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Chapter XV 
 

‘The Iron did Swim.'  
 
And the sons of the prophets said unto Elisha, Behold now, the place where we dwell with thee 
is too strait for us. Let us go, we pray thee, unto Jordan, and take thence every man a beam, and 
let us make us a place there, where we may dwell. And he answered, Go ye. And one said, Be 
content, I pray thee, and go with thy servants. And he answered, I will go. So he went with them. 
And when they came to Jordan, they cut down wood. But as one was felling a beam, the axe-
head fell into the water: and he cried, and said, Alas, master! for it was borrowed. And the man 
of God said Where fell it? And he shewed him the place. And he cut down a stick, and cast it in 
thither; and the iron did swim. Therefore said he, Take it up to thee. And he put out his hand, 
and took it. — 2 Kings vi. 1-7. 
 
This is a simple incident of every-day life. 
 
One of Elisha’s young men was felling a tree that was required for the erection of a new Training 
Home, when his axe-head flew off, and dropped into the stream near by which he was at work. 
The youth at once expressed regret, especially because the axe was not his own: ‘Alas, master! 
for it was borrowed.' Asking where it fell, Elisha took a stick and cast that also into the stream, 
when lo! the axe-head immediately rose to the surface, and the young man stretched out his 
hand and took it. ‘The iron did swim.' 
 
The iron did swim. This was, of course, a miracle; that is to say, it was an event contrary to the 
established and well-known course of things, and it was such an event wrought by the immediate 
power of God. 
 
A miracle is the testimony of God; it is His own special witness to His own power. I say special, 
because, in reality, we are surrounded by witnesses of that power. Many things we see are, in 
one sense, miraculous. For example, we put a tiny seed into the ground, and in a few weeks it 
becomes a strong plant bearing a hundred or a thousand similar seeds; but how this change has 
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come about we do not know. We often see the storm, and perhaps suffer from the destructive 
effects of the wind; but where the wind comes from, or where it goes to, we cannot tell. We know 
that, by a very simple process, that mighty thing we call electricity is collected, so that it may be 
used for our benefit, and we often see the uses to which it is put, but how it is gathered, nay, 
what it is, is hidden from us. Because, however, these wonders are going on all around us all the 
time, according to a system of things with which we have become familiar, they make but little 
impression upon us. If they were not frequent and usual in our lives they would appear more 
wonderful, and would compel us to acknowledge them as the direct acts of God. Now, a miracle, 
being something out of the usual course and procedure, does compel that recognition, and 
although it may not in itself be any more wonderful than some of the marvels which we see every 
day, it does by its very strangeness and suddenness compel us, in a special way, to acknowledge 
that it is in deed and in truth the work of God. 
 
Such was this incident of the iron that could swim. The floating axe-head was in itself no more 
wonderful than the life of the little fishes in that same water, or than the force which had drawn 
it down to the bottom of the stream the moment that it was released from the handle; but it was 
so uncommon for iron to swim, so opposed to the natural order, that its doing so stands out as 
a proof that God can set aside one of His own laws just as easily as He can sustain it, and that all 
these laws are subject to Him, and not He to them. 
 
But if we are ready to acknowledge God when we see such wonders in the natural world, ought 
we not to be, at least, as ready to recognise Him when we are permitted to see His work in the 
spiritual world? If that morning we had stood by the young Prophet's side, and seen the iron rise 
unbidden to the top of the water, should we not have been ready to exclaim, 'Lo! God is in this 
place'? Would our first thought have been of Elisha, or of any other human agency? Would it not 
have been of God? And yet, wonderful as it was that ‘the iron did swim,' that was but a small 
thing in comparison to the wonders we are permitted to see and experience daily — wonders, I 
mean, that are wrought by the Divine power in the souls and lives of those around us. Let us, 
then, be quick to recognise God in them; let us boldly acknowledge His power in them; let us 
give Him the glory for them. 
 



 

Bible Battle-Axes — Chapter Fifteen 3 

1. One of the great spiritual wonders which always seems to me to bear the visible imprint of 
God's fingers, is conviction of sin. Have you ever tried to convince wicked men of their 
wickedness? Apart from the Holy Ghost given to them, it is, perhaps, the most hopeless of all 
human tasks. They cannot, they will not, see their wrong-doing. No matter how you explain and 
entreat, no matter how you may appeal to their hearts, to their judgment, or to their interests; 
no matter how vividly you yourself see the iniquity and horribleness of their sin, and no matter 
how rapidly its consequences are felt to be approaching — they see and feel nothing. They are 
cold, and hard, and irresponsive, and perhaps send you away with a curse; or, if they are 
outwardly respectable, with a sneer. 
 
And then, some time after - perhaps, after the lapse of a few hours, perhaps of a few months — 
you meet them again, and find them in an agony of conviction. They weep and groan, they see 
their sins like mountains, they refuse their food, and are sometimes even unable to sleep, 
seeming almost demented with grief. ‘If this be conviction,' said one such soul, who, in his agony, 
had become dangerously ill, and was tortured day and night by the consciousness of his 
transgressions — 'If this be conviction, what is hell?' 
 
And I have often found that the truest conviction had very little relation to fear of Judgment. 
That may have helped to arouse it, but the real thing — the conviction wrought by the Spirit of 
God — is a deep inward and vivid consciousness of personal guilt, which is quite distinct from 
the fear of hell, which breaks down fear of opposition and shatters pride, is utterly opposed to 
every self-gratification and self-deception to which the sinner has been accustomed, and which 
often comes about in spite of powerful opposing influences around him. 
 
No power but God's power can bring about such a condition of things. It is as really a direct 
interference of God with the ordinary course of things as is any other miracle. He, and He alone, 
can thus convict the sinner, making the iron to swim. 
 
2. The assurance of forgiveness to a guilty soul is also another of the miracles of Grace. Consider 
for a moment what it means. To begin with, the convicted sinner is full of his sin. He sees it; he 
feels its guilt. Conscience, which has been asleep, perhaps, for years, is now awake again; 
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memory goes to her help, ransacks every dark corner of the past, and long-forgotten 
wickednesses start out of the silence and haunt the already apprehensive soul; the combined 
wrongs done against God and man — the sum total of neglect, of selfishness, of unbelief, of 
cruelty, the sins of a lifetime — stare him in the face, and attack and rend his soul. Whichever 
way he looks, he recognises that the greatest thing in all his life is his sin. 
 
All this deeply affects the outer as well as the inner life of the convicted sinner, but there is no 
possibility of any outward communication to comfort him. He can hear no voice; he cannot feel 
the touch of any hand; he cannot see with the outer eyes any vision of a pardoning Judge. All 
his life, it may be, he has been accustomed only to live by sight and sense, and now no sight or 
sense can guide or help him. Some of the wrongs he has done have been wrought against his 
fellows; he has sinned in the affairs of everyday life; and, worse still, has caused others to sin; and 
now remorse lays hold of him by the heart-strings when he dares to hope that he can ever know 
their forgiveness. 
 
But in the midst of this flood of misery, further darkened as it is by gloomy anticipation of having 
to meet an angry Maker, behold! without the aid of any material or man-made help, and without 
even the hope of any human comfort, by simple faith, all is changed, and from the depths of 
despair the sinner leaps at one bound into the glorious assurance of pardon. 
 
Now, I know of no natural law which can for one moment account for such a change. Natural law 
says that what a man soweth he must reap; that as the tree grows, so it will — nay, must — 
continue to grow. But here all is changed in one instant! Conscience is appeased — the chains, 
the cruel chains, the devil's chains, fall off; the dungeon, once so dark, streams with light; the 
whole being is manifestly transformed, and sorrow makes way for a lifetime of joy. 
 
Now, I say that this can only be the work of God. No merely human effort, or skill, or influence 
could approach anywhere near to such a triumph over all that is natural and probable. The iron 
swims. 
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3. The change of nature or character, which we undoubtedly see in some of the Lord's people, 
is also a true miracle. Here is one of the permanent wonders of God's dealings with men. Take, 
as an example, a drunken woman, the slave of drink and vice, and compare not merely her 
conduct, but her whole nature, before and after her conversion. A little slum orphan, asked, the 
other day, whether she remembered her mother, promptly replied, Yes, the big fat woman what 
beat me! Think what a whole wilderness of human woe such a statement revealed, and think 
what thousands of such women we have seen changed from their squalid vice and cruelty into 
women of God, ruled by love, not only to their own flesh and blood, but to Him, and to those 
around them who had no claims of relationship upon them. 
 
Or, take an impure man, such a one as abounds in the great cities, steeped in moral filth, talking 
the talk of the sewers, and spreading everywhere, among men and women alike, a kind of moral 
pestilence. His thoughts and words, as well as his deeds, are infected with uncleanness, and the 
very fountains of his nature are tainted beyond recovery, so far as human help can go. But we 
have seen many such not only made correct in outward acts but changed in tastes, in desire, in 
preference — that is, in their very nature — and transformed, so that they loved and sought after 
what they formerly hated, and hated and shunned what they once loved. They are washed, they 
are sanctified, they are justified in the name of the Lord Jesus and by the Spirit of our God. 
 
Now, this is all in direct opposition to the ordinary laws of the moral world. Under those laws, 
badness tends to worse badness, falsehood to deeper falsehood; passion inclines to baser 
passion; impurity to greater impurity. All character tends to become permanent; bad natures 
become fixed in bad tendencies, in bad preferences, in bad choices; and bad men grow more 
and more powerless to change themselves. 
 
When, therefore, we see those who have from their youth up been accustomed to do and be 
evil, changed to do and love what is good; when we see the unfaithful mother loving her children; 
and the impure man cleansed from his impurity and from the love of what is impure; and the 
selfish and self-seeking man forgetting himself and loving others first, we are compelled to 
exclaim, This is a miracle — this is none other than the work of the Divine Spirit. ‘Lo! God is here!' 
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To us who witness these and other similar manifestations of the power of God, what a call they 
are to trust in Him! I have often heard dear saints wishing that they had lived in the time of Moses, 
or Joshua, or David, that they might have seen the arm of the Lord made bare in some of the 
mighty works He wrought by those men, and have been enabled better to trust in Him. And yet 
all the time, before their very eyes, were wonders, if anything, greater than any that He 
performed in the days of old. Comrades, do not let us make the mistake of looking for Jesus in 
the empty sepulchre, and missing Him in the common earth-marked garb of the gardener. These 
moral miracles are in reality, far grander than any which have happened in the world of nature. 
To convert a sinner from the error of his way is a higher wonder than to bring down fire from 
heaven; to loose the slave of lust from his bondage is a greater triumph than to change the water 
into wine; to save the three thousand in one day at Pentecost was a miracle of far higher moment 
in every way than to slay all the firstborn in Egypt, or to lay low the host of Sennacherib in one 
awful night. 
 
The same thought and power which, when working in wood and stone, produce a work of value, 
will produce what is of far greater worth and more lasting value if working in gold or precious 
stones The power of God is always the same power; but when that power is shown forth in the 
spiritual and the moral nature of man, the wonders achieved are far grander and more enduring 
than when He works among the passing forms of nature, even though they be suns and seas and 
skies, or when the issue be life or death itself. 
 
Stand in awe, then, when God works — especially when His work is seen in the deathless fabric 
of a soul. Take your shoes from off your feet in His presence. Believe, and rejoice, and worship 
Him when you hear the sinner cry for mercy or see the slave of evil made free, for that is God 
making Himself visible in your very midst. 
 


