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DISCOURSE.

Acts xxii. 3.

T7en faid Paul, T wift not, bretliren, that le was te
high pricft s for it &5 woritten, Thou flalt not fpeak
evil of the ruler of thy peopls.

¥DAUL, being brought before the Sanhedrim,
or Jewifh council, to be examined, was be-
ginning a juftification of himfelf touching the
matters of which the Jews accufed him. And
baving made a folemn declaration of his inno-
cence, Ananias, who prefided as high prieft in
that court, interrupted him by commanding
fome who ftood near to {mite him on the mouth.
¢ Then faid Paul, God will fmite thee, thou
whited wall ; for fitteft thou to judge me after
the law, and commandeft me to_be {mitten con-
trary to the law ?” From other accounts given
us of this Ananias, it appears that he was a very
bad man, though for fome time he carried it
very p]auﬁbly toward the citizens, and poffefled
a confiderable thare of popular favaur. This
might be the reafon why Paul called. him a
““ whited wall,” denoting that, hiowever fair his
outward appearance was, he was full of iniquity
within, like the pharifees, whom our Saviour
compared
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compared to whited {fepulchres. In this addrets
to Ananias, Paul feems to have been moved by a
prophetic {pirit to pronounce fentence upon him ;
for he was flain a few years afterwards in a tu-
mult of the people, excited by lLis fon. But
fome who were prefent were much offended at
Paul’s manner of addrefling him, and they faid,
‘“ Revileft thou God’s high prieft 7’ To which
he replied, 1 wift not, brethren, that he was
the high prieft ; for it is written, Thou fhalt not
{peak evil of the ruler of thy people.”

It has been often inquired, how Paul could fay
with truth that he did not know Ananias was the
high prieft. Some have anfwered, ‘¢ He had
peen abfent from Jerufalem about fourteen
vears 3 and therefore it is very fuppofeable he
did not know who fuftained the office at that
tirne.” Others, confidering that Paul muft have
known by his habit, and the place in which he
fat, that he was the high prieft, underftand his
declaration thus—** Indeed, brethren, in thc
fudden tranfport of my mind, I was not aware,
or I did net confider, that he was the high
prieft.” -But a writer, who has carctully exa-
mined the hiftory of that age, relates thic
_remarkable fa&, that Ananias was in truth
rot’ the high prieflt, though he was fitting
n 3udgnlcnt in that affumed capacity. The calc
was this: ¢ He had formerly holden the office,

and
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and had been depofed ; the perfon who fuc-
ceeded him was murdered, and, before another
was appointed, Ananias, of his own authority,
took upon himfelf the difcharge of the office.
This fingular fituation of the highpriefthood
took place during the interval between the death
‘of Jonathan, and the acceffion of Ifmael; and
precifely in this interval it happened that Saint
Paul was apprehended and brought before the
Jewifh council ta be tried.” Paul, therefore,
without choofing to enter into any difcuflion of
the queftion, whether Ananias was legally and
really the high prieft or not, might anfwer with
ftrict truth as he did, ‘¢I wilk not, or I did not
know, brethren, that he was the high prieft ; for
it is written, Thou fhalt not fpeak evil of the
ruler of thy people.”” By anfwering in this man-
ner, he avoided a controverfy which did not
concern him, and took effetual care that what
he had {aid fhould not be drawn into a prece-
dent to weaken the obligation of that law which
he acknowledged to be ftill in full force. The
law of which he fpoke is found in the 22d chap-
ter of Exodus, at the 28th ver{e, where it is
{aid, in our tranflation, ¢“ Thcu fhalt not revile the
gods, ner curfe the ruler, of thy people.”” The latter
part of the verfe only is quoted by the Apoftle,
and it is accurately quoted from the tranilation

of the Septuagint.
It
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It is propofed—

I. To thew what is meant by fpeaking evii,
in the text.

II. To mention {fowe of the rcafons of this
command, ** Thou fhalt not fpeak evil of the

ruler of thy people.”

I1I. Make a few refletions on the fubje&.

I. What is meant by fpeaking evil, in the
text ?

We are exprefsly forbidden in Scripture to
fpeak evil of any man, that is, to defame him, ta
hurt his reputation, or to bring reproach upon
him. When a perfon makes and propagates a
falfe report to injure another, he adts a part
{o contrary to the plaineft principles of right,

that he muft be condemned by his own con-
fcience, unlefs his moral fenfe be fo complete-
ly extinguifbed that he perceives no difference.
between right and wrong. The fame obferva-
tion will apply to the fpreading of a report
which one Enows or believes to be falfe. And
giving currency to a doubtful report, which may
injure the reputation of another, is {fo evidently
wreng, that few perfons can be ignorant of it.

But thefe are not the only kinds of evil fpeak-
ing that are unlawful. ‘1he commandment is

ftill
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ftill much broader.. A perfon may be guilty o!
evil {peaking, when the thing which he reports
is true, and even when he knows it to be true ;
though this is not fo generally felt to be wrong
as the other. DMany perfons, who would not
propagate a l:own falfechood, would without
fcruple report what they know to be truth,
though the confequences might be very injurious
to their neighbours.

Every perfon wifhes to have mankind think
favourably of him. No one wifhes to expofe
his own faults or follies. Reputation is to
many the moft precious treafure which they pof-
{efs, and they do not hefitate to facrifice their

property, or to hazard their lives, in its defence.
We feel ourfelves injured, when others without
good reafon expofe our faults to the world.
And we ought not to do that to others, which
we fhould think unjuft, or uhgenerous, if it were
donc to eurfelves. Every man living is proba=s
bly confcious of having done fome things with
which he does not wifh the world to be ac-
quainted. If any of them are known to a friend,
he will not think him friendly if he divulges
them unneceilarily. He reafonably expeéts, if
that perfon is worthy of being called a friend,
that he will be tender of his reputation as he
would be of his own. Doubtlefs there are many
truths reported every day, which would never

‘ he
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be heard, if the perfons who report them would
lay their hands on their breafts before they open
their lips, and afk their own hearts whether, in
reporting them, they fhall do as they defire
others to do to them in like circumftances.
Every report that violates this golden rule is 4
{pecies of evil fpeaking.

It muft be admitted, however, that there are
occafions and circumftances which make it law-
ful and right to utter truths that vill deftroy the
credit ot reputation of another : a3, when he is
endeavouring to avail himfelf of the reputatiod
which he unworthily poflefles, to injure others.
Charity to thofe whom he would injure requires
us to make his trie chara&er known, if we can
thereby prevent his doing evil. If we do not,
we make ourfelves in fome meafure accomplices
with him in his guilt. Speaking truth, which will
in this way difconcert and fruftrate the wicked
defigns of another, is not that evil {peaking which
the Scriptures forbid : it is a duty enjoined by
charity ; but it ought notto be done in fuch a mar-
ner as will tend to make him 2ppear more
odious than is neceflary for the good of others.

This is the rule which every perfon ought to
obferve, when he fpeaks any thing that may af-
fe& the reputation of another, whether that
other be in a public or a private ftation. The
law of charity fhould govern our condué in all
our intercourfe with mankind. But
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Buat it may be obferved farther, that a2 becom-
ing deference to a ruler will impofe a peculiar
caution, when we have occaiion to {peak of any
rart of his conduc& which we difapprove. A ci-
vil ruler ftands in a relation to the staTE fome-
what refembling that i which a father ftands to
his family.: For *his reafon we often call our
rulers our civil fathers. And the f{ifth com-
mandment of the Decalogue, which is, ¢ Foncur

thy father and thy mother,” is confidered by ail
commentators as extending to other relations,
civil, as well as natural, and as enjoining fer-
vants to obey their mafters, and fubjedts their
lawful rulers. Now nature itfelf teaches us
that a child ouglit to feel a peculiar tendernefs
for the reputation of & parent. And we fhould
think him deficient in a fenfe of filial duty, if he
fpoke as freely of the improper conduét of a pa-
rent, or remarked as feverely upon it, as he

lawfully might on the like condué& of another
perfon.

Cafes may happen when it is the duty of a
child to remonftrate with a parent, to tell him
his faults, or to tell others of them , but the
manner of doing it fhould be fuch as to make it
appear that he docs not forget the relation
which he fultains to him, nor the duties which
it impofcs.

B , So
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So cafes may occut, when it is the duty of
private perfons to point out the improper con-
duét of their rulers.  Their country’s good re-
quires it, and their couatry’s good fhould be
their motive for doing it. But in performing
this duty, which thHey owe to fociety, they
fhould addrefs the underftandings, rather than
the paflions and prejudices, of their fellow-citi-
zens, or fellow-fubjeéts : they fhould reafon,
not rail : they fhould aim to give ufeful infor-
mation, not to vilify the perfons of their rulers,
If their rulers be the patrons of principles that
are pernicious to fociety; or adopt meafures of
a dangerous tendency, their errors may be
pointed out, and demonftrated, in decent and
refpe&ful language, without violating the pres
cept which fays, ¢ Thou fhalt not fpeak evii of
the ruler of thy people.” But addreffes which
are calculated to render the perfons of rulers
odious, and to bring their autliority into con-
tempt, are offenfive to God, and contrary to the
precepts of our holy religion, and as {fuch they
ought to be difcountenanced by all good men,
by all friends of the peace and order of {ociety.

Civil government is a divine inftitution,
though its particular forms are human. And
the Scriptures frequently enjoin obedience to
the lawful commands of the magiftrate, and they

forbid, on fevere peralties, difobedience, and
. fpeaking
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fpeaking evil of dignities. They requiire us to
- be fubjed&, not only for wrath, but alfo for con-
fcience fake ; that is, not ounly for fear of being
puniﬂlei by the magiftrate for difobedience, but
from a princigle of duty.

It is true that aobedience and {ubjeétion have
their limits. If the commands of a magiftrate
are abfolutely unlawful, we ought to obey God
rather than man. And if a government dege-
nerates into an infupportable tyranny, refiftance
may be lawfully made to it, when the evils that
will probably refult from it to the community
are lefs than the evils that will refult from fub.
miflion, o

As fubmiflion then is a duty, except in the
cafes now mentioned, a perfon is guilty of
{peaking evil of the ruler, when he endeavours
to weaken in others their fenfe of that duty, to
excite unreafonable jcalouﬁes in their minds,
and to make them hate or de!pife him, and the
authority with which he is vefled for the com-
mon good.

II. It was propofed fo mention fome of the
reafons of this command, ** Thou fhalt not
{peak evil of the ruler of thy people.”

Order is fo effential to the well-being of foci-
ety, that without government mankind mulit bg
miferable.  And we can hardly conceive of ang

government
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government {o bad as none at ull.  The great-
efl political curfe that could beful a people
would be a diflolution of government, that
fhould leave every oune ut liberty to do what
was right in his own eycs. However plain and
evident this truth appears to the thinking pait
of mankind, there are probally many, in every
country, who view that refiraiut which govern-
ment lays upon them as an evil. | ‘They have
not {fuch a conviftion of its uicfulnels and necei-
fity as to be led merely by their reafon to fub-
mit to it. When their inclinations are checked
by law, they are ready to wifh the law and the
government were abolifhed, that they might do
as they pleafed ; but they do not confider the
as themfelves, fet at liberty to rob or murder
them without fear of punifbment. Were there
no confiderations to induce people to obey tleir
rulers, but a perfuaiion of its being conducive
to the general good, it is to be feared that tle
number of peaceable ful je&ts under any govern-
ment on carth would be very frmall. Noue
would be fuljed but the wife and the good.
And fuch a government would be ufelefs. It
could nct prote&t the good, ner be a terror
to evil-doers. Jt is neceflury, therefore, that
the wicked {lould be reftrained by fear from
tranfprefling the laws 5 but they will not be
* afraid,
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afraid, unlels they believe that the govern-
ment has power to punifth them. It is probably
an opinion of the power of government to pu-
nith offenders, more than any other confidera-
tion, that reftrains the vicious from difturbing
the peace of foctety. Take from any pecple
this opinion, and you diflolve the government.
Whatever therefore tends to deftroy this opi-
nion, tends to deftroy the government.

Now a little confideration may convince any
perfon of reflection, that fpeaking evil of the ru-
lershasa dire& tendency to deftroy this opinion.
When many people freely and publicly cenfure
and condemn their rulers, the fa&ious, the dif-
contented and the unprincipled are encouraged
to tranfgrefs the laws, and fet the government
at defiance. When licentious tongues and licen-
tious prefles are conflantly calumniating the ru-
lers, many honeft and well-difpofed people will be
led tq believe that they muft be very bad ; and
thofe who with to be freed from the reftraints
of law will lofe their fears of the government,
thinking that the number of the difaffe&ed is {o
great, it has not power, and will not dare, to
punith them. Hence arife tumults, riots, oppofi-
tinn to the execution of the laws, infurreétions,
rebellions and civil wars ; and the very end or
defign of government is fruftrated and defeated.

On the contrary, were the pratice of fpeaking
evil of rulers difcountenanced and punifhed, and

were
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were the errors or faults of rulers pointed out
in decent, refpectful languarre they might be
corre&ed W1thout cndangennor the exiftence of;
the government The dlrcoxltented, the vicious,
and the proﬂwat wha are impatient under the
reftraints of tbc law wauld be afraid to dlfhl!‘b‘ ‘
the peace oF fouf-ty, becauﬁ: they could not
know that others wou‘d join them, and they
would know that w1thout the afliftance of many
they could not refift the power of the govern-
ment. Though fuch men do not relpeé& their
rulers, nor {ubmit 't_o authority from principle,
yet fo long as they Lelieve that others do, they
expe@ the government to be fupported, and
they will be fubjed, not for confcience fake, buy
becaufe they are afraid of th(}?‘ power.

In fome countries the people have an opinion
that their rulers have an abfolute right given
them immediately by God to reign over them,
and to do what they pleafe ; and 'that it would
be as profane and wicked to find faukt with cheir
adminiftration, as to cenfure the ways of Provi-
dence. They think there is fomething {'uper'xila-
tural and divine in their perfons, and they are
kept in fubjeétion by their fuperftitious fears.
Opinions of this fort are effe¢tually exploded
among us. We know that our rulers are men
like ourfelves. But if this knowledge embol-
dens us to revile and calumniate them, to bring

their
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their authority into contempt, and to produce
confufion and every evil work, we have not
gained much by it.

We cannot now go back to that ftate of igno-
rance and fuperflition. We muft be induced by
other confiderations to treat our rulers with de-
ference and refpe&, or we fhall run into a ftate
of anarchy, out of which will naturally arife a
government that will be maintained by the
fword, and that will eafily find ways and means
to reftrain the licentious tongues and pens,
which at prefent are not afraid to fpeak evil of
dignities.

HI. Make a few refle¢tions on the fubje.

I have wifhed, my hearers, to turn your
thoughts at this time to this fubjelt, becaufe it
appears to me that the vice condemned in our
text has already made a very alarming progrefs
in our country.

It may well be fuppofed that it was very dif-
gufting to us, when it was directed againft thofe
rulers who poflefled our full confidence. The
adminiftration of our General Government has
already pafled, and that' of this Commonwealth
may perhaps foon pafs, into the hands of other
men, in whom we generally have not {o much
confidence : but let us not imagine that we may
innocently fpeak evil of our rulers becaufe they
are not the men whom we wifhed to bring into

office.
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officé. Are we afraid that the government will
not be fo well adminiftered in future, as it has
been in times paft 7 Poflibly our fears may be
difappointed. We ought not to determine be-
forehand that we will be difpleafed with the
meafures of our new rulers. 1If they wifely and
faithfully endeavour to promote the welfare of
our country, we thould be willing to give them
full credit for it, and not endeavour to weaken

their hands by exciting difcontent, and raifing
clamours againft them.

No one, who is really a friend to good order
and government, thinks it of fo much impor-
tance who does the bufinefs of the ftate, as fow
it is done. He will never employ fcurrility and
abufe to difplace thofe who are in office, whe-
ther they condué& well or ill.

If they condu& well, it is of little confequence
who they are. And if they condué& ill, it is bet-
ter to endure that ill than to employ {canda-
lous and malicious falfehoods to difplace them.
And 1 freely confefs that in my opinion we haveé
lefs to fear from the men who do or may ad-
minifter the government, than frem the preva-
lence of a licentious {pirit amoné the people,
which mazkes them impatient of the moft whole-
fome and neceffary reftraints.

For
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For twelve years paft our country has enjoy-
ed, with little interruption, a fiate of uncommon
profperity. Our population and wealth have
been rapidly increafing, while cther nations have
been wafting their blood and treafure, and have
been aflied with great and fore calamities.
For the profperity we have enjoyed, we are in-
debted, under God, to the wifdom and virtue of
the men who have adminiftered our govern-
ment ; yet it is probable that our rulers have
been more vilified and abufed than thofe of any
other country. |

Is it impoflible for a people to be free without
fuffering their liberty to degenerate into licen-
tioufnefs ? We are makingthe experiment. The
iffac will be highly interefting to ourfelves, and,
to the human race.

But vain are our expe&ations of long enjoy-
ing liberty and happinefs, if we provoke God, by
our ingratitude and licentioufhefs, to give us ru-
lers, in his wrath, who will teach us not to fpeak
evil, as the men of Succoth were taught, with
briers and thorns.

FINITS,





