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Chapter 6

A reminiscence and a warning

A College address on Jeremiah 45:5

DEAR BRETHREN,—I want to speak to you, this afternoon, upon 
a text which was once very useful to me. It may not convey to you 
quite the same lesson that it taught me; but it may be as much a 

word from the Lord to you as it was to me on a memorable occasion. 
When I had been preaching for a little while at Waterbeach, in the year 

1852, my father and other friends advised me to seek admission to Regent’s 
Park College, or, as it was in those days, Stepney College. I believed that 
I might be useful without a college training; but I bowed to what I was 
willing to regard as their superior judgment upon the matter. I was living 
in Cambridge at the time, so it was arranged that I should meet Dr Angus 
at the house of Mr Macmillan, the publisher. I was there exactly at the 
appointed hour, and was shown into a room; the doctor also went to the 
house, but the servant put him into another room, and did not let anyone 
know that I was waiting for him. After a while, he had to leave, to catch the 
train for London; but I waited on for two hours, and as no one came to me, 
I rang the bell, and enquired the cause of the delay. When I discovered what 
had happened, I was very much disappointed; but I have often thanked the 
Lord since then that he directed me in a different path from that which my 
friends had planned for me.

Though the intended interview had not taken place, I had not given up 
the idea of trying to enter the college; but that evening, going to my service, 
I was crossing Midsummer Common, to the little wooden bridge over the 
river Cam, when I was startled by what seemed to be a loud voice speaking 
to me. I have not been one to take much notice of voices and visions; but I 
could not help hearing these words, as though they were actually spoken to 
me—

‘seekest thou great things for thyself? seek them not.’

Thinking over this text, which had come to me in such a remarkable 
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manner, I began to examine my position, and surroundings, and motives. I 
thought of the people at Waterbeach, many of whom had been brought to 
the Saviour under my ministry; and I determined not to leave them in order 
to enter college, and resolved that I would continue preaching to them as 
long as I could. It did seem to me, at the time, that poverty and obscurity 
would be the result of my decision; although time has proved that this was 
God’s way of preparing me for the position that I was afterwards to fill.

It is too late for this passage to prevent any of you from entering college, 
for you have already entered. It may, however, contain as clear a message 
for you as it did for me on the occasion to which I have referred. These 
words are found in Jeremiah 45:5, ‘Seekest thou great things for thyself? 
Seek them not.’

Let me remind you of the connection of the text. Baruch had been 
employed by Jeremiah to write out, on a parchment-roll, all that the Lord 
had told him to prophesy concerning Israel, Judah, and all the nations. 
When the roll was finished, he was to read what he had written ‘in the ears 
of the people, in the Lord’s house, upon the fasting day.’ After Jehoiakim 
had burned the roll, Jeremiah dictated the prophecies again to Baruch, 
who wrote them on another roll, on which, the inspired record tells us, 
‘there were added besides unto them many like words.’ Baruch occupied 
a very honourable office; and he appears to have faithfully discharged his 
duty. The Lord, however, saw that he was in danger through an ambitious 
or aspiring spirit; and he therefore sent Jeremiah to him with this message, 
‘Seekest thou great things for thyself? Seek them not.’

There is a warning here for any one of us who may be tempted to seek 
great things for himself.

The command is very peremptory and emphatic: ‘Seek them not.’ In 
any calling, seeking great things for oneself is wrong; but in the Christian 
ministry it is a doubly evil thing. Think of it for a moment. A follower 
of the meek and lowly Jesus, seeking great things for himself! One who 
ought to be an example to the flock, seeking great things for himself! You 
see at once, dear brethren, how incongruous it is; and yet we should not 
have to go back to the days of Jeremiah and Baruch to find those who have 
tried to join these incongruities together. They cannot do it; oil and water 
would sooner mix than a servant of Christ succeed as a self-seeker. He may 
succeed as a self-seeker; but not as a servant of Christ. Either the self-seeker 
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will cease to serve Christ, or the servant of Christ will cease to seek great 
things for himself.

The man whose great aim is to reach the highest position in the ministry 
is, after all, a poor curmudgeon, and a wretched parody of a true minister 
of the New Covenant. Such a man is very likely to hear the words of the 
apostle Peter to Simon Magus applied to himself: ‘Thou hast neither part 
nor lot in this matter: for thy heart is not right in the sight of God. Repent 
therefore of this thy wickedness, and pray God, if perhaps the thought of 
thine heart may be forgiven thee. For I perceive that thou art in the gall 
of bitterness, and in the bond of iniquity.’ If a man thinks of trying to be 
‘the big man of the district’, let him become town-crier or bill-poster! If he 
aspires to the great honour of being the wearer of a black coat, let him be 
a chimney-sweep! If he thinks he would look nice in a white tie, let him be 
a linen-draper, or an undertaker! But he will never win men for Christ by 
seeking personal prominence. Self-seeking in any shape is repulsive. Seek 
nothing for yourselves, brethren. It is easy to sing—

‘My all is on the altar,’

but it is not so easy to lay all on the altar, not allowing even wife or children 
to come between our own soul and Christ, and our service for him; but 
letting Christ take the first place, the middle place, and the last place, and 
be all in all in our life and in our labour. If it be so with you, yours will be 
a successful life; but if not, there will be a worm at the root, which will 
destroy all your usefulness. Cardinal Wolsey charged Cromwell to ‘fling 
away ambition; by that sin fell the angels!’ I say to you, ‘Students, fling 
away self-seeking; by that sin have fallen many angels of the churches!’

If we were to seek great things for ourselves, we should be false and 
recreant to our profession. We belong to Christ; we are not our own, we are 
bought with a price. Some of us sang, when we were baptized—

‘Jesus, I my cross have taken,  
 All to leave, and follow thee;  
Destitute, despised, forsaken;  
 Thou, from hence, my all shalt be.’
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We professed then to be dead to our own interests, dead with Christ, and 
risen with him. We set our affection on things above, not on things on the 
earth. Jesus was all in all to us then; self was out of court. This was still 
more true of us when we were called to the ministry. Oh, what humble 
ideas as to ourselves filled our minds then! We could say then, with the 
apostle Paul, ‘Unto me, who am less than the least of all saints, is this 
grace given, that I should preach among the Gentiles the unsearchable 
riches of Christ.’ If, therefore, we live for ourselves, or seek great things 
for ourselves, we shall be telling one great lie, and taking a large part of 
our lifetime in telling it. Some have thought, ‘What end can we gain by 
becoming ministers?’ This is an awful view of our holy calling, and must 
be terribly like the unpardonable sin. I have seen some ministers who have 
lived to make money, and others who have striven to attain to worldly 
honour and political fame. They are nobodies now; mere wrecks of men, 
like Hymenæus, and Alexander, and others, who ‘concerning faith have 
made shipwreck.’

To seek great things for ourselves is unwise. The highest wisdom lies 
in obedience to our Lord’s words, ‘If any man will come after me, let him 
deny himself, and take up his cross daily, and follow me. For whosoever 
will save his life shall lose it: but whosoever will lose his life for my sake, 
the same shall save it.’ With us, the surest gain is to give up everything for 
Christ; it will be little enough when we have given up all. The man who 
sacrifices himself for God is the man whom God will not allow to sacrifice 
himself. The Lord never was in any man’s debt, and he never will be. Peter 
seemed to think that he and his companions had made a great sacrifice, 
which demanded an adequate return from their Lord. He said to Jesus, 
‘Behold, we have forsaken all, and followed thee; what shall we have 
therefore?’ Paul was a much better judge of the relative value of things, and 
he said, ‘I count all things but loss for the excellency of the knowledge of 
Christ Jesus my Lord: for whom I have suffered the loss of all things, and 
do count them but dung, that I may win Christ, and be found in him.’ The 
man who has right views of his Lord will think little of himself. The more 
we think of our Master, the less shall we think of ourselves; and the more 
we try to glorify him, the less shall we seek great things for ourselves.

No doubt there is a powerful attraction about great things. How we all 
wish to be great men! Every young French soldier hopes that he carries the 
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baton of a field-marshal in his knapsack; and every young soldier of the 
cross hopes that he is destined to be the commander-in-chief of the armies 
of our Israel. If any one of you has such an idea, mind that you keep it in 
your knapsack, behind your back, and never look at it. Put it away out of 
sight, never think of it; be like the apostle Paul, ‘Forgetting those things 
which are behind.’ You remember John Bunyan’s description of his model 
minister. The Interpreter showed Christian ‘the picture of a very grave 
person hanging up against the wall, and this was the fashion of it. It had 
eyes lift up to heaven, the Best of Books in his hand, the Law of Truth was 
written upon his lips, the world was behind his back; it stood as if it pleaded 
with men, and a crown of gold did hang over his head.’ Blessed is the man 
of whom this is a correct portrait! Many will speak of him as a good man, 
even if none call him a great man.

Perhaps great things would not be so attractive if men knew the burden 
they bring with them.

‘Uneasy lies the head that wears a crown,’

is a saying that applies to many beside kings and queens. A great statesman 
said that he only remembered two really happy days in his life—the day 
that he entered upon his high office, and the day that he left it. The top 
of the tree is not the safest place, nor the most comfortable. You would 
do well to follow Agur’s example, and ask your Lord to put you neither 
at the top, nor at the bottom; but to let you sing to his glory from one of 
the branches nearer the middle of the tree. The bird on the top of the tree 
is a target for every man with a gun, and every boy with a stone. You are 
often told, ‘There’s always room at the top;’ that is quite true, but the top 
of the tree is a difficult place to reach, and it is a more difficult position to 
retain. Happy is the man who knows nothing of the trials and perils that 
beset ‘a popular minister’! Many a man has become dizzy by the time he has 
climbed to the summit of his ambition, and then he has had a grievous fall,

A high position has its advantages; but it has its disadvantages, too. If 
the Lord calls you to eminence, he will fit you for the position; and then you 
shall ‘dwell on high’ in perfect security. But what is the use of seeking great 
things, if you are not qualified for them? A man with a small head is saving 
up his money to buy a big hat: what will be the good of it? It will be coming 
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down over his nose. Some who seek great things are like the boys who put 
on their father’s trousers or boots. If they are not big in themselves, at any 
rate they are wearing big trousers, big boots, and big hats. They think that, 
if people do not see anything big in them, they will surely see something 
big on them. How do you know, my young brother, that you will be able 
to fill a large sphere? If we set ourselves up on high places, for which we are 
not fitted, some impertinent person will be sure to ask the very pertinent 
question, ‘Who put that beggar up there?’ We shall then, with shame, be 
obliged to take a lower place, while a humbler brother will hear the welcome 
words, ‘Friend, go up higher.’ The man who pushes himself forward will 
be the one whom everybody will try to push backward; while the man who 
keeps himself in the rear will have many friends to help him to the front. 
‘Whosoever exalteth himself shall be abased; and he that humbleth himself 
shall be exalted.’

Those who seek great things lose greater things. A man seeking to be a 
great rhetorician loses the power of reaching the hearts of his hearers. You 
know some great word-spinners; but are they soul-winners? Some word-
painters remind you of the angel who appeared to Manoah and his wife: 
‘The angel did wondrously; and Manoah and his wife looked on.’ Oh, 
brethren, never try to preach grand sermons that will lead nobody to Christ! 
You may be thankful if you have not large churches to look after; for you 
will have all the more time to devote to the cultivation of your own mind 
and heart. Yield yourselves wholly to God, and your life cannot be a failure. 
Even though you are never heard of beyond the little country village where 
you labour for the Lord, you will have true success. The greatest success 
does not depend on the greatness of your position. A circle is never praised 
for its size, but for its roundness; and it is not the surface you have covered, 
but the completeness of the work you have done for God in the sphere where 
he has placed you, that will entitle you to his ‘Well done, good and faithful 
servant.’ ‘Seekest thou great things for thyself? Seek them not.’

Besides all this, self-seeking will be ruinous to any minister’s career. The 
people soon find out the difference between the man who lives for the Lord, 
and the one who lives for himself. I do not know how they get to know it; 
but they do. If, in our preaching, we are evidently intent upon preaching 
ourselves, they scent it out; and the greatest sinners discover it as well as 
the greatest saints. Two women were conversing about their pastors, when 
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one of them said, ‘Our minister always impresses us with the idea that he is 
a great man; but your minister always sends you away simply thinking over 
what he has said about his Master.’ Let us be like number two.

Two ministers were talking together, and one of them said to the other, 
‘Who is going to preach for you at your anniversary?’ His friend answered, 
‘I am going to preach myself.’ The brother did not mean quite what he 
said; but that is what a great many ministers might say. There are some 
who could never say with Paul, ‘We preach not ourselves, but Christ Jesus 
the Lord.’ They do preach themselves; and a fine subject they have for 
their discourses! Brethren, let us not belong to that company: whoever else 
preaches himself, let it always be true of us, ‘We preach Christ crucified.’ 
This is a theme worthy of your loftiest powers. You will never reach the 
height of that great argument, not even when unto the principalities and 
powers in heavenly places you make known the manifold wisdom of God. 
Exalt Christ crucified: nothing will so crucify self as the uplifting of the 
crucified Christ. Remember how Paul wrote to the Galatians, ‘If a man 
think himself to be something, when he is nothing, he deceiveth himself. 
… But God forbid that I should glory, save in the cross of our Lord Jesus 
Christ, by whom the world is crucified unto me, and I unto the world.’ If 
you find any self-seeking in the Lord Jesus, you may be a self-seeker, too. 
His disciples were often seeking great things for themselves; but you know 
how their Master rebuked them. The Lord of all became the servant of 
all; he washed their feet, setting them an example. Again and again he laid 
down the rule of his kingdom: ‘If any man desire to be first, the same shall 
be last of all, and servant of all.’ May our Lord make us all willing to take 
the lowest place in his blessed service, and keep us faithful even unto death! 
Amen.


