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A SIEVE NEEDED

For, lo, I will command, and I will sift the house of Israel 
among all nations, like as corn is sifted in a sieve, yet shall 

not the least grain fall upon the earth. 
—Amos 9:9

It is very important to be able to distinguish between things that 
differ, for appearances are not to be relied upon. Things that seem 
to be alike may actually be the opposite of each other. A scorpion 
may be like an egg and a stone like a piece of bread, but they are far 
from being the same. Like may be very unlike. This is especially 
the case in spiritual things, and therefore it is to our advantage to 
be on our guard. 
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It would be very difficult to say how far a man may go in reli-
gion and yet die in his sins. He may very well look like an heir of 
heaven and yet be a child of wrath. Many unconverted men have 
a belief that is similar to faith, and yet it is not true faith. Certain 
people exhibit pious dispositions that have the warmth of spiri-
tual love but are quite destitute of gracious life. Every grace can 
be counterfeited, even as jewels can be imitated. As paste gems 
are wonderfully like the real stones, so sham graces are marvel-
ously like the work of the Spirit of God. In soul matters a man 
will need to have all his wits about him, or he will soon deceive his 
own heart. It is to be feared that many are already mistaken and 
will never discover their delusion until they lift up their eyes in the 
world of woe, where their disappointment will be terrible indeed.

The dead child of nature may be carefully washed by his 
mother, but this will not make him a living child of grace. The life 
of God within the soul creates an infinite difference between the 
man who has it and the man who does not. The point is to make 
sure that we have this life. Are you sure that you have it?

It will be an awful thing to cry, “Peace, peace,” where there is 
no peace and to falsely prophesy smooth things for yourself. This 
may make your heart easy, but it could lull your conscience into a 
slumber. You might never wake out of the deep until a clap of the 
thunder of judgment startles you out of presumption into endless 
horror. 

I desire to help you, my reader, in the business of self-examina-
tion. I actually want you to go further than examination. You need 
to realize that you can attain such an abundance of grace that your 
holy and happy state will become a witness to yourself. 

The first part of this little book is meant to be a sieve to sep-
arate the chaff from the wheat. Use it upon yourself. It may be 
the best day’s work you have ever done. He who looked into his 
accounts and found that his business was a losing one was saved 
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from bankruptcy. This may happen also to you. Should you, how-
ever, discover that your heavenly trade is prospering, it will be a 
great comfort to you. No man can ever lose by honestly searching 
his own heart. Friend, try it at once. 
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THE TWO SEEDS

It is written, that Abraham had two sons, the one by a 
bondmaid, the other by a freewoman. But he who was 

of the bondwoman was born after the flesh; but he of the 
freewoman was by promise. 

—Galatians 4:22–23

Abraham had two sons, Ishmael and Isaac, who were beyond 
all dispute veritable sons of Abraham. Yet one of them inherited 
the covenant blessing, and the other was simply a prosperous man 
of the world. See how similar these two were to each other. They 
were born in the same society, called the same great patriarch 
“father,” and sojourned in the same encampment with him. Yet 
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Ishmael was a stranger to the covenant, while Isaac was the heir of 
the promise. How little is there in blood and birth! 

A more remarkable instance than this happened a little after-
ward. Esau and Jacob were both born to the same mother, at the 
same birth, yet it is written, “Jacob have I loved, but Esau have I 
hated” (Romans 9:13). One became gracious, and the other pro-
fane. So closely may two come together, and yet so widely may 
they be separated. Truly, it is not only true that these two will be 
in one bed and that one will be taken and the other left, but they 
will come into the world at the same moment. Yet one of them 
will take up his inheritance with God, and the other will sell his 
birthright for a morsel of meat. We may be in the same church, 
baptized in the same water, seated at the same communion table, 
singing the same psalm, and offering the same prayer, and yet we 
may be of two races as opposed as the seed of the woman and the 
seed of the serpent. 

Abraham’s two sons were declared by Paul to be the types 
of two races of men who are much alike and yet widely different. 
They are unlike in their origin. They were both sons of Abraham, 
but Ishmael, the child of Hagar, was the offspring of Abraham 
upon ordinary conditions. He was born after the flesh. Isaac, the 
son of Sarah, was not born by the strength of nature. His father 
was more than a hundred years old, and his mother was long past 
childbearing age. He was given to his parents by the Lord, and 
was born according to the promise through faith. This is a grave 
distinction, and it marks off the true child of God from him who 
is only so by profession. The promise lies at the bottom of the dis-
tinction, and the power that goes to accomplish the promise cre-
ates and maintains the difference. Hence, the promise that is our 
inheritance is also our test and touchstone.

Let us use the test at once by seeing whether we have been 
formed by the power that fulfills the promise. Let me ask a few 
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questions: How were you converted? Was it by yourself, by the 
persuasion of men, by carnal excitement, or was it by the operation 
of the Spirit of God? You profess to have been born again. Where 
did that new birth come from? Did it come from God in conse-
quence of His eternal purpose and promise, or did it come out of 
yourself? Was it your old nature trying to do better, and working 
itself up to its best form? If so, you are Ishmael. Or was it that you, 
being spiritually dead and having no strength whatever to rise out 
of your lost estate, were visited by the Spirit of God? Did God put 
forth His divine energy and cause life from heaven to enter into 
you? Then you are Isaac. All will depend upon the commencement 
of your spiritual life and the source from which that life at first 
proceeded. If you began in the flesh, you have gone on in the flesh, 
and in the flesh you will die. 

Have you never read, “That which is born of the flesh is flesh” 
(John 3:6)? Before long the flesh will perish, and from it you will 
reap corruption. Only “that which is born of the Spirit is spirit” (verse 
6). The joy is that the spirit will live, and of it you will reap life ever-
lasting. Whether you profess to be religious or not, I beseech you, 
ask yourself, Have I felt the power of the Spirit of God? 

Is the life that is within you the result of the fermentation 
of your own natural desires? Or is it a new element, infused, 
imparted, implanted from above? Is your spiritual life a heavenly 
creation? Have you been created anew in Christ Jesus? Have you 
been born again by divine power? 

Ordinary religion is nature gilded over with a thin layer of 
what is thought to be grace. Sinners have polished themselves up 
and brushed off the worst of the rust and the filth, and they think 
their old nature is as good as new. This touching-up and repairing 
of the old man is all very well, but it falls short of what is needed. 
You may wash the face and hands of Ishmael as much as you please, 
but you cannot make him into Isaac. You may improve nature, and 
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the more you do so, the better for certain temporary purposes, 
but you cannot raise it into grace. There is a distinction at the very 
fountainhead between the stream that rises in the bog of fallen 
humanity and the river that proceeds from the throne of God. 

Do not forget that our Lord Himself said, “Ye must be born again” 
(John 3:7). If you have not been born again from above, all your 
churchgoing or your chapel-going stands for nothing. Your prayers 
and your tears, your Bible readings, and all that has come from only 
yourself, can lead only to yourself. Water will naturally rise as high as 
its source but no higher. That which begins with human nature will 
rise to human nature, but it cannot reach to the divine nature. Was 
your new birth natural or supernatural? Was it of the will of man or 
of God? Much will depend upon your answer to that question. 

Between the child of God and the one who merely professes 
to be so, there is a distinction of the most serious sort as to origin. 
Isaac was born according to promise. Ishmael was not of prom-
ise but of the course of nature. Where nature’s strength suffices 
there is no promise, but when human energy fails, the Word of 
the Lord comes in. God had said that Abraham would have a son 
with Sarah. Abraham believed it and rejoiced therein, and Isaac 
was born as the result of the divine promise, by the power of God. 
There could have been no Isaac if there had been no promise. 
There can be no true believer apart from the promise of grace and 
the grace of the promise. 

Gentle reader, here let me inquire as to your salvation. Are you 
saved by what you have done? Is your religion the product of your 
own natural strength? Do you feel equal to all that salvation may 
require? Do you conclude yourself to be in a safe and happy condi-
tion because of your natural excellence and moral ability? Then 
you are after the manner of Ishmael, and to you the inheritance 
will not come. It is not an inheritance according to the flesh but 
according to promise. 
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On the other hand, you may say: My hope lies only in the 
promise of God. He has set forth that promise in the person of 
His Son, Jesus, to every sinner who believes in Him. I do believe 
in Him; therefore, I trust and believe that the Lord will fulfill His 
promise and bless me. I look for heavenly blessedness not as the 
result of my own efforts but as the gift of God’s free favor. My hope 
is fixed alone upon the free and gratuitous love of God to guilty 
men. He has given His Son Jesus Christ to put away sin and to 
bring in everlasting righteousness for those who do not deserve it.

This thinking is another sort of language from that of the 
Ishmaelites who say, “We have Abraham to our father” (Matthew 
3:9). You have now learned to speak as Isaac speaks. The difference 
may seem small to the careless, but it is great indeed. Hagar, the 
slave-mother, is a very different person from Sarah, the princess. 
To the one, there is no covenant promise; to the other, the bless-
ing belongs forevermore. Salvation by works is one thing; salvation 
by grace is another. Salvation by human strength is far removed 
from salvation by divine power. Salvation by our own resolve is the 
opposite of salvation by the promise of God. 

Put yourself under this inquiry and see to which family you 
belong. Are you of Ishmael or of Isaac? 

If you find that you are like Isaac, born according to the prom-
ise, remember that your name is “Laughter,” for that is the inter-
pretation of the Hebrew name Isaac. Take care that you “rejoice 
with joy unspeakable and full of glory” (1 Peter 1:8). Your new birth 
is a wonderful thing. If both Abraham and Sarah laughed at the 
thought of Isaac, you may certainly do so concerning yourself. 
There are times when, if I sit alone and think of the grace of God 
to me, the most undeserving of all His creatures, I am ready to 
laugh and cry at the same time. I become joyous that the Lord 
would have ever looked in love and favor upon me. And every child 
of God must have felt the working of that Isaac nature within his 
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soul, filling his mouth with laughter, because the Lord has done 
great things for him. 

Mark well the difference between the two seeds from their 
very beginning. Ishmael comes from man and by man. Isaac comes 
by God’s promise. Ishmael is the child of Abraham’s flesh. Isaac 
is Abraham’s child, too. Then the power of God comes in, and 
from the weakness of his parents it is made clear that he is of the 
Lord—a gift according to promise. True faith is assuredly the act 
of the man who believes. True repentance is the act of the man 
who repents. Yet both faith and repentance may with unquestion-
able correctness be described as the work of God. Isaac is the son 
of Abraham and Sarah, and yet he is still more the gift of God. 
The Lord our God, who entreats us to believe, also enables us to 
believe. All that we do acceptably the Lord works in us. The very 
will to do it is of His working. No religion that is not essentially 
the outflow of the man’s own heart is worth a farthing. Yet it must 
beyond question be the work of the Holy Spirit who dwells within 
him. 

O friend, if what you have within you is natural, and only nat-
ural, it will not save you! The inward work must be supernatural. 
It must come from God or it will miss the covenant blessing. A 
gracious life will be your own even as Isaac was truly the child of 
Abraham. Most importantly this life will be from God, for “sal-
vation is of the Lord” (Jonah 2:9). We must be born from above. 
Concerning all our religious feelings and actions, we must be able 
to say, “Lord, You have formed all our works in us.”




