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L E T T E R S

то А

PHILOSOPHICAL UNBELIEVER .

P ART. 11.

L E T T E R I.

Ofthe Nature of Teftimony.

DEAR SIR,

I

Am happy to find that, in my former

Letters, I have been able to ſuggeſt

to you ſuch conſiderations as, by the

help of your own juft reflections, have

removed the difficulties that lay in your

way with reſpect to the belief of the being

of a God, and of his moral government of

PART II . B the
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may be

3

the world , But you think that the argu

ments from the light of nature, in favour

of a future life, amount to little more than

to ſhew that the thing is not impoſſible, not

being, upon the whole, repugnant to the

obſerved courſe of nature ; and that the

ſtriking fact of our ſeeing men die juſt like

brutes, or plants, without any ſymptom of

revival, wears ſo different an aſpect, that

you cannot think we are ſufficiently autho

rižed to indulge ſo much as what

called the hope of a reſurrection . For as

to the opinion of an immaterial foul, diſtinct

from the body, which makes its eſcape at

death, we are both agreed, that no appear

ance in nature favours the ſuppoſition.

Whatever the powers of perception and

thought be in themſelves, they evidentlyde

pend upon the organization of the brain ;

and therefore , according to all the received

rules of philoſophizing, muſt be aſcribed to

it, ſo that they cannot ſubliſt without it.

Acknowledging , however, as you do, that

a future life, and an endlefs continuance of

being (in which we ſhall make continual

advances
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advances in knowledge and virtuej enlarge

ing out comprehenfion of mind without

limits) affords a flattering proſpect ; and ag

this is Arosgly, ded with the greáfelt con

Aidence; held out to us in the chriſtian , if

tot in the Jewiſh , revelation , in which you

know I am a believer, you with that I

would explain to you , as diſtinctly as I can ,

and froin the firft principles of affent; the

proper ground of this faith in revealed re

ligion, in the ſame manner, as, in my
for

mer correſpondence, I explained the princi

ples of natural teligion. In other words, you

wilt me to inform you, on what foundas

tion it is, that I believe that the Maker of

the world, and of man, has at anỳ time rë.

vealed bis will to any part of the human

tade, fo as to promiſe eternal life and hap

pineſs to thoſe who obey it.

Encouraged by the fucceſs of my former

attempt, I am very ready, on this; as on that

occafion ; to give you all the fatisfaction in

my power ; and I eatneſtly with that it

may be with the fame effect ; as I am con

fident that, difpofed as you are to the praca

ticeB 2
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rice of virtue, a belief in revelation will

make you a ſtill better and much happier

man , even in this life. You will look

with unſpeakably more pleaſure on every

thing around you , and quit this ſcene of

things, not only without regret , but with a

ſatisfaction far exceeding that which you

have ever had in it .

I fhall begin with obſerving, that the

evidence of revelation is neceſſarily of the

hiftorical kind , and reſts upon teſtimony :

and though I hardly need to explain the

foundation of our faith in teſtimony, I ſhall,

by way of introduction to the difquiſition I

am undertaking , obſerve, that, philoſophi

cally conſidered, it ariſes from ourexperience:

that it may be depended upon ; it having

been found that there is generally a corre

fpondence between what is aſſerted by men ,

and the things, or events , which their af

ſertions, reſpect , Thus , if one perſon tells

me that another ſaid , or did , fo or ſo , and I

find by any other evidence ( for inſtance that

of my own fenfes) that he actually did ſay,

of do, what I was informed of, I am ſatir

fied
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fied that the aſſertion I heard was true. If

I find by repeated experience, that the ſame

perſon never does deceive me, I. conclude

that there muſt be a ſufficient caufe for this

conſtant appearance, and that, in the ſame

circumſtances, the ſame effect may be de

pended upon .
In common language, I ſay

that
my informer is a mun of veracity, and

that he will not deceive me. In the fame

manner, if, notwithſtanding a number of

impoſitions, I find that among mankind at?

large, a regard to truth greatly prevails over

falſehood , I conclude that there is in gene

ral fufficient ground for faith in teftimony. :)

Examining this intereſting appearance

more cloſely, I find in what caſes teſtimony

is moſt apt to be fallacious, as thoſe in which

men either have not ſufficient opportunity

of being well informed themſelves, or thoſe

in which they have an intereſt in deceiving

others
and ſeparating theſe from other

caſes of human teſtimony, I find a ſtill

ſtronger ground of afſent in the remaining

caſes,

;

B 3 It
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It is true, that ſingle per fons may be fa

circumſtanced, as that though to appearance,

they may have had ſufficient opportunity of

being well informed themſelves, and we can

diſcover in them no deſign to impoſe upon

others, yet, through ſome unknown cauſe,

their teftimoſy may be defective on one or

both of theſe accounts , But when we have

the concurrent teſtimony of different perſons,

unconnected with each other, equally com

petent judges of what they relate, and to ap :

pearance equally impartial, that defect in the

evidence is remoyed , it being to the laſt de

gree improbable that the fame, or different

unknown influences ſhould affect many dif

ferent perſons, no way connected with each

other. Accordingly, in many caſes, we do,

not entertain the leaſt ſenſible doubt of the

truth of teftimony, as that there exięts fuch

a city as Rome, or that Alexander conquered

Darius. Our faith in a mathematical truth

cannot be perceived to be ſtronger than our

faith in ſuch hiſtorical propoſitions as thefe.

I am, Dear Sir, yours, &c .

J. PRIESTLEY.
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L E T T E R II.

Of the Evidence ofRevelation .

DEAR SIR,

A

S human teſtimony is a ſufficient ground

of faith , it is applicable to every thing

of which men can he ſaid to be witneſſes,

that is, of whatever comes under the cog

nizance of their ſenſes, as ſeeing, hearing,

& c . and there is no fact fo extraordinary,

or unexpected, but may ſafely be admitted

on this ground ; there being no limit in this

caſe, but that of abſolute impoffiblity,

Now , it cannot be denied but that it is

in the power of God, the maker of the

world, to fignify his will to men , in the

manner deſcribed in the hiſtory of the Jewiſh

and chriſtian revelations, to perform all that

is there advanced as a proof of his interpofi

tion in the caſe , and likewiſe to fulfil every

thing that is there promiſed ; the moſt im

portant article of which, is the raiſing of all

mankind
B 4
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mankind from the dead , and enduing them

with a power of immortal life . Becauſe

there is nothing in all this that įmplies a

greater degree of power than muſt have

been exerted in the creation ofſuch a ſyſtem

as this of which we are a part . Whatever

power it was that eſlabliſhed, the fame, no

doubt, can change, the laws of nature, or

ſuſpend the operation of them ; and I muſt

now take it for granted , that there is a cauſe,

or author of nature, and that this is a de.

figning cauſe .

Whether this Being eſtabliſhed the pre

ſent order of nature from eternity, ſo that

it be coeval with himſelf, or this part of

the ſyſtem had a beginning, from an exere

țion of power independent of any thing that

preceded it, it muſt be in itſelf poſſible, that

the fame Being may exert a ſimilar power

whenever he pleaſes. There is no con

ceivable difference between this caſe and

that of a man capable of erecting any paf

ticular engine, and retaining the power of

ſtopping the motion of the engine, or al .

tefipg the conſtruction of it. All that can

' be



PHILOSOPHICAL UNBELIEVER.
9

be ſaid is , that no motive could exiſt, which

ſhould induce the author of nature to inter

poſe in this manner. But who can be

authorized to ſay that the Divine Being,

the author of nature , muſt neceſſarily leave

the preſent ſyſtem to the operation of the

preſent laws of it, and that there could

never be any propriety, or uſe, in ſuſpending

them ? It muſt be extreme arrogance in

any man to pronounce in this manner con

cerning his maker.

Some interruption of the courſe of na

ture is the only proper evidence of the in

terpoſition of the author of nature, and

every
other kind of evidence muſt necefla

rily be equivocal . Now there is an account

of a great variety of ſuch interpofitions in

the hiſtorical books of ſcripture, facts, of

which great numbers of perſons, in ſome

caſes, whole nations (by no means in cir

cumſtances in which it can be ſuppoſed that

they would be deceived themſelves, or be

willing to deceive others ) were witneſſes.

Theſe interpofitions were not confined to

one age of the world, bụt diſtinguiſhed ſe

veral
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yeral ages, to the time of Chriſt and the

apoſtl
es

.

The reality, however, of theſe events, is

that which must be called in queſtion by

thoſe who do not believe in the Jewiſh or

chriſtian revelations. They muſt ſuppoſe,

that the evidence alleged for the miracu .

- Jous interpoſitions on the truth of which

theſe revelations reft is, in fome reſpect or

other, infufficient ; and what a philoſophical

believer replies to them is, that there is a

law reſpecting the validity of human teſti

mony, as well as other things , and that

this particular teſtimony is ſo circum

ſtanced , as that it will be more extraordi

nary , if it be not true, than if the things

related ſhould have happened. For ſuch

teſtimony is itſelf to be conſidered as a fant,

or appearance, which requires to be ac

counted for, as much as any other fact

whatever. The moſt idle report cannot be

raiſed without a cauſe. The unbeliever,

therefore, ſhould conſider how he can ac

count for the exiſtence of the Jewiſh and

chriſtian religions, and the hiſtory of them ,

1 as
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I

1

as themſelves indiſputable facts. The cauſe

of theſe facts, the believer ſays , is clearly

found in the hiſtories of thoſe religions ;

and he challenges the unbelieyer to account

for the facts on any other principle. Such

apprehend to be the true and philoſo

phical ttate of the queſtion which you wilh

me to diſcuſs .

The generality even of chriſtians have

been too apt to confider chriſtian faith as

ſomething of a different nature from that

which relates to other things, and unbe

lievers have, as might have been expected,

taken their advantage of this circumſtance .

But the philoſophical chriſtian forms his

judgment concerning all ſimilar propoſitions

on ſimilar principles, and makes no excep

tion with reſpect to matters of religion ,

Thus, in all abſtract propoſitions, that may

be reduced to number, or quantity, the evi

dence of truth is the coincidence of ideas

belonging to the ſubject and predicate of

any propoſition . If, for example, three

things, as three plants, three animals, or

three men , cannot be one thing, one plant,

one
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one animal , or one man ; neither can three

Divine Beings , or perfons ( for in this caſe

they muſt be the ſame thing ) be only one

God .

With reſpect to hypotheſes, to explain ap

pearances of any kind, the philoſophical

chriſtian conſiders himſelf as bound to ad

mit that which , according to the received

sules of philoſophizing, or reaſoning, is the ,

moft probable ; ſo that the queſtion between

him and other philoſophers is , whether his

hypotheſis or theirs will beſt explain the

known facts, ſuch as are the preſent belief of

Judaiſm and chriſtianity, and alſo the belief

of them in the earlieſt ages to which they

can be traced .

The unbeliever muſt ſay that theſe facts,

and all that we certainly know to have been

fact, may be admitted , without ſuppoſing

that Moſes, or Chriſt, had any divine mif

fion , or were authorized by God to teach

any doctrine at all ; and , conſequently, that

no miracles were ever wrought in proof of

their miſſion . Whereas, the philoſophical

chriſtian ſays, that ſuch facts as all perſona

2 in
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in the leaſt acquainted with hiſtory muſt

admit, neceſſarily lead us to conclude, that

Moſes and the ſubſequent prophets , and

alſo that Chriſt and the apoſtles, had a di

vine miſlion , and that miracles muſt have

been wrought in atteitation of them .

The philoſophical chriſtian farther ſays,

that the ſtate of things could never have

been what it is univerſally acknowledged to

be, and to have been, without miracles ; and

that the miracles which the unbeliever muſt

have recourſe to, beſides anſwering no con

ceivable good purpoſe, muſt have been infi

nitely more numerous, and of a more extra. .

ordinary nature, than any that he has occa

fion to admit . For he maintains that, if

the men who lived in the time of Moſes,

and alſo thoſe who lived in the time of

Chriſt and the apoſtles, were conſtituted as

men now are ( which muſt be taken for

granted ) they could not have believed the

miracles recorded in the books of Moſes,

and in the New Teſtament, without either

ſuch ſufficient evidence of their reality , as

the writers of theſe books relate that they

had
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had ( which he thinks noſt probable) or

without a fupernatural influence on their

minds, diſpoſing them to receive as true

what was at the ſame time totally deſtitute

of ſuch evidence, and likewiſe manifeſtly

contrary to their intereſt, and wiſhes to re

ceive ; fo that great numbers of men muſt

have been wliat we commonly call infa

tuated, or partially deprived of their fenfes; a

thing which no perſon, who conſiders the

circumſtances of the caſe, can poſſibly

admit.

They muſt alfo have been thus miracu

louſly infatuated for the fake of building

upon their belief of a feries of events which

had never happened, a ſyſtem of religion ,

which of courfe could not be true, and

therefore with a view to lead a great part

of mankind to this time, and probably to

the end of all time, into a great miſtake,

and a miſtake which they had no means of

ever rectifying

Now it can never be imagined that any

miracles, and particularly fo many, and of

to extraordinary a kind , as this ſcheme re

quires
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quires, ſhould have been wrought for ſuch a

purpoſe as this . And yet, the philofophi

cal chriſtian maintains, that there is , in

reality, no alternative between admitting ſuch

miracles as theſe, and for ſuch a purpoſe as

this, and the truth of thoſe recorded in the

books of Moſes, the goſpels, and the book

of Acts, the credibility of which , he ſubmits

to the moſt rigorous examination .

All that is neceſſary, therefore, to the pro

per diſcuſſion of the evidence of the divine

miſſion of Mofes, or of Chriſt, among

philoſophers, is to attend carefully to the

circumſtances which accompanied the pro.

mulgation of their reſpective religions, to

conſider the perſons by whom they were re

ceived , and the influences to which they

were expoſed. And it appears to me, that

this due attention has never yet been given to

theſe
circumſtances by any

unbelievers.

I am, Sir,

Yours, &c .

L ET T È R
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L E T T E R III.
T R

Ofthc Antecedent Probability of divine Reves

lation .

.

per

DEAR SIR ,

TO

O the ſtate of the queſtion in the pre

ceding letter, an unbeliever will

haps ſay, that the idea of divine interpofi

tion is fo very extraordinary, from nothing

of the kind having been known in our own

times , that no evidence can authorize us tơ

admit it ; it being more eaſy to fuppoſe

that any teſtimony, however circumſtanced ,

may be falfe, than that ſuch accounts fhould

be true .

But, beſides obſerving that no experience

of one age can be any contradiction to that

of another * ( and all hiſtory News that there

are a variety of events peculiar to certain

* The objeclion to miracles as contracted by preſent

experience, is particularly conſidered in my Inſitutes of

Natural and Revealed Religion, vol . i . p . 262 .

periods ;
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periods ; ſo that it by no means follows, that

becauſe we ſee no miracles in the preſent

age, there never were any formerly ) I ſhall,

in this letter, endeavour to Thew that, when

the
proper

uſe of miracles, and the great

object of revelation , are conſidered , it will

not be at all incredible , or improbable, that

there
may have been divine interpoſitions in

former ages, though now they are not ne

ceſſary, and therefore not to be expected.

Admitting the author of nature to have

had the kindeſt, and greateſt deſign reſpect

ing man, the rational part of his creation

here (which, conſidering that God has been

proved to be a benevolent Being, is cer

tainly far from being improbable) viz . to

lead him to the true knowledge of himſelf, of

his duty here, and of his expectations here

after, to lead him to cultivate proper
affec

tions reſpecting his Maker, and his fellow

ereatures ; thereby to exalt his nature , and

train him for a higher ſphere of exiſtence

hereafter ; and admitting the nature of man

always to have been what we now obſerve it

to be, let us conſider what method is beſt

PART II . C
adapted
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adapted to gain the end above -mentioned .

With theſe views, would it be the wiſeſt

method to leave mankind to collect the

knowledge requiſite for this high moral im

provement from their own obſervations on

the courſe of nature, or to aſſiſt them by

extraordinary communications, or interpofi

tions ? That the latter, and not the former

method, would be more effectual, and there

fore preferable, may, I think, be concluded

from the following conſiderations.

1. The knowledge neceſſary for this great

object, viz . that of the being and unity of

God, the extent of his providence and moral

government, even that of ſeveral moral du

ties, the beneficial tendency of which is not

apparent, and eſpecially that of a future life

( the demonſtration of which ſeems, indeed,

to be impoſſible from any appearances in na

ture) could never have been diſcovered by

man .

It is true that, ſome part of the human

race have been deſtitute of this knowledge,

and will probably remain ſo for many ages.

But they were once in poſſeſſion of it, though

they
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to

they have now loft it, and by ſubſequent

revelations, things are put into ſuch a train,

as that, in due time, without any farther in .

terpofition , they muſt again come to the

knowledge of all the uſeful truths above re

cited . It is alſo agreeable to the courſe of

nature, that great things have ſmall begin

nings , and great excellence is always the

produce of long time .

2. If it had been poſible for men

have diſcovered the above-mentioned falu

tary truths by the light of nature, yet their

attention might never have been drawn to

any thing of the kind, without ſome direc

tion . . The bulk of mankind, at leaſt, are

not apt to attend to the cauſes of any
uni

form conſtant appearances, ſuch as the riling

and ſetting of the ſun, the annual returns of

ſummer and winter, ſeed- timeand harveſt,

&c . They are only the more thoughtful

and inquiſitive, that endeavour to trace the

cauſes of ſuch phenomena as theſe. Where

as , if the ſun ſhould not riſe, or ſhould riſe

an hour later than uſual, the attention of all

mankind would be immediately excited ;

andC 2
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and from inquiring into the cauſe of a

thing ſo unuſual, they might be led to reflect

upon the cauſe of what was uſual and rea

gular.

If it was of importance, therefore, that

the attention of mankind ſhould be drawn

to the author ofnature, and that they ſhould

pay him any homage, there is not ( as far as we

can judge from our obſervation of human

nature) any method fo well calculated to

produce the effect, as the exhibition of what

we call miracles, or an interruption of the

uſual courſe of nature . So far, therefore ,

are miracles, which have ſo great an object,

from being in themſelves incredible, that

we might even have expected them, on the

idea of the author of nature giving conſtant

attention to the works of his hands, and

being willing to engage the attention of his

rational offspring to himſelf, as the means

of exalting their natures, and fitting them

for their proper happineſs.

How many are there, even of philoſu

phers, who ſpend their lives in the inveſti

gation of the laws of nature, without ever

raiſing

I
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raiſing their thoughts to the author of nam

ture, and even maintaining that there is no

proper, that is, no intelligent author of na

ture at all ? . If this be the caſe in the pre

ſent highly enlightened age, what could we

expect from an age deſtitute of all inſtruc

tion ? In theſe circumſtances, it appears

highly probable to me, that the idea of an

intelligent author of nature , at leaſt of there

being only one, infinitely great, wiſe, and

good author, would never have occurred to

them at all .

Here then is a nodus deo vindice dignus,

a great end to be obtained, and no ſuffi .

cient natural means to attain it . Conſe ,

quently, miracles, having ſo important an

uſe, are neither impoſſible, nor improbable ;

and therefore, the evidence of them is by

no means to be rejected without ſerious ex

amination . Very circumſtantial evidence

is , no doubt, requiſite to eſtabliſh their cre.

dibility, as that of any unuſual facts,not ana

logous to any that we have obſerved . But

human teſtimony, that of perſons who have

theÇz
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the perfect uſe of their ſenſes, and under

no prejudice, is abundantly competent to

it .

The king of Siam , according to the ſtory ,

had never ſeen water in any other form than

that of a fluid, and therefore, could have no

idea, from his own experience, of the poſſi

bility of ſuch a thing as ice ; but, not

withítanding this , he might think it more

probable that it ſhould even become ſo hard

as to bear men and carriages , than that the

Dutchmen , who told him that it was ac

tually ſometimes ſo , in their country,

ſhould deceive him . In like manner , though

no perſon now living has ſeen a river divide,

and men walking acroſs its channel , or any

perſon come to life again , after he had

been unqueſtionably dead , yet, the teſti

mony of paſt ages , to events of this kind ,

may be ſo circumſtanced, as that it ſhall be

naturally more probable that theſe things

hould have then taken place, than that the

men of thoſe ages ſhould have combined to

deceive both their cotemporaries , and all

poſterity,
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poſterity, by their relation of them ; and in

this caſe only, do I ſay that we ought to

admit them ,

I am, Sir, >

Yours, &c.

L E T T E R IV.

Of the Nature of Prejudice for, or againſt,

Revelation ,

DE AR SIR,

BEFORE I proceed any farther in this

correſpondence, you wiſh me to account

for what appears to you to be a remarkable

fact, viz . the great prevalence of infidelity

among perſons of a philoſophical turn of

mind. There muſt, as you juſtly obſerve,

be a cauſe of this , as well as of

fact, and though the hiſtory of revelation be

true, there muſt be ſome adequate cauſe of

its

every other

1

C
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its not always having been ſeen , or acknow,

ledged to be ſo .

As I , who am myſelf, a believer in reve ,

lation , cannot think that the cauſe of infi

delity in any perſon , is a want of ſufficient

eyidence of its truth , I muſt account for it,

by ſuppoſing that there is in all unbelievers,

a ſtate of mind which "pre-diſpoſes them

either to give too little attention to the evi

dence of it, or to ſee that evidence, or the

doctrines ofrevelation, in ſome unfavourable

point of light : and in moſt, I think , it is

owing to a want of attention to the ſubject,

and this appears to arife very often from a

ſecret wiſh that chriſtianity may not be true ,

To be abſolutely indifferent to the fubject

of religion , and the doctrine of a future life,

is hardly poflible. A bad man cannot with

chriſtianity to be true, as a good man, efpe

cially one who has made confiderable facri.

fices to his integrity, cannot help wiſhing

that it may be fo. The fufpicion only of

its being well- founded muſt fill the mind of

the former with painful apprehenſions, and

that of the latter with the moſt pleaſing of

all
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all proſpects. It might ſeem , therefore,

that a good man is as likely to be biaſſed in

favour of the evidences of revelation, as the

bad man is to be againſt them ; did there not

appear to be a conſiderable difference in fome

circumſtances of the two caſes .

A man has no motive to enquire into the

foundation of his fears, unleſs he be
pre

viouſly determined to do every thing in his

power to avoid the impending evil. Be

cauſe if he be previouſly determined to

purſue a certain courſe at all events, he will

think himſelf a gainer by troubling himſelf

as little as poſſįble about the riſque that he

ſuns in purſuing it ; and this I apprehend

to be the caſe with very many unbelievers .

They are men of pleaſure, or of ambition,

to a conſiderable degree, though they may

diftinguiſh themſelves by various liberal

purſuits. Their habits and plans of life are

fixed , and not being diſpoſed to change

them , they are diſinclined to any inquiry,

the iſſue of which might be a conviction of

the importance of changing them . They

are conſcious to themſelves that they have

1

no
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no reaſon to with chriſtianity to be true,

and therefore, they think as little about it

as poſſible.

On the other hand , the influence of the

world around us is ſuch , as that no man

can have perfect confidence in his virtue and

integrity. He may hope that a future life

will be to his advantage, but this will not

be ſuch as to indiſpoſe him to enquire into

the evidences of it .

Beſides, every truly good man makes

many ſacrifices to his integrity, and there .

fore, cannot but wiſh to know on what

grounds he does this . A chriſtian refrains

from many gratifications, for indulging in

which, the world in general would not

greatly blame, but rather applaud him.

He has, therefore, fufficient motives to en

quire whether he does not ſubmit to theſe

inconveniences without reaſon , and whether

he has ſufficient ground to expect an equi

valent for his preſent ſufferings, which , in

time of perſecution, may be very great.

It is ſaid of the apoſtles, after the reſur

reition of our Saviour, that when they firſt

heard
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heard of it, they did not believe through joy .

The event was ſo far beyond their expecta

tions, that they heſitated a long time before

they could really believe it, and did not do

it at laſt without the moſt ſatisfactory evi

dence. : In the ſame manner will many vir

tuous and pious perſons be affected with

reſpect to the truth of that religion which

promiſes them the glorious reward of a re

furrection to immortal life and happineſs, a

thing of which they could not have any

aſſurance from the light of nature.

Whether I have ſatisfactorily accounted

for it or not, it is, I apprehend , indiſputably

true, that the generality of unbelievers are

averſe to enquire into the evidence of re

velation . Few have taken the trouble even

to read the ſcriptures, which contain the

hiſtory of it, though they would have read ,

with the greateſt eagerneſs, any other writ

ings of equal antiquity, and as remarkable

for the peculiarities of their ſtyle and com

poſition, &c . This can only ariſe from

ſuch a diflike of chriſtianity , as (whether,

they be diſtinctly aware of it or not ) will

neceſſarily

1
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neceſſarily lay an undue bias upon their

minds againſt it .

On the other hand, believers in chriſtia .

nity, not only take a fingular pleaſure in

reading the ſcriptures, and every thing in

favour of the evidence of it , but thoſe of

them who have a turn for reading and fpe

culation , peruſe with the greateſt care what

ever is wſitten againſt chriſtianity ; a proof

that their wiſh to find chriſtianity true does

not operate fa unfavourably to freedom of

enquiry with them, as a wiſh that it may

not be trųe does with unbelievers,

· Theſe facts, I prefąme, will not be con

troverted . My own acquaintance with un.

believers is pretty. extenſive, and I know

very few of them , though men of letters

( for others are out of the queſtion on both

Gides) who have read any thing in favour of

chriſtianity, and moſt of them know little

or nothing of the ſcriptures,

If there be any truth in theſe obſerva ,

tions, the rejection, or rather the non-rem

ception of chriſtianity , by ever ſo many

men of ſenfe, who have not taken the trou
1

1

ble
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ble to enquire into the evidence of it, cans

not be allowed to have much weight. It

may be founded in truth, though they who

made no ſearch into it have not found it out ,

I am, &c.

L E T T E R V. '

Of the Cauſes of Infidelity in Perfons of a

ſpeculative Turn of Mind,

DEAR SIR,

THE

HERE is no claſs or deſcription of

men but what is ſubject to peculiar

prejudices ; and every prejudice muſt ope

rate as an obſtacle to the reception of ſome

truth. It is in vain for unbelievers to pre

tend to be free from prejudice. They may ,

indeed , be free from thoſe of the vulgar,

but they have others peculiar to themſelves;

and the very affectation of being free from

vulgar prejudice, and of being wiſer than
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the reſt of mankind, 'muſt indiſpoſe them

to the admiſſion even of truth , if it ſhould

happen to be with the common people .

The ſuſpicion that the faith of the vul

gar is ſuperſtitious and falſe is , no doubt,

often well founded , becauſe they , of courſe ,

maintain the oldeſt opinions, while the ſpe

culative part of mankind are making new

diſcoveries in ſcience . Yet we often find

that they who pride themſelves on their

being the fartheſt removed from ſuperſti

tion in ſome things, are the greateſt dupes

to it in others, and it is not univerſally true,

that all old opinions are falſe, and all new

ones well founded . An ayerſion to the

creed of the vulgar may therefore miſlead a

man , and from a fondneſs for fingularity, he

may be ſingularly in the wrong .

Beſides, the creed of the vulgar - of the

preſent day is to be conſidered : not ſo much

as their creed, for they were not the in

yentors of it, as that of the thinking and

inquiſitive in ſome former, period . For

thoſe whom we diſtinguiſh by the appella

tion of the vulgar, are not thoſe who intro .

duce
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duce any new opinions , but who receive

them from others , of whoſe judgment they

have been led to think highly . And where

Science is not concerned , but merely hiſtorical

events, an old opinion is certainly not im

probable on account of its being old ; and

all that chriſtianity reſts upon is the reality

of certain hiſtorical events .

They who are now chriſtians without

enquiry , received their faith from thoſe

felves from the vulgar of their day by the

novelty and fingularity of their opinions,

and who had the courage to defy danger

and death in the cauſe of what they appré

hended to be new and important truths.

Unbelievers of the preſent age, therefore,

ought not to conſider chriſtianity as the

belief of the vulgar of this period, but eng

quire whether their faith , as held by thoſe

who firſt embraced and propagated it, be

well founded .

But if we exclude all conſideration of the

illiterate, and confine our views to men of

letters, it may be expected, from the very

great
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great numbers of unbelievers in the preſent

age, that this ſource of prejudice againſt

chriſtianity muſt diminiſh . Among thoſe

who are called philofophers, the unbelievers are

the crowd, and the believers are thoſe who

have the courage to diffent from them . If

we take into our view men of rank and for

tune, as well as men of letters , it muſt be

acknowledged that there are among
unbea

lievers great numbers from whoſe under

ftanding and knowledge, in other refpecis,

the cauſe of infidelity can derive but little

honour. From theſe circumſtances I be

gin to flatter myſelf, that the evidences of

chriſtianity will meet with a more impar

tial examination at this day than they have

done in the courſe of the laſt fifty years .

Another great cauſe of infidelity with

philoſophical and ſpeculative people is like

wife happily ceaſing, and in time it muſt

be entirely removed ; and for this we are,

in a great meaſure , indebted to unbelievers

themſelves. I mean the many corruptions

and abuſes, which , in a courſe of time, have

been introduced into chriſtianity froin fo :

reigni
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feign ſources, and eſpecially from the phi

loſophy of the times in which it was pro

mulgated. That philofophy has been ex

ploded, but the remains of it, in the chrifa

tian ſyſtem , are ſtill but too apparent ; and

being manifeſtly abſurd , they expoſe it to

many objections. The principal of theſe,

beſides the doctrines that are peculiar to

the Roman catholics, are thoſe of a trinity

of perſons in the godhead, original ſin , ar

bitrary predeſtination , atonement for the

fins of men by the death of Chriſt, and

(which has perhaps been as great a cauſe

of infidelity as any other) the doctrine of

the plenary inſpiration of the ſcriptures.

The objections of unbelievers have

been a principal means of leading learned

chriſtians to conſider theſe ſuppoſed doc

trines of chriſtianity ; and the conſequence

of this examination has been a clear diſ

covery that thoſe long received articles

of faith (profeſſed in all the eſtabliſhed

churches in chriſtendom ) are no part of the

ſyſtem of revelation , but utterly repugnant

to the genuine principles of it. This I

PART II . D muſt
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proper, before

muſt take for granted at preſent, contenting

myſelf with appealing to the writings of

learned chriſtians on the ſubject, and to my

Hiſiory ofthe Corruptions of Chriſtianity.

You will naturally aſk me, what is there

left of the ſyſtem of revelation , when the

above- mentioned ſpurious doctrines are cut

off from it ; and it may be

I proceed any farther in this correſpondence,

to give you ſatisfaction on that head , that

you may be fully apprized what it is that

I call chriſtianity, for the truth of which I

think it of ſo much conſequence to con

tend. I therefore anſwer your queſtion by

ſaying, that chriſtian faith implies a belief

of all the great hiſtorical facts recorded in

the Old and New Teſtament, in which we

are informed concerning the creation and

government of the world , the hiſtory of the

diſcourſes, miracles, death, and reſurrection

of Chriſt, and his aſſurance of the reſur

rection of all the dead to a future life of

retribution ; and this is the doctrine that

is of the moſt conſequence, to enforce the

good conduct of men .

Admitting

will
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Admitting the truth of all the doctrines

which have been abundantly proved to be

ſpurious, their value (eſtimated by their in

fluence on the morals of men) cannot be

ſuppoſed, even by the admirers of them, to

be of any moment compared to this ; and

in the opinion of thoſe who reject them,

they have a very unfavourable tendency,

giving wrong impreſſions concerning the

character and moral government of God,

and ſuch as muſt tend , if they have any

effect at all , to relax the obligations of vir

tue, This doctrine, therefore, viz that of

the reſurrection of the human race to a fu .

ture life of retribution, I conſider as the

great doctrine of revelation , to which every

thing elſe belonging to the ſyſtem is intro

ductory, or in ſome other reſpect ſubfer

vient .

If you wiſh to know what, in my opi

nion, a chriſtian is bound to believe with

teſpect to the ſcriptures, I anſwer, that the

books which are univerſally received as au

thentic, are to be conſidered as faithful re

cords of paſt tranſactions, and eſpecia :ly the

accountD 2
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account of the intercourſe that the Divine

Being has kept up with mankind from the

beginning of the world to the time of our

Saviour and his apoſtles. No chriſtian is

anſwerable for more than this .

The writers of the books of ſcripture

were 'men , and therefore fallible ; but all

that we have to do with them is in the

character of hiſtorians, and witneſſes of what

they heard and ſaw . Of courſe, their cre

dibility is to be eſtimated like that of other

hiſtorians, viz . from the circumſtances in

which they wrote, as with reſpect to their

opportunities of knowing the truth of what

they relate, and the biaſſes to which they

might be ſubject. Like all other hiſto

rians , they were liable to miſtakes with

reſpect to thingsof ſmall moment, becauſe

they might not give ſufficient attention to

them ; and with reſpect to their reaſoning,

we are fully at liberty to judge of it, as

well as of that of any other men , by a

due conſideration of the propoſitions they

advance, and the arguments they allege.

For it by no means follows, that becauſe a

2 man
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man has had communications with the deity

for certain purpoſes, and he may be de

pended upon with reſpect to his account

of thoſe communications, that he is , in

other reſpects, more wiſe and knowing than

other men .
Such is the chriſtianity that I

profeſs to defend , and by no means what

has too generally been conſidered as ſuch .

I am, & c.

L E T T E R VI.

of the Hiſtory of the Jewiſh Religion .

DEAR SIR ,

S few of the fails which I ſhall have

occaſion to mention will be conteſted,

I ſhall not dwell ſo much upon the proof

of them, as upon the connexion they have

with the divine mifſion of Moſes and the

prophets, and that of Chriſt and the apof

tles, For this is the circumftance that

appears
D 3
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appears to me to have been chiefly over,

looked by unbelievers , They ſometimes

readily acknowledge the facts, but they do

not attend to the neceſſary conſequences

of that acknowledgment. This has ariſen

from their want of attention to the princi

ples of human nature, and the well known

feelings and affections of all men in ſimilar

ſituations.

As the Jewiſh religion has been more

objected to than the chriſtian , I ſhall begin

with the facts on which the truth of the

divine miffion of Moſes is founded , before

I proceed to that of Chriſt , and I hope to

ſatisfy you that , even in this caſe, unbe

lievers are far from having any advantage in

the argument , and that they ought to have

attended to the faets, and the circumſtances

of them more cloſely than they have yet

done.

It has been much the cuſtom with unbe

lieyers, ſuch as Voltaire , &c. to divert them

ſelves and their readers with the hiſtory of

the Jews, with ſome of the peculiarities of

their religion, and eſpecially with their ſtu

pidity,
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pidity , obſtinacy, and ignorance , compared

with the more poliſhed nations of anti

quity . But it has been without conſidering

that all theſe latter charges are highly un

favourable to their own object in advancing

them , if it be admitted ( which ſurely can

not be denied ) that Jews , ſtupid and igno

rant as they have been , were nevertheleſs

men, and not a ſpecies of beings totally dif

ferent from that of other men .

For it is obvious to remark , that ſo ob

ftinate and intractable as unbelievers deſcribe

them to have been (as indeed their own hiſ

tory ſhews that they were) it muſt have been

peculiarly difficult to impoſe upon them ,

with reſpect to any thing to which they

were exceedingly averſe.

Alfo, from a people ſo unpoliſhed and

ignorant, ſo far behind other nations in the

arts of peace and war, we ſhould not natu

rally expect do&trines and ſentiments ſuperior

to any thing of the kind that we find in

the moſt improved nations . And yet the

bare inſpection of their writings proves

that, with reſpect to religion , and the

doctrines
D
A
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doctrines concerning God, and providence,

the Jews were in a high degree knowing ,

and all other nations ignorant and barbar

In theſe reſpects, therefore, the Jews

muſt have been poſſeſſed of advantages ſu

perior to thoſe of other nations , and if

theſe advantages were not natural, they muſt

have been of a ſupernatural kind .

It muſt be allowed as a ſtriking fact, that

the religion of the Jews was moſt eſſentially

different from that of any other nation in

the ancient world . They had, indeed , in

common with them facrifices, certain modes

of purification , a temple, an altar, and

prieſts, which ſeem to have been almoſt el.

fential to all the modes of ancient religious

worſhip . But the object of their worſhip was

quite different, and infinitely fuperior to

any thing that other nations looked

Alſo what we may call the morality of their

worſhip , the character of the rites of it , and

the temper and diſpoſition of mind pro

moted by it , were ſtill more different. In

all theſe eſſential particulars, the religion of

the Jews was ſo ſtrikingly different from

that

up to.
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that of any of their neighbouring nations,

that it could never have been derived from

any
of them , and an attachment to the one

muſt have created an averfion to the other. ,

The objects of worſhip with the Egyptians,

Babylonians, Tyrians, Syrians, Affyrians,

Philiſtines, and Arabians, under all their dif .

ferent denominations, as Edomites, Moabites,

Ammonites, &c . were the ſun , moon, and

ſtars, and other viſible objects, which they

ſuppoſed to be animated, and on the influ ,

ence of which they ſuppoſed their good and

bad fortune depended . But in the religion

of the Jews, the maxims of which are clearly

laid down in their ſacred writings, we find

that all their worſhip was confined to one

inviſible and omnipreſent deity, the maker

and governor of all things , from whom the

fun , moon, and ſtars, with every thing elſe,

viſible and inviſible , derived their exiſtence,

and at whoſe diſpoſal they all conſtantly

are.

Now as the Jews, though an ancient na

tion , were not ſo ancient as the Egyptians,

or any of the other nations mentioned above,

by
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by whom they were completely furrounded;

and as , with reſpect to natural ſcience, it is

acknowledged that they were much behind

them , how came they poſſeſſed of ſuch juſt

and fublime.conceptions with reſpect to the

ſubjectof religion, and of whom could they

have learned ſuch rational worſhip ? This

effet, as well as every other, muſt have had

an adequate cauſ"; and, the circumſtances of

the Jews conſidered, I ſee no adequate cauſe

of fo great an effect beſides thoſe divine

communications, which are recorded in the

books of Mofes ; which ſhew that the uni

verſal parent made choice of that nation,

obſtinate and ſtupid as it always was, to be

the means of preſerving in the world the true

knowledge of himſelf, and the purity of his

worſhip, amidſt the univerſal degeneracy of

the reſt of mankind .

That this was an object worthy of the in

terpoſition of the parent of mankind, who

had at heart the happineſs of his offspring,

we muſt be convinced, if we conſider the

moral character, as we may ſay, of the re

ligious worſhip of the Jews, and that of

their
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their neighbouring nations .
All theſe na.

tions , without exception, connected with

their worſhip (on principles which I have

no occafion to examine at preſent, but they

did univerſally connect with it, and incor

porate into it ) ceremonies, ſome of which

were moſt horribly barbarous, and others of

a moſt impure nature . Their prieſts cut

and mangled themſelves, and practiſed the

moſt dreadful mortifications in the courſe of

their worſhip. Human facrifices were au

thoriſed in all thoſe religions , and were very

frequent in ſome of them. ' Parents did not

ſpare their own children, but madly devoted

them to death, and even the moſt dreadful

of all deaths, that of burning alive, to ap

peaſe the wrath, or ſecure the favour of

their gods, and they gloried in thus facri

ficing ſtill greater numbers of their enemies,

with
every

circumſtance of infult and bar

barity . For this we have not only the teſ

timony of Jewiſh writers, but the moſt un

exceptionable evidence of Greeks and Ro

mans, who themſelves, even in a pretty late

period, weſe not entirely free from the ſame

horrid
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horrid rites. The Carthaginians ſacrificed

at one time three hundred youths of the

beſt families in the city ; and their religion

was that of the Tyrians, one of the moſt

diftinguiſhed nations in the neighbourhood

of Judea .

All theſe neighbouring nations alſo, with

out exception , practiſed the moſt impure, as

well as the moſt cruel rites , in honour of

their gods, and their public feſtivals were ,

in general, ſcenes of riot and debauchery.

Befides many ſhocking indecencies , which

cannot be recited, women, in other reſpects

chafte, thought proſtitution in which the

choice of a partner was excluded ) a neceſ

ſary mode of recommending themſelves to

the favour of their deities , and in ſome caſes

even ſodomy and beſtiality , were thought to

.

If the ſevere and cruel rites above -men

tioned , did not deter men from the practiſe

of theſe religions , we may be well aſſured

that the laſciviouſneſs and debauchery which

they encouraged would not do it. Ac

cordingly we find , in all nations, a kind of

rage

be proper.
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rage for the ceremonies of theſe religions .

The family of Abraham had been idolaters

in Chaldæa, the Iſraelites had conformed to

the religion of Egypt, and their whole hiſ

tory afterwards thews, that they had a prone

neſs to the religious rites of their neigh

bours, which even aſtoniſhes us , when we

conſider the awful and repeated warnings of

their prophets , and the dreadful calamities

which, agreeably to their predictions, never

failed to overtake them in conſequence of

their idolatry .

Now, how can we account for Abraham

abandoning the religion of his country (to

lay nothing of his removing to ſo great a

diſtance from it ) and the Iſraelites, when

they were become a nation, relinquiſhing

the rites of the Egyptians, and adopting a

religion and ceremonies of ſo very different

a nature ? This is what no nation ever did

of a ſudden voluntarily, or could ever be

brought to do involuntarily, by ordinary

means ; and that this was involuntarily on

part of the Iſraelites, is moſt evident

from their frequent relapſes into their for

the

mer
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mer ſuperſtitions, from which they were

with great difficulty reclaimed .

The only poſſible explanation of this

wonderful fact, I will venture to ſay, is to

be found in the books of Moſes, and other

writings of the Old Teſtament, in which

we have an authentic account of the fre

quent interpofitions of the Divine Being

to bring about to great an event by miracles ,

which the obſtinacy and incredulity of that

nation , great as they always were , were not

able to withſtand. What could have re:

ftrained this people when they ſo often re

lapſed into idolatry, but thoſe frequent in

terpofitions, an hiſtorical account of which

is preſerved in their writings , and which at

length fully convinced them , that the eye

of God was in a more particular manner

upon their nation ; and that though he

thought proper to connive at the idolatry of

other nations , which had not been diſtin

guilted by him as theirs had been , he

would not bear with them ; but that , at all

events , by their proſperity or adverſity,

they were to be a leſſon to the whole world ;

to
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to teach all nations the great doctrine of

the unity of God , the univerſality of his

dominion , and the purity of his worſhip.

This is a clear and ſatisfactory account of

the fact, and without this ſuppoſition it is

abſolutely inexplicable .

If we confider the miracles of which we

have an account in the books of Moſes

(which were unqueſtionably written at the

time when they are ſaid to have been per

formed ) we ſee them to have been wonder

derfully calculated to produce this effect ;

and they were of ſuch a nature, as that

no nation whatever could have been de.

ceived into the belief of them , even if they

had been as well diſpoſed, as we know they

were ill diſpoſed , towards the object of

them.

When the
opens ,

the Ir

raelites were in the moſt abject ſtate of Na

very in Egypt, without the leaſt proſpect of

relief, their oppreſſors being a warlike na

tion , themſelves unuſed to arms , and no fo

reign power to take their part. Yet , though

theſe warlike Egyptians, who derived the

greateſt

great ſcene
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greateſt advantages from their ſervitude, did

every thing in their power to detain them ,

they actually marched out of the country's

without leaving any part of their property

behind ; they paſſed forty years in a wil

derneſs, from which fo great a multitude

could not have derived ſufficient ſuſtenance

and they took poſſeſſion of a country occu

pied by ſeveral numerous and warlike na

tions. Such are the facts, and I fee no

probable method of accounting for them ,

but upon the ſuppoſition of the truth of

thoſe miracles , which are recorded in the

writings of Moſes, and which explain the

whole in the moft ſatisfactory manner.

According to this account , the Iſraelites

entirely defpirited , and , though oppreſſed ,

yet become Egyptians in their worſhip and

inclinations , are brought with great diffi

culty,to conceive ſome hope of their deli

verance by the aſſurances of Mofes, one of

their brethren , who had fled from Egypt,

and had been forty years ſettled in Arabia .

He told them , that the God of their fa

thers had appeared to him, and notwith

ſtanding
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ſtanding his reluctance to undertake the

commiſſion, had enjoined him to demand

their releaſe of Pharoah ; and as a proof of

his divine miſſion, had empowered him to

work ſeveral miracles , a ſpecimen of which

he was commiſſioned to exhibit before them .

Pharoah , as was natural, received the

propoſal with great indignation , and ina

creaſed his oppreſſion of the people ; but

by the infliction of the moſt extraordinary

judgments , and thoſe of the moſt public

nature (with reſpect to which his own ma

gicians confeſſed that the finger of God was

in them, and the laſt of which was the

death of the firſt -born in every Egyptian

family in one night) he was brought to

comply with the demand . Repenting of

this conceſſion , he purſued the unarmed

multitude, encumbered with all their cat

tle and baggage, with a large army,
de.

termined to force them to return . While

the Iſraelites were in the utmoſt conſter

nation , having Pharoah and his army be

hind them , and the Red Sea before them,

the fea opened , and made a way for their

PART II . E
cſcape,

*
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eſcape, and Pharoah and his army, who

purſued them into the ſea, were all drowned .

Preſently after this , many illuſtrious

miracles having been wrought for their

relief, particularly ſupplying them with

food and water in a miraculous manner, to

ſuffice ſo great a multitude, God, in an

audible voice from Mount Sinai , in the

hearing of all the people, which muſt have

exceeded three millions, ſtanding at ſome

diſtance from the foot of the mountain, ſo

as to be far out of the hearing of any
hu.

man voice, or any inſtrument in aid of arti.

culation, delivered all the words of the ten

commandments, with the preamble to them.

This was accompanied with thunder and

lightning, and a cloud covering the moun

tain ; and of this awful appearance the peo

ple had regular notice ſome time before.

The reſt of the law was delivered to Moſes

himſelf, whoſe commiſſion was ſo abund.

antly atteſted , that though there were ſeve

ral formidable conſpiracies againſt him ( in

one of which his own brother Aaron , who

muſt have been in the ſecret of all his mea

ſures,
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fures, was concerned ) and though his con

duct often gave the greateſt offence to all

the people, and he was himſelf of a meek

and placid nature, and fo unqualified for

command in war, that another was always

employed whenever they h..d occaſion to take

the field , his authority was fully fupported.

After the expiration of forty years , the

Ifraelites croſſed the river Jordan in the

ſame manner as they had croſſed the Red

fea, marching through the channel on dry

ground ; the walls of the firſt city which

they beſieged , fell down of their own accord,

and in a ſhort time, notwithſtanding the opa

poſition of the numerous and warlike inha

bitants of the country; the Ifraelites took

poſſeſſion of it.

Such is the account that the books of

Moſes and of Joſhua give of theſe things,

and to ſay nothing of the internal marks of

tredibility in the writings of Moſes, which

bear as evident traces of authenticity, as

any narrative ; or journal of events, that was

ever written , the miracles introduced into

E 2 the
(
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the hiſtory, ſupply the only poſſible hypo

thefis to account for the reſt. A fact which

cannot be denied, is the belief of all nę

Ifraelitiſh nation, from that time to the pre

ſent, that ſuch events did take place, that

the hiſtory we now have of them was writ

ten by Moſes himſelf, till near the time of

his death , and that the narrative was con

tinued by other perſons who recorded the

events of their own times .

If the antiquity of the books of Moſes,

&c . be denied , it ſtill remains to be ac

counted for, how all the nation could, at

any period of time, be made to believe that

their anceſtors had come from Egypt,

through the Red Sea, and the river Jordan ,

and that ſuch a law as theirs had been delia

vered in an audible voice from Mount Sinai,

when none of thoſe things had ever hap

pened . This is not more probable, than

that the English nation ſhould at this time

brought to believe that their anceſtors

originally came from France, and that they

crofled from Calais to Dover without ſhips.

2 An
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An attempt to impoſe upon a whole nation

ſuch an account as this, and eſpecially a

hiſtory of the events ſaid to have been writ

ten at the time, when nothing of ihe kind

had been heard of before, would at any pe

riod be treated with ridicule and neglect.

No people ever were , or ever can be , fo im

poſed upon , eſpecially when the things pro

poſed to them are ſo diſagreeable and bur

thenſome as the laws ofMoſes certainly were

to the Jewiſh nation .

The belief of the fabulous hiſtories of the

Greek and Roman divinities , and of their

intercourſe with mortals , ſuch as we read of

in Ovid's Metamorphoſes, &c. can hear no

compariſon with the belief of all the con

tents of the books of Moſes by the nation of

It was never pretended that

there was any hiſtory of the heathen gods

and of their intercourſe with mankind, written

at the time of the events, of which copies

were ordered to be taken, and which was to

be recited annually in the preſence of all the

people, which was the caſe with reſpect to

the laws of Moſes. All the ſtories of the

heathea

1

the Jews .

1

E 3
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heathen mythology are related with irrecon

cileable varieties, and the belief of them

had probably never much hold of intelligent

perſons, and kept decreaſing till , in a courſe

of time, the ſtories were ſuppoſed to be in a

great meaſure allegorical , contrived to ex

preſs ſome myſtical or moral truth ; and at

length, this whole ſyſtem of heatheniſin was

effectually diſcredited, and ſunk into univer

fal contempt.

On the contrary, the whole body of the

Jewish nation , attached as they forinerly

were to the ſuperſtitions of their neighbours,

never entertażned a doubt with reſpect to any

of the contents of the books of Moſes. That

there were ſuch perſons as Abraham, Iſaac,

and Jacob, Moſes and Aaron , etc. and that

the things recorded of them were true, they

always believed , as firmly as we do the hil.

tory of Julius Cæſar, or William the Con;

queror ; and though the nation has .con

tinued ſeveral thouſand years , and has been

near two thouſand years diſperſed among all

other nations, their belief in the ancient

hiſtory of their nation , and their reſpect for

the
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the books which contain it , are not in the

leaſt diminiſhed .

There is no example of any other nation

ſuffering as the Jews have done, without

being utterly loſt, and confounded with the .

common maſs of mankind, and their reli

gious cuſtoms diſappearing with them. The

ſmall remains of fire worſhippers in one cor

ner of Indoſtan, where they are ſuffered to

live unmoleſted , and who find little incon

venience from their religion, is not to be

mentioned with the attachment of the Jews

to theirs ; without conſidering this as a ful

filment of a prophecy delivered ſo early as

the time of Moſes, and frequently repeated

in later periods . This alone, I will ven

ture to ſay, is a fact which no philoſopher

can account for , without admitting the au

thenticity of the books which contain the

principles of the Jewiſh religion, and the

truth of the miracles by which it was proved

to be divine,

E 4 LETTER
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L E T T E R VII.

of the billorical Evidence of the Truth of

Chriſtianity,

DEAR SIR ,

$

THHE proof of the truth of chriſtianity

from the reception it met with in

the world is ſimilar to that of the Jewiſh

religion, but ſomething clearer, as falling

within the compaſs of authentic hiſtory, ſo

that the great facts are the more eaſily af

certained . Indeed, all that is requiſite to

eſtabliſh the truth of it is univerſally ac

knowledged ; the riſe and progreſs of chrif

tianity being as well known as that of the

Roman empire. Conſequently it is only ne

ceſſary to attend to the circumſtances of

known facts, which are themſelves as eaſily

aſcertained, as any other facts in hiſtory, to

obtain as complete ſatisfaction with reſpect to

it, as it is in the power of hiſtorical evidence

to give. If, therefore, any perſon continue an

unbeliever,
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unbeliever, it muſt, in my opinion, be owing

either to his not having taken proper pains

to inform himſelf concerning facts, or to

his having ſuch a ſtate of mind, as incapa

citates him for judging concerning the na

ture and force of the evidence .

That the goſpels and the book of A&s,

which contain the hiſtory of the riſe and firſt

progreſs of chriſtianity, are genuine produc

tions of the age to which they are uſually

aſcribed , viz . fome time before the deſtruc

țion of Jeruſalem , or within leſs than forty

years after the death of Chriſt, and that

ſome of the epiſtles of Paul were written fe

before that time (the firſt of them

about twenty years after the death of Chriſt)

whilſt the chief actors in the ſcene, and

many of the witneſſes of the great facts

were living, I muſt take for granted, becauſe

this does not appear ever to have been dif

puted ; and there is as much evidence of it

as there is of the genuineneſs ofany hiſtories

that were ever publiſhed .

therefore but have been well known at the

time of the publicatio
n
, whether the tranſ

actions

veral years

It could not,
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actions recorded in thoſe books really hap

pened ; and ſo great was the attention that

was given to the ſubject, and the credit that

was given to the books, that innumerable

copies were immediately taken , they were

foon tranſlated into various foreign lan

guages, and they were quoted and appealed

to in the earlieſt ages by the different ſects

into which chriſtians were foon divided.

It is fact, therefore, that theſe hiſtories

were eſteemed as true by great numbers,

who were more competent judges in the caſe

than any perſons now living in England can

be of the revolution under King William .

To ſay nothing of the univerſal reception

of the epiſtles of Paul, as really bis, I will

venture to ſay that, it is as impoſſible for

any impartial perſon to peruſe them with

out being as well ſatisfied with reſpect to

their genuineneſs, as to thoſe of Cicero

the mention of particular events, perſons,

and places , being ſo frequent in them, ſo

conſiſtent with each other, and with the

hiſtory of the time .

;

According
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According to the tenor of theſe writings,

there were thouſands of Jews in Jeruſalemn

itſelf, as well as great numbers in other

places , who became chriſtians, in confe

quence of entertaining no doubt concerning

the truth of the miracles , the death , and

refurrection of Chriſt, and alſo the miracles

wrought by the apoſtles afterwards. The

facts were ſuch as no perſon then living ex

pected , ſo as to be previouſly prepared to re

ceive ; and the converts were ſo far from

gaining any thing by their belief, that they

were thereby expoſed to every poſſible incon ,

yenience, loſs of property , diſgrace, every

mode of torture, and death . Paul himſelf

was at the firſt a zealous perſecụtor of

the chriſtians, and had the greateſt proſpect

of preferment and advantage from perſiſting

in his oppoſition to them . Yet even he

was ſo fully convinced of the truth of

chriſtianity, and was ſo ſenſible of the im

portance of it , that he became one of its

moſt zealous preachers , and for a period of

about thirty years , he actually went through

the greateſt labours and hardſhips in the

propagation
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propagation of the goſpel, uniformly de

claring that he had no expectation of any

thing better in this life ; and at length he,

together with innumerable others , who had

the ſame perſuaſion , chearfully laid down

his life, rather than abandon his profeflon .

Now what kind of beings muſt the wri

ters of the goſpels and of the book of Acts

have been , and what kind of beings muſt have

been the thouſands of that generation who

received their accounts as trvá; and eſpe

cially at ſuch a riſk (which abundantly im

plies that they had every motive for making

enquiry, and ſatisfying themſelves concern

ing the facts) if, after all , there was no

truth in the accounts ?

What ſhould we think of a ſet of writers,

who ſhould uniformly relate, that in the

war of 1755 , the French completely con

quered all North America, the whole of

Ireland , and a great part of England , which

at length was reduced to be a province of

France ? Would it be poſſible for a thou

fand ſuch writers to gain the leaſt credit ? or,

if they did, would not the tens of thouſands,

who
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;

who well knew that the itory was very far

from being true, and that the preſent ſtate

of things proves it to be fo, fay , that

they were under ſome ſtrange infatuation

and if, in a courſe of time, ſuch hiſtories

hould gain any credit, would there not be

many more writers to confute the account,

and would not the truth foon prevail over

all the arts of falfhood ?

We may therefore ſafely conclude, that

fince the hiſtory of the miracles, the death,

and the reſurrection of Chriſt, and alſo that

of the miracles wrought by the apoſtles,

was received as true by ſuch numbers of

perſons in the age in which they were pub

liſhed, and the account was never confạted ,

but chriſtianity kept gaining ground from

that time to the preſent, the great facts on

which its credit ſtands were unqueſtionably

true. A falfhood of this nature could ne

ver have been propagated as this was . They

who firſt received thoſe books muſt have

been previoutly acquainted with the hiſtory

which they contained. The hiſtories were,

in fact, an appeal to the evidence of thoſe

into

.

1
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into whoſe hands they were put , and their

reception of them is the inoſt expreſs fanc

tion that could be given to them .

That the hiſtory of Chriſt and the apoſtles

could not have eftabliſhed itſelf without the

moſt rigid enquiry into its truth , is evident

from the perfecution of chriſtians , which

began immediately after its first promul

gation , and in Jeruſalem itſ. If, the very

ſcene of the tranſactions. In thefe circum

ſtances 'men had every motive, and every

opportunity, for enquiring whether they

facrificed their reputation , their properties ,

and their lives, for an idle tale, or for a

truth of the greateſt certainty and import

All theſe things being conſidered,

it appears to me that no facts, in the whole

compaſs of hiſtory , are fo well authenticated

as thoſe of the miracles, the death , and the

reſurrection of Chriſt, and alſo what is re

lated ofthe apoſtles in the book of AAs.

As to the reſurreation of Chriſt, on

which fo much depends , the evidence of it

is fo circumſtanced, as to be moſt wonder

fully adapted to eſtablish itſelf in the re

moteſt

ance .
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moteſt periods of time. That Chriſt really

died, cannot be doubted, when it is confi

dered that he was put to death by his ene

mies , and that in the moſt public manner.

The ſame perſons alſo , who were moſt nearly

intereſted in his not appearing any more, had

the care of his fepulchre ; and being ap

prized of his having foretold that he ſhould

riſe again, would, no doubt, take effectual

care to guard againſt all impoſition in the

café. Had there been any tolerably well

founded ſuſpicion that the guards of the

ſepulchre had been overpowered , or fright

ened away , by the friends of Chriſt, and

that the body had been ſecreted by them ,

they would certainly have been apprehended

and examined ; and whether the body had

been found, or not , the very poſſibility of

its having been conveyed away would have

prevented any credit being given to their

account of the reſurrection .

No perſon can reaſonably object to the

number, or the quality, of thoſe who were

the witneſſes of Chriſt's reſurrection , as they

were perſons who, without any hope of fee .

es

17 .

20

ing
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ing him again , were the moſt perfeally ac

quainted with him , and had ſufficient op:

portunity of ſatisfying themſelves that it

was the fame perſon . He was ſeen at firſt ,

when he was not at all expected, and after

wards by particular appointment, and eſpe .

cially in Galilee, when more than five hun

dred perſons were preſent, and in the light

of a great number ofthem he went up into

heaven .

Paul , one of the greateſt enemies of his

cauſe, one whom the Jews in general

would probably have choſen , if they had

been required to name any perſon whoſe con

verfion they thought the leaſt probable , was

ſatisfied, by the evidence of his own ſenſes,

that Jeſus was really riſen , he havingappeared

to bim , as he had done to others before his

aſcenſion . Beſides, all the miracles wrought

by the apoſtles, which are as well atteſted

as thoſe of our Saviour himſelf, are a proof

of the fact of the reſurrection . For had

Chriſt died as a common malefactor, and

there had been nothing extraordinary in his

previous hiſtory, it cannot be ſuppoſed that

any
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any perſons would have been empowered by

God to work miracles in proof of their

divine miſſion , which evidently depended

upon
his .

Had Chriſt, after his reſurrection, ap

peared in public ; diſcourſing in the temple,

and confronting his judges and Pilate,

many more, no doubt, would have been fa

tisfied that he was really riſen from the

dead . But divine providence is abundantly

vindicated in affording men only' reaſon

able evidence of truth, ſufficient to ſatisfy

all thać are truly impartial , who really

wiſh to know the truth , and in withhold

ing what is ſuperfluous for that purpoſe.

And had the demand of unbelievers in this

reſpect been granted, and the effe : t which

they ſuppoſe would have followed from it

really taken place, it would have been a

circumſtance exceedingly unfavourable to

the credit of the ſtory in the preſent, and

much more in
any

future
age .

Had the Jews of that age in general been

converted, and conſequently there had been

no perſecution of chriſtians ' in Judea, it

PART II, F would
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would certainly have been ſaid , that chrif

tianity was a contrivance of the heads of

the nation , and ſuch as we have now no

opportunity of detecling. Upon the whole,

therefore, to thoſe who conſider the nature

of evidence, the hiſtory of the reſurrection

of Chriſt is much better authenticated by

ſuch evidence as is now exiſting, than it

would have been in any other circumſtances

that we
we can at preſent deviſe to ſtrengthen

it. For whatever we might add to it in

ſome reſpects, we muſt take from it in

others . So far does the wiſdom of God

exceed that of man .

Next to our having ourſelves ſufficient

opportunity, and likewife ſufficient motives

to examine into the truth of this important

fact, is the certainty that thoſe who were

then preſent had both the opportunity and

the motive . As things are now circum

ſtanced , it will never be in the
power

of

the enemies of chriſtianitychriſtianity to ſay (what

they might have ſaid , if their demands

with reſpect to the reſurrection of Chriſt

had been granted) that his religion was

aided
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aided by the powers of this world . On

the contrary, from the very beginning, it

encountered all the oppoſition which the

power and policy of man could bring

againſt it, and had nothing but its own

proper evidence to ſupport it . But this

alone was ſuch as to enable it to do what

all the power and wiſdom of man was alto

gether unequal to, viz. to eſtabliſh itſelf

through the whole extent of the Roman

empire, and even beyond the bounds of it,

and finally to triumph over all the various

ſyſtems of idolatry and ſuperſtition , which

for ages had prevailed in it .

I am,

Yours, &c.

F2 LETTER 2
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L E T T E R
VII .

Of the Cauſes of Infidelity in early Times.

YOL

DEAR SIR,

OU ſay, that if the facts on which

the truth of chriſtianity depends were

true, if Chriſt really wrought miracles, and

the apoſtles after him ; if he really died ,

and roſe again from the dead ; and if the

evidence of theſe facts was ſufficient to

ſatisfy ſuch great numbers as the hiſtory of

the book of Acts repreſents ; it is extraor

dinary that it did not convince all, and that

all mankind did not immediately become

chriſtians. All the world, you ſay, was

ſoon convinced of the truth of ſuch events

as the death of Cæſar in the ſenate -houſe,

and the defeat of Marc Antony by Auguſtus.

But a conſideration of the principles of

human nature, and our daily obſervation of

the hiſtory of opinions, and the progreſs of

truth ,
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truth , will ſatisfy all who are truly philo

fophical and attentive, that what you ſup

poſe muſt have taken place was not to be

expected .

Two things are requiſite to any perſon's

giving his aſſent to a propoſition of any

kind, independent of its evidence, viz . an

attention to that evidence , and alſo an im

partial mind, free from any bias that might

indiſpoſe him to receive and acknowledge

it ; and one or other of theſe appears to

have been wanting in the generality of

mankind, with refpect to the truth of the

goſpel at the time of its promulgation , and

for a conſiderable period afterwards.

With reſpect to all common events, ſuch as

the deaths of particulår perſons, an account

of battlesand their conſequences, &c. there

is nothing ſo improbable in their nature,

but that all mankind muſt be ſatisfied that

any thing of this kind may well happen,

and the immediate conſequences of the

deaths of great men , and of great victories,

are very ſoon and univerſally felt ; so that

it
F 3
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it is abſolutely impoſſible that any doubt

ſhould long remain with reſpect to them .

But this could not be the caſe with reſpect

to ſuch events as that of the miracles and

reſurrection of Chriſt ; theſe having no ſuch

connexion with the ſtate of public affairs,

as that they could not but have been im,

mediately known to every body. There

was nothing to excite attention to them

but the intereſt which each perſon, indivi

dually conſidered, had in them , and the

zeal of thoſe who were converts themſelves

to make converts of others.

Admitting the zeal of the firſt believers

to have been ever ſo great, thoſe to whom

they addreſſed themſelves would not be

lieve what they heard till they had an

opportunity of enquiring into the truth

of it . They would alſo compare the ac

counts of others, and in many caſes this

would be a proceſs which would neceſſarily

take a conſiderable time, even with reſpect

to the town or village in which the tranſ

actions took place, and much more time

would
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would be requiſite before the belief of ſuch

extraordinary things could become gene

ral, and well eſtabliſhed, in diſtant places .

Beſides, the belief of chriſtianity is not

merely the belief of certain extraordinary

facts, but includes likewiſe inferences from

thoſe facts, and many perſons might admit

the former without proceeding to the lat

ter . That Chriſt had a divine miſſion , and

was authorized by God to teach the doc

trine of a future ſtate, we juſtly think to be

the neceſſary conſequence of his working

ſeal miracles, and of his reſurrection from

the dead ; and there are few perſons , I

imagine, in the preſent age, who will ad

mit theſe facts, and heſitate to draw this

concluſion . But we find that the facts

were admitted, and yet the concluſion not

drawn , by many perſons at the time of the

promulgation of chriſtianity.

The unbelieving Jews aſcribed the moſt

extraordinary of our Saviour's miracles to

the agency of demons, and the heathen

world in general had great faith in magic ;

really believing that the moſt extraordinary

effects
F
4
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effe & is might be produced by pronouncing

certain words , and performing certain ce

remonies ; theſe having, in their opinion ,

ſome unknown , but neceſſary connexion

with the inte poſition of inviſible powers .

For it was ' by no means the firm belief of

mankind in that age ( though it will now

be conſidered as an incontrovertible truth )

that real miracles, or a deviation from the

eſtabliſhed laws of nature, can be produced

by no other power than the great author of

nature himſelf, or, which comes to the ſame

thing, by ſome fuperior Being authorized

by him . They might therefore admit the

miracles of Chriſt, and thofe of the apoſ

tles , without being immediately ſatisfied

that what they taught was true ; and ſtill

leſs that they were under obligation to

make a public profeſſion of chriſtianity, at

the riſk of all that was dear to them in

life, and even of life itſelf. There are

many ſteps in this progreſs, and many per

fons would ſtop in all of them ; ſo that

the number of declared chriſtians might

þear but a ſmall proportion to what they

2 would
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would have been, if their becoming ſo had

depended upon nothing but the ſimple evi

dence of the truth of thoſe facts, which , it

will now be acknowledged, neceſſarily im

plies the truth of chriſtianity. When the

number of its declared converts is con

fidered , and compared with the ſituation of

things in the age of the apoſtles, it will be

found to be fully equal to what might have

been expected, upon the ſuppoſition of the

truth of every thing which is recorded in the

goſpels, and the book of Acts.

Of thoſe perſons to whom the facts were

previouſly known, ſo that it was not necef

ſary to produce any evidence of them, three

thouſand were converted in one day, on the

ſpeech of Peter , on the day of pentecoſt, in

which he could ſay to them, Acts ii . 22.

“ Ye Men of Iſrael, hear theſe words, Jeſus

“ of Nazareth, a Man approved of God

among you , by miracles , and wonders,

" and figns, which God did by him, in the

"midſt of you, as ye yourſelves alſo know ,

** &c . this Jeſus hath God raiſed up,

!! whereof we are all witneſſes.” And the

perſons
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perſons then preſent with him were an hun

dred and twenty. After the firſt miracle per

formed by Peter and John , viz . the ſudden

cure of a man who was well known to have

been lame from his birth , the number of

male converts was five thouſand , ſo that ,

including women , they may be ſuppoſed to

have been about ten thouſand. This was

in Jeruſalem only, the ſcene of the great

tranſactions.

In diſtant places , the preaching of the

apoſtles, and of their diſciples, as might be

expected, had no ſuch fudden effect. A

few converts in any particular place, were

made at firſt, and their numbers kept

increaſing gradually . But within the age

of the apoſtles (who did not preach with,

out the limits of Judea, or to any gen

tiles, till about ten years after the death of

Chriſt) there were chriſtian churches in all

the great cities of the Roman empire, and

many of them were very numerous ; ſo as

to be full of factions among themſelves, as

appears by the epiſtles of Paul to ſeveral of

them . In the villages there were fewer

chriſtians
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chriſtians than in the towns , the inhabitants

of them being more out of the way of re

ceiving intelligence concerning what had

paſſed at ſo great a diſtance . This, it muſt

be acknowledged, was agreeable to the na

tural courſe of things.

Beſide the aſſertion of a divine mifſion ,

Jeſus laid claim to the character of the mef

fiah foretold in the Jewiſh prophecies, and

the perſuaſion of the whole body of the

Jewiſh nation concerning the temporal

reign of their meſſiah , was ſo deeply rooted

in their minds, that whatever miracles Jeſus

had wrought, it could not be expected that

many of them would receive ſuch a perſon

as he was in that character, eſpecially after

his ignominious death . They might think

that there was ſomething very extraordinary

in the caſe, and what they could not ſatisfac

torily account for, without receiving him

as their meſſiah . Beſides, the manner in

which Chriſt had expoſed the vices of the

fcribes, phariſees, and chief prieſts, who

were the leading men among the Jews, muſt

have provoked the ambitious and worldly

minded
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put to death .

minded among them to ſuch a degree, as

that no evidence, or reaſon whatever, could

reconcile them to his pretenſions, fo as to

make them ready to lay down their lives for

their adherence to him whom they them

felves had

Such a revolution in the ſtate of men's

minds, will not be expected by any who

have a knowledge of mankind ; and con

fidering the great number of thoſe who may

be called the perſonal enemies of Chriſt,

and their influence with others, together

with their attachment to the notion of a

temporal deliverer, and their opinion of the

power of dæmons, the number of Jewiſh

converts in the age of the apoſtles, was cer

tainly as great as could reaſonably be ex

pected. We find a conſiderable body of

them in all the cities of the Roman empire

in which Jews were refident. To them we

always find the apoſtle Paul preached in the

firſt place, and he never failed to convince

fome of them before he particularly addreſſed

himſelf to the gentiles ; and it cannot be

doubted, but that the number of Jewiſh

as
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1

But we

as well as of gentile chriſtians, kept en

creaſing ; though it is but little that we

know of the former, on account of the lat

ter having little intercourſe with them ; and

they are the writings of the gentile chrif

tians only that are come down to us .

After the ſecond century , it is probable

that there was no great addition made to

the number of Jewiſh converts ,

ſhall the leſs wonder at this, when it is

conſidered , that, beſides the preceding cauſes,

which muſt have indiſpoſed all Jewsto

receive Jeſus as their Meſſiah , the doctrines

of the pre-exiſtence and of the divinity of

Chriſt, which ( being directly contrary to

what they had been taught in the prophets

concerning the Meſſiah ) were in the higheſt

degree offenſive to them , were advanced.

Theſe doctrines, ſo foreign to the genuine

principles of both Judaiſm and chriſtianity,

were generally received by the learned chrif

tians, who were the preachers, and writers

of the age ; and ſome time after the council

ofNice, they were the general belief of the

whole chriſtian world . Such doctrines as

theſe,



78
LETT

ERS
TO A

which they had

theſe, which were repreſented as eſſential to

chriſtianity , a Jew might think himſelf not

obliged even to contider, or examine . This

has continued to be the ſtate of things with

the Jews to this very day, as I find by their

writings and converſation.

Theheathen world in general were ſtrongly

attached to their ſeveral ſuperſtitions. Their

religion entered into all their civil tranf

actions, ſo that the buſineſs of every day

bore fome tracés of it, every feſtivity to

been ãécuſtomed , and every

thing connected with pleaſure and the en

joyment of life was connected with it, and

a part of it * . To abandon all this , im

plies much more than the mere reception of

* “ The religion of the nations, " ſays.Mr. Gibbon ,

p . 513 , “ was not merely a ſpeculative doctrine, pro

« feffed in the ſchools, or preached in the temples. The

* innumerable duties and rites of polytheiſm were cloſely

# interwoven with every circumftance of bufineſs or plea

fure, of public or of private life ; and it ſeemed impor

% fible to eſcape the obſervance of them without at the

" ſame time renouncing the commerce of mankind, and

« all the offices and amufements of ſociety , " many parti

culars of which he proceeds to enumerate .

new
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new truth . It was almoſt equivalent to

making men over again. In fact, there is

no example in the hiſtory of the world be

fore the time of Chriſt, of any nation or con

fiderable body of men, changing their reli

gion , except the primitive one for the ido

latry and ſuperſtition which then univerſally

prevailed . Conqueſts had frequently been

made, and the greateſt revolutions in the

ftate of empires , and of arts and ſciences, had

taken place , but theſe were all eafy things

compared to a revolution in matters of reli

gion . This , therefore, could not be ex

pected to be accompliſhed in a ſhort time.

That it did take place ſo completely as it

afterwards did, in all the ancient world, that

it was in time effected by chriſtianity, when

philoſophy had not been able to contribute

any thing towards it, is the moſt wonder

ful event in the hiſtory of mankind, and

what nothing could have produced, but the

fulleſt evidence of the miracles and re

furrection of Chriſt ; and this being of the

hiſtorical kind, neceſſarily required time to

eſtabliſh itſelf.

3
When
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· When the magnitude of this effect is con

fidered , we ſee a reaſon for all the miracles

of Chriſt, and alſo for thoſe that were

wrought by the apoſtles afterwards. For,

we may eaſily imagine that in Greece, or at

Rome, no evidence of miracles wrought in

Judea, would have been much attended to ,

if the inhabitants of thoſe diftant places had

not been witneſſes of ſimilar miracles

wrought before their own eyes . But theſe

were ſo numerous, and the knowledge of

them extended ſo far, that, great as the effect

was, they were ſufficient at length to ac

compliſh their purpoſe.

As to the more learned among the
gen

tiles , whether they had been uſed to treat all

religion with contempt, which in that age

was the caſe with many, or to reverence the

eſtabliſhment under which they lived, which

continued to be the cafe with others, we

may eaſily imagine how they would be af

feéied at the firſt hearing of miracles wrought

in a diſtant country , and to ſupport the

claim of a divine miſſion by a crucified ma

Isfactor. By ſuch perſons it cannot but be

ſuppoſed
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ſuppoſed that the preaching of chriſtianity

would be treated with ridicule ; and no

thing but the knowledge and evidence of

it being obtruded upon them (which could

only happen in very peculiar.circumſtances)

could induce them to make any enquiry

about it . And what effect can evidence

produce without attention and a due exami.

nation of it ?

Some have expreffed their ſurprize. that

ſuch perſons as Seneca, Pliny, and Tacitus;

did not become chriftians. But can we be

fure that either Seneca, or Tacitus took any

pains to inform themſelves about chriſ

tianity ? It is pretty evident that Pliny did

hot. But his caſe, and that of other fpe

culative heathens , will be conſidered more

largely in a ſubſequent letter. Seneca was

totemporary with the apoſtle Paul , but do

we know that he ever conferred with Paul,

or any other chriſtian , upon the fubject ;

and without this, what could he know,

or believe, more than other men , who had

never heard the name of Chriſt ?

PART II. G Tacitus
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Tacitus appears to have been ſhamefully

ignorant of the hiſtory of the Jews , which

he might have learned from the books of

Scripture , or the works of Joſephus,

which were extant in Greek in his time.

Had he taken the trouble to read them, he

could never have given ſuch a crude and

abſurd account of the Jews as he has done.

He had evidently heard nothing but vague

reports, derived originally from the ſcrip

tures, but at ſuch a diſtance, as to retain

very little reſemblance to the truth . And

can it ſuppoſed that a man who took no

pains to inform himſelf concerning the Jews

(a remarkable ancient nation, many ofthem

diſperſed in all parts of the Roman empire)

whoſe hiſtory he undertook to write, would

take any more pains to inform himſelf

concerning the chriſtians, who in his time

were generally confounded with the Jews,

whoſe hiſtory he did not undertake to write ?

As to a later period, notwithſtanding

chriſtianity kept gaining ground in ſpite of

all oppofition, its progreſs muſt have been

retarded
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retarded by the many diviſions among chriſa

tians, and the abſurd doctrines held by

ſome of them , in conſequence of which

many perſons , not ill - diſpoſed with reſpect

to chriſtianity, might decline joining any

particular denomination of chriſtians. This

we ſee to be the caſe with reſpect to the

catholics abroad , and many members of the

eſtabliſhed church in this country. They

are ſenſible enough of the errors of their rea '

ſpective ſyſtems, but they ſee thoſe who diſ

fent from them divided among themſelves,

and hating and deſpiſing one another ; and

not feeling themſelves ſufficiently intereſted

to examine which of them is in the right,

they continue where they are. This muſt

have been the caſe with many of the gen

tiles in the early ages of chriſtianity.

Beſides, whilſt chriſtianity was expoſed

to perſecution , great numbers of a timid

difpofition may have been well convinced

of the goodneſs of the cauſe, without being

able to relinquiſh their poſſeſſions, and eſpea

cially to loſe their lives for it, which , how

ever, chriſtianity abſolutely requires . This
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we find to have been the character of

Nicodemus , and others , in our Saviour's

time, and there were many ſuch in all ages .

Nay, many profeſſed chriſtians renounced

their profeffion in the ſeverity of perfecú

tion . And if this was the caſe with thoſe

who, no doubt , ſtill continued to believe it,

well it may be ſuppoſed that many might

by the fanie means be prevented from mak

ing any profeſſion of it at all .

That this was the actual ſtate of things

in the ſecond and third century, that be

fides a great number of profeſſed chriſtians,

there were at leaſt as many who ſecretly

thought better of it than they did of the er

tabliſhed religion , was abundantly evident

in the revolution made by Conſtantine ;

who could not with ſafety have declared

himſelf a chriſtian , have given fuch open

encouragement to chriſtians, and have dif

countenanced the idolatry which had pre

vailed before, if the minds of the great maſs

of the people had not been ſufficiently pre

pared for fo great a changé. And this pre

paration could conſiſt of nothing but a ge

neral
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neral profeſſion, or at leaſt a general good

opinion, of chriſtianity. Had the popular

opinion at that time, been very violently

againſt chriſtianity, many competitors for

the empire would , no doubt, have availed

themſelves of it ; and indeed ſome of Cone

ſtantine's rivals did endeavour to avail theme

felves of the zeal that remained for the po ,

pular ſuperſtitions, but without effect. This

change could not have been made by Marcus

Aurelius, or any of the earlier emperors, if

they had been chriſtians. This remarkable

fact therefore, viz, the eaſy eſtabliſhment of

chriſtianity, and the extinction of heathen

iſm by Conftantine, and his ſucceſſors, is of

itſelf an abundant proof of the progreſs that

chriſtianity had made in the preceding pe

riod .

The emperor Julian bore as much good

will to heatheniſm , as Conſtantine had done

to chriſtianity, but what was hę able to ef

fect ? He did not choofe to attack the new re

ligion openly, but he diſcouraged the proſef

fion of it by every method in his power. In

this, however, he met with nothing but diſap

pointment,G 3
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pointment, and preſently after his death,

the eſtabliſhment of chriſtianity returned

like a tide in the ocean ; and had any
other

emperor, half a century after the time of Ju

lian, attempted as much as he did , the gene

ral opinion would, no doubt, have been ſo

much againſt him , that he muſt have abdi

cated the empire; ſo ſtrong was the gene

ral attachment to chriſtianity in that age,

notwithſtanding all the unfavourable cir.

cumſtances attending the riſe and progreſs

of it. Had it been in the power of men of

learning and enquiry, after the attention of

mankind was ſufficiently excited to the fub

ject, to have expoſed the pretenſions of

Chriſt, as we can thoſe of Mahomet, 'it

would certainly have been done before the

age of Julian , or that of Conſtantine .

There is no writer from whom this

might have been expected ſo much as

from Joſephus, who, on account of his

being cotemporary with the apoſtles, and even

with Chriſt himſelf, and paſſing a great part

of his life in Judea, which was the great

theatre of their miracles, muſt have had

the
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the beſt opportunity of examining into the

foundation of chriſtianity, and conſequent

ly of detecting any fraud or impoſture that

might have been employed about it. That

he could not want any inclination to do

this, is evident from his not being a chriſ

tian . As he gives ſo particular an account

of the Jewiſh ſects, the phariſees, ſadducees,

and effenes, why did he give no account of

the chriſtians, whoſe origin was among the

Jews, and who, he muſt have known, were

very numerous in Judea, in all the pro

vinces of the Roman empire, and in Rome

itſelf, where he finally relided, ſo that ſome

account of them might naturally be expected

in ſuch a hiſtory as his ? The moſt pro

bable account of his remarkable ſilence con

cerning the chriſtians is, that for ſome rea

ſon or other, he diſliked chriſtianity, ſo as

not to chooſe to make profeſſion of it, and

yet was not able to allege any thing of con

Sequence againſt it, and therefore, choſe to

make no mention at all of the ſubject. There

is no other motive for the ſilence of this

writer concerning Chriſt, and the affairs of

chriſtians,

G
4
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chriftians, that appears to me to be in the

ſmalleſt degree probable . As to the teſti ,

mony concerning Chriſt which is found in

the preſent copies of his hiſtory, it has been

fufficiently proved to be ſpurious, being in

confiftent with the other parts of his writ,

ings and with his own conduct and pro

feffion .

Upon the whole, it muſt certainly appear

to any perſon who is ſufficiently acquainted

with the hiſtory of chriſtianity, that it had

no countenance from power, and that even

the learn ng of the age was as hoſtile to it

as the civil government. What then bug

truth, under every diſadvantage, external and

intețnal, could have procured it that eſta

bliſhment which , in about three centuries,

it acquired through the whole extent of the

Roman empire, and even among many of

the barbarous nations beyond the bounds of

of it , to the extermination of all the other

modes of religion which had prevailed in

them before ?

I am , Sir,

Yours, &c,
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1

L E T T E R IX.

A more particular Account of the Nature of

thoſe Prejudices to which the Heathens

were ſubječt with Reſpeet to Chriſtianity.

DEAR SIR,

THI

HEY who expreſs any ſurprize that

chriſtianity did not make a more ra

pid progreſs in the world, beſides not being

acquainted with the real ſtate of things in

the age in which it was promulgated, do

not appear to me to have given fufficient

attention to the doctrine concerning aſent

to truth in general, whether natural, moral,

or hiſtorical.

Nothing is more obſervable, than that

when the mind is prepoſſeſſed in favour of

any particular opinion , the contrary one

will not always be admitted on the autho

rity of its proper evidence only. We fee

every day that men are filenced without be

ing convinced . They may ſee nothing to

2
object
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object to a new ſet of principles, but

they may juſtly ſuſpect that every con

ſideration neceſſary to form a right judg

ment in the caſe, may not be preſent to

their minds , and think that when they ſhall

have time to recollect themſelves, things

may appear in a very different light, and

therefore may ſuſpend their aſſent. Or,

perceiving an utter inconſiſtency between

the new opinion propoſed to them , and

thoſe which they have hitherto held , and

being perſuaded that they once ſaw ſuffi

cient reaſon for what they have been accuſ

tomed to maintain , they may think them

ſelves excuſeable if, without taking the

trouble to re-examine the ſubject, they con

tent themſelves with their former ſenti

ments upon it . They may think that there

muſt be fome latent fallacy in the argu

ments for the new principle, though they

are not able to detect it .

When we conſider propoſitions with

their proofs as mere logicians , we are apt

to think that nothing more is requiſite to

ſecure a full afſent to them, than a per

ception

.
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their party,

ception of the agreement of ideas ; but in

reality there are many other cauſes of affent

beſides this ; and ſome of the very ſtrongeſt

with reſpect to the great bulk of mankind,

are of a very different nature . In their

minds there is ſuch an eſtabliſhed con

nexion between the ideas of truth and right,

and thoſe of the opinions and practices of

their parents, their countrymen ,

their teachers, &c . ( a connexion formed in

the earlieſt years of infancy, and receiving

additional ſtrength in every period of life )

that it is not in the power of any thing

that we call evidence, to ſeparate them .

In this caſe, perſons who are not of an in

quiſitive and ſpeculative turn , that is, the

great maſs of mankind , will hardly ever

liſten to any attempt to ſeparate them .

What is more common than to hear the

charge of hereſy, impiety, and blaſphemy,

thundered out againſt particular opinions,

by perſons who are ſo far from pretending

to have examined them , that they will

even declare they think it wrong to exa

mine, or deliberate in the cafe ; ſuch exa

mination
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1

mination and deliberation implying at leaſt

a doubt, which they dread to entertain , even

for a moment,

Beſides, we all know that a regard to

eaſe, reputation , and intereſt, impercep

tibly biaſſes the judgments of men ; ſo that

if it be for a man's eaſe, reputation , or in ,

tereft, to maintain a particular opinion , how

well diſpoſed ſoever he may be in other

reſpects, he is not to be truſted with the

diſcuſſion . He is no judge of his own

impartiality , as the ſame arguments will

appear to him in a very different light from

what they would have done, if his eaſe,

intereſt, reputation , &c . had been on the

other ſide. The degree of this influence

would not be ſuſpected, except by perſons

who know mankind well, and who have

attended to the hiſtory of controverſy. Can

any proteſtant imagine, that there would

ever have been ſo many ingenious defences

of the doctrine of tranſubſtantiation , or that

ſo many perſons would have really believed

in it, if, beſides the influence of education

and authority, it had not been part of a

ſyſtem
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ſyſtem which it was inconvenient, difre

putable, or hazardous , to abandon ? All

unitarians muſt ſee the force of the ſame

influences on the minds of thoſe who de

fend the doctrine of the trinity .

We ſee the effect of the ſame cauſes of

error in civil life. For we ſhall certainly

deceive ourſelves, and think too ill of man.

kind , if we ſhould imagine that they always

act contrary to their judgment, when they

aſſert and maintain what we moſt clearly

fee to be falſe. Their connexions and in .

tereſts, &c . impoſe upon their judgments .

When nations go to wai, both ſides, I

doubt not, in general, ſeriouſly think them

ſelves in the right. They think they are

only returning injuries received, or pre

venting the effects of the moſt hoſtile in

tentions ; and they read with įndignation

the manifeſtos of their adverſaries, which

always breathe the ſpirit of peace.

Did every man , as an individual , really

judge for himſelf, without the interference

of any undue influence, we thould not ſee

the ſame opinions and maxims prevail, as

they
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they generally do, in particular families,

fchools, and communiti
es

of any
kind .

Whenever great bodies of men , connected

as they muſt be by intereſt, or ſome other

equally ſtrong bond of union , profeſs the

the faine opinion , there can be no doubt

but that their intereſt, or other principle of

union, had a conſiderable influence in form

ing their judgments , and that had they not

been under that influence, they would have

thought as variouſly as any other equal

number of men , who are not ſo connected .

On account of ſome of thefe undue in

fluences, by means of which the proper
ef

fect of evidence is precluded , we are not

to expect that any arguments will have

much weight with the generality of per

fons who are far advanced in life. By one

means or other they have, as we uſually ſay,

made up their minds, and notwithſtanding all

that can be propoſed to them , if they ſhould

be prevailed upon to give any kind or degree

of attention to a new opinion , they will fre

quently only remain the more confirmed in

their former way of thinking. We may won .

3

der
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none.

der that reaſons which appear ſo clear and con

vincing to ourſelves, ſhould have no weight

with others . But univerſal experience thews

that, in many caſes, they have even leſs than

For conſiderations which we think

to make for us , they often think to make

againſt us ; and where conduct is concerned,

the mildeſt expoſtulations will often only

exaſperate ; ſo that, inſtead of perſuading

men to act as we wiſh them to do, we often

leave them more obftinate in their own way.

If any perſon doubt the truth of this ob

ſervation, let him make the experiment

himſelf, which it will not be difficult to

do. If he be a chriſtian , let him propoſe

a conference with a Jew ; if he be a catho

lic, let him have an interview with a pro

teſtant; or if a proteſtant, with an old ca

tholic ; if he be a trinitarian, let him pro

poſe his arguments to an unitarian ; if an

unitarian, let him argue with a trinitarian ,

if a whig in this country, with an old tory s

or if a tory, with a ſtaunch whig. I do

not ſay that in ſuch conferences as theſe no

man will ever gain his point ; but it apo

pears
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pears to me, from the courſe of my
obſerá

vation , that if the parties be turned forty

or fifty years of age, and if by readings

thinking, or converſation , they have been

long ſettled in their opinions , it is not one

caſe in a hundred in which any change of

opinion will be produced by this means.

There are many Jews , many catholics , many

trinitarians , many Arians, many deiſts, and

many atheiſts, on whom I am ſenſible that

no arguments, or mode of addreſs, that 1 ;

as an unitarian chriſtian, could make uſe of,

would have any effect whatever.

Let a man go into Spain and Portugal ,

and , if it were poſſible, even work miracles,

to thew them that the proteſtant religion is

true ; if they were not more in number

than thoſe which we have reaſon to think

were wrought by the apoſtles ; and if after

a certain time they were diſcontinued , as

thoſe of the apoſtles were, a great propor

tion of the inhabitants would probably,

for a long time at leaſt , continue to think

as they now do . How many perſons are

there who would have no patience to hear

ſuch
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ſuch preachers , or any thing that could be

ſaid about them ; and whatever reports they

could not avoid hearing concerning their

miracles, they would , without any exami

nation , conclude them to be all tricks and im

poſitions; and when theſe workersofmiracles

were gone off the ſtage, the converſion of

this popiſh nation to the proteſtant reli :

gion , would probably proceed no faſter than

that of the heathen world to chriſtianity.

How little diſpoſed ſome perſons of the

beſt underſtanding may be to give any atten

tion to thoſe who are of a party or profeſ

fion different from their own,.we have a

pretty remarkable example of in the late

Dr. Johnſon , who was ſo bigotted a church

man, that when he was in Scotland , and

would gladly have heard Dr. Robertſon

preach , would not go into a church, though

eſtabliſhed by law, becauſe it was a preſby:

terian one , Suppoſing the principles of

this deſpiſed preſbyterian church to have

been ever ſo right and clear, can any pers

ſon imagine it to have been poſſible for

ſuch a man as Dr. Johnſon to have been

PART II . fi a con
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a convert to them ? But the contempt with

which the philoſophers, and men of learn

ing among the Heathens, conſidered chrifa

tianity, probably far exceeded that which

Dr. Johnſon entertained for the tenets or

practices of the preſbyterians.

How little alſo is it that many of the

learned clergy of the church of England

know of the difſenters, or their writings ?

Great numbers of them have no more know

ledge of what is tranſacted in a conventicle,

than in a pagoda, and would ſooner, I dare

fay, be perſuaded to enter the latter, than

the former . By this we may judge of the

reluctance with which the proud and learn

ed gentiles would receive any propoſal to go

into a chriſtian church , in the firſt, or even

the ſecond century . Let the principles of

any ſet of men , who are much deſpiſed,

and little known , be ever ſo true, or evi

dent, there can be no chance of their be

coming generally prevalent, except in a long

courſe of time. Let no perſon then won

der at the time which the great revolution

effected by chriſtianity took up, and at the

remains
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remains of heatheniſm in many villages,

and remote parts of the world, which had

but little intercourſe with ſtrangers. The

change was rapid, conſidering all the cir

cumſtances of the caſe , and what could

never have been effected at all but by the

force of truth .

Philoſophical truth ſeems to be better

calculated to make its way in the world

than truth of a religious nature , becauſe

men are not ſo much intereſted in oppoſing

it . But it muſt not be forgotten , that Ga

lileo was put into the inquiſition for main

-taining one of the first principles of mo

dern philoſophy. The doctrine of Newton

made but little progreſs abroad in the firſt

half century after its publication in Eng

land, and at this very day it is not received

(or has not been received till very lately )

in all the foreign univerſities.

perſon attend to theſe facts (and many

others of a fimilar nature might be men

tioned ) and wonder that the gentile world

was not ſooner converted to chriſtianity ?

I am , Sir, &c.

H 2 LETTER

Can any
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L E T T E R
X.

Of the different Foundations on which the Be

lief of Judaiſm or Chriſtianity, and that of

other Religions ſtands.

DE AR SIR ,

MANY perſons content themſelves

with ſaying they have no occaſion to

inquire into the origin of the Jewish or

chriſtian religions. Mankind , they ſay ,

have always been credulous , and vulgar er

rors are innumerable. What could be more

firmly believed than the fabulous hiſtories

of Apollo, Diana, and the reſt of the Gre

cian and Roman divinities, by the Greeks

and Romans, the ſtory of Mahomet's jour

ney to heaven by the Mahometans, the tranſ

formation of Wilhnou by the Indians , or

the legendary tales of the church of Rome

by the generality of the catholics ? All

theſe things are, or were, moſt firmly be

lieved by whole nations , ſo that it would

have
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have been hazardous for any perſon to inti

mate the leaſt doubt with reſpect to them ;

and yet what man of ſenſe will ſay that

they even deſerve any examination ? Why

then may not this be the caſe with the

the Jewiſh and chriſtian religions ?

But thoſe who ſatisfy themſelves with

this light manner of treating the ſubject,

have not ſufficiently conſidered the eſſen

tial difference between the circumſtances

of a mere tradition , and thoſe of a hiſtory

written at the time, not to mention other

circumſtances of the greateſt importance in

the caſe ; and therefore, though I have

mentioned this difference in my introduc.

tory letters, I ſhall enter into a fuller dir

cuſſion of it here, with an application to

the caſe in hand .

We know that when any thing is told

from one perſon to another, it never fails

to be altered ; and if it be of an extraordi

nary nature ( ſuch as moſt perſons take great

pleaſure in telling and hearing) it will be

enlarged in almoſt every hand through which

it paſſes, ſo that in a ſhort time the origi,

nalH 3
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nal relater ſhall not know the ſtory that he

himſelf firſt told ; and it is often impoſſible

to trace the riſe and progreſs of reports,

which in length of time gain the greateſt

credit . Of this we have frequent examples,

eſpecially in time of war, and public dif

turbances of any kind ; ſo that wiſe men

pay little regard to the belief of the multi

tude in things of this nature, eſpecially if

no perſons have been intereſted to enquire

into the origin of the reports , and to detect

the errors that might be in them . In

theſe very circumſtances are the ſtories in

the heathen mythology, the popiſh legends,

&c. ſo that they might gain great credit,

and in time get recorded in writing, with

out any foundation in truth . But in all

theſe caſes it will be eaſy to aſcertain whe

ther the hiſtory was committed to writing

by an eye witneſs, and whether it was pro

pagated and recorded by unprejudiced per

fons.

The caſe of a hiſtory written at the time

of any tranſactions, or ſo near to it, that the

memory of them was freth in the minds of

thoſe

+

1



PHILOSOPHICAL UNBELIEVER . 103

5

ject,

thoſe into whoſe hands the accounts came,

and eſpecially the hiſtory of ſuch things as

no perſon was previouſly diſpoſed to be

lieve, and ſuch as would not be admitted

without enquiring into their truth , is eſſen

tially different from that of a mere tradi

tion , which it was no body's intereſt to re

And ſuch was the hiſtory of the

tranſactions on which the truth of the Jewiſh

and chriſtian religion depends. The for

mer is contained in the books of Moſes, re

cited by himſelf, in the hearing of all the

people for whoſe uſe they were written , and

the latter in the goſpels and the book of

Acts, probably all written by eye witneſſes

of the facts recorded in them , and received

without objection by eye -witneſſes ; and it

can never be ſaid that either the religion of

Moſes, or that of Jeſus, was ſuch as the

people to whom they were delivered , were

at all prediſpoſed to receive, or to reliſh .

Neither of theſe hiſtories ſtole upon the

world inſenſibly, ſo that it might be faid

that a ſmall matter might grow to a great

H4 magni
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magnitude before it was committed to writ,

ing, and that then it was too late to exa

mine into its truth . On the contrary , the

accounts were publiſhed while the events

were fresh in the memory of thoſe into whoſe

hands the books carne, and who would never

have given their fanction to them , but have

immediately rejected them, as fabulous, if

they had not known them to be true ; ſo that

their credit muſt have been blaſted at once,

and they would never have been tranſmitted

to poſterity as authentic narratives of facts.

This will be more evident if it be conſidered

how deeply intereſted were both thoſe who

embraced, and thoſe who rejected the doc

trines of theſe books , to examine into their

authenticity.

Where neither life, property, nor reputa

tion are concerned, accounts of tranſactions

may get into the world without much exa

mination . But this was not the caſe with

reſpect to the hiſtory of Moſes, or that of

Chriſt, eſpecially the latter. Every man

who embraced chriſtianity, conſidered him

felf
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felf as bound to maintain the truth of it at

the hazard of his life, and of every thing dear

to him. And ſurely thoſe who died a vio

lent death for their adherence to chriſtianity

(which was the caſe with moſt of the apoſ

tles , and many other primitive chriſtians,

themſelyes witneſſes of the miracles and re

ſurrection of Chriſt) would not have done it

but upon grounds that to them appeared

ſufficient. They muſt certainly have been

fully perſuaded that the cauſe in which they

ſuffered ſo much, and ſo long, was a good

one ; and, living at the time, they had the beſt

opportunity of knowing it .

This argument will apply to the martyrs

of the next and following ages. And it is

remarkable that the perſecution continued as

long as an enquiry into the truth of the facts

was tolerably eaſy, viz . about three hundred

years , after which time the value ofmartyr

dom, conſidered as an evidence ofthe truth of

the facts, would be much diminiſhed ; but dur.

ing this period , the evidence they afforded was

in ſome views acquiring additional ſtrength .

For, if the firſt ſet of martyrs, thoſe who

were
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were our Saviour's cotemporaries, could be

ſuppoſed to have been under a kind of infa

tuation, and have ſacrificed their lives without

fufficient reaſon , thoſe of the next generation

had ſufficient time to recollect themſelves,

and would hardly have followed them in the

fame courſe, without examination ; and they

ſtill had ſufficient opportunity for the pur:

poſe. The goſpels were then recent publi,

cations, and it might eaſily have been en

quired, in the very ſcene of the tranſactions,

whether the things had been as they were

related or not.

If even the ſecond generation ſhould have .

been blinded to their deſtruction , which is

beyond meaſure improbable, the third was

not wholly deftitute of the means of enquiry ,

and they would certainly have availed

themſelves of it, rather than have ſuffered

what we know they did in the cauſe ofchriſ

tianity. In this manner, ſucceſſive genera

tions of martyrs bore their teſtimony to the

truth of thoſe facts, for their faith in which

they ſuffered, till no reaſonable doubt could

remain but that, if the hiſtory of the goſpels

3
and
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and of the book of Acts, had not been in the

main authentic, the falſehood would have

been detected .

On the other hand, as the martyrs for

chriſtianity were deeply intereſted to enquire

into the truth of that for which they ſuf

fered, their enemies , who were as much

exaſperated as men could be at the progreſs

of chriſtianity, had motives ſufficient to de

tect and expoſe the impoſture of it, if it had

been in their power. The umbrage that was

taken at chriſtianity in Judea, the ſcene of

the tranſactions, began with itſelf. Chrift

himſelf was never without the moſt bitter ene

mies . The ſame was the caſe with the apoſ ,

tles ; and certainly they who impriſoned them,

and charged them to preach no more in that

name, Acts iv . 17. would have expoſed their

artifices, and pretended miracles, if it had

been in their power ; and they wanted no

opportunity for the purpoſe, having every

thing in the country at their command.

In theſe remarkable circumſtances chrif

tianity was preached , and its profeſſors were

perſecuted in Judea itſelf for the ſpace of

forty
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forty years , without its being pretended

that the moſt watchful eye had diſcovered

any impoſture in the caſe. The activity of

Paul , while he was a perſecutor, was only

employed in baling men and women, and

committing them to priſon, Aas viii . 3.
and

perfecuting them into ſtrangecities. He him

ſelf was afterwards a priſoner for his profeſ

fion of chriſtianity, two years in Judea,

where forty men entered into a bond that

they would neither eat nor drink till they had

killed him , Acts xxiii , 12. but nothing is

ſaid of their attempt to find out his arti

fices to deceive the people ; though this, as

they could not but know, would have an

ſwered their purpoſe infinitely better than

killing him ,

Another theatre of chriſtian miracles was

in gentile countries, where the preachers of

chriſtianity had always adverſaries, as well

as friends. But here alſo we hear of no de

tection of their frauds ; even though every

other method was taken to prevent the

ſpread of chriſtianity. In the time of Ju

ļian , no writings, or records of any kind ,

2
had
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had been deſtroyed '; and if he could have

diſcovered any thing reſpecting the origin

or propagation of chriſtianity, that would

have been to its prejudice, would he have

ſpared any pains to bring it to light ? He

had evidently no hopes of being able to do

any thing of the kind , and therefore, he at

tacked chriſtianity in other ways .

Similar obſervations may be applied to

the hiſtory of the Jewiſh religion . All the

articles of it were formed at once, and com

mitted to writing by Moſes himſelf ; and

the books were not kept ſecret, but expreſs

orders were given , and proviſion was made,

for frequent copies to be taken of them .

Nothing eſſential to this religion reſts upon

tradition . If any alteration or innovation

had been attempted , it might eaſily have

been detected, and no fraud in the eſta

bliſhment of it could poſſibly have been con

cealed . The body of the people, to whom

this law was given , frequently rebelled

againſt Moſes, and would even have gone

back to Egypt . Aaron , Moſes's own bro

ther , and Miriam, his ſiſter, who could not

have been out of the ſecret of any of the

means
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means of deceiving the multitude, that he

might have employed , took umbrage at his

preheminence, and therefore wanted no mo.

tive to detect any impoſition they knew him

to have been guilty of.

Though there were not, properly ſpeak

-ing, any martyrs to the Jewiſh religion in

that early period, the inſtitutions themſelves

were many of them fo burdenſome, eſpe

cially that of circumciſion, and others of

them ſo hazardous, as thoſe of the fabbath ,

the fabbatical year, &c . and all of them ſo

contrary to the rites to which the people had

been accuſtomed, and for which they had

contracted a fondneſs, which they never

wholly loſt, that they muſt have been ſuffi

ciently diſpoſed, in every period of their

hiſtory, to detect any impofition they could

have found in it. Their own idolatrous

kings, and the prieſts of Baal , would, no

doubt, have been glad to have juſtified their

deſertion of the religion of Moſes, by the

diſcovery of any thing that would have been

to its prejudice. They were with reſpect

to Judaiſm , what Julian was with reſpect to

chriſtianity.

When
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When theſe things are conſidered, how

can it be ſaid that , the caſe of the Jewiſh

and chriſtian religions bear any
reſemblance

to the fabulous mythology of the Greeks

and Romans , the metamorphoſes of the In

dian Wilhnou , the journey of Mahomet to

heaven, or the legendary tales of the church

ofRome; all of which are founded on mere

tradition, none of the pretended facts having

been committed to writing at the time, and

all of them received by thoſe who ſuffered no

thing for their faith in them , who were pre

viouſly diſpoſed to receive them , and add

to them ; and when no unbelievers had any

opportunity of examining into the truth of

them ; and when there do not appear to have

been any perſons like the perſecutors of

chriſtians intereſted to expoſe their falſehood .

Nothing, therefore, can be leſs entitled

to credit than theſe ſtories, and nothing

more worthy of it, than thoſe Jewiſh and

chriſtian hiſtories, to which they have moſt

injudicioufly been compared .

I am,

Yours, &c .
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L E T T E R XI .

The Evidence of Judaiſm and Chriſtianity

compared with that of Mahometaniſm , and

ofthe Religion of Indoftan.

SON

DEAR SIR,

OME have compared the riſe and pro

greſs of chriſtianity to that of Maho

metaniſm , and that of Judaiſm to that of

the religion of Indoftan . But they cer

tainly never attended to ſeveral very remark

able differences in both the caſes.

1. There is no fact, of an hiſtorical na.

ture , on which the truth of the Mahome.

tan religion is ſaid to be founded, that

could be ſubjected to examination ; becauſe

all the miracle that Mahomet himſelf pre

tended to was the revelation of the Koran,

made to himſelf only . ' However, any per

ſon may judge at this day whether the com

poſition of it be ſuch , as that human ability

( that
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( that of Mahomet himſelf, for inſtance ,

aſſiſted by ſome confidential friend) could

not have been equal to it . Let any man of

ſenſe now read the Koran , and give his opi

nion on the ſubject.

2. Mahometaniſm never did gain any con

verts in conſequence of an examination into

the grounds of it, among perſons not in

tereſted in the reception of it. In what

country was this religion ever generally re

ceived , in which the ruling powers oppoſed

it, and perſecuted it , or in which the ruling

powers were not previouſly Mahometans ?

The firſt Mahometans were all native Arabs,

who were univerſally gainers by the propaga

tion of their religion . But though they con

quered many countries, their religion never

became that of the generality of the ancient

inhabitants , if they had been chriſtians be

fore. Notwithſtanding all the hardſhips to

which they ſubjected thoſe of that reli

gion , and eſpecially the contempt with which

they treat them, all the countries of the

Eaſt are ſtill full of chriſtians, of various

denominations. The far greater part of

PART II. I Aſia



114 LETTERS TO A

hundred years ;

Alia Minor, where the Turks were long

fettled before they invaded Europe, and alſo

the greateſt part of Turkey in Europe, of

which they have been poſſeſſed three hun

dred years , is chriſtian , Conſtantinople it

ſelf at leaſt half ſo . The greateſt part of

Spain was once in the poffeffion of Maho

metans, and ſome parts of it near eight

years ; but we read of few or no

Mahoinetans in it beſide native Moors

from Africa .

In Indoftan the governors only are Ma-

hometans, though it is three hundred years

ſince they conquered the country , ſo that

whenever the government ſhall ceaſe to be

Mahometan , the profeſſion of that religion

in it will ceaſe of courſe .

That many perſons have, in a courſe of

time, become firm believers in Mahomet

anilm , cannot be doubted ; and, therefore ,

many will probably continue fo , eſpecially

in Turkey and Arabia , though the govern

ment of theſe countries ſhould become chrif

tian . But we may fafely prophecy that,

whenever the government ſhall be changed ,

a death
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a death blow, a blow from which it will never

recover , will be given to that religion , and

all the remains of it will vaniſh in due time .

The Tartars, who at length conquered

the Saracens, and put an end to the Ca

liphate, adopted their religion in prefer

ence to heathenifm ; but it by no means

appears to have been done upon an en

quiry into the hiſtorical evidence of it .

Thoſe Tartars who firſt conformed to the

Mahometan religion , were thoſe who had

ferved under the Mahometan princes . They

acquired power and influence by degrees,

and many of them , no doubt, thought it ne

ceſſary to make profeſſion of that religion in

order to eſtabliſh themſelves the better

among a people who would not have any

other . Thus Mahometaniſm , from being

the religion of the chiefs among the Tartars,

became in time that of the common people.

and was afterwards adopted by other tribes

of Tartars . If in any manner limilar to this ,

any other in which the firſt converts

were princes, the chriſtian religion came to

be profeſſed by any of the northern nations

of

or in

I 2
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of Europe, I would lay no ſtreſs on ſuch

converſions as a proof of the truth of chriſ

tianity, or as any recommendation of it .

3 . There never has been any period in which

the merits, and evidence of the Mahometan

and chriſtian religions were freely debated

by learned men .
In all Mahometan coun

tries it is death to make a proſelytė, or to

conceal one . Let this important circum

ſtance be changed, and let a free intercourſe

be opened between Mahometans and ra

tional , that is , unitarian chriſtians, and I

Mall have no doubt with reſpect to the

conſequence .

4. Mahomet began with converting his

own family, in which he met with diffi

culty, though they were intereſted in his

ſucceſs, and afterwards his neareſt relations

derived the greateſt advantage from the

ſcheme. On the contrary, Chriſt does not

appear to have addreſſed himſelf prrticularly

either to his own family, or to the ruling

powers of the country, and no perſon con

nected with him ever derived any advantage

from his undertaking. Two of his brothers

were
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were apoſtles, but they died martyrs , as well

as moſt of the other apoſtles. The poſte

rity of Moſes derived no advantage from

their relation to him , but continued in

' the rank of common Levites . None of

Mahomet's firſt followers died voluntary

martyrs to their faith in his divine mila

fion . To riſk one's life in battle with

the hope of victory, is a very different

thing from calmly ſubmitting to a cruel

death, without any hope but in a future

life.

5 .

That the divine miſſion of Mahomet

was firmly believed , and pretty early too,

may be accounted for without ſuppoſing it

to be true . His own family and acquaint

ance might be taken by his auſterities and

confident aſſertions, and the ſucceſs of his

enterprize would ſoon give them a notion

that he had the countenance of heaven .

His enthuſiaſm would paſs for inſpira

tion , and at length he might even himſelf

imagine that a particular providence at

tended him. But had Mahomet died in

13 battle,
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battle, and conſequently all the effects of

his arms had ceaſed, where would have

been his religion ?

The religion of Chriſt was propagated

in very different circumſtances. No man

having pretenſions to a divine miſſion ,

could have died in circumſtances more un,

favourable to the credit of it than he did

and yet his religion gained ground , and

notwithſtanding every mode of oppoſition ,

is firmly believed , in all revolutions of em

pires , by thoſe who derive no worldly ad

vantage from the profeſſion of it to this

day,

It ſhould alſo be conſidered , that what is

moſt reputable in the religion of Mahomet,

is derived from the Jewiſh and chriſtian re

ligions, the corruptions of which he began

with undertaking to reform ; and he had a

particular advantage in addreſſing the Arabs,

as the deſcendants of Abraham . His doc

trine of the divine unity, gave him great ad

yantage over the generality of chriſtians of

that age, who had moſt miſețably bewildered

themſelves
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themſelves with their notions of a trinity

in the godhead, of which it was impoſſible

that they ſhould give any rational account.

It has been ſaid that the religion of In

doftan is contained in written books , as

well as that of Mofes, and may be of as

great, or greater, antiquity, and that the

belief of the people in it is no leſs firm

than that of Jews, or chriſtians, in theirs.

But I beg leave to make the following ob

ſervations on the ſubject.

1. The books which contain this reli .

gion are not, as far as appears, of an hiſtori

cal nature, giving an account of miracles

wrought in proof of the divine miſſion of

thoſe who wrote them , or who publiſhei

the religion contained in them, but con

fifts only of doctrines concerning God ,

the creation, the deſtination of the human

race, &c . and in themſelves utterly irra

tional , ſo that every thing the books con

tain might have been compoſed without

any ſupernatural aſſiſtance. And there is

nothing that we can now examine by the

rules of hiſtory and teſtimony, Conſe

14 quently,
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2. The

quently the Veda's cannot be brought into

compariſon with the books of Moſes, the

goſpels, and the book of Acts.

age
of the books is very uncer

tain , as there has not yet been diſcovered

any authentic hiſtory of the country, giv,

ing an account of the authors of thoſe

books , and continuing the hiſtory from that

time to the preient, which is the caſe with

the books of Moles.

3 • The religious books of the Hindoos

are confined to one claſs of people in the

country , who ſupport their rank and privi

leges by keeping the common people in ig

norance of them . It is even death by the

laws of the country , for perſons of a lower

çaſt to read thoſe books, or to hear them

read by another perſon, which is certa nly a

yery ſuſpicious circumſtance. And though,

by this means, thoſe of the inferior caſts are

kept in ſubjection to their ſuperiors, they

are all taught to believe that they are of a

higher rank , and greater favourites of hea

yen , than , the reſt of mankind ; that they

will be rewarded for their adherence to

their
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their religion, and puniſhed for deſerting

it. It has never been ſaid that the faith of

the lower people is the reſult of inquiry,

and conviction , nor do the Indians attempt

to convert other people.

4. The profeſſors of this religion never

ſuffered any perſecution for it ; at leaſt not

in times in which the evidence of it was

open to examination , as was the caſe with

chriſtianity. Their faith , therefore, is only

like that of the Greeks and Romans, in

their religions ; a faith founded on mere

tradition, and having the ſanction of dark

antiquity. Let the Hindoos, as well as the

Mahometans, become acquainted with our

literature, and have free intercourſe with

unitarian chriſtians, and I have no doubt

but that the reſult will be in favour of

chriſtianity
,

Į am, Sir ,

Yours, &c.
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L E T T E R XII.

of the Nature of Idolatry, and the Attacha

ment of the Heathens to it, as a principal

Cauſe of their hatred of Chriſtians,

DEAR SIR ,

YOU acknowledge that caſesmaybo

ſuppoſed, in which the moſt ſufficient

evidence would not produce its natural ef

fect on the minds of men, that numbers

might remain unconvinced, in circum

ſtances in which we think that we our

ſelves could not heſitate to declare ourſelves

converts to an opinion . You are ſenſible

that, in caſes of this nature, we either do

not ſufficiently conſider the difference be

tween the previous ſtate of our minds and

that of theirs , or that we do not place ours

ſelves preciſely in the ſame circumſtances ;

and that, on theſe accounts, it muſt be im

poſſible to argue juſtly from the perſuaſion

Or
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or feelings of any one man to thoſe of any

other. But you wiſh to know more pare

ticularly than I have hitherto explained it,

what was the actual ſtate of the gentile

world in general with reſpect to chriſtia

nity, eſpecially in what manner it appears

to have been treated by thoſe who did not

receive, but continued to oppoſe it , and

what kind of objections were in thoſe early

ages made to it.

As this is a very reaſonable requeſt, I

ſhall give you all the ſatisfaction in my

power with reſpect to it ; and I am confi

dent that a juſt exhibition of thoſe ancient

times will convince you, that the oppoſi

tion which chriſtianity then met with,

can ſupply no valid argument againſt it at

this day. The objections which were then

made to chriſtianity were of ſuch a nature,

that they can have no weight with any

modern unbelievers ; ſo that if it had been

poſſible for any perſon in thoſe times to

have enjoyed the ſuperior light of the pre

ſent age, he muſt have been aſhamed of al

moſt every thing which was alleged againſt

the
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the goſpel by the ancient oppoſers of it.

Indeed , lo
very

abſurd were the notions of

the heathens , philoſophers as well as others,

that it is even difficult for us at this day to

ſuppoſe they could ever have exiſted , at

leaſt fo generally, as univerſal hiſtory ſhews

that they did . On this account, though I

might content myſelf with thewing the

fact, I ſhall deſcant a little on the cauſes

of it,

So little connexion do we ſee, or can

imagine, between the religious ceremonies

of the Greeks and Romans ( ſuch as facri

fices, proceſſions, games , &c. ) and the wel

fare of a ſtate, that we can hardly bring

ourſelves to believe that any men of ſenſe

could ever have entertained the idea. Yet

nothing was ſo deeply fixed in the minds

of the gentile world in general.

The whole ſyſtem of falſe religion , or

idolatry , aroſe from the notion of a con

nexion between good or bad fortune, and

certain acts, or ceremonies, which , for ſome

reaſon or other, were ſuppoſed to gain the

favour or incur the diſpleaſure of thoſe di

vinities22
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vinities which had the diſpenſation of good

or evil in the world.

In the infant ſtate of the world, when

the true cauſes of things were not known,

it is not to be wondered at that men ſhould

fix upon wrong ones ; for they are never

eaſy without imagining ſome hypotheſis

for every phenomenon . And ſince the beſt

concerted plans were often unſucceſsful, for

reaſons which the wiſeft men could not

foreſee or comprehend, they concluded that

beſides thoſe cauſes of the events of life ,

which might be traced to the power and

policy of men, there muſt be other and

inviſible ones, and ſuch as were indepen

dent of the regular operation of the laws

of nature .
We may ſee the ſame propen

fty among ignorant people at this day.

For fuperftition is always in proportion to

ignorance. But whereas the ignorance and

ſuperſtition of the preſent day have no re

ſource but in a blind fate, or capricious

fortune, reſiding in they know not what ;

mankind in the early ages
fixed

upon
the

great
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great viſible objects in nature, ſuch as the

ſun , moon , and ſtars.

Being fenfible of their power in ſome

reſpects, mankind eaſily imagined that it

extended to other things , and this influ

ence not being ſubject to any known regu

lar laws, ſo that events might be predicted ,

or guarded againſt, they concluded that

their power was not a neceſſary influence, but

a voluntary agency. Then concluding, that

there muſt be a fentient and intelligent

principle in the heavenly bodies, they

might eafily go on to imagine, that there

was a ſimilar ſentient principle in the earth,

and even in the ſeparate parts of it, as ſeas ,

rivers, mountains, &c . alſo in animals, and

eſpecially in man , whoſe paſſions and af

fections they could not explain by what

was viſible in his frame. This inviſible

principle they would eaſily fuppoſe to be,

like that in the heavenly bodies, incorrup

tible and immortal.

In this train of thinking mankind were

foon provided with a prodigious number of

inviſible
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inviſible beings, whoſe favour it behoved

them to court, and whoſe diſpleaſure they

had to avoid . And proſperous or adverſe

events having actually followed certain ac

tions, they would naturally imagine that

the ſame actions, or others fimilar to them ,

had an influence with the beings who had

the
power over thofe events.

This mental proceſs was not peculiar to

ancient times. We ſee the fame thing in

the practice of many gamefters now, who

will even imagine that good or bad for

tune depends upon a particular place at

the table, and that it may be changed by

turning round their chair, & c . and when

once any opinion, though of this moſt ridi.

culous kind, has got the ſanction of general

belief, on however inſufficient grounds, it

is not eaſily eradicated . For if the ex

pected event do not follow the uſual cira

cumſtances , the blame will be laid on a

thouſand unperceived cauſes, rather than

it will be fuppoſed that thoſe circumſtances

had no real tendency to produce the de

Conſequently the ſame things

will

ſired effect.
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will continue to be practiſed with the ſame

expectations, and a fingle coincidence of

the uſual preliminary preparations with the

expected event will be talked of, and mag

nified, while numberleſs failures will be

forgotten , or accounted for. And the

longer any ſuperſtitious rite had been
prac

tiſed , the more would its efficacy be de

pended upon , and the leſs regard would be

paid to the caſes in which it had failed .

From ſuch cauſes as theſe , it cannot be

denied that, in the age of Chriſt and the

apoſtles, the religious cuſtoms of the hea

then world had got the firmeſt hold on the

minds of men . No perſon -was able to

trace the origin of any rite of importance,

fo that the veneration beſtowed on every

thing that was ancient was attached to

and it was taken for granted , that

the well being of all ſtates abſolutely de

pended upon the obſervance of the religious

rites , which had been from time immemo

rial practiſed in them .

Hence every perſon who ſuggeſted an

idea of the inſignificance of ſuch things,

and

them ;
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and much inore one who proteſted againſt

them , was conſidered as a dangerous mem

ber of fociety, and treated as an atheiſt ;

becauſe he was an enemy to ſuch gods as

his fellow -citizens acknowledged, and pro

moted the diſcontinuance of thoſe rites on

which , in their opinion , the fafety of the

commonwealth depended.

On thefe principles, and without any

farther enquiry , ſuch a perfon was thought

unworthy of protection, or of life. Con

fequently chriſtians, as diffenters from the

eſtabliſhed worſhip , were hated , fo that

the very name was fufficient to condem

them , and the moſt patriotic magiſtrates

thought it their duty to exterminate them .

Such was the prejudice againſt chriſtianity

on this account only , that it was thought

unneceſſary to enquire into the ground of

their faith ; and perſons of the moſt ex

cellent characters in other refpects, and of

the moſt cultivated minds, ſuch as Trajan,

Pliny, and Marcus Aurelius, made no

fcruple to condemn to death , and even to

torture, all who only acknowledged them

ſelves to be chriſtians.

PART II . Kк Ic
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It was, however, the belief of all the

ancient heathens, that different kinds of

worſhip were proper for different people .

Indeed, they could not but ſee that differ

ent nations had been proſperous, notwith

ſtanding their differentreligions ; and there

fore the greateſt conquerors . tolerated the

nations that were ſubject to their empire

in their peculiar rites . On this principle

the Jews had obtained a toleration for

themſelves, wherever they were diſperſed

through the Roman empire ; and, under

the idea that chriſtianity was a fect among

the Jews , this was alſo for a long time

tolerated by the Romans.
But as ſoon as,

by the increaſe of profelytes, the nature of

chriſtianity began to be perceived , and the

national religion was apprehended to be in

danger from it , the moſt violent meaſures

were taken to exterminate it . : The ſame,

no doubt, would have been the caſe with

judaiſm , if the progreſs of it had been

equally alarming .

We perceive the extreme veneration for

the ancient cuſtoms of nations, and the of

fence that was taken at chriſtianity , as a

ii novel
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2

of

ce

of

novel religion , upon all occaſions. Celſus

upbraids the Jewish chriſtians with de

ſerting the law of their country *

Jews,” he ſays, 66 have a law of their

" own, and do right to obſerve it, becauſe

“ different laws have been framed by dif

“ ferent people, and it is fit that thoſe

" things ſhould be obſerved which have

cs been eſtabliſhed by public authority t.”

Julian alſo thought more favourably of the

Jews than of the chriſtians, becauſe the

former had facrifices, and prieſts, &c . in

common with the gentiles I. This was a

popular argument againſt chriſtians, their

cuſtoms being peculiar to themſelves, and

different from thoſe of all other people.

The ancient religions being eſtabliſhed

by the laws of the countries in which they

were obſerved, chriſtianity was conſidered

as an illegal thing, and the aſſemblies of

chriſtians not being authorized by law , all

thoſe who frequented them were conſi

18

ho

of

i

16

79

* Lardner's Teſtimonies, vol. 2. p. 321 .

+ Ibid , vol. 2. p. 325. # Ibid . vol. 4. p. 87 .

K 2 dered
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}

dered as liable to puniſhment on that ac

count only ; and aſſembling in ſecret was

always thought dangerous in well regu

lated ſtates. Celſus objects to chriſtians

their holding ſecret aſſemblies, contrary to

law *

On this account, chriftians, not denying,

but avowing, theſe practices, were conſidered

as obnoxious to the law. Among others

Athenagoras complains that chriſtians were

perſecuted for the name only + ; and when

a man was thought well of on other ac

counts, it was an objection to him that he

was a chriſtian . According to Tertullian ,

it was uſual with them to ſay, ſuch a one

is a good man , but he is a chriſtian I.

" That the heathens really believed that

the welfare of the ſtate depended upon the

obſervance of their ancient religious cere

monies , and that public calamities were 'oc

eafioned by the omiffion of them , there is

the moſt abundant evidence , I ſhall only

mention a few of the proofs, ſuch as will

* Lardner's Teſtimonies, vol . 2. p. 322.

+ Ibid . vol . 2. p . 185 . Ibid. vol. 2. p. 389.

ſhew
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ſhew that not the vulgar only, but the moſt

enlightened of the heathens, and perſons in

the higheſt authority, held the ſame opi

nion , and that they conſidered chriſtians as

the cauſe of all the calamities of the empire .

Maximin , in one of his reſcripts, ſpeaking

of the hurricanes and earthquakes of thoſe

times, ſays, “ there is no man who does not

“ know that all theſe, and worſe calamities ,

" have heretofore often happened, and that

they have befallen us becauſe of the per

“ nicious error and empty vanity of theſe

" execrable men , which has ſo ſpread, as to

“ cover almoſt the whole earth with ſhame

s and diſhonour *” . Porphyry, a philoſo

pher, who wrote againſt chriſtianity, faid ,

“ fince Jeſus has been honoured, none has

“ received any public benefit from the

Godsť ”.

When ſome of the ſenators petitioned the

emperors Valentinian , Theodofius, and Ar,

cadius, to replace the altar of victory which

had been taken from the door of the ſenate

* Ibid . vol. 3. P. 397 .
: + Ibid. vol . 3. p. 184.

K 3 houſe,
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houſe, they ſaid, in the perſon of Rome,

“ This way of worſhip has brought all the

“ world into obedience to my laws . Theſe

« rites drove Hanibal from my walls, and

“ the Gauls from the capitol * .” It was

more particularly imagined that the public

welfare depended upon the veſtal virginst.

Zozimus , a heathen hiſtorian, ſays, that

“ from the time of the public facrifices

" ceaſing, and all other things received

“ from ancient tradition being neglected ,

“ the Roman empire has gradually declined

« till it has become the habitation of barba

“ rians I , & c . ” Alſo , ſpeaking of the proſ

perity of the empire, during the obſervance

of the ſecular games , he ſays, " in the third

“ confulſhip of Conſtantine and Licinus,

" the term of an hundred and ten years was

compleated, when the feſtival ought to

*** have been obſerved according to cuſtom ;

“ but not having been then obſerved , there

“ was a neceſſity that affairs ſhould fink into

* Lardner's Teſtimonies, vol . 4. p . 381 .

# Ibid . vol. 4. p . 383. I Ibid. vol. 4. p . 263.

or the
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“ the diſtreſs and miſery in which they

" now are * . "

Libanius, a diſtinguiſhed heathen philo

ſopher of the fourth century, ſpeaking of

the ſacrifices which were then permitted at

Rome, but ſuppreſſed in other places , ſays,

“ if in the ſacrifices there performed conſiſts

ç the ſtability of the empire” ( which he took

for granted ) “ it ought to be reckoned

$ 6 beneficial to facrifice every where it .”

Again, “ neither,” ſays hę, " is it at Rome

only that the liberty of ſacrificing re

mains, but alſo in the city of Serapis,

“ that great and populous city” (meaning

Alexandria ) " which has a multitude of

“ temples, by which it renders the plenty

“ of Egypt common to all men .

This

plenty is the work ofthe Nile. The city,

" therefore,
celebrates the Nile, and per

“ fuades him to riſe, and overflow the fields.

“ If theſe rites were not performed
, when

“- and by whom they ought, he would not

ço do ſo, which they themſelves
ſeem to be

* Ibid . vol. 4. p . 241 .
+ Ibid . vol.4 . p. 148 .

« ſenſible
K 4
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1

« ſenſible of, who willingly aboliſh ſuch

5 things, but do not aboliſh theſe, but

“ permit the river to enjoy his ancient

“ rights, for the ſake of the benefit he

“ affords * .!! The temple and ſtatue of

Serapis being at length demolithed, it was

given out by the heathens, that the Nile

would no longer flow . Nevertheleſs, it

roſe the next year to its uſual height t .

When Rhadagaiſus, a Goth, invaded the

Roman empire , the Pagans gave out that

they could not withſtand ſuch an enemy,

who had the aſſiſtance of the gods , to whom

he ſacrificed every day ; whereas they had

no help, fince their gods and their rites were

baniſhed. The chriſtian religion , they ſaid,

had quite ruined the ſtate, and brought

them into that miſerable condition . This

barbarian, however, was conquered, and in

a moſt complete manner. Afterwards Rome

did fall into the hands of an enemy, but

he was a chriſtian , and the Romans found

him to be a merciful conqueror I. Not

* Lardner's Teſtimonies ,vol. 4. p . 149.

+ Ibid . vol. 4. p . 409 : Ibid , vol. 4. p.428 .

2 withſtanding
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withſtanding all this , the Pagans ſtill attri

buted all the misfortunes of the empire to

the progreſs of chriftianity ; and in anſwer

to this , Auſtin wrote his famous book De

Civitate Dei.

In conſequence of the heathens afcribing

all proſperous events to the favour of their

gods, they conſidered temporal proſperity as

proof of their power, and therefore natu

rally concluded that religion to be a bad one,

which expoſed its yotaries to temporal evils .

Hence Celſus objects to chriſtians their not

being delivered by Chriſt when they were

condemned to death * . Hence, alſo, aroſe

part of the prejudice againſt Chriſt himſelf,

viz . his being put to death, independent of

the mode of his death, which marked him

to be a low and mean character. Celſus, in

particular, did not fail to object to chriſtians

the miſerable death of Chriſt *.

Many of the heathens, inſtead of admir

ing the courage of the chriſtian martyrs, as

dying in the cauſe of truth , reproached them

for their folly and obſtinacy on that account,

# Ibid . vol. 2. p . 323 .
+ Ibid . vol. 2. p. 317.

Porphyry,
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Porphyry, alluding to chriſtians, ſpeaks of

them as “ mean people, who having em

“ braced rules different from their former

way of life, would endure to be torn limb

“ from limb , rather than return to their old

" courſe * . ” Tertullian ſhews how incon

ſiſtently the heathens reaſoned on this ſub

ject, who could allow that to die for one's

country was honourable, but could think

that to die for God and truth was reproach

ful and diſhonourable 5.

It is obvious to remark , with Lardner,

on this occaſion, that certainly men who

were ſo much deſpiſed and hated , and

who were expoſed to ſo much miſery in

conſequence of being chriſtians , muſt have

thought that they had good reaſons for

becoming ſuch ; and ſince many of them were

men of good underſtanding in other reſpects,

they would , no doubt, take proper pains to

enquire into the ground of that faith to

which they ſacrificed ſo much .

I am , Sir, &c .

* Lardner's Tellimonies, vol. 3: P: 192.

+ Ibid . vol. 2. p.176 .
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L E T T E R XIII.

The Attachment of the Heathens to their Re

ligion more particularly proved.

0

!

DEAR SIR ,

BSURD as the heathen religion was,

A

there is the moſt indiſputable evidence

of ſeveral of the wiſeſt of the heathens, long

after the time of our Saviour, being the

moſt firmly attached to it, and eſpecially of

their practiſing the rites of divination pre

ſcribed by it , whenever they wiſhed to pry

into futurity This was always a great ar

ticle in the heathen religions ; and the pro

miſes they held out of giving men informa

tion of this kind was , in all ages, one of the

greateſt inducements to follow them . Nor

ſhall we wonder at this , when we conſider

how many perſons, of whoſe good ſenſe in

other reſpects, better things might be expect.

3
ed ,



140
LETTERS TO A '

ed , do even now ſecretly liſten to the idle tales

of the loweſt fortune tellers, and what. num

bers never fail to flock to any perſon who

gives out the moſt abſurd public advertiſe

ment for this purpoſe. In all theſe things

the philoſophers of antiquity, who might

have been expected to know better, did little

or nothing, as Lardner obſerves, to improve

the ſentiments of mankind ; but, on the

the contrary, they confirmed the prejudices

of the common people, and made them

ſtill worſe than they otherwiſe would have

been *.

Philoſophers gave credit to all the Pytha

gorean fables † , and in particular entertained

the moſt ridiculous idea of inſpiration , and of

an intercourſe between the gods and men .

This ſuperſtition and credulity, Dr. Lardner

apprehends to have been the common diſpo

ſition of the heathen people, of all ranks,

high and low, learned and unlearned I. It

does not appear, he obſerves, that Pliny,

* Lardner's Teſtimonies, vol. 3. p . 276.

+ Ibid . vol. 3. p . 275. Ibid . vol. 4. p. 235.

or
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3

of eight years ,Ć

ES

1

or Tacitus , entertained any doubt about the

ancient worſhip, or ever enquired into the

truth of chriſtianity * .

Pliny was an augur, and greatly valued

the office. Every Roman emperor was

Pontifex maximus. Marcus Aurelius was

introduced into the college of prieſts called

Salii, at the
age

and was com

plete maſter of all the rules of the order, ſo

as to be able to diſcharge, himſelf, the func

tions of that prieſthood. It is probable,

therefore, that he gained in his childhood a

deep tincture of ſuperſtition , which grew up

with him, and was retained by him after

wards . He was indeed , extremely fuperfti

tious, and a rigid perſecutor ; and he diſliked

the chriſtians becauſe they outdid the Stoics

in bearing pain and deatht .

Julian , another philoſophical emperor,

was ſo ſuperſtitious, that it was commonly

ſaid, that if he returned victorious from the

Perſian expedition, the race of bulls would

be extirpated by his facrificesby his facrifices ; and the

* Ibid . vol. 2. p . 67 . + Ibid , vol. 2. p . 169 .

multitude
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On

multitude of them was ſo great, that his

fóldiers were often diſordered by their ex

ceſs in eating and drinking at them * .

a feſtival to the honour of Venus , he walked

in the proceſſion with lewd women, and

others of the worſt of characters, followed

by his horſe and guards it . Sacrificing on

ſome occaſion to Mars, and the omens not

being favourable, he called Jupiter to wit

neſs, that he would never more offer a fa

crifice to Mars I.

That the doctrine of demons, and of their

intercourſe with men , and alſo that of the

gods in general, and the notion of inſpira

tion by them , really obtained among the

heathens, long after the promulgation of

chriſtianity, abſurd as all modern philo

ſophers will think them to be, there is the

moſt abundant evidence . Damafcius wrote

that, “ the wife of Hierocles became poſ

“ feſſed , and as the demon would not be

“ perſuaded to depart by good words, his

* Lardner's Teſtimonies, vol. 4. p. 26.

+ Ibid . vol . 4. p . 32 . Ibid . vol . 4. p. 27.

“ diſciple
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diſciple Theoſebius compelled him by an

oath , though he did not underſtand ma

gic , or theurgy ; but he adjured him by

“ the rays of the ſun , and the god of the

“ Hebrews ; whereupon the demon de

parted , crying out, that he reverenced

“ the gods , and him in particular * .” This ,

adds Dr. Lardner, is a ſtory of a gentile

philoſopher, told by a gentile hiſtorian .

Marinus, ſpeaking of Proclus,ſays, “ how

“ dear he was to the goddeſs, the preſident

“ of philoſophy” ( meaning Minerva ) “ ap

peared from the great progreſs that he

“ made in that ſtudy, to which he had

“ been directed by the goddeſs herſelf it ."

Among other ſuperſtitions of this Proclus,

Marinus ſays, that once a month he puri

fied himſelf, according to the rites of the

mother of the gods . Of Ardeſius, Eu

napius ſays, “ that he became little inferior

“ to his maſter Jamblichus, ſetting aſide

+ Ibid . vol. 4. p. 291 .* Ibid. vol. 4. p. 284 .

1 Ibid . vol. 4. p. 293.

" the
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" the inſpiration which belonged to Jams

6c blichus * ."

As it was imagined that the gods had

the knowledge of future events , and ofteri

communicated it to men in their oracles,

and by other modes of divination, it was

pretended that , among other things , the

progreſs of chriſtianity ( which was cer

tainly a moft intereſting event to the hea

then world in general ) was foretold by

them . Eunapius, ſpeaking of the philo

fopher Antonine, ſays, At that time he

“ was not accounted more than a man, and

“ converſed among men ; yet he foretold

“ to all his diſciples, that after his death

" there would be no temples , but that the

“ magnificent and facred temple of Serapis

" would be laid in ruinous heaps, and that

“ fabulous confuſion and unformed dark

“ neſs would tyrannize over the beſt parts

“ of the earth , all which things time has

brought to paſs, and his prediction has

• Lardner's Teſtimonies, vol . 4. p . 194 .

66 obtained
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« obtained the credit of an oracle * ." It

was generally believed among the heathens,

that there was an Oracle which declared

that the chriſtian religion would continue

three hundred and fixty -five years ; and

many were converted when they found that

there was no truth in that oracle :

The moſt remarkable thing in the hiſ

tory of paganiſm , after chriſtianity came to

be the eſtabliſhed religion of the Roman

empire, was a ſolemn conſultation, and

divination , of the heathen philoſophers, in

the year 374 , to find out who ſhould fuc

ceed the Emperor Valens I. They were

extremely uneaſy at the great progreſs of

chriſtianity, and were very deſirous that the

next emperor might be an heathen . This

conſultation being diſcovered , thoſe who

were concerned in it, and eſpecially Maxi

mus, who had been a great favourite of

Julian, were put to death .

* Ibid . vol. 4. p. 195 . + Ibid. vol . 4. p.421 .

# Ibid. vol. 4. p. 353 .

$ That the reader may have ſome idea of the nature

of this ſolemn divination, at which the graveſt of the hea

PART II. L then
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The true ſpirit of the heathen religion,

as held by the moſt eminent philoſophers

in this age, may be ſeen in a ſtory concern

ing this Maximus, related by Eunapius ,

then philoſophers aſſiſted, I ſhall copy the following ac

count of it by Ammianus Marcellinus : “ A tripod made

“ of laurel was artificially prepared, and conſecrated , with

s certain preſcribed ſecret charms and invocations. It

" was then placed in the middle of a room , perfumed

“ with Arabian fpices. The charger upon which it was

és ſet, had upon its utmoſt brim the four and twenty let

“ ters of thealphabet, neatly engraved, and ſet at due dil

"tances from each other. Then a perſon clad in linen

" veſtments, with linen ſocks upon his feet, and a ſuitable

“ covering upon his head, came in with laurel branches

“ in his hands, and, after ſome myſtic charms performed,

" he ſhook a ring, hanging at a curtain, about the edge of

" the charger ; which , jumping up and down, fell upon

"ſuch and ſuch letters of the alphabet, where it ſeemed

" to ſtay ; the prieſt alſo then compoſing certain heroic

“ verſes , in anſwer to the interrogatories that had been

propoſed. The letters which the ring pointed out in

this caſe were four, OEOA, which being put together

“compoſed theſe two ſyllables, Theod ; whereupon one

" that ftood by preſently cried out, that the oracle plainly

“ intended Theodorus. Nor did we make any farther

enquiries, being all well ſatisfied that he was the perſon

« intended .” Lardner's Teſtimonies, vol. 4. p. 354 .

who
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who ſays that , “ Soon after Julian's arrival

" at Conſtantinople, he ſent a meſſenger

“ with letters to Maximus and Chryfans

" thius, inviting them to come to him .

“ They thought proper to aſk council of

• the gods, but the omens which they re

“ ceived were diſcouraging ; whereupon

“ Chryſanthius plainly told Maximus, there

“ could be no thoughts of going to ſeek pre

“ ferment. We muſt ſtay where we are .

Perhaps it may be needful for us to hide

« ourſelves . On the contrary, Maximus

“ faid, we are not to content ourſelves

“ with a ſingle refuſal; we ought rather

“ to force the gods till they give us a fa

vourable anſwer ſuited to our wiſhes.

Chryſanthius replied that, he dared not

“ diſobey the firſt admonitions which had

“ been received , and went away . Maxi

mus renewed his enquiries, till he oba

"tained ſuch an anſwer as he wanted * .”

Innumerable other things might be.rea

lated of many of the heathen philoſophers,

* Lardner's Teſtimonies, vol. 4. p . 370 .

L 2
equal
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equal to any thing in the Popiſh legends.

Nothing could exceed their ſuperſtition

and credulity, Far, therefore, is it from

being true, as ſome moderns, and eſpecially

Mr. Gibbon, have pretended, that the be

lief in paganiſm was nearly worn out, and

that it was an eaſy thing for chriſtianity to

ſtep in , and take its place.

At this day good ſenſe teaches men

toleration with reſpect to religion , and

apprehends no inconvenience from it to

the ſtate. But confidering the notions

and maxims which we have ſeen to have

been adopted by the wiſeſt of the hea

thens, we cannot wonder that they were

no friends to toleration , but, from princi

ple, the moſt rigid perſecutors. This was

the caſe with thoſe who, in other reſpects,

were the very beſt of the emperors. But

they really thought that they were pro

moting the welfare of the empire, by the

extermination of chriſtian's out of it.

Trajan , juftly celebrated for his : wiſdom

and juſtice in other reſpects, was a perfe

cutor of the chriſtians . His edict againſt

1 them
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them was never abrogated till the time of

Conſtantine ; and according ' to this, ' every

prefident of a province was obliged to pro

nounce ſentence of death upon all who

were brought before them , and acknow.

ledged themſelves to be chriſtians *

The elegant and philoſophical Pliny

thought that thoſe who obſtinately refuſed

to facrifice to the gods were juftly de

ferving of death ; though he acknowledges,

that when he had made enquiry by tor

ture , of ſome who had abandoned the pro

feffion of chriſtianity , he could not find

that they were guilty of any thing elle;

and that, in their private aſſemblies, they

bound themſelves by an oath to the practice

of virtue.

Marcus Aurelius, the moſt philoſophical

of the emperors, and who is famed for his

moderation , was a moro bigotted heathen

than Trajan, and a more violent perſecutor

of the chriſtians,

Lardner's Teſtimonies, vol.3: p . 3470
ý

HieroLS
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Hierocles, who wrote againſt the chriſ

tians, was himſelf a perſecutor, and an ad

viſer of perfecution*.

When he was pre

fect of Alexandria
, he inſulted, in the

groſſeft manner , ſome chriſtians who were

brought before him, though they were per

fons of great gravity ; and he delivered ſome

nuns to the bawds for the purpoſe of proſti

tution t.

Julian wanted no good -will to extirpate

chriſtianity, but he had ſeen the little ef

fect of the more violent kind of perfecution

in the former reigns, when christians were

far leſs numerous than they were in his

ţime. He did not chuſe, therefore, to

adopt the ſame meaſures, but he omitted

no opportunity of thewing his malevolence

to chriſtianity, and the profeſſors of it, in

every method that he thought ſafe, and like,

! y to be ſucceſsful. Lardner truly obſerves,

that he was intent upon extirpating chriſ,

}

Lardner's Teſtimonies, vol. 3. p. 237.

+ Ibid . vol. 3. p. 24!.
1

tianity
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lian ſays,

tianity with the greateſt diſpatch ; and that,

with all his pretenſions to right reaſon, and

all his profeſſions of humanity, moderation ,

tenderneſs, and equity, he has not eſcaped

the juſt imputation of being a perſecutor* ,

In his letter to the prefect of Egypt, Ju

“ It concerns me extremely, that

“ all the gods are deſpiſed ti” Libanius,

ſpeaking of the ſeverities of former reigns,

ſays, that “ Julian diſſented from thoſe

“ who had practiſed ſuch things, as not

obtaining the end aimed at, and that he

was ſenſible that no benefit was to be

“ expected from fuch violence . Conſider

“ ing, therefore, theſe things, and that

6 their affairs had been increaſed by flaugh :

ters, he declined what he could not ap

prove of I.” He connived, however, at

a tumult, in which George, the Arian bi

ſhop of Alexandria, was murdered, and he

baniſhed Athanaſius, Eleuſis of Cyzicum ,

and Titus of Boſtra, all biſhops of great

diſtinction, on very ſlight pretences ſ. He

+ Ibid. vol. 4. p. 100.

$ Ibid . vol. 4. p. 110.

L 4 not

* Ibid. vol . 4. p. 110 .

Ibid . vol. 4. p. 134 .
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“ This,"

not only deprived chriſtians of magiſtracies,

and all honourable diſtinctions, but like,

wiſe, it is ſaid, of the rights of citizen

ſhip *. But what particularly diftinguiſhes

his reign is, his forbidding all chriſtians

the benefit of human literature.

ſays Ammianus, a heathen hiſtorian, “ was

“ an unmerciful law , and ought for ever to

“ be buried in filence, which forbids chrif .

“ tians to teach grammar or rhetoric †.

As a reaſon for this law, Julian , in an

ironical manner, unworthy of a prince, al

leged that it was abſurd to teach the hea

then writers, and at the ſame time not to

eſpouſe their religion . With the ſame

cruel ſneer he ſtripped the church of Edella

of its wealth, ſaying, that chriſtianity pro ,

miſed the kingdom of heaven to the poor.

That Julian would have extirpated chrif

tianity, if it had been in his power, is evi

dent from what he ſays of the books which

had belonged to George, the Arian biſhop,

,

Lardner's Teftimonies, vol. 4. p . 39 .

4 Ibid . vol. 4. p . 178.

mentioned
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mentioned before, which he ordered to be

ſeized for his own uſe. Writing on the

ſubject to the governor of Egypt, he ſays,

" he had a large number of books, many phi

“ loſophical and rhetorical, and alſo many

“ concerning the doctrines of the impious

" Galileans, which I could wiſh to have utter

ly deſtroyed ; but leftbooksof value ſhould

“ be deſtroyed with them, let thoſe alſo be

“ carefully fought for * . ?? Damaſcius,

Lardner obſerves, appears to have approved

of any attempts againſt chriſtians, and the

chriſtian religion t.

It is remarkable that, during all the pers

fecution of chriſtians, which from the de

cree of Nero was never wholly intermitted,

no heathen philoſopher ever" pleaded the

cauſe of humanity and toleration, which

was groſsly violated in their perſons ;

though Libanius commended Jovian for

his toleration of the Pagans. On the

whole, it is moſt evident, that the hea

thens did every thing in their power to ex

* Ibid . vol. 4. p. 304. Ibid . vol. 4. p. 304.

tirpato
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1

tirpate the chriſtian religion , but were not

able to do it .

: We ſhall the leſs wonderat the unbelief

of the moſt learned adverſaries of chriſtia

nity, and of the unrelenting violence with

which they perſecuted the chriſtians, when

we conſider how ignorant they were of the

principles of chriſtianity. - Lardner juſtly

obſerves that, though we have ſo many let .

ters of Pliny tó Tacitus, and other learned

men , his cotemporaries, and it appears from

his own evidence, that chriſtians were nu

merous in Bythinia, the province in which

he reſided, he never mentions to them the

ſubject of chriſtianity * ; ſo that it is moſt

probable, he had never had the curioſity even

to look into their books. The ſame is
pro

bable alſo concerning Marcus Aurelius t .

This emperor, ſays, “ from Diognetus I.

• learned not to buſy myſelf about vain

“ things, nor to give credit to wondere

" workers, ſtories of incantations, expelling

demons, and ſuch like things I.” Of Lia

* Lardner's Teſtimonies, vol . 2, p . 84.

* Ibid . vol. 2. p . 178 . Tbid. vol . 2. p. 183.

banius
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banius alſo, who wrote in a late period,

Lardner obſerves, that he did noť perceive

that he had read either the New or the Old

Teſtament *

It is poſſible, however, that he and other

learned heathens, might think it beneath

them to mention chriſtian writers, though

they had read their books, hoping perhaps

to extinguiſh the memoryofthem by their

filence. Lardner obſerves that Epictetus,

and others , may have ſuppreſſed their own.

thoughts, and have been reſerved in their

diſcourſes, left they ſhould excite inquiſitive

neſs in their hearers, and occaſion doubts

about the popular deities, and the worſhip

paid to them t . A ſimilar reaſon might

alſo occaſion the filetiće of Joſephus. Cele

ſys alſo, though he appears to have read the

New Teſtament, never mentions the names

of any of the writers .

I am , &c.

Ibid. vol.4 , P: 133 .

Ibid . vol. 2. p . 338.

Ibid . yol, 2. p.+3944
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L E T T E R XIV.

Ofibe Objections to the hiſtorical Evidence of

Chriſtianity in early Times,

op

HAI

DEAR SIR ,

AVING ' ſhewn in what manner the

heathens were affected towards chrif

tianity, I ſhall now proceed to thew what

it was that they actually objected to it ; and

though none of their writings againſt chriſ

tianity, are now extant, it is not difficult to

collect this from thoſe of the chriſtians who

have noticed them , from the many frag

ments which have been preſerved of them ,

and from the hiſtory of the times in general,

This has been done with great care by Dr.

Lardner, in his Jewiſh and Heathen Tefti

monies, and for your uſe I ſhall abridge and

digeſt, what he has collected ,

Unbelievers of the preſent day may com

plain that the writings of heathens againſt

chriſtianity,
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chriſtianity are now loſt ; but chriſtians la .

ment this loſs much more than they do ;

and in all ages have paid more attention to

them than the heathens themſelves did.

Chryſoſtom ſays, that “ the books againſt

chriſtianity , were ſo contemptible, that

“ they had been in a manner loſt long ago ,

many of them periſhed almoſt as ſoon as

“ they appeared, and if they were ſtill to be

« found any where, it was among the chriſ

" tians *" It is not denied, however, that

there were edicts of chriſtian princes for

the ſuppreſſion of theſe books of the hea

thens, as there had been fimilar edicts of

heathen emperors for ſuppreſſing the books

of the chriſtians. But the different effect

of theſe edicts is itſelf a proof of the dif

ferent degree of attachment that was had to

theſe books ; and, conſequently, of the dif

ferent degree ofcredit that was due to them :

Had the objections of theſe heathen writers

to chriſtianity been folid , it may well be

preſumed that, ſince they had all the powers

* Lardner's Teſtimonies, vol. 2. p. 264.

of
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of government in their favour, for near thrée

hundred years, they would have effected

their purpoſe, and of courſe have preſerved

themſelves.

The moſt valuable, however, of all the

writers againſt chriſtianity, was undoubtedly

Celſus, the earlieſt of them ; and it can

hardly be doubted but that every thing of

conſequence in him is preſerved in Origen’s

anſwer to him , as the arguments of Porphyry

and Hierocles are preſerved in Euſebius, and

thoſe of Julian in Cyril ; beſides that we

have ſeveral of Julian's own works, in which

he reflects upon chriſtianity. Upon the

whole, therefore, every impartial perſon muſt

be ſatisfied, that we are at this day able to

ſee a very clear ſtate of the objections to

chriſtianity in all the early ages ; and I ſhall

now fairly exhibit them , without omit

ting any that can be thought by any unbe

liever to be worth mentioning, beginning

with thoſe that relate to the credibility of the

facts in the goſpel hiſtory , which indeed are,

all that are worthy of much confideration.

For if the books be genuine, and the facts

recorded
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recorded in them be true, all other objec .

tions fignify nothing. It will then be in

diſputable, that the ſcheme has the ſanction

of the Divine Being, and therefore, that

we muſt reconcile to ourſelves the particu

lar difficulties we meet with in revelation , as

we do thoſe that we find in the works of

nature, and the courſe of providence, that

is, as well as we can .

It is remarkable that not one of the wri .

ters againſt chriſtianity in the early ages

diſputed the genuineneſs ofany of the hiſto

rical books of the New Teitament, or of

the epiſtles of Paul. On the contrary, this

important circumſtance is tacitly allowed

by Celſus, Hierocles, and Julian , who

quotes the goſpels of Matthew, Mark , and

Luke, ås written before the death of John ,

and that of John as written by himſelf.

In

ſhort, not one of theſe heathen writers ex:

preſſes any opinion on this ſubject different

from that which was held by all chriſtians,

in all times , viz . that the books were writ

ten by the perſons whoſe names they bear ;

and that they were publiſhed before their

deaths.
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deaths. Celſus, indeed, ſays that the wri.

ters had altered ſome things, but of this he

does not appear to have brought any proof*.

And Hierocles endeavoured to diſparage the

writers, by calling them illiterate, liars, and

impoſtors of . But theſe alſo are mere terms

of reproach, without proof or probability.

With more aſſurance, he ſaid that, Jeſus had

been expelled from Judea, and after that

committed robberies , accompanied by a band

of nine hundred men I. But he might as

well have ſaid , that he took Jeruſalem by

ſtorm , and made himſelf king of it. Such

aſſertions as theſe, without any circum

ſtances to make them probable, are deſerv

ing of nothing but contempt.

It does not appear whether Celſus ad

mitted the miracles of Jefus or not. But

as he did not expreſsly deny them , or endea

vour to refute the account of them in the

goſpels, it is probable that he had no great

objection to any of them ,except to that of the

* Lardner's Teſtimonies, vol. 2. p. 345 .

: + Ibid . vol. 3. p. 243. Ibid . vol. 3. p. 245..

reſurrections

.
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if wereſurrection . He ſays that, even

" admit that Chriſt healed the fick , raiſed

« the dead , fed multitudes with a few

« loaves, &c. it would not follow that

“ he was the ſon of God, but that he

might be ſuch an impoſtor as the Egyp

“ tian magicians * " He infinuates that

the apoſtles and other chriſtians might

work miracles by the ſame means. For

he ſays that , in his time, they had books

of charms in barbarous languages t. Both

this writer, and the unbelieving Jews ſaid ,

farther , that Jeſus learned magical arts in

Egypt I.

But to ſay nothing of the time when

Jeſus was there, which, according to the

common opinion , was only in his infancy,

it is well obſerved by Dr. Lardner, that if

diſeaſes could have been cured by any art

then known in Egypt, we ſhould certainly

have heard more of the effects of it ; and

• Ibid . vol. 2. p . 294 . # Ibid. vol. 2. p . 327 .

Ibid . vol . 1. p . 29. 194. vol. 2.p. 287

Part II . M the
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the emperors , and others , would , no doubt,

have learned it, as well as Jeſus * .

Of the ſame nature with this, and equally

undeſerving of any ſerious anſwer, is the

affertion of ſome Jews, that Jeſus worked

his miracles by means of the name of God ,

which he ſtole out of the temple . As to

the
power of magic, it was always ſuppoſed

to be derived from the heathen deities , and

therefore it would have been extraordinary

indeed if they had permitted Jeſus and his

diſciples, to employ it to the deſtruction of

their own empire .

It was alſo ſaid by the heathens , that,

allowing Chriſt to have wrought miracles,

things ofas wonderful a nature had been done

before . Celſus, laid hold of the ſtories in

the Greek mythology , to oppoſe to the mi

racles of Jeſus, and thoſe of the Jewiſh

prophets fi Hierocles did not deny the

miracles of Chriſt, but he faid that even

greater things had been done by Apollo

}

* Lardner's Teſtimonies, vol . 2. p . 297.

Ibid. vol. 3. p . 267 .

nius.
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nius * . And Marcellinus , in his letter to

Auſtin , ſaid the heathens were then con

tinually talking of their Apollonius , Apu

leius , and other magicians, whoſe miracles,

they ſaid , were greater than thoſe of our

Saviour t .

As the miracles of Apollonius will not

be contended for by any modern unbeliever,,

it is ſufficient to ſay upon this ſubject with

Dr. Lardner, “ Some will alk how came it

“ to paſs that many heathen people were

ſuppoſed to equal Apollonius to Jeſus, or

even to prefer him before our Lord . I

“ anſwer, the reaſon was, that they were

willing to lay hold of any , thing that

" offered, to ſave the ſinking cauſe of poly

“theiſm , and the rites belonging to it ; as

ſhipwrecked men catch at every twig, or

“ ſtraw that comes in their way to ſave

" themſelves from drowning I.

How ready the heathens were to cavil at

the goſpel hiſtory, and how much we may

depend upon it, that they would have de

* Ibid . vol . 3. p . 235 . + Ibid. vol. 4. p . 438.

Ibid . vol. 3. p. 262 .

M 2 tected
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tected any impoſition with reſpect to it, if

it had been poſſible for them to do it, we

may clearly infer from the apparent inſignia

ficance of many of their objections.. Thus

Celſus ſays, the diſciples did not believe in

Jeſus, becauſe they forſook him in his laſt

ſufferings *. He alſo ſays, “ Who ſaw the

“ reſurrection of Chriſt ? A diſtracted wo.

man, and one or two more of the ſame im.

“ poſture, and ſome dreamers , who fancied

they ſaw things as they deſired to have

“ them ; the ſame that had happened to ina

so numerable people .”
This diſtracted

woman was . Mary Magdalen , a perſon of

character and fortune, who had been inſane,

but was then in her ſober ſenſes ; andneither

the, nor any of the diſciples, expected to ſee

Jeſus again. This writer does not even take

notice of the great number who did ſee him

repeatedly , or, of the opportunity they had

of examining at leiſure the perſon of Jeſus,

and of their being, in conſequence of this,

fully ſatisfied, that he was riſen from the

* Lardner's Teſtimonies, vol. 2. p . 304 .

Ibid , vol. 2. p. 306.

dead ;
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dead ; ſo far was he from chuſing to enter

into a critical examination of the evidence

of this remarkable fact.

With reſpect to this reſurrection, Celfus

alſo ſays, that, “ if Jeſus would have manis

“ feſted his divine power, he ſhould have

“ fhewn himſelf to them that derided him,

“ to him that condemned him , and indeed to

^ all. For ſurely he had no reaſon to fear

any mortal , now after he had died , and,

as you ſay, was a God * . ” I have already

conſidered this objection , which derives no

force from the time in which it was made,

and I have thewn the futility of it,

The moſt important circumſtance relat

ing to the evidence of chriſtianity, is the

number of the converts to it near the time

of the facts on which it was founded . Both

the number, and the rank, as well as cha

racter of theſe converts , were much mifre

preſented by Julian, Jeſus

" having perſuaded a few among you, and

If thoſe the worſt of men, has now been

He ſays, “

* Ibid . vol. 2. p . 307 .

M 3
scele .



166 LETTERS TO A

“ celebrated three hundred years , having

“ done nothing in his life - time worthy

as of remembrance ; unleſs one think it a

mighty matter to cure lame and blind

“ people, and exorcize demoniacs in the

“ villages of Bethſaida, and Bethany ."

Theſe few converts , on the day of pentecoſt

only, which was the firſt day of the publi

cation of the goſpel, amounted to three

thouſand, and preſently after they may be

computed to have been about ten thouſand,

and in a few years they muſt have been

many times that number, in Judea itſelf.

And no ſooner was the goſpel preached in

gentile countries , but the number of con

verts, as has been ſhewn, became very con

ſiderable. That theſe converts were the

worft of men , was notoriouſly falſe, unleſs

by this phraſe, Julian meant what he ap

pears to have done by ſimilar phraſes in

other places , viz . men who ſet themſelves to

overturn the religion of the Roman em

pire. But this they might have done , and

* Lardner's Teſtimonies, vol.- 4 . p. 79.

yet
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yet have been men of the moſt exalted piety

and virtue . Porphyry alſo, willing to ſtig

matize the apoſtles, charges them, but with

out any proof, with being deceivers, infiu

enced by worldly views * .

In anſwer to ſuch charges as theſe, Ori .

gen , who muſt have known who the chrif

tians were, and what kind of people they had

been, and whoſe veracity was never called in

queſtion (except in modern times, by. Mo

fheim , and Dr. Horſley , who,on being called

upon to do it, has not been able to make

good his charge againſt him) ſays,

" there

" ! were more chriſtian converts from no very

“ bad life, than from thoſe who had been

os abandoned t ."

Indeed, from the nature of the caſe, it may

be ſuppoſed that the firſt chriſtian converts

were perſons of an inquiſitive turn of mind,

which is ſeldom the character of thoſe who

are very profligate ; and their readineſs to

abandon their vices, and to embrace a doc

trine which required the ſtricteſt purity and

* Ibid.p. 390 .

M
4

+ Ibid . vol . 2. p. 280. '

rectitude
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rectitude of conduct, and even to ſacrifice

their lives in the cauſe of truth (a temper of

mind not acquired all at once) ſhews that

they could not have been ill-diſpoſed with

reſpect to moral virtue, even before their

converſion to chriſtianity. Some of them , no

doubt, had been men of immoral characters,

and the excellency of chriſtianity appeared

by its reclaiming them .

As to the miracles of our Saviour, which

Julian ridicules, but the truth ofwhich he does

not diſpute, any one of the things which he

mentions, ſuch as curing the lame and the

blind, and exorcizing demoniacs (though he

paſſes over in ſilence all the more conſpicuous

and ſplendid miracles ) was a ſufficient proof of

a divine miſſion ; ſince it is manifeſtly above

the power of man to do any of them . This

objection, however, to our Lord's miracles,

as inconſiderable things, we hear of in a

later period. Thus, in Auſtin's time , it was

-Said that the diſpoſſeſſing of damnons, healing

fick people, and even raiſing men to life,

(whịch it was ſaid , hut without truth, fame

others
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others had done) were ſmall matters to be

pez formed by the deity * .

Julian farther ſays, " the firſt chriſtians

36 were content to deceive maid ſervants, and

ſlaves, and beſides them ſome men and

women, ſuch as Cornelius and Sergius.

5. If there were any other men of eminence

brought over by you, I mean in the times

“ of Tiberius and Claudius, when theſe

things happened, let me paſs for a liar in

" every thing I ſay t ."

The converſion of Cornelius and Sergius

Paulus Julian had from the book of Acts,

the truth of which he did not diſpute. But

the ſame book , and alſo the epiſtles of Paul

(the genụineneſs of which was never queſ

tioned) ſhew clearly that, beſides Cornelius

and Sergius , theſe were ſeveral other men of

rank and eminence who became chriſtians.

If a great number of the gentile converts had

not been opulent, they could not have made

the liberal contributions which they did to

the poor
in Jeruſalem ; and though many of

* Lardner's Teſtimonies, vol . 4. p. 442.

Toid , vol.4. p . 83 .

thefe



LETTERS TO A

+

theſe were in low circumſtances, their wants

had been relieved by the ſale of eſtates be,

longing to the richer among them .

Beſides this, Julian takes advantage of

the little that was then certainly known of

the age of the apoſtles, "and alſo confines

his obſervations to the times of Tiberius

and Claudius , For preſently after this, it

is notorious that there were many chriſtians,

in every diſtinguiſhed rank in life. Chrif

tian writers very ſoon equalled in numbers

and ability thoſe among the heathens, and

before the time of Conſtantine far exceeded

them . With reſpect to wealth, the reve

nues of ſome of the churches, even during

the time of perſecution, were complained

of as exorbitant. As to rank, it appears

from the epiſtles of Paul , that there were

chriſtians even in the family of the empe

ror ; and Tertullian ſeems to intimate that,

when he wrote his Apology, which was at

the cloſe of the ſecond century, there was

a conſiderable number of chriſtians in the

Senate *.

* Lardner's Teſtimonies, vol . 4 , p . 394 .

With
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With reſpect to the ſpread of chriſtianity,

it may be proved that it went on uniformly

gaining ground , from the time of its pro

mulgation to the eſtabliſhment of it by

Conftantine ; which fact alone is, as I have

Thewn, a ſufficient proof of the progreſs

which it had made before that time ; and

without appealing to the writings of chriſ

tians, and the facts mentioned by any of

them . This may be abundantly proved

from the teſtimony of the heathens them

felves.

The number of chriſtians muſt have been

very great in the time of Pliny, about eighty

years after the death of Chriſt, and about

ſeventy after the firſt preaching of the gof

pel to the gentiles , as appears from his own

letters to Trajan on the ſubject. As a ma

giſtrate, Pliny was much embarraſſed what

to do with the number of chriſtians who

were brought before him , in whom he found

no other crime than that they were chriſtians .

A part of one of his letters I ſhall copy .

Having related what he had heard of

what was tranſacted in their private af

ſemblies,
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ſemblies, which has been referred to be,

fore, he ſays, “ After receiving this ac

“ count, I judged it the more neceſſary to

ço examine, and that by torture, two maid

so ſervants, who were called miniſters ; but

“ I have diſcovered nothing beſides, a bad

and exceſſive ſuperſtition.. Suſpending,

“ therefore, all judicial proceedings, I have

se recourſe to you for advice. For it has

SC appeared to me a matter highly deſerving

s conſideration, eſpecially on account of the

great number of perſons who are in dan,

ger of ſuffering. For many of all ages,

“ and every rank, of both ſexes likewiſe,

are accuſed, and will be accuſed . Nor

“ has the contagion of this ſuperſtition

“ ſeized cities only, but the leſſer towns

6 alſo , and the open country . Neverthea

« leſs, it ſeems to me that it may be re

ſtrained, and corrected. It is certain that

“ the temples , which were almoſt forſaken,

“ begin to be more frequented, and the

“ facred ſolemnities, after a long intermif

“ fion , are revived . Victims likewiſe are

' every where bought up, whereas for ſome

“ time
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“ time there were few purchaſers. Whence

“ it is eaſy to imagine what numbers of

" men might be reclaimed , if pardon was

“ granted to thoſe who ſhall repent * . '

This letter alone is a ſufficient proof of

the aſtoniſhing progreſs that chriſtianity

had made, in a ſhort ſpace of time after the

promulgation of it, and at a conſiderable

diſtance from the place of its riſe. What

progreſs it had made in the time of Julian,

in whoſe reign it was no man's intereſt to

be a chriſtian, appears from many paſſages

in his own writings , and eſpecially from

what paſſed at Antioch , when he went to

pay his homage to the famous temple of

Apollo and Daphne, in the neighbourhood

of that city, and found neither people nor

ſacrifice . The prieſt only, at his own ex

penee, had provided a ſmall victim . On

this occaſion the emperor heavily com

plained, that ſo large a city had not pres

pared ſome bulls for a ſacrifice on that

ſolemnity t .

* Lardner's Teſtimonies, vol . 2. p . 13 .

+ Ibid , vol . 4. p . 105.

Theſe
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Theſe are proofs of ſuch a ſpread of

chriſtianity as might have been expected

from its being founded, on truth , having

had to ſtruggle with deep rooted prejudices

of various kinds, but ſtill making its way

by its own evidence, till idolatry was every

where finally exterminated . It were to be

wiſhed , that it had had no aid of this kind .

However, as the progreſs it had made by

its own ſtrength , in the face of all oppo

ſitions had been uniform , in the courſe of

near three hundred years , there can be no

doubt but that the ſame end would have

been effected (and, I believe, ſooner, at leaſt

more completely ) without any aid from

civil power at all .

Theſe are all the objections that I can

find to have been advanced, by any of the

ancient writers againſt chriſtianity , with

reſpect to the proper, or hiſtorical evidence

of it ; and I dare ſay you will be ſurprized

that they are ſo few , and ſo inſignificant.

They certainly amount to no proof of im

poſture in the founders of chriſtianity.

That
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« It is ,

That it was not in the power of perſe

cution to ſtop the progreſs of chriſtianity,

was ſufficiently proved. It was even ac

knowledged , and lamented by its adverſa

ries , that it had a contrary effect. Maxi

min, in one of his reſcripts, ſays,

“ I am perſuaded , well known to yourſelf,

«s and to all men , how that our Lords , and

“ Fathers, Dioclefian and Maximian , when

they ſaw that almoſt all mankind were

“ forſaking the worſhip of the gods, and

“ going over to the fect of the chriſtians,

“ did rightly ordain, that all men who had

« ? forſaken the worſhip of the immortal

" gods, ſhould be called back again to the

worſhip of the gods by public pains and

“ penalties. But when I firſt of all came

“ into the eaſt, and perceived that great

“ numbers of men, whº might be uſeful

“ to the public , were by the before -mens

" ' tioned cauſes baniſhed by the judges into

“ ſeveral places , I gave orders that, for the

“ future, none of them ſhould be ſevere

“ towards the people of their province, but

* rather endeavour to reduce them to the

“ worſhipI
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“ worſhip of the gods by fair words, and

“ good uſage *.”

In another reſeript concerning the chriſ

tians, he ſays, “ Foraſmuch as it has been

manifeſtly found, by the experience of a

long courſe of time, that they cannot by

any means whatever be induced to de

“ part from this obſtinacy of diſpoſition,

you are therefore to write to the curators ,

• and other magiſtrates, and to the go

“ vernors of the villages of every city, that

“ they are no longer to concern themſelves

“ in this affairt."

The firmneſs with which chriftians bore

perſecution and death , in all forms, was ſo

far from being denied by their adverſaries,

that it was , as I have ſhewn, the ſubject of

complaint, and even of reproach among

them . On the other hand , the heathens

Thewed no ſuch reſolution when their re

ligion was diſcountenanced by the ſtate,

Auſtin fays, “ Who of the pagans has been

“ found ſacrificing ſince ſacrifices have been

* Lardner's Teſtimonies, vol. 3. p.310.

# Ibid . vol. 3. P. 3020

prohi
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“ prohibited by the laws , and did not deny

" it ? Who of them has been found wor

ſhipping an idol , and did not cry out, I

“ have done no ſuch thing, dreading to be

" convicted ? On the other hand , the diſ

ciples of Chriſt, by his words , and by

“ his example in dying and riſing again ,

« have been raiſed above the fear of

66 death *.

The heathens themſelves made a merit

of their compliance with the laws in this

reſpect. Libanius ſays, “ I appeal to the

guardians of this law, who has known any

“ of thoſe whom you have plundered, to

“ have facrificed upon the altars , ſo as the

“ law does not permit ? What young or

“ old perſon, what man, what woman,

• & ct.” Some weak chriſtian emperors

threatened with death ſeveral acts of the

heathen ſuperſtition, but we do not find

that the threatened puniſhment was ever

inflicted . In general , indeed, as Dr. Lard

ner obſerves, thoſe ſevere edicts were never

* Ibid . vol . 4. p. 458. + Ibid . vol. 4. p. 144 .

L'ART II. N carried
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carried into execution , and the heathens

were permitted to write in defence of their

religion , and againſt chriſtianity, without

any moleſtation .

Julian diffembled his ſtrong attachment

to heatheniſm ten years , conforming in the

ſtricteſt manner to the rites of a religion ,

which he inwardly deteſted , and which he

was determined , if ever it ſhould be in his

power, to ſuppreſs. This is the known

conduct of moſt of the unbelievers of mo

dern times . They are ſo far from making

any difficulty of appearing as chriſtians, and

even ſolemnly ſubſcribing to their belief of

it , that they would laugh at the ſcruples of

any man who ſhould refuſe to do it , if his in.

tereſt required it . Moſt catholic countries

abound with ſuch chriftianized unbelievers .

It is no ſecret, that many cardinals, and

ſome popes , have had no real belief in

chriſtianity, and have even been atheiſts,

The generality of writers againſt chriſtia

nity are ſo far from riſking any thing in

the cauſe of what they deem to be truth ,

that wherever there has been the Madow of

danger,
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danger, they have always done it in a mean

and covert manner, pretending to believe

what they really wiſh to undermine . This

has been the conduct of, I believe, every

unbeliever who has put his name to his

work , as that of Voltaire, and others abroad,

and of Mr. Hume and Mr. Gibbon in this

country

I am, Yours, &c .

L E T T E R
T T XV.

Of other Objections to Chriſtianity in early

Times.

DEAR SIR,

HAVING fairly ſtated to you all the

objections that I can find to have

been made to the proper, that is , the hiſto

rical evidence of chriſtianity, by any of its

ancient adverſaries, I now proceed to men

N 2 tion
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tion their objections of other kinds . But

I muſt obſerve, that none of theſe can

amount to a refutation of the ſcheme, un

leſs the things objected to either imply a

contradiction , or inculcate groſs immora

lity . But nothing of this kind has ever

been proved . In things of fmall confe

quence, it may ſafely be allowed that chrif

tian hiſtorians, as well as others , may have

been miſtaken, and alſo that chriſtian wri.

ters may, like other writers , have reaſoned

ill . But this is mere humanity, and cannot

affect that revelation which they had from

God, and which was proved by miracles .

It is not, however, foreign to my purpoſe

to thew what kind of objections were really

advanced againſt chriſtianity in early ages ,

that we may form fome judgment concern

ing the ſtate of mind , and turn of thinking,

in the unbelievers of thoſe times .

It is remarkable, that one of the ſtrongeſt

objections to chriſtianity that we meet with

was occafioned by the miſtake of chrif

tians , who, with a view to magnify the per

fon of their maſter, exalted him firft into a

demi-god ,
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demi- god, and afterwards into a God, equal

to his own God and Father. And it was

juſt, that what had been done with a view

to remove the objection that had been made

to chriſtianity, on account of the meanneſs

and ignominious death of Chriſt ( in which

they, like the apoſtles, ought to have gloried )

ſhould be thus turned to their diſadvantage.

In Celſus, the Jewiſh objector ſays to

Chriſt, “ What occaſion had you , when an

“ infant , to be carried into Egypt, left you

ſhould be killed . A God has no reaſon

" to be afraid of death * .” Celſus himſelf

ſays, “ the chriſtians argue miſerably when

they ſay, that the Son of God is the word

“ himſelf, and after all ſhew him to be a

" “ miſerable man , condemned , ſcourged, and

“ crucified t ." Ridiculing the do &trine of

the incarnation , he ſays, “ Was the mother of

" Jeſus handſome, that God was in love with

“ her beauty ? It is unworthy of God to

“ ſuppoſe him to be taken with a corruptible

1

* Lardner's Teſtimonies, vol . 2. p. 290.

# Ibid . vol. 2. p . 281 .

N 3 body,



182 LETTERS TO A

body, or to be in love with a woman,

“ whether ſhe be of royal deſcent or other

“ wife * " And again , 06 If God would

“ ſend forth a ſpirit from himſelf, what

66 need had he to breathe him into the

“ womb of a woman. For, ſince he knew

“ how to make men, he might have formed

a body for this ſpirit, and not have caft

“ his own ſpirit into ſuch filth t . "

It is with a view to the doctrine of the

divinity of Chriſt, that Celſus ſays, “ No

“ man would ever betray another at whoſe

“ table he fat, and much leſs would he be

tray a God I." “ Chriſt being a God,,

“ his ſufferings and death, to which he

had conſented, could not be grievous to

“ him $ .” He alſo ridicules the idea of

God eating the fleſh of lambs , and drinking

gall and vinegar ll .

Alluding to the ſame doĉtrine, Porphyry

ſays, “ If the Son of God be logos, he muſt

* Larıner's Teſtimonies, vol. 2. p. 288 .

+ Ibid . vol . 2. p. 288. I Ibid . vol. 2. p. 302.

§ Ibid . vol. 2. P. 303. | Ibid . vol. 2. p . 304.

" be
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“ be the outward or inward logos ; but he

“ was neither * ."

Julian, who was better acquainted with

the true principles of chriſtianity, charges

the chriſtians with introducing a ſecond

God, contrary to Moſes and the prophets t ;

and ſays, that “ neither Paul, nor Matthew ,

" nor Luke, nor Mark , dared to call Jeſus

“ God, but honeſt John , after the death of

- Peter and Paul I. ” Other philoſophers,

however, continued to repeat the ſame ob

jection . Libanius, ſpeaking of Julian ,

ſays, “ By the guidance of philoſophy he

“ ſoon wiped off the reproach of impiety,

" and learned the truth , and acknowledged

“ thofe for gods who were ſuch indeed ,

" inſtead of him who was only thought to

“ be ſo g .”

Voluſian , in his correſpondence with

Auſtin, ſays, “ I cannot conceive that the

“ Lord and governor of the world ſhould

“ be lodged in the body of a virgin , and

* Ibid. vol.
3. p. 171 .

| Ibid . vol.4 p. 80.

+ Ibid . vol. 4. p . 75.

$ Ibid. vol. 4. p. 133 .

“ lieN
A
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“ lie there ten months, and then be brought

forth , without prejudice to the virginity

" of his mother * .” Alſo Marcellinus , a

chriſtian, tells Auſtin , that the doctrine of

our Lord's incarnation was a ſubject of

common diſcourſe, was much diſliked , and

cenſured by many, and that Auſtin would

therefore do well to clear it up t .

In the proceeding articles the chriſtians

themſelves gave but too much occaſion to

the objection that was made to their re

ligion , and the ſame was the caſe with

reſpect to ſome others. Porphyry, for ex

ample, objected to the doctrine of everlaſt

ing puniſhments, as contrary to our Saviour's

own maxim, “ with whatever meaſure

“ you mete, it ſhall be meaſured to you

again 1. ” The language in which the

Fathers often expreſs themſelves leads us

to think that many of them , at leaſt, did

hold the doctrine of the proper eternity of

hell torments, though nothing can be more

* Lardner's Teſtimonies, vol. 4. p. 436.

+ Ibid . vol . 4. p . 438 . # Ibid . vol. 3. p . 188 .

contrary
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contrary to reaſon , or be leſs countenanced

by the true ſenſe of ſcripture, in which

the duration of future puniſhment is ex

preſſed in terms of an indefinite ſignifica

tion ; and which abounds with maxims ut

terly irreconcileable with that doctrine, re

preſenting the government of God as per

fectly equitable, and approving itſelf to the

reaſon of men .

The ſuperſtition of the primitive times

gave but too much reaſon for Julian's

ſaying, that “ the chriſtians worſhipped the

“ wood of the croſs, and made ſigns of it

upon
their foreheads * . He alſo charged

chriſtians with killing ſome who perſiſted

in the ancient religion (which , however,

does not appear to have been the caſe)

and ſome heretics ; but he ſays,

" their own invention , and not the doc

" trine of Jeſus, or of Paul + .” We may

add, in this place, that the monks were a

juſt object of ridicule to the heathens, as

idle people, and burthenſome to the com

munity.

* Ibid . vol . 4. p . 82 . + Ibid. vol. 4. p. 467.

In

“ it was
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In many other caſes, however, neither

chriſtianity itſelf, nor the profeſſors of it,

gave any juſt occaſion to the objections that

were made to it, and leaſt of all to that of

Celſus, that “ the doctrine of Chriſt con

“ tained nothing new or weighty * .” The

doctrine of a reſurrection , and of a future life

was certainly new to the heathen world ;

and if any thing be weighty, this is . Not

withſtanding this , it was commonly ridiculed

by the heathens in general, and by Celſus in

particular t . They ſaid the thing was im

poſſible, and therefore incredible . They

thought the body unworthy of being raiſed ,

and that the ſoul would do better with

out it . That the thing is impoſſible to that

power which originally made man, will

hardly be advanced at this day ; and modern

unbelievers will not readily join their prede

ceffors in their doctrine concerning the pe

culiar happineſs of a ſoul diſengaged from

the incumberance of a body.

1

* Lardner's Teſtimonies, vol . 2. p . 310.

+ Ibid . vol . 2. P. 312 .

It
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This was

It was an ancient, as well as a modern

objection to chriſtianity, that the know

ledge of it is not univerſal.

urged by Celſus *, by Porphyryt, and by

Julian I. To this it is ſufficient to ſay, that

the Divine Being may have good reaſons for

diſtributing all his favours very unequally.

He has given to men more underſtanding

than to brutes ; he has given to ſome men a

better underſtanding than to others ; and he

gives to ſome ages, and to ſome nations , ad .

vantages which he denies to others. But in

this his equity cannot be impeached, ſo long

as no improvement is required of what has

not been beſtowed ; and as to his wiſdom in

theſe unequal diſtributions, it muſt certainly

be great preſumption in man to arraign

that .

There is no end of the objections that

have been made to chriſtianity, in ancient

or modern tiines , from the miſtakes of the

objectors, or their cavilling at things of no

moment. Thus Celſus objects to chriſtians

+ Ibid . vol . 3. p . 185 .* Ibid . vol . 2. p . 318.

1 Ibid . vol . 4. p . 72 .

#

the
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the ſentiments of the Gnoſtics . Por

phyry charged Peter with imprecating death

on Ananias and Saphira t, when, in reality,

he only foretold what the divine Being would

do. Porphyry alſo ſaid, it was improbable

that Nebuchadnezzar ſhould ſhew that re

ſpect to Daniel which is aſſerted in his

book I. He ridiculed the queen , mentioned

in the account of Belthazzar's feaſt, fup

poting her to have been his wife, as knowing

more than her huſband g ; and he confounds

Darius the Mede with Darius the ſon of

Hyſtafpes Il .

The Pagans in the time of Auſtin ſaid,

how could God reject the old ſacrifices,

and inſtitute a new mode of worſhip . But

it does not appear that God has rejected the

old ſacrifices, though, the Jewiſh temple be

ing deſtroyed , the ſervice of it cannot now

be performed , as it may be at the reſtoration

of the Jews to their own country ; when ,

* Lardner's Teſtimonies, vol . 2. p . 331 .

+ Ibid . vol . 3. p . 172. Ibid. vol. 3. p. 138.

$ Ibid . vol. 3. p . 140 .
Ibid. vol. 3. p . 142.

Ibid . vol . 4. p . 439 .

according
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according to the prophecies of Ezekiel , the

temple will be rebuilt, and the ſervice of it

reſumed . Beſides, admitting the principles

of thoſe who object to the reſtoration of

facrifices, as only adapted to the infant ſtate

of the world, it is not contrary to the ana

logy of nature, that things ſhould be in a

progreſſive ſtate, always approaching nearer

to perfection.

In the time of Auſtin it was ſaid, that

chriſtianity was inconſiſtent with the good

order of ſociety , in conſequence of the

paſſive conduct which it recommended *.

But the only pretence for this are fome

proverbial expreſſions of our Saviour, which

fome have underſtood too literally .

Hierocles ſaid , that the ſcriptures over

threw themſelves by their contradictions t.

But it does not appear what kind of contra

dictions he meant . They could not be any

that affect the credibility of the principal

facts, and it is on theſe alone that the truth

of chriſtianity depends .

* Ibid . vol . 4. p . 439 .
+ Ibid . vol. 3. p . 234 .

Porphyry3
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As they

Porphyry inferred the falſehood of chrif

tianity from the diſputes between Paul and

Barnabas, and other circumſtances of a ſimi.

lar nature . But may not honeſt men ſee

things in different lights, and ſometimes

give way to intemperate heat ?

differed, it is the more probable that, if there

had been any thing ſiniſter in the conduct

of either of them , it would have come to

light . Men that differ are not diſpoſed to

ſcreen , or favour one another.

The eighteen arguments of Proclus

againſt chriſtianity, did not affect the chrif

tian religion in general , but only, or chiefly,

the particular opinion of chriſtians, that

the world had a beginning * . This, how

ever, may eaſily be proved to have been

true, by arguments that have no dependence

on revelation .

Julian objected to the Moſaical account

of the creation of the world, the fall ofman,

and the confuſion of tongues . He likewiſe

found fault with the decalogue ft. Intelligent

* Lardner's Teſtimonies, vol . 4. p. 288 .

+ Jbid . vol . 4. p. 74 .

chriſtians
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chriſtians alſo object to ſome of theſe things,

concerning which Mofes himſelf could have

had no information, except from tradition .

But this does not affect the credibility of

what he writes as having paſſed under his

own eyes, and thoſe of his cotemporaries, the

account of which was publiſhed in his own

life - time. Julian's objections to the de

calogue, could only thew his ignorance, or

his malice .

The ſubject of prophecy has always been

acknowledged to be attended with much

difficulty, and therefore we do not wonder

that unbelievers, in all ages , have urged

their objections to it . Celſus fays, that

“ the prophecies may be applied to many

“ others with more probability than to

Jeſus * ." This is readily acknowledged

to be the caſe with reſpect to many of the

prophecies of the Old Teſtament, which

have by ſome chriſtians been applied to

Chriſt. But there are alſo ſome of them,

which can apply to no other perſon ; and it

* Ibid . vol . 2. p. 313 .

cannot
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cannot be denied that they were delivered

ſome hundreds of years before he was born .

The deſtruction of Jeruſalem , and the deſo

lation of Judea, were clearly foretold by our

Saviour himſelf. The preſent diſperſed

ſtate of the Jews is the ſubject of a whole

ſeries of prophecy, beginning with Moſes.

And if this remarkable people ſhould be re

ſtored to their own country, and become a

flouriſhing nation in it, which is likewiſe

foretold, few perſons, I think , will doubt of

the reality of a prophetic ſpirit.

The prophecies of Daniel are ſo clear, that

Porphyry ſays, “ he did not foretel things

“ to come, but only related what had hap

“ pened * .”
He alſo ſaid that the book of

Daniel could not be genuine, becauſe it was

written in Greek as he argued from the ſtory

of Suſannah . It i very evident, however,

that ſome of the pr phecies of Daniel relate

to the Roman empire , which is deſcribed

under various images , and this certainly did

not exiſt at the time that the book of Da

* Lardner's Teſtimonies, vol. 3. p . 134.

niel



PHILOSOPHICAL UNBELIEVER. 193

niel was firſt tranſlated into Greek . The

decay of the Roman empire is alſo men

tioned in the book of Daniel , and this had

not taken place in the time of Porphyry

himſelf. As to the ſtory of Suſannah , it is

no part of the book of Daniel, but a ſpu

rious work, probably written in Greek .

I have already obſerved that the great

offence that was given by chriſtians, was

their drawing people from the worſhip of

the heathen gods, on which it was imagined

the proſperity of the ſtate depended . On

this account they were treated as atheiſtical ,

and profane perſons, and dangerous in a

community. And it is well known that

when perſons go under an ill name, and are

on any account, generally odious , every thing

bad is readily believed of them . Thus, be

cauſe chriſtians were often obliged to meet

for religious worſhip in the night, they

were charged with putting out the lights,

and committing promiſcuous lewdneſs ; and

probably their eating bread and drinking

wine in the celebration of the Lord's ſupper,

might give occaſion to its being ſaid , that

PART II . o
they
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they killed and eat children, as we find in

Celſus * .

Beſides that every thing of this nature is

in the higheſt degree incredible, no proof

was ever pretended to be brought of ſuch

practices ; and when ever any enquiry was

made into their conduct, nothing was ever

diſcovered to their diſcredit. All that Pliny

could find upon the ſtricteſt ſcrutiny, and

from thoſe who had deſerted them, was (as

we find from his epiſtle to Trajan ) as follows:

• The whole of their fault, or error, lay in

“ this , that they were wont to meet toge

“ ther on a ſtated day, before it was light,

" and fing among themſelves, alternately a

“ hymn to Chriſt, as a god, and to bind

" themſelves by an oath , not to the com

“ miſſion of any wickedneſs ” (with which

they had been often charged )

us but not

“ to be guilty of theft, or robbery, or

adultery, never to falſify their word, nor to

deny a pledge committed to them , when

““ called upon to return it. When theſe

* Lardner's Teſtimonies, vol . 2. p. 335.

things
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things were performed, it was their cuſ

s tom to ſeparate, and then to come toge

“ ther again to a meal, which they eat in

common , without any
diſorder. But this

“ they had forbore ſince the publication of

my edict, by which , according to your

" .commands, I prohibited afſemblies. Af

* ter receiving this account, I judged it the

more neceſſary to examine, and that by

torture , two maid ſervants , who were

" called miniſters. But I diſcovered nothing

“ beſides a bad and exceſſive ſuperſtition * ”

On occaſion of the vagueand groundleſs ac

cuſation of chriſtians, and the odium they un

juftly lay under, Juſtin Martyr gives a ſimple

and natural account of what was tranſacted

in their aſſemblies, and then challenges their

heathen adverſaries in a very proper man

ner on the ſubject. “ On the day called

Sunday,” he ſays, “ we all meet together,

“ &c. &c . &c. On this day Jeſus Chriſt our

“ Saviour roſe from the dead ,

“ peared to his apoſtles, and diſciples, and

and ap

* Ibid . vol. 2. p . 12 .

02 taught
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taught them thoſe things which we have

“ ſet before you, and refer to your confide

« ration . If theſe things appear agreeable

" to reaſon and truth, pay a regard to them.

“ If they appear trifling, reject them as

" fuch . But do not treat as enemies, nor

“ appoint capital puniſhment to thoſe who

66 have done no harm . For we foretel

“ unto you , that you will not eſcape the

“ future judgment of God , if you perſiſt

“ in unrighteouſneſs ; and we ſhall ſay,

“ the will of the Lord be done * . "

Julian more than once reproaches the

heathen prieſts with the better morals of

the chriſtians . In his letter to the high

prieſt of Galatia, he ſays, " if heatheniſm

“ does not proſper according to our wiſh , it

“ is the fault of thoſe who profeſs it

Why do not we look to that which has

“ been the principal cauſe of the augmenta

“ tion of impiety , humanity to ſtrangers,

“ care in burying the dead , and that fanctity

“ of life of which they make ſuch a ſhow ;

* Lardner’s Teſtimonies,vol. 2. p . 85 .

66 all
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« all which things I will have to be really

practiſed by our people . It is a ſhame,

6 when there are no beggars among the

Jews , and impious Galileans relieve not

only their own people, but ours alſo, that

our poor ſhould be neglected by us , and

“ be left helpleſs and deſtitute * .”

Ammianus Marcellinus alſo , who cen

ſures the biſhops of Rome, ſays, they

might be happy indeed , if, deſpiſing the

grandeur of the city, which they allege

“ as an excuſe for their luxury, they would

“ imitate the life of ſome country biſhops,

“ who by their temperance in eating 'and

drinking, by the plainneſs of their habit,

“ and the modeſty of their whole behaviour,

approve themſelves to the eternal deity,

“ and his true worſhippers, as men of virtue

“ and piety t .”

Such were the objections that were ad

vanced againſt chriſtianity, in early ages,

when there was the beſt opportunity of en

quiring into the grounds of it ; and it is

* Ibid. vol . 4. p . 101 . + Ibid , vol . 4. p . 183 .

eaſyO 3
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avow.

eafy to ſee that they affect nothing on which

its credibility at all depends . Admitting

what the unbelievers of thoſe ages urged

againſt the facts on which the truth of

chriſtianity depends, it is evident that they

had no pretence for rejecting it which amo

dern unbeliever would not be aſhamed to

And whatever may be ſaid of the

good ſenſe of the early writers againſt chriſ

tianity, it is evident that it was no guard

againſt the moſt deſpicable ſuperſtition, and

the moſt unjuſt and cruel treatment of thoſe

who differed from them on the ſubject of re

ligion . Whatever were the virtues of Mar

cus Aurelius, or Julian , they did not teach

them toleration or humanity, where religion

was concerned ; and ſo far were they from

being the eſprits forts of the preſent age,

that

they gave into the moſt ridiculous credulity

in divination , and all the other abſurd pre

tences of the heathen philoſophers and

prieſts.

I am, yours, & c .
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L E T T E R XVI.

Ofthe two laſt Chapters of the Firji Book of

Mr. Gibbon's Hiſtory of the Decline and Fall

of the Roman Empire,

DEAR SIR,

THOUGH it is not my intention, in

this correſpondence, to animadvert upon

particular writers , yet, as you ſay that the

two laſt Chapters of Mr. Gibbon's Hiſtory

have made more unbelievers than any thing

that has been publiſhed of late years ; and

have greatly contributed to confirm many in

their unbelief, I ſhall, at your requeſt, take

notice of ſuch of his obſervations as more

properly affect the hiſtorical evidence of chriſ

tianity, and which I have not already na

ticed in the Concluſion of my Hiſtory of the

Corruptions of Chriſtianity, in which I made

fome obferyations on what he has been

pleaſed to call the ſecondary cauſes of its

growth .

There04



200 LETTERS TO A

There I ſhewed how inadequate all the

five coufes he mentions are to account for the

fact, without the primary cauſe, “ the con

“ vincing evidence of the doctrine itſelf, "

which he contents himſelf with indiſtinctly

mentioning, in part
of a ſentence, as wiſhing

to keep it out of ſight as much as poſſible.

For in what that convincing evidence con

fiſted he does not ſay, whether in the nature

of the doctrines themſelves, or in the truth

of the great facts in the chriſtian hiſtory.

As to what he ſays of “ the ruling provi

“ dence of its great author,” it might be

equally a proof of the truth of paganiſm , or

Mahometaniſm , and no doubt he thought

ſo .

Indeed, ſtrange as it may ſeem , Mr. Gib

bon himſelf appears to have entirely over

looked the neceſſary connexion between his

ſecondary and the primary cauſes of the

growth of chriſtianity, though the former

imply ſo firm a perſuaſion of the truth of it,

in the minds of its profeſſors, as could never,

in the natural courſe of things , have been

produced without the real exiſtence of the

great facts, which were the object of their

faith .
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faith . For, without mentioning any more

of his cauſes, to ſuppoſe that the inflexible or

intolerant zeal of the primitive chriſtians, and

their firm belief in a future life, could have

been produced without there being any truth

in the hiſtory of the miracles , death , and re

ſurrection of Chriſt, is to ſuppoſe that a pile

ofbuilding muſt be ſupported by pillars, but

that thoſe pillars may ſtand in the air, with

out touching the ground ; or with the In

dians, that the world is ſupported by an ele

phant, and the elephant by a tortoiſe, but the

tortoiſe by nothing.

What is moſt remarkable in Mr. Gibbon's

conduct of his argument ( for ſuch theſe two

chapters of his hiſtory ought to be termed)

is that, without pretending to conſider the

proper evidence of the miracles of Chriſt, and

thoſe of the apoſtles ( the firm belief of which ,

by thoſe who were in circumſtances the moſt

proper for the examination ofthem , muſt have

produced all his ſecondary cauſes) he takes

every opportunity of inſinuating , in the courſe

of his narrative, every thing that he can to

take from the effect of that evidence, which

he
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he carefully keeps out of fight. And though

it is by groſs miſrepreſentation of facts, and

giving them colours that by no means be

long to them , they are ſuch as the unwary

reader will not ſuſpect. Some of theſe only,

I ſhall, in this letter, point out to you, that

you may be upon your guard againſt others

of a ſimilar nature . In his account, in par

ticular, of the conduct of the heathen magif

trates in the perſecution of chriſtians, and of

the behaviour of the chriſtians under perſe

cution , he never fails to mention , or ſuppreſs,

every thing that could make the former ар

pear to advantage, and the latter to diſad

vantage.

I have noticed the ſtrange conceſſion of

Mr. Gibbon, that the Jews acted “ in con

" a tradiction to every known principle of the

“ human mind, in yielding amoreready aſſert

“ to the traditions of their remote anceſtors,

" than to the evidence of their own ſenſes"

( Hift. of Corruptions, vol . 2. p . 445 ) without

being aware , that no fuch propofition , relat

ing to the ſentiments and conduct of men ,

can be true . I Mall now yneanother very

extraordinary
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extraordinary affertion of his, relating to that

fingular people, as he calls them, and as they

muſt indeedbe, if they could feel, and act,

as he ſuppoſes them to have done.

“ The cotemporaries of Moſes and Jor

“ hua,” he ſays, p. 539. “ beheld with the

66 moſt careleſs indifference the moſt amaz

ing miracles ; ” by, which he would infi

nuate that those biracles were never per

formed. But , the only authority on which

Mr. Gibbon could afiert any thing concern

ing the miracles to which the Jews were

witneſſes, f that they were far from

being beheld with careleſs indifference.

The Iſraelites weri ſo much terrified with

the appearances at Mount Sinai , that they

requeſted that God would not ſpeak to them

any more in that manner, but by Mofes.

And ſo far were the miracles which they ſaw

from making no impreſſion on them, that

notwithſtanding their ſtrong propenſity to

idolatry, their influence continued all that

generation , and that which immediately ſuc

ceeded it . We read Joſhua xxiv . 31. And

Ifrael ſerved the Lord all the days ofJoſhua,

3
and
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and all the days of the elders that outlived

Fohua, and who had known all the works of

the Lord, that he had done for Iſrael.

An infinuation that moſt nearly affe is

the credibility of the goſpel hiſtory , in Mr.

Gibbon's account, is contained in the fol

lowing paragraph . “ The Jews of Paleſ

“ tine,” he ſays, p . 603 , “ who had fondly

“ expected a temporal deliverer, gave ſo cold

“ a reception to the miracles of the divine

prophet, that it was found unneceſſary to

publiſh , or at leaſt to preſerve, any He

“ brew goſpel. The authentic hiſtory of

6s the acts of Chriſt were compoſed in the

“ Greek language , at a conſiderable dif

“ tance from Jeruſalem , and after the gen

“ tile converts were grown extremely nu

“ merous."

This muſt have been intended to infinu

ate, that the authentic goSpels, were not pub

liſhed in the country where the facts were

known , and that they were not much cre

dited in Judea itſelf ; whereas nothing is

more certain than that the moſt zealous of all

chriſtians, notwithſtanding the diſappoint

ment
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ment of their fond hopes of a temporal

Meſſiah, were the Jewiſh converts , and that

by them only was the goſpel propagated in

diſtant countries . Theſe Jewiſh chriſtians

alſo had a goſpel of their own , which was

publiſhed as early, and was as much re

garded , as any other ; and whether Mr.

Gibbon will call it authentic , or not, there

was no material difference between it and

the other goſpels, all containing an account

of the miracles , death , and reſurrection of

Chriſt. This Hebrew goſpel was preſerved

as long as the Jewiſh chriſtians exiſted, and

ſome of them remained till after the time

of Auſtin .

The other goſpels, though written in

Greek, for the uſe of thoſe who underſtood

that language, and at a diſtance from Ju

dea, were all written by Jews, and while the

tranſactions were recent ; and it was nothing

but a well - grounded perſuaſion of their

authenticity, that could have procured this

remarkable hiſtory that firm credit which

was given to it, in all parts of the world .

Let Mr. Gibbon fay how this effect could

have
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have been produced, if the goſpel hiſtory

had not been attended with every circuin

ftance requiſite to eſtabliſh its credibility

in that age, and conſequently in all future

ages.

Mr. Gibbon inſinuates an objection to

the evidences of chriſtianity from its not

having recommended itſeif, to ſome wiſe

and virtuous heathens, in the early ages .

" We ſtand in need,” ſays he, p . 616, in

his ironical manner , " of ſuch reflections, to

+ comfort us for the loſs of ſome illuſtrious

* characters, which in our eyes might have

“ ſeemed the moft worthy of the heavenly

“ preſent. The names of Seneca , of the

es elder and the younger Pliny, of Tacitus,

• of Plutarch , of Galen , of the flave Epic

• tetus , and of the emperor Marcus Anto

“ ninus, adorn the age in which they flou

* riſhed , and exalt the dignity of human

16 nature . They filled with glory their

$ « reſpective ſtations, either in active or

“ contemplative life . Their excellent un

derſtandings were improved by ftudy.

Philoſophy had purified their minds from

" the
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er the prejudices of popular ſuperſtition , and

« their days were ſpent in the purſuit of

“ truth and the practice of virtue. Yet

“ all theſe ſages ( it is no leſs an object of

ſurprize than of concern ) overlooked , or

“ rejected , the perfection of the chriſtian

“ ſyſtem . Their language, or their filence,

equally diſcover their contempt of the

growing ſect, which in their time had

« diffuſed it felf over the Roman empire.

" Thoſe among them who condeſcend to

" mention the chriftians, conſider them

only as obſtinate and perverſe enthuſiaſts,

" who exacted an implicit ſubmiſſion to

“ their myſterious doctrines, without being

* able to produce a ſingle argument that

“ could engage the attention of men of ſenſe

6 and learning.”

In this there can be no doubt, but Mr.

Gibbon gives his own opinion , in the form

of that of the ancients, and afterwards, af

fecting to lament that the cauſe of chriſti

anity was not defended by abler advocates,

he ſays, that " when they would demonſtrate

“ the divine origin of chriſtianity, they in

« fifted
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si fiſted much more ſtrongly on the pre

« dictions which announced , than on the

“ miracles which accompanied, the appear

“ ance of the Meſſiah . ”

If this had been the caſe, and if, with

ſuch miſerable advocates, and ſuch inſuffi

cient arguments, chriſtianity had , as Mr.

Gibbon ſays,
66 diffuſed itſelf over the Ro

“ man empire, ” ſo early as the time of Se

neca, it will not be very eaſy for him to

account for ſo extraordinary a fact. Here

is a great effect, without any adequate cauſe.

Yet this does not appear to have itruck our

philoſopher, as any thing extraordinary. It

fatisfies him , that ſome thouſands of
peo

ple took it into their heads, without any

reaſon at all , that Chriſt and the apoſtles

wrought miracles , that they madly devoted

their labours, their fortunes, and their

lives, to the propagation of their ground

leſs opinion , and that by their inflexible zeal ,

and obſtinacy, they forced the belief of it on

the reſt of the world. Such is the philo

fophy of Mr. Gibbon , and of other unbe

lievers .

If
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If Mr. Gibbon had read the New Teſta ,

ment with care, he would have ſeen that the

firſt preachers of chriſtianity had no myſteri

ous do &trines to teach . Hear what Paul ſays in

the Areopagus at Athens . The times of this

ignorance God winked at, but now commande

eth all men every where to repent. Becauſe

ke bath appointed a day in the which he will

judge the world in righteouſneſs, by that man

whom he hath ordained, whereof be bath

given aſſurance unto all men, in that he hath

raiſed him from the dead ; and of this he

himſelf, and more than five hundred others,

as he ſays, 1 Cor. xv . 6. were witneſſes.

What is there myſterious in all this ?

Is it leſs intelligible, or in itſelf leſs pro

bable, than the elegant mythology of Greece

and Rome ? If in that age the miracles

were leſs particularly inſiſted on, it was be

cauſe they were not diſputed. They were

not things done in a corner, but ſuch as

whole countries were witneſſes of. The

arguments from prophecy, which Mr. Gib.

bon ridicules , had their weight chiefly with

the Jews, but were not improperly urged

PART II , Р upon



210 LETTERS TO A

upon the gentiles ; who, ſeeing a wonder

ful correſpondence between the predictions

and the events , would be ſenſible of the

divinity of the whole ſyſtem of revelation,

begun in Judaiſm , and completed in chriſ

tianity .

I am far from being diſpoſed to detract

from the merit of Seneca, and the other

diſtinguiſhed heathens here mentioned by

Mr. Gibbon ; though with reſpect to the

younger Pliny, and Marcus Antoninus , he

is far from being juſtified in ſaying, that

“ their minds were purified from the

“ judices of the popular ſuperſtition ." For

it has been ſhewn that they, as well as Ju

lian , were bigots to it . But let Mr. Gib

bon produce what evidence he has of theſe

men , of ſuch excellent underſtandings, and

freedom from prejudice, having made any

proper enquiry into the nature and truth of

chriſtianity, and ſay what arguments they

oppoſed to thoſe of the chriſtian teachers,

Otherwiſe, their overlooking or rejecting

chriſtianity implies no reflections upon it,

but upon themſelves.

Notwith

pre

1
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Notwithſtanding what Mr. Gibbon here

ſays, that the chriſtian preachers could not

produce “ : a ſingle argument that could ena

gage
the attention of men of ſenſe and

learning,” yet it is unqueſtionable, that

whether it was by argument, or any other

means, men of ſenſe , and learning too, did

embrace chriſtianity ; and that, in a very

reaſonable ſpace of time, there was not a

man of ſenſe or learning that did not. IC

ſhould alſo be conſidered, that none of the

perſons mentioned by Mr. Gibbon ran any

riſk by continuing heathens ; whereas, in

that age, a man hazarded every thing by

becoming a chriſtian .
Which of them,

then, was more likely to enquire into the

truth of chriſtianity, and by whoſe verdict

ſhall we be beſt juſtified in abiding ?

“ How ſhall we excuſe,” ſays Mr. Gib.

bon , p . 618 , “ the ſupine inattention of the

pagan and philoſophic world, to thoſe

“ evidences which were preſented by the

“ hand of omnipotence, not to their reaſon,

“ but to their ſenſes. During the age
of

Chriſt, of his apoſtles, and of their firſt

P 2
diſciples,



212
LETTERS TO A

diſciples, the doctrine which they preach

« ed was confirmed by innumerable prodi.

gies . The lame walked , the blind ſaw ,

" the fick were healed, the dead were raiſed,

“ dæmons were expelled, and the laws of

nature were frequently fufpended , for the

« « benefit of the church . But the ſages of

“ Greece and Rome turned aſide from the

“ aweful ſpectacle ; and purſuing the ordia

nary occupations of life or ſtudy, ap

“ peared unconſcious of any alterations in

“ the moral or phyſical government of the

Under the reign of Tiberius,

" the whole world, or at leaſt a . celebrated

“ province of the Roman empire, was in,

« volved in a præternatural darkneſs of

" three hours . Even this miraculous

event, which ought to have excited the

“ wonder, the curioſity, and the devotion

“ of mankind, paſſed without notice, in an

age of ſcience and hiſtory ."

This was, no doubt, meant to infinuate,

that the miracles Mr. Gibbon recites were

never performed, ſince they did not engage

the attention of the ſages of Greece and

Rome,

" world.
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Roine. ' But their inattention, I preſume,

has been ſufficiently accounted for ; and if

they did not give proper attention, and did

not trouble themſelves to make the necef

fáry enquiries, their unbelief reflects ño diſa

credit on chriſtianity.

As to the darkneſs about which Mr. Gib

bon makes ſo great a párade, it was not very

likely to attract the notice of hiſtorians, aś

it was not ſo great, but that the perſons

who attended the crucifixion could ſee to

give Jeſus vinegar on a ſpear, and he could

diſtinguiſh his mother and his diſciple John.

With a view, no doubt, to inſinuate that

much credit was not given to the account

of the miracles, death, and reſurrection of

Chriſt, by the inhabitants of Judea, Mr.

Gibbon fays, p. 635, “ A more accurate

enquiry will induce us to doubt, whether

any of thoſe perſons who had been wit

«« neffes to the miracles of Chriſt were per

" mitted, beyond the limits of Paleſtine, to

*c feal with their blood the truth of their

* teſtimony."

Admitting

is

P 3
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Admitting all this , it is not denied but

there were martyrs to chriſtianity, of thoſe

who were witneſſes to the miracles of

Chriſt, within the bounds of Paleſtine ; and

theſe were of more value than any others.

And whether
any

of them ſuffered without

the bounds of Paleſtine, or not, converts

were made in other countries ; and this

muſt have been by the credit that was given

to the accounts of the miracles of Chţiſt,

whether the teſtimony was ſealed with

blood , or not . But the epiſtles of Paul are

a ſufficient evidence of the great hardſhips

to which himſelf, and many other chriſ

tians , were expoſed in diftant countries. Mc.

Gibbon cannot deny the reality of the per

ſecution under Nero, in Rome at leaſt ; and

in that perſecution, according to the teſti

mony of the ancients , to which there is

no reaſon to object, both Peter and Paul

were put to death . It is likewiſe the
gene

ral opinion, that, except the two James's

(both of whom ſuffered at Jeruſalem ) and

John, who lived to a great age at Epheſus,

all
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all the other apoſtles died martyrs without

the bounds of Paleſtine. And it muſt be

acknowledged , that the teſtimony of the

apoſtles, thus ſealed, as Mr. Gibbon ſays,

with their blood , was of more value than any

other, as they had the moſt perfect know

ledge of the hiſtory and character of Chriſt.

In order to ſuggeſt that it was a long

time before the chriſtians fuffered any legal

perſecution from the Romans, Mr. Gibbon

ſays, p. 647 “ We may aſſure ourſelves,

“ that when he” ( Pliny) accepted the

governme
nt

of Bythinia, there were no

general laws , or decrees of the Senate, in

“ force againſt the chriſtians ; that neither

Trajan , nor any of his virtuous prede

ceffors, whoſe edicts were received into

“ the civil and criminal juriſprudence, had

publicly declared their intentions con

cerning the new ſect ; and that whatever

proceedings had been carried on againſt

" the chriſtians, there were none of ſuffi .

“ cient weight and authority, to eſtabliſh a

precedent for the conduct of a Roman

“ magiſtratę . "

On
P
A
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On this I would obſerve, that when Pliny

arrived in his province, it was evidently the

cuſtom to condemn chriſtians to death , mere

ly asſuch ,and whether this was done by a pro

per law , or otherwiſe, it was no leſs a trial of

the faith of thoſe who ſuffered death . But

both the letters of Pliny, and the anſwer

of Trajan, ſhew that the proceedings had

been upon an exiſting law, whether enacted

by Trajan himſelf, or any of his predeceſ

ſors. His anſwer clearly implies that he

did not ſend the governor any new law, but

only informed him how he ought to act with

reſpect to convictions on a former law, in-

ſtructing him to condemn thoſe who were

proved to be guilty , but not to ſeek for

proofs of guilt . A ſtrange and inconſiſtent

proceeding, as was juſtly remarked by Ter

tullian . If the profeſſion of chriſtianity

was deſerving of death , why might not the

guilty be fought for, as well as other cri

minals ? And if it was not, why condemn

to death thoſe who profeſſed it ?

The probability is , that the law by which

the chriſtians had been perſecuted was

onę
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one of Nero, or Domitian ; and to ſay no

thing of the inſcription found in Spain

(which , however, Lardner fuppoſes may be

genuine ) Orofius ſays, that the edict of Nero

extended to the provinces . It is certainly

highly probable, that he who put ſo many

chriſtians to death, and in ſo ſhocking a

manner, would think the whole ſect deſerv

ing to be extirpated in all parts of the em

pire.

Mr. Gibbon appears to have been ſuffi

ciently ſenſible of the value of ſuch a teſti

mony to the truth of the goſpel hiſtory, as is

furniſhed by the early martyrdoms; and there

fore, he takes great pains to diminiſh their

number ; and when the facts cannot be denied,

he endeavours to exhibit them in the moſt

unfavourable light, as either a criminal ob

ſtinacy, or å mad and ridiculous contempt of

life. And yet , though this is evidently his

object, he cannot avoid mentioning ſuch

circumſtances, as ſhow the ſhocking cruelty

and injuſtice of the perfecutors, and the

noble conſtancy oftheperſecuted. “ Puniſh

ment, ” he ſays, p . 650 , “ was not the in

" evitable
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çevitable conſequence of conviction , and

" the christians whoſe guilt was the moſt

“ clearly proved , by the teſtimony of wit

“ neſſes, or even by their voluntary confef

“ fion , ſtill retained in their own power the

66 alternative of life or death , It was not ſo

« much the paſt offence, as the actual re

“ fiſtance, which excited the indignation of

• the magiſtrate. He was perſuaded that

“ he offered them an eaſy pardon , fince, if

they conſented to caſt a few grains of in

“ cenfe upon the altar, they were diſmiſſed

« from the tribunal in ſafety, and with ap

“ plauſe. It was eſteemed the duty of an

“ humane judge to endeavour to reclaim ,

“ rather than to puniſh , thoſe deluded en

- thuſiaſts. Varying his tone, according

“ to the age, the ſex, or the fituation of the

“ priſoners, he frequently condeſcended to

“ ſet before their eyes every circumſtance

" which could render life more pleaſing, or

“ death more terrible ; and to ſolicit, nay ,

“ to intreat them , that they would ſhow

“ ſome compaſſion to themſelves, to their

“ families, and to their friends. If threats

" and
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" and perſuaſions proved in effectual, he had

“ often recourſe to violence. The ſcourge,

“ and the rack , were called in to ſupply

“ the deficiency of argument ; and every

" act of cruelty was employed to ſubdue

< ſuch inflexible, and as it appeared to the

pagans,
ſuch criminal obſtinacy."

No doubt, the humanity of ſomeof the

Roman magiſtrates, led them to favour the

chriſtians, in the manner that Mr. Gibbon

has deſcribed . But others took every ad

vantage that the laws, and the temper of the

times, gave them, and indulged themſelves

in acts of the moſt wanton barbarity.

With reſpect to the number of the mar

tyrs , Mr. Gibbon ſeems to triumph, p. 653,

in the confeſſion of Origen , who ſays that

it was inconſiderable. But this term is com

parative, and the real value of it muſt be

eſtimated by a regard to the whole, of which

it was a part; and then it may be inferred ,

that many hundreds , or even thouſands,

might be ſaid to be inconſiderable. Origen

ſays, that “ the providence ofGod reſtrained

6 the
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“ the violence of the perſecutors, left the

ç whole race of chriſtians ſhould be extirá

pated;" and then adds , “ that they who

" ſuffered death were few , and eaſily num

“ .bered .” Contra Celſum , lib . 3. p . 116 .

From this it is evident, that, in the idea of

Origen, the number of martyrs was few ,

when compared to the whole number of

chriſtians, which , no doubt, conſiſted of

many hundreds of thouſands in his time ;

and he could hardly have imagined there

was any danger of the extirpation of the

whole race of them, by the death of a much

greater number than that to which Mr.

Gibbon ſeems willing to reduce them.

Beſides, it was not by death . only, that

the faith and conſtancy of the chriſtians

was ſhown. As Mr. Gibbon himſelf

fays, p. 6ģ2 . “ the Roman magiftrates were

« far from condemning all the chriſtians

6 who were accuſed before their tribunal,

« and very fár from puniſhing with death

61 all thoſe who were convicted of an obfti .

“ hate adherence to the new ſuperſtition ;

“ contenting
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" contenting themſelves, for the moſt
part,

" with the milder chaſtiſements of im.

“ priſonment, exile, or ſlavery in the mines.”

Theſe things Mr. Gibbon mentions as

milder chaſtiſements. But does not the

ſuffering of ſuch puniſhments as theſe ( ſome

of them, in my opinion, far more trying

than the profpect of immediate death ) ſuffi

ciently evidence the firmneſs of the faith of

the chriſtians, in the cauſe for which they

ſuffered ; and could ſo many thouſands have

fuffered in this manner without having

taken fome care to inform themſelves con

cerning the truth for which they ſuffered ?

Would Mr. Gibbon himſelf be content to

be impriſoned, or to go to work in the mine's

for life, or " with the proſpect of a general

“ pardon at ſome future, but uncertain time,”

p . 653 , without being well ſatisfied that he

had good reaſon for ſubmitting to it ? And

were there not among the chriſtians, who

did ſuffer theſe things, and all that the uts

moſt malice of their enemies could ſuggeſt,

men who valued life, and the enjoyments of

it,
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?

it, as much as Mr. Gibbon can do, and who

had as much to loſe as he can have ?

“ The general affertion of Origer ,” Mr.

Gibbon ſays, may be explained, and con

“ firmed, by the particular teſtimony of his

“ friend Dionyfius, who, in the immenſe

“ city of Alexandria , and under the rigore

“ ous perſecution of Decius, reckons only

“ ten men and feven women, who ſuffered

“ for the profeſſion of the chriſtian name. ”.

But if the account of Dionyſius be examined ,

it will be found that, beſides fome horrid vio

lences before this perſecution , in which many

loſt their lives , the deaths of theſe ſeventeen

perſons are mentioned only on account of

there being ſomething remarkable in them.

He is far from ſaying, with Mr. Gibbon,

that theſe were all that ſuffered death ; and

he ſays that many profeſſed their readineſs

to die, in ſo much that the judges Thud .

dered, and the chriſtians went out of the

tribunal in triumph . He adds, that many

were torn to pieces by the gentiles in other

cities and villages .

3
Mr.
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Mr. Gibbon alſo ſays, p . 701 , that “from

“ the hiſtory of Euſebius it may be col

“ lected that only nine biſhops were puniſh

“ ed with death ; and we are aſſured by

“ his particular enumeration of the martyrs

“ of Paleſtine, that no more than ninety-two

6 chriftians were entitled to that honour.

“ able appellation ; ” and from this he draws

what he calls “ a very important and pro

“ bable concluſion ,” viz . that “ the multi

tude of chriſtians in the Roman empire,

“ on whom a capital puniſhment was in

... Alicted by a judicial ſentence, will be re

" duced to ſomewhat leſs than two thou

“ fand perſons ; whereas more than a hun

« dred thouſand are ſaid ,” p. 703 , “ to have

ſuffered, in the Netherlands only, by the

“ hand of the executioner.”

Even this number would be abundantly

fufficient for all the purpoſes for which

martyrdoms are alleged by the advocates for

chriſtianity ; conſidering who thoſe martyrs

were, how capable they were of ſatisfying

themſelves concerning the truth of chriſ

tianity, and how intereſted they were in the

enquiry.



224 LETTERS TO A

enquiry. But by looking into Euſebius, it

will
appear

that Mr. Gibbon was no more

authorized to aſſert that the ninety-two were

the only martyrs in Paleſtine, than that the

ſeventeen were the only ones in Alexandria.

The probability is , that it was very far ſhort

of the whole number.

Mr. Gibbon proceeds to relate the parti

culars of the martyrdom of Cyprian , and, as

uſual with himn , in a manner as favourable

to the perſecutors, and as unfavourable to

the martyr, as poffible ; as if hemight have

ſubmitted to death , in thoſe circumſtances,

even without any real belief in chriſtianity,

from the mere honour of ſuffering, and the

infamy of ſhrinking from it .

ſuppoſe,” ſays he, p . 659 ,
" that the

biſhop of Carthage had employed the pro

“ fefſion of the chriſtian faith only as the

o inſtrument of his avarice or ambition , it

“ was ſtill incumbent on him to ſupport

" the character he had aſſumed ; and if he

“ poffeffed the ſmalleſt degree of manly for

“ titude, rather to expoſe himſelf to the

“ moſt cruel tortures, than by a ſingle act to

“ exchange

15 Could we
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“ exchange the reputation of a whole life

" for the abhorrence of his chriſtian brea ,

“ thern , and the contempt of the gentile

“ world . But if the zeal of Cyprian was

ſupported by the fincere conviction of

" the truth of thoſe doctrines which he

• preached, the crown of martyrdom muſt

“ have appeared to him as an object of de

66 fire rather than of terror ? ”

But what made it fo, infamous to decline

martyrdom, and ſo honourable to ſuffer it,

but a general perſuaſion of the truth , and

the infinite importance of the truth , of chriſ

tianity, for which they ſuffered ? Whence

aroſe this general and ſtrong perſuaſion of

this truth , our hiſtorian does not inveſtis

gate. He here ſays, that , had Cyprian not

ſuffered, he would have incurred the con,

tempt of the gentile world. In a paſſage

quoted above, he ſaid that, on throwing a

few grains of incenſe into the fire, the chriſ

tians went from the tribunals of the magif

trates with ſafety, and with applauſe. Let it

then be one, or the other, as Mr. Gibbon's

changing purpoſe may require .

PART II ,
Q Whatever



226 LETTERS TO A

1

Whatever was the motive, Mr. Gibbon

does ſufficient juſtice to the readineſs of the

primitive chriſtians to ſuffer martyrdom , in

its moſt frightful forms. " The fober dil

is cretion of the preſent age,” he ſays, p.661 .

“ will more readily cenſure than admire, but

“ can more eaſily admire, than imitate, the

« fervour of the firſt chriſtians, who, ac

“ cording to the lively expreſſion of Sulpi

“ cius Severus , deſired martyrdom with more

“ eagerneſs than his own contemporaries fo

« licited a biſhopric . ”

In this , I truſt, Mr. Gibbon judges from

his own feelings only. The preſent chriſ

tian world in general holds the primitive

martyrs in as high veneration, as did their

cotemporaries ( though neither they, nor the

more judicious in the primitive times, ap

proved of the zeal of any in courting mar

tyrdom) and would be ready , I doubt not,

if they were in the ſame manner called to it,

to follow their example . In what age of

the chriſtian church have there not been thoſe

with propriety be called martyrs

so what they held to be the truth of the gof

3

who may

pel ?
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pel ? Mr. Gibbon does not, he cannot deny,

that there were thouſands of ſuch at the time

of the reformation ; and cannot he ſuppoſe

that the ſame men would have been as ready

to die for theprofeſſion of chriſtianity, as for

the doctrine of proteſtantiſm .

The only uſe that a defender of chriſtianity

makes of the martyrdoms of chriſtians in

early times, is as a proof of the firmneſs of

their faith in the cauſe for which they ſuf

fered ; ſuch a faith requiring an adequate

caufe. But this firm faith is as evident in

the readineſs to ſuffer, as in the actual fuf

fering, provided there be no doubt of the

ſincerity of that profeſſed readineſs. But

this was then ſo far from being doubted,

with reſpect to the generality of thoſe who

propoſed themſelves, that it was ridiculed, as

madneſs and infatuation , by the heathens of

thoſe times . And Mr. Gibbon, in the fol

lowing account, evidently joins the heathens

in this ridicule .

“ The chriſtians," p. 661 , “ ſometimes

ſupplied by their voluntary declaration,

“ the want of an accuſer, rudely diſturbed

Q2
16 the
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3

“ the public ſervice of paganiſm ; and ruſh

ing in crowds round the tribunals of thema

giſtrates, called upon them to pronounce ,

" and to inflict, the ſentence of the law . The

“ behaviour of the chriſtians was too remark

“ able to eſcape the notice of the ancient phi

“ loſophers. But they ſeemed to have con

“ fidered it with much leſs admiration than

“ aſtoniſhment. Incapable of conceiving the

“ motives which ſometimes tranſported the

“ fortitude of believers beyond the bounds

“ of prudence, or reaſon , they treated ſuch an

“ eagerneſs to die as the ſtrange reſult of ob

“ ſtinate deſpair, ofſtupid inſenſibility, or of

ſuperſtitious phrenfy . Unhappy men, ex

“ claimed the pro-conſul Antoninus, to the

Schriſtians of Aſia, unhappy men, if you

“ are thus
weary

ofyour lives , is it ſo diffi

" cult for
ropes and precipices ?

.“ He was extremely cautious, as is obſerved

by a learned and pious hiſtorian, of puniſh

ing men who had found no accuſers but

“ themſelves, the imperial laws not having

“ made any provifion for ſo unexpected a

caſe . Condemning, therefore, a few , as a

“ warning

you to find

1

I
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“

“ warning for their brethren, he diſmiſſed

" the multitude with indignation and con

tempt . "

To what purpoſe can it be to any man to

endeavour, as Mr. Gibbon does , to reduce

the number of chriſtian martyrs, when their

readineſs to ſuffer martyrdom is not only ac

knowledged, but ridiculed ; ſo that the num

ber was a circumſtance that did not depend

upon themſelves, but upon their adverſaries.

This willingneſs to ſuffer martyrdom I own

to be cenſurable, ſince our Saviour exhorts

his followers not to court perſecution, but

to avoid it, if it can be done with honour.

But certainly this courting of ſuffering, is no

argument of a leſs firm faith ; and it is this

firm faith that is alone of
any

ing the truth of thoſe facts which were the

objects ofit . That the faith of chriſtians in

the truth of the goſpel hiſtory in thoſe early

times (when it was not difficult for perſons

who were ſufficiently in earneſt to diſcover

the truth ) was real, and not to be ſhaken by

torture or death , Mr. Gibbon ſufficiently ac

R3 knowledges.

uſe in prova
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knowledges. Let him then account for

this fact on the ſuppoſition of there being

no truth in the goſpel hiſtory, if he can.

The inefficacy of perſecution to extirpate

chriſtianity, is abundantly confeſſed by Mr.

Gibbon, in his account of the conduct of

Galerius, who was the prompter to what

was called the Diocletian perſecution . “ But

“ when Galerius," p . 694,
“ had obtained

“ the ſupreme power, and the government of

« the Eaſt, he indulged in the fulleſt extent

“ his real and cruelty, not only in the
pro

« vinces of Thrace and Aſia, which acknow

ledged his immediate juriſdiction , but in

" thoſe of Syria , Paleſtine, and Egypt ; where

“ Maximin gratified his own inclination , by

“ yielding a rigorous obedience to the ſtern

c commands of his benefactors. The fre

quent diſappointments of his ambitious

“ views, the experience of ſix years of perſe

“ cution, and the falutary reflections which a

“ lingering and painful diſtemper ſuggeſted

“ to the mind of Galerius , at length con

« vinced him, that the moſt violent efforts

66

66 of
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" of deſpotiſm are inſufficient to extirpate

“ a whole people, or to ſubdue their religious

“ prejudices.” Is it not extraordinary that

Mr. Gibbon ſhould be able to write this , ifhe

reflected at all on what he wrote, without

believing that the faith of chriſtians ſtood

on no very night foundation ?

I have now, I think , explained myſelf as

fully as I have been able, on every article

relating to the evidence of revealed religion ,

to which you wiſhed that I would give par

ticular attention ; and ſubmitting all that I

have advanced to your own calm and ſerious

conſideration , I ſubſcribe myſelf,

Dear Sir,

Yours ſincerely,

J. PRIESTLEY.



5
1
T
L



A

CATALOGUE OF
BOOKS,

WRITTEN BY

DR. PRI E S T L E Y ,

AND PRINTED FOR

J. JOHNSON, Bookſeller, No. 72 , St. Paul's Church Yard ,

LONDON.

į . HE Hiſtory and Preſent State of ELECTRICITY,

with original Experiments, illustrated with Copper ,

plates; 4th Edition , corrected and enlarged , 4to . 11. is .

2. A Familiar INTRODUCTION to the STUDY OF ELECTRI

CITY, 5th Edition , 8vo. 2s.6d.

3 . The Hiſtory and Preſent State of Diſcoveries relating to

Vision, Light, and COLOURS , 2 vols. 4to, illuſtrated with a

great Number of Copper- plates, il , 113. 6d, in boards , il , 18s .

bound .

4. A Familiar Introduction to the Theory and Practice of

PERSPECTIVE, with Copper -plates, ad Edition , ss . in boards,

6s . bound.

5. Experiments and Obſervations on different kinds of AIR,

and relating to various Branches of Natural PHILOSOPHY, 6 vols,

8vo . il . 16s . in boards, or 21. 2s. bound .

6. PHILOSOPHICAL EMPIRICISM : Containing Remarks on

a Charge of Plagiariſm reſpecting Dr. HM's, interſperſed

with Obſervations relating to different kinds of Air , is . 6d .

7. Directions for impregnating Water with Fixed AIR , in

order to communicate to it the peculiar Spirit and Virtues of

PYRMONT WATER, and other Mineral Waters of a ſimilar Na.

ture.

N. B. The two preceding Pamphlets are included in No.5.

8. A



BOOKS written by Dr. PRIESTLEY.

8. A New Chart of HISTORY , containing a View of the

principal Revolutions of Empire that have taken Place in the

World ; with a Book deſcribing it, containing an Epitome of

Univerſal Hiſtory, 4th Edition , 1os . 6d .

9. A CHART of BIOGRAPHY, with a Book containing an

Explanation of it, and a Catalogue of all the Names inſerted in

it , 6th Edition , very much improved , los . 6d .

N. B. Theſe Charts mounted on Canvas andRollers, to be hung up

in a Study, &c. are 145. cach.

10. The Rudiments of ENGLISH GRAMMAR, adapted to the

Uſe of Schools. Is . 6d , bound.

1. The above GRAMMAR, with Notes and Obſervations;

for the Uſe of thoſe who have made ſome Proficiency in the

Language . The 4th Edition , 3s . bound.

12. OBSERVATIONS relating to EDUCATION : more eſpecially

as it reſpects the Mind . To which is added , An Eſſay on a

Courſe of liberal Education for Civil and Active Life, with Plans

of Lectures on , 1. The Study of Hiſtory and General Policy .

2. The Hiſtory of England . 3. The Conſtitution and Laws of

England, 4s , in boards, 5s . bound.

13 . A COURSE ofLECTURES on ORATORY and CRITICISM,

4to. jos. 6d . in boards, 145 , bound .

14. An Eſſay on the Firſt Principles of Government, and on

the Nature of Political , Civil , and Religious LIBERTY, 2d Edi.

tion , much enlarged , 4s. in boards, 5s . bound . In this Edition

are introduced the Remarks on Church Authority, in Anſwer to

Dr. Balguy, formerly publiſhed ſeparately.

15 An Examination of Dr. Reid's Inquiry into the Human

Mind, on the Principles of Common Senſe , Dr. BeArtie's

Elay on the Nature and Immutability of Truth , and Dr.

Oswald's Appeal to Common Senſe, in Behalf of Religion ,

2d Edit . 55. boards, 6s . bound .

16. HARTLEY's Theory of the HUMAN MIND , on the

Principle of the Aſſociation of Ideas, with Eſſays relating to the

Subject of it, 8vo . 58. in boards, 6s , bound .

17. Dis



BOOKS written by Dr. PRIESTLEY.

.17 . DISQUISITION8 relating to Matter and SPIRIT. To

which is added , the Hiſtory of the Philoſophical Doctrine con

cerning the Origin of the Soul, and the Nature of Matter ; with

its Influence on Chriſtianity , eſpecially with reſpect to the Doc

trine of the Pre -exiſtence of Chriſt. Alſo the Doctrine of Phi

lofophical Neceſſity illuſtrated , the ad Edition enlarged and im

proved , with Remarks on thoſe who have controverted the Prin

ciples of them , 2 vols. 8s . 6d . in boards . 1os . bound .

18. A Free Discussion of the DocTRINES of Mater!.

ALISM and PhiloSOPHICAL Necessity, in a Correſpondence

between Dr. Price and Dr. Priestley . To which are added

by Dr. PRIESTLEY, an INTRODUCTION , explaining the Nature

of the Controverſy, and Letters to ſeveral Writers who have

animadverted on his Diſquiſitions relating to Matter and Spirit,

or his Treatiſe on Neceſſity , 8vo . 6s . ſewed , 7s . bound.

19. A Defence of the Doctrine of Necessity , in two Letters

to the Rev. Mr. John Palmer, 25 .

20. A Letter to JACOB BRYANT, Eſq ; in Defence of Philofo

phical Noceflity , 1s.

The two preceding Articles may be properly bound up with tbe

fecond volume of Diſquiſitions on Matterand Spirit .

21. Letters to a PHILOSOPHICAL UNBELIEVER , PartI.

Containing an Examination of the principal objections to the

Doctrines of Natural Religion, and eſpecially thoſe contained in

the Writings of Mr. Hume, 35. fewed .

22. ADDITIONAL LETTers to a PHILOSOPHICAL UNBB.

Ljever in Anſwer to Mr. William HAMMON , Is . 62 .

23. LETTERS to a PHILOSOPHICAL UNBELIEVER , Part II.

containing a State of the Evidence of Revealed Religion , with

Animadverſions on the two laſt Chapters of the firſt Volume of

Mr. Gibbon's Hißory of theDecline and Fallof the Roman Empire, 35.

N. B. The two Parts, bound together, including No. 22, 75. 60 .

24. A HARMONY ofthe EVANGELISTS in Greek : To which

are prefixed CriticAL DISSERTATIons in Engliſh , 4to . 145.

in boards, 175. bound .

25. A HARMONY of the Evangelists in Engliſh ; with

Notes, and an occaſional Paraphraſe for the Uſe of the Un

learned ;



BOOKS written by Dr. PRIESTLEY.

learned ; to which are prefixed, Critical Differtations, and a Let.

ter to the Biſhop of Olory , 4to. 125. in boards, 155. bound ,

N. B. Thoſe who arepollefedof theGreek Harmony, may bave this

in Engliſh without the Critical Differtations, 85, in boards.

* The Greek and Engliſh Harmony with the Critical Dir.

ſertations, complete, il . is . in boards, or il . 43. bound .

26. INSTITUTES of NATURAL and REVEALED Religion,

in two volumes, 8vo. 2d . edition , price 108. 60. in boards,

125. bound .

N. B. The third Part of this work, containing the Doctrines of

Revelation , may be had alone, 25. 6d. Jewed.

27 :
An HISTORY of the CORRUPTions of CHRISTIANI.

TY, with a general Concluſion , in two parts. Part 1. Con.

taining Confiderations addreſſed to Unbelievers, and eſpecially to

Mr. GIBBON . Part II . containing Confiderations addreffed to

Advocates for the preſent Etabliſhment, and eſpecially to Biſhop

HURD, 2 vols . 8vo . price 125. in boards , or 148. bound . Or,

bound uniformly with the five following Defences of it,in 3 vols.

Il . jos .

28. A Reply to the ANIMADVERSIONS on the HISTORY of

the CORRUPTIONS OF CHRISTIANITY, in the Monthly Review

for June, 1783 ; with Obſervations relating to the Doctrine

of the Primitive Church, concerning the Perſon of CHRIST,

8vo. price is.

29. REMARKS on the MONTHLY Review of the LETTERS !

to Dr. HORSLEY ; in which the Rev. Mr. SAMUEL BADCOCK,

the writer of that Review, is called upon to defend what he has

advanced in it , price 6d .

30. Letters to Dr. Horsley, Archdeacon of St. Albans ,

in three Parts, containing farther Evidence that the Primitive

Chriftian Church was Unitarian , Part I. 2s.6d .

31. LETTERS to the ſame in Defence of the fame, Part II.

33. 6d .

32. Letters to the fame in Defence of the ſame, Part III.

is . 6d .

N. B. Theſe laſt five Articles together in boards, gs. or bound jos .

33. An



BOOKS written by Dr. PRIESTLEY.

33. An History of EARLY OPINIONS concerning JESUS

CHRIST, compiled from Original Writers ; proving that the

Chriſtian Church was at firſt Unitarian , 4 vols. octavo, price il.

43. in boards , or 11. 8s . bound..

34. A View of the Principles and CONDUCT of the Pro.

TESTANT DISSENTERS , with Reſpect to the Civil and Eccle

fiaftical Conſtitution of England , ad Edition , is. 60 .

35. A FREE ADDRESS to PROTESTANT DISSenters, on

the subject of the Lord's Supper, 3d Edition , with Additions,

25.
-N. B. The Additions to be had alone , is .

36. An ADDRESS to Protestant Dissenters, on the

Subject of giving the Lord's Supper to Children , is .

37. A Free ADDRESS to PROTESTANT Dissenters , on

the Subject of CHURCA DISCIPLINB ; with a preliminary Dil

courſe concerning the Spirit ofChriſtianity, and the Corruptions

of it by falſe Notions of Religion , 25. 6d.

38. Letters to the Author of Remarks on ſeveral late Public

cations relative to the Diferters, in a Letter to Doctor Prieſtley, is.

39.

A Letter to a LAYMAN, on the Subject of Mr. Lind .

ſey's Propoſal for a reformed Engliſh Church , on the Plan of

the late Dr. Samuel Clarke, 6d .

40. THREE LETTERS to Dr. Newcome, Biſhop ofWaterford ,

on the Duration of our Saviour's Miniſtry , 35. 60.

41. Letters to the Jews ; inviting them to an amicable

Diſcuſſion of the Evidence of Chriſtianity , is.

N. B. The preceding eight Tracts, No. 34 to 42 , incluſive,

maybe bad in 2 vols, boards, 14s. by giving orders for Dr. Prieſt

Cey's larger Tracts.

42. LETTERS to Dr. HornE , Dean of Canterbury, to the

Young Men who are in a Courſe of Education for the chriſtian

Miniftry at the Univerſities of Oxford , and Cambridge, and to

Dr. Price , on the Subje & of the Perſon of Chrift, 3s.

43. The Doctrine of Divine INFLUENCE on the HUMAN

Mind conſidered , in a Sermon publillied at the Request of

many Perſons who have occaſionally heard it, 13 .

44. A SERMON preached December 31 , 1780, at the New

Meeting Houſe, in Birmingham , on undertaking the Paftora !

Office in that Place, 15.

45. Tie



BOOKS written by Dr. PRIESTLEY.

45. Two DISCOURSES . 1. On HABITUAL DEVOTION,

2. On the Duty ofnot Living to OURSELVES ; both preach .

ed to Aſſemblies of Proteſtant Diſſenting Miniſters, and publiſh

ed at their Requeft, price is . 6d .

46. The proper Conſtitution of a Chriſtian Church confidered,

in a Sermon preached at Birmingham , November 3, 1782 ; to

which is prefixed a Diſcourſe relating to the preſent State of

thoſe who are called Rational Diſſenters, price is.

4) . The Importance and Extent of Free ENQUIRY in mat.

ters of Religion , a Sermon, preached Nov. 5 , 1785 ; to which are

added, Reflections on the preſent State of Free Inquiry in this

Country, and Animadverſions on ſome Paſſages in Mr. White's

Sermons at the Bampton Lectures, Mr. Howes's Diſcourſe on

the Abuſe of the Talent of Diſputation in Religion , and a

Pamphlet entitled Primitive Candour, price is . 6d .

N. B. The preceding fermons, No. 43 10 47 , inclufive, may be had

in boards, 6s . by giving Orders for Dr. Prieſtley's Sermons.

48. A CATECHISM for Children and Young Perſons, 5th Edit. 4d .

49. A SCRIPTURE . CATECHISM, conſiſting of a Series of

Queſtions ; with References to the Scriptures, inſtead of An .

ſwers, 2d Edition , 3d .

50. CONSIDERATIONS for the Uſe of Young Men, and the

Parents of Young Men , 2d Edition , ad .

51.
A SERIOUS Address to Maſters of Families, with Forms

of Family Prayer, ad Edition , ed .

52. A Free Addreſs to Proteſtant Diffenters as ſuch. By a

Diſfenter. A new Edition , enlarged and corrected, is . 6d. An

Allowance is made to thoſe who buy this Pamphlet to give

away.

53. An APPEAL to the ſerious and candid Profeſſors ofChriſ.

tianity, on the following ſubjects, viz. 1. The Uſe of Reaſon

in Matters of Religion . 2. The Power of Man to do the Will of

God . 3. Original Sin . 4. Election and Reprobation . 5. The

Divinity of Chriſt ; and 6. Atonement for Sin by the Death of

Chriſt, a new Edition ; to which is added , a Conciſe Hiſtory of

thoſe Doctrines, ad . An Addition in larger Print, price 6d,

54. A



BOOKS written by Dr. PRIESTLEY.

54. A Familiar Illuſtration of certain Paſſages of Scripture,

telating to the fame Subjeéts, the 2d Edition , 6d .

55. The TriumÞh of Truth ; being an Account of the

Trial of Mr. ELWALL for Hereſy and Blaſphemy, at Scafford

Allizes, before Judge Denton , 2d Edition, ed .

56. A Free Address to thoſe who have petitioned for the

Repeal of the late Act of Parliament in favour of the ROMAN

CATHOLICS . Price 2d . or 128. per Hundred to give away .

57. Dr. Watts's Hiſtorical Catechiſm , with Alterations, 6d.

N. B. The laſt Ten Tracts may be had all together, in boards,

45. 6d. by giving Orders for Dr. Prieſtley's ſmaller Tracts.

58. A GENERAL View of the Arguments for the UNITY of

God, and againſt the Divinity and Pre - exiſtence of Christ, from

Reaſon , from the Scriptures, and from Hiſtory, 2d Edition,

price ad .

59. A Sermon preached before theCongregation of Proteſtant

Diſſenters at Mill Hill Chapel , Leeds, May 16, 1773 , on Occa

fion of the Author's reſigning his Paſtoral Office among them, 19.

Allo Publiſhed under the Dire &tion of Dr.Priestley.

THE THEOLOGICAL REPOSITORY :

Conſiſting of Original Eſſays, Hints, Queries, &c . calculated

to promote Religious Knowledge, in Four Volumes, 8vo.

Price 185. in boards , or il . is . bound . Among other articles

too many to be enumerated in an Advertiſement, theſe three

volumes will be found to contain ſuch original and truly valua

able obſervations on the doctrine of Atonement, the Pre

sriftence of Chriſt, and the Inſpiration of the Scriptures, more

eſpecially reſpecting the Harmony of the Evangelifts, and the

Reaſoning of the Apoſtle Paul, as cannot fail to recommend

them to thoſe Perſons who wiſh to make a truly free Inquiry

into theſe important ſubjects.

This work has been lately reſumed , a 4th and 5th Volume

have been publiſhed, price 13s . in boards, and the 6th is print

ing in numbers.

* . * The Doctor's WORKS, complete, 15l . 1os. in boards



2

P
R
I
T
I
S
A

1
1



:

1

|




	Front Cover
	rice of virtue, a belief in revelation will ...
	L E T T E R ...
	yeral ages, to the time of Chriſt and the ...
	one animal, or one man ; neither can three ...
	had (which he thinks noſt probable) or ...
	L E T T E R III. ...
	I am, Sir, ...
	neceſſarily lay an undue bias upon their ...
	I am, &c. ...
	28them. ...
	great numbers of unbelievers in the preſent ...
	account of the intercourſe that the Divine ...
	I am, &c. ...
	by whom they were completely furrounded; ...
	1 ...
	L E T T E R ...
	1 ...
	would certainly have been ſaid, that ...
	L E T T E R ...
	L E T T E R ...
	were our Saviour's cotemporaries, could be ...
	forty years, without its being pretended ...
	L E T T E R ...
	2. The ...
	L E T T E R ...
	1 ...
	} ...
	L E T T E R ...
	equal to any thing in the Popiſh legends. ...
	b ...
	L E T T E R ...
	the emperors, and others, would, no doubt...
	+ ...
	66 ...
	L E T T E R ...
	1 ...
	cannot be denied that they were delivered ...
	they killed and eat children, as we find in ...
	taught them thoſe things which we have ...
	L E T T E R ...
	There I ſhewed how inadequate all the ...
	? ...
	knowledges. Let him then account for ...
	A ...
	learned ; to which are prefixed, Critical Differtations, ...
	45. Two DISCOURSES. 1. On HABITUAL DEVOTION, ...

