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The Evil and Danger of
Neglecting Souls
by

Dr. Phillip Doddridge

“If thou forbear to deliver them that are drawn unto
death, and those that are ready to be slain; if thou
sayest, ‘Behold, we knew it not,” doth not He that pon-
dereth the heart consider it? And He that keepeth thy
soul, doth not he know it? And shall not He render to
every man according to his works?”

Proverbs 24:11-12

For the explication of these words, I would offer
three plain and obvious remarks:

1. The omission which is here charged as so dis-
pleasing to God, though immediately referring to
men’s natural lives, must surely imply that the neglect
of their souls is much more criminal. The text strongly
implies that we shall be exposed to guilt and condem-
nation before God by forbearing to deliver those who
are drawn unto death and those who are ready to be
slain. This must directly refer to innocent persons,
brought into visible and extreme danger by some op-
pressive enemy either by the sudden assault of a private
person or by some unjust prosecution under forms of
law; it may particularly extend to cases where we have
reason to believe that a capital sentence has been
passed, in consequence of false witness, detected before
execution is done. It was allowed among the Jews that if
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any person could offer anything in favor of a prisoner
after sentence was passed, he might be heard before ex-
ecution was done; and therefore it was usual (as the
Mishnah says) that when a man was led to execution, a
crier went before him and proclaimed, “This man is
now going to be executed for such a crime, and such
and such are witnesses against him; whoever knows
him to be innocent, let him come forth and make it
appear.” And if the neglect of that is (as you see it is)
represented as highly criminal, it must be a much more
heinous crime, by any neglect of ours, to permit the
ruin of men’s souls without endeavoring after their re-
covery when they are, as it were, drawn away to the ex-
treme danger of eternal death, and are ready to be slain
by the sword of divine justice.

2. The text seems to suppose that men would be
ready to excuse themselves for this neglect. It is true in-
deed that at the first sight of a miserable object we nat-
urally find a strong impulse to endeavor to relieve it.
Our hearts, as it were, spring in our bosoms and urge
us forward to exert ourselves on such an occasion,
which seems to be intimated by that word which we
render “forbear,” which often signifies to check, re-
strain, and hold back a person from what he is eager to
do; but the wise man intimates that there may be dan-
ger of suppressing these generous impulses of the soul
on the first view of the object, of suffering our charity to
cool, and then of searching out apologies for our inac-
tivity. You may be ready to say, “Behold, I knew it not. I
did not particularly see the danger. I did not, however,
apprehend it to be so extreme; or, I did not know the
innocence of the person in danger; or, if I did believe
it, I knew not how to deliver him. I did not think the
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interposition of such a person as myself could be of any
importance in such an affair. I was sorry to see inno-
cence overborne and weakness oppressed, but I was my-
self too weak to contend with the mightier oppressor;
too poor, too ignorant, or too busy to meddle in an af-
fair where those who were much my superiors were
concerned, and had determined the case. I had no
obligation to the person in danger. I had no concern
with him nor anything to do to embarrass myself with
his affairs.” If these excuses are just, it is well.

3. Nevertheless, the text supposes that these excuses
might often be overruled by an appeal to men’s con-
sciences, as in the sight of God. “Doth not He that
pondereth the heart consider it?” It is as if he had said,
“It is an easy thing to excuse omissions so that a fellow
creature shall have nothing to reply; but whoever you
are who reads these words, I charge you to remember
that it is comparatively a very little matter to be judged
of man’s judgment. He who judges you is the Lord; it is
He who ponders the heart. He weighs in a most accu-
rate balance all its most secret sentiments. I therefore
cut off all chicane and trifling debate at once by plac-
ing you in His presence, and laying open your con-
science there. You can answer me, but can you answer
the heart-searching God?

“Does not He, the great Father of spirits, see in every
instance how inferior spirits conduct themselves? Does
He not precisely know the situation in which your
heart was at the very moment in question? You say that
you did not know it, but He is witness whether you in-
deed did or did not know it. And He also sees all the
opportunities and advantages which you had to know
it, all the hints which might have been traced out to
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open a more explicit and particular knowledge, every
glimpse which you had when you were (like the priest,
when he spied at a distance the wounded traveler) pass-
ing by on the other side, and perhaps affecting to look
the contrary way.”

Nor was it in vain that the wise man renewed his ex-
postulation in a different form: “He that keepeth thy
soul, doth not He know it?” It is as if he had said,
“Consider God as keeping your own soul, as holding it
in life, as preserving your spirit by His continued visita-
tion. Oh, you who neglect the life of your brother, must
He not be highly displeased with that neglect? May He
not reasonably expect that while He, the Lord of
Heaven and earth, condescends to become your
guardian, you should learn from Him, and be accord-
ing to your ability and in your sphere, a guardian to the
whole human race, and should endeavor, in every in-
stance, to ward off danger from the life, from the soul
of your brother!”

And that these thoughts may enter into your mind
with all their weight, it is added once more in this
pointed form of interrogation, “Will not He render to
every man according to his works?” I appeal to your
own heart, is He not a being of infinite moral as well as
natural perfections? And will He not, as the Judge of all
the earth, do right? Would He not have remembered
and rewarded your generous care for the preservation
of the miserable creature in question? And, on the
other hand, will He not reckon with you for such a fail-
ure? Human laws, indeed, cannot punish such ne-
glects; but the supreme Legislator can and will do it.
Think of these things, and guard against such fatal
negligence in every future instance. Think of them,






