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Childhood, and the Years of Seeking


The witness of God in a child, and the long search for power over sin



All you saints, and all you inhabitants of the earth: let the name of Jehovah be famous among you, for there is no God like Him. Let His mercies and His judgments be remembered and recorded from generation to generation, for His goodness is infinite and His loving kindness cannot be spoken. No one can fully recount the loving kindness reached out to him. Even so, let all men testify of His goodness and declare His mercies, by which He is drawing the sons of men to Himself, winning and gathering the scattered back to the true rest.


David said it well: “I will remember the years of the right hand of the Most High. I will remember the works of the Lord: surely I will remember thy wonders of old. I will meditate also of all thy work, and talk of thy doings.” Psalm lxxvii. 10, 11, 12. Who can feel His goodness and share in His love without being constrained to bear witness to Him? In the sweet remembrance of His countless mercies I am simply overcome. My whole life has been one continuous run of mercy and goodness, and He has upheld me all my days. When I did not know Him, He was near me. Even when I rebelled against Him, He did not stop being gracious. His covenant stood with His seed, Christ, and for Christ’s sake He spared me. His long-suffering and patience were stretched out towards me — otherwise I would have been cut off in the days of my rebellion. Well may I say that He is a God gracious and merciful, long-suffering, patient, and full of compassion. Let this name of His be proclaimed to the ends of the earth, and let the ears of the heathen be opened to hear the sound of His praise.


Surely the Lord has looked on me with tender compassion from the day He formed me. He appointed me to His praise, to bear witness to His goodness. As far back as I can remember, and as soon as I was capable of understanding anything, He made me aware of something in me. It consented to no evil, but stood in my soul as a witness against all evil. It showed me that I should not lie, nor steal, nor be stubborn or disobedient, but should behave with meekness and quietness, and set truth before me as better than falsehood. Even in my childhood, this same witness gave me peace and boldness whenever I listened to its counsel.


But there was also a contrary nature and seed in me, of this world and not of God. It inclined towards evil, and towards the ways and manners of this evil world, because those suited the carnal mind best. An eye began to open in me that saw what would be acceptable to men rather than what was well pleasing to God.


That eye was fed daily by all the objects and examples of vanity around me. A delight sprang up in me for what was evil, and my senses became practised in vanity. The pure seed was oppressed and grieved by this day after day, and began to cry out against me. Condemnation began to stir in me. Fear entered where before there had been no fear, and my pure innocence was lost.


After that, whenever I had done or said anything evil, the divine Light — the pure principle in me — would show it to me, and show me that I should not have done it. I felt condemnation, and I did not know how to escape it. But the evil spirit that had led me to transgress always stood ready to help me in that need. Sometimes it stirred up my own cleverness, so that I could plead a reason for what I had done, or a provocation, or a good intention. Or else it moved me to deny the deed outright, or at least to make light of its evil. All of this was meant to stop the mouth of God’s witness, so that I might escape its condemnation and secure my own peace.


It was a miserable sort of help. The Light would often shine straight through it and quell my reasonings. It showed me, while I was still only a child, that in the pure reason that comes from God there is no reason for any evil — whatever the provocations, temptations, or examples may be. So I was often stripped bare of all my reasonings and coverings. Then I learned another way to get relief from the judgment.


When I was very young, about seven or eight years old, and judgment overtook me for something evil, I would admit that it was so. I then thought I had to do something to please God again. So I learned to pray, and to weep in secret, and to make covenants with God to be more watchful. For a season I felt as though the weight had been lifted off me. Yet even this best state of mine was full of doubts and questions about whether my evils were blotted out or not. The doubts pressed hardest when I saw myself overtaken again by the evil spirit, and led into evil thoughts, words, or actions. The divine witness cried out, even then, for my whole mind to be given up to the Lord, and for me to serve Him in thought, word, and deed. I did not know that this came from God. But I did know that I lacked the power to answer what that thing in me required — the thing that testifies against evil in me. I lamented this day and night.


When I was about nine or ten years old, I sought the power of God with great diligence and earnestness, with strong cries and tears. If I had owned the whole world I would have given it away to know how to obtain power over my corruptions. I watched other children in their carelessness and profaneness. So far as I could tell, they gave no thought to God, and were never in any trouble of mind, even though their speech and actions were far more wicked than mine. Ah, Lord, I thought, what will become of these? Your hand lies so heavily on me that I can find neither peace nor any assurance of your love.


Then the enemy would tempt me to rest and be quiet, on the grounds that things stood better with me than with others. My reason worked hard to build a peace for me out of that. But the pure witness followed me and would not leave me. It pursued me night and day, and broke my peace faster than I could build it, because my mind was fixed on my own works and I could see no further. I heard people talk of a Christ and Saviour, and I thought: if only I knew Him.


I lent my ear to the debates and disputes of the time, of which there were a great many, taking in first one thing and then another. Sometimes I heard men argue that God sees no sin in His people. Then I said: surely I am none of them, for He marks every one of my transgressions. At other times men talked of the election and reprobation of persons before time began. I considered that carefully. If it were true, and if I could only collect enough signs and marks of an elect soul to bring me quiet, then I would hold on to it, and not be tossed about as I had been. I became a very diligent hearer and observer of the best ministers, as they were reputed to be. I went to reading and to sermons with as much eagerness and cheerfulness as other children went to their games.


Sometimes I heard someone handle that question of election: how a man might know whether he was elect. I saw them in their dark wisdom lay down the signs of a true believer and the marks of an elect soul. Then I would test myself by their measure, and weigh myself in their scales. Then I would gather up a little peace for myself, finding in me some of the things they named as signs. There was a desire against sin, a loathing of myself for sin, a love for the people counted best, a longing to be rid of sin, and so on.


But this was still only the blind leading my poor blind soul. These were not the scales of the sanctuary. Whenever I had got a little peace and quietness and thought to keep hold of it, it would soon be shattered and broken. When God’s pure witness rose in me, and I had to be weighed in the true balance, I found I was far too light. Then anguish would kindle in me again, and a cry would rise up: where shall I go? What shall I do, so that I may come to a settled state before I go from here and am seen no more?


In this wretched condition the thought of death would bring dread over both soul and body. Trembling and horror were often on me. I feared I had been set apart as a vessel of wrath, and must bear the fiery indignation of God for ever. That word “for ever” would often terrify me, and I did not know how to prevent it.


Now I began to see my own insufficiency, and how much I lacked God’s power. It was not in my own power to keep myself out of sin, and the wages of sin was death. So I was in a great strait. Sometimes I thought I had better give up seeking altogether. Sometimes I thought that if I must perish, I had better perish seeking. For a season the better thought won. I became a diligent seeker, and a man of prayer and mourning, and I would often find out the most secluded fields and out-of-the-way places to pour out my complaints to the Lord.


When I was only about twelve years old, my constant, unbroken cry was for the power by which I might overcome my corruptions. The teachers of that time said daily that no one could live without sin, and held the doctrine of perfection to be a dangerous error. That did not silence my cry, though it often weakened my belief that I would ever obtain what I sought, and so made my prayer nearly faithless and without success. But I knew that without the power of God I must perish, whatever they said. I could not count myself saved while I was held captive by a corrupt and rebellious nature, whatever they all argued. I remembered the words of Christ: he who commits sin is the servant of sin. And I knew that was me.


I toiled and laboured in that iron furnace, and no one knew my sorrows and griefs. At times they were almost unbearable. I wished I had never been born, or that my end might be like that of the beasts of the field. I counted the beasts happy, because they had no such bitter combat here as I had, and would not endure hereafter what I feared I must endure after all this. I could see my misery clearly; I could see no way out of it.


Then I thought I had better not keep my misery so close, but disclose it to some who might be able to help me. But I may well say I found them all to be miserable comforters. They would tell me to apply the promises by faith and to draw comfort out of the Scriptures. They would speak of the apostle’s state described in the seventh chapter of Romans, and tell me it was so with him too, and that he was still a servant of Jesus Christ. They dealt with me using the same deceitful plaster they had used on themselves, never noticing that the apostle himself called that state a wretched and undelivered one — as I might well have called mine. None of it took much hold in me. My wound stayed unhealed. And He who had wounded me, and was able to have healed me, was near me, and I did not know Him.


I went groping through that dark and dismal night, seeking the living among the dead, as many others did. But it was so dark that those of us who did so could not see one another. As for the priests and professors of that time, most of them would boast of their experiences, their zeal, their assurances of God’s love, and the comfort they enjoyed by thinking or meditating on Christ’s suffering for their sins. Alas, I thought, I could think of these things as well as you can. But my wound is still fresh, and I see that while I live in sin — the sin He died for — I am no better than one of the men who crucified Him.


My soul longed for some other kind of knowledge of Him than the kind that can be got by reading, for I saw that the worst as well as the best could get that. I did not dare lean on such men as heavily as I had done. My mind began to loosen somewhat from the priests, though I did not leave them entirely. Now I began to find out the meetings of the people then called Separatists, and to hear their gifted men, as they were called. I noticed that their doctrine tasted more of zeal and fervency than most of the priests’ did. Nor did I see them so greedy to make a profit out of preaching — though I had not yet come to see how they coveted greatness and the applause of men.


I was often moved by their preaching. But the old bond was still on me, and they only tightened it: that if I were not elected, I could not be saved, and that no one could tell me to my satisfaction how I might know. The fear of this would often dash whatever comfort I had. Then I began to notice how loosely these Separatists walked — even the teachers among them. They were not yet redeemed from foolish jesting, from idle words, from anger and passion. Sometimes it broke out brother against brother, and ran on into factions, breaches, and schisms, until they were rending the very churches they had built and pulled down with their own hands. I also saw how inconstant they were, letting in one doctrine and then another, tossed about by every wind. But not a word could I hear about how I might obtain power over sin. Over some sins and some lusts I had power; over all of them I did not. And nothing less than all would satisfy me.


When I was about seventeen or eighteen I began to look further still. Hearing of a people who held that Christ died for all men, I went to hear them. After a time I came to see that there was more light among them, and a clearer understanding of the Scriptures, than among those I had been with. So I began to keep company with them, and to attend their meetings often. I became settled in the belief that there was a Son of hope, and a way and means of salvation prepared for all people. No one, I held, was positively excluded by any eternal decree, named as a person — only as an unbeliever and disobedient.


This gave me comfort for a while. I set myself to believe, to get faith in Christ, and to reckon myself a believer. I found it hard work, indeed too hard for me, though I cried out many times to have my unbelief helped. When I saw sin prevail over me I would say: where is that faith which purifies the heart and gives victory? Mine is not that faith. Then the pure witness of God would rise and testify against me for my sin. The more my understanding was enlarged, the sharper its judgment became. It now grew so sharp that I could not endure it as well as I had done in childhood. My rough and rebellious nature had grown strong, and I was in the prime and strength of my youth. Seeing how others spent their time in pleasure and vanity, a secret craving kindled in me to share their cup.


For a time I was held back as though by a bridle. I took my pleasure instead in observing the varieties of wit and invention of former ages, which I found in books, being much given to reading. So I gathered up many sayings and maxims of the wise philosophers and sages, and gained some knowledge of the ages before me. I thought these things were an ornament, fitting me for conversation and for the company of wise men. And all this while self stood uncrucified. Everything I had gathered was only sacrificed and offered up to win a reputation for that self, which should have been kept in the cross. Still, this served for a while to feed that tireless, searching, seeking soul of mine. Many of the things I met with became a kind of life to it for a season, and I began to congratulate myself that my time was no worse spent.


At this time I found two things pulling at me. One was a strong pull and enticement into the world, to give myself up wholly to its pleasures, delights, and vanities. The other was a pull towards godliness, watchfulness, and seriousness. I did not know what to do about religion. I saw a great variety of it, and I felt a religious inclination in myself, as I had done since childhood. I would have been quite content to take up some form of religion. But I was badly discouraged, because I could see none of them holding out the thing I needed, either in their life or in their doctrine — power over corruptions. Without that, I knew, religion would be in vain, and would not answer the purpose I was taking it up for.


So I gave up taking any form at all, and stayed in the wild field of this world. I wandered up and down, going sometimes to one sort of people and sometimes to another, and inspecting their lives and doctrines sharply. Though I confess I left my own garden untended, until many foul weeds overgrew it.


I began to lose the tenderness of conscience I once had. I began to take pleasure in the company of the wicked, and in many things to become like them, and I was captivated more than ever with mirth and jollity. I would often be singing when I had cause to howl and mourn. I fell to gaming and pastimes, and presumed on God’s mercy, holding a secret belief that God would one day show His power and bring me out of that state. Even so, I often had a dread on me of running as far into wickedness as some others did, and I was kept back from many gross evils that my companions fell into. In this the infinite goodness of the Lord was plain, and when I came to see it with a true eye it broke my heart. My heart and soul praise the Lord for His mercy, who kept me when I did not know Him. Though many provocations and temptations attended me, I was preserved out of a good many abominations. I must say, and acknowledge, as the Lord said to Abimelech, that it was the Lord who kept me.


This course of life ran on for a season, about two or three years, until I grew weary of it. Many times, right in the middle of all my mirth, the hand of the Lord would lie heavy on me. His righteous judgment would kindle in me and stop me in my course. Then I would lament in secret, and sometimes complain to others of my sore captivity and slavery to sin. I would often be arguing and conferring with people counted experienced Christians about how peace and assurance might be attained. Some would say by reading and applying the promises. But I had tried that way so often and so long that it now carried little weight with me, for I saw that I was in a different state from the one the promises were made to. Others said the only way was to be obedient to the commands and ordinances of Jesus Christ, and to be like the primitive saints in walking in church order and communion. There every man had the strength of many, and the whole church was bound to watch over every member.


I listened to these counsellors. I was willing to do anything to find the power, and reproach would not hold me back. So I took up the ordinance, as they called it, of water baptism, expecting to find more power after it than before. My will worked hard to bridle and hold down that light, airy part of me and my sinful nature. For a season I strove to hold myself up as being in a better state than before. But I did not feel the virtue that ought to have sanctified and washed me. My mind was abroad, and the reasons that kept me in were not the working of the pure love of God in my heart, nor His grace prevailing in me to teach me. They were rather an eye to the reputation of my religion, and a wish not to appear to have run and acted all in vain.


Those reasons held only for a season. Then the temptation grew too strong for my will. The devil entered his own ground and prevailed over me, and led me captive into sin and evil. So he drew me back into vain company, vain sports, delights, and pastimes as before. Now I saw plainly that I still lacked what I had lacked before. I had grasped at a shadow and caught nothing but wind. My baptism fell short even of John’s — for John did indeed baptize with a baptism of repentance, and prepared the way of the Lord, and made His paths straight, and mine did not do so much. It therefore fell far shorter still of the baptism of Christ, in which the fire is to be found. That fire burns up whatever is offensive to God and grieves His Holy Spirit. Then it fills a man with His Spirit, which takes no delight in anything corrupt.


I saw that this baptism was what I lacked. So a dissatisfaction began to grow in me, both with myself and with my way. I told the elders, so called, of the church that God would shortly overturn all our worships and religions that stood in outward and carnal things. He would make known some way above them all, a way that would stand for ever. When they asked me what that way would be, I confessed I did not know, but was waiting to see what it might be.
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