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 "Brothers and sisters, we want you to know the truth about
those who have died, so that you will not be sad, as are those who
have no hope. We believe that Jesus died and rose again, and so we
believe that God will take back with Jesus those who have died
BELIEVING in Him. So then, comfort one another with these words."
1 Thessalonians 4:13-14, 18






      And I heard a voice from heaven saying, "Write this:
Blessed are the dead who die in the Lord from now on." "Blessed
indeed," says the Spirit, "that they may rest from their
labors, for their deeds follow them!" Revelation 14:13






      "He will wipe all tears from their eyes--and there will be
no more death, suffering, crying, or pain! These things of the past
are gone forever! He who OVERCOMES will inherit all this, and I will
be his God and he will be my son." Revelation 21:4, 7










      "All who BELIEVE in God's Son have eternal life. Those who
don't obey the Son will never experience eternal life, but the wrath
of God remains upon them." John 3:36






      INTRODUCTORY CHAPTER






      "Even so, Father--for so it seemed good in your sight."
--Matthew 11:26






      I heard these words uttered but the other day, under affecting
circumstances, at a young Christian's deathbed.






      Pulpit themes should take their hue and color, if possible,
from events and impressions of the hour. I have accordingly thought
it might not be unprofitable to select this beautiful saying as
suggestive of a few appropriate meditations. I separate it from its
connection in the passage where it occurs. I shall not even regard
the verse, in what is its highest and holiest meaning, as an
utterance of the Savior; but look at it as it stands, the simple
expression of devout submission to the mysterious decrees of God on
the part of all His true people.






      The words necessarily, and on the face of them, imply that in
this world of ours there are deep perplexities; that on human
realities, there are unsolvable problems--that things do not appear
"good" in our sight--that if we had the world in our own
hands we would order events far otherwise--our own lot and that of
others we should mold far differently. But all that concerns us is
happily in other and better keeping. Falling back on the Fatherhood
of the Great Supreme, in the only true sense of that paternal
relation, it is for us to say, humbly and devoutly, accepting the
mysteries we cannot explain--"Even so, Father--for so it seemed
good in Your sight!"






      These perplexities and dilemmas are manifold. The long, pining,
wasting sickness; and especially, as is often seen, arresting the
active and the good in the midst of careers of usefulness and
beneficence; health and strength that can ill be spared; days of
suffering and nights of weariness appointed--that never seems "good"
in our sight.






      Take another case, that of worldly impoverishment; the loss of
a man's substance--not a selfish, not a penurious hoarder, but a
generous giver; one alike with a full purse and an open one, whose
delight was to relieve distress, and discharge liberally the
responsible stewardship of his wealth to the Great Giver. How
strangely mysterious to see the cringing worshiper of Mammon
permitted, unhindered and unimpeded to pile up the golden heap, while
this noble-hearted almoner of Jehovah's bounty is crippled with
disastrous loss and bankruptcy, for which, too, perhaps he is not
personally responsible--the innocent victim, it may be, of cruel
wrong and heartless deception. That cannot seem "good" in
our sight!










 



      But I shall confine myself now to the one illustration which
comes home to many, very many among us, and to some with exceptional
impressiveness--the death of the young and promising. I do not refer
to those who were so intellectually alone, but to not a few who, in
addition to mere natural acquirements, had given evidence of better
spiritual gifts, and felt within their youthful bosoms the throbbings
and aspirations of the higher nature.






      How often do lives of greatest lovableness--the best of the
household--appear to be the first taken--the choicest blossoms the
first prematurely to fall! Is this a mere illusion, a natural and
pardonable fantasy? It may at times be purely sentimental. The bereft
heart, like the shepherd of the parable, may at times be blamable in
forgetting the ninety and nine, and going in longing parental
fondness and partiality after "that which was lost." Yet,
explain it as we may, neither can what is a very generally accepted
article in the creed of the bereaved be relegated to this domain of
mere sentiment. It too often really is the favorite child, or the
youth of greatest promise, that is the missing one; one of those
whose names are described by a pathetic writer as "always on
gravestones; and their sweet smiles, their heavenly eyes, their
singular words and ways among the buried treasures of yearning
hearts. In how many families do you hear the legend that all the
goodness and graces of the living, are nothing to the peculiar charms
of one who is not!" (Mrs. H. B. Stowe.) It was an old saying,
even of Pagan antiquity, "Those whom the gods love die young."






      Be this, however, as it may, there are few, at all events, who
will not allow that among the most mysterious of Providences is the
mystery of early death. When we think of the possible future of our
dear departed had they been spared--their possible, their probable
usefulness in the Church and in the world, we cannot see 'good' in
their removal. There is little to perplex in the case of the aged
Christian's death; for with him the battle is fought and life's
mission fulfilled. But the young warrior, full of elastic hope and
bright anticipations, suddenly to fall before he has had time to
buckle on his armor--the young, it may be the boyish soul, filled
with noble yearnings to make the world the better for him while he
lived, and to miss him when he died! In vain, in the presence of the
King of Terrors, as he lays his icy finger on the brow, do we ask,
"Why is this?"






      But "it seemed good in YOUR sight!" There are reasons
(shadowy, partial, undefined they may be); but there are such reasons
for this apparently premature departure of the youthful Christian,
which may lead us in calm faith and submission to breathe that
"divinely taught" utterance. Let me proceed, with God's
blessing, to specify one or two of these.






      I. The young Christian is thereby saved many unforeseen perils.
We never like to think of evil in connection with the juvenile, the
innocent, the happy. And in the case of a life that has early
consecrated itself to God, we can surround it only with
sunshine--sunshine in the present, and with a halo of future hope and
blessing. But who can tell, if this life of promise had been
prolonged, what might have overtaken it? Who that knows the treachery
of the human heart can forecast the coming years of the most loving
and beloved? Life's shores, alas! are strewed with the wrecks of many
a vessel which began its course on the early river with all that a
parent's fond heart could desire! How many a father would have been
grateful had his prodigal boy been summoned in youth, instead of
being spared, not as a blessing, but as a curse! In the quaint
often-quoted words of an old writer, "Better David's dead
child--than his living Absalom!" Better for the green and tender
vine, even with its unripe or undeveloped clusters, to be
transplanted, than left for "the boar of the woods to destroy it
and the wild beast of the field to devour it." We cannot
anticipate or foresee; but there is an omniscient Eye which
can--which does! He may discern mercy and kindness in the early
removal, unknown and undiscerned by us. "Even so, Father--for,
so it seemed good in Your sight!"






      II. The young Christian is often early taken away, because in
his case the great end of existence is fulfilled. That end is not to
be measured by days or months or years. "Man's chief end is to
glorify God." That glorious consummation may be attained in ten
years, or twenty years, as well as in fifty, or threescore and ten.
The child may die "a hundred years old!" It is a promise of
God given in one of the Psalms, "With long life will I satisfy
him." What is truly long life? Men may survive to the age of
Methuselah, and yet the life of many centuries may be a blank. They
may live all the while like the men of Meroz, "doing nothing,"
and sink into their graves unremembered and forgotten--the world no
gainer by them during their barren and profitless existence, and no
tear to spare for them at their departure.






      While a truly "long life"--the life which is measured
and calculated not by arithmetic but by deeds--by virtue and worth,
may be compressed within a few brief years. The world has its
conventional time for celebrating what is called coming of age; but
in the sight of God that life attains its majority when, within a far
briefer period, the owner of it can lay his head on a death-pillow,
and in humble reverence say, in the spirit at least of the words of
the Great Master, "I have glorified You on the earth; I have
finished the work which You gave me to do." Even in the case of
human genius this is true. Raphael died in comparative youth, and
yet, in the earthly sense of the term, he is immortal. He compressed
the lives of a thousand into a few brief years, and gave an impulse
to art and to the creation of all that, pictorially at least, is
devoutest and purest in religious sentiment, which is felt to this
day.






      So, in a far higher acceptance, morally and spiritually, there
are young lives, early taken, of those who, in the truest, grandest
sense, have been the Methuselahs of the world; who lived briefly yet
nobly here, whose existence is perpetuated in a more glorious sphere
above. "He asked life of You, and You gave him a long life, even
forever and ever." "Even so, Father--for so it seemed good
in Your sight!"






      But this suggests--






      III. The young Christian is frequently summoned to an early
grave, in order to draw survivors and friends to heaven. He or she,
the early removed, are often thus set as beacon-lights on "the
farther shore." Many a heart that resists other
influences--sickness, worldly loss, and similar providential
dispensations, has been won to God and heaven and happiness by the
glorified voices of the departed! The sheep (to use a well-known
simple illustration) which no force could drive into the fold--which
sternly resisted going through the wicket-gate, is induced to do so
by the bleat of her own lamb. The lamb is taken first by the
shepherd, and then the other follows with willing and obedient step.
Ah! how many who have now reached their thrones and their crowns can
testify--"But for that sainted child early taken from me, I
never would have been here! It was that voice which first stole down
upon my ear in the soft whisper of celestial love, and made me first
listen to the words of the sublime vision in the Book of Revelation,
'Come up here!'"






      Several present, have sons who are abroad in a foreign land.
What a new interest their going there has given you in that distant
country! Kingdoms and colonies perhaps you scarce knew of previously,
and which you could not have pointed to on the map, now how familiar!
So with many a bereft parent. Your child has emigrated--set sail to
the celestial shores. You have an interest in that unseen world you
never had before. Heaven is brought near you with all the strength of
a home feeling. It is no longer "the land that is very far off."
You cannot help, in thought, being drawn to those mansions from which
the angel message is ever coming from a voice silent on earth--"If
you loved Me, you would rejoice because I said I go unto the Father!"






      "Even so, Father--for so it seemed good in Your sight!"






      Once more--






      IV. The young Christian is removed; but he is with you still.
Though in one sense taken from your sight; in another and better
sense he is not so. I speak not of heaven; I speak now of earth. Even
in regard to this world he is not "gone." The poet
beautifully says--






      "'Tis better to have loved and lost,


      Than never to have loved at all."






      Yes, far better; for love is an unquenchable thing. No, love,
in the truest meaning of the term, is life; and that love never dies.
If you think of it for a moment, it is not the mere bodily presence
of a child, or brother, or sister, that is 'life.' If that child
grows up to be the prodigal I spoke of a little ago, his life and his
love are alike really cut off from his parent; whereas there is true
life and love in those memories which cluster round the grave of the
sainted dead. That son or brother we have also just referred to, who
went to the distant colony or settlement, and who with a smile on his
lip and the tear in his eye, gave us the last waive of his hand when
the vessel was leaving the harbor, he is not dead. Though separated
from us, there is life and love still in that land of adoption. We
think of him as living. It is our daydream to see him and welcome him
again.






      On the other hand, that friend, that relative, though he may
live next door, is virtually 'dead,' who by unkindness and
ingratitude is estranged from us; passing and repassing in life's
thoroughfares without the nod of recognition. He may be living in the
literal sense of the word, but he is "dead while he lives."
His personal presence is not life; he is truly "the dead one."
While the other, whose memories of holy affection are enshrined in
the heart, who spoke words of imperishable kindness and comfort in
passing through the dark valley, and pointed, when the tongue was
unable to speak, to the land and the ties which know no dissolution,
he is truly the living one. The link in the one case is snapped; the
other, though invisible, is a golden chain which binds and rivets,
now and for all eternity.






      "No longer here," says Hawthorn, in the first hours
of parental grief; "she is there; gazing, seeing, knowing,
loving, as the blessed only see, and know, and love. Earth has one
angel less, and heaven one more, since yesterday. Already, kneeling
at the throne, she has received her welcome, and is resting on the
bosom of her Savior. If human love has power to penetrate the
veil--(and has it not?)--then there are yet living here a few who
have the blessedness of knowing that an angel loves them!"






      Let bereaved fathers and mothers ponder often this elevated and
elevating truth. The casket has perished, but the jewel is still
safe. Just as in that appalling railway catastrophe the other day,
amid the charred ashes of death the gems and diamonds were found
untouched and uninjured. Yes; I repeat it. That silent portrait on
the wall is not your child. That face in your photographic collection
is not your child. That white bust of marble which the chisel has
wrought for you is not your child. These are speechless, mute,
inanimate--mere semblances, no more; loved and treasured indeed as
memorials and souvenirs. But it is a nobler living image and reality
on which your heart can repose; the example which was bequeathed to
you, the loving thoughts and elevated motives, and the words and ways
and deeds which death never can extinguish. The beautiful action of
the Savior of old may become, with another sacred meaning, an
habitual one with you--"And He took a child and set him in the
midst." With such-like memories, and with so noble a reversion,
may all sorrowing parents who have been called to mourn blanks in
their households, lives of virtue and promise so apparently quenched
in darkness, gather around the 'early grave;' and with these gleams
of holy radiance left lingering behind, breathe the word of devout
and loving submission, "Even so, Father--for so it seemed good
in Your sight!"






      If I have a remark in closing, it would be to the young--to
those who are still spared in life and health and strength--that they
might remember what life is, and how sacred is its mission, whether
the period of their natural existence be long or short. You who are
still in the morning of youth, try to know and to realize what a
blessed thing early piety is. And if there be, now and then, those
among your playmates and companions who love God and serve Him, that
are cut down, may you have grace to take their places in the heavenly
course. Those of you who are older may recall, that in the torchlight
races of the ancient Greeks, when one young torch-bearer had finished
his allotted part in the running, he handed on the lighted torch to
another; this to another; and this to another still. Be it so with
you in a higher, nobler race. When young torch-bearers we may be
mourning today have finished their course and kept the faith, may
their example animate you to follow their steps--to take the torch
from their dying hands, and bear it on until you reach, like them,
your heavenly crowns. The mansions are filling, the cloud of young
witnesses is increasing. "So run that you may obtain!"






      "Even so, Father--for so it seemed good in your sight."
--Matthew 11:26






Chapter 2 - The Death of a Child


 (1 Kings 17:17-24)


      After this, the son of the woman who owned the house became
ill. His illness became very severe until no breath remained in him.
She said to Elijah, "Man of God, what do we have in common? Have
you come to remind me of my guilt and to kill my son?" But
Elijah said to her, "Give me your son." So he took him from
her arms, brought him up to the upper room where he was staying, and
laid him on his own bed. Then he cried out to the Lord and said, "My
Lord God, have You also brought tragedy on the widow I am staying
with by killing her son?" Then he stretched himself out over the
boy three times. He cried out to the Lord and said, "My Lord
God, please let this boy's life return to him!" So the Lord
listened to Elijah's voice, and the boy's life returned to him, and
he lived. Then Elijah took the boy, brought him down from the upper
room into the house, and gave him to his mother. Elijah said, "Look,
your son is alive." Then the woman said to Elijah, "Now I
know you are a man of God and the Lord's word in your mouth is the
truth."






      The death of a child!--reminding us, that, three thousand years
ago, the griefs of the old world were identical with our own--the
stricken hearts of mourning parents the same in the ancient homes of
Palestine as in the modern homes of England--the Rachels in both
"weeping for their children and will not be comforted because
they are not!"






      From the words which stand at the head of this chapter, the
prophet Elijah was now under the roof of the widow of Zarephath. A
grievous famine was still raging amid the thousands around. But as
each morning's sun rose on the inhabitants of this tranquil home, lo,
the barrel and the cruse described in the preceding context, and
which the evening meal seemed to have exhausted, were again
replenished. God's mercies were "new to them every morning, and
His faithfulness every night."






      We can only venture to surmise how the Prophet's hours, in this
secluded dwelling, would be spent. We can follow him in thought as
betimes, perhaps, he wandered up the rocky ridges which flanked the
town; gazing now on the everlasting snows of Hermon, now on the
wood-crowned top of Tabor--thus beholding both "Tabor and
Hermon" "rejoicing in God's name." Or, as at other
times, he would wander along the shores of the great and wide sea, in
adoring contemplation of Him who takes up the waters in the hollow of
His hand, and who "gives the sea His decree." Yet again,
when the barrel had yielded its evening supply, and the lamp had been
lighted from the unfailing oil-cruse, we can picture him unfolding to
these two dwellers in Pagan Phoenicia--the mother and her child--the
name and works and divine character of the God of Israel--dwelling on
the glorious promise spoken to the fathers, but in the blessings of
which all the families of the earth were to participate.






      We can think of them, perhaps, joining their voices together in
the psalms of the great Hebrew minstrel--many of them so applicable
to their own circumstances and experience--"Happy is he who has
the God of Jacob for his help, whose hope is in the Lord his God; who
made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that therein is; which keeps
truth forever; which executes judgment for the oppressed; which gives
food to the hungry. ...The Lord preserves the strangers; He relieves
the fatherless and widow." Or, more appropriate still in that
heathen Tyrian home--"And the daughter of Tyre shall be there
with a gift; even the rich among the people shall entreat Your favor.
Instead of Your fathers shall be Your children, whom You may make
princes in all the earth. I will make Your name to be remembered in
all generations--therefore shall the people praise You forever and
ever!"






      But a dark season is at hand for that lowly home. Perhaps it
was with this widow, as with many among us still--in her state of
comparative prosperity--of exemption, at all events, from the
pressure of famine, so severely felt all around--she may have been
beginning to forget the Hand which was filling her empty cupboard,
and warding off starvation from her dwelling. Miraculously fed from
day to day--seeing the barrel and the cruse each morning recruited
with the needed supply--she may have begun to feel too confidently
secure--that her "mountain was standing strong," and that
she might safely calculate on a permanent immunity from the inroads
of trial.










 



      How apt are we, after a season of long-continued
blessing--unbroken prosperity--to indulge in this spirit of boastful
independence--taking our daily
comforts--food--health--friends--children--as matters of course. We
may see, in the case of others, these strong pillars shattered and
broken; but our inmost thought and feeling is, "I am all
secure--I need not fear!" So may have meditated the Sarepta
widow. And the last trial she would ever have anticipated would
probably be the very one that was in store for her. With appalling
suddenness, the little life--the light of her dwelling--is
extinguished! "There is no breath left in him."






      Since this beloved and only child had been given back to her
from the gates of famine and death, we may imagine her heart-strings
had entwined more tenderly than ever around him; he was every day
growing up more of a companion and solace to her--a pledge of
unspeakable blessing in her latter years--when his arms would toil
for her, his prayers would comfort her, and his hands at last would
close her eyes in death. Sad, indeed, that that one lone star which
twinkled in her skies should be blotted out! Better it had been if,
two years ago, he had been removed, and thus been spared the pangs
and struggles of many an after-hour of privation and suffering. His
life being prolonged only to be taken, seemed a cruel mocking of her
grief and tears. All her hopes and joys perished in that moment of
woe. She could bear to see the barrel of meal yielding a diminished
supply--she could endure to look on an empty, unreplenished cruse;
but to gaze on that withered flower, lying cold and lifeless in her
bosom--to lose HIM, this was death indeed!






      We cannot, perhaps, wonder, that for a time, faith, and
patience, and submission were tempted to give way. In the bitterness
of her bereft soul she thus upbraids the Prophet--"What have I
to do with you, O you man of God? Are you come unto me to call my sin
to remembrance, and to slay my son?" The words were a cutting
reflection on Elijah, as well as an insinuation against Elijah's God.
It was as if she had said, "What have I done to provoke at your
hands so terrible a calamity? Is this your recompense and requital
for sheltering your defenseless head? In pity I gave you welcome to
my humble roof. Have these been your answered prayers for your
benefactress? Has your God come, in this fearful retributive sense,
to be the 'Judge of the widow?' Have you come, a wolf in sheep's
clothing, to ravish my flock--and rob me of my one lamb?"






      How striking is the contrast between this agony of her
impassioned grief and the calm composure manifested when she first
met Elijah. Then her child's death was equally imminent, and
threatened, too, under a more terrible form. Her words on that
occasion, in speaking of partaking with him of her last morsel, were
these, "That we may eat it and die." She had familiarized
herself with the approach of the last enemy--it was the passive,
silent submission of blank despair. Now, however, it was "sudden
death,"--death unexpected--death when she was handling the full
cup. It was her gourd withering, not by a process of slow, gradual
decay--drooping leaf by leaf; but it was, as with Jonah, the
luxuriant plant--coiled fresh and beauteous round her evening
bower--becoming, in a night, a mass of blighted, withered leaves. In
the words of the Patriarch of Uz, "The morning was even as the
shadow of death."






      Nor can we fail to admire Elijah's conduct in the trying
circumstances. We know to what course his natural character would
have impelled him. Hurt at the unkind and unjust reflection, his
fiery nature might have prompted him to retaliate. He might, with an
angry word, have answered the unkind suspicion breathed by that
broken heart. But there is no syllable of recrimination or
resentment. He says nothing (as he might have done) about the
blessing he had been, and brought, to her household. He makes no
reference to the barrel and the cruse beside them, the silent
witnesses of God's mercy and goodness. Deeply touched at the
impressive sight of death--and, perhaps, with a tender love for the
youthful victim--he makes kind allowance for the anguish of the
childless widow.






      Saying, "Give me your son," he takes the cold marble,
the dead body, in his arms, and carries it to his own couch. In
Eastern dwellings in these times, as at the present day, there was
generally a room higher than the rest of the building, called
"alliyeh," or, as it is here translated, "loft,"
where strangers and guests were accommodated. In the better class of
houses it was regarded as the place of honor. To this upper room
Elijah bears the lifeless child. That quiet chamber echoes to the
voice of impassioned prayer. The Prophet, though he had controlled
his feelings before the sorrowing mother, evidently felt keenly the
severity of the blow. He dreaded lest the dealings of his God might
be misjudged by that crushed mourner, and he cried out to the Lord
and said, "My Lord God, have You also brought tragedy on the
widow I am staying with by killing her son?"






      Laying the corpse upon the bed, he stretched himself upon
it--not for the purpose of imparting, as some have thought, natural
warmth to revive and quicken the dormant physical energies, but
rather, it would seem, to communicate the quickening power of God. He
knew that He who had "brought the evil" could alone remove
it. Three times, as he overlaid the dead body, did the importunate
cry ascend, "My Lord God, please let this boy's life return to
him!" The prayer is heard--the limbs begin to move--the eye
dilates--the pulse beats. Back comes the departed spirit. The Prophet
has rekindled the cold ashes on this desolated hearth; and carrying
in his arms the living trophy of God's goodness, he hushes the sobs
of the mother with the joyful announcement--"Look, your son is
alive!" Her tears are dried. Her murmurings cease. Her faith in
Israel's Jehovah is confirmed. "Now"--is the utterance of
her bounding heart--"now I know that you are a man of God, and
that the word of the Lord in your mouth is truth."






      From this touching and suggestive episode, we may gather, as
one out of many practical lessons, that Bereavement is not
necessarily a divine judgment on account of any special sin. The
widow, in the first moments of her grief, as she sat with her dead
child upon her lap--the hot tears coursing down her cheek--was led to
form the hasty conclusion, that God had sent her this heavy
chastisement as a rebuke and retribution for some previous
transgression--"Are you come unto me to call my sin to
remembrance?" Many, we know, in the season of bereavement are
apt to draw a similar unwarranted deduction--saying to themselves
what Job's unfeeling friends reproachfully addressed to him, as they
pointed to the miserable bed of dust and ashes on which he
lay--"Such, surely, are the dwellings of the wicked; and this is
the place of him who knows not God."






      But we may thus often misinterpret the reason and motive of the
Divine procedure. Our Lord, in one of His great miracles--curing the
blind man at the Temple gate--declared emphatically, in opposition to
the false and gratuitous assumption of the Pharisees, that it was in
consequence of no sin either of the sufferer or his parents that he
had been doomed to grope his way in darkness at noontide, but, "that
the works of God might be made manifest in him." Let us not,
therefore, hastily surmise, when God at times sees fit to empty the
chairs and hush the loved voices of our households, that some
specific sin must have evoked that special judgment and drawn forth
the arrow from the Almighty's quiver. We shall find in a subsequent
page that at the very moment when the darkness of death was shadowing
the home of Bethany, "Jesus loved Martha, Mary, and Lazarus."






      We may farther learn from the incident before us, that no
amount of good works or of active service in the cause of religion
will exempt us from trial. This widow had rendered the greatest
benefit which the Church of God at that age could receive, by
affording shelter to its most valued servant and defender, the
honored Prophet of Heaven. Yet she was smitten. Her generous pity and
kindness to God's viceregent could not shield her from the assaults
of affliction! It becomes us, whatever be the Divine dealings, never
to ask with the voice of complaint and querulous upbraiding, "If
the Lord is with us, why has all this befallen us?" Good deeds,
lofty virtues, self-denying sacrifices, will not purchase for us
immunity from His righteous ordination--that through much tribulation
we must enter into the kingdom. Whatever be our lot or portion, be it
ours to "rejoice with trembling."






      The vessel best manned and equipped may strike on the sunken
rock, as well as the lowest and most unseaworthy craft. No, God's
most favored saints are often put in the foremost ranks of
chastisement. Upon the most fruit-bearing trees of His garden He
often uses His sharp pruning-knife. Trial, in its varied forms, has
ever been employed by Him as a powerful means of leading to deeper
convictions of sin, as well as a salutary quickener of spiritual
graces. He knows what discipline is best fitted to draw the soul to
Himself; and often does He show that none is so effectual as that
which was employed in this home at Zarephath--snapping the ties which
bind us to the creature--disuniting us from earthly, to bind us to
heavenly things. Many can trace their first deep sense of sin--their
first lively apprehension of Christ and of Divine realities--to the
hour when their dwelling was rifled of its prized blessings. He
breaks the heart in order to save the soul.






      This, however, reminds us of what has already been noted, and
which, as an ever-present reflection with the mourner, will often
occur in these pages--how baffling and mysterious are many of God's
providential dispensations. Amid all the homes of that region, who
would have expected that the one to be so terribly smitten was that
which had, for two years, kindly sheltered the exiled Prophet of
Israel? Surely, we might think, if there is one dwelling more than
another secure from the assaults of the dread invader, it will be
that of the widow of Sarepta, and of the hope and solace of her
declining years; who, if spared, might become an honored instrument
in the defense and maintenance of the true religion. And yet, behold,
the desire of her eyes and the delight of her heart taken away by a
stroke!






      Oftentimes are we perplexed and confounded by similar dealings;
decayed scaffoldings, crumbling props remaining--and the strong and
vigorous, the virtuous and useful, swept down in a moment! There is
no key now to these dark dispensations. Many a weeping eye cannot
read them through blinding tears. But the hour is coming when we
shall read them--when they shall be luminous with love. "Men see
not yet the bright light in the clouds;" "but it shall come
to pass that at evening time it shall be light!" We may have to
wait until we obtain entrance within the Gates; but then, at least,
the legend will be subscribed--rather will the lips be attuned for
the everlasting song--"We have known and believed the love that
God has to us!"






      Earth may not, as in the case of the widow of Phoenicia, give
us back our dead--no prophet's voice can reanimate the silent
ashes--no anguish of prayer recall the departed spirit. But we
joyfully believe the day will yet dawn when we shall write under
every mystic providence, "He has done all things well."
Meanwhile let us rejoice, like Elijah, in the assurance that "the
Lord reigns"--that all bereavements and chastisements are His
appointments. "You" (the Prophet says, addressing his God
in prayer)--"YOU" (the living Jehovah) "have brought
this evil." Oh, comforting thought! enough to dry all tears and
silence all murmurings--"Does disaster come to a city," to
the cottage, to the palace--is there disaster which blights some
unknown poor man's dwelling--is there disaster which clothes a nation
in mourning, "unless the Lord has done it?" Amos 3:6






      The narrative farther exhibits, what we have revealed in the
case of many of the Divine dispensations--the energy and power of
Prayer. Not when he supplicates, as he had previously done, that
Heaven should seal up its rains and dews from a whole nation--not
when afterwards, on Carmel, invoking defeat on Baal and his priests,
is his prayer more earnest than now, in this lowly dwelling, when not
the lives of thousands, but the life of one lowly child, is the
subject of his intercession. He seems, indeed, to have felt,
personally, deeply moved under this sudden bereavement. The strong,
heroic, brave man could bear with equanimity any ills affecting
himself, but he was stung to the quick under the imputation of his
benefactress. He could not brook the allegation of bringing evil on
the home of one who had opened her door to a friendless stranger.






      His prayer is an urgent appeal to God--(we had almost said a
bold remonstrance)--as a just and merciful and righteous Being. "It
cannot be, Lord," he seems to say; "You can not allow this
reproach to descend on me and on Your great Name! You, who have made
the widow's cause Your own, oh, recompense not thus, her kindness to
me! Let not this heathen woman say, as she points to her childless
home and buried treasure, 'Where is now your God?'"






      We can imagine the Tishbite pacing up and down his little
chamber in importunate, impassioned prayer. It was a mighty demand,
indeed, for a mortal to make--a request that had no previous parallel
in praying lips. It was nothing short of this--Victory over
Death--the iron crown plucked from the head of the King of terrors.
When Elijah does manifest faith, it is always of the noblest type. He
would doubtless now revert to his life-motto--the first utterance of
his prophetic mission--"JEHOVAH LIVES" Confiding in the "El
Shaddai," he feels confident that He who provided him his brook
at Cherith will restore this more sacred living brook which had been
so suddenly dried in its earthly channel. Strong in faith, giving
glory to God, he proceeds to the couch where the lifeless child lay.
Once more he stands before us as delineated by James, "the
righteous man," bearing the glorious testimony as to the
"availing,"--the "much availing power"--of
"effectual fervent prayer!"






      Bereaved one, are your prayers in a similar hour left
unanswered? Is your anguished cry rather, "Why these defeated
supplications?"--the urgent plea not only left unheard, but
responded to in the way you most dreaded and deprecated? Are you
tempted to give way to the plaintive soliloquy--"Surely my way
is hidden from the Lord, and my judgment is passed over from my
God?"--the cry of your crushed and broken heart in the
well-known words of John Newton--






      "Twas He who taught me thus to pray,


      And He, I trust, has answered prayer;


      But it has been in such a way,


      As almost drove me to despair!






      Yes, more, with His own hand He seemed


      Intent to aggravate my woe;


      Crossed all the fair designs I schemed,


      Blasted my gourds and laid me low."






      All we can say in reply is--"Be still and know that He is
God." His thoughts are not your thoughts, nor His ways your
ways. "A man devises his own ways; nevertheless, the counsel of
the Lord, that shall stand." Would that we could believe that at
times the denial of our prayers may be the best, the kindest, the
really paternal answer to them; that when thwarted in our aspirations
after what we think is for our good, we are tempted to pronounce the
hasty verdict; we could trust the ALL-LOVING, to guide our steps and
grant our petitions, not according to our finite and fallible wisdom,
but according to the counsel of His sovereign but gracious will. I
believe at times, even in this world, He discovers to us sooner or
later the reason of apparently unowned supplications; bringing light
out of darkness; and showing that, often in the midst of overwhelming
domestic bereavements, there are undreamt-of blessings in reversion,
which could not otherwise have been ours. "To think," says
Lady Powerscourt, "that led by Him we are safe from everything.
No evil shall ever touch us--evil at the end or evil on the way--all
is paved with love." Yes, believe it. He answers prayer, not in
our ways, but in His. He answers us, even though it may be, at times,
"in the secret place of thunder!" (Psalms 81:7).






      Finally, we have here a glimpse given us of the doctrine of the
Resurrection. This was a truth dimly unfolded in Old Testament times.
Its full revelation was reserved for Him who, under a more glorious
economy, "abolished death and brought life and immortality to
light." As the gladdening words sounded in the mother's ears,
"See, your son lives!" not only was that widow herself
taught that the God of Elijah had a power which no Baal ever had, in
imparting life to the still ashes--reanimating the cold clay, and
putting light into the rayless eyes; but it was a parable to the
Jewish Church of that great gospel disclosure, that there is a day
coming "when all that are in their graves shall hear the voice
of the Son of God, and those who hear shall live." No, more;
from the fact which is expressly recorded in the inspired narrative,
that Elijah brought down the living child from the upper chamber into
the house, "and delivered him to his mother," we have the
precious thought suggested, under a significant figure, that in that
glorious resurrection morning friends will be reunited to
friends--there will be undying reunions of the departed in the Church
of the glorified; mothers restored to the embrace of children, and
lost little ones given back to their parents. How will the happiness
of that day of complete triumph be augmented and enhanced, as
death-divided relatives, re-linked in bonds of purified earthly
affection and love, will be able to exclaim to one another, "See
my son! my parent! my brother! my beloved, long-lost child!--see, HE
LIVES!"






Chapter 3 - The Death of an Only Son


  Luke 7:11-16


      Soon afterwards He was on His way to a town called Nain. His
disciples and a large crowd were traveling with Him. Just as He
neared the gate of the town, a dead man was being carried out. He was
his mother's only son, and she was a widow. A large crowd from the
city was also with her. When the Lord saw her, He had compassion on
her and said, "Don't cry." Then He came up and touched the
open coffin, and the pallbearers stopped. And He said, "Young
man, I tell you, get up!" The dead man sat up and began to
speak, and Jesus gave him to his mother. Then fear came over
everyone, and they glorified God, saying, "A great prophet has
risen among us," and "God has visited His people."






      We have here another eclipse of young life in the land of
Palestine. It is one that occurred not in Old Testament, but in
gospel times--a memory hallowed and consecrated, too, by holier
footsteps than those even of the great Elijah.






      On one of the descending slopes of Mount Tabor, in the vast
plain of Esdraelon--the golden granary of the Holy Land and the
battlefield of Hebrew history--the traveler still discovers the ruins
of the city of NAIN. It is invested with imperishable interest from
this one solitary but touching event, with which its name is
associated in gospel story.






      Jesus and His disciples, along with "many people,"
took this journey of twelve miles from the city of Capernaum; and as
the shadows of evening were beginning to fall, they found themselves
approaching the village by its one entrance on the slopes of the
wooded mountain. Jewish cemeteries were always situated outside the
walls of their towns, and the time of burial was at sunset. The
coffin was carried on the shoulders, with the face exposed, until
they came to the place of burial. Here the lid was nailed on the
coffin, and the funeral rites were completed.






      Funerals, to the least impressible, are affecting spectacles.
None can fail to be solemnized as the mournful procession wends along
the highway, or the street of the crowded city. But we often think
how little uninformed wayfarers can gauge the depths of many such
sorrows, or measure the yawning chasms in the hearts of those who are
thus, in mute and pensive silence, passing by!






      The words of the sacred narrative touchingly describe to us
such a burial scene. A funeral was seen emerging from the gate of
Nain as the sun was setting. Bitter sobs and weeping from the midst
of the crowd arrest the ear of Him whose mission it was to heal the
broken-hearted. There was everything to aggravate the pangs of that
lacerated heart, and make it the sorest of trials. The whole village
had turned out to sympathize with the mourner. "A large crowd
from the city was also with her."






      But, in the deep agony of her grief, she stood alone. In more
than one feature her case was identical with that we last considered.
These tears of hers were not of yesterday. She could once tell of a
happy home! The world to her had once been all sunshine. The
exuberance of outer nature in her Hebrew hamlet, its summer fruits
and purple clusters, had its reflection and counterpart in her own
joyous heart--itself a garner of cherished blessings. Her first, and,
as she supposed, her most desolating blow came! The smile of gladness
was all at once exchanged for the blight of bereavement. The desire
of her eyes was taken away with a stroke. A thousand fond hopes and
cherished dreams vanished in the twinkling of an eye, and were buried
in that grave. She was left solitary, to toil on her pilgrimage
path--"she was a widow."






      But in seasons of saddest trial God often gives supporting
solaces. To this poor woman, amid her hours of sorrow, there was one
object, like that in the home at Sarepta, still surviving, around
whom her heart-strings were fondly entwined. The partner of her joys
was gone; but he had left behind him a sacred legacy of affection!
One little child remained, to cheer the lonely hearth of the widowed
parent. Often, doubtless, did she clasp the treasured gift to her
bosom; and as she dropped the silent tear over his cradle, or watched
the innocent glee of childhood as he played by her side, would she
love to trace in his countenance the image of him who was not! If the
past was bitter, the future would have been darker, sadder still, but
for this precious link that still bound her to life. Often, in her
solitary moments, would she weave visions of happiness around the
coming years of her boy, saying, with Lamech, "This one shall
comfort us." In him every ulterior plan is wrapped up and
concentrated; and the last thought, associated with life's close, is
that of his hands closing her eyes, performing to her the final
offices of affection, and bearing her to "the house appointed
for all living."










 



      How often are we brought to learn that our chief blessings may
be removed just when we most need them! When was Jonah's gourd,
already referred to, smitten and withered? Not when the evening
breeze was fanning his brow, but "in the morning when the sun
rose," and the suffocating heat beat on his fevered head. When,
as we shall find in a future page, was Lazarus of Bethany taken away?
Just when his sisters--when his Lord--when the Church--seemed as if
they could least spare him.






      One day a sudden sickness prostrates the widow's son on a couch
of languishing. There may have seemed at first no cause for anxiety.
It is but a passing cloud; no gloomy vision of anticipated evil dare
cross for a moment that doating heart. Soon the young pulse and
buoyant frame will be vigorous as ever.






      Alas! the tale is soon told--that house, too, is darkened with
the shadows of death--the last glimmering light in that desolate
heart and dwelling is put out. He who, we may infer from the crowds
which followed him to the grave, was all that a fond parent could
wish him to be, lies lifeless in his chamber!






      We can imagine (though we cannot attempt to describe) the
succession of bitter hours the bereaved mother must have spent,
previous to the time at which the sacred narrative reveals her first
to view at the gate of her native town--the sorrowful night-watchings
by the tossed and sleepless couch--the dread anxieties of suspense,
vibrating alternately between hope and fear--the glad symptoms of
revival; but these again only succeeded by the too faithful monitors
of approaching dissolution. And then, when all was over--when left to
herself to brood over the dream of bygone bliss and the wrecks of her
happiness scattered around her--realizing the bitterness of that
which, in her land and in all hearts, has passed into a proverb--the
loss of "an only son;"--while the sympathy of neighbors and
friends, each having some kindly word to speak of her boy, unsealed
the well-springs of her affection anew, and brought fresh warm
tear-drops to her cheek.






      And now the tramp of the mournful crowd is heard pacing along
the streets. In another brief hour, she will have to retrace her
steps to a swept household, leaving the prop of her earthly existence
laid low in "the long home."






      They have reached the gate of the city--they have crossed its
threshold. The gloomy walls of the cemetery may be already in view.






      But the Lord of life and the Abolisher of death is approaching!
There was only ONE in the wide world who could dry that widow's tears
and give her back her beloved. That ONE is in sight!






      To all appearance, it is but a motley crowd of wayfarers that
are seen approaching from the opposite direction. They are coming
along the Capernaum road, weary and worn and dust-covered, after the
heat of a sultry summer's day. But, in the midst of them, there is a
voice which can speak in tones of mingled authority and
tenderness--"Leave your fatherless children; I will preserve
them alive; and let your widows trust in Me."






      JESUS approaches! He required no interpreter of the scene of
sorrow--no messenger to carry the tidings of the loss sustained by
that mother in Israel. "He needed not that any should testify of
man, for He knew what was in man." Before He left, that morning,
the shores of Gennesaret, well He foresaw, as the omniscient God, all
the peculiarities in that case of sore trial. He had marked every
throb of that breaking heart. He had predetermined and prearranged
the apparently 'accidental meeting' at the village gate. And now, at
the appointed moment, the dead man is borne in his coffin, as the
Lord of the dead and the living draws near.






      We need not dwell on the sequel. In other cases, the Savior's
intervention and healing power are importunately solicited. There is
a singular exception in the present instance. No voice pleads with
Him to perform the miracle. The crowd are silent. The mourning widow
is too deeply absorbed in her own grief to observe the presence of
the Prophet of Nazareth. Besides, notwithstanding His other
miraculous deeds, He had never yet raised the dead; so that even if
she had known, or perhaps personally witnessed His ability to heal
the sick and cure the diseased, she would never imagine He had power
to reverse the irrevocable sentence, and unlock those gates of Hades,
which for nine hundred years (since the time of Elisha) had been
closed to all miracle.






      Without parade or ostentation, the Divine Redeemer enters amid
the crowd. But observe, it is to whisper, in the first instance, in
the ear which most needed it, the balm-word of comfort, "Weep
not." And even when the word of power is about to be uttered
(that word which is to summon back a soul from the spirit-land), all
is done in unobtrusive silence--in silence He touches the coffin. In
silence He beckons to the bearers to stand still; and, as the two
meeting crowds have now mingled into one--amid the same hush of
impressive silence He sounds the omnipotent summons over the sheeted
dead--"YOUNG MAN, ARISE!" Life's pulses begin again
mysteriously to beat--well-known tones again meet a mother's ears.
Oh, who would mar the touching simplicity of the inspired narrative
by endeavoring to depict the burning tears of wonder, and love, and
praise, which roll down these wasted, furrowed cheeks, as, in the
simple words of the description--the very same with those of the
former miracle--"they delivered him to his mother!"






      We have heard of the joy occasioned by the sudden appearance of
the sailor-boy in his native cottage, many a long year after she who
had loved him best had thought of nothing but of her child in a
watery grave, the wrecks of his vessel tossed on distant shores. We
have heard of the soldier returning to his long-lost home, when his
children were accustomed to talk of their father's grave in the far
East, with the palm-trees and thick grass waving above it; and we may
imagine the joy when the sad dream of years was reversed, and he
stood alive before them, locking them by turns in his embrace. What
must have been the joy of this Hebrew mother when the new lease of a
prized existence was granted by a gracious Savior, and as she
returned, holding that hand she had never thought to clasp again on
earth, exclaiming--"This my son was dead, and is alive again; he
was lost, and is found!"






      Let us gather a few PRACTICAL TRUTHS and REFLECTIONS from this
suggestive story.






      I. We have here an attestation to the Savior's divinity.






      We have other examples in Scripture of individuals raised from
the dead. We have lately beheld Elijah, at Sarepta, raising another
widow's son--we have Elisha raising the son of the Shunamite--Peter
raising "the certain disciple named Tabitha." But all these
cases were effected 'permissively'--by mere delegated power. These
holy men stormed Death in his grim stronghold; but it was not with
their own weapons. Their language was either, "Thus says the
Lord," or else, "In the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth."
They ever disowned and repudiated the thought of any inherent ability
over life--any usurpation of the Divine prerogative. They acted only
as servants. But here there is no acknowledgment of derivative power.
"As a son over His own house," Christ gives forth the
mandate of uncontrolled Omnipotence, "Young man, I say unto
you."






      O blessed assurance! that that Being to whom I owe every
blessing I enjoy--every hope for time and for eternity; who was
nailed on the cross for me, and for me closed His eyes in the sleep
of death--that He had infinite Godhead in mysterious union with
suffering, sorrowing, woe-worn, death-stricken humanity and, now that
He is upon the throne, and "all power is committed to Him both
in heaven and in earth," that nothing can resist His commands,
nothing baffle His behests and purposes. There is no evil but his
power can ward off--there is no calamity but He can avert--if He
pleases. The "I SAY UNTO YOU," He uttered over the coffin
at Nain, is His omnific formula FOR all times and AT all times. "He
speaks, and it is done!"






      II. Let us learn the tenderness and compassion of Christ as
Man.






      It is striking to observe, in the more prominent events of our
Lord's public ministry, how the manifestations of His Manhood and
Godhead go together. There is generally a joint exhibition of majesty
and tenderness, proclaiming that while He is God, He is yet the
partaker of our nature.






      It is the case here. We have just marked the unmistakable
proofs that He who arrests that weeping crowd is indeed Divine!
Omniscience brought Him there--the act of Omnipotence demonstrates
His deity in the eyes of the beholders.






      But He is more than this. His look of compassion, His tear of
sympathy, proclaim that in that same bosom where resides the might of
Godhead there beats also all the tenderness of human affection.
Observe, it was the sight of woe (the contemplation of human misery)
which stirred to its depths that Heart of hearts. It would seem as if
He could not look on earthly grief without that grief becoming His
own. In the similar case of Lazarus, as we shall afterwards find, it
was not the bitter thought of a lost and dead friend which unsealed
the fountain of His own tears; for when He stood in the graveyard, He
knew that, in a few moments, the victim of death would have his eyes
rekindled with living luster. At Bethany (as here at Nain), it was
simply the spectacle of those in suffering that made its irresistible
appeal to His emotional nature. The Rod of human compassion touched
the Rock of Ages, and the streams of tenderness gushed forth. He
hears the widow's heartrending weeping in the midst of the mourners;
and, as we already noted--for it is worthy of observation--utters the
soothing, sympathetic word, before He utters the Godlike mandate.






      Nor should we overlook the fact that it was only a word He
uttered. This reveals an exquisite and touching feature in the
Savior's humanity. It attests how intensely delicate and sensitive,
as well as true, that humanity was. When we meet a mourner after a
severe trial, we shrink from the meeting; glad, perhaps, when the sad
and dreaded call of courtesy is over. There is a marked reserve in
making a reference to the blank; or, if that reference is made, it is
short--a studied brevity. The press of the hand often expresses what
the lips shrink from uttering. In that touching picture we have of
patriarchal grief, as a writer observes in commenting on this
passage, Job's friends and mourners sat for seven days at his side,
and not a syllable was spoken. It was so here with Jesus. He (even
He) does not intrude with lengthened, commonplace condolence. With a
tear in His eye, and a suppressed sob, all He says is, "Weep
not."






      Behold, then, the beautiful and touching sympathy of a
fellow-mourner--"the Brother born for adversity." "When
the Lord saw her, He had compassion on her!" We have seen that
that weeping, forlorn woman had no lack of other sorrowing friends.
Her case seemed to be matter of notoriety. Many went out to mingle
their grief with hers. But the sympathy of all these could only go a
certain way. They could not be expected to enter into the
peculiarities of her woe. Human sympathy is, at best, imperfect;
sometimes selfish, always finite and temporary. Not so the sympathy
of Him who had just joined the funeral procession. He could say, as
none else can, "I know your sorrows." The sympathy of the
kindest friend on earth knows a limit--Jesus' sympathy knows none.










      Who can tell but, in that gentle utterance of tender feeling,
and in the deep compassion which dictated it, the Son of Man, the
Virgin-born, may have had in view another "Mother," whose
hour of similar bereavement was now at hand, when His own death was
to be "the sword" which was to "pierce her soul."
"Weep not;"--that is often an unkind arrest put by man on
the sacredness of human grief, as if it were unworthy to weep tears
which Christ wept before us. But He (the Great Savior) who came to
stem more fearful floods of sorrow, could, in His compassionate
tenderness, speak His own calming word. That hour was a presage and
foreshadow of a happier time, when, in a sorrowless world, "God
shall wipe away ALL TEARS from off all faces."






      Comforting in our seasons of trial to meditate upon this
fellow-feeling of the Prince of Sufferers--that Divine compassion, in
comparison with which the tenderest and best human sympathy is but as
dust in the balance. The Savior and sympathizer of Nain is ever the
same. He had compassion--He has compassion still. He who stopped the
mourning procession on that summer's night, in the plains of Jezreel,
still lives, and loves, and supports, and pities; and will continue
to pity, until pity be no longer needed, in a world of light and
joy--of purity and peace! "He will not break the bruised reed,
nor quench the smoking flax."






      III. This leads us, once more--expanding the same thought--to
note that the narrative before us is full of special comfort to the
bereaved.






      "WEEP NOT!" I repeat, He does not mean, by uttering
that word, to forbid tears--He seems by it rather to say--"Do
not shed tears by mistake. If you knew all the design and purpose I
have in that bitter sorrow--that aching trial--you would chase these
tears away. Give expression to no hasty surmises with regard to my
doings."






      Look at the scene here described. We read that those present at
the funeral--the attendant crowd of mourners and
spectators--"glorified God." Yes, and could we rend these
heavens and ascend up amid the heavenly worshipers--who knows but
perhaps we might see there two glorified forms bending over the
memories of that sunset hour at Nain--the Widow and her Son--telling,
with tearless eyes, that it was that death-scene which had led them
to their thrones and crowns!






      God is ever saying to us, "Trust Me in the dark."
There shall yet be a revelation of mercy and love in these your
trials. That "Weep not" of Nain was intended to carry its
message of solace and consolation to the myriad hearts of all time,
crushed with their ever-varying sorrows--and more especially to those
bearing their most cherished treasures to the custody of the tomb. He
would proclaim to us, even now, that He has "power over
death"--that the King of terrors must own the scepter of the
King of kings. He prepares His whole Church, in this miracle, for
singing the prophetic song--"O death, where is your sting? O
grave, where is your victory?" He gives to the world a pledge of
the summons which will one day be addressed to its slumbering
myriads--"Arise!" "Awake and sing, you who dwell in
dust!"






      Nor is the simple statement here made with reference to the
young man without its inferential meaning, "He delivered him to
his mother." We may recur to it, although we have already
alluded to its suggestiveness, in the narrative of Elijah's kindred
miracle.






      Jesus rested not with the mere summons to life; nor with
beholding the young man raising himself up on his coffin and giving
utterance to articulate sounds; but He takes him by the hand, and
places it, like His great Prophet of Cherith, in that of the
rejoicing parent! The first act, in both cases, is to restore the
resuscitated dead to the hearts that mourned them, and to permit the
resuming of the old joyous communion. In this, too, as in the former,
may we not rehearse the same inference--borne out, too, by other
Scripture statements and references? May it not lead us to cherish
the joyful and delightful prospect of reunion with those we have
loved? that those tender affections, nurtured and hallowed on earth,
shall only be for a time interrupted by death, to be resumed in
better and brighter worlds--where the pang of bereavement, and
orphanage, and widowhood, shall no longer be either felt or feared!
The great "ARISE!" which shall startle the sleeping dead
(the sleepers in Jesus), will be followed by personal recognitions,
restored fellowships--the old smiles lighting up the countenance, the
voice, with its familiar tones, tuned and prepared for nobler
services and loftier songs!






      Meanwhile, let the bereaved and sorrowful bow with a calm
unmurmuring submission to the will of God--rejoicing in the present
possession of the compassion of Jesus; and looking forward, with
triumphant hearts, to that cloudless morning when "the sun"
of earthly prosperity shall "no more go down, neither shall the
moon withdraw itself"--but when (rejoined to death-divided
friends, and with no tear to dim their eyes) "the Lord shall be
their everlasting light, and the days of their mourning shall be
ended."






Chapter 4 - The Early Death of an Only Daughter


  Luke 8:41-42, 49-56


      And now a man named Jairus, a leader of the local synagogue,
came and fell down at Jesus' feet, begging him to come home with him.
His only child was dying, a little girl twelve years old. As Jesus
went with him, he was surrounded by the crowds.






      While he was still speaking to her, a messenger arrived from
Jairus' home with the message, "Your little girl is dead!
There's no use troubling the Teacher now." But when Jesus heard
what had happened, he said to Jairus, "Don't be afraid. Just
trust me, and she will be all right." When they arrived at the
house, Jesus wouldn't let anyone go in with him except Peter, James,
John, and the little girl's father and mother. The house was filled
with people weeping and wailing, but he said, "Stop the weeping!
She isn't dead; she is only asleep." But the crowd laughed at
him because they all knew she had died. Then Jesus took her by the
hand and said in a loud voice, "Get up, my child!" And at
that moment her life returned, and she immediately stood up! Then
Jesus told them to give her something to eat. Her parents were
overwhelmed, but Jesus insisted that they not tell anyone what had
happened.






      An only daughter!--the most sacred and hallowed link that can
bind heart to heart--the theme of poetry's tenderest epics, lyrics,
elegies--Can such be included in the record of early departures--the
calendar of "early graves?" Alas! too true, as is the
experience of ten thousand sorrowing parents. It is so in the
touching incident we are now to consider. Death is here described as
entering another home of the Gospel era, and evoking the wail of
desolated mourners.






      But, the Prince and Lord of Life draws near. He storms the
Invader in his own citadel, compels him to relinquish his prey; and
to every bosom in all time thus rudely rifled, bequeaths consolatory
words and lessons.






      Let us first rehearse the narrative, and then endeavor to
gather up some of the more solemn and comforting truths which that
narrative enforces.






      We have no farther light thrown in Gospel story on the
principal personage in this scene. He was Ruler of the synagogue of
CAPERNAUM--supposed to be one of those "elders of the Jews"
we find coming in a body or deputation to intercede with Jesus in
behalf of the Centurion's servant, saying, that "he was worthy
for whom He should do this, for he loves our nation, and he has built
us a synagogue."






      This pious Israelite had urged his suit successfully for
another--the slave of a Gentile soldier, who had been stretched on a
couch of sickness, "ready to die." The Divine
Philanthropist had listened to the pleadings of faith and gratitude,
and immediately accompanied him in the direction of that soldier's
abode. But a very different case now engrosses this Ruler's
thoughts--a very different sorrow weighs down his own heart. The
silent Messenger is now standing at his own door-step!






      An only daughter gladdened his home. She had arrived, too, just
at that age when a father's heartstrings are bound fastest and
firmest around his child's soul. With her had been doubtless
interwoven every thought of the future--she was the pride of the
family; the prop of the present; the promised comforter of her
parents' old age. Often perhaps, in the midst of other trials, they
would glance at the loving spirit at their side, assured of one
abiding stay and solace. But health and strength, youth and
intelligence, are unable to exclude the sleepless foe of human
happiness. The darkest of shadows are falling around that dwelling!






      We have not detailed to us, as in other cases recorded in
sacred story, the circumstantials of that hour of anxiety and sorrow;
whether disease had crept imperceptibly upon her--the King of terrors
coming with noiseless step--velvet footfall--the candle of decaying
life burning down slowly until it reached its socket; or whether,
with appalling suddenness, the arrow had sped--the sun, which perhaps
that morning rose on a cheerful home, setting over the valley of
death amid weeping clouds. All the entry we have in the inspired
record is, "She lay dying." She had reached that terrible
crisis-hour when hope's last glimmerings were being extinguished--the
last tides of life were slowly ebbing.










 



      Can nothing be done to arrest the arrow in its course--to stay
that sun from so premature a setting? The anguished father thinks of
the only ONE voice which can say, "Sun, stand still!"






      "Can that same Jesus" (he might think to himself),
"who cured a humble slave, who gave back to a fond master the
life of a faithful servant--can He not (will He not) pity 'one of the
lost sheep of the house of Israel?' If I rush to Him in this hour of
my sorrow, will He deny me His compassionate love, and the exercise
of His wondrous power?"






      There is no time for delay. With fleet footsteps he betakes
himself to the Prophet of Galilee, and in an agony of prayer
beseeches Him to follow him to his dwelling. The Savior
complies--accompanied by a promiscuous crowd, among whom deeper and
holier feelings and sympathies mingle with vain curiosity.






      An incident, meanwhile, takes place by the way, which for a
time impedes His progress. A woman who had suffered from severe
bleeding for twelve years, steals unobserved through the thronging
crowd, touches the blue fringe of the Lord's garment, and receives an
instantaneous cure. But instead of passing, as we might expect, with
all haste to the more urgent case, Jesus pauses and dwells on this
intermediate one. He summons into His presence the subject of His
healing power, in order that He may manifest to others the victory of
faith, and utter in her own ear words of encouragement and peace.






      Hard, unseasonable interruption, we are apt to think! Each
moment was precious to that trembling parent. The sand-glass of that
loved one's young life was hurrying to its last grain. He might have
reached her in time, had it not been for this. But the likelihood is
that the golden opportunity is past and gone--these few minutes'
delay have cost the father his child--locked her fast in a sleep too
deep to be disturbed!






      And yet, we may well believe, there were gracious purposes in
the delay, as there ever are in much which our blindness is apt to
regard as untoward and unpropitious. The smaller miracle--(the
intermediate cure)--would prepare the crowd for receiving the greater
one. Above all, it would strengthen and confirm the faith of the
witnessing parent--lead him to hope against hope, and in the
extremity of his anguish, make him "strong in faith, giving
glory to God." We hear from his lips no fretful and impatient
utterances--no insinuations against his Lord, or against the other
suppliant, regarding the postponement. Meekly he waits the Redeemer's
time and will; and before long he shall have the promise fulfilled in
his experience--"The Lord is good to those who wait for Him, to
the soul that seeks Him." "It is good for a man that he
both hope and quietly wait for the salvation of God."






      BUT just at the moment when faith has got its pledge of Divine
power--when the procession is again in motion, and joyous visions of
the past are beginning to people the future, messengers from his
homestead are the bearers of heavy tidings--"Your daughter is
dead, trouble not the Master!" "Fatigue not (as the word
means) that weary, toil-worn Savior--add not to His journey or
exhaustion. Let Him have the rest He so much requires; His presence
could be of no avail now, for death has put his impressive,
irrevocable seal on these lips."






      Ah! bitter news! Just when hope was in the ascendant--when the
future was beginning again to have its rainbow hues spanning a dark
sky--these tints melt and merge into a deeper darkness than before.
The torch is quenched. The great dreaded blight of existence has
passed over the parent's heart!






      Now is the time for Jesus' utterances of comfort; for now was
the moment when doubt and misgiving were most likely to rise and
eclipse the hitherto unwavering trust. Now was the time for those
harsh thoughts of rebellious nature, we have already hinted at, which
so often, at such seasons, overmaster our nobler feelings. "If
it had been but a few moments sooner, my child might have been
spared! If the Lord had only deferred the performance of that other
act of love until He had left my threshold, I might still have had my
beloved daughter at my side! It was these moments of delay that
bereft me of my household treasure! By stopping to give peace to one
sufferer, He has done so at the sacrifice of all that most fondly
bound me to earth!"






      If these, and thoughts like these, were about to arise, Christ
in mercy interposes. We read, "Jesus answered" (not that
Jairus outspoke his own feelings, but He who reads the secret heart
answered to what was passing in the heaving depths of that
soul)--"Hush! hush!" He seems to say, "do not allow
these thoughts to arise in your heart--dismiss all such unworthy
doubts." "Be not afraid--only believe."






      And now He has reached the house. The trappings and outward
pageantry of death too truthfully verify the tidings of the
messengers. In accordance with Oriental custom, hired mourners and
hired minstrels were already filling that silent chamber with
dirges--while with these mingled the deeper and truer wailings of the
smitten hearts.






      "Give place!" said Christ, as in a tone of authority
He rebuked these vehement demonstrations of mimic sorrow--"Why
make this ado and weep? The girl is not dead, but SLEEPS." An
enigmatical expression to the tumultuous mob around, but to the
father it was the renewal and repetition under a lovely figure of the
former pacifying utterance, "Be not afraid, only believe."
The word "dead"--the utterance of the human messengers, too
well calculated to annihilate the last spark of hope--is replaced by
the rekindling words, "She sleeps." Man has put the
terrible extinguisher on that lamp. But Jesus says, "Fear not."
What is that message of death, when I, the Lord of life, have been
summoned by you? You have seen My power on a suffering woman--'only
believe, and I will show you greater things than these!'






      The irreverent thronging crowd is kept outside. The mimic
mourners are all excluded. His three favored disciples (afterwards
the witnesses of His transfiguration on the Mount and of His agony in
the garden) are alone allowed to enter the chamber sacred of sorrow.
In silent emotion the two parents are bending over their withered
flower. But so also is He who gave it--who planted it--who plucked
it--and who is to give it back again. In the might of His own
omnipotence--in His own name (without invoking, like His prophets or
apostles under similar circumstances, any higher power), death is
summoned to yield his victim. "He took the girl by the hand, and
said unto her, Talitha cum--I say unto you, Arise."






      The sleeper awoke! The prostrate lily raises its drooping head,
and sheds once more its fragrance in that joyous home! That happy
Israelite might well take up the words of his great ancestor, which
he had so often read in the synagogue service, but perhaps without
being ever before touched by them--"You have turned my mourning
into dancing; You have put off my sackcloth and girded me with
gladness, to the end that my glory may give praise to You, and not be
silent. O Lord, my God, I will give thanks unto You forever."






      Let us ponder one or two PRACTICAL LESSONS with which this
scene and passage are replete.






      I. The first lesson we may gather from it is the very general
and too obvious one that all are exposed to domestic bereavement.






      It may seem unkind to break the trance of earthly bliss by
referring to the possibility, far less the certainty, of trial. And
yet it is needful, ever and anon, solemnly to repeat the warning that
you and yours "will not live always."






      If God has hitherto put upon your household the exempting
mark--if the destroying angel has passed by your door unscathed--if
you have no vacant chair at your home-hearth, no yawning chasm in
your heart of hearts--you are the exception, not the rule. God knows
we have no gloomy pleasure in being prophets of evil. It is a poor
gospel to dwell on harrowing thoughts of death--the shroud--the
grave! But we would take these as preachers to enforce the lesson
daily taught us, "you be also ready!"--that sooner or
later, each one of us, parents and children, will be brought to learn
the solemn truth, "I am about to die." And if there be one
who peruses these pages, who, like the minstrels of whom we have been
speaking, is ready to have a smile on his lips, and to "laugh to
scorn" a trite commonplace which every one knows and many care
not to hear--if youth in its strength, or manhood in its prime, is
saying inwardly, "No fear of me," "My mountain is
standing strong"--we would say with deep solemnity, "You
fool, this night your soul may be required of you!"






      II. We learn from this passage, that we need trials to bring us
near to God.






      It was his child's sickness that drove Jairus to the feet of
Jesus. But for that home-trial, his faith would never have been
exercised, nor his love and gratitude evoked. While in health and
prosperity, we are apt to take God's gifts as matters of course. It
is not until the storm rises, that with these atheist hearts of ours
(like the heathen sailors in Jonah's vessel), we fall upon our knees
and feel that our only safety is in Him "who rules the raging of
the seas." Yes! when God makes breaches in our households--when
He brings home to us the truth that our existence, and the existence
of our children, is a perpetual miracle--when we discover that those
little lives, Pillars in our households, which we have vainly thought
were pillars of iron, turn out to be pillars of dust--when the solid
alabaster discovers itself to be the melting snow-wreath--then are we
driven to discover what is the alone imperishable Portion!






      If God is visiting you now with the deep experience of trial,
it is that He may speak home to you. Never does He speak so gently,
so wisely, so loudly, so solemnly--as when He asserts His right to
take away what He originally gave. See, in the text, the unbelieving,
laughing, mocking crowd, are disqualified to hear Jesus. They have
quickly turned from their mimic sorrow to heartless mirth;
simulators--actors--they are thrust out of that Holy Presence. But
the stricken parents are taken into the favored circle. They gaze
upwards from the face of the dead on Him who is "fairer than the
children of men." In such a Presence unbelief is hushed, and
faith is ready to hear "what God the Lord has to say unto their
souls."






      III. Let us learn from the incident before us, as we noted in
the preceding chapter in the case of Elijah and the widow's son--the
comfort of prayer in the hour of sickness and death.






      This Ruler, we read, "fell at Jesus' feet, and pleaded
with Him greatly, saying, My little daughter lies at the point of
death; I beg You, come and lay Your hands on her--that she may be
healed!"






      Trial drove Jairus also in his hour of dreaded bereavement to
prayer, and, as in the case of the illustrious Prophet, "the
effectual fervent prayer of this righteous man availed much."






      The same blessed refuge is open for us in times of sickness.
When our friends or our children are stretched on beds of suffering
and death, we take their cases to God, and plead with Him in their
behalf at the mercy-seat. We must not indeed dream that our prayers
(as they were in the case of the Jewish ruler) must necessarily be
answered, and that at our earthly bidding a miracle should follow.
This would be presumption, not faith; this would be to usurp the
sovereignty of God--to substitute our own wisdom for His--it would be
to make our will and not His, paramount. If we had only to speak and
it was accomplished, it would make man into God, and degrade God to
the level of man. It would be to dishonor the Almighty--making Him
the servant of the creature--not the creature waiting on in loving
trustfulness as the servant of the Creator. Far, far better is it for
the lowly suppliant to endorse every petition with the words,
"Father, not my will, but Yours be done."






      And yet, let us remember for our comfort, as we had occasion
also to remark in the Sarepta narrative, that prayers at a deathbed
(apparently unanswered) are not in vain. They may smooth the
death-pillow. They may remove from it its thorns, and put the
promises of Christ in their stead. They may lead sorrowing survivors
to lowly resignation, and disarm earthly reflections of their
poignant sting. Yes! do not forget this, when seasons of family trial
overtake you--when the best of earthly means and instrumentality
prove inefficacious, and those near and dear to you are hovering on
the confines of the grave. Do not sit down wringing your hands in
despair, as if Jehovah were, like Baal, asleep or on a journey, and
his ear deaf, when you most need His intervention. Arise, call upon
your God! Plead the assurance that, if in accordance with that better
Will and Wisdom, "the prayer of faith SHALL save the sick."






      The Patriarch David of old, is a rebuke in this respect to the
lack of faith in many a Christian parent now. For seven whole days
was he stretched on the bare earth importunate for his infant's life.
"Who can tell," said he, "whether God may be gracious
to me that my child may live?" Not until the little spark had
fled, and the sad accents fell on his ear, "Your child is dead,"
did the prayer melt into the bright hope full of immortality.






      IV. Learn the nature of real sorrow.






      Jesus does not forbid tears. They are holy things consecrated
by Incarnate tenderness. Let the world, if they may, condemn it as
unmanly to grieve--or worse, let them seek oblivion for their trials
in the giddy round of its pleasures and follies, and make the grave
of their dead "the land of forgetfulness." Jesus encourages
no such cold and stern stoicism. But, on the other hand, neither does
He countenance overmuch sorrow. True Christian grief is calm,
tranquil, chastened. The noisy, wailing, mimic crowd are spurned from
the scene. If they had been the tears of affection, He would have
held them as sacred; but being the hollow echoes of unfeeling hearts,
He says, "Give place; why make this ado and weep?"






      Jesus, on every occasion in His public ministry stamps with His
abhorrence all pretense. He dislikes unreality, what is made to
appear gold which is tinsel--whether it be simulated joy, or
simulated piety, or simulated tears. That is a poor sorrow which
expends itself in funeral trappings--which is measured by doleful
looks, and passionate words, and mourning weeds. True grief is not
like the stream which murmurs and frets because it passes over a
shallow bed--that which is deepest makes least noise. Inconsolable
sorrow is unbecoming the Christian. To abandon one's self to sullen
gloom, moping melancholy and discontent, is sadly to miss and mistake
the great design of trial. God sends it to wake us up to a sense of
life's realities--not to fold our hands, but to be more in earnest
than ever in our work and warfare. Oh! when He sees fit to enter our
households, and, as the Great Proprietor of life, to resume His own,
be it ours to acknowledge His right and prerogative to recall the
grant.






      "The Lord loves a cheerful giver." Although it was in
a trial of which God forbid either you or I should ever know the
bitterness, I know not in all Scripture a more touching picture of
this silent acquiescence in God's sovereign will, than we have in the
case of a parent who had seen his two worthless children smitten down
before his eyes, and yet of whom we only read that "AARON HELD
HIS PEACE."






      V. Finally, let us learn from this passage that Christ is the
Great Vanquisher of death.






      Up to this period of His public ministry, with the exception of
the miracle at Nain just considered, we mainly, if not exclusively,
trace His footsteps of mercy and power as the Healer of diseases--the
savior of the body--the Lord of nature--the Ruler of the Spirit. We
see Pain crouching importunate at His feet; Penitence creeping meekly
at His side bedewing Him with tears; Sickness at His summons taking
wings and fleeing away.






      But He here again breaks the chains of Death. He gathers in
another sheaf of that mighty Harvest of life, of which the angels are
to be the Reapers in the Resurrection morning.






      Note a comforting assurance He gives us--first, regarding the
Dying, and second, regarding the Dead.






      (1.) He tells us regarding every deathbed--that the thread of
existence is in His hands--that He quickens and restores whom He
will--that unto Him as "God the Lord, belong the issues of
life--and death."






      "Your daughter is dead" (said bold human
unbelief)--"trouble not the Master." But the message is
premature. He has inverted the sand-glass. He has made the shadow, as
in Hezekiah's dial, to go back!






      Glorious assurance! Our lives and the lives of all near and
dear to us are in His keeping. It is He who sends the
Angel-messenger. It is He who marks every tree in the forest--plucks
every lily in the garden. My health and sickness, my joys and
sorrows, my friends, my children, are in the hands of the CHRIST OF
CALVARY! We, in our blind unbelief, may regard Death as some
arbitrary tyrant lording it, with iron scepter, over hapless victims.
But the Gospel teaches a nobler philosophy. It tells of One in heaven
who has in His hands "the keys of the grave and of death,"
and who, at the time He sees best, but not one moment sooner, "turns
man to destruction, and says, Return to dust--you children of men!"






      (2.) He gives us a comforting word regarding the DEAD.






      Christian, He says of your dead (the dead in Christ--true
Christians), "be not afraid, only believe." "Weep
not--she is not dead, but sleeps!"






      Stand in thought beside the great Luther, as we see him
stooping first over the deathbed of his beloved daughter, Magdalene,
and then follow him in the mournful sequel of that life-sorrow.
"Gracious God," he exclaims, "if it be Your will to
take her hence, I am content to know that she will be with You...I
would gladly keep my child, for she is very dear to me, if our Lord
God would leave her with me. But His will be done. To her nothing
better can happen...You dear one," he exclaimed through his
tears when all was over, and he gazed upon the coffin, "how well
it is with you!...You shall rise and shine like a star, yes, like the
sun...You should be pleased," he added to the bystanders who had
come to render the last offices of affection, "I have sent a
saint to heaven."






      As they returned from the funeral, "My daughter," he
said, "is now provided for, both in body and soul. We Christians
have nothing to complain of. We know it must be so. We are more sure
of eternal life than anything else. For God, who has promised it to
us for His dear Son's sake, can never lie." And, yet once more,
in his silent darkened home--"Ichabod,"--from which the
glory had departed--he thus writes a cherished friend--"I from
my utmost heart crave that to me and all mine, to you also and all
dear to us, may be given a like hour of departure; that is truly to
fall asleep in the Lord."






      It has been often noted that there is a beautiful and striking
progression in our Lord's three miraculous raisings from the dead.
This instance, we have been considering, was the first in point of
time. The daughter of Jairus was raised immediately after death had
taken place, when the body was still laid on its death-couch. Her
soul had but taken its flight to the spirit-world, when the angels
that bore it away were summoned to restore it. The second, in order
of time, was the raising of the son of the widow of Nain. Death, as
we then saw, had achieved a longer triumph. The customary time for
lamentation had intervened; he was being borne to the sepulchral
grotto when the voice of Deity sounded over his coffin. The third and
last of this class of miracles, was the raising of Lazarus at
Bethany. Death had there attained a still more signal mastery. The
funeral rites were over--four days had these lips been sealed before
the life-giving and life-restoring word was uttered. There is ONE
OTHER gigantic step in this progression. "The hour is coming
when all who are in their graves shall hear the voice of the Son of
God, and shall come forth!"






      In the first case we have cited from our present narrative, the
time elapsing between the dismissal of the spirit and its recall was
measured by moments, the second case by hours, the third by days; the
fourth is measured by ages--centuries--millenniums! But what of that?
What though we speak of the tomb as the "long home," and
death as the long sleep? By Him (with whom a thousand years is as one
day) that precious, because redeemed dust, shall in some mysterious
way be restored. "I will ransom them," He says as He looks
forward through the vista of ages to this glorious consummation--"I
will ransom them from the power of the grave; I will redeem them from
death. O death, I will be your plague--O grave, I will be your
destruction." Blessed, thrice blessed time!






      As in this house of Jairus, it was his own loved daughter who,
in form and feature, was again before them--as we beheld the widows
both of Sarepta and Nain gazing on the unaltered countenances of
their own cherished sons--as we shall before long find the sisters of
Lazarus seeing in him who came forth from the grave, no alien form
strangely altered--but the brother of their hearts, so, we believe,
on that wondrous morning of immortality, shall the beloved on earth
wear their old familiar smiles and loving looks--retain their
personal identity.






      No, further, we believe that the affections which hallowed
homesteads on earth shall not be dulled, quenched, annihilated--but
rather ennobled and purified. Brothers, sisters, parents, children,
shall be linked once more in the fond ties and memories of earth,
gathering in loving groups around the living fountains of waters, and
singing together the twofold anthem of Providence and Grace--"the
song of Moses, the servant of God, and the song of the Lamb!"






      If we descend for a moment from these lofty contemplations, it
is to utter a brief word, in conclusion, to those who know nothing of
such glorious hopes--who are locked in the slumbers of a far sadder
death. Yes! there is a more dreaded sleep and death than that of the
grave! They are rather to be envied who have "fallen asleep"
in Jesus. Faith, in her noblest musings, would not weep them back
from their crowns, and deprive them of their bliss! But they are to
be pitied who are still slumbering on in the deep sepulchral
stillness of spiritual death. With deep solemnity let the monition be
heard, "Awake you that sleep, and arise from the dead, and
Christ shall give you life!"






      When we are called, as at times we are, to hear of deathbeds in
every phase of existence--in every stage of the chequered
journey--manhood in the sere and yellow leaf--youth in its
prime--childhood in its innocence--infancy in its tenderest bud; or
when these truths come home to us as arrows feathered from our own
bosoms--solemn thoughts welling up from the very deeps of our
being--I know not what will make a man in earnest if such impressive
lessons fail to do so! Reader! If God were to meet you tonight, could
you meet Him? Would you be ready for the opened books and the Great
day of judgment? Nothing--nothing will be of any avail at that hour
but the life of faith in the Son of God; not the wretched
peradventure of a deathbed repentance, but an honest, loving, cordial
closing NOW, with that great salvation.






      It is but a slender thread that binds us, or our children, to
existence; every moment, truly there is but a step between us and
death! Oh, that we may so live, and seek that our children may so
live, that that step may be regarded as a step between us and glory.
And that, when the final summons comes, it may be--what weeping
friends cannot see--the chariots of salvation and the horses of fire,
waiting to bear us to Paradise!






Chapter 5 - The Grave of an Only Brother


John 11:11-14


      He told them, "Our friend Lazarus has fallen asleep, but
I'm on My way to wake him up." Then the disciples said to Him,
"Lord, if he has fallen asleep, he will get well." Jesus,
however, was speaking about his death, but they thought He was
speaking about natural sleep. So Jesus then told them plainly,
"Lazarus has died."






      "And many of the Jews came to Martha and Mary to comfort
them concerning their brother."--John 11:19






      "Jesus said unto her, Your brother shall rise
again."--John 11:23






      The early death of an only Brother may well share the
sacredness of that spoken of in the former chapters.






      This whole narrative has a halo of singular interest
surrounding it. Perhaps there is no one single resort in the Savior's
Divine pilgrimage on which sanctified affection loves so fondly to
dwell as on the home and village of BETHANY. Many has been the weary
footstep and tearful eye that has hastened in thought there--"gone
to the grave of Lazarus to weep there!" With every reasonable
probability we may infer, from the poignant sorrow of the twin hearts
that were so unexpectedly broken, that he was, as just stated, a
beloved and lamented only brother--a sacred, solitary prop around
which their tenderest affections were entwined.






      Included too, as he was, in the love which the Divine Savior
bore to the household (for "Jesus loved Lazarus"), it may
be that his spirit had been cast into much the same human mold as
that of his beloved Lord; and that the friendship of Jesus for him
had been formed on the same principles on which friendships are
formed still--a similarity of disposition, some mental and moral
resemblances and idiosyncrasies. They were like-minded so far as
fallible nature and the nature of a stainless humanity could be
assimilated. We can think of him as gentle, retiring, amiable,
forgiving, heavenly-minded--an imperfect and shadowy, it may be, but
still a faithful reflection and transcript of Incarnate Loveliness.
May we not venture to use regarding him his Lord's eulogy on another,
"Behold an Israelite indeed, in whom is no deceit?"






      As yet the home of Bethany is all happiness. The burial-ground
has been untraversed since, probably years before, the dust of one,
or perhaps both parents had been committed to the sepulcher. Death
had long left the inhabitants an unbroken circle. Can it be that the
unwelcome intruder is so near at hand?--that their now joyous
dwelling is so soon to echo to the wail of lamentation? We imagine it
but lately visited by Jesus. In a little while the dart has sped--the
sacredness of a Divine friendship is no guarantee against the fatal
missile. The sisters are bowed in the agony of their worst
bereavement--the pride of their existence is laid low--"Lazarus
is dead!"






      The often-repeated lesson of these pages once more obtrudes
itself--the uncertainty of earth's best joys and purest
happiness--that the brightest sunshine is often the precursor of a
dark cloud.






      It is the touching record of the inspired historian in
narrating Abraham's heaviest trial--"after these things, God
tested Abraham." After what things? After a season of rich
blessings, gilding a future with glad hopes. He would teach us--while
we are glad of our gourds--not to be "exceeding glad"--not
to nestle here as if we were to "live always," but rather,
as we are perched on our summer boughs, to be ready at His bidding to
soar away, and leave behind us what most we prize.






      "LAZARUS IS DEAD!" What! Lazarus--the head and stay
and comfort of two helpless females? The joy and solace of a common
orphanhood--a brother evidently made and born for their adversities?
What! Lazarus, whom Jesus tenderly loved? How much, even to his Lord,
will be buried in that early grave! We might well have expected, if
there be one homestead in all Palestine guarded by the overshadowing
wings of angels to debar the entrance of the last enemy, whose
inhabitants may pillow their heads night after night in the confident
assurance of immunity from trial--it must surely be that beloved
resort--that "arbor in His hill Difficulty," where the
God-man delighted often to pause and refresh His weary body and
aching mind.










 



      Will not Omnipotence have set its mark, as of old, on the
doorposts and lintels of that consecrated dwelling, so that the
destroyer, in going his rounds elsewhere, may pass by it unscathed?
How, too, can the infant Church spare him? The aged Simeon, or Anna,
we dare not wish to detain. Burdened with years and infirmities,
after having obtained a glimpse of their Lord and Savior--let them
depart in peace and receive their crowns. But one in the morning
vigor of life--one so beautifully combining natural amiability with
Christian grace--one who was pre-eminently the friend of Jesus--and
that word profoundly suggestive of all that was lovely in a
disciple's character. Death may visit other homes in that sequestered
village, and spread desolation in other hearts--but surely the
Church's Lord will not allow so valued a support prematurely to fall!






      And yet, it is even so! The mysterious summons has come!--the
most honored home on earth has been crudely rifled!--the most loving
of hearts have been cruelly torn; and inscrutable is the dealing, for
"Lazarus is dead!"






      "He, the young, the strong, who cherished


      Noble longings for the strife,


      By the roadside fell, and perished


      On the threshold march of life!"






      "Your way is in the sea, and Your path in the great
waters, and Your footsteps are not known!" (Psalms 77:19).






      But let us be still! The Savior, indeed, does not now lead us
forth amid the scene of our trial, as He did the bereft sisters, to
unravel the mysteries of His providence, and to show glory to God
redounding from the darkest of His dispensations. To us the grand
sequel is reserved for eternity. The grand development of the Divine
plan will not be fully accomplished until then; faith must meanwhile
rest satisfied with what is baffling to sight and sense. There is an
undeveloped future in all God's dealings. There is an unseen "why
and wherefore" which cannot be answered here. Our befitting
attitude and language now is that of simple confidingness--"Shall
not the Judge of all the earth do what is right?" Listening to
one of these Bethany sayings, whose meaning will be interpreted in a
brighter world by Him who uttered it in the days of His flesh--"Did
I not say unto you--that if you would believe, you would see the
glory of God?"






      Our duty, meanwhile, is that of children, simply to trust the
faithfulness of a God whose purposes of love we often fail to
discover. All will be seen at last to have been not only for the
best, but really the best. Dark clouds will be fringed with mercy.
What are now "perplexing dispensations" will be
acknowledged as wondrous parts of a great connected whole--the wheel
within wheel of that complex machinery by which "all things"
(yes, ALL things) are working together for good.






      "Lazarus is dead!" The choicest tree in the earthly
Eden may have succumbed to the blast. Some great light in the moral
skies may have been extinguished. Some 'Great Heart' may have fallen
on the very eve of life's battle, before opportunity were given to
prove his armor, and help to share the moral victory over earth's
baseness and sufferings and wrong. But God can do without human
agency! His Church can be preserved though no Moses be spared to
conduct Israel over Jordan--and no Lazarus to tell the story of his
Savior's grace and love, when other disciples have forsaken Him and
fled.






      We may be calling, in our blind unbelief, as we point to some
ruined fabric of earthly bliss--some tomb which has become the grave
of our fondest affections and dearest hopes--"Shall the dust
praise You? shall it declare your Truth?" Believe! believe! God
will not give us back our dead as He did to the Bethany sisters--but
He will not deprive us of anything we have--or allow one garnered
treasure to be removed--except for His own glory and our good. Now it
is our province to believe it--in Heaven we shall know it. Before the
sapphire throne we shall see that not one unnecessary thorn has been
allowed to pierce our feet--or one needless sorrow to visit our
dwelling--or one unnecessary tear to dim our eye.






      Beautifully does a distinguished French orator and philosopher
say--"We are all of us like the weavers of the Gobelins, who,
following out the pattern of an unknown artist, endeavor to match the
threads of colors on the wrong side, and do not see the result of
their labor. It is only when the pattern is complete, that they can
admire at their ease these lovely flowers and figures--these splendid
pictures worthy of the palaces of kings. So it is with us. We work,
we suffer, and we see neither the end nor the fruit. But God sees
it--and when He releases us from our task, He will disclose to our
wondering gaze what He, the great Artist, everywhere present and
invisible, has woven out of those toils that now seem so sterile--and
He will then deign to hang up in His palace of gold, the flimsy web
that we have spun."






      Be it ours to have Jesus with us and Jesus for us in all our
afflictions. In the season of prosperity, if our homes and hearts be
gladdened with His footstep, then, when prosperity is withdrawn, and
is succeeded by the dark and cloudy day, we shall know, like Martha
and Mary, where to rush in our hours of bitter sorrow--listening from
His glorified lips on the throne to those same exalted themes of
consolation which, for eighteen hundred years, have to myriad, myriad
mourners been like oil thrown on the troubled sea. Jesus is with
us!--"The Master has come!"--His presence will extract
sorrow from the bitterest cup, and make, as He did at Bethany--a very
home of bereavement and a burial scene to be "hallowed ground!"






Chapter 6 - The Early Grave of a King


"The righteous is taken away from the evil to come. He shall
enter into peace--they shall rest in their beds, each one walking in
his uprightness." Isaiah 57:1-2






      "The righteous man perishes, and no one lays it to heart;
devout men are taken away, while no one understands. For the
righteous man is taken away from calamity; he enters into peace; they
rest in their beds who walk in their uprightness." Isaiah 57:1-2






      The early grave is not confined to any rank or station. "Both
the small and the great are there" (Job 3:19). While "behold
the Lord, the Lord Almighty takes away from Jerusalem and from Judah
the stay and the staff,...the prophet and the prudent and the
ancient"--He ever and anon rings the solemn warning-bell within
palace halls--"Put not your trust in princes, nor in any man, in
whom there is no help. When they breathe their last breath, they
return to the ground. On that day their plans come to an end."
(Psalms 146:3-4).






      On these last words the verse which heads this chapter is a
significant comment. Young King Josiah, who ascended the throne of
Judah at the tender age of eight, is considered, by most reliable
commentators, to be "the Righteous one" here specially
referred to. In harmony with Isaiah's prophetic instinct and
anticipation, the youthful monarch proved himself to be the most
godly of his royal race. Surely, no nobler eulogy could have been
written than this--"Like unto him there was no king before him,
who turned to the Lord with all his heart, and with all his soul, and
with all his might,...neither after him arose there any like him"
(2 Kings 23:35).






      At the age of sixteen he was brought, by means of the perusal
of a copy of the Divine Law, under the fervid power of personal
piety--and from that day onwards, during a memorable decade, he
became priest and king in one. He commenced as an iconoclast,
sweeping away from mountain and grove and valley every vestige and
memorial of the idolatries sanctioned and encouraged by his apostate
predecessors, and restored the purity of the
Temple-worship--"repairing the breaches of the House." His
acts of public devotion culminated in what may well be considered the
eventful day of his reign, when, at the age of eighteen, he summoned
his people to a great convocation in Jerusalem. In more than its
former pomp and impressiveness, the old feast of the Passover was
kept--"all Israel," as in former days, publicly renewing
their covenant to their fathers' God. The longing prayer of the
hidden 'seven thousand' seemed to have obtained a gracious
answer--"Will You not revive us again, that Your people may
rejoice in You?" (Psalms 85:6).






      But, strange, mysterious dispensation! just when in the flower
of his youth, and when his people were prospering in peace and piety
under his kindhearted scepter, he is brought wounded and bleeding
from the battlefield at Hadadrimmon, where he had gone to stop the
march of Pharaoh--and he dies in his chariot before he can reach his
palace in Jerusalem. It attests the depth and intensity of the
national grief, that a funeral dirge, composed by Jeremiah, was, for
many years after, sung on the spot where he received the fatal
wound--and the best choristers of Israel tendered annually their
services in rendering the mournful strains.






      We get but a snatch of these in the plaintive dirge of the
prophet who wrote them--"Ah, my brother!...ah!, lord!--or, ah,
his glory!" (Jeremiah 22:18 ). That it must, however, have been
a scene and occasion of no common sorrow is farther evidenced when
Zechariah uses it as a figure to describe the great future mourning
and repentance of the Jews--"In that day shall there be a great
mourning in Jerusalem, as the mourning of Hadadrimmon."
(Zechariah 12:11). "The righteous," says Isaiah (as by
imparted foresight he sees the sudden eclipse of this bright
star)--"The righteous (suddenly) perishes," and "merciful
men" (or, as that word may be rendered--"the pious,"
"men of godliness and kindness"--those who are "good,"
fearing God and loving man) "are taken away."










 



      Josiah's case is in some respects singular. From his public and
exalted position, and the manifestation of singular virtues, the
mystery we have already dwelt upon in ordinary examples, of early
removal, seems intensified. For Jehovah to allow this "beauty of
Israel to fall in high places," appears at first sight
inconsistent alike with the Divine wisdom and power and love. It
looks almost like the frustration of God's plans and purposes--a
failure in His sovereign designs. In other respects the mystery is
the same, whatever the rank or condition of life may be. It is the
architect just completing his work--when that work comes with a crash
to the ground. It is the sculptor putting the finishing-strokes of
his chisel on the virgin marble--when the toil of months or years
strews the floor of his studio. It is the gardener bringing forth
from his green-house the choicest long-husbanded plants, in their
freshness and beauty, to bask in early summer sun--when a frost or
hailstorm unexpectedly comes, and in one night they have perished! It
is the gourd of Jonah--the figure that has so often occurred to
us--encircling some earth-bower of happiness; blighted, not, as
before noted, when the noonday heat is over, or when the sun is
westering, and when the shade could be dispensed with; but "in
the morning"--when most needed; when, drenched with the
night-dews, its growth was stimulated and its permanency seemed
ensured.






      To apply to those in regal positions what we have already done
to those in ordinary stations, we can understand the removal of the
hoary-headed kings "who made Israel to sin"--monarchs who
had grown grey in iniquity. The land was well rid of such, for they
lived only like the fabled upas-tree--to diffuse around them moral
corruption and death. We can understand, too, the removal of the aged
Israelitish patriarchs and rulers--veteran standard-bearers, who had
fought their fight and finished their work, and gone to perpetuate
lofty character and service in a better world--the Abrahams and
Samuels and Davids who had "served their generation according to
the will of God," and who, "well stricken in years,"
"fell asleep, and were gathered to their fathers."






      But the Josiahs of early and brilliant promise--those who lived
young lives of highest consecration, and diffused a hallowed
influence in their age and sphere! Where is the wisdom, where is the
love, in stripping the Temple of such pillars--"Beauty and
Strength?" Hardly can their fellows spare them! Why is "the
staff broken and the beautiful rod?" Above all (for such
thoughts will, despite of better faith, force themselves on the
crushed spirit--whether it be the roll of ancient Jewish kings and
princes, or the everyday modern bereft British home)--WHY has
God--the Great and the Good and the Loving--nurtured affections in
the human bosom only prematurely to blight and destroy them? Why has
He created tender ties only to be sundered? Why is the young athlete
stricken down just when entering the race? Wherefore has God
apparently thus made His noblest work in vain?






      The words of Isaiah give a twofold answer to these questions
and mysteries. The one negative, the other positive.






      1. "The righteous is taken away from the evil to come."
Utterly perplexing at the time, as we have now seen in the case of
Josiah, was that sudden summons--"Thus says the Lord God--Remove
the diadem, and take off the crown" (Ezekiel 21:26)--just in the
midst of his bright career, when he had inaugurated a new era of
blessing among the thousands who owned his sway; a happy people
rejoicing under the shadow of this young cedar of God. How strange,
too, apparently, the recompense for all that pious zeal and youthful
consecration, to be hurried away, in the twinkling of an eye, by the
cruel shaft of an Egyptian bowman! Where was the Lord God of Elijah
and of the faithful and loyal-hearted among His Israel? "Is the
Lord's hand shortened, that it cannot save?"






      Such might be the musing of the mourning, patriotic band who
bore their young King bleeding from the fray; such may possibly have
been his own musings, as his life's-blood was ebbing, and when his
eyes were dimming among the distant mountains of Samaria.






      But ah! he and they were all in ignorance of the future. They
had mercifully not revealed to them the impending invasion of the
armies of Babylon, and the miseries which were to be entailed on his
unhappy city and country! Well was it that God compassionately spared
him these sorrows of siege and torture and captivity, plunder of holy
treasure and firing the cities of his kingdom, by taking him away
from the evil to come. Had his people, at the hour of his death,
known of all that was about to befall their land, it would have
moderated that loud wail of sorrow which rose from his death.






      It is to this Jeremiah refers in the 22nd chapter of his
Prophecies, when he thinks of Josiah peacefully sleeping with his
fathers, in contrast with the wretchedness and humiliation which
tracked the footsteps of his exiled successor. He addresses the
nation of mourners, and thus would assuage their bitter grief--"Weep
not for the dead (your dead King Josiah), neither bemoan him--but
weep sore for him (his unhappy son) that goes away; for he shall
return no more, nor see his native country" (ver. 10). God
Himself, the Lord whom the young monarch served, does not disguise
from him the reason of his early departure. For this is the special
message sent to him direct from Jehovah by the mouth of Huldah the
prophetess, as recorded in 2 Kings 22:18-20--"To the King of
Judah, which sent you to inquire of the Lord, thus shall you say to
him...Because your heart was tender, and you have humbled yourself
before the Lord,...I also have heard you, says the Lord. Behold I
will gather you unto your fathers, and you shall be gathered into
your grave in peace; and your eyes shall not see all the evil ('the
evil to come') which I will bring upon this place."






      What was true of Josiah's early death is, we believe,
applicable to most cases. Often when we can see no love or kindness
or wisdom in these early graves, it is because the morrow to us is
mercifully veiled. God, who foresees all, graciously saves a heritage
of sorrow or sin by an early removal. Better the brief loan, with all
its hallowed, undarkened memories, than the prolonged life with its
possible evils. Better the lamb early taken, than left, footsore and
fleece-torn, to pine on blighted herbage and wander amid dry and
deserted channels. Blessed, truly, in the beautiful, heavenly sense,
are "the undefiled," who have, by early death, escaped the
corruptions that are in the world through lust; in the volume of
whose heart the white leaves have their virgin purity unblotted and
unstained; "taken" before impurity stirred the well of pure
thought. More blessed and honored, in one sense, are those--and many
such there are--who, by dint of resolute self-discipline and high
principle, have bravely fought the long fight, and come out of it
unwounded, unscathed; who with unabashed face can make the appeal to
the great Heart-searcher, of a good conscience and a blameless life;
but safer, at least, are they who, away from the sudden gusts and
hurricanes of temptation, have soared early upwards, and with
unsoiled plumage, unruffled wings, have sank into the clefts of the
Rock forever. If they had been allowed to remain longer on earth, who
can tell but some baneful influences might have blighted fair promise
and belied fond hopes? But before the storm-cloud could descend, the
Great Giver, in mercy, gave the summons.






      Oh, what would thousand thousands give, who are now drifting as
miserable wrecks on life's sea--health, innocence, purity gone--what
would such give to be as they are, inheriting in all its grandeur
that best beatitude, "Blessed are the pure in heart, for they
shall see God"? Yes, and in the case of bereaved parents, how
many a bitter tear-drop would be dried, and broken heart solaced and
comforted, if, remembering all the perils of this world of sin and
suffering, and with the bright retrospect of lives suddenly cut
short, they would listen to the utterance of Isaiah, like a sweet
chime wafted from the Temple of Heaven, "The righteous is taken
away from the evil to come!"






      But the words of the Prophet give also a positive explanation
of the mystery of early death (ver. 2)--






      2. "He shall enter into peace--they shall rest in their
beds, each one walking in his uprightness." Rather, as it has
been rendered, "each one walking straight before him;" or,
as Bishop Lowth translates it, "he who walks in the straight
path."






      Josiah, the youthful, the good, the pious, when he died,
"entered into peace." It is a beautiful Old Testament
evidence of the immediate blessedness of the departed righteous. His
body rested in the tomb as in a 'bed' or couch; his spirit--the
spirit that walked so 'uprightly' on earth, with no divergence from
the path of duty and piety--continues, in a loftier state of
existence, this elevated 'walk.' The work cut short in this lower
world is not arrested; it is only transferred. In a higher and
loftier sphere he still pursues active ministries of righteousness.






      There is an evident contrast between these opening words of the
chapter and the terrible refrain with which it closes--"There is
no peace, says my God, to the wicked;" none in life, none in
death. But "the righteous," thus taken away, "enter
into peace."






      Another thought, too, is brought out in the original which we
miss in our translation, and which suggests the same assurance of
immediate bliss. It occurs in the words just quoted--"The
righteous is taken away." "Merciful men are taken away;"
this in the Hebrew is, "The righteous, the merciful, are
gathered"--gathered to their fathers--the same expression
regarding Josiah which God Himself put into the lips of Huldah--"I
will gather you to your fathers"--"You shall be gathered to
your grave in peace." It is not 'taken away,' as if some violent
seizure, a wrench from friendship and happiness, and from all
association with living souls. No! it is rather a joining of the
great company, a being gathered to the gathering of the sainted dead.
The early death of Josiah, and such as he, is the morning chime which
summons to the upper sanctuary, to unite in the worship of the great
congregation. It is the vessel entering the haven of eternal rest;
but that haven not in a silent, deserted shore, but a harbor crowded
with the loving and the glorified; a world not of loneliness, but
rather of fellowship and communion with the great and the good, and
the true of all ages.






      Reader, if the death of the young was annihilation; if the orb
underwent eternal eclipse; if there were even a period of
intermediate suspension of consciousness and active energy--then such
removal would be mysterious; the blank would be a blank indeed. But
the sun has not been blotted out from the skies; it has only
disappeared amid these western clouds to illuminate some other
section of God's great world; lost to earth, it shines in Heaven.
Yes, more; whatever path of uprightness the departed one followed
below, he or she is following that path above. Heaven is but an
expansion and development of the characteristic traits of earth--"He
who is righteous, let him be righteous still; and he who is holy, let
him be holy still."






      We can stand beside the death-bed of the young believer, and as
we are musing over that touching spectacle of baffled energy,
paralyzed activity, premature decay of physical and mental power,
early removal alike from earth's duties and earth's joys--while on
the one hand we can take hold of the negative solace, that by so soon
entering the haven he has been possibly spared many a "night and
day on the deep"--we can rise to nobler and better and brighter
assurances. We can listen as to the whispering of angels hovering
around his pillow--"He shall enter into peace--he shall walk in
his uprightness."






      One other thought on early death may be suggested by these
words. The body rests in the 'bed' of the grave, and the spirit has
entered into peace in heaven; but while that spirit is there pursuing
its onward path of bliss and glory, it has not, in the truest sense,
bid farewell to its earthly sphere. If I revert to a thought already
dwelt upon, it is because of its elevating comfort. The lips are
silenced, the music of the voice is hushed, the blank of the absent
is too painfully realized. But "the righteous" survive
dissolution even in this world. In their deathless memories of
goodness and worth, they continue to "walk." The
'uprightness' is not laid by with their funeral shroud, or merely
carved in the epitaph on their gravestones. No! it lives. The sun has
vanished, but the glow still reddens the mountain-tops and glorifies
the evening clouds.






      Josiah died! It was in one sense the last of him, when he was
borne away on that bloody coffin from the valley of Megiddo; or, at
all events, when, as in great pomp, they laid him in the tombs of the
Kings in Jerusalem. It is said that "all Judah and Jerusalem
mourned for him." But, in the noblest meaning of the words, he
lived on for generations afterwards. We read in 2 Chronicles 35:26,
"Now the rest of the acts of Josiah, and his goodness
(uprightness),...and his deeds, first and last, behold, they are
written in the Book of the Kings of Israel and Judah." They were
written in a more enduring volume. They were written deep on his own
nation's heart. They are written in imperishable memorial in the
chronicles of the great and good of all time. He shines, this day, as
a clear fixed star in the olden skies, and will thus shine on
forever!






      "Early death!" That "early" is a term only
relative to the body--that which rests in the bed of the grave. The
young life which has shone gloriously for God, though now a fallen
meteor, has left a track of radiance behind it, for which parent and
brother and sister will forever bless Him who gave the transient
boon!






      You who may, with sad heart, be often and again tempted to
mourn those thus early removed--who read that promise of long life
apparently broken and stultified on the letters of an early tomb, and
who think the Psalmist's words most appropriate to trace on the
marble, "He weakened my strength in the way; He shortened my
days" (Psalms 102:23); be comforted! God measures existence--we
cannot too often repeat it--not by periods, or by decades, or
jubilees; with Him character is life, not years; goodness is life,
not years. "The righteous," whether he has fallen at the
very threshold of existence, or in the prime of youth, or in the
glory of manhood, or survived to a green old age--"The righteous
shall be had in everlasting remembrance."






Chapter 7 - A First Early Grave


"The firstling of his flock."--Genesis 4:4






      "Take now your son, your only son Isaac, whom you
love."--Genesis 22:2






      "As one mourns for his only son."--Zechariah 12:10






      "As on whom his mother comforts, so will I comfort
you."--Isaiah 66:13






      Such a title, to many a child of affliction, is touchingly
suggestive. Solemn is the present hour on which you have entered. The
shadows of death, for the first time, are falling around you. Your
dwelling has been entered and despoiled--not of the aged and decrepit
and toilworn--but of life in its earliest prime. Often before have
you heard of trial. You may have visited over and over again the
house of mourning. You may even have dealt out lessons of comfort to
others. The doors of neighbors and friends you have seen darkened,
but the King of Terrors has until now passed you by. Your turn has at
last come!--The invader has broken into your own fond circle. For the
first time yours is a house of death--yours the bitterness of a First
Bereavement. "Ah, what lessons our dear Lord is now teaching
you--lessons which angels can never learn--teaching by heart what was
only known before by rote!" (Lady Powerscourt's Letters.)






      I know not what may be the special feature in this your early
lesson in the school of trial. Possibly some darling child, who has
imperceptibly been entwining its every heartstring around you,
wrenched from your embrace.






      The trial may have overtaken with appalling suddenness. The
hurricane may have swept your loved one down in the midst of
brightest sunshine. The summons may have come at the time when the
joy of your heart could be least spared; when most prized, most
needed. It may have been a cherished life, rich with the promise of
usefulness to the Church or the world. It would seem as if some
anticipated piece of music had scarce its prelude or overture played,
when the voices in a moment ceased; the music is hushed, the lights
are extinguished; the program only begun when ended. With the
drooping and blighting of that tender flower, your present feeling
is--






      "There's not on earth the living thing


      To which the withered heart can cling."






      How altered your feelings amid the world's familiar din and
bustle! The unsympathizing crowd, all unconscious of what is
transacting within your threshold, are hurrying by as before. They
are exchanging with one another the same joyous recognitions, they
are clad in the same gay attire, the same merry chimes mark the
passing hour; and yet, to you, all is sicklied over with enduring
sadness; every scene and association which whispers gladness to
others, wakes no response but that of sorrow in your heart. The
silent chamber!--it echoes to your lonely voice. The happy fireside
circle!--there is a vacant seat. The favorite walk--the cherished
haunt!--the smile that made it so, is gone. Ah! life has indeed
become like the "flat, bare, oozy tide-mud, when the blue
sparkling wave, with all its company of gliding boats and
white-winged ships, the music of oars and chiming waters, has gone
down." Your mind is filled with ten thousand conflicting
feelings, to which you dare not give utterance; the holy visions of
the past flitting before you like shadows on the wall; the future all
darkness and mystery. Your pining spirit, in the first gush of its
bitterness, turns away, refusing to be comforted; the feelings of an
old sufferer are too truthfully the transcript of your own--"Call
me not Naomi; call me Mara, for the Almighty has dealt very bitterly
with me" (Ruth 1:20). In one terrible sense is the Scripture
saying expounded, "Old things have passed away, and all things
have become new."






      "Oh, you afflicted, tossed with tempest, and not
comforted," unschooled and undisciplined in these fiery
trials--He who brought you into the furnace will lead you through! He
has never failed in the case of any of His "poor afflicted ones"
to realize His own precious promises. All is mystery to you
now--nothing but wrecked plans and blighted hopes--a future of
unutterable desolation. But He will yet vindicate His dealings. Even
on earth He often leads us to see and learn "the need be."
And if not on earth, at least in glory, there will be a grand
revelation of ineffable wisdom and love in this very trial which is
now bowing your head like a bulrush, and making your eyes a very
fountain of tears. "He is in all providences," says Bunyan,
"be they ever so bitter, ever so afflicting, ever so smarting,
ever so destructive to our earthly comforts. Every bitter cup is of
His preparing; it is Jesus, your best friend (O you poor, poor
believers), who most dearly loves you, that appoints all providences,
orders them all, overrules, moderates, and sanctifies them all, and
will sweeten them all, and in His due time will make them profitable
unto you, that you shall one day have cause to praise and bless His
name for them all."










 



      Though I have dwelt on the depth of your bereavement, I do not
write to aggravate your sorrow. My design is rather to solace, and to
lead you submissively to say, "Your will be done." Let me
only throw out one or two simple reflections; and may "the
Father of mercies and God of all comfort, who comforts us in all our
tribulations," make us able to "comfort those who are in
any trouble, by the comfort with which we ourselves are comforted of
God" (2 Corinthians 1:3-4)






      A FIRST EARLY TRIAL!--Was it not NEEDED? The world may have
been becoming too engrossing; alienating your love, dimming your view
of "the better country." Commune with your own heart, and
say, Was not this (sad though it be) the very discipline required?
Less would not have done to wean me from earth. I was lulled in
self-security--living in a state of awful forgetfulness of my
God--insensible of His mercies--unmindful of His goodness--taking my
blessings as matters of course--a secret atheism! More than this--of
the magnitude of "things not seen" I had no vivid and
realizing consciousness. I felt as if death could never disturb 'my
dream of happiness'. He had been going his rounds on every side, but
I never could anticipate the time when the spoiler could rush upon my
beloved family circle and make such a gap as this!






      If such be anything of a truthful picture, was it not love and
kindness in Him who woke (though with a voice of thunder) from this
perilous dream? He saw it needful, "by terrible things in
righteousness," to bring back your truant, wandering heart, and
fix once more its affections on Himself as their only satisfying
portion. "Your Heavenly Father never thought this world's
'painted glory' a gift worthy of you, and therefore He has taken out
the best thing it had in your sight, that He might Himself fill the
heart He had wounded with Himself." (Evans.) The threads of life
may have been weaved into a bright web. He gave you prosperity--but
it was that awful thing, "unsanctified prosperity"--"because
they have no changes, therefore they fear not God."






      He would not allow you thus to be left alone, to settle in the
downy nest of self-ease and forgetfulness. He has roused you on the
wing; and pointed your upward soarings to their only true
resting-place, in His own everlasting presence, and friendship, and
love. "Ah! it is indeed humiliating," says the same devout
man whose words we have last quoted, "that we require so many
stripes to force us, as it were, to God--when there is enough in Him
to draw us to Himself, and to keep us with Himself forever!" But
better surely all these painful stripes than to be left unchecked in
our downward career. It has been well said, "The sorest word God
ever spoke to Israel was, 'Why should you be stricken any more?'"
This wayward heart was throwing out its fibers on every side and
rooting them down to earth. He had to unroot them from things that
are of "earth, earthy," and fasten them on Himself as all
in all!






      A FIRST EARLY TRIAL!--Had it not its GRACIOUS MITIGATIONS? At
first sight this may appear a strange admission. There may seem no
alleviating drop in your cup. But such there always are. "Have
you ever marked," says a writer who knew well what the furnace
was--"have you ever marked His gentleness when bringing a
painful message? how He usually calls by name, 'Abraham, Abraham!'
'Moses, Moses?'"






      Yes! I truly believe that there are few afflicted children of
God but can echo the expression of the tried Psalmist, "I will
sing of mercy and of judgment." (Mercy first, then judgment!)
Let each of these mercies be a voice of comfort to you. Have there
been kind friends sent to share the bitterness of your sorrow and
give you the tribute of their valued sympathy? Ask those who, from
peculiar circumstances, may have been denied this boon--who in their
hour of trial have been left unbefriended to weep in silence and in
solitude their first tears--if there be no mercy in this?






      Again, your chief blessing may have been taken away from you;
but many precious ties yet remain, and the loss you have sustained
knits together the broken links in holier and more sacred bonds than
before. Ask those who have carried their all to the grave--who have
been left like a solitary tree of the forest, alone--if there be no
blessing in having the voice of doubly-endeared survivors to mingle
together common sympathy and recount the hallowed memories of the
departed?






      Or, better than all, Is the loss you mourn the eternal gain of
the absent one? Oh! ask those who have to muse in silent agony over
the thought of those gone unprepared to meet their God, Is it no
mercy (no, rather is it not the most exalted of consolations--that
which disarms death and bereavement of all its bitterness) that "the
loved and lost" are the crowned and glorified? "We may not
here below," says Cyprian, "put on dark robes of mourning,
when they above have put on the white robes of glory." "The
birds are fled away, having outgrown our care, to fill a bough on the
tree of life, and charm us on to follow after them." "I
have had six children, and I bless God for His free grace that they
are all with Christ or in Christ, and my mind is now at rest
concerning them. My desire was that they should have served Christ on
earth, but if God will choose to have them rather serve Him in
heaven, I have nothing to murmur at; His will be done."
(Elliot.) "All our dear relations that died in Christ," in
the words of Bunyan, the great Puritan, "are in the highest
heavens. While we are fighting, sighing, and sobbing here below, they
are with blessed Jesus above, according to His prayer for them,
seeing His glory and participating in it."






      A FIRST EARLY TRIAL!--Is there not A SPECIALLY LOUD VOICE in
it? You may have heavier trials and severer losses than this, but
never will God's voice speak louder to you than now. It is the
loudest knock that can be heard at the door of your heart! Felix
might have heard another (perhaps even a more powerful) sermon from
Paul "on righteousness, temperance, and the judgment to
come"--but I believe he would not have again trembled, as he
did, when for the first time these appalling realities were presented
to his mind.






      So with a first bereavement--and therefore it has its solemn
responsibilities! Let it not die away in fainter and yet fainter
echoes, like the subsiding thunder. Let it be accompanied with the
response--"Lord, what would You have me to do?" Seek to
feel that God has some great end in view--some wise meaning to
subserve--some gracious lesson to teach. Let it be as a 'warning
angel' telling you to strike your tent and pitch it nearer
heaven--"Arise and depart, for this is not your rest!" As
we have seen the timid bird hopping from bough to bough until it
reach the topmost branch, and then winging its flight to the sky; so
is affliction designed to drive the soul from perch to perch, from
refuge to refuge, higher and still higher, until at last it soars
upward to the heaven of its God."






      THE FIRST TRIAL!--Is it not the most befitting season either
for a first, or for a renewed CONSECRATION to God's service? Like a
vessel driven from its moorings, you may be drifting unpiloted on a
tempestuous sea. Let these raging waters lead you to take shelter in
the quiet haven. "Build your nest upon no tree here; for you see
God has sold the forest to death--and every tree upon which we would
rest is ready to be cut down; to the end we may flee and mount up,
and build upon the Rock." (Samuel Rutherford,) If at this season
you are a stranger to the power of vital religion, uncheered by its
precious, gracious promises, you are to be pitied indeed. There is no
sadder spectacle than the unbefriended, orphaned, widowed, or
withered heart--ungladdened by one beam of Bible consolation--the
dark valley traversed with no ray of Gospel hope to pierce its
shadows!






      Equally mournful if the heart be unhumbled--if it refuses to
bear the rod--if the death chamber only re-echo with your murmurings,
and the chastened soul be unable to point to any "peaceable
fruit of righteousness," as the result of the Divine dealings!
There is a depth of meaning in what a son of consolation has said, as
he mingles exhortations with solaces--"Unsanctified trials
become deep afflictions."






      On the other hand, if you are no stranger to Him who is "the
God of all comfort," or if until the present a stranger, you are
ready to avail yourself of the solitary solace in such an hour, what
a hallowed experience yours is! With all the unutterable, untold
depths of your sorrow, I know not a time fuller of more chastened joy
than the mourning Christian's chamber--when the world is shut out,
and he is alone with God! The sun of his earthly happiness set; but
this only allowing the clustering constellations of Divine
consolation to shine the brighter--the stars of Bible promise coming
out, one by one, like ministering angels--the revelation of scenes
which "eye has not seen, nor ear heard, nor heart conceived!"






      As in a time of rain and cloud the distant hills look nearer,
so do the everlasting hills of glory appear, in the cloudy and dark
day, nearer, more glorious--sparkling with ten thousand rills of love
and covenant-faithfulness. You breathe their bracing stimulating
atmosphere as you have never done before! If thus cheered, yours is
indeed an enviable experience. You have One by you and with you, who
can fill all blanks and compensate for all losses; who can make your
solitary chamber of mourning a Patmos--bright as the Aegean Isle was
to John, with manifestations of a Savior's presence and love. "If
death did come alone to us," again says Bunyan, "it would
be terrible indeed; its ghastly countenance would affright us. But
here is the comfort--that Christ our dearest Lord will come with
death to sweeten it to us, and support us under it....Though it be
the King of Terrors in itself, and a grim porter, yet by Jesus'
coming with it, it shall be the King of Comforts."






      Remember, affliction has always been God's peculiar method of
dealing with His own people. It is because He loves them He chastises
them. "I have chosen you," says He, "in the furnace of
affliction." As an old writer says, "He instructs His
scholars in the school of the Law, and in the school of the Gospel,
but He has a third class for advanced learners, and that is the
school of Trial." A sublime dialogue between a saint on earth
and a saint in heaven represents each member of the white-robed
multitude as having graduated in this same school. "Who are
these who are clothed in white? Where do they come from?" "These
are the ones coming out of the great tribulation." Revelation
7:13-14






      Seek alike to exercise simple faith in the wisdom of God's
dealings--the unswerving rectitude of His dispensations, and to
magnify His name by the sweet exercise of the grace of patience. This
is a grace peculiar to the saints on earth. It is unknown in heaven,
where there are no trials to call it into exercise. Think what a drop
in the ocean of suffering is your trial, in comparison with what the
Prince of sufferers underwent for you, whose exceptional experience
was this, "ALL Your waves and Your billows have gone over Me!"
He could make a challenge to a whole world of sufferers, which to
this hour remains unanswered, and ever will remain, "Was there
ever any sorrow like unto MY sorrow?" Child of God! believe it,
there is not one drop of wrath in the bitter cup you are now
drinking. He took all that was bitter out of it, and left it a cup of
love!






      A little while and the night of weeping will be over, and a
gentle hand in a tearless world will dry up the very source of tears.
"There is no night THERE,"--no bereavement either to be
experienced or dreaded! Every day is bringing you nearer that
blissful reality, nearer reunion with the glorified--nearer Him who
is now standing with the hoarded treasures of eternity in His hand,
and the hoarded love of eternity in His heart! How will one brief
moment there banish in everlasting oblivion all the pangs and sorrows
of the valley of weeping! "When you have passed," says a
man of God who is now realizing the truth of his own words, "to
the other side of that narrow river, to the which we shall so shortly
come, you will have no doubt that all you have undergone was little
enough for the desired end."






      Meanwhile, return to life's duties with the spirit of "a
weaned child," exhibiting meek acquiescence in the sovereign
will of your God. Your trial was not designed to absolve you from
earth's avocations. God has given you, indeed, a season of quiet calm
and seclusion during these first overwhelming hours of sorrow. He has
taken you, kindly and mercifully, out from the world's noise and
bustle into the secret of His own presence, that no secular,
harassing earthly thoughts or anxiety may obtrude themselves upon
you. In His own beautiful figure, "Behold, I will allure her and
bring her into the wilderness (the silent place, the silent season),
and will speak comfortably unto her. And there I will give her her
vineyards and make the Valley of Achor (trouble), a door of hope. And
there she shall answer as in the days of her youth, as at the time
when she came out of the land of Egypt." (Hosea 2:14).






      You remember how Jesus dealt with His own disciples when He
first startled them with the announcement of their greatest sorrow,
that is, 'that He, their beloved Lord and Master, was to die a
shameful death on the cross.' There was the cessation, for a whole
week, of public teaching and miracle. He and they seemed to have
spent that week of superhuman sadness in meditative loneliness and
abstraction from ordinary duty. For it was "after six days,"
says one Evangelist, that the time of seclusion and silence was
broken, and He took them up to the Mount of Transfiguration (Mark
9:2; Luke 9:28 ). Oh, glorious result of that season of
soul-sadness--the announcement to the twelve of their impending
desolating bereavement!--because it ended in what? In the grand and
glorious result of all trial to God's children--seeing their Lord
transfigured before them!






      You may, like these disciples, at first, "fear to enter
into the cloud." But you need not! He takes His people still, up
from the valleys of trial and sorrow to be on the Mount of glory with
Himself--giving them new manifestations of His grace and
love--leading from the place of mourning up to the very gates of
heaven--"they no longer saw anyone with them but Jesus only."
(Mark 9:8 ). Yet, carefully observe, that bright, transcendent,
transfiguration-scene is not to last. The week of sorrow and its
elevating experiences are at an end, and they are summoned once more
down from the Sabbatic mount to the old scene of trial and of
conflict. Yes! return to life's duties! It is by no means the
smallest part of your trial thus to go out to breathe the cheerless
air of the world again--and mingle with a saddened and crushed spirit
amid scenes where all is uncongenial. But impossible as it may now
seem, "the waves of life," to use the words of a writer
already quoted, "must and will settle back to their usual flow
where that treasured bark has gone down. For how imperiously, how
coolly, in disregard of all one's feeling, does the hard, cold,
uninteresting course of daily realities move on! Still must we eat
and drink, and sleep and wake again--still bargain, buy, sell, ask
and answer questions--pursue, in short, a thousand shadows, though
all interest in them be over--the cold mechanical habit of living,
remaining after all vital interest in it has fled."






      But "as your day, so shall your strength be." You
know not, until you make trial of it, all the blessed fullness and
truthfulness of this precious assurance. "You are about,"
says one deeply experienced, "to enter into realities of
consolation you have never imagined to be in God." You have
heard ten thousand broken hearts tell in no pretend words, what their
experience has been. "We have been wonderfully supported."
And what was the secret of it? Let the Apostle Answer--"The Lord
stood by me and strengthened me!" He proportions grace to trial.
Your extremity is His opportunity.






      "They went through the flood on foot," says the
Psalmist--"There did we rejoice in Him." Beautiful picture!
or rather, glorious testimony to the sustaining grace of God; a firm
footing amid the threatening waves--no, more, "THERE!"
(when the billows were around us; in the very midst of our
affliction)--"THERE did we rejoice in Him!" He will deal
tenderly, wisely, lovingly with you. He does not "pour down
waterfloods on the mown grass." He considers His people's case.






      There is no Bible figure on which the Christian mourner dwells
with such delight as that of the Refiner of silver sitting by the
furnace of His own lighting--tempering its heat--regulating the fury
of its flames--quenching the violence of the fires--designing all,
ALL--not to consume and destroy, but to purify and brighten. That
REFINER, too, from deep-felt experience, knows your sorrows. "I
have had a deep, a very deep wound," says Lady Powerscourt; "the
trial has been very severe, but how would I have known Him as a
Brother born for adversity without it?...He has gone through every
class in our wilderness-school; He seems intent to fill up every gap
love has been forced to make. One of His errands from heaven was to
bind up the broken-hearted."






      You can hear, as it were, the voice of the departed stealing
down from the heights of glory, and thus, as Boaz said to Ruth,
gently rebuking your fast-falling tears--"It is true that I am
your near kinsman, howbeit there is a Kinsman nearer than I!"
(Ruth 3:12). Though earthly ties have been severing, He still "lives
and loves." "She was," said good old Philip Henry,
when writing of Lady Puleston, who died in 1658, "She was the
best friend I had on earth, but my Friend in heaven is still where He
was, and He will never leave me nor forsake me."






      "Whatever, whomsoever you have lost, you have not lost
your Jesus, your best Friend. You have His eye, His tender, watchful,
provident eye upon you still; you have His ear open to your cries
still; yes, you have His everlasting arms underneath you to sustain
you still, for else you would sink...To have a Friend in heaven, and
such a Friend, so wise, so powerful, so faithful, so merciful, so
sensibly affected with all our misery--so tender, so able, and so
willing to bear and help us!--I say this is infinitely better than
all the friends that ever we had or could have on earth."
(Bunyan.)






      Trust Him. He will "guide you (no, He is guiding you) by
His counsel--and afterward"--"AFTERWARD!"--It is not
for you to scan that word! It may be one of painful significance; it
may be after much discipline; it may be after a rough and rugged and
thorny road--trial upon trial. Remember what follows that
"AFTERWARD"--"He will receive you into Glory!"
Soon the last ripple of affliction will be heard, and then its sound
will die away forever! Entering the triumphal arch of heaven, you
will read in living characters the history of a sinless, sorrowless
future--"And God shall wipe away all tears from their eyes, and
there shall be no more death, neither sorrow, nor crying, neither
shall there be any more pain--for the former things are passed away"
(Revelation 21:4).






Chapter 8 - Second Causes


"Then MARTHA said unto Jesus--Lord, IF you had been here, my
brother would not have died."--John 11:21






      "Then when MARY had come where Jesus was, and saw Him, she
fell down at His feet, saying unto Him--Lord, IF you had been here,
my brother would not have died."--John 11:32






      At no time more than on the occasion of early deaths and early
graves does the sad brooding over 'second causes' come into painful,
and sometimes unworthy conflict with the Christian's better faith and
loftier confidences.






      The words of both the Bethany mourners, which head this
meditation, the natural expression of their sorrowing spirits, may
help to carry with them to the heart of the bereaved, lessons alike
of tender rebuke and of patient resignation.






      It is unnecessary again to rehearse the narrative, which has
furnished us with the subject of a previous paper. Martha had
already, in her interview with her Master, and her sister Mary now
repeats in broken accents, "Lord, if You had been here, my
brother would not have died." Often at a season of sore
bereavement some one poignant thought or reflection takes possession
of the mind, and, for the time, overmasters every other. This echo of
the one mourner's utterance by the other, leads us to conclude that
it had been a familiar and often-quoted phrase during these days of
protracted agony. This independent quotation, indeed, on the part of
each, gives a truthful beauty to the whole inspired story.






      The twin sisters--musing on the terrible past, gazing through
their tears on the vacant seat at their home-hearth--had been every
now and then breaking the silence of the deserted chamber by
exclaiming, "If He had been with us, this never would have
happened! This is the bitterest drop in our cup--that all might have
been different! These hot tears might never have dimmed our eyes; our
beloved Lazarus might have been a living and loving brother still!
Oh, that the Lord had delayed for a brief week that needless journey
to Perea, or anticipated by four days His longed-for return; or would
that we had dispatched our messenger earlier for Him! It is now too
late. Though He has at last come, His advent can be of little avail.
The fell destroyer has been at our door before Him. He may soothe our
grief, but the blow cannot be averted. His friend and our brother is
locked in sleep too deep to be disturbed!"






      Is it not, we repeat, the same unkind surmise which is still
often heard in the hour of bereavement and in the home of death?--a
guilty, unholy brooding over second causes--"If such and such
had been done, my child would still be alive! If that means, or that
remedy, or that judicious caution had been employed--this terrible
overthrow of my earthly hopes would never have occurred--that beloved
one would have been still walking at my side--that chaplet of sorrows
would not now have been girding my brows--the Bethany sepulcher would
have been unopened--my son, my daughter, my sister, my brother--would
not have died!"






      Hush! hush! these guilty insinuations--that dethroning of God
from the providential sovereignty of His own world--that hasty and
inconsiderate verdict on His Divine procedure.






      "IF You had been here!" Can we, dare we doubt it? Is
the departure of the immortal soul to the spirit-world so trivial a
matter that the life-giving God takes no cognizance of it? No!
Afflicted one, in the deep night of your sorrow, you must rise above
"adverse coincidences"--you must cancel the words
"accident" and "fate" from your vocabulary of
trial. God, your God, was there! If there are perplexing
accompaniments, be assured they were of His permitting! All was
planned--wisely, kindly planned. Question not the unerring rectitude
of His dealings. Though apparently absent, He was really present. The
apparent veiling of His countenance is only what Cowper calls "the
severer aspect of His love." It is not for us to dictate what
the procedure of infinite love and wisdom should be.










 



      To our dim and distorted views of things, it might have been
more for the glory of God and the Church's good if the poet's
"beautiful bird of light," quoted in our last, had still
"sat with its folded wings" before it sped so soon to
nestle in the eaves of heaven. But if its earthly song has been early
hushed--if those full of promise have been allowed rather to fall
asleep in Jesus--be assured it was from no lack of power or ability
on God's part, that they were not recalled from the gates of death.










      Mourner! if the child whom you bewail is now in glory among the
ingathered multitude, forever beyond reach of sinning and sorrowing,
the turmoil and the battle--can you upbraid your God for his early
departure? Would you weep him back, if you could, from his early
heritage of bliss?






      Fond nature, as it stands in trembling agony watching the
ebbing pulses of life, would willingly arrest the pale
messenger--stay the chariot--have the wilderness relighted with his
smile, and the future radiant with the gleams which youthful
intelligence and truth had promised.






      But when all is over, and you are able to contemplate, with
calm emotion, the untold joy into which the unfettered spirit has
entered, do you not feel as if it were cruel selfishness alone that
would divest that sainted one of his glory, and bring him back to
grapple with earth's cares and tribulations?






      Yes, "You have been here!" All has been ordered,
arranged, appointed. Believer! how tenderly considerate is your dear
Lord! Well may you make it your prayer, "Let me fall into the
hands of God, for great are His mercies!" When a father inflicts
on his wayward child the severest and harshest discipline, none but
he can tell the bitter heart-pangs of yearning love that accompany
every stroke of the rod. So it is with your Father in heaven; with
this difference, that the earthly parent may act unwisely,
arbitrarily, indiscreetly--he may misjudge the necessities of the
case--he may do violence and wrong to the natural disposition of his
offspring. Not so with a wise Heavenly Parent. He will inflict no
unneeded chastisement. Man may err, has erred, and is ever erring.
But "The Lord is righteous in all His ways!"






      DIVINE SOVEREIGNTY






      Oh, sad are they who can observe


      No higher God than destiny


      Ruling this world so fair;


      Who in life's loom the shuttles see


      Weaving their web capriciously,


      Without Craftsman;


      Their bark, unpiloted, astray,


      The sport of fitful winds and spray,


      Like self-abandoned castaway,


      Drifting they know not where!






Chapter 9 - Asleep in Jesus


"God will bring with Jesus, those who have fallen asleep IN
HIM." 1 Thessalonians 4:14






      Bereaved parents! here is another glimpse which Faith, while
seated in the valley, takes of "the land that is very far off,"
but which at times, too, is brought so very near! We may first state
the special occasion of the words at the head of this meditation.






      As the great Apostle was now at Corinth, living with Aquila and
Priscilla, his beloved son Timothy had brought him from Thessalonica
encouraging tidings of the Church he had there founded.






      But in that good report there were mingled also tidings of
death--among these, doubtless, young as well as old. The bereaved
were, moreover, undergoing needless sorrow because the deceased had
been removed before the coming of Christ. The Thessalonians, in
common with other of the infant Churches, entertained unfounded
expectations regarding the imminence of the Second Advent. They
imagined it so near at hand that they would live to behold it; and
when they saw the beloved members of their families or
fellow-Christians taken away, they mourned specially at their being
deprived of sharing in the joy of welcoming a returning Lord. This
Epistle, from which our motto-verse is taken, was written (among
other reasons) to comfort and console the sorrow-stricken. It is
interesting and remarkable that the first letter of Paul is thus a
letter to the bereaved! It is an "afflicted man's companion."
The Spirit of the Lord, by inspiration, was upon him. The Lord
anointed him "to heal the broken-hearted."






      And what says he to these drooping, saddened spirits? He tells
them not to despond, but to rejoice. "Brothers, we do not want
you to be ignorant about those who fall asleep, or to grieve like the
rest of men, who have no hope. We believe that Jesus died and rose
again and so we believe that God will bring with Jesus those who have
fallen asleep in him." 1 Thessalonians 4:13-14






      There is no more expressive symbol of higher and diviner
verities than the sleep of the body and the subsequent waking in the
morning. It is beautiful to see the surging waves of daily life
rocking themselves to rest--to note, say, in some vast city, when
night has drawn its curtains around, light after light put out in the
windows, the street lamps paying solitary homage to the stars as they
look down from their lofty mansions. What a hush pervades the recent
'stunning tide of human care and crime!' Why? Because sleep is
locking up ten thousand eyes of those who are dreaming away care and
sorrow, fatigue and toil. But anon, as the gates of morning open, and
when from the silent monitors of fleeting time the hour summoning to
labor strikes, in a moment the ring of countless hammers breaks the
trance of night. All is again astir. Sleep has refreshed the
workman's wearied body; sleep has put new pith and sinew in that
brawny arm. The whole world has arisen like a giant refreshed, and
sleep has been the elixir that has soothed its wounds and healed its
pains.






      We need not wonder, then, that this priceless boon to the
weary, has been taken by God Himself to describe the quiet rest of
His own people in the grave. David, the man after God's own heart,
after he had served his day and generation, "fell asleep."
Stephen, when struck down by his murderers, "fell asleep."
In the beautiful words on the frontispiece of this volume--which we
have there specially associated with the death of the young--"So
gives He His beloved sleep!"






      But what means Paul by this sleep? Is it the sleep of the soul?
Is it that the spirit, at the moment of dissolution, falls into a
state of torpor or insensibility, in which it remains until startled
at last by the trumpet of God? No! Let us recur to the analogy of
earthly sleep. We know that when the body is in a state of profound
repose, when the eye is closed in seeming unconsciousness on the
pillow, it is only apparently so. The mind is in a constant state of
activity; all its powers are vigorous as ever. Memory is there,
bringing up old and treasured scenes. Imagination is there, combining
these in strange, fantastic medley. Gorgeous visions come and
go--magnificent combinations, in comparison with which waking
realities are dull, prosaic, and commonplace. So it is with the soul
at death. While the body "sleeps" in its grassy bed, the
spirit is expatiating in regions of activity and life. It departs "to
be with Christ, which is far better."










 



      The words of the verse we are now pondering may bear the
beautiful rendering we have before alluded to (see Wycliffe, Cranmer,
and Rheims Version), "Those also who are laid asleep by
Jesus!"--a rendering which, among others, suggests two
comforting thoughts--two most gracious whispers from these voices of
heavenly consolation.






      (1.) That the hour of our death is appointed by Jesus. We are
laid asleep by Him. Just as the mother knows the best hour to lay her
little one in its couch or cradle--undresses it, composes it to rest,
sings its lullaby--and the cherub face, lately all smiles, is now
locked in quiet repose; so Christ comes to all His children, of
whatever age, at His own selected season, and says, "Your hour
of rest has arrived. I am to take off the garments of mortality.
Come! I will robe you in the vestments of the tomb." He smooths
the narrow bed, composes the pillow, and sings His own lullaby of
love, "Fear not, my child, for I am with you; sleep on now and
take your rest!" Be comforted with this blessed truth, that the
hour of death cannot come a moment sooner than Jesus appoints. He
knows the best time to bid you and yours the long "good-night."
Interesting it is (and a Bible truth too) to think of troops of
angels hovering over the death-pillow, and watching with guardian
care the sleeping dust of the "Early Grave." But more
comforting still, surely, is it to think of the Lord of angels
closing the eyes and hushing to slumber--Christ Himself leading to
the tomb--the robing-room of immortality--"unclothing,"
that His people may be "clothed upon," and that "mortality
may be swallowed up of life."






      (2.) A second suggested thought is, that the body belongs to
Christ. The soul, indeed, is more specially His. It wings its arrowy
flight up to the spirit world. Angels carry it into Abraham's bosom,
and from that hour it is "forever with the Lord." But what
of the material framework? What of the marble tenement? Is it left to
crumble in dishonor and corruption? Now that the jewel is gone, is
the casket to be disowned? Now that the vestal fire is quenched, is
the temple left to moulder in oblivion? No, it is the body to which
Paul in these words refers. It is the body that is "laid asleep
by Jesus." Every particle of that dust of the sepulcher was
purchased by His blood. The Apostle elsewhere speaks of "body as
well as spirit which are His" (1 Corinthians 6:20).






      You who have cherished young treasures in the tomb, come and
seat yourselves under this shadow of comfort. Rejoice in the
assurance that these earthly tabernacles are in His custody. The
loving hand of Divine parental love was the last to close their eyes;
and, in the prospect of waking on an eternal morrow, you can go to
their graves, and think of them as having migrated to the Better
Land, away forever from the harsh jarrings and discords and tumults
of this.






      (3) Once more, connect this "blessed hope" with that
which imparts to it alike its blessedness and its certainty--the
Resurrection of Christ. That glorious Resurrection is the pledge and
earnest of your own, and that of your beloved dead.






      The pledges of the outer material creation are welcome and
joyful. We hail with grateful spirit the first budding of early
spring in grove and field, because in these we see the promise and
pledge that soon nature will be arrayed in her full robes of
resurrection beauty. With what feelings ought we to stand by the
sepulcher of our Lord, and see the buried Conqueror rising triumphant
over the last enemy! Do we not behold in Him the harbinger of an
immortal springtime, or rather a glorious harvest, when the mounds of
the earth and the caves of the ocean shall surrender what they have
held for ages in sacred custody--"Multitudes, multitudes in the
valley of decision"--when "this corruptible shall put on
incorruption, and this mortal immortality." "Christ the
first fruits, afterward those who are Christ's at His coming!"






      Mourners, think of this! In one sad sense, indeed, you have
buried your dead out of your sight. "The house of their earthly
tabernacle" is a "darksome ruin." Dust is resolved
into its kindred dust. The constituent elements of the dismantled
framework are incorporated with new forms of matter. We do not wish
to strew the dismal path with flowers. Death, from the earthly view
of it, is not irradiated by one gleam of sunshine. The slow and
gradual wasting and decay, the wearisome days, the long night-vigils,
the mind participating not infrequently with the wreck of the body,
memory often a blank, the fondest look and the fondest name eliciting
no response! Then the close of all--the knocking at the mysterious
gates of a mysterious future--the empty chamber, where "echo
slumbers"--the noiseless footfall, the mute crowd of mourners,
the grave, the return to the silent dwelling, and the vacant seat. O
Death, truly here is your sting--O Grave, truly here is your victory!






      But the day is coming when all these memories of woe shall
vanish, like the darkness before the morning sun--when the spoil of
plundering ages shall in a marvelous way be all restored--when, as in
the Prophet's Valley of Vision, bone shall come to bone, and sinew to
sinew. The old loving smiles of earth will be seen again in the
newly-glorified body--the drooping withered flower reviving,
beauteous and fragrant with the bloom of perennial summer. "Why
are you weeping?" was the question of the Risen Conqueror, as He
gazed on a tearful eye at the Resurrection morn. The Christian's
grave need be watered by no tears--for Jesus, who "died for our
sins, rose again for our justification." "Now is Christ
risen from the dead, and become the first fruits of those who sleep."
He has converted the tomb into the vestibule of heaven. How different
from the mournful legends to be seen and read at this hour on heathen
Columbaria, as "to the final farewell" and "the
eternal sleep!" How different from the inscriptions disclosed in
the latest Assyrian excavations in the mounds of Kalakh; of which we
are told--"In this temple were performed the mournings and
lamentations for the yearly dying Tammuz, the 'Son of Life,' whom
Istar went annually to recover from the House of Death, the Palace of
'The Land of no return!'"






      The Christian traveler searches in vain, amid the ashes of
Jerusalem's desolation, for any material tomb of his Divine Lord. But
if the tomb be lost in the wreck of ages, the glorious, invisible
inscription still remains--"Fear not--I am He who lives and was
dead; and behold I am alive for evermore, and have the keys of the
grave and of death;" and "because I live, you shall live
also!"






Chapter 10 - Gracious Mitigations


"He stays His rough wind, in the day of the east wind."
--Isaiah 27:8






      This is a comforting verse to those who, in a figurative sense,
are exposed to the swoop of the desert simoom. Come, sorrowing one,
and calmly meditate on the blessed promise, here given under
expressive imagery, that God will never allow your trials or His
chastisements to go too far.






      It is the "rough wind" and the "east wind"
that may now be visiting you. Seated in thought, or in reality, by
your early grave, and musing on your blighted blossom, you can too
truly say, "As a flower of the field, so he flourishes. For the
wind passes over it, and it is gone!" (Psalms 103:15-16).






      The Almighty does not conceal that it is He who sends the
tempest. It is specially spoken of and designated by the prophet as
"His rough wind." In the blighting of Jonah's gourd, the
picture we have so often had occasion to refer to, we are told, "The
LORD prepared a vehement east wind." In the bold and sublime
language of the Psalmist, He is similarly represented as "walking
on the wings of the wind." So too in moral hurricanes. "Who
knows not in all these things, that the hand of the Lord has wrought
this?"






      But (and this is the more special truth which claims our
attention), if that east wind blows, He will not allow it to sweep
too vehemently--and when it receives its mission from Him, He will
not allow "the rough wind" to be let loose at the same time
from its chambers. He will moderate adversity. "He knows our
frame." According to the common proverb, "He will temper
the wind to the shorn lamb." He did not make Israel feel at once
and at the same time lack of bread and lack of water. The manna had
been provided when they were suffering from the deprivation of the
other priceless boon.






      Look at the first clause of the somewhat enigmatical words
which form part of the verse which heads this chapter--"In
measure you will debate with it." "In measure!" Or, as
in another place, "I will correct you in measure" (Jeremiah
30:11). God has no capricious dealings. All will be scrupulously
weighed. He CONSIDERS the soul in adversity (Psalms 31:7). "When
He winnows," as Matthew Henry says, "He sends a gentle gale
to blow away the chaff, not to blow away the corn."






      Who cannot testify to the truth of the gracious assertion? Is
it the hour of bereavement?--and specially the hour and experience,
reader, which comes most tenderly and impressively home to you--the
time when, above all others, the east wind may be said to blow,
nipping early spring-buds or blighting tender blossoms? Who has not
then to tell of amazing support? Some sweet solaces which have gone
far to moderate the sweep of the hurricane, break the cruel blow, and
disarm trial of much of its severity? Glimpses appear in the midst of
the darkness--blue vistas are seen opening in the storm-wreathed sky!






      We believe all can own and trace these tender mitigations--the
prevention of the two winds from blowing simultaneously--God not
allowing the bruised reed to be broken, just because it was
bruised--laying on with one hand, comforting and binding up with the
other--sending whatever wind is needed to bring to the desired haven,
not one blast permitted but what is needed. "He will not allow
us to be tempted (tried) above that we are able to bear, but will,
with the temptation, also make a way to escape, that we may be able
to bear it" (1 Corinthians 10:13). "Blessed be God,"
says Chrysostom, "who permitted the tempest; and blessed be God
who has dispersed it and made it a calm."






      Bereaved parents! we ask again, have you not been able--in some
cases more perhaps than in others--to trace all this in the dying
couches of your beloved children? The gracious alleviations of pain;
the tender farewell words, sacredly garnered by you, which tended to
reconcile to the pang of departure; the unexpected sympathies and
solaces, it may be, of friends and fellow-sufferers; above all, those
Divine comforts and consolations--stars of promise--never before seen
in the light of garish day, but with which the dark night of sorrow
has studded your skies?










 



      Yes! and while owning the truth of the words of our meditation
regarding your beloved dead, may you not transfer, by anticipation,
their comfort to yourselves? When that supreme hour which has come to
them comes to you--when you, too, are laid on your death-couch--when
the tent is about to be struck for prosecuting the mysterious
journey--death, the hour that thousands on thousands have shrunk from
and dreaded--yes! the hour which none can contemplate without
profound emotion; yet when it does come--when the house of the
earthly tabernacle rocks and trembles under the blasts of that
inexorable 'east wind,' be assured you will find the Great Promiser
true to His declaration. The 'rough wind' is stayed. You may feel the
rush of the final hurricane, but you will rise above it with the
glorious compensating supports and comforts then given. In that
solemn season the eyes of many of God's children, dimming to human
smiles, have had revealed to them a Mightier Presence, which the
gathering darkness only renders more visible. When those around can
think, perhaps, only of the terribleness of grappling with the
tempest which in a few moments will reduce to a heap of ruins; with
their last breath they have risen above the storm, and in trembling
accents given some such testimony as this--'Hush your fears! I am
walking through the Dark Valley, but HE is giving me dying grace for
a dying hour'--"He stays His rough wind in the day of the east
wind!"






Chapter 11 - The Eternal Folding


"He will wipe all tears from their eyes--and there will be no
more death, suffering, crying, or pain! These things of the past are
gone forever! He who OVERCOMES will inherit all this, and I will be
his God and he will be my son. For the Lamb, who is in the midst of
the throne, shall feed them, and shall lead them unto living
fountains of waters; and God shall wipe away all tears from their
eyes." Revelation 21:4, Revelation 7:17






      The valley of tears and the valley of death have been both
traversed--Time's curfew-bell has been tolled, proclaiming that
earth's fires have been put out and the flocks eternally folded. The
bleak herbage of the wilderness--the brookless channels--the falling
snows--the angry tempests--the roar of the ravening wolves--are known
no more. It is a glorious glimpse of unbroken sunshine--gleaming
meadows--crystal clear waters--living fountains!






      Note more specially this pastoral aspect of the vision which is
now in the eye of the Apostle of Patmos. We have all the accessories
of such a scene. First, in the words of contrast, where the picture
of a flock is brought before us--bleating amid arid wastes--panting
defenseless under the fierce rays of a burning sun--and turning often
their languid eyes towards waterless courses--"They shall hunger
no more, neither thirst any more, neither shall the sun light upon
them, nor any heat." And then observe his positive description
of the bliss of the ransomed--those of all ages and from all
ages--the sheep and the lambs--feeding on the heavenly meadows, and
reclining by their perennial streams. They are "fed" on
these abiding pastures--and "led" to "the living
fountains of waters."






      We look for the completion of the picture. We see the rejoicing
flock browsing on the everlasting hills. But we gaze in vain for the
great central Figure. We expect to behold the Glorified Shepherd
seated on some sunny eminence overlooking "the multitude which
no man can number." Jesus is there; we see Him. But, strange
mixture of metaphor--it is not as a SHEPHERD, but as a LAMB He
precedes His followers--feeding them and leading them! It is one of
those singular, dreamlike transitions common in prophetic symbol--but
which, when we come to examine them, are so significant and full of
meaning.






      We have in a previous apocalyptic vision (chap. 5.), a similar
startling and remarkable figuration; startling from the same powerful
(we had almost said violent) change of metaphor. The Apostle had been
speaking of Christ as the "Lion of the tribe of Judah,"
breaking the seals of the prophetic roll, and unfolding the destinies
of the Church and the world. In magnificent language, he further
describes all heaven, redeemed and unredeemed--"ten thousand
times ten thousand, and thousands of thousands"--gathered in to
do homage to this August Being who had "prevailed to open the
book, and to loose the seven seals thereof." When we gaze, amid
the throng, for the object of this adoration--lo! we are arrested by
the sight, not of a Lion, but of a LAMB! It is the same in this
pastoral vision. We lose sight, for the moment, of the Shepherd--the
Evangelist at all events describes Him under a different symbol. It
is the name which he himself knew so well--that by which the Great
Shepherd was first pointed out to him--he loves it still--"Behold
the Lamb of God!"






      You who have "folded lambs" above, think of that
Shepherd's name! We shall not pursue the thought; but let it be
suggestive to you of that all-comprehensive glorified human nature of
Jesus in its relation to the 'early taken' from the lower pastures
and valley. It is the same unaltered and unchanging humanity which of
old made little children smile unafraid in His arms, while He
declared that the kingdom of heaven is peopled with such. The tender
command He gave to an under-shepherd on earth, may we not well
believe He will continue to give to Angel-Shepherds above, as He
recognizes the place of glorified little ones in the eternal
fold--"Feed My lambs!"










 



      (1.) The words suggest to us one among many thoughts--that all
the joys of the ransomed flock, old and young, will be associated
with the love and companionship of their Shepherd. He feeds--He
leads--He wipes away all tears from their eyes--and in a previous
verse (15), under a different figure, it is said, "He who sits
on the throne shall dwell among them." Heaven would be no heaven
without Jesus. Take Him away!--it would be to blot out the sun from
the celestial skies--every star, great and small, moons and
satellites as well as planets, would hide their faces--the angel
would disrobe himself of his shining attire, and stand in sackcloth
before the vacant throne! Take Him away! let the Shepherd leave His
ransomed sheep and lambs--and you might give them heaven's choicest
pastures--you might sentinel the heavenly fold with archangels--it
would be no compensation for the loss. The long-forgotten cry would
ascend amid the fairest landscapes of Paradise Regained--"Tell
me, O You whom my soul loves, where YOU feed, where YOU make Your
flock to rest at noon!"






      But He, the Shepherd-King, whose invitation on the throne of
judgment was--"Come, you blessed,"--will be true to His
word. As He was with you, His mourning people, "in all places
where you were scattered in the cloudy and dark day"--so, in the
bright and cloudless day of glory, in all places He will still be
with you. We may take the words of a beautiful parallel passage of
Old Testament, and give them a heavenly meaning--"Their pastures
shall be in all high places; they shall not hunger nor
thirst--neither shall the heat nor sun smite them; for He who has
mercy on them shall lead them--even by the springs of water shall HE
guide them." "Leading" them, "feeding" them.
What figurative language could express nearer, closer, more intimate
fellowship and communion?--the full vision and fruition of a
Savior-God! The song lisped here, often with trembling lips and
stammering tongue, will rise triumphant from an ever-present
experience of its bliss--"Who shall separate us from the love of
Christ?" "In YOUR presence there is fullness of joy!"






      (2.) This description would seem to denote an infinite
progression in the joys and felicities of the ransomed flock. This we
have enlarged upon in a recent meditation; but it is a thought ever
fresh and elevating, and is here presented to us under a new figure.
The Shepherd is seen leading them from pasture to pasture, from
fountain to fountain, from eminence to eminence--higher and yet
higher up the hills of glory. As the loftier we ascend a mountain,
the wider is the landscape that is spread before us--so the higher
the heavenly pilgrim mounts in his ever-upward ascent, the wider will
be the horizon and circumference of his joys. He will be attaining
ever-new views of God--new unfoldings, and revelations of the Divine
purposes--new motives for the ceaseless activities of his holy being.
And if that song were early stilled on earth, there will be no arrest
of its harmonies in that long "forever!"






      Such is the beautiful delineation here given by the Prophet of
Patmos. The Lamb is represented first as "feeding" His
flock. They lie down at His side, in restful repose, by the green
pastures of His love. Next, He is represented as "leading"
them. The rest is for the time over. He leads them farther and yet
farther through these sunlit meadows, along these glorified valleys,
to new living fountains of water--ever advancing, yet never reaching
the plenitude of bliss--satisfied to the full, and yet always new
satisfaction--pastures ever greener--waters ever clearer--the sun of
their joy ever climbing the sky and never reaching the meridian.






      (3.) The figurative language of the Evangelist once more
indicates, that there will be an unfolding of the Shepherd's wisdom
and faithfulness in His earthly dispensations. Not only is the Lamb
to feed them with gracious views of the Divine dealings, and to lead
them from fountain to fountain of wisdom, and goodness, and
grace--but by a beautiful and most expressive symbol, God is
represented as wiping away all tears from their eyes. As if, when
they entered glory, some remaining tears were still there. As if the
eye, suffused like yours, at the couch or grave of your early dead,
had not recovered from the night of earthly weeping. But, before
long, no trace or vestige of sorrow will be found. As in a forest,
after a drenching thunder-shower, every bough, and blade, and leaf is
dripping with rain; for a considerable time after the sun has shone
out, and the sky is blue, and the birds of the grove are singing--the
lingering drops gem the branches and sprinkle the sward.






      But gradually, yet surely, his genial rays are drinking up the
moisture--nature's tear-drops. One by one they evaporate, and the
refreshed forest rejoices, and basks in the radiance of the great
luminary. So with the Sun of Deity in heaven. One by one earth's
remaining tears vanish before the radiance of that Sun of Wisdom and
Love. Weeping can be no more--the fountain of weeping, the memory of
weeping, are gone forever!






      Do you wonder, bereaved parent, at your Shepherd's dealings?
Are you apt, with misgiving heart, to ask--why that desolation of the
earthly fold? why that angry hurricane--that harsh night-wind--that
pelting rain which maddened into foaming torrent the calm still
water--sweeping loved ones down the resistless flood? Yes! and you
may carry these tearful eyes with you as you enter heaven. But there
is a gracious Hand waiting there to wipe each one of them away. These
surviving drops will be crystal lenses, through which, as you enter
glory, you will see in vivid manifestation the loving-kindness and
faithfulness of your Heavenly Father.






      Are you wondering why these springs and rills of earthly
happiness were withdrawn or dried in their channels? It was to lead
you to feel and to exclaim, 'O God, all my well-springs are in You!'
Do you wonder now why this lamb and that lamb of the flock was so
soon taken? He emptied your home, and your heart, and your fold on
earth, that He might lead you and your to the better fold above.
Following the steps of the all-gracious Heavenly Shepherd, as these
early lost ones will be revealed to your sight, one here, one there,
reposing in the celestial pastures--when you see to what a blessed
land you had early sent your children--how will the once tear-dimmed
eye have its every tear wiped away--and at the contemplation of God's
wisdom and love, in what appeared at the time the dark providences of
earth--the ever-deepening song will ascend, "So we Your people
and sheep (we may add lambs) of Your pasture, will give You thanks
forever!"






      Your little children, or your youths of promise are in Heaven!
Possibly, as here indicated, there may be a variety and diversity in
its joys suited to their capacities. Observe, it is not to one
fountain to which the Lamb is said to lead; they are "living
fountains of waters." Like the four-branched river in the first
earthly Eden, there will be, from the one great river of Deity,
streams--and among these, 'little rills'--"which make glad the
city of God." In their own distinctive ways, "the children
of Zion will be joyful in their King."






      We delight to think of the Flock of Heaven--sheep and
lambs--each member of it perfect in the full measure of its own
bliss; but each, under the Shepherd's eye, thus following the
pasture, or climbing the mountain-steep, or browsing by the
streamlet, it most loves. Yet, all the Fold, in these separate and
distinctive ways, combining to glorify their Savior God.






      Meanwhile, let those who are yet out in the lower valley,
overtaken by the cloud and the storm, rejoice in these hopes full of
immortality. He has promised to give you "grace and glory."
Grace--He will support and sustain you now in the midst of your
trial. He will not leave you unsheltered to the sweep of the storm.
"The Lamb in the midst of the throne" loves to stoop to
weakness. The royal Shepherd of Bethlehem, who laid in the dust the
giant of Philistia, could also weep tears of love and tenderness over
a tiny, pining flower in his own palace.






      So is it with the true David. He combines the might and majesty
of Godhead with the tenderness of humanity. He who on earth loved
children, knows the tenderness of your present sorrow. He may be
leading you along the wilderness by a way that you know not, and by
paths that you have not known. But trust Him--"He will feed and
lead like a shepherd"--succouring the faint, carrying the weary,
sustaining the burdened. This description of the people he led of old
out of Egypt is still true of you, and of every member of His
flock--"He found him also in a desert land, and in the waste
howling wilderness--He led him about, He instructed him, He kept him
as the apple of His eye. As an eagle stirs up her nest, fluttering
over her young, spreads abroad her wings, takes them, bears them on
her wings--so the Lord alone did lead him."






      Make sure now of your personal and saving interest in His
shepherd-love. Follow with unwavering eye His footsteps--repose on
Him your burdens; confide to Him your misgivings and heart sorrows.
Let life be a happy, peaceful reclining by His own green pastures and
still waters. And then when the Valley of the Shadow of Death is
reached, it will be like the Valley of Achor, spoken of in Hosea--"A
door of hope." Achor was one of the entrance-ravines from the
wilderness to the Promised Land. Death is the valley leading to that
Promised Land, the true Heavenly Canaan. Let the anticipated
valley-gloom be dispelled by a present and habitual leaning on the
rod and staff of immutable promises--"And when the Chief
Shepherd shall appear, you shall receive a crown of glory, that fades
not away!"






Chapter 12 - God's Way and Leadings Perfect


"As for God, His way is perfect."--Psalms 18:30






      "And He led them forth by the right way, that they might
go to a city of habitation."--Psalms 107:7






      There are times in the experience of not a few--and this is one
especially on which you have entered--when, amid adverse and baffling
providences, "the foundations of the world seem out of course,"
and all things appear to be rushing into wreck and darkness. The
Divine, everlasting vigil seems to have ceased, and echo only answers
to the wild cry of despair--"Where is now my God?" "Where
is my God?"--creating affections only to wither them; severing
me, in the twinkling of an eye, from those He had sent to be helpers
of my faith, interpreters of His own goodness, and wisdom, and
mercy--youthful priests in the domestic temple, whose removal leaves
a silent, desolated altar, with incense unkindled and lamps put out,
cherished memories alone surviving to read and reveal the blank! I
was taught to imagine that His dealings to His own were those of a
Father, not retributive or judicial, but paternal--that I could see
no hand, and hear no lullaby but love. Why has the promised parental
solicitude been superseded by the harsh voice and the rebuking rod?
Why has the All-gracious belied His own saying, "As one whom his
mother comforts?" "You, O Lord, are our Father, our
Redeemer; Your name is from everlasting...Where is Your zeal, and
Your strength, the sounding of Your compassions and of Your mercies
toward me? Are they restrained?" (Isaiah 63:15-16).






      Seek to repress these, and such like unworthy surmises. "As
for God, His way is perfect." This was a lesson impressively
taught to pilgrim Israel, as suggested by one of the two verses which
head this meditation. They, like many of Jehovah's people still, were
tempted at first to misinterpret the Divine dealings. At the very
outset from Egypt, the cloudy pillar appeared to mislead them.
Instead of taking them the near and direct route to Canaan, it
conducted them round "by the way of the wilderness." They
had the Red Sea in front and their pursuers behind. The shout goes up
from the Egyptian army--"They are entangled; the wilderness has
shut them in!" Even Moses yields to the panic and despondency of
the hour. "Why are you lying on your face?" were the words
addressed to him as he crouched a skeptic at God's feet; "speak
to the children of Israel that they go forward."






      Forward they did go, under the guidance of the symbol of the
Divine Presence; and what was the song with which they made the
opposite shores resound? It was the adoration of the all-perfect ways
of God; vindicating the rectitude of His procedure; "You in Your
mercy have led forth the people which You have redeemed." "O
Lord God Almighty, who is a strong God like unto You? You rule the
raging of the sea--when the waves thereof arise, You still them!"






      This loving and gracious Guide still "leads Joseph like a
flock;" even although often, in a spiritual sense, He makes 'the
depths of the sea' a way for His ransomed to pass over. You, too, may
now be having your circuitous routes through the desert, your Red
Seas of trouble, your Marahs of bitterness. His way may truly seem to
be "in the sea, and His path in the deep waters, and His
judgments unsearchable." But it is for you to listen in
submissive faith to His sovereign mandate, and to follow, however
mysterious, the guidance of the Pillar-cloud. It is not for us to
judge of the reasons for apparent harsh procedure, hidden from our
gaze, and known only to the Infinitely Gracious ONE.






      "God is His own interpreter,


      And He will make it plain."






      "Why," says one of the saintliest men of the past
generation, "Why are we not amply satisfied and acquiescing in
the wise management of the Great Counselor, who puts clouds and
darkness round about Him, bidding us follow at His beck through the
cloud, promising an eternal and uninterrupted sunshine on the other
side?"










 



      There is a beautiful saying in the 94th Psalm, "The Lord
will not cast off His people, neither will He forsake His
inheritance; but judgment shall return unto righteousness" (14,
15). Judgment often at times seems divorced--deflected from
righteousness--never more than in sparing the ripe and taking the
green. We can discern no righteousness, no mercy, no 'good' in such
dispensations.






      "Commit your way unto the Lord, trust also in Him, and He
shall bring it to pass." "Although you say you can not see
Him, yet judgment is before Him, therefore trust in Him." "You,
O God, led Your people of old by the right hand of Moses, with Your
glorious arm dividing the water before them to make Yourself an
everlasting name" (Isaiah 63:12).






      "Awake, awake," on our behalf still, "O Arm of
the Lord!" Finite wisdom has no place in Your dealings. Let us
seek no other way, let us surrender ourselves to no other guidance;
remembering that "all the paths of the Lord are mercy and truth
unto such as keep His covenant and His testimonies." We may now
be, like the panic-stricken Hebrews, confronting the barrier waves;
the foe behind, the desolate wilderness around. But fear not! that
sea will, in some gracious way, recede to make a dry-shod pathway;
that wilderness on the other side, with dreary sand and beetling
cliff, will be wilderness still; but it will provide spiritual
resting-places with overshadowing palms and refreshing springs.






      To the eye of sense, however baffling be the ways of the
Supreme, however seemingly unlike His righteous wisdom, it is not for
us to judge, and surmise, and conjecture--but to believe; not to
question, but, like Job, to kneel and to adore. Not venturing
presumptuously to arraign the faithfulness of dispensations the most
inscrutable; but rather, in reverent submission to say, amid crossed
wills and adverse providences, even when we see innocent infant
smiles or youthful aspirations arrested, and many a joyous parental
hope buried with them underneath the sod--"I will hear what God
the Lord will speak." "I know that Your judgments are
right, and that in faithfulness You have afflicted me"--looking
forward to the hour when, reaching "the city of habitation,"
the wisdom and love of the 'perfect way' will be fully
revealed--when, in the true resting-places above, we shall join in
the triumphant ascription, "The Lord is righteous in all His
ways, and holy in all His works."






      "Soon," says one now experiencing the reality of her
own words, "Soon our tale shall be finished; the history of our
lives will be put by in the library of God as a volume of His
faithfulness." Yes! and heaven will resound with the song, which
on earth is often warbled with trembling lips.






      The present life, in its conflicting relations, its discords
and confusions, is the tuning of the musical instruments before the
great Hallelujah chorus--the magnificent harmonies of eternity. Then
that chorus, like the anthem of the myriads in the prophet's vision,
will become a louder and yet louder ascription, deepening until its
effluent waves of sound become "like the noise of mighty
thunderings"--its everlasting refrain of praise--the sovereignty
of God--"Alleluia! for the Lord God Omnipotent reigns!"






Chapter 13 - The Loving Chastener and Sympathizer


"As many as I love, I rebuke and chasten."--Revelation 3:19






      "For in that He Himself has suffered, being tempted--He is
able to help those who are tempted."--Hebrews 2:18






      Let these two verses be conjoined; we shall see the reason as
we proceed.






      (1.) "As many as I LOVE I rebuke and chasten!" What!
speak of loving dealings when "the axe is being laid to the root
of the tree;" its ringing sound heard amid cherished earthly
groves; the ground strewn with lopped branches, scattered leaves,
yes, too, and unspared, young saplings of promise! Yes! It is even
so. "The wind passes over it and it is gone, and the place
thereof shall know it no more! But the mercy of the Lord is from
everlasting to everlasting upon them that fear Him" (Psalms
103:16-17).






      The words of this first of our motto-verses, moreover, observe,
were spoken, not by the lips of Christ the Sufferer on earth, but by
the glorified lips of Christ the Exalted King. They come wafted to us
from within the Heavenly gates.






      "No chastening for the present seems to be joyous but
grievous!" This trouble from which you are now suffering may be
utterly incomprehensible. Jehovah's name to you, as it often has been
to His tried and afflicted children, may be that which He gave to
Manoah--"Wonderful," "Secret," "Mysterious."
But, be assured, that your present place and season of bereavement is
the figurative "wilderness," where He "allures"
His people (Hosea 2:14); rousing them from the low dream of earth,
from the sordid and the secular, from busy care and debasing
solicitude, to the divine and the heavenly--leading them to exchange
the mess of earthly pottage for the bread of life, perishable
substance for the fine gold of heavenly gain and durable riches.






      Yours is the cruel blighting of young hope and pure
affection--holiest ties formed, the memory of which is all that
remains; the music of the streams and rivulets which once gladdened
your pilgrim-way heard no more. The rills are dried by Him to lead to
the great Fountainhead; the earthly links are broken in order that
stronger and more enduring ones may be formed above; the breaches
have been made in the house of clay, only to render more inviting
"the building of God, the house not made with hands;"
stimulating to live more for that world where all is perfection,
where we shall stand "without fault before the throne."






      A writer notes that migratory birds are carried high by
contrary winds, and that, by being so carried, their flight is
assisted. So is it with trial. "The wind is contrary," but
it impels to an upward and a Godwards flight. It is often in the
cloudy day that the mountains look near us; so often in the soul's
gloomiest seasons the hills of God are brought nearest. Tribulation
is the first link in the Apostle's golden chain. Dr. Trench, in his
"Study of Words," tells us that "tribulation" is
derived from the Latin tribulum, which was the machine by which the
grain was sifted. Tribulation is the process of sifting, by which God
clears away the chaff and the golden grain is retained. See, too, the
gracious result of this sifting process. "Tribulation," to
use the comment we have heard in applying the reference, "works,"
what? We might have expected the natural result, "impatience."
It is the reverse; by the imparted grace of Him in whose hands the
sifter is, "tribulation works patience" (Romans 5:3).






      Suffering Christian! you may well trust Him who uttered the
startling saying which heads this meditation--who gave the mightiest
pledge of love He could give by giving His own life--that there is
some all-wise "needs be" in the trial He has laid upon you.
It is designed to bring you nearer Himself. It is one of His own
appointed gateways, opening up and admitting to great spiritual
blessings. He rebukes and chastens just because He loves; and,
contradictory as the remark may seem, we believe never is His love
more tender than when the rod is in His hand and the rebuke on His
lips. The rebukes of other earthly friends are often mistimed; the
result, it may be, of passion or caprice--"but He disciplines us
for our profit, that we might be partakers of His holiness"
(Hebrews 12:10).










 



      "I do not ask my cross to understand,


            My way to see;


      Better in darkness just to feel Your hand,


            And follow Thee."






      God our Maker is said to give "songs in the night."
The birds of earth which sing among the branches are silent, except
in the day. Not so with those perched on the Tree of Life, His true
people. Their melody often most sweetly rises in hours of darkness.
To change the figure, are they themselves "Trees of
Righteousness"? Often in the gloom of sorrow their foliage may
appear to be dripping with rain, when they are in truth laden with
the night-distilled dews of heaven!






      Had Christ, indeed, seen fit, He might have ordained that His
people's pathway was to be without gloom or darkness, trial or tear;
leading along sunny slopes, verdant valleys, and bright clusters of
palm trees, with sunlit fronds. But to keep them humble, to teach
them their dependence on Himself, to make their present existence a
state of discipline and probation, He has ordered it otherwise. Their
journey; as travelers, is at times through 'mist and cloudland';
their voyage, as seamen, through alternate calm and storm. They are
like the vessel building in the dockyard. The unskilled and
uninitiated can hear nothing but clanging hammers; they can see
nothing but unshapely timbers and glare of torches. It is a scene of
din and noise, dust and confusion. But all will at last be
acknowledged as needed portions in the spiritual workmanship, when
the soul, released from its earthly fastenings, is launched on the
summer seas of eternity. "Then shall we know," to use the
words of an earnest thinker, "that the dark scenes were dark
with light too bright for mortal eye; the sorrow turning into dearest
joys when seen to be the filling up of Christ's; who withholds not
from us His own crown, bidding us drink of His cup and be baptized
with His baptism; and saying to our reluctant hearts, 'What I do you
know not now, but you shall know hereafter.'" "Glory to God
for all," was Chrysostom's last saying.






      No nobler result of trial surely than this, to lead the mourner
to grope his tearful way more meekly and trustfully in search of a
Savior's hand, seeking only to hear His guiding voice saying, "This
is the way; walk in it."






      (2.) Our second motto-verse follows the other in a comforting
sequence. There can be no more gracious whisper in the ear of
bereavement. What an infinitude of solace to every sorrowing one,
including the sacred group of mourners for whom this book is more
specially intended, is contained in the simple declaration, "In
that He Himself has suffered, being tempted!" Jesus, the
Incarnate God, yet "made in fashion as a man," had a
mysterious identity of experience with His suffering and tempted
people, so that nothing can happen to the members but what has
happened to the Head. They can feel that no sorrow shades their souls
but the same darkened His. "As He is," so are they "in
this world" (1 John 4:17). He Himself--the thorn-crowned
King--knows every thorn which pierces them, every pang of spirit and
pang of body. The loss of beloved friends, temptations to distrust
God's providence, to pervert and misapply His Word, to question the
rectitude and reason of His dealings. What unutterable consolation,
in every hour of earthly trouble, to look up to the Brother in our
nature--"the Prince who has power with God," and to say,
"He has suffered, being tempted!" In His glorified state He
still commiserates the case of each one of His heart-stricken
woe-worn people! He tenderly feels their every wound, seeing that, as
the Captain of their salvation, He was Himself "made perfect
through sufferings."






      Afflicted believer! rejoice that sorrow and suffering have (if
the expression dare be used) assimilated Christ with you, and you
with Christ, in this your trial-hour. With what a Divine
significance, augmented and intensified by subsequent experience, can
He say, "I know your sorrows!" If you are bleeding under
some severe infliction of the rod, severe in its very tenderness,
ready to say in the bitterness of your grief, "No one knows, no
one can gauge the depth of my anguish"--He can--He does. "He
knows our frame; He remembers that we are dust." With reverence
we say it--God--the Omnipotent, Omniscient God--cannot, with all the
infinitude of His nature, sympathize. He can compassionate; but He
cannot sympathize in the way of feeling with us. Sympathy requires,
as its two conditions, identity of nature and identity of experience.
"We have such an High Priest;" One who is said to be (not
touched with our infirmities), but "touched with the feeling of
our infirmities."






      The beautiful verse which now presents itself, gives more
comfort still. The words affirm not merely that Christ has identity
of experience--a passive sympathy with His tried people--He is also
the succourer of the tempted--"He is able to support those who
are tempted."






      If He be summoning any of you to bear some peculiarly heavy
burden, or exacting from you some peculiarly heavy sacrifice, He will
not allow the burden to crush, or the fiery trial to consume. He will
keep you in the crucible as long, but no longer, than He sees to be
absolutely needful to test your faith and purify your graces. All
that concerns you and yours is in His hands.






      As we see the Angels of Tribulation with their sevenfold vials
issuing forth from the gate of heaven (Revelation 15:1), how blessed
to know that they are marshaled, commissioned by the great Lord of
Angels, the once suffering but now exalted Redeemer! In Zechariah's
vision of "the man on the red horse" (1:8 )--behind HIM
were angels and providences--"the black, and speckled, and white
horses." But He is between them; ordering, regulating,
appointing, all that befalls His people, trusting their persons and
fortunes not even to an angel's care, without His own guidance,
sanction, and direction.






      Are you now called sorrowfully to picture and ponder the last
hours of some loved one--perhaps the final conflict--the close of
all--the silent death-chamber--the sadder sequel of the Early Grave?
He--yes, HE--can say with the same exalted sympathy, "I know
them all." To the living Christian in his season of affliction
He can say, "I am He who lives." But to the dying
Christian, or of the dying Christian, He can add, "I am He who
was dead." I know well, through the memories of My cross and
passion, that struggle-hour! I know what it is, O bereaved, to die!
And because I know this, I can follow you to the brink of Jordan as
well as in the wilderness! Fear not to think of what your loved ones
have passed through. These buffeting billows of the Border river have
swept over Me. And with the thought of Me as their precursor, you can
take up for them, as one of your "Night Songs," or you can
sing it as you anticipate for yourselves the same inevitable
hour--"Behold, the Ark of the covenant of the Lord of all the
earth passes over before you into Jordan!" (Joshua 3:11).






Divine Tears Over an Early Grave, and The Sleep of the Dead


 "Jesus wept!"--John 11:35






      "Our friend Lazarus sleeps."--John 11:11






      Let us turn aside for a little and see this great sight. It is
the Creator of all worlds in tears--the God-man Mediator dissolved in
tenderest grief. These tears form the most touching episode in sacred
story; and if we are in sorrow, it may either dry our own or give
them the warrant to flow when we are told--Jesus wept!






      Whence those tears? There is often, as we have remarked in a
previous meditation, a false interpretation put upon this brief
verse, as if it denoted the expression of the Savior's sorrow for the
loss of a loved friend. This, it is plain, it could not be. However
mingled may have been the hopes and fears of the weeping mourners
around him, He at least knew that in a few brief moments Lazarus was
to be restored. He could not surely weep so bitterly, possessing as
He then did, the confident assurance that death was about to give
back its captive, and light up every tear-dimmed eye with an ecstasy
of joy. Whence, then, we again ask, this strange and mysterious
grief? We have space only for two, among other reasons.






      (1). Jesus wept out of sympathy for the bereaved.






      The hearts at His side were breaking with anguish. All
unconscious of how soon and how wondrously their sorrow was to be
turned into joy, the appalling thought was alone present to them in
all its fearfulness--"Lazarus is dead!" When He, the
God-man Mediator, with the refined sensibilities of His tender heart,
beheld the poignancy of their affliction, the pent-up torrent of His
own human sympathies could be restrained no longer. His tears flowed
too.






      But it would be a contracted view of the tears of Jesus, to
think that two solitary mourners in a Jewish graveyard engrossed and
monopolized that sympathy. It had a vastly wider sweep.






      There were hearts, yes, myriads of desolate sufferers in ages
then unborn, who He knew would be brought to stand as you, reader,
have lately been, and as He was then doing, by the grave of loved
relatives--mourners who would have no visible Comforter or Restorer
to rush to, as had Martha and Mary, to assuage their grief, and give
them back their dead; and when He thought of this, "Jesus wept!"






      What an interest it gives to this scene of weeping, to think
that at that eventful moment the Savior had before Him the bereaved
of all time--that His eye was roaming at that moment through deserted
chambers, and vacant seats, and opened graves, down to the end of the
world! The Rachels weeping for their children--the "little
daughters" that "lay dying;" the young men "carried
out--the only sons of their mothers;" the Ezekiels mourning in
the dust and ashes of disconsolate widowhood, "the desire of
their eyes taken away by a stroke;" the unsolaced sisters
brooding over a sad future, with the prop and joy of existence swept
down--the light of their being eclipsed in mysterious darkness!






      Think (as you are now perusing these pages), throughout the
wide world, how many breaking hearts there are--how loud the wail of
suffering humanity, could we but hear it!--those written childless
and fatherless, and friendless and homeless!--Bethany-processions
pacing with slow and measured step to deposit their earthly all in
the custody of the tomb! Think of the Marys and Marthas who are now
"going to some grave to weep there," perhaps with no
Savior's unseen, yet graciously ever-present smile to gladden
them--or the desolate chambers that are now resounding to the
plaintive dirge, "O Absalom, Absalom! would God I had died for
you; O Absalom, my son! my son!" Think of all these experiences
at that moment vividly brought before the Redeemer's eye--the long
and loud miserere, echoing dismally from the remotest bounds of time,
and there "entering into the ear of God Almighty," and can
you wonder that--Jesus wept?










 



      Blessed and amazing picture of the Lord of glory! It combines
the delineation alike of the tenderness of His humanity, and the
majesty of His Godhead. His Humanity! It is revealed in those
teardrops, falling from a human eye on a human grave. His Godhead! It
is manifested in His ability to take in with a giant grasp all the
prospective sufferings of His suffering people.






      Weeping believer! your anguished spirit was included in those
Bethany tears! Be assured your grief was visibly portrayed at that
moment to that omniscient Savior. He had all your sorrows before
Him--your anxious moments during the tedious sickness--the trembling
suspense--the nights of weary watching--the agonizing revelation of
"no hope;" the pulses of that young life ebbing; the fresh
green sods of that early tomb. Bethany's graveyard became to Him a
picture-gallery of the world's aching hearts; and yours, yes! yours
was there! And as He beheld it, Jesus wept!"






      (2.) Jesus wept when He thought of the triumphs of Death!






      He was treading a burial-ground; mouldering heaps were around
Him--silent sepulchral caves, giving forth no echo of life. They must
have significantly called to the mind of the Divine Spectator how sin
had blasted and scathed His noblest workmanship, converting the
fairest province of His creation into one vast Necropolis--one dismal
"city of the dead"--the body, "so fearfully and
wonderfully made," and on which He had originally placed His own
impress of "very good," ruined, and resolved into a mass of
humiliating dust! If the architect mourns over the destruction of
some favorite edifice which the storm has swept down, or the fire has
wrapped in conflagration and reduced to ashes; if the sculptor mourns
to see his breathing marble with one crude stroke hurled to the
ground, and its fragments scattered at his feet--what must have been
the sensations of the Almighty Architect of the human frame, at whose
completion the morning stars and the sons of God chanted a loud
anthem, as He thought of that frame, now a devastated wreck,
mouldering in dissolution and decay, the King of Terrors sitting in
regal state, holding His high holiday over a vassal world!






      In Bethany He beheld only a few of these broken and prostrate
columns, but they could not fail to be suggestive of millions on
millions which were yet in coming ages to undergo the same doom of
mortality.






      If even our less sensitive hearts are wrung with emotion at the
tidings of some mournful catastrophe, which occupies, after all, but
some passing hour in the world's history, but which has carried death
and lamentation into many households--the sudden pestilence that has
swept down its thousands--the gallant vessel that was a moment before
spreading proudly its white wings to the gale, the joyous hearts on
board dreaming of hearth and home, and "the many ports that
would exult in the gleam of her mast"--the next! hurrying down
to the depths of an ocean grave, with no survivor to tell the
story!--Or the terrible records of war--the ranks of bold and brave
laid low in the carnage of battle--youth and strength and beauty and
rank and friendship blent in one 'red burial!'--if these and
such-like mournful tales of death, and the power of death, affect at
the moment even the most callous among us, causing the lip to grow
pale, and demanding the tribute of more than a tear--oh! what must it
have been to the Omniscient eye and exquisitely sensitive spirit of
Jesus, as, taking in all time at a glance, He beheld the Pale Horse
with its ghastly rider trampling under foot the vast human family,
converting the globe into a mournful Valley of vision; vessels
freighted with immortality lying stranded on the shores of Time.






      Yes! we can only understand the full import of these tears of
Jesus, as we imagine to ourselves His Godlike eye penetrating at that
moment every churchyard; the mausoleums of the rich--the lowly graves
of the poor; the marble cenotaph of the noble and illustrious,
slumbering under fretted aisle and cathedral canopy--the myriads
whose only requiem is chanted by the bleak winds of the desert or the
chimes of the ocean! The child carried away in the twinkling of an
eye--the blossom just opening, and then frost-blighted; the aged
father, cut down like a shock of corn in its season; the young
exulting in the prime of manhood; the pious and benevolent, the great
and good, succumbing indiscriminately to the same inexorable decree;
the erring and thoughtless, reckless of all warning, hurried away in
the midst of scorned mercy--as He beheld this ghastly funeral
procession moving before Him, the whole world going to the same long
home, and He Himself left alone the survivor--can we wonder that
Jesus wept?






      And yet to pass, before we close, from this scene of the Tears
and the Grave--in another gladdening sense He could say, "Our
friend Lazarus sleeps!" And with a still more glorious and
exalted meaning than when He spoke them on His way to that Bethany
burial-ground, does He utter the same to us regarding our beloved
dead. Here it is that Christianity and Paganism meet together in
impressive and significant contrast. The one comes to the dark river
with her pale, sickly lamp. It refuses to burn--the damps of Lethe
dim and quench it. Philosophy tries to discourse on death as a "stern
necessity"--of the duty of passing heroically into this
mysterious, oblivion-world--taking with bold heart "the leap in
the dark," and confronting, as we best can, blended images of
annihilation and terror.






      The Gospel takes us to the tomb, and shows us Death vanquished
and the grave spoiled. Death truly, too well do those whose eyes
trace these pages know, is in itself an unwelcome messenger at their
door. It is the dark event in this our earth--the deepest of the many
deep shadows of an otherwise fair creation--a cold, cheerless thing,
lying at the heart of humanity, freezing up the gushing fountains of
joyous life. But the Gospel shines, and the cold iceberg melts. The
Sun of Righteousness effects what philosophy, with all its boasted
power, never could. Jesus is the abolisher of Death. He has taken all
that is terrible from it. So complete, indeed, is the Redeemer's
victory, that He Himself speaks of it as no longer a reality, but a
shadow--a phantom foe from which we have nothing to dread.






      "Whoever believes in Me shall never die." "If
anyone keeps My words, he shall never see death." These are an
echo of the Psalmist's most familiar words, a transcript of his
expressive figure, when he pictures the dark valley to the believer
as the valley of a "shadow." The substance is removed! When
the gaunt spirit meets him on the midnight waters, he may, like the
disciples at first, be led to "cry out for fear." But a
gentle Voice of love and tenderness rebukes his dread, and calms his
misgivings--"It is I! be not afraid."






      Yes! Jesus dries your tears with the encouraging assurance,
"Your dead shall live; together with My body they shall arise."
'Let your Lazarus--your child, your son, your daughter, your loved
and loving young companion or friend--"sleep on now and take
their rest;" the time will come when My voice shall be heard
proclaiming, "Awake, and sing, you that dwell in dust:"--"The
winter is' past, the rain is over and gone, the flowers appear on the
earth; the time of the singing of birds is come, and the voice of the
turtle-dove is heard in the land. Arise, my love, my fair one, and
come away." Soon shall the day-dawn of glory streak the horizon;
and then, I shall go that I may awake them out of sleep!'






      "Therefore, comfort one another with these words!"






Chapter 15 - The Power of God


"He rules by His power forever!"--Psalms 66:7






      The Power of God is a glorious theme--an anchor of the soul,
sure and steadfast, in the season of trial. Perhaps especially, when
stooping in parental sorrow over some life passed away, we turn, by
instinctive contrast, from the drooping of the floweret or the
bending of the tender sapling, to the strength and glory of the Tree
of Life.






      The Psalm from which these words are taken, is one of the many
that were inspired by memories of the Sinai wilderness--the great
drama of the Exodus. Our motto-verse is ushered in by the proudest of
these memories, "Come and see the works of the Lord...He turned
the sea into dry land. They went through the flood on foot; there did
we rejoice in Him...He rules by His power forever." Varied are
the figures employed by the sacred minstrel in describing the
illustrious event. Jehovah had broken the meshes of the enclosing net
(ver. 11). From the fire of Egypt's brick-kilns He had rescued them
(ver. 2). Through the furnace they had emerged purified (ver. 10).
Through the raging flood of the Red Sea He had conducted them (ver.
6). They had only to "stand still and see the salvation of God"
(vers. 5 and 12). "For You, O God, have proved us--You have
tried us as silver is tried. You brought us into the net; You laid
affliction upon our loins. You have caused men to ride over our
heads--we went through fire and through water; but YOU brought us out
into a wealthy place" (vers. 10-12).






      An emancipation effected from Egypt--the territory of the
greatest and proudest of the old-world dynasties--an enslaved people,
in the might of their God, rising in a night, breaking their chains,
leaving every memento of bondage and degradation behind them; and
after a miraculous march of forty years, at last entering
triumphantly the promised land! All this could not have been
accomplished without the cognizance of the surrounding nations. Hence
the Psalmist, remembering these glorious "works of the Lord and
His wonders of old," breaks out into a lofty appeal to the
kingdoms of his own age to recognize the hand of Israel's Jehovah.
(Ver. 1), "Make a joyful noise unto God, all you lands--sing
forth the honor of His name; make His praise glorious. Say unto God,
How terrible are You in Your works! through the greatness of Your
power shall Your enemies submit themselves unto You...He rules by His
power forever!"






      What a glorious rock-shadow in which to take shelter! What an
unspeakably comforting assurance, whether to nations or to
individuals, that the same mighty hand which shattered the chains of
the Hebrew slaves, and smote the tongue of the Egyptian sea, may be
recognized in every event which befalls His people--every public
calamity, every domestic heart-sorrow. Whether it be the bondage and
deliverance of a nation, or the preparing and withering of a family
gourd, we can write above all, "He rules by His power forever!"
Whether He smites or heals, darkens or gladdens, gives or takes away,
it is ours to say, in the words of this inspiring hymn (vers. 8, 9),
"Oh, bless our God, you people, and make the voice of His praise
to be heard--who holds our soul in life." Life is His. He
kindles the spark, and, when He sees fit, He quenches it. Death is
but the revocation of His own grant, the lapsing of the lease into
the hands of life's great Proprietor. "He turns man to
destruction, and says, Return, O children of men."






      The Psalm is supposed by some to have been specially composed
by David on the occasion of that great festival at the end of his
reign, when, after having collected material for his projected Temple
on Mount Moriah, "all Israel" assembled, at the summons of
their aged king, and in response to his appeal "consecrated
their service unto the Lord." What could be more natural than
for the minstrel monarch, at such a time, to revert in the first
instance to God's wonderful transactions with them as a nation ever
since the hour of the Exodus; and then to pass to a personal
retrospect of His dealings with himself throughout his chequered
history, from the morning of his life in the valleys of Bethlehem
until now, when the sun was westering and the shadows were falling?
He too had to tell of varied sorrows. He too had to tell of 'early
graves,' yes, and of sadder than early graves. He too had been "tried
as silver is tried;" "brought through fire and through
water," and had "affliction laid upon his loins."










 



      But even in the mingled retrospect, in which all these figures
of speech met--the furnace, the net, the fire, the flood, the
sackclothed loins--he could see mercy--rich, undeserved mercy,
mingling with and tempering judgment. The dark clouds of his stormy
life-career were alternated with glorious sunshine--the dreary spots
of the wilderness were far outnumbered by the green. Sheltering palm
trees stood conspicuous amid stretches of barren sand. And
remembering how graciously God had heard his prayers in the past,
supported him in trouble, and made his earthly trials conspire for
the good of his soul, we can understand how appropriately he records
his votive resolve in ver. 13, "I will go into Your house with
burnt-offerings; I will pay You my vows which my lips have uttered
and my mouth has spoken when I was in trouble. I will offer unto You
burnt sacrifices of fatlings, with the incense of rams; I will offer
bullocks with goats. Come and hear, all you who fear God, and I will
declare what He has done for my soul." He gives to God all the
glory of his past deliverances and triumphs. He takes none to
himself. "Sing forth," he says, "the honor of His
name--who does not allow our feet to be moved."






      The Psalm and its many devout and instructive sentiments was
designed for the Church of God and believers in every age. Its
lessons are not local but universal. The safe and triumphant passage
of Israel through the Red Sea and the Jordan of old, are pledges of
covenant mercy to His people in all times and in all seasons of
affliction. Through every sea of sorrow and trouble He makes a
passage for them; gives songs in the night, takes off their
sackcloth, and girds them with gladness. It is a striking assertion,
which we have before alluded to in a previous meditation, but which
we may once more note in its place in the triumphant Hymn where it
occurs--"They went through the flood on foot"--(the place
where we might have expected nothing but trembling and terror,
anguish and dismay)--"there," says the Psalmist, "did
we rejoice in Him."






      How many there are who can endorse this as their experience,
that "there," in their very seasons of distress and
sadness, they have been enabled, as they never did before, to triumph
and rejoice! How near their God in covenant is brought! how brightly
shine His promises! In the day of their prosperity they cannot see
the brilliancy of these. Like Jacob at Jabbok, it is when their
earthly sun goes down that the Divine Angel comes forth, and they
wrestle with Him and prevail. It was at night, "in the evening,"
Aaron lit the sanctuary lamps. It is in the night of trouble the
brightest lamps of the believer are often kindled.






      It was in his loneliness and exile, that John had the glorious
vision of his Redeemer. There is many a Patmos still in the world,
whose brightest remembrances are those of God's presence and
upholding grace and love, in solitude and sadness. How many pilgrims,
still passing through these Red Seas and Jordans of earthly
affliction, will be enabled in the retrospect of eternity to
say--full of the memories of God's great goodness--"THERE"--in
those dark experiences, with the surging waves on every side, deep
calling to deep, Jordan, as when Israel crossed it, in 'the time of
overflowing' (flood)--yet "THERE did we rejoice in Him!"






      It was when the disciples were in their hour of extremity,
during the storm on Gennesaret, giving themselves up to the
hopelessness of despair, that, "in the fourth watch of the
night," when darkness was deepest and danger greatest, the great
Deliverer appeared on the crested wave--"Jesus came unto them,
walking on the sea!" It was, as we have already seen, when the
bereft of Bethany had, as they imagined, consigned the fond treasure
of their affections to everlasting silence; and, as they were sitting
in the pillaged home, wondering at the mysterious delay on the part
of the One Being who could alone have arrested that winged arrow
which had laid low the love of their hearts--at that crisis-hour
great Conqueror of death appeared, to revive the smouldering ashes of
their faith, and reanimate the joy and prop of their existence!
"Unless the Lord had been my help, my soul had almost dwelt in
silence!"






      And even when He does not appear visibly to support; when some
treasured comfort is withdrawn; or when deliverance from some
threatened earthly trial or threatened evil is not given; when
cradles are emptied and youthful voices silenced, it is in order that
we may the more surely find our only and all-sufficient Portion in
HIM. The shelter of the canvas tent is removed. But it only the more
endears to us the shadow of the Great Rock. Observe the difference
between the failing of the world's consolations and refuges and joys,
and those of the true Christian--When the worldly man mourns his
dried-up brooks, or his stripped and dismantled tents, he has lost
his all--he has nowhere else to turn; there is nothing left him but
the waterless channel--the dreary outlook of blighted desert--the
tear of despair--the broken heart--the grave! In the case of the
believer, when one blessing is withdrawn, his God has other spiritual
comforts for him in reversion. He may have too good cause to
appropriate the words, as descriptive of his domestic joys--"And
it came to pass, after a while, that the brook dried up" (1
Kings 17:7); "Suddenly are my tents spoiled, and my curtains in
a moment" (Jeremiah 4:20). But "happy is the man who has
the God of Jacob for his help, whose hope is in the Lord his God."






      "Sing forth," then, to revert to the exhortation of
the writer of this psalm, "the honor of His name, and make His
praise glorious." There are, we repeat, seasons, those whose
eyes fall on these pages only know too well, when we cannot tune this
harp of broken strings--when the summons of the 5th verse is more
appropriately ours, "Come, and see the works of God--He is
dreadful in His doing towards the children of men;" when we have
to say unto Him, "How dreadful are You in Your works!" But
while justice and judgment are the habitation of His throne, mercy
and truth go continually before His face. While "God has spoken
once, yes, twice have I heard this, that POWER belongs unto God; also
unto You, O Lord, belongs MERCY." "We went through fire and
through water, but You brought us out into a wealthy place!"






      Occupying now the glorious place of security, which can alone
be found in Christ and His finished salvation, let us commit the
keeping of our souls, and of all near and dear to us, to Him for the
future in well-doing; knowing that there will be no floods or fires
sent but what He appoints; and, if sent, let us seek to be able to
say, "Your will be done!" That so we may come at last to
stand without fault before the throne, with every flood passed, every
fire quenched, every tear dried. With room found for all whom death
has severed from us in that "wealthy place" above; and
confident then, at least, that the Divine dispensations and dealings
were for our good, we shall be able to utter the invitation of this
inspired minstrel, at the close of his song--"Come, and hear,
all you who fear God, and I will declare what He has done for my
soul."

