
Virginia has produced more great Americans than any other state.  If I were a native son, I would have said "more than every other state".  But whichever is true, it is beyond doubt that all Americans are obliged to the "old dominion".   If we look to its statesmen, we find Washington and Jefferson.  Its solders, Lee and Jackson.  Its political philosophers are Madison and Randolph. Its great orator is Patrick Henry.  Its theologians include Alexander and Dabney.  But another son of Virginia deserves our admiration, too.  He was its greatest preacher.  And one of its noblest souls.   But unlike these other men, this man was not born into a prominent family, nor did he attend a fine academy.  For this great preacher--you see--was born a slave and lived in bondage for more than half his life.  But in his mouth, "the word of God was not bound".  For more than sixty years, he preached--to bond and free--black and white, and saw a harvest of souls few will ever witness.  Our subject is, in the words of William E. Hatcher, "The Unmatched Black Philosopher and Preacher, John Jasper".  PRIVATE 


John Jasper was born on July 4, 1812, the last of 24 children born to Philip and Nina Jasper.  His father was a slave and a much respected preacher.  But he died two months before the birth of his gifted son.  His mother was a woman of unusual charm and piety.  She worked indoors and acquired the genteel manners of a southern plantation.  This she evidently passed on to her son, who--to black and white alike--carried himself with the dignity of an aristocrat.  Although Nina never learned to read, she did attend church regularly, and listened to the sermons with care.  With this store of knowledge, she taught her children "the way of God more perfectly".  


Her teaching, however, did not take with John, who for some years chafed against her godly influence.  But on his nineteenth birthday, something happened to John Jasper.  He was in Richmond Virginia for the 4th of July Celebration, when he was struck down by a sense of his sin and guilt.  The young rebel sought the Lord for six weeks, but without success.  Finally, one day, while working in the tobacco factory, Jasper was found by Christ.  About it, he wrote:


"The darkness of death was in my soul that morning.  My sins were piled on me like mountains; my feet were sinking down into the regions of despair, and I felt that of all sinners, I was the worst.  I thought that I would die right then, and with what I supposed was my last breath, I flung up to heaven a cry for mercy.  Before I knew it, the light broke; I was light as a feather; my feet were on the mountain; salvation rolled like a flood through my soul, and I felt as if I could knock off the factory roof with my shouts...One man said he thought the factory was falling down; all I knew is that I had raised my first shout to the glory of my Redeemer".  


The outburst was quieted by a hard overseer, who suggested that Jasper and the others get back to work.  The good servant obeyed. "Yes sir, I will; I meant no harm.  The first taste of salvation got the better of me, but I'll get back to work".  


The Master, Sam Hargrove heard the ruckus and asked his overseer what was wrong.  "Jasper done got religion" he was told.  This intrigued the good man.  A few hours later, Hargrove called for his servant and asked him about it.  


"Mars Sam, ever since the Fourth of July I've been crying after the Lord, six long weeks, and just now out there at the table God took away my sins and set my feet on a rock.  I didn't mean to make noise, Mars Sam, but before I knew it the fires broke out in my soul and I just let go one shout to the glory of my Savior".  


Sam Hargrove replied, "John, I believe that way myself.  I love the Savior that you have just found, and I want to tell you that I don't complain because you made the noise just now as you did".  He then stood up from his desk, and as Jasper said, "Mars Sam did the thing that nearly made me drop to the floor".  He shook his hand and said, "John, I wish you mighty well.  Your Savior is mine and we are brothers in the Lord".  Years later, Jasper added, "Mars Sam well knew the good he did me".  


John Jasper was given the day off from his work, with this provision: "John, you may tell it.  Go back in there and go up and down the tables, and tell all of them.  And then, if you want to, go up-stairs and tell them about it, and then down-stairs and tell them about it, and tell the hogshed men and the drivers and everybody what the Lord has done for you".  


To his dying day, Jasper spoke well of his old master and credited him--in a way--with his call to the ministry.  But only "in a way".  For no one was ever more convinced about a Divine call than John Jasper.  


"I stand before you today on legs of iron and none can stay me from preaching the Gospel of the Lord God.  I know well enough that the old devil is made as a tempest about my being here; he knows that my call to preach comes from God and that what makes him so mad when we sees Jasper ascend the pulpit, for he knows that the people are going to hear a message straight from heaven.  I don't ge my sermons out of grammars or rhetorics, but the Spirit of the Lord puts them in my mind and makes them burn in my soul".  


In the years to come, he would show nothing but contempt for professional ministers, men called by colleges or seminaries or churches--but not by God!  


Emancipation lay 25 years off.  But, with the permission of his Master and the encouragement of his own people, Jasper exercised a powerful ministry in servitude.  He became the pastor of a black church.  White people flocked to hear him too.  Even in those early days, he often commanded an audience of thousands.  Most of his preaching was of the highest quality, but he outdid himself with funerals.  The deaths of William Ellison and Mary Barnes brought many together, and Jasper treated them to a Gospel banquet.  


About Ellison, he said:


"Let me say a word about this William Ellison.  I will say it first and get it off my mind.  William Ellison was no good man--he didn't say that he was.  He didn't try to be good and he died as he lived, out of God and out of hope in the world.  It is a bad tale to tell on him, but he fixed the story himself.  As the tree falls, there must it lay.  If you want folks who live wrongly to be preached and sung into glory, don't bring them to Jasper.  God comfort the mourner and warn the unruly.  


But after these solemn words, he turned to the young lady who had died:


"But my brethren, Mary Barnes was different.  She was washed in the blood of the Lamb and walked in white.  Her religion was of God...Our Sister Mary, good-bye.  Your race is run by your crown is sure.  


Grave!  Grave!  Where is your victory?  I hear you've got a mighty banner down there and terrorize everyone who comes along this way.  Bring out your armies and furl your banners of victory.  Show me your hand and let them see what you can do.  Ain't got no victory now; had victory, but King Jesus passed through this country and tore down my banners.  He says His people shan't be troubled any more forever; and he tells me to open the gates and let them pass on their way to glory.  


Oh my God!  Did you hear that?  My Master Jesus has jerked out the sting of death, has broken the scepter of the king of terrors, and has gone into the grave to rob it of its victorious banners and fixed nicely and smoothly for His people to pass through.   More than that, He has written a song--`Thanks be unto God who gives us the victory through the Lord Jesus Christ'".  


Then, from Mary Barnes he turns to give a tour of heaven, "the river of life, the streets of gold, the mansions, the saints, the heavenly Canaan, the army of angels, the throne, the King in royal garments, the elders, the millions bowing before Him".  On and on he goes, till he caps it off: "O, what must it be to be there!" 


During the Civil War, Jasper continued his ministry to the slaves.  And others, too.  One remarkable incident: Near the fall of Richmond, the slave John Jasper went to a Confederate hospital and preached the Gospel to the men in grey.  


Jasper's pulpit power lay in his imagination.  No man ever painted more or better word pictures than he.  But don't think that was all he ever did.  W.E. Hatcher, an educated white pastor described Jasper's preaching as "covering the theological field, they were strongly doctrinal, and grappled with the deepest principles of the Gospel.  He was also intensely practical, scourging sin, lashing neglect, and with lofty authority demanding high and faithful living". 


Jasper's most famous sermon bore this strange title, "The Sun Do Move".  In it, he argued that the earth was flat and that the sun revolved around it.  That the Copernican system was false and the product of unbelief.  Now, at first this seems ludicrous.  And maybe it is.  But the way that he presented his case showed Jasper a preacher of fine reasoning and humble dependence on Scripture alone.  


As to his faith in the Bible, he said:


"You sent me some papers and I never answered them.  Ha! Ha! Ha!  I got them.  The difficulty about those papers you sent me is that they did not answer me.  They never mention the Bible one time.  You think so much of yourselves and so little of the Lord God and think what you say is so smart that you can't even speak of the Word of the Lord.  When you ask me to stop believing in the Lord's Word and to pin my faith to your words, I'm never going to do it.  I take what the Lord says about my sins, about my Savior, about life, about death, about the world to come, and I take what the Lord says about the sun and the moon, and I care little what the haters of my God choose to say.  Think that I will forsake the Bible?  It is my only Book my hope, the arsenal of my soul, and I want nothing else!"  


If Jasper seems piously stupid to you, just remember this.  The same argument is used today for evolution, feminism, and many other issues.  "The Bible is no science textbook" they say.  "The Bible accommodates itself to the superstitions and prejudices of the age" and so on.   All Jasper is saying is this: "Let God be true and every man (including scientist) a liar!  


The arguments in favor of a "moving sun" are four:


1.
In the days of Joshua, "the sun stood still".  Jasper says, "When Joshua prayed "Sun stand still...What did God do?  Did He glare down in fiery wrath and say, `What are you talking about my stopping it, Joshua?  I have never started it.  It has been here all the time; it would smash things up if I were to start it'.  No He didn't say that.  But what does the Bible say?  That's what I want to know.  It says that at the voice of Joshua the sun stopped.  I don't say it stopped; it's not for Jasper to say that, but the Bible, the Book of God says so.  But I can say this, nothing can stop until it is first started.  So I know what I'm talking about".  


2.
In the days of Hezekiah, the sun dial went back ten degrees.   "Isaiah expressly says that the sun returned ten degrees.  There you are!  Ain't that the movement of the sun?  Bless my soul.  Hezekiah's case beat Joshua.  Joshua stopped the sun, but here the Lord made the sun walk back ten degrees.  And they say that the sun stands stone still and never moves a peg!"


3.
Revelation 7 speaks of "angels standing on the four corners of the earth".  Jasper chides, "All me to ask, if the earth is round, where does it keep its corners?  A flat, square thing has corners, but tell me where is the corner of the apple, or a marble, or a cannon ball, or a silver dollar?  If there is any philosopher here, he is cordially invited to step forward and square up this vexing business.  I tell you, you can't square the circle, but it seems that these great scholars have learned how to circle the square.  If they can do it, let them step to the front and do the trick!  


4.
Malachi 1:11: "For from the rising of the sun to going down of the same, My name shall be great among the Gentiles".  "How does that suit you?  It looks like that ought to fix it.  This time it is the Lord of Hosts Himself who is doing the talking..."


5.
His last argument is especially relevant in our day of "science says".  Astronomical papers were sent to Jasper with all of the latest findings of science.  Jasper quotes from these `authoritative sources': "Let me see what you said.  You say that it is 3,339,002 miles from the earth to the sun.  That's what you say.  Another one says that the distance is 12,000,000; another got it to 27,000,000.  I hear that the great Isaac Newton worked it up to 28,000,000; and later on, the philosophers raised it to 50,000,000.  The last one gets bigger than the others and runs it up to 90,000,000.  None of them agrees, so they run a guessing game.  Now, when all these guessers can have a convention in Richmond, and l agree upon the same thing, I'd be glad to hear from you again."  


This sermon was a sensation.  It was preached more than 250 times to huge audiences.  But the most interesting thing about it is this: it wasn't really an apologetic sermon at all.  It was full of evangelism and edification!  


"What do I care about the sun?  The day comes when the sun will be called from his race-track, and his light squelched forever; the moon shall turn to blood, and this earth shall be consumed with fire.  Let them go; that won't scare me or trouble God's elect people, for the word of the Lord shall endure forever, and on that solid rock we stand and shall not be moved."  


"Our eyes go far beyond the smaller stars; our home is clean out of sight of those twinkling orbs; the chariot that will come to take us to our Father's mansion will sweep by those flickering lights and never halt till it brings us in clear view of the throne of the Lamb.  Don't hitch your hopes to the sun or the stars; your home has got Jesus for its light, and your hopes must travel up that way...Go on, go on, you ransomed of the Lord; shout His praises and I will meet you in the New Jerusalem, where the Lamb of the Lord is the light of the saints".  


This small sample of Jasper's preaching must do.  Let's go on to look at him as a man.  A woman who knew him long and well, described his character in the most glowing terms.  She said that he was:


1.
Truthful.  "Brother Jasper was as straightforward a man as you could see.  You could rely upon every word he told you".  


2.
No lover of money.  "He didn't care much about money--he was no money seeker, and yet it looked like he always had money, and he was always the first to give".  He took a salary of $62.50 per month, refused many raises, and used to money taken in by itinerant preaching to support his church and help the poor.


3.
Accessible.  "Brother Jasper was not a partial preacher.  His church was his family, and he had not favorites.  He did not bow down to the high or hold himself above the low.  Any of his people could come to him with any of their struggles or sorrows".  Keep this in mind, he preached to more than 2,000 hearers every Lord's Day.  


4.
A lover of children.  "He had a great way of stopping and talking to children.  He was a beautiful story teller and the children often flocked to his house to hear him tale good tales.  He kept pennies in his pocket and often dropped them along for the children, till the children would think he was the greatest man who ever put foot on earth.  


5.
A sanctified, but not stuffy, conversationalist.  "Brother Jasper was sociable with everybody, and nobody could beat him as a talker.  He had the grandest stories and jokes that he loved to tell, and the folks went wild to hear.  But you must know that he was mighty careful about how he talked.  You never heard any bad words from his mouth".  


6.
Conscientious about debts.  His biographer wrote, "Jasper was an inexorable debt-payer".  One night at church, Jasper told a rapt audience, "I don't care when I drop, I have paid all my debts".  


7.
Respected.  His own people said: "No other preacher could walk like him.  You felt the ground became holy where he went.  Some of them said it was equal to a revival to see John Jasper moving along the street."  White people thought as highly of him, too.  And remember, this was at a time when race relations in the South were at an all-time low.  Hatcher says, "Many legislators, judges, governors, and other men of eminent distinction went to hear him preach.  Many of the most distinguished white preachers of the country made it a point to go to his church on Sunday afternoon whenever they were in Richmond.  Even Jews thought the world of him.  They called him "Father Abraham".  


This describes, in short, the character and ministry of John Jasper.  

He died in 1901, aged 89 years.  


"Blessed are the dead who die in the Lord;


They rest from their labors,


And their works do follow them".

