks, and dispensations towards him.

(2.) They are both under the dominion of the law, and also under

the lash of it; Gal. iii. 10, " For as many as are of the works of the

law, are under the curse, for it is written. Cursed is every one that

continueth not in all things written in the book of the law to do

them." It has him as fast in its hands as ever a prisoner was. It
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has him by the neck, saying, Pay what thoa owest; and will never

quit the hold through the ages of eternity, unless he get the Surety

that is able to take it off his hand. Its demands are high, quite

above his reach
;
perfect satisfaction for what is past

;
perfect obe-

dience for what is to come. It is a merciless creditor, and will abate

thee nothing. As long as thou art in its power, (and that is as long

as thou art in this prison), thou must lay thy account with the pay-

ment of the utmost farthing. What though the sentence is not

speedily executed ? a reprieve is no pardon ; Deut. xxxii. 35.

(3.) They are under the power of Satan, as the keeper of the pri-

son. Acts xxvi. 18. He has a commanding and a restraining power

over them, 2 Tim. ii. 26, " They are in the snare of the devil, and

taken captive by him at his will." They cannot move out without

the bounds of his jurisdiction, more than the prisoner out of the dun-

geon. It is true, Satan keeps not all alike close, some have the

liberty of the form of godliness, on account of which they reckon

themselves secure as to the goodness of their state, and by this de-

lusion they are held the faster in his hands.

(4.) They are in a most uncomfortable condition. If a person

was in a palace as a prison, it would be uncomfortable ; far more in

this case, the pit wherein is no water has nothing to refresh the

soul; Zech. ix. 11. It is true, most natural men are stupid, they

consider it not ; they are blind, and they see not the shadow of

death about them. But when once their eyes are opened, there is

no more rest for thera there ; they cry, " What shall we do to be

saved ?" They see the filthy prison-garments of unmortified, un-

pardoned sins about them, which they can no longer wear at ease.

The scanty allowance of the prisoner's diet, unblessed mercies,

which can serve for nothing but to keep in the wretched life till the

day of execution.

(5.) They have no security for a moment's safety ; but if their

eyes were opened, they would see themselves every moment in

hazard of dropping into the pit of hell ; see the natural man's case,

Psalm vii. 11—16. He is ever standing before God's bent bow, and

has nothing to secure him for a moment from the drawing of it. He
is condemned already, and the sentence is past ; no day known for

the execution, uncertain but every day the dead-warrant may be

given out against him, and he led forth to execution. What can he

see to put it off, but long abused i^atience which will wear out at

length ?

(6.) They are so secured, that they can never get away without

satisfaction for their debts and crimes. There is no breaking this

prison. Sooner may bars of iron and gates of brass be got over,
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than a prisoner can get out of the state of wrath without satisfying

the demands of the law. And therefore the sinner will die in this

prison, if he come not to Christ. There is no getting out of this pit

but by the blood of the covenant.

For the improvement of this part of the subject, ! sirs, be con-

cerned to look to the state of sin in this glass, and be ye duly

affected with it, as the matter requires. Consider, sinner, where

you are, and in what condition. Is the state of sin a prison-state ?

Then who are the men that walk at liberty ? Is it not these whose

consciences are purged by faith in Christ, whose guilt is removed,

who walk after the Spirit, and lead a holy, heavenly, circumspect

life ? Or is it those who, scorning to be bound up to the rules of a

holy walk, can stretch their consciences at their pleasure, and take

to themselves a sinful liberty, which others dare not for their souls,

who can laugh at those things for which others mourn, and follow

their lusts to the ruin of their souls ? Truly no. All that sinful

liberty which those do take, and all the pleasures which they have

in it, is but the rattling of the chains of the devil's prisoners, while

they go up and down in their prison. Is the state of sin a state in

which ye can quietly sleep another night ? It is a Sodom on which

fire and brimstone will come down. Haste ye, and escape for your

life. Ah ! sinner, canst thou be at ease in a state of wrath ? The

world, it may be, smiles upon thee ; it may be that it frowns ; but

what of either of these, while God is angry with thee every day ?

Thou hast perhaps something for many years for thy body, it may

be nothing ; but what security hast thou for thy soul, when death

shall call thee hence, thou knowest not how soon ? Is the work of

conversion to God a slight business, about which persons are under

small necessity to trouble their heads ? Surely it is a most weighty

business, which, if it be not done, there is nothing at all done for

eternity. Let men in an unconverted state put on what appear-

ances of religion they will, perform what duties they will, they are

but dead woi-ks, wrought in Satan's prison, and leave the worker in

a state of death. Turn, turn ye, then, from your sins unto God, cry

for regenerating sanctifying grace, rest not till you get it. Will

you not eagerly embrace the offer made you in the proclamation of

opening the prison to those that are bound ? Christ is come to your

prison door, offering by his blood and Spirit to set you free. Are

you willing to come away ? or are you so in love with your pri-

son as not to care for deliverance ? We are,

II. To mention the bands, chains, and fetters, with whicli un-

converted sinners are bound in the prison of a natural state. These

are twofold, God's and Satan's. There are.
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1. God's bands, for tbey are his prisoners ; and these are heavier

than the heaviest irons ever were on prisoners ; for,

(1.) There are bands of guilt and the curse on them all, by which

the law binds them over to wrath. Gal. iii. 10. Guilt is a bond

binding over the sinner to deserved punishment. The curse of the

law devotes him to destruction. These, worse than iron fetters,

enter into the soul ; and while they lie on persons, they cannot stir

out of the prison, nor make their escape. No sooner is the soul

awakened to feel them, than it feels thera heavier than can be

borne.

(2.) There are the bands of judicial hardness on some. Those

with whom the Lord has been long dealing, who will not hear, but

harden themselves against calls, warnings, and reproofs ; many
times the Lord judicially hardens them, makes hardness of heart

their punishment, as it is their sin ; recalls the motions of his

Spirit, Hos. iv. 17, " Ephraim is joined to his idols, let him alone."

He gives them over, saying, " He that is unjust, let him be unjust

still ; and he which is filthy, let him be filthy still," Rev. xxii. 11

;

he gives them up to their own lusts, Psalm Ixxxi. 12, " So I gave

them up unto their own hearts' lust ; and they walked in their own
counsels ;" and he gives thera up to Satan to harden them, 2 Cor. iv.

4, '* He hath blinded the minds of them which believe not, lest the

light of the glorious gospel of Christ, who is the image of God,

should shine unto them." So that under the most softening means

they grow worse and worse,' harder and harder, Isa. vi. 9, 10. These

are fearful bands : but besides these there are,

2. The devil's bands, which he puts on his prisoners in their na-

tural state, to secure them, that they may not come out of it to

Christ, may not be converted, may not be turned from their sins

unto God. These are many; such as,

(1.) The band of prejudices. These are so fixed on natural men,

that Jesus says, Matth. xi. 6, " Blessed is he whosoever shall not

be oflfended in me." Satan dresses up religion and true holiness in

such a monstrous shape, that they are aflTrighted at it, they cannot

wish it, they can never get a heart to it ; and therefore they enter-

tain Christ's message, as Nabal did David's, 1 Sam. xxv. 11, Shall

we, say they, give up with that pleasant or profitable way, in which

we are, and betake ourselves to a way that must needs be a con-

tinual weariness ? This is a strong band, but when the eyes are

opened, and God's ways are tried in earnest, it would break like an

untwined thread ; Prov. iii. 17, "Her ways are ways of pleasant-

ness, and all her paths are peace." Come and see. There is,

(2.) The band of ill company. Satan does as the Romans did
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•\yit1i some of tlieir prisouers, lie binds liis prisoners together, so that

one helps to hold fast another, to their ruin ; Prov. xiii. 20, " A
companion of fools shall be destroyed." Thus there are bundles of

drunkards, swearers, Sabbath profaners, despisers of what is good,

worldlings, to whom the world is the chief good; and every one of

the bundle is a snare to the soul of another. "With an eye to this

is the terrible sentence given, Matth. xiii. 30, " Gather ye together

first the tares, and bind them in bundles to burn them." Therefore

is the gospel-invitation, Prov. ix. 5, 6, " Come, eat of my bread, and

drink of the wine which I have mingled. Forsake the foolish, and

live, and go in the way of understanding." There is,

(3.) The band of earthly-mindedness. This held thera fast who

were bidden to the gospel-supper,'Luke xiv. 16—20. The wretched

world had its bands on every one of them, so that they could not

stir to come. They must look to this and the other business, that

they do not lose their advantage ; and while the devil's servant is

thus busy here and there, looking well to this and that, the im-

mortal soul, with the keeping of which God charges him, is lost.

The pleasures of the world, like syren songs, arrest them like iron

fetters covered with silk ; these secure them. The cares of the

world, like a thicket, entangle them, they cannot get leisure for

them to mind their souls ; and the weary earth ever interposing be-

twixt them and the Sun of Righteousness, they are thus kept in a

dark prison. There is,

4. The band of unbelief. This is such an one as no less than the

arm of the Lord can take off; Isa. liii. 1, " "Who hath believed our

report ? and to whom hath the arm of the Lord been revealed ?"

Men hear the word, but they do not believe it ; they believe not the

doctrine of the gospel, they count it foolishness, 1 Cor. i. 23. The

promises they do not believe, they count them but fair words, and

will not quit their certainty in a sinful course for the hope of thera,

Heb. iv. 1,2, 11. The threatenings they consider as mere scarecrows,

and in spite of thera promise theraselves peace ; Dent. xxix. 19,

" And it shall come to pass, when he heareth the words of this

curse, that he bless himself in his heart, saying, I shall have peace,

though I walk in the imagination of mine heart, to add drunkenness

to thirst." They believe not their need of Christ, and therefore

they slight and reject him. There is,

5. The band of slothfulness. This ties down the natural man in

his prison-bed, saying, Prov. vi. 10, " Yet a little sleep, yet a little

slumber, a little folding of the hands to sleep." It hangs so heavy

upon his legs, that he cannot move them in the way of God ; Prov.

xxvi. 13, " The slothful man saith. There is a lion in the way." " A
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lion is in the streets, yet his feet are swift to evil," Isa. lix. 7. This

band is so heavy on his head, that he cannot lift np his eyes; and
on his hands, that he cannot lift them to his month for his soul's

behoof; Prov. xxvi. 15, " The slothful hideth his hand in his bosom;

it grieveth him to bring it again to his mouth," This is a hellish

gulph on earth, that swallows up convictions, resolutions, motions of

good, and the like. They could be content to be better, if God
would work with them as with stocks and stones, which are at no

pains for their own polishing. They can spend whole days, and

even'nights, for the world and for their lusts ; but to spend a day, or

a considerable part of a day, in clearing their accounts, and laying

down their measures for eternity, this is what they cannot be

troubled with. There is,

6, The band of delays. This held Felix fast, when the rest of the

bands on him were like to give way, Acts xxiv,'25, "When trembling

under Paul's preaching, he said, " Go thy way for this time ; when
I have a more convenient season, I will call for thee." The pri-

soners, many of them, are not resolved not to come out, only they

put it off, resolving to do it afterwards. The young put it off till

they be old, the old till death come to their bed-side. Some make
one resolution, and some another, to turn to the Lord ; and though

the time comes which they had set, yet they still put it off again to

another time ; and so on, till death comes at length, and sweeps

them off, ere they have power to execute their good purposes.

There is,

7. The band of delusion ; Isa. xliv. 20, " He feedeth on ashes

;

a deceived heart hath turned him aside, that he cannot deliver his

soul, nor say. Is there not a lie in my right hand?" They are

under a fearful delusion as to their state, like Laodicea, Rev. iii.

17, " Because thou sayest, I am rich, and increased in goods, and

have need of nothing ; and knowest not that thou art wretched, and
miserable, and poor, and blind, and naked." As one is refused ad-

mission by mistake, so Christ is often kept at the door; for the

poor deluded sinner thinks he is in already. They abide fast in the

gall of bitterness, because they imagine themselves to be got out of

it already. They remain unconverted, because they reckon them-

selves already converted. This is a most dangerous case, which

should stir us all up to an impartial examination of our state ; Isa.

1. 11, " Behold, all ye that kindle a fire, that compass yourselves

about with sparks : walk in the light of your fire, and in the sparks

which you have kindled. This ye shall have of mine hand, ye shall

lie down in sorrow." There is.

Lastly^ The band of divers lusts ; 2 Tim. iii. 6, " Laden with sins,
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led away with divers lusts." They are laden with them, as ever a

prisoner was with irons, so that by them Satan holds them fast.

Unmortified lusts crawl up and down, preying on their souls, and

keeping them in a state of death. They hang about them, crying,

Give, give, so that they can get nothing done to purpose for eter-

nity. And so many unmortified lusts as there are about a man,

Satan has so many handles to hold him by. A lust of covetousness,

of pride, sensuality, and the like, will hold a man fast.

This part of the subject may be improved in a use of lamentation.

This is a lamentation, and may be for a lamentation over all the un-

converted, as bound men in the prison of a natural state. Thou art

little concerned with it, but the misery of the case deserves tears of

blood. For thou art laid up in custody at the instance of God's

law and justice, as a debtor and criminal. As a debtor, thou shalt

not be let out till thou hast paid the utmost farthing. But, alas

!

thou hast nothing wherewith to pay ; men and angels cannot help

thee ; their united stock is not sufficient to pay off the debt of sin.

As a criminal, thou canst not be let out, till thou abide thy trial

;

and terrible will it be whenever God calls thee to it ; when thy in-

dictment is read, and thou art tried for thy life according to law,

•what canst thou say ? thy crimes are undeniable. Thou canst not

get out by force or fraud, slight or might. Thou art God's prisoner,

as the offended party. What canst thou do or say that is not known
to him who sees all things ? "Whither canst thou flee, where his

hand will not find thee out. Thou art Satan's prisoner as thy jailor.

He has malice enough to prompt him to watch and keep thee, power

enough to hold thee still. His iron-bands and chains are upon thee

in the prison-house, how canst thou escape ? Look to the bands on

thee in the prison ; look on them and mourn, and lament thy case.

There are bands on thee of God's laying on, and who but he then

can take them off? for he shutteth, and no man can open. Rev. iii.

7. Thou art bound under the curse of the law, and God has bound

thee ; to whom canst thou apply to loose thee ? If men lay on

bands, God can loose the prisoner, whether they will or not ; " Tho

Lord looseth the prisoners," Psalm cxlvi. 7. But if God lay on the

bands, the whole creation may stand and commiserate the prisoner.

They may drop a tear, but neither angels nor men can loose him.

There are bands on thee of Satan's laying on ; and these must be

sad ones which are led on by that hand. He is the strong man
;

it must be a stronger than he who can loose them ; this is beyond

thy reach. Thou didst not feel God's bands, but walkest lightly

under them. Thou entertainest and takest a pleasure in Satan's

chains, in your company, sinful pleasures, and the like. This makes
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thy escape the more hopeless ; while thou rejoicest in thine iron

fetters, as if they were chains of gold, it is an evidence that thou

art beside thyself. Finally, These bands will infallibly secure thy

ruin, if thou be not loosed in time ; thou wilt die in the prison, if

thou be not timeously brought out. There is but one step betwixt

thee and death, eternal death. If thou die in the prison of an un-

converted state, thou wilt go to the prison of hell, where the pri-

soners are kept without hope of any release.

This being the case, see to yourselves in time, prisoners of hope !

Labour to be loosed from your bands, that you die not in the pit.

To such I would offer the following Advices :

—

1. Awake, and feel the weight of the bands on thee ; there is no

hope of thy deliverance while thou walkest lightly under them.

Mourn over your guilt, your unbelief, and long for deliverance.

2. Put your case in the hand of the great Cautioner, who is will-

ing and able to relieve you. Employ the Advocate, who will cer-

tainly carry the plea in your favour. He will not do as the butler

who forgot Joseph, though employed to use his interest to bring

him out of prison; but by the blood of his covenant Jesus will de-

liver you.

3. Give in your petition to your Judge : Job ix. 15, " I would,"

says Job, " make my supplication to my Judge." Pray, pray, ye

prayerless persons
;
pray every day, pray always, ye who pray only

now and then ; a sign that ye have to begin this exercise, to pray to

purpose. Pray seriously, fervently, importunately, ye that are for-

mal in prayer. Your life lies at stake : there is no time to trifle.

4. Hasten your trial, that your plea may be heard before a throne

of grace ; for if you miss that tribunal, it will come before another

at death and judgment, when it will be impossible for you to stand.

There are two tribunals for such prisoners, the tribunal of mercy
and grace, and the tribunal of justice. There is, the tribunal of

mercy and grace, to which the sinner is brought in the work of con-

version, in time, in this world. Hither the elect prisoner is brought,

and stands trembling, while other prisoners lie still in the prison,

jovial and easy. Here he is accused, convicted and condemned ; he

subscribes to the equity of the sentence ; but, by the provision made
in this court for criminals, he comes off acquitted from the sentence

of death, to return to the prison no more. There is the tribunal of

justice, to which the sinner is brought at death and the last day.

Here the prisoner, in his natural state, is sisted, accused, convicted,

and condemned without remedy; Matth. xxii. 13, ' Then said the

king to the servants, Bind him (that wants the wedding-garment)

hand and foot, and take him away, and cast him into outer dark-
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ness ; there sliall bo weeping and pnasliing of teeth." And from

hence he is sent into the prison of hell.. At the one or the other

of these tribunals, all the prisoners must appear for their trial. To

the first, I would have you to hasten your cause ; for it has advan-

tages which the other has not. lu the first, the law is subservient to

the gospel, and condemns, to make the sinner flee to the Mediator; Gal.

iii. 24, " Wherefore the law was our schoolmaster to bring us unto

Christ, that wo might be justified by faith." In the second, the law con-

demns, to make the sinner's case absolutely hopeless. The one makes

the sinner sick unto life and everlasting health, the other to death. At
the one, a person may have the advantage of a Surety to undertake

for his debt, of an Advocate to plead for him, 1 John ii. 1, " If any

man sin, we have an Advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the

righteous, and he is the propitiation for our sins." He never fails

to bring his client's cause to a comfortable issue. But at the other,

there is no Cautioner, no Advocate ; the prisoner must act all for

himself ;
yea, the Cautioner and Advocate is judge to condemn him.

Finally, at the one, there is a covert of blood for the condemned

man to flee under, where the sentence of death cannot take effect.

There are horns of an altar, from which justice cannot take him,

and a city of refuge, where he shall be safe. But none of these are

to be had at the other : therefore haste the trial. We now proceed,

III. To consider the darkness and blindness of the prisoners in a

natural state. Here it will be necessary to attend to three things.

First, The nature of this blindness. Secondly, The kinds of it inci-

deni to these prisoners. And, Thirdly, The effects of it ui)on them.

Let us attend,

First, To the nature of this blindness. And here we may observe,

that it is a spiritual, and not a bodily defect. Though they have

their eyes in their heads, their poor souls are full of darkness

;

Eph. V. 8, " Ye were sometimes darkness." Though they may have

a natural and literal knowledge of spiritual things, yet they want

the spiritual and saving light of life : 1 Cor. ii, 14, " The natural

man receiveth not the things of the Spirit of God, for they are

foolishness unto him ; neither can he know them, because they are

spiritually discerned." How manifestly are these distinguished !

Though they have the knowledge of the history of these things, yet

they are strangers to the mystery of them. Thus it is said, Deut.

xxix. 4, " Yet the Lord hath not given you an heart to perceive, and

eyes to see, and ears to heai*, unto this day." Again, it is total

blindness. They are not only dark, but darkness itself, Eph. v. 8.

There is not the least gleam of saving light in their souls ; they are

absolute strangers to, and unacquainted with God in Christ. Their
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service in religion is to an unknown God. They know not Christ;

there is a transcendent glory in him, but they cannot perceive it.

They are strangers to themselves ; they are wretched and miserable,

but know it not, Rev. iii. 17. They see not their sins in their own
ugly colours, in their natural deformity. Let us,

Secondly, Attend to the kinds of blindness incident to these pri-

soners. There is a natural blindness common to all of them. All

Adam's children are born blind; Rom. iii. 11, "There is none that

understandeth, there is none that seeketh after God." Our minds

naturally are void of saving light, we have lost saving knowledge,

with other parts of God's image. Hence, whenever grace opens the

eyes, people are as it were brought into a new world, seeing things

they never saw before, and seeing them in that manner in which

they never saw them before. Again, There is an acquired blind-

ness, which they procure to themselves; Eph. iv. 18, "Having the

understanding darkened, being alienated from the life of God
through the ignorance that is in them, because of the blindness of

their heart." The power and prevalence of lusts blind them
more and more to the true interest of their souls. The light

shines about them, but they hate it ; it glances in their faces from

the word and providence, but they shut their eyes and will not

let it in; Isa. xxvi. 11, "Lord, when thy hand is lifted up, they

will not see." They by this means strengthen their diseases ; and
the longer they continue in it, there is the less hope. Finally,

There is a judicial blindness ; Isa. vi. 9, 10, " And he said. Go and

tell this people, hear ye indeed, but understand not ; and see ye in-

deed, but perceive not. Make the heart of this people fat, and
make their ears heavy, and shut their eyes." They rebel against

the light, they abuse that light which they have, they will not open

their eyes to clear light, and God judicially shuts them. He with-

draws the common influence of his Spirit from them, and they are

infatuated, so that they cannot see their own true interest, but act as

fools and madmen in matters of the greatest importance. They
are " delivered over to a reprobate mind, to do those things which

are not convenient," Rom. i. 28. They are also delivered to Satan,

who, as the executioner of justice, binds them more and more
;

2 Cor. iv. 4, " He blinds the minds of them that believe not." We
are to attend,

Thirdly, To the effects of this blindness on the prisoners. These

are many ; I mention the following :—There is,

1. A situation truly uncomfortable and piteous. They are sit-

ting in darkness, and in the region and shadow of death, Matth. iv.

16. What a melancholy case were the Egyptians in during the

Vol. IX. 2 q
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three days' darkness, while the Israelites had light in all their

dwellings ! It was among the last and worst of their plagues.

Surely light is sweet ; and the more excellent the light is, it must

be the sadder to be deprived of it. The light of God's grace and

favour is the most excellent light, and therefore heaven is called

light, and hell is darkness, utter darkness ; no gleam of comfort in

hell, A natural state is the suburbs of hell, and no real comfort in

this condition, but a possibility of help. Therefore the saints pity

them, as in a most piteous condition. Jerusalem's case drew tears

from our Saviour's eyes, Luke xix. 41, 42. There is,

2. Unacquaintedness with their own state of sinfulness and

misery ; Rev. vii. 17- Their misery ; they are blind, they see not the

hazard they are in every moment of dropping into the pit. The mes-

sengers of death are approaching them, the sword of justice is hang-

ing over their heads, signs of approaching ruin are on them and about

them ; others see it, but not themselves ; Hos. vii. 9, " Strangers have

devoured his strength, and he knoweth it not; yea, gray hairs are

here and there upon him, yet he knoweth it not." The prodigal never

saw his starving condition, till he came to himself, Luke xv. 17- Their

sinfulness also ; of this they are ignorant ; Rom. vii. 9, " For I was

alive without the law once ; but when the commandment came, sin

revived and I died." As in a house, the motes flying thick there

are not perceived till the sun-beams enlighten it; so, till the Lord

open the eyes of the blinded sinner, he sees not those swarms of

living lusts which are preying on his dead soul, the innumerable

evils which compass him about, those multiplied pieces of guilt which

are binding him over to destruction.

3. They are easily ensnared and deceived in matters of the

greatest concern. Our Lord Jesus pronounces a woe to the world

because of offences, Matth. xviii. 7. Because stumbling-blocks laid

before the blind cannot but have most pernicious effects. The

world is full of snares laid by Satan and his instruments ; and the

blindness of the mind exposes men to the utmost hazard by them.

How easily are they cheated out of their greatest interests for

another world, and made to hug a shadow instead of the substance,

and embrace a scorpion instead of a fish, and stones instead of

bread ; because, though they be eagle-eyed in the things of time,

they are like bats and owls as to the light of life. Like Esau, for

©ne morsel of meat they sell this birth-right, Heb. xii. 16.

4. They get no good of the light of the gospel, but stumble at

noon-day, as in the dark. They receive this grace in vain. The

night and day are alike to the blind, winter and spring to the dead

tree. And hence men live under the gospel as loosely, profanely,
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and carelessly, as if they were living in the dark corners of the

earth. The light of the gospel, like a shining sun, has arisen, teach-

ing us, that, " denying ungodliness and worldly lusts, we should

live soberly, righteously, and godly, in this present world," Tit. ii.

12. But instead of going like men to their proper work, they like

wild beasts go to their dens, and lie at ease, neither working out

their own salvation, nor doing any good to others. The light is set

up to them, but their works are works of darkness, and so they

hate the light.

5. They are precipitating themselves into the utmost hazard to

their souls, without fear ; Psalm xxxvi. 1, " The transgression of

the wicked saith within my heart, that there is no fear of God be-

fore his eyes." How fearlessly do men venture themselves into the

forbidden ground, rush in the way of sin on the sword-point of

justice; Jer. viii. 6, "I hearkened, and heard, but they spake not

aright ; no man repented him of liis wickedness, saying, What have

I done ? every one turned to his course, as the horse rusheth Rto
the battle." They drink up iniquity as the ox the water, being in

that case as blind men drinking up a cup of poison, which they

know not to be such. There is,

6. Deep security in the most dangerous condition, as not seeing

what is before them. They go on in their courses, as the sinners

did before the flood, Matth. xxiv. 38. They are exposed every day

to the utmost hazard, yet they are secure. They stand before God's

bent bow, as a mark to his arrows, yet they are at ease. "\i\^rath

is pursuing them, yet they are not concerned to flee from the wrath

to come. They are jovial while about the pit's mouth, and even

though they are in hazard every moment of falling into it.

Lastly, To sum up all in a word, this blindness fills the whole

man in heart and life with darkness and confusion; Matth. vi. 23,
" But if thine eye be evil, thy whole body shall be full of dark-

ness ; if; therefore, the light that is in thee be darkness, how great is

that darkness !" A person can do nothing which is good in this

case, he lies open to all evil both of sin and misery. And this

darkness, unremoved, will make way for eternal darkness.

Having, as we proceeded, made some practical improvement, in

conclusion, we shall only exhort you,

1. To be convinced, of this your natural darkness; believe it from

the Lord's word, and believe your hazard from it, though other-

wise ye do not see it.

2. See your need of Christ to open your eyes. Pray for the

Spirit; say, with the blind man, " Lord, that mine eyes may be

opened."

2 Q 2
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Lastly, From what has been said on the several parts of Christ's

commission with respect to natural men, unconverted sinners may
get a broad view of their misery. Ye are Satan's captives, yea, pri-

soners, God's prisoners, the devil's prisoners, prisoners in bands, and

blinded prisoners. Be deeply affected with your condition, and be per-

suaded, as prisoners of hope, to return to your strong-holds, while

you have access to them. "While it is called to-day, harden not

your hearts, but hearken to his voice, proclaiming that he is " anoint-

ed to open the prison to them that are boand."

THE SAME SUBJECT CONTINUED.

SERMON LV.

« Isaiah Ixi. 1,

And the opening of the prison to them that are hound.

Having attended to the first doctrinal point on this subject, we

now go on to

DocTEiNE II. That, by open proclamation in the gospel, Jesus

offers to prisoners in a natural state, an opening of their eyes, a

loosing of their bands, and a bringing them out of their prisons.

We shall illustrate the different parts of this doctrine, under the

following heads :

—

I. We shall show, that Christ offers to such an opening of their

eyes, the recovery of their spiritual sight, and to bring them from

darkness unto light.

II. We shall show how Christ takes off the devil's bands from

these prisoners.

III. We shall show, that Christ offers to prisoners in a natural

state, an opening of their prisons, and a bringing them out of these.

The improvement of each will be added as we proceed. We are

then,

I. To shew, that Christ offers to prisoners in a natural state, an

opening of their eyes, the recovery of their spiritual sight, and so to

bring them from darkness unto light.

What, do such say, is in this offer ? Certain it is that saving

illumination is hereby offered to you; Rev. iii. 18, *' I counsel thee,"

says he, " to anoint thine eyes with eye-salve, that thou mayest see."

This is a glorious and most necessary benefit, a thousand times

more necessary than light to those who are naturally blind. The
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unrenewed world lie in darkness, they will not, Ihey cannot see.

There is a long and dark night upon them. Christ offers to bring

a morning unto their souls, to make the day-star arise there
;
yea,

the Sun of righteousness to shine there. There is a thick mist about

you, so that you cannot see your way, but spend your life in endless

wanderings among deep pits. He will, by the spirit of his mouth,

dispel it, and make light to arise up, that ye may see clearly about

you. Your eyes are clouded and blinded ; he will make the scales

to fall off from them ; and this will give you a threefold sight.

There is,

1. A sad and melancholy sight, the saddest ever you saw, which

will make the lightest heart among us all heavy ; and this is a sight

of yourselves in your universal sinfulness and defilement. This

pricked Peter's hearers to the heart, Acts ii. 37. It struck Paul with

the paleness of death ; for *' I was alive," said he, " without the law

once ; but when the commandment came, siu revived, and I died,"

Rom. vii. 9. Men naturally are strangers to themselves, but when

the prisoner's eyes are opened, ht gets a broad view of his sinful

self. He sees a corrupt nature, from which no good can come;

averse to good, and prone to evil ; not to be changed, but by a mi-

racle of grace ; Rom. viii. 24, *' wretched man that I am ! who
shall deliver me from the body of this death ?" He sees a corrupt,

desperately wicked heart :
" The heart is deceitful above all things,

and desperately wicked ; who can know it ?" Jer. xvii. 9. There is

an emptiness of all good ; a fulness of all evil, the seed and root of

all abominations which are done in the world, living lusts of all

kinds, like so many vermin in their nest, Mark vii. 21 ; a continual

steam of actual sinning and lusting, arising from hence on the

steam of a dunghill. Further, he sees a sinful life and conversa-

tion, woven into one continued piece of sin, where the parts some-

time thought good will appear even black as hell, like the rest

;

unclean lips, all over defiled with vanity or vileness; an unclean

life, which is unfruitful and unprofitable for God and for them-

selves ;
full of sins against the holy law of God, committed against

much light and love, as well as checks by word and providence, &c.

"When the Lord comes to the prisoner, and opens his eyes, he takes

him and leads him through his heart and life ; then what a sad

sight does he get ! then will he cry, as in Job, xl. 4, " Behold, I am
vile ; what shall I answer thee ? I will lay mine hand upon my
mouth." Then is accomplished these words, *' Thine own wicked-

ness shall correct thee, and thy backslidings shall reprove thee
;

know therefore, and see that it is an evil thing and a bitter that

thou hast forsaken the Lord thy God, and that my fear is not in

thee, saith the Lord of hosts," Jer. ii. 19. There is,



606 JESUS OPEXS THE rRiSOX D00K3

2. A terrible and frightful sight, which will make the stoutest

heart to tremble, so that they shall say, as Moses did at the burning

mount, " I excedingly fear and quake." And this sight is three-

fold. There is a sight of an absolute God, in the glory of his holi-

ness and justice, Lev. x. 3. Men's eyes are naturally withheld, so

that they see not what a God they have to do with, Psalm 1. 21.

They think he is altogether such an one as themselves ; but says he,

" I will reprove thee, and set them (your sins) in order before you."

"When their eyes are opened, they are cured of their fatal mistake
;

Hab. i. 13, " Thou art of purer eyes than to behold evil, and canst

not look on iniquity." They see him on a throne of justice, angry

with the wicked every day ; a hater of every sin, a severe avenger

of sin from the least to the greatest, with whom no sin is accounted a

small thing. There is a fiery stream issuing out of his mouth, to

devour his adversaries, as engaged, by his word and nature, to mag-

nify the law and make it honourable. This terrible sight will give

the sinner experience of the psalmist's case, Psalm Ixxiii. 3, " I re-

membered God, and was troubled ; I complained, and my spirit was

overwhelmed ;" and hence make his heart cry out within him, as in

Isa. xxxiii. 14, " Who among us shall dwell with devouring fire ?

Who among us shall dwell with everlasting burnings?" Again, he

gets a sight of the fiery law in its absolute purity, extensiveness,

and severity ; Rom. vii. 9, '' For I was alive without the law once
;

but when the commandment came, sin revived, and I died." The

law, to the blinded sinner, is like a looking glass covered over with

dust, in which the man never sees the true shadow of himself. But

when the sinner's eyes are opened, the glass is rubbed clean, and

shines bright, to his terror and astonishment. Then it discovers

the damnable nature of some things he thought good, the heinous-

ness of what he reckoned small faults, and makes all his sins greater

than ever he thought them- He sees the threats and curses of the

law, no more as scarecrows, or as the shadows of the mountains,

but more sure than heaven or earth to have their eff'ect. And then

one word o f it will go deeper with him than a thousand used to do.

Further, he gets a sight of himself, in his miserable, lost, and un-

done estate. Like the prodigal, he comes to himself, and sees that

he is perishing with hunger. He sees himself to be ruined, to be a

self-destroyer; a dead man in law, devoted to destruction by the

curse of the law ; under sentence of eternal death, pronounced by

the Judge of all, and registered in the Bible ; bound with the

threatenings of the law, as so many cords of death ; and withal,

utterly unable to extricate himself out of this gulph of sin and

misery ; Rom, v. 6, " For when we were yet without strength, in due

time Christ died for the ungodly."




