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Andrew Alexander Bonar (1810–1892) was one of the quiet but powerful voices of the nineteenth–century Scottish church. Born in Edinburgh and raised in a deeply Christian home, Bonar devoted his life to preaching the gospel, shepherding God’s people, and calling men and women into a living relationship with Jesus Christ.

A close friend of the godly preacher Robert Murray M’Cheyne, Bonar stood in the midst of the revival movements that stirred Scotland during his lifetime. His ministry was marked by simple but profound preaching, deep prayer, and a passionate concern for the salvation of souls.

The guiding principle of his life came from Scripture:

**“The fruit of the righteous is a tree of life; and he that winneth souls is wise.”

—Proverbs 11:30 (KJV)**

Andrew Bonar lived by these words. Through his sermons, writings, and faithful pastoral work, he continually pointed people to Christ.

This book explores the life and spiritual legacy of a humble pastor whose devotion to Jesus and passion for winning souls still speaks powerfully to believers today.

Dr. Michael H Yeager
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CHAPTER ONE

────────────────────────

Born Into Sorrow, Called Into Glory

✦ ✦ ✦  Andrew A. Bonar: The Soul Winner of Scotland  ✦ ✦ ✦ 

My name is Andrew Alexander Bonar, and I was born on May 29, 1810, in the great city of Edinburgh, Scotland. Looking back now from the far end of a long life of ministry and grace, I can see with perfect clarity what I could not fully see at the beginning: that every moment of my life, every tear shed, every joy experienced, every doubt wrestled through in the quiet of my room — all of it was ordered by the hand of Jesus. He who calls the stars by name knew my name before I drew my first breath. He fashioned my story long before I could read a single page of it.

I was the youngest of seven brothers in a household that feared God. The Bonar home was no ordinary place. My father saw to it that Scripture was the foundation of our daily life, and that reverence for the things of the Lord was not merely performed on the Sabbath but woven through the whole fabric of our family. My brother Horatius would one day write hymns that would bless believers all across the English-speaking world. My brother John would preach with eloquence and grace. And I — the youngest, the last to come — would spend more than fifty years in the pulpit, pointing souls to the Saviour who had found me in my own desperate need.

(Proverbs 11:30 KJV)

“The fruit of the righteous is a tree of life; and he that winneth souls is wise.”

That verse became the motto of my life. But before I could win a single soul for Jesus, I first needed to be found by Him myself. And that finding did not come easily or quickly. It was a long, painful road through confusion, darkness, and grief.

✦  Andrew A. Bonar: The Soul Winner of Scotland  ✦ 

THE SHADOW THAT FELL EARLY: THE DEATH OF MY FATHER

When I was just seven years old, my father died. I do not think a child of seven can fully measure the weight of such a loss, but he feels it nonetheless — in the empty chair at the table, in the sound of his mother’s quiet weeping, in the strange and heavy silence that settles over a house when the man who led it is gone. My father had been the spiritual pillar of our home. His death removed that pillar, and though my mother was a woman of extraordinary faith and love — a woman worthy of every honor her children gave her — the loss pressed itself deeply into my soul.

In those early years, I was left fatherless at eleven years of age. My siblings and I clung closely to our mother and looked to our oldest brother James as the family’s representative. The weight of that season shaped me in ways I would not fully understand until many years later. I believe now that God was preparing me even then — teaching me through grief what no classroom could teach, making me acquainted with sorrow so that I might one day minister to the sorrowful with something deeper than words. He who was called a Man of Sorrows, and acquainted with grief, was already making me a companion of His sufferings, though I did not yet know His name in the full, saving sense.

(Isaiah 53:3 KJV)

“He is despised and rejected of men; a man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief: and we hid as it were our faces from him; he was despised, and we esteemed him not.”

My mother was the anchor of our family in those dark years. She trained us in the ways of God with a tenderness and a seriousness that left its mark on every one of her children. She prayed for us, read the Scriptures with us, and kept the lamp of faith burning in our home even when the winds of sorrow threatened to extinguish it. I owe her more than I can express. She was one of the greatest instruments God ever used in my life, and I think of her still with deep gratitude and love.

✦  Andrew A. Bonar: The Soul Winner of Scotland  ✦ 

A YOUNG MAN WITHOUT ASSURANCE: MY YEARS OF SPIRITUAL STRUGGLE

Though I was raised in a home where the Gospel was faithfully taught, I did not immediately possess the assurance of salvation. This may surprise those who think that growing up in a godly family guarantees a swift and clear conversion. But it was not so with me. The early nineteenth century in Scotland was a time when many earnest young men wrestled deeply with questions of grace and faith. We had been taught the doctrines. We could recite the catechism. We knew the stories of the Bible as well as we knew the streets of Edinburgh. But knowing about Christ is not the same as knowing Christ — and it is that second kind of knowing that the heart truly needs.

For years I wrestled with uncertainty. I read books like Doddridge’s Rise and Progress of Religion in the Soul, and I felt the weight of what was being described, but the peace it promised seemed always just beyond my reach. I attended church services faithfully. I heard powerful preaching. I even heard the preaching of Edward Irving, which my daughter’s later account tells us “cast into my soul some of the first beams of light as to spiritual truth.” The light was beginning to dawn, but morning had not yet fully come.

What pressed upon me most deeply during those years was watching others find Christ. I would see a friend — someone I had known, studied with, walked beside through the streets of Edinburgh — come to a settled peace in Jesus, a peace I could plainly see on their face and hear in their words. And I would go home to my room and wonder: Why not me? Why does the assurance that others seem to find so readily remain hidden from my searching heart? I longed to know that I was truly born again. And that longing became, under God’s hand, the very engine that drove me to seek Him with all the desperation that a young man’s soul can muster.

(Matthew 5:6 KJV)

“Blessed are they which do hunger and thirst after righteousness: for they shall be filled.”

I was hungry and thirsty in those years. The Lord has told us that those who hunger and thirst after righteousness shall be filled. He was faithful to His word. The filling was coming. I simply had not yet arrived at that quiet Saturday afternoon in October when everything would change.

✦  Andrew A. Bonar: The Soul Winner of Scotland  ✦ 

THE BOOK THAT BROKE THE DARKNESS: GUTHRIE’S TRIAL OF A SAVING INTEREST IN CHRIST

It was on the Sabbath, the fourteenth of October, 1830, that Jesus finally found me — or rather, that I fully understood that He had been finding me all along. I was twenty years old. I was sitting quietly in the room I shared with my brothers, the one we used for study, and I was reading a book. The book was William Guthrie’s Trial of a Saving Interest in Christ, a work sometimes described as being in the tradition of the great Puritan divines of Scotland.

I had come to it in my searching, hoping that its clear explanations might throw light on the question that had haunted me for so many years: How can a sinner know that he truly belongs to Christ? Guthrie wrote with the plainness and directness that my soul needed. He explained, without unnecessary mystery, what saving faith looks like and how a soul may know it possesses it. He pointed not to emotional experiences or dramatic visions, but to the simple act of receiving — opening the empty hands of faith and taking what Jesus freely offers.

As I read that afternoon, something happened in the quiet of that room that I have never been able to explain fully, and have never needed to. I began to have what I can only describe as a “secret joyful hope” that I truly believed on the Lord Jesus. The fullness and freeness of divine grace filled my heart in a way that was entirely new. I did nothing but receive. That is all. I simply received. And that simple, quiet receiving was the moment of my new birth — or rather, it was the moment I finally understood the new birth that had been taking place in me through all those years of searching and longing.

“I did nothing but receive.”  —Andrew A. Bonar, on the day of his conversion

After that day, no doubt of my acceptance in Christ ever again dimmed the clearness of my faith. Thirty years later I would write: “I have been many, many times unhappy for a time, but never led to doubt my interest in the Lord Jesus.” And fifty years later I could say: “For fifty years the Lord has kept me within sight of the Cross.” And on my eighty-second birthday, looking back over the whole of my journey with Jesus, I wrote these words, which I believe with my whole heart:

“It was in the year 1830 that I found the Saviour, or rather, that He found me and laid me on His shoulders rejoicing, and I have never parted company with Him all these sixty-two years.”  —Andrew A. Bonar, on his eighty-second birthday

He found me and laid me on His shoulders. That image from the parable of the Good Shepherd — the one lost sheep recovered and carried home with joy — has always seemed to me the most accurate description of what happened in that quiet study room in Edinburgh. I had not climbed up to the Shepherd. He had come down to find me. And He found me, not in a moment of dramatic revival or public spectacle, but in the solitude of my own room, in the company of a good book, on an ordinary Scottish Sabbath afternoon.

(Luke 15:5–6 KJV)

“And when he hath found it, he layeth it on his shoulders, rejoicing. And when he cometh home, he calleth together his friends and neighbours, saying unto them, Rejoice with me; for I have found my sheep which was lost.”

The joy that filled me that day was quiet, deep, and utterly real. I was not the kind of man given to extravagant emotional display. But the joy was there — steady, bright, and permanent. It was the joy of a man who had been lost and was now found. It was the joy that Jesus Himself spoke of: the joy that belongs to those who have been received by grace.

✦  Andrew A. Bonar: The Soul Winner of Scotland  ✦ 

THE CONSCIENCE THAT KEPT ME WAITING ENTERING THE DIVINITY HALL

After my conversion in 1830, I faced a question of deep conscience. I had long felt drawn to the ministry of the Word. But I had always kept myself back from entering the Divinity Hall — the school where ministers were trained — until I was sure I was truly in Christ. My own words on this are plain: “I always kept back till I was in Christ before I could think of entering the Hall.”

This was not false humility or delay for delay’s sake. It was the deep seriousness of a man who understood that there was something terribly wrong about standing in a pulpit to tell others how to find Christ if he had not found Christ himself. The thought of being unsent, of running on my own motion rather than God’s call, was a kind of misery I refused to accept. And so I waited — patiently, painfully, but with a settled conviction that I must not enter the work of God until I was genuinely in God’s work.

In 1831, a year after my conversion, I passed through the preparatory examination before the Presbytery, and my theological studies began in earnest. I poured myself into those studies with a hunger that the years of searching had only sharpened. I studied divinity at the University of Edinburgh, and I was known among my fellow students for my seriousness and my devotion to prayer. Those who knew me then would later say that even as a student, my great burden was the salvation of souls. I could not shake it. Every lecture, every book, every conversation in the university halls — it all seemed to flow back toward that one consuming question: How can sinners be brought to Jesus?

Among my companions in those years were men who would become lifelong friends and partners in the ministry. One of them, Dr. Moody-Stuart, later wrote of those early days:

“My introduction to your father was in 1836, through his attached friend Robert M’Cheyne, when they were still students for the ministry... It was to me a golden day when I first became acquainted with a young man so full of Christ. He introduced Andrew Bonar and then Horace and Somerville, and I invited them to meet in my house once a week for prayer. It was a singularly pleasant and fruitful meeting, for we were of one heart and one mind, and the Lord Jesus, according to His promise, was in the midst of us with the joy of His salvation.”  —Dr. Moody-Stuart

That weekly prayer meeting — a small company of young men gathered in a house in Edinburgh, crying out to God for the salvation of souls and the blessing of the Church — was the kind of thing that would mark my ministry for the rest of my life. I believe to this day that nothing of lasting worth in the Kingdom of God is accomplished apart from prayer. The prayer meetings of our student years were not merely exercises in piety. They were the engine room of a ministry that would eventually touch thousands.

✦  Andrew A. Bonar: The Soul Winner of Scotland  ✦ 

THE FRIENDSHIP THAT SHAPED A MINISTRY: ROBERT MURRAY M’CHEYENE

Of all the gifts God gave me in those student years, none was more precious than my friendship with Robert Murray M’Cheyne. We met during our theological studies and became, almost immediately, close companions in prayer and in the pursuit of God. He was a year or two younger than I, but in some ways he seemed already far ahead — ahead in holiness, ahead in heavenly-mindedness, ahead in the burning desire for the glory of Christ that would mark his brief but extraordinary life.

M’Cheyne was unlike any man I had ever known. Those who met him remarked on his holiness as something almost tangible — not a performance, not a spiritual manner put on for effect, but a reality that flowed from a life lived in the presence of Jesus. A minister in the north of Scotland who knew him well said simply: “He is the most Jesus-like man I ever met with” — and then went to his room to weep. Dr. Candlish of Edinburgh remarked to Dr. Moody-Stuart: “I can’t understand M’Cheyne; grace seems to be natural to him.”

For me, his friendship was an education that no university could have provided. He sharpened me, challenged me, prayed for me, wrote to me with both encouragement and honest correction. His letters from those early years are treasures that I have carried in my heart far longer than I have carried them in my pocket. In one letter, written when I was serving as a missionary in Edinburgh before receiving my own charge, he wrote to me these words:

“Dear Andrew, God is keeping you in the hollow of His hand. When a warrior begins to fight, he never throws his best dart at the enemy first. He throws some weak arrows among them, just to begin the contest; he keeps his polished shaft for the hottest of the fight. Your day is coming.”  —Robert Murray M’Cheyne, letter to Andrew Bonar, January 19, 1838

Your day is coming. Those words sustained me through many a long and uncertain season. And when my day did come — first at Jedburgh, then at Collace, then at Finnieston in Glasgow — I never forgot the friend who had spoken them over me in faith.

In another letter, written to congratulate me on my appointment to the parish of Collace in 1838, M’Cheyne wrote with a warmth and a grace that still moves me whenever I recall it:

“Now then, dear Andrew, we are ambassadors for Christ, as though God did beseech men by us. We, then, as fellow-workers with God must beseech men not to receive the grace of God in vain. May God count you faithful, putting you into the ministry, and may the arms of your hands be made strong by the hands of the mighty God of Jacob.”  —Robert Murray M’Cheyne, letter to Andrew Bonar, July 17, 1838

That was the spirit of the man. Even in a letter of congratulation, he could not help turning our eyes back to the work — the great work of imploring men and women to be reconciled to God through Jesus Christ. That was always the center. That was always the point.

(2 Corinthians 5:20 KJV)

“Now then we are ambassadors for Christ, as though God did beseech you by us: we pray you in Christ’s stead, be ye reconciled to God.”

✦  Andrew A. Bonar: The Soul Winner of Scotland  ✦ 

FIRST STEPS IN MINISTRY: JEDBURGH AND THE HARVEST OF FIRST FRUITS

In 1835, having completed my studies in the Divinity Hall, I preached my first sermon. This took place in Jedburgh, a market town in the Scottish Borders, where I had come to serve as an assistant. It was in Jedburgh that my first ministerial experiences were gained, and they were experiences that left their mark on me for a lifetime.

I remember what it felt like to stand in that pulpit for the first time with a congregation before me — men and women with immortal souls, living in time but bound for eternity, looking up at a young man who had been entrusted with the most serious message in the universe. I felt the weight of it. Later, when reviewing my notes from that first sermon, I recognized a significant mistake I had made: I had no “heads” — no clear, organized points by which the congregation could follow the truth. I said afterward: “When we are young men we are apt to think this is the right way to preach — going straight on from topic to topic; but the hearers need pegs on which to hang the truth.”

The people were not greatly impressed by that first sermon. And honestly, neither was I. But one of them said to me years later, with honest Scottish plainness, “It’s a gude thing, sir, we didna like ye at first, or we wadna hae had ye noo!” That made me laugh. And it reminded me that God does not always choose to open doors through immediate triumph. Sometimes He opens them through patient faithfulness, through year after year of quiet, steady sowing until the harvest comes.

One of the most sobering and instructive experiences of those Jedburgh days was the visitation of the prisoners in the local jail. Going into that dark place, sitting with men and women whose lives had taken terrible turns, listening to their accounts of themselves — this gave me an insight into the evil of the human heart that I never forgot. One prisoner, asked to describe her experience of life, said simply: “An absent God and a present Devil.” I have never forgotten those words. They capture, with terrible precision, the spiritual condition of every soul that has not found Christ: a sense of God’s absence on one side, and the tyranny of the enemy on the other.

But even in that jail, Jesus was present. Even there, the Gospel was good news. And I learned in those early visits to dark and desperate places that the message of salvation is most powerful not in comfortable sanctuaries but in the places where human need is most raw and undeniable.

✦  Andrew A. Bonar: The Soul Winner of Scotland  ✦ 

THE OLD MAN AND THE LIFTED HAT: A LESSON IN WALKING WITH JESUS

During my student days in Edinburgh, on my daily walk to one of the college classes, something happened that made a deep and lasting impression on me. My companions and I used to pass an old man who was going to his business each morning. What was peculiar about him was that he would sometimes walk along holding his hat a little way off his head — not on his head, but hovering just above it, lifted up by his hand. The action was so unusual that it excited the notice of everyone who met him, and eventually someone gathered the courage to ask the old man what he meant by it.

He was reluctant to tell at first. But at last he said, “Well, if you will know, I will tell you. As I walk along the street I have sometimes such fellowship with the Lord Jesus, that I feel as if He were close beside me, and I lift my hat in token of reverence.”

I have never forgotten that old man, and I have told his story more times than I can count. He was not a famous preacher or a celebrated theologian. He was simply a man who had learned to walk through the ordinary streets of Edinburgh in the conscious presence of Jesus Christ — so conscious, so immediate, so real, that he could not help tipping his hat in reverence as he walked. That is the kind of faith I have always wanted. That is the kind of fellowship with the living Christ that I have pursued through all the years of my ministry.

On my own eighty-second birthday, I wrote these words: “It was in the year 1830 that I found the Saviour, or rather, that He found me and laid me on His shoulders rejoicing, and I have never parted company with Him all these sixty-two years.” That is my testimony. Not sixty-two years of dramatic visions and perpetual ecstasy, but sixty-two years of steady, daily, real companionship with the living Jesus. He has been the companion of my study, the presence in my pulpit, the comfort in my grief, and the joy of my heart.

(Hebrews 13:5–6 KJV)

“For he hath said, I will never leave thee, nor forsake thee. So that we may boldly say, The Lord is my helper, and I will not fear what man shall do unto me.”

✦  Andrew A. Bonar: The Soul Winner of Scotland  ✦ 

A NATION AWAKENING: THE SETTING OF MY EARLY MINISTRY

To understand my story, you must understand something of the world into which my ministry was born. The Scotland of the 1830s was a nation in the grip of deep spiritual darkness in many places, yet on the verge of an extraordinary visitation from God. The Gospel, because it was so little preached in many quarters, was little sought. Spiritual deadness lay over many congregations like a fog that no human effort could lift. But even as that darkness lay heavy, God was raising up a band of men whom He would use to pierce it.

A circle of young ministers — M’Cheyne, myself, and several others — had been formed in those student years into a fellowship of extraordinary depth and purpose. We prayed together, studied together, encouraged one another, and shared our burden for the souls of Scotland. We were, in a sense, an unlikely army. But God has always delighted in doing great things through unlikely instruments.

In 1838, each of us found our sphere of labour. M’Cheyne was called to St. Peter’s in Dundee. I was called to Collace, a small parish in Perthshire at the foot of Dunsinnane Hill. And though those were quiet, rural postings — far from the great cities and the great stages of the world — God was about to pour out His Spirit upon them in ways that none of us had imagined.

The times were indeed peculiar. And God raised up men of peculiar grace, mighty in the Scriptures, full of the Holy Ghost and of faith. Like the sun bursting through clouds came the great revival of 1839–40, which spread over all the land. But before that revival broke, there was a mission — a remarkable mission to a remarkable people — that would mark my ministry for the rest of my life.

✦  Andrew A. Bonar: The Soul Winner of Scotland  ✦ 

ORDAINED FOR HIS PURPOSES: THE CALL TO COLLACE

In 1838, I was ordained as the minister of the parish church in Collace, Perthshire. My ordination followed a short assistantship at Jedburgh and some months of missionary work in the parish of St. George’s Church in Edinburgh. The call to Collace came in an interesting way — one that I have always recalled with a smile and a sense of God’s good humor.

Mr. Nairne of Dunsinnane, a true friend of the cause of Christ in that region, asked M’Cheyne whether he would leave Dundee and come to Collace. M’Cheyne replied, “No; but I will tell you of a much better man” — and named me. I am not sure whether to be flattered by M’Cheyne’s recommendation or humbled by his swift refusal to come himself! But the result was that I found myself called to a beautiful, rural parish in Perthshire, with a square-towered church half-hidden among trees, a manse close by the churchyard wall, and a flock of souls who needed a shepherd.

M’Cheyne wrote to me to mark the occasion, and his letter was full of the tenderness and spiritual fire that characterized everything he wrote:

“May it indeed be a gift from His hand who hath done and will do all things well. There are many tokens for good about it, so that you must feel yourself very much called by God... Now then, dear Andrew, we are ambassadors for Christ... May God count you faithful, putting you into the ministry.”  —Robert Murray M’Cheyne, July 17, 1838

I arrived at Collace a young man of twenty-eight, full of hope and prayer, carrying into that quiet parish all the burden and all the joy of a soul that had been found by Jesus and set on fire by His love. The old minister who had been there before me had served the parish for nearly fifty years, but there was only one woman in the whole congregation who was known to have received any spiritual good from his ministry. He himself was very much afraid that someone might come who would preach what he called the “new doctrines.”

I was that someone. And the doctrines I preached were not new at all — they were as old as the New Testament, as old as the Cross, as old as the moment when the first sinner was told that there was forgiveness through the blood of the Lamb. When I came to Collace, there were perhaps not more than half a dozen living Christians in the whole place. What I could not yet see — what only God could see — was what Collace would look like after years of faithful preaching and fervent prayer.

(Ezekiel 37:3–5 KJV)

“And he said unto me, Son of man, can these bones live? And I answered, O Lord GOD, thou knowest. Again he said unto me, Prophesy upon these bones, and say unto them, O ye dry bones, hear the word of the LORD. Thus saith the Lord GOD unto these bones; Behold, I will cause breath to enter into you, and ye shall live.”

That was my Collace. A valley of dry bones. And I had come to prophesy. Not in my own strength — never in my own strength — but in the name and by the power of the Lord who had sent me. He who had breathed life into dry bones before could do it again. He who had raised Lazarus from the dead could raise a dead parish to life. I believed it with my whole heart. And I went to my knees to pray that He would do it.

✦  Andrew A. Bonar: The Soul Winner of Scotland  ✦ 

THE CHARACTER OF A MINISTRY: WHAT I CARRIED INTO THE PULPIT

Before I close this first chapter of my story, I want to say something about the kind of minister I was determined to be — or rather, the kind of minister I believed God was calling me to be. I was not a great orator. Those who heard me preach in later years would sometimes remark, with kindness meant, that I was not a speaker so much as a talker. That is fair. My voice had peculiarities. I had a habit, as one good lady once remonstrated with me, of letting it drop suddenly just when the hearer’s attention was most fixed — so that my very best passages were sometimes inaudible to those in the back pews.

But what I lacked in oratorical polish, I prayed that God would supply in spiritual power. I was never interested in impressing people with my eloquence. Those who knew me best knew that I was more concerned about the eternal destiny of my hearers than about how they rated my sermons. The pulpit was not a stage. It was a place where a sinner saved by grace stood before other sinners, holding out the Bread of Life and the Water of Life, and begging them to eat and drink.

As early as 1835, before I had even begun my ministry at Collace, I wrote these words in my diary: “I never before felt the extreme difficulty of being absorbed in the desire of saving souls as my sole object, and of taking the glory of God as my simple aim.” That difficulty — the difficulty of keeping one’s eye truly fixed on Christ and on souls rather than on oneself — was a battle I fought in every sermon I ever preached.

And thirty-six years into my preaching ministry, I could write: “Christ is more than ever precious to me in His atonement, righteousness, merit, heart. Nothing else satisfies me. I only yearn to know Him better, and preach Him more fully.” That is what I wanted. That is what I pursued. More of Christ. Always more of Christ.

(Philippians 3:10 KJV)

“That I may know him, and the power of his resurrection, and the fellowship of his sufferings, being made conformable unto his death.”

✦  Andrew A. Bonar: The Soul Winner of Scotland  ✦ 

LOOKING BACK, LOOKING FORWARD: THE SHAPE OF A LIFE

As I reflect on these early years — the years of childhood sorrow, of spiritual searching, of student fellowship and growing call — I can see with perfect clarity the hand of Jesus in every season. He allowed the early loss of my father to teach me grief. He allowed the years of spiritual uncertainty to teach me the preciousness of assurance. He gave me M’Cheyne to teach me holiness. He gave me Jedburgh and Collace to teach me faithfulness. And through all of it, He was shaping me into the man He intended me to be: not a great man by the world’s reckoning, but a man with one great purpose — to win souls for Jesus Christ.

The Proverb that had lodged itself in my heart as a young man — “He that winneth souls is wise” — was not merely a text to me. It was a vocation. It was the north star by which I navigated every decision of my ministry. Should I go to this city or stay in this country parish? The soul-winner asks: Where will I win the most souls? Should I write this book or spend the afternoon visiting? The soul-winner asks: Which of these will do the most good to the most souls?

I was not always wise in answering those questions. I made mistakes. I had times of discouragement when the harvest seemed impossibly distant. I had times of grief that nearly overwhelmed me. But through it all, Jesus was faithful. Through it all, He kept His hand upon me and His call before me. Through it all, He was working out His purposes — purposes that would eventually touch the lives of thousands of men and women in Scotland and beyond.

The story of those purposes — the story of revival and prayer and faithful pastoral work, the story of grief and joy, the story of a life spent at the feet of Jesus — is what the rest of this book will tell. I invite you to walk with me through those years. I invite you to see what I saw: the grace of God poured out upon an unlikely vessel, making him useful beyond anything he could have imagined or deserved.

✦  Andrew A. Bonar: The Soul Winner of Scotland  ✦ 

THE SECRET OF A SUSTAINED JOY: WALKING IN THE LIGHT OF THE CROSS

One of the things that marked my life from the moment of my conversion in 1830 was a deep, consistent, almost unbroken joy in Jesus Christ. I know this may seem like a boast, and I want to be careful to frame it rightly. I was naturally inclined to depression. Humiliation and self-abasement were everyday exercises of my spiritual life. There were shadows, seasons of discouragement, moments when the work seemed fruitless and the burden seemed crushing. But through all of it, a steady current of joy flowed — not because my circumstances were easy, but because my Saviour was real.

Those who knew me well remarked upon this joy with consistency. One wrote that the joy of the Lord was my strength, "with a fulness and a constancy that were quite singular." Another noted that I seemed to live in a perpetual sunshine, spreading not gloom but brightness wherever I appeared. I did not think of these observations as compliments. I thought of them as testimonies to the faithfulness of Jesus Christ, who had promised that those who abide in Him would have a joy that no one could take from them.

The secret of that joy was not complicated. It was the Cross. I lived near the Cross. I preached from the Cross. I drew every cup of consolation from the fountain that flowed from Calvary. Later in my ministry, when Mr. Moody asked me at the Northfield Conference to tell young ministers the secret of a consecrated life, I said: "I can only say to my young brethren that for forty years there has not been a day that I have not had access to the Mercy-seat." Daily access to the Mercy-seat. Daily coming to Jesus in prayer and in the Word. That was the whole secret. There was no other.

(John 15:11 KJV)

"These things have I spoken unto you, that my joy might remain in you, and that your joy might be full."
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THE BROTHERS WHO WALKED BESIDE ME: JOHN, HORATIUS, AND THE BONDS OF FAMILY FAITH

No account of my early life would be complete without speaking of my brothers — and particularly of John and Horatius, who walked the same road of faith and ministry alongside me for many years. The three of us were in the ministry, and though each of us had our own distinct character and calling, we shared the same foundational convictions: the authority of Scripture, the centrality of the Cross, the necessity of conversion, and the urgency of bringing souls to Jesus.

My brother John, though less widely known than Horatius or myself, was distinguished for his culture and scholarship, and for the eloquence and grace of his preaching. He had an immense fund of humor and held a quite unique place among his friends with his genial kindliness and exuberant flow of spirits. His loving interest in my spiritual welfare in those early years was one of the great supports of my soul. And then there was Horatius — my poet-brother, the man whose hymns have blessed believers around the world and through many generations. When I think of Horatius, I think of faith expressed in song, truth clothed in beauty, the Gospel made accessible to every heart willing to receive it.

Horatius was taken home in 1889. Two years later, brother John quietly fell asleep in the eighty-ninth year of his age. And so I was left the last of that long fellowship of brothers — the youngest, outliving them all. When the last of my brothers was buried and I stood beside his grave as the only mourner, I turned to a friend and said, "I know that he shall rise again!" There was a smile on my face as I said it. Not because I felt no grief — I felt it deeply — but because the grief was swallowed up by a hope more real to me than the grave I stood beside.

(John 11:25 KJV)

"Jesus said unto her, I am the resurrection, and the life: he that believeth in me, though he were dead, yet shall he live."

✦  Andrew A. Bonar: The Soul Winner of Scotland  ✦ 

THE REPROOF THAT SHAPED MY PREACHING: M'CHEYNE AND THE LOST IN THE PEWS

There is one story from my friendship with M'Cheyne that I must tell here, because it shaped the whole direction of my preaching ministry. On one occasion, I preached in St. Peter's, Dundee — M'Cheyne's own church — upon the text, "Thine eyes shall see the King in His beauty." It was a sermon about the glory that awaits the believer, the vision of the eternal Christ in all His beauty. As M'Cheyne and I walked home together afterward, he said something I never forgot: "Brother, I enjoyed your sermon; to me it was sweet. You and I and many, I trust, in our congregations shall see the King in His beauty. But, my brother, you forgot there might be many listening to you to-night, who, unless they are changed by the grace of God, shall never see Him in His beauty."

That gentle, brotherly reproof pierced me to the heart. He was right. I had preached a beautiful sermon to the already-converted, and had forgotten the unsaved sitting right before me. From that night forward, I determined that I would never again preach a sermon in which I did not commend Christ to the lost. Whatever my subject — whether Leviticus or the Psalms or prophetic Scripture — I always found a way, before the sermon ended, to turn toward the lost and say: Here is a Saviour. He is able to save you. He is willing. Come to Him now, while there is still time.

I often repeated these words: "A sinner, so long as he is unpardoned, has a right to only one thing in the universe — only one — and that is the blood of the Lord Jesus Christ." That was always the message. The blood that cleanses. The Saviour who receives. The grace that is free to all who will come.

(Revelation 22:17 KJV)

"And the Spirit and the bride say, Come. And let him that heareth say, Come. And let him that is athirst come. And whosoever will, let him take the water of life freely."
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LOOKING FORWARD WITH EYES OF FAITH: THE STORY THAT LIES AHEAD

The chapters that follow will trace the full arc of my life and ministry — from the fields and thatched cottages of Collace to the crowded streets of Glasgow; from the years of the great revival of 1839–40 to the campaigns of Moody in 1873–74; from the loss of my beloved wife Isabella in 1864 to the long final years of ministry that stretched into my ninth decade. They will tell of M'Cheyne's early death and the Memoir I wrote to preserve his legacy. They will tell of the Disruption of 1843, when more than four hundred ministers walked away from security to preserve the freedom of Christ's Church. They will tell of prayer meetings and deathbeds, communions and conversions, setbacks and breakthroughs — all the texture of a life fully given to Jesus Christ.

But whatever else those chapters contain, they will always return to this: the grace of God is sufficient. His power is perfected in weakness. He who begins a good work carries it through to completion. The man who rests everything — absolutely everything — upon the blood of Jesus and the promises of His Word will never be put to shame. I know it because I lived it. For more than sixty years, through sunshine and shadow, through joy and grief, through seasons of abundance and apparent barrenness, the Lord kept faith with me. He never left me. He never forsook me. He kept me within sight of the Cross, and the Cross was always enough.

(2 Corinthians 12:9 KJV)

"And he said unto me, My grace is sufficient for thee: for my strength is made perfect in weakness. Most gladly therefore will I rather glory in my infirmities, that the power of Christ may rest upon me."

Let us walk forward together into this story. Let us see what God can do with a young man who had no extraordinary gifts, no remarkable eloquence, no particular advantages — only a heart that had been found by Jesus, and a will surrendered to His service. Let us see what happens when a sinner who has been laid on the Shepherd's shoulders simply stays there, year after year, and lets the Shepherd carry him where He will.

That is the story of Andrew Alexander Bonar, the soul-winner of Scotland. And it begins not with his triumphs, but with his being found — on a quiet Sabbath afternoon in October 1830, in a study room in Edinburgh, while reading a book that pointed him to the free and full grace of the Lord Jesus Christ.
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THE PRAYER LIFE THAT SUSTAINED EVERYTHING: CLOSET BEFORE PULPIT

Before I leave this first chapter, I must say something about prayer — because prayer was not simply one feature of my life among many. It was the foundation. It was the atmosphere. It was the hidden root from which every visible fruit of my ministry grew. Those who knew me most intimately testified consistently that my private prayer life sustained everything else. What they saw in the pulpit — whatever warmth, whatever spiritual power, whatever ability to speak to the heart — was the overflow of what had happened on my knees in private.

I believe that the greatest danger facing any minister of the Gospel is not the danger of poor scholarship, nor the danger of inadequate preparation, nor even the danger of personal sin — though all of these are real dangers. The greatest danger is prayerlessness. The minister who does not pray is a soldier who goes to battle without weapons, a gardener who plants without watering, a lamp that has oil in the bowl but no flame. I said this plainly to my own people, and I said it even more plainly to myself. In my diary I wrote words that still rebuke me when I recall them: "I often feel quite certain that my own prayerlessness is the reason why so few of my people are awakened. The thought fills me with pain, and excites me to a new course of prayer."

Prayer was not merely my duty. It was my delight. When I had no sermon, I had prayer. When I had no words for a troubled soul, I had prayer. When the revival seemed far away and the congregation seemed unmoved and the work seemed fruitless — I had prayer. I once described prayer as "seed sown on the heart of God" — meaning that prayer is not wasted merely because it seems unanswered. It is seed. It is going somewhere. God is not deaf, and He is not indifferent, and He does not forget the prayers of His people. He keeps them, like a treasury, until the appointed time for their fulfillment.

(Psalm 102:17 KJV)

"He will regard the prayer of the destitute, and not despise their prayer."

One of my prayers that my congregation remembered long after I was gone was this: "Lord, we bespeak blessing for to-morrow." I prayed that on Saturday evenings at family worship, looking ahead to the Sabbath that was coming. I went into the pulpit every Lord's Day in the expectation that this prayer had been heard and would be answered. I believed that God desires to bless His people when they gather in His name, that He is never reluctant to pour out His Spirit upon earnest worship, that He is always more willing to give than we are to receive.

And the blessings came — not always in the ways I expected, not always with the dramatic outward signs that would have made the harvest obvious to human eyes, but they came. Souls were quietly changed. Hearts were steadily warmed. Lives that had been dark were slowly filled with light. It was not usually spectacular. It was usually the quiet, persistent work of the Spirit in response to the quiet, persistent prayer of a pastor who refused to stop asking.
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THE VISION THAT NEVER FADED: HE THAT WINNETH SOULS IS WISE

Over the doorway of the new church we built in Finnieston in Glasgow, I had carved in Hebrew the words from Proverbs: "He that winneth souls is wise." I put them there as a declaration of the purpose for which that building existed, and as a reminder to every person who walked through its doors — including myself — of what the church of Jesus Christ is fundamentally for. Not for the preservation of tradition. Not for the comfort of the already-saved. Not for the maintenance of respectability or the management of religious programs. The church exists to win souls.

The word that is translated "winneth" in that Proverb is, in the original Hebrew, the word used to describe a hunter stalking game — moving with patience, with focus, with wisdom, with the goal always in view. That image stayed with me throughout my ministry. I was a hunter. The souls of men and women were the quarry. And I could not rest — would not rest — as long as there were souls within reach who had not yet been brought to Jesus.

This was not a grim obsession. It was a joy. To see a soul come to Christ — to sit with someone in the dark night of their conviction and watch the dawn of faith break across their face — was the greatest pleasure I knew on earth. When souls were being saved in Finnieston, I said that "there was more joy even in happy Heaven, because lost ones were being found." I believed it completely. Jesus Himself had told us that there is joy in heaven over one sinner who repents. If heaven rejoices, how can the man who preaches the Gospel do anything less?

(Luke 15:10 KJV)

"Likewise, I say unto you, there is joy in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner that repenteth."

That joy — the joy of the soul-winner — is what kept me going through the long years and the lean seasons. When the harvest was slow in coming, I went back to the Proverb: "He that winneth souls is wise." Not "he that winneth many souls in a short time is wise," but simply he that winneth souls. The faithful, patient, prayerful work of bringing even one soul to Jesus is the wisest investment a human life can make. It produces fruit that will last not merely for a generation, not merely for a century, but forever — in the eternities of glory, where every soul that found Jesus will shine like the stars, as the Scripture promises.

(Daniel 12:3 KJV)

"And they that be wise shall shine as the brightness of the firmament; and they that turn many to righteousness as the stars for ever and ever."

As the stars for ever and ever. That is the reward that awaits the faithful soul-winner — not earthly fame, not scholarly recognition, not the admiration of colleagues, but the everlasting light of those whose lives were changed by the Gospel we preached. I want to shine like that. I want to stand before the King of glory and see around me the faces of men and women who heard the Word from my lips and found Jesus and came home. That has always been my deepest desire. That has always been the vision that kept me at my post when everything in me wanted to give up.

He that winneth souls is wise. It is the simplest summary of my ministry. It is the inscription I would want on my tombstone, if I could choose only one. And it is the legacy I leave to every pastor, every evangelist, every Sunday school teacher, every believer who reads these pages: give yourself to the winning of souls, and you will never have wasted your life.

He found me. And I never got over the wonder of it.
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CHAPTER twO

────────────────────────

Collace: Dry Bones and Living Water
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There is a village in Perthshire called Collace, set at the foot of Dunsinnane Hill, half-hidden among trees and hedgerows in the rich, level lands of Strathmore. To the north, the long dark line of the Grampians throws a distant grandeur over the soft Lowland scenery. A square-towered parish church peeps out from the trees. And over the doorway of the manse — the house that became my home, my study, my place of prayer, and my launching pad into ministry — I had carved in Hebrew the words that had become the motto of my life: He that winneth souls is wise.

I arrived at Collace in 1838, a young minister of twenty-eight. The old minister before me had served the parish for nearly fifty years, and in all that time it was reckoned that only one woman in the entire congregation had received any lasting spiritual good from his ministry. He himself had confided to others that he feared the coming of someone who would preach what he called the new doctrines. I was that someone. And the doctrines I preached were older than Edinburgh, older than Scotland, older than the Church itself — as old as the Cross of Calvary and the empty tomb outside Jerusalem.

When I came to Collace, there were perhaps not more than half a dozen living Christians in the whole place. The Sabbath congregation sat through services in a kind of spiritual torpor that broke my heart. Family worship was almost unknown in the cottages. The public house in the village was at least as well attended as the church. People were polite, even outwardly religious in manner, but the fire of the Holy Spirit had not touched them. They were, in the language of the prophet Ezekiel, dry bones — a whole valley of them.

(Ezekiel 37:2 KJV)

“And caused me to pass by them round about: and, behold, there were very many in the open valley; and, lo, they were very dry.”

People sometimes ask what a minister does when he arrives in a new parish and finds it utterly cold. The answer is: he prays. He prays in his study before the sun rises. He prays as he walks the roads to his visiting. He prays at the bedsides of the sick and the dying. He prays over the names of his people, one by one, as a mother prays over the names of her children. And he trusts that the God who has sent him is not unaware of the coldness of the field He has assigned him. The coldest field in Scotland is not beyond the reach of the rain of the Spirit.

And I had come to prophesy. Not in my own strength — God forbid that any minister should trust his own strength for a single morning’s work, let alone a lifetime’s ministry. But in the strength of the Lord who had sent me, and in the power of the Spirit who had called me, I had come to Collace to preach the Word until the valley shook and the dry bones took on flesh and the breath of God filled them.
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THE SHAPE OF MY DAYS: PRAYER, PREACHING, AND PASTORAL WORK

My days at Collace settled into a rhythm that I believe was appointed by God. I rose early — at six o’clock in the summer mornings, seven in the winter — and the first hours of the day belonged to God alone. Prayer was not a supplement to my ministry; it was the foundation of it. I had learned from my years of searching, and from watching the life of M’Cheyne, that a preacher who does not pray in private is only an actor in a pulpit. The words may come out the same, but the power is missing. And it is the power that saves souls.

I prepared my sermons with care, but I never fully wrote them out. In the pulpit I used only small pieces of paper on which the main points were jotted down in shorthand. One windy day, preaching in the tent at Kinrossie after the Disruption had sent us out of doors, a puff of wind blew my notes clean off the pulpit. The congregation watched, wide-eyed, to see what I would do. I am glad to say the sermon continued without them. The truth was already in my heart. The notes were only scaffolding; they were not the building itself.

Every Sabbath morning at ten o’clock I conducted a Bible class for young men and women, which was attended with much blessing. I watched that class become a means of stirring up many to search the Scriptures, and of leading them to Jesus, the Way, the Truth, and the Life. One old woman who had come to love the Word of God said to me with a simplicity that made me smile and think at the same time: “I wonder how God’s people get through the Bible, for I am often stopped a whole day at one verse.” I thought: if all my people read the Bible like that — stopping a whole day at a single verse to let it speak — Scotland would be a very different country.

Visitation was the second great pillar of my ministry. I believed then, and I believe now, that there is a blessing that rests on visiting which no amount of pulpit eloquence can replace. A minister who knows only his people’s faces but not their circumstances, their sorrows, their temptations, their slow growth in grace — that minister is missing half his calling. I wrote to a friend in those Collace years: “I would go on in this work weekly, if not daily, even if not a soul got good from it but myself. I see the sad wounds of my flock. I see their slow growth in grace. I discover how few really are awakened, how few are in earnest, how very few are saved. It is humbling and painful beyond most things.”

Those visiting rounds took me into cottages where the floors were earth and the fire was peat, into farmyards where men worked from first light to last, into the homes of old women who had lived their whole lives in the shadow of Dunsinnane Hill. I rode on horseback from hamlet to hamlet, stopping to ask after a sick child, to pray with a dying man, to sit with a young woman in spiritual distress. My methods of finding out the state of souls were often simple. I would ask a household, “What was your chapter at family worship this morning?” In that one question I could discover whether a family had family worship at all, and whether they paid it any real attention.

On one occasion I called on a good woman who was busy at her washing-tub. She looked up apologetically: “O Doctor, you always find me in a mess.” I looked at her and said, “But there’s someone helping you.” She looked around, puzzled. “No.” I said, “Yes — your Elder Brother is with you.” She told me afterward that from that day to her last, she never began a day’s work without remembering those words: “My Elder Brother is with me.” That is the kind of pastoral word that costs nothing to speak and lasts a lifetime in the soul that hears it. It costs the minister nothing because the truth already exists. He simply has to give it its right name.

I went also to an old bed-ridden man who reminded me, after many years had passed, of a sermon I had preached. “I mind,” he said, “you spoke about the Cave of Adullam. ‘Do you like the Cave, and do you like the Captain? Then come in — come in no other condition.’ My, it sank into my heart like oil.” Years had passed since that sermon. The old man had carried those words all the long time between, turning them over in his memory like a precious stone, drawing comfort from them in the long nights of sickness and doubt. I never despised the slow work again after that visit. God does His ripening in His own time, and the fruit that takes longest is sometimes the sweetest.
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THE REVIVAL COMES: SCOTLAND’S GREAT AWAKENING OF 1839–40

I had been in Collace only a year when the great revival of 1839–40 swept through Scotland. I was away from my parish at the time, having been appointed as one of four members of a deputation to travel to the Land of Israel. When we returned, we came home into scenes of spiritual awakening such as Scotland had not witnessed in living memory. The blessing reached Collace as it reached many other places, and the pastor’s heart rejoiced to find souls seeking Christ in all parts of the parish.

What struck me most about that revival was its depth and reality. This was not shallow excitement or emotional agitation that passes as quickly as it comes. There was deep conviction of sin — a genuine, shattering awareness of how far men and women had lived from God. One man who had been a drunkard was brought to the Saviour and became afterward an elder in the church and a consistent follower of Christ. On his deathbed he said: “I am going to the God of the Bible to enjoy Him. I know that my Redeemer liveth.” Another, describing his conversion, said: “Havena I been stoopid, sir? It was sae simple, just as if I had stoopit down and lifted up a clod at my feet.”

I remember a sawyer who was busy at his work when the light of Christ broke upon him. He was so overwhelmed with joy that he began to preach to his fellow workman on the spot, and had to cry out: “Lord, keep back some o’ the licht, for this poor vessel is not able to contain it!” A man in the village of Sachar had been so terribly awakened that for many days he was almost ready to take his own life in his misery — so fierce was his conviction of sin and his terror of God’s judgment. After his conversion he became a useful member of the church, and his frequent prayer at our prayer meetings was the most earnest thing I ever heard: “Wauken them up, Lord, wauken them up!” He had been there himself. He knew what it was to be asleep, and he could not bear to see others slumbering in the same condition.

One woman, much in spiritual distress, dreamed that she saw a wide river rolling between her and Christ. She looked and looked at Him on the other side, and as she looked, she suddenly found herself standing beside Him. She awoke and saw the meaning of her dream. That is grace. That is the Gospel in a picture. There is no river between the soul and Christ that His own love cannot bridge. The very act of looking toward Him is the beginning of the crossing.

(Romans 5:8 KJV)

“But God commendeth his love toward us, in that, while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us.”

A little company of factory girls used to walk seven miles from Stanley to attend the services at Collace during those times of blessing. They had to cross the river Tay on their way, and when they were returning home late one night, the ferryman refused to take them over. So they lay down cheerfully to sleep among the bushes till the morning. The thirst for the Word of God was very great. Not only did the people walk long distances to hear, but they never seemed to grow tired of listening. The Word was living and powerful, and they knew it.

When I came to Collace there were perhaps not more than half a dozen living Christians. By the time the revival had run its course, the parish looked entirely different. Few idlers were to be seen outside the cottage doors on a Sabbath day. Family worship was conducted morning and evening in nearly every household. The one public house in the parish was closed through my efforts and the influence of a friend — and it was never reopened. Even from the outside, Collace had been transformed.

Yet I was never satisfied. Even in the midst of revival blessing, I longed for more. I wrote to my brother Horatius: “It is truly encouraging to hear of souls awakened, and yet it is also alarming that there should be so few — alarming to ourselves who preach, since we have a promise. I often feel quite certain that my own prayerlessness is the reason why so few of my people are awakened. The thought fills me with pain, and excites me to a new course of prayer.” That was always my response to both revival and drought alike: more prayer.
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THE DISRUPTION OF 1843: WALKING OUT FOR CHRIST’S HEADSHIP

No account of my Collace years would be complete without the great Disruption of 1843 — both one of the most painful and one of the most glorious events in Scottish church history during my lifetime. The crisis had been building for years. Many ministers believed the government had assumed too much control over the Church of Scotland, particularly over the appointment of ministers to parishes. The principle at stake was simple but profound: Is Jesus Christ the head of His church, or is the state? Could a congregation be compelled to receive a minister chosen by a patron against the will of the people and the judgment of the church herself?

For men of conscience, there was only one answer. In May 1843, at the General Assembly in Edinburgh, more than four hundred ministers rose from their seats, signed the Deed of Demission, and walked out of the Established Church to form the Free Church of Scotland. I was among them. We gave up our church buildings. We gave up our manses. In many cases we gave up our salaries and our security. We walked out into an uncertain future with nothing but our conviction that Jesus Christ is Lord of His church, and that no earthly power has the right to override Him.

Some have asked whether I hesitated. I will not pretend I did not feel the weight of what we were doing. To leave behind the walls where I had preached and prayed, to see my people uncertain and afraid — this was not a thing to be done lightly. But the clarity of the principle made the decision, in the end, not difficult. There is a higher loyalty than loyalty to an institution. When loyalty to an institution and loyalty to the Lord Jesus Christ conflict, a minister of the Gospel can have only one answer.

The old minister who remained in the establishment, when asked afterward how he was getting on without the congregation, replied with characteristic Scottish humor: “Oh fine — opposition’s the life of trade!” But for our Free Church congregation, the early months after the Disruption were a genuine testing. We met for worship in a large canvas tent near Kinrossie, come rain or shine. Many remarkable scenes were witnessed in that tent. People came from miles around for the Communion services. The very inconvenience of our situation — the tent with its canvas walls, the summer wind pressing against them, the congregation packed close together — seemed to drive us closer to God.

(Hebrews 13:14 KJV)

“For here have we no continuing city, but we seek one to come.”

One Communion season in that tent stands most vividly in my memory. It was in June, shortly after the Disruption, and a great crowd had assembled — including many who had come all the way from Dundee, where M’Cheyne had been their beloved minister. He had died just a few months before, in March 1843, at only twenty-nine years of age. When I gave the closing address after the Tables and referred to him as standing now on the mountain of myrrh until the day break, a great hush came over the congregation. Then the sound of weeping — quiet, deep, sorrowful weeping from the Dundee people who had loved him. I was much affected myself. It was a weeping congregation. The loss of M’Cheyne was a wound that would not close quickly. But even in that grief, Christ was present. The bread and the wine were still on the Table, pointing to the One who had gone before us and who would come again to receive us to Himself.
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MARRIAGE AND THE MANSE: ISABELLA AND THE LIFE OF THE HOME

In 1848, ten years after my settlement at Collace, I married Isabella Dickson of Edinburgh — a woman of remarkable grace, deep spiritual life, and unwavering devotion to Christ and to those she served. She was the kind of partner for whom a minister of the Gospel can only give thanks to God.

Isabella had come to faith in Christ during the revival in Edinburgh in 1842. What had struck her most deeply was the holiness of M’Cheyne — not what he said, but what he was. She told me afterward: “There was something singularly attractive about Mr. M’Cheyne’s holiness. It was not his matter nor his manner either that struck me; it was just the living epistle of Christ — a picture so lovely, I felt I would have given all the world to be as he was, but knew all the time I was dead in sins.” The Gospel had reached her through the window of a holy life. And it held her, and sustained her, through all the years that followed.

Our home at the manse became a place of hospitality and prayer. Three children were born there before we moved to Glasgow. Isabella brought warmth and order to the household and a wisdom in ministry that I leaned on heavily. On the first Sabbath after our marriage, I gave out these lines of the Sixteenth Psalm to be sung by the congregation — and I meant every word:

“Unto me happily the lines in pleasant places fell; Yea, the inheritance I got in beauty doth excel.”  —Psalm 16, as sung by Andrew Bonar on his first Sabbath as a married man

The years of our partnership at Collace taught me something I could never have learned from books: that pastoral ministry is not a profession but a life. It is not something a man does from nine to five and then sets aside. It is what he is. The shepherd does not stop being a shepherd when he goes indoors. He is thinking of the sheep at the supper table, praying for them at midnight. And the manse family becomes, in the best cases, a little embodiment of the Kingdom — a household where Christ is honored, where strangers are welcomed, and where the poor and troubled find both bread and comfort.
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SOULS THAT I CANNOT FORGET: STORIES FROM THE VISITING ROUNDS

Of all the things I did at Collace, it is the individual souls that remain most vivid. The sermons are mostly forgotten now, even by me. But the faces remain. The woman who wept at the church door after a sermon that had “grippit her sair.” The boy holding my horse outside a cottage, to whom I turned as I remounted and asked quietly, “Do you ever think you have a soul?” — and who never forgot that question for the rest of his life.

Coming home late one night from a meeting, I lost my way on the dark roads between the villages. As I wandered I said to myself: “Can I give thanks for this?” In a short time I came to a house, and was just going to knock for directions when a girl came out and exclaimed, “Mr. Bonar! You’re the very person I want to see.” I found she was in great distress of mind about her soul. I gave thanks that in losing my way among the hills I had been led to find a soul. The Lord plans our detours as carefully as our straight paths. He is never lost, even when we are.

On another winter evening, I was walking to Scone to preach and overtook a woman on the road. We talked as we walked, and when we parted I gave her a tract. Some time later a widow appeared at the church after a service and waited until the congregation had dispersed. She said to me: “I am the woman you spoke to that dark night on the road to Scone and never saw. You gave me a tract. My son at home, long ill, had been troubled about himself, and that tract was the very one for him, and brought light to his soul. He made me come over from Kinnaird to tell you.” I have never taken for granted the power of a simple word spoken in passing, or a small piece of printed truth pressed into a stranger’s hand on a dark road.

There was also a woman who was so sorely tried by the Tempter that she went out into the fields alone, hoping to find relief from his evil suggestions. Satan followed her there, and told her that the Old Testament was not true. She turned to the New Testament, but he said that was not true either. When she came at last to the Metrical Psalms, the devil said those were not true either — but she got a little rest at the paraphrase: Behold the Saviour on the Cross. Then the Tempter tried to persuade her that there was no God at all, and that she had no soul. When tempted to disbelieve everything, she sat down and told him that the places in the Bible were real — for Mr. Bonar had seen them when he was in Palestine. And the Tempter answered: “Mr. Bonar is a liar!”

That woman’s struggle taught me something I have never forgotten: that the enemy of souls is relentless, cunning, and without mercy. He will attack a believer at the most vulnerable point he can find. The answer is never to argue with him, but to press past his arguments to the Person of Christ and the facts of the Gospel. The Saviour on the Cross is the answer to every lie the devil can tell. He cannot produce a greater fact than Calvary. Let the believer plant his feet there and refuse to be moved.

(Isaiah 55:11 KJV)

“So shall my word be that goeth forth out of my mouth: it shall not return unto me void, but it shall accomplish that which I please, and it shall prosper in the thing whereto I sent it.”
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THE MISSION TO THE HOLY LAND: A SHAPING JOURNEY

Before closing this account of my Collace years I must speak of the mission to the Holy Land in 1839, which left marks upon my preaching and my thinking that never faded. Along with M’Cheyne, Dr. Alexander Black, and Dr. Alexander Keith, I was appointed by the General Assembly to travel to Palestine and investigate the condition of the Jewish people. We traveled through Europe, Egypt, the Sinai, the Holy Land and Syria, and returned to Scotland in the autumn of 1839. The journey was arduous, sometimes dangerous, and overwhelmingly beautiful.

To stand in Jerusalem — to stand on the Mount of Olives and look out over the city where Christ had wept, had been betrayed, had been crucified, had risen from the dead — was to have the whole Word of God open before me in another form. The desolation of the land, the scattered and suffering Jewish people, the broken walls and ruined vineyards — all of it was a living commentary on the faithfulness of God. If He had kept His word about judgment with such terrible precision, would He not keep His promises of restoration with equal faithfulness? I could not see how a man could visit that land with an open Bible and doubt the truth of a single promise God had ever spoken.

I brought back from that journey a stone from Mount Sinai, an olive leaf from Gethsemane, a shell from the shores of the Lake of Galilee, and a piece of desert shittim-wood. These became texts from which I preached for the rest of my ministry, making the scenes and incidents of the Bible real and living for my people in Perthshire. When I held up those ears of barley plucked on Mount Zion and said to a congregation, “If God keeps His threatenings so faithfully, will He not keep His promises?” — I was speaking not from imagination but from standing where it happened.

A beautiful incident occurred at Kelso not long after my return. My brother Horatius was preaching there, and I was assisting. When I showed some of those ears of barley plucked on Mount Zion and said, “If God keeps His threatenings so faithfully, will He not keep His promises?” — the next day an old woman sent for me. As soon as I entered her house she held up her hands and exclaimed: “Oh, those ears of barley! Those ears of barley!” She told me that when I spoke the night before, she had thought: if God kept His word about ears of barley, would He not keep it about the salvation of a soul? And all her doubts had fled. The living Word, illustrated by a handful of grain from the land where Christ walked — that was enough for God to work with. He needs very little to save a soul, when He chooses to save.

(Romans 11:26 KJV)

“And so all Israel shall be saved: as it is written, There shall come out of Sion the Deliverer, and shall turn away ungodliness from Jacob.”
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LETTERS TO FRIENDS: THE SOUL OF A SHEPHERD

During my years at Collace I was a prolific letter-writer. Not from a love of writing for its own sake — I had little enough time for that — but because letters were, in those days before the telegraph and the telephone, the only way a shepherd could reach sheep scattered across the country. And scattered they were: friends from my Edinburgh days now serving in distant parishes, converts from Collace who had moved to Glasgow or Dundee or Perth, young men struggling in their first years of ministry who needed encouragement. To all of them I wrote, often late at night by candlelight when the day’s work in the parish was done.

A letter I sent to my dear friend John Milne in Perth in 1846 gives something of the flavour of those years. The land spiritually was dry, the labourers were weary, and prayer seemed to be the only answer: “O what need of prayer! The land lies dead. Jesus is little loved even by His own. Who are the mighty men that will break through the host of the Philistines to bring Him one cup of water? O brother, let us lie low. Let us seek the mourning as for an only son.”

There is a danger, when we speak of great revivals and remarkable conversions, of making the ministry seem more dramatic than it is. The truth is that much of the work of a country minister in those years consisted of exactly that — lying low, mourning, praying, writing letters, and waiting for God. The harvest did not come every season. There were long dry summers when the preaching seemed to fall on stony ground, when the prayer meetings felt thin and formal, when the visiting produced nothing but polite exchanges. In those seasons the only resource was the Word of God and the memory of what God had already done.

I found great strength in a practice that I commended to every minister I knew: reading straight through the entire Bible, cover to cover, year by year. Not trusting to little text-books or devotional anthologies, however good, but living in the whole Book — the long genealogies, the detailed instructions for the Tabernacle, the difficult prophecies, the Psalms that cry out to a silent heaven, the promises that stretch beyond the horizon of any single human life. I used to ask my people: “Have you got a letter from the King today?” That was how I thought of the daily portion of Scripture. A letter from the King, written personally for the one who received it, full of news about His purposes and promises and plans.

The Word sustained me at Collace more than anything else. When the people were difficult, when the work seemed fruitless, when my own heart was dry and faithless, the Word was there — living and active and sharper than any two-edged sword. I wrote to a friend: “Only the Word, and God there.” That is all. It sounds very simple. But in the long middle years of a country ministry, when the dramatic conversions of revival have given way to the steady unremarkable work of Christian nurture, “only the Word, and God there” is the whole of it. The minister who has learned to live by those words alone will finish his course with joy.
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FAREWELL TO COLLACE: WHAT EIGHTEEN YEARS TAUGHT ME

I served the parish of Collace for eighteen years. In October 1856 I accepted a call to Finnieston Free Church in Glasgow, and preached my farewell sermon to the people I had loved and served through revival and disruption, through births and deaths, through times of joy and times of grief. The people of Collace said to me at my jubilee celebration in 1888, more than thirty years after I had gone: “When you came among us in 1839, Collace, as regards spiritual life, was comparatively a desert. When you left, it was like a watered garden — a field that the Lord had blessed.”

I received those words with deep gratitude and considerable humility. The credit belonged entirely to God. I had only been the instrument. But God had chosen to work through faithful, prayerful, unspectacular pastoral ministry in a small country parish, and the result was a watered garden. That is the promise of the Word, and it did not fail at Collace.

My farewell sermon was among the most searching I ever preached. Standing in that familiar pulpit, looking out at the faces I had watched grow from uncertainty to faith, from childhood to age, I said:

“Shall I see any of these faces on which I have so often looked, and those which have so oft looked up to me, on the left hand? Shall any one here gaze on an angry Judge? I beseech you, by remembrance of past Sabbaths, by the many witnesses that the Lord sent among you, by the messages of grace so many and so varied — receive Christ now.”  —Andrew A. Bonar, Farewell Sermon at Collace, October 19, 1856

The urgency of the Gospel never left me. At Collace I had learned that every sermon might be the last a soul would hear, that every pastoral visit might be the final opportunity to press Christ upon a heart that was drawing near eternity. That awareness did not produce panic or despair in me. It produced a steady, warm, unhurried earnestness — the kind that comes not from fear of failure but from love of the people and love of the Saviour.

Collace taught me patience — that revival does not come on demand, and that a minister must sow in tears before he reaps in joy. It taught me that small things matter enormously — a word to a boy, a tract on a dark road, a visiting question at a cottage door. It taught me the power of prayer beyond what I could calculate or observe. And above all, it taught me the preciousness of Jesus Christ as the daily companion of a minister’s life — the faithful Shepherd who carries His sheep even when they cannot see His face.

On riding home on Sabbath evenings after a full day’s work, I would sometimes feel overwhelmed by a sense of insufficiency — that I had said too little, loved too little, prayed too little, done too little for the souls in my care. But then the words of that great Psalm would come: “Whom have I in heaven but Thee? And there is none upon earth that I desire besides Thee.” And the sufficiency of Christ would cover the insufficiency of Andrew Bonar, and I would go home at peace.

That is the testimony of Collace. Not great preaching, though God was pleased to use the preaching. Not great pastoral skill, though I tried to visit faithfully. But great grace. The grace of a Saviour who showed up in a small Scottish parish, claimed the dry bones for Himself, and breathed life into them. To Him be all the glory.
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CHAPTER three

────────────────────────

The Hidden Life: Prayer, Grief, and the Walk with God

❆ ❆ ❆  Andrew A. Bonar: The Soul Winner of Scotland  ❆ ❆ ❆ 

There is an outward life and an inward one. The outward life of a minister — his sermons, his visits, his meetings, his letters, his published books — is what the world sees and what history records. But the inward life is the root from which all of it grows. A tree may be known by its fruit, but the fruit cannot be understood without the root. And the root of everything I did in over fifty years of ministry was something very simple: a daily, persistent, wonder-filled walk with the Lord Jesus Christ.

I am not a man who found it easy to speak about his private religious life. The inner chamber of a soul’s fellowship with God is not a place to which the public is invited. But I have been asked, and I believe it may be of some use to younger servants of Christ, to say something of what that inward life was like — what sustained it, what tested it, what kept it alive through fifty years of joy and grief and labour and loneliness. And so I will try to speak of it plainly, without either false modesty or false pride.

The secret — if it can be called a secret — was simply this: the Mercy-seat. Once, when asked by Moody to tell the young ministers gathered at the Northfield Conference the secret of a consecrated life, I had nothing more profound to offer than this: “I can only say to my young brethren that for forty years there has not been a day that I have not had access to the Mercy-seat.” Forty years of daily access. That is not heroism. It is not even discipline, exactly. It is more like the habit of eating — the soul knows that it will die without it, and so it comes, morning after morning, to the place where God has promised to meet with His people through the blood of Jesus Christ.

(Hebrews 10:19–22 KJV)

“Having therefore, brethren, boldness to enter into the holiest by the blood of Jesus… let us draw near with a true heart in full assurance of faith.”

I was inclined naturally to depression. That may surprise those who knew me in my later years, when the joy of the Lord had written itself so visibly on my face that even strangers remarked on it. But the natural tendency of my temperament was toward despondency, and I do not think I ever fully escaped it. What I learned — and what I want to pass on — is that joy and depression are not opposites in the way we usually think. A man may feel the pull of the one and still walk fully in the other, because joy is not a feeling. It is a possession. It is something given by Christ and held by faith, and it does not depend on the weather of our emotions.
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THE OLD MAN WITH HIS HAT: WALKING WITH CHRIST

During my student days I used to walk each morning to one of the college classes, and along the way I regularly passed an old man going to business. He had a peculiar habit: he would sometimes walk along holding his hat a little way off his head. The action was so noticeable that someone finally asked him the reason for it. He was at first reluctant to say, but at last he told us: “Well, if you will know, I will tell you. As I walk along the street I have sometimes such fellowship with the Lord Jesus, that I feel as if He were close beside me, and I lift my hat in token of reverence.”

I have told that story many times over the years because it lodged in me the first morning I saw it, and has never left. That old man was not doing anything spectacular. He was walking to work. He was not in a prayer meeting, not in a church, not on his knees in a study. He was walking through an Edinburgh street on an ordinary weekday morning, and he was in such conscious fellowship with the living Christ that he felt it would be disrespectful to keep his hat on. That is the kind of Christian life I wanted. Not merely correct doctrine, not merely faithful service, not merely regular attendance at the means of grace — but that: the sense of Christ close beside me, walking with me, as real as the cobblestones under my feet.

On my eighty-second birthday I wrote in my diary: “It was in the year 1830 that I found the Saviour, or rather, that He found me and laid me on His shoulders rejoicing, and I have never parted company with Him all these sixty-two years.” Sixty-two years. I was not a perfect man in those sixty-two years. I failed in many things. I sinned in ways that shamed me when I remembered them before God. I had long seasons of spiritual dryness, and days when prayer felt like speaking into an empty room. But He never left. He was always there. And the older I grew, the more certain I became that the Saviour’s faithfulness is not contingent on ours — that He holds us even when we feel our grip on Him loosening.

A friend who knew me well wrote of me in later years: “Calvinism and the evangelical creed were never so fairly recommended as by this man who stood by every doctrine, even the most severe and difficult to believe, while he seemed to live in a perpetual sunshine, and to spread not gloom, but brightness and good nature wherever he appeared.” I was glad to read those words, not for my own credit, but because they pointed to something I had always believed: that a man who truly understands the doctrines of grace — election, atonement, the sovereignty of God, the perseverance of the saints — cannot be gloomy for long. These are not gloomy doctrines. They are the most joyful doctrines in the world, because they rest the whole weight of salvation on God and take it entirely off the trembling shoulders of man.
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THE DIARY: THE HONEST RECORD OF A SOUL

I kept a diary for much of my life — not a detailed account of events and appointments, but a record of my soul’s dealings with God. Its pages contain the honest testimony of a man who was often humbled, often rebuked by his own conscience, often brought back from coldness and formality to the warmth of genuine fellowship with Christ. I would not have those pages made entirely public. But some of what was written there I can share, because it shows the sort of inward life that undergirded the outward ministry.

There were seasons in the later years at Collace when the full tide of revival had ebbed, and the work of God was not so apparent as in earlier years. I wrote in the diary with a sorrowful frankness that I find, even now, both painful and instructive to read. I was not satisfied with what I was, or what I was doing, or what God was doing through me. I wrote about my prayerlessness as a cause of the barrenness I observed. I wrote about the gap between what I knew of Christ and what I actually experienced of Him. I wrote about sins that I had thought long since conquered, reasserting themselves with an energy that shamed me.

But I also wrote — and this is what I want the younger reader to attend to — about the faithfulness of God in meeting me even in those dry seasons. I had a text printed for myself, framed and hanging in my study: “But Thou remainest.” That text — taken from Hebrews, where the writer is contrasting the passing away of all created things with the eternal unchangeableness of Christ — was my anchor in every dry season, every grief, every disappointment, every year when the harvest was thin and the prayer meetings were poorly attended and the church seemed half asleep. But Thou remainest. When the revival feeling fades, He remains. When the beloved colleague is taken away, He remains. When the congregation is cold and the preacher is weary, He remains. No circumstance of ministry, no condition of soul, can alter that one fact.

A lady came to see me one day, in great sorrow and depression of mind. Nothing I said seemed to bring her any comfort. Then, all at once, I saw her face light up, and she said: “You don’t need to say anything more. I have got what I need.” And she pointed to the framed text behind me: But Thou remainest! She had been looking past me to the wall, and the words had gone straight to her heart. I gave God thanks for that. The text I had put there for my own encouragement had become the word of life for a suffering soul. That is how God often works — our provisions for our own need become provisions for other people’s need as well.
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THE DEATH OF ISABELLA: THE VALLEY OF THE SHADOW

In October of 1864, the greatest sorrow of my life fell upon me. Isabella, my beloved wife — my companion in ministry for sixteen years, the mother of my five children, the woman whose steady grace and wisdom had been woven into everything good in my life and work — was suddenly taken from me. She was fifty-four years old. I was fifty-four years old. We were in the height of what I had thought would be many more years of useful service together.

She had nursed her own mother through a long and trying illness with unwearied devotion, and the Twenty-third Psalm had been her unfailing resort through that dark time. She once said of that Psalm: “Oh, if you only knew all that I have got by it! Sometimes when they sing it in church it is too much for me. I don’t know what I would have done without it and the orphan’s verse, Psalm twenty-seven, verse ten.” I often thought of those words in the weeks and months after her death, as I sat with those same Psalms and tried to find in them the comfort she had found. I did find it. But the finding was slow and painful, as all genuine comfort must be.

I wrote to my brother Horatius shortly after her death: “I think that the Lord who used to give me health to work is now saying, ‘Will you seek to glorify Me by bearing and enduring?’” That is a remarkable sentence, and I have returned to it many times since. Bearing and enduring are not the same as work and service. They are harder, in some ways. To preach a good sermon in the morning gives a kind of satisfaction that sustains the preacher through the evening. But to bear a grief all day and endure it all night and find it still waiting when you wake in the morning — that is a different kind of ministry altogether. It is the ministry of the suffering servant, not the triumphant conqueror. And I believe it is, in its own way, as fruitful.

(Romans 8:28 KJV)

“And we know that all things work together for good to them that love God, to them who are the called according to his purpose.”

To other friends I wrote in those first weeks: “Our time is shortening. The Master has been reminding me of this very solemnly, changing the blue sky over my head by the shade of lasting sorrow. But yet I know I shall Him praise.” The last clause of that sentence was not bravado. It was faith. I could not always feel it. There were mornings when the study felt very empty, and the walk to church very long, and the pulpit very lonely. But I knew — as a fact independent of my feelings — that God was working all things together for good, and that the shade of lasting sorrow He had permitted was not the end of the sentence He was writing with my life.

I had been engaged to give an address to the Young Men’s Literary Society on an evening just a day or two after Isabella’s funeral. I could not take the subject I had intended, but I came as I had promised. I gave an address on some things connected with the Holy Land. The inexpressible sadness of my whole appearance, and what one witness called my marvellous self-control, made a deep impression on all who were present. I said: “God does not tell us to feel that it is for the best. But He does ask us to believe it.” That distinction has served many a grieving person since, and I was glad to be able to give it. Feeling and believing are different things. We cannot always command our feelings. But faith — the deliberate choice to trust God’s character and His Word regardless of how we feel — that is something He gives us grace to exercise even in the sharpest grief.

An old friend came to see me soon after Isabella’s death. As we talked about the many friends who had gone before, and specially about my own great loss, I was for a few moments quite overcome. Then, quickly recovering myself, I said in my old bright way: “But the best is yet to come!” The friend never forgot it. Nor have I. In that sentence, in the moment when grief had loosened my usual self-command, out came the thing that was deepest in me — not resignation, not stoic endurance, but genuine, forward-looking joy in the certainty of what lay ahead. The best is yet to come. That was not a platitude. It was a conviction about the character of God and the promises of His Word.

I also found, in those months after Isabella’s death, that the discipline of continuing to preach was itself a kind of medicine. “I find preaching the Word one of my best consolations,” I said at one point. That sounds strange, perhaps, to those who have not experienced it. But the minister who must stand in a pulpit on Sunday and speak of the faithfulness of God, of the love of Christ, of the certainty of resurrection — that minister is forced, by the act of preaching to others, to preach to himself. The truths he declares to his congregation must pass through him on the way out, and they do their healing work as they go. I could not have sustained that year of grief with anything less than the Word of God, preached and re-preached until it had burned its way through the numbness and done its work.

The children of course felt her loss most immediately and most daily. Five of them, ranging from teenagers to younger children, now had a father who was their only parent. I was not naturally the most domestic of men — my mind was too often full of the parish, the sermon, the next meeting, the unanswered letters on the study desk. Isabella had been the one who held the household together with an unobtrusive competence that only became fully visible when it was gone. In her absence I learned to lean more heavily on the Lord for what I could not provide myself, and I believe the children saw that dependence and were shaped by it. God became more visibly central to the life of our home, simply because there was no one else.
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SYMPATHY MADE USABLE: GRIEF AS MINISTRY

I have found, over many years, that the sorrows God sends us are never wasted — not if we bring them to Him and let Him use them. Isabella’s death made me a better pastor to bereaved people than I had ever been before. I knew from that point forward, with a knowledge that no amount of reading or study can produce, what it is to walk into a house where the light has gone out. I knew what it is to sit beside a table where one chair is always empty, and to open a Bible whose margins are annotated in handwriting that will never write another word. That knowledge became pastoral capital — currency in the currency of human suffering, that only those who have paid the price can spend.

After Isabella was gone, when I heard of the sudden death of one of my people, I hastened to the house to see the daughter who had been left an orphan. I did not say almost anything to her. I simply put my arm round her and laid her head on my shoulder. She needed no words from me at that moment. She needed the presence of someone who had been there. My sympathy with those in sorrow had been learned by passing through the same sad discipline, and it was recognised as such by the people I served. They knew I was not offering them polished theological comfort from a safe distance. I was sitting beside them in the valley, having been there myself.

I used to say to sick and suffering people: “It is worth while being wounded to have the hands of the Great Physician upon you.” Those who know only health cannot say that with any credibility. Those who have been wounded know it is true. The hands of Christ upon the wound are worth the wound. Not because the pain is not real, but because what He does with it is so far beyond what any painless life could have produced.

To those who were prevented from active work and were serving God amid the small duties of daily life, I used to say: “Remember, there is a reward for thinking upon His name. That is a quiet way of doing good, and open to every one.” And again: “We are to be rewarded, not only for work done, but for burdens borne. And I am not sure but that the brightest rewards will be for those who bore burdens without murmuring.” That last sentence is worth pausing over. The murmur-free endurance of a long bereavement, of a chronic illness, of a disability that removes a person from all the work they had hoped to do for God — that endurance is not a lesser form of service. It may be the highest form. It most closely resembles the sufferings of the One who bore our griefs and carried our sorrows without a word of complaint.

(Isaiah 53:4 KJV)

“Surely he hath borne our griefs, and carried our sorrows: yet we did esteem him stricken, smitten of God, and afflicted.”
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JOY THAT WOULD NOT BE EXTINGUISHED: THE SUNSHINE OF THE SOUL

I said that I was naturally inclined to depression, and that is true. But I must also say that over the course of my life, the joy of the Lord became increasingly the dominant colour of my days, in a way that I cannot account for except by the grace of God. Those who observed me in later life remarked on it almost universally. Dr. Moody-Stuart, who had known me since our student days, wrote of “my unfailing buoyancy of brightness through his daily rejoicing in the Lord. The joy of the Lord was his strength, with a fulness and a constancy that were quite singular.”

The joy was not shallow. It was not the cheerfulness of a man who has avoided hard things. I had lost my father at seven, had watched M’Cheyne die at twenty-nine, had buried my wife at fifty-four, had worked in a cold parish for years before seeing fruit, had passed through the public ordeal of the Disruption, had known many seasons when the heavens felt like brass. The joy that survived all of that was not the thin joy of pleasant circumstances. It was the deep, root-level joy of a man who had found that God is who He says He is, and that His promises are what He says they are.

I often said: “A gloomy believer is surely an anomaly in Christ’s kingdom.” I meant it as a rebuke to a certain kind of piety that seems to think holiness requires a long face. The Bible does not associate holiness with gloom. The Psalms are full of shouting. The New Testament epistles ring with exhortations to joy. Paul wrote “Rejoice in the Lord alway” from a prison cell. The fruit of the Spirit is joy — not happiness when circumstances are pleasant, but joy as a permanent characteristic of the Spirit-filled life, present in darkness as well as light.

God’s people, I sometimes said, take fits of seasickness in sailing to Immanuel’s Land. They give way to hard thoughts of God. They forget where they are going and why. I asked some friends on whom I was calling how they were getting on. They said: “Not very well. We are not getting the rich food for our souls we used to get. We were just saying we are getting husks now.” “Oh, I see,” I replied. “You’ve been having a grumble-meeting! Did you ever notice when we grumble to one another we grow discontented and bitter, and that is grieving to the Holy Spirit? But when we go and tell the Lord, it has a very different effect. We get tenderness and sympathy.” That is not a shallow answer. It is a recognition that the difference between a grumble-meeting and a prayer-meeting is the difference between speaking to one another about our troubles and speaking to God. The first makes things worse. The second makes them better.

I never thanked God for my joy the way I should have. I received it too much as a given, and not enough as a gift. But looking back now, I see it clearly as one of the chief mercies of my life — that God kept a current of joy running through me even in the darkest seasons, so that the people who came to me in sorrow did not find a man overwhelmed by his own troubles, but one who could say with genuine conviction: “But the best is yet to come.”
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HOLINESS AS A DAILY PURSUIT: THE COSTLINESS OF GRACE

I have spoken of joy. I must also speak of holiness, because the two are inseparable. Joy without holiness is mere sentiment. Holiness without joy becomes legalism. But together — the pursued holiness that comes from love of Christ and the irrepressible joy that flows from confidence in His grace — they produce the kind of Christian life that is both attractive and durable.

I was formed in my understanding of holiness by the great Reformed and Covenanting tradition of Scotland. Samuel Rutherford was my father in the faith in many ways — not my direct father, for he lived two centuries before me, but the father of a way of thinking and feeling about Christ that has marked my life as clearly as any human influence. Like Rutherford, my one desire was to get a deeper insight into the love of the only lovely Lord Jesus. Like him, I believed that the closer a man draws to Christ, the more clearly he sees his own sin and the more deeply he is humbled by it — and the more, at the same time, he finds in Christ’s love something inexhaustible and glorious.

I used to say: “You are not very holy if you are not very kind.” That is a test that I found searching when I applied it to myself. A man can maintain the formal disciplines of holiness — prayer, Scripture reading, regular attendance at the means of grace — and still be cold, critical, impatient, and unkind in his dealings with the people around him. That is not holiness. It is its caricature. Real holiness, the holiness that flows from fellowship with Jesus Christ, shows itself above all in love — patience with the difficult, gentleness with the stumbling, warmth toward the cold and the lost.

The sins of teachers are the teachers of sins — that was a saying I used often when speaking to ministers. I meant it to drive home the point that the minister’s inconsistency is not merely his own private business. It undoes the work of his preaching. When a man preaches grace on Sunday and lives gracelessness on Monday, his congregation learns to treat the Gospel as a Sunday performance rather than a daily reality. The preacher’s life is, whether he likes it or not, a second sermon. His people will read both sermons, and they will give more weight to the one he lives than to the one he delivers.

I was not a perfect man, and I have no wish to be remembered as one. But I can say honestly that I tried, every day, to live close to the Saviour — not because I feared His displeasure, but because I had found His company to be the most satisfying thing in the world. He had more delight in me than I in Him, no doubt. But whatever delight I had in Him was real, and I found more of it with every year that passed. Christ is more than ever precious to me in His atonement, righteousness, merit, heart. Nothing else satisfies me. I only yearn to know Him better, and preach Him more fully.

(Philippians 3:10 KJV)

“That I may know him, and the power of his resurrection, and the fellowship of his sufferings, being made conformable unto his death.”

There were two thoughts I often left with God’s people in sickness. One was that they might do a great work for the Lord by praying much, and that it is really promotion to be, not down in the valley with Joshua, but with Aaron and Hur on the mountain-top. The other thought was that they are teaching angels. Angels know nothing of suffering themselves, but they learn from the patience and joyfulness of suffering believers. When the sick one enters heaven, some of the angels will say: “Oh, here is my teacher come!”

On one occasion I was called to see a young man who was hopelessly ill. As I went into the room he closed a ledger that was lying on the table before him, and said: “There, now, I’ve written the last word I’ll ever write in it.” “And what then?” I asked. We drew our chairs to the fireside and began to talk together. Little by little the Spirit of God began to work, and the dying man was led to Christ. His joy was quite unusual — so great that his mother was afraid it might be a delusion. One day when I was with him, I said: “You will be experiencing something of the joy unspeakable.” He answered: “It’s more than that. It is so great. It is joy unthinkable.” I never forgot that phrase. Joy unthinkable — beyond the capacity of thought to contain, let alone of words to express. That is what Christ gives to a soul at the very moment when everything else is being taken away.

A young woman was taken to the hospital, incurably ill. Before leaving after one of my visits I said to her: “Remember us in prayer.” She had been feeling very sad, and those words were like new life to her. Not “we will remember you” — which would have been kind but would have left her passive. Rather: “You will remember us.” And she saw there was still work for her to do, though laid on a bed of sickness. A sick person given a task of prayer is a person restored to usefulness. That is no small gift.
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PILGRIMAGES TO HOLY PLACES: FEEDING ON THE PAST

I was always a man who loved to visit the places where God’s servants had walked before. The grave of a martyr, the house of a saint, the church where a great sermon had been preached two centuries before — these things moved me deeply and fed my soul in a way that I could not always explain. I made a pilgrimage through Dumfriesshire and Kirkcudbrightshire to the places associated with the Covenanters. I visited the grave of Samuel Rutherford and stood in the ruins of the church at Anwoth where he had preached. I kept a panel of Lady Kenmure’s pew from that church on the mantelpiece of my study.

When I was in America in 1881, I visited Northampton out of love for the memory of Jonathan Edwards and David Brainerd. I sat under the two great elm-trees that Edwards and his wife had planted in front of their house — the trees under which they used to sit in the evenings, so that the spot had become like the oak of Mamre, where God met His servant. I walked in the grove of pines where Edwards had prayed. I wrote in my diary that evening: “I bless the Lord for this day with all its sacred memories. Is the Spirit of the Lord straitened? Is not Jesus Christ the same yesterday, today, and forever? Father, Thou hast brought me at this time of my life across the sea, to stand at this spot, and there pray and call to mind the days of the right hand of the Most High. Surely Thou hast in store very much blessing for me and my people and my land! Come as near, come in the revelation of the same glorious holiness as to Thy servants then.”

That prayer was not nostalgia. It was faith. The same Christ who had met Edwards in Northampton was the Christ who could meet Andrew Bonar in Glasgow. The Spirit who had breathed upon the Scottish Covenanters was the same Spirit who could breathe upon a Finnieston prayer meeting. The history of the Church is not a record of things God once did and no longer does. It is a record of what God is willing to do wherever He finds a people willing to seek His face with the same urgency and faith as those who went before them.

I kept a piece of Samuel Rutherford’s pulpit in my study — a physical fragment of the place where he had stood to preach that daring, tender, Christ-drunk Gospel which had burned through Scotland like a fire in dry heather. When I looked at it, I was reminded that I stood in a great company — that the work I was doing in Glasgow in the nineteenth century was part of a work that God had been doing in Scotland for centuries, and that the saints who had done it before me had passed on something to me, and I must pass it on to those who came after.

That is the inner life as I lived it: not dramatic, not always marked by great experiences or powerful assurances. But steady. Daily access to the Mercy-seat. Daily reading of the Word as a letter from the King. Daily walking with the Christ who had said He would never leave nor forsake. Daily borrowing of grace for daily need. And underneath it all, beneath the dry seasons and the grief and the sense of insufficiency, the great unshakeable bedrock: But Thou remainest.
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CHAPTER four

────────────────────────

The Hidden Life: Prayer, Grief, and the Walk with God
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There is an outward life and an inward one. The outward life of a minister — his sermons, his visits, his meetings, his letters, his published books — is what the world sees and what history records. But the inward life is the root from which all of it grows. A tree may be known by its fruit, but the fruit cannot be understood without the root. And the root of everything I did in over fifty years of ministry was something very simple: a daily, persistent, wonder-filled walk with the Lord Jesus Christ.

I am not a man who found it easy to speak about his private religious life. The inner chamber of a soul’s fellowship with God is not a place to which the public is invited. But I have been asked, and I believe it may be of some use to younger servants of Christ, to say something of what that inward life was like — what sustained it, what tested it, what kept it alive through fifty years of joy and grief and labour and loneliness. And so I will try to speak of it plainly, without either false modesty or false pride.

The secret — if it can be called a secret — was simply this: the Mercy-seat. Once, when asked by Moody to tell the young ministers gathered at the Northfield Conference the secret of a consecrated life, I had nothing more profound to offer than this: “I can only say to my young brethren that for forty years there has not been a day that I have not had access to the Mercy-seat.” Forty years of daily access. That is not heroism. It is not even discipline, exactly. It is more like the habit of eating — the soul knows that it will die without it, and so it comes, morning after morning, to the place where God has promised to meet with His people through the blood of Jesus Christ.

(Hebrews 10:19–22 KJV)

“Having therefore, brethren, boldness to enter into the holiest by the blood of Jesus… let us draw near with a true heart in full assurance of faith.”

I was inclined naturally to depression. That may surprise those who knew me in my later years, when the joy of the Lord had written itself so visibly on my face that even strangers remarked on it. But the natural tendency of my temperament was toward despondency, and I do not think I ever fully escaped it. What I learned — and what I want to pass on — is that joy and depression are not opposites in the way we usually think. A man may feel the pull of the one and still walk fully in the other, because joy is not a feeling. It is a possession. It is something given by Christ and held by faith, and it does not depend on the weather of our emotions.
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THE OLD MAN WITH HIS HAT: WALKING WITH CHRIST

During my student days I used to walk each morning to one of the college classes, and along the way I regularly passed an old man going to business. He had a peculiar habit: he would sometimes walk along holding his hat a little way off his head. The action was so noticeable that someone finally asked him the reason for it. He was at first reluctant to say, but at last he told us: “Well, if you will know, I will tell you. As I walk along the street I have sometimes such fellowship with the Lord Jesus, that I feel as if He were close beside me, and I lift my hat in token of reverence.”

I have told that story many times over the years because it lodged in me the first morning I saw it, and has never left. That old man was not doing anything spectacular. He was walking to work. He was not in a prayer meeting, not in a church, not on his knees in a study. He was walking through an Edinburgh street on an ordinary weekday morning, and he was in such conscious fellowship with the living Christ that he felt it would be disrespectful to keep his hat on. That is the kind of Christian life I wanted. Not merely correct doctrine, not merely faithful service, not merely regular attendance at the means of grace — but that: the sense of Christ close beside me, walking with me, as real as the cobblestones under my feet.

On my eighty-second birthday I wrote in my diary: “It was in the year 1830 that I found the Saviour, or rather, that He found me and laid me on His shoulders rejoicing, and I have never parted company with Him all these sixty-two years.” Sixty-two years. I was not a perfect man in those sixty-two years. I failed in many things. I sinned in ways that shamed me when I remembered them before God. I had long seasons of spiritual dryness, and days when prayer felt like speaking into an empty room. But He never left. He was always there. And the older I grew, the more certain I became that the Saviour’s faithfulness is not contingent on ours — that He holds us even when we feel our grip on Him loosening.

A friend who knew me well wrote of me in later years: “Calvinism and the evangelical creed were never so fairly recommended as by this man who stood by every doctrine, even the most severe and difficult to believe, while he seemed to live in a perpetual sunshine, and to spread not gloom, but brightness and good nature wherever he appeared.” I was glad to read those words, not for my own credit, but because they pointed to something I had always believed: that a man who truly understands the doctrines of grace — election, atonement, the sovereignty of God, the perseverance of the saints — cannot be gloomy for long. These are not gloomy doctrines. They are the most joyful doctrines in the world, because they rest the whole weight of salvation on God and take it entirely off the trembling shoulders of man.
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THE DIARY: THE HONEST RECORD OF A SOUL

I kept a diary for much of my life — not a detailed account of events and appointments, but a record of my soul’s dealings with God. Its pages contain the honest testimony of a man who was often humbled, often rebuked by his own conscience, often brought back from coldness and formality to the warmth of genuine fellowship with Christ. I would not have those pages made entirely public. But some of what was written there I can share, because it shows the sort of inward life that undergirded the outward ministry.

There were seasons in the later years at Collace when the full tide of revival had ebbed, and the work of God was not so apparent as in earlier years. I wrote in the diary with a sorrowful frankness that I find, even now, both painful and instructive to read. I was not satisfied with what I was, or what I was doing, or what God was doing through me. I wrote about my prayerlessness as a cause of the barrenness I observed. I wrote about the gap between what I knew of Christ and what I actually experienced of Him. I wrote about sins that I had thought long since conquered, reasserting themselves with an energy that shamed me.

But I also wrote — and this is what I want the younger reader to attend to — about the faithfulness of God in meeting me even in those dry seasons. I had a text printed for myself, framed and hanging in my study: “But Thou remainest.” That text — taken from Hebrews, where the writer is contrasting the passing away of all created things with the eternal unchangeableness of Christ — was my anchor in every dry season, every grief, every disappointment, every year when the harvest was thin and the prayer meetings were poorly attended and the church seemed half asleep. But Thou remainest. When the revival feeling fades, He remains. When the beloved colleague is taken away, He remains. When the congregation is cold and the preacher is weary, He remains. No circumstance of ministry, no condition of soul, can alter that one fact.

A lady came to see me one day, in great sorrow and depression of mind. Nothing I said seemed to bring her any comfort. Then, all at once, I saw her face light up, and she said: “You don’t need to say anything more. I have got what I need.” And she pointed to the framed text behind me: But Thou remainest! She had been looking past me to the wall, and the words had gone straight to her heart. I gave God thanks for that. The text I had put there for my own encouragement had become the word of life for a suffering soul. That is how God often works — our provisions for our own need become provisions for other people’s need as well.
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THE DEATH OF ISABELLA: THE VALLEY OF THE SHADOW

In October of 1864, the greatest sorrow of my life fell upon me. Isabella, my beloved wife — my companion in ministry for sixteen years, the mother of my five children, the woman whose steady grace and wisdom had been woven into everything good in my life and work — was suddenly taken from me. She was fifty-four years old. I was fifty-four years old. We were in the height of what I had thought would be many more years of useful service together.

She had nursed her own mother through a long and trying illness with unwearied devotion, and the Twenty-third Psalm had been her unfailing resort through that dark time. She once said of that Psalm: “Oh, if you only knew all that I have got by it! Sometimes when they sing it in church it is too much for me. I don’t know what I would have done without it and the orphan’s verse, Psalm twenty-seven, verse ten.” I often thought of those words in the weeks and months after her death, as I sat with those same Psalms and tried to find in them the comfort she had found. I did find it. But the finding was slow and painful, as all genuine comfort must be.

I wrote to my brother Horatius shortly after her death: “I think that the Lord who used to give me health to work is now saying, ‘Will you seek to glorify Me by bearing and enduring?’” That is a remarkable sentence, and I have returned to it many times since. Bearing and enduring are not the same as work and service. They are harder, in some ways. To preach a good sermon in the morning gives a kind of satisfaction that sustains the preacher through the evening. But to bear a grief all day and endure it all night and find it still waiting when you wake in the morning — that is a different kind of ministry altogether. It is the ministry of the suffering servant, not the triumphant conqueror. And I believe it is, in its own way, as fruitful.

(Romans 8:28 KJV)

“And we know that all things work together for good to them that love God, to them who are the called according to his purpose.”

To other friends I wrote in those first weeks: “Our time is shortening. The Master has been reminding me of this very solemnly, changing the blue sky over my head by the shade of lasting sorrow. But yet I know I shall Him praise.” The last clause of that sentence was not bravado. It was faith. I could not always feel it. There were mornings when the study felt very empty, and the walk to church very long, and the pulpit very lonely. But I knew — as a fact independent of my feelings — that God was working all things together for good, and that the shade of lasting sorrow He had permitted was not the end of the sentence He was writing with my life.

I had been engaged to give an address to the Young Men’s Literary Society on an evening just a day or two after Isabella’s funeral. I could not take the subject I had intended, but I came as I had promised. I gave an address on some things connected with the Holy Land. The inexpressible sadness of my whole appearance, and what one witness called my marvellous self-control, made a deep impression on all who were present. I said: “God does not tell us to feel that it is for the best. But He does ask us to believe it.” That distinction has served many a grieving person since, and I was glad to be able to give it. Feeling and believing are different things. We cannot always command our feelings. But faith — the deliberate choice to trust God’s character and His Word regardless of how we feel — that is something He gives us grace to exercise even in the sharpest grief.

An old friend came to see me soon after Isabella’s death. As we talked about the many friends who had gone before, and specially about my own great loss, I was for a few moments quite overcome. Then, quickly recovering myself, I said in my old bright way: “But the best is yet to come!” The friend never forgot it. Nor have I. In that sentence, in the moment when grief had loosened my usual self-command, out came the thing that was deepest in me — not resignation, not stoic endurance, but genuine, forward-looking joy in the certainty of what lay ahead. The best is yet to come. That was not a platitude. It was a conviction about the character of God and the promises of His Word.

I also found, in those months after Isabella’s death, that the discipline of continuing to preach was itself a kind of medicine. “I find preaching the Word one of my best consolations,” I said at one point. That sounds strange, perhaps, to those who have not experienced it. But the minister who must stand in a pulpit on Sunday and speak of the faithfulness of God, of the love of Christ, of the certainty of resurrection — that minister is forced, by the act of preaching to others, to preach to himself. The truths he declares to his congregation must pass through him on the way out, and they do their healing work as they go. I could not have sustained that year of grief with anything less than the Word of God, preached and re-preached until it had burned its way through the numbness and done its work.

The children of course felt her loss most immediately and most daily. Five of them, ranging from teenagers to younger children, now had a father who was their only parent. I was not naturally the most domestic of men — my mind was too often full of the parish, the sermon, the next meeting, the unanswered letters on the study desk. Isabella had been the one who held the household together with an unobtrusive competence that only became fully visible when it was gone. In her absence I learned to lean more heavily on the Lord for what I could not provide myself, and I believe the children saw that dependence and were shaped by it. God became more visibly central to the life of our home, simply because there was no one else.
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SYMPATHY MADE USABLE: GRIEF AS MINISTRY

I have found, over many years, that the sorrows God sends us are never wasted — not if we bring them to Him and let Him use them. Isabella’s death made me a better pastor to bereaved people than I had ever been before. I knew from that point forward, with a knowledge that no amount of reading or study can produce, what it is to walk into a house where the light has gone out. I knew what it is to sit beside a table where one chair is always empty, and to open a Bible whose margins are annotated in handwriting that will never write another word. That knowledge became pastoral capital — currency in the currency of human suffering, that only those who have paid the price can spend.

After Isabella was gone, when I heard of the sudden death of one of my people, I hastened to the house to see the daughter who had been left an orphan. I did not say almost anything to her. I simply put my arm round her and laid her head on my shoulder. She needed no words from me at that moment. She needed the presence of someone who had been there. My sympathy with those in sorrow had been learned by passing through the same sad discipline, and it was recognised as such by the people I served. They knew I was not offering them polished theological comfort from a safe distance. I was sitting beside them in the valley, having been there myself.

I used to say to sick and suffering people: “It is worth while being wounded to have the hands of the Great Physician upon you.” Those who know only health cannot say that with any credibility. Those who have been wounded know it is true. The hands of Christ upon the wound are worth the wound. Not because the pain is not real, but because what He does with it is so far beyond what any painless life could have produced.

To those who were prevented from active work and were serving God amid the small duties of daily life, I used to say: “Remember, there is a reward for thinking upon His name. That is a quiet way of doing good, and open to every one.” And again: “We are to be rewarded, not only for work done, but for burdens borne. And I am not sure but that the brightest rewards will be for those who bore burdens without murmuring.” That last sentence is worth pausing over. The murmur-free endurance of a long bereavement, of a chronic illness, of a disability that removes a person from all the work they had hoped to do for God — that endurance is not a lesser form of service. It may be the highest form. It most closely resembles the sufferings of the One who bore our griefs and carried our sorrows without a word of complaint.

(Isaiah 53:4 KJV)

“Surely he hath borne our griefs, and carried our sorrows: yet we did esteem him stricken, smitten of God, and afflicted.”
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JOY THAT WOULD NOT BE EXTINGUISHED: THE SUNSHINE OF THE SOUL

I said that I was naturally inclined to depression, and that is true. But I must also say that over the course of my life, the joy of the Lord became increasingly the dominant colour of my days, in a way that I cannot account for except by the grace of God. Those who observed me in later life remarked on it almost universally. Dr. Moody-Stuart, who had known me since our student days, wrote of “my unfailing buoyancy of brightness through his daily rejoicing in the Lord. The joy of the Lord was his strength, with a fulness and a constancy that were quite singular.”

The joy was not shallow. It was not the cheerfulness of a man who has avoided hard things. I had lost my father at seven, had watched M’Cheyne die at twenty-nine, had buried my wife at fifty-four, had worked in a cold parish for years before seeing fruit, had passed through the public ordeal of the Disruption, had known many seasons when the heavens felt like brass. The joy that survived all of that was not the thin joy of pleasant circumstances. It was the deep, root-level joy of a man who had found that God is who He says He is, and that His promises are what He says they are.

I often said: “A gloomy believer is surely an anomaly in Christ’s kingdom.” I meant it as a rebuke to a certain kind of piety that seems to think holiness requires a long face. The Bible does not associate holiness with gloom. The Psalms are full of shouting. The New Testament epistles ring with exhortations to joy. Paul wrote “Rejoice in the Lord alway” from a prison cell. The fruit of the Spirit is joy — not happiness when circumstances are pleasant, but joy as a permanent characteristic of the Spirit-filled life, present in darkness as well as light.

God’s people, I sometimes said, take fits of seasickness in sailing to Immanuel’s Land. They give way to hard thoughts of God. They forget where they are going and why. I asked some friends on whom I was calling how they were getting on. They said: “Not very well. We are not getting the rich food for our souls we used to get. We were just saying we are getting husks now.” “Oh, I see,” I replied. “You’ve been having a grumble-meeting! Did you ever notice when we grumble to one another we grow discontented and bitter, and that is grieving to the Holy Spirit? But when we go and tell the Lord, it has a very different effect. We get tenderness and sympathy.” That is not a shallow answer. It is a recognition that the difference between a grumble-meeting and a prayer-meeting is the difference between speaking to one another about our troubles and speaking to God. The first makes things worse. The second makes them better.

I never thanked God for my joy the way I should have. I received it too much as a given, and not enough as a gift. But looking back now, I see it clearly as one of the chief mercies of my life — that God kept a current of joy running through me even in the darkest seasons, so that the people who came to me in sorrow did not find a man overwhelmed by his own troubles, but one who could say with genuine conviction: “But the best is yet to come.”
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HOLINESS AS A DAILY PURSUIT: THE COSTLINESS OF GRACE

I have spoken of joy. I must also speak of holiness, because the two are inseparable. Joy without holiness is mere sentiment. Holiness without joy becomes legalism. But together — the pursued holiness that comes from love of Christ and the irrepressible joy that flows from confidence in His grace — they produce the kind of Christian life that is both attractive and durable.

I was formed in my understanding of holiness by the great Reformed and Covenanting tradition of Scotland. Samuel Rutherford was my father in the faith in many ways — not my direct father, for he lived two centuries before me, but the father of a way of thinking and feeling about Christ that has marked my life as clearly as any human influence. Like Rutherford, my one desire was to get a deeper insight into the love of the only lovely Lord Jesus. Like him, I believed that the closer a man draws to Christ, the more clearly he sees his own sin and the more deeply he is humbled by it — and the more, at the same time, he finds in Christ’s love something inexhaustible and glorious.

I used to say: “You are not very holy if you are not very kind.” That is a test that I found searching when I applied it to myself. A man can maintain the formal disciplines of holiness — prayer, Scripture reading, regular attendance at the means of grace — and still be cold, critical, impatient, and unkind in his dealings with the people around him. That is not holiness. It is its caricature. Real holiness, the holiness that flows from fellowship with Jesus Christ, shows itself above all in love — patience with the difficult, gentleness with the stumbling, warmth toward the cold and the lost.

The sins of teachers are the teachers of sins — that was a saying I used often when speaking to ministers. I meant it to drive home the point that the minister’s inconsistency is not merely his own private business. It undoes the work of his preaching. When a man preaches grace on Sunday and lives gracelessness on Monday, his congregation learns to treat the Gospel as a Sunday performance rather than a daily reality. The preacher’s life is, whether he likes it or not, a second sermon. His people will read both sermons, and they will give more weight to the one he lives than to the one he delivers.

I was not a perfect man, and I have no wish to be remembered as one. But I can say honestly that I tried, every day, to live close to the Saviour — not because I feared His displeasure, but because I had found His company to be the most satisfying thing in the world. He had more delight in me than I in Him, no doubt. But whatever delight I had in Him was real, and I found more of it with every year that passed. Christ is more than ever precious to me in His atonement, righteousness, merit, heart. Nothing else satisfies me. I only yearn to know Him better, and preach Him more fully.

(Philippians 3:10 KJV)

“That I may know him, and the power of his resurrection, and the fellowship of his sufferings, being made conformable unto his death.”

There were two thoughts I often left with God’s people in sickness. One was that they might do a great work for the Lord by praying much, and that it is really promotion to be, not down in the valley with Joshua, but with Aaron and Hur on the mountain-top. The other thought was that they are teaching angels. Angels know nothing of suffering themselves, but they learn from the patience and joyfulness of suffering believers. When the sick one enters heaven, some of the angels will say: “Oh, here is my teacher come!”

On one occasion I was called to see a young man who was hopelessly ill. As I went into the room he closed a ledger that was lying on the table before him, and said: “There, now, I’ve written the last word I’ll ever write in it.” “And what then?” I asked. We drew our chairs to the fireside and began to talk together. Little by little the Spirit of God began to work, and the dying man was led to Christ. His joy was quite unusual — so great that his mother was afraid it might be a delusion. One day when I was with him, I said: “You will be experiencing something of the joy unspeakable.” He answered: “It’s more than that. It is so great. It is joy unthinkable.” I never forgot that phrase. Joy unthinkable — beyond the capacity of thought to contain, let alone of words to express. That is what Christ gives to a soul at the very moment when everything else is being taken away.

A young woman was taken to the hospital, incurably ill. Before leaving after one of my visits I said to her: “Remember us in prayer.” She had been feeling very sad, and those words were like new life to her. Not “we will remember you” — which would have been kind but would have left her passive. Rather: “You will remember us.” And she saw there was still work for her to do, though laid on a bed of sickness. A sick person given a task of prayer is a person restored to usefulness. That is no small gift.
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PILGRIMAGES TO HOLY PLACES: FEEDING ON THE PAST

I was always a man who loved to visit the places where God’s servants had walked before. The grave of a martyr, the house of a saint, the church where a great sermon had been preached two centuries before — these things moved me deeply and fed my soul in a way that I could not always explain. I made a pilgrimage through Dumfriesshire and Kirkcudbrightshire to the places associated with the Covenanters. I visited the grave of Samuel Rutherford and stood in the ruins of the church at Anwoth where he had preached. I kept a panel of Lady Kenmure’s pew from that church on the mantelpiece of my study.

When I was in America in 1881, I visited Northampton out of love for the memory of Jonathan Edwards and David Brainerd. I sat under the two great elm-trees that Edwards and his wife had planted in front of their house — the trees under which they used to sit in the evenings, so that the spot had become like the oak of Mamre, where God met His servant. I walked in the grove of pines where Edwards had prayed. I wrote in my diary that evening: “I bless the Lord for this day with all its sacred memories. Is the Spirit of the Lord straitened? Is not Jesus Christ the same yesterday, today, and forever? Father, Thou hast brought me at this time of my life across the sea, to stand at this spot, and there pray and call to mind the days of the right hand of the Most High. Surely Thou hast in store very much blessing for me and my people and my land! Come as near, come in the revelation of the same glorious holiness as to Thy servants then.”

That prayer was not nostalgia. It was faith. The same Christ who had met Edwards in Northampton was the Christ who could meet Andrew Bonar in Glasgow. The Spirit who had breathed upon the Scottish Covenanters was the same Spirit who could breathe upon a Finnieston prayer meeting. The history of the Church is not a record of things God once did and no longer does. It is a record of what God is willing to do wherever He finds a people willing to seek His face with the same urgency and faith as those who went before them.

I kept a piece of Samuel Rutherford’s pulpit in my study — a physical fragment of the place where he had stood to preach that daring, tender, Christ-drunk Gospel which had burned through Scotland like a fire in dry heather. When I looked at it, I was reminded that I stood in a great company — that the work I was doing in Glasgow in the nineteenth century was part of a work that God had been doing in Scotland for centuries, and that the saints who had done it before me had passed on something to me, and I must pass it on to those who came after.

That is the inner life as I lived it: not dramatic, not always marked by great experiences or powerful assurances. But steady. Daily access to the Mercy-seat. Daily reading of the Word as a letter from the King. Daily walking with the Christ who had said He would never leave nor forsake. Daily borrowing of grace for daily need. And underneath it all, beneath the dry seasons and the grief and the sense of insufficiency, the great unshakeable bedrock: But Thou remainest.
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CHAPTER five

────────────────────────

Robert Murray M’Cheyne: A Friendship Forged in Eternity

❆ ❆ ❆  Andrew A. Bonar: The Soul Winner of Scotland  ❆ ❆ ❆ 

There are friendships that merely accompany a life, and there are friendships that shape it. My friendship with Robert Murray M’Cheyne was of the second kind. It reached so deep into the formation of my ministry, my theology, my understanding of what a minister of Jesus Christ is called to be, that I cannot speak honestly about my own life without speaking extensively about his. He was younger than I by a year, yet in the things of God he was always the elder. He was taken at twenty-nine years of age, yet the influence of his life has outlasted my own long ministry of more than half a century. This is one of the mysteries of God’s ways — that a brief life lived wholly for Christ can do more than a long one lived in diluted devotion.

We met in the early 1830s in Edinburgh, in that remarkable circle of young men who were then preparing for the ministry. Dr. Moody-Stuart, who was among us, described our early meeting: his introduction to me came through M’Cheyne, and M’Cheyne invited a small group to meet weekly for prayer in his house. Those weekly prayer meetings, Moody-Stuart later wrote, were “a singularly pleasant and fruitful meeting, for we were of one heart and one mind, and the Lord Jesus, according to His promise, was in the midst of us with the joy of His salvation.” Those words capture something true about what those student years were like. We were young, we were imperfect, we had much to learn. But we were in earnest, and the Lord was among us.

M’Cheyne was unlike anyone I had ever known. Dr. Candlish remarked to Moody-Stuart in those years: “I can’t understand M’Cheyne — grace seems to be natural to him.” A minister in the north who met him said: “He is the most Jesus-like man I ever met with,” and went to his room to weep. A servant girl in a house where he stayed described him simply as “deein’ to hae folk converted.” That was the essence of it. He was dying to have people converted. Not professionally concerned with conversion, not theoretically interested in it — dying for it. Spending himself in it. And the spending showed.

I was not without my own earnestness in those years, and I hope it was genuine. But in M’Cheyne I saw something qualitatively different from myself, and I was both humbled and stirred by it. The holiness that his contemporaries remarked on so consistently was not the holiness of the recluse or the ascetic. It was the holiness of a man wholly given over to Jesus Christ — a man for whom Christ was not a doctrine to be defended but a Person to be loved, and whose love for Christ expressed itself in a burning, aching desire for the salvation of souls. I have never known anyone else quite like him. And the ache of his early death has never entirely left me.
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LETTERS BETWEEN FRIENDS: IRON SHARPENING IRON

M’Cheyne and I were in regular correspondence during the years when he was at Dundee and I was at Collace. Those letters — some of which I have preserved and which I hope will outlast both of us — are among the richest records of what a godly friendship between two ministers can look like. They are full of theological discussion, of pastoral concern, of mutual encouragement and mutual rebuke. They are the letters of two men who took each other’s spiritual welfare as seriously as their own.

In 1836, when I was working as a missionary in Edinburgh without any prospect yet of a settled sphere of labour, M’Cheyne wrote to me from Dundee:

“Dear Andrew, God is keeping you in the hollow of His hand. When a warrior begins to fight, he never throws his best dart at the enemy first. He throws some weak arrows among them, just to begin the contest; he keeps his polished shaft for the hottest of the fight. Your day is coming, or, if you be lifted away from the scene of conflict to the land of peace and triumph, we will both adore the Sovereign Father of our Lord Jesus, who loves some so well that He must have them to minister to Himself in praises rather than in conflicts.”  —Robert Murray M’Cheyne, letter to Andrew Bonar, January 19, 1838

Those words meant a great deal to me in a season of uncertainty and waiting. The polished shaft for the hottest of the fight — that image stayed with me through the long months of patient preparation for a ministry I could not yet see. God was doing something with the waiting that could not have been done in the working. The delay was not waste. It was sharpening.

When the call to Collace came in 1838, M’Cheyne wrote immediately with his characteristic blend of Scripture, affection, and directness:

“Now then, dear Andrew, we are ambassadors for Christ, as though God did beseech men by us. We, then, as fellow-workers with God must beseech men not to receive the grace of God in vain. May God count you faithful, putting you into the ministry, and may the arms of your hands be made strong by the hands of the mighty God of Jacob.”  —Robert Murray M’Cheyne, letter to Andrew Bonar, July 17, 1838

He also, in the same period, gave me some perfectly practical advice about my preaching that I have never entirely forgotten: “Dear Andrew, study to express yourself very clearly. I sometimes observe obscurity of expression. Form your sentences very regularly. It sometimes strikes me you begin a sentence before you know where you are to end it, or what is to come in at the end.” That is the kind of thing a friend can say, and only a friend. A man who takes such a correction in a spirit of humility and applies it will be a better preacher for it. I tried to be that man.

M’Cheyne also gave me one of the most searching rebukes I ever received in my preaching life. We had both been at St. Peter’s, Dundee, and I had preached on the text, “Thine eyes shall see the King in His beauty.” It was a sermon I felt good about — full of the glories of Christ, intended to lift the hearts of believers toward the vision of God. As we walked home together afterward, M’Cheyne said to me: “Brother, I enjoyed your sermon; to me it was sweet. You and I and many, I trust, in our congregations shall see the King in His beauty. But, my brother, you forgot there might be many listening to you tonight, who, unless they are changed by the grace of God, shall never see Him in His beauty.”

I have never recovered from that rebuke, and I thank God that I have not. From that evening I made it my fixed practice never to preach a sermon in which I did not commend Christ to the unsaved, and rarely, if ever, to close a message without urging on my hearers the immediate acceptance of the Saviour. The most glorious sermon about the beauty of Christ, if it does not lead the unconverted to the One of whose beauty it speaks, has left its most important work undone. A preacher who forgets there are unsaved people in his congregation is a shepherd who has forgotten the lost sheep.

(Luke 19:10 KJV)

“For the Son of man is come to seek and to save that which was lost.”
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M’CHEYNE AT COLLACE: THE NIGHTS THAT WOULD NOT END

M’Cheyne visited me at Collace more than once during the years of his ministry at Dundee, riding over on horseback through all weathers to help with services and to spend time in prayer and fellowship. Those visits left an impression on the people of Collace that lingered for decades afterward. My old servant used to tell, years after, of M’Cheyne’s last visit to Collace. He preached in the church, and the people were “standin’ out to the gate,” she said, with the windows pulled down so that those outside could hear. He preached on the text “Lest I myself should be a castaway.” The service lasted until eleven o’clock at night, because the folk could not give over listening and M’Cheyne could not give over speaking.

My servant remembered: “I mind the time when Mr. Bonar couldna get his tea ta’en for folk comin’ and speerin’ if conversion was true. Oh, to hear Mr. M’Cheyne at prayers in the mornin’! It was as if he could never gi’e ower, he had sae muckle to ask. Ye would hae thocht the very walls would speak again. He used to rise at six on the Sabbath mornin’, and go to bed at twelve at nicht, for he said he likit to have the whole day alone with God.”

That last detail — rising at six, retiring at midnight, the whole Sabbath spent in the presence of God — was characteristic. M’Cheyne’s relationship with God was not an occasional resource to be drawn on when needed. It was the atmosphere in which he lived, as constant and as necessary as the air he breathed. He could no more have functioned without that communion than a fire can burn without oxygen. And it showed in everything he said and did. When he came to a village, people felt that something had entered the room with him. They did not always know what to call it. It was holiness — not the defensive, anxious holiness of a man who is afraid of sinning, but the radiant, overflowing holiness of a man who is in love with the God of all holiness.

As he came to the door of the manse one wintry day, he said: “I have been riding all the way today through the pure white snow, and that verse has been in my mind all the time: ‘Wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow.’” That is M’Cheyne in a sentence. The whole created world was, to him, a continuous sermon about Christ. The snow preached justification. The sunrise preached resurrection. The deep places of the sea preached the unfathomable mercy of God. He could not look at anything without being reminded of the Saviour. And that instinct — the Christ-saturated perception of creation — is something I prayed for and pursued all my own life, though I never attained it as fully as he did.
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THE DEATH OF ROBERT MURRAY M’CHEYNE: MARCH 25, 1843

M’Cheyne died on the 25th of March, 1843. He was twenty-nine years old. I was thirty-three. He had been ill — had overtaxed himself terribly in the service of Christ, pouring out his physical strength in visitation during a typhus epidemic in Dundee, and his body, never robust, had given way. He was attended on his deathbed by those who loved him, and he passed with a quietness that those present described as beautiful. The last word he was heard to say was “Holy.”

I cannot speak of those days without emotion, even now, after half a century. When the news came I felt as though one of the pillars of my world had been removed. Not only a friend — though he was the dearest friend I had in ministry — but a standard-bearer, a man whose holiness had been a constant silent reproach and encouragement to my own spiritual life. With M’Cheyne alive and praying in Dundee, I felt that Scotland was in better hands than my own. With him gone, the weight of what remained felt heavier.

I wrote afterward that his early death, “though regarded as an irreparable loss to the Church of God, was destined, through the publication of his Memoir, to effect perhaps a greater work than his prolonged life could have accomplished.” That was not mere consolation — it was something I came to believe more deeply with every passing decade. The Memoir has gone around the world. It has reached places his feet never visited and touched souls who were born a century after his death. I have received letters from ministers in America, in India, in Africa, who say that the Memoir of M’Cheyne was what God used to set their hearts on fire for the Gospel. And every one of those letters humbles me with the same question that I wrote in my diary in America in 1881: “Why was I commissioned to write that book? How poor have been my returns of thankfulness.”

The 25th of March was always remembered by me as the day on which Robert M’Cheyne went home. Thirty years after his death, visiting St. Peter’s Church in Dundee, I wrote: “There is still some peculiar fragrance in the air round Robert M’Cheyne’s tomb!” That fragrance is real. Not a physical thing, of course — but a spiritual reality. The life that was so thoroughly consecrated to Christ leaves something behind, even in the places where it was lived, that others can sense. There are spots on this earth that are holy because of the prayers that have been prayed there, the tears that have been wept there, the surrenders that have been made there. The churchyard at Dundee is one of them.

(Hebrews 11:4 KJV)

“By faith Abel offered unto God a more excellent sacrifice than Cain, by which he obtained witness that he was righteous, God testifying of his gifts: and by it he being dead yet speaketh.”
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WRITING THE MEMOIR: A SACRED AND HUMBLING TASK

The task of writing the Memoir of Robert Murray M’Cheyne fell to me almost by default. I had been his closest friend among those who were now in a position to undertake it. I had his letters, his journals, his sermons, his diary. I had my own memories of him stretching back to the student prayer meetings of the 1830s. And I had a conviction — which I believe was from God — that his life should not be allowed to disappear from the record without an account that would do justice to what God had done in him.

I wrote it quickly, in the white heat of grief, in the months following his death. And I wrote it with prayer — prayer that has followed the Memoir’s course ever since, and to which, I am convinced, the extraordinary blessing that has attended it is largely owing. I have sometimes said to people who thanked me for the Memoir: “Do not thank me. Thank the God who made M’Cheyne what he was, and who was pleased to use this broken record of that life for purposes far beyond my expectation.”

I never felt adequate to the task. I felt it through the whole of the writing and I feel it still. The simplicity of style that readers have remarked upon was not a literary choice so much as an acknowledgment of inadequacy. I was describing a life that was, in its quality of fellowship with God, beyond my full understanding. All I could do was report what I had seen and heard and read, and trust the Holy Spirit to take those bare facts and make them live in the hearts of those who read them. That is all a biographer can do. The living is done by the subject, not the writer.

Of his preaching, I wrote in the Memoir that it was “in a manner the development of his soul’s experience — a giving out of the inward life.” That sentence has been quoted back to me more times than any other I have written. And I believe it is right. The preaching that has the most power is not the most eloquent or the most learned. It is the preaching that comes from deepest within a life that has itself been penetrated by the Gospel — from a man who is not performing truth but living it, and whose words carry the weight of that lived reality. M’Cheyne’s preaching was like that. Every sermon was the overflow of something real in his own soul.

The most widely known of my works, the Memoir has made my name known in places I have never visited and given me a standing in the Church of God that properly belongs to M’Cheyne, not to me. A lady reading it in her house in the Highlands of Scotland found life to her soul as she read. An unconverted curate in the Church of England had M’Cheyne’s sermons sent to him by his brother, began reading them to his congregation, and was amazed to find his people coming to him with questions about things they had never spoken of before. An American gentleman, brought to Christ while reading the Memoir, came to Dundee to spend his first Sabbath in Scotland worshipping in St. Peter’s, the church where M’Cheyne had preached. These stories are not my doing. They are the fruit of a man whose life was poured out for Christ, continuing to pour itself out long after its earthly container was emptied.
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WHAT THE SERMONS OWED TO M’CHEYNE’S REBUKE

I want to dwell a moment longer on that rebuke at St. Peter’s, because it was one of the most fruitful rebukes I ever received, and because the lesson it contains is one that every preacher needs to hear again and again. I had preached, as I said, on the text about seeing the King in His beauty. It was a sermon about the glory of Christ in eternity — a vision sermon, a comfort sermon, full of good doctrine and genuine delight. And M’Cheyne loved it, as one who loved both Christ and good preaching. But he also saw what was missing from it, and he told me plainly.

The thing that was missing was the sinner’s urgency. The sermon had been addressed, in its heart, to believers — to those who could say with confidence that they would one day see the King. But in any congregation in Scotland, in any congregation anywhere, there are those who cannot yet say that. They are still outside the gate. They are still hearing the Gospel with something of the carelessness of people who believe they have time. And a sermon that speaks only to the assured believer, however accurately and beautifully, leaves those people untouched and perhaps untouched forever, if they die before the next Sabbath comes round.

M’Cheyne felt the weight of that possibility in a way I had not fully felt it that evening. He was not content to preach beautifully to the saved while the unsaved sat in the same pews and went home unaddressed. The Saviour he loved was the Saviour who had said: the Son of Man is come to seek and to save that which was lost. And to preach Christ without that saving urgency was, to M’Cheyne, a kind of betrayal — not of the doctrine, but of the commission. After that night I resolved that every sermon would contain a word for the seeking soul, and that I would not leave a congregation without pressing the immediate claims of Christ upon the unconverted. That resolution shaped my preaching for more than fifty years. It came from a kindly rebuke spoken between two friends on a dark street in Dundee in 1842.
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THE BROTHERHOOD OF FRIENDS: AN EXTENDED FELLOWSHIP

M’Cheyne was the closest of my ministerial friendships, but he was not the only one. God gave me, through my student years and my years of ministry, a company of brothers in Christ whose fellowship sustained me and whose example shaped me. The names come back to me with warmth and tenderness: Alexander Somerville, John Milne, James Hamilton, William Burns, Patrick Miller. These were the men with whom I prayed and corresponded and laboured, and from whose company I drew strength for the long years of solitary country ministry.

I believed deeply in the communion of saints as a present reality, not merely a future hope. I used to say that in holiness we must go on together, not alone. A minister who tries to sustain his spiritual life entirely in isolation is like a coal removed from the fire — it loses heat quickly. The warmth of Christian fellowship, the sharpening of iron against iron, the shared prayer and shared burden and shared joy — these are not luxuries in the Christian life. They are necessities. God designed us to need one another. The hermit who thinks he can do without the company of believers has misunderstood the Body of Christ.

I wrote to friends constantly — short letters, mostly, but each one containing, as those who received them observed, something that made the letter worth keeping. I wrote to stir up prayer, to share a word from the morning’s reading, to enquire after the spiritual welfare of a brother whose congregation I had heard was struggling. I never found it easy to be away from the people I loved for long stretches of time. Writing was my substitute for presence, and I tried to make it as close to presence as ink on paper could be.

One of the most beautiful customs of those years was the monthly day of prayer that a group of ministers kept together, one day every month set apart from morning to evening for fasting and prayer. I wrote to James Manson in 1846 inviting him to join: “Surely we need much to pray and to sigh and cry for the land. How little fulness in our messages! How little of the love that is as a most vehement flame! How seldom we feel commissioned by God at the time! One spark of lightning is worth a thousand tame candle-flames — so, one sentence given us by the Holy Ghost is worth volumes of any other.”

The monthly days of prayer that a group of us kept were among the most quietly powerful things we did. There is something about a whole day given to prayer and fasting that accomplishes what no amount of ordinary prayer meeting can. The hours of the morning are full of confession and petition. The afternoon deepens into intercession — specific, name-by-name, congregation-by-congregation, nation-by-nation intercession. The evening, if God is gracious, brings a kind of stillness and certainty that feels like arrival. I do not know how to account for these days in any way except by the plain promises of Scripture about fasting and prayer. God honours them. He answers. Not always in the way we expect, and often not in the time we expected, but He answers. I have seen enough of those answers in my own life and ministry to say that without qualification.

I wrote to Alexander Somerville in 1842, when M’Cheyne was staying with me at Collace and Somerville had been ill: “Robert M’Cheyne is staying with me at present, and we joined heartily in prayer for you on Saturday evening especially.” Those are simple words. But behind them is the reality of two ministers, side by side in an evening prayer, carrying a sick brother before the throne of grace. That is what the communion of saints looks like in practice: not a vague spiritual feeling, but two particular people on their knees for a third, in a specific room, on a specific evening, calling on a God they knew personally to deal with a situation He already knew entirely.

As the years passed and the circle of friends thinned — M’Cheyne at twenty-nine, Hamilton at fifty-three, Burns and Milne and Miller following in their seasons — I found myself writing more often in a register of holy anticipation. “You notice William Burns must have got over the river, and in at the gate of the Celestial City a month at least before John Milne. Well, he and Milne and Patrick Miller, and Robert M’Cheyne, and James Hamilton, have been talking over the past.” That sentence was not mere sentiment. It expressed my genuine belief about what happens to the saints of God when they die: they are gathered, they remember, they are with Christ, and they await the day when those of us still on the road will join them.

(1 Thessalonians 4:17 KJV)

“Then we which are alive and remain shall be caught up together with them in the clouds, to meet the Lord in the air: and so shall we ever be with the Lord.”

I have been thinking that saints certainly remember those they left behind, and are certainly looking forward to the day of our gathering together in Him. But they do not miss us as we miss them. That asymmetry is a beautiful thing, when you sit with it long enough. The saints in glory are not diminished by our absence the way we are diminished by theirs. They have more of Christ, not less. They are complete in a way that we, still on the road, are not. The missing is ours to bear. And we bear it in hope, knowing that what is separated now will be joined again, and the reunion will be worth every day of the waiting.
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WHAT M’CHEYNE’S LIFE GAVE MINE: THE LASTING LESSONS

I have been asked what it was, specifically, that M’Cheyne’s friendship gave my ministry. Let me try to name it.

The first thing was a standard of holiness. Not a standard of perfection — M’Cheyne was not perfect, and he knew it more acutely than anyone. But a standard of seriousness about the inner life. He taught me, by the example of his life, that the minister’s own walk with God is not a private matter separable from his public ministry. It is the public ministry’s life-blood. Take that away and all the activity becomes, in Paul’s phrase, sounding brass and a tinkling cymbal — noise without music, motion without direction. I watched M’Cheyne’s public fruitfulness and saw that it was inseparable from his private consecration, and I determined that I would not try to separate them in my own life.

The second thing was a standard of urgency for souls. The rebuke he gave me after my sermon at St. Peter’s — “you forgot there might be many listening to you tonight who shall never see the King in His beauty” — was not a rhetorical flourish. It was the expression of a man who genuinely felt the weight of eternity pressing on every service, every sermon, every conversation. He could not speak about Christ without feeling the force of the fact that some of his hearers might die before the next Sabbath and stand before God with his words still echoing in their ears. That urgency became mine, and I have never been sorry for it.

The third thing was a model of friendship itself — of what it looks like when two people who love Christ love each other in Christ. We were honest with each other. We sharpened each other. We prayed for each other by name, across the miles between Collace and Dundee, with a regularity that I am sure produced effects neither of us knew about in this life. We will know about them in the next. I sometimes think the full accounting of what those prayer meetings produced — those student prayer meetings in the 1830s, those pastoral letters full of prayer and Scripture, those monthly days of fasting and intercession — will be one of the great surprises of the Day of Judgment. God keeps every prayer. None of them is lost.

My brother Horatius wrote a hymn in those early years that captured something of what we were all after. M’Cheyne loved it and quoted it often, and it has been in my heart ever since:

“Chosen not for good in me, Wakened up from wrath to flee, Hidden in the Saviour’s side, By the Spirit sanctified. Teach me, Lord, on earth to show, By my love, how much I owe.”  —Horatius Bonar

My brother Horatius knew M’Cheyne well. He knew all of us — the whole circle of that praying company. And what he wrote in that verse was what we all felt, though most of us could not have said it so well. We were chosen, not for good in us. We were wakened up from wrath. We were hidden in the Saviour’s side. We were sanctified by the Spirit’s work. These things were not the fruits of our earnestness — they were the grounds of it. The reason we prayed was that we had been prayed for by One whose intercession never ceases. The reason we loved souls was that a Saviour had loved ours when we were still his enemies.

Teach me, Lord, on earth to show, by my love, how much I owe. That is the whole of the Christian life in a couplet. The love is not the ground of the Christian’s standing. It is the evidence of his gratitude. We love, as John says, because He first loved us. M’Cheyne’s love for souls was the overflow of a heart that knew, with unusual depth and clarity, how much it owed. The students of Edinburgh in the 1830s who sang that hymn in the weekly prayer meeting had no idea what God was going to do with them and through them in the decades that followed. But He knew. And He was already preparing the polished shaft for the hottest of the fight.
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CHAPTER six

────────────────────────

The Word Made Alive: Scripture, Writing, and the Hope of Israel
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I have always been, at bottom, a man of one book. That is not a disparagement of other books — I have read widely, loved the Reformers and Covenanters deeply, treasured the writings of the Puritans, and found in the scholars of many generations companions for the long hours of study. But the one book that has governed all the others, the one book to which every other has been subordinate, is the Bible. The Bible has been the sun of my intellectual world. Everything else I have read has been read in its light.

A genial humour ran through my conversation, said one who knew me well, but it was always as a Christian scholar whose chief study was the Bible, and one of whose leading aims was to tell about its treasures to others. I liked that description when I first heard it, because it was precisely what I had always intended. Not merely to know the Bible myself, though that was a lifelong pursuit. Not merely to preach it, though that was the great work of my ministry. But to tell about its treasures to others — to open the box and show what was inside, and then to make people want to come and look for themselves.

The study was the place where this work began. I was at my desk early and late. Those who passed the manse window at night sometimes saw my figure standing at the high writing-desk — I preferred to stand when writing, as it kept the mind alert — with my eyes lifted toward heaven and the best of books before me. The study was not merely a room where sermons were prepared. It was the inner chamber of the ministry, the place where the preacher met the Word before the Word was brought to the people. Everything that came out of the pulpit had to come first from that room, and the quality of what came out of the pulpit was inseparable from the quality of what happened in there.
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THE COMMENTARY ON LEVITICUS: CHRIST IN THE TYPES

Of all my published works, the one that has given me the most lasting satisfaction is the Commentary on Leviticus, written during my years at Collace and published in 1846. It is not the most widely read of my books — that distinction belongs to the Memoir of M’Cheyne. But it is the one that cost me the most, and the one that, I believe, best expresses what I understood the whole ministry of the Word to be about.

Leviticus is not a book that most readers approach with enthusiasm. It is the third book of the Bible, and it is full of regulations — detailed, precise, seemingly endless regulations about sacrifices and offerings and washings and feasts. Many a reader who has resolved to read the Bible straight through has foundered in Leviticus. The pages that were bright and alive in Genesis and Exodus seem to darken and thicken here. The narrative, which moved with such urgency through the Exodus, comes to what feels like a full stop.

But I saw in Leviticus something entirely different from what the surface suggested. I saw Christ. Every sacrifice, every offering, every regulation about blood and fire and incense and the high priest’s garments — all of it was pointing forward to the one Sacrifice who would make all the others unnecessary, the one High Priest who would enter the Holiest not with the blood of bulls and goats but with His own blood, and obtain not a temporary covering for sin but an eternal redemption. To read Leviticus without seeing Christ is to see the frame without the portrait. To read it with Christ in view is to see that the whole book is a portrait of Him, drawn in the language of shadow and type, every line of it waiting for the original to appear and make the likeness plain.

I began the commentary with a conviction that every word of Leviticus was given by inspiration, that there was no regulation in it that was not deliberate, and that the deliberateness was God’s — every detail chosen to illuminate something about the nature of the atonement, the person of the Saviour, or the way of access to God. That conviction drove me deeper into the text than I might otherwise have gone, and what I found there delighted and humbled me. The Book of Leviticus is a love letter from God about His Son.

Mr. Spurgeon was kind enough to write to me about the commentary: “I often consult your Leviticus, and never in vain.” Those words from such a man were worth more to me than any review in any journal. Spurgeon had read more books than most men alive, and his judgment of a commentary was not formed by theory but by use. If he went back to the Leviticus commentary again and again, it was because he found something there that helped him preach Christ more fully. That is all I ever wanted any of my books to do.

(Colossians 2:17 KJV)

“Which are a shadow of things to come; but the body is of Christ.”

I should describe what the writing of the Leviticus commentary was actually like, because behind every published book there is a labour that the reader never sees and the writer seldom describes. I wrote it in the mornings, before visiting and before the endless correspondence of parish life laid claim to the hours. I wrote with the Hebrew text before me, and with the New Testament alongside it, moving back and forth between the type and the antitype, the shadow and the substance. Every morning I came to the desk asking the same question: What is God showing me about His Son in this text? And every morning — not always immediately, but always eventually — the answer came.

There were passages that took weeks to resolve — passages where the regulation seemed so specific and so remote from anything in the New Testament that I could not at first see what it pointed to. I found in those hours of puzzled searching that the answer, when it came, was always richer than I had expected. The details were not accidental. The particular animal prescribed, the particular day appointed, the particular ritual action required — each of these was a brushstroke in a portrait that only became fully visible when held up against the light of Christ. The more carefully I looked, the more I found. The book rewarded patience in proportion to the patience given.

I said in the introduction to that commentary that Leviticus was “a book for the closet rather than the lecture-room,” by which I meant that its riches are devotional rather than merely academic. It is not enough to understand what the regulations of Leviticus mean historically and theologically. One must feel them — must feel the weight of the sacrificial system, the repeated necessity of blood, the impossibility of approaching a holy God except through a prescribed means of atonement — in order to feel, with its proper force, the relief and the glory of the finished work of Christ. He who knows Leviticus well will never again be able to read the Epistle to the Hebrews as anything other than one of the most thrilling documents ever written.
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CHRIST AND HIS CHURCH IN THE BOOK OF PSALMS

The other major commentary I wrote was Christ and His Church in the Book of Psalms, which appeared in 1859. The Psalms had been the companion of my inner life since childhood. They had sustained my mother through her long widowhood. They had been Isabella’s unfailing resort through the trials of her mother’s dying. They had been my own food in every season of the ministry — in the reviving seasons at Collace, in the long slow years before the wave of blessing broke, in the grief of 1864, in the early years of Glasgow when the church was nearly empty and the district seemed impenetrable.

My aim in that commentary was the same as in the Leviticus — to show that the whole of the Psalter is about Christ. Not merely the Messianic Psalms in the narrow sense — the Psalms that are explicitly quoted in the New Testament as referring to Him. But every Psalm, read in the light of its ultimate author, the Spirit of Christ who spoke through David and the other Psalmists, is a window into the inner life of the Saviour, a voice from the suffering or the triumph or the intercession of the One who is both the subject and the singer of the whole Psalter.

This reading of the Psalms was not my invention. It was the reading of the Church in every age before the rationalistic critics got to work and began treating the Psalms as merely human compositions about human experiences. I was simply recovering what the Church had always known — that David’s cry in Psalm twenty-two, “My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?” was not only a cry of the historic David but the cry of the One whom David prefigured, and that the fulfilment of those words in the darkness of Calvary throws a light back onto the Psalm that no merely human reading can account for.

Spurgeon wrote to me also about the Psalms commentary: “Your valuable volume on the Psalms has long been in my library, and had a high place in my esteem. I have been, for some years, compiling extracts from all authors illustrating the Psalms, which extracts will be issued with my own commentary; and I am under great obligation to you for choice pieces which I have taken the liberty to cull.” To have contributed to Spurgeon’s treasury of Psalm exposition was a privilege I had not anticipated. The great preacher of the Metropolitan Tabernacle and the quiet minister of Finnieston were drawing water from the same well.
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LETTERS AS MINISTRY: THE GIFT OF SHORT WORDS

I must say something about letter-writing, which was for me not merely a social obligation but a form of ministry as real as preaching. I was a prolific correspondent all my life — not because I enjoyed the mechanical labour of putting pen to paper, but because I believed that a letter, carefully written, could carry the truth of God into places and circumstances that a sermon could not reach.

My letters were generally short. I had neither the time nor, I confess, the temperament for long epistolary performances. But I tried to ensure that in every letter, even those written about the most ordinary subjects, there was a word or a thought that would be worth keeping. Friends told me that they kept my letters, some of them for decades. I found that both humbling and instructive. It suggested that even the briefest communication, if it contains something of Christ, has a life beyond its moment.

Here is the kind of thing I wrote to friends who were going through ordinary days and ordinary trials. To one: “Pray for blessing, for it is like the dew which Gideon prayed for. It falls where it is sought.” To another: “Dwell in the Tabernacle under the Shadow of the Almighty, and not a drop of wrath shall fall on a hair of your head. Walk, too, in the light of the cloud of glory over the mercy-seat. It is New Jerusalem glory.” To a third: “Behold the fowls of the air! How merrily they sing, not troubled about next day’s food or clothing. Be as they. Sing to your God and Father merrily today, and let the morrow take thought for itself.”

I also wrote to friends about their Bible reading in a tone that I hoped would make them feel that reading the Scripture was treasure-hunting rather than duty-fulfilling. “What was the last nugget of gold of Ophir you found in reading the Word?” I wrote to one friend. “What of the gold-diggings? Any recent discovery in the knowledge of Him who counsels us to buy ‘gold tried in the fire’?” Those who think the Bible is a dry obligation have not looked at it in the right light. The right light is Christ, and in that light, every book of the Bible glitters.

I had a conviction, too, that the letter written in the right spirit could reach a man at a moment when no other voice could. A visiting preacher comes and goes. A Sunday sermon is heard in a congregation with other people around. But a letter arrives alone, is opened alone, is read alone. It finds the reader in his private self — in the self he is when no one is watching, in the quiet of the study or the bedroom or the early morning before the household stirs. At that moment, a letter that contains a word from God can do work that public preaching cannot. I believed this, and I wrote accordingly.

The gift of letter-writing is given to very few people in its fullest form. I do not claim to have had it in the way that Samuel Rutherford had it — his letters are among the most remarkable productions in the English language, burning with a love for Christ that scorches the page. But I tried to write as a man who had been with Jesus, and to make every letter a small act of witness. The world is full of people who have no one to write to them in this way — who receive letters that deal only with business and weather and social arrangements, and never with the things that matter most. I believed that one of the ministry’s most neglected instruments was the pen.

❆  Andrew A. Bonar: The Soul Winner of Scotland  ❆ 

THE MISSION TO THE HOLY LAND: 1839 AND ITS LIFELONG FRUIT

In the year 1839, barely a year after my settlement at Collace, I was appointed one of four ministers who formed a deputation from the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland to the Land of Israel. The purpose was to investigate the condition of the Jewish people in Palestine and the surrounding regions, and to consider opportunities for missionary work among them. It was an extraordinary commission for a young minister barely settled in his first parish, and I received it with a mixture of excitement and humility.

The journey took us through Europe, across the Mediterranean, and into the land that the Bible had made more familiar to my imagination than any country I had physically visited. To stand in Jerusalem, to walk the road to Bethlehem, to look across the Valley of Jehoshaphat, to sail on the Lake of Galilee — these were experiences that shook me to my foundations. Not because I had been in any doubt about the reality of the Bible, but because reality has a different weight from imagination, and what I had always known in my mind I now knew in my body.

I brought back from that journey physical objects that served me as sermon illustrations for decades afterward. A stone from Mount Sinai. An olive-leaf from Gethsemane. A shell from the shores of the Lake of Galilee. A piece of desert shittim-wood — the same wood from which the Ark of the Covenant had been made. These things were texts. When I held up the barley ears I had plucked on Mount Zion at a meeting in Kelso, I said: “If God keeps His threatenings so faithfully — and He has, for you can see the ruins of Jerusalem in these very ears — will He not keep His promises?” An old woman in the audience who had been in deep spiritual doubt, struggling with whether the promises of God were to be trusted, was struck through by that question. Her doubts fled. The physical evidence of God’s faithfulness to His word of judgment opened in her the confidence that His word of promise would also stand.

Our published account of that journey, the Narrative of a Mission of Inquiry to the Jews, was used of God in ways I had not anticipated. Not long after its publication, a lady in England wrote to tell me that it had been the means of the conversion of an infidel. The journey to the Holy Land, the sight of a ruined city and a scattered people, had reached a man who had turned his back on the God of the Bible and brought him to his knees. God uses strange instruments. An ear of barley plucked on Mount Zion in 1839, printed in a book, read in England in 1846, and a soul is saved.

(Romans 11:29 KJV)

“For the gifts and calling of God are without repentance.”

The Narrative of a Mission of Inquiry, which M’Cheyne and I worked on together — he writing certain portions and I writing others, exchanging one another’s parishes for a few weeks so that we could have fewer interruptions for the writing — was published in 1842 and was the first sustained record I gave to the public of anything I had observed and believed. The writing of it was itself a discipline in seeing. To write about what one has witnessed is to see it again, more slowly, and to find in the remembered scenes things that had not struck one at the time. As I wrote about the condition of the Jewish people in Palestine and throughout Europe — scattered, often persecuted, preserved by a providence that no historian of mere nations could account for — I found my conviction about their future deepening. A people so clearly preserved must be preserved for a purpose.
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THE LOVE OF ISRAEL: A FLAME THAT NEVER DIED

The mission of 1839 gave a colour to all my future ministry. It kindled in me a love for the Jewish people and a conviction about their future that never diminished through the half-century that followed. I believed then, and I believe now with more settled certainty, that the promises of God to Israel are not merely spiritual metaphors to be appropriated by the Church. They are literal promises to a literal people, and they will be literally fulfilled.

I watched with intense interest anything connected with the Jewish people throughout my life. News of a Jewish person brought to faith in Christ was always among the most gladdening tidings I could receive. “Nothing was more gladdening to his heart than the news of one and another of the sons of Israel being brought into the fold of Christ,” wrote one who knew me well. That is exactly right. Every Jewish believer was to me a first-fruit of the great harvest that the prophets had promised — a down-payment on the restoration of Israel that I believed was written into the unbreakable purposes of God.

I loved to remind my congregations that the Hebrew words over the door of the church — He that winneth souls is wise — had been put there partly in the hope that some Jews passing by might see them and come in. The thought delighted me: that the same language in which God had given His promises to Abraham and Moses and David might be the thread by which a wandering son of Abraham might be drawn into a house where those promises were preached as finding their fulfilment in the Messiah Jesus.

I was never ashamed to be called a friend of the Jewish people at a time when such friendship was not fashionable in polite society. The antisemitism of Europe was a thing I found repugnant not only as a matter of human decency but as a matter of theology. To despise the Jewish people is to despise the stock from which the Saviour came, the nation through which the Scripture was given, and the people to whom the promises of restoration were made. It is also, I believed, to place oneself in opposition to the purposes of God, which must eventually come to pass whatever men do or do not do.

Once, an amusing incident occurred when Mr. Rabbinovitch — a notable Jewish believer — rose from his chair to offer it to me as I came into a friend’s house. I tried to prevent him from rising and said: “No, no, to the Jew first!” He replied, quoting Leviticus: “But thou shalt rise up before the face of the old man!” We both laughed. But behind the laughter was a genuine conviction on my part that the apostolic principle — to the Jew first, and also to the Greek — was not merely historical. It was a standing order.
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THE COMING OF THE LORD: THE HORIZON OF ALL HOPE

The whole Bible was to me bright with the promise of the Lord’s return. This expectation gave joy and hopefulness to my whole life. Sorrow and bereavement made me think of the glorious time when death shall have become resurrection. Pain and suffering reminded me of the new heavens and the new earth yet to come. I was not a man who could speak for long about the Christian life without arriving at this horizon: the visible, bodily, personal return of the Lord Jesus Christ to reign.

I once knew a half-witted man in Jedburgh who had found Christ and had learned to rejoice in the thought of His return to earth. He went to Edinburgh on a visit and came home much dissatisfied with the ministers he had heard. When asked why, he said: “Oh, they a’ flee wi’ ae wing!” They preached Christ’s First Coming, but not His Second. That image — a bird with one wing, lurching and flapping but never truly flying — described very well what I observed in much of the preaching of my day. The Gospel is not complete without the return of its Hero. A story that ends at Calvary, or even at the empty tomb, has not reached its final chapter. The final chapter is the King returning in glory, death swallowed up in victory, creation restored, and the Lamb on the throne.

I said to my people often: “Many Christians make a great mistake. They think that because Christ said it was expedient that He should go away, therefore it is expedient that He should stay away! He went away to present His finished work to the Father, but He must come back again.” The same Jesus who ascended from the Mount of Olives will return as He went. The disciples who were told to stop gazing into heaven were not told to stop expecting His return. They were told to go and do the work of the Kingdom while waiting for it.

I also said: “I find the thought of Christ’s Coming very helpful in keeping me awake. Those who are waiting for His appearing will get a special blessing. Perhaps they will get nearer His Person. I sometimes hope it will be so, and that He will beckon me nearer to Him if I am waiting for Him — just as at a meeting, you often see one beckoned to come up to the platform nearer the speakers.” That image of being beckoned nearer — the Lord calling forward those who had been watching and waiting for Him — was one of the ways I tried to make the doctrine of the Return something not merely to assent to but to long for.

(Titus 2:13 KJV)

“Looking for that blessed hope, and the glorious appearing of the great God and our Saviour Jesus Christ.”

At a farewell meeting in Philadelphia in 1881, the chairman closed his address by saying that the Lord the Righteous Judge would give to His dear servant a crown of righteousness at the great day. He sat down, and I rose to reply. I said only this: “And not to me only, but to all them also that love His appearing.” That is the promise of 2 Timothy 4:8. Not a private reward for exceptional service. A crown freely given to all who love His appearing — who wake each morning with the genuine hope that this might be the day when the clouds part and the King comes home.

As my ministry drew near its close, I often said to my people: “I may not live to see Him return, but I expect some of you listening to me will.” Whether that has proved true, I do not know. But the attitude it expressed — the living expectancy, the sense that the event is real and near and personally relevant — is the right attitude for every Christian in every generation. He is coming. The question is not whether. It is only when, and whether we shall be ready.

The Prophetic Lectures I delivered once a month on Sabbath evenings from 1879 to 1883 were among the most joyful work of my later ministry. My voice, which was often feeble in those years, seemed to regain its power when it proclaimed through the crowded church the Coming of the King of Glory. Something about that subject drew out from me a strength that ordinary preaching did not always produce. It was as if the subject itself were alive, pressing toward the day of its own fulfilment, and lending its energy to the man who declared it.
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FLYING WITH BOTH WINGS: THE WHOLE COUNSEL OF GOD

I want to close this chapter by returning to the half-witted man from Jedburgh and his image of the one-winged bird. He was right. A Gospel that leaves out the return of Christ is incomplete. But so is a Gospel that leaves out the Cross, or one that preaches the Cross without the resurrection, or one that speaks of heaven without speaking of the new earth, or one that addresses believers without addressing sinners. The whole counsel of God requires both wings, and more — it requires the whole bird, every feather of it, shaped and deployed for flight.

I was always suspicious of theological systems that required me to leave out parts of the Bible to make them work. The Bible is not a quarry from which we extract the stones we like and leave the rest. It is a whole. Its parts illuminate each other. The law illuminates the Gospel. The Old Testament illuminates the New. Prophecy illuminates the present. The present illuminates prophecy. A man who knows only the Psalms of comfort has not yet learned the Psalms of lament, and until he has, he does not fully know what the comfort is comforting. A man who knows only the promises has not yet felt the weight of the threatening, and until he has, the promises will seem too easy and too cheap.

I want to say one more thing about the Second Coming as a pastoral doctrine, not merely a prophetic one. I found, over the years, that the expectation of Christ’s return did as much pastoral work as any other doctrine I preached. It comforted the bereaved — not with a vague hope of reunion somewhere beyond death, but with the specific, bodily, personal promise that “the dead in Christ shall rise first.” It motivated the worker — not with the anxiety of one who fears the returning master will find the work undone, but with the joy of one who wants to be found at his post, doing what he was sent to do, when the Lord arrives. It humbled the proud — for how shall any man boast of his achievements in the presence of the King?

I wrote to a friend late in my ministry: “Christ’s Coming is nearer and nearer. When He cometh — we may say in another sense than the woman of Samaria, and yet like her — He will tell us all things.” That last phrase moved me greatly. The woman of Samaria said of the Messiah: “When he is come, he will tell us all things.” She meant that He would resolve the religious disputes that had separated Jews and Samaritans for generations. But there is a larger sense in which that is true of His return: all the unanswered questions of providence, all the mysteries of suffering, all the apparent waste of short lives and frustrated purposes — He will tell us all things. Not perhaps in a moment of explanation, but in the simple fact of His presence, which will make the questions themselves dissolve.

My aim in the commentary on Leviticus, in the commentary on the Psalms, in my prophetic lectures, in my letters, in fifty-six years of preaching — the same aim ran through all of it. I wanted the Bible to be, for every person who heard or read anything I produced, not a closed book or a duty-bound book or a merely historical book, but a living word from a living God, addressed to them personally, full of Christ, full of promise, full of the reality of the One who said: Behold, I make all things new.

❆ ❆ ❆  Andrew A. Bonar: The Soul Winner of Scotland  ❆ ❆ ❆ 




[image: ]

CHAPTER seven

────────────────────────

The Fullness of Years: Later Ministry, Family, and the Daily Rhythm
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There is a particular quality to the later years of a long ministry that the earlier years cannot produce. Not wisdom alone — wisdom can be possessed in some measure by the young. Not faithfulness — the young minister who has resolved to be faithful may be more consciously so than the older man for whom faithfulness has simply become the grain of the wood. What the later years produce, when a man has kept faith with his calling and his God, is something closer to depth. A depth of character, a depth of prayer, a depth of settled certainty about the things that matter, that comes only from having lived through everything the earlier years contained — the revivals and the dry seasons, the joys and the griefs, the answered prayers and the prayers that seemed to fall into silence.

By the time I reached my sixties and seventies the ministry at Finnieston had acquired a texture and a weight that the early Glasgow years could not have had. The congregation had been through much together. We had seen great seasons of blessing. We had buried our dead. We had sent our young men out across the world — to India, to America, to the mission fields, to country parishes and city ones. We had grown old together in the knowledge of Christ, and that growing old together is one of the chief gifts that a long pastoral relationship can bestow.

I wrote at the beginning of my ministry: “This is a time that seems to require prayer more than preaching even, at least so I often feel. And persevering prayerfulness day by day — wrestling and pleading — is harder for the flesh than preaching.” That was true when I wrote it, and it remained true to the end. But as the years passed, the main business of every day became more explicitly and deliberately prayer. It was not that preaching and visiting and teaching mattered less. It was that the foundation on which all of those rested had become, in my experience, unmistakably clearer. Without the prayer, nothing else had the weight it needed. With the prayer, everything else found its proper level.
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THE DAILY RHYTHM: ORDER IN THE SERVICE OF GOD

Those who knew my life at India Street in Glasgow during the later years of my ministry describe it with a consistency that tells me the habits I tried to maintain were actually maintained. Every morning, after breakfast, visitors to the study would find me standing at my writing-desk — I always preferred to stand, as the posture kept the mind alert — working through the morning’s correspondence. Letters from all parts of the world arrived, and I answered them all. Letters asking for prayer, for counsel, for direction. Letters from ministers in difficulty, from young men wrestling with a call, from old women on their deathbeds wanting a word of assurance. Each one was given the word it needed, usually brief, always freighted.

By the later years, when overwhelmed by work and visits and interruptions of every kind, I made it a rule to devote two full hours every day, before going out, to prayer and meditation on the Word of God. Those two hours were the hinge on which the whole day turned. If they were well spent, the visiting that followed in the afternoon was different in quality from what it would otherwise have been. A card hung on one side of my mantelpiece on which were printed the Latin words: Dimidium studii qui rite precatur habet — “He who has truly prayed has completed the half of his study.” I had lived long enough to know it was true.

The afternoon was given to visiting, regularly from one o’clock until nearly five. Every evening was filled with a meeting of some kind — a Bible class, a prayer meeting, a workers’ gathering, a committee of the congregation or the Presbytery or the Assembly. Friday and Saturday were kept as days of preparation for the Sabbath, and no visitor was admitted to the study on Saturday unless his errand was of great importance. One who came on a Friday afternoon to consult me about some piece of work found me in the study apparently absorbed — he said afterward that I appeared like one lost to himself in communion with God. He left without disturbing me, feeling overawed. Like John Bunyan’s pilgrim, he had seen a man with his eyes lifted up to heaven, the best of books in his hand, the law of truth written upon his lips, and the world behind his back.

I spoke often of the necessity of first receiving a blessing oneself from the subject to be spoken of, before giving it out to others. “Use for yourself first what the Lord teaches you,” I used to say, “and if He spare you, use it for others.” And again: “When you have got a blessing, take time to let it sink into your own heart before you tell it out.” This is a discipline that goes against the temptation of the active ministry, which is always to spend the blessing before it has finished doing its work in the one who received it. The preacher who pours out to his congregation more than he has taken in will find, in time, that he is pouring from an empty vessel.

(Psalm 23:5 KJV)

“Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies: thou anointest my head with oil; my cup runneth over.”
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MODERATOR OF THE FREE CHURCH ASSEMBLY: 1878

In 1878 I was, with some reluctance, elected to the Moderatorship of the General Assembly of the Free Church of Scotland. The Assembly that year was held in Glasgow. In nominating me to the office, the retiring Moderator, Dr. Goold, made a happy allusion to the similarity of the circumstances to those of the first General Assembly of the Kirk, which had met in Glasgow in 1638, at which Alexander Henderson was unanimously nominated as Moderator by the votes of his brethren — none being contrary except his own. I found that comparison both encouraging and humbling. Henderson was one of the great men of Scottish Church history. I was a Finnieston minister who had spent his life in small things.

The Moderatorship was not a position I had sought or desired. I was not by nature a churchman in the administrative or political sense. I loved the work of the congregation, the work of the study and the pulpit and the pastoral round. The larger machinery of church government interested me less, though I served it faithfully when I was called to do so. But the Assembly of 1878 was an opportunity to say from the highest platform of the Free Church something that I hoped might penetrate further than a Finnieston Sunday evening.

My closing address as Moderator included, as such addresses always should, a reference to the coming of the Lord. I had spoken to the students who were present — the young men just entering the ministry — about the tendency of each generation to question the conclusions of the one before. I drew a comparison with the sons of the prophets in Elisha’s day, who would not believe the old prophet when he told them Elijah had been taken up, and insisted on sending fifty men to search the hills. When they came back empty-handed, the old prophet said quietly: “Did I not say unto you, Go not?” I told the Assembly I hoped the young men of that generation would find, in time, that the old prophet was right again.

The degree of Doctor of Divinity was conferred on me by the University of Edinburgh in 1874. I received it with gratitude, though not without the characteristic unease that any public recognition produced in me. I was always more comfortable being unknown than honoured. The best work of a ministry, as I had often said, is the part that only God sees. Degrees and platforms and celebrations are the world’s way of taking notice. God’s way of taking notice is different, quieter, and infinitely more satisfying.

I should mention one of my favourite activities in those years: the writing of letters in the voices of the sainted dead. This was a private amusement that sometimes became a public one when I shared the results with friends. When my brother Horatius celebrated his jubilee at Greenock in 1885, I could not be present in body, and so I sent a letter. But the letter was not from me. It was written, I claimed, from “Paradise, the Third Heavens,” in the voice of Samuel Rutherford:

“Dear and Honoured Brother, I cannot be present in body at your jubilee next week, being detained a willing prisoner in the King’s Palace here; but I send my loving salutations, and hope you are in good case, albeit ye be sometimes wechted with your fourscore and two years. I know ye handle the pen of a ready writer, but, for all that, it may be weel for you to look into ye buik I send you, to wit, some old sermons of mine, which ye may preach when ye run dry. Hoping to meet you in Immanuel’s Land when the great jubilee trumpet shall be blown — Misspend not your short sandglass, which runneth very fast. Your very loving brother, Samuel Rutherford.”

That last line — Misspend not your short sandglass, which runneth very fast — was authentically Rutherford’s. I had read him often enough to hear his voice in my sleep. The whole letter was, in its way, a love-letter to my brother and to the tradition of Scottish piety that had shaped us both — shot through with the Covenanting spirit, the tenderness, the urgency, the unself-conscious joy of men who lived with eternity very close to the surface of their daily thoughts.
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NORTHFIELD, 1881: AMERICA AND THE HEAT OF AUGUST

In 1881, when I was seventy-one years old, I accepted an urgent invitation from Mr. Moody to visit America and be present at the Northfield Conference in Massachusetts, held in the month of August. The sea voyage was not easy for a man of my years, and the heat of an American August was something I had not expected and could not have fully prepared for. But I went, accompanied by my eldest daughter Isabella, and the two months spent on the other side of the Atlantic proved to be among the most enriching of my later life.

I astonished my American friends, I was told, by my vigour. Sometimes walking two or three miles a day in the excessive heat, besides giving addresses and spending hours in conversation with the students and younger ministers who gathered at Northfield to be taught and encouraged. They listened, Moody told me, eagerly for the weighty words that fell from my lips. I was not sure the words were so weighty as he said. But I know that at Northfield I was among people who were hungry for the things of God, and when a man is hungry, even plain bread tastes remarkable.

I wrote to my youngest daughter Mary from Northfield with a father’s characteristic mixture of theological observation and domestic commentary: “What a country this is! They give us curry and beefsteaks to breakfast, and potatoes and squash and doughnuts! At dinner we often get succotash, a mixture of Indian corn and beans. A large bird — more than twice the size of our red robin — comes morning by morning to the field before my window to get worms, and it is the American robin-redbreast. We have pine-trees instead of fir-trees.”

But she would not have been surprised to read, a few sentences later, what I did not quite like about America. The roads were not kept in good repair. The people did not bring their Bibles to church. They did not sing the Psalms. And the Sabbath-school children did not learn a catechism lesson. “They are far behind us in all these things,” I wrote, “so that I like our own land after all, and shall be glad to return.” A man can be enriched by what he finds abroad and still come home grateful for what he left behind.

The visit to Northampton, to the elm-trees under which Jonathan Edwards and his wife had sat, and to the grove of pines where Edwards had prayed — I have described this in an earlier chapter. But I must add here what I wrote in my diary the day after that visit, because it captures the spirit of the whole American journey. I wrote: “Much stirred up by yesterday’s visit to Northampton, and the train of thought and prayer it led to. Lord, give me fully what is meant by ‘that Christ may dwell in your heart,’ and by ‘Christ liveth in me.’” That prayer — not for new doctrine, not for more knowledge, but for Christ to dwell more fully in the heart — was the prayer of my later years in the form that all the learning and all the experience had distilled it into.

I returned from America with my heart glowing, Moody’s daughter Emma wrote, and leaving behind a fragrant memory. If that is true, the fragrance was not mine. It was the fragrance of the things I had been talking about for fifty years — the mercy of God, the blood of Christ, the indwelling of the Spirit, the hope of the Coming King. Those things carry their own fragrance. The vessel that holds them is of no account.
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THE SEMI-JUBILEE AND THE JUBILEE: FIFTY YEARS OF MINISTRY

In 1881 the congregation of Finnieston celebrated my semi-jubilee as their pastor — twenty-five years since my induction on that dreary December day in 1856. In 1888 a remarkable gathering was held to celebrate fifty years of my work as a minister of Christ, counting from my ordination at Collace in 1838. Representatives of the Church of God from all parts of Scotland, from England, from America, came to give their testimony to the influence of those years.

When an old friend from Collace remarked to me after the 1888 meeting that it had been a grand gathering, I replied: “Yes, but I think there was too much praise of man, and too little to God. I never thought I did more than draw the water and let the flock drink.” That was the image I had carried for the whole of my ministry: the minister is not the spring. He is the channel through which the water flows from the spring to those who are thirsty. The glory belongs to the One who provides the water. The channel contributes only the privilege of being used.

The story with which I closed my address that evening was one I had told many times before, and which I found as searching at eighty as I had found it at thirty. A Grecian painter had executed a remarkable painting of a boy carrying on his head a basket of grapes. So exquisitely were the grapes painted that when the picture was displayed in the Forum, birds came and pecked at them, thinking they were real. The painter’s friends congratulated him, but he was not satisfied. When they asked why, he replied: “I should have done a great deal more. I should have painted the boy so true to life that the birds would not have dared to come near.”

The application was plain. In my preaching and writing about Christ, I had sometimes succeeded in making the Gospel attractive — the birds came to peck the grapes. But how often had I painted the Boy — the living Christ Himself, in the full weight and authority of His person — so truly that those who saw the painting were overwhelmed by His presence? That was the standard I had always fallen short of. Not a beautiful depiction of grace, but such a living presentation of the Person of the Saviour that those who heard it felt they were in His actual company. That is what I still wanted, in the fiftieth year of my ministry, as much as I had wanted it in the first.

What moved me most at the Jubilee gathering in 1888 was not the speeches, though they were generous, but the faces. The faces of people who had been converted during the Finnieston ministry, now grown older. The face of a man who had come to me as a young inquirer thirty years before with his soul in darkness, and who now sat among the elders with a settled peace that the years had only deepened. The face of a woman who had carried her doubts to my study and left with the words “But Thou remainest” taking root in her heart. These were the real account of fifty years. Not the books published, not the sermons preached, not the organisations built or the congregations counted. The faces of the living souls in whom something of Christ had taken hold and refused to let go.

The people of Collace sent their own testimony to that jubilee gathering. They said: “When you came among us in 1838, Collace, as regards spiritual life, was comparatively a desert. When you left, it was like a watered garden — a field that the Lord had blessed. The effects of your faithful testimony remain to this day, both in living souls and in the social and religious habits of the people.” Those words meant more to me than any university degree or any ecclesiastical honour. They were the testimony of the people God had entrusted to me, saying that the seed had not all fallen on stony ground.

(Isaiah 58:11 KJV)

“And the LORD shall guide thee continually, and satisfy thy soul in drought, and make fat thy bones: and thou shalt be like a watered garden, and like a spring of water, whose waters fail not.”
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THE STUDY AT INDIA STREET: A ROOM AND WHAT IT CONTAINED

Those who visited me at home in my later years always spoke of the study at India Street with a particular warmth. It was a room in perfect order — not a book or paper ever out of its place. Untidiness, I used to say, is unchristian. Not because neatness is a virtue in itself, but because disorder in the outward arrangements of a life tends to reflect and to produce disorder in the inward ones, and the inward ones are what matter.

My Bible always lay on the table, where I could reach it instantly. My Hebrew Bible and little Greek Testament were on a small table by the fireplace. Until my eyesight began to fail slightly, I used a very old Bible of my father’s which I valued much. On its blank pages are written shorthand notes of my conversations with my old minister, Dr. Jones, when I joined the church in 1830, and other jottings from sermons that had impressed me. On another page I had written these lines in shorthand:

“Behold the book whose leaves display Jesus the Life, the Truth, the Way; Read it with diligence and care, Search it, for thou shalt find Him there.”

The text But Thou remainest hung on the wall, framed, where I could see it from my desk. A piece of Samuel Rutherford’s pulpit lay on the mantelpiece. A panel of Lady Kenmure’s pew from the church at Anwoth — where Rutherford had preached his heart out in the 1630s before exile silenced him — was another prized possession. My reverence for everything connected with the saints of former times was well known to those around me and was sometimes the occasion of good-humoured teasing. I did not mind. The communion of saints is not merely a doctrine about the future. It is a present reality for those who inhabit it, and those physical relics were not objects of veneration so much as touchstones — things to lay a hand on and remember that you stand in a long line of those who have believed the same Gospel and served the same Christ.

I was also, in the study, a man who knew how to laugh. My humour was well known among those who knew me, though it surprised those who met me only in formal settings. I wrote letters in the voices of historical figures — as William Grimshaw writing to my brother John from Haworth, or as Samuel Rutherford writing to Horatius from Paradise, “being detained a willing prisoner in the King’s Palace here.” I composed comic verse. I sent my son a playful critique of his book on economic theory. I told the woman who said “I’m a quarter of a century old today” that she had reached half her jubilee.

The humour was not a separate compartment of the personality, sealed off from the serious business of ministry. It was part of the same life. A man who does not laugh does not fully inhabit the world God made. Laughter is one of the ways we acknowledge that the world is not as grim as sin has made it appear, that there is lightness and joy woven into the fabric of creation by a God whose purposes are ultimately comic in the deepest sense — not farcical, but ending in the triumph of life over death, of joy over grief, of the redeemed creation over the fallen one.
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THE CHILDREN AND THE FAMILY: A KINGDOM HOUSEHOLD

After Isabella’s death in 1864, the household at India Street continued under my care, with the five children growing up around me. I was not a domestic man in the way that a mother is domestic. The rhythms of the house were managed by others more capably than I could have managed them. But I tried to be present to my children in the ways that I could be — in the morning prayers, in the letters I wrote when I was away, in the birthday acknowledgments and the small verses and the wordplay that they remembered long afterward.

My letters to the children were brimming, those who read them said, with fun intermingled with the most serious and loving words. As birthdays came round I always made reference to them at family worship: “Bless the one of our number whose birthday this is. May this be a day for heavenly favours and heavenly gifts.” When one of my daughters said one morning with a sigh that she was a quarter of a century old today, I said immediately: “You have reached half your jubilee!” The laugh that followed was, I think, as much a gift to her as any sermon.

I believed in the conversion of children with a steadfastness that some of my colleagues found almost extreme. I used to say: “We ask Thee, Lord, to raise up a generation of believing children. We do not ask Thee for a generation of believers, but of believing children. Is anything too hard for the Lord? Faith is a gift, and a gift that a child can take.” I also said: “A young hand may be placed on the head of the scapegoat as well as an old hand.” The access to Christ, the laying of personal sin on the personal Saviour, is not an adult privilege. It is for the youngest and the simplest who will come.

After my death, a little child in the neighbourhood was heard praying: “O God, bless Mr. M’Intyre, and send back Dr. Bonar, for we’re wearying to see him!” I have been told that story more than once. I do not know what to make of it theologically. But I know that if the children wearied to see me, it was because I had always been glad to see them. The children in Collace used to gather round me as I rode about on my pony. They lingered in the church after services in hope of having my hand laid on their head and hearing me call them by name. One of them called me “the minister with the laughing face.” That description, I confess, pleased me greatly.

(Mark 10:14 KJV)

“Suffer the little children to come unto me, and forbid them not: for of such is the kingdom of God.”
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THE GIFT OF VISITING: WHAT THE CONGREGATION TAUGHT THE MINISTER

I once wrote to a friend: “I think I have got more good from visiting my people than from any book of practical theology I ever read.” I meant it then and I mean it still. The great textbooks of pastoral theology are useful in their place. But no textbook can teach what is learned by sitting beside a woman at a washing-tub, or standing at the bedside of a dying man, or talking with a young woman who has been taught more of the Law than of the Gospel and cannot find her way to peace.

The congregation taught me, across forty years in Glasgow, things about the human soul in its dealings with God that I could not have learned any other way. I learned that the most apparently careless people often have a secret anxiety about eternity that they conceal beneath a manner of indifference. I learned that the most apparently assured believers sometimes have a private desolation that they have never found the courage to name. I learned that the simplest words — “your Elder Brother is with you” — can do more in a moment than an hour of careful theological exposition.

I wrote to Dr. Somerville from Collace as early as 1850: “There is a blessing resting on visiting. What else is fitted to make us know the state of our flocks? I see the sad wounds of my flock — I see their slow growth in grace — I discover how few really are awakened, how few are in earnest, how very few are saved. It is humbling and painful beyond most things.” That humbling and pain never left me in over fifty years of pastoral work. Every visit was, in some measure, a reminder of how much was still undone, how many were still outside the Kingdom, how thin the true spiritual life was even in a congregation full of regular worshippers. That reminder was not discouraging. It was clarifying. It kept the urgency alive.

My method of finding out the state of my people’s minds during visiting was a simple one that I recommended to other ministers. I would ask, when I came into a home: “What was your chapter at family worship this morning?” In that one question I could find out three things at once: whether they had family worship, whether they had paid attention to it, and what the Lord had been saying to them through it. The question never failed to open a conversation. Sometimes it opened a confession. Sometimes it opened an unexpected window into the spiritual life of the household that no other approach would have reached.

The young men who gathered in Finnieston in those middle years of the ministry — the students I entertained in the house, the Bible class members, the mission workers — were scattered eventually all over the world. I used to close our gatherings with a prayer: “And when we all meet together again, may it be with our bosoms filled with sheaves!” I meant it as both a challenge and a promise. The challenge was the sheaves — the souls won, the work done, the service rendered wherever they were sent. The promise was in the “meeting again” — the certainty that the scattered company of Christ’s servants would one day be gathered, and that the gathering would be worth every mile of the scattering.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

────────────────────────

Christ Crucified: The Theology and Art of a Life’s Preaching
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A prayer I prayed one day in my own church expressed everything I had always believed about what a pulpit is for. I said: “Lord, never let anyone occupy this pulpit who does not preach Christ and Him crucified.” That was not a proud claim about my own ministry. It was an acknowledgment of what the pulpit exists to do — and a prayer that after my time was over, the thing that had sustained the whole work would be the thing that continued. The pulpit is not a platform for displaying a man’s learning, or his eloquence, or his opinions about the affairs of the age. It is the place from which the news of the Cross is proclaimed to dying people who need it more than they need anything else in the world.

My oft-repeated desire for myself was that I might never, to the day of my death, preach to my people or be with them in any of their meetings without saying something about what gives peace to the sinner. That desire grew stronger, not weaker, as the years went on. The longer a man preaches, the more clearly he sees the alternatives — the Cross of Christ, or nothing. There is no third option. Every sermon that does not bring its hearers to Calvary has, at its centre, a vacancy. It may be full of other good things. It may be learned, orthodox, well-constructed, earnestly delivered. But if it does not carry the unconverted hearer toward the Saviour and the converted believer deeper into His grace, it has missed its primary aim.

My preaching style was always simple. I had never sought eloquence, and I was never possessed of it in the rhetorical sense. My sermons were addressed to the heart of the hearer rather than to the admiration of the critic. As early as 1835 I had written: “I never before felt the extreme difficulty of being absorbed in the days.” I meant by that the difficulty of keeping the eternal in view amid the pressing claims of the temporal — of preaching as one who genuinely sees the invisible, rather than merely talking about it. That difficulty never left me. But the resolution to address it never left me either.

I was not always a preacher who did this well. M’Cheyne’s rebuke after my sermon on “Thine eyes shall see the King in His beauty” — which I have described in an earlier chapter — was the correction of a man who had preached a beautiful sermon about Christ without preaching it to sinners. The correction was given in love, received in humility, and acted on for the remaining half-century of my ministry. From that evening in Dundee I never again closed a service without pressing on my hearers the immediate claims of the Saviour.
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THE CROSS AS THE CENTRE OF EVERYTHING

The atoning sacrifice of the Son of God was the central point of all my preaching. I could not speak about anything for long without arriving at Calvary. Nature, history, the Psalms, the prophets, the letters of Paul — every road in Scripture led to the same destination. The Cross was not one doctrine among others. It was the doctrine from which all other doctrines received their weight and their meaning. A theology without the Cross at the centre is a wheel without a hub — the spokes may be in the right positions but they have nothing to connect them, and the wheel will not bear any weight.

I used to say: “The Cross was the breaking of God’s alabaster-box, the fragrance of which has filled heaven and earth.” That image of the broken alabaster-box — taken from the woman in the Gospels who broke her precious ointment over the feet of Jesus — captured for me the voluntary, costly, extravagant character of the atonement. God did not give His Son reluctantly, as a man might give up a valued possession under compulsion. He broke the box. He poured out the whole content. He held nothing back.

I spoke of this world as “the altar of the universe on which lay the Almighty Sacrifice.” That is a large claim. It means that what happened on Calvary was not merely a private transaction between God and a particular people, but the central event in the history of the cosmos — the event to which all of history before it was pointing and from which all of history after it derives its meaning. The Incarnation was but the scaffolding for the Atonement. Christmas is not the great day. Good Friday is. The reason Christ was born in Bethlehem was so that He could die at Calvary. Everything in the first thirty years of His life was preparation for the three hours of darkness on the hill outside Jerusalem.

“It is the Cross that shows us the love of God at a white heat.” That phrase — love at a white heat — was one I returned to often, because it captured the intensity that the sentimental version of God’s love misses. There is a version of divine love that is warm and pleasant and asks very little of itself and even less of those who receive it. That is not the love of the Cross. The love of the Cross is consuming, self-spending, justice-satisfying, wrath-absorbing love. It is love that goes to the uttermost because the sinner’s need required the uttermost. It is love at a white heat.

“The earliest form of worship was the lamb slain: Behold Abel’s altar! The latest form of worship is the Lamb slain who is now on the throne of the universe.” From the first sacrifice outside Eden to the last scene in the Revelation, the single thread that runs through the whole Bible is the blood of the Lamb. The whole history of redemption is one long story about what it cost God to bring His ruined people home. And the preacher who understands that will never lack for something to say. He has been given the most extraordinary subject in the universe, and an eternity would not exhaust it.

(1 Corinthians 2:2 KJV)

“For I determined not to know any thing among you, save Jesus Christ, and him crucified.”
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THE SINNER’S RIGHT AND THE SINNER’S NEED

I often said: “A sinner, so long as he is unpardoned, has a right to only one thing in the universe — only one — and that is the blood of the Lord Jesus Christ.” That sentence scandalized some, and I meant it to. It is a scandalous sentence in the best sense — the sense in which the Gospel is always scandalous, always cutting across the human tendency to make salvation conditional on merit or preparation or the achievement of a certain spiritual state.

The sinner’s right to the blood of Christ is not earned. It is not the reward of repentance or the fruit of a sufficiently broken heart. It is simply the standing offer of the Gospel: come as you are, take what has been provided, the transaction is already accomplished on your behalf. “Many want salvation,” I used to say, “but they do not want the Saviour.” That was the diagnosis of the problem. The sinner who wants to be rescued from the consequences of sin without actually taking the Person of Christ as Lord and Saviour has not yet understood what is being offered. Salvation is not a product to be consumed. It is a relationship with a Person.

“Salvation is not fleeing to the shadow of the great Rock, but it is fleeing to the Man who is a Hiding-place, and laying our head on His bosom.” That distinction between the shadow and the Man mattered enormously to me. I had seen too many people who had found some comfort in religion — who had taken shelter in doctrine, in the means of grace, in the habits of piety — without ever actually resting their weight on Christ Himself. The shadow of the Rock is cool and pleasant. But it is only a shadow. The Man Himself is the reality, and those who know Him do not rest in the shadow. They rest in Him.

“The work of Christ is the open door for the sinner, but Christ Himself stands behind it waiting to welcome him.” Another of my favourite images — the distinction between the door and the One who stands behind it. The atoning work is the door that opens the way into the presence of God. But Christ is not merely the door. He is the Host. He is the One who welcomes. He is the end of the journey, not merely the means of beginning it. A man who understands the atonement theologically but has never personally encountered the Christ who accomplished it has grasped the key without ever opening the lock.

An invalid lady in the country sent me a message that she did not have enough joy. I sent back the answer: “Tell her it is not more joy she needs, but more of Christ.” That answer is the key to most of the spiritual problems I encountered in a long ministry. The deficit that presents itself as a lack of joy, or assurance, or strength, or peace, is almost always traceable to a deficit in the believer’s dealings with Christ Himself. More of Christ is the answer. Not more effort, not more discipline, not more meetings attended. More of Christ — more of His word, more of His presence at the Mercy-seat, more of the conscious fellowship that the Holy Spirit makes possible between the soul and its Saviour.
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DOUBTS, ASSURANCE, AND THE UNBOUNDED CONFIDENCE OF FAITH

I preached assurance as a duty, not merely as a blessing. This was one of my fixed convictions: that the Christian who lives in chronic doubt about his own standing before God is failing to honour the blood of Christ. I said: “Doubt and fears are not marks of God’s children. They are remnants of the old nature — specks upon the eye of faith. You should give them no quarter.” That sounds harsh to modern ears that have been trained to regard doubt as a form of intellectual honesty. But I was speaking of the doubt that refuses to take God at His word — the doubt that says “I know what the Scripture promises, but I cannot bring myself to believe it applies to me.” That doubt is not honesty. It is unbelief.

“If you say it is good to have doubts, you are just saying: ‘I will not take all that God offers.’ Faith takes a whole Christ for itself: My Lord and my God.” The “my” is the handle of faith, I used to say. Thomas’s great confession — My Lord and my God — is the model of what faith sounds like. Not “He is the Lord and God.” Not “Christ is the Saviour of sinners.” But: My Lord and my God. The personal pronoun is the hinge on which everything turns.

I described the person who had faith but not full assurance as “believing in Christ, but not believing what He says.” Faith dwells at Jerusalem. Full assurance goes into the palace and sees the King’s face. The first is real and saving. But the second is what Christ intends for His people, and those who are content with the first when the second is available are like a man who sleeps on the palace steps when the King has thrown the doors open and lit the fires inside. “It is the privilege and the duty of believers — looking at the blood — not to have a fear or a doubt. You can’t honour God more, you can’t please the Holy Spirit more, or Christ more, than by putting unbounded confidence in the blood.”

I asked once: “Would it have been right for the prodigal son to sit at the table dropping tears into his cup, saying ‘I can’t be glad,’ when the Father said ‘It is meet that we should make merry and be glad’?” The Father had declared a feast. The son was invited to the feast. To sit at the feast table in sullen self-reproach, refusing to eat, refusing to rejoice, refusing to take the robe and the ring as fully given — this was not humility. It was a kind of pride, a refusal to let go of the image of oneself as the one who must earn whatever he receives. The Gospel says: eat. Rejoice. The Father has made merry. Come and be glad.

There is a theology of sin that must not be flinched from if the theology of the Cross is to be preached in its full power. I preached on the Epistle of Jude in my later years — a text that many shrink from as unpleasant and unpopular, with its graphic descriptions of apostasy and judgment. I preached on it because it is in the Bible and therefore it is to be preached. Sin and its punishment — eternal banishment from God’s presence — were part of the whole counsel of God which every minister must declare. I used to say: “No one preached more about hell than Christ did.” He spoke those terrible words about eternal fire with a little child in His arms. He told the story of the rich man and Lazarus — as if, I said, He would pursue the sinner with a flaming sword until he entered the city of refuge.

Yet I also said: “I think He will weep over the lost as He did over Jerusalem. It will be something to be said for ever in heaven: ‘Jesus wept as He said, Depart, ye cursed.’ But then it was absolutely necessary to say it.” And again: “I think that the shower of fire and brimstone was wet with the tears of God as it fell, for God has no pleasure in the death of him that dieth.” These sayings are not contradictions. They are the two edges of the truth about God’s holiness and God’s love, which must be held together or both are distorted. A hell-fire preaching that shows no tears is not fully Christian. A loving-God preaching that never mentions the judgment is not fully honest. Both the weeping and the departing must be in the sermon if the sermon is to be the whole Gospel.

A lady whom I was asked to visit during an illness told me: “I’ve been trying for some days with all my might to believe in annihilation; but I can’t.” “I can tell you something better,” I said. “If you believe in Christ your sin will be annihilated.” That answer is worth examining. She had been seeking comfort in the doctrine that death simply ends everything, that there is no judgment to face and no reckoning to come. And she could not quite persuade herself of it. The conscience would not let her rest there. What I offered her instead was not the annihilation of persons but the annihilation of sin — which is what the blood of Christ actually provides. The problem is not that we exist; the problem is what we have done with our existence. And Christ has dealt with that.

I also observed, about one who dwelt very much upon sin without dwelling sufficiently on the power of the blood to cleanse, that his gospel was “the miry clay.” That diagnosis was exact. There is a kind of preaching that spends so much time ploughing up the soil of sin — so much time in conviction, in self-examination, in the detailed anatomy of the corrupt heart — that it never quite arrives at the seed. The people are left standing in the turned-up ground of their own sinfulness with no seed to plant in it. That is not the Gospel. The Gospel begins with sin’s reality but it does not end there. It ends at the throne of grace, with the sinner clothed in Christ’s righteousness, eating at the King’s table.

(Romans 8:1 KJV)

“There is therefore now no condemnation to them which are in Christ Jesus, who walk not after the flesh, but after the Spirit.”
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THE WORD OF GOD: THINKING IN SCRIPTURE

So readily did a scriptural phrase or a scriptural illustration drop from my lips that it almost seemed, those who knew me well said, as if I thought in scriptural language. I took that as a high compliment, because it is a high aspiration. To have the Word of God so thoroughly inhabiting one’s mind that the natural idiom of thought and speech becomes biblical — that is the result of a lifetime of serious, loving, daily engagement with the text.

My habit was to ask, when visiting people: “Have you got a letter from the King today?” That was my way of asking whether they had read their morning portion of Scripture. The image was not merely rhetorical. I genuinely believed that the Bible is a letter from the King — a personal communication from the living God, addressed to each reader individually, as real and as direct as any letter that arrives by post. The person who opens the Bible in the morning and reads it with that expectation will find it to be exactly what it claims to be. The person who reads it as a religious duty, to be discharged and checked off, will find it proportionally less.

I also asked people: “Do you read regularly through all sixty-six books of the Bible, and not trust to little text-books?” This question contained a caution that was needed in my day and is more needed in ours. The religious market of my time was already beginning to fill up with little devotional volumes — collections of short texts and brief meditations, handy and convenient — that could easily displace the actual reading of the Scripture itself. I had nothing against such volumes in their place. But their place was secondary, not primary. The primary food is the Bible itself, all sixty-six books of it, the strange and the familiar, the easy and the difficult, the Psalms and the Chronicles alike.

In public reading of the Scriptures, I never passed over any portion because of its difficulty or obscurity. Instead, every word and phrase were explained with care and minuteness. An exposition of the first eight chapters of First Chronicles was given with the preface: “This is God calling the roll of mankind.” And what at first had seemed a record of unmeaning and forgotten names became, in that light, a history of men and women with hopes and fears and aspirations like those of a present time. Every name in that genealogy represents a soul that God made and sustains and will one day judge. If God troubled to record the name, we should trouble to read it.

As I read the fifth chapter of Genesis, with its melancholy refrain — and he died, and he died, and he died — I came to the twenty-fourth verse: “Enoch walked with God: and was not; for God took him.” I stopped and said: “A triumphal arch amid the tombs!” Every repetition of the death-refrain had been building the context for that one exception. The chapter is a long, dark tunnel, and then suddenly — one opening in the ceiling where the light pours in. Enoch walked with God. The pattern of the chapter makes the exception luminous. Without the deaths, the translation would not carry its full weight. God writes chapters as well as verses, and the architecture of the whole passage is part of the meaning.

Another remark on the same passage: “Enoch walked with God, and one day he took a very long walk, for he never came back again!” This was the kind of saying that my friends called my “fables” — the imaginative expansion of a scriptural scene that brings out its implications in a way that straight exposition sometimes cannot. Mr. Moody used to say: “Now, I want to hear some more fables!” He meant it as a compliment. The fable is not an addition to the text. It is the text seen from a slightly different angle, with the lights adjusted so that the relief appears.
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THE ART OF ILLUSTRATION: MAKING SCRIPTURE VISIBLE

I believed deeply in illustration as a tool of preaching. Not illustration as decoration — not the colourful story inserted to wake the congregation up after a long stretch of doctrine. But illustration as a mode of understanding: the concrete image that gives the abstract truth a body it can inhabit, so that the hearer can grasp what the words alone might leave unreachably vague. Christ used this method. His parables are not embellishments of His teaching. They are His teaching. The Kingdom of heaven is like a man who sowed good seed, like a woman who lost her coin, like a father who had two sons. These stories are the theology, dressed in the coat that enables it to survive the journey from the pulpit to the heart.

I described a scriptural incident once when a woman came to Elisha in desperate poverty, with two sons about to be taken by creditors as payment for her dead husband’s debts. Elisha told her to go to her neighbours and borrow empty vessels — as many as she could find — and then to pour into them the small quantity of oil she had left. She obeyed. And the oil kept flowing until every vessel was full, and only stopped when the last vessel was filled. I told it this way: “Reuben, you go up the street, and Samuel, you go down the street, and ask all the neighbours for the loan of empty vessels.” “But what will they say to us, mother?” “They will say nothing, but give you the dishes!” The dialogue gave the scene flesh and breath. The hearers could see the two boys setting off in opposite directions through the village, and the kindly neighbours handing over their empty pots. And behind the domestic scene was the great truth: God fills what is empty and brought to Him in faith.

I sometimes described the beggar at the Beautiful Gate of the Temple who asked Peter and John for alms, and received instead the healing of his lameness. I used to say: I thought he must have been a careless and unbelieving man, or he might have been healed long before — for we read in Matthew twenty-one that the blind and the lame came to Christ in the Temple, and He healed them. This lame man had been there, presumably, for decades. He had access to the same Temple courts where Jesus had healed others. What was he doing all those years? Begging for coin. The thing he needed most was offered and he did not take it. How many people sit in the pews of a gospel church for years, close enough to touch the hem of the garment, and reach out only for what is less than what is being offered?

I liked to speak about the angels, and told congregations they should not be discouraged that angels are not sent to preach the Gospel. “It is a good thing angels were not sent to preach to us. I would go far to hear an angel preach, but I don’t think I would get much good from his sermon. I would come away thinking of his beautiful words and his persuasive tongue, but perhaps saying: ‘It is all very well for that angel to talk about the miry clay, but he does not know how stiff it is! He never was in it.’” The Gospel must be preached by those who have needed it. That is why God chose sinners to be the heralds of salvation. We know what we are talking about. We know the stiffness of the clay. And we know the grace that pulled us out.

The Bible was so alive to me that it illuminated the most ordinary scenes of daily life. I told a Tuesday evening class about the bricks of Babylon — how every ancient Babylonian brick had on it the king’s stamp, so that even a broken brick bore witness to the authority that had created it. “So,” I said, “everything we do should have the King’s stamp on it.” One of the women in the class, not long after, was set to the tedious work of cleaning a feather-bed. Many times she felt tempted to hurry over it carelessly. But the bricks of Babylon kept ringing in her ears, and she had to do it all faithfully. When I called to see her she said: “O, these bricks of Babylon were a trouble to me!” “Were they on your dusters and brooms?” I asked. “No, on a feather-bed!” she replied. The story was repeated to a servant, who said: “Well, I hate cleaning the knives, but I can’t but do them thoroughly now.” A single Bible image, properly applied, had changed the texture of two people’s daily work. That is what illustration does when it is rooted in real truth — it reshapes behaviour, not just opinion.

I once asked a minister friend who had revival in his country congregation and who expressed a wish for city colleagues to come and help him: “I thought you said the Master was with you. Why do you want any of us?” I was not being unkind. I was reminding him of a theological truth: the presence of Christ is not upgraded by the presence of clever preachers. Where Christ is, all necessary power is already present. The question is not whether there are enough gifted men in the room. The question is whether the men present are relying on the One whose power is unlimited.
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THE DOCTRINE OF THE HOLY SPIRIT: EVERY LINE WET WITH DEW

I once said: “Every line in this inspired Bible is wet with the dew of the Spirit’s love.” That sentence expresses a great deal of what I understood about the relationship between the Scripture and the Holy Spirit. The Bible is not merely a record of what the Spirit once did in inspiring the writers. It is the continuing vehicle of the Spirit’s active presence. When a believer reads the Word of God with faith, the Spirit who inspired the writing is present in the reading — illuminating, applying, pressing truth into the places where it is most needed, sometimes with the gentleness of morning dew and sometimes with the force of a hammer.

“The sword of the Spirit” — the sword which the Spirit uses. The sword is made up of various parts: the long blade, the handle, and so on. And the Scriptures have many parts. But the Gospel is the sharp point by which it pierces the soul. A man can read much Scripture without being pierced. He can read the genealogies, the poetry, the history, the law, and be instructed without being wounded. But when the sharp point of the Gospel — the word of the Cross, personally applied by the Spirit to a particular conscience — finds its target, the wound is real, and the healing that follows is real, and the life that grows from the healing is real. I have watched this happen so many times that I cannot speak of the Spirit’s use of the Word as a theory. It is a witnessed fact.

I wrote to a friend who was weary: “Keep a grape of Eshcol beside you, and moisten your parched palate with it when you can.” The grapes of Eshcol were the grapes that the spies brought back from Canaan as evidence of the land’s fruitfulness — so large that a single cluster had to be carried between two men on a pole. My instruction was to keep one such grape always near — one particular word of promise, one verse of Scripture that had come alive to the soul and whose juice could be pressed out again in moments of dryness. Just a few days ago, I told this same friend, I had to ride six miles after breakfast to visit, and scarcely got home in time for dinner, when the hour of a teachers’ meeting struck, and then another meeting after that. But that morning I had received one word — Hosea three, verse one: the love of the Lord toward those who look to other gods. And that one grain of grace, that particle of fine wheat, recurred to my soul all day, so that the bustle was full of God. A single grape of Eshcol carried through a long hard day.

On the vexed subject of divine sovereignty, I tried always to preach it as an invitation rather than a barrier. I wrote after a visit to certain churches in the North: “Doctrine and hearing of the Word abound, though the doctrine is not what we in the South reckon to be the very truth, for sovereignty is thrust in at all points as if to overawe the sinner, and make him draw back from touching even the hem of the garment. They say that they do it to empty and humble the sinner. Oh for showers of the Spirit! For when the Spirit comes, all things take their proper place.” That last sentence is the key to everything. The sovereignty of God, properly understood, is not a doctrine that keeps the sinner at arm’s length. It is the doctrine that assures him his case is not beyond God’s reach. No sinner is too hardened, too long-resisting, too deeply sunk for the sovereign God to save. Sovereignty is not the locked door; it is the master key.

I was equally suspicious of those who used election as a reason for passivity. I said: “If God were to reveal your election to you, you would believe in yourself instead of in Christ.” Election is not revealed in advance of faith as a basis for confidence, but confirmed after faith as a ground of assurance. We do not first discover that we are elect and then come to Christ. We come to Christ, and in coming we discover that we have been chosen. The order matters enormously for the preacher. He cannot know who is elect in his congregation. He must preach to every person as if they might be, and as if this sermon might be the moment of their coming.

The work of the Holy Spirit in preaching was something I spoke about with a reverence that sometimes bordered on silence. I never went to the pulpit without preparation, yet I depended entirely on the power of the Holy Spirit to make the word preached effectual. Those two things — thorough preparation and absolute dependence — are not in tension. They are the two hands of faithful preaching. To prepare and not depend is to trust one’s own craftsmanship. To depend and not prepare is to presume on the Spirit’s power. The right posture is both: study as if everything depends on your faithfulness to the text, then go to the pulpit having placed everything in God’s hands, as if nothing depends on you at all.

(1 Corinthians 2:4–5 KJV)

“And my speech and my preaching was not with enticing words of man’s wisdom, but in demonstration of the Spirit and of power: that your faith should not stand in the wisdom of men, but in the power of God.”
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TROUBLING OTHERS WITH RELIGION: THE SOUL-WINNER’S COMPULSION

I said often, and I meant it literally: “I never like to hear anyone say ‘I never trouble others with my religion.’ A believer must trouble others with his religion.” The word “trouble” is exact. The Gospel is a disturbance. It disturbs the comfortable and the complacent. It troubles those who would prefer to remain undisturbed in their existing arrangements with God and the world. And the true witness to the Gospel must accept the social cost of being the person who brings this disturbance. Not aggressively, not unkindly, not with the self-righteous satisfaction of one who enjoys making others uncomfortable. But persistently, lovingly, urgently, as one who genuinely believes that the person before him is on his way to a Christless eternity and that the words being spoken might be the last warning they receive.

I used to tell my workers: “If you shine as lights now, and cast your light on the shadows around you, you will hear of it in the ages to come. If you do not, God will get others to do it.” That last sentence was not a threat. It was an observation about the economy of the Kingdom. God’s purposes will be accomplished. The question is whether we will have the privilege of being the instruments. The person who withdraws from witness, who decides the cost of troubling others is too high, does not thereby keep the others from being troubled. God will send someone else. The person who withdrew simply forfeits the privilege and the reward.

A friend once wrote to me expressing discouragement in his work. I replied not with a letter of advice but with a parable. I described a workman tunnelling the Alps who began one day to brood on the feebleness of his arm, comparing it with the immensity of the mountain before him, until he sat down in despair. And then a voice came — the voice of the one overseeing the work — saying: “Did I not know what your arm could do, and what it could not do, when I sent you to propel, by careful attention to your steam apparatus, that wedge of steel? Think of that little wedge of steel tipped with diamond. Why moan over your feeble arm?” The point was this: the worker’s arm is not the operative instrument. The diamond-tipped wedge is. The worker’s job is to keep the wedge in the right position and trust the mechanism to do what the arm alone never could. In preaching, the diamond-tipped wedge is the Word of God, wielded by the Spirit of God. The preacher’s job is to get it into the right position.

“The best part of all Christian work,” I said, “is that part which only God sees.” Service for the Master that everybody praises is very dangerous service. The work done in obscurity, done without applause, done for an audience of One — that is the work that accumulates the most in the ledger of eternity. I sometimes thought that on the day when the accounts are finally settled, the name of one we never heard of in the Church of Christ will be among the highest — the man or woman who did most, quietly, without recognition, simply for the Master.

Let me say something about the particular joy that attaches to the conversion of a long-resisting sinner — the man or woman who has heard the Gospel many times, who has resisted many approaches, who has sat through years of faithful preaching apparently unmoved, and who then, in God’s own time, is found kneeling in a pew in brokenness and tears. I have seen this often. It is a different kind of joy from the joy that attends the conversion of the young, the sudden, the dramatic. There is a weight to it, an amazement, a sense that what has just happened is as much a resurrection as the raising of Lazarus — because the resistance that God has overcome was so visible and so long.

When I preached on the raising of Lazarus, I used to say that the most remarkable thing is not that Jesus raised a dead man but that He called him by name. “Lazarus, come forth.” Not “Dead man, come forth.” That is the model of the Gospel’s working. Not a general announcement but a personal word, spoken by the Spirit to the individual conscience. The preacher proclaims the general word; the Spirit makes it specific. And when that specific word lands in the soul for which it was intended, a dead man walks out of a tomb.

I have been a minister for more than fifty years, and I have seen the full range of what ministry produces. I have seen conversions so dramatic that they overturned a life in an evening. I have seen the slow, patient, decade-long work of the Spirit in a soul that resisted every approach until the defences finally gave way. I have seen great seasons of revival when the air itself seemed charged with the presence of God. I have seen long dry years when nothing appeared to grow and every seed seemed to rot in the ground. And what I have learned from all of it is this: the work is God’s, the power is God’s, the timing is God’s, and the instruments are used or not used at His pleasure. Our part is to be faithful. To preach the Cross. To pray without ceasing. To visit the flock. To keep the diamond-tipped wedge in position. And to leave the results with the One who owns the mountain.
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Evening Light: The Last Years, the Thinning Circle, and the Journey Home
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There is an entry in my diary from the later years that I have returned to often in my mind. “I have been thinking tonight,” I wrote, “that perhaps my next great undertaking may be this: appearing at the judgment-seat of Christ, when I give an account of my trading with my talents.” The word “undertaking” is the minister’s word — the word of a man still thinking in the categories of work and commission and responsibility. Even in the prospect of the end, the habit of ministerial consciousness persisted. There would be an accounting. There had always been an accounting, in every sermon and every visit and every letter. The difference was only that this accounting would be final, and the One receiving it would be the One for whom all the work had been done.

I did not fear that accounting. But I took it seriously. “See that your last days are your best days,” were my words to believers in those later years — not like David, of some of whose descendants it was said in praise that they walked in the first ways of their father David, as if the first ways were already his best. I had a solemn fear lest I should lose the things I had wrought and not receive a full reward. Not a fear about my standing before God — that was settled and settled long since. But a minister’s proper fear about whether he had been faithful to the last, whether the last sermon was as carefully prepared as the first, whether the last visit was as prayerful as those of the years of full vigour.

The image I came back to was the palm-tree. “We are not to indulge for a moment the belief: ‘I must count on a season of languor in my Christian life.’ Where did you find that in the Bible? ‘Like the palm-tree flourishing.’ Ask any gardener and he will tell you it is a sad indication of any plant to stop growing.” I said that when I was old, and I believed it. Our root is in Christ, and in the love that passeth knowledge. If the roots go deep enough, the fruit can be abundant in old age. In my younger days a great deal was blossom. As I grew older it was fruit. It does not make such an appearance, but it is more enduring.
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THE BROTHERS: HORATIUS, JOHN, AND THE LAST OF ELEVEN

I was the youngest of seven brothers. By the time I reached my seventies and eighties, the world that had been peopled by a large and vital family had grown very quiet. Brothers and sisters had gone ahead, one by one, into the country that grows more full and familiar as the company here grows thinner.

Horatius — my brother and the hymn-writer whose songs had blessed the whole English-speaking Church — was taken home in 1889 after two years of weakness and suffering. I had loved him all my life. We were very different men in our gifts and temperaments: he the lyric poet, I the Bible scholar and pastor; he the man whose words set congregations singing, I the man who sat for hours at a desk unpacking a single verse of Leviticus. Yet we were one in the thing that mattered — the love of Christ and the certainty of the Gospel. When I think of the hymns Horatius wrote — “I heard the voice of Jesus say,” “Blessed assurance, Jesus is mine,” the great Communion hymn with its burning stanzas — I think of a man who had found the same Saviour I had found, and who expressed it in a different tongue but with the same heart.

Two years after Horatius, my brother John quietly fell asleep in the eighty-ninth year of his age. John — distinguished for his culture and scholarship, for the eloquence and grace of his preaching, for his immense fund of humour and his genial exuberance of spirits — had been the older brother whose loving interest in my spiritual welfare had marked the early years of my ministry. It was John who wrote to me with a father’s tenderness when I was waiting at Collace for the revival that seemed so long in coming. It was John whose letters I had kept for decades, whose care for my soul had been among the instruments God used in shaping the kind of minister I became.

When the last of my brothers was taken away and I alone was left behind, I stood beside his grave — the only mourner — with a smile on my face. As the earth was heaped on the coffin, I turned to a friend beside me and said: “I know that he shall rise again!” More than once, referring to my age in those last years, I said: “I don’t feel that I am an old man, but I know I must be, for Barzillai was fourscore years old and the Bible says he was a very aged man.” My friend Major Whittle asked me one day if I had found it harder to be a Christian as an old man than as a young man. I turned my sunny face toward him and said: “Oh, I don’t think anything about growing old. I just keep on, doing each day’s work by itself, and looking to the Lord for daily grace. I don’t feel old. I feel just as young as I ever did.”

The season of sorrow that the deaths of Horatius and John brought was not one from which I emerged unchanged. I wrote in October 1882, after a season that sent me back to the memory of Isabella’s death: “This season has been sending me back to eighteen years ago — a never-to-be-forgotten time. I thought then that life could never again be lightsome, but I find that the more of Christ we enjoy, the more we are able to bear.” That observation grew more confirmed with every year. The capacity to bear is not a natural resilience that strengthens with exercise, like a muscle. It is a spiritual capacity that grows in proportion to the enjoyment of Christ. Those who have most of Christ can carry most. Those who have least of Him are broken by the loads that those with more can sustain. I did not choose to be the last of eleven. But I was given, for the carrying of it, more of Christ than I had known how to ask for.

I had said long before, in a letter to an old friend: “Oh, the memories of the past! It needs the Man that is the Hiding-place to keep them!” That was the truth of the later years put plainly. The memories were very full. The faces were very many. And the only way to carry the weight of so much accumulated grace and grief without being crushed by it was to carry it in company with the One who had been present for every moment of it — the One who kept all my tears in His bottle and remembered every prayer I had ever prayed and every soul I had ever wept over.

(Psalm 23:4 KJV)

“Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me.”
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THE FRIENDS WHO HAD GONE BEFORE: LETTERS FROM THE EDGE OF HEAVEN

Often in those later years I wrote or spoke of those who had passed through the veil before me. The circle of friends that had been the great gift of my life — M’Cheyne, Somerville, Miller, Burns, Milne, Hamilton, and all the others — had thinned steadily as the years advanced. Each death was a loss and a summons. A loss because the fellowship of those who had prayed and laboured together is irreplaceable. A summons because every departure from the company here was a reminder that the company there was growing, and that the gap between the two was narrowing.

I wrote to a friend about William Burns, who had given himself to China and died there in 1868: “You notice William Burns must have got over the river, and in at the gate of the Celestial City a month at least before John Milne. Well, he and Milne and Patrick Miller and Robert M’Cheyne and James Hamilton have been talking over the past.” I loved that image. The conversation that began in the Collace manse and the Glasgow prayer meetings and the Monthly Fasts had not been interrupted by death. It had been continued, at a higher level, in a better room.

When Dr. Keith died in 1880 — in a good old age, eighty-nine, like the Patriarchs — I wrote: “He has gone on to New Jerusalem, and soon probably the last of the four who in 1839 travelled Palestine together may make up to him. Oh, it will be glorious to stand within the gates of Jerusalem that cometh down from heaven, and to see the King in His beauty in His own land — Immanuel’s Land!” Dr. Keith, Dr. Black, M’Cheyne, and I had gone out together to the Holy Land in 1839. Now three of us were inside what we had only glimpsed from the outside in that long-ago journey, and I was still here, still preaching, still waiting.

I had written a sentence about the departed friends that became one of my most quoted observations: “I have been thinking that saints certainly remember those they left behind, and are certainly looking forward to the day of our gathering together in Him; but they do not miss us as we miss them.” That sentence contains a theology of the intermediate state and a pastoral word for the bereaved, all in one. Those who have gone are not reduced. They are not diminished by our absence. They are not sitting in some dim waiting-room, grieving for the company they left behind. They are with Christ, which is far better, and in His presence the sense of loss is swallowed up in the fullness of what they have gained. It is we who are diminished by their absence, not they by ours. And that asymmetry is itself a comfort, rightly understood.

I also said something during those years about the quality of unity among believers that had been one of the chief gifts of the whole ministry. “In holiness we must go on together, not alone. You will not get on by separating yourself to read and pray. It must be along with them that call on the Lord. We are to climb Pisgah together, and from the top see the stretch of the land. But we are not to go alone.” That was my experience. The solitary Christian, however devout, does not know what the Christian in company with other Christians knows. God loves unity. He loves a united cry, a petition signed by more than one. Christ liked to come to the feast when He was going to give blessing. He liked to come to the upper room when they were all assembled there. The thinning of the circle in the later years was therefore a real diminishment — real in a way that only those who have known such a circle can fully understand. But the comfort was also real: the reunion lay ahead, and what was interrupted was not ended.

Those last years brought an indescribable sweetness and mellowness that I have been told characterised my old age and robbed it of all sadness. Left alone, the last of a family of eleven brothers and sisters, with old friends nearly all gone from me, my joy in Christ triumphed over every sorrow. This was not the achievement of a resolute temperament. I was, as I have said before, inclined naturally to depression. It was the achievement of sixty years of daily access to the Mercy-seat — sixty years of bringing the accumulating weight of loss and grief to the One who carried everything and gave back peace.
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THE LAST SUMMER: PORTPATRICK, 1892

My last summer holiday, in 1892, was spent at Braefield in Portpatrick, on the Galloway coast. The pleasant walks and the open air and the sea did me good, and those who were with me that summer have told me it will always be a sunny memory. I preached in the Free Church during my stay and took a great interest in the open-air meetings that my son-in-law Mr. Oatts had begun on Sabbath afternoons. On the last Sabbath of August I conducted the meeting myself, standing in the open air at eighty-two years old, preaching to whoever would come and listen.

As I was walking home after that last open-air service, a stranger came up beside me and asked if he might speak with me. He said he had been thirty-seven years in America and was home for a holiday, and that he had read all my books but had never expected to see me in person. I shook his hand and we walked together for a little way. There is something deeply satisfying about meeting at the very end of ministry someone who has been reached by what was written forty years before. The books outlive the writer. The words go further than the preacher’s feet can carry him.

When returning to Glasgow a few days later I stopped at Stranraer to visit my old friend Mrs. Cunningham at North-west Castle. Her son the Reverend J. G. Cunningham met me at the railway station, and I told him I must call on another old friend, the Reverend George Sherwood. My family remonstrated against the additional fatigue, but I went anyway — I had always found it hard to be persuaded that a call on a friend was a fatigue rather than a refreshment. On the way I was accosted by an ostler from one of the hotels who asked Mr. Cunningham to tell him the name of the old minister he was with, for he had heard me preach at the Port in the open air and had been glad to hear me. I shook his hand warmly. That unlooked-for encounter gave me as much pleasure as any formal reception.

The meeting between old Mrs. Cunningham and me that day was, as her son described it, truly affecting. We both knew it was our last meeting on earth. We had been friends for many years, and we had both lived long enough to know what a last meeting looks like. We spoke with calm and grateful hearts of the goodness and mercy that had followed us both for more than fourscore years of pilgrimage, and of our hope of welcome at no distant date into the house of the Lord for ever. Within a few months both of us had entered that better country into which no enemy ever entered and from which no friend ever went away.

(Psalm 23:6 KJV)

“Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life: and I will dwell in the house of the LORD for ever.”
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THE COLLEAGUE AND THE LIGHTENED BURDEN

After much persuasion, I agreed in 1891 to the appointment of a colleague. On the anniversary of my own ordination at Collace fifty-two years before, the Reverend D. M. M’Intyre of College Park in London was inducted as co-pastor and helper in my work at Finnieston. I had resisted the step for longer than was perhaps wise. The reluctance was not born of pride in my own powers. It was the reluctance of a man who could not quite bring himself to believe that the work he had been called to in 1856 was approaching its end.

But the appointment proved to be a great gift. With the burden of the labours thus lightened, my friends rejoiced that years of quiet service might yet be granted. The Sabbath evenings I had formerly given to a final service were now spent in the study in prayer. That, at least, was gain. The hours that the ministry could no longer absorb in the way it once had were given back to the foundational work of the ministry — the prayer that had always been the root from which everything else grew. A man who has given his life to the active work of Christ’s Kingdom need not apologise for the quieter form his service takes in old age. Prayer is not a lesser work than preaching. It is, I sometimes think, the greater one.

I wrote to a friend who was serving in Christ’s work in those years: “Meanwhile, pray for all the congregation and all the souls in the Mission District without ceasing. And so, with the words of another old friend whom the Spirit clothed, this letter closes: Peace, peace be unto thee, and peace be to thine helpers; for thy God helpeth thee.” That sign-off — taking the benediction from First Chronicles twelve, which the armour-bearer of Amasai spoke over David at Ziklag — was the kind of letter-closing that expressed my entire relationship with the work. God helps. The work belongs to Him. Our part is faithfulness. His part is blessing. And that division of labour holds as long as there is work to do and breath to do it with.
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DEATHBED WORK: MINISTRY IN THE LAST DAYS

The last days of my life were spent in the same unceasing ministry for others that had been the joy of the whole of it. As I lay on my dying bed, it was to my work that my thoughts were ever turning. This was not the feverish restlessness of a man who could not let go. It was the habit of a lifetime — the orientation of a soul that had found its deepest satisfaction in the work of saving men and women, and that could not simply turn that orientation off because the body was failing.

Not long before my death I was asked to visit a family in great affliction. They were not members of my church, but I went at once and continued my visits until they were no longer needed. Both the father and daughter were dying at the same time. The father was full of joy at the prospect of being with Jesus, singing of victory in the midst of great bodily weakness. With the daughter it was different — she had peace, but not the confident assurance and triumph her father had, and this troubled her. She told me how it distressed her. I said: “Jeanie, you have peace, have you not? You are resting on what the Lord Jesus has done for you? You see your father was much older when he came to the Lord, and he had more to be forgiven. Consequently his joy at so many sins forgiven is greater than yours.” This answer cheered and comforted her. So much blessing did she receive from my continued visits that she longed daily and hourly for them. Six weeks after her father’s death she fell asleep in Jesus on a Sabbath morning. Throughout the day before, whenever there was a ring or a knock at the door, she said to her mother: “I hope this is Dr. Bonar now, mother!” Shortly before she passed away she was heard saying: “Do come now, quickly, Lord Jesus. Oh, please do come!”

There was also, in those last months, the woman in the hospital who had been given the task of prayer. I said to her “remember us in prayer” and she found in that commission a dignity that her illness had threatened to take away. She was not merely the object of others’ prayers. She was a worker in the army, stationed at a post of intercession while others went out to fight. The image of Aaron and Hur on the mountain with their arms uplifted while Joshua battled below in the valley was one I had used many times for those who were laid aside from active work. The person on the sick bed who prays is not merely waiting. She is holding up the arms of the minister who stands in the pulpit and the worker who knocks on the doors of the closes. Without her prayers, the arms grow heavy. With them, the battle tips.

I also visited, not long before my death, a young woman taken to the hospital and incurably ill. Before leaving I said to her: “Remember us in prayer.” She had been feeling very sad, and those words were like new life to her. Not “we will remember you” — which would have made her the object of kindness — but “you will remember us,” which made her a worker still, a giver still, someone from whose prayers those on the outside world could benefit. She saw that there was still work for her to do, though laid on a bed of sickness. The sick person who prays is not on the margins of the Kingdom’s work. She is at the very centre of it — on the mountain with Aaron and Hur while Joshua fights in the valley below.

On the morning of the last day of my life, a friend called just as I was having a poultice administered for my illness. I looked up brightly and said: “I am just like Hezekiah: I am getting on a plaster!” The reference was to the second book of Kings, where Isaiah commanded a lump of figs to be laid on Hezekiah’s boil for his healing. That a man should be making a scripture allusion and turning it into a small joke on the morning of the day he would die says something about the texture of a life in which the Bible had become so thoroughly the medium of all thought that it surfaced even in weakness, even in the final hours, even in the last breath of morning conversation before the day closed.
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THE VISION OF THE CROWN: WHAT I BELIEVED ABOUT DYING

When I thought about dying, I said once, I thought of it something in this way. I imagined myself going home from a meeting some night, not feeling very well. Growing worse. Becoming unconscious. And then knowing nothing more until I was in the presence of a Throne. There were seats around the Throne, and I was pointed to one that was vacant. I was told it was for me. Then I saw a Hand, and when I looked at it I saw it was a pierced Hand — the hand that had borne the nail for me — and it held a crown over my head. But the weight of glory was so great I could not bear it, and so I lifted it off and cast it at the foot of the Throne, saying: “Thou art worthy; for Thou wast slain, and hast redeemed us to God by Thy blood!”

That vision of the crown and the casting down expresses everything I believed about what death is for those who belong to Christ. It is not a defeat. It is not an interruption. It is a completion — the moment when the work done in the long dimness of faith gives way to the full light of vision, and the first response of the soul that has at last seen the King face to face is not self-congratulation but worship. I will not be thinking about my ministry in that moment. I will be thinking about His.

I had said often in my preaching: “When I think of dying, I think of it as going home from a meeting.” I used the ordinary word. Not going to judgment. Not entering the unknown. Going home from a meeting. The man who has spent his life in the company of Christ has nothing to dread in the moment of leaving the meeting and walking home in the dark. He has walked home from meetings a thousand times. He knows the road. He knows the One who walks with him. The only difference is that this time, instead of the door of the manse at the end of the walk, it will be the door of the Father’s house. And the light inside will never go out.

On the thirty-first of October 1892, two months before my death, I wrote to a friend about the sudden death of a colleague in Dundee: “What a surprise to find himself all at once among those who do immediately pass into glory. May we be found of Him in peace, like our brother, when our evening comes.” The evening came for me on the thirtieth of December 1892. After only two days of illness, I passed gently within the veil.

It was afterward written of me, as it was written of Enoch long before: “He walked with God, and was not, for God took him.” By my dying bed, as I passed, my children were singing the Twenty-third Psalm — the same psalm that their mother Isabella had sung through her trials forty years before, the psalm she had said was her never-failing resort, the one that had been “too much for her” to hear in church. Now it calmed the hearts of her children as they watched their father take his gentle passage through the valley of the shadow of death into the Father’s house beyond.

(Revelation 1:5–6 KJV)

“Unto him that loved us, and washed us from our sins in his own blood, and hath made us kings and priests unto God and his Father; to him be glory and dominion for ever and ever.”
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THE LEGACY: HE BEING DEAD YET SPEAKETH

What is left when a man’s life is over? The books remain, and they speak. The Memoir of M’Cheyne, the Commentary on Leviticus, the Christ and His Church in the Psalms, the smaller books and tracts and lectures — these continued their work after the hand that wrote them was still. Letters came from ministers on every continent who had been set on fire by the Memoir. The lady in the Highlands who found life to her soul as she read it. The unconverted curate who began reading M’Cheyne’s sermons to his congregation and was astonished to find his people coming to him with questions about salvation. The American gentleman brought to Christ while reading the Memoir who came to Dundee to spend his first Sabbath in Scotland at St. Peter’s, that he might worship where M’Cheyne had preached.

The congregation at Finnieston remains. The men and women who were converted during forty years of ministry in the district along the Clyde — who came as strangers from the country and were put into Bible classes within the week, who came as drunkards and were drawn through the door of the Mission hall by a hand on the arm, who came as anxious inquirers to the manse door and left knowing that the blood of Christ covered all their sins. The faces that were at the Jubilee gathering in 1888, carrying the evidence of what Christ had done in them over thirty and forty years. The workers scattered across the world who received the prayer at the close of a student gathering: “And when we all meet together again, may it be with our bosoms filled with sheaves!”

The Hebrew words over the door of the new Finnieston church — He that winneth souls is wise — remain carved in stone. Those words were chosen as an indication of the object of the church’s existence, and also in the hope that some Jews passing by might see them and come in. I do not know whether any ever did. But I believe the hope was well-founded, because God takes note of what is done in hope as well as what is done in certainty. The Collace people said that when I came, the parish was a spiritual desert, and when I left it was a watered garden. The Finnieston people — after forty years in one of the poorest and most spiritually indifferent districts of industrial Glasgow — could make the same report. Not because of any special power in the minister. Because of the faithfulness of the God who said: my word shall not return unto me void.

What is also left is a model of ministry — a demonstration that fifty years of faithfulness to one calling, in two places, without fame-seeking or innovation for its own sake, anchored in daily prayer and daily Scripture and daily pastoral work, is the shape of a fruitful life. I did not want to be remembered as a great man. I said at my Jubilee what I meant: I never thought I did more than draw the water and let the flock drink. The water was God’s. The spring was God’s. The drawing and carrying was mine, and what is mine in the story is of no particular interest to anyone. What is His in the story is everything.

Those who knew me in life said: “I never met him without being the better for it.” The secret, as they themselves perceived, lay in the everyday fellowship with the Lord. Not in the gifts, not in the learning, not in the long experience of ministry. In the fellowship. A man who walks daily with Christ will, by the simple fact of the walking, become someone whose company leaves those around him better than it found them. Not because he is trying to improve them, but because what is in him overflows — because the cup that is being filled from above runs over onto those who are near it.

He walked with God, and was not, for God took him.

That is the whole of it. That is the life. The walking, and then the taking. Sixty-two years of walking that began on a Sabbath in October 1830 in a quiet room in Edinburgh, with a man reading Guthrie’s Trial of a Saving Interest and finding, to his amazement and joy, that he simply believed. That he received. That he did nothing but receive. And then sixty-two years of walking in the company of the One who had been received, through Collace and Finnieston and the Holy Land and Northfield and a thousand pastoral visits and a hundred thousand mornings at the Mercy-seat, until the long walk ended in the Father’s house on the thirtieth of December 1892 and the walking became sight and the faith became home.
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CHAPTER ten

────────────────────────

He Being Dead Yet Speaketh: A Life’s Account
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A life well lived does not end when the man dies. It ends when the last echo of his voice fades from the last ear that heard it — and since I am persuaded that some things spoken in the power of the Holy Spirit echo into eternity, I am not sure it ever fully ends. The Scripture says of Abel that he, being dead, yet speaketh. Abel offered a sacrifice. He spoke the language of blood and covering and the acceptance of the sinner through a substitute. He spoke it with his hands and his altar rather than his lips. And four thousand years later the testimony still stands, the voice still sounds, the message still proclaims what it proclaimed in the first generation of the world.

I do not know what will be said of my life when those who knew me are themselves gone. I hope it will be said that the blood of Christ was preached clearly, and that souls were brought into the knowledge of it. I hope it will be said that a man was found faithful in two parishes across fifty-four years of ministry, and that the faithfulness was not his own but the gift of the One for whom the ministry was done. And I hope it will be said, most simply and most truly, what was said of Enoch before the Flood and of me on the last day of December 1892: he walked with God.

Let me now look back from the end of the walk to the beginning. Not to survey my own achievements — there is a judgment-seat for that, and the One who sits upon it knows the account better than I ever could. But to trace the line of grace that ran through a life, to name the instruments God used, to honour the company He gave, and to say plainly what I believe made the difference between a life that would have been ordinary and the life that was actually lived.
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THE STREAM OF PIETY: WHERE THE LIFE BEGAN

I was born into a stream. That is the first thing to say. I did not arrive at the faith I held by my own inquiry or reasoning or spiritual experiment. I was born into a household where the Shorter Catechism was as much the furniture of childhood as the table and chairs, where the family worship was as regular as the rising of the sun, where the Bible was not a curiosity but a daily companion from the very beginning of conscious memory. My mother — left a widow at thirty with seven children when I was eleven years old — held that household in the stream of God’s grace through everything that followed.

The stream that ran through our household ran from further back than our family. It ran through the Scottish Reformation and the Covenanting struggle, through the great saints of the seventeenth century whose writings shaped my inner life as thoroughly as any of the living teachers I encountered. It ran through Samuel Rutherford, whose letters I read as a young man and whose pulpit fragment I kept on my mantelpiece for the whole of my ministry. It ran through John Welsh, who rose from his bed at night to wrestle in prayer for those who cared not to plead for themselves. It ran through Samuel Rutherford’s own master, Robert Boyd, and back further still through the great line of those who had kept the Gospel alive in Scotland through dark centuries of spiritual struggle.

If my religious life was modelled on that of another, it was modelled on the life of the Reformers and Covenanters. I studied their writings and drank in much of their spirit. I had something of their strength and reality of purpose, the same fidelity to truth, though with perhaps more love and less fiery vehemence — often the same quaint habit of speech, and the same fervour of spirit that would have led any of them to lay down his life for the Lord he loved. The words of a Reformer and martyr — “We have a good and gentle Lord; let us follow His steps” — might have been my own. I did not find it hard to unite a reverent belief in the most solemn and mysterious truths of the Bible with a joyous and triumphant hope. Calvinism and the evangelical creed were never, I was told by one who knew me, so fairly recommended as by a man who stood by every doctrine, even the most severe, while he seemed to live in perpetual sunshine, spreading not gloom but brightness and good nature wherever he appeared.

I believed everything in the Confession of Faith. But I also believed more than was in it — for Jordan may overflow his banks. The doctrines of grace are not a cage that confines the soul to orthodoxy. They are the riverbed through which the waters of God’s love flow with greatest force and depth. A man who knows the doctrines of grace and has felt their weight and savour will not be a cold man. He will be, if he is anything, warmer than the man who has only sentiment and no doctrine to give the sentiment its proper direction.

(Proverbs 11:30 KJV)

“The fruit of the righteous is a tree of life; and he that winneth souls is wise.”
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THE FRIENDS WHO MADE THE MAN

I have said much in the earlier pages of this account about M’Cheyne, about the brotherhood of ministers that sustained my early years, about Horatius and John. Let me say now, with the perspective of the whole life behind me, what that company meant in the long run.

A man is shaped by his friends more than he is shaped by most other forces in his life, and the shaping happens mostly below the surface — in the tone of the conversations he has over years, in the standard of holiness modelled by those around him, in the way that certain questions are treated as settled because the company he keeps treats them as settled. I was given, in the years of my formation, a company of men for whom the inner life was the life that mattered most. M’Cheyne, who rose at six and spent the first hours of the day in prayer before the congregation had breakfast. Moody-Stuart, whose unfailing buoyancy of brightness through daily rejoicing in the Lord was the most consistent character I knew. The whole band of the early 1830s, for whom holiness was not a topic of Sunday discourse but the daily texture of their existence.

That standard — once set, once seen, once felt to be real and attainable and expected — could not be unfelt. A man who has been in company where holiness is the norm does not easily accept its absence from his own life as normal. The rebuke of M’Cheyne after the sermon at St. Peter’s — “You forgot there might be many listening who shall never see Him in His beauty” — was possible because M’Cheyne was the kind of man whose rebuke I was willing to receive. From a lesser man, or a harder man, or a man whose own life was not already a reproach to its hearers, the same words might have stung without instructing. From M’Cheyne, they both stung and healed in the same moment. Good friends do that. They tell you what you need to hear in a way that you are able to receive it.

And then M’Cheyne was gone at twenty-nine, and the loss of him was irreplaceable in the ordinary sense — there was no one who quite occupied that place again. But he was not gone in the deeper sense. The Memoir I wrote preserved his voice for a generation that never heard him. Through it, the standard of holiness he represented was passed on to ministers I never met and congregations I never visited and countries I never entered. The dead man whose voice I tried to record accurately went on speaking in the record, and the speaking — to my repeated astonishment and gratitude — produced the same fruit in other lives that the living voice had produced in mine.

Dr. Cuyler of New York wrote to me in 1879 with news that moved me greatly. He said he had asked Moody who had rendered him the most assistance in Great Britain. Moody answered: “The Lord Chancellor and Dr. A. A. Bonar — the first by attending my London meetings and giving me his powerful influence, and Dr. A. A. Bonar by helping me to a deeper knowledge of the Word, and by his letters and counsels.” Cuyler added: “There, my dear modest brother, is not that a jewel at least in advance from your heavenly crown?” I did not know what to make of such testimony. I had not thought of my counsel and letters as significant. But God uses small things — a conversation, a letter, a word spoken in passing — and the effect accumulates over years into something that no single moment of it could have predicted.
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THE TWO PLACES: COLLACE AND FINNIESTON

I served in two parishes. In the whole of my ministry I moved only once, and the move was made with great reluctance and only at what I believed to be the clear call of God. I say this not as a model to be slavishly imitated — God calls men to different fields, some narrow and some wide, some stationary and some mobile — but because I believe the depth of what was accomplished in both places was inseparable from the length of the time spent in each.

Collace gave me eighteen years. For the first several of them very little seemed to happen by the world’s measure. The congregation was small, the district was quiet, and the results of the labour were not always visible. But the roots were going down. The prayer habits of a lifetime were being formed. The pastoral knowledge of an individual flock — the knowledge that comes only from years of sitting in the same homes through births and deaths and conversions and backsliding and illness and recovery — was being accumulated. And then, in 1839 and the years that followed, the great revival swept through, and the roots that had been going down for years suddenly had a river to draw from.

The Collace people said of me at the Jubilee in 1888: “When you came among us in 1838, Collace was a comparatively spiritual desert. When you left it was like a watered garden — a field that the Lord had blessed.” Fifty years had passed between the planting and that testimony. The effects, they said, remained to that day in living souls and in the social and religious habits of the people. The work done in one small Scottish parish in the 1840s was still bearing fruit in the 1880s. A soul saved in the revival of 1840 had a child who grew up in the knowledge of the Gospel, who had children of his own who were raised in the same knowledge. The waves spread outward from the original stone, and they spread for generations.

Finnieston was different — harder, denser, more resistant in its early years, but ultimately more fruitful in sheer numbers. The district around the Clyde was one of the most heavily populated and most spiritually desolate urban territories in Scotland. I came to it in 1856 feeling like a missionary to the heathen who has to spend months learning the language and habits of the people. For two full years barely anyone came. And then the wave of the American revival broke over Scotland, and Finnieston was touched, and from that point onward the congregation grew and the work deepened and the blessing continued for the remaining thirty-six years of my ministry there.

What those two places together represent is a theology of the ordinary — the theology that says that the most significant work of God in a generation is usually not done by the famous but by the faithful, not in the great centres but in the small ones, not by the brilliant but by the persevering. I was not a brilliant man by the standards of my generation. I had no extraordinary gifts that set me apart from my contemporaries. What I had was a daily habit of prayer, a daily engagement with the Word, a daily care for the flock entrusted to me, and a daily dependence on the Spirit of God to make all of it effectual. These things, maintained over fifty-four years, produced what they produced. And what they produced was, I can say without pride, more than I ever expected.

(Isaiah 55:10–11 KJV)

“For as the rain cometh down, and the snow from heaven, and returneth not thither, but watereth the earth, and maketh it bring forth and bud, that it may give seed to the sower, and bread to the eater: so shall my word be that goeth forth out of my mouth: it shall not return unto me void.”
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THE SECRET OF THE LIFE: FELLOWSHIP AT THE MERCY-SEAT

Those who knew me in life said: “I never met him without being the better for it.” I am glad that was the impression, and I trust it was sometimes true. The credit belongs entirely to the source from which whatever good was in me came. The secret lay in the everyday fellowship with the Lord. I looked not at the things that are seen but at the things that are not seen.

I said to the young ministers gathered at Northfield: “For forty years there has not been a day that I have not had access to the Mercy-seat.” And again, on my eighty-second birthday: “It was in the year 1830 that I found the Saviour, or rather, that He found me and laid me on His shoulders rejoicing, and I have never parted company with Him all these sixty-two years.” Those two statements together are the account of the life. Access every day. Company never broken. Everything else — the sermons, the books, the pastoral visits, the revival seasons, the grief and the joy — was the fruit of those two things. And the fruit was always in proportion to the root.

The daily life that produced this fellowship was simple. Two hours in prayer and Scripture before going out, every morning of my latter years. A card on the mantelpiece: He who has truly prayed has completed the half of his study. A text on the wall of the study: But Thou remainest. A Hebrew Bible on the small table by the fireplace, a Greek Testament beside it, and my father’s old Bible on the desk with its shorthand notes of early conversations about the faith. The physical arrangements of the study were not the secret. They were expressions of it. They were the domestic evidence of a soul whose deepest orientation was toward the invisible God.

I was not a man without weakness. The diary showed that. Confessions of dryness, of preaching without unction, of failing in the very graces I had exhorted others to pursue. The diary was honest in a way that a public ministry cannot always be. But the confessions in the diary all shared a common direction — they all turned back toward the Mercy-seat, back toward the blood of Christ, back toward the One who does not despise a broken and a contrite heart. The pattern of the life was not unbroken victory. It was unbroken return. I never learned to sin without returning to the Mercy-seat. And the Mercy-seat was always open.

I once said: “If a believer can do without the blood he is a backslider.” I said it to others as a caution. I say it now to myself, looking back over the whole of the life, as a testimony. I could never do without it. The longer I lived the more I needed it. The more clearly I saw the holiness of God, the more I felt the weight of my own sinfulness, and the more wonderful the blood of Christ appeared — that the infinite distance between what God requires and what I could produce had been fully bridged by one act of self-giving love on a hill outside Jerusalem. That wonder never grew old. That gratitude never faded. The Cross was as astonishing to me at eighty-two as it had been at twenty.
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WHAT I CARRIED FROM THE MEN WHO CAME BEFORE

I have spoken much of M’Cheyne and of my brothers and of the ministers of my own generation. Let me speak now of the older company whose lives shaped mine even though I never met them.

Samuel Rutherford. I read his letters as a student and felt in them a heat of love for Christ that I had never encountered in any living man. The extravagance of his devotion to Jesus — the way he would pour out page after page of sheer adoration, calling Christ the “only lovely,” the “fairest of ten thousand,” the desire of his soul even in the darkest depths of his Scottish winter of exile — set a standard for me that I spent the rest of my life trying to approach. I kept a fragment of his pulpit on my mantelpiece and a panel of Lady Kenmure’s pew from Anwoth in my study. I went on pilgrimage to his grave and his church. I edited his letters and his sermons and gave them back to my generation. I did all of this because I believed that the kind of love for Christ that Rutherford had was not his peculiar possession but a gift available to any soul that would seek it with the same urgency he brought to the seeking.

Jonathan Edwards. I stood under the elm-trees at Northampton in 1881 where Edwards and his wife had sat together, and I prayed there. I visited the grove of pines where he had gone to commune with God in the long New England mornings. I wrote in my diary that day: “Lord, give me fully what is meant by ‘that Christ may dwell in your heart,’ and by ‘Christ liveth in me.’” Edwards represented for me the possibility of combining intellectual rigour with spiritual intensity — of being both a theologian of the first rank and a man whose inner life was a continual burning. He showed that the life of the mind, when fully surrendered to Christ, does not become less itself. It becomes more itself, because it is now working in its proper element: the truth of God, with the Spirit of God illuminating it.

David Brainerd. The diary of Brainerd — that young missionary to the American Indians who spent himself in prayer and preaching in the New Jersey wilderness and died at twenty-nine — was one of the formative books of my youth. There are superficial similarities between Brainerd and M’Cheyne: both young, both consumed by the work, both dead before thirty. But the deeper similarity is in the quality of the inner life — the willingness to be nothing, to go anywhere, to spend everything, for the sake of the souls God had called them to reach. Brainerd once wrote that he did not desire to live for any reason but the glory of God and the good of souls. That sentence could have been my own. I did not achieve it as he achieved it, but it remained the aspiration.

John Welsh, the son-in-law of John Knox. Welsh, who rose at night to pray for his flock until the morning cold forced him back to his bed. Welsh, who was said to have kept his plaid beside him so that when he woke in the night he could wrap it around himself and pray without disturbing his wife. Welsh, who laid his hands on a dying man and prayed him back to life. That story may be disputed. The spirit of the man who prayed it is not. I inherited from Welsh the conviction that prayer is the first work of the ministry, not the last resort. That the work done on the knees before the congregation rises in the morning is more consequential than the work done from the pulpit when they gather in the evening.

(Hebrews 11:4 KJV)

“By faith Abel offered unto God a more excellent sacrifice than Cain, by which he obtained witness that he was righteous, God testifying of his gifts: and by it he being dead yet speaketh.”
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THE MOODY REVIVAL AND THE WIDER WORLD

I did not plan to be part of what happened in 1874 when the Moody revival swept through Scotland and the Finnieston congregation received what was said to be a larger share of blessing than any other church in Glasgow. I did not plan to be of use to Moody at Northfield in 1881. I did not plan for the Memoir of M’Cheyne to cross the Atlantic and the Pacific and find readers in continents I would never visit. I was a parish minister in Scotland. I had two places and fifty-four years.

But God was doing something in those decades that was wider than any parish and larger than any individual ministry. The decades of the 1830s and 1840s in Scotland — the revival, the Disruption, the band of young ministers who fired the whole country with a sense of what the Church could be when it was truly alive to the Spirit — produced effects that radiated outward for a generation. The Memoir of M’Cheyne, published in 1844, was read within years of its publication in every English-speaking country in the world and translated beyond them. The young minister of Collace who had grieved his friend to the grave and then described the life as faithfully as he could had become, without seeking it, the instrument of a worldwide spiritual influence that he could not have predicted or planned.

Moody himself said that I helped him to a deeper knowledge of the Word and by my letters and counsels. I cannot fully account for that. What I know is that I gave Moody what I gave everyone: the same Christ, the same Word, the same urgency about the souls of the unsaved. If that was helpful to a man who preached to millions, then the lesson is that there is no small version of the Gospel and no large version. There is only the Gospel, and when it is preached faithfully, with the unction of the Holy Spirit, God multiplies it to reach however many He has determined to reach through it. The five loaves were not enlarged before they were distributed. They were distributed as they were, and the miracle was in the giving.

The revival of 1874 affected my congregation in ways I have not fully described in these pages. Fresh life flowed through the whole body of the congregation, widening its interests and expanding its energies and sympathies. Christians from other lands were attracted to Finnieston as they passed through Glasgow, and many a casual visitor stayed at the close of a service to express thanks for the spiritual quickening he had received. The Communion seasons became gatherings of God’s people from widely separated church connections — a foretaste of the fellowship above that is yet to come. The local was becoming global, the particular was touching the universal, and none of it was my doing.
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WHAT REMAINS: A WORD TO THOSE WHO COME AFTER

I want to say something, in this final chapter, not to those who knew me but to those who did not — to the men and women who come across this account long after the events it describes have faded from living memory, who find in it something they were not expecting, who lay it down and feel stirred toward a life they have not yet lived.

The life I have been describing is available to you. Not the external circumstances of it — those were particular to a time and a place and a set of providential arrangements that were unique. But the substance of it: the daily access to the Mercy-seat, the daily feeding on the Word, the daily care for the souls around you, the daily expectation of the return of the King. These are not skills requiring unusual gifts. They are habits requiring only the will to form them and the grace to sustain them. And the grace is always there, because the Giver of grace is always there, and His supply is always proportioned to the need of those who come to Him.

I said to believers in my later years: “We are not to indulge for a moment the belief: ‘I must count on a season of languor in my Christian life.’ Where did you find that in the Bible? ‘Like the palm-tree flourishing.’ Ask any gardener and he will tell you it is a sad indication of any plant to stop growing.” That word is addressed as much to a generation I never met as to the one I did. Languor is not inevitable. Fruitlessness in old age is not the necessary condition of a life well spent. The promise is that those who are planted in the house of the Lord shall flourish in the courts of God. Our God shall flourish still in old age, they shall be fat and flourishing, to show that the Lord is upright.

If you are a minister reading these pages, I say to you what I said to the young ministers at Northfield: for forty years there has not been a day I have not had access to the Mercy-seat. Not forty days. Not forty months. Forty years. Make that your aim, not as an achievement to report but as an orientation to maintain. The daily access is not the cause of the other things. It is the context in which the other things become possible. Without it, the preaching may be orthodox but it will not be alive. The visiting may be conscientious but it will not be unctuous. The letters may be accurate but they will not carry the freight of eternity. With it, the humblest service becomes significant, because the humblest servant has been in the presence of the King.

If you are not a minister but a reader who has found in these pages a man whose company you are glad to have kept for a while — receive the same word at a different angle. The Mercy-seat is open to you. The blood that gives access to it was shed for you as personally as it was shed for any of the great servants of God whose stories fill the pages of Christian history. The access that was the secret of a long ministry is the access available to every believer in every age and every station. You do not need to be a Bonar or a M’Cheyne or a Rutherford to find what they found. You need only to come, and to keep coming, and to take what is freely given.

“For forty years there has not been a day that I have not had access to the Mercy-seat.” Perhaps you are just beginning. Perhaps the forty years lie ahead of you, or some portion of them. Go toward them with hope. Go toward them with the knowledge that the One who kept me through eighteen quiet years at Collace before the revival broke, through the long slow early years of Finnieston before the congregation came, through the grief of 1864 and the thinning of the circle in the decades that followed — the same One is present for your years, for your parish, for your grief, for your waiting.

He is the same yesterday, today, and forever. He does not vary according to the century or the country or the spiritual temperature of the age. The access that was open in 1830, on a Sabbath in October in a quiet Edinburgh room where a young man read Guthrie’s Trial and found to his wonder that he simply believed — that access is open now, and will be open until the last soul for whom Christ died has found its way home.

(Hebrews 13:8 KJV)

“Jesus Christ the same yesterday, and to day, and for ever.”
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THE FINAL WORD: WHAT I DID NOTHING BUT RECEIVE

I want to close not with an exhortation but with a testimony. Not with what I did but with what was done for me. Because the great error of any account of a life of Christian ministry is to leave the reader with the impression that the life was the achievement of the man, rather than the gift of the God who called the man and sustained him and made the work fruitful against every reasonable expectation.

On the day of my conversion in 1830, I said afterward: “I did nothing but receive.” The fullness and freeness of divine grace filled my heart. I did not earn it. I did not prepare for it sufficiently. I did not achieve it by the quality of my spiritual seeking. I received it — in the way that a man receives a gift, by simply taking what was held out to him. And from that day until the day I passed within the veil, sixty-two years later, everything was a continuation of the same posture. I received. Grace was given and I took it. Truth was offered and I believed it. Work was assigned and I did it. Souls were brought to the door of the pulpit and I preached to them. Fruit was given and I gave thanks for it. But the receiving was always mine and the giving was always His.

This is not false modesty. It is the theological statement of what happened. The palm-tree does not create the rain. It receives the rain and grows. The channel does not create the water. It draws the water from the spring and carries it to where the thirsty people are. I was a channel. The spring was God. What passed through the channel was His. And if the channel happened to be clean enough on some days that the water reached the thirsty people without picking up too much of the clay it flowed through — if the ministry was, on some occasions, a true vehicle of grace rather than an obstacle to it — then the credit belongs to the One who kept the channel open and kept the spring flowing and kept the thirsty people coming to drink.

I expect, at the judgment-seat of Christ, to be surprised by what was accomplished through me that I knew nothing of. The letter that carried an unexpectedly sharp word into an unexpected place. The sermon that struck a particular hearer at a particular moment when that word was the exact word he needed and no other would have served. The visit paid on a Friday afternoon to the house where a dying man was ready to receive what I had to offer, when his readiness and my visit and the Spirit’s timing all converged in a moment that was arranged by no one visible. These things happened. They happen in every faithful ministry. And the One who arranged them will display them at the last day, to His own glory and the wonderment of the instruments He used.

“The best part of all Christian work is that part which only God sees.” I said that. I believe it with my whole heart. And now I see it, because I am where God is, and what was done in secret is secret no longer, and the fruit of fifty-four years of the ordinary work of the Gospel is visible in its fullness to the eyes of the One for whom it was all, always, done.

“I have never parted company with Him all these sixty-two years.”

That is the testimony. That is the account. That is the life. Go thou and do likewise.

❆ ❆ ❆  Andrew A. Bonar: The Soul Winner of Scotland  ❆ ❆ ❆ 
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How to Live in the Miraculous!

This is a quick explanation of how to live and move in the realm of the miraculous. Seeing divine interventions of God is not something that just spontaneously happens because you have been born-again. There are certain biblical principles and truths that must be evident in your life. This is a very basic list of some of these truths and laws:

1.​You must give Jesus Christ your whole heart. You cannot be lackadaisical in this endeavour. Being lukewarm in your walk with God is repulsive to the Lord. He wants 100% commitment. Jesus gave His all, now it is our turn to give our all. He loved us 100%. Now we must love Him 100%.

My son, give me thine heart, and let thine eyes observe my ways (Proverbs 23:26).

So then because thou art lukewarm, and neither cold nor hot, I will spew thee out of my mouth (Revelation 3:16).

2.​There must be a complete agreement with God’s Word. We must be in harmony with the Lord in our attitude, actions, thoughts, and deeds. Whatever the Word of God declares in the New Testament is what we wholeheartedly agree with.

Can two walk together, except they be agreed? (Amos 3:3).

For the eyes of the LORD run to and fro throughout the whole earth, to shew himself strong in the behalf of them whose heart is perfect toward him (2 Chronicles 16:9).

3.​Obey and do the Word from the heart, from the simplest to the most complicated request or command. No matter what the Word says to do, do it! Here are some simple examples: Lift your hands in praise, in everything give thanks, forgive instantly, gather together with the saints, and give offerings to the Lord, and so on.

I can of mine own self do nothing: as I hear, I judge: and my judgment is just; because I seek not mine own will, but the will of the Father which hath sent me (John 5:30).

4.​Make Jesus the highest priority of your life. Everything you do, do not do it as unto men, but do it as unto God.

If ye then be risen with Christ, seek those things which are above, where Christ sitteth on the right hand of God. Set your affection on things above, not on things on the earth (Colossians 3:1-2).

5.​Die to self! The old man says, “My will be done!” The new man says, “God’s will be done!”

I am crucified with Christ: nevertheless I live; yet not I, but Christ liveth in me: and the life which I now live in the flesh I live by the faith of the Son of God, who loved me, and gave himself for me (Galatians 2:20).

Now if we be dead with Christ, we believe that we shall also live with him (Romans 6:8).

6.​Repent the minute you get out of God’s will—no matter how minor, or small the sin may seem.

(Revelation 3:19).

As many as I love, I rebuke and chasten: be zealous therefore, and repent.

7. Take one step at a time. God will test you (not to do evil) to see if you will obey him. Whatever He tells you to do: by His Word, by His Spirit, or within your conscience, do it. He will never tell you to do something contrary to His nature or His Word!

For whosoever shall do the will of my Father which is in heaven, the same is my brother, and sister, and mother (Matthew 12:50).

Then went he down, and dipped himself seven times in Jordan, according to the saying of the man of God: and his flesh came again like unto the flesh of a little child, and he was clean (2 Kings 5:14).
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