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T H E
P R ETFT A C E

IT 1s with much fat:sfaé’hon that I have

now completed this feries of Letters, in
which I have advanced what appears to me

to be the beft calculated to remove the objec-
tions of phllofophmal perfons to the evie
dences of natural and revealed religion,

In this difcufiion, I flatter myfelf, that [
have fome advantage over thofe who have
hitherto treated the fame {ubje&t, both with
refpect to what I have undertaken to defend,
and the mode in which the defence 1s con-
duted. The articles that 1 undertake to
defend are more confonant to reafon, and my
proof of them refts on the fame principles
on which all philofophical inveftigations
proceed ; fo that, if I do not deceive my-

[elf, Thave brought the queftions concerning
Az the
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the being of a God, the truth of his mor]
government here, and the certainty of a life
- of retribution to come (which are the gyeat
principles of all religion) into a ftate iy
which it will be more ealy to come to a fair
iflue with unbelievers, and to decide whether
there be fufficient ground' for our faith i
them, or not.

With refpet to both natural and revealed
religion, all that we have to do, is to con-
fider whether aéfual appearances, and known
faéls, can be accounted for on any ather hy-
pothefis. In natural religion the appear-
ances to be accounted for are the confrutios
and laws of nature, In revealed religion,
they are certain hifforical fals, as indifput-
able as any natural appearaﬁces_. They are
the belief of the miracles of Mofes and of
Chrift, and that of his refurreGion, in given
circumftances, As appearances in nature
cannot, I apprehend, be accounted for with-
out admitting an intelligent author of nature
diftin& from nature itfelf, and alfo that this

anthor of nature is a benevolent and righteous
Being;
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Being ; fo the fimple fact, of the belief of
the great events on which depends the truth
of the divine miffions of Mofes and of Chrift,

cannot, 1 apprehend, be accounted for, with-
out admitting the reality of thofe events.

To this particular ftate of the queftion, I
have endeavoured to confine myfelf in this
fecond feries of Letters, referring the reader
for the difcuffion of many things relating to
the evidence of revelation to more {yftemati-
cal works, and to that.fhort view of the
whole compafs of it, which will be found
in my Inflitutes of natural and revealed Re-
higion. |

In this fecond part of miy work I have
confidered the divine miffions of Mofes and
of Chrift as proved by exaltly fimilar argu-
ments, but with little regard to their cone
nexion 3 and to this fimilarity of arguments I
earneftly with to draw the attention of learned
and candid Yews; being confident that,
when once they fhall truly underftand the
cround on which they ought to receive, and

A 3 muft
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muft defend, the divine miffion of Mofes,
they will be convined that they muft alfy
admit the truth of the divine miffion of
Chrift; and this being admitted, they will
foon acknowledge that every other objeion

to chriftianity, on which they have laid any
ftrefs, muft fall to the ground.

Thofe Jews with whom I have converfed,
or correfponded, though they firmly be-
lieve what they have been ta'ught concern-

ing the truth of their religion, do not
~ appear_ to'me to have a fufficiently diftin®
apprehenfion of the frue ground of their
own faith, or what arguments they muft
allege 1n order to convince an unbeliever,
that Mofes had a divine miffion, and that
he worked real miracles in proof of it. A
previous controverfy with unbelievers would
fhow thém the ground on which they muft
ftand ; and then, I think, they muft clearly
perceive, that the truth of the divine muffion
Jof Chrift, ftands more firmly and unexcep-
tionably on the fame ground, in confequence
~ -.of the origin of chriftianity being nearer 0
Our

¥4
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suf own times, and more within the coms
pafs of acknowledged hiftory.

I therefore wifh that the Jews, to whom
[ have addrefled a feries of Letters, would
confider this work as an appendage to them,
having the fame obje with refpect to them;
viz. as unbelievers in chriftianity, They will,
[ flatter myfelf, receive fome fatisfaGtion from -
feeing in them a clear ftate of the evidences
of their own religion ; and I am not ac-
quainted with any writings of their own,
in which this is given, or attempted. Being
well grounded in this, they will foon be fa-
tisfied, that it is impoffible for them to de-
fend their own faith, -without, at the fame
time, admitting ‘what will be fufficient to
vindicate ours alfo. Both the {yftems are,
in effe®, but one, and muit ftand or fall
together.,

It is alfo earneftly to be wifhed that the

attention of chriftians, as well as that of
Jews, might be drawn to this fubje@ ; that

having a clearer idea of the certainty, as
A 4 Well
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well as of the value of their faith, they

might both be able to defend it, wheneve;
they hear it attacked, and alfo prize it the

more, and be more careful to gov‘ern their
lives by it Without this, men are hut
nominal chriffians, which 1s in reality much
worfe than being no chriftians at all.  Bet-
ter would it be for any man never to have
heard the name of Chrift, than be his dif-

ciple in name only.

- To be chriftians toany purpofe, we fhould
~:':\.IW:-,\ys'kefl:p in view the great praftical prin-
ciples of our religion. It ought not to be
in.the power of bufinefs, or of pleafure, to
make us lofe fight of them. Chriftianity
will be no obftru&tion to any thing that is
1tr|'le rational, and becoming a man, with
refpect to either ; and whatever is not -
tional, ought to be abandoned on principles

that are even not chriﬂian.

It 1s becaufe I confider the-principles of
chriftianity as properly pradical ones, that

am lefs folicitous about the coaverfion of any
unbelievers
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unbelievers who are much advanced in life,
ot lealt for their own fakes; f{ince their
difpofitions and habits are already formed,
{o that it can hardly be fuppofed to be in
the power of new and better principles to
change them. But I wifth it for the fake
of younger perfons, on whom their opinjons
have influence, and on whom good prin-
ciples might have the greateft effect.

To unbelievers of a certain age, a con-
viction of the truth of chriftianity would
only be the acquifition of a new fpeculative
trath, the magnitude and value of which
would never be fully felt, or make much
impreffion on them. Having heard it from
their infancy, having in general beheved it
for fome time, and not coming to difbelieve
it, till they had long difregarded it, it will
not have the effe@ of abfolute novelty, as it
had with the heathen world at the time of
the promulgation of chriftianity, when it
produced a wonderful change in the lives
and manners of perfons of all ages. With

- relpect
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refpet to thofe unbelievers of the prefent
times, who are hackneyed in the ways of
the world, their minds are already fo occu-
pied, that they would give but little atten-
tion to the principles of chriftianity, if they
fhould come to believe in it,

But be the advantage more or lefs to fuch
unbelievers themfelves, from their conver-
fion to chriftianity, there are others to whom
it might be the ‘greateft benefit. .. We fee
every day, how ‘men of reputed fenfe, and
general kﬁowledge,. are looked up to by
thofe who are young, and entering upon the
bufy fcenes of life, and whofe minds are not
yet fo much occupied, but that they might
feel the full force of new truth. If they
only perceive a perfon of acknowledged
ability, and general good character; to {mile
when the fubje of religion, or chriftianity,
is mentioned, they will fufpect, perhaps con-
clude at once, that there is nothing in it that
deferves their attention ; and having this per-
{uafion, however haftily formed, they may go
| | without
;-
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without reftraint into that career of vicious
indulgence, to which their age prompts,
and which they know chriftianity forbids.

Whereas, were all perfons of refpectable
characters, on other accounts, believers in
chriftianity, though they might not have
much zeal for it, they would at leaft behave
and {peak in {uch a manner, when the fub-
je& was mentioned, as would lead young
perfons to confider it as a feriou‘s bufinefs,
and not to be trifled with ; and this might
lead to the moft defirable confequences,
What young perfons embrace, they embrace
with ardour; and their minds are not fo
much engrofled with the things of this
world,. but that they might attend to thofe
of another ; and notwithftanding the impe-
tuofity of paflion, there 18 1n uncontaminated
youth an ingenuous modefty, a fenfe of ho-
nour, and a dread of vice, almoft peéuliar to
that early period of life; which aided by
good principles, may be more than equal to -
the reftraint of their paffions, and render

them
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them capable, as . we frequently fee them 1o
be, of the moft heroic als of virtue.

- But the gréateft advantage that I look to
is that, when the parents are chriftians,
their children will be in the way of receiv-
ing a religious and chriftian education ; in
confequence of which, they will be brought
acquainted with' the fcriptures, from their
earlieft years ; and without this, it is hardly
poflible that they (hould ever acquire  trug
relith for them. The phrafeology of the
the fcriptures, notwithftanding the noble

fimplicity, and true fublimity, of many
parts of them, 1s (at leaft according to ous

prefent tranflation) {o uncouth to an Euro-
ptan ear, and both the cuftoms, and the po-
pular opinions of the oriental nations, which
were adopted by the pious Jews, as well as
others, appear {o firange, that pertons whofe
tafte has been formed by the modes of mo-
dern education, will oftcn be more ftruck
with fuch circumftances as will tend to
‘make them {mile, than with thofe that

ought to make them f{erious. This will
| niore
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more efpecially be the cafe with thofe whofe
minds have got a tinge from reading the
prophane jefts of {uch writers as Voltaire.
There are many perfons whofe minds are in
fuch a ftate, that it is not even in their own
power to make the allowance that they
ought to do, and which. they are even fen-
fible they ought to do, for the circum-
ftances above mentioned, {o as to read the
[criptures with the fame fatisfaCtion and
advantage, that one who has been educated
a ciriftian, and been brought up with a re-
verence for thofe facred books habitually
does. Our feelings are far from fo readily
following our opinions.

Not that I confider the books of {cripture
as mfpired, and on that account entiled to
this high degree of refpect, but as authentic
records of the difpenfations of God to man-
kind, with every particular of which we
cannot be too well acquainted. The fa-
cred writers, as we juftly call them, were
moreovgr, in general, perfors of fuch ex-
aited piety, and difinterefted benevolence

(the
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(the moft genuine and affeting marks of
which abound in their writings) and the
hiftories themfelves are fo valuable and im.-

proving, that no other reading can fupply
the place of this. It is in vain that welook
in profane hiftory, for a narrative {o inftruc-
tive, for chara&ers fo excellent, or forms of
devotions fo pure. What is there in all
the remains of heathen antiquity, compar-
able to the book of Plalms? There never
exifted among the Greecks or Romans that
knowledge of one God, the maker and pre-
{erver of all things, and that perfuafion con-
c‘erning his univerfal and righteous govern-
ment, which alone can in{pire fuch fenti-

ments, and dictate {uch coxﬁpoﬁtions.

Mye principal obje&t in this work will
eafily be perceived to have been, to givea
juft view of the circumftances in which
chriftianity was promulgated ; fince, from
the confideration of thefe alone, can it be
demonitrated that the origin of 1t was di-
vine; and in defcribing thofe I have been

much affifted by Dr. Lardner’s fewi/s and
. 1 Heathen



Heathen Teflimonies, a work of fingular va«
lue, and which, In my opinion, no unbe-
liever, who has heard of it, can hold him-
ilf excufable in rejecting chriftianity, till
he has read and confidered. From this
work only have I given the view of ancient
objections to chriftianity, in the 14th and

15th Letters. I have lately had occafion
to perufe the authors from which he has

colle@ed them; but I know of nothing of
much impertance that can be added to what
he has produced ; and I thought it of fome
ufe and confequence to bring into one view,
what is difperfed through four quarto vo-
lumes. I have chofen his tranflations, in
preference to any that I might have given
of my own, as no perfon will queftion his
fidelity, his diligence, or his univerfal im-

Partiality,

Great benefit would accrue to chriftia-
mty, if it be founded in truth (and on no
other fuppofition would I with to have any
refpet for it at all) from a calm and free
difcuflion of its evidences with an intelli-

gent
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gent unbeliever. This I endeavoured ¢,

procure, when I animadverted upon .
Gibbon’s two chapiers in the conclufion tg
my Hiffory of the Corruptions of Chrifiis.
nity. But with the invitation I then gave
Mr. Gibbon, he has hitherto refufed ¢
comply. What may be inferred from
his declining this difcuffion, it is for the
public to-judge ; and it concerns himfelf,
and not me. A copy of thefe Lesters wi
alfo be fent to him, and if he (or any other
anbeliever ' of ability and character) chufe
to anf{wer them, he may depend upon hear-
ing from me in reply. And, in my opi-
nion, and that of many others, no public
controver{y  could be more ufeful, or more

feafonable.,

In this cafe it will be neceffary. for M.
Gibbon, if 4e¢ fhould undertake the dif-
cuflion, to lay afide the mafk he has af-
feCted to wear, by pretending to believe in
chriftianity, when he evidently does not; but
1t 1s a mafk by which he conceals nothing, If
I treat apy thing in the religioh of my coun-

try
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try s abfurd, I do it openly, and gravely ;
and at the fame time 1 hold myfelf ready
to defend whatever I advance, or to re«
tract what I may be unable to defend.

If Mr. Gibbon believes chriftianity to be
miifchievous, as well as falfe, let him, as be-
comes an honeft man, and a good citizen,
openly difclaim, and openly oppugn it.
If he thinks it to be falfe, but ufful, let
him neither write nor {peak on the {ubject.
Nothing can juftify this, but a perfuafion
of its being better for the world that the
{cheme fhould be exploded and abandoned.

If any man, embarked in a voyage with
others, perceives that the veflel in which
they fail will certainly be loft, and that 1t
is not in his power, or in theirs, to pre~ .
vent it, he ought to keep his knowledge
to himfelf, and not give others needlefs
dlarm and diftrefs. If be think that, by
proper exertion, there is a poffibility of
faving the thip, he ought to give the great-

eft and quickeft alarm that he can, Butin-
b no
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no cafe can he be juftified in giving hjs
opinion in fuch a manner, as that fome of
the paflengers might underftand him to
mean one thing, and others another; and
in amufing himfelf with laughing at the
miftakes that were made about his real fen-
timents. Such, however, has been the con-
duc of Mr. Gibbon, with refpe to a {ub-
je of infinitely more moment than the

danger of a fhipwreck.

If Mr. Gibbon be, as he pretends, a be-
liever .in chriftianity, and a future life, let
him write on the {ubject in {uch a manner,
as that no perfon {hall entertain a doubt of
it; and fo that their faith may be ftrength-
ened, and not weakened by his writings,
If he be an unbeliever, let him no longer
trifle with the world, and ufe the language
of deceit, without deceiving.

By replying' to Mr, Gibbon, in thefe
Letters, I am far from meaning to infinuate,
that I think lightly of what others have

done in the fame controverfy. On the
1 contrary,
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contrary, every an{wer to him that I have
yet feen, contains a fufficient refutation of
every thing of any confequence that he has
advanced againft chriftianity *, and the de-

fence that he has made of himfelf againft
Mr. Davis, is far from amounting to a de-
fence of the caufe that he has efpoufed,
which 1s all that the public is concerned
with. The reply of the learned Bithop of
Llandaff 1s particularly valuable; but I am
forry to {ee him affect to believe Mr. Gib-
bon to be fincere in the regard that he pro-
fefles for chriftianity. This I think to be
unworthy of a chriftian bifhop ; as I think
Mr. Gibbon’s pretences are unworthy of a
man. I treat Mr. Gibbon as unqueftion-

* I fhall take this opportunity of acquainting my reader
with the fatisfattion I have juft received from an Effay in
Mr, Cumberland’s Obferver, Vol, 1. No. 113, in an{fwer
to what Mr. Gibbon has faid concerning the darknefs at
our Saviour’s crucifixion. “His remarks appear to me
to be very judicious, and well exprefled. I have fome
doubts, however, whether that darknefs was preternatural,
35 well as whether it was very confiderable,

bz ably
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ably an unbecliever, and 1n that charaQer |
"with him to make his defence,

Since this Preface was fent to the pref;,
1 have feen Dr, Toulmin’s Effay on the Eter-
wity of the World, But after what 1 have
faid in reply to Mr. Hammon, I fee no
reafon to take particular notice of it.

~ He is far from denying defign, or a prin-
ciple of intelligence, in the univerfe, and
fincerelv withes, p. 130, ¢ to confirm man-
‘“ kind in the belief of the exiftence of

¢ what is great, powerful, and good.”

% So far,” fays he, p. 133, ¢ are the ar-
¢ guments which I have made ufe of from
¢¢ having the fmalleft tendency to damp the
¢ expeltations of future being and felicity,
“ that they open the moft brilliant pro-

¢ {pes to the jmagination; they enforce the
t¢ excel-
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« excellence of moral re&itude, and the
« exiftence of infinite wifdom and intelli-
« gence, infeparable from, and pervading,
¢ an eternal univerfe,”

He afferts the eternity of the human
race. But, in my opinion, only proves a
fate of the earth anterior to the period of
the Mofaic account of the creation, which
[ believe is the general opinion of philofo-
phical chriftians. He delcants on the pr¢;
tenfions to high antiﬁuity by the Hindoos,
as thofe which he thinks to be the beft
founded, but he fays nothing of the writ-
ings of Mofes, who was fo near to the ori-
oin of the prefent race of man, as (inde-
pendent of other confiderations, not noticed
by Dr. Toulmin) makes it highly probable
that his account is very near the truth,
But the belief of revelation does not abfo~
lutely require a belief of any events prior to
the age of Mofes, or fuch as himfelf and
his cotemporaries could not but have had
the means of being well informed of,
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PHILOSOPHICAL UNBELIEVER.
PART 1L

L ET T ER I
Of the rNamrE of Teffimony.

DEAR Snfh,

IAr‘n‘ happy to find that, in my fofmer

Letters; 1 have been able to {uggelt
0. you fuch econfiderations as, by the
help of your own juft . reflections, have
removed the difficulties that lay in your
way with refped to the belief of the beipg
a2 God, and of his moral government: of
PartII. B  the
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the world. But you think that the argu-
ments from the light of nature, in fayoy;
of a future life, amount to little more thay
to thew that the thing is not impofible, not
being, upon the whole, repugnant to the
obferved courfe of nature; and that the
ftriking fact of our feeing men die juft like
brutes, or plants, without any fymptom of
revival, wears fo different an afpe@, that
you cannot think we are fufficiently autho-
rized to indulge fo much as what may be
called the Aspe of a refurre@ion. For as
to the opinion of an immaterial foul, diftin®
from the body, which makes its efcape at
deith; we are both agreed, that no appear-
ance in- mature favours the fuppofition.
Whatever the powers of perception and
thought be in themfelves, they evidently de-
pend upon- the organization of the brain;
and therefore, according to all the received
rules of philofophizing, muft be afcribed to
- it, fo that they cannot fubfift without it.
- Acknowledging, however; as you do, that
1 future life, and an endlefs continuance of
being (in: which we fhall make continual
| advances
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sdvances in krrowledgc arid Vlrtue, enlarg<
ing ou¢ cotnprahienfion of inind without
fimits) affords 4 flatteting profpedt ; and ag
this is firongly, dind with the gredfeft con-
fidefice; held out to us i the ohriftian, if
fiot in thie Jemﬁh revelation, in which you
know } dm d believer; you wifh that I
would explaini to you, ds diftin€tly 45 I can,
md from the Grft principles of afent; the
proper grobnd of thes fdith ifi févéaied' res
ligion, in the (zmé manner, as; in my for-
mer correfpondentce, I explained the princi-
ples of naturdl teligion. kit othér words, you
vith mi¢ to Inform you, ofi what founda:
for it is; that 1 believe that the Maker of
the world, and of fian; hds at any time re-
vealed his will to any part of the homan
face, fo as to' promife cterndk Jife #nd hap-
pinefs to thofe who bbey it

Encouraged by the fuccefs of my fotmer
attemipt, am very ready, on this; as on that
occafion; to give you all the fatlsfa&wn 1R
my power; afid I eameﬂly Wlfh that it
may be with the famne effect; aé I am con-
hdent that, cﬁ.ﬁpbféd as you are to the praca

Bz tice
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tice of virtue, a belief in revelation wili
make you a ftill better and .much happier
man, -even in this life.  You will logk
with unf{peakably more pleafure on every
thing around you, and’quit this {cene of
things, not only without regret, but with o
fatisfa@ion far exceeding that which you
have ever had 1n 1t.

I (hall begin with obferving, that the
evidénce of revelation is neceflarily of the
hifferical kind, and refts upon teﬂfzzza}fy:
and - though I hardly need to explain the
foundation of our faith in teftimony, I fhall,
by way of introdation to the difquifition |
am undertaking, obferve, that, philefophi-
cally confidered, it arifes from our experience
that "1t may be depended upon ; it having
been -found:that there is generally a corre-
fpondence between what is afferted by men,
and the' things, or events,  which their af-
fertions.refpect. Thus, if one perfon tells
me: that aho'thér fard, or.did, fo or fo, and I
find by any.other evidence {for inftance that
of oy ewn. fenfes) thit he aQually did fay,

or doy what I was informed of, I am fati!-
- fied
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sod that the affertion I heard was true. If
[ find by repeated experience, that the fame
perfon never does deceive me, I. conclude
that there muft be a. fufficient canfe- for this.
canﬁam‘ appmmnce, and that,r-—in the fame
crcumftances, the fame effeCt -may be de-
pended upon. - In common.language, I fay
that my informer s a‘mun of veracity, and.
that he will not deceive. me. In the fame
manner, if, notwithftanding 2 number of
impofitions, I find that among mankind at:
large, a regard to truth greatly prevails over
filfehood, I conclude that there is in gene-’
ral {ufficient ground for faith in teflimony. ..

Examining this' interefting appearance
more clofely, I find in- what cafes teftimony:
is moft apt to be fallacious, as thofein which
men either have not fufficient opportunity
of being well informed themfelves; or thofe
m which they have an intereft in deceiving
others ; and feparating thefe from other
cafes of human. teftimony, I find a fhill

tronger ground of affent in the.remaining

B 3 It
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It js true, that fingle perfons may be fo
cireumitanced, a8 thet though tg appearance,
they may have had fufficient opportunity of
being well informed themfelves, and we can
difcower in them no dehgn 19 jmpofe upon
others, yet, through fome unknown cauls,
their teftimeny ey be defetive on ong or
both of thele agcounts, Byt when we have
the coneyrrent teftimony of different perfons,
ancenteded with each other, equally con-
petept jusges of what they relate, and toap-
peasaace equatly impartis], that defect in the
Cdepas s rwored it being to the o &
gree 1M robatle that the fame, or different
ynkaowa infuencss fhould affedt many dit
ferent perfons, no, Wy conneded with each

ather. :é&g@idiaglyq .3n MaBy cafes, We de
not entestain the Teaft fenfible doubt of the
trath of tefimony, 25 shet there exifts fuch

s ity ss Rome, oF that Algxander £Onqueres

Dagigs. Qur faith 1.2 mathematical i)
cannot be perceived to T ftronges than our

faith in fach biftorica] propoiitions 23 thele.

s il "
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LETTETR I
Of the Evidence of Revelation.

DEAR Sig,

AS human teﬁlmony is a {ufhicient ground
of faith, it 1s applicable to every thing

of which men can be faid to be witneffs,
that is, of whatever comes under the cog-
nizance of their fenfes, as feeing,.hearing,
&c. and there is no fa& fo extraordinary,
or unexpected, but may fafely be-admitted
on this ground ; there being no limit in this
cafe, but that of abiolute impg/Fblity.

Now, 1t cannot be denied but that 1t 1s
in the power of God, the maker of the
world, to fignify his will ta men, m the
manner defcribed in the hiftory of the Jewith
and chriftjan revelations, to perform all-that
1s there advanced as a proof of his interpofi-
tion in the cafe, and likewife to fulfi] every
thing that is there prom:fed the mofk im-
portant article of which, is the raifing of all
| By mankind
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mankind from the dead, and enduing them
with a power of immortal life. Becaufe
there is npthing in all this that implies a
greater degree of power than muft have
been exertéd in the creation of fuch a {yftem
as this of which we are a part.  Whatever
power it was that efabdlifhed, the fame, no
doubt, can ciange, the laws of nature, or
*qupend the operation of them ; and | muft
now take it for granted, that there is a cauf,
or ‘author of nature, and that this is a -
fgzng caufe, .

... Whether-this Being eftablifhed the pre-
;{_é_qg order of nature from -eternity, fo that
it-be coeyal with himfelf, or this part of
the fyﬁem had a beginning, from an exer-
.pgec_‘cdegi lt‘,_}t mpﬁ be m_;tfqlf poffivle, that
- the fame Being may exert-a fimilar power
‘whenever-he pleafes, There 1s no con-
cejvable difference between this cafe and
‘that of 2 man fcapg‘blc of erefting any par-
ticular engine, -and retaining ;he power of
ftopping the motion of the engine, or s

; 'mmg the ponﬂ'ru&wn of it, ~All that can
be
bre s ; W
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ve faid 1s, that no motve could exift, which
hould induce the author of nature to inter-
pofe 1n this manner. But who can be

authorized to fay that the Divine Being,
the author of nature, muft neceflarily leave
the prefent fyftem to the operation of the
prefent laws of it, and that there could
never be any. propriety, or ufe, 1n {ufpending
them? It muft be extreme arrogance in
gy man to pronounce in this manner con-
cerning his maker. |
Some interruption of the courfe of na<
tue is the only proper evidence of the in-
terpofition of the author of nature, and
every other kind of evidence muft neceffa-
rily be equivocal. Now there 1s an account
of a great variety of fuch interpofitions in
the hiftorical books of fcripture, falts, of
which great numbers of perfons, in fome
cafes, whole nations (by no means in cir-
cumitances in which it can be fuppofed that
they would be deceived themfelves, or be
willing to deceive others) were witneffes.
Thefe interpofitions were not confined to
bne age of the world, but diftinguithed fe-
veral
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veral ages, to $he ume of Chrift and the
apofiles.
The reality, bowever, of thefe events, is
that which muft be cdlled in queftion by
thofe who dp nat pelieve in the Jewifhor
chriftian sevelations. They muft fuppof,
that the evidence alleged for the miracu.
- Jous interpofitions on the truth of which
thefe revelations reft is, in fome refpect or
other, injuficient ; and what 2 philofophical
believer replies to them is, that there s 4
Jaw refpedtiog the validity of human tefti-
mony, #s well as. other things; and that
this. particular teftimony is {o circum-
flanced, as that it wiil be more extraordi-
qnary, if it be pot truc, than if the things |
gelated fhould bave happened.  I'o:
tofiimony is itfelt to be confidered as a fafh,
or appearance, which requires to be ac-

counted for, as much 3s any other fa®
report cannot be

The unbeliever,.

cpint for the .exsflence of the
chriftian religions, and the biflory of 106M
o 1 a5
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2s them{clves sndifputable falts. The caufe
of thefe facts, the believer fays, 1s clearly
found in the hiftories of thofe religions ;
and he challenges the unbeliever to account
for the fads on any other principle. Such
| apprehend to be the true and philofo-
phical itate of the queftion which you wifh
me to difculs. :

The generality even of chriftians have
been too apt to confider chriflian fﬂ:?/.’;r as
fomething of a different nature from that
which relates to other thjngs, and unbe-
licvers have, as might have been expected,
taken their advantage of this circumitance.
But the philofophical chbriftian forms his
judgment concerning all fimilar propofitions
on fimilar principles, and makes no excep-
tion with re{pect to matters of religion.
Thus, in ajl abftract propofitions, that may
be reduced to number, or quantity, the evie
dence of truth is the coincidence of ideas
belonging to the fubjedt and predicate of
ahy propofitien. If, for example, thrce
things, as three plants, three aniuials, or
three mep, cannot be one thing, one plant,

one



12 LETTERS TO A

one animal, or one man ; neither can three

Divine Beings, or perfons (for in this cafe
they muft be the fame thing) be only ope

God. - - -

With refpe& to hypotbefes, to explain ap.
pearances of any kind, the philofophical
chriftian confiders himfelf as bound to ad-
mit that which, according to the received
rules of philcfophizing, or reafoning, is the
moft probable; fo that the queftion between
him and other philofophers is, whether his
hypothefis or theirs will beft explain the
known faéls, fuch. as are the prefent belief of
Judaifm and chriftianity, and alfo the belief
of them in the carlieft ages to which they
can be traced, ,

The unbeliever muft fay that thefe fads,
and all that we certainly know to have been
fa&t, may be admitted, without f{uppofing
that Mofes, or Chrift, had any divine mil-
fion, or were authorized by God to teach
any dotrine at all ; and, confequently, that
no miracles were ever wrought in proof of
their miffion. Whereas, the philofophical

chriftian fays, that fuch faéts as all perfons
2 In
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in the leaft acquainted with hiftory mufl
admit, neceflarily lead us to conclude, that
Mofes and the fubfequent propheis, and
alfo that Chrift and the apoftles, had a di-
vine miflion, and that miracles muft have
been wrought in attettation of them.
The philofophical chriftian farther fays,
that the ftate of things could never have
been what it 1s univerfally acknowledged to
be, and to have been, without miracles; and
that the miracles whicli the unbeliever muft
have recourfe to, befides anfwering no con-
ceivable good purpofe, muft have been infi-
nitely more numerous, and of a more extra-
ordinary nature, than any that se has occa-
fion to admit. For he maintains that, if
the men who lived in the time of Mofes,
and alfo thofe who lived in the time of
Chnft and the apoftles, were conftituted as
men now are (which muft be taken for
granted) they could not have believed the
miracles recorded in the books of Mofes,
ind in the New Teftament, without either
luch fufficient evidence of their reality, as

the writers of thefe books relate that they
had
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had (which he thinks moft probable) o
without a fupernatural influenice on thej,
fhinds, difpdﬁng them to receive as trye
what wag at the fame time totally deftitute
of fucli evidence, and likewife manifeﬁly‘
contrary to their intereft, and wiflies to Fe-
ceive ; 16 that great humbers of men muf}
have béen what we ¢ommanly cill infa-
tuated, or partiatly deprived of their fenfes, a
thing which no petfon, who confiders the
circtimftarices of the cafe; can pofiibly
adniit.

They imiifl alfo bave beeti thug miracu-
loufly infitusted for the fake of buildig
upoh their belief of a ferfes of everits which
had néver happetied, a fyftemr of religion,
which of courfe could ot be frue, and
therefore with a view to lead a great part
qf mankind to this time, aind prefably to
the end of 41l time, mto a gréit miftake;
and a miftake whiclr they had fs means of
ever fectifyings
Now it can neber be imagined that an)
fhiraclés, and particukarly fo fnany, and of

jo extraﬁrdmary a kind; as this fchefric re-
quires
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quires, fhould have been wrought for fuch a

purpofe as this. And yet, the philofophi-

cal chriftian maintains, that there is, in
reality, no alternative between admitting {uch
miracles as thefe, and for fuch a purpofe as
this, and the truth of thofe recorded in the
hooks of Mofes, the gofpels, and’the book
of A&s, the credibility of which, he {ubmits
to the moft rigorous examination. :

All that is neceflary, therefore, to the pro-
per difcuflion of the evidence of the divine
miffion of Mofes, or of Chrift, among

philofophers, is to attend carefully to the
crcumftances which aceompanied the pro-

mulgation of their refpective religions, te
confider the perfons by whom they were. re-
ceived, and the influences to which they

were expofed. And it appears to me, that
this due attention has never yet been given to

thefe circumitances by any unbelievers.

I am, Sir,
Yours, &c.

LETTERZR
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L ET T E R L

_- Of the Antecedent Praéaé:k{y of divine Reve.-

lation.

. DErar Sig,
O the-ftate of the queftion in the pre-
- ceding letter, an unbeliever will per

haps fay, 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 to
admit it; it ‘being more eafy to fuppofe
that any teftimony, however circumitanced,
may be falfe, ‘than that fuch accounts thould

be true. .

* But, befides ebferving that no experience
of one-age can“be any contradiGion to that
of another *t(@d- all hiftory fhews that there

are 2 variety.of events peculiar to certain

e

* The objeflion to miracles as contrafted by prefent
experienite, is particularly confidered in my Inflitutes of

. .Natural and Revealed Relrgian, vol. i. p. 262.
| periods ;
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periods 5 {o that it by no means follows, thdt
becaufe we fee no miracles in the prefent
age, there never were any formerly) I fhall;
in this letter, endeavour to {hew that; when
the proper ufe of miracles, and the great
object Gf revelation, are confidered, it will
not be at all incredible, or improbable, that
there may have been divine mterpoﬁnons 11
former ages, though now they are not ne-
ceffary, and therefore not to be expelted.
Admitting the author of naturé to have
had the kindef’t, and greateft déﬁgn refpé&.;
ing man, the rational pait of his creation
here (whiich; confidering that God has been
proved to be a benevolent Being; i$ cer-
ainly far from being improbable) viz. to
lead liim to the true knowledge of himfelf; of
his duty here, and of his expectations here-
after, to lead him to cultivate proper affee-
tions refpecting his Maker, and His fellow-
ceatures ; thereby to exalt his nature, and
train him for a higher "fphere of exiftence
hereafter ; and admitting the naturg of man
always to have been what we now obferve it
to be, let us confider what method is beft
Part I, ¢ adapted
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adapted to gain the end above-mentioned,
With thefe views, would it be the wifeg
method to leave mankind to colle® the
knowledge requifite for this high moral im.
provement from their own obfervations on
the courfe of nature, or to affift them by
extraordinary communications, or interpofi-
tions ? 'That the latter, and not the former
method, would be more effec?ual, and there-
fore preferable, may, I think, be concluded
from the following confiderations.

1. The knowledge neceffary for this great
objedt, viz.: that of the being and unity of
God, the extent of his providence and moral
government, even that of feveral moral du-
ties, the beneficial tendency of which is not
apparent, and efpecially that of a future life
(the demonftration of which feems, indced,
to be impofiible from any appearances in na-
ture) could never have been difcovered by
man. -

It is troe that, fome part of the human
race have been deftitute of this knowledge,
and-will probably remain {o for many ages

" But they were once in poffeffion of 1t, though
they

iy



PHILOSOPHICAL UNBELIEVER. g

they have now loft it, and by fubfequent
revelations, things are put into fuch a train,
a5 that, in due time, withount any farther in-
terpofition, they mutt again come to the
“knowledge of all the ufeful truths above re-
cited. :It is alfo agreeable to the courfe of
nature, that great things have fmall begin-
nings, -and great” excellence is always the
produce of long time.

z. If it had been pofible for men to
bave- difcovered 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 fome direc-
tion. 'The bulk of mankind, at leaft, are
not apt to attend to the caufes of any uni-
form conftant appearances, fuch as the rifing
and fetting’of the fun, the annual returns of
fommer and. wintér, feed-time and harveft,
&c. -‘They. are only the more thoughtiul
and inquifitive, that endeavour to trace the

caufes of fuch phenomena as thefe. Where-
25, if the fun fhould not rife, or fthould rife
i hour later than ufual, the attention of all

minkind * would be immediately excited;
Ca2 : ~nd
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and from inquiring into the caufe of 3
thing fo unufual, they might be led to reflect
upon the caufe of what was ufua/ and re-
gtlar, /!

If it was of importance, therefore, that
the attention of mankind thould be drawn
to the author of nature, and that they fhould
pay him any Aomage, there is not (as far as we
can judge from our obfervation of human
nature) any method fo well calculated to
producé the effe&, as the exhibition of what
we call miracles, or an interruption of the
ufual courfe of nature. So far, therefore,
are miracles, which have fo great an objed,
~from being in themfelves incredible, that’
we might even have expected them, on the
idea of the author of nature giving conftant
attention to the works of his hands, and
being willing to engage the attention of his
rational offspring to bimfelf, as the means
of exalting their natures, and fitting them
. for their proper happinefs. |

How many are there, even of philofv-
phers, who fpend their lives in the invefti-
gation of the laws of nature, without ever

1 | raifing
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rifing their thoughts to the author of na-
ture, and even maintaining that there is no
proper, that is, no intelligent author of na-
ture at all > If this be the cafe in the pre-
fent highly enlightened age, what could we
expect from an age deftitute of all inftruc-
tion? -In thefe circumftances, it appears
highly probable to me, that the .idea of an
intelligent author of nature, at leaft of there
being only one, infinitely great, wife, and
good author, would never have occurred to
them at all.

Here then is a #odus deo vindice dignus,
a great end to be obtained, and po fuffi-
cient watural means to attain it. Confea
quently, miracles, having fo important an
ufe, are neither itnpoffible, nor improbable ;
and therefore, the evidence of them is by
no means to be rejected without ferious ex-
amjnation,  Very circumftantial evidence
5, no doubt, requifite to eftablith their crea
dibility, as that of any ymufial fatts, not ana-
logous to any that we have obferved, But
human teftimony; that of perfons who have

| C 3 the
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-the perfect ufe of their fenfes, and undey
no prejudice, is abundantly competent to
it.

The king of Siam, according to the flory,
had never feen water in any other form than
that of a fluid, and therefore, could have no
idea, from his own experience, of the pofii-
bility of {uch a thing as zce; but, not-
withitanding this, he inight think it more
probable that it thould even become (o hard
as to.bear men and carriages, than that the
Dutchmen, who told him that it was ac.
tually fometimes fo, 1in their country, |
fhould decewe him. In like manner, though
no perfon now living has feen a river divide,
and men walking acrofs its channel, or any
perfon come to life again, after he had
been’ unqﬁeﬁionably dead, . yet, the tefti-
mony of paft ages, to events of this kind,
may be fo circumftanced, as that 1t thall be
naturally more probable that thefe things
fhould have z4ex taken place, than that the
“men of thofe ages thould have combined to

deceive both theu' cotcmporarles, and all
poﬁcntv,

B
-
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pofterity, by their relation of them; and in
this cafe only, do I fay that we ought to

admit them,

[ am, Sir,

Yours, &c.

LETTER IV

Of the Nature of Prejudice for, or againtt,
Rf'l’é’lﬂﬂ.ﬂ”i |

DEAR S1gR,

EFORE I proceed any farther in this

correfpondence, you wifth me to account
for what appears to you to be a remarkable
fa®, viz. the great prevalence of infidelity
among perfons of a philofophical turn of
mind. There muft, as you.juftly obferve,
bea caufe of this, as well as of every other
fait, and though the hiftory of revelation be
true, there muft be fome adequate caufe of

Cs 13
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its not always having been {een, or acknow.
ledged to be fo.

As I, who am myfelf, a believer in reve.
lation, cannot think that the caufe of infi-
delity in any perfon, is a want of fufficient
evidence of its truth, I muft account for it
hy fuppofing that there is in all unbeligvers,
a ftate of mind which ‘pre-difpofes them
either to give too little attention to the evi-
dence of it, or to {ee that evidence, or the
doGrines of revelatlon, in {ome unfavourable
pomt of llght and- in moft, I think, it is
owing to a want of attention to the fubje&
and thls appears 'to arife very often from a
fecret w:,fh that chriftianity may not be true. !

T 0 be abfolutely indifferent to the {ubjett
of rehgmn, and the doGrine of a future life,
is hardly poflible. A bad man cannot wifh
chriftianity to be true, as.a goad man, efpe-
cially one who has made. confiderable facri-
fices ta his mtegrlt}r, cannot help wifhing

that it may be. fo. The {ufpicron only of
1ts being well-founded muft fill the mird of

the former with painful apprehenfions, 2nd

that of the latter with the moft pleafing of
all




|
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1 profpects. It might feem, therefore,
that a good man is as likely to be biaffed in
fivour of the evidences of revelation, as the
bad man is to be againft them ; did there nat
appear to be a confiderable difference in fome

circumftances of the two cafes.

A man has no motive to enquire into the
foundation of his fears, unlefs he be pre-
vioufly determined to do every-thing in his
power to avoid the impending evil, Be-
cufe if he be previoufly determined to
purfue a certain courfe a¢ &/l events, he will
think himfelf a gainer by troubling himfelf
s little as poffible about the rifque that he
mns in purfuing’ it; and this I apprehend
o be the cafe with very many unbelievers.

- They are men of pleafure, or of ambition,

toa confiderable degree, though they may

diftinguifb themfelves by various liberal
purfuits, Their habits and plans of life are
nted, and not being difpofed to change
them, they are difinclined to any mquiry,
the iffue of which might be a conviion of
the importance: of changing thém. They
e confeioys to themfelves that they have

1o
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no reafon to with chriftianity to be trye,
and therefore, they think as little about j;

as POﬁi blﬁx
On the other hand, the influence of t4e

world .around us is {uch, as that no map
can have perfect confidence in his virtue ang
integrity. He may bope that a future life
will be to his advantage, but this will not -
be fuch as.to indifpofe him to enquire into
the evidences of it. |

Befides, . every truly good man makes
many facrifices to his integrity, and there.
fore, .cannot but with to know on what
grounds he does this. A chriftian refrains
" from many gratifications, for indnlging 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 fubmit to thefe
inconveniences withiout reafon, and whether
he has fufficient ground to expe an equi-
valent for his prefent {ufferings, which, in
time of perfecution, may be very great.

It is faid of the apoftles, after the refur-

retion of our Saviour, that when they firf
| heard



PHILOSOPHICAL UNBELIEVER. 27

heard of it, they did not believe through joy.
The event was {o far beyond.their expe@a-
tions, that they hefitated a long time before
they could really believe it, and did not do
it at laft without the moft fatisfaltory evi-
dence. :In the {fame manner will many vir-
twous and pious perfons be affeGted with
relpect to the truth of that religion which.
promifes them the glorious reward of a re-
furrection to immortal life and happinefs, a
thing of which they could not have any

dfurance from the light of nature,
Whether I have fatisfa@orily accounted
for it or not, it is, I apprehend, indifputably
true, that the generality of unbelievers are
werfe to enquire into the evidence of re-
velation, Few have taken the trouble even
o read the feriptures, which contain the
hiftory of it, though they would have read,
with the greateft eagernefs, any other writ -
tngs of equal antiquity, and as remarkable
for the peculiarities of their ftyle and com-
pofition, &c. This can only arife from
fuch a diflike of chriftianity, as (whether
they be diftin@ly aware of it or not) will
neceflarily
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peceffarily lay an undue bias upon their
minds againft 1.

" On the other hand, believers in chriftia.
nity. not only take 2 fingular . pleafure in
geading the feriptures, and every thing iy
favaur of the evidence of it, but thofe of
them who have a turn for reading and fpe-
culation, perufe with the greateft care what.
ever is written againit chriftjanity ; a proof
that their wifh ta find chriftianity true does
not. operate io unfayourably to freedom of
enquiry with them, as 2 with that it may
#01.be true does with unbghievers,

, Thefe f3&s, I prefome, will niot e con-
¢roverted, My own acquaintange with ut.
believers s pretty. extenfive, and I know
very. few. of . them, though men of letters
(for others arc.aut of the queftion on both
(ides) who have read any thing in favour of
chrifiianity, and meft of them know littk
or nothing.of the {criptuses, -

. 3f there be any truth in thefe obiervas
vions, the rejetion, or rather the non-fé
ception.-of chriftianity, by ever fo many
men of fenfe; who have not taken the trou-
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ble to enquire into the evidence of it, can<
1ot be allowed to have much weight, It
may be founded in truth, though they whe
made no fearch into it have not found 1t outt

I am, &ec.

LETTER V.'

Of the Cd:{/é’.r qf I!_:ﬁdflzty in Pefj/bm gf‘ a
_[pecakztwe Turn of Mﬂd

- Dear Sigr,-

HERE is no clafs or defcrlp{mn of
men but what is {ubjet to peculiar
prejudices ; and every- jmyudwe muft ope-
e as an obﬁacle to the reception of fome
I: ruth. It is in vain for unbelievers to pre-
tend to be free from prejudiee. They may,
indeed, be free from thofe of the vulgar,
but they have others peculiar to themfelves;
ind the very affetation of being free from
Wlgar prejudice, and of being wifer than

the
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the reft of mankind, muft indifpofe they
to the admiffion -even of truth; if it {hoylg
happen fo be with the common people.

The fufpicion that the faith.-of the vyl
gar is {uperftitions and falfe is, no doubt,
often well founded ; becaufe they, of courf,
maintain the oldeft opinions, while the fpe.
culative part of mankind are’ making new
difcoveries in fcience. Yet we often find
that they who _pride themfelves on their
being the ‘fartheft ‘removed from fuperft
tion in {ome things, are the greateft dupes
to it in others,-and it 15 not un:i{férfally true,
that all old opinions are falfe, and all new
ones well founded. An ayerfion to the
creed .of the vulgar "may therefore. mifleada
map, and from a'fondnefs for fingularity, he
may.be ingularly in the wrong. |

. Befides, the creed :of. the. vulgar of the
prcfent day 1s to'be conﬁdered not {o much
2§ their creed,- for they were not the in-
ventnr& of -it;..as that of the thinking and
inquifitive’ in; fome..former. period. For
thofe whom we diftingnifh by the appelle- ;

tion of the vulgar, are not thofe who intro-
| duce

v %
¢ *
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Juce any new opinions, but who receive
them from others, of whofe judgment they
have been led to think highly.  And where
Jeience is not concerned, but merely bifforical
wwents, an old opinion is certainly not im-
probable on account of its being old; and
Jl that chriftianity refts upon is the reality
of certain hiftorical events. |

They who are now chriftians without
enquiry, received their faith from thofe
who did enquire, who diftinguifhed them-
tlves 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 caufe of what they appre-
hended to be new dnd important truths,
Unbelievers of the prefent 'age, therefore,
ought not to confider chriftianity as the
belief of the vulgar of this period, but en-
quire whether their faith, as held by thofe
who firft embraced and propagated it, be
well founded. -

But if we exclude 'all‘conﬁderatxon of the
illiterate, and confine our views to men of
ketters, it may be expeéted, from the very

great
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great rumbers of unbelievers in the prefent
age, that this fource of prejudice againf
chriftianity. muft diminith. Among thef
whoare called philofophers,the unbehevers are
the crowd, and the believers are thofe whe
. have the courage to diffent from them, [
we take into our View men of rank and for-
tune, as well as ‘men of letters, it muft be
acknewledged that there aié¢ among unbe.
lievers great numbeérs from’ whofe under-
ftanding and knowledge; in other refpeds,
the caufe of infidelity can derive but little
honour.. From thefe circumftances I-be-
gin to flatter :myfelf, -that the evidences of
chritianity will meet with a- more impar-
tial examyindtion at this day'than they have
done isi‘the courfe of the laft fifty years.

. .Anothgt- greot cdufe of infidelity with
phileTOphlcal and ipecdlatwe people is like-
‘wife’ happily- ceafing; and in ‘time it muf

be entirely removed ;-and for this we are,
in a great meafure, indebted to unbelievers

“i-l'

themfelves. " T mear ‘the- Many corruptions
and-abufes; ‘which, ih % courfeof time, have

bcen introduced intd - chriftianity from fo-
R + - rugﬂ
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feign fources, and efpecially from the phi-
lofophy of the times in which it was pro-
mulgated. That philofophy Has been ex-
ploded, but the remains of it, in the chrif-
tian {yftem, are {till bit too apparent; and
being manifeftly abfurd, they expofe it to
many objections. The principal of thefe,
befides the dotrines that are peculiar to
the Roman catholies, are thofe of a trinity
of perfons in the godhead, original fin, ar-
bitrary  predeftination, atonement for the
fins of men by the death of Chrift, and
(which has perhaps been as great a caufe
of infidelity as any other) the doctrine of
the plenary infpiration of the fcriptures.
The objections of unbelievers have
been a principal means of leading learned
chritians to confider thefe {uppofed doc-
trines of chriftianity ; and the confequence
of this examination has been a clear dif~
covery that thofe long received articles
of faith (profefled in all the eftablithed
churches in chriftendom) are no part of the
[yjftem of revelation, but utterly repugnant
o the genuine principles of it. This I
Part II. D muft
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muft take for granted at prefent, contenting
myfelf with appealing to the Writings of
learned chriftians on the fubjed, and to my
Hifiory of tie Corruptions of Chriffianity.
You will naturally afk me, what is there
left of the fyftem of revelation, when t}e
above-mentioned {purious doctrines are cyt
off from it; and it may be proper, before
I proceed-any farther in this correfpondence,
to give you fatisfaction on that head, tha
you may be fully apprized what it is that
I call chriffzanity, for the truth of which I
think 1t of fo much confequence to con-
tend. I therefore anfwer your queftion by
{aying, that chriftian faith implies a belief
of all the great hiftorical fats recorded in
the Old and New Teftament, in which we
" are informed concerning the creation and
government of the world, the hiftory of the
difcourfes, miracles, death, and refurrection
of Chrift, and his affurance of the refur-
reGion of all the dead to a future life of
retribution ; and this is the dorine that
is- of the moft confe'que»nce, to enforce the

good conduct of men.
Admitting
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Admitting the truth of all the doctrines
which have been abundantly proved to be
{purious, their value (eftimated by their in-
fluence on the morals of men) cannot be
fuppofed, even by the admirers of them, to
be of any morhent compared to this; and
in the opinion of thofe who reje&t them,
they have a very unfavourable tendency,
giving wrong impreflions concerning the

charaGter and moral government of God,
and fuch as muft tend, if they have any

effe®t at all; to relax the obligations of vir-
twe. ‘This dorine; therefore, viz that of
the refurrection of the human race to a fu.
ture life of retribution; I confider as the
great doctrine of revelation, to which every
thing elfe belonging to the fyftem is intro-
duory, or in fome other refpedt fubfer-
vient.

If you with to know what, in my opi-
nion, a chriftian is bound to believe with

tefpe to the feriptures; 1 anf{wer, that the
books which are univerfally received as qu-

thentic, are to be confidered as faithful re-
cords of paft tranfactions, and efpecia:ly the

D2 account
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account of the intercourfe that the Divine
Being has kept up with mankind from the
beginning of the world to the time of our
Saviour and his apoftles. No chriftian is
anfwerable for more than this.

The writers of the books of fcripture

were men, and therefore fallible; but all
that we have.to do with them is in the

charalter of Aiflorians, and witneffes of what
they heard and faw, Of courfe, their cre-
dibility is to be eftimated like that of other
hiftorians, viz. from the circumftances in
which they wrote, as with refpe@ to their
opportunities of knowing the truth of what
they relate, and the, biaffes to which they
hight be {ubje®. Like all other hifto-
rians, they were liable to miftakes with
refpe& to things~of {mall moment, becaufe
they might not give fufficient attention to
them ; and with refpe to their reafoning,
we are fally at liberty to judge of it, as
well as of that of any other men, by a
due. confideration of the propolitions they
advance, and the arguments they allege.

For 1t by no means follows, that becaufea
| . 2 _ man
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man has had communications with the deity
for certain purpofes, and he may be de-
pended upon with refpect to his account
of thofe communications, that he is, in
other refpets, more wife and knowing than
other men. Such is the chriftianity that I

profefs to defend, and by no means what
has too generally been confidered as fuch,

I am, &ec,

LETTER VL
Of the Hiflory of the Jewiflr Religion,

DeaRr Sig,

S few of the fal?s which I thall have
« A occafion to mention will be contefted,

I fhall not dwell fo much upon the proof
of them, as upon the connexion they have
with the divine miffion of Mofes and the
prophets, and that of Chrift and the apo-
tes.  For this is the circumftance that

D3 appears
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appears to me to have been chiefly over.
looked by unbelievers,  They fometimes
readily acknowledge the fa@s, but they da
not attend to the neceflary confequences
of that acknowledgment. 'This has arifen
from their want of attention to the princi-
ples of human nature, and the well known
feelings and affetions of all men in {imils
fituations.

As the Jewifh religion has been more
objected to than the chriftian, I fhall begin
with the faéts on which the truth of the
divine miffion of Mofes is founded, before
I proceed to that of Chrift; and I hope to
fatisfy 'you that, even in this cafe, unbe-
lievers are far from' having any advantagein
the argument, and that they ought to have
attended to the falis, and the circumftances
of them more clofely than l;hey have yet

donc
- It has been much the cuﬁom wnh unbe-

lievers, fuch as Voltaire, &c. to divert them-
felves. and their readers with the hiftary of
the ]ews, with fome of the peculiarities of
their religion, and cfpecml]y with their ftu-

- Pldlty,

& . -
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pidity, obftinacy, and ignorance, compared
with the more polithed nations of anti-
quity. Butit has been without Confidering
that all thele latter charges are highly un-
favourable to their own object in advancing
them, 1f 1t be admitted (which {urely can-
not be denied) that Jews, ftupid and igno-
rant as they have been, were neverthelefs
men, and not a Ipecies of beings totally dif-
ferent from that of other men. |
For it is obvious to remark, that {o ob-
ftinate and intraGtable as unbelievers defcribe
them to have been (as indeed their own hif-
tory {hews that they were) it muft have been
peculiarly difficult to- impofe upon them,
with refpect ‘to any- thing to which they
were exceedingly averfe, |
Alfo, from a people fo unpolifhed and
ignorant, {o far behind other nations in the
arts of peace and war, we fhould not natu-
rally expet dpétrines and fentiments {fuperior
to any thing of the kind that we find in
the moft improved nations. And yet the
bare* infpection of their writings proves
that, with refpe@ to™ religion,. and the
Dy dotrines
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dofirines concerning God, and providence,
the Jews were in a high degree knowing,
and all ot¥er nations ignorant and barbar-
ous, - In thefe refpedts, therefore, the Jews
muft have been poflefled of advantages fu.
| perior to thofe of other nations; and if
thefe advantages were not #atural, they muft
have been of a {upernatural kind.

It muft be allowed as a ftriking fadt, that
the religion of the Jews was moft effentially
different from that of any other nation in
the ancient world. They had, indeed, in
common with them f{acrifices, certain modes
of purification, a temple, an altar, and
priefts, which feem to have been almolft ef-
fential to all the modes of ancient religious
worthip, But the o4ject of their worfhip was
quite different, and infinitely {uperior to
any thing that other nations looked up to.
Alfo what we may call the morality of their
worfhip, the charatter of the rites of it, and
the *tcmper and difpofition of mind pro-
moted by it, were ftill more different. In
al] thefe eflential particulars, the religion of

the Jews was fo firikingly different from
o tha
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that of any of their neighbouring nations,
hat it could never have been derived from
any of them, and an attachiment -to the one
muft have created an averfion to the other. .

The objeéts of worfhip with the Egyptians,
Babylonians, Tyrians, Syrians, Affyriass,
Philiftines, and Arabians, under all their dif-
ferent denominations, as Edomites, Moabites,
Ammonites, &c, were the {fun, moon, and
ftars, and. other vifible objécts, which they
fuppofed to be animated, and on the influ-
ence of which they fuppofed their good and
bad fortune depended. But in the religion
of the Jews, the maxims of which are clearly
laid down in their facred writings, we find
that all their worfhip was confined to one
invifible and omniprefent deity, the maker
and governor of all things, from whom the
{un, moon, and ftars, with every thing elfe,
vifible and invifible, derived- their exiftence,
and at whofe difpofal they all conftantly
Arc.

Now as the Jews, though an ancient na-
tion, were not fo ancient as the Egyptians,
orany of the other nations mentioned above,

by
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by whom they were completely furrounded,
and: as, with reipect to natural {cience, 1t is
acknowledged that they were much behind
thein,) how came they pofiefied of fuch jufk
and fublime.conceptions with refpect to the
fﬁb}é’&iof réligiony.and of whom could they
hive learned fuch rational worfhip ! This
gﬁe}ﬂ;-aé- well as every other, muft have had
an-adeguate caufe, and, the circumftances of
the ;Jews:confidered, 1 fee no adequate caule
of {o -great-an effe@ befides thofe divine
comnfaunications, which are recorded in the
books-of- Mofes ; ‘Wwhich {hew that the uni-
verfal parent.made choice of that  nation,
obftinate and ftupid.as it always was, to be
the means of preferving in the world the true
kriowledge of himfelf, and the purity of his
worthip, -amidft the univerfal degeneracy of
the reft of mankind.

.+ TFhat this was an obje& worthy of the in-
terpofition of the parent of .mankind, who
had at heart the happinefs of his offspring,
we. muft be convinced,. if we confider the
moral charaler, as we may fay, of the re-

ligious - worthip of the Jews, and that of
their
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their neighbouring nations.  All thefe. na.
tions, without exception, connefted with

their worfhip (on principles which I have
no occafion to examine at prefent, .but they
did univerfally connect with it, and incor-
porate 1nto it) ceremonies, fome of which
were moft horribly barbarous, and others of
2 moft impure nature. Their priefts cut
and mangled themfelves, and pradifed the
moft dreadful mortifications in the courfe of
their worfhip. Human facrifices were au-
thorifed in all thofe religions, and were very
frequent in fome- of them, Parents did not
{pare their own children, but madly devoted
them to death, and even the moft dreadful
of all deaths, " that of burning alive, to ap-
peafe the wrath, or fecure the favour of
their gods, and they gloried in thus facri-
ficing ftill greater numbers of their enemies,
with every circumftance of infult and bar-
barity.  For this we have not only the tef-
timony of Jewith writers, but the moft un-
exceptionable evidence of Greeks and Ro-
mans, who themfelves, even in a pretty late
period, were not entirely free from the fame

horrid
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horrid rites. 'The Carthaginians facrificeg
at one time three hundred youths of b
beft families in thecity ; and their religiop
was that of the Tyrians, onc of the mof
diﬁinguiﬂ:ed nations in the neighbourhogg
of  Judea. |

- All thefe neighbouring nations alfo, with.
out exception, prattifed the moft impure, 2
well as the moft cruc} rites, in honour of
their gods, and their public feftivals were,
1n. general, fcenes of riot and debauchery,
Befides many fhocking indecencies, which
canpot be recited, women, in other refpes
chafte, thought proftitution (in which the
choice of a partner was excluded) a necel-
fary mode of recommending themfelves to
the favour of their deities, and in fome cafes
even fodomy and beftiality, were thought to
be proper.

If the fevere and cruel rites above-men-
tioned, did not deter men from the pracile
of thefe religions, we may be well affured
that the lafcivionfnefs and debauchery which
they encouraged would not do it. Ac-

cordingly we find, in all nations, a kind of
rage
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rge for the ceremonies of thefe religions,
The family of Abraham had been idolaters
in Chalda, the Ifraelites had conformed to
the religion of Egypt, and their whole hif-
tory afterwards thews, that they had a prone-
nefs to the religious rites of their neigh-
bours, which even aftonifhes us, when we
confider the awful and repeated warnings of
their prophets, and the dreadful calamities
which, agreeably to their predi&ions, never
hiled to overtake them in confequence of
their idolatry.

Now, how can we account for Abraham
bandoning the religion of his country (to
by nothing of his removing to f{o great a
ditance from it) and the Ifraelites, when
they were become a nation, relinquithing
the rites of the Egyptians, and adopting a
eligion and ceremonies of fo very different
anatare ' This is what no nation ever did
o2 fudden voluntarily, or could ever be
brought to do involuntarily, by ordinary
means ; and that' this was involuntarily on
the part of the Ifraelites, is moft evident
from their frequent relapfes into their for-
mer
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mer fuperftitions, from which they wers
‘with great difficulty reclaimed.

The only pofiible explanation” of this
wonderful faft, 1 will venture to fay, is to
be found in the books of Mofes, and other
writings of the Old Teftament, in which
we have an authentic account of the fre-
que‘nt' interpofitions of the Divine Being
to bring about fo great an event by muracle,
which the obftinacy and incredulity of that
natioh, great as they always were, were not
able to withftand. What could have re:
ftrained this people when they {o often re.
lapfed into idolatry, but thofe frequent ia-
terpofitions, an hiftorical account of which
is preferved in their writings, and which at
length fully convinced :them, that the eye
of God was in 2 more particular manner
upon their nation ;- and that though he
thought proper to connive at the idolatryof
other mations, which had not been diftin
suifked by him as theirs had -been, he
would not bear with them; but that |l
events, by. therr profperity or adverfity;

they were to be 2 leflon to the whole world;
{0
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to teach all nations the great doCrine of
the unity of God, the univerfality of his
dominion, and the purity of his worfhip.
This is a clear and fatisfactory account of
the fact, and without this {fuppofition it is
abfolutely inexplicable.

If we confider the miracles of which we
have an account in the books of Mofes
(which were unqueftionably written at the
time when they are faid to have been per-
formed) we {ee them to have been wonder-
derfully calculated to produce this effed ;
and they were of fuch a nature, as that
no nation whatever could have been de-
ceived into the belief of them, even if they
had been as well difpofed, as we know they
were ill difpofed, towards the object of
them., .

When the great {cene opens, the If-
rielites were in the moft abjeét ftate of fla-
very in Egypt, without the leaft profpeét of
relief, their oppreflors being a warlike na-
tion, themfelves unufed to arms, and no fo-
reign power to take their part.  Yet, though
thefe warlike Egyptians, who derived the

greateft
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greateft advantages from their fervitude, g
every thing in-their power to detain thep,
they aGtually marched out of the country,
without leaving any part of their property
behind ; they paflfed forty years in a wjl.
dernefs, from which fo great a multitude
could not have derived {ufficient fuftenance,
and they took poffeflion of a country occu-
pied by feveral numerous and warlike na-
tions. Such are the fafls, and I fce no
probable method of accounting for them,
but upon the fuppofition of the truth of
thofe miracles, which are recorded in the
writings of Mofes, and which explain the

whole in the moft fatisfaCtory manner.
Accordmg to this aceount, the Ifraelites

entirely defpirited, and,.though opprefied,
“yet become Egyptians in their WorﬂaiP and
inclinations, are brought with great diffi-
culty to conceive fome hope of their deli-
verance by the affuranees of Mofes, one of
. their brethren, who had fled from Egypt,
and had been forty years fettled in Arabia
He told them, that the God of their fi-

thers had appea"red to him, and notwith-
ftanding
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fianding his reluttance to undertake the
commiflion, had enjoined him to demand
their releafe of Pharoah ; and as a proof of
his divine miflion, had empowered him to
work feveral miracles, a fpecimen of which
he was commiffioned to exhibit before them.

Pharoah, as was natural, received the
propofal with great indignation; and in-
creafed his oppreflion of the people; but
by the infliction of the moft extraordinary
judgments; and thofe of the moft public
pature (with refpect to which his own ma-
gicians confefled that the finger of God was
in them, and the laft of which was the
death of the firft-born in every Egyptian
family in one night) he was brought to
comply with the demand. Repenting of
this conceffion, he purfued the unarmed
multitude, encumbered with all their cat-
tle and baggage, with a large army, de-
termined to force them to return. While
the Ifraelites were in the utmoft confter-
nition, 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. B O ecape,
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efcape, and Pharcali and his army, who
purfued them into the {ea, were all drowned,

Prefently after this, many illuftrious
miracles having been wrought for their
relief, particularly fupplying them with
food and water in a miraculous manner, to
fuffice fo great a multitude; God, in an
audible voice from Mount Sinai, i1n the
hearing of all the people, which muft have
exceeded three millions, ftanding at fome
diftance from the foot of the mountain, fo
as to be far out of the hearing of any hu-
man voice, or any inftrument 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 5 and of this awful appearance the peo-
ple-had regular notice fome time before.
The reft of the law was delivered to Moles
himfelf, whofe commiffion was {o abund-
antly attefted, that though there were feve-
ral formidable confpiracies againft him (in
one of which his own brother Aaron, who

muft have been in the fecret of all his mea-
' - ful'ﬁS:
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fures, was concerned) and though his con-
dul often gave the greateft offence to all
the people, and he was himfelf of a meek
and placid nature; and fo unqualified for
command in war, that another was always
employed whenever they h.d occafion to teke
the field, his authority was fully fupported.

After the expiration of forty years, the
Ifraelites crofled the river Jordan in the
fame manner as they had crofled the Red
fea, marching through the channel on dry
eround ; thé walls of the firft city which
they befieged, fell down of their own accord,
and in a thort time, notwithftanding the op<
pofition of the numerous and warlike inha-
bitants of the country, the lraclites took
poffeflion of it

Such 1s the account that the books of
Mofes and of Jofhua give of thefe things,
and to fay nothing of the internal marks of
credibility in the writings of Mofes, which
bear as evident traces of authenticity, as
xny narrative; or yournal of events, that was
ever written; the miracles introduced into

E 2 | the

(_J"'
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the hiftory, fupply the only poflible hypo-
thefis to account for the reft. A fa& which
cannot be denied, is the d2/ief of all the
Ifraelitifh nation, from that time to the pre-
{ent, that fuch events did take place, that
the hiftory we now have of them was writ-
ten by Mofes himf{elf, till near the time of
his death, and that the narrative was con-
tinued by other perfons who recorded the
events of their own times.

If the antiquity of the books of Mofes,
&c. be dented, 1t ftill remains to be ac-
counted for, how all the nation could, at
any period of time, be made to believe that
- their anpceftors had come from Egypt,
through the Red Sea, and the river Jordan,
and that fuch a Jazw as theirs had been deli.
vered in an audible voice from Mount Sinai,
when none of thofe things had ever hap-
pened. This 1s not more prvobable, than
that-the Englith nation thould at this time
be brought to believe that their anceftors
originally came from France, and that they

croffed from Calais to Dover without fhips.
2 - An
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An attempt to impofe upon 2 whole nation
fuch an account as this, and efpecially a
hiftory of the events faid to have been writ-
ten at the time, when nothing of the kind
had been heard of before, would at any pe-
riod be treated with ridicule and negledt,
No people ever were, or ever can be, {o im-
pofed upon, efpecially when the things pro-
pofed to them are fo difagreeable and bur-
thenfome as the laws of Mofes certainly were
to the Jewifh nation. |
The belief of the fabulous hiftories of the
Greek and Roman divinities, and of their
intercourfe with mortals, fuch as we read of
in Ovid’s Metamorphofes, &c. can hear no
comparifon with the belief of all the con-
tents of the books of Mofes by the nation of
the Jews. It was never pretended that
there was any hiftory of the heathen gods
and of their intercourfe 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 prefence of all the
people, which was the cafe with refpeét 1w

the laws of Mofes. All the flories of 2
E 3 heathizn
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heathen mytnology are related with irrccon-
cileable varieties, and the belief of them
had probably never much hold of intelligent
perfons, and kept decreafing till, in a courle
of time, the ftories were {uppofcd to be ina
great meafure allegorical, contrived to ex-
prefs {ome myﬁical or moral truth ; and at
length, this whale fyftem of heathenifim was
cffeGually difcredited, and funk into univer-
fal contempt.

On the contrary, the whole body of ths
Jewiih ‘nation, attached as they formerly
were to the fuperftitions of their neighbours,
never entertained 2 doubt with re{pect tpany
of the contents of the books of Mofes, That
there were fuch perfons as Ahraham, Ifaac,
and Jacoh, Mofes and Aaron, éce. and that
the things recorded of them were true, they
always believed, as firmly as we do the hif-
tory of Julius Czfar, or William the Con-
queror ;- and thongh the nation has con-
tinued feveral thoufand years, and has been
near two thoufand years difperfed ameng all
other nations, their belief in the ancient

hiftery of their nation, and their refpec for
| | the
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the books which contain it, are not in the
leaft diminifhed.

There is no example of any other nation
fuffering as the Jews have done, without
being utterly loft, and confounded with the
common mafs of mankind, and their reli-
gious cuftoms difappearing with them. The
fmall remains of fire worthippers in one cor-
ner of Indoftan, where they are fuffered to
live unmolefted, and who find little 1ncon-
venience from their religion, is not to be
mentioned with the attachment of the Jews
to theirs ; without confidering this as a ful-
filment of a prophecy delivered fo early as
the time of Mofes, and frequently repeated
n later periods.  This alone, I will ven-
ture to fay, is a fact which no philofopher
can account for, without admitting the au-
thenticity of the books which contain the
principles of the Jewith religion, and -the
truth of the miracles by which it was proved
to be divine, L

Eg . LETTER
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LETTETR VI

Of the bifiorical Evidence of the Truth of
* , Cohriftianity,

DEeAR Si1R,
T HE proof of the truth of chrifianity

from the reception it met with in
the world. is fimilar to that of the Jewith
religion, but fomething clearer, as falling
within the compafs of authentic hiftory, fo
that the great fa@&s are the more eafily af-
certained, Indeed, all that is requifite to
eftablith the truth of it is univei‘fally 30
knowledged ; the rife and progrefs of chrif
tianity being as well known as that of the
Roman empire. Confequently it is only ne-
ceflary to attend to the circumftances of
known facs, which are themfelves as eafily
afcertained, as any other falts in hiftory, t0
obtain as complete fatisfaCtion with refpectto
it, as 1t is in the power of hiftorical evidence

to give. If, therefore, any perfon continuean
unbeliever,
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anbeliever, it muft, in my opinion, be owing
either to his not having taken proper pains
to inform himfelf concerning falts, or to
his having fuch a ftate of mind, as incapa-
citates him for judging concerning the na-
rure and force of the evidence.

That the gofpels and the book of A&s,
which contain the hiPcory of the rife and firfk
progrefs of chriftianity, are genuine produc-
tions of the age to which they are ufually
afcribed, viz. {ome time before the deftruc-
tion of Jerufalem, or within lefs than forty
years after the death of Chrift, and that
fome of the epiftles of Paul were written fe-
veral years before that time (the firft of them
about twenty years after the death of Chrift)
whilt the chief a&ors in the f{cene, and
many of the witnefles of the great falls
were living, I muft take for granted, becaufe
this does not appear ever to have been dif-
puted ; and there is as much evidence of it

as there is of the genuinenefs of any hiftories
that were ever publithed. It could not,

therefore but have been well known at the
time of the publication, whether the tranf-
aCtions
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a%tions recorded in thofe books really hap.
pened ; and fo great was the attention tha
was given to the {fubjed, and the credit thy
was given to the books, that Innumerab]e
copies were immediately taken, they were
foon tranflated into various foreign lap-
- guages, and they were quoted and appealed
to'in ‘the earlieft ages by the different fed;
into which chriftians were foon divided
It is fa&, therefore, that thefe hiftories
were cfteemed as true by great numbers,
who were more competent judges in the cafe
than any perfons now living in England can
he of the revolution under King William,
. To fay nothing of the univerfal reception
- of .the epiftles of Paul, as really bus, I will
veniture to fay that, it is as impoffible for
any impartial perfon to perufe them with-
out being as well fatisfied with refpet to
théir -genuinenefs, as to thofe of Cicero;
the mention of particular events, perfons,
and places, being fo frequent in them, o
confiftent ‘with each other, and with the

hiftory of the time. .

| According
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According to the tenor of thele writings,_
here were thoufands of Jews in Jerufalem
telf, as well as great numbers in other
places, who became chriftians, in confe-
quence of entertaining no doubt concerning
the truth of the miracles, the death, and
refurrection of Chrift, and alfo the miracles
wrounht by the apoftles afterwards. The
fads were -fuch as no perfon then living ex-
nected, {o as to be previoufly prepared to re-
ceive s and the converts were fo far from
siining any thing by their belief, that they
were thereby expofed to every peflible incons
yenience, lofs of property, difgrace, every
mode of torture, and death. Paul himfelf
was at the firft a zealous perfecutor of
the chriftians, and had the greateft profpect
of preferment and advantage from perfifting
in his oppofition to them. Yet even se
was {fo fully convinced of the truth of
chriftianity, and was fo fenfible of the im-
portance of it, that he became onc of its
moft zealous. preachers, and for a period of
wout thirty years, he aCtually went through
the greateft labours and hardfhips in the

propagation
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propggation of the gofpel, untformly de.
claring that he had no expecation of any
thing better in this life ; and at length he
together with innumerable others, who hyg
the fame- perfuafion, chearfully laid dow,
his life, rather than abandon his profeffjop,

Now what kind of beings muft the wyj.
ters of the gofpels and of the book of Ag:
have been,and what kind of beings muft hae
been the thoufands of that generation whe
received their accounts as tree; and efpe.
cially at fuch a rifk (which abundantly im.
plies that they had every motive for making
enquiry, and fatisfying themifelves concern
ing the fads) if, after all, there was no
truth in the accounts ? .

What fhould we think of a fet of writer,
who fhould 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 pofiible for a thou-
fand {uch writers to gain the leaft credit? or,

if they:did, would not the tens of thoufands,
: who
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who well knew that the ttory was very far
from being true, and that the prefent ftate
of things proves it to be fo, fay, that
they were under fome {trange infatuation ;
ad if, in a courfe of time, fuch hiftories .
fould gain any credit, would there not be
msny more writers to confute the account,
md would not the truth foon prevail over
all the arts of falthood ?

We may therefore fafely conclude, that
fince the hiftory of the miracles, the death,
and the refurreGion of Chrift, and alfo that
of the miracles wrought by the apoftles,
was received as true by fuch numbers of
perfons in the age in which they were pub-
lithed, and the account was never confuted,
but chriftianity kept gaining ground from
that time to. the prefent, the great fas on,
which its credit ftands were unqueftionably
te. A fallhood of this nature could ne-
ver have been propagated as this was. They
who firft received thcfe books muft have
been previoufly acquainted with the hiftory
which they contained. The hiftories were,
infa, an appeal to the evidence of thofe

' 1nto

|
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into whofe hands they were put, and they
reception of them 1s the molt exprefs finc.
tion that could be given to them.

That the hiftory of Chrift and the apoftle
could not have eftablithed 1tfelf without the
moit rigid enquiry 1nto 1ts trath, is evident
from the perfecution of chriftians, whic)
began. immediately aftet its firft promu)-
gation, and in Jerufalem 1t{lf, the vey
fcéne of the tranfa@ions. In thefe circum. !
" ftances ‘men had every mofive, and erery:
opportunity, for enquiring whether they
facrificed their reputation; their propertic
and-their lives, for an idle tale, or for ¢
truth of the greateft certainty and import-
ance. All thefe things being confidered,
| it”appéars‘ to'me that no faé’rs,.‘i‘n the whole
comipafs of hiftery, are fo well authenticated
as thofe of the miracles, the death, and the
refurreGtion of Chrift, and alfo what 15 re-
lated of tlle‘apoﬁlesxin:thé book of Ads.

. "As to the -refurre&ion of Chnft, on
which fo much depends, the evidence of i
is fo circumftanced, as to be moft wonder:

fully adaptedsto eftablith.itfelf in the re-

moteft
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noteflt periods of time. That Chrift really
dud, cannot be doubted, when 1t is confi-
dered that he was put to death by his ene-
mies, and that in the moft public manner,
The fame perfons al{o, who were moft nearly
interefted in his not appearing any more, had
the care of his fepulchre; and being ap-
prized of his having foretold that he thould
fife again, would, no doubt, take effetual
are to guard againft all impofition in the
afe. Had there been any tolerably well
founded fufpicion that the guards of the
epulchre had been overpowered, or fright-
ened away, by the friends of Chrift, and
that the body had been {ecreted by them,
they would certainly have been apprehended
ind examined ; and whether the body had

been found, or not, the very pofiibility of
s having been conveyed away would have

prevented any credit being given to their
‘account of the refurretion.

No perfon can reafonably objet to the
mmoer, or the quality, of thofe who were
the witneffes of Chrift’s refurre@ion, as they
were perfons who, without apy hope of fce-

I ing
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ing him again; Were the moft perfellly g
quainted with him, and had fufficient op
portunity of fatisfying themfelves that it
was the fame perfon. He was f{een at firft,
when he was not at all expected, and after.
wards by particular appointment, and efpe.
cially in Galilee, when more than five hun.
dred perfons were prefent, and in the fight
of a great number of them he went up it

heaven.
Paul, one of the greateft enemies of hi

caufe, one whom the Jews 1 general
would probably have chofen, if they ha
been required to name any perion whole con+.
verfion they thought the leaft probable,was
fatisfied, by the evidence of his own fenfes,
that Jefus was really rifen, he having appeared
to bim, as he had done to others before his
afcenfion. Befides, all the miracles wrought
by the apoftles, which are as well attelted
as thofe of our Savidur himfelf, are 2 proot
of the fac of the refurrection. For hal
Chrift .died as a common-malefactor, and
there had been nothing extraordinary in his

previous hiftory, it cannot be {uppofed tha
* | | any
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any perfons would have been empowered by
God to work miracles in proof of their
divine miffion; which evidently depended
upon his.

Had Chrift, after his refurrettion, ap-
peared in public; difcourfing in the temple,
and confronting his judges and Pilate,
many more, no doabt would have been fi-
isfed that he was real]y rifen from the
dead. But divine prodence Is abundantly
vindicated in affordmg nien only reafon-
ble evidence of truth, fufficient to fatisfy
al that are truly impartial, who really
with to know the truth, and in withhold-
- ing what is {uperfluous for that purpofc
“find had the demand of unbelievers in this
tefpect been granted, and the effet which
they fuppofe would have followed from it
really taken place, 1t would have been a
circum{tance exceedmgly unfavourable to
the credit of the ftory in the prefent, and
much more in any future age.

- Had the Jews of that age in general been
converted and confcquemlv there had been
10 perfecution of, chrittians ‘in ]ud a, it

Part II, F would
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would certainly have been faid, that chif-
tianity was a contrivance of the heads of
the nation, and {uch as we have now po
opportunity of detefling.  Upon the whole,
therefore, to thofe who confider the natur
of evidence; the hiftory of the refurredtion
of Chrift is much better authenticated by
{uch evidence as s now exifting, than it .
would have been in any other circumftances
&hszwc can at prefent devife to ftrengthen
it. For whatever we might add toitin
fome refpedts, we muft take from 1t in
others. So far does the wifdom of God
exceed that of man;

Next to our having ourfelves fufficient
opportunity; and likewife fufficient motives
to examine into the truth of this important
fact, is the certainty that thofe who wer
then prefent had both the opportunity and
the motive,” As things are now circum-
ftanced, it- will never be in the power ¢
the enemies of chriftianity to fay (wht
they might have faid, if their demand!
with refpec to the refurre&ion of Chril

had been granted) that his religion W&
| )  aided
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aided by the powers of this world. On
the contrary, from the very beginning, it
encountered all the oppofition which the
power and policy of man could bring
againft it, and had nothing but its own
proper evidence to fupport it. But this
alone was fuch as to enable it to do what
all the power and wifdom of man was alto-
gether unequal to, viz. to eftablifh itfelf
through the whole extent of the Roman
empire, and even beyond the bounds of it,
and finally to triumph over all the various
fyftems of idolatry and fuperftition, Whlch
for ages had prevailed 1 in it

I am,
Yours, &c.

| ) LETTER
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L ETTER VIL
- Of the Caufes of Infidelity in early Times,

DEAR SIR,

O U fay, that if the fals oa which

the truth of chriftianity depends were
true, if Chrift really wrought miracles, and
the apoftles after hitn; if he really die,
‘and rofe again from the dead; and if the
evidence of thefe fals was fufficient t
fatisfy fuch great numbers as the hiftory of
the book of Alts reprefents; it is extraor
dinary that it did not convince a//, and that
all mankind did not immediately become

chriftians. All the world, you fay, wa
{oon convinced of the truth of fuch events
as the death of Ceafar in the fenate-houle,
and the defeat of Marc Antony by Auguftus.
- But a confideration of the principles of
human hature, and our daily obfervation of

the hiftory of opinions, and the progrefs of
| truth,
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quth, will fatisfy all who are truly philo-
fophical and attentive, that what yon {up-
pofe muft have taken place was not to be
cxp&&ed.

Two things are requifite to any perfon’s
giving h1s affent to a propofition of any
kind, independent of its evidence, viz. an
ttention to that evidence, and alfo an im-
partial mind, free from any bias that might
indifpofe him to receive and acknowledge
it. and one or other of thele appears to

)

have been wanting in the generality of
mankind, with refpeét to the truth of the
sofpel at the time of its promulgation, and
for a confiderable period afterwards.

- With refpeét to all common events, fuch as
' the deaths of particuldr perfons, an account
of battles and their confequences, &c. there
is nothing fo improbable in their nature,
but that all mankind muft be fatisfied that
any thing of this kind may well happen,
ind the immediate confequences of the
deaths of great men, and of great victories,
we very foon and univerfally felt ; fo that

F2 it
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it is abfolutely impoffible that any doubt
thould long remain with refpect to them,
But this could not be the cafe with refped
to {uch events as that of the miracles and
refurre@ion of Chrift ; thefe having no {uch
connexion with the ftate of public affair,
as that they could not but have been im-
mediately known to every body. There
was nothing to excite attention to them
but the intereft which each perfon, indivi
dually confidered, had in them, and the
zeal of thofe who were converts themielves
to make-converts of others.

Admitting the zeal of the firft believers
to have heen ever fo.great, thofe to whom
they addrefled .themfelves would not be-
liecve what they heard till they had an
~ opportunity of enquiring into the truth
of it. They would alfo compare the 1.
counts of others, and in many cafes ths
would be a procefs which would neceffaril
take a confiderable ime, even with refped
to the town or yvillagein which the trani

actions took place,  and much more time
would
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would be requifite before the belief of fuch
extraordinary things could become gene-
ral, and well eftablithed, in diftant places.

Befides, the belief of chriftianity is not
merely the belief of certain extraordinary
fats, but includes likewife inferences from
thofe facts, and many perfons might admit
the former without proceeding to the Iat-
ter. 'That Chrift had a divine miflion, and
was authorized by God to teach the doc-
trine of a future flate, we juftly think to be
the ﬁem_:@’qry confeqpencé' of his working
real mirgcles, and of his refurre@ion from
the dead ; and there are few perfons, I
imaging! in. the prefent age, who will ad-
mit thefe facts, and hefitate to draw this
coclufion. Byt we find that the fa&s
were admitted, and yet the conclufion not
drawn, by many pe;'fons af _thc time of the
promulgation of chriftianity.

The unbelieving Jews afcribed the moft
£xtraordipary of our Savioyr’s miracles to
the agency ‘of demons, and- the heathen
wotld in genera] had great faith in magic ;
really believing that the moft extraordipary

F4 effedts



92 LETTERS TO Al

effe@’s might be produced by pronouncing
- certain words, and performing certain ce.
remonies ; thele hav‘ing, in their opinion,
fome unknown, but neceflary connexion
with the inte pofition of invifible powers,
For it was by no means the firm belief of
mankind in that age (though 1t will now
be confidered as an incontrovertible truth)
that real miracles, or a deviation from the
eftablithed laws of nature, can be produced
by no other power than the great author of
nature himfelf, or, which comes to the fame
thing, by fome fuperior Being authorized
by him. They might therefore admit the
miracles of Chrift, and thofe of the apof-
tles, without beiﬁg immediately fatistied
that what they taught was true; and fuill
lefs that they were under obligation to
make a public profeffion of chriftianity, at
the ritk of all that was dear to them m
life, and even of life itfelf., There ar
'maﬁy fteps in this progrefs, and many per-
fons would ftop in all ‘of them; {o that
the number of declared chriftians might
bear but a fmall proportion to what they

.3 would
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would have been, if their becoming {o had
depended upon nothing but the fimple evi-
dence of the truth of thofe fa&ts, which, it
will now be acknowledged, neceffarily im-
plies the truth of chriftianity. When the
qnumber of its declared converts is con-
fidered, and compared with the fituation of
things in the age of the apoftles, it will be
found to be fully equal to what might have
heen expected, upon the {uppofition of the
truth of every thing which is recorded in the
vofpels, and the book of Ads.
- Of thofe perfons to whom the falts were
previoufly known, fo that it was not necef-
fary to produce any evidence of them, three
thoufand were converted in one day, on the
fpeech of Peter, on the day of pentecoft, in
which he could fay to them, Adsii. 22.
“Ye Men of Ifrael, hear thefe words, Jefus
“of Nazareth, a Man approved of God
“among you, by miracles, and wonders,
“and figns, which God did by him, in the
“‘midft of you, as ye yourfelves alfo know,
"&c. this Jefus hath God raifed up,
" whereof we are al] witneffes.” And the
perfons
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perfons then prefent with him were an hua-
dred and twenty. After the firft miracle per
formed by Peter and John, viz. the {udden

-

cure of a man who was well known to have

been lame from his birth, the number of
male converts Was five thoufaud, fo tha
including womep, they may be fuppofed 1
have been about ten thoufand. This was
in Jerufalem only, the {cene of the great
trapfactjons. .

" In diftapt places, the preaching of the
apoitles, and of their difciples, as -gllight be
expedied, bad no fuch fodden effect. A
few convgrts jn any particular place, were
made ot firft, and their numbers kep!
inereafing graduglly. But within the agt
of the apofties (who did not preach with-
out the limits of Judea, or fo any &%
tiles, til] about ten years after the death d
Chrift) there werg chriftian churches il
the great cities of the Roman empire, anid
many of them Were ¥sry nugerous ; 02
to be full of fadtigns amodg themfelves, &
anpears by the epifties of Paul 10 feveral of

-l

them. -In the wvillages there . were fewts
B chriftians
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chriftians. than in the towns, .the inhabitants
of them being more out of the way of re-
ceiving intelligence concerning what had
paffed at fo great a diftance.  This, it muft
be acknowledged, was agreeable to the na-
tural courfe of things.

Befide the aflertion of a divine miffion,
Jefus laid claim to the charalter of the mef-
fiah foretold in the Jewifh prophecies, and
the perfuafion of the whole body of the
Jewifh nation concerning the temporal
reign of their meffiah, was fo deeply rooted
in their minds, that whatever miracles Jefus
had wrought, it could not be expeted that
many of them would receive fuch a perfon
as he was in that charatér, efpecially after
his ighominious death, 'They might think
that there was fomething veryﬁextraordinary
1 the cafe, and what they could not fatisfac-
torily account for, without receiving him
as their mefliah. Befides, the manner 1n
which Chrift had expofed the vices of the

~ fcribes, pharifees, and chief priefts, who
were the leading men among the Jews, muft
bave provoked the ambitious and worldly-
minded
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minded among them to fuch a degree, 4
that no evidence, or reafon whatever, coyld

reconcile them to his pretenfions, fo as 14
make them ready to lay down their lives for
their adherence to him whom they them.

felves had pat to death.
Such a revolution in the ftate of men’s

minds, will not be expelted by any who
have a knowledge of mankind; and con-
fidering the great number of thofe who may
be called the perfonal enemies of Chrift,
and their influence with others, together
with their attachment to the notion of a
temporal deliverer, and their opinion of the
power of demons, the number of Jewifh
converts in the age of the apoftles, was cer-
tatnly as great as could reafonably be ex-
peted. We find 2 confiderable body of
them in all the cities of the Roman empire
in which Jews were refident, Te them we
always find the apoftle Paul preached in the
firft place, and he never failed to convince
fome of them before he particularly addrefled
himfelf to the gentiles; and it- cannot be

- doubted, but that the number of Jewith
' ay
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as well as of gentile chriftians, kept en-
creafing 3 though it is but little that we
know of the former, on account of the lat-
ter having little intercourfe with them ; and
they are the writings of the gentile chrils
tians only that are come down to us.

After the fecond century, it is probable
that there was no great addition made to

the number of Jewifh converts. But we
fhall the lefs wonder at this, when it is
confidered, that, befides the preceding caufes,
which muft have indifpofed all Jews to
receive Jefus as their Meffiah, -the doGrines
of the pre-exiftence and of the divinity of
Chrift, which - (being dire&ly contrary. to
what ‘they had been taught in the prophets
concerning the Mefliah) were in the higheft -
degree offenfive to them, were advanced.
Thefe do@rines, fo foreign to the genuine
principles of both Judaifm and chriftianity,
were genérally received by the learned chrif-
tiuns, who were the preachers, and writers
of the age ; and fome time after the council
of Nice, they were the gencral belief of the

whole chriftian world. Sych dodtrines as
thefe,
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thefe, which were reprefented as eflential to
chriftianity, a-Jew might think himfelf not
-obliged €vén to contider, of examine. Thi
‘s continued to-be the fate of things with
-the Jews to this'very day, as I find by their
writings dhd convetfation, |
T -'fﬁé hééthén WoFld in general were firongly
dttatled -to their féveral fuperftitions, Their
'féligibﬁ erifered. ‘into all their civil tranf
‘adtions; fo that the bufinefs of every diy
bore ‘foine tracéy-of - it, every feltivity to
hich thej/-had'Becir secaftomed, and every
ity Lonfdckéd with pleafare and the en:
Joyieht of life -was connected with it, and
4 phtof 3% - Te abaridonall this, im-
jﬂ{t‘é itch moré thah tlie mere reception of
3 ‘-,'f;‘f' The rel_igic;fn %f; the nati:ORS,”‘ fays Mr Gibbon,
e $13,. ¢ was not merely 2a fpeculative do&rine, pro-

< feffed in the fehools; oF préactied i the temples. The

'?‘;fﬁhﬁlfiier'aﬁfé duiféf and rites of pely{%éifm ‘were - clofely

é intervrovel with fé?ei"f-'cilrcu‘rirﬁmce p'f bufinefs or plex
v fiiré; of pubdic or of private life’; and it feemed impofs
¢ fible to eféape: the obfervance of them without at the
¢ fatne time renouncing the commerce of mankind, ¢
¢ ,]] the offices and amufements of fbciqty,”’ many parti-
‘ulats of which hie ploceeds to crumerate. f

-
- '‘mk Tr [

nev
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new truth. It was almoift equivalent to
making men over again. -In fad, there is
no example in the hiftory of the world be-
fore the time of Chrift, of any nation or con-
fiderable body of men, changing their reli-
gion, except the prlmmve one for the ido-
latry and fuperftition which then univerfally
prevailed.  Conquefts had frequently been
made, and the greateft revolutions in the
flate of empires, and of arts and fciences, had
taken place, but thefe were all eafy things
compared to a revolution in matters of reli-
gion. This, therefore, could not be ex-
pedted to be accomplithed 1n a fhort time.
That it did take place fo completely as it
afterwards did, in all the ancient world, that
it was in time effected by chriftianity, when
philofophy had not been able to contribute
any thing towards it, is the moit wonder-
ful event in the hiftory of mankind, and
what nothing could have produced, but the
fullet evidence of the miracles and re-
furrection of Chrift; and this. being of the
hiftorical kind, neceffarily required fime to

eftablith itfelf. s
3 | | When
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- When the magnitude of this effe® is cop:

fidered, we fee a reafon for all the miraclec
of Chrift, and allo for thofe that wep
wrought by the apoftles afterwards, For,
we may eafily imagine that in Greece, or o
Rome; no evidence of miracles wrought i
Judea, would have been much attended to,
if the inhabitants of thofe diftant places had
not - been witnefles of fimlar miracles
wrought before their own eyes. But thefe
were fo numerous, and the knowledge of
them extended fo far, that, great as the effet
was, they were fufficient at length to ac-
complifh their purpofe.

As to the more learned among the gen-
tiles, whether they had been ufed to treat all
religion with contempt, which in thatage |
was the cafe with many, or to reverence the
eftablithment under which they lived, which
continued to be the cafe with others, we
pay eafily imagine how they would be ai-
fected at the firft hearing of miracles wrought
in a diftant country, and to fupport the
claim of a divine miffion by a crucified ma-

efactor. By fuch perfons it cannot but be
N fuppofed
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fuppofed that the preaching of chriﬁianify
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.circumftances)
could induce them to make any enquiry
hout 1t. And what effe@ can evidence
produce without atfention and a due exgmi=
- nation of it 1

Some have exprefled their furprize. that
fuch perfons as Seneca, Pliny, and Tacitus,
did not become chriftians. But can we be
fure that either Seneca; or Tacitus took any
pains to inform them{elves about chrif-
tianity ? It is pretty evident that Pliny did
not. But his cafe, and that of other {pe-
culative heathens, will be confidered more
largely in a fubfequent letter. Seneca was
totemporary with the apoltle Paul, but do
we know that he ever conferred with Paul,
or any other chriftian, upon the fubjeft;
and without this, what could. he know,

or believe, more than other men, who had
never heard the name of Chrift? |
PA.RT IL G Taciti.ls
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- Tacitus -appears to have been fhamefuﬂy
ignorant of the hiftory of the Jews, which
he might have learned from the books of
Scripture, or the works of Jofephus,
which were extant in Greek in his time,
Had he taken the trouble to read them, he
could never have given fuch a crude and
abfurd account of the Jews as he has done.
He had evidently heard nothing but vague
reports, derived originally from the fcrip-
tures, but at fuch a diftance, as to retan
very little refemblance to the truth, And
can it fuppofed that a2 man who took no
pains to inform himfelf concerning the Jews
(a remarkable ancient nation, many of them
difperfed in all parts of the Roman empire)
whofe hiftory he undertook to write, would
take any more pains to inform himfelt
concerning the chriftians, who in his tims
were generally confounded with the Jews,

whofe hiftery he did #o# undertake to write!
As to a later period, notwithftanding

chriftianity kept gaining ground in {pite of
all oppofition, its progrefs muft have bee
| " retarded

-
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retarded by the many divifions among c¢hrifs
tians, and the abfurd dolrines held by
fome of them, in confequence of which
many perfons, not i!l-difpofed with refpe@
to chriftianity, might decline joining any
particular denomination of chriftians, This
we fee to be the cafe with refpe& to the
catholics abroad, and many members of the

eftablithed church in this country. They
are {enfible enough of the errors of their rea

fective fyftems, but they fce thofe who di-
fent from them divided among themfelves,
and hating and defpifing one another ; and
not feeling themfelves fufficiently interefted
to examine which of them is in the right,
they continue where they are. This muf?
have been the cafe with many of the gen
tiles in the early ages of chriftianity,
 Befides, whilft chriftianity was expofed
to perfecution, great numbers of a timid
difpofition may have been well convinced
of the goodnefs of the caufe, without being
able to relinquifh their poflefhons, and efpe-
cially to lofe their lives for it, which, how-
ever, chriftianity abfolutely requires, This
. G2 . we
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we find to have been the chara@er (f
Nicodemus, and others, in our Savioys’s
time, and there were many fuch 1n all ages.
Nay, many profefled chriftians renounced
their profeflion in the feverity of perfecy-
tion. And if this was the cafe with thof
who, no doubt, ftill continued to believe i,
well it may be fuppofed that many might
by the fame means ‘be prevented from mak.
mg any profeffion of it at all.

That this was the attual ftate of things
in the fecond afid third century, that be-
fides a great humber of profefied chriftians, -
there were at leaft as many who fecretly
thought better of it than they did of the ef-
tablithed religion, was abundantly evident
in the revoldtion miade by Conftantine;
who could tot with fafety have declared
himfelf a chriftian, have given fuch opea
€ncouragement to chriftians, and have dif-
<¢ountehaniced the idolatry which had pre-
vailed beforé, if the minds of the great maf
of the people had net beer fufficiently pre-
pzir'ed for {o ’great a chah'gé And this pre-
.paratlon ¢ould confift of nothing but a ge-

116ral
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neral profeflion, or at leaft a general good
opinion, of chriftianity. Had the popular
opinion at that time, been very violently
azaintt chriftianity, many competitors for
the empire would, Bno doubt, have gvailed
themfelves of it : and indeed fome of Cons
fantine’s rivals did endeavour to avail them-
felves of the zeal that remained for the po-
pular fuperftitions, but withont effe. This
change could not have been made by Marcus
Aurelins, or any of the earlier emperors, if
they had been chriftians, This remarkable
f1& therefore, viz, the eafy eftablithment of
chriftianity, and the extinction of heathen-
ifm by Conftantine, and his fucceflors, 1s of
itlelf an abundant proof of the progrefs that
chrifﬁéﬂity had made in the preceding pe-
l'iﬂd. _ o :
The emperor Julian bore as much good
will to heathenifm, as Conftantine had done
o chriftianity, but what was he able to ef-
fe@®? He did not choofe to attack the new re-
ligion openly, but he difcouraged the profef-
lion of it by every method in his power. In
this, however, he met with nothing but difap-

G 3 pointment,
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pointment, and prefently after his death,
the eftablithment of chriftianity returne
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 f
much againft him, that he muft have abdi.
cated the empire; fo firong was the gene.
ral attachment to chriftianity in that agg,
notwithftanding all the unfavourable cir.
cumftances attending the rife and progret
of it.  Had it been in the power of men of
learning and enquiry, after the attention of
-mankind was fufficiently excited to the fub-

je®, to have expofed the pretenfions of
-Chrift, as we can thofe of Mahomet, it
‘would certainly have been done before the
age of Julian, or that of Conftantine.

. There is no writer from whom this
‘might have been expeted fo much i
from Jofephus, who, en account of his .
. being cotemporary with the apoftles, and even

“with Chrift himfelf, and paffing a great part

-of his life-in Judea, which was the gret

. theatre of ’'their miracles, muft have hd
'- the




PHILOSOPHICAL UNBELIEVER. 38j

the beft opportunity of examining into the
foundation of chriftianity, and confequent-
ly of detecting any fraud or impofture that
might have been employed about it. That
he could not want any nclination to do
this, is evident from his not being a chrif-
tiin. As he gives fo particular an account
of the Jewith fects, the pharifees, {adducees,
and effenes, why did he give no account of
the chriftians, whofe origin was among the
Jews, and who, he muft have known, were
very numerous in Judea, in all the pro-
vinces of the Roman empire, and in Rome
itfelf, where he finally refided, fo that fome
account of them might naturally be expeéted
in fuch a hiftory as his? The moft pro-
bable account of his remarkable filence con-
cerning the chriftians is, that for fome rea-
fon or other, he difliked chriftianity, fo as
not to choofe to make profeffion of it, and
yet was not able to allege any thing of con-
lequence againft it, and therefore, chofe to
make no mention at all of the {ubje@. There
s no other motive for the filence of this
Writer concerning Chrift, and the affairs of

Gy chriftians,
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chriftians, that appears to me to be in the
fmalleft degree probable. As to the tefii.
mony concerning Chrift which is found i
the prefent.copies of his hiftory, it has bee
fufficiently proved to be fpurious, being in.
confiftent with the other parts of his writ.
ings . apd with his own condué and pro
fefhon. |

Upon the whole, it muft certainly appesr
to any perfon who 1s fufficiently acquainted
with the hiftory of chriftianity, that it had
no countenance from power, and that even
the learnng of the age was as hoftile ot I
as the civil government. What then but
trutb, under every difadyantage, external and
internal, could have procured it that eft-
blithment which, in about three centurics,
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 preyailed 1
them before P *

I am, Sir,

Yours, - &¢




PHILOSOPHICAL UNBELIEVER., 8§

L ETTER IX

’d more particular Account of the Nature of
thofe Prejudices to which the Heathens
were [ubjelt with Rg/:ﬂeﬂ to Chrifliansty,

DEAR SIR, |
T HEY who exprefs any furprize that

chriftianity did not make a more ra-
pid progrefs in the world, befides not being
acquainted with the real ftate of things in
the age in which it was promulgated, do
not appear to me to have given fufficient
attention to the- doCtrine concerning affent
fo iruth in general, whether natural, moral,
or hiftorical.

Nothing is more obfervable, than that
when the mind is prepoflefled in favour of

any particular opinion, the contrary one
will not always bhe admitted on the autho-
rity of its proper evidence only, We fee
every day that men are flenced without be-
ing ¢onvigced, They may fee nothing to

% object
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obje® to a mew fet of principles, but
they may juftly fufpe@ that every con-
fideration. neceffary to form a right judg-
_ment in the cafe, may not be prefent to
their minds, and think that when they fhall
have_time to recollet themfelves, things
may appear in a very different light, and
therefore may fufpend their affent. Or,
perceiving an utter inconfiftency between
the new opinion propofed to them, and
thofe which they have hitherto held, and
being perfuaded that they once faw {uffi-
cient reafon for what they bave been accul-
tomed to maintain, they may think them-
{elves excufcable if, without taking the
" trouble to re-examine the fubject, they con-
tent themfelves with their former fenti-
ments upon it. -They may think that there
muft be forme latent fallacy in the argu-
‘ments for the new principle,: though they
are not able to detect it. |

When we confider prapofitions with
their proofs as mere logicians, we are apt
to think that nothing more is requifite to
fecure a full affent to them, than a per-
| ception
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ception of the agreement of ideas; but in
reality there are many other caufes of affent
hefides this; and fome of the very ftrongelt
with refpe& to the great bulk of mankind,
are of a very different nature. In their
minds there is fuch an eftablithed con-
nexion between the ideas of trurband righ,
and thofe of the opinions and practices of
their parents, their countrymen, their party,
their teachers, &c. (a connexion formed in
the earlieft years of infancy, and recciving
additional ftrength in every period of life)
that it is not in the power of any thing
that we call evidence, to feparate them,
In this cafe, perfons who are not of an in-
quifitive and fpeculative turn, that is, the
great mafs of mankind, will hardly ever
liten to any eattempt to feparate them.
What is more common than to hear the
charge of herefy, impiety, and blafphemy,
thundered out againft particular opinions,
by perfons who are fo far from pretending
to have examined them, that they will
even declare they think it wrong to.exa-
mine, or deliberate in the cafe; fuch exa-

mination
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mination and deliberation im plying at leaft
a doubt, which they-dread to entertain, evep
for a moment. |

Befides, we all know that a regard tq
eafe, reputation, and Interelt, 1mpercep.
tibly biafles the judgments of men ; fo that
if it be for a man’s eafe, reputation, or in-
tereft, to maintair a particulas opinion, how
well difpofed foever he may be in other
repects, he is not to be trufted with the
difcuffion. He 15 no judge of his own
impartiality ; as the fame arguments will
appear to him in a very different light from
what- they would have done, if his cafe,
intereft, reputation, &c. had been on the
other fide. The degree of this influence
would net be {nfpected, except by perfons
who know mankind well, and who have
attended to the hiftory of controverfy. Can
any proteftant imagine, that there would
¢ver have been fo many ingepigus defences
of the doltrine of tranfubftantjation, or that
fo mapy perfons would have really believed
in it, if, befides the influence of education

and authonty, it had pot been part of 3
fyltem
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fyltem which it was inconvenient, difre~
Putable, or hazardous, to abandon? All
anitarians muft fee the force of the fame
‘fluences on the minds of thofe who de-
fend the doctrine of the trinity.

We fee the effe& of the fame caufes of
error in civil life.  For we fhall certainly
deceive curfelves, and think too ill of man-
kind; if we fhould imagine that they always
&t contrary to their judgment, when they
aoffert and maintain what we moft clearly
fee to be falfe. Their connexions and in-
terefts, &c. impofe upon their judgments.
When nations go to war, both fides, I
doubt not, in general, ferioufly think thems
lves in the right. They think they arg
only returning injuries received, or pre-
venting the effe@ts of the moft heftile in-
tentions ; and they tread with indignation
the manifeftos of their adverfaries, which
always breathe the {pirit of peace.

Did every man, as an individual, really
judge for himfelf, without the interference
of any undue influence, we fhould not fee
the ame opiniens and maxims prevail, as .

they
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they generally do, in particular familjes,
fchools, and communities of any kipg.
Whenever great bodies of men, conneéted
as they muft be by intereft, or {ome othe;
equally ftrong bond of union, 'profefs the
the fame opinion, there can be no doubt
but that their intereft, or other principle of
union, had a confiderable influence in form-
ing their judgments, and that had they not
been under that influence, they would have
thought as varioufly as any other equal
number of men, who are not {o conneéted.

. On account of {fome of thefe undue in-
fluences, by means of which the proper ef-
fett of evidence is precluded, we are not
to- expet 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 ufually fay,
made up their minds, and notwithftanding all
that can be propofed to them, if they fhould
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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der that reafons which appear {o clear and con-
vincing to ourfelves, {hould have no weight
with others. But univerfal experience thews
that, in many cafes, they have even lefs than
none. For confiderations which we think
to make for us, they often think to make
againft us ; and where conduét is concerned,
the mildeft expoftulations will often only
exalperate ; fo that, inftead of perfuading
men to a& as we wifh them to do, we often
leave them more obftinate in their own way.
If any perfon doubt the truth of this ob-
fervation, let him make the experiment
him{elf, which it will not be difficult to
do. If he be a chriftian, let him propofe
aconference with a Jew ; if he be a catho-
lic, let him have an interview with a pro-
teftant ; or if a proteftant, with an old ca-
tholic ; if he be a trinitarian, let him pro-
pofe his arguments to an unitarian; if an
untarian, let him argue with a trinitarian g
ifa whig in this country, with an old tory;
orif atory, with a ftaunch whig. I do
not fay that in fuch conferences as thefe no
man will ever gain his point; but it ap-
| pears
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pears to me, from the courfe of my uhf;.
vation, that if the parties be turned forty
or fifty years of age, and if by reading,
thinking, or converfation, they have beey
Tong fettled in their opinions, it is not ope
cafe in 2 hundred 1n which any change of
opinion will be produced by this means,
There are mghy Jews, many catholics, many
trinitarians, many Arians, any deifts, and
many atheifts, on whom I am fenfible that
no arguments, or mode of addrefs, that I,
as an uuitarian chrifitan, could make ufe of,
would have any effe® whatever.

Let a man go into Spain and Portugal,
and, if it were poflible, even work miracles,
to (hew them that the proteftant religion is
true; if they were not more in number
than thofe which we have reafon to. think
were wrought by the apoftles ; and if after
a certain time they were difcontinued, a3
~ thofe of the apoftles were, a great propor
tion of the inhabitants would probably,
for a long tinte at leaft, continue to think
as they now do. How many perfons are

‘there who would have no patience to hear
{uch
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fuch preachers, or any thing that could be
fiid about them ; and whatever reports they
could not avoid hearing concerning their
miracls, thev would, without any exami-
nation, conclude themto be all tricks and im-
pofitions; and when thefe workersof miracles
were gone off the ftage, the converfion of
this popifh nation to the proteftant reliz
gion, would probably proceed no-fafter than
that of the heathen world to chriftianity.
- How little difpofed {ome perfons of the
beft underftanding may be to give any atten-
tibn to thofe who are of a party or pmfef—
fion diﬁércﬁt from their own, we have a
pretty rcm'arkable example. of in the late
Dr. Johnfon, who was fo bigotted & church-
man, that when he was in Scotland, and
would' gladly have heard Dr. Robertfon
preach, would not go into a church, though
eftablithed by law, becaufe it was a prefby-
trian one.  Suppofing the principles of
this defpifed prefbyterian church tey have
een ever fo right and clear, can any pers
fon. imagine it té)',ha've been  poilible -for
lich a man -as Dr, -Johnfon to have been
PART 11, - H  acon-
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a convert to them? But the contempt with
which the philofophers, and men of leary.
ing among the Heathens, confidered chrif-
tianity, probably far exceeded that which |
Dr. Johnfon entertained for the tenets or f
practices of the prefbyterians.

How little alfo is it that many of the
learned clergy of the church of England
know of the diffenters, or their writings’
Great numbers of them have no mote know-
ledge of what is tranfaGed in 4 conventicle,
than in a pagoda, and would fooner, I dare
ﬁy—, be perfuaded to enter-the latter, than
the former. By this we may judge of the
reluance with which the proud and learn-
€d gentiles would receive any propofal to go
into a chriftian church, in the firft, or even
the fecond century. - Let the principles of |
any f{et of men, who are much defpifed,
and little known, be ever fo #rue, or e
‘dent, there can be no chance of their be
coming generally prevalent, except in a long
courfe of time.- Let no perfon then wos-
der at the #me which the great revolution

effeQted by -chriftianity took up, and at the

.1 emams
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remains of heathenifm in many villages,
and remote parts of the world, which had
but little intercourf{e with ftrangers. The
change was rapud, confidering all the cir-
cumftances of the cafe, and what could
never have been effefted at all but by the
force of truth.

Philofophical truth feems to he better
calculated to make its way in the world
than truth of a religious nature, becaufe
men are not {o much interefted in oppofing
it. But it muft not be forgotten, that Ga-
lileo was put into the inquifition for main-
taining one of the firtt principles of mo-
dern philofophy. The do@rine of Newton
made but little progrefs abroad in the firft
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 af/ the foreign umiverfities. Can any
perfon attend to thefe fadts (and many
others of a fimilar nature might be men-
tioned) and wonder that the gentile world
was not fooner converted to chriftianity ?

. Iam, Sir, &c. .
H 2 LETTER
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LETTETR X

Of the different F oundations on which the Bs-
lief of Fudaifin or Chriflianity, and that of
other Religions [flands.

Dear Sig,

ANY perfons content themfelves
with faying they have no occafion to
inquire:into the origin of the Jewith.or
chriftian religions. Mankind, they fay,
have always been credulous, and vulgar er-
rors are innumerable. 'What could be more
firmly believed than the fabulous hiftories
.of Apallo, .Diana, and the reft of the Gre-
cian.and Roman divinities, by the Greeks
/and Romans, the ftory of Mahomet’s jour-
ney to héaven by the Mahometans, the tranl-
formation of - Wifhnou by: the Indians, or
the legendaty tales of the church of Rome
hy the ‘generality of the catholics? All
- théfe:things: are, or ‘were, -moft firmly be-
lieved by whole'nations, -fo :that it would
S o1 have
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have been hazardous for any perfon to inti-
mate the leaft doubt with refpect to them ;
and yet what man of fenfe will fay that
they even deferve any examination? Why
then may not this be the cale with the
the Jewith and chriftian religions?

But thofe who fatisfy themfelves with
this light manner of treating the fubje&,
have not fufficiently confidered the eflen-
tial difference between the circumftances
of 2 mere Zradition, and thofe of a biflory
written at the time, not to mention other
circumitances of the greateft importance in
the cafe; and therefore, though I have
mentioned this difference in my introduc-
tory letters, I (hall enter into a fuller dif-
cufion of it here, with an application to.
the cafe in hand.

We know that when any thing is told
from one perfon to another, it never fails
to be altered ; and if it be of an extraordi-
nary nature ({uch as moft perfons take great
pleafure in telling and hearing) it will be
enlarged in almoft every hand through which
it paflcs, fo that in a fhort time the origi-

H 3 nal
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nal relater thall not know the ftory that he
himfelf firft told ; and it is often impofiible
to trace the rife and progrefs of reports,
which in length of time gain the greateft
credit. Of this we have frequent examples,
efpecially in time of war, and public dif-
turbances of any kind; fo that wife men
pay little regard to the belief of the multi-
tude in things of this nature, efpecially if
no perfons have been interefted to enquire
1nto thé_origin of the reports, and to dete&
the errors that might be in them. In
thefe very circumftances are the ftorics in
the heathen mythology, the popith legends,
&c. fo that they might gain great credit,
and 1n time get recorded-in writing, with-
out any foundation in truth. But in all
thefe cafes 1t will be eafy to afcertain whe-
ther the hiftory was committed to writing
by an eye witnefs, and whether it was pro-
pagated and recorded by unprejudiced per-
{ons.

The cafe of a hiftory written at the time
of any tranfattions, or fo near to it, that the

memory of them was frefh in the minds of
thoe



PHILOSOPHICAL UNBELIEVER:. 103 .

thofe into whofe hands the accounts came,.
and efpecially the hiftory of f{uch things as
no perfon was previoufly difpofed to be-
Jieve, and fuch as would not be admitted
without enquiring into thetr truth, is effen-
tially different from that of a mere tradi-
tion, which it was no body’s intereft to re-
je¢t. And {uch was the hiftory of the
tranfactions on which the truth of the Jewifh
and chriftian religion depends. The for-
mer is contained in the books of Mofes, re-
cited by himfelf, in the- hearing of all the
people for-whofe ufe they were written, and
the latter in the gofpels and the book of -
A&s, probably all written by eye witnefles
of the facs recorded in them, and received
without objection by eye-witnefles ; and it
can never be faid that either the religion of
Mofes, or that of Jefus, was fuch as the
people to whom they were delivered, were
at all predifpofed to receive; or to relith.
Neither of thefe hiftories ftole upon the
world infenfibly, fo that it might be faid
that a fmall matter might grow to a great

H 4 magni-
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magnitude before it was committed to writ-
1ng, and that then 1t was too late to exa.
mine mnto its truth. On the contrary, the
accounts were publithed while the events
were frefh in the memory of thofe into whofe
hands the books came, 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 ; fo that
their credit muft have been blafted at once,
and they would never have been tran{mitted
to poflerity as authentic narratives of facts.
This will be more evident if it be confidered
how deeply interefted were both thofe who
embraced, and thofe who rejected the doc-
trines of thefe books, to examine into their

“authenticity. ' |
Whei'e neither life, property, nor reputa-
tion are concerned, accounts of tranfactions
may get into the world without much exa-
mination. But this was not the cafe with
| fefpe& to the hiftory of Mofes, or that of
Chnit, efpecially the latter, Every man
who embraced chriftianity, confidered him-
| felf
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foIf as bound to maintain the truth of it at
the hazard of his life, and of every thing dear
to him. And furely thofe who died a vio-
lent death for their adherence to chriftianity
(which was the cafe with moft of the apof-
tles, and many other primitive chriftians,
themielves witnefles of the miracles and re-
furreGtion of Chrift) would not have done it
but upon grounds that to them appeared
fufficient. They muft certainly have been
fully ‘perfuaded that the caufe in which they
fuffered fo much, and fo long, wasa good
one; and, living at the time, they had the beft
opportunity of knowing it, -

This argument will apply to the martyrs
of the next and following ages. And it is
remarkable that the perfecution continued as
long as an enquiry into the truth of the facts
was tolerably eafy, viz. about three hundred
years, after which time the value of martyr-
dom, confidered as an evidence of the truth of
the facts, would be much diminithed; but dur-
ing this period, the evidence they afforded was
in fome views hcquiring additional ftrength.
for, if the firft fet of martyrs, thofe who

WCIC
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were our Saviour’s cotemporaries, could be
fuppofed to have been under a kind of inf;-
tuation, and have facrificed their lives without
fufficient reafon, thofe of the next generation
had fufficient time to recollect themfelves,
and would hardly have followed them in the
fame courfe, without examination ; and they
ftill had fufficient opportunity for the pur-
pofe. The gofpels were then recent publi
cations, and it might eafily have been en.
quired, in the very fcene of the tranfa&ions,
whether the things had- been as they were
related or not.

If even the fecond generation fhould have
been blinded to their deftruction, which is
beyond meafure improbable, the third was
not wholly deftitute of the means of enquiry,
and they would certainly have availed
themfelves of it, rather than have fuffered
what we know they did in the caufe of chril-
tianity. In this manner, {ucceflive genera-
tions of martyrs bore their teftimony to the
truth of thofe fads, for their faith in which
they {uffered, till no reafonable doubt could
remain but that, if the hiftory of the gofpels

| 3 and
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1nd of the book of Aéts, had not been in the

main authentic, the falfehood would have
heen detected.

On the other hand, as the martyrs for
chriftianity were deeply interefted to enquire
into the truth of that for which they fuf-
fered, their enemies, who were as much
exafperated as men could be at the progrefs -
of chriftianity, had motives fufhcient to de-
te®t and expofe the impofture of it, if it had
been in their power. The umbrage that was
taken at chriftianity in Judea, the fcene of
the tranfactions, began with itfelf, Chrift
himfelf was never without the moft bitterene-
mies. The fame was the cafe with the apofs
tles; and certainly they who imprifoned them,
and charged them to preach no more in that
name, As iv. 17. would have expofed their
artifices, and pretended miracles, if it had
been in their power ; and they wanted no
opportunity for the purpofe, having every
thing in the country at-their command.

In thefe remarkable circumftances chrif-
tismity was preached, and its profeffors were
perfecuted in Judea itfelf for the fpace of

forty
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forty years, without its being pretended
that the moft watchful eye had difcoveseq
any impofture in the cafe. The aCtivity of
Paul, while he was a perfecutor, was only
employed in baling men and women, and
committing tkem to prifon, AQs viii. 3. and
perfecuting them: into firange cities. He him-
felf was afterwards a prifoner for his profef-
fion of chriftianity, two years in Jude,
where forty men entered into a bond that
they would neither eat nar drink till they had
killed bimy, Alts xxju, 12, but nothing is
faid of their attempt to find out his arti-
fices to deceivt the people ; though this, as
Jhey could not but know, would have an-
fwered their purpof¢ infinitely better than
killing him, |

Another theatre of chriftian miracles was
in gentile countries, where the preachers of
chriﬁ_ianﬁity had always adverfaries, as well
as friends. But here alfo we hear of no de-
tetion of their frauds ; even though every
other method was taken to prevent the
fpread of chriftianity. In the time of Ju-

lian, po writings, or records -of any kind,
2 had
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had been deftroyed; and if 4e could have
difcovered any thing refpeting the origin
or propagation of chriftianity, that would
have been to its prejudice, would he: have
fpared any pains to bring it to light2 . He
had evidently no hopes of being able:to do
any thing of the kind, and thereforc he at-
tacked chriftianity in other ways. N

Similar obfervations may be applied. to
the hiftory of the Jewifh religion. All the
articles of it were formed at once, and com-
mitted " to writing by Mofes himfelf ; and
the books were not kept fecret, but exprefs
orders were given, and provifion was made,
for frequent copies to be taken of them.
Nothing eflential to this religion refts upon
tradition. If any alteration or innovation
had been attempted, it might eafily have
been detected, and no fraud in the efta-
blithment of it could poflibly have been con-
cealed, - The body of the people, to whom
this law was given, frequently rebelled
againft Mofes, and would even have gone
back to Egypt. Aaron, Mofes’s own bro-
ther, and Miriam, his fifter, who could not

have been out of the fecret of any of the
means

]
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means of deceiving the multitude, that e
might have employed, took umbrage at his
preheminence, and therefore wanted no mo. .
tive to detet any impofition they knew him j
to have been gutlty of.
. Though there were not, properly {peak-
4ing, 'any martyrs to the Jewilh religion in
. that early period, the inftitations themfelve:
Wwef¢ many of them fo burdenfome, efpc-
cially - that of circumcifion, and others of
them f{o hazardous, as thofe of the fabbath,
the fabbatical year, &c. and all of them fo
contrary to the rites to which the people had
been accuftomed, and for which they had .
contra@ed a fondnefs, which they never
wholly loft, that they muft have been fuffi
ciently difpofed, 1n every period of thei
hiftory, to dete any impofition they could
have found in it. Their own idolatrous
kings, and the priefts of Baal, would, no
doubt, have been glad to have juftified their
défertion of the religion of Mofes, by the
difcovery of any thing that would have been
o its prejudice.  They were with refpedt
to- Judaifm, what Julian was with refpect 10
chriftianity.
| When
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When thefe things are confidered, how
can it be faid that, the cafe of the Jewifh
and chriftian religions bear any refemblance
to the fabulous mythology of the Greeks
;nd Romans, the metamorphofes of the In-

dian Withnou, the journey of Mahomet to
heaven, or the legendary tales of the church

of Rome ; 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 thofe who fuffered no-
thing for their faith in them, who were pre-
vioufly difpofed 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 perfons like the perfecutors of
chriftians interefted to expofe their falfehood.
Nothing, therefore, can be lefs entitled
to credit than thefe ftories, and nothing
more worthy of it, than thofe Jewith and
chriftian hiftories, to which they have moft
injudicioufly been compared.

I am,
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LETTZETR Xl

The Ewvidence of Yudaifin and Chriflianity
‘compared with that of Mabometanifm, and

- of the Religion of Indsflan.

Deazr SIR;.
Q OME have compared the rife and pro.

7 grefs of chriftianity to that of Maho.
metanifm, and that of Judaifm te that of
the religion of Indoftan. But they cer-
tainly never attended to feveral very remark-
able differences in both the cafes.

1. There is no fac, of an hiftorical na-
ture, on which the truth of the Mahome-
tan religion is faid to be founded, that
could be fubjedted to examination ; becaufe

all the miracle that Mahomet himfelf pre-
tended to was the revelation of the Koran,

made to him{elf only.’ Hc:;wev;er, any per-
fon may judge at this day whether the com-

pofition of it be fuch, as that human ability
(¢hat
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(that of Mahomet himfelf, for 1inftance,
affifted by fome confidential friend) could
not have been equal to it. Let any man of
fenfe now read the Koran, and give his opi-
nion on the fubjed.

2. Mahometani{m never did gain any con-
verts in confequence of an examination into
the grounds of 1t, among perfons not in-
terefted in the reception of it. In what
country was this religion ever generally re-
ceived, i which the ruling pawers oppofed
it', and perfecuted it, or in which the ruling
powers were not previoufly Mahometans ?

The firft Mahometans were all native Arabs,
who were univerfally 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 chriftians be-
fore. Notwithftanding all the hardfhips to
which they fubjeCted thofe of that reli-
gion, and efpecially the contempt with which
they treat them, all the countries of the
Faft are ftill full of chriftians, of various

denominations, 'The far greater part of
ParT IL I Afia
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Afia. Minor, where the Turks were long
fettled before they invaded Europe, and alfo
the greateft part of Turkey in Europe, of
which they have been poflefled three hun-
dred years, is chriftian, Conftantinople i:.
felf at leaft half fo. The greateft part of
Spain was once in the pofieffion of Maho-
metans, and . fome parts of it near -eight
hund:ed years.; but we read of few or no
Mahometans in 1t befide native Moors
from Afrlca. )

In . Indoftan. the governors only are Ma-
hon}e,tans, though it is three hundred years
fince .they conquered the. country, fo that
whenever the government fhall ceafe to be
Mahometan; the profeflion of that religion
in. it will ceafe of courfe. |

That many perfons have, in a courfe of
tgn_f:,- become firm believers in Mahomet-
apifm; “cannot be doubted ; and, therefore,
many will probably continue fo, efpecially
it Turkey and Arabia, though. the govern-
ment of thefe countries thould become chrif-
tian, But we may fafely prophecy that,

whencver the government _fhall be changed,
a death
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4 death blow, a- blow from which it will never
recover, will be given to that religion, and
all the remains of it will vanith in due time.

The Tartars, who at length conquered
the Saracens; and put an end to the Ca-
liphate; adopted their religion: in prefer-
encé to heathenifm; but it by no means
appears'to have been done upon an €n-
quiry into the hiftorical evidence of it.
Thofe Tartars who firft conformed to the
Mahometan religion, were thofe who had
ferved urider the Mahometan princes. " They
acquired - power and influence by degrees,
and many of them, no doubt, thought it ne-
¢eflary to make profeflion of that religion in
order to eftablith themfielves the better
among a people who would not have any
pther. Thus Mahometanifm, 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 fimilar to this,
or in any other in which the firft converts
were princes, the chriftian religion came to

be profeffed by any of the northern nations
Iz of
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of Europe, I would lay no ftrefs on fuch
converfions as a proof of the truth of chrif-

tianity, or as any recommendation of it.

3. There never has been any period in which
the merits and evidence of the Mahometap
and chriftian religions were freely debated
by learned men. In all Mahometan coun- -
tries it is death to make a profelyte, or to
conceal one. Let this important circum-
{tance be changed, and let a free intercourfe
be opened between Mahometans and ra-

tional, that i1s, unitarian chriftians, and I
{hall have no doubt with refpect to the

confequence.

4. Mahomet began with converting his
own family, in which he met with diff-
culty, though they were interefted in his
fuccefs, and afterwards his neareft relations
derived the greateft advantage from the
fcheme. On the contrary, Chrift does not
appear to have addreffed himfelf prrticularly
either to his own. family, or to the ruling
powers of the cduntry, and no perfon €on-
neCted with him ever derived any advantage

from his undertaking, ~Two of his brothers
were
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were apoftles, but they died martyrs, as well
as moft of the other apoftles. The nofte-
rity of Mofes derived no advantage from
their relation to him, but continued in
the rank of common Levites, None of
Mahomet's firlt followers died voluntary
martyrs to their faith in his divine mif-
fion. To ritk one’s life in battle with
the hope of vittory, 1s a very different
thing from calmly fubmitting to a cruel
death, without any hope but in a future

life. .
5. That the divine miflion of Mahomet

was firmly believed, and pretty early too,
may be accounted for without fuppofing it
to be true. His own family and acquaint-
ance might be taken by his aufterities and
confident affertions, and the fuccefls of his
enterprize would foon give them a notion
that he had the countenance of heaven.
His enthufiafm would pafs for infpira-
tion, and at length he might even himfelf
imagine that a particular providence at-
tended him. But-had Mahomet died in

- I3 | battl'eji
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battle, and confequently all the effects of
his arms had ceafed, where would have
been his religion ?

The religion of Chrift was propagated
in very difterent circumftances. No man
having pretenfions to a divine miffion,
could have died in circumitances more un-
favourable to the credit of it than he did;
and yet his religion gained ground, and
notwithftanding every mode of oppofition,
is firmly believed, in all revolutions of em-
pires, by thofe who derive no worldly ad-
vantage from the profeﬂion of it to this
day,

It fhould alfo be confidered, that what is
moft reputable in the religion of Mahomet,
is derived from the Jewith and chriftian re-
Jigions, the corruptions of which he began
with undertaking to reform ; and he had 3
particular advantage in addrefling the Arabs,
as the defcendants of Abraham. His doc-
trine of the divine unity, gave him great ad-
vantage over the generality of chriftians of
phat age, who had moft miferably bewildered

themfelyes
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themf{elves with their notions of a trinity
in the godhead, of which it was impofiible
that they thould give any rational account.

It has been faid that the religion of Ii-
doftan 15 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 1s no lefs firm
than that of Jews, or chriftians, in therrs,
But 1 beg leave to make the following ob-
fervations on the fubjc&;‘- -

1. The books which contain” this reli-
gion are not, as far as appears, of an hiftori-
cal nature, giving an account of miracles
wrought in proof of the divine miffion of
thofe who wrote them, or who pﬁbli(he.i
the religion contained in them, but con-
fits only of doctrines concerning God,
the creation, the deftination of the human
race, &c. and in themielves utterly irra-
tional, {o that every thing the books con-
tain might have been compofed without
any {upernatural affiftance. And there is
nothing that we can now examine by the
rules of hiﬂ:ory and teftimony. Confe-

I4 quently,
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quently the Veda’s cannot be brought intg
comparifon with the books of Mofes, the
gofpels, and the book of Acts. .

2. 1he age of the books is very unce;-
tain, as there has nat yet been difcovered
any authentic hiftory of the country, giv-
jng an account of the authors of thofe
books, and continuing the hiftory from that
time to the preient, which is the cafe with
the books of Mofes.

3. The religious books of the Hindoos
are confined to one clafs of people in the
country, who fupport their rank and privi-
leges by keeping the common people in ig-
norapce of them. It s even death by the
laws of the gountry, for perfons of a lower
caft tp read thofe books, or to hear them
read by another petfon, which is certa.nly
yery fufpicious circumftance. And though,
by this means, thofe of the inferior cafts are
kept In ,fubjéf.’cipn to their fuperiors, they
are all taught to believe that they are of 2
higher rank, and greater favourites of hea-
yen, than, the reft of mankind; that they
will be rewarded for their adherence to

theif
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their religion, and punithed for deferting
it It has never been faid that the faith of
the jower people is the refult of snguiry,
nd convi€ion, nor do the Indians attempt
to convert other people.

4. The profeflors of this religion never
uffered any perfecution for it; at leaft not
in times in which the evidence of it was
open to examination, as was the cafe with
chriftianity. Their faith, therefore, is only
like that of the Greeks and Romans, in
their religions; a faith founded on mere
tradition, and having the fan&ion of dark
mtiquity, Let the Hindoos, as well as the
Mahometans, become acquainted with our
literature, and have free intercourfe with
unitarian chriftians, and I have no doubt
but that the refult will be in favour Of
phnfhamty,

I am, Sir,

Yours, &c,
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LETTER XL

Of tae Nature of I&’&latil‘y, and the Attach.
ment of 1he Heathens to ity as a princial
Catyb of ibe:r baz‘rpd qf Chrifians,

DEAR SIR,

YOU aCEHOWIEdgC that_céfes may be
| {uppofed, in which the moft {ufficient
evidence wonld not producg its natural ef-
feGt on the minds of men, that numbers
_mlght remain unconvinced, in cjrcum-
ftances jn which we think that we our-
felves could not hefitate o declare ourfelves
converts to an opinion.  You. are fenfible
that, in cafes of this nature, we citherdo
not fufficieritly confider the difference be-
tween the previqus ftite of our minds and
that of theirs, or that we do not place our-
felves precifely in the fame circumftances ;
and that, on thefe accounts, it muft be im-

poflible to argue juftly from the perfualion
ar
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or feclings of any one man to thofe of any

other. But you wifh to know more par-
icularly than [ have hitherto explained it
what was the actual ftate of the gentile
world in general with refpet to chriftia-
ity, efpecially in what manner it appears
o have been treated by thofe who did not
receive, bug continued to oppofe it; and

‘what kind of objections were in thofe early
“a0es made to 1t. |

D

~ As this 1s a very reafonable requeft, I

hall give you all the fatisfattion in my

:power with refpet to it; and I am confi-

dent that a jult exhibition of thofe ancient
times will convince you, that the oppofi-

‘tion which chnfhamty then met with,

can fupply no valid argument againft it at

this day. The objeftions which were then

made to chriftianity were of fuch a pature,
that they can have no weight with any
modern unbeljevers; fo that if it had been
pofiible for any perfon in thofe times to
have enjoged the fuperior light of the pre-
lent age, he muft have been athamed of al-
moft every thing which was alleged againft

- the
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the gofpel by the ancient oppofers of .
Indeed, {o very abfurd were the notions of
the heathens, philofophers as well as others,
that it is even difficult for us at this day ¢
fuppofe they could ever have exifted, 3
leaft {o generally, as univerfal hiftory thews
that they did, On this account, though[
‘might content myfelf with fhewing the
fact, T f{hall defcant a little on the caufes
of 1t,

~ 8o little connéxion do we fee, or o
imagine, between the religious ceremonies
of the Greeks and Romans (fuch as facri-
fices, proceffions, games, &c.) and the wel-
faxe of a- flate, that we can hardly bring
ourfelves to believe that any men of fenfe
could ever have entertained the idea, Ye
nothing was fo deeply fixed in the minds
of the gentile world in general.

, The whole {yftem of falfe religion, o
adolatry, arofe from the notion of a con-
nexion betweer good or bad fortune, and
certain a@s, or ceremontes, which, for fome
reafon or other, were {uppofed to gain the
favoyr or incur the difpleafure of thofe di
y) vinities

‘ L]
-
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vinities which had the difpenfation of good

or evil in the world.
In the infant ftate of the world, when .
the #rue caufes of things were not known,
it is not to be wondered at that men fhould
fx upon wrong ones ; for they are never
afy without imagining fome hypothefis
for every phenomenon. . And fince the beft
concerted plans were often unfuccefsful, for
rafons which the wifeft men could not
forefee or comprehend, they concluded that
befides thofe caufes of the events of life,
which might be traced to the power and.
wlicy of men, there muft be other and
mvifible ones, and fuch as were indepen-
fent of the regular operation of the laws
of nature. 'We may fee the fame propen-
ity among ignorant people at this day.
for fuperflition is always in proportion to
gmrance, But wheréas the ignorance and
fuperftition of the prefent day have no re-
furce but in a blind fate, or capricious
frtune, refiding in they know not what;
mankind in the early ages fixed upon the
| great



126 iFTTERS TO A

great vifible objects in nature, fuch as th
fun, moon, and ftars.

. Being fenfible of their power mn fome
refpects, mankind eafily imagined that it
extended to other things; and this influ-
ence not being fubje& to any known regus
lar laws, {o that events might be predicted,
or guarded againft, they concluded that
their power was not 2 neceffary influence, but
a voluntary agency: ‘Fhen concluding, that
there muit be a fentient and intelligent
principle 1n the heavenly bodies, they
might eafily go on to imagine; that there
was afimilar fentient principle in the earth,
.nd even:in the feparate parts of it, as feas,
rivers, mountains, &c. alfo in animals, and
efpecially in ‘man, whofe paffions and al-
feCtions they could not explain by what
was vifible in his frame. This invifibl
principle they would eafily fuppofe to be,
like that in the heavenly bodies, incoifup:

tible and immortal.
Iy this train of thinking mankind were

foon provided with 2 prodigions number of
' invifible
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.vifible beings, whofe favour it behoved
them to court, and whefe dHpleafure they
had to avoid. And profperous or adverfe
events having altually followed certain ac-:
ions, they would naturally imagine “that
the fame a&ions, or others fimilar to them,
had an influence with the beings who had
the power over thofe events..

This mental procefs was nos pecuhar to
aicient times, We fee 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
wrning round their chair, &c. and when:
thce any opinion, though of this moft ridi-
wlous kind, has got the fanction of general
belef, on however infufficient grounds, it
5 not eafily eradicated. For if the ex-
pected event do not follow the ufual cir~
(mitances, the blame will be laid on a
thoufand unperecived caufes, rather than
itwill be fuppofed that thofe circumftances
had no real tendency to produce the dee
ired effeét, Confequently the fame things

will
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will continue to be practifed with the fame
eﬁ'ﬁé&ations,_a'nd_ a fingle coincidence of
the ufual preliminary preparations with the
exPe&ed,e\_rcnt-’will be talked of, and mag.
gified, while: numberlefs failures will be
fdrgoi:-ten,';-6t.'zfaccounted for. And the
lbnger-any {uperftitious rite had been prac-
tifed. the more.would its efficacy be de-
pended upon; and the lefs regard would be
paid to the.cafesin which it had failed.
~Eronv fuch:cdafes as thefe, it- cannot be
denied: that,in-the age of Chrift and the
apoftles, the seligious cuftoms -of the hei.
théniworld had: got the firmeft hold- on the
minds of - men. No-ferfon-was able to
trace the origin of any riteof " importance,
fo.that the .venerition beftowed on every
thing - that: was’ancient ° was: " attached . to
them s and it-was taken for ‘granted, that
the well beiitg:of all.ftates.abfolutely de-
pended upon the obfervance of .the religious
rites: which: had. been from time immemo-
ralpradifed:dwshem, . 5
. :Hence -evéry zperfon. who fuggefted an
idea.of -the infignificance of fuch things,
Vi | and
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and much more on¢ who protefted againft
them, was confidered as a dangerous mem-
ber of fociety, and treated as an &rheiff ;
becatfe he was an enemy to {uch gods as
his fellow-citizens acknowledged, and pro-
moted the drcontinuance of thofe rites on
which, in their opinion, the fafety of the
commonweakth depended.
~ On thefe principles, and - without any
| farther enquity, fuch a perfon was thought
unwotthy of protc&ion',- or of life. | Con-
- fequently chriftians, as diffenters from the
eftablithed worfhip, were hated, fo that
the very mame was fufficient to condemn
them, and  the moft patriotic magiftrates
thought it their duty to exterminate them.
Such was the prejudice againft chriftianity
on this account only, that it was thought
unneceflary to enquire into the ground of
theit faith ; and perfons of the moft ex-
cellent chara@ers in other refpedts, and of
the moft cuitivated minds, fuch as Trajan,
Pliny, and Marcus Aurelius, made no
feruple to eondemn to death, and even to
torture, all who only acknowledged them-
klves to be chriftians.

Part 11, K It



i40 LETTERS TO A

It was, however, the belief of al] tha
ancient heathens, that different kinds of
worthip were proper for different people,
Indeed, they could not but {fee that differ.
ent nations had been profperous, notwith-
ftanding their different religions ; and there.
fore the greatcﬁ conquerors - tolerated the |
nations that were fubje&t to their empire
in ‘their peculiar rites. On this principle
the Jews had obtained a toleration for
themfelves, wherever they were difperfed
through the Roman empire ; and, under
‘the idea that chriftianity was a fect among
the Jews, this was alfo for a long tmme
tolerated by the Romans. But as foon 2,
by the increafe of profelytes; the nature of
chriftianity began to be perceived, and the
national religion was apprehended to be 1
danger from it, the moft violent meafures
were taken to exterminate it. @ The fame,
1o doubt, would have been the cafe with
judaifm,- if the progrefs of it- had been
equally alarming,

.. We perceive the extreme veneration for
the ancient cuftorns of nations, and the of-

fence that was taken.at chriftianity, a5 2
' | novel
1
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novel religion, upon all occafions. Celfus
upbraids the Jewith chriftians with de-
farting the law of their country *, < The
¢ jews;” he fays, * have a law of their
“ own, and do right to oblerve it, becaufe
« different laws have been framed by dif-
« ferent people, and 1t is fit that thofe
“ things fhould be obferved which have
« been eftablifbed by public autherity 4.”
Julian alfo thought more favourably of the
Jews than of the chriftians, becaufe the
former had facrifices, 'and priefts, 8c. in
common with the gentilesf. This was a
popular argument againft chriftians, their
cuftoms being peculiar to themfelves, and
different from thofe of all other people.
The ancient religions being eftablifhed
by the laws of the countries in which they
were obferved, chriftianity was confidered
as an illegal thing, and the affemblies of
chriftians not being authorized by low, all
thofe who frequented them were conli-

* Lardner’s Teftimonies, vol. 2. p. 327
t Ibid, vol. 2. p. 325. 1 Ibid. vol. 4. p. 8;7.

K2 dered
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déred as liable to- punifhment on that ac.
count ‘only ;- and aflembling in fecret wag
always thought dangerous in well regu-
lated ftates. Celfus objefts to chriftians
theit holdmg fecret affemblies, contrary tg
law *, : *

. On this account, chriftians, not denying,
but avowing, thefe pratices, were confidered
as"obnoxious to the law. Among others
Athenagoras' complains that chriftians were
petfecuted for the name only 4 ; and when
a'man was thought well of on other ac-
counts, it was an objeGion to him that he
was a chriftian. According to Tertullian,
it'was ufual with them to fay, fuch a one
1s a-good man, but he is a chriftian .
29That’ the_heathens really. believed that
theé: welfare of the ftate depended upon the
obfrvance of - their ancient religious cere-
mbirties, and that publiccalamities were oc:
éafioted: by the omiffion of them, there is
the'fhoft abundant evidence. ' I fhall only
mention a few of the proofs, fuch as will

* Lardner’ s'feﬁlmomes, vol. 2. p. 322.
.+ Ibid. vol. 2. p.18s. 1 Ibid. vol. 2. p. 389
Ciela . ﬂle‘v
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(hew that not the vulgar only, but the moft
enlichtened of the heathens, and perfons in

the higheft authority, held the fame opi-
nion, and that they confidered chriftians as

the caufe of all the calamities of the empire.
Maximin, in one of his refcripts, {peaking
of the hurricanes and earthquakes of thofe
times, fays, ¢¢ there is no man who does not
“« know that all thele, and worfe calamities,
¢ have heretofore often happened, and that
¢ they have befallen us becaufe of the per-
““ nicious error and empty vanity of thefe
“ execrable men, which has fo {pread, as to
‘¢ cover almoft the whole earth with {hame
“and difhonour*”. Porphyry, a philofo-
pher, who wrote againft chriftianity, faid,
““ fince Jefus has been honoured, none has
““received any public benefit from the
* Gods.

When fome ¢f the fenators petitioned the
emperors Valentinian, Theodofius, and Ar-
cadius, to replace the altar of viGtory which
had been taken from the door of the fenate-

* Ibid. vol. 3. p. 397 -1 Ibid. vol, 3. p. 184.
K 3 houle,
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houfe, they faid, in the perfon of Rome,
‘¢ This way of worfhip has brought all the
“¢ world into obedience to my laws. Thefe
¢¢ rites drove Hanibal from my walls, and
“ the Gauls from the capitol *.” It was
more particularly imagined that the public
welfare depended upon'the veftal virgins.
Zozimus, 2 heathen hiﬁorian, fays, that
¢ from the time of the public facrifices
¢ ceafing, and all other things received
¢ from ancient tradition being negleéted,
< the Roman empire has gradually declined
«¢ till it has become the habitation of barba-
¢ rians I, &c.” Alfo, fpeaking of the prof-
perity of the empire, during the obfervance
of the fecular games, he fays, ‘¢ in the third
¢¢ confulthip of Conftantine and Laicinus,
«¢ the term of an hundred and ten years was
¢ complcated when the feftival ought to
ke have been obferved according to cuftom;
¢ but riot having been then obferved, there
¢« was a neceflity that affairs fhould fink into

~ * Lardner’s T;eﬁimﬁnies, vol. 4. p 331,
~ #]bid. vol. 4. p, 383 T Ibid. vol. 4. p. 262
| ¢ the
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-« the diftrefs and m1fery in which they

« now are*.”

Libanius, a diftinguithed heathen philo-
fopher of the fourth century, fpeaking of
the facrifices which were then permitted at
Rome, but fupprefled in other places, fays,
« if in the facrifices there performed confifts
¢ the ftability of the empire” (which he took
for granted) ¢ it ought to be reckoned
¢ beneficial to facrifice every where 4.”
Again, ‘¢ neither,” fays he, ¢ 1s it at Rome
“ only that the liberty of facrificing re-
« mains, but alfo 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 thework of the Nile. The city,
¢ therefore, celebrates the Nile, and per-
¢« {uades him to rife, and overflow the fields.
¢ If thefe rites were not performed, when
. and by whom they nught, he Would‘ not
¢ do fo, which they; themfelves {feem to be

¥ Ibid. vol. 4. p.241. 1 Ibid. vol.4. p. 148.
‘ K4 « fenfible
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“ fenfible of, who willingly abolifh fuch
¢ things, but do not abolith thefe, byg
¢ permit the river to enjoy his ancient
*¢ rights, for the fake of the benefit he
¢¢ affords *.”” The temple and flatue of
Serapis being at length demolifhed, it was
gwan ont by the heathens, that the Nile
would. no longer flow. Neyerthelefs, it
rofe the next year to its ufual height §.

" When Rhadagaifus, a Goth, invaded the
Roman empire, the Pagans gave out that
they could not wijthftand {uch an enemy,
who had the afliftance of the gods, to whom
he facrificed every day; whereas they had
no help, fince their gods and their rites were
banithed. The chriftian religion, they faid,
had quite ruined the ftate, and brought
them into that miferable condition. This
barbarian, however, was conquered, and in
a moft complete manner, Afterwards Rome
did fall into the hands of an enemy, but
he was a chriftian, and the Romans found
-him to be a merciful conquerorf. Not-

* Lardner’s Teftimonies, vol. 4. p. 149.
+ Ibid. vol. 4. p. 400. 3 Ibid, vol. 4. p. 428,
2 withftanding
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sithftanding all this, the Pagans ftill attri-
suted all the misfortunes of the empire ta
the progrefs of chriftianity ; and 1n an{wer
to this, Auftin wrote his famous book De
Civitate Der. .

In confequence of the heathens afcribing
all profperous events to the favour of their
sods, they confidered temporal profperity as
2 proof of their power; and therefore natu- "
rally concluded that religion to be a bad one,
which expofed its votaries to temporal evils.
Hence Celfus objedts to chriftians their not
being delivered by Chrift when they were
condemned to death*. Hence, alfo, arofe
part of the prejtdice againft Chrift himfelf,
viz, his being put to death, independent of
the mode of his death, which marked him
to be 2 Jow and mean chara&er. Celfus, in
particular, did not fail to object to chriftians
the miferable death of Chrift4,

Many of the heathens, inftead of admir-
ing the courage of the chriftian martyrs, as
dying in the caufe of truth, reproached them
for their folly and obftinacy on that account,

* Ibid, vol, 2. p. 323, t+ Ibid. vol. 2. p. 317.
Porphyry,
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Porphyry, alluding to chriftians, fpeaks of /

them as ¢¢ mean people, who having e~
‘¢ braced " rules different from their former |
¢ way of life, would endure to be torn limh
¢ from Jimb, rather than return to their old
¢ courfe®.” Tertullian thews how incop-
'ﬁﬁéntly the heathens reafoned on this fub.
3e@, 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 difhonourable . f
It is obvious to remark, with Lardner,
on this occafion, that certainly men who
were fo much defpifed and hated, and
who were expofed to fo much mifery in
confequence of being chriftians, muft have
thought that they had good reafons for
becoming fuch ; and fince many of them were
men of good ﬁriderﬁanding in other refpedts,
they would, no doubt, take proper pains to
enquire into the ground of that faith to
‘Wthh they facnﬁced {o much |

Iam, Sll‘, &ec.

. * Lardner’s Tellimpnies, vol, 3 p- 192
& hid wpl. 2. p.176.
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.. ET T E R XIIIL

The Attachment of the Heathens to their Re-
ligion more particularly proved.

DeARr SiR,

BSURD as the heathen religion was,
there is the moft indifputable evidence

of feveral of the wifeft of the heathens, long
after the time of our Saviour, being the
moft firmly attached to it, and efpecially of
their praétifing the rites of divination pre-
fcribed by 1t, whenever they wifhed to pry
mto futurity.  This was always a great ar-
ticle in the heathen religions ; and the pro-
mifes they held out of giving men informa-
tion of this kind was, 1n all ages, one of the
oreateft inducements to follow them, Nor
hall we wonder at this, when we confider
how many perfons, of whofe good fenfe in
other refpecs, better things might be exped-
3 | cd,
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ed, doeven now fecretly liften to the idle tal;
of the loweft fortune-tellers, and what.num.
bers never fail to flock to any perfon whg
gives out the moft abfurd public advertife-
ment for this purpofe. In all thefe thing;
the philofophers of antiquity, who might
have been expected ta know better, did little
or nothing, as Lardner obferves, to improve
the fentiments of mankind; but, on the
the contrary, they confirmed the prejudices
of the common people, and made them
ftill worfe than they otherwife would have

been™, -
Philofophers gave credit to all the Pythe-
gorean fables 4, and in particular entertajned

the moft ridiculous idea of /piration, and of
an intercourfe between the gods and men,

This fuperftition and credulity, Dr. Lardner
apprehends to have been the common diffo-
fition of the heathen people, of all ranks,
high and low, learned and unlearned{. It
does not appear, he obferves, that Pling,

* Lardner’s Teftimonies, vol. 3. p. 276.
1 Ibid. vol. 3. p. 275, 1 Ibid. vol, 4. p- 235-

or
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or Tacitus, entertained any doubt about the
ancient worfhip, or ever enqutred into the
truth of chriftianity ¥,

Pliny was an augur, and greatly valued
the office. Every Roman emperor was
Pontifex maximus. Marcus Aurelius was
introduced into the college of priefts called
Salii, at the age of eight years, and was com=
plete mafter of all the rules of the order, o
a5 to be able to difcharge, himfelf, the func-
tions of that priefthood. It 1s probable,
therefore, that he gained in his childhood a
deep tincture of fuperftition, which grew up
with him, and was retained by him after-
wards. He was indeed, extremely fuperfti-
tious, and a rigid perfecutor ; and he difliked
the chriftians becaufe they outdid the Stoics
in bearing pain and death .

Julian, another "philofophical emperor,
was fo fuperftitious, that 1t was commonly
Gid that if he returned viGorious from the
Perfian expedition, the race of bulls would
be extirpated by his facrifices; and the

* [bid. vol. 2. p. 67. $ Ibid, vol. 2. p. 169.
multitude
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multitude of them was fo great, that his i
{o]diers were often difordered by their ex-
cefs in eating and drinking at them *.  On
a feftival to the honour of Venus, he walked
in the proceffion with lewd women, and
others of .the worft of charatters, followed
by’ his horfe and guards 1. Sacrificing on
fome occafion to Mars, and the emens not
being favourable, he called Jupiter to wit-
nefs, that he would never more: offer a fu-

crifice to Marsi.
“That the do&rine of demons, and of their

intercourfe- with men, and alfo that of the
gods in general, and the notion of m/fpira-
tton by thém,t really obtained among the |
heathens, long after the promulgation of
chriftianity, abfurd as all miodern phile-
fophers will think them to.be, there is the
moft abundant evidence. Damafcius wrote
‘tha‘t*,_ ¢ the wife of Hierocles became poi-
i fefled, and as the demon would not be
" Jpér_fuaded to depart by good words, his

“ % Lardner's Teftimonies, vol. 4. p. 26
+ Ibid. vol. 4. p. 32 t Ibid. vol. 4.p.27-

« difciple
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« difciple Theofebius compelled him by an
«t oath, though he did not underftand ma-
“ gic, or theurgy ; but he adjured him by
« the rays of the fun, 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 ftory of a gentile
philofopher, told by a gentile hiftorian.
Marinus, fpeaking of Proclus, fays, ¢ how
« dear he was to the goddefs, the prefident
“ of philofophy” (meaning Minerva) ¢ ap-
“ peared from the great progrefs that he
“ made 1n that'ﬁudy, to which he had
“ been direGted by the goddels herfclf +.”
Among other fuperftitions of this Proclus,
Marinus fays, that once a month he puri-
fied himfelf, according to the rites of the
mother of the godst. Of Ardefius, Eu-
napius fays, ¢ that he became-little inferior
““ to his mafter Jamblichus, {etting afide

* Ibid. vol. 4. p. 284. + Ibid. vol, 4. p. 291.
1 Ibid, vol. 4. p. 293 |
¢ the
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¢ the infpiration which belonged to Jama

¢ blichus *.”
As it was imagined that the gods had

the knowledge of future events, and often
communicated i to men In their oracles,
and by other medes of divination, it was
pretended that, among ether things, the
progrefs of chriftianity (which was cer-
tainly a moft interefting event to the hea-
then world in general}) was foretold by
them. Eunapius, {peaking of the phile-
fopher Antonine, fays, ¢ At that time he
¢¢ was not accounted more than a man, and
“ converfed among men; yet he foretold
““ to all his difciples, 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 confufion and unformed dark-
¢ nefs would tyrannize over thie beft parts
¢ of the earth, all whieh things time has
“ brought to pafs, and his prediction has

* Lardner’s Teftimonies, vol. 4. p. 194-

¢¢ 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 chriftian religion would continue
three hundred and fixty-five years; and
many were converted when they found that
there was na truth in that oracle .

The moft remarkable thing. in the hif~
tory of pagani{m, after chriftianity came to
be the eftablithed religion of the Roman
émpire, was a folemn confultation, and
divination, of the heathen philofophers, in
the year 374, to find out who fhould fuc-
ceed the Emperor Valensf. They were
extremely uneafy at the great progrefs of
chriftianity, and were very defirous that the
next emperor might be an heathen. This
confultation being difcovered, thofe who
were concerned in it, and efpecially Maxi-
mus, who had been a great favourite of

Julian, were put to death §.

* Ibid. vol. 4. p. 195, + Ibids vol. 4: p. 421.
1 Ibid. vol. 4. p. 253
§ That the reader may have fome idea of the nature

of this {olemn djvination, at which the graveft of the hea-
Part 11, L . ~ then
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The- true fpirif of the heathen religion,

as held by the moft eminent philofophers
in this age, may be feen in a ftory concern-
~ ing this Maximus, related by Eunapius,

then philolophers affifted, I thall copy the following ac-
count of it by Ammianus Marcellinus : ¢ A tripod made
¢ of laurel was artificially prepared, and confecrated, with
"‘_‘i:ertain prefcribed fecret charms and invocations, It
* was then placed in the-middle of a room, perfumed
** with Arabian fpices, The charger upon which it was
¢ fet, had upon its utmoft brim the four and tw enty lete
 ters of the alphabet, heatly engraved, and fet at due dif
‘¢ tances from each other, Then a-perfon clad in linen
¢ veftments, with linen focks upon his feet, and a fuitable
“ covering upon his head, came in with laurel branches
“ in his hands, and, after fome myftic charms performed,
¢ he fhook a ring, hanging at a curtain, about the edge of
¢ the charger ; which, jumping up and down, fell upon
4% fuch and fuch letters of the alphabet, where it feemed
“to flay ; the prieft alfo then compofing certain heroic
¢ verfes, in anfwer to the interrogatories that had been
“ propofed: The letters which the ring pointed out in
. this cafe were four, ®EOA, which being put together
¢ compofed thefe twofyllables, Turzop ; whereupon ons
 that flood by prefently cried out, that the oracle plainly
¢ intended Thesdorus. Nor did we. make any farther
“ enquiries, being all well fatisfied that he.was the perfon
¢ intended.” Lardaer’s Teflimonies, vol 4. p» 354

who
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who {ays that, “ Soon after Julidns drrival
« at Conftantinople, he fent a meflenget
« with letters to Maximas and Chryfana
« thius, inviting them to come to him.
« They !‘chbught proper to afk council of
« the ‘gods, bt the omens which they re-
‘¢ cewed ‘were -difcouraging ; whereupon -
« Chrvfanthius plainly told Maximus, there
“ could be no thoughts of going to feek pre-
“ ferment. We muft ftay where we are.
“ Perhaps it may be needful for-us to hide
“ourfelves. On the contrary, -Maximus
« faid, ‘'we are mnot to econtent ourfelves
“with a fingle refufal; we ought rather
“to- force the gods till they give us.a fa«
“yourable anfwer fuited to our wifhes,
“Chryfanthius replied that; he dared not
“ difobey. the firft admonitions which had
“been received, and went away. Maxie
“mus renewed his enquiries. till he obe
“ tained fuch an anfwer as he wanted *,”
Innumerable other things might be. re-
ted of mahy. of the:heathen philefophers,

- * Lardner’s Teflimonies, vol. 4 pr§7@.

L2 : equal
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equal to any thing in the Popifh legends,
Nathing could exceed their fuperflition
and credulity, Far, therefore, is it from
being true, as. fome maderns, and: efpecially
Mr. Gibbon, have pretended, that the be.
Jief in paganifm was nearly worn out, and
_t-hafl: it was an eafy thing for chriftianity to
flep in, and take its place.

At this day good fenfe teaches men
toleratiop with refpet to religion, and
apptebends- no irconvenience from it to
the:.ftate. - But confidering the notions
and maxims which we have feento have
been :addpted by the’ wifeft of the hea-
thens,. we;canpot wonder that they. were
no friends. to toleration, -but, from princi-
ple; ‘the:moft rigid perfecutors. This was
the cafe. with thofe..who;. in other refpedts,
werethe.wery beft-off the emperors. - But
they xeally: thought: that. they were pro-
moting-the welfare of:the empire, by the
extermination: of chriftians out of if.. .

. ‘Frajam. joftly. celebrated for his: wifdom
and juftice in other refpets, was a perfe-
cutor of %he chriftians, - His edict againtt

ALk 3 R them
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them was never abrogated till the-tim@ of
Conftantine ; and- according 'to this, eyéry
prefident of a province was obliged to ;o
nounce. fentence of .death upon_all who
were brought before them, and ackmw-.
ledged them{elves to be chriftians %, .

‘The elegant "and -philofophica] - Pliny
thought that thofe who obftinately refufed
to facrifice to the gods were juftly de-
ferving of death ; though he acknowledges,
that when he had made ‘enquity by tor
ture, of fome who had abandoned the pro-
feffion of chriftianity, he .could not -find
that they were guilty of any thing elfe;
and thaf in their private affemblies, they
bound themfelves by an eath to the praé’ace
of virtue, &

Marcus Aurelius, the moft phﬂofoph&cal *
of the emperors, and who is famed for- his
moderation, was a tnore bigotted heathen
than T'rajan, and a more violent perfecutor
of the chriftians,

¢ Lardner’s Teftimonies, vol. 3: p. 342" *

L g ‘Hiero-
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. Hgerocles, who wrote againft the chrif-
¢ians, was himfelf a perfecutor, and an ad.
vi(Zr of petfecution®, When he was pre.
fe& of Alexandria, he infulted, in the
grofleft manner, fome chriftians who were
hrought before him, though they were per.
fons of great gravity ; and he delivered fome
nuns to the bawds for the purpole of profti-
tution .
~ Julian wanted’ no :good-will to extirpate
chriftianity, but be had feen the little ef-
fe& of the more vialent kind of perfecution
jn the former reigns,- when chriftians were
far lefs numerous than they were in his
timg. - He did not .chufe,' therefore, to
adopt the fame meafures, but he omitted
no opportunity of fhewmg his malevolence
to _chriftianity, and- the profeffors of it, in
every method that he thought fafe, and hike,
ly to be fuccefsful.. Lardner truly obferves,
that hg;) was infent upon cxtlrpatmg chrlf-:

’ Lqrdncrs Teﬁlmomes, vol. 3 p 237
.t Iblq.vol 3, P R,

P o tjanity
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tianity with the greateft difpatch ; and that,
with all his pretenfions to right reafon, and
all his profeflions of humanity, moderation,
tendernefs, and eqﬁity, he has not efcaped
the juft imputation of being a perfecutor ¥,

In hisletter to the prefett of Egypt, Ju-
lian fays, ¢ It concerne me extremely, that
“all the gods .are defpifed +.” -Libanius,
(peaking of the feverities of former reigns,
fays, that ¢ Julian diffented from thofe
“who had pradtifed fuch things, as not
% obtaining the end aimed at, and that he
“was {enfible that no benefit was to be
“expected from fuch violence, Confider-
“ing, therefore, thefe things, and that
 their affairs had been increafed by flaugh-
“ters, he declined what he could not ap-
“prove of 1.”” He connived, however, at
atumult, in which George, the Arian bi-
thop of Alexandria, was murdered, and he
banithed Athanafius, Eleufis of Cyzicum,
md Titus of Boftra, all bifhops of great
diftin@ion, on very {light pretences §. He

* Ibid. vol. 4. p. 110. 0 Thid., vol. 4. p. 100,
1 Ibid. vol, 4. P. 134. ¢ Ibid. vol. 4. p. 110.

L4 not
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not only deprived chriftians of magiftracies,
and all honourable diftin&ions, but like.
wife, it is faid, of the rights of citizen-
fhip*. But what particularly diftinguifhes
his reign is, his forbidding all chriftians
the benefit of human literature. ¢ This,”
{fays Ammianus, a heathen hiftorian, « was
¢¢ an unmerciful law, and ought for ever to
¢ he buried 1n filence, which forbids chrifs
“¢ tians to teach grammar or rhetoric +.”
As a reafon for this law, Julian, in an
ironical manner, unworthy of a prince, al-
leged that 1t was abfurd to teach the hea-
then writers, and at the fame time not to
efpoufe their religion. With the fame
cruel fneer he ftripped the church of Edeffa
of its wealth, faying, that chriftianity pro-
mifed the kingdoin 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 fays of the books which
had belonged to George, the Arian bifhop,

* Lardner's Teﬁ'iinohies, vol. 4. p. 39.
4 Tbid. vol, 4. p. 178, |
| “mentioned
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mentioned before, which he ordered to be
fized for his own ufe. Writing on the
fubject to the governor of Egypt, he fays,
¢ he had a large number of books, many phi-
“ Jofophical and rhetorical, and al{o many
“ concerning the doctrines of the impious
¢ Galileans, which I could wifh to have utter-
« lydeftroyed ; but left books of value thould
¢ be deftroyed with them, let thofe alfo be
« carefully fought for*3'  Damafcius,
Lardner obferves, appears to have approved
of any attempts againft chriftians, and the
chriftian religion *#-. '

It is remarkable that, during all the per-
fecution of chriftians, which from the de-
cree of Nero was never wholly intermitted,
no heathen philofopher ever pleaded the
caufe of humanity and "toleration, which
was grofsly violated in their perfons ;
though Libanius commended Jovian for
his toleration of the Pagans. On the
whole, it 1s moft evident, that ‘the hea<
thens did every thing in their power to ex-

*Ibid, vol. 4. p. 304. | T Ibid. vol. 4. p. 304.
: tirpate
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tirpate the chr1ﬁ1an religion, but were not
able to do it. -

We fhall the lefs wonder at the unbeljef
of the moft learned adverfaries of chriftis.
nity,i and of the unrelenting violence with
which they: perfecuted the chriftians, whey
we confider how ignorant they were of the
principles of chriftianity. . Lardner jufly
obferves that, though we have fo many let-
ters of Pliny t& Tacitus, and other learned
men, his cotemporaries, and it appears from
hls awn evidence, . that chriftians were nu.
merous in Bythinia, the province: in which
he refided; he never mentions to them the
fubje® of chriftianity*; fo that it is moft
p;_bb_abl,e,' he had ngver had the curiofity even
to Joqk into-their books... The fame is pro-
- bable-alfo concerning Marcus. Auyelius -
This emperor; fays, ¢ from Diognetus I
¢¢ Jearned. not -to bufy ,myfelf about vain
- #¢'thipgs, nor. togwe: credit: to wonder-
¢« workers, ftories of ipgaiitations, expelling
% demons,.and fuch like,things{.” Of Li-

* Lardner’s Teftimonies, vol. 2, p. 84.

'} Ibld. vol. 2. p 1“3’ i Ifnd vol. 1. p 183
baniug
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banius alfo, who wrote in a late period,
Lardner obferves, that he did not perceive
that he had read either the New or the Old
Teftament*, -~ - - & 7 .

- It is poffible, however, that he and other
larned heathens, might think it beneath
them to mention” chriftian writers, though
they Aad read their books, hoping perhaps
to extinguifh the memory of them by their
filence. Lardnér ohferves that Epi&etus,
and others, may have fupprefled thcir own.
thoughts,  and have been referved in their
difcourfes, left they thould excite inquiﬁ'tive-
nefs “in their hearers, and occafion -doubts
sbout the popular:deities, and the worfhip
paid to themt. A fimilar reafon might
slfo occafion the fileffe of Jolephus, - Cel+
fys alfo, though he appears. to’have read the
New Teftiment, never meiitions the names
of any of the W:gitcrsi'.-

- Idm, &c.

r -
. -

+1bid. ‘vol. 2, p. 338. | .*... i C
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Y-

LETTER XIV.
0 o ihe Objeﬁzam to the b _/?ortcal' Evidence of
C’br:ji’zangr in ear{y ‘Z'zmes. -

DEAR SIR,

AVING fhewn in what manner thc
heathens were affe@ed towards chrif-

tianity, 1 fhall now proceed to fhew what
it was that they actually obje&ed to it; and
though none of their writings againft chrif-
tianity, ‘are now extant, it is riot difficult to
colle@ this from thofe of the chriftians whe

have' noticed them, from the many frag-
ments which have been preferved of them,

and from the hiftory of the times in general,
‘This has been done with great-eare by Dr.
Lardner, in his Fewifb and Heathen Tefli-
monies, and for your ufe I (hall abridge and

digeft, what he has colletted,
Unbelievers of the prefent day may com-
plain that the writings of heathens againtt
chriftianity,
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chriftianity are now loft; but chriftians la.
ment this lofs much more than . they do;
and in all ages have paid more attention to:
them than the heathens themfelves did,
Chryfoftom fays, that ¢ the books againtt
¢« chriftianity, were fo contemptible, that
« they had been in 2 manner loft long ago,
““ many of them perifhed almoft as foon as
« they appeared, and if they were ftil] to be
“ found any where; it was among the chrif-
¢ tjans ®.”” It is not denied, however, that
there were edits of chriftian princes for
the f{uppreffion of thefe books of the hea-
thens, as ‘there had been fimilar edi&ts of
heathen emperors for fuppreffing the books
of the chriftians. But the different effeét
of thefe edi@s is itfelf a proof of the dii-
ferent degree of attachment that was had. to
thefe books ; and, confequently, of the dif-
ferent degreekof credit that was due to them:
Had ‘the objetions of thefe heathen writers
to chriftianity been folid, it may well be
prefumed that, ﬁnce they had all the powers.

B L‘ardner‘s Teftimonies, vol. 2. p« 264 o
* of
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of governmeént in their favour, for near thyze
hundred years, they would have effefed
their pqrpofe, and of courfe have preferved
themfelves.
- The moft valuable, however, of all the
writers againft chriftianity, was undoubtedly
Celfus, the earlieft of them; and it cap
hardly . be doubted but -that every thing of
confequence in him is preferved in Orwens
anf{wer to him, as the arguments of Porphyry
and Hierocles are preferved -in: Eufebius, and
thofe of Julian in Cy;‘i*_l;beﬁdes that we
have feveral of Julian’s own works, in which
he reflets upon chriftianity. - Upon the
whole, therefore; every impartial perfon muft
be fatishied, that we are gt this day able to
fee a very clear flate of the objections to
chriftianity in all the early ages ; and I fhall
now fairly exhibit them; without omit-
ting any that can be thought by any unbe-
liever to be- worth mentioning, beginning
with thofe that relate to the credibility of the
Jacts in the gofpel hiftory, which indeed are
all that are worthy of much confideration.

For if the books be genuine, and the fadts
recorded
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recorded in them be true, all other objec<
tions fignify nothing. It will then be in-
difputable, that the {cheme has the fanttion
of the Divine Being, and therefore, that
we muft reconcile to ourfclves the particu-
lar difficulties we meet with in revelation, as
we do thofe that we find in the works of
nature, and the courfe of prowdence that
is, as well as we can.

It is remarkable that not one of the wri-
ters againft chriftianity in the early ages
difputed the genuinenefs of any of the hifto-
rical books of the New Tettament, or of
the epiftles of Paul. On the contrary, this
important circumftance is tacitly allowed
by Celfus, Hierocles, and Julian, who
quotes the gofpels of Matthew, Mark, and
Luke, as written before the death of John,
and that of Johnas written by himfelf. In
thort, not one of thefe heathen writers ex-
prefles any opinion on this fubject different
from that which was held by all chriftians,
in all tirhes, viz. that the books were writ-
ten by the perfons whofe names they bear ;
ind that they were puuhfhed before their

deaths.
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deaths. Celfus, indeed, fays that the wyl.
.~ ters had altered fome things, but of this he
does not appear to have brought any proof ¥,
And Hierocles endeavoured to difparage the
writers, by calling them illiterate, liars, and
impoftors +. But thefe alfo are mere terms
of reproach, without proof or probability.
With more affurance, he faid that, Jefus had
been expelled from Judea, and after that
committed robberies, accompanied by a band

of nine hundred men . But he might as
well have faid, that he took Jerufalem by

ftorm, and made himfelf king of it. Such
affertions as “thefe, without any circum- :
ftances to make them probable, are deferv-

mg of nothing but contempt.
It does not appear whether Celfus ad-

mltted the mlracies of Jefus or not. Bt
a5 he did not exprefsly deny them, or endes-
you; to refute the account of them in the
gofpels, it is probable that he had no great
objection to any of them, except to that of the

| .% L;rﬂner’é Teftimonies, vol. 2. p. 348.
-4 Tbid, vol. 3. ps 243. 1 Ibid. yol. 3. p. 245..
- * . refurrection.
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refurrection.  He fays that, ¢ even if we
¢ admit that Chrift healed the fick, raifed
« the dead, fed multitudes with a few
¢ Joaves, &c. 1t would not follow that
‘“ he was the fon of Ged, but that he
« might be fuch an impoftor as the Egyp-
“ tian ‘magicians*.” He infinuates that
the apoftles and other chriftians might
work miracles by thé fame means. For
he fays that, in his time, they had books
of charms in barbarous languages . Both
this writer, and the unbelieving Jews faid,
farther, that ]efus learned magical arts in
Egypti. o

But ta fay nothing of the time when
Jefus was there, which, according to the
commoh opinion, was only in his infancy,
it is well obferved by Dr. Lardner, that if
difeafes could have been cured by any art
then known in Egypt, we fhould certainly
have- heard more of the effelts of it; and

* Ibid. vol. 2. p. 294 $ Ibid. vol. 2. p. 327,
1 Ibid. vol: 1. p. 29. ¥g4. vol.2. p. 287,

Part I, K M the
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the emperors, and others, would, no doubt,
have learned it, as well as Jefus *,

Of the fame nature with this, and equally
~ nndeferving of any ferious anfwer, is the

affeition of fome Jews, ‘that Jefus worked
his miracles by means of the name of God,
which he ftole out of the temple. As to
the power of magic, it was always fuppofed
to be derived from the heathen deities, and
therefore it would have been extraordinary
indeed if they had permitted Jefus and his
difciples, to employ it to the deftru&ion of
their own empire. |

It was alfo faid by the heathens, that,
allowmg Chrift to have wrought miracles,
things of as wonderful a nature had been done
before. Celfus. laid hold ‘of the ftories in
the Greek myéhology, to oppofe to the mi-
racles of Jefus, and thofe of the Jewifh
prophets 4. Hierocles did not deny the
miracles ‘of Chrift, but-he fiid that even
greater things had” been done by Apollo-

* Lardner’s-TeRimonies, vol: 2. Ps297.

4 Ibid, vol, 3. p. 267. _
T Nn1us,
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nius ¥,  And Marcellinus, 1n his letter to
Auftin, faid the heathens were then con-
tinually talking of their Apollonius, Apu-
leius, and other magicians; whofe miracles,
they faid, were greater than thofe of our
Saviour .

As the miracles of Apollonius will not
be contended for by any modern unbeliever,
it is fufficient to fay upon this fubject with
Dr, Lardner, ¢ Some will alk how came it
“to pafs that many heathen people were
“ fuppofed to equal Apollonius to Jefus, or
““even to prefer him before our Lord, 1
“anfwer; the reafon was, that they were
“willing fo lay hold of any; thing that
“offered, to fave the finking caufe of poly-
“ theifm, and the rites belonging to it ; as
“ fhipwrecked men catch at every twig, or
“ftraw that comes in their way to fave
“ themfelves from drowning 1.”

How ready the heathens were to cavil at

the gofpel hiftory, and how much we may
depend upon 1it, that they would have de-

*Ibid. vol. 3. p.235. 1 Ibid. vol. 4. p.438. .
t Ibid. vols 3« P- 262.

M 2 - tected
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tedted any impofition with refpet to it, if
it had been poffible for them to do it, we
may clearly infer from the apparent infigni-
ficance of many of their objeCtions. Thus
Celfus fays, the difciples did not believe jn

Tefus, becaufe they forfook him in his laft
{fufferings®. He alfo fays, ‘“ Who faw the

“« refurrection of Chrift? A diftratted wo-
¢¢ man, and one or two more of the fame im«
¢ pofture, and fome dreamers, who fancied
“ they faw things as they defired to have
¢« them ; the fame that had happened to in-
t¢ pimerable peoplef.” This diftracted
woman was.Mary Magdalen, a perfon of
charaer and fortune, who had been infane,
but was then in her fober fenfes 3 and neither
fhe, nor any. of the difciples, expected to {ee
Jefus'again, . This writer does not even take
notice of the great number who did fee him
repeatedly, ‘or, of the opportunity they had
of Examining at leifure the perfon of Jefus,
and-of their” being, in confequence of this,
f;ﬂlyd ,fatisﬁed; that he was rifen from the

¥ Lardner s Teftimonies, vol. 2. p. 301.

1 Ibid, vol, 2. p. 306. |
- s dead ;

i
|
l
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dead; fo far was he from chufing to enter
into a critical examination of the evidence
of this remarkable fact,

With refpe to this refurrection, Cc]ﬁls
alfo fays, that, «if Jefus would have mani-~
« fefted his divine power, he.fhould have
“ fhewn himfelf to them that derided him,
« to him that condemned him, and indeed to
“all. For furely he had no reafon to fear
# any mortal, now after he had died, and,
“as you fay, was a God*.” I have already
confidered this objetion, which derives no:
force from the time in which jt was made,.
and I have fhewn the futility of it,

The moft important circumfitance relat-
ng to the evidence of chriftianity, is the
number of the converts to it near the time
of the fa&s on which it was founded. Both
the number, and the rank, as well as cha-
ratter of thefe converts, were much mifre~
prefented by Julian, He fays, * Jefus
“having perfuaded a few among you, and
#thofe the worft of men, has now been

* Ibid, vol, 2. p. 307

M 3 ¢ celes
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¢¢ celebrated three hundred years, having
¢« Jope nothing in his life-time worthy
. ¢t of remembrance; unlefs one think it 3
¢ mighty matter to cure lame and blind
¢« people, and exorcize demoniacs in the
¢ yillages of Bethfaida, and Bethany*”
'Thefc few converts, on the day of pentecoft
only, which was the firft day of the publi-
cation- of the gofpel, amounted to three
thoufand, and prefently after they may be
computed to have been about ten thoufand,
and in a few years they muft have been
many: times: that- number, in Judea itfelf,
And no fooner was the gofpel preached In
gentile countries, .but .the number: of con-
verts, as has been fhewn, became very 01
fiderable. - That thefe converts were the
aworft of men, was- notorioufly falfe, unlels;
by this phrale, Julian- fneant What he ap-
pears to have done. by fimilar phrafes 1n
other places, viz. men who fet themfelveste
overturn the religion of the Roman em-

pire. But this they might have done, and

#* Lardner’s Teftimonies, vol~4. p. 79-

T . . }*Et
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yet have been men of the moft exaltzd piety
and virtue. Porphyry alfo, willing to ftig-
matize the apoftles, charges them, but with-
out any proof, with being deceivers, ‘influ-
enced by worldly views *,

In anfwer to {uch charges as thefe, Ori-
gen, who muft have known who the chrif-
tians were, and what kind of people they had
been, and whofe veracity was never called in
queftion (except in modern times, by Mo-
fheim, and Dr. Horfley, who, on being called
upon to do it, has not been able to make
good his charge againft him) fays, ¢ there
¢ were more chriftian converts from no very
“ bad life, than from thofe who had been
“ abandoned +.” |

Indeed, from the nature of the cafe, it may
be fuppofed that the firft chriftian converts
were perfons of an inquifitive turn of mind,
which :is feldom the charalter of thofe who
are very profligate; and their readinefs to
abandon their vices, and to.embrace a doc-
trine which required the ftriteft purity and

¥ Ibid.p. 300, -1 Ibid. vol, 2. p. 280.°

M reCtitude
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rectitude of condu, and even to facrifice
their lives in the caufe of truth (a temper of
mind not acquired all at once) fhews that
they could not have been ill-difpofed with
refpet to moral virtue, even before their
‘converfion to chriftianjty, Some of them, no
doubt, had been men of immoral chara&ers,
and the excellency of chriftianity appeared
by its reclaiming them.

As to the miracles of our Saviour, which
Ju uhan ridicules, but the truth of which he does
not difpute, any one of the things which he
mentions, fuch as curing the lame and the
blind, and exorcizing dcmonlacs (though he
paffes over in filence all the mare confpicuous
and fplendld miracles) was a {ufficient proof of
a divine miffion ; fince it is'manifeftly above
the power of man to do any of them. This
obje&ion, however, to our Lord’s miracles,
as inconfiderable things, we hear of in 2
later period. Thus, in Auftin’s time, it was
fald that the dlfpoffcfﬁng of demons, healing
fick people, and even raifing men to life,

(wh;ch it was. faid, hut without truth, fame
others
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others had done) were {mall matters to be
peiformed by the deity *.

Julian farther fays, ¢ the firft chriftians
% were content to deceive maid fervants, and
« {laves, and befides them fome men and
«« women, fuch.as Cornelius and Sergius,
« [f there were any other men of eminence
* brought over by you, I mean in the times
« of Tiberius and Claudius, when thefe
« things happened, let me pafs for a liar in
“ every.thing I fay 4.7

The converfion of Cornelius-and Sergius
Paulus Julian had from the sbook of Adts,
the truth of which he did not difpute. But
the fame book, and alfo the epiftles of Paul
(the genuipenefs of which was never quef-
tioned) thew clearly that, belides Cornelius
and Sergius, there were {everal other men of
rank and eminence who became chriftians.
If a great number of the gentile converts had
not been opulent, they coyld not have made
the liberal contributions which they did to
the poor in Jerufalem; and though many of

* Lardner’s Teftimonies, vol. 4. p. 442,
1 Toid, vol. 4. p. 83.
thee
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thefe were 1n low circumftances, their wapy
had been relieved by the fale of eftates pe.
"“longing to the richer among them.
. Befides this, Julian takes advantage of
the little that was then certainly known of
. the age of the apoftles, and alfo confipes
- his obfervations to the times of Tiberiys
and Claudius. For prefently after this, it
1s notorious that there were many chriftians,
1n every diftinguithed rank in life. Chrif.
* tian writers very {oon equalled in numbers
and ability thofe among the heathens, and
‘before the time of Conftantine far exceeded
them. With refpe® to wealth, the reve-
nues of fome of the churches, even during
the time of perfecution, were complained
of as exorbitant. As to ramé, it appears
from the epiftles of Paul, that there were
chriftians even in the family of the empe-
ror; and Tertullian feems to intimate that,
when he wrote his Apology, which was at
'the clofe of the fecond century, there was
a confiderable number of chriftians in the

. Senate *,

* Lardner’s Teftimonies, vol. 4+ P 304
With
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. With refpect to the {pread of chriftianity,
it may be proved that it went on uniformly
gaining ground, from the time of its pro-
mulgation to the eftablithment of it by
Conftantine ; which fa& alone is, as I have
ﬂléwn, a fafficient proof of the progrefs
which it had-mdde before that time: and
without appealing to the writings of chrif-
tians, and the falts mentioned by any of
them. This may be abundantly proved
from the teftimony of the heathens them-
felves. - | |
The number of chriftians muft have been
very great in the time of Pliny, about eighty
‘yeai's after the death of Chrift, and about
feventy after the firft preaching of the gof-
pel to the gentiles, as appears from his own
letters to Trajan on the fubjet. As a ma-
giftrate, Pliny was much embarrafied what
to do with the number of chriftians who
were brought before him, in whom he found
no other crime than that they were chriftians.
A part of one of his letters I thall copy.
Having related what he had heard of

what was tranfa&ed in their private af-
| | {emblies,
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femblies, which has been referred to bes
fore, he fays, ¢ After receiving this ac-
¢ count, I judged it the more neceffary to
¢¢ examine; and that by torture, two maid
s¢ fervants, who were called minifters; but
¢¢ I have difcovered. nothing befides a bad
¢¢ and exceflive fupefftition. Sufpending,
¢ therefore, all judicial proceedings, I have
¢¢ recourfe to you for advice. For it has
% appeargd__to me a matter highly deferving
¢ confideration, efpecially on account of the
¢¢ great number of perfons who are in dan.
¢¢ ger of {uffering. For many of all ages,
¢ and every rank, of both fexes likewifs,
‘¢ are accufed, and will be accufed. Nor
¢ has the contagion of this fuperftition
¢ feized cities only, but the lefler towns
« alfo, and the open country. Neverthe-
¢ Jefs, it feems to me that it may be rex
¢ {trained, and correted, It is certain that
‘¢ the tqmpleé, which were almoft forfaken,
¢ begin to be more frequented, and the
‘¢ facred folemnities, after a long intermif-
¢ fion, are revived, Vitims likewife are

$¢ every where bought up, whereas for fomg
|  fimg
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¢ fime there were few purchafers, Whence
« it is eafy to imagine what numbers of
 men might be reclaimed, if pardon was
« granted to thofe who fhall repent*.”

This letter alone is a fuflicient proof of
the aftonithing progrefs that chriftianity
had made, in a fhort fpace of time after the
promulgation of it, and at a confiderable
diftance from the place of its rife. What
progrefs it had made in the time of Julian,
in whofe reign it was no man’s intereft to
be a chriftian, appears from many paffages
in his own writings, and efpecially from
what paffed 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
facrifice. The prieft only, at his own-ex-
pence, had provided a {mall vitim.. On
this occafion the emperor heavily - com-
plained, that fo large a city had not pre-
pared forhe bulls for a facrifice on "that
folemnity T,

* Lardner’s Teftimonies, vol. 2. p. 13.

% Ibid. vol. 4. p. 103-
Thele
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Thefe are proofs of fuch a fpread of
chriftianity as might have been expeded
from its being founded on truth, having
had to ftruggle with deep rooted prejudices
of various kinds, but ftill making its way
by its own evidence, till idolatry was every
where finally exterminated. It were to be
withed, that it had had no aid of this kind.
However, as the progrefs it had made by
its own ftrength, in the face of all oppo-
fitions had been uniform,.in the courfe of
near three hundred years, there can be no
doubt but that the fame .end would have
been effected (and, I believe, fooner, at leaft
more completely) wuheut any aid from
civil power at all. .

Thefe- are all the ab_]eé’clons that I can
find to have been advaneed, by any of the
ancient writers -againft chritianity, with
refpect to the proper, or hiftorical evidénce
of it; and I dare fay you will' be f{urprized
that they are fo few, and fo infignificant
They certainly amount to no proof of im-
poftare in the founders of chriftianity.

That
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That it was not in the power of perfe- -
cution to ftop the progrefs of chriftianity,
was fufficiently proved. It was even ac-
knowledged, and lamented. by its adverfa-
ries, that 1t had a contrary effet. Maxi.
min, in one of his refcripts, fays, ¢ It is,
“] am perfuaded, well known to yourfelf,
“ and to all men, how that our Lords, and
‘ Fathers, Dioclefian and Maximian, when
“ they faw that almoft all mankind were
“ forfaking the worfhip of :the gods, and
“ going over to the fe& of the chriftians,
“ did rightly ordain, that all men who had
“ forfaken the worfhip of the immortal
“ eods, thould be called back again to the
“ worfhip of the gods by public pains and
“ penalties. But when I firft of all camc
“into the eaft, and perceived that great
“ numbers of men, who might be ufefuli
“to the pubhc, were by the before-men-
‘“ tioned caufes banifhed by the judges into
“ feveral places, I gave orders that, for the
“ future, none of them fhould be fevere
“ towards the people of their province, but

 rather endeavour to reduce them to the
X ¢« worfhi D
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«¢ worfhip of thc gods by fair - words, nd

#¢ good ufage *.

" In another refeript concerning the chrif-
ﬁgns, he fays, “Forafmuch as it has been
‘¢ manifeftly found, by the experience of 3
¢ long courfe-of time, that they cannot by
Z any means whatever "be induced to de-
« part from this obftinacy of difpofition,
¢ you are therefore to write to the curators,
«¢ and other magli’crates, and to the go.

s gernors of the villagés ¢f every city, that
« thcy are no longer to concern themfelves

¢ in this affairt.”
The firmnefs with which chriftians bore

‘perfccutlon and death, in-all forms, was {6
far from belng denied by their adverfaries,
that it was, as I have fhcwn, the {ubjeét of
complamt and ‘even of reproach among
them. On the other ‘hand, the heathens
fhewed no fuch rel'olutlon ‘when their ré-
ligion was difcountenanced by the ftate,
Auftin fays, “ Who of the pagans has been
« found facrificing fince factifices have been

# Lardner’s Teftimonies, vol. 3. p. 3153,

t Ibid. vol. 3. p. 302, ]
“ prohi-
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« prohibited by the laws, and did not deny
«« it ? Who of them has been found wor-
« {hipping an idol, and did not cry out, I
¢ have done no fuch thing, dreading to be
« convited ? On the other hand, the dif-
« ciples of Chrift, by his words, and by
“ his example 1n dying and rifing again,
¢« have been raifed above the fear of
¢ death*.”

The heathens themfelves made a merit
of their compliance with -the laws in this
refpect. Libanius fays, ¢ I appeal to the
“ guardians of this law, who has known any

“ of 'thofe whom you have plundered, to
¢ have facrificed upon the 2itars, {o as the
““ law does not permit? What young or
“old perfon, what man, what worman,
“&c4.” Some weak chriftian emperors
threatened with death feveral alts of the
heathen fuperftition, but we do not find
that the threatened punithment was ever
inflited. In general, indeed, as Dr: Lard-
ner obferves, thofe fevere edilts were never

* Ibid. vol. 4. p. 458,  + Ibid. vol. 4. p: 144.
iArT IIL N carried
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carried into execution ; and the heathens
were permitted to write in defence of their
religion, and againft chriftianity, without
any moleftation.

Julian diflembled his ftrong attachment
to heatheni{m ten years, conforming in the
ftricteft manner to the rites of a religion,
which he inwardly detefted, and which he
was determined, if ever it fhould be in his
~ power, to fupprefs. This is the known
conduct of moft of the unbelievers of mo-
dern times. . They are fo far from making
any difficulty of appearing as chriftians, and
even {olemnly {ubfcribing to their belief of
it, that they would laugh at the fcruples of
any man who fhould refufe to de it, if his in-
tereft required it. Moft catholic countries
abound with fuch chriftianized unbelievers.
It is no fecret, that many cardinals, and
fome popes, have had no real belief in
chriftianity, and have even been atheifts.
The generality of writers againft chriftia-
nity are fo far from rifking any thing in
the caufe of what they deem to be truth,
that wherever there has been the fhadow of

danger,
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danger, they have always done 1t in 2 mean
and covert manner, pretending to believe
what they really wifh to undermine. 'This
has been the condult 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 1n this
country,

I am, Yours, &c.

LETTER XV.

Of other Objections to Chrifliantty in early
Times.

i

DEAR SIR,

HAVING fairly ftated to you all the
objeGtions that I can find to have

been made to the proper, that is, the hifto-
rical evidence of chriftianity, by any of its
ancient adverfaries, I now proceed to men-

f N 2 tion
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tion their objections of other kinds. Ryt
I muft obferve, that none of thefe cap
amount to a refutation of the {cheme, up.
lefs the things objeted to either imply ,
contradi¢tion, or inculcate grofs immora-
lity. But nothing of this kind has ever
been proved. In things of fmall confe-
quence, it may fafely be allowed that chrif-
tian hiftorians, as well as others, may have
been miftaken, and alfo that chriftian wri-
ters may, like other writers, have rcafoned
ill,  But this is mere bumanity, and cannot
affeCt that revelation which they had from
God, and which was proved by miracles,
It is not, however, foreign to-my purpofs
to thew what kind of objeéhons were really
advanced againft chriftianity in early ages,
that we may form fome judgment concern-
ing the ftate of mind, and turn of thinking,
in the unbelievers of thofe times. |

- Tt jiié*r‘é'ﬁmr‘kﬁt}féf that' one of the ftrongef
ob_]eé’uans to chriftiamity ‘that we meet with
wis oceafioned ‘by the miftake -of chrif-
tidhs; who, Witha'View 'to fvagnify the per-

fof ‘of thesr m‘ai"cer, exalted him firft into s
: demi-god,
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demi-god, and afterwards into a God, equal
to his own God and Father. And it was
jutt, that what had been done with a view
to remove the objection that had been made
to chriftianity, on account of the meannefs -
and ignominious death of Chrift (in which
they, like the apoftles, ought to have gloried)
thould be thus turned to their difadvantage.

In Celus, the Jewifh objetor fays to
Chrift, ¢ What occafion had you, when an
“ infant, to be carried into Egypt, left you
“ fhould be killed. A God has no reafon
“ to be afraid of death *.” Celfus himfelf
fays, ¢¢ the chriftians argue miferably when
“ they fay, that the Son of God is the word
“ himfelf, and after all thew him to bhe a
“ miferable man, condemned, {courged, and
“crucified4.” Ridiculing the dorine of
the incarnation, he fays, “ Was the mother of
“ Jefus handfome, that God was 1n love with
“her beauty ? It is unworthy of God to
“ {uppofe him to be taken with a corruptible

* Lardner’s Teftimonics, vol. 2. p. 290.

+ Ibid. vol, 2. p- 281.
N 3 €¢ body,
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¢ body, or to be in love with a womap,
¢¢ whether fhe be of royal defcent or other-
¢ wife*,” And again, “ If God would
¢ fend forth a”{pirit from himfelf, what
¢¢ need had he to breathe him into the
¢« womb of a woman. For, fince he knew
¢« how to make men, he might have formed
<t 3 body for this {pirit, and not have caft
¢¢ his own {pirit into fuch flth.”

It is with a view to the doCtrine of the
divinity of Chrift, that Celfus fays, ¢ No
“ man would ever betray another at whofe
¢¢ table he f{at, and much lefs would he be-
¢¢ tray a God 3.” ¢¢ Chrift being a God,
¢ his fufferings and death, to which he
‘¢ had confented, could not be grievous to
¢ him§.” He alfo ridicules the idea of
God eating the fleth of lambs, and drinking
gall and vinegar .

Alluding to the fame doﬁrmc, Porphyry
fays, ¢ If the Son of God be logos, he muft

¥ Lardner’s Teftimonies, vol. 2. p. 288.
T Ibid, vol. 2. p. 288. t Ibid. vol. 2. p. 502
§ Ibid. vol. 2. p. 303 ll Ibid. vol. 2. p. 304

11 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 chriftianity, charges
the chriftians with introducing a f{econd
God, contrary to Mofes and the prophets +;
~ and fays, that ‘¢ neither Paul, nor Matthew,
 nor Luke, nor Mark, dared to call Jefus
¢« God, but honeft John, after the death of
«« Peter'and Pault.” Other philofophers,
however, continued to repeat the {ame ob-
jeGtion.  Libanius, {peaking of Julian,
{ays, ¢ By the guidance of philofophy he
“ foon wiped off the reproach of impiety,
““ and learned the trath, and acknowledged
¢ thofe for gods who were fuch indeed,
¢ inftead of him who was only thought to
““ be fo§.”

Volufian, in his correfpondence with
Auftin, fays, ¢ I cannot conceive that the
“ Lord and governor of the world fhould
‘“ be lodged in the body of a virgin, and

* Ibid, vol. 3. p. 171. ¢ Ibid. vol. 4. p. 75,
{ Ibid. vol. 4 p. 8o, § Ibids vol. 4. p. 133.

N 4 “ lie
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¢¢ lie there ten months, and then be brought
«¢ forth, without prejudice to the virginity
¢ of his mother*.” Alfo Marcellinus, a
chriftian, tells Auftin, that the dotrine of
our Lord’s incarnation was a {ubje& of
common difcourfe, was much difliked, and
cenfured by many, and that Auftin would

therefore do well to clear it up 7.
In the proceeding articles the chriftians

themfelves gave but too much occafion to
the objeftion that was made to their re.
ligion, and the fame was the cafe with
refped to {fome others, Porphyry, for ex-
ample, objeced to the do&rine of everlafi-

ing punifbments, as contrary to our Saviour’s
| own maxim, ¢ with whatever meafute
‘¢ you mete, it fhall be meafured to you
““againl.” The language in which the
Fathers often exprefs themfelves leads us
to think that many of them, at leait, did
hold the dorine of the proper eternity of
hell torments, though nothing can be more

* Lardner’s Teftimonies, vol. 4. p. 436.
1 Ibid. vol. 4. p. 438. 1 Ibid. vol. 3. p. 188.

contrary



PHILOSOPHICAL UNBELIEVER. 18s

contrary to reafon, or be lefs countenanced
by the true fenfe of {cripture, in which
the duration of future punifthment is ex-
preﬁEd in terms of an indefinite fignifica-
tion ; and which abounds with maxims ut-
terly irreconcileable with that dorine, re-
prefenting the government of God as per-
feGtly equitable, and approving itfelf to the
reafon of men.

The {uperftition of the primitive times
gave but too much reafon for Julian’s
faying, that ¢ the chriftians worthipped the
« wood of the crofs, and made figns of it
« upon their foreheads®.” He alfo charged
chriftians with killing fome who perfifted
in the ancient religion (which, however,
does not appear to have been the cafe)
and fome heretics ; but he fays, ¢ it was
“ their own 1invention, and not the doc-
‘“ trine of Jefus, or of Panl.” We may
add, in this place, that the monks were a
juft objet of ridicule to the heathens, as
idle people, and burthenfome to the com-
munity.

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

|
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In many other cafes, however, neithe;
chriftianity itfelf, nor the profeflors of i,
gave any juft occafion to the objeCtions thyt
were made to it, and leaft of all to that of
Celfus, that ¢ the do&rine of Chrift con.
« tained nothing new or weighty*.” The
do@rine of a refurretion, and of a future life
was certainly new to the heathen world;
and if any thing be weighty, this is. Not-
withftanding this, it was commonly ridiculed
by the heathens in general, and by Celfus in
pﬁrticular +. They faid the thing was im-
poffible, and therefore incredible. They
thought the body unworthy of being raifed,
and that the foul would do better with-
out it. That the thing is impoflible to that
power which originally made man, wil
hardly be advanced at this day ; and modern
unbelievers will not readily join their prede-
~ ceflors in their doctrine concerning the pe-
culiar happinefs of a foul difengaged from
the incumberance of a body. -

* Lardner’s Teltimonies, vol. 2. p. 310.

+ Ibid. vol. 2. p. 312.
It



PHILOSOPHIGAL UNBELIEVER. 187

It was an ancient, as well as a modern
obje@ion to chriftianity, that the  know-
ledge of 1t 1s not univerfal. This was
urged by Celfus*, by Porphyryt, and by
Julianf. To this it is {ufficient to fay, that
the Divine Being may have good reafons for
diftributing all his favours very unequally.
He has given to men more under{tanding
than to brutes ; he has given to fome men a
better underftanding than to others; and he
gives to fome ages, and to fome nations, ad-
vantages which he denies to others. But in
this his equity cannot be impeached, {o long
as no improvement is required of what has
not been beftowed ; and as to his wi/dem in
thefe unequal diftributions, it muft certainly
be great prefumption in man to arraign
that. -
There is no end of the objettions that

have been made to chriftianity, in ancient
or modern times, from the miftakes of the

obje&ors, or their cavilling at things of no
moment. Thus Celfus objeéts to chriftians

* Ibid. vol. 2. p. 318. t Ibid. vol. 3. p. 18s.
T Ibid. vol. 4. p. 72.

the
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the fentiments of the Gnoftics*. Por-
phyry charged Peter with imprecating death
on Ananias and Saphira 4, when, in reality,
he only foretold what the divine Being would
do. Porphyry alfo faid, it was improbable
that Nebuchadnezzar thould fhew that re-
{fpe to Daniel which is afferted in his
bopk 3. He ridiculed the queen, mentioned
in the account of Belfhazzar’s feaft, fup-
polfing her to have been his wife, as knowing
more than her hufband § ; and he confounds
Darius the Mede with Darius the fon of
Hyftafpes|]. |

The Pagans in the time of Auftin faid,
how could God reject the old facrifices,
and inftitute a new mode of worfhip§]. But
it does not appear that God has rejected the
old facrifices, though, the Jewith temple be-
ing deftroyed, the fervice of it cannot now
be performed, as it may be at the reftoration
of the Jews to their own country; when,

% Lardner’s Teflimonies, vol. 2, p. 331.

# Ibid. vol. 3. p. 172, 1 Ibid. vol. 3. p. 138.
§ Ibid. vol. 3. p. 140. | Ibid, vol. 3.p. 142.

-

¢ Ibid. vol. 4. p. 430.
| according
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according to the prophecies of Ezekiel, the
temple will be rebuilt, and the fervice of it
refumed. Befides, admitting the principles
of thofe who object to the reftoration of
facrifices, as only adapted to the infant ftate
of the world, it is not contrary to the ana-
logy of nature, that things fhould be in a
progreflive ftate, always approaching nearer
to perfection.

In the time of Aufhin it was faid, that
chriftianity wads inconfiftent with the good
order of fociety, in confequence of the
pﬁﬂive condu& which it recommended™.
But the only pretence for this are fome
proverbial expreflions of our Saviour, which
fome have undérftood too literally,

Hierocles faid, that the {criptures over- |
threw themfelves by their contradictions .
But 1t does not appear what kind of contra-
dittions he meant. They could not be any
that affet the credibility of the principal
falts, and it is on thefe alone that the truth
of chriftianity depends.

“Ibid. vol. 4. p.439. 1 Dbid. vol. 3. p. 234,
2 Porphyry
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Porphyry inferred the falfehood of ¢hyif.
tianity from the difputes between Paul ang
Barnabas, and other circumftances of a fimj.
far pature. DBut may not honeﬂ men fee
things in different lights, and fometimes
givc way to intemperate heat ?  As they
differed, it is the more probable that, if there
had been any thing finifter in the condu&
of either of them, it would have come to
light. Men that differ are not difpofed to
{creen, or favour one another,

The eighteen arguments of Proclus
againft chriftianity, did not affe& the chrif-
tian religion in general, but only, or chiefly,
the particular opinion of chriftians, that
the world had a beginning ¥. This, how-
ever, may cafily be proved to have been
true, by arguments that have no dependence

on revelation.
Julian objelted to the Mofaical account

of the creation of the world, the fall of man,
and the confufion of tongues. He likewife
found faultwith the decalogue . Intelligent

* Lardner’s Teftimonies, vol. 4. p. 288,
+ Ibid. vol. 4. p. 74.

IJ'

chriftians
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chriftians al{o objelt to fome of thefe things,
concerning which Mofes himfelf could have
had no information, except from tradition.
But this does not affect the credibility of
what he writes as having pafled under his
own eyes, and thole of his cotemporaries, the
sccount of which was publifhed in his own
life-time.  Julian’s objettions to the de-
calogue, could only fhew his ignorance, or
his malice.

The fubjed 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 objeGions to 1t. Celfus fays, that
“ the prophecies may be applied to many
“ others with more probability than to
“ Jefus*.” ‘This is readily acknowledged
to be the cafe with refpect to many of the
prophecies of the Old Teftament, which
have by fome chriftians been applied to
Chrift. But there are alfo fome of them,
which can apply to no other perfon; and it

* Ibid. vol. 2. p. 313.
cannot
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- cannot be denied that they were delivered
fome hundreds of years before he was born,
The deftruction of Jerufalem, and the defo.-
lation of Judea, were clearly foretold by our

Saviour himfelf., The prefent difperfed
ftate of the Jews is the fubject of a whole

feries of prophecy, beginning with Mofes,
And if this remarkable people thould be re-
ftored to their own country, and become 2
flourithing nation in it, which is likewife
foretold, few perfons, I think, will doubt of
the reality of 2 prophetic {pirit.

The prophecies of Daniel are {o clear, that
Porphyry fays, ¢ he did not foretel things
“¢ to come, but only related what had hap-
« pened *.” He alfo faid that the book of
Daniel could not be genuine, becaufe it was
written in Greek  as he argued from the ftory
of Sufannah. It i very evident, however,
that fome of the pr phecies of Daniel relate
to the Roman empire, which is defcribed
ilnaer various images, and this certainly did
not exift at the time that the book of Da-

* Lardner’s Teftimonies, vol. 3. p. 134
il
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niel was firft tranflated into Greek. The
decay of the Roman empire is alfo men-
tioned in the book of Danmiel, and this had
not taken place in the time of Porphyry
himfelf. As to the ftory of Sufannah, it is
no part of the book of Daniel, but a {pu-
rious work, probably written in Greek.

I have already obferved that the great
offence that was given by chriftians, was
their drawing people from the worfhip of
the heathen gods, on which it was imagined
the profperity of .the ftate depended. On
this account they were-treated as atheiitical,
and profane perfons, and dangerous in a
community. And it is well known that
when perfons go under an ill name, and are
on any account, generallyodious, every thing
bad is readily believed of them. Thus, be-
caufe chriftians were often obliged to meet
for religious worfhip in the night, they
were charged with putting out the lights,
and committing promilcuous lewdnefs; and
probably their eating bread and drinking
wine in the celebration of the Lord’s {upper,
might give occafion ‘to its being faid, that

Part I, O they
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they killed and eat childreny as we find in

Celfus *,
Befides that every thing of this nature is

in the higheft degree incredible, no proof
was ever pretended to be brought of fuch
practices ; and when ever any enquiry was
made into their condu&, nothing was ever
difcovered to their difcredit. All that Pliny
could find upon the ftrifteft {crutiny, and
from' thofe who had deferted them, was (as
we find from his epiftie to'Trajan) as follows:
* The whole of their fault, or error, lay in
¢ this, that they were wont to meet toge-
¢¢ ther on a ftated day, before it was light,
¢ and fing among themf{elves, alternately a
‘“ hymn to Chrift, as a god, and to bind
t¢ themfelves by an oath, not to the com-
«« miffion of any wickednefs” (with which
~ they had been often charged) ‘¢ but not
~ «to be guilty of theft, or robbery, or
¢« zdaltery, never to falfify their word, norto
¢ deny a pledge committed to them, when
 called upon to return it. When thefe

* Lardner’s Teftimonies, vol. 2: p. 335.

¢¢ things
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“ things were performed, 1t was their cuf-
¢ tom to feparate, and then to come toge-
“ ther again to a meal, which they eat in
‘“ common, without any diforder. But this
“ they had forbore fince the publication of
“ my edict, by which, according to your
«« commands, I prohibited affemblies. Af-
“ ter receiving this account, I judged 1t the
.« more neceflary to examine, and that by
« torture, two maid fervants, who were
t« called miniffers. But I difcovered nothing
“ hefides a bad and exceffive fuperftition *”.

QOn occafion of the'vague and groundlefs ac-
cufation of chriftians, and the odium they un-
juftly lay under, Juftin Martyr gives a fimple
and natural account of what was tranfacted
in their affemblies, and then challenges their
heathen adverfaries in a very proper man-
ner on the fubje@. ¢ On the day called
¢ 'Sunday,” he fays, *“ we all meet together,
¢ &c. &c. &c. On this day Jefus Chrift our
« Saviour rofe from the dead, and ap-

“ neared to his apoftles, and difciples, and

* Ibid. vol. 2. p.12.

D2 ¢¢ taught
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«¢ taught them thofe things which we have
¢ fet before you, and refer to your confide-
¢¢ ration. If thefe things appear agreeable
¢ to reafon .and truth, pay aregard to them,
« If they appear trifling, reje¢t them as
¢¢ fuch. DBut do not treat as enemies, nor
¢ appoint capital punifhment to thofe who
¢¢ have done no harm. For we  foretel
“ unto you, that you will not efcape the
¢ future judgment of God, if you perfift
¢ in unrighteouinefs; and we fhall fay,
¢ the will of the Lord be done*.”

Julian more than once reproaches the
heathen priefts with the better morals of
the chriftians. In his letter to the high-
priéf’c of Galatia, he fays, ¢¢1f heathenifm
¢ does not profper according to our with, it
¢ ijs the fault of thofe who profefs it—
¢« Why do not we look to that which has
“ been the principal caule of the augmenta-
¢ tion of impiety, humanity to ftrangers,
¢« care in burying the dead, and that fanctity
«¢ of life of which they make fuch a fhow;

* Lardner’s Teftimonies, vol. 2. p. 83.

6t gl
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« 3]l which things I will have to be really
« practifed by our people.—It is a fhame,
 when there are no beggars among the
« Jews, and impious Galileans relieve not
““ only their own people, but ours alfo, that
“ our poor fhould be neglected by. us, and
“ be left helplefs and deftitute *,” |
Ammianos Marcellinus alfo, who cen-
fures the bithops of Rome, fays, ¢ they
““ might be happy indeed, if, defpifing the
‘“ orandeur of the city, which they allege .
““ as an excufe for their luxury, they would
“ imitate the life of fome country bifhops,
‘“ who by their temperance in eating "and
“ drinking, by the plainnefs of their habit,
“ and the modefty of their whole behaviour,
‘“ approve themielves to the eternal deity,

““ and his true worfhippers, 4s men of virtue
““ and piety .”

Such were the objetions that were ad-
variced againft chriftianity, in early ages,
when there was the beft opportunity of en-
quiring 1into the grounds of it; and it is

* Thid. vol. 4. p. 101. 1 Ibid. vol. 4. p. 183.
O 3 eafy
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eafy to fee that they affect nothing on which
its credibility at all depends. Admitting

what the unbelievers of thofe ages urged
againft the falts on which the truth of

chriftianity depends, it 1s evident that they
had no pretence for rejecting it which a mo-
dern unbeliever would not be athamed to
avow. And whatever may be faid of the
good fenfe of the early writers againft chri-
tianity, it is evident that it was no guard
agamft the moft defpicable fuperftition, and
the moft unjuit and cruel treatment of thofe
who differed from them on the {ubject of re-
igion. Whatever were the virtues of Mar-
cus Aurelius, or Julian, they did not teach
them toleration or humanity, where religion
was concerned ; and fo far were they from
being the ¢/prits forts of the prefent age, that
they gave into the moft ridiculous credulity
in divination, and all the other abfurd pre-

tences of the heathen- phllofophers and
- priefts. |

I am, yours, &c,
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LETTER XVL

Of the two laft Chapters of the Firft Book of
Mr. Givbon's Hiftory of the Decline and Fall
of the Roman Emprre,

Dear Sigr,

T HOUGH it is not my intention, in

~  this correfpondence, to animadvert upon
particular writers, yet, as you fay that the
two laft Chapters of Mr. Gibbon’s Hiflory
have made more unbelievers than any thing
that has been publithed of late years ; and
have greatly contributed to confirm many in
their unbelief, I fhall, at your requeft, take
notice of fuch of his obfervations a® more
properly affe@ the bifforical evidence of chrif-
tianity, and which I have not already no-
ticed. in the Conclufion of my Hiftory of the
Corruptions of Chriftianity, in which I made
fome obfervations on what he has been
pleafed to call the fecondary caufes of its

growth.
) Q4 There
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There I fthewed how inadequate all the

five caufes he mentions are to account for the
fa&, without the primary caufe, * the con-
‘¢ vincing evidence of the dorine itfelf,”
which he contents himfelf with indiftindly
mentioning, in part of a fentence, as withing
to keep 1t out of ficht as much as pofiible.
For in what that convincing evidence con-
fifted he does not fay, whether in the nature
of the do&rines themfelves, or in the truth
of the great falts in the chriftian hiftory.
As to what he fays of ¢ the ruling provi-
“ dence of its great author,” it might be
equally a proof of the truth of paganifm, or
Mahometanifm, and no doubt he thought
{o. |
"Indeed, ftrange as it may feem, Mr. Gib-
bon himfelf appears to have entirely over-
looked the neceflary connexion between his
Jecondary and the primary caufes of the
growth of chriftianity, though the former
imply fo firm a perfuafion of the truth of it,
in the minds of its profefiors, as could never,
in the natural courfe of things, have been
 produced without the real exiftence of the

oreat falts, which were the obje of their
faith,
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faith, For, without mentioning any more
of his caufes, to fuppofe that the inflexible or
intolerant zeal of the primitive chriftians, and
their firm belief in a future life, could have
been produced without there being any truth
in the hiftory of the miracles, death, and re-
furre€tion of Chrift, is to fuppofe that a pile
of building muft be fupported by pillars, but
that thofe pillars may ftand in the air, with-
out touching the ground; or with the In-
dians, that the world 1s fupported by an ele-
phant, and the'elephant by a tortmfe but the
tortolfe by nothing. |

What is moft remarkable in Mr, Gibbon’s
conduct of his argument (for fuch thefe two
chapters of his hiftory ought to be termed)
1s that, without pretending to confider the
proper evidence of the miracles of Chrift, and
rh0fe of the apoftles (the firm belief of which,
by thofe who were in circumftances the moft
proper for the examination of them, muft have
produced all his fecondary caufes) he takes
every oPportunityfof infinuating, in the courfe
of his narrative, every thing that he can to
take from the effe@ of that evidence, which

he
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he carefully keeps out'of fight. And though
it is by grofs mifreprefentation of fadts, and
giving them colours that by no means be-
leng to them, they are fuch as the unwary
reader will not fufpect. Some of thefe only,
I fhall, in this letter, point out to you, that
you may be upon your guard againft others
-of a fimilar nature. In his account, in par-
ticular, of the conduct of the heathen magif-
trates in the perfecution of chriftians, and of
the behaviour of the chriftians under perfe-
cution, he never fails to mention, or fupprefs,
every thing that could make the former ap-
pear to advantage, and the latter to difad-
vantage. |

I have noticed the ftrange conceffion of
‘Mr. Gibbon, that the Jews ated “¢ in con-
" ¢+ tradi&ion to every known principle of the
“ human mind, in yielding 2 moreready affes
¢ to the traditions of their remote anceftor:,
¢-than to the evidence of tneir own fenfes’
(Hyi' of Corruptions, vol. 2. v. 445) without
being aware, that no fuch propofition, rclat-
1ng to the fentiments and conduct of uen,

«can be true. I thall now ¢ e another very
extraordinary
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extraordinary affertion of his, relating to that
fingular people, as he calls them, and as they
muft indeed-be, if they could fee/, and aéf,
as he {uppofes them to.have done.

¢'The cotemporaries of Mofes and Jof-
¢ hua,” he fays, p. 539. ¢ beheld with the
¢« moft carelefs indifference the moft amaz-
““ ing miracles;”’ byv. which be would infi-
nuate that tnoie nuracles 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
witneffes,. { ,» that they were far from
being beheld with carelefs indifference.
The IHraelites we.e fo much terrified with
the appearances at Mount Sinai, that they
requefted that God would not {peak to them
any more in that manner, but by Mofes.
And fo far were the miracles which they faw
from makirg no .mpreflion on them, that
notwithftanding their ftrong propenfity to
idolatry, their influence continued all that
generation, and that which immediately {uc-
ceeded it.  We read Jothua xxiv. 31. 4nd
Ifrael ferved the Lord all the days of Yofbua,

3 * and
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and all the days of the elders that outlived
Fofbua, and who bad known all the works of

the Lord, that be had done for Ifrael.
An infinuation that moft nearly affe?s

the credibility of the gofpel hiftory, in Mr.
Gibbon’s account, 1s contained 1n the fol-
lowing paragraph. ¢ The Jews of Palef-
‘“ tine,” he fays, p. 603, ¢ who had fondly
“ expelted a temporal deliverer, gave {o cold
“ a reception to the miracles of the divine
°¢ prophet, that it was found unnecefiary to
‘ publifh, or at leaft to preferve, any He-
“ brew gofpel. The authentic hiftory of
- ¢ the a@s of Chrift were compofed in the
¢ Greek language, at a confiderable dif-
¢ tance from Jerufalem, and after the gen-
“¢ tile converts were grown extremely nu-
“ merous,” .

This muft have been intended to infinu-
ate, that the authentic grﬁe?s, were not pub-
lithed in the country where the facts were
known, and that they were not much cre-
dited in Judea itfelf ; whereas nothing 1s
more certain than that the moft zealous of all

chriftians, notwith{tanding the difappoint—
ment -
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ment of their fond hopes of a temporal
Mefliah, were the Jewifh converts, and that
by them only was the gofpel propagated in
diftant countries. Thefe Jewith chriftians
alfo had a gofpel of their own, which was
publiﬂled as early, and was as much re-
garded, as any other; and whether Mr.
Gibbon will call 1t quthentic, or not, there
~was no material difference between it and
the other gofpels, all containing an account
of the miracles, death, and refurretion of
Chrift. This Hebrew gofpel was preferved
as long as the Jewifh chriftians exifted, and
fome of them remained till after the time
of Auftin.

The other gofpels, though written in
Greek, for the ufe of thofe who underftood
that language, and at a diftance from Ju-
dea, were all written by Jews, and while the
tranfactions were recent ; and it was nothing
but a well-grounded perfuafion of their
authenticity, that could have procured this
remarkable hiftory that firm credit which
was given to it, in all parts of the world.

Let Mr. Gibbon {ay how this effe® could
have
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have been produ‘ccdh, if the gofpel hil’rory

had not been attended with every circum-
ftance requifite to eftablith 1ts credibility
in that age, and confequently 1n all future
ages.

. ‘Mr. Gibbon infinnates an objection to
the evidences of chyiftianity from its not
having recommended itfeif, to {ome wife
and virtuous hcathf:ns, in the early ages,
<« We ftand 1n nead {ays he, p. 616, in
his 1romcal manner, « of fuch reﬂe&mns, to
+¢ comfort us for the lofs of fome illuftrious
¢ chara@ers, which in our eyes might have
¢« feemed the moft worthy of the heavenly
¢¢ prefent. The names of Seneca, of the
« clder and the younger Pliny, of Tacitus,
¢ of Plutarch, of Galen, of the flave. Epic-
«s getus, and of the emperor Marcus Anto-
¢ ninus, adorn the age in which they flou-
"« rithed, and exalt the dignity of human
« pature. They filled with glory their
s¢ refpetive {tations, either in active or
« contemplative life. Their excellent un-
¢ derftandings were improved by ftudy.

«¢ Philofophy had purified their minds from
' 4 thc
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¢ the prejudices of popular {uperftition, and
« their days were {pent in the purfuit of
« truth and the practice of virtue. Yet
« all thefe fages (it is no lefs an objed of
“ {urprize than of concern) overlooked, or
« rejeted, the perfection of the chriftian
« {yftem. Their language, or their filence,
«« equally difcover their contempt of the
«« growing {ect, which in their time had
« diffufed itfelf over the Roman empire.
¢ Thofe among them who condefcend to
¢« mention the chriftians, confider them
« only-as obftinate and perverfe enthufiafts,
«« who exadted an implicit fubmiffion to
*“ their myﬁ#erious doCtrines, without being
“ gble to produce a fingle argument that
“ could engage the attentton of men of fenfe
¢ 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-
feQing to lament that the caufe of chrifti-
anity was not defended by abler advocates,
he fays, that ¢ when they would demonftrate
““ the divine origin of chriftianity, they in-

¢ fifted
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¢ fited much more firongly on the pre-
¢ ditions which announced, than on the
‘¢ miracles which accompanied, the appear-
¢ ance of the Mefliah.”
If this had been the cafe, and if, with
fuch miferable advocates, and fuch infuffi.
cient arguments, chriftianity had, as Mr,
Gibbon fays, « diffufed itfelf over the Ro-
“ man empire,” {o early as the time of Se-
neca, it will not be very eafy for him to
account for fo extraordinary a fact. Here
is a great effef?, without any adequate cauft.
Yet this does not appear to have ftruck our
philofopher, as any thing extraordinary. It
fatishes him, that fome thoufands of peo-
ple took it into their heads, without any
reafon at all, that Chrift and the apoftles
wrought miracles, that they madly devoted
their labours, their fortunes, and their
lives, to the propagation of their ground-
le(s opinion, and that by their inflexible zeal,
- and obftinacy, they forced the belief of it on
the reft 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 Tefta.
ment with care, he would have feen that the
firft preachers of chriftianity had no myfferss
ous dotirines to teach. Hear what Paul fays in
the Areopagus at Athens. The times of this
senorance God winked at, but now commands
eth all men every where to repent.  Becaufe
ke bath appointed a day in the which he will
judge the world in righteoufnefs, by that man
whom be thb ordained, whereof be bath

given affurance unto all men, in that be hath
raifed him from the dead; and “of this he
him{elf, and more than five hundred others,
as he fays, 1 Cor. xv. 6. were witnefles,
What is there myflerious in all this ?
Is it lefs intelligible, or in itfelf lefs pro-
bable, than the elegant mythology of Greece
and Rome ? If in that age the muracles
were lefs particularly infifted on, it was be-
caufe they were not difputed. They were
not things dome in a corner, but fuch as
whole countries were witneflfes of. The
arguments from prophecy, which Mr. Gib-
bon ridicules, had their weight chiefly with
the Jews, but were not improperly urged
PartII, P upon
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upon the gentiles; who, feeing a wonder.
ful correfpondence between the predictions
and the events, would be fenfible of the
divinity of the whole f{yftem of revelation,
begun in Judai{m, and completed in chrif-
tianity,

I am far from being difpofed to detra&
from the merit of Seneca, and the other
diftinguifhed heathens here mentioned by
Mr. Gibbon; though with refpet to the
younger Pliny, and Marcus Antoninus, he
1s far from being juftified in faying, that
‘“ their minds were purified from the pre-
‘¢ judices of the popular fuperftition.” For
it has been fhewn that they, as well as Ju-
lian, were bigots to it. But let Mr. Gib-
bon produce what evidence he has of thefe
men, of fuch excellent underftandings, and
freedom from prejudice, having made any
proper enquiry into the nature and truth of
chriftianity, and fay what arguments they
oppofed to thofe of the chriftian teachers.
Otherwife, their overlooking or rejecting
chriftianity implies no refle®ions upon #,
but upon themfelves.

Notwith-



PHILOSOPHICAL UNBELIEVER. arr

Notwithftanding what Mr. Gibbon here
fays, that the chriftian preachers could not
produce ¢ a fingle argument that could en-
«“ gage the attention of men of fenfe and
“ learning,” yet it 1s unqueftionable, that
whether it was by argument, or any other
means, men of f{enfe, and learning too, did
embrace chriftianity; and that, in a very
reafonable fpace of time, there was not a
man of fenfe or learning that did not. It
thould alfo be confidered, that none of the
perfons mentioned by Mr. Gibbon ran any
rilk by continuing heathens ; whereas, in
that age, a man hazarded every thing by
becoming a chriftian. Which of them,
then, was more likely to enquire into the
truth of chriftianity, and by whofe verdict
fhall we be beft juftified in abiding ? |

“ How fhall we excufe,” fays Mr. Gib-
bon, p. 618, ¢ the {upine inattention of the
“ pagan and philofophic world, to thofe
“ evidences which were prefented by the
““ band of omnipotence, not to their reafon,
““ but to their fenfes. During the age of
 Chrift, of his apoftles, and of their firfy

P2 ¢ difeiples,
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¢ difciples, the doétrine which they preach-
“ ed was confirmed by innumerable prodi.
¢¢ gies. The lame walked, the blind faw,
“ the fick were healed, the dead were raifed,
‘¢ demons were expelled, and the laws of
‘¢ nature were frequently fufpended, for the
‘¢ benelit of the church. But the fages of
¢ Greece and Rome turned afide from the
‘“ aweful fpe@acle; and purfuing the ordis
““ nary occupations of life or ftudy, ap.
¢ peared unconicious of any alterations in
¢ the moral or phyfical government of the
‘“ world. Under the reign of Tiberius,
“ the whole world, or at leaft a. celebrated
* provinge of the Roman empire, was in-
“volved in 3 praternatural darknefs of
“threg hours. Even this miraculous
‘¢ event, which aught to have excited the
““ wonder, the curiofity, and the devotion
“ of ‘mankind, pafled without notice, in an
% age of fcience and hiftory.” -
~ 'This was, -npo doubt; meant to infinuate,
that the misagles Mr. Gibbon recites were
never performed, fince they did nat engage

“the attention of the figes of Greece dnd
v 3 f - Rome,
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Rome. But their rnaftention, I prefu'me,
has been fufficiently accounted for ; and if
they did not give proper atfention, and did
not trouble themfelves to make the necef-
{ary enqurries, their unbelief refleéts no dif-
credit ont chriftianity.

As to the darknefs about which Mr, Gib-
bon makes {o great a parade, 1t was not very
hkely to attra the notice of hiftorians, as
it was not fo great, but that the perfons
who attended the crucifixion could fee to
give Jefus vinegar on a fpear, and he could
diftinguith his mother and his difciple John.

With a view, no doubt, to infinuate that
much credit was not given to the account
of the miracles, death, and refurrection of
Chrift, by the inhabitants of Judea, Mr.
Gibbon fays, - 635, * A Miore accuraté
“ enquiry will induce 13 to dotibt, whether
““ any of thofe perfons who had beéeni wit-
* nefles to the iniracles of ‘Chift wire per-
 thitted, beyond the limits of Paléftise, to

e Teal W1th thelr blood the truth of thelr

W feﬁlmony.
P 3 Admitting
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Admitting all this, it 1s not denied byt
there were martyrs to chriftianity, of thofe
who were witnefles to the miracles of
Chrift, wirhin the bounds of Paleftine; and
théfe were of more value than any others,
And whether any of them fuffered withous
the bounds of Paleftine, or not, converts
were made in other countries; and this
muft have been by the credit that was given
to the accounts of the miracles of Chrift,
whether the teftimony was fealed with
blood, or not. But the epiftles of Paul are
a {ufhicient evidence of the great hardfhips
to which himfelf, and many other chrif-
tians, were expofed in diffant. countries. Mr,
Gibbon cannot deny the reality of the per-
fecution pnder Nero, in Rome at leaft ; and
in that perfecution, according to the tefti-
mony of the ancients, to which there is
no reafon to obje@, both Peter and Paul
were put to death, It is likewife the gene-
ral opinion, that, except the two James's
(both of .whom fuffered. at Jerufalem) and
John?: who lived to 2 great age at Ephefus,

~ " all
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all the other apoftles died martyrs without
the bounds of Paleftine. And it muft be
acknowledged, that the teftimony of the
apoftles; thus fealed, as Mr. Gibbon fays,
with their blood, was of more value than any
other, as they had the moft perfect know-
ledge of the hiftory and charatter of Chrift.

In order to fuggeft that 1t was a long
time before the chriftians fuffered any legal -
perfecution from the Romans, Mr. Gibbon
fays, p. 647, *“ We may aflure ourfelves,
“ that when he” (Pliny) ¢ accepted the
“ government of Bythinia, there were no
‘“ genera] laws, or decrees of the Senate, in
“ force againft the chriftians ; that neither
‘““ Trajan, nor any of his virtuous prede-
““ ceflors, whofe edilts were received into
“ the civil and criminal jurifprudence, had
‘¢ publicfy declared their intentions con-
““ cerning the new fet; and that whatever
* proceedings had been carried on againft
““ the chriftians, there were none of fuffi-
““ clent weight and authority, to eftablith a
““ precedent for the conduét of a Roman
“ magiftrate.”
| Py Qn
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On this I would obferve, that when Pliny
arrived in his province, it was evidently the
cuftom to condemn chriftians to death, mere.-
ly as fuch,and whether this was done by a pro.
per Jaw, or otherwife, it was no lefs a trial of
the faith of thofe who fuffered death. But
both the letters of Pliny, and the anf{wer
of Trajan, fhew that the proceedings had
been upon an exifting law, whether enacted
by Trajan himfelf, or any of his predecef(-
fors. His anfwer clearly implies that he
~ did not fend the goverﬁor any new law, but
only informed him how he ought to a& with
refpect to convictions on a former law, in--
firu@ing him to condemn thofe who were
proved to be guilty, but not to feek for
proofs of guilt. A ftrange and inconfiftent
proceeding; as was juftly temarked by Ter-
tullian. 1f the profeflion of chriftianity
was deférving of dedth, why might not the
guilty be fought for, as well as other cri-
minals? And if it was not, why condemn
to-death thofe who profefled it ?

- 'The probability is, that the law by which
the chriftians had been perfecuted was
one
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one of Nero, or Domitian; and to fay no-
thing of the infcription found in Spain
(which, however, Lardner fuppofes may beé
senuine) Orofius fays, that the edict of Nero
extended to the provinces. It is certainly
highly probable, that he who put fo many
chriftians to death, and in {o fhocking 2
manner, would think the whole fe& deferv-
ing to be extirpated in all parts of the em-
pire.

Mr. Gibbon appears to have been fuffiz
ciently {enfible of the value of {uch a tefti-
mony to the truth of the gofpel hiftory, as is
furnifhed by the early martyrdonis ; and there-
fore, he takes greit pains to diminifh their
number; and when the fa&s cannot be denied,
he endeavours to exhibit them in the moft
unfavourable light, as either a criminal ob-
ftinacy, or a mad and ridiculous contempt of
life. And yet, though this i§ evidently his
object, he cannot avoid mentioning {fuch
circumftances, as thow the fliocking cruelty
and injuftice of the perfecutors, and the
noble t:onﬁ:anc'y of the perfecuted. ¢ Punifh-

f rnent ” he fays, p. 650, * was not the in-
¢ evitable
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- ¢ evitable confequence of convi@ion, and
¢ the chrittians whofe guilt was the moft
¢¢ clearly proved, by the teftimony of wit-
¢¢ nefles, or even by their voluntary confef-
¢¢ fion, ftill retained in their own power the
¢¢ alternative of life or death, It was not {o
¢« much the paft. offence, as the aGual re-
¢¢ fiftance, which excited the indignation of
¢ the magi&fatc. He was perfuaded that
«¢ he offered them an eafy pardon, fince, if
¢ they confented to caft a few grains of in-
¢ cenfe upon the altar, they were difmified
¢ from. the tribunal 11 fafety, and with ap-
¢ planfe. It was efteemed the duty of an
¢¢ humane judge to endeavour to reclaim,
¢¢ rather than - to punifh, thofe deluded en-
¢« thufiafts. Varying his tone,  according
« to the age, the fex, or the fituation of the
«¢ prifoners, he frequently condefcended to
¢¢ fet. before. their eyes every circumitance
¢¢ which could render life more pleafing, or
¢« death more terrible; and to folicit, nay,
¢ to ‘intreat them, that they would {how
« fome_compaffion to themfelves, to their

«¢ families, and to their friends, If threats
| “ and
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% and perfuafions proved ineffeCtual, he had
“ often recourfe to violence. 'The {courge,
«“ and the rack, were called in to fupply
¢ the deficiency of argument; and every
¢« 2& of cruelty was employed to {ubdue
¢ fuch inflexible, and as it appeared to the
“ pagans, {fuch criminal obftinacy.”

No doubt, the humanmity of fome of the
Roman magiftrates, led them to favour the.
chriftians, in the manner that Mr. Gibbon
has defcribed. But others took every ad-
vantage that the laws, and the temper of the
times, gave them, and indulged themfelves
1n acts of the moft wanton barbarity. |

With refpect to the number of the mar-
tyrs, Mr. Gibbon feems to triumph, p. 653,
in the confeffion of Origen, who fays that
1t was inconfiderable. But this term is com-
parative, and the real value of it muft be
eftimated by a regard to zhe whole, of which
It was 2 part; and then it may be inferred,
that many hundreds, or even thoufands,
might be faid to be inconfiderable. Origen
fays, that « the providence of God reftrained

“ the
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¢ the violence of the perfecutors, left the
¢¢ whole race of chriftians thould be extir<
“ pated;” and then adds, “ that they who
‘¢ {uffered death were few, and éafily num-
“bered.” Contra Celfum, lib. 3. p. 116;
Ffom this it is evident, that, in the idea of
Origen, the numbet of martyrs was few,
when - compared to the whole number of
eliiftians, which, no doubt, confifted of
many hundreds of thoufands in his time;
arid le could Hardly have imiagined there
was any dapier of the extirpation of the
whole race of them, by the death of 2 much
greater -Humber thap that to which M,
Gibbon feems willing to reduce them.

. Befides, it was not by death only, that
thé faith and conftincy of the chriftians
wis fhown. As Mr. Gibbon himfelf
fajs, pi 62, the Roman magiftrates were
« far from condemning all the chriftians
« who weére accufed before their tribunal
¢ giid very far from punifhing with death
« 21{ thofe who were convicted of an obfti-
« 1iaté adherence to the new fuperitition

¢¢ contenting
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¢ contenting themfelves, for the moft part,
¢ with the milder chaftifements of im«
« prifonment, exile, or {lavery in the mines,”

Thefe things Mr. Gibbon mentions as
milder chaftifements. But does not the
{uffering of fuch punifhments as thefe (fome
of them, in my opinion, far more trying
than the profpect of immediate death) fuffi-
ciently evidence the firmnefs of the faith of
the chriftians, in the caufe for which they
fuffered ; and could fo many thoufands have
fuffered in this manner without having
taken fome care to inform themfelves con-
cerning the truth for which they fuffered ?
Would Mr. Gibbon himfelf be content to
be imprifoned, or to go to work in the mings
for life, or * with the profpect of a generil
e parddn at fome future, but uncertain time,”
p. 653, without being well fatistied that heé
had good reafon for fubmitting toit ! And
were there not among the chriftians, who
did {uffer thefe things, and all that the ut-
moft malice of their enemies could fuggeft,

men who valued life, and the enjoyments of
| it,
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it; as much as Mr. Gibbon can do, and whg
had as much to lofe as he can have ?

* ¢ The general aflertion of Origen,” Mr,
Gibbon fays, ‘¢ may be explained, and cop-
~« firmed, by the particular teftimony of his
« friend Dionyfius, .who, in the immenfe
¢ city of Alexandria, and under the rigor-
«¢ ous perfecution of Decius, reckons only
« ten men and feven women, who fuffered
« for the profeflion of the chriftian name.”
But if the account of Dionyfius be examined,
it will be found that, befides fome horrid vio-
 lences before this perfecution, in which many
loft their lives, the deaths of thefe {feventeen
perfons are mentioned only on account of
there being fomething remarkable in them.
He is far from faying, with Mr. Gibbon,
that thefe were 4// that {uffered death; and
he fays that many profeffed their readinefs
to die, in fo much that the judges fhud-
dered, and the chriftians went out of the
tribunal in triumph. He adds, that many
were torn to pieces by the gentiles in other

cities and villages.

3 . M
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Mzt. Gibbon alfo fays, p. 701, that “from
« the hiftory of Eufebius it may be col-
 leted that only nine bifhops were punifh-
“«ed with death; and we are affured by
« his particular enumeration of the martyrs
¢ of Paleftine, that no more than ninety-two
« chriflians were entitled to that honour-
¢ able appellation;” and from this he draws

what he calls ‘a very important and pro-
¢« hable conclufion,” viz. that * the multi-

« tude of chriftians in the Roman empire,
¢« on whom a capital punifhment was in-
-« flited by a judicial fentence, will be re-
¢« duced to {omewhat lefs than two thou-
« fand perfons ; whereas more than a hun-
« dred thoufand are faid,” p. 707, * to have
« {uffered, in the Netherlands only, by the
“ hand of the executioner.”

Even this number would be abundantly
fufficient for all the purpefes for which
martyrdoms are alleged by the advocates for
chriftianity ; confidering whe thofe martyrs
were, how capable they were of fatisfying
themfelves concerning the truth of chrii-
tianity, and how interefted they were in the

enquiry.
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enquiry. But by looking into Eufebius, i
‘will appear that Mr. Gibbon was no more
authorized to affert that the ninety-two werc
the on/y martyrs in Paleftine, than that the
feventeen were the only ones in Alexandria,
The probability is, that it was very far {hort
of the whole number.

Mr. Gibbon proceeds to relate the parti-

culars of the martyrdom of Cyprian, and, as
'ufual with him, in a manner as favourable
to the perfecutors, and as unfavourable to

the martyr, as poffible ; as if he might have
{ubmitted to death, in thofe circumiftances,
even without any real belief in chriftianity,
from the mere honour of f{uftering, and the
infamy of fhrinking from it. ¢ Could we
‘ fuppofe,” fays he, p. 659, ¢ that the
¢ bifhop of Carthage had employed the pro-
¢ feflion of the chriftian faith only as the
< inftrument of his avarice or ambition, it
“ was fhill incambent on ‘him to fupport
‘¢ the charalter he had affumed ; and if he
‘¢ poffefled the fmalleft degree of manly for-
« titude, rather to expofe himfelf to the

““ moft cruel tortures, than by a fingle act to
¢ exchange
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«« exchange the repﬁtation of a whole life
« for the abhorrence of his chriftian bre-
« thern, and the contempt of the gentile
« world. But if the zeal of Cyprian was
« {upported by the fincere convition of
¢« the truth of thofe dotrines which he
¢¢ preached, the crown of martyrdom muft
“ have appeared to him as an obje& of de-
¢ fire rather than of terror ?”

But what made it fo, infamous to decline
martyrdom, and fo honourable to fuffer it,
but a general perfuafion -of the truth, and
the infinite importance of the truth, of chrif-
tianity, for which ‘they fuffered ? Whence
arofe this -general and flrong perfuafion of
this truth, our hiftorian does not invefti-
gate. ‘He here fays, that, had Cyprian not
{uftered, he would have incurred the con-

tempt of the gentile world. In a paffage
quoted above, he faid that, on throwing a

few grains of incenfe into the fire, the chrif-
tians went from the tribunals of the magif-
trates with fafety, and with applaufe. Let it
then be one, or the other, as Mr. Gibbon’s
changing purpofe may require,

- ParT I, Q_ Whatever
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Whatever ‘was the miotive, Mr. Gibbon
does fufficient juftice to the readinefs of the
primitive chriftians to {uffer martyrdom, in
its moft frightful forms. <¢¢ The {ober dif-
¢ cretion of the prefent age,” he fays, p.661.
¢ will more readily cenfure than admire, but
‘¢ can more eafily admire, than imitate, the
¢ fervour .of the firft chriftians, who, ac-
¢¢ cording to the lively. expreffion of Sulpi-
¢ cius Severus, defired martyrdom with more
¢ cagerriefs than his own contemporanes {o-
. ¢ licited a bifhopric.”

In this, I truft, Mr. Gibbon judges from
his own feelings only. The prefent chrif-
tian world in general holds the primitive

martyrs in as high veneration, as did their
“cotemporaries (though neither théy, 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 fame manner called to it,
to follow their example. In what age of
-the chriftian church have there not been thofe
who may with propriety be called martyrs
go what they held to be the truth of the gol-

3 pel ’
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pel ? Mzr. Gibbon does not, he cannot deny,
that there were thoufands of fuch at the time
of the reformation; and cannot he fuppofe
that the fame men would have been as ready
to die for the profeffion of chriftianity, as for
the dotrine of proteftanti{m.

The only ufe that a defender of chriftianity
makes of the martyrdoms of chriftians in
early times, is as a proof of the firmnefs of
their faith in the caufe for which they fuf<
fered ; fuch a faith requiring an adeguate
caufe. But this firm faith is as evident in
the readinefs to {uffer, as in the acual fuf-
fering, provided there be no doubt of the
fincerity of that profefled readinefs. But
this was then fo far from being doubted,
with refpect to the generality of thofe who
propofed themfelves, that it was ridiculed, as
madnefs and infatuation, by the heathens of
thofe times., And Mr. Gibbon, in the fol-
lowing account, evidently joins the heathens
in this ridicule,

““ The chriftians,” p. 661, ¢ fometimes
“ fopplied by -their voluntary declaration,
- “ the: want of an accufer, rudely difturbed

Q.2 “ the
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“ the public fervice of pagani{m ; and rufh-
““ ing 1n crowds round the tribunals of the ma.
“ giftrates, called upon them to pronounce,
¢ and to'infli&, the fentence of the law. The
¢¢ behaviour of the chriftians was too remark-
““ able to efcape the notice of the ancient phi.
‘ lofophers. But they feemed to have con-
‘¢ fidered it with much lefs admiration than
‘¢ aftonifhment. Incapable of conceiving the
‘¢ motives which fometimes tran{ported the
<< fortitude of believers beyond the bounds
. of prudence, or reafon, they treated fuch an
¢ eagernefs to die as the {trange refult of ob-
¢ ftinate defpair, of ftupid: infenfibility, or of
<< fuperftitious phrenfy. Unhappy men, ex-
¢¢ claimed the pro-conful Antoninus, to the
4¢'chriftians of Afia, unhappy men, if you
¢ are thus weary of your lives, is it {o difii-
¢ cult for you to find ropes and precipices !
¢ He was extremely cautious, as is obferved
“ by a learned and pious hiftorian, of punifh-
¢ ing men who had found no accufers but
¢ themfelves, the imperial laws not having
¢ made any provifiop for fo unexpected &

.“ ¢afe, Condemning, therefore, a few, asa
I ¢ warning
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« warning for their brethren, he difmiffed
<t the multitude with indignation and con-
¢ tempt.”

To what purpofe can it be to any man to
endeavour, as Mr. Gibbon does, to reduce
the number of chriftian martyrs, when their
readinefs to_fuffer martyrdom is not only ac-
knowledged, but ridiculed ; fo that the nym-
ber was a circumftance that did not depend
upon themfelves, but upon their adverfaries.
This willingnefs to fuffer martyrdom I own
to be cenfurable, fince our Saviour exhorts
his followers not to court perfecution, but
to avoid it, if it can be done with honour,
But certainly this courting of {uffering, is no
argument of a lefs firm faith ; and it is this
firm faith that is alone of any ufe in prov-
ing the truth of thofe fatts which were the
objetts of it. That the faith of chriftians in
the truth of the gofpel hiftory in thofc early
times (when it was not difficult for perfons
who were fufficiently in earneft to dilcover
the truth) was real, and not to be fhakep by

torture or death, Mr. Gibbon {ufficiently ac-
* Q.3 ~ knowledges.
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knowledges. Let him then account for
this fact on the fuppofition of there being

no truth in the gofpel hiftory, if he can.
The inefficacy of perfecution to extirpate
chriftianity, is abundantly confefled by Mr.
Gibbon, in his account of the condu& of
Galerius, who was the prompter to what
was called the Diocletian perfecution. “ But
¢« when Galerius,” p. 694, “ had obtained
¢¢’the fupreme power, and the government of
¢¢’the Eaft, he indulged in the fulleft extent
¢his zeal and cruelty, not only in the pro-
« vinces of Thrace and Afia, which acknow-
<t ledged ‘his immediate jurifdiction, but in
“ thofe of Syria, Paleftine, and Egypt ; where
¢ Maximin gratified his own inclination, by
¢ yielding a rigorous obedience to the ftern
¢¢ commands of his benefaétors. The fre-
¢ quent difappointments- of his- ambitious
¢ views, the experience of fix years of perfe-
<¢ cution, and the falutary refle®ions which a
¢ lingering and painful’ diftemper fuggefted
¢ to the mind 6f Galerius, at length con-
« vinced him, that the moft violent efforts
:  of
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“¢ of defpotifm are infufficient to extirpate
« 2 whole people, or to fubdue their religious
« prejudices.” Is it not extraordinary that
Mr. Gibbon fhould be able to write this, ifhe
refleted at all on what he wrote, without
believing that the faith of chriftians ftood
on no very {light foundation”

[ have now, I think, explained myfelf as
fully as I have been able, on every article
relating to the evidence of revealed religion,
to which you withed that I would give par-
ticular attention; and fubmitting all that I
have advanced to your own calm and ferious
confideration, 1 fubfcribe myfelf,

Dear Sir,

Yours fincerely,

J. PRIESTLEY.
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