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LIFE INEXPLICABLE E X C E P T 
AS A PROBATION. 

BY REV. STEPHEN OLIN. 

An enlightened Christian can 
hardly avoid feeling some measure 
of wonder as well as of disapproha-
tion at the view of humaD life whicii 
finds expression in the remarkable 
reply of the patriarch Jacob to the 
question of Pharaoh, " How old art 
thou •?" " The days of the years of 
my pilgrimage are a hundred and 
thirty years. Few and evil have 
the days of the years of my life 
been," was the answer of an old man 
and prophet, whose earthly pilgrim
age had already been protracted 
more than a fnll balf century beyond 
the usual limits of the good old age 

• conceded to his successors. Not 
only had his life been long, but em
inently prosperous. He had, indeed, 
been no stranger to labors, perils, 
adversity; hut these vicissitudes 
were the good discipline which had 
molded his great character, and 
made him a great man. I t wonld 
be difficult to mention a single ele
ment of good fortune which Divine 
Providence had -withholden from 
this its favored child. He had de
rived a vigorous physical constitu
tion and a glorious intellect from an
cestors who made treaties with sov
ereign states and gained victories 
over kings, and who could trace 
hack their pedigree, honored from 
age to age by special tokens of di
vine favor, to the common parents 
of our human race in the Garden of 

Eden. He had gained an ample 
fortune by manly exercise of his own 
talents—a species of success which 
is usually thought t o contribute be
yond any other method of acquisi
tion to human happiness—and he 
had inherited from Isaac and Abra
ham, and perhaps more distant and 
equally reputable progenitors, a 
princely patrimony— a source of 
wealth most favorable to personal 
dignity and most gratifying to fam
ily pride. He was the father of a 
numerous family of sons, all alive,-
and men of renown, already patri
archs, and the appointed heads and 
progenitors of the tribes of Israel. 
To crown all, now in his old age, Ms 
favorite son, whom he had long 
mourned as the victim of a frightful 
casualty, had just called him and 
his multitudinous household from a 
famine-stricken land, to make them 
shavers of his own honor and influ
ence, as the prime minister of a great 
king, and the actnal ruler of the 
most wealthy and civilized nation 
on earth. I t was of such a career 
that the venerable patriarch declar
ed, " The days of the years of my 
pilgrimage have been few aud evil." 
I think we should rather have ex
pected there, in the presence of a 
heathen king, some humble acknowl
edgment of gratitude, some lofty 
ascription of praise for so much of 
Heaven's munificence, and for a life 
80 full of days and of blessings. W e 
find ourselves compelled to remem
ber that Jacob lived under a lower 
dispensation than ours. 

Any intelligent Christian would 
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have given a wiser and more pious 
answer ; but " the least in tbe king
dom of heaven is greater than he, 
than whom a greater had'not risen 
among them that were born of wom
en." It is a common error to think 
too highly of the light enjoyed un
der the dim revelation that preceded 
the Gospel, in comparison -with the 
glorious manifestation under which 
it is our privilege to work out our 
salvation. W e are thus led to ex
pect too much of pious men under 
tbe old dispensation, and, taking 
them for our standard, to demand 
too little of ourselves. 

For aught tbat appears to the 
contrary in tbe Bible, Jacob's an
swer to the King of Egypt was only 
such as a heathen or a mere world
ling might have made. He gave ex
pression to the sentiment of dissat
isfaction and regret -with which an 
old man is wont to look back upon 
the history of even an eventful and 
prosperous life. His rapid advance
ment to wealth and distinction, the 
uniform success of his far-reaching 
schemes, bis thrifty management in 
his business transactions with Esau 
and Laban, and the signal triumph 
of his policy and his arms, contem
plated from his actual position, were 
no longer able to awaken agreeable 
reminiscences. He thought rather 
of the trials of his early days ; of 
his long, well-merited selt-banish-
ment from the home of his childhood; 
of bis solitary journey to the " land 
of the people of the E a s t ; " of his 
hard bondage in the service of La
ban, when " the drought consumed 
him by day, and the frost by night, 
and sleep departed frora his eyes ;" 
of his long,deep, inconsolable mourn
ing for Rachel, and Joseph, and 
Benjamin. Dark clouds had settled 
upon the landscape, now left far be
hind. The bright lights that illu
minated the sky of his youth were 
dimmed or extinguished in the dis
tance. The sweet flowers that beau
tified and perfumed the plains of 
Mesopotamia and the hills and val

leys of Palestine had faded trom his 
darkened vision. Such were the 
sad reminiscences and cheerless 
scenes amid whieh the aged patri
arch retraced in retrospect the track 
of his long life, when he pronounc
ed " the days of its years few and 
e-vU." If his estimate of life was 
exaggerated, it was yet not unnat
ural. I t was eminently human in 
the same breath to denounce life as 
evil, and yet to regret its brevity. 

Wi th only the imperfect light of 
nature for our guide, aided by all 
the revelations that preceded Him 
" who brought life and immortaUty 
to light," we should be compelled, 
I think, to admit this humbling, de
spairing view of life and our earth
ly condition to be essentially just. 
I am wholly unable to conceive how 
a mere philosopher, or any one who 
does not employ .for the solution of. 
this question the great argument of 
the Gospel, can relieve the subject 
of its melancholy aspects, or refuse 
to concur in the verdict which pro
nounces life essentially evil. 

Let us interrogate the wisdom of 
tbe world ou this momentous sub
ject, and hear what responses it is 
able to give to mitigate our distaste 
and pacify our doubts and fears. 
How does it account tor the mani
fold ills which flesh is heir to, even 
under the most favorable Conditions 
of existence in this world ? What 
consolation can it offer ? Wha t ex
planation can it give of the inexora
ble law whicb consigns us all to ear
ly death, heedless of our mortal re
luctance, and as if in bitter mockery 
ofthe instinctive love of Ufe which 
the great Lawgiver has himself im
planted deep in our uature ? The 
case of an old man, who, like Jacob, 
has filled up a long life -with useful
ness and prosperity, is precisely that 
involved in the least difficulty; 
and yet I do not see how, independ
ently of the teachings of the Gospel, 
we are to dispose of the doubts 
which even here crowd upon the 
mind. But how, on ordinary prin-


