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 The Hope of the Gospel,  George MacDonald (1889) 
 

 Everything in the world is more or less misunder-
stood at first: we have to learn what it is, and come at length to 
see that it must be so, that it could not be otherwise. Then we 
know it; and we never know a thing really until we know it 
thus. Perhaps the greater part of the energy of this world’s life 
goes forth in the endeavor to rid itself of discomfort. Some 
discover at every new ascent fresh trouble, as they think, 
awaiting them, whereas in truth they have brought the trouble 
with them. Others, making haste to be rich, are slow to find 
out that the poverty of their souls, none the less that the purses 
are filling, will yet keep them unhappy. Some court endless 
change, nor know that on themselves the change must pass 
that will set them free. All seek the thing whose defect appears 
the cause of their misery, and is but the variable occasion of it, 
the cause of the shape it takes, not of the misery itself; for, 
when one apparent cause is removed, another at once suc-
ceeds.  
 The cause of every man’s discomfort is evil, moral 
evil—first of all, evil in himself, his own sin, his own wrong-
ness, his own unrighteousness; and then, evil in those he loves. 
Evil in ourselves is the cause of its continuance, the source of 
its necessity. Foolish is the man who would rid himself or his 
fellows of discomfort by setting the world right, by waging 
war on the evils around him, while he neglects that integral 
part of the world where lies his business, his first business—
namely, his own character and conduct. There is no way of 
making 3 men right but by making right each one of the 3; but 
a cure in one man who repents and turns is a beginning of the 
cure of the whole human race.  
 A man is right when there is no wrong in him. The 
wrong, the evil is in him; he must be set free from it. I do not 
mean set free from the sins he has done: that will follow; I 
mean the sins he is doing, or is capable of doing; the sins in 
his being which spoil his nature—the wrongness in him—the 
evil he consents to; the sin he is, which makes him do the sin 
he does. He will want to be rid of his suffering; but that he 
cannot have, save in being delivered from its essential root, a 
thing infinitely worse than any suffering it can produce. If he 
will not have that deliverance, he must keep his suffering.  
 The Lord never came to deliver men from the conse-
quences of their sins while yet those sins remained: that would 
be to cast out of the window the medicine of cure while yet the 
man lay sick; to go against the very laws of being. Yet men, 
loving their sins, and feeling nothing of their dread hateful-
ness, have, consistently taken this word concerning the Lord to 
mean that he came to save them from the punishment of their 
sins. No man is safe from hell until he is free from his sins. 

 A man may recognize the evil in him only as pain; he 
may know little and care nothing about his sins; yet is the 
Lord sorry for his pain. The Lord knows what they need; they 
know only what they want. They want ease; he knows they 
need purity. Their very existence is an evil, of which, but for 
his resolve to purify them, their maker must rid his universe.  
Questions about how the Lord will deliver him from his sins 
spring from the passion for the fruit of the tree of knowledge. 
Men would understand: they do not care to obey. Instead of 
obeying the Lord of life, the one condition upon which he can 
help the, and in itself the beginning of their deliverance, they 
set themselves to question their unenlightened intellects as to 
his plans for their deliverance--and not merely how he means 
to effect it, but how he can be able to effect it. Incapable of 
understanding the first notions of freedom in themselves, they 
proceed to interpret the riches of his divine soul in terms of 
their own beggarly notions. They delay setting their foot on 
the stair which alone can lead them to the house of wisdom, 
until they shall have determined the material and mode of its 
construction. For the sake of knowing, they postpone that 
which alone can enable them to know. Obedience is the soul 
of knowledge.  
 Upon obedience our energy must be spent; under-
standing will follow. Not anxious to know our duty, or know-
ing it and not doing it, how shall we understand that which 
only a true heart and a clean soul can ever understand? The 
power in us that would understand were it free, lies in the 
bonds of imperfection and impurity, and is therefore incapable 
of judging the divine. It cannot see the truth. If it could see it, 
it would not know it, and would not have it. Until a man be-
gins to obey, the light that is in him is darkness.  
 The Lord cannot save a man from his sins while he 
holds to his sins. An omnipotence that could do and not do the 
same thing at the same moment, were an idea too absurd for 
mockery; and omnipotence that could at once make a man a 
free man, and leave him a self-degraded slave—make him the 
very likeness of God, and good only because he could not help 
being good, would be an idea of the same character---equally 
absurd, equally self-contradictory. 
 The Kingdom of Heaven was at hand because the 
Lord was already initiating his kingdom by sending away sin 
out of the hearts of his people. The publicans and soldiers, 
asked what he would have them do—thus plainly recognized 
that something was required of them—his instruction was 
throughout in the same direction: they must send away their 
sins; and each must begin with the fault that lay next him. 
Those who had repented to the sending away of their sins, he 
would baptize with a holy power to send them away indeed.  
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 If we take the words of John to mean ‘the baptism of 
repentance unto the sending away of sins,’ we see at once how 
the baptism of Jesus was a thing right and fit. That he had no 
sin to repent of, was not because he was so constituted that he 
could not sin if he would; it was because, of his own will and 
judgment, he sent sin away from him—sent it from him with 
the full choice and energy of his nature.    
 Jesus knows no followers on false conceptions—no 
followers whom wonders would delight but nowise better. The 
Lord could easily have satisfied the Nazarenes that he was the 
Messiah: they would but have hardened into the nucleus of an 
army for the subjugation of the world. The men of Nazareth 
could have believed in Jesus as their savior from the Romans; 
as their savior from their sins they could not believe in him, 
for they loved their sins. The king of heaven came to offer 
them a share in his kingdom; but they were not poor in spirit, 
and the kingdom of heaven was not for them.  
 The words of the Lord are the seed sown by the sow-
er. Into our hearts they must fall that they may grow. Medita-
tion and prayer must water them, and obedience keep them in 
the sunlight. As they obey and ponder, the meaning of them 
would keep growing. The glory of an earthly father is in creat-
ing and redeeming and glorifying his children. We cannot see 
the world as God means it, save in proportion as our souls are 
meek. In meekness only are we its inheritors.  
 Which is more the possessor of the world—he who 
has 1000 houses, or he who, without one house to call his 
own, has 10 in which his knock at the door would rouse in-
stant jubilation? Which is the richer—the man who, his large 
money spent, would have no refuge; or he for whose necessity 
a hundred would sacrifice comfort? Which of the 2 possessed 
the earth—king Agrippa or tent-maker Paul? 
 Love modelled by faith, is hope; love shaped by 
wrong, is anger—verily anger, though pure of sin; love invad-
ed by loss, is grief. The love of love is the love of yourself. 
 The cry of the deepest in man has always been, to see 
God. It is the cry of Moses and the cry of Job, the cry of 
psalmist and of prophet. None but the pure in heart see God; 
only the growing-pure hope to see him. Even those who saw 
the Lord, the express image of his person, did not see God. 
They only saw Jesus. If you care to see God, be pure.  
 The fact that a soul can become dissatisfied with it-
self and desire a change in itself reveals God as an essential 
part of its being. A need has been generated in the soul for 
which the soul can generate no supply, because God is in him 
but he finds he has not enough of God. It is an infant right-
eousness that hungers after righteousness. A man hungers and 
thirsts after righteousness because his nature needs it—needs 
it. The emptiness that desires good, is itself good.  

 The primary necessity to the very existence of a fami-
ly is peace. Peace-makers quiet the winds of the world ever 
ready to be up and blowing. The greatest mercy that can be 
shown to man, is to make him merciful. Men cannot be right-
eous without love. To be made greater than one’s fellows is 
the offered reward of hell, and involves no greatness; to be 
made greater than one’s self, is the divine reward, and in-
volves a real greatness.  
 Terrible has his gospel suffered in the mouths of the 
wise and prudent: how would it be faring now, had its first 
messages been committed to persons of repute, instead of 
those simple fishermen? From the first we would have had a 
system founded on a human interpretation of the divine gos-
pel, instead of the gospel itself.  
 The glory of God’s mysteries is that they are for his 
children to look into. All the discipline of the world is to make 
men children, that God may be revealed to them. He calls 
those who are weary; those who do not know that ignorance of 
the Father is the cause of all their labor and the heaviness of 
their burden. Salt only preserves from growing bad; it does not 
cause anything to grow better. It is the very essence of light, 
that it is for others. The injunction is not to hide what you do 
from others, but to hide it from yourself.  
 This aching is what most people regard as evil: it is 
the unpleasant cure of evil. It takes all shapes of suffering—of 
the body, of the mind, of the heart, of the spirit. Both good and 
indifferent people alike lay the blame on their bodies, and look 
to death rather than God-aided struggle to set them at liberty. 
In true education is truest kindness. No real good can grow in 
the soil of injustice. The weaker stand more in need of justice. 
Labor is a law of the universe, and is not an evil. Death is a 
law of this world, at least, and is not evil. Every gain in injus-
tice is a loss to the world. Force thy violent way, and gain 
knowledge, to miss truth.  
 
[C. S. Lewis spoke of George MacDonald as the one he is 
most eager to meet in heaven. The cause of every man’s dis-
comfort is evil. Obedience is the soul of knowledge. The Lord 
cannot save a man from his sins while he holds to his sins. The 
greatest mercy that can be shown to man, is to make him mer-
ciful.] 


