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ESSAY.

Our Lord speaks in the Gospel of an unpardonable sin, 
which is usually called the sin against the Holy Ghost, but is 
denominated by him more definitely the blaspheming of the 
Holy Ghost. It is, therefore, not every sin against the Holy 
Spirit, but a sin that consists in blasphemy against him. The 
places in which this sin is spoken of arc the following:

Matthew xii. .31, 3.2. “Wherefore I say unto you, all manner 
of sin and blasphemy shall be forgiven unto men: but the blas
phemy against the Holy Ghost shall not be forgiven unto men. 
And whosoever speaketh a word against the Son of man, it 
shall be forgiven him: but whosoever speaketh against the 
Holy Ghost, it shall not be forgiven him, neither in this world, 
nor in the world to come.”

Mark iii. 28—30. 11 Verily I say unto you, all sins shall be for
given unto the sons of men, and blasphemies wherewith soever 
they shall blaspheme: but he that shall blaspheme against the 
Holy Ghost hath never forgiveness, but is in danger of eternal 
damnation: because they said, he hath an unclean spirit.”

Luke xii. 10. And whosoever shall speak a word against the 
Son of man, it shall be forgiven him: but unto him that blas- 
phemeth against the Holy Ghost, it shall not be forgiven.”

The sin which is described in these texts must be distinguish
ed from another of which mention is made in the epistle to the 
Hebrews, and in the first epistle of John. The author of the epis
tle to the Hebrews speaks, in chapter vi. verse 6, of a sin of 
falling away from Christ, by which those who committed it 
crucified to themselves the Son of God afresh, and put him to 
an open shame, after they had once been enlightened, had last-, 
ed of the heavenly gift, being made partakers of the Holy Ghost, 
and had tasted the good word of God, and the powers of the 
world to come. The same sin is described in the tenth chapter, 
verse 26, as a sinning wilfully after we have received the know-
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ledge of the truth: and the person who is guilty of it is repre* 
sented in verse 29, as one who hath trodden under foot the Son 
of God, and hath counted the blood of the covenant wherewith 
he was consecrated to God an unholy thing, and hath done des
pite to the Spirit of grace. The apostle John speaks of a sin 
unto death, that might be committed by one professing to be a 
Christian, and which was not among those sins for which he ad
monished a Christian brother to pray.

The sin which is the subject of the last three texts is evident
ly one and the same. It has this in common with the blasphe
my of which the Lord speaks in the gospel, that it also dishon
ors the Holy Ghost and is unpardonable. The former of these 
characteristics is expressed in the words, “He hath done des
pite to the Spirit of grace;” which Luther translates, “He re
viles the Spirit of grace.” With regard to the latter, the apos
tle says, “For it is impossible for those who were once enlightened, 
&c. if they fall away, to renew them again to repentance.” He 
compares such persons to the earth which drinks in the rain that 
comes oft upon it, but bears only briars and thorns, is for that 
reason rejected and nigh unto cursing, and whose end is to be 
burned. And in the tenth chapter, verse 26, he says, “For if 
we sin wilfully after that we have received the knowledge of the 
truth, there remaineth no more sacrifice for sins, but a certain 
fearful looking for of judgment, and of fiery indignation, which 
shall devour the adversaries.” He observes that, if any one 
despised Moses’ law, and violated it contemptuously, he died 
without mercy' on the testimony of two or three witnesses, the 
law having provided no atonement for such a sin, and puts the 
question, “Of how much sorer punishment think ye, shall he be 
thought worthy, who hath trodden under foot the Son of God, 
and hath counted the blood of the covenant, wherewith he 
was sanctified, an unholy thing, and hath done despite to the 
Spirit of grace? For we know him who hath said, ‘Vengeance 
belongeth unto me, I will recompense, saith the Lord.’ And 
again, ‘The Lord will judge his people.’ It is a fearful thing to 
fall into the hands of the living God.” Finally, the apostle John 
calls this sin a sin unto death, and says, that it is not among 
the sins of which he speaks, when he exhorts Christians to pray 
for a brother who has sinned; from which it is manifest that he 
considered the case of such a sinner hopeless.

But this sin differs from the blasphemy against the Holy
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Ghost of which the Lord speaks in this, that it was committed 
only by such as once professed to be Christians, and consisted 
in a total apostacy from Christ. Those by whom it was com
mitted were once enlightened, and tasted of the heavenly gift, 
being made partakers of the Holy Ghost, and had tasted the 
good word of God and the power of the world to come. In the 
tenth chapter they are described as those who had received the 
knowledge of the truth '. and John speaks of them as brethren, 
“ If any man see his brother sin,” &c. They were consequent
ly professors of Christianity and members of the Christian church: 
and their sin was such a defection from Christ, that they cruci
fied him afresh, and put him to an open shame ; they forsook the 
Christian assemblies, trod the Son of God under foot, esteemed 
his blood unclean, as if it were the blood of an executed evil 
doer, and did despite to the Spirit of grace, contemning his op
erations in the church, by which his testimony was borne to the 
truth of Christianity.

On the contrary, the blasphemy against the Holy Ghost, of 
which the Lord speaks in the places quoted above, was commit
ted by persons who were not yet Christians, but unbelievers, 
Jews or Gentiles, who were yet to be converted to the Christian 
faith. The Pharisees and Scribes, whom Jesus meant to put 
on their guard against this sin, were unbelieving Jews, and at 
that time his mortal enemies. All his miracles could not con
vince them of the justice of his claims to the Messiahship. 
They fully believed him to be an imposter, because he did not 
accord with the preconceived opinions which they entertained of 
the Messiah. On this account they did not think it possible that 
God would perform miracles by him; for such miracles would 
be decisive proofs of his claims to the dignity of the messiah
ship, which God would certainly not give to a false pretender : 
and as he notwithstanding wrought many unquestionable mira
cles, they betook themselves to the plea, which in that age had 
its validity, viz : that he wrought them by the agency of Beel
zebub.

In our enquiries about this sin, we must therefore be careful 
that we do not confound it either within the sin of apostacy 
from the Christian faith, or with the sins that are committed by 
such as profess to believe in Christ, and are in communion with 
the Christian church. I shall now, after these preliminaries, en
deavor to shew first, in what the blasphemy against the Holy
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Ghost consists; secondly, in what sense this sin is unpardon
able ; and thirdly, why it shall never be forgiven.

First, in what the blasphemy against the Holy Ghost consists. 
The English word to blaspheme is of more limited signification 
than the Greek blasphcmeo, from which it is derived, or its cor
responding word in German, laestern. The Greek word signi
fies to speak ill of, to defame, revile, or slander, and is used in 
this sense of any object, whether God, or men, or things; and 
this is also the import of the German laestern: but the English 
word is limited to the signification of speaking ill of, reviling, 
or defaming God.

Slander, calumny or defamation, is a malicious evil speaking 
against man. Blasphemy is a malicious speaking ill of God. 
Men can be slandered only in words which are uttered, but as 
God sees the heart, and words are nothing to him apart from 
the thoughts and feelings which they express, there is already a 
blaspheming of him, when a wicked thought against him, dis
honorable to his character, is secretly entertained, though it be 
never uttered in words. Evil speaking is then not the blasphe
my itself, but only the utterance of it. It does indeed aggra
vate the sin, yet only so far as a greater degree of malignity is 
required to speak evil than to think it, and as words that are 
spoken produce more effect upon other persons than thoughts 
that are cherished in silence. I therefore cannot assent to those 
interpreters who think that the blasphemy against the Holy 
Ghost can be committed only in defamatory words.

It is commonly thought that the Pharisees and Scribes blas
phemed the Holy Ghost, when they reviled Jesus, saying, “He 
hath Beelzebub, and by the prince of the devils casteth he out 
devils.” Mark, iii. 22. Math. xii. 24. This opinion seems to be 
authorised by the connexion, and supported by the explanatory 
observation of Mark: for Jesus takes occasion from this ca
lumny to speak of blasphemy against the Holy Ghost, and Mark 
observes, that he spoke thus, because they had said, He hath an 
unclean spirit.

The sin, however, which the Pharisees and Scribes commit
ted on this occasion, was not the blaspheming of the Holy 
Ghost, but the calumniating of Jesus, whom they esteemed a 
mere man, and him a deceiver. Their intention was to defame, 
not the divine Spirit, but Jesus. Him they wished to degrade, 
and to expose to the hatred of the people; or at least, to subject
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to their suspicion ; because they feared that his miracles might 
be taken as proofs of a divine mission, and might so far gain 
over the people to his party, that they would even receive him 
as the Messiah, the Son ol David, and king of Israel. He had 
just then healed a demoniac, who was blind and dumb, so 
that the blind and dumb both spake and saw; “and all the peo
ple,” says Matthew, “were amazed, and said, is not this the 
son of David?” by which they meant, is not this the Messiah, 
the anointed one, the descendant of David, who is appointed to 
be David’s great successor on the throne of Israel? To this 
judgment of the people the Pharisees and Scribes opposed the 
argument, “He doth not cast out devils but by Beelzebub, the 
prince of devils.” Math. xii. 22, 24. They saw that the mira
cles had made a deep impression upon the multitude, and heard 
many enquire whether the man who performed such works was 
not the son of David, the Messiah. Such an effect appeared fre
quently, when Jesus exhibited his miraculous power. He was 
already commended to the people’s favor by his interesting and 
impressive teaching, and by the singular holiness of his life; 
but his miracles made him the object of very peculiar attention. 
These spread his fame over the whole country, and brought to 
him great numbers of people, who came to see him, to hear his 
instructions, and to be eye-witnesses of his wonderful works. 
They were astonished at his doctrine and manner of teaching, 
applauded his magnificent works, and glorified God who had 
given such power to him for the benefit of men. Math. vii. 22, 
29. ix. 8. “The multitudes wondered,” says Matthew, when 
they saw the dumb to speak, the maimed to be whole, the lame 
to walk, and the blind to see; and they glorified the God of Is
rael.” Math. xv. 31. “And they were all amazed,” says Mark, 
“ insomuch that they questioned among themselves saying, what 
thing is this? What new doctrine is this? for with authority 
commandeth he even the unclean spirits, and they obey him!” 
“And they were beyond measure astonished, saying, He hath 
done all things well: he maketh both the deaf to hear, and the 
dumb to speak.” Mark i. 27. vii. 37. “And there came a fear 
on all,” says Luke, “ and they glorified God, saying, a great 
prophet is risen up among us, and, God hath visited his people.” 
Luke vii. 16. Often did they give utterance to such sentiments 
as these, “We have never seen it on this fashion.” “It was 
never so seen in Israel.” “This is of a truth the prophet that



8

doeth ?” Marie ii. 12.

i

should come into the world.” “When Christ cometh, will he do 
more miracles than these, which this man 
Math. ix. 33. John vi. 14. vii. 31.

This impression made by the miracles of Jesus, brought the 
Pharisees and Scribes into the utmost perplexity. Deeming it 
certain that he neither was nor could be the Messiah, they be
lieved that the people were deluded by false appearances, and 
esteemed it their duty to undeceive them. “ The people,” said 
they, “which know not the law, are cursed.” John vii. 49. In 
consequence of their ignorance, they thought, the unlearned 
multitude were misled, and, by their transgression of the law in 
following Jesus, exposed themselves to its curse. This erro
neous impression, they imagined, must be removed, and the 
wrong disposition of the people changed, lest this Jesus, whom 
they viewed only as a deceiver, should be at length proclaimed 
the Messiah, anti placed upon the throne of the kings of Judah; 
for such an event, they believed, would provoke the Romans, 
under whose dominion they were, to make war upon them ; and 
as a false Messiah could not deliver them, the consequence must 
be, that both their country and their nation would be destroyed. 
For this purpose they sought in every possible way to disparage 
Jesus in the estimation of the people, to make him suspected, 
and to expose him to hatred or to contempt. They called him 
a Galilean, a Nazarene, a Samaritan : they said, “ He hath a de
vil, and is mad he does not keep the sabbath; he dishonors 
Moses; he is a glutton and a wine bibber, &c. Notwithstand
ing all this invective, however, his miracles were still manifest 
and striking facts, and spoke loudly in his behalf. It was there
fore necessary to put such an interpretation upon these as would 
deprive them of all their force as proofs of a divine mission, and 
would even convert them into grounds of suspicion and of holy 
aversion; and as the belief was prevalent in that age that evil 
spirits could work miracles, a belief which Jesus himself seem
ed to authorise, (Math. xxiv. 24,) they wrought themselves 
into a conviction, and endeavored to bring others into it 
also, that the miracles of Jesus did not proceed from God, but 
from an evil spirit. To this interpretation was opposed the fact 
that Jesus cast out the evil spirits themselves ; and the inference 
from it was a natural one, that he therefore could not perform 
his miracles by their agency. To this argument the Pharisees 
and Scribes had no other answer to give than this, the spirit
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that possesses Jesus, and with whom lie is in fellowship, is Beel
zebub, the prince of devils; and the departure of the spirits 
out of those whom they have possessed is therefore nothing 
more than their submission to their chief: “ He doth not cast 
out devils but by Beelzebub, the prince of the devils.”

The Jews accounted Beelzebub the God of this world, who 
ruled over the uncircumcised and the wicked. They considered 
him the great enemy of God, and of his people; and if they 
could be persuaded that Jesus was in league with him, they could 
not but view him as an enemy of God, and of their nation; and 
his miracles would then appear to them as snares of their arch
enemy, designed to entrap them, and to effect their ruin. This 
was the odious light in which the Pharisees and Scribes wished 
to place Jesus before the people. Hence, in addition to their 
other calumnies, they sought so anxiously for proof that he dis
regarded the law of Moses ; for whoever despises the law, they 
might maintain, cannot be the friend of God. They wished the 
people to believe, that while he did not keep the law, nor honor 
Moses, he aspired to dominion over the people of Jehovah, 
under the pretext that he came from God, and was the Messiah, 
though his pretensions to the throne would be destructive to 
them; and that with such views he wrought miracles, and call
ed to his aid the malignant agency of the devil, the eternal ene
my of God and of Israel, who would be well pleased to see the 
ruin of the whole nation. All this was adapted, as far it was 
received, to make Jesus extremely odious ; and all this was slan
der against Jesus: not the Holy Spirit, but Jesus, was the object 
of all this hatred and all this obloquy, and him alone was it in
tended to grieve and to put down.

What these Pharisees and Scribes thought and said concern
ing Jesus, was thought and said also by every unbelieving Jew 
as often as he wished to justify his unbelief to others, or to quiet 
his own conscience in relation to it.* What else could he do ? 
The reality of the miracles of Jesus was denied by no one, and 
it could not be denied, however predisposed his enemies might 
be to do so. They were too manifest, too diversified, too fre
quent, too evidently above all human power and art, to leave 
any room for the suspicion that they were only semblance and il
lusion. In the history of the man who was blind from his birth, 
and to whom Jesus gave his sight, which the apostle John has

'See the note at the end.
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recorded in the ninth chapter of his gospel, we hare an exam
ple of the anxious scrutiny with which the enemies of Jesus ex
amined a striking miracle that had been wrought by him ; and we 
learn from it how reluctant they were to admit the evidence of 
its reality, and how fully they were compelled, notwithstanding, 
to yield to it. When Lazarus was raised from the dead, a coun
cil was assembled to deliberate about the event; but so manifest 
was the miracle, that no question was raised about the truth of 
it, and the only enquiry was, what they should now do in the 
dilemma to which these works of Jesus had reduced them. 
“ What do we ?” said they, “ This man doth many miracles. 
If we let him thus alone, all men will believe on him.’’ John xi. 
47, 48. The unbeliever was obliged to account for these mira
cles, if he would not admit their evidence. But how would he 
explain them consistently with his unbelief? If they were 
wrought by the power of God, they were incontrovertible evi
dences of the divine mission of Jesus; but if any one admitted 
that the mission of Jesus was from God, he was no longer an un
believer. What outlet then remained, by which unbelief might 
escape from the force of these miracles ? There was no other 
than that one to which the Pharisees and the Scribes betook 
themselves, namely, the miracles of Jesus do not come from God 
but from an evil spirit; and, inasmuch as he casts out the evil 
spirits from demoniacs, the spirit who is in league with Jesus, 
must be their chief, namely, Beelzebub. So we find too that 
other Pharisees argued on a similar occasion, which is noticed 
by Matthew in another part of his gospel; “As they went out, 
behold they brought to him a dumb man possessed with a devil. 
And when the devil was cast out, the dumb man spake ; and all 
the multitudes marvelled saying, it was never so seen in Israel. 
But the Pharisees said, he casteth out devils through the prince 
of the devils.” Matthew ix. 32—34.

It was therefore not only once, on a single occasion, that some 
of the Pharisees and the Scribes, more wicked than others, gave 
utterance to this calumny. What these said, on this occasion, 
was what all unbelievers of their sect always said, whenever the 
claims of Jesus became the subject of discussion, and his mira
cles were urged as proofs of a divine mission. Their plea was 
one among the common slanders that were heard every where 
from the mouths of unbelievers, whether they were Pharisees, or 
Scribes, or Elders, or Priests, or their adherents among the com-
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mon people. It was a part of the reproach which Jesus had to 
bear, through all his ministry, to the end of his life; and hence, 
when he advised his disciples of the calumnies to which they 
would be exposed, and exhorted them to a patient endurance of 
them, he remarked, that, if they were charged with having a 
league with salan, they should not think it strange ; because it 
was only the same reproach which he himself was suffering, and 
they must not expect their treatment to be better than his. “If 
they have called the master of the house Beelzebub, how much 
more shall they call those of his household so?”

That this slander was not the blasphemy against the Holy 
Ghost which is spoken of in the gospel, is evident from the fact, 
that a large number of the unbelieving Jews, who expressed 
themselves concerning the miracles of Jesus in the same manner 
as the Pharisees and Scribes, attributing them to the agency of 
Beelzebub, were afterwards converted to the Christian faith, and 
obtained forgiveness of their sins. At the feast of Pentecost, a 
few days after the ascension of Jesus, three thousand were con
verted on the same day. Acts ii. 41. Soon afterwards the num
ber of the converts amounted to five thousand. Acts iv. 4. 
When Paul returned to Jerusalem from his mission to the Gen
tiles, James and the elders of the church in that place said to 
him, “thou seest, brother, how many thousands of the Jews be
lieve.” Acts xxi. 20. And before this time the history of the 
acts of the apostles tells us, “And the word of God increased; 
and the number of the disciples multiplied in Jerusalem greatly; 
and a great company of the priests were obedient to the faith.” 
Acts vi. 7. It may be remarked here, by the way, that the 
priests, for the most part, were of the sect of the Pharisees ; and 
the “many thousands who believed,” whom James describes, in 
the place referred to, as being “ all zealous for the law,” were 
ordinarily followers of the same sect.

If these had committed the blasphemy against tire Holy Ghost, 
they could not afterwards have obtained forgiveness; but the 
sacred historian speaks of them as believing brethren, who had 
found grace with God, and were saved; consequently they 
could not have been guilty of an unpardonable sin. To this we 
must add the following considerations.

1. Some of the Pharisees and Scribes, who had uttered the 
offensive words recorded in the text, replied to the warning of 
Jesus by saying, “Master, we would see a sign from thee.”
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They evidently meant a sign of a different kind from those which 
they had hitherto seen, and very probably, as in Matt. xvi. I 
a sign from heaven; because all his miracles had been perform
ed upon objects on earth, and so within the dominion of the 
spirit who was the God of this world. Jesus refused a compli
ance with this perverse demand. He reproved them with great 
but merited severity, as a wicked and adulterous generation, 
against whom the people of Ninevah and the Queen of the South 
would rise up in the judgment, and who, after a transient refor
mation, which the preaching- of John the Baptist had effected, 
were become worse than they had been before. But he promised, 
nevertheless, to give them a sign in order to convince them even
tually, if they should be at all open to conviction; a sign which, 
like the deliverance of the prophet Jonah from the bowels of the 
sea-monster, should be of its own kind, namely, his resurrection 
from the dead.

2. Jesus prayed upon the cross for his persecutors and mur
derers, “Fatherforgive them ; for they know not what they do.’1 
Forgiveness was asked for all who ignorantly maltreated and tor
tured him; and among these, the apostles tell us, were both the 
rulers and the people. Paul said to the Corinthians, that none 
of the princes of this world knew the hidden wisdom of God; 
“ for had they known it, they would not have crucified the Lord 
of Glory.” 1 Cor. ii. 7, 8. And Peter, when he charged upon 
the people the guilt of killing the Prince of Life, said, “I know 
that through ignorance ye did it, as did also your rulers.” Acts 
iii. 17. The rulers of the people, the Pharisees and the Scribes, 
the elders and the priests, as well as the common people, did 
not know Jesus, but imagined that the person, whom they were 
treating so cruelly, was an imposter, a false prophet, and therefore 
a criminal. To this ignorance Jesus had reference in his prayer 
when he said, “They know not what they do,” and made that 
fact the reason why the father should forgive them.

3. Before his death Jesus promised to send the Holy Ghost to 
reprove the world of sin, because they did not believe on him. 
John xvi. 8, 9. The Holy Spirit was to reprove the world 
which had seen Jesus and yet did not believe. The Gentiles had 
not yet heard of him, and therefore could not then be guilty of the 
sin of unbelief. The Jews, on the contrary, had seen and heard 
him, but would not believe; and they thought their unbelief just 
before God. The unbelieving Jews, therefore, and these with-
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out exception, were the world which the Holy Ghost was to 
convince that they erred and sinned in not believing on him ; 
and this he was to do that they might yet be saved.

4. Finally, Jesus commanded his apostles to preach the gospel 
to every creature; that is, in every place to which they should 
come, and to every person there who would here them ; and this 
office they were to begin in Jerusalem. Mark xvi. 15, Luke 
xxiv. 47. The apostles labored in Jerusalem during several 
years before they went to preach elsewhere: and when the church 
was scattered abroad by the persecution which began with the 
stoning of Stephen, they continued there still as witnesses of per
secuted truth. Acts viii. 1. This city was the chief seat of the 
Pharisees and Scribes. Here those of the highest dignity resid
ed ; and here their adherents and followers were most numerous. 
In Jerusalem Jesus suffered the unkindest treatment. Here the 
unbelief that resolved his miracles into diabolical agency pre
vailed most; and over this city, among the cities of Palestine, 
he wept, because it had not known the time of its merciful visi
tation. Yet here the doctrine of repentance and remission of 
sins was to be first preached, and preached to all who would 
hear it.

All this would not have been done ; at least not without an inti
mation that some who had sinned past forgiveness were except
ed, if the sin of these Pharisees and Scribes, a sin of which 
almost all, who at that time were unbelieving, were guilty, had 
been unpardonable. It follows, therefore, that their sin was not 
the blasphemy of the Holy Ghost, but a plasphemy against the 
Son of Man, which would yet be forgiven.

The blasphemy against the Holy Ghost was the malicious revi
ling of the testimony which the Holy Ghost bore to the divine mis
sion of Jesus, and the truth of chistianity, in his miraculous opera
tions in the church, after he-was come in Christ’s stead.

This sin could not be committed before the Holy Ghost was 
poured out upon the apostles and other believers; consequently, 
not while Jesus continued on earth. The Spirit was to come 
only after Jesus should be glorified. So we learn from John in 
his gospel, “ But this spake he of the Spirit which they that be
lieve on him should receive; for the Holy Ghost was not yet; 
because Jesus was not yet glorified.” John vii. 39. And Jesus 
himself said, “It is good for you that I go away; for if I go not 
away, the,Comforter will not come unto you; but if I go, I will 
send him to you from my Father.” John xvi. 7,
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Under the Mosaic dispensation, in the Old Testament, the 
Holy Ghost came upon individual persons who were called 
prophets. His operations were ordinarily confined to prophesy
ing. Seldom was a prophet at the same time furnished with the 
power of working miracles, or with other supernatural gifts. 
With Malachi, the last of the prophets, the communication of the 
Holy Ghost ceased, and to use the language of the Jews, “there 
was no Holy Ghost” after his time.

The prophets spoke of a communication of the Holy Ghost in 
the latter times, in the reign of the Messiah, when he should be 
poured out in copious effusions, and with very marked effects. 
Joel especially spoke of it in the second chapter of his prophesy, 
where he said, “And it shall come to pass afterward, that I will 
pour out my spirit upon all flesh; and your sons and your daugh
ters shall prophesy, your old men shall dream dreams, your young 
men shall see visions. And also upon the servants and upon 
the handmaids, in those days will I pour out my spirit. And I 
will shew wonders in the heavens and in the earth, blood, lire, 
and pillars of smoke. The sun shall be turned into darkness, 
and the moon into blood, before the great and terrible day of the 
Lord come. And it shall come to pass, that whosoever shah call 
upon the name of the Lord shall be delivered ; for in mount Zion 
and in Jerusalem there shall be deliverance, as the Lord hath 
said, and in the remnant whom the Lord shall call.”

The apostle Peter applies this prophesy to the effusion of the 
Holy Ghost upon the apostles at the feast of Pentecost. Acts ii. 
16. He does not mean that it received its full accomplishment 
in that event, but that its accomplishment began there. The 
prophesy comprises the whole period during which the apostles 
were laying the foundation of the kingdom of Christ, the Christian 
church; and it describes that period as a time of divine judg
ment, as well as of divine favor; a great and terrible day of the 
Lord, in which the luminaries of the Jewish state should be dar
kened, and bloodshed and conflagration should desolate the land, 
as well as a day of grace and of the outpouring of the spirit of 
God upon his people.

The Jews therefore expected a Holy Ghost to be imparted in 
the time of the Messiah, and that in a measure never witnessed 
before, in order to distinguish that period from all others by great 
and manifold operations, and hereby to bear testimony to the fact 
that the Messiah is come, and that God hath visited and redeem
ed his people.
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To this prophesy, and the expectation that grew out of it, 
John the Baptist referred in that witness which he bore to Jesus 
before the Jewish people and their rulers, saying, “I baptize 
you with water unto repentance ; but he that cometh after me is 
mightier than I, whose shoes I am not worthy to bear: he shall 
baptize you with the Holy Ghost and with fire.” Math. iii. 11. 
Mark i. 8. Luke iii. 16. To this prophesy Jesus had reference 
in that promise, “ He thatbelieveth on me, as the scripture saith, 
out of his body shall flow rivers of living water;” where the 
apostle remarks, “ This he spake of the spirit which they that 
believe on him should receive.” John vii. 38, 39. And after 
his resurrection he called this same prophesy the promise of his 
Father, and commanded his apostles to await the fulfilment of 
it in Jerusalem, before they would commence their ministry, 
“And being assembled together with them,” says the historian, 
“he commanded them that they should not depart from Jerusa
lem, but wait for the promise of the Father, which ye have heard, 
said he, from me. For John truly baptized with water, but ye 
shall be baptized with the Holy Ghost not many days hence.” 
Acts i. 4, 5. Luke xxiv. 49.

The apostles had heard the promise of the Father from Jesus 
particularly in his last discourses, previous to his separation from 
them, in the night which preceded his death. The places where 
it is spoken of are the following:

“ If you love me, keep my commandments. And I will pray 
the Father, and he will give you another comforter, that he may 
abide with you forever; the Spirit of truth, whom the world can
not receive, because it seeth him not, neither knoweth him ; but 
ye know him; for he dwellcth with you, and shall be in you.” 
John xiv. 15—17.

“These things have I spoken unto you, being yet present with 
you. But the Comforter, which is the Holy Ghost, whom my 
Father will send in my name, he shall teach you all things, and 
bring all things to your remembrance, whatsoever I have said 
unto you.” John xiv. 25, 26.

“ But when the Comforter is come, whom I will send to you 
from the Father, even the Spirit of truth, which proceedeth from, 
the Father, he shall testily of me.” John xv. 26.

“Nevertheless, I tell you the truth; it is expedient for you 
that I go away: for if I go not away, the Comforter will not 
corne; but if I go away, I will send him unto you. And when
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he is come, he will reprove the world of sin, and of righteous
ness, and of judgment to come. Of sin, because they believe 
not on me : of righteousness, because I go to my Father, and 
ye see me no more: of judgment, because the prince of this 
world is judged. I have yet many things to say unto you, but 
ye cannot hear them now. Howbeit, when he, the Spirit of 
truth is come, he will guide you into all truth: for he shall not 
speak of himself; but whatsoever he shall hear, that shall he 
speak: and he will show you things to come. He shall glorify 
me: for he shall receive of mine, and shall show it unto you. 
All things that the Father hath are mine : therefore, said I, He 
shall take of mine, and shall shew it unto you.” John xvi. 7-15.

This promise was to receive its accomplishment only after the 
departure of Jesus from this world, and his entrance into his 
gloryn “ The Holy Ghost was not yet,” says the apostle, “ be
cause Jesus was not yet glorified.” And the Lord himself said, 
“ If I go not away, the Comforter will not come to you : but if 
I depart, I will send him unto you.” The Holy Ghost was to 
come in Christ’s stead, to be his substitute with the apostles and 
the church, and to be another Comforter who would abide with 
them forever, and would not depart from them, as Jesus, agree
ably to the purpose of God, departed. The Father was to send 
him in the name of Jesus; that is, as his representative and min
ister, to act for him, and to effect, in accordance with his pur
pose, whatever was requisite for the founding and establishing 
of his kingdom on earth.

The office of the Spirit in the church was generally to bear 
testimony to Jesus as the great messenger of God, the Messiah, 
the Prince and Saviour, and by his testimony to establish the 
truth and divine authority of Christianity. He is the Spirit of 
truth. “ He will guide you into all truth,” said Jesus. “ He will 
teach you all things, and bring all things to your remembrance, 
whatsoever I have said unto you.” “ He will show you things 
to come:” things which I have reserved to a future time, be
cause ye cannot bear them now. “He shall testify of me.” “He 
shall glorify me.” “ He will reprove the world of sin, and of 
righteousness, and of judgment to come,” &c.

He will reprove the world of the sin of its unbelief, convinc
ing it that my claims are just; that it is right to believe in me, 
and that its unbelief is erroneous and sinful. He will reprove 
the world of righteousness, &c.; convincing it that it is right,
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and befitting me as the Messiah, that I do not manifest myself 
as a king on earth, but go to my Father into the invisible state, 
there to appear in my glory, and to reign over a spiritual king
dom. He will reprove the world of judgment, shewing that the 
prince of this world, satan, is judged; is condemned as a cap
tive, to the loss of his dominion over mankind; that the reign 
of the Messiah is begun, satan is falling before him, and those 
only who submit to my sceptre shall be safe from the perdition 
which awaits that prince of darkness.

For this testimony of the Spirit the world was to be previous
ly prepared by the death, the resurrection, and the celestial glory 
of Jesus. Before these events had taken place, it was not easy 
to understand what was meant by the types and the prophesies 
of the Old Testament, nor to perceive how they were accom
plished in Jesus: and least of all could it be seen, how the 
magnificent prophetic descriptions of the everlasting kingdom 
of the Messiah could have an accomplishment in one who lived 
in so much poverty, whose followers were men of such low con
dition, and who experienced scarcely any thing but sufferings. 
After his exaltation all this difficulty was at once removed. The 
types and prophesies appeared in a new light, and their appli
cation to Jesus was manifest. It was now easy to see how the 
Messiah could both suffer and reign; how he could both hum
ble himself even unto death, and be exalted above the kings of 
the earth. The mystery of his deep humiliation was explained. 
The nature of the salvation which he was to effect, the kind of 
conquests he was to achieve, the character of the kingdom 
which the prophets had ascribed to him, and the sense in which 
the glory of his reign was to be understood, all were now placed 
in a new and satisfactory light. His resurrection from the dead, 
as the first link in his exaltation, was the key to the Old Testa
ment. As soon as this was believed, men’s understandings 
were opened, that they understood the scriptures, and all the 
rest was plain. The resurrection was the point from which the 
apostles always set out in their preaching: this was the point to 
which the testimony of the Spirit was primarily directed: and 
when the evidence of this great event ■was considered, there 
was no longer such antecedent difficulty in the history of Jesus, 
or in the testimony of the ancient prophets, that an honest hearer 
could easily refuse to believe.

The Holy Ghost came upon the apostles at the feast of Pen-
3
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tecost, ten days after the Lord’s ascension. 1 aey had before 
been thoroughly convinced, by his frequent appearing to them, 
and their intercourse with him, of the certainty of his resurrec
tion, and their understandings were opened that they understood 
the scriptures. Luke xxiv. 45. Tire operations of the Spirit in 
them were now singularly exhibited in visible effects. The event 
is thus recorded by Luke, in his history of the acts of the apos
tles, “And when the day of Pentecost was fully come, they 
were all with one accord in one place. And suddenly there 
came a sound from heaven, as of a rushing mighty wind, and it 
filled all the house where they were sitting. And there appear
ed unto them cloven tongues, like as of fire, and it sat upon each 
of them. And they were all filled with the Holy Ghost, and 
began to speak with other tongues, as the Spirit gave them ut
terance. And there were dwelling at Jerusalem Jews, devout 
men out of every nation under heaven. Now when this was 
noised abroad, the multitude came together, and were confound
ed, because that every man heard them speak in his own lan
guage. And they were all amazed, and marvelled, saying one 
to another, behold, are not all these which speak Galileans ? 
And how hear we every man in our own tongue wherein we 
were born? Parthians, and Medes, and Elamites, and dwellers 
in Mesopotamia, and in Judea, and Cappadocia, in Pontus and 
Asia, Phrygia and Pamphilia, in Egypt, and in the parts of 
Libya, about Gyrene, and strangers of Rome, Jews and Pros
elytes, Cretes and Arabians, we do hear them speak in our 
tongues the wonderful works of God. And they were all amaz
ed, and were in doubt saying, what meaneth this?” Acts ii. 1—12.

What was miraculous in this occurrence was not only the 
speaking fluently in the languages of all who were present, 
though they had not previously learned them, but also the sud
den transformation of the apostles into quite other men. Those 
men who before had shown so much infirmity, that they appear
ed rather like children than like men, now spoke of the great 
works of God with a rich and Rowing expression, and exhibit
ed a courage that feared no man, and recoiled from no danger. 
Such a work of the Holy Ghost filled the spectators with amaze
ment. Every one, who was willing to see at all, saw plainly 
that this was the hand of God : and so powerful was the force 
of this testimony to the truth of Christianity, that not less than 
three thousand persons were convinced of it, and were brought 
to believe in Jesus on (he same day.
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This was only the beginning of the operations of the Holy 
Ghost in the church of God. AH believers ordinarily received 
the same gift, as well as the apostles, though in an inferior mea
sure. In the continuation of his address io these same persons, 
when they asked him, “ what shall we do?” Peter said, “ Re
pent, and be baptized, every one of you, in the name of Jesus, for 
the remission of sins, and ye shall receive the gift of the Holy 
Ghost. For the promise is to you, and to your children, and to 
all that are afar off, even as many as the Lord our God shall 
call.” Acts ii. 38, 39. The same gift was promised to all be
lievers, and all usually received it, in one form or another, by 
the imposition of the hands of an apostle, and some times, though it 
would seem rarely, without the intervention of that rite. When 
the Samaritans had been converted by the preaching of Philip, 
the apostles, who were at Jerusalem, sent to them Peter and 
-John, “who,” the sacred writer tells us, “when they were come 
down, prayed for them, that they might receive the Holy Ghost. 
For as yet he was fallen upon none of them: only they were 
baptized in the name of Jesus. Then laid they their hands upon 
them, and they received the Holy Ghost.” Acts viii. 14-17. 
When Peter preached to Cornelius and those who were with 
him, “while he yet spake, the Holy Ghost fell upon all them 
that heard the word; and they spake with tongues and magni
fied God.” Acts x. 44—46. That believers ordinarily received 
this gift appears with decisive evidence from the case of the dis
ciples whom Paul met in Ephesus. “He said to them, have ye 
received the Holy Ghost since ye believed? And they said unto 
him, we have not so much as heard whether there be any Holy 
Ghost. And he said unto them, unto what then were ye 
baptized ? And they said, unto John’s baptism. Then said Paul, 
John verily baptized with the baptism of repentance, saying 
unto the people, that they should believe on him which should 
come after him, that is on Christ Jesus. When they heard this, 
they were baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus. And when 
Paul laid his hands upon them, the Holy Ghost came upon them, 
and they spake with tongues, and prophesied.” Acts xix. 1-6. 
It is manifest from this history that, in the judgment of Paul, it 
was unusual that believers in Christ should not have the gift of 
the Holy Ghost. It is also evident that the question in this case was 
not about the ordinary influences of the Spirit, which arc expe
rienced by all Christians in every age, but about those extract-
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dinary operations which were peculiar to the apostolic age; 
among which were the speaking with tongues, and prophesying.

Extraordinary' miraculous operations constituted the testimo
ny of the Holy Spirit to the divine mission of Jesus, to his mes- 
siahship, and to the truth and divine authority of his doctrine. 
As such these operations were necessary' for the purpose of es
tablishing the Christian church upon a firm and immoveable foun
dation, in order that its faith might not stand in the wisdom of 
men, but in the power of God. 1 Cor. ii. 4, 5. But when the 
church was once established, or what is the same, when Chris
tianity was once proved to be from God, the necessity for such 
operations ceased : and with it has ceased all that was miracu
lous in the gift of the Holy Ghost.

The extraordinary operations of the Spirit were not confined 
to speaking with tongues and prophesying, though these were 
very frequent. Paul gives the following account of them in the 
twelfth chapter of his first epistle to the Corinthians: “Now 
there are diversities of gifts, but the same Spirit. And there 
are differences of administrations, but the same Lord. And 
there are diversities of operations, but it is the same God which 
worketh all in all. But the manifestation of the Spirit is given 
to every man to profit withal. For to one is given by the Spirit 
the word of wisdom; to another the word of knowledge by the 
same Spirit; to another faith by the same Spirit; to another the 
gift of healing by the same Spirit; to another the working of 
miracles ; to another prophesy; to another discerning of spirits; 
to another divers kinds of tongues; to another the interpreta
tion of tongues. But all these worketh that one and the self 
same spirit, dividing to every man severally as he will.” In 
such gifts the Corinthian church abounded, so that it came 
behind other churches in nothing. From which we may infer 
that other churches abounded in an equal measure. 1 Cor. i. 4—7.

It is plain that such operations of the Spirit in the church, 
appearing every where, and in so many' persons, as soon as they 
became Christians, must have struck both Jews and Gentiles with 
great force as a singular phenomenon of their age. It was be
yond all doubt that a spirit which was not of man pervaded 
the church, was united to Christianity, and marked it as some
thing of super-human character. The most natural explanation 
was, that this spirit was of God, and all these effects proceeded 
from him. The sublime object of Christianity, the purity and
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benevolence of its precepts, its elevated hope, and the moral 
change which it wrought in those who received it, together with 
the character of these miraculous operations themselves, all for
bade the idea that they might emanate from another source, or might 
come from an evil spirit. And when those who witnessed these 
things connected with them what was now known of tire histo
ry of Jesus, and the fulfilment in it of the types and prophesies 
of the Old Testament, they could not hut feel how admirably all 
these things, hung together, and formed a harmonious whole, and 
how strong was the proof which this complex apparatus of evi
dence afforded, that the whole was from God, and was divine.

There was only one expedient by which it was possible to 
avoid such a conclusion, to which, however, nothing but a proud, 
stubborn, and wicked opposition to the truth could induce any 
one to resort. It was the plea, that the spirit that pervades the 
Christian community is a spirit of darkness, a demon of delusion, 
&c. This was the blasphemy against the Holy Ghost which 
Jesus distinguished from blasphemy against himself. The Phar
isees and Scribes had most unreasonably ascribed his miracles 
to Beelzebub, in order to divest them of their force as proofs of 
his divine mission. This was a reviling of Jesus. It was a 
very grievous sin ; while it did the utmost injustice to his char
acter, it frustrated all the evidence of his miracles, and put it out 
of his power to convince them; it was however a sin which 
might yet be forgiven. If the spirit’s operations, when he was 
come in the place of Jesus, were treated in the same way, this 
was the reviling of the Holy Ghost. It was a sin against great
er light, and stronger motives to faith. It dishonored the Holy 
Spirit, frustrated all his testimony, and put it out of his power to 
convince the gainsayers; and this sin was not to be forgiven.

But Jesus does not speak of a blasphemy against the Holy 
Ghost which consisted in entertaining a solitary ill thought, or 
uttering a single reproachful word against him, nor of one that 
was again and again repeated; but of a blasphemy like that 
which he himself suffered from the Pharisees and Scribes, and 
their adherents among the people ; a blasphemy that was habit
ual ; that hardened the heart against believing in him, and thus 
set at nought all the proofs of his divine mission and of the truth 
of Christianity. Simon, the sorcerer, thought very meanly of (he 
Holy Ghost, when he proposed to the apostles to purchase from 
them the power of communicating him, by the imposition of his
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hands, to whomsoever lie chose. Yet Peter admonished him to 
repent of his wickedness, and to pray God that the thought of 
his heart might be forgiven him; from which it appears that, 
though his sin was grievous, it was not considered unpardona
ble. Acts viii. IS—24. At the feast of Pentecost also, when 
the Holy Ghost was poured out upon the apostles, and some of 
the spectators mocked saying, “These men are full of new wine,” 
this railing was a blasphemy against the Holy Ghost, who 
wrought so wonderfully in the apostles; yet Peter did not aban
don them as past the reach of divine mercy, but addressed his 
discourse to them, instructed and admonished them, and endea
vored to move them to repentance. “Yemen of Judea, and all 
ye that dwell at Jerusalem, be this known unto you, and hear
ken to my words,” &c. &c. Acts ii. 13, 14. And among those 
who were pricked in their hearts by this discourse, and cried out, 
“ Men and bretheien, what shall we do?” and were exhorted by 
the apostle to repent and be baptized for the remission of their 
sins, there were, in all probability, some of those who had pre
viously mocked. If others went on reviling, and treated the 
Holy Spirit, as they had treated Jesus, they committed the blas
phemy for which there was no forgiveness.

This sin, therefore, was not, as many have supposed, a single, 
transient act or deed of excessive enormity, but a permanent dis
position of mind and manner of acting, which terminated only 
with the end of life ; by which the person who so demeaned 
himself, set at nought all the evidence of the truth of Christian
ity, even the testimony of the Holy Spirit, with all the light and 
power which accompanied it, and consequently shut himself out 
from faith and repentance. No one sin, therefore, however 
enormous it may be, and whatever blasphemy it may contain, 
can be taken for this sin, as long as it is unknown whether the 
individual who commits it will not eventually become penitent: 
and this we cannot know as long as God permits him to live. 
Saul of Tarsus continued long to breathe out threatenings and 
■slaughter against the disciples of the Lord; he punished them 
oft in every synagogue, was a blasphemer, and compelled others 
to blaspheme; and he did all this after the Holy Ghost was 
come; yet even he obtained mercy; from which it is manifest 
that he had committed no unpardonable sin. Acts ix. 1, xxvi. 
11, 1 Tim. i. 13.

With regard to its essence, this sin is committed by all who
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die in unbelief after they have been made acquainted with the gos
pel ; for all such persons reject the testimony which the Holy 
Ghost has borne to Jesus Christ, and shew by their conduct, 
though they may not say it in words, that they contemn both the 
testimony and him who has borne it. If they are moreover scof
fers and revilers, their sin is undoubtedly greater, and makes 
them worthy of a severer punishment, but while such a conduct 
aggravates the guilt of their sin, it does not change its nature; 
for without this atrociousness it is already unpardonable.

Men prepare themselves for the commission of this sin by 
every other deliberate sin which they commit, but, especially by 
a pertinacious resistance to the truth, by all quenching of the 
Spirit in his influences in themselves, by all trifling on the subject 
of Christianity, of the holy scriptures, or of religion in general, 
and, above all, by scoffing at or reviling sacred things. By 
such a conduct the heart is hardened, and becomes gradually so 
depraved as to lose all its susceptibility of religious impression. 
“ Whosoever committeth sin,” said Jesus, “ is the servant of 
sin.” John viii. 34. Every deliberate violation of duty deprives 
the mind of a portion of its moral ability, and predisposes it to 
a repetition of transgression ; and it often happens that the first 
step in iniquity determines the future direction in the conduct of 
life, and all the rest is a downward course, gathering impetus 
from every succeeding step, until the transgressor is plunged at 
the bottom into all the sottishness of hopeless infidelity and final 
impenitence.

No person who is striving after his salvation, and is anxiously 
desirous to be a true Christian, and a child of God, prepared for 
the inheritance of eternal life, need distress himself with appre
hensions that he has committed this sin, or may commit it. By 
such a person this sin cannot be committed at all, because it 
consists in a disposition of mind and a manner of acting, that are 
directly the opposite of his own.

Secondly, in what sense this sin is unpardonable.
From the definition of this sin, it will now easily appear in 

what sense it is said to be unpardonable. If the blasphemy 
against the Holy Ghost is such a behaviour in relation to the 
testimony of the Holy Spirit to the truth and divine authority of 
the Christian religion, as wholly excludes faith and repentance, it 
is unpardonable in the same sense in which all sin that is per
sisted in to the end of life is unpardonable; that is, it will, in 
the obvious literal sense of the words, never be forgiven. It is
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therefore not necessary, with some interpreters, to modify, in 
some way, the w'ords of Christ, in order to soften their supposed 
harshness. There would be harshness in them, indeed, if the 
blasphemy, which he declares shall not be forgiven, were any 
single transient act, or series of acts, after which all repentance 
should be unavailing and useless ; but if this sin is such a con
tempt of the Holy Ghost, and of his testimony in behalf of Chris
tianity, that the sinner never believes, and never repents at all, 
there is no greater harshness in the declaration that it shall never 
be forgiven, than there is in the doctrine that the impenitent sin
ner shall die.

Forgiveness of sins is the remission of the punishment which 
is due to sin, and the consequent translation of the pardoned 
person into the situation in which he would be, if he had not 
sinned. Nor to forgive is the opposite. If the blasphemy against 
the Holy Ghost shall not be forgiven, the punishment which is 
due to it shall not be remitted, and the sinner shall never be 
placed in the situation in which he would be if he had not sinned. 
His sin remains upon him, and with it the punishment which it 
deserves. Another idea of forgiving and not forgiving is un
known to the holy scriptures.

On the unpardonableness of this sin Jesus expresses himself in 
the strongest terms: “All manner of sin and blasphemy shall 
be forgiven unto men: but the blasphemy against the Holy Ghost 
shall not be forgiven, unto men. And whosoever speaketh a 
word against the Son of man, it shall be forgiven him : but 
whosoever speaketh against the Holy Ghost, it shall not be forgiv
en him, neither in this world, nor in the world to come. In Mark 
the words read thus, “Verily I say unto you, all sins shall be 
forgiven to the sons of men, and blasphemies wherewith soever 
they shall blaspheme : but he that shall blaspheme against the 
Holy Ghost hath never forgiveness, but is in danger of eternal 
damnation.” The clause, but is in danger of eternal damnation, 
is in the Greek text, .dll' enochos estin aioniu Kriseos, the proper 
sense of which is, But is a subject of eternal damnation ; or, is 
subject to eternal damnation.

The blasphemy against the Holy Ghost is here opposed to all 
other sin, and to all other blasphemy, especially to the blasphe
my against the Son of man. Those sins shall yet be forgiven, 
but this shall not be forgiven. What is affirmed of all the rest 
is denied of this one; the hope which is still left to every other
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sinner is cut off from him who is guilty of this sin. How then 
is forgiveness in any sense conceivable in this case ? If it can 
be said that Jesus means only, that this shall not be forgiven 
without a previous repentance, the same thing is equally true of 
all other sins ; where there is no repentance, there is no forgive
ness • “ Repent ye, and be converted, that your sins may be 
blotted out,” is the constant demand of the holy scripture. 
When Jesus says, “All manner of sin and blasphemy shall be 
forgiven unto men,” he supposes the previous repentance of such 
men; and when he says, “The blasphemy against the Holy 
Ghost shall not be forgiven unto men,” the only supposition that 
can be admitted is one of the two, either the sin is so great, 
that no subsequent repentance can be availing; or, the sin is of 
such a nature, that no repentance ever takes place.

The hopelessness of the case of this sinner is placed in a 
stronger light by the clause, “Neither in this world, nor in the 
world to come;” which is expressed by Mark in the words, 
“He hath never forgiveness, but is a subject of eternal dam
nation.”

Here it is proper to observe that Jesus did not ordinarily speak 
to the Jews in the same language in which the apostles wrote. 
He doubtless usually spoke in the language of the country, which 
was the Hebrew, as it is called in the New Testament, and in 
the Jewish historian, Josephus, though it was not the same as 
the Hebrew of the Old Testament; and what he spoke in He
brew, they translated and wrote in Greek. Their object was to 
give the sense of what he said, without adhering closely to his 
words; and each of them has done this in his own way. The 
words in Matthew and those in Mark must therefore be essenti
ally of the same import; and by comparing one with the other 
the Lord’s meaning may be more accurately discerned. In both 
expressions we have the same leading thought,—this sin is utter
ly without forgiveness; but in each there are secondary thoughts, 
to which we must give a somewhat closer attention.

The phrase in Matthew, “ Neither in this world, nor in the 
world to come,” has reference to a punishment of sin both in the 
present and in a future state of being. A similar phrase oc
curs in the speech of the aged Eleazar, on the occasion when 
the officers of Antiochus Epiphanes urged him to secure the 
king’s clemency, by at least a feigned apostacy from the law of 
Moses, but he preferred an honourable death to what he esteem-

4
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cd a disgraceful life, “For,” said he, “if I shall ever be deliv
ered from the present punishment, I shall, nevertheless, not es
cape the hands of God, whether I be living or dead.” 2 Macca
bees vi. 26. He had reference, in these words, to punish
ment which God might inflict upon him whether he were alive 
or dead; consequently, either in this world, or in the world to 
come. So Jesus also expressed himself in Matt. x. 28. “And 
fear not them which kill the body, but are not able to kill the 
soul; but rather fear him which is able to destroy both soul and 
body in hell.” Luke has given the same warning more fully. 
Luke xii. 4, 5. “And I say unto you, my friends, be not afraid 
of them that kill the body, and after that have no more power 
that they can do. .But I will forewarn you whom ye shall fear; 
Fear him who after he hath killed, hath power to cast into 
hell; yea, I say unto you, fear him.” Here a distinction is 
plainly made between punishment which is executed in the 
present state of being, and punishment which is executed in 
another. The former can be inflicted by men or by God ; the 
latter belongs exclusively to God’s own hands. The punish
ment of sin which God will execute in another state of being is, 
in the judgment of Jesus, so fearful, that all which can be inflict
ed upon us here, were it even death itself, is of little moment, 
when compared with it; and hence Jesus adds emphatically, 
“ Yea I say unto you, Fear him.”

It is frequently asserted that by the terms, “ this world and 
the world to come,” the Jews meant the time which preceded, 
and that which followed the corning of the Messiah, and that 
they designated the period of the Messiah’s reign as “ the world 
to come.” The assertion, however, is not supported by sufficient 
grounds. The Jews, indeed, called the expected kingdom of 
the Messiah on earth everlasting. They did not, however, con
sider it so in the proper sense of the term. They called it ever
lasting in the same sense in which they called the duration of 
the world everlasting. They held that Christ would reign on 
earth until the end of the world, and then his people would enter 
with him into another state of being, in which they would enjoy 
the highest felicity: and this latter state they designated by the 
term, the world to come. In support of this position I will here 
produce a passage from a dissertation by Professor Sueskind, of 
Tuebingen, entitled, “ Ueber die Juedischen Begrifle vom Mes- 
siasals Waltrichter und Todtenerwecker, und seinem Reiche am
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Ende der Walt,” published in “Flatt’s Magazin fuer Dogmatik 
und Moral.” No. 10, p. 112.

“ The Messianic kingdom of the Jews, which is only an earth
ly one, is not everlasting, but endures a limited period; and only 
at the close of it follows the eternal felicity of the pious in 
heaven.

“That, in the conception at least of some of the Jews, the du
ration of the days, or the kingdom of the Messiah on earth, was 
confined within a limited period, follows already from some of 
the preceding passages, which represent the resurrection and the 
judgment as taking place at the end of the times of Messiah. 
But this same conception, as far as I know is quite universal, 
however much the Jews differ in-assigning the precise period of 
that kingdom. In Pesikla Rabbalhi it is said,‘How long do 
the years of the Messiah last? Answer, a thousand years.’ So 
also in Tanchuma, ‘Rejoice us also in the days of the Messiah, 
as thou hast afflicted us by Babylon, and Greece, and the Ro
mans. And how many days are the days of the Messiah? Rabbi 
Eliezer says, the time of the Messiah is a thousand years.’ Others 
make the period two thousand years. So in Sanhedrin, “It is 
the tradition of the school of Elias, that the world will last six 
thousand years. Two thousand years it is void; two thousand 
it is under the law ; two thousand are the times of the Messiah.” 
The tract Tikune Sohar states, by way of explanation, ‘ six days 
of the creation denote six thousand years.’ “ * * *

“From these days of the Messiah many passages distinguish 
the future world ; and they describe it so differently from the for
mer as to show that the Jews conceived of it as a state of being in 
heaven after the termination of the kingdom of the Messiah. So 
in Schabbalh. ‘ They say that Rabbi Eliezer said, ‘ Not even in 
the days of the Messiah shall wars cease, but only in the future 
world.’ Rabbi Nachmanides says, ‘ The future world is that 
which God will create after the days of the Messiah and the re
surrection of the dead.’ Rabbi Saadias Gaon, ‘ I have found a 
few who do not admit, that the resurrection will be in the time 
of liberation, (the time of the Messiah,) but say, it will only 
then take place when they shall pass over into the future world.’ 
The same writer says, ‘ It is asked, whether those who are re
suscitated shall die again ? To which I answer in the negative, 
because they shall pass over from the days of the Messiah into 
the pleasures of the future world.’ The same again, ‘It is asked,
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whether those who rise again from the dead will eat, and drink, 
and marry? This I say must be affirmed. How then shall they 
pass over into the future world where food, and drink, and mar
riage have no place? I answer, just as Moses subsisted without 
all these things during forty days in Mount Sinai, so also shall 
they subsist without them.”

These passages which Professor Sueskind adduces from the 
writings of Jewish Rabbles, and which are here translated from 
the latin, shew sufficiently in what sense the Jews used the terms, 
“ the world to come.” It is true indeed, that these P.abbies wrote 
long after the time of Christ; but they were learned Jews, inti
mate with all the peculiarities of their nation ; and we may there
fore reasonably expect to find in them the ideas and the form of 
expression of an earlier period. The same phrase, indeed, is 
used in the same sense by the apostle Paul, in his epistle to the 
Ephesians, where speaking of the power of God as manifested 
in the exaltation of Christ, he says, “ Which he wrought in 
Christ, when he raised him from the dead, and set him on his 
own right hand in the heavenly places; far above all principal
ity, and power, and might, and dominion, and every name that 
is named, not only in this world, but also in the world to come.” 
Ephes, i. 20, 21. Here the term, this world, designates the 
time in which Paul and the Ephesians lived, when the Messiah 
was come, and his reign was begun; and the term, the world 
to come, must therefore denote the future state of being. So 
Jesus himself used the same phrase on another occasion, in 
Mark x. 30. “But he shall receive an hundred fold, &c. and in 
the world to come eternal life :” and in Luke xviii. 30, “ Who 
shall not receive manifold more in the present time, and in the 
world to come life everlasting.”

By the words, “ Neither in this world, nor in the world to 
come,” Jesus therefore means, neither in the present state of 
being, nor in the future: and when he says, the blasphemy 
against the Holy Ghost shall not be forgiven, neither in this 
world, nor in the world to come, he means, that for this sin 
there shall be no forgiveness at all ; neither the punishment 
which is due to sin in this state of being, nor that which belongs 
to it in the future, shall be remitted; or, in other words, this 
sinner shall suffer the punishment of his sins throughout his 
whole existence: not only now shall the judgment of God be 
upon him, but in the next world also.
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The same sense is contained in (he words of Mark, “ He 

hath never forgiveness, but is a subject of (or subject, obnoxious, 
exposed to) eternal damnation.” What never happens, does not 
take place either in this world, or in the world to come: and if 
there shall be no forgiveness in either world, then nothing but 
damnation can remain ; and that must consequently be eternal. 
That the Greek word /crisis is rightly translated damnation, ap
pears from the nature of the subject, and from the connexion. 
Another translation of krisis would be judgment, and the phrase, 
subject to eternal judgment, must mean either, subject to appear 
before the judgment seat of God, or, obnoxious to the condemna
tion which God will pronounce. The former cannot be admitted, 
because to appear before the divine judgment seat is not pecu
liar to this, nor to any class of sinners, but is common to all men ; 
“ We must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ,” &c. 
2 Cor. v. 10. The latter then is the only sense which the 
words will bear in this connection : but the condemnation which 
God will pronounce is no other than eternal damnation. In this 
sense the word krisis occurs, John v. 24. “ He that heareth my 
word, and believeth him that sent me, hath everlasting life, and 
shall not come into condemnation, eis lerisin; but is passed from 
death unto life: where condemnation, krisis, is the opposite of 
everlasting life, and must therefore be everlasting death. So 
the corresponding verb krino, to judge, is used in the sense of 
to condemn. John iii. 17, 18. “For God sent not his Son into 
the world to condemn the world, but that the world through him 
might be saved. He that believeth on him is not condemned, 
but he that believeth not is condemned already,” &c.

This damnation is called an everlasting or eternal one. The 
words everlasting, eternal, and forever, often denote a duration 
which, though very long, is yet limited. For example, “ They 
shall be your bond-men forever.” Levit. xxv. 46. “ He shall 
be thy servant forever.” Duet. xv. 17. “ The covenant of an 
everlasting priesthood.” Numb. xxv. 13. “ The everlasting 
hills.” Gen. xlix. 26. “ Everlasting doors.” Ps. xxiv. 7. So 
also unquenchable fire,” which Luther has rendered “ eternal 
fire.” Math. iii. 12. In their proper acceptation, however, these 
terms always denote an endless duration: and when they are 
used in a tropical sense to signify a limited one, it is always the 
longest duration that can be predicated of the subject. A ser
vant forever is a servant as long as he lives; an everlasting
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priesthood is a priesthood which endures as long as the econo
my subsists to which it belongs; everlasting hills are hills that 
abide while the earth endures; an unquenchable lire is a fire 
that burns while any fuel remains. So an eternal damnation of 
the sinner is a damnation that continues as long as the. sinner 
exists ; and we arc thus reduced to the dilemma, that either the 
sinner is blotted out of existence, or his damnation is without 
end.

Thirdly, the reason why this sin is unpardonable.
It is commonly believed that the blasphemy against the Holy 

Ghost is unpardonable, because it is of greater magnitude than 
all other sins, and contains in it a malignity that exceeds the 
mercy of God : and pains have therefore been taken to shew in 
what this deep enormity consists. Some have identified this 
sin with the wilful sin and falling away which is spoken of in 
the epistle to the Hebrews, and have supposed that its desper
ate wickedness consists in the fact, that the apostates who are 
there described were persons who had made very high attain
ments in Christianity, and whose defection from the Saviour was 
therefore committed against the clearest light, the highest obli
gations,.and the strongest motives. Others seem to rest in the 
belief, that the Holy Ghost is that which is highest and holiest 
in the Godhead, and that this dignity of the object imparts so 
fatal a criminality to the blasphemy that is uttered against 
him.

The opinion, however, which is assumed in these attempts at 
explanation, the idea that the sin is too great to be forgiven, is 
itself wholly unfounded ; and all such reasoning is therefore er
roneous. The texts in the epistle to the Hebrews have already 
been adverted to in the beginning of this essay; and I shall not 
here repeat what has been there said. As to the other supposi
tion, if the Holy Ghost be viewed as the third person in the 
Godhead, it is inconceivable why he should be higher and holier 
than the other two persons. If a difference of dignity between 
him and the others were admissible, we would be under the ne
cessity of considering him the inferior person. The Spirit is 
sent by the father, John xiv. 26. He is sent by the Son, John 
xvi. 7. He comes in Christ’s name, as his minister, and will 
speak and act only in conformity with his instructions, John 
xvi. 7—15. From these statements the Holy Ghost appears 
not the greater, but the lesser; for which is the greater, he that
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is sent, or he that sends him? The representative or he who 
is represented by him ? The king sends an ambassador to rep
resent him at a foreign court, and to speak and act in his behalf 
agreeably to his instructions. In this case the king is the prin
cipal person; and if any one should revile the ambassador, this 
would not be so grievous an offence as if he had reviled the king 
himself. How then can blasphemy against the Holy Ghost be 
a greater sin than all other blasphemy? But the Holy Ghost 
who is in the church is no other than God himself; God who 
was in Christ reconciling the world to himself, who was reveal
ed in the flesh in the person of Christ, and who manifested him
self in the church, after the departure of Christ, by his miracu
lous operations. Peter said to Ananias, “Why hath satan filled 
thine heart to lie unto the Holy Ghost? Thou hast not lied 
unto men, but unto God.” Acts v. 3, 4. The form of represen
tation, according to which the Spirit is sent by the Father and 
by the Son, is the minister of Christ, does not speak of himself, 
&.C., is figurative, and cannot prove either a subordination of the 
Spirit, or a diversity from the Father. Figures of speech, and 
symbolical forms of teaching are used for illustration and embel
lishment, but never for proof of a doctrine, or a fact.

Blasphemy against the Holy Ghost is neither more nor less 
than blasphemy against God ; and if the sinner who commits it 
would yet become truly penitent, this sin would be forgiven him 
as well as all other sins, and all other forms of blasphemy. No 
sin, of which the perpetrator repents, is too great for the mercy 
of God. That mercy is infinite, and no finite act can bear any 
proportion to its greatness. The impenitent sinner perishes, not 
because there is not mercy enough in God to forgive his sins, 
but because it is impossible, in the nature of things, that an im
penitent and unregenerated mind should rejoice in the holiness 
of heaven, or that God should look with complacency on sin ; 
and it is therefore impossible that forgiveness should profit him. 
If the blasphemy against the Holy Ghost cannot be forgiven, the 
cause is certainly not in the mercy of God; nor is it in the 
atonement of Christ; but it is in the sinner himself.

This sin is unpardonable for no other reason than because it 
wholly excludes all faith in Christ, and consequently all repentance 
and conversion to God. As I have shown in the first part of this 
essay, it consists in men’s reviling and scornfully rejecting the 
testimony of the Holy Ghost in the church. The Holy Ghost
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is God himself manifested in the energy which he exerts, and 
especially in his manifold influences in the church. By his 
miraculous operations in the apostles, and in the community of 
believers, it was his purpose to attest the truth and divine 
authority of Christianity. He designed to convince the world of 
the sin of its unbelief, and of the righteousness of Christ in going 
to his Father, and, contrary to the expectation of the Jews, 
being seen no more on earth, and of the fact that the prince of 
this world was condemned to the loss of his dominion over man
kind, and the kingdom of heaven was come.

The apostles preached that Jesus was risen from the dead, 
was ascended into heaven, sat at the right hand of God, and was 
made a Prince and a Saviour; that he was the Messiah, the 
Christ, of whom Moses and the prophets had spoken ; that his 
death was the atonement lor the sins of the world, through which 
reconciliation with God and eternal life was to be obtained; 
that he was exalted above all principality, and power, and might, 
and dominion, and every name that can be named, not only in 
this world but in that which is to come; that his kingdom was not 
earthly but heavenly, not carnal but spiritual, and his rewards 
were not in the present but in a future state of being; that he 
would judge the living and the dead, and there was no salvation 
in any other but him.

To the truth of this preaching the Holy Ghost bore witness 
by the miracles which he wrought through them. The apostles 
performed all the mighty works which Jesus had done; and to 
these were added others unheard of before. They not only 
spoke with fluency and power of the great works of God, as 
the prophets had done before them, but they did so in languages 
which they had never learned. By the imposition of their hands 
also they imparted their gifts to other believers, so that they also 
spake with tongues, prophesied, healed the sick, &c. All the 
miraculous operations of the Spirit in the church were wrought 
by him in and through the apostles. The same spirit that came 
upon them at the feast of Pentecost, came upon others by the 
imposition of the hands of an apostle, or when an apostle preach
ed to them, and not otherwise. By such operations (he Holy- 
Spirit marked out the apostles as witnesses and oracles whom 
God approved, and confirmed the word which they preached as 
a true and faithfid testimony.

Whoever recognized the Spirit of God in these operations,
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and received his testimony, became a believer in Jesus, believ
ing all that the apostles taught concerning him: and by this faith 
he was awakened to a knowledge of his sins, and to repentance, 
was moved to betake himself to the atoning blood of Jesus as 
the propitiation for his sins, and obtained forgiveness and eter
nal life. Mere no sin was too great to be forgiven : all manner 
of sin and blasphemy obtained pardon ■ even the scoffers who 
had said, “ They are full of new wine ;” yea, the raving perse
cutor, Saul of Tarsus, who was not only a blasphemer himself, 
but compelled others also to blaspheme, even this man was for
given and could thenceforth rejoice in the peace of God, and in 
the most delightful hope of eternal life. Here we may apply 
what Paul said in his epistle to the Romans, “ Where sin abound
ed, grace did much more abound.” Rom. v. 20.

But if any mistook the Spirit who wrought such works, as 
they had mistaken Jesus in all his miracles; if they deemed him 
a spirit of delusion, an unclean spirit, a demon of darkness, and 
consequently rejected and reviled the testimony which he bore 
in these works, they necessarily continued in unbelief: and if 
they persisted in such a course, as often as they saw the works 
of the Holy Ghost, or heard of them, or recollected them, they 
remained unbelievers as long as they lived. How was it possi
ble that men of this character should ever become believers? 
By what should they be convinced of the truth of Christianity ? 
They had already rejected with proud scorn all that they had 
seen in Jesus; and they now turned away with sneering con
tempt from the testimony of the Holy Ghost; from all that he 
■wrought in the apostles, or effected in the community of believ
ers; all which was both holy and miraculous, and could mani
festly proceedf rom no other than a holy and almighty spirit. 
What more was God to do in order to convince such men? 
Should he, as the Pharisees demanded, give them signs in hea
ven? Were the signs that were given on earth not sufficient, if 
there was a desire to know the truth? To those who would not 
admit these, God -would grant no others: and they were thus 
unavoidably left under the dominion of unbelief, and concluded 
in it their lives, and their season of grace.

Where faith had no place, repentance was impossible. How 
could repentance ever arise in a mind which regarded the gos
pel as an imposture, looked upon Jesus as a vile deceiver, and 
viewed the operations of the Holy Ghost as a game of the de-

5
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vil ? Here we have the whole cause of the unpardonableness of 
the blasphemy against the Holy Ghost—It shut the sinner ui> 
in unbelief and final impenitence.

Against this sin it was the intention of Jesus to warn the 
Pharisees and Scribes who had reviled him. They had not yet 
committed it, but were likely to do so when the time would ar
rive. Jesus saw that the slander they had uttered proceeded 
from a perverse and malicious disposition, which, if they con
tinued to indulge it, would cause them to pursue the same con
duct towards the Holy Ghost when that dispensation should 
come, and thereby to shut themselves out from the mercy of God, 
and to seal their own perdition; and this awful result he was 
desirous to prevent, if it were possible. Their objection to the 
evidence of his miracles was extremely futile, and betrayed a 
bad heart. With this he upbraided them in terms of just sever
ity : “ 0 generation of vipers, how can ye being evil speak good 
things ? for out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speak- 
eth. A good man, out of the good treasure of the heart, bring- 
eth forth good things : and an evil man, out of the evil treasure, 
bringeth forth evil things.” And he told them the necessity there 
was of a total change of their minds, before they could be at all 
fitted to do a good work, or to form a right judgment of the 
proofs of his divine mission : “ Either make the tree good, and 
his fruit shall be good; or make the tree corrupt, and his fruit 
shall be corrupt: for the tree is known by his fruit.” Math. xii. 
33-35. Their case was bad, but not desperate: a change for 
the better was still possible, and might be hoped for, when more 
favorable circumstances should arise.

Whilst Jesus continued on earth, his deep humiliation was, in 
some degree, an apology for unbelief. His poverty was such 
that, sometimes at least, he had not where to lay his head. Math, 
viii. 20. His mother, and Joseph, -who was esteemed his father, 
were pious indeed, but of low condition. His country, where 
he was educated, was Galilee, out of which, in the opinion of 
the Pharisees, no prophet could arise. John vii. 52. He was of 
the despised city of Nazareth, whence even the noble minded 
Nathaniel once thought no good thing could come. John i. 46. 
His disciples were men of the lowest rank in society. He sought 
nothing of an earthly character, and took no pains to win the 
favor of the rich and powerful. Ilis doctrine was too self-deny
ing and too refined and heavenly for the corrupt age in which he
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lived. He promised no deliverance of the nation from political 
thraldom and oppression, no victories and conquests, no subju
gation of other nations to the holy people, &c. For reasons of 
this sort he did not meet the opinions and the expectations of the 
Jews, who looked for very different things in their Messiah. His 
miracles indeed distinguished him very advantageously from all 
other men, and from all other prophets; but these alone could 
satisfy none, as long as so many other things were opposed to 
the common opinion and the universal expectation. “Can any 
good thing come out of Nazareth ?” “ Shall Christ come out of 
Galilee?” “Is not this the son of Joseph?” “Is not this the 
carpenter?” These objections, and others like them, were 
weighty and serious in the judgment of the greater part, and 
created difficulty with all. Those who believed in Jesus ex
pected a speedy change in his circumstances, and believed that 
he would soon manifest himself to the world in his glory as the 
king of Israel. When he had fed five thousand men with a few 
loaves and fishes, those men, seeing the miracle he had wrought, 
exclaimed, “This is of a truth that prophet that should come 
into the world and the next thought was, that, as he did not 
seem inclined soon to assume the regal dignity, in which the 
Messiah ought to appear, they must take him by force and make 
him a king. John vi. 15. After he had raised Lazarus from the 
dead, the people saluted him with loud acclamation as the son 
of David, when he made his last entrance into Jerusalem, be
cause they imagined that he was now coming to ascend the 
throne: and a few days later, when the same people saw him 
bound in the hands of his enemies, condemned' by the Sanhe
drim, and making no resistance, and therefore believed that he 
would certainly never be a king, their previous admiration was 
changed into vindictive rage, and they cried out as loudly, 
“Crucify him, crucify him.” The apostles themselves believed 
that Jesus would soon declare himself the king of Israel, and 
make his way to the throne by the miraculous power which they 
saw him so often display; and they were unable to understand 
what he said of his approaching sufferings and death, because 
they could not think it possible that he meant what his words 
literally expressed. At first Peter presumed to rebuke him. 
Math. xvi. 21, 22. Afterwards none of them had the courage 
to repeat the same attempt; but we arc told, “They understood 
not that saying, and were afraid to ask him.” Mark ix. 32,
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Even after the Lord’s resurrection they still held fast the hope 
of an earthly kingdom; for they asked him, “ Lord, wilt thou 
at this time restore again the kingdom to Israel?” Acts i. 6. 
Those, on the contrary, who did not believe that Jesus would 
ever reign as the king of Israel, did not believe that he was the 
Messiah : and that he would never reign seemed to the majori
ty quite evident from all his circumstances, his doctrine, mode 
of life, and his whole demeanor.

The expectation of a glorious kingdom on earth under the Mes
siah’s sceptre, seemed to be warranted by the predictions of the 
prophets, especially in such as Ps. ii. and Ixxii. Isaiah ix. 6, 7. 
Isaiah xi. 1-16. Jeremiah xxxiii. 14-26. Dan. ii. 31-45. Dan. 
vii. 1-28. A literal interpretation of these places could give 
birth to no other idea. They were taken in their literal sense: 
and such places as Ps. xxii. Isaiah liii. and Dan. ix. 26, appear 
to have received another meaning, or another application. The 
notion of a most glorious earthly kingdom was held fast with the 
utmost tenacity. It was a part of their religion ; and as such it 
was deeply seated in the heart, entwined itself with all their re
ligious ideas and feelings, was imbibed in infancy and confirmed 
by education, and became the common consolation of all in the 
afflictions which they suffered under a foreign yoke, amidst the 
disasters of their country. Such a notion, and the-hope to which 
it gave birth, it was not easy to eradicate, nor safe to contradict: 
and a Messiah from whom it received no countenance, could not 
soon find favor; neither could he easily establish his claims even 
by an array of the most illustrious miracles.

These circumstances did not, upon the whole, excuse the un
belief of the Jews ; for it was always possible to discover their 
error, if they had honestly sought to know the truth. The mi
racles of Jesus were always sufficient to convince unprejudiced 
minds that his commission must be from heaven, and that he 
could be no other than the long expected Messiah. This ap
pears in the case of Nicodemus, who saw as well as others the 
inconsistency of the circumstances of Jesus with the popular be
lief, and with the sense which was put upon the writings of 
Moses and the prophets. “ Rabbi,” said he, “ we know that thou 
art a teacher come from God : for no man can do the miracles 
which thou doest, except God be with him.” John iii. 1. “When 
Christ cometh,” said others, will he do more miracles than these 
which this man hath done? John vii. 31. And Jesus upbraids



37

the Pharisees with hypocrisy, because they pretended to foretell, 
from the appearance of the sky, what sort of weather the ensu
ing day would bring, and yet alleged that they could not sec 
sufficient evidence to prove that Jesus had his commission from 
God, and that he was the Messiah : “ 0 ye hypocrites,” said he, 
ye can discern the face ol the sky; but can ye not discern the 
signs of the times?” Math. xvi. 3.

But the minds of the Jews, especially of the higher class, 
were not unprejudiced, candid and open to conviction. They weie 
blinded by inveterate errors, and deep rooted prejudices, which 
their very piety served to shield and strengthen. Prejudice is 
always unreasonable, and is justly considered reprehensible; 
but it does, notwithstanding, hold the will in captivity, and so 
lords it over the understanding and the heart, that he who is the 
subject of it possesses no power to perceive the truth in that to 
which it is opposed, and has no patience to search for it. Deli
verance from prejudice is usually a slow and difficult process ; 
and it requires favorable circumstances as well as strong evidence.

The circumstances of Jesus were now to be entirely changed : 
all obscurity was to be removed, and every difficulty solved, by 
his resurrection from the dead, his ascension into heaven, and 
his exaltation to the right hand of God; and then the Holy 
Ghost was to come, and by his miraculous operations in the 
church to furnish the last and most powerful proofs that Jesus 
was the Messiah ; that the time was fulfilled, and the kingdom 
of heaven was come. If any one was previously held in capti
vity by invincible prejudice, while Jesus continued in his low 
condition, he could now, by this change, so full of illustrious 
marks of divine interposition, be delivered from it: if he could 
not believe, in the obscurity which had rested upon the claims 
of Jesus to the glory of the Messiahship, he could now believe 
amidst the profusion of light which this new state of things shed 
upon them. For this reason the unbelief, the blasphemy, and 
all the other sins of those who had before rejected and reviled 
the Saviour, might now be forgiven ; and were forgiven to as 
many as repented and believed in him. But these signs were 
the last which God would give to prove the truth of Christianity 
and to bring sinful men to believe in Jesus, that they might be 
saved. For those who still hardened themselves in unbelief, 
closed their eyes upon the light that shone upon them, and ex
ploded this testimony of the Holy Ghost by ascribing his mirac-
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ulous operations to an evil demon, no other revelation, no clearer 
light, and no stronger evidence was yet in reserve: they were 
left to themselves, and to the consequences of their rebellion, 
and perished unavoidably in their sins.

In this case the blasphemy against the Holy Ghost was not 
the only sin that was not forgiven. As there was no faith and 
no repentance, there coidd be no forgiveness of any sins what
ever. When this blasphemy is described as unpardonable, it is 
therefore not meant that other sins may be forgiven while this 
one remains; but that this is the sin which will prevent all for
giveness.

The same thing made the sin of wilful apostacy a sin unto 
death. The apostate necessarily remained in unbelief and im
penitence, and therefore never obtained forgiveness.

In the places to which reference has been made iir this essay, 
the apostles do not speak of a relapse or backsliding by single 
transient sins, but of apostatising from Christ by rejecting the 
gospel, denying the Lord that bought them, and separating from 
the communion of Christians. Neither do they mean a forced 
apostacy, in which the heart still clave in secret to the gospel, 
and the violated conscience suffered the individual to find no rest 
until he returned again to Christ: for the sin of which they speak 
is expressly called wilful.

The Christian who is fallen into sin, may’ always entertain the 
hope of divine mercy, if he humbles himself in sincere repen
tance before God. The apostle John says in his first epistle, 
“My little children, these things I write unto you that ye sin 
not. And if any man sin, we have an advocate with the Father, 
Jesus Christ the righteous; and he is the propitiation for our 
sins ; and not for ours only, but also for the sins of the whole 

world.” 1 John ii. 1, 2. Those who also fall away from Christ, 
may obtain forgiveness, if they repent of their error, and return 
with contrition and humble supplication to God. David, who 
was himself a distinguished example of divine mercy in this re
spect, says in the 68th Psalm, a place which Paul quotes in 
Ephes, iv. 8, 9, and applies to Christ, “ Thou hast ascended on 
high; thou hast led captivity captive; thou hast received gifts 
for men: yea for the rebellious also, that the Lord God might 
dwell among them.” Ps. Ixviii. 18. The rebellious are apostates 
from the truth: at least all apostacy is rebellion. With such 
the Lord will continue to dwell, if they submit to him, and lay
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By the way it may be remarked, for the consolation of real 
Christians who are distressed with apprehensions of an ultimate 
defection from Christ, that the true Christian will not fall away 
and perish. “ Whosoever is born of God,” says the apostle, 
“doth not commit sin; for his seed remaineth in him, and he 
cannot sin, because he is born of God,” 1 John iii. 9. He 
does not mean that the regenerate person does not, in any sense,
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down their weapons: and that they may find acceptance, the- 
Lord has received gifts even for them, in his triumph over the 
prince of darkness.

In that apostacy of which the apostles speak, when they repre
sent the sinner’s case as hopeless, the heart departed wholly and 
finally from Christ, Jesus was not only denied in words, as 
Peter once denied him, but was at heart esteemed a deceiver. 
The gospel was considered an imposture; the testimony of the 
Holy Ghost was despised, and the Spirit himself blasphemed as 
an evil demon ; the Christian assemblies were forsaken, and their 
worship scorned, and all the means of grace were rejected with 
contempt. Such apostates could not be brought back to repent 
of their sins, and to humble themselves before God, because 
there were no means by which they could be reached. By 
what should they be moved to repentance ? The apostles could 
employ no means which they had not already employed in vain ; 
they could produce no evidence which they had not already 
brought forth without avail; they themselves were looked upon 
as false witnesses, or wrong-headed fanatics, and the whole 
body of believers as a deluded and fanatical multitude, who 
were under the influence of the devil, or of some potent magic. 
As long as any one continues in the profession of Christianity, 
or attends to the means of grace, a hope remains that he may 
be eventually gained over to the Redeemer, and made a subject 
of saving grace; but if he casts these away, if he despises the 
Saviour and his institutions, turns away from them and goes over 
to the side of the scoffing infidel, it is ordinarily impossible to bring 
him to repentance. It is still in the power of God, indeed, if he 
chooses, by an exertion of his omnipotence, to convert and save 
even such apostates; and this, I have no doubt, he has repeat
edly done; but for men nothing ordinarily remains that can be 
tried with any probability of success. This is the impossibility 
of which the apostles have spoken.
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commit sin, but that he -will not return to a sinful course of life, 
and indeed, cannot do so. The seed by which he is begotten 
again, and is become a new creature, is the word of God, 1 Pet. 
i. 23. This seed, the truth which he has once known, remains 
with him, and will not suffer him to find rest in a life of sin. 
He sees sin in the light in which that truth presents it; he sees 
its vileness, its odiousness, and its guilt; and it is therefore im
possible that he should be at ease in a transgression, and should 
deliberately resolve to continue in it. Paul says to the Romans, 
“Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? shall tribula
tion, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or 
peril, or the sword ? As it is written. For thy sake we are kill
ed all the day long; we are counted as sheep for the slaughter. 
Nay, in all these things we are more than conquerors, through 
him that loved us. For I am persuaded that neither death nor 
life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor powers, nor things pres
ent, nor things to come, nor height, nor depth, nor any other 
creature, shall be able to separate us from the love of God which 
is in Christ Jesus our Lord.” Rom. viii. 35—39. So also Jesus 
says, “My sheep hear my voice, and I know them, and they fol
low me, and I give to them eternal life ; and they shall never 
perish, neither shall any one pluck them out of my hand. My 
Father who gave them to me, is greater than all; and no man 
is able to pluck them out of my Father’s hand. I and my 
Father are one.” John x. 27—30.

Those who fall away in the season of trial are such as never 
were real Christians; they are the dross that adheres to the 
Christian community, and is purged away by the same fire from 
which the gold is taken unhurt. So the apostle represents them, 
where he speaks of enemies who had once been numbered with 
Christians. “ They went out from us, but they were not of us, 
for if they had been of us, they would no doubt have remained 
with us ; but they went out, that they might be made manifest, 
because they were not all of us.” 1 John ii. 19. The same thing 
is taught by our Saviour, in the parable of the sower, where those 
who fall away in the time of persecution are represented by the 
stony ground, where the seed, which falls upon it, cannot take 
sufficient depth of root, because a rock lies under the surface; 
and therefore a crop is not to be expected, however promising 
the growth may at first appear. “He that received the seed in 
stony places, the same is he that heareth the word, and anon
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with joy receiveth it; yet hath he not root in himself, but dureth 
for a while, for when tribulation or persecution ariseth because of 
the word, by and by he is offended.” Matt. xiii. 20, 21. AU 
that is sown in a good soil remains unhurt by the summer’s heat, 
and the same cause that withers and destroys the plants in the 
stony ground, only serves to mature and perfect these. All the 
distress which befalls the real Christian urges him nearer to God. 
Forsaken by the world, or by the world oppressed, he turns to 
the consolation of religion, and the hope beyond the grave: 
and this hope, and the joy and peace which it inspires, are the 
more valued, the more he perceives that every other fountain is 
dried up, and every other prospect is lost in growing darkness. 
“ Whom have I in heaven but thee?” said the psalmist, “ and 
there is none upon earth whom I desire besides thee. My flesh 
and my heart faileth : but God is the strength of my heart, and 
my portion forever.” Ps. 73, 25.

The dog returns to his vomit, and the sow that was washed 
to her wallowing in the mire. 2 Pet. ii. 22. But if the dog had 
been converted into a new creature by his vomiting, or the na
ture of the sow had been changed by her washing, the one would 
not have returned to eat again what he had once ejected, nor the 
other to enjoy herself in the mire. These are unclean beasts ; 
but the real Christian is a child of God.

NOTE TO PAGE 9.
It may be objected here that the Sadducees could not have urged this plea 

against the miracles of Jesus, inasmuch as they rejected the doctrine of the ex
istence of any spirits, and consequently did not believe the existence of evif 
spirits and of a Beelzebub. See Acts xxiii. 8.

To this we may reply, according to the account given of the Sadducees by 
Josephus, the Jewish historian, the}' were, indeed, usually men of wealth and of 
the highest dignity, but few in number, and without influence among the people. 
They neither possessed nor courted the popular favor like the Pharisees. Be
lieving that the soul perishes with the body, and that the present life is the 
whole of human existence, they were intent only on enjoying the present season,- 
and living at their case while they lived. They cared little about matters of state- 
and of church, and relinquished to the Pharisees the care of public business.. 
They did not accept public employments until they were forced upon them -r 
and when they were compelled to become magistrates, they conformed to the 
opinions and the customs of the Pharisees, in order to evade the opposition and' 
disturbance which the multitude would otherwise have given them. Where 
their peace was disturbed by an attack on their fundamental doctrine, that there- 
is no hereafter, they were roused to opposition, which was sometimes violent. 
Of this we have examples in the history of the acts of the apostles. Acts iv. 
1—3, v. 17, and xxiii. 6—10. During the ministry of Jesus they seldom came 
into contact with him. . Two instances only are recorded by the evangelists. 
The first is mentioned bv Matthew, ch. xvi. 1, where the Sadducees uni>

6



42

ted with the Pharisees in demanding from Jesus a sign from heaven. This de
mand was wholly in the spirit of the Pharisees ; and it is an example of the hy
pocritical conformity to the opinions of that sect, to which they occasionally 
submitted for sinister ends. The other instance is related by Matthew, ch.xxii. 
23, &c., by Mark, ch. xii. IS, &c., and by Luke, ch. xx. 27, &c. On that oc
casion the subject of dispute was the doctrine of a future state ; a resurrection, 
not of the body but of the soul; an anastasis, a rising again from the fall of 
death ; which they attempted to disprove by stating what they conceived to be 
an invincible difficulty. On this subject they had frequent disputes with the 
Pharisees ; and they were evidently vexed and disquieted by what Jesus taught 
respecting it. Ordinarily they appear to have given themselves little concern 
about Jesus and his works, or about the opinions entertained by the people re
specting him, or the judgment that was formed of their own unbelief: they did 
not covet the reputation of superior piety, nor take pains to justify themselves to 
the multitude; they were the libertines of the Jews, the votaries of pleasure, 
who felt themselves strong in their wealth and their dignity, and cared for no 
body. The Pharisees, on the contrary, were inflated with spiritual pride, ambi
tious of the praise of extraordinary sanctity, covetous of popular favor, and ex
tremely sensitive on every point which affected their religious character in the 
community. See Josephus’Jewish War, B. 2, ch. 8. Antiquities B. 13, ch* 
JO, and B. 18, ch. 1.


