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“He preached Christ.”—ACTS 9:20.

NOTHING higher than this can be said of any man. Angels stand uncovered round the humblest tomb on which these words are inscribed. And so do we. The feeling which has gathered this audience; which now fills every breast, bows every head, and moistens every eye, is reverential love for him who in this desk preached Christ. Had he discoursed on any other theme, though with the tongue of angels, and although he possessed all knowledge, so as to unfold all mysteries, he had been admired and forgotten. Associated as he is with your knowledge of Christ, your experience of his grace, your hope of salvation, you at least never can forget him.

1. In preaching Christ, he preached that Jesus of Nazareth is the true Messiah. As Paul was pressed in spirit, and testified that Jesus was Christ, and as Apollos mightily convinced the Jews, and that publicly, showing by the Scriptures that Jesus was Christ; so, from this desk, you have been taught that all the promises and predictions relating to the person and work of the Messiah refer to Jesus of Nazareth. You have been taught that he is the seed of the woman who was to bruise the serpent’s head; the seed of Abraham in whom all the nations of the earth are to be blessed; the Son of David who was to sit as king on Zion; whose dominion is to stretch from the river to the ends of the earth; who was to be a light to the Gentiles and the glory of his people Israel; who was to bear the sins of many, and make intercession for transgressors; before whom the kings of the earth were to shut their mouths, and to whom every knee shall bow, and every tongue confess that he is Lord.

2. He preached that this Jesus is the Son of God. So Paul preached Christ in the synagogues, that He is the Son of God. Here Christ has been constantly held up as the second person of the Godhead, the eternal Word, who created all things, visible and invisible, and who upholdeth all things by the word of his power. For this incarnate God, your profoundest adoration has been demanded, your supreme love, the obedience of the conscience, and the devotion of the life. He has been presented as the proper object of the religious affections; and you have been called upon to receive him as God in your inner life, and taught that spiritual and eternal life consists in fellowship with the Son of God, in knowing, worshipping, and serving him. You have been warned that to deny the Son is to deny God altogether; that to profess to worship God, and yet not to worship the Son, is a contradiction; that if to any the glory of God in Christ be hid, they are lost; that there is no clearer manifestation of God; that if men do not believe in light as luminous, they can not believe in light as a fluid diffused through space; if they do not believe in fire, they can not believe in heat as latent; if they do not believe in God as seen, they can not believe in God as unseen. Christ has therefore been here preached as the true God and eternal life.

3. When beset with all manner of doubts; when all around you seemed dark, and no certainty as to truth was from any source to be obtained, Christ has been presented to you as the faithful and true witness. He has been exhibited as the Word, the Revealer, the source of all certain knowledge. You have not been taught to regard truth as something to be attained by research or received on the testimony of reason. Reason here sits veiled at the feet of Jesus, and hears from his lips the answer to her anxious question: What is truth? His answer carries with it its own evidence. Luminous and illuminating, it enlightens the understanding, it harmonizes with our consciousness, so that every chord vibrates in unison with his celestial voice. As the heavens are high above the earth, and can not be disturbed by the power of man, so faith founded on the teaching of Christ, is exalted above all the assaults of skepticism. In this sense you have been taught that Christ is of God made unto us wisdom.

4. When burdened with a sense of guilt, and disturbed by a fearful looking for judgment, a judgment all the more fearful because felt to be deserved, and apprehended as inevitable; in this pulpit Christ has been preached as your righteousness. You have been taught to regard your own works, all you can either do or suffer, as utterly unavailing. You have been pointed to the Son of God, clothed in our nature, made under the law, fulfilling all its demands, working out for you in your name and in your behalf, a righteousness which satisfies all the requirements of justice, and whose merit is commensurate with the infinite dignity of Him whose righteousness it is. Clothed in this spotless robe, you feel secure even before the bar of God. The man by whose instrumentality you have been thus clothed with the righteousness of God, and made partakers of that peace which passes all understanding, must have appeared to you as Paul appeared to the Galatians; as an angel from heaven, as one sent of God, to deliver you from everlasting perdition, and to place your feet upon a rock against which neither your own sins nor the gates of hell ever can prevail. As Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so has Christ been here lifted up, and you have looked on him, and live.

5. Your lamented pastor ever preached Christ as your sanctification. When oppressed with the consciousness of pollution and helplessness; when convinced that you could not change your own hearts, could not repent, could not even feel your guilt or mourn over your corruptions; when your heart has been as a stone, and your constant lamentation was, that you could not make yourself holy, or in any measure prepare yourself to receive the grace of God, he endeavored to convince you that you were acting like a deformed child, who should try to make itself beautiful before it could trust its mother’s love. He unfolded to you the mystery of sanctification, by showing you that it is the love of Christ produces holiness, and not holiness in us that produces the love of Christ; that he loves us, not because we are lovely, but makes us lovely by the assurance of his love. He led you to see that your life is hid with God in Christ, that it is not you that live, but Christ that liveth in you; and therefore that the only possible way in which you can ever be delivered from the dominion of sin, and transformed into the image of God, is not by any efforts of your own, not by any educational process, not by acts of self-denial or penance, not by the efficacy of any external rites, but by believing that Christ loves you, notwithstanding your unworthiness, and by receiving from him the gift of the Holy Ghost. In other words, Christ has here been presented as the only source of sanctification, as his righteousness is the only ground of justification.
6. He who so long filled this pulpit, preached Christ as a Redeemer, not only in the sense already mentioned, as freeing us from the condemnation and power of sin, but as the deliverer from all evil. He has been here exhibited as clothed with almighty power, imbued with infinite wisdom and love, pledged to save his people from the allurements of the world, from the machinations of Satan, and from the power of their enemies; as raising them above the cares and sorrows of this life, sustaining them in times of trial and in the hour of death, and delivering them at last even from the power of the grave, and presenting them faultless in soul and body, before the throne of God, as the trophies of his redeeming grace.
You will bear me witness that he whose departure we so much lament, did preach Christ as the Messiah, as the eternal Son of God, as the only source of truth, as our righteousness, sanctification, and redemption. From Sabbath to Sabbath, publicly, and from house to house, he testified that this is the true grace of God; and thus preaching, he was made of God to you a savor of life unto life.
But how was he so eminently fitted thus to preach? His first and most important, and, indeed, indispensable qualification for this work, was, that he himself knew Christ. He had not only that knowledge which is attained by the study of the Scriptures, and learning what is therein revealed concerning the person and work of Christ, but that knowledge which is due to the inward revelation by the Spirit. Paul says that it pleased God to reveal his Son in him, that he might preach him among the Gentiles. He does not refer here to the outward manifestation of Christ which arrested him on his way to Damascus, but to an inward revelation therewith connected. It was a spiritual illumination by which he was enabled to see the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ. One glimpse of that glory transformed the blaspheming persecutor into the humble, adoring, devoted servant of the Lord Jesus. It was such a revelation that made your pastor what he was. Without this, all his other gifts had been of no account.

It is, however, an instructive fact, that the apostle who labored, suffered, and accomplished more than all the others, was the one most richly endowed with natural abilities and acquired knowledge. When these gifts are relied upon, and especially when they are made the ground of self-glorification, they are like the fire of thorns, brilliant and noisy, but which soon goes out in darkness, leaving nothing but ashes to be scattered by the wind. But when their possessor feels as Paul felt, that he is nothing, and can do nothing; when he relies, not on his powers of persuasion, but solely upon the demonstration of the Spirit, then God condescends to use them for his own glory and for the edification of the Church.

The Rev. James W. Alexander was therefore what he was as a preacher of Christ, not only because he was a devout worshipper of Christ, but also because he was endowed with varied natural gifts, improved by a long process of culture and discipline.

He was born March 13th, 1804, in Louisa County, Virginia, in the house of his maternal grandfather, the Rev. Dr. Waddel, of blessed memory, by whom he was consecrated to God in baptism. His father was the late Archibald Alexander, D.D., the representative man of the Church for our age and country, to whom he was largely indebted for his religious, literary, and theological training. After enjoying the instructions of the most eminently classical teacher of his day, for some years, in Philadelphia, he completed his academical career in the College of New-Jersey, in the year 1820. He was appointed a tutor in that venerable institution while he was pursuing his studies in the Theolological Seminary at Princeton. 1n 1825 he was licensed to preach the Gospel. The following year he became the pastor of the church at Charlotte Court House, Virginia—a church which his venerated father had previously served, and to which his own son has recently been called. He was forced to relinquish that charge on account of the failure of his health, and in 1829 he settled in Trenton., N. J., as pastor of the First Presbyterian Church in that city. In 1833 he was elected Professor of Belles Lettres in the College at Princeton. He discharged the duties of that office with eminent success for eleven years. In 1844 he became the pastor of the Duane street Church, New-York, whence he was called by the General Assembly of our Church to fill the chair of Ecclesiastical History and Church Government in the Theological Seminary at Princeton. A few years’ experience convinced him that the sedentary duties of a professor were not suited to his peculiar constitution, and there fore in 1851 he accepted the charge of this church, in the service of which he remained until God called him to a higher service in heaven.

This recital is sufficient to show how varied and abundant were his means of culture and experience. He never filled a post which he did not adorn, and never left a charge that the people did not mourn over his departure as a sad bereavement. He has died in the rich maturity of his years and usefulness, leaving behind him no superior, and few if any equals in the sphere in which he acted. The labors and cares of the pastoral office over such a church, and in such a city as this, had so worn on his sensitive frame, that early in the last spring he was obliged to intermit his services, and seek the renewal of his strength among the mountains of his native State. Every thing promised speedy and complete recovery. You were looking forward with confidence to his return to his home and pulpit, when the sad intelligence reached you, that God had otherwise ordained. A few days’ illness from an acute disease disappointed all your hopes. Early on the morning of the last Sabbath of July, just as the first rays of the sun gilded the tops of the surrounding mountains, the glories of heaven broke on his enraptured gaze.

Dr. Alexander united in himself gifts and graces rarely found in combination. God had endowed him with a retentive memory and a perspicacious intellect, with great power of application and acquirement, with singular delicacy of taste, with a musical ear, and a resonant voice. These gifts were all cultivated and turned to the best account. Probably no minister in our Church was a more accomplished scholar. He was familiar with English literature in all periods of its history. He cultivated the Greek and Latin, French, German, Italian, and Spanish languages, not merely as a philologist, but for the treasures of knowledge and of taste which they contain. To this wide compass of his studies is in good measure to be referred many of his characteristics as a writer, the abundance of his literary allusions, his curious felicity of expression, and the variety of his imagery. Many of his productions are like strings of pearls; each sentence complete in its own beauty, and all connected by an invisible thread. His facility of production was wonderful. He would often accomplish in days what few men could accomplish in as many weeks. He used his pen as if it were a living member of his body, and found a positive pleasure in its exercise. He was a frequent contributor to literary and religious journals. The Princeton Review is indebted to him for many of its most valuable contributions, not a few of which have been reprinted both in this country and in England. More than thirty volumes on the Catalogue of the American Sunday-School Union are from his pen. To these are to be added his more elaborate works, long familiar to the Christian public in Great Britain and America.

It was, however, not only in the department of literature that Dr. Alexander was thus distinguished. He was an erudite theologian. Few men were more conversant with the writings of the early fathers, or more familiar with Christian doctrine in all its phases. He embraced the faith of the Reformed Churches in its integrity with a strength of conviction which nothing but the accordance of that system with his religious experience could produce. A faith founded on argument may be shaken by argument; but a conviction of truth arising from religious experience, that is, from a state of consciousness produced by the Spirit of God, is not to be moved. Theology and philosophy are so related, that devotion to the former involves of necessity the cultivation of the latter. Dr. Alexander was therefore at home in the whole department of philosophical speculation. His last publication was an able exposition of the views of the metaphysicians of the middle ages on one of the most important questions in mental science.
Thus richly and variously was your beloved pastor endowed. These gifts, however, were but accomplishments. Underneath these adornments, in themselves of priceless value, was the man and the Christian. He was an Israelite without guile. Probably no man living was freer from all envy and jealousy, from malice, hypocrisy, and evil-speaking. No one ever heard of his saying or doing an unseemly or unkind thing. The associations connected with his name in the minds of all who knew him, are of things true, just, pure, lovely, and of good report. No one can think of him without being the happier and the better for the thought. He was a delightful companion. His varied knowledge, his humor, his singular power of illustration rendered his conversation, when in health and spirits, a perpetual feast. Having been brought early in life to a saving knowledge of the truth, his religious knowledge and experience were profound and extensive. He was therefore a skillful casuist, a wise counsellor, and abundantly able to comfort the afflicted with the consolation wherewith he himself had been comforted of God. He was eminently a devout man, reverential in all his acts and utterances, full of faith and of the Holy Ghost.

The pulpit was his appropriate sphere. There all his gifts and graces, all his acquirements and experiences found full scope. Hence the remarkable variety which characterized his preaching; which was sometimes doctrinal, sometimes experimental, sometimes historical, sometimes descriptive or graphic, bringing scriptural scenes and incidents as things present before the mind; often exegetical, unfolding the meaning of the word of God in its own divine form. Hence, too, the vivacity of thought, the felicity of style, and fertility of illustration which were displayed in all his sermons. He could adapt himself to any kind of audience. When a Professor in the College, he acted as a voluntary pastor of an African church in Princeton, and we have heard him say that he regarded the sermons which he preached to that congregation the best he ever delivered. As we remarked in the commencement of this discourse, he preached Christ in a manner which seemed to many altogether peculiar. He endeavored to turn the minds of men away from themselves, and to lead them to look only unto Jesus. He strove to convince his hearers that the work of salvation had been accomplished for them, and was not to be done by them; that their duty was simply to acquiesce in the work of Christ, assured that the subjective work of sanctification is due to the objective work of Christ, as appropriated by faith and applied by the Holy Ghost. He thus endeavored to cut off the delays, the anxieties, and misgivings which arise from watching the exercises of our own minds, seeking in what we inwardly experience a warrant for accepting what is outwardly offered to the chief of sinners, without money and without price. He was eminently successful in his ministry, not only in the conversion of sinners, but in comforting and edifying believers. The great charm of his preaching, that to which more than to anything else its efficiency is to be referred, was his power over the religious affections. He not only instructed, encouraged, and strengthened his hearers, but he had, to a remarkable degree, the gift of calling their devotional feelings into exercise. In his prayers there were those peculiar intonations to which the Spirit of God alone can attune the human voice, and at the sound of which the gates of heaven seem to unfold, and the worshippers above and the worshippers on earth mingle together, prostrate in adoration. Your religious services, under his ministry, were truly seasons of devotion, the highest form of enjoyment vouchsafed to men on earth. The man who can give us this enjoyment, who can thus raise our hearts to God, and bring us into communion with our Saviour, we reverence and love. This is a power which no one envies, from which no one wishes to detract, which surrounds its possessor with a sacred halo, attracting all eyes and offending none.

Dr. Alexander’s preëminence, therefore, was due not to any one gift alone; not to his natural abilities, to his varied scholarship, to his extensive theological knowledge and religious experience; not to his divine unction, or to his graces of elocution. It was the combination of all these which made him, not the first of orators to hear on rare occasions, but the first of preachers to sit under, month after month and year after year. Dr. Alexander was a man of sorrows. Frequent family bereavements, repeated attacks of illness, some of them attended by great bodily agony, a shattered nervous constitution, caused him a degree of suffering protracted through many years, known fully only to God and to his own heart. As he entered heaven, a voice might be heard saying: “This is one who has come out of great tribulation, and has washed his robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb.”
The death of such a man is an irreparable loss. God indeed will raise up other instruments to carry on his work, but no one can ever supply his place to his immediate relatives, to his lifelong friends, and to his children in the faith. They all must carry with them to the grave a wound which knows no healing. Such sorrow, however, is not like the sorrow of the world, which worketh death. It is the tribute which we willingly pay to those we love. It is not inconsistent with joy and gratitude in the remembrance of all that he was to us and to the Church. He was one of the blessed of the Lord. Blessed in his parentage, in his early conversion, in his abundant gifts, in his long-continued and eminent usefulness, in the admiration, love, and confidence of the people of God. He has finished his course, he kept the faith, and henceforth there is laid up for him a crown of righteousness which the Lord the righteous Judge will give him at that day.

In view of such a life and such a destiny, earthly distinctions sink into nothing. No man is so hardened, that he would not a thousand tines prefer to be what your beloved pastor was and is, than to possess all of wealth and power the world has to give.

As this discourse began with the name of Christ, so let it end. The worship of Christ is our religion; the service of Christ our loyal duty; and the enjoyment of Christ is our heaven. The sum and substance of the preaching ever heard within these walls, is, that Christ is the only source of truth, of righteousness, of holiness, and of eternal life, so that we are complete in him. To Him, therefore, be honor and glory, might, majesty, and dominion, world without end. Amen. 
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