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Robert Murray M’Cheyne by Andrew Bonar, Banner of Truth Trust, Carlisle, PA 

(2015). [48 Quotes selected by Doug Nichols.] 

1. Death of M’Cheyne. 

…on 25 March 1843, Robert Murray M’Cheyne died at the age of twenty-nine. [Page vii] 

2. Being like Christ. 

Already it was their mutual conviction that ‘it is not great talents God blesses so much 

as great likeness to Jesus, and their common aim was to live near to Christ.’ [Page vii] 

3. Logical Sermons. 

…for nothing is more needful for making a sermon memorable and impressive than a 

logical arrangement." [Page 46] 

4. Winning Souls Preeminent. 

He might have risen to high eminence in the circles of taste and literature, but denied 

himself all such hopes, that he might win souls. With such peculiar talents as he 

possessed, his ministry might have, in any circumstances, attracted many; but these 

attractions were all made subsidiary to the single desire of awakening the dead in 

trespasses and sins. [Page 47] 

5. M’Cheyne’s Prayerfulness. 

With him, the commencement of all labor invariably consisted in the preparation of his 

own soul. The forerunner of each day's visitations was a calm season of private 

devotion during morning hours. The walls of his chamber were witnesses of his 

prayerfulness,—I believe of his tears as well as of his cries. The pleasant sound of 

psalms often issued from his room at an early hour. Then followed the reading of the 

word for his own sanctification; and few have so fully realized the blessing of the first 

Psalm. [Page 53] 

6. Desire to Know Scripture. 

His desire to grow in acquaintance with Scripture was very intense; and both Old and 

New Testament were his regular study. [Page 53] 

7. Know All That God Had in His Word. 

…he would be a sorry student of the Bible who would not know all that God has 

inspired; who would not examine into the most barren chapters to collect the good for 

which they were intended; who would not strive to understand all the bloody battles 

which are chronicled, that he might find 'bread out of the eater, and honey out of the 

lion. [Page 54] 
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8. Speaking with Liberty during a Sermon. 

From the very beginning of his ministry he reprobated the custom of reading sermons, 

believing that to do so does exceedingly weaken the freedom and natural fervor of the 

messenger in delivering his message. Neither did he recite what he had written. But his 

custom was to impress on his memory the substance of what he had beforehand 

carefully written, and then to speak as he found liberty. [Pages 59-60] 

9. Always Diligently Prepared. 

…he discovered that he possessed the gift of extemporaneous composition, and 

learned, to his own surprise, that he had more composedness of mind and command of 

language than he had believed. This discovery, however, did not in the least degree 

diminish his diligent preparation. [Page 60] 

10. Spoke from the Heart. 

His heart was filled, and his lips then spoke what he felt within his heart. He gave out 

not merely living water, but living water drawn at the springs that he had himself drank 

of; and is not this a true gospel ministry? Some venture to try what they consider a 

more intellectual method of addressing the conscience; but ere a minister attempts this 

mode, he ought to see that he is one who is able to afford more deep and anxious 

preparation of heart than other men. [Page 61] 

11. Going When and Where God Calls. 

The missionary feeling in his soul continued all his life. The Lord had really made him 

willing; and this preparedness to go anywhere completed his preparation for unselfish, 

self-denied work at home. Must there not be somewhat of this missionary tendency in 

all true ministers? Is anyone truly the Lord's messenger who is not quite willing to go 

when and where the Lord calls? Is it justifiable in any to put aside a call from the north, 

on the ground that he wishes one from the south? We must be found in the position of 

Isaiah, if we are to be really sent of God. [Page 63]  

12. God’s Work. 

O Lord, when Thou workest, all discouragements vanish; when Thou art away, 

anything is a discouragement. Blessed be God for such a day—one of a thousand! Oh! 

why not always this? Watch and pray. [Page 64] 

13. Bitterness in Preaching. 

Of this bitterness in preaching, he had little indeed in after days; yet so sensible was he 

of its being quite natural to all of us, that oftentimes he made it the subject of 

conversation, and used to grieve over himself if he had spoken with anything less than 

solemn compassion. [Page 66] 
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14. The Two-edged Sword Brings Life. 

It is not saying hard things that pierces the consciences of our people; it is the voice of 

divine love heard amid the thunder. The sharpest point of the two-edged sword is not 

death, but life; and against self-righteous souls this latter ought to be more used than 

the former. [Page 66] 

15. God’s Hand of Affliction on M’Cheyne. 

About this time he again felt the hand of affliction, though it did not continue long. Yet 

it was plain to him now that personal trouble was to be one of the ingredients of that 

experience which helped to give a peculiar tone to his ministry. [Page 68] 

16. Attracting Others to Christ. 

To-day missed some fine opportunities of speaking a word for Christ. The Lord saw I 

would have spoken as much for my own honor as his, and therefore shut my mouth. I 

see a man cannot be a faithful minister, until he preaches Christ for Christ's sake—

until he gives up striving to attract people to himself, and seeks only to attract them to 

Christ. [Page 69] 

17. Preaching to Gypsies. 

There were two families of gypsies encamped at Torwood, within his reach. He was 

weary with a long day's labor; but instantly, as was his custom on such a call, set off to 

find them. By the side of their wood-fire, he opened out the parable of the Lost Sheep, 

and pressed it on their souls in simple terms. He then knelt down in prayer for them, 

and left them somewhat impressed, and very grateful. [Page 72] 

18. The Shepherd’s Duty. 

It is the shepherd's duty (Ezek. 34:4), in visiting his flock, to discriminate; 

‘strengthening the diseased, healing that which was sick, binding up that which was 

broken, bringing again that which was driven away, seeking that which was lost.’ [Page 

76] 

19. M’Cheyne’s Fellowship with God. 

His diary does not contain much of his feelings during his residence in Dundee. His 

incessant labors left him little time, except what he scrupulously spent in the direct 

exercises of devotion. But what we have seen of his manner of study and self-

examination at Larbert, is sufficient to show in what a constant state of cultivation his 

soul was kept; and his habits in these respects continued with him to the last. Jeremy 

Taylor recommends: "If thou meanest to enlarge thy religion, do it rather by enlarging 

thine ordinary devotions than thy extraordinary." This advice describes very accurately 

the plan of spiritual life on which Mr. M'Cheyne acted. He did occasionally set apart 
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seasons for special prayer and fasting, occupying the time so set apart exclusively in 

devotion. But the real secret of his soul's prosperity lay in the daily enlargement of his 

heart in fellowship with his God. And the river deepened as it flowed on to eternity; so 

that he at least reached the feature of a holy pastor which Paul pointed out to Timothy 

(4:15): "His profiting did appear to all." [Page 83] 

20. Spending Time in God’s Word. 

Often he sang a psalm of praise, as soon as he arose, to stir up his soul. Three chapters 

of the word was his usual morning portion. This he thought little enough, for he 

delighted exceedingly in the Scriptures: they were better to him than thousands of gold 

or silver. "When you write," said he to a friend, "tell me the meaning of Scriptures." To 

another, in expressing his value for the Word, he said, "One gem from that ocean is 

worth all the pebbles of earthly streams." [Page 84] 

21. Sabbath is for Refreshment of the Soul. 

"Sept. 30, Sabbath.—Very happy in my work. Too little prayer in the morning. Must try 

to get early to bed on Saturday, that I may 'rise a great while before day.'" These early 

hours of prayer on Sabbath he endeavored to have all his life; not for study, but for 

prayer. He never labored at his sermons on a Sabbath. That day he kept for its original 

end, the refreshment of his soul. (Exodus 31:17.) [Page 86-87] 

22. Visitations to His Flock. 

But it was, above all, to the children of God that his visitations seemed blessed. His 

voice, and his very eye, spoke tenderness; for personal affliction had taught him to feel 

sympathy with the sorrowing. [Page 88] 

23. Finding Delight in Visitation. 

All who make any pretension to the office of shepherds visit their flocks; yet there is a 

wide difference in the kind of visits which shepherds give. One does it formally, to 

discharge his duty and to quiet conscience; another makes it his delight. And of those 

who make it their delight, one goes forth on the regular plan of addressing all in 

somewhat of the same style; while another speaks freely, according as the wounds of 

his sheep come to view. On all occasions, this difficult and trying work must be gone 

about with a full heart, if it is to be gone about successfully at all. There is little in it to 

excite, for there is not the presence of numbers, and the few you see at a time are in 

their calmest, every-day mood. Hence there is need of being full of grace, and need of 

feeling as though God did visit every hearer by your means. Our object is not to get duty 

done, but to get souls saved. II Cor. 13:7. Mr. M'Cheyne used to go forth in this spirit, 

and often after visiting from house to house for several hours, he would return to some 

room in the place in the evening, and preach to the gathered families. "September 26, 
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1838.—Good visiting-day. Twelve families; many of them go nowhere. It is a great thing 

to be well furnished by meditation and prayer before setting out; it makes you a far 

more full and faithful witness. Preached in A.F.'s house on Job, 'I know that my 

Redeemer liveth.' Very sweet and precious to myself." [Pages 91-92] 

24. The Country Ministry Knowing His Flock. 

Once when spending a day in the rural parish of Collace, as we went in the afternoon 

from door to door, and spoke to the children whom we met on the road-side, he smiled 

and said, "Well, how I envy a country minister; for he can get acquainted with all his 

people, and have some insight into their real character." Many of us thought that he 

afterwards erred, in the abundant frequency of his evangelistic labors at a time when he 

was still bound to a particular flock. [Pages 92-93] 

25. Qualifications to Teach the Young. 

He had a high standard in his mind as to the moral qualifications of those who should 

teach the young. When a female teacher was sought for to conduct an evening school in 

his parish for the sake of the mill-girls, he wrote to one interested in the cause: "The 

qualifications she should possess for sewing and knitting you will understand far better 

than I. She should be able to keep up in her scholars the fluency of reading, and the 

knowledge of the Bible and Catechism which they may have already acquired. She 

should be able to teach them to sing the praises of God with feeling and melody. But, 

far above all, she should be a Christian woman, not in name only but in deed and in 

truth,—one whose heart has been touched by the Spirit of God, and who can love the 

souls of little children. Any teacher who wanted this last qualification, I would look 

upon as a curse rather than a blessing,—a centre of blasting and coldness and death, 

instead of a centre from which life and warmth and heavenly influence might emanate." 

[Page 95] 

26. Continual Sermon Preparation. 

…he never preached without careful attention bestowed on his subject. He might, 

indeed, have little time—often the hours of a Saturday was all the time he could 

obtain,—but his daily study of the Scriptures stored his mind, and formed a continual 

preparation. Much of his Sabbath services was a drawing out of what he had carried in 

during busy days of the week. [Page 97] 

27. Wanted All of His Audience to Understand. 

His voice was remarkably clear,—his manner attractive by its mild dignity. His form 

itself drew the eye. He spoke from the pulpit as one earnestly occupied with the souls 

before him. He made them feel sympathy with what he spoke, for his own eye and heart 

were on them. He was, at the same time, able to bring out illustrations at once simple 
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and felicitous, often with poetic skill and elegance. He wished to use Saxon words, for 

the sake of being understood by the most illiterate in his audience. And while his style 

was singularly clear, this clearness itself was so much the consequence of his being able 

thoroughly to analyse and explain his subject, that all his hearers alike reaped the 

benefit. [Pages 97-98] 

28. When the Bible Runs Dry, then So Shall I. 

It was his wish to arrive nearer at the primitive mode of expounding Scripture in his 

sermons. Hence when one asked him, If he was never afraid of running short of 

sermons some day? he replied, "No; I am just an interpreter of Scripture in my 

sermons; and when the Bible runs dry, then I shall." [Page 99] 

29. Handle Scripture for the Present Day. 

He endeavored at all times to preach the mind of the Spirit in a passage; for he feared 

that to do otherwise would be to grieve the Spirit who had written it. Interpretation was 

thus a solemn matter to him. And yet, adhering scrupulously to this sure principle, he 

felt himself in no way restrained from using, for every day's necessities, all parts of the 

Old Testament as much as the New. His manner was first to ascertain the primary 

sense and application, and so proceed to handle it for present use. [Page 99] 

30. Preaching Christ Himself. 

Still it was not doctrine alone that he preached; it was Christ, from whom all doctrine 

shoots forth as rays from a centre. He sought to hang every vessel and flagon upon 

Him. "It is strange," he wrote after preaching on Revelation 1:15: "It is strange how 

sweet and precious it is to preach directly about Christ, compared with all other 

subjects of preaching." And he often expressed a dislike of the phrase "giving attention 

to religion," because it seemed to substitute doctrine, and a devout way of thinking, for 

Christ himself. [Page 100] 

31. A Keenly Evangelistic Spirit. 

Busy at home, he nevertheless always had a keenly evangelistic spirit. He might have 

written much and have gained a name by his writings; but he laid everything aside 

when put in comparison with preaching the everlasting gospel. He scarcely ever refused 

an invitation to preach on a week-day; and travelling from place to place did not 

interrupt his fellowship with God. [Page 109] 

32. Preaching and Church Discipline. 

…I saw that if preaching be an ordinance of Christ, so is church discipline. I now feel 

very deeply persuaded that both are of God —that two keys are committed to us by 

Christ: the one the key of doctrine, by means of which we unlock the treasures of the 
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Bible; the other the key of discipline, by which we open or shut the way to the sealing 

ordinances of the faith. Both are Christ's gift, and neither is to be resigned without sin." 

[Page 113] 

33. Wishing Always to Be in God’s Presence. 

He wished to be always in the presence of God. If he travelled, he labored to enjoy God 

by the way, as well as to do good to others by dropping a word in season. In riding or 

walking, he seized opportunities of giving a useful tract; and, on principle, he preferred 

giving it to the person directly, rather than casting it on the road. The former way, he 

said, was more open—there was no stealth in it; and we ought to be as clear as crystal in 

speaking or acting for Jesus. In writing a note, however short, he sought to season it 

with salt. If he passed a night in a strange place, he tried to bear the place specially on 

his soul at the mercy-seat; and if compelled to take some rest from his too exhausting 

toils, his recreations were little else than a change of occupation, from one mode of 

glorifying God to another. [Pages 113-114] 

34. Relaxation for the Pastor. 

‘Recreation to a minister must be as whetting is with the mower, that is, only to be used 

so far as is necessary for his work. May a physician in the plague-time take any more 

relaxation or recreation than is necessary for his life, when so many are expecting his 

help in a case of life or death? …Will you stand by and see sinners gsping under the 

pangs of death, and say, God doth not require me to make myself a drudge to save 

them? Is this the voice of ministerial or Christian compassion, or rather of sensual 

laziness and diabolical cruelty?’ – See Richard Baxter, The Reformed Pastor (reprint, 

Edinburgh: Banner of Truth Trust, 1974 and subsequent reprints), pp.218,220. [Page 

114] 

35. Living Faithfully for the Flock. 

We must not only speak faithfully to our people in our sermons, but live faithfully for 

them too. [Page 115] 

36. Talk as One’s Flock, Live as They Do. 

It was noticed long ago that men will give you leave to preach against their sins as 

much as you will, if so be you will but be easy with them when you have done, and talk 

as they do, and live as they live. How much otherwise it was with Mr. M'Cheyne, all 

who knew him are witnesses. [Page 115] 

37. Conversations Leading to Eternity. 

His visits to friends were times when he sought to do good to their souls; and never was 

he satisfied unless he could guide the conversation to bear upon the things of eternity. 
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When he could not do so, he generally remained silent. And yet his demeanor was easy 

and pleasant to all, exhibiting at once meekness of faith and delicacy of feeling. [Page 

115] 

38. Rules Worth Remembering … 

…on the leaf of one of his note-books, a short memorandum: "Rules worth 

remembering.—When visiting in a family, whether ministerially or otherwise, speak 

particularly to the strangers about eternal things. Perhaps God has brought you 

together just to save that soul." And then he refers to some instances which occurred to 

himself, in which God seemed to honor a word spoken in this incidental way. [Page 117] 

39. Never Losing Opportunities to Speak to Souls. 

He was led to resolve not to postpone any inquirers till a future time, by finding that 

having done so on one occasion at a pressing moment, the individuals never returned; 

and so alive was he to the responsibilities of his office, that he ever after feared to lose 

such an opportunity of speaking with souls at a time when they were aroused to 

concern. [Pages 117-118] 

40. Wanting the Missionary Spirit. 

Though engaged night and day with his flock in St. Peter's, Mr. M'Cheyne ever 

cherished a missionary spirit. "This place hardens me for a foreign land," was his 

remark on one occasion. This spirit he sought to kindle yet more by reading missionary 

intelligence for his own use, and often to his people at his weekly prayer-meeting. The 

necessities both of his own parish, and of the world at large, lay heavy on his soul; and 

when an opportunity of evangelizing occurred, there was none in Scotland more ready 

to embrace it. He seemed one who stood with his loins girt: "Here am I; send me." 

[Page 129] 

41. In 1838 M’Cheyne’s Health Declined. 

In the close of 1838, some symptoms appeared that alarmed his friends. His 

constitution, never robust, began to feel the effects of unremitting labor; for 

occasionally he would spend six hours in visiting, and then the same evening preach in 

some room to all the families whom he had that day visited. Very generally, too, on 

Sabbath, after preaching twice to his own flock, he was engaged in ministering 

somewhere else in the evening. [Page 130] 

42. Studied the Word on Trip to Israel. 

During our voyage [to Israel], it was his delight to search into the Scriptures, just as at 

home. And so much did he calculate on an unceasing study of the word during all our 

journey, that he took with him some notes I had written on each chapter of the book of 
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Leviticus, observing it would be suitable meditation for us while busy with Jewish 

minds. At home and abroad he had an insatiable appetite for all the Word,—both for 

the types of the Old Testament and the plain text of the New. [Page 140] 

43. All for God’s Glory. 

"Use your health while you have it, my dear friend and brother. Do not cast away 

peculiar opportunities that may never come again. You know not when your last 

Sabbath with your people may come. Speak for eternity. Above all things, cultivate your 

own spirit. A word spoken by you when your conscience is clear, and your heart full of 

God's Spirit, is worth ten thousand words spoken in unbelief and sin. This was my great 

fault in the ministry. Remember it is God, and not man, that must have the glory. It is 

not much speaking, but much faith, that is needed. Do not forget us. Do not forget the 

Saturday night meeting, nor the Monday morning thanksgiving." Thus he wrote on his 

way to a fellow-laborer in Scotland. [Pages 144-145] 

44. Personal Holiness. 

I was often reproved by his unabated attention to personal holiness; for this care was 

never absent from his mind, whether he was at home in his quiet chamber, or on the 

sea, or in the desert. Holiness in him was manifested, not by efforts to perform duty, 

but in a way so natural, that you recognized therein the easy outflowing of the 

indwelling Spirit. The fountain springing up into everlasting life (John 4:14) in his soul, 

welled forth its living waters alike in the familiar scenes of his native Scotland, and 

under the olive-tree of Palestine. Prayer and meditation on the word were never 

forgotten; and a peace that the world could not give kept his heart and mind. [Page 

146] 

45. Found Time to Write Letters. 

To many it was a subject of wonder that he found time to write letters that always 

breathed the name of Jesus, amid his innumerable engagements. But the truth was, his 

letters cost him no expenditure of time; they were ever the fresh thoughts and feelings 

of his soul at the moment he took up the pen; his habitual frame of soul is what appears 

in them all; the calm, holy, tenderly affectionate style of his letters reminds us of 

Samuel Rutherford, whose works he delighted to read,—excepting only that his joy 

never seems to have risen to ecstasies. [Page 202] 

46.Going a Long Way for One Soul. 

His delight in preaching was very great. He himself used to say that he could scarcely 

ever resist an invitation to preach. And this did not arise from the natural excitement 

there is in commanding the attention of thousands; for he was equally ready to 

proclaim Christ to small country flocks. Nay, he was ready to travel far to visit and 
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comfort even one soul. There was an occasion this year on which he rode far to give a 

cup of cold water to a disciple, and his remark was, "I observe how often Jesus went a 

long way for one soul, as for example the maniac, and the woman of Canaan." [Page 

210] 

47. Sabbath Observance. 

It was during this year that the Sabbath question began to interest him so much. His 

tract, I Love the Lord's Day, was published December 18; but he had already exerted 

himself much in this cause, as convener of the Committee of Presbytery on Sabbath 

Observance, and had written his well-known letter to one of the chief defenders of the 

Sabbath desecration. He continued unceasingly to use every effort in this holy cause. 

And is it not worth the prayers and self-denying efforts of every believing man? Is not 

that day set apart as a season wherein the Lord desires the refreshing rest of his own 

love to be offered to a fallen world? Is it not designed to be a day on which every other 

voice and sound is to be hushed, in order that the silver trumpets may proclaim 

atonement for sinners? Nay, it is understood to be a day wherein God himself stands 

before the altar and pleads with sinners to accept the Lamb slain, from morning to 

evening. Who is there that does not see the deep design of Satan in seeking to effect an 

inroad on this most merciful appointment of God our Saviour? [Page 214] 

48. A Child of God. 

The sunsets during that autumn were peculiarly beautiful. Scarcely a day passed but he 

gazed upon the glowing west after dinner; and as he gazed he would speak of the Son of 

Righteousness, or the joy of angels in his presence, or the blessedness of those whose 

sun can go no more down, till his face shone with gladness as he spoke. And during the 

winter he was observed to be peculiarly joyful, being strong in body, and feeling the 

near presence of Jesus in his soul. He lived in the blessed consciousness that he was a 

child of God, humble and meek, just because he was fully assured that Jehovah was his 

God and Father. Many often felt that in prayer the name "Holy Father" was breathed 

with peculiar tenderness and solemnity from his lips. [Page 222] 

 

 

 

 

 

 


