
SERMON IV.*

STEADFASTNESS OF PROMISES,

AND THE

SINFULNESS OF STAGGERING.

• This sermon was preached before the FarliameDt, Feb. 28, 1649, being a day
5-et apart for solemn huruiliation throughout the nation.



TO

THE COMMONS OF ENGLAND
IN

PARLIAMENT ASSEMBLED.

Sirs,

That God in whose hand your breath is, and whose

are all your ways, having caused various seasons to

pass over you, and in them all manifested, that his

works are truth, and his ways judgment, calls earnestly

by them for that walking before him, which is required

from them, who with other distinguishing mercies, are

interested in the specialty of his protecting providence.

As in a view of present enjoyments, to sacrifice to your

net, and burn incense to your drag, as though by them,

your portion were fat and plenteous, is an exceeding

provocation to the eyes of his glory ; so to press to the

residue of your desires and expectations, by an arm of

flesh, the designings and contrivances of carnal reason,

with outwardly appearing mediums of their accom-

plishment, is no less an abomination to him. Though

there may be a present sweetness to them that find the

life of the hand, yet their latter end will be, to lie down

in sorrow. That you might be prevailed on to give

glory to God by steadfastness in believing, committing

all your ways to him with patience in well-doing, to

the contempt of the most varnished appearance of

carnal policy, was my peculiar aim in this ensuing-

Sermon.

That which added ready willingness to my obedi-

ence unto your commands for the preaching and pub-
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lishing' hereof, being- a serious proposal for the ad-

vancement and propagation of the gospel in another

nation, is here again recommended to your thoughts, by

Your most humble servant,

In our common Master,

J. Owen.
March 8. 1649.
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SERMON IV.

He staggered not at the promise of God through unbelief.—Rom. iv, 20.

In the first chapters of this epistle, the apostle, from Scrip-

ture, and the constant practice of all sorts of men, of all

ages, Jews and Gentiles, wise and barbarians, proves all the

world, and every individual therein, to ' have sinned and

come short of the glory of God :' and not only so, but that

it was utterly impossible, that by their own strength, or by

virtue of any assistance communicated, or privileges enjoyed,

they should ever attain to a righteousness of their own, that

might be acceptable unto God.

Hereupon he concludes that discourse with these two

positive assertions : First, That for what is past, * every

mouth must be stopped, and all the world become guilty

before God ;' chap. iii. 19. Secondly, For the future, though

they should labour to amend their ways, and improve their

assistances and privileges to a better advantage than formerly,

* yet by the deeds of tlie law, shall no flesh be justified in the

sight of God ;' ver. 20.

Now it being the main drift of the apostle, in this epistle,

and in his whole employment, to manifest that God hath not

shut up all the sons of men, hopeless and remediless under

this condition ; he immediately discovers and opens the rich

supply, which God in free grace hath made and provided,

for the delivery of his own from this calamitous estate, even

by the righteousness of faith in Christ, which he unfoldeth,

asserteth, proves, and vindicates from objections, to the end

of the third chapter.

This being a matter of so great weight, as, comprising in

itself the sum of the gospel wherewith he was intrusted

;

the honour and exaltation of Christ, which above all he de-

sired ; the great design of God to be glorious in his saints
;

and in a word, the chief subject of the ambassage from Christ,

to him committed (to wit, that they who neither have, nor

by any means can attain a righteousness of their own, by the

utmost of their workings, may yet have that which is com-

plete and unrefusable in Christ, by believing), he therefore

VOL. XV. s
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strongly confirms it in the fourth chapter, by testimony and

example of the Scripture, with the saints that were of old

:

thereby also declaring^, that though the manifestation of this

mystery, were now more fully opened by Christ from the

bosom of the Father, yet indeed this was the only way for

any to appear in the presence of God, ever since sin entered

into the world.

To make his demonstrations the more evident, he singleth

out one for an example, who was eminently known, and

confessed by all to have been the friend of God, to have been

righteous and justified before him, and thereon to have

held sweet communion with him all his days ; to wit,

Abraham, the father according to the flesh, of all those, who
put in the strongest of all men for a share in righteousness,

by the privileges they did enjoy, and the works they did

perform.

Now concerning him, the apostle proves abundantly in

the beginning of the fourth chapter, that the justification

which he found, and the righteousness he attained, was

purely that, and no other, which he before described ; to

wit, a righteousness in the forgiveness of sins, through faith

in the blood of Christ. Yea, and that all the privileges and

exaltations of this Abraham, which made him so signal and

eminent among the saints of God, as to be called ' the father

of the faithful,' were merely from hence, that this righteous-

ness of grace was freely discovered, and fully established

unto him : an enjoyment being granted him in a peculiar

manner, by faith of that promise, wherein the Lord Christ,

with the whole spring of the righteousness mentioned, was
inwrapped. This the apostle pursues with sundry and

various inferences and conclusions, to the end of ver. 17.

chap. iv.

Having laid down this, in the next place he gives us a

description of that faith of Abraham, whereby he became
inheritor of those excellent things, from the adjuncts of it.

That as his justification was proposed as an example of

God's dealing with us by his grace, so his faith might be laid

down as a pattern for us, in the receiving that grace.

Now this he doth, from
First, The foundation of it, whereon it rested.

,
, Secondly, The matter of it, what he believed.
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Thirdly, The manner of it, or how he believed.

First, From the bottom and foundation on which it

rested, viz. The omnipotency or all-sufficiency of God,

whereby he was able to fulfil whatever he had engaged

himself unto by promise, and which he called him to be-

lieve, ver. 14. * He believed him who quickeneth the dead,

and calleth those things which be not, as though they

were.'

Two great testimonies are here of the power of God:
1. That * he quickeneth the dead :' able he is to raise up

those that are dead to life again.

2. ' He calleth things that are not, as though they were :'

by his very call or word, gives being to those things which

before were not : as when he said, ' Let there be light, there

was light;' Gen. i. 3. by that very word, 'commanding light

to shine out of darkness ;' 2 Cor. iv. 6.

These demonstrations of God's all-sufficiency he consi-

dereth in peculiar reference to what he was to believe ; to

wit, that 'he might be the father of many nations;' ver. 11.

of the Jews according ' to the flesh,' of Jews and Gentiles,

according to the faith whereof we speak. For the first, his

' body being now dead, and Sarah's womb dead,' ver. 19.

he rests on God * as quickening the dead,' in believing that

he ' shall be the father of many nations.' For the other,

that he should be a father of the Gentiles by faith, the Holy

Ghost witnesseth that they ' were not a people ;' Hos. ii. 23.

the implanting of them in his stock, must be by a power,

' that calleth things that are not, as though they were
:'

giving a new nature and being unto them, which before they

had not.

To bottom ourselves upon the all-sufficiency of God, for

the accomplishment of such things as are altogether im-

possible to any thing, but that all-sufficiency, is faith in-

deed, and worthy our imitation. It is also the wisdom of

faith, to pitch peculiarly on that in God, which is accom-

modated to the difficulties wherewith it is to wrestle. Is

Abraham to believe, that from his dead body must spring

a whole nation ? He rests on God, as ' he that quickeneth

the dead.'

Secondly, His faith is commended from the matter of it,

or what he did believe ; which is said in general to be 'the

s2
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promise of God ;' ver. 20. ' He staggered not at the promise

of God through unbelief.' And particularly the matter of

that promise is pointed at, ver. 11. 18. that he should be

' the father of many nations ;' that was his being a ' father

of many nations,' of having 'all nations blessed in his seed.'

A matter entangled with a world of difficulties, considering

the natural inability of his body, and the body of Sarah, to

be parents of children. But, when God calls for believing,

his truth and all-sufficiency being engaged, no difficulty, nor

seeming impossibilities, that the thing to be believed is, or

may be attended withal, ought to be of any weight with us :

he who hath promised, is able.

Thirdly, From the manner of his believing, which is ex-

pressed four ways.

1. ' Acrainst hope, he believed in hope;' ver. 18. Here

is a twofold hope mentioned ; one that was against him, the

other that was for him.

(1.) He believed against hope, that is, when all argu-

ments that might beget ,hope in him, were against him.

Ao"ainst hope is against all motives unto hope whatever. All

reasons of natural hope were against him. What hope could

arise in, or by reason, that two dead bodies should be the

source and fountain of many nations ? so that against all

inducements of a natural hope he believed.

(2.) He 'believed in hope;' that is, such hope as arose

as his faith did, from the consideration of God's all-suffi-

ciency. This is an adjunct of his faith, it was such a faith

as had hope adjoined with it. And this believing in hope

when all reasons of hope were away, is the first thing that

is set down, of the manner of his faith. In a decay of all

natural helps, the deadness of all means, an appearance of

an utter impossibility, that ever the promise should be ac-

complished, then to believe with unfeigned hope, is a com-

mendable faith.

2. He 'was not weak in faith;' ver. 19. jut) aa^ivnaaq,

' minime debilis,' Beza. He was by * no means weak :' a ne-

gation, that by a figure, fxiioxrig, doth strongly assert the

contrary, to that which is denied. He was no way weak

;

that is, he was very strong in faith, as is afterward expressed,

ver. 20. ' He was strong in faith, giving glory to God.' And
the apostle tells you, wherein this his not weakness did ap-
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pear : saith he, * He considered not his own body being now
dead, when he was about a hundred years old, neither yet

the deadness of Sarah's womb ;' ver. 19. It was seen in

this, that his faith carried him above the consideration of all

impediments, that might lie in the way to the accomplish-

ment of the promise.

It is mere weakness of faith, that makes a man lie poring

on the difficulties and seeming impossibilities that lie upon
the promise. We think it our wisdom, and our strength,

to consider, weigh, and look into the bottom of oppositions,

and temptations, that arise against the promise. Perhaps

it may be the strength of our fleshly, carnal reason ; but

certainly it is the weakness of our faith. He that is strong

in faith will not so much as debate, or consider the things,

that cast the greatest seeming improbability, yea impossi-

bility, on the fulfilling of the promise: it will not afford a

debate or dispute of the cause, nor any consideration .
' Being

not weak in faith, he considered not.'

3. He * was fully persuaded;' ver. 21. Tr\i]po({)opri^aig,

' persuasionis plenus.' This is the third thing that is ob-

served in the manner of his believing. He fully, quietly,

resolvedly cast himself on this, that ' he who had promised

was able to perform it.' As a ship at sea (for so the word

imports), looking about, and seeing storms and winds

arising, sets up all her sails, and with all speed makes to

the harbour. Abraham seeing the storms of doubts and

temptations likely to rise against the promise made unto him,

with full sail breaks through all, to lie down quietly in God's

all-sufficiency.

4. The last is, that * he staggered not ;' ver. 20. This is

that which I have chosen to insist on unto you, as a choice

part of the commendation of Abraham's faith, which is pro-

posed for our imitation ;
* He staggered not at the promise

of God through unbelief.'

The words may be briefly resolved into this doctrinal

proposition

:

Observation. All staggering at the promises of God is

from unbelief.

What is of any difficulty in the text, will be cleared in

opening the parts of the observation.

Men are apt to pretend sundry other reasons and causes
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of their staggering. The promises do not belong unto them,

God intends not their souls in them^ they are not such and
such, and this makes them stagger ; when the truth is, it is

their unbelief, and that alone, that puts them into this stag-

gering condition. As in other things, so in this, we are apt

to have many fair pretences for foul faults. To lay the bur-

den on the right shoulders, I shall demonstrate, by God's
assistance, that it is not this, or that, but unbelief alone, that

makes us stagger at the promises.

To make this the more plain, I must open these two
things

:

I. What is the promise here intended.

II. What it is to stagger at the promise.

I. The promise here mentioned is principally that which
Abraham believing, it was said eminently, that ' it was ac-

counted to him for righteousness.' So the apostle tells us,

ver. 5. of this chapter : when this was, you may see Gen. xv. 6.

there it is affirmed, that ' he believed the Lord, and it was
accounted to him for righteousness.' That which God
had there spoken to him of, was about ' the multiplying

of his seed as the stars of heaven, whereas he was yet

childless.'

The last verse of chap. xiv. leaves Abraham full of

earthly glory. He had newly conquered five kings with all

their host, was honoured by the king of Sodom, and blessed

by the king of Salem ; and yet in the first verse of chap. xv.

God 'appearing to him in a vision,' in the very entrance bids

him 'fear not :' plainly intimating, that notwithstanding all

his outward success and glory, he had still many perplexities

upon his spirit, and had need of great consolation and es-

tablishment. Abraham was not clear in the accomplishment

of former promises about the blessed seed, and so though
he have all outward advancements, yet he cannot rest in

them. Until a child of God be clear in the main, in the

matter of the great promise, the business of Christ, the great-

est outward successes and advantages, will be so far from

quieting and settling his mind, that they rather increase his

perplexities. They do but occasion him to cry. Here is this,

and that ; here is victory, and success ; here is wealth, and

peace ; but liere is not Christ.

That this was Abraham's condition, appears from ver. 2.
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of that chapter, where God having told him, that he was his

shield and his exceeding great reward : he replies, ' Lord
God, what wilt thou give me, seeing I go childless?' As if

he should have said. Lord God, thou toldest me when I was
in Haran, now nineteen years ago, that in me and 'my seed,

all the families of the earth should be blessed ;' Gen. xii. 3.

that the blessed, blessing seed, should be of me : but now
I wax old, all appearances grow up against the direct ac-

complishment of that word, and it was that, which above all

in following thee I aimed at : if I am disappointed therein,

what shall I do? and what will all these things avail me?
what will it benefit me, to have a multitude of earthly en-

joyments, and leave them in the close to my servant?

I cannot but observe, that this sighing, mournful com-
plaint of Abraham, hath much infirmity, and something of

diffidence, mixed with it. He shakes in the very bottom of

his soul, that improbabilities were growing up, as he

thought, to impossibilities, against him, in the way of pro-

mise. Yet hence also mark these two things : First, Tlrat

he doth not repine in himself, and keep up his burning

thoughts in his breast, but sweetly breathes out the burden

of his soul, into the bosom of his God. ' Lord God,' saith

he, 'what wilt thou give me, seeing I go childless?' It is of

sincere faith, to unlade our unbelief in the bosom of our

God. Secondly, That God lakes not his servant at the ad-

vantage of his complaining and diffidence : but lets that

pass, until having renewed the promise to him, and settled

his faith, then he gives in his testimony, that he believed

God. The Lord overlooks the weakness, and causeless

wailings of his, takes them at the best, and then gives his

witness to them.

This, I say, was the promise whereof we spake : that he

should have a seed of his own, ' like the stars that cannot

be numbered ;' Gen. xv. 4, 5. And herein are contained

three things.

1. The purely spiritual part of it, that concerned his own
soul in Christ. God engaging about his seed minds him
of his own interest in that seed which brings the blessing.

Jesus Christ, with his whole mediation, and his whole work

of redemption, is in this promise, with the enjoyment of
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God in covenant, ' as a shield, and as an exceeding great

reward.'

2. The kingdom of Christ, in respect of the propagation

and establishment of it, with the multitude of his subjects,

that also is in this promise.

3. The temporal part of it, multitudes of children to a

childless man, and an heir from his own bowels.

Now this promise, in these three branches, takes up

your whole interest, comprises all you are to believe for :

be you considered either as believers, or as rulers. As be-

lievers : so your interest lies in these two things : That your

own souls have a share and portion in the Lord Christ; and

that the kingdom of the Lord Jesus be exalted and esta-

blished. As rulers : That peace and prosperity may be the

inheritance of the nation, is in your desires. Look upon

this in subordination to the kingdom of Christ, and so all

these are in this promise.

To make this more plain, these being the three main

things that you aim at, I shall lay before you three promises,

suited to these several things, which, or the like, you are

to view in all your actings, all staggering at them, being

from unbelief.

The first thing you are to believe for, is the interest of

your own souls in the covenant of grace, by Christ. As

to this I shall only point unto that promise of the covenant,

Heb. viii. 12. ' I will be merciful to their unrighteousness,

and their sins, and their iniquities I will remember no more/

The second is the establishment of the kingdom of

Christ, in despite of all opposition. And for this amongst

innumerable, take that of Isa. Ix. 11. ' Therefore thy gates

shall be open continually, they shall not be shut day nor

night, that men may bring unto thee the forces of the Gen-

tiles, and that their kings may be brought ; for the nation

and kingdom that will not serve thee shall perish.'

The quiet and peace of the nation, which ye regard as

rulers, as it stands in subordination to the kingdom of

Christ, comes also under the promise, for which take that

of Jer. XXX. 20, 21.

These being your three main aims, let your eye be fixed

on these three, or the like promises ; for in the demonstra-
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tion and the use of the point, I shall carry along all three

together, desiring that what is instanced in any one, may be

always extended to both the other.

II. What is it to stagger at the promise. 'He staggered

not,' ow Stticpt'^rj, ' he disputed not:' SiaKpivojuat is properly

to make use of our own judgment and reason, in discerning

of things, of what sort they be. It is sometimes rendered,

'to doubt;' Matt. xxi. 21. 'If you have faith,' koi nrj ^la-

Kpi^rJTE, ' and doubt not :' that is, not use arguings and rea-

sonings in yourselves concerning the promise and things

promised. Sometimes it simply denotes to discern a thing

as it is : so the word is used 1 Cor. xi. 29. Staicptvwv to awfia,

'discerning the body.' In the sense wherein it is here used,

as also Matt. xxi. 21. it holds out, as I said, a self-con-

sultation and dispute, concerning those contrary things that

are proposed to us. So also Acts x. 20. Peter is com-
manded to obey the vision, jurjSev SaKptvojutvoc, 'nothing

doubting.' What is that? Why, a not continuing to do,

what he is said to have done, ver. 17. 'He doubted in him-

self what the vision he had seen should mean:' he rolled

and disputed it in his own thoughts ; he staggered at it.

To stagger then at the promise, is to take into consider-

ation the promise itself, and withal, all the diflSculties that

lie in the way for the accomplishment of it, as to a man's

own particular, and there so to dispute it in his thoughts,

as not fully to cast it off, nor fully to close with it. For

instance, the soul considers the promise of free grace in the

blood of Jesus, looks upon it, weighs, as well as it is able,

the truth of God, who make the promise, with those other

considerations, which might lead the heart to rest firmly

upon it; but withal, takes into his thoughts his own un-

worthiness, sinfulness, unbelief, hypocrisy, and the like;

which as he supposes, powerfully stave off the eflScacy of

the promise from him. Hence he knows not what to con-

clude : if he add a grain of faith, the scale turns on the side

of the promise; the like quantity of unbelief makes it turn

upon him; and what to do he knows not: let go the pro-

mise he cannot, take fast hold he dares not ; but here he

staggers, and wavers to and fro.

Thus the soul comes to be like Paul, in anotlicr case,

Phil. i. 23. He considered his own advantage on the one
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side by his dissolution, and the profit of the churches by
his abiding in the flesh, on the other; and taking in these

various thoughts, he cries out, he is in a strait, he stag-

gered, he was betwixt two, and knew not which to choose :

or as David, 2 Sam/xxiv. 14. when he had a tender of

several corrections made to him, says, ' I am in a great

strait;' he sees evil in every one, and knows not which to

choose.

A poor creature looking upon the promise, sees, as he

supposes, in a steadfast closing with the promise, that there

lies presumption ; on the other hand, certain destruction, if

he believes not; and now he staggers, he is in a great

strait: arguments arise on both sides, he knows not how
to determine them, and so hanging in suspense, he stag-

gereth. Like a man travelling a journey, and meeting with

two several paths, that promise both fairly, and he knows
not which is his proper way; he guesses, and guesses, and

at length cries. Well, I know not which of these ways I

should go ; but this is certain, if I mistake I am undone

;

I'll go in neither, but here I'll sit down, and not move one

step in either of them, until some one come, that can give

me direction. The soul very frequently sits down in this

hesitation, and refuses to step one step forward, till God
come mightily and lead out the spirit to the promise, or the

devil turn it aside to unbelief.

It is as a thing of small weight in the air : the weight that

it hath, carries it downwards ; and the air, with some breath

of wind, bears it up again, so that it waves to and fro

:

sometimes it seems as though it would fall, by its own
weight; and sometimes again, as though it would mount
quite out of sight ; but poized between both it tosseth up

and down, without any great gaining either way. The pro-

mise draws the soul upward, and the weight of its unbelief

sinks it downward: sometimes the promise attracts so

powerfully, you would think the heart quite drawn up into

it: and sometimes again unbelief presses down, that you
would think it gone for ever ; but neither prevails utterly,

the poor creature swaggs between both, this is to stagger.

Like the two disciples going to Emmaus, Luke xxiv. 14.

'They talked together of the things that had happened,'

debated the business, and ver. 22. they gave up the result



AND SINFULNESS OF STAGGERING. 267

of their thoughts. They * trusted it had been he that should

have redeemed Israel ;' they trusted once, but now seeing

him slain and crucified, they know not what to say to it.

What then? do they quite give overall trusting in him?

No, they cannot do so, ver. 23—25. Certain women had

astonished them, and affirmed that he was risen
;
yea, and

others also going to his grave found it so : hereupon they

'have communication within themselves and are sad,' ver. 17.

that is, they staggered, they were in a staggering condition:

much appears for them, something against them, they know
not what to do.

A poor soul, that hath been long perplexed in trouble

and anxiety of mind, finds a sweet promise, Christ in a pro-

mise suited to all his wants, coming with mercy to pardon

him, with love to embrace him, with blood to purge him,

and is raised up to roll himself in some measure upon this

promise; on a sudden terrors arise, temptations grow strong,

new corruptions break out, Christ in the promise dies to him,

Christ in the promise is slain, is in the grave as to him ; so

that he can only sigh, and say, I trusted for deliverance by

Christ, but now all is gone again, I have little or no hope,

Christ in the promise is slain to me. What then? shall he

give over, never more inquire after this buried Christ, but

sit down in darkness and sorrow ? No, he cannot do so :

this morning some new arguments of Christ's appearance

again upon the soul are made out ; Christ is not for ever

lost to him. What does he then? Steadfastly believe he

cannot, totally give over he will not ; he staggers, he is full

of self-communications, and is sad. This it is, to stagger at

the promise of God.

1 come now to prove, that notwithstanding any pretences

whatever, all this staggering is from unbelief.

The two disciples, whom we now mentioned, that stag-

gered and disputed between themselves in their journey to

Emmaus, thought they had a good reason, and a sufficient ap-

pearing cause of all their doublings. 'We hoped,' say they,

' that it was he that should have delivered Israel. What do

they now stand at ? Alas ! the ' chief-priests and rulers have

condemned him to death, and crucified him ;' Luke xxiv. 20.

And is it possible that deliverance should arise from a cru-

cified man? this makes them stagger. Bui when our Saviour



268 THE STEADFASTNESS OF PROMISES,

himself draws nigh to them, and gives them the ground of

all this, he tells them it is all from hence ; they ' are foolish

and slow of heart to believe ;' ver. 25. Here is the rise of

all their doubtings, even their unbelief. Whilst you are

slow of heart to believe, do not once think of establishment.

Peter venturing upon the waves at the command of

Christ, Matt. xiv. seeing the * wind to grow boisterous,'

ver. 29. he also hath a storm within, and cries out. Oh,

save me ! What was now the cause of Peter's fear, and cry-

ing out? Why the wind and sea grew boisterous, and he

was ready to sink ; no such thing, but merely unbelief, want

of faith ; ver. 31. ' O thou of little faith,' saith our Saviour,

' wherefore didst thou doubt ?' It was not the great winds, but

thy little faith that made thee stagger. And in three or

four other places, upon several occasions, doth our Saviour

lay all the wavering and staggering of his followers, as to

any promised mercy upon this score, as Matt. vi. 30. and
viii. 26.

Isa. vii. Ahaz being afraid of the combination of Syria

and Ephraim against him, received a promise of deliverance

by Isaiah ; ver. 7. Whereupon the prophet tells him, and
all Judah, that * if they will not believe, surely they shall not

be established ;' ver. 9. He doth not say. If Damascus and
Ephraim be not broken, you shall not be established ; no,

he doth not stick there ; the fear that you will not be esta-

blished ariseth merely from your unbelief, that keeps you off

from closing with the promise, which would certainly bring

you establishment.

And this is the sole reason the apostle gives, why the

word of promise being preached becomes unprofitable, even

because of unbelief. ' It was not mixed with faith ;' Heb.
iv. 2.

But these things will be more clear under the demonstra-

tion of the points, which are two.

1 . When a man doubts, hesitates, and disputes, any thing

in himself, his reasonings must have their rise, either from

something within himself, or from something in the things

concerning which he staggereth ; either ' certitudo mentis,'

' the assurance of his mind;' or * certitudo entis,' the 'cer-

tainty of the thing itself,' is wanting. He that doubtetfe

whether his friend in a far country be alive or not, his stag-
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gering ariseth from the uncertainty of the thing itself; when
that is made out, he is resolved, as it was with Jacob in the

case of Joseph. But he that doubteth, whether the needle

in the compass, being touched with the loadstone, will turn

northward, all the uncertainty is in his own mind.

When men stagger at the promises, this must arise either

from within themselves, or some occasion must be adminis-

tered hereunto from the promise. If from within themselves,

that can be nothing but unbelief; an inbred obstacle to

closing with, and resting on, the promise ; that is unbelief.

If then we demonstrate that there is nothing in the promise,

either as to matter, or manner, or any attendency of it, that

should occasion any such staggering, we lay the burden and
blame on the right shoulders, the sin of staggering on un-

belief.

Now that any occasion is not administered, nor cause

given, of this staggering from the promise, will appear, if we
consider seriously whence any such occasion or cause should

arise. All the stability of a promise depends upon the

qualifications of the promiser, to the ends and purposes of

the promise. If a man make me a promise to do such and
such things for me, and I question, whether ever it will be so

or not; it must be from a doubt of the want of one of these

things in him that makes the promise; either (1.) of truth;

or (2.) of ability to make good his word, because of the dif-

ficulty of the thing itself; or (3.) of sincerity to intend me
really, what he speaks of; or (4.) of constant memory to

take the opportunity of doing the thing intended ; or (5.) of

stableness to be still of the same mind. Now if there be no
want of any of these in him whose promises we speak of,

there is then certainly no ground of our staggering, but only

from our own unbelief.

Let us now see whether any of these things be wantino-

to the promises of God ; and begin we with the first.

(1.) Is there truth in these promises? If there be the

least occasion in the world to suspect the truth of the pro-

mises, or the veracity of the promiser, then may our stao-ger-

ing at them arise from thence, and not from our own unbe-
lief. On this ground it is, that all human faith, that is bot-

tomed merely on the testimony of man, is at best but a pro-

bable opinion ; for every man is a liar, and possibly may lie
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in that very thing he is engaged to us in. Though a good
man will not do so to save his life

;
yet it is possible, he may

be tempted, he may do so. But now the author of the pro-

mises whereof we speak, is truth itself, the God of truth.

Who hath taken this as his special attribute, to distinguish

him from all others. He is the very God of truth ; and
holds out this very attribute in a special manner, in this very

thing, in making of his promise :
* he is faithful to forgive us

our sins ;' 1 John i 9. Whence his word is said not only

to be true, but ' truth,' John xvii. 19. truth itself. ' All flesh

is as grass, but his word abideth for ever;' Isa. xliv. 1.

But yet farther, that it may be evident, that from hence

there can be no occasion of staggering, this God of truth,

whose word is truth, hath in his infinite wisdom conde-

scended to our weakness, and used all possible means to

cause us to apprehend the truth of his promises. The
Lord might have left us in the dark, to have gathered out

his mind and will towards us from obscure expressions ; and

knowing of what value his kindness is, it might justly be ex-

pected that we should do so. Men in misery are glad to lay

hold of the least word that drops from him, that can relieve

them, and to take courage and advantage upon it. As the

servants of Benhadad watched diligently, what would fall

from the mouth of Ahab concerning their master, then in

fear of death ; and when he had occasionally called him his

brother, they presently laid hold of it, and cry, * Thy brother

Benhadad ;' 1 Kings xx. 33. God might have left us, and

yet have manifested much free grace, to have gathered

up falling crumbs, or occasional droppings of mercy, and

supply, that we should have rejoiced to have found out one

word looking that way ; but to shut up all objections, and

to stop for ever the mouth of unbelief, he hath not only

spoken plainly, but hath condescended to use all the ways of

confirming the truth of what he says and speaks, that ever

were in use among the sons of men.

There be four ways, whereby men seek to obtain credit

to what they speak, as an undoubted truth, that there may
be no occasion of staggering.

[1.] By often averring and affirming of the same thing.

When a man says the same thing again and again, it is a

sign that he speaks the truth, or at least that he would be
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"ttiought SO to do. Yea, if an honest man do clearly, fully,

plainly, often engage himself to us in the same thing, we
count it a vile jealousy not to believe the real truth of his

intentions. Now the Lord in his promises often speaks the

same things, he speaks once and twice. There is not any
thing that he hath promised us, but he hath done it again

and again. For instance, as if he should say, ' I will be mer-
ciful to your sins,' I pray believe me, for, ' I will pardon your

iniquities,' yea, it shall be so, ' I will blot out your transgres-

sions as a cloud.'

There is not any want, whereunto we are liable, but thus
he hath dealt concerning it. As his command is line upon
line, so is his promise. And this is one way whereby God
causeth the truth of his promises to appear. To take away
all colour of staggering, he speaks once, yea twice, if we will

hear.

[2.] The second way of confirming any truth, is by an
oath. Though we fear the truth of some men in their asser-

tions, yet when once they come to swear any thing in justice

and judgment, there are very few so knownly profligate,

and past all sense of God, but that their asseverations do
gain credit, and pass for truth. Hence the apostle tells us,

Heb. vi. 16. that ' an oath for confirmation is to men an end
of all strife.' Though the truth be before ambiguous and
doubtful, yet when any interposes with an oath, there is

no more contest amongst men. That nothing may be want-
ing to win our belief to the promises of God, he hath taken
this course also, he hath sworn to their truth. Heb. vi. 13.
' When God made promises to Abraham, because he could

swear by no greater he sware by himself.' He confirms his

promise by an oath. ' O, faelices nos, quorum causa Deus
jurat; 6 infaelices, si nee juranti Deo credimus !' When
Christ came, ' in whom all the promises of God are yea and
amen,' to make sure work of the truth of them, he is con-
firmed in his administrations by an oath. Heb. vii. 21. ' He
was made a priest by an oath, by him that said. The Lord
sware, and will not repent. Thou art a priest for ever.' Now,
I pray, what is the cause of this great condescension in the

God of heaven, to confirm that word, which in itself is truth,

by an oath ? The apostle satisfies us as to the end aimed
at, Heb. vi. 17, 18. This was, saith he, the aim of God
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herein, that his people seeing him engaged, by two such im-

mutable things, as his promise and his oath, may be assured

that there is an utter impossibility, that any one word of his

should come short of its truth ; or, that they firmly resting

upon it should be deceived thereby. And this is a second

way.

[3.] Another course, whereby men confirm the truth of

what they speak, is by entering into covenant, to accom-

plish what they have spoken. A covenant gives strength

to the truth of any engagement. When a man hath but told

you he will do such and such things for you, you are full

of doubts and fears, that he may break with you ; but when
he hath indented in a covenant, and you can shew it under

his hand and seal, you look upon that, consider that, and

are very secure. Even this way also hath the Lord taken

to confirm and establish his truths and promises, that all

doubtings and staggerings may be excluded, he hath wrap-

ped them all up in a covenant, and brought himself into a

federal engagement, that upon every occasion, and at every

temptation, we may draw out his hand and seal, and say to

Satan and our own false hearts ; See here, behold God en-

gaged in covenant, to make good the word, wherein he hath

caused me to put my trust ; and this is his property, that he

is a God keeping covenant. So that having his promise re-

doubled, and that confirmed by an oath, all sealed and made
sure by an unchangeable covenant, what can we require

more, to assure us of the truth of these things ? But yet

farther

;

[4.] In things of very great weight and concernment,

such as whereon lives, and the peace of nations does depend,

men use to give hostages, for the securing each other of the

faith and truth of all their engagements, that they may be

mutual pledges of their truth and fidelity. Neither hath the

Lord left this way unused to confirm his promise. He hath

given us a hostage to secure us of his truth, one exceedingly

dear to him, one always in his bosom, of whose honour he is

as careful, as of his own. Jesus Christ is the great hostage

of his Father's truth, the pledge of his fidelity in his pro-

mises. God hath set him forth, and given him to us for this

end. ' Behold the Lord himself shall give you a sign' (a sign

that he will fulfil his word), 'a virgin shall conceive and bear
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a son, and shall call his name Immanuel;' Isa. vii. 14. That

you may be assured of my truth, the virgin's Son shall be a

hostage of it. * In him are all the promises of God yea and

amen.' Thus also to his saints he gives the farther hostage

of his Spirit, and the first-fruits of glory; that the full ac-

complishment of all his promises may be contracted in a

little, and presented to their view. As the Israelites had the

pleasures of Canaan in the clusters of grapes, brought from

thence.

Now from all this it is apparent, not only that there is

truth in all the promises of God, but also that truth so con-

firmed, so made out, established, that not the least occasion

imaginable is thence administered to staggering or doubting.

He that disputes the promises, and knows not how to close

with them, must find out another cause of his so doing; as

to the truth of the promise, there is no doubt at all, nor

place for any.

(2.) But secondly, though there be truth in the promise,

yet there may want ability in the promiser to accomplish

the thing promised, because of its manifold difficulties.

This may be a second cause of staggering, if the thing itself

engaged for be not compassable, by the ability of the en-

gager. As if a skilful physician should promise a sick man
recovery from his disease, though he could rely upon the

truth and sincerity of his friend, yet he cannot but question

his ability as to this, knowing that to cure the least distem-

per is not absolutely in his power; but when he promises,

who is able to perform, then all doubting in this kind is re-

moved. See then whether it be so, in respect of these pro-

raises whereof we speak. When God comes to Abraham to

engage himself in that covenant of grace, from whence flow

all the promises whereof we treat, he lays this down as the

bottom of all; 'I am,' saith he, 'God Almighty,' Gen. xvii. 1.

or * God all-sufficient,' very well able to go through with

whatever I promise. When difficulties, temptations, and

troubles arise, remember who it is that hath promised ; not

only he that is true and faithful, but he that is God Almighty,

before whom nothing can stand, when he will accomphsh

his word. And that this was a bottom of great confidence

to Abraham, the apostle tells you, Rom. iv. 21 .

' Being fully

persuaded that he who had promised, was able also to per-

VOI.. XV. T
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form.' When God is engaged by his word, his ability is es-

pecially to be eyed. The soul is apt to ask. How can this

be? it is impossible it should be so to me; but, ' he is able

that hath promised.' And this, Rom. xi. 23. the same apo-

stle holds out to us, to fix our faith upon, in reference to

that great promise of recalling the Jews, and re-implanting

them into the vine. ' God,' saith he, ' is able to graft them

in ;' though now they seem as dead bones, yet the Lord

knows they may live; for he is able to breathe upon them,

and make them terrible as an army with banners. Yea, so

excellent is this all-sufficiency, this ability of God to accom-

plish his whole word, that the apostle cautions us, that we
do not bound it, as though it could go so far only, or so far.

Nay, saith he, Ephes. iii. 20. * He is able to do exceeding

abundantly above all that we can ask or think,'

When men come to close with the promise indeed, to

make a life upon it, they are very ready to question and in-

quire, whether it be possible that ever the word of it should

be made good to them. He that sees a little boat swimming

at sea, observes no great difficulty in it, looks upon it with-

out any solicitousness of mind at all, beholds how it tosses

up and down, without any fears of its sinking. But now,

let this man commit his own life to sea in that bottom, what

inquiries will he make? what a search into the vessel? Is

it possible, saith he, this little thing should safeguard my life

in the ocean ? It is so with us, in our view of the promises ;

whilst we consider them at large, as they lie in the word;

alas ! they are all true, all yea and amen, shall be all accom-

plished ; but when we go to venture our souls upon a pro-

mise, in an ocean of wrath and temptations, then every blast

we think will overturn it ; it will not bear us above all these

waves. Is it possible we should swim safely upon the plank

of a pinnace in the midst of the ocean?

Now here we are apt to deceive ourselves, and mistake

the whole thing in question, which is the bottom of many
corrupted reasonings and perplexed thoughts. We inquire

whether it can be so to us, as the word holds out ; when the

truth is, the question is not about the nature of the thing,

but about the power of God. Place the doubt aright, and

it is this : Is God able to accomplish what he hath spoken ?

Can he heal my backslidings ? Can he pardon my sins ?
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Can he save my soul ? Now that there may be no occasion,

nor colour of staggering upon this point, you see God reveals

himself as an all-sufficient God, as one that is able to go

through with all his engagements. If you will stagger, you

may so do ; this is certain, you have no cause to do so from

hence ; there is not any promise that ever God entered into,

but he is able to perform it.

But you v/ill say. Though God be thus able, thus all-suf-

ficient, yet may there not be defects in the means whereby

he worketh? As a man may have a strong arm able to strike

his enemies to the ground, but yet if he strike with a feather,

or a straw, it will not be done ; not for want of strength in

his arm, but of fitness and suitableness in the instrument,

whereby he acteth. But,

[1.] God using instruments, they do not act according

to their own virtue, but according to the influence of virtue

by him to them communicated. Look to what end soever

God is pleased to use any means, his choosing of them fills

them with efficacy to that purpose. Let the way and means

of accomplishing what thou expectest by the promise be in

themselves never so weak, yet know, that from God's choos-

ing of them to that end, they shall be filled with virtue and

efficacy to the accomplishment of it.

[2.] It is expressly affirmed of the great mediums of the

promise, that they also are able ; that there is no want of

power in them, for the accomplishment of the thing promised.

1st. There is the means procuring it, and that is Jesus

Christ: the promises, as to the good things contained in

them, are all purchased by him. And of him, the apostle

affirms expressly, that ' he is able to save to the uttermost

them that come to God by him ;' Heb. v. 27. No want here,

no defect ; he is ' able to do it to the uttermost ; able to

save them that are tempted ;' Heb. ii. 18.

2dly. There is the great means of manifestation, and

that is the word of God. And of this also it is affirmed;

that it is able. It hath an all-sufficiency in its kind. Paul

tells the elders of Ephesus, that the 'word of grace is able

to build them up, and to give them an inheritance among
them that are sanctified ;' Acts xx. 32.

3dly. There is the great means of operation, and that is

tlie Spirit of grace. He works the mercy of the promise upon

t2
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the soul. lie also is able, exceeding powerful, to effect

the end appointed. He hath no bounds, nor measure of

operation, his own will ; 1 Cor. xii. 11.

Hence then it is apparent in the second place, that there

is no occasion for doubting; yea, that all staggering is ex-

cluded, from the consideration of the ability of the promiser,

and the means whereby he worketh. If thou con'dnuest to

stagger, thou must get a better plea than this. It cannot be,

it is impossible : I tell thee nay, but God is able to accom-

plish the whole word of his promise. But,

(3.) There may be want of sincerity in promises and

engagements, which whilst we do but suspect, we can-

not choose but stagger at them. If a man make a promise

to me, and I can suppose that he intends not as he says, but

hath reserves to himself of another purpose, I must needs

doubt, as to the accomplishment of what he hath spoken.

If the soul may surmise, that the Lord intends not him sin-

cerely in his promise, but reserves some other thing in his

mind, or that it shall be so to others and not to him, he must

needs dispute in himself, stagger, and keep off from believ-

ing. This then must be demonstrated in the third place :

that the promises of God, and God in all his promises, are

full of sincerity, so that none need fear to cast himself on

them; they shall be real unto him. Now concerning this

observe,

[1.] That God's promises are not declarative of his se-

cret purposes and intentions. When God holds out to any

a promise of the pardon of sin, this doth not signify to any

singular man, that it is the purpose of God, that his sin shall

be pardoned. For if so, then either all men must be pardon-

ed, to whom the word of promise comes, which is not; or

else God fails of his purposes, and comes short of his intend-

ments ; which would render him, either impotent, that he

could not; or mutable, that he would not establish them : but
* who hath resisted his will ?' Rom. ix, 19. ' He is the Lord,

and he changeth not ;' Mai. iii. 6. So that though every one,

to whom the promise is held out, hath not the fruit of the

promise
; yet this derogates not at all, from the sincerity of

God in his promises ; for he doth not hold them forth to

any such end and purpose, as to declare his intentions con-

cerning particular persons.
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[2.] There are some absolute promises, comprehensive

of the covenant of grace, which, as to all those that belong

to that covenant, do hold out thus much of the mind of

God, that they shall certainly be accomplished in, and to-

wards them all. The soul may freely be invited to venture

on these promises, with assurance of their efficacy towards

him.

[3.] This God principally declares in all his promises of

his mind and purpose, that every soul, to whom they shall

come, may freely rest on, to wit ; that faith in the promises,

and the accomplishment of the promises, are inseparable.

He that believeth shall enjoy. This is most certain, this

God declares of his mind, his heart towards us, that as for

all the good things he hath spoken of to us, it shall be to us

according to our faith. This I say the promises of God do

signify of his purpose, that the believer of them shall be the

enjoyer of them : in them, * the righteousness of God is re-

vealed from faith to faith;' Rom. i. 17. From the faith of

God revealing, to the faith of man receiving. So that upon
the making out of any promise, you may safely conclude,

that upon believing, the mercy, the Christ, the deliverance

of this promise is mine. It is true, if a man stand disputing

and staggering, whether he have any share in a promise, and
close not with it by faith, he may come short of it ; and yet

without the least impeachment of the truth of the promise,

or sincerity of the promiser ; for God hath not signified by
them, that men shall enjoy the good things of them, whether

they believe, or not. Thus far the promises of grace are ge-

neral, and carry a truth to all, that there is an inviolable

connexion between believing, and the enjoyment of the things

in them contained. And in this truth is the sincerity of the

promiser, which can never be questioned without sin and
folly. And this wholly shuts up the spirit from any occa-

sion of staggering. ' O ye of little faith ! wherefore do ye
doubt V Ah ! lest our share be not in this promise ; lest we
are not intended in it. Poor creatures ! there is but this

one way of keeping you off from it, that is, disputing it in

yourselves by unbelief. Here lies the sincerity of God to-

wards thee, that believing, thou shalt not come short of what
thouaimestat. Here then is no room for staggering. Ifpro-

clamation be made, granting pardon to all such rebels as
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shall come in by such a season ; do men use to stand question-

ing whether the state bear them any good will, or not ? No,

saith the poor creature, I will cast myself upon their faith

and truth engaged in their proclamation, whatever I have

deserved in particular, I know they will be faithful in their

promises. The gospel proclamation is of pardon to all

comers in, to all believers : it is not for thee, poor staggerer,

to question what is the intendment towards thee in parti-

cular, but roll thyself on this, there is an absolute sincerity

in the engagement which thou mayest freely rest upon.

But,

(4.) Though all be present, truth, power, sincerity; yet

if he that makes the piromise should forget, this were a

ground of staggering. Pharaoh's butler, without doubt,

made large promises to Joseph, and probably spake the truth

according to his present intention : afterward standing in

the presence of Pharaoh, restored to favour, he had doubt-

less power enough to have procured the liberty of a poor

innocent prisoner ; but yet this would not do, it did not pro-

fit Joseph, because, as the text says, 'he did not remember

Joseph, but forgat him;' Gen. xl. 23. This forgetting made
all other things useless. But neither hath this the least

colour in divine promises. It was Zion's infirmity to say,

* The Lord hath forsaken me, and my God hath forgotten

me ;' Isa. xlix. 14. For, saith the Lord, ' Can a woman forget

her sucking child, that she should not have compassion on

the son of her womb ? Yea, they may forget, but I will not

forget thee : behold, I have graven thee upon the palms of

my hands, and thy walls are continually before me ;* ver.

15, 16.

The causes of forgetfulness are,

[1.] Want of love. The things that men love not, they

care not for : the matters of their love are continually in

their thoughts. Now, says God to Zion, Why sayest thou

* I have forgotten thee ?' Is it for want of love ? Alas ! the

love of a most tender mother to her sucking child comes in-

finitely short of my love to thee. My love to thee is more

fixed than so, and how shouldest thou be out of my mind ?

How shouldest thou be forgotten? Infinite love will have

infinite thoughtfulness and remembrance.

[2.] Multiplicity of business. This with men is a cause




