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1·7:eJz .fair1 Paul, lv.,'ijluot) brel'~T'ef!, thtI! i~e 7.r..··aJ tl£ 

high j-l)riejl; fcr it is 'Zvr.:' tt:,1Z, 1 holt fl alt }ttl / jpt'ttk 
,~'v'i! of I he ruler of IJ~1y' peQP!~· 

P .\UL, heine brollgM before the Sanhedrim, 

or Je\vl{b council, ~() be examined, was be­

gil~ning a jLlflific~tion pf hinl felf ~ouch ing the 

matters of which th~ Jews accufed l1im. And 

r.lving m~de a foleuln de~la~atio.n of 11is inno .. 

~ence, Ananias, \\~ho prefidcd as lligll priefi: in 

tha~ ~~u.rt, interru~ted him ~,y co~rn.and~ng 

fome wht) flood near to fmite him on tIle m,outh. .. .. "'.. ~ - ... 

~, Theq faid faul, God w:ill fmite tl;lee l thou 

\vhited wall j for fittell: thol~ to judg~ me af~er 
the law, and com.m~I)deQ me to~ be flnitten. COQ­

trary to the law?" FfOm other accounts. given 
\IS of this Ananias, it appears, that he was a vcry' ' 

bad man, though for lom.e ~ime he carried i~ 

very p1aufibly toward the citizens, an.d po{fcifed 
~ cQ,nfiderabla {hare of p.opular favour. This, 

~jght be the reafon \yhy IJaul cal1~d. hi~ a 

" whited wall," denoting that, however fair his 

outward appearance was, lae was full o~ iniq ~ity 

\vithin, like the pharifees, WllOlll our Sav iour 

compared' 
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compared to w11ited fepulchrcs. In this addrcf~ 

to Ananias, IJaul feen1s to 11avc been 1110ved by a 

prophetic fllirit to pronounce fentence upon hilll ;: 

for he was {lain a few years after\vards iI) a tu­

mult of the people, excited. by his fon. But 
tome whQ were prefent were nlucl1 ofiendcci at 

11aul's manner of'" ad.dreffing him, and. they raid, 
"Revileft th.ou God's 11igll. priefl:?" 'ro \Vllicll 

11e replied, "I \vifi: not, br~thren, that l1e ,vas 

the high pri.efi; for it is written, 'rhou fil,alt not;· 

1peak evil of the ruler of th}Y I)eople '," 

It has been often inquired, ho\v' Paul could fay 
;vith truth th.at he did not. kno\v Ananias was tile 
hig.h priefi.. Som.e llave anfwered, "He ha(l. 

been abfent f~om J.crufalem about fourtecll 
:/ears; and t'herefo,re i~ is veryiuppofeabJe IlC 

did not know wl).o fufi:ained the office at that 

tir.Lle. " Otllers, confidering t]lat Panl mufi: have 
knowll by l1is habit, and the place in ",hiell Ile 
fat, that he was tlle 11igh pricft, ul1del"'ftand lli~ 

declaration tl1US-" Indeed, brethren, ill the: 

fudden tranfport of n1y miNd., l was not avvare, 
or I did not conlider, tllat Ilt;! was tIle Iligh 

priefi." . B nt a writer, \vho l1as carcfu lly exa­
mined tile l1iftory of tllat age, relates tlli:.: 

yemarkable faa, that Ananias was in trutlJ~ 

l:'ot' the' higll . prieft, though 11e "\\.;"35 iitting 

:n judgnlent in that affumed capacity. TIle catc 

\V'3S tllis: "lIe llad formerly holden tlle office') 
ant! 
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and had been depofed; the perron who fuc~ 
,eeded llim ,vas murdered, and, before another 
\vas appointed, Ananias, of his o\vn authority, 
took upon himfelf the difchargc of the office. 

'rJlis fingular fituation of the higbpriefihood 

took place dllring the interval between the death 
. of Jonathan, and the acceffion of lfmael; and 
IJrecifely in this interval it happened that Saint 
Paul was apprehended and brougllt before tIle 

Jewifh council to be tried." Paul, therefore, 
\vitl10ut choofing to enter into any difcuffion of 

tIle quefiiQu, whether Ananias was legally and 
really the lligh prie£1: or not, might anfwer with 
{trill: truth as he did, '~I wiR: not, or I did Rot 

know, brethren J that he was the high priefl:; for 

it is written, Thou lhalt not fpeak evil of the 
rule,· of tllY people." By ~nrwering in this man .. 
ner, lle avoided a ~ontroverfy Wllich did not 
concern lli~, and took effeflual care that what 
he had faid lhould not be drawn into a prece­
dent to weak-en the obligation of that la\v'\vllich 
he ackno\vledged to be ftill in full force. The 
law of Wllich lle fpoke is found in the 22d chap­

ter of Exodus, at the !!8th verfe, where it is 
faid, in our tranfiation, " Tkcu foal! not 14~'ile Ih~ 
gods, nor curfe the ruler, of tlzy people.'· The latter 
11art of the verfe only ic; quoted by tIle Apofile, 
and it is accurately quoted from the tranJIation 

of the Sept~agint. 
It 
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It is propofed-

I. '1"0 {hew w l1at is J.lleant by fj)eal"ing cv ill. 
in tIle text. 

II. To mention fotne of tIle reafons of tllis 

command, "Thou {halt not '[peak evil of the 

ruler of thy people,," 

III. lVlal{~ a fe\v reflections on tIle fuDjeft. 

I. What is meant by fpeaking evil, in tIle. 
" text r 

"re are exprefsly forbidden in Scripture to. 

fpeak evil of any man, th.at is, to defa~e llim, tQ, 

l1urt his reputation, 9r to bring reproacll upon. 

llim. When a perfon makes and propagates a 
falfe report to injure anotller,. lle a~s a part, 

fo contrary to the plainefl: principles of rigllt~ 

tllat he mufl: be condemned by ll.is o'vn con­

fcience, unlefs his moral fenfe be fo complete-, 

Iy ~xtjnguifhed tllat be perceives no difference. 
bet\veen right and ~rong. 'rhe fame obferva~ 

tiotl ",·ill apply to the fpreadiog of a report 

,vhich one l:nows or believes to be falfe. And 

giving currency to a doubtful report, Wllicll nlay 

injure the reputation of another, is fa evidently 

,vre-ng, tllat few perfons can be igoorant of it. 

But there are not the only kinds of evil fpeak­
ing tI1at are unlawful. 'I··he commandment i~ 

flill 
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ltill 1l1ucll uroa(lel'.. A l>erfon Inay be guilty ()~ 
evil fpeal{ing, \VllCn tl~e thing, whicll lIe report:; 

js true, and eveIl ,vilen lIe kno\vs it to be true; 
tlloUgll tllis is not fo generally felt to be wrong 
as the otller. l\lallY perf OIlS, ,vila would not 

propagate a 1: Q\vn falfcllood, \vould ,vitllout 

fcruple report \vhat they know to be truth, 

tllougll the conrequence~ migl1t be \'t;ty injurious 

to tlleir ne i gllbotlrs. 

Ev'ery perron willies to 11ave mankind thil1k 

favourably of him. No one willies to export: 
his own faults or follies. }tellutation is to 

l?any the moll: ~recious treafure whiclt tlley pof­
fefs, and tIley do not heIitate to facrifice their 
property, or to llazard their lives, in its defence. 
We feel ourfelves injured, wIlen others without 
good rcafon expofe our faults to the world. 

And w~ ought not to do tl~at to others, which 
we 1hould think unjufi~ or ungenerous, if it were 

done to eurfelves. Everym·an living is proba­
~Iy confciolls of having done fome tllings \\1"ith 
Wllich he does llot \vlfil the world to l)e ac­

-quainted. If any of them are known to a friend, 

l1e will not think l1irrl fric::ndly if lle di vll1ges­
illem unnecelTarily. He reafonably expecfrs, if 
that perron is \VortllY of being called a friend, 
tllat lle ,viII be tender of Ilis reputatiol,1 as he 

would be of llis o\vn. Doubtlefs tllere are many 
trutlls reported every day', ,,·hich would never 

he 
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he heard, if t.he rerrons \\:ho report tllcnl \vould 

la}' tl1eir hands on theit· breafis before they open 

their lips, and afk their own hearts '\1hetller~ in 

reporting them, tiley Ihall do as tiley defire 
others to do to them in like circun1fl:ances4 
Every report that violates tllis golden J"lJle is a 
fpecies of evil fpeaking. 

It niull be adnlitted, hO\\,l'ever, tllat there ar~ 

occafions and circumfiances which make it la\,·- . 
rul arid tight to utter truths that viII defl:roy the 

credit or reputation of another: as, when he is 

endeavouring to avail himfelf of tIle reputation 

which he unworthily poffeffes, to injure others. 
Charity to thofe whom he ,vould injure reqtlires 

US to make his true C\laraCter known, if we can 

thereby prevent his doIng evil. If \\'c do not, 
we make ourfelves in fome meafure accompliceq 

'With him in llis guilt. Speaking truth, which will 
in this way difconcert and fruftrate the wicked 

defigns of another, is not that evil fpeaking \\~hicll 

the Scriptures forbid: it is a duty enjoined by· 

charity; btlt it ought not to be done in fuch a man­
ner as will tend to make him ~ppear nlore 
odious than is neceffary for the good of otllers .. 

This is the rule \'\"hich every perfon ougllt to 

obferve, ,vhen he fpeaks any thing tllat may af­

fclt the reputation of another., \vhether tllat 
otller be in a public or a private nation. '')''h~ 
la'fN of cllarity 1houla go,"ern our conduCt in all 
n\.lr intercourfe with mankind. But 
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~Llt it nl~\" be obferved fartller, tllat a beconl ... - . 
ing deference to a ruler will ilnpofe a peculiar 

caution, \\7hen we haVlt occallun to [peak of any 

r art 0''£ his conduct wIllet. \\"·c difapprove. A ci­

vil rule~ !lands in a re!atiofl to the ST ATE rome­
",,·hat rcfenlbling that in \Vllicll a fatller fiands to 

l1is fanl;ly. f'or +llis reafon we often call our 

rulers onr civil fat11ers. And the fiftll com­

Inandment of tl1e Decalogue, \vhich is, "IJonoltr 

t~y father- (lllli thy mother,", is confidered by all 

commentators as extending to otllcr relations, 
civil, as well as natural, and as enjoining fer­
vants to obey tlleir mafters, and fubjeCls . their 

lawful rulers. Now nature irfelf teaches us 

that a cllild otiglit to feel a peculiar tendernefs 
for the reputation of a parent. And ,ve fuould 

think him deficient in a fenre of filial 'duty, if he 

fpoke as freely of the improper conduCt of 'a pa­

rent., or remarked as feverely upon it, as he 
lawfully migllt on the like conduct of 'anotller 
perron. 

Cafes may 11appen when it IS th.e duty o·f a 

cllild t.:) remonftrate \v·ith a p~rent, to tell him 
llis faults, or to tell otllers of tllem, but the 

nlatlnCl· of cloing it fuould be fuch as to lnake it 

appear tllat he doce; not forget tlle relation 

\vhicll he fuaains to him, nut· tlle duties ,\\l'llicn 
it impofes. 

B So 
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So cafes m:ly OCCllt, \vhen it is the dllty of 
private perfol1s to point out the i111prOper con­

duEt of their r~llers. 'I-'heir country's good re­

quires it., and their cnttntry'lg good {houl(l be 
their nlotive for doing it. But in performing 

til is duty., \v hiell they O\tle to' fociety, they 

fhould addrefs the undcrtlandings, rather than 

tIle paffions and prejullites, of their fellow .. citi­

zens, or fellow-ful)jeCts: tlley fhould reafon, 

Ilot rail: tIley {hollld aim to give l1fetul infor­

mation, not to vilify the petIons of their rulers~ 
If their rulers be the patrons of principles tha--t 
are pernicious to foCicty; or adopt meafures of 
a dangerous tendency, their errors may be 

pointed out, an(l demonfirated, in decent and 
refpeCtful language, without violating the pre­
cept which fays, "Thoti fllalt not fpeak evil of 
tlle ruler of thy people." But addreffes Wllich 

are calculated to render the perfons of rulers 

odions, and to llring their authority into con .. 

tempt, are offenfive to G(\d, and contrary to tIle 
precepts of our holy religion, and as fuell they 

ought to be diCcountenanced by all good men, 

by all friends of the peace and order of fociety. 

Ci ;;. il government is a di vine infiitution, 

tllOtlgil its p~rticular forms are human. And 

the Scrii)tures frequently enJoin obedience to 
tIle la\vflll cOlnmands of the nlagifirate, and they 

forbid, on fevere pet:alties, difobedience, and 
.• fpeaking 
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fp e a kill g e \' i 1 0 f (1 i g 11 it i e s • 1~ hey r c '1 ' i ire u::, to 

be i'ubjcc'[, not on,Iy [!if 'Vr"a;ll, bllt aIfl) for COIl­

fcie~ce fake; that is, nqt on~)~ for f,;ar of being 

puqifi1e 1 by the nlagiftrate for di[obe~ien~e, but 

fi·01D a I~rinciple of ~ D:~Y: 

It is tl"ue that ol)edi~nce and fubjecriol1 113,ve 

their linlits. If tIle cown1ands of a n-lagiflrate 

are abfoIutely unlawful, w~ ~l]gllt to obey God 

ratl1er than Juan. And if a governnlent dege-:­
nerate~ into an infqppqrtable tyranny, reiiflance 

may ~e l~'vfllily made to it, \.\:-hen the evils that 

will probably refult fronl it to, tIle con1munity' 

~re lefs ~ha~ t~e ~_\'~~s ~ha;t ~Yil~ ~~fu~t fr~~ fub~ 
million. 
~ 

As fubmiffioQ tIlen is a duty, except in the 

cafes now ~entioned, a perron is guilty of 

fpeaking evi~ of ~11e ruler, when IlC endeavour~ 
to \veakell in otb_ers ~ll.eir fenfe of that duty, to 

excite unreafonable Jcaloufies in thC?ir minds, 

and to nl_ake them hate or de!pife him, and the 

autllority ,,~·itll \~rllicll he is veiled f,--lr the conl­

nlon good. 

II. It \'\"as prop,ofed to 111ention rome ()f tbe 

reafons of this cornman d, "Thou 111alt not 

fpeak evi~ of tIle rlll~r of thy peopl~e ." 

Order is fo_ efiential to the ,\~e!l-bcing of_[oci·~ 

ety, that without governlnent n1ankind_ nluft bq 

lllifcrall1e. And \\-c can hardly- conceive of an_ 

go\·ernment 
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governlnent fo bad as nOlle at ~lli. "'r"he great­

efl political curle that <.: 0 l1t d befJ.I a people 

\vould be a dH1ullltion of govcrnnlent, tha~ 

fuou],l lcaye eyer}' OIle at liberty to do wlla~ 

was right in 11is O\Vrl eyes. 11 O\VC vcr plain an4 
evident tllis truth 311pears to the thinl~ing part 

of lllanl{ind, there are probaltly lnany, in every' 

c.ountry, ,,,110 view that reftraiut 'v~icl1 go\'ern­

ment lays 111)00 tbeill ~s an ev iJ. Illey ha',; e 

not rue hac 0 11 V i cl i () II 0 fit s u {c f UIll C fs and nee c r­
fity as to be leJ D1crely L}· their rcafon to fll~­

Dl itt 0 it. ",7 he 11 the i fin (,1 ~ 11 at ion s are c h e <: 1{ e d 
by Jaw, they 2re ~"eady~ to \villl the law anfl tl1e 

government ,,,ere abo]iale9~ ~~at tl1CY might do 

as t11ey pleafed ; but ~lley do not confider the 

confequences of hav~ing every body elfe, as w( 11 

as tll€mrelves, fet at liberty to rob or Inllrdcr 

t11cnl """itllout fear of pqn~111nlent. ",lerc tllere 

no confiderations to induce people to obey tl1cir 

rulers, but a pe~fuailon of its being conduci,·e 

to tIle general good, it is to be feareu that tl.c 

nunlber of pC4ceable fnljcCts lllHJer any govern­

lnent on ~arth \-volild be very fr 1a11. N OLe 

... voul~ l~e fllLje [t b l; t the \vile and the good. 

And fuell a g-nvernnlent vlouIJ be ufclefs. It 

con Id nut IJrotec1 tLe good, nor be a telror 

to evil-doers. It is necc1Etry, therefore, that 

tlle wicked fl~,)llId be rc.fl:rainc{l by fear fron) 

tranfgrcwllg the la\\'s; but they will not l)e 

.. afraid, 
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afraid, unlefs they believe that the govern­
ment has power to punifh them. _It js probably 

~n opinion of the power of government t~ pu­

niih offenders, more than any other confidera­
tion, tl1at renrain~ the vicious from difiurbing 
the peace of fociety. Take from any people 

~his opinion, an.d you ditr'olve tIle government. 
""11ateve~ therefore tends to defiroy this opi­
~~on? te~ds' to defl:roy the governlnent. 

Now a little confideration may convince any 
p.erfon of refl~Cl:ion, that fpeaking evil of the ru­
lers llas a direct tendency to ~efiroy this ~pini'on. 
'Vhe~ Jllany people freely and publicly cen·fure 
and conde~n their rulers, the faCtious, the dif­
contente(j and the unprincipled are encouraged 

to tranfgrefs the laws, and fet the government 
~t defiance. When licentious tongues and licen­
tious prelfes are conllantly. calumniating the ru­

lers, ~any lloneft and well-difpored people will be 
led tQ believe that they mufi be very bad; and 
thore ~vho willi to be freed from the reflraints 
of law wililofe their fears of tIle government, 
thinking that the number of the difaffeCl:ed is. fo 
great, it has not power, llnd will not dare, to 
punilli them. Hence arife tumults, riots, 0PPQii ... 

tion to the execution of the laws, infurrefrions, 
I 

rebellions and civil wars; and the very end or 
d~fign of government is fruftrated and defeated. 

On the contrary, were the practice of fpeaking 
~y il of rulers difcountenanced and punifhed, and 

were 
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1vere the err~rs or fault~ of rulers pO,inted out 
in decent, refpeB:ful language, tIley might be 

" " .~ ~ 

corrected wit110ut elldangerinp.; the exifl:ence Q£ 
.. .. • .. , L ~ .' . 

the government. The difcontentep, tb~ vicious, 
• 16- .. -: 

and the profligate, \yhQ are ~lnpatient under tll~ 
, I' .. + + .. , 1. •• 

refiraints of the ]a\\", \\"QlIJd be afraid to difiurb i 

, II ... ~". ... • ", • • 

the peace ~f fo~iety, bcca~fe they c~uld 1l0~ 
" , , 

kno\v tll~t ~the~~ ~vou~d join the1ll, an,d the)r 
r ... . ' • '\ 

would ~no~ tha~ wi~hont the affifiance of 111tlny 

t~ey could not refi~ tlle p.0\\"cr ~f the govern­

ment. Tllqugh fuch rr~cn do not relpea thei~ 
rule~s, nor fubmit ~o authority from p.riQ.ciple, 

)·et fo long as they telieve ~~at other~ do, theJ; 

expect tIle government ~o" b~ -fllpported, an~ 
tIley wi~l be fubjea, not for conrcienc~ fal<e, bui 
becaufe they are afraid of the po\~er. 

. -......... ~ .~~ . 
In fome countries the people have all opinion 

tllat their rulers have an abrolute rigllt given 

tllem immediately by Goel to rei.gn o\'er them, 
and to do ,vl1at tIley pleafe; and \that it \\1oulcl 

be as profane and \vicked to find fault ,vit P clleir 

udnli nifiration, as to cenfure the ,vays of, Pl"9.vi .. , 
dencc. They think there is fomething fllperna­
tural an(\ divine in their perfons, and they are 

kept in fubjection by.thcir fl1perfiitiollS fears. 

Opinions of this fort are effeaua]J}~ e~ploded 

among tIS. We Know that our rulers are men 

like ourfel ves. But if til is kno\\-? ledge em bol­

dens us to revile and (alumniate"them, to bring 

tllcir 
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tlleir authority into contenlpt, and to produce 

confuiion and every evil \vork, \ve llave not 

gained olucll by it. 

We cannot now go back to tl1at fiate of igno­
l'"ance and fllperiritioll. We mutt be indllceJ by 
other confiderations to treat our rulers \vith de­

ference and refpe&, or we iliall run into a fiatt'! 

of anarchy, out of wllicll ~lill naturally arife a 

'government that will be maintained by tlle 
fword, and that \viII eafily find ways and means 

to refl:rain the licentious tongues anet pens, 

which at prefent are not afraid to fpeak evil of 
dignities. 

III~ Make a few reflet1:ions on the fubjecl. 

I 11ave wifbed, nlY hearers, to turn your 
thoughts at this time to this fubject, becaufe it 
appears to me that the vice condemned in our 
text has alre·ady made a very alarming prog~efs 
in our country. 

It Jl1ay well be fuppofed that it was very dir­
gulling to us, wIlen it was directed againll: thofe 

rulers ,vho poffelfed our full confidence. Tl1e 
adminifiration of our General Government 11as 
alr~ady paired, and that' of this Commonwealth 

may perhaps foon pars, into t lIe hands of other 

men, in WhODl we generally have not fo much 
confidence: but let us not imagine that we may . ,. ~ 

Innocently fpeak evil of our rulers becaufe they 

are 110t the men "Thoni we wiflted to bring into 
office. 
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bffice. .\re we afraid that tIle government ,viii 
not be fo ,veIl adminifl:cred in future, as it l1a9 

been in tinles paft? Poffib1y our fears may be 

difappointed. \\"e ought not to deterrrline be­
forehand that '\ve \vilt be difpleafed with the 
meafures of our new rtilers. If they wifely and 

faithfully endeavour to promote t11e welfare of 

our country, we fhould be willing to give them 

full credit for it, and not endeavour to ,veakcn 

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 m~ch impor­

tance who does the bufinefs of the £late, as how 

it is done. lIe will never employ fcurrility and 
abufe to difplace thofe ,vho are in office, whe .. 

ther tiley conduCt well or ill. 

If tl1ey condutl: well, it is of little confequence 

who they are. And if they conduct ill, it is bet­
ter to endure that ill than to employ fcanda­
lOlls and malicious falfehoods to difplace them. 

And, I freely confers tllat in my opinion we llave 

leis to fear from the men WllO do or may ad­

minifier tIle government, than frem the preva-
.... -rt _._-- """-"'1' - .. 

lence of a licentiolls fpirit among tIle .people, 

wh.ich makes thenl impatient of tile nloft wllole­

fome and neceffary refi:raillt5. 

For 
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For twelve years paft our country l1aS enjoy~. 

ed, witll little interruption, a nate of urjCOmnlOll. 

profperity. Our popul:ltion and \vealtll l1ave 

been rapidly increafing, ,vhile otller nations have 

been wafting their blood and treafure, and have 

been affiiCte(l \yit11 gleat and fore calamities. 

For the profIJerity \Vt:' llave enjoyed, \ve are in­
debted, under Go(i, to the v/ifdom and virtue of 

the lnen who have adnliniftered; our govern­

nlent; yet it is 11robablc that our rulers have 

been 1110re vilified and abllfed tllan thofe of any. 

other country. 

Is it i,mpoffible for a people to be free withollt. 

fuffcring their liberty to degenerate into licen-. 

tioufnefs? We are nlal<ingtho experiment. The 
jifa_!C will be highly interefting to ourfelves, and,_ 
to tlle hunlan race. 

But vain are our expea~tions of IOflg enjoy­
i:1g l:bert)T and happinefs, if we provoke God, by 

our i llgratit ude aucllicentioufnefs, to gi ve us ru­

lers, ill his wrath, \vho \vill teach us not to fpeak 

evil, as the lllen of SUCCOtll were taugllt, \vitll" 

briers and thorns. 

F I !of's. 




