David Livingstone, Jesus’ debtor until the end 

by Tinuke Jagun, Washington UBF (tinukej@yahoo.com)

Key Verse: Isaiah 6:8

“Then I heard the voice of the Lord saying, ‘Whom shall I send? And who will go for us?’ And I said, ‘Here am I. Send me!’” 

 The “Dark” Continent 
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The continent of Africa was so labeled by European colonialists whose impression of the enormous, uncharted continent was that it was filled with vicious savages. Despite their concerns about safety, some chose to exploit this virgin continent who introduced the natives to the atrocious commerce of slave-trade. However, in the midst of those tumultuous times, God did not forget this distressed continent, but He raised up men and women of faith to whom He revealed that the darkness of this continent wasn’t the savagery of the people, but the absence of Jesus, the light of the world. In the 19th century, love for Africa burned in the hearts of men like David Livingstone, and today, the continent has millions of Christians. 

His Upbringing


David Livingstone was born on March 19th 1813 as the second out of five children in a village with a population of about 2000 in Blantyre, near Glasgow, Scotland. His parents were poor but hard workers and devout Christians. His father, Neil Livingstone was a man of great spiritual earnestness who loved to evangelize the gospel [image: image2.png]e R
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wherever he could to young people. He tried to instill in his 5 children good Christian discipline, and made sure they had basic education. At the age of 10, David Livingstone had to work from 6am to 8pm at the Blantyre cotton mills, and during this time developed an interesting study habit. He would tie his books to the spinning wheels and read sentence after sentence as the wheel came around while he worked. He worked this way for thirteen years during which he pursued the study of Latin. From age 12, David Livingstone became aware of the implications of all of he learned from the bible. However, he was far from accepting personally this free gift of salvation the reason being a sense of shamefulness for receiving such a blessing without first experiencing some kind of paranormal change by the Spirit of God, such as a sign by the Holy Spirit signaling his worthiness. Meanwhile, he rejected the only sign for atonement for our transgressions, Jesus’ death and resurrection.  He had a similar struggle with Nicodemus’ that had difficulty accepting Jesus’ words. He came looking for the teacher who performed miraculous signs, but all he really needed was to accept Jesus the Word to be born again and to see the kingdom of God.

 A missionary is born

At age 20, he underwent a great spiritual change, in which he recognized his error and confessed, 

“I saw the duty and inestimable privilege immediately to accept salvation by Christ. Humbly believing that through sovereign mercy and grace I have been enabled to do so, and having felt in some measure its effect on my still depraved and deceitful heart, it is my desire to show my attachment to the cause of Him who died for me by devoting my life to his service.”
 

At a young age, Livingstone had experienced the grace of Jesus sacrifice and knowing that it bore a great cost, he felt indebted to Christ not just as a result of a guilty conscience, but constantly denied himself as a result of “a willing service under the glow of divine love”
. He accepted not just Jesus grace, but grace and apostleship and this became the secret of his mission life, a deep obligation to the one who bought him by His blood, out of love and mercy. 

Initially, Livingstone had no intention of being a missionary. Instead, he vowed to give to missionary societies all he earned, keeping for himself only what was necessary for his survival. He decided this was not nearly enough when at the age of 21 Blantyre was visited by missionaries from China who brought news of the much needed funding for missions, and the greater need for missionaries. Without needing much convincing, he made up his mind to go to China as a missionary and subsequently prepared for the arduous mission by determining to become a self-supporting missionary in the form of a phycician. During his medical education at Anderson’s College in Glasgow, he had to live very poorly. While studying, he applied to the London Missionary Society, an organization which accepted, trained and sent out missionaries from all denominations so long as their mission was to preach the gospel of Jesus. In his application, he stated his objective as a missionary was to make the gospel known to the young. However, he did not make such a declaration without counting the cost, which when he did shows he was as valiant and as truthful in his duty to God regardless. 

He reflects, 

“The hardships and dangers of mission life, so far as I have had the means of ascertaining their nature and extent, have been the subject of serious reflection, and in dependence on the promised assistance of the Holy Spirit, I have no hesitation in saying that I would willingly submit to them, considering my constitution capable of enduring any ordinary share of hardship or fatigue.”
 

Interestingly enough, he made up his mind not to marry, make any proposals of marriage, or fall in love before entering the mission field for want of his aspiration to be like the Apostle Paul, free from the concern of a family and completely devoted to the Lord’s affairs.  In 1838, at age 25, his application to the London Missionary Society was accepted, but to his disappointment, he was posted to the continent of Africa and not China as he had requested because through the Opium war, God had closed China’s doors to the English. He had his own ideas, but God had other plans for the work He wanted him to do. Sometimes, God’s plans do not comply with ours; in those times especially, we must not remain fixed on our own ideas but be new wineskin, have God’s vision for our new direction and work hard on the path God has set for us.

After completing his medical education, he endured a 2 year rigorous missionary training in London. Here he learned more Latin, Greek and Hebrew. In addition, he received message training much like many UBF messengers do where he was required to write sermons, and once corrected, memorize them and recite it to the congregation. One humorous account of Livingstone’s preaching skills is revealed on the occasion when he had to give a message due to the sudden illness of the attending minister. He stood in front of the congregation and the words began to pour out of his mouth until he went blank and abruptly excused himself from the audience saying, 

“Friends, I have forgotten all I had to say.”
 In fact while in his mission land, he confides to a close friend saying, “I am a very poor preacher, having a bad delivery and some of them said if they knew I was to preach again they would not enter the chapel.”

Livingstone received God’s calling at a time when he was young, strong and ambitious. He channeled his energy and ambition into preparing for and carrying out God’s work because to him, there was no other way to live, since he had been redeemed by the love and mercy of our Lord Jesus. These days, members of YDJ (Young Disciples of Jesus) are growing, and as we each receive the love and grace of Jesus’ salvation, we are also struggling to accept God’s calling and to carry out the work that God has entrusted to us by preaching the gospel. However, we are tempted by our worldly ambition to live for worldly success by simply focusing on our studies while assuming that the time to serve God will come when we are older. But, contrary to our feelings, we see here that in order follow in the footsteps of the servants of God who have gone before us, we must accept God’s calling right away, and debate it no longer. We must also channel our energy and ambition by working towards this goal, praying to know how and planning our careers in a way that we can be most useful to God. Since we are young, perhaps we aren’t plagued by many past failures, however we may harbor fears of future failures, but through Livingstone’s preaching experience during his training, we can be assured that in all our weaknesses, God’s glory is greatly revealed. 

 Mission-life as a young, single man

On Dec 8th 1840, he sailed on board the ship “George” to Southern Africa, where his destiny was to be realized. On arrival at Kuruman, a mission’s station where Robert Moffat his future father-in-law manned, his first impression was this, 

“…there was not population enough about the South to justify a concentration of missionary labor there, and …the policy of the Society ought to be one of expansion, moving out far and wide wherever there was an opening and making the utmost use of native agency, in order to cultivate so wide a field.”
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In other words, they were to preach the gospel and pray to raise up shepherds and shepherdesses from among the natives and send them out to spread the gospel all over Africa.  Livingstone became filled with a pioneering spirit, and it was to this end that he would dedicate the thirty years of his mission life. Not long after arriving in Kuruman, Livingstone set out with 2 native Christians at his own expense and a fellow missionary on a 250 mile trip South of Kuruman in efforts to secure a new region for a mission’s station. They found Mabotsa, meaning “marriage-feast” to be a suitable place for the work of God because of the peaceful tribe and the dense population. However, there was only one problem with the location, it was infested with lions. While building a settlement here, he was mauled by a lion which left eleven tooth marks in his arm and crushed his arm so badly that he never regained its perfect use. He explains that “A wound from this animal's tooth resembles a gun-shot wound; it is generally followed by a great deal of sloughing and discharge, and pains are felt in the part periodically ever afterward.”
 Through this dreadful experience, his fear of death vanished. Had he decided to return to his homeland, he would have been justified, but the people and God’s mission had won his heart, and instead, he stayed. A five-day journey from Mabotsa lived the tribe of the Bakwains. Livingstone spent 6 months with this tribe, completely cut off from the other Europeans, during which time he learned their language, laws and way of life. He gained their trust and they attended his every need. In his prayer for them, Livingstone prayed that they wouldn’t ascribe undue title to him and treat him like a god, but rather accept the gospel of Jesus. His prayers didn’t go unanswered because Sechele the great chief of the Bakwains became conquered through the gospel and one day in distress, he exclaimed, 

“Since it is true that all who die unforgiven are lost forever, why did your nation not come to tell us of it before now? My ancestors are all gone, and none of them knew anything of what you tell me...”
 

Livingstone replied “multitudes in our own country were like himself [yourself], so much in love with their sins.” Through the work of regeneration done by the Holy Spirit, after Sechele’s repentance, he sent away his many wives with compensation, keeping only one wife, much like Abraham sent away Hagar, and in 1848 after Livingstone moved further into central Africa, Sechele and his people moved with him and built a church in the new location of Kolobeng. However, chief Sechele had to grow in order to be a Shepherd. At first, he wanted to punish his people until they submitted to the gospel, but was counseled to do otherwise by his bible teacher. He was frustrated at how much patience was needed to share his faith with his people and one day sighed, "In former times…when a chief was fond of hunting, all his people got dogs, and became fond of hunting too.  If he was fond of dancing or music, all showed a liking to these amusements too.  If the chief loved beer,

they all rejoiced in strong drink.  But in this case it is different. I love the Word of God, and not one of my brethren will join me."
God had used Livingstone to raise one Abraham of faith with a shepherd heart for Southern Africa. Despite the progress the gospel had made in these regions, there were times in which the people seemed so unmoved and unrepentant, through all this, Livingstone still had one nagging question, “Who will penetrate Africa?”

 Family life on the mission field

In 1844, Livingstone got engaged to Mary Moffat who was the perfect marriage candidate, thus giving new meaning to village of Mabotsa. She was born in Southern Africa, as the eldest daughter of missionaries Robert and Mary Moffat, a second generation; however, this was not the merit to which she ought to be commended. She had a willing heart to serve in the work of God and recognizing her role as God’s servant, she was ready to help anyway she could, and supported her husband even to the point of her death. There was no doubt of his love for his wife and his willingness to give up himself for her and make her pure before God by making an environment for her to grow spiritually. During their engagement, he writes, 

“And now my dearest, farewell. May God bless you! Let your affection be towards him more than towards me; and, kept by his mighty power and grace, I hope I shall never give you cause to regret that you have given me a part. Whatever friendship we feel towards each other, let us always look to Jesus as our common friend and guide…”
 

While informing her of the progress of the house he was building for them at Mabotsa, he writes playfully, “It is pretty hard work, and almost enough to drive love out of my head, but it[love] is not situated there; it is in my heart…” In 1845, they got married and to his surprise, marriage was not a hindrance to his serving the mission, but rather, an unexpected blessing because the tribes were much less suspicious of the work of the missionaries. The women and children opened up to Mary and she was indeed a source of blessing to the people wherever they went and was a key-person in Livingstone’s mission life.

Family life in the rough conditions under which they lived perhaps was the most unbearable for Livingstone. He was often criticized for the thin state of his wife since she joined him. He wrote home about the mosquitoes which bit his children so that “not a square inch of whole skin was to be found on their bodies.”
 On one occasion, there was a severe drought in the region they were journeying; it was so terrible that only a small amount of water remained for the children who grew thirstier by the day. He confessed, 

“The idea of their perishing before our eyes was terrible; it would almost have been a relief to me to have been reproached with being the entire cause of the catastrophe, but not one syllable of unbraiding was uttered by their mother, though the tearful eye told the agony.”
 

Sadly, on December 4th 1850, David and Mary lost their fourth child at six weeks of age to a raging epidemic and Mary became paralyzed on her right side and had to return to Kuruman, the station closest to Cape Town where she could receive adequate medical assistance. It’s no wonder that in 1852, Livingstone sent his family back England to regain their health while he continued for 4 years on the grueling task of studying and mapping the country in efforts to open up Africa for the missionary work of the future. During the four years he spent apart from them, he wrote many touching letters to Mary and his first born, Agnes. Knowing how difficult it would be for the children to remain apart from their father for such a long period of time, he always urged them to love Jesus, and that in spite of his own immeasurable love for them, Jesus was their best friend and “Papa who is in heaven.”

 Pioneering Spirit

On his journeys through the unexplored regions of Southern and Central Africa, Livingstone encountered difficulties that no doubt challenged him, yet at no time was he willing to give up the mission of opening up the continent for the work of God. Many of the natives heard that he had the ability to treat diseases, and some walked as much as 130 miles to get advice and treatment. As a result, he was able to pass on valuable advice about medicine as well as preach the good news to those who came from far away to meet him. Perhaps with mixed feelings, Livingstone reflected, “… this is a country for a medical man if he wants a large practice, but he must leave fees out of the question!”
 He couldn’t make any significant amount of money from being a physician. But his determination to spread the word was severe to the point that he wrote to his brother-in-law saying, “I shall open up a path to the interior or perish.” His lightheartedness while writing to Mary about the attack on his company and plunder of his goods by Dutch Boers who sought to enslave the natives reflects that in his heart he was a true martyr who had his hope in the kingdom of God. He writes,

 “God will preserve me still. He has work for me…We shall remove more easily now that we are lightened of our furniture. They have taken away our sofa. I never had a good rest on it.”
 

For a time, when he thought he might perish on the journey, he wrote in his journal, 

“I will place no value on anything I have or may possess, except in relation to the kingdom of Christ. If anything will advance the interests of that kingdom, it shall be given away or kept, only as by giving or keeping of it I shall most promote the glory of Him to whom I owe all my hopes in time and eternity…Help me, Thou who knowest my frame and pitiest as a father his children.”

In 1856, after 16 years in Africa, Livingstone returned home to England, where he was reunited with his wife and children. Here, he was commended by scientists for increasing geographical information on the continent, by politicians for opening up the large districts to trade, and by Christians for carrying out the work of God faithfully.

He received a lot of public interest, was invited to deliver speeches and was awarded honorary degrees from Glasgow and Oxford. His most notable speech was given at Cambridge University on Dec 4th 1857. At the end of this speech, Livingstone made an impressively persuasive appeal for missionaries for his beloved Africa. He said, 

“The sort of men who are wanted for missionaries are such as I see before me; men of education, standing, enterprise, zeal and piety…I beg to direct your attention to Africa…I know that in a few years, I will be cut off in that country, which is now open; do not let it be shut again…do carry out the work which I have begun. I LEAVE IT WITH YOU!”
 

It was quite a speech; through it God moved the hearts of the Universities to do his work and in 1861, 5 Englishmen and a bishop from the Universities mission’s group arrived in Cape Town to evangelize the gospel. Like Livingstone, they didn’t stay in the region where many missionaries had already settled; instead they journeyed to uncharted regions of Southern Africa to proclaim the gospel. 

Serving God’s mission until the end

In March 1858, Mary refusing to allow her husband to return to Africa alone insisted on accompanying him with their youngest son Oswell. As a result of yet another decline in her health, she was forced to remain in Sierra Leone while David went on to Zambesi. In Sierra Leone, on November 16th 1858, she delivered a baby girl Anna Mary, of whom he only heard about a year after her birth. In February of 1862, David and Mary were reunited once again, but only a few months after this on the 27th of April, Mary passed on after a violent illness raked her body. Livingstone was broken hearted over the death of his wife and he wept like a child. In his journal he writes, 

“It is the first heavy stroke I have suffered, and quite takes away my strength. I wept over her who well deserved many tears. I loved her when I married her, and the longer I lived with her I loved her the more…I hope it may, by divine grace, lead me to realize heaven as my home, and that she has but preceded me in the journey…For the first time in my life I feel willing to die.”
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Mary’s body was buried in Shupanga. Rather than give up since the love of his life had been taken from him, Livingstone fought the good fight boldly for another 11years on a mission to open up Africa to the world as an attempt to expand the kingdom of God and to eradicate the slave-trade. He was convinced that the more the world knew about Africa, the more slave-trade would be swept away forever. On May 1, 1873 he was found on his knees at his bedside, he had passed away, perhaps while making his last request to God for the beloved Continent. According to tradition, the 2 native Christians who found him buried his heart under a Mvula tree in the village of Ilala where he passed away.
 Then, they carried his body bravely through many hostile tribes to Cape Town so his body could be shipped to his homeland where he now rests in Westminster Abbey with some of the greatest nobles of time. If any doubts arise in our hearts as to the value of life in the service of our Lord Jesus, we can be reassured of its immeasurable value when we read his speech to the students at Cambridge University years before he passed. He states, 

“For my own part, I have never ceased to rejoice that God has appointed me to such an office. People talk of the sacrifice I have made in spending so much of my life in Africa. Can that be called a sacrifice which is simply paid back as a small part of a great debt owing to our God, which we can never repay? Is that a sacrifice which brings its own blest reward in healthful activity, the consciousness of doing good, peace of mind, and a bright hope of a glorious destiny hereafter? Say rather it is a privilege. Anxiety, sickness, suffering, or danger now and then, with a foregoing of the common conveniences and charities of this life, may make us pause, and cause the spirit to waver, and the soul to sink; but let this only be for a moment. All these are nothing when compared with the glory which shall hereafter be revealed in and for us.”

Livingstone’s influence did not end in Africa. His vision that missionaries not remain stagnant in any one place has affected us here in Washington, UBF. For 10 years, God has filled our mission station, this center, with over 100 Sunday worship attendees and has raised up many young disciples through YDJ (Young disciples of Jesus). The young disciples want to move out and be pioneers by offering ourselves as short term missionaries to spread the gospel all over the world. My prayer for YDJ is that we may receive and accept God’s calling at our young age and present ourselves willingly for God’s service, preaching the gospel fearlessly wherever God may send us; that we may endure all difficulties because we have received the love and grace of Jesus Christ who redeemed us from our sins and gave us a life with meaning and mission.

Missionary Jacob has vision that we may go out to pioneer new campuses in the East Coast and even further to Peru in South America. May God bless our prayer topic to be a blessing to 219 East Coast campuses and to be a “Kingdom of Priests and a Holy Nation.” 
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