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SERMON XXVIII.

Direftions how to hear Sermons.

Luke viii. 18.

J'ake heed^ therefore, how yt hear,

THE occafion of our Lord's giving this caution, was

this : Perceiving that much people were gathered to-

gether to hear him out of every city, and knowing (for he is

God, and knoweth all things) that many, if not moft of

them, would be hearers only, and not doers of the word ;

he fpake to them by a parable, wherein, under the fimilitude

of a fower that went out to fow his feed, he plainly intimated,

how few there were amongft them, who would receive any

faving benefit from his dodrine, or bring forth fruit unto

perfecSlion.

The application one would imagine ftiould have been plain

and obvious ; but the difciples, as yet unenlightened in any

great degree by the Holy Spirit, and therefore unable to fee

into the hidden myfteries of the kingdom of God, dealt with

our Saviour, as people ought to deal with their minifters ;

they difcourfed with him privately about the meaning of

what he had taught them in public; and with a fmcere defire

of doing their duty, afked for an interpretation of the parable.

Our blellcd Lord, as he always was willing to iftflrutSt

thofe that were teachable, (herein fetting his minifters an ex-

ample to be courteous and eafy of accefs) freely told them

the figniHcation. And withal, to make them more cautious

and more attentive to his doctrine for the future, he tells

them, that they were in an efpecial manner to be the light of

the world, and were to proclaim on the houfe-top whatfoever

he told them in fecret ; and a^ their improving the knowledge
already
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already imparted, was the only condition upon which more
was to be given them, it therefore highly concerned them to

*' take heed how they heard."

From the context then it appears, that the words were pri-

marily fpokcn to the Apoftles themfelves. But as it is to be

feared, out of thofe many thoufands that flock to hear fermons,

but few, comparatively fpeaking, are effe6lually influenced by

them, I cannot but think it very neceflary to remind you of

the caution given by our Lord to his difciples, and to exhort

you with the utmoft earneftnefs, to *' take heed hov/ you
hear."

In profecution of which defign I fhall,

Fhjly Prove that every one ought to take all opportunities

of hearing fermons. And,

Secondly, 1 fhall lay down fome cautions and dirccTliions, in

order to your hearing with profit and advantage.

F'lrji, I am to prove, that every one ought to take all op-

portunities of hearing fermons.

That there have always been particular perfons fet apart

by God, to inftru61: and exhort his people to pradlife what he

fhould require of them, is evident from many paflages of

fcripture. St. Jude tells us, that " Enoch, the feventh from

Adam, prophefied (or preached) concerning the Lord's com-

ing with ten thoufand of his faints to judgment.'* And Noahy

who lived not long after, is ftiled by St. Peter^ " a preacher

of righteoufnefs." And though in all the intermediate fpace

between the flood and giving of the law, we hear but of few

preachers, yet we may reafonably conclude, that God never

left himfelf without witnefsj but at fundry times, and after

divers manners, fpoke to our fathers by the patriarchs and

prophets.

But however it was before, we are affured that after the de-

livery of the law, God conftantly feparated to himfelf a cer-

tain order of men to preach to, as well as pray for his people;

and commanded them to enquire their duty at the pricfts

mouths. And thqugh the Jews were frequently led into

D d 2 captivity.
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captivity, and for their fins fcattered abroad on the face of the

earth, yet he never utterly forfook: his church, but ftill kept

up a remnant of prophets and preachers, as Ezekiel^ Jeremiah^

Daniel, and others, to reprove, inftru6l, and call them to re-

pentance.

Thus was it under the law. Nor has the church been

vvorfe, but infinitely better provided for under the gofpel. For

when Jesus Christ, that great High-prieft, had through

the eternal Spirit offered himfelf, as a full, perfed, fufficient

facrifice and fatisfa£lion for the fins of the whole world, and

after his refurredtion had all power committed to him, both in

heaven and earth, he gave commiiTion to his Apoftles, and in

them to all fucceeding minifters, to " go and preach his gof-

pel to every creature ;" promifing to " to be with them, to

guide, alTift, ftrengthen, and comfort them always, even to

the end of the world.**

But if it be the duty of miniflcrs to preach, (and woe be to

them if they do not preach the gofpel, for a neccffity is laid

upon them) no doubt, the people are obliged to attend to

them ; for othcrwife, wherefore are minifters fent ?

And how can we here avoid admiring: the love and tender

care which our dear Redeemer has exprefled for his fpoufe the

church ? Who, becaufe he could not be always with us in

perfon, on account it was expedient he fliould go away, and

as our forerunner take pofTeiTion of that glory he had pur-

chafed by his precious blood, yet would not leave us comfort-

lefs, but firfl: fettled a fufficient number of paft:ors and teachers

;

and afterwards, according to his promife, actually did and

will continue to fend down the Holy Ghoft^^ to furnifh them

and their fucceflbrs with proper gifts and graces *' for the

work of the minift:ry, for the perfed:ing of the faints, for the

edifying of his body in love, till v/e all come in the unity of

the fpirit, to the fulnefs of the mcafure of the flature of

Christ."

O ho7/ infenfible are thofe perfons of this unfpeakable

gift, who do defpite to the Spirit of grace, who crucify the

Sen of God afrefh, and put him to an open fhame, by wil-

fully rcfufing to attend on fo great a means of their falvation ?

How dreadful will the end of fuch men be ? How aggra-

vating, that light ihould come into the world, that the glad

tidii^irs
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tidings of falvation fhould be fo very frequently proclaimed in

this populous city, and that fo many fliould loath this fpiri-

tual manna, this angels food, and call it light bread ? How
much more tolerable will it be for Tyre and Sidon^ for Sodom

and Gomorrahy than for fuch Tinners ? Better, that men had

never heard of a Saviour being born, than after they have

heard, not to give heed to the miniftry of thofc, who are em-

ployed as his ambafladors, to tranfadl affairs between God and

their fouls.

We may, though at a dlftance, without a fpirit of prophefy,

foretel the deplorable condition of fuch men j behold them

caft into hell, lifting up their eyes, being in torment, and

crying out. How often would our minifters have gathered us,

as a hen gathereth her chickens under her wings? But we
to o

would not. O that we had known in that our day, the

things that belonged to our everlafting peace ! But now they

are for ever hid from our eyes.

Thus wretched, thus inconceiveably miferable, will fuch

be as flight and make a mock at the public preaching of

the gofpel. But taking it for granted, there are but few, if

any, of this unhappy ftamp, who think it worth their while

to tread the courts of the Lord's houfe, I pafs on now to the

Second gtntT2\ thing propofed, to lay down fome cautionV^

and dire(Slions, in order to your hearing fermons with profit

and advantage.

And here, if we reflect on what has been already delivered,

and confider that preaching is an ordinance of Gqp, a means

appointed by Jesus Christ himfelf for promoting his king-

dom amongft men, you cannot reafonably be offended, if, iji

order that you may hear fermons with profit and advantage, I

I. Diredl or entreat you to come to hear them, not out of

curiofity, but from a fincere defire to know and do your

duty.

Formality and hypocrify in any religious cxcrcife, is an

abomination unto the Lord. And to enter his houfe merely

to have our ears entertained, and not our hearts reformed,

muft certainly be highly difpleafing to the Moft High Gop,

as well as unprofitable to ourfelves.

D d 2 Hence
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Hence it is, that fo many remain unconvcrtC(}, yea, un-

afFeded with the moft evangelical preaching ; fo that like St.

Paul's companions, before his converfion, they only hear the

preacher's voice with their outward ears, but dp not experience

the power of it inwardly in their hearts : Or, like the ground

near GideoJi's fleece, they remain untouched ; whilft others,

who came to be fed with the fmcere milk of the word, like

the fleece itfelf, are watered by the dew of God's heavenly

bleffing, and grow thereby.

Flee therefore, my brethren, flee curiofity, and prepare

your hearts by a humble difpofition, to receive with meeknefs

the engrafted word, and then it will be a means, under God,
to quicken, build up, purify, and fave your fouls.

2. A fecond dire6lion I fhall lay down for the fame purpofe^

is, not only to prepare your hearts before you hear, but alfo

to give diligent heed to the things that are fpoken from the

word of God.
If an earthly king was to iffue out a royal proclamation, on

performing or not performing the conditions therein contained,

the life or death of his fubjefls entirely depended, how folici-

tous would they be to hear what tbofe conditions were ? And
(hall not we pay the fam.e refpef£t to the King of kings, and

Lord of lords, and lend an attemive ear to his minifters,

when they are declaring, in his name, how our pardon, peace,

and happinefs may be fecured ?

When God defcended on mount Sinai in terrible majefty,

to give unto his people the law, how attentive were they to

his fervant Mofes f And if they were fo earneft to hear the

thunderings or threatenings of the law, fhall not we be as fe-

licitous to hear from the minifters of Christ, the glad tidings

of the gofpcl ?

Whilft Christ was himfelf on earth, it is faid, that the

people hung upon him to hear the gracious words that pro-

ceeded out of his mouth. And if we looked on minifters as

we ought, as the fent of Jesus Christ, wc fhould hang

upon them to hear their words alfo.

Befides, the facred truths that gofpel minifters deliver, are

.,

not dry infipid le6lu:es on moral philofophy, intended only to

amufe us for a while ; but the great myfteries of godlinefs,

whichj therefore, we are bound ftudioufly to liften to, left:

through
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through our negligence we (hould either not underftand them,

or by any other means let them flip.

But how regardlefs are thofe of this direction, who, inftead

of hanging on the preacher to hear him, doze or fleep whilft

he is fpeaking to them from God ? Unhappy men ! Can
they not watch with our blefled Lord one hour ? What !

have they never read how Eutychus fell down as he was fleep-

ing, when St. Paul continued his difcourfe till midnight, and

was taken up dead ?

But to return. Though you may prepare your hearts, as

you may think, by a teachable difpofition, and be attentive

whilft difcourfes are delivering, yet this will profit you little,

unlefs you obferve a

3. A third direcStion, Not to entertain any the leaft preju-

dice againft the minifter.

For could a preacher fpeak with the tongue of men and

angels, if his audience was prejudiced againft him, he would

be but as founding brafs, or tinkling cymbal.

That was the reafon why Jesus Christ himfelf, the

Eternal Word, could not do many mighty works, nor preach

to any great efFe61: among thofe of his own country; for they

were oftended at him : And was this fame Jesus, this God
incarnate, again to bow the heavens, and to come down fpeak^

ing as never man fpake, yet, if we were prejudiced againft

him, as the Jews were, we (hould harden our hearts as the

Jews did theirs.

Take heed therefore, my brethren, and beware of entertain-

ing any diflike againft thofe whom the Holy Ghoft has made
overfeers over you. Confider that the clergy are men of like

paflions with yourfelves : and though we fliould even hear a

perfon teaching others to do, what he has not learned himfelf;

yet, that is no fufficient reafon for rejedling his do61:rine

:

for minifters fpeak not in their own, but Christ's name.

And we know who commanded the people to do whatfoever

the Scribes and Pharifees fhould fay unto them, though they

faid but did not. But

4. Fourthly^ As you ought not to be prejudiced againft, fo

you fliould be careful not to depend too much on a preacher, ,

or think more highly of him than you ought to think. For

though this be an extream that people feldom run into, yet

P d 4 preferring
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preferring one teacher in oppofition to another, has often been

of ill confequence to the church of God. It was a fault

which the great Apoflle of the Gentiles condemned in the Co-

rinibiaris : For whereas one faid, " I am o^ Paul ; another, I

am of Jpollos : are ye not carnal,'* fays he? " For who is

Paul^ and who is ApcUoSy but inftruments in God's hands by

whom you believed ?" And are not all minifters fent forth

to be miniftring ambafladors to thofe who fhall be heirs of

falvation ? And are they not all therefore greatly to be

efleemed for their work's fake.

The Apoftle, it is true, commands us to pay double honour

to thofe who labour in the word and doctrine : but then to

prefer one minifter at the expence of another, (perhaps, to

fuch a degree, as when you have actually entered a church,

to come out again becaufe he does not preach) is earthly,

fenfual, devilifh.

Not to mention that popularity and applaufe cannot but be

exceedingly dangerous, even to a rightly informed mind

;

and muii; necefiarily fill any thinking man with a holy jea-

loufy, left he fhould take that honour to himfelf, which is due

only to God, who alone qualifies him for his minifterial la-

bours, and from whom alone every good and perfe6l gift

Cometh,

5. A Fifth dire£tion I would recommend is, to make a

particular application of every thing that is delivered to your

own hearts.

When our Saviour was difcourfing at the laft fupper with

his beloved difciples, and foretold that one of them fliould

betray him, each of them immediately applied it to his own
heart, and faid, *' Lord, is it I ?'* And would perfons, in

like manner, when preachers are difTuading from any fin, or

perfuading to any duty, inftead of crying, this was defigned

againft fuch and fuch a one, turn their thoughts inwardly, and

fay. Lord, is it I ? how far more beneficial fhould we find

difcourfes to be, than nov/ they generally are ?

But we are apt to wander too much abroad ; always look-

ing at the mote which is in our neighbour's eye, rather than

at the beam which is in our own. Hafte we now to the

6. Sixth and laft direction : If you would receive a bleiling

iiom the Lord, when you hear his word preached, pray to

him J



[ 425 ]

him, both before, in, and after every fermon, to endue the

minifter with power to fpeak, and to grant you a will and
ability to put in practice, what he (hall fhew from the book

of God to be your duty.

This would be an excellent means to render the word
preached effe£iual to the enlightening and cnflaming your
hearts ; and without this, all the other means before pre-

fcribed will be in vain.

No doubt it was this confideration that made St. Paul fo

earneflly entreat his beloved Ephefians to intercede with God
for him : " Praying always, with all manner of prayer and
fupplication in the fpirit, and for me alfo, that I may open
my mouth with boldnefs, to make known the myfteries of the

gofpel." And if fo great an Apoftle as St. Paul^ needed the

prayers of his people, much more do thofe miniflers, who
have only the ordinary gifts of the Holy Spirit.

Bef;des, this would be a good proof that you fincerely de-

fired to do, as well as to know the will of God. And it

muft highly profit both minifters and people ; becaufe God,
through your prayers, will give them a double portion of his

Holy Spirit, whereby they will be enabled to inflruift you
more fully in the things which pertain to the kingdom of

Gop.
And O that all who hear rne this day, would ferioufly

apply their hearts to pra(£lifc what has now been told them !

How would miniflers fee Satan, like lightning, fall from hea-

ven, and people find the word preached fliarper than a two-

edged fword, and mighty, through God, to the pulling down
of the devil's ftrong holds !

The Holy Ghoft would then fall on all them that hear the

word, as when St. Peter preached ; the gofpel of Christ
would have free courfc, run very fwiftly, and thousands again

be converted by a fermon.

For " Jesus Christ is the fame yefterday, to-day, and

for ever.'* He has pomifed to be with his minifters always,

even unto the end of the world. And the reafon why we do

not receive larger efiufions of the blefled Spirit of God, is not

becaufe our all-powerful Redeemer's hand is fliortcncd, but

becaufe we do not expert them, and confine them to the pri-

mitive times.
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It does indeed fometimes happen, that God, to magnify

his free grace in Christ Jesus, is found of them that fought

him not ; a notorious fmner is forcibly worked upon by a

public fermon, and plucked as a firebrand out of the fire.

But this is not God's ordinary way of afting : No, for the

generality, he only vifits thofe with the power of his word,

who humbly wait to know what he would have them to do ;

and fends unqualified hearers not only empty, but hardened

away.

Take heed, therefore, ye carclefs, curious profefibrs, if any

fuch be here prefent, how you hear. Remember, that whe-

ther we think of it or not, ^' we muft all appear before the

judgment-feat of Christ ;'* where minifters muft give a ftridt

account of the do6trine they have delivered, and you as ftridl

^ one, how you have improved under it. And, good God !

how will you be able to (land at the bar of an angry, fin-

avenging judge, and fee fo many difcourfes you have defpifed,

10 many minifters, who once longed and laboured for the

falvation of your precious and immortal fouls, brought out

as fo many fwift witneffes againft you ? Will it be fufficient

then, think you, to alledge, that you went to hear them only

out of curiofity, to pafs away an idle hour, to admire the

oratory, or ridicule the fimplicity of the preacher? No;

God will then let you know, that you ought to have come

out of better principles ; that every fermon has been put

down to your account, and that you muft then be juftly pu-

riifhcd for not improving by them.

But fear not, you little flock, who with mecknefs receive

the ino rafted word, and bring forth the peaceable fruits of

righteoufnefs ; for it fhall not be fo with you. No, you will

be your minifter's joy, and their crown of rejoicing in the

day of our Lord Jesus : And they will prefent you in a

holv triumph, faultlefs and unblameable, to our common

Redeemer, faying, " Behold us, O Lord, and the children

which thou haft given us.'*

But ftill take heed how you hear : for upon your improv-

ing the grace you have, more fliali be given, and you fhall

have abundance. '' He is faithful that has promifcd, who

alfo will do it.'* Nay, God from out of Sian, (hall fo blefs

you, that every ferir^on you hear (hall communicate to you a

-? frefU
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frefti fupply of fpiritual knowledge. The word of God fliall

dwell in you richly ; you fhall go on from ftrength to

ftrength, from one degree of grace unto another, till being;

trrown up to be perfect men in Christ Jesus, and filled

with all the fulnefs of God, you fhall be tranflated by death

to fee him as he is, and to fmg praifes before his throne with

angels and archangels, cherubim and feraphim, and the ge-

neral aflembly of the firft-born, whofe names are written in

heaven, for ever and ever.

Which GoDj kc.
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