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PREFPREFPREFPREFPREFACEACEACEACEACE

“THE grace of God in the heart of man is a tender plant in a strange,
unkindly soil, and, therefore, cannot well prosper and grow without
much care and pains, and that of a skilful hand.” These are the
opening words of Archbishop Leighton’s “Commentary on the First
Epistle of Peter;” and the principle which they contain lies at the
foundation of much that we have to say of the Christian’s “Work
and Conflict.” In a former volume we treated of “The Divine Life,”
with reference, especially, to its nature, and to the manner and means
of its origination in the human soul. But the Divine Life once
originated, what of its progress and permanence? Are these to be
left to a sort of spiritual chance, untended and uncared for? Are they
secured by the spontaneous energy of the inward life itself? Or are
they to be the objects of deliberate painstaking and culture? With
Archbishop Leighton our belief is, that inward religion “cannot well
prosper and grow without much care and pains.” His great Master
and ours and the chiefest servants of the Master have all taught the
same lesson: “Work out your own salvation with fear and trembling.
For it is God which worketh in you both to will and to do of his good
pleasure:” “Giving all diligence, add to your faith virtue.” The new
birth may be a sudden work; the quickening of the soul into spiritual
life may be instantaneous; but its onward course, from the weakness
of infancy to the strength of manhood, is effected by slow degrees,
through many an effort and many a struggle. And God is not pleased
to supersede the necessity of effort and struggle, by enabling us to
leap at a bound out of our swaddling clothes, and gird ourselves with
the attributes of perfect men in Christ Jesus. The usual method of
Divine grace is, by a gradual process, to discipline and educate the
heart out of its weaknesses and errors.

But there must be the “skilful hand” as well as “care and pains”
in the culture of the Divine Life. True religion in the heart of man
may be “a tender plant in a strange unkindly soil,” but it must not
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be treated like an exotic, and sheltered in a hothouse to protect it
from unkindly blasts. Let it acquire a hardier character, and learn
to encounter the most hostile influences. Confined to the closet or
the cloister, it can never be other than sickly: it will find health and
vigour in an out-of-door existence, amidst the common pursuits and
duties of human life. The holy Samuel Rutherford has given us the
counterpart of Leighton’s saying:—”Grace is a strange plant, it grows
best on the weather-side of the hill.” This is a first principle in the
“skilful” cultivation of this tender plant, and it is one of many which
it is our endeavour in the following pages to elicit from the teachings
of Holy Scripture, and to illustrate and enforce by the example of
holy men.

In religion all things are possible through the Divine help. And
with that help so freely promised, so faithfully rendered, the
Christian should be like the tree which is “planted by the rivers of
water,” “not stinted and dwarfish; not smitten with rust and eaten
with the worm, but sound alike in the body, the blossom, and the
fruit; not crooked, knotted, and unsymmetrical, but free, expansive,
and proportional.” Wherever he goes, the world should be able to
recognise his character without the requisite of a formal
proclamation. The image of Christ should be so impressed upon his
whole life, as to render him an “epistle, known and read of all men.”
It has been said, that two-thirds of the really good earnest people
we meet, travel along the high road of duty, like horses badly broken
in; they advance, but they are always making little efforts to wander
to the right hand or to the left, and so requiring the whip and bridle.
But the commands and promises of the gospel would lead us to
anticipate far other results. There is ample provision made in the
motives with which the cross of Christ inspires true believers, and
in the grace which the mediation of Christ brings within their reach,
to enable them to become “partakers of the Divine nature,” and to
“walk in the Spirit.” Redeemed as they are by the blood of the Lord
Jesus, is it too much to expect of them that they will aim after that
high and spiritual condition in which, to use the words of John Howe,
“the soul shall have no other notion of itself than of an everlasting
sacrifice, always ascending to God in its own flames?”
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WHEN we stand on the margin of an unruffled lake, the beauties which
surround us are reflected from its placid bosom, as from a polished
mirror. The green sward, the fairy flower, the majestic tree, the rock
and the mountain, the sun and the golden beams which illumine
heaven, are all thrown back on us smilingly. And as we gaze into the
waters we see in their depths a world brighter and more beautiful
than the real world around us—

“As if there lay beneath the wave,
Secure from trouble, toil, and care,
A world than earthly world more fair.”

Such was human nature, when, as formed by the Divine hand and
inspired by the Divine breath, it reflected, purely and unbrokenly, all
the excellences and beauties of the Divine image. But while looking
on the smooth surface of the lake, a storm arises, the waters are
troubled, and wave lashes wave in its fury. Where is now the liquid
landscape, the reflection of all the glory and beauty and majesty of
the scene around? We gaze, but it is not. Not one fragment of it
remains. The agitated bosom of the waters knows nothing of what it
had but an hour before exhibited so truly and brightly. Such is human
nature when subjected to the disturbing and deranging forces of sin.
It is no longer a reflection of the beauty and glory of the Divine image.
We still stand on the margin of the lake. An unseen power allays the
storm. The winds cease, but there is not a perfect calm. The waves
subside, but the waters are partially ruffled. And as we gaze we observe
the landscape again forming itself on the surface. But not as before.
It is now thrown back upon us in fragments. Trees and rocks are
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incongruously mixed. One object is brightly reflected by the surface
of the ripple which is now passing before us, and another by the surface
of the next. But they do not appear in their natural relation, and more
than half their beauty is thereby lost. We see everything in parts and
pieces, nothing in all its beauty; and many things so confusedly, that
we can scarcely recognise them. Such is human nature under the
operation of the gospel. The disturbing force of sin has been subdued;
and the image of God is again reflected from living man. But, alas it is
commonly in most fragmentary forms. Disjointed and broken pieces,
rather than a uniform and consistent whole, attest the restoration of
the image of God to the soul of man.

Once, however, in the world’s history, but only once, there
appeared a perfect Man. And it is instructive to know that he lived
not in the peaceful solitude of deserts, but in daily conflict, for three-
and-thirty years, with the wants, and sins, and sorrows of an evil
world. He was “brought into relation with every class and character,
high and low, rich and poor, learned and ignorant, soldier and priest,
lawyer and rabbi, prince and peasant, Pharisee and Sadducee, the
devotee of the temple, the student of the schools, and the money-
changer of the market-place.” And, contemplated in all these
relations, “the universal consent is that there is ONE who is absolutely
superior to circumstances—ONE on whose serene and lofty spirit the
changes that affect sublunary interests can produce no permanent
or injurious impressions—ONE for whom his friends never had to
make an apology, for whom the impartial critic needs not to demand
any forbearance, in whom the keenest sighted of his enemies can
find no fault—ONE whom no transient weakness from within, no
cunning temptation from without, could divert for a single moment
from his onward career of virtue, beneficence, and purity—ONE, in
short, who, tried by the loftiest standards of spiritual excellence, must
be pronounced, in the language of a disciple who had seen as much
of him as any man whilst he was on earth, ‘without blemish and
without spot.’”*

Not only was it the impression of others that Jesus of Nazareth
was sinless, but it was his own consciousness as well. He cannot be

* Henry Rogers: “Defence of the Eclipse of Faith.”
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