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Dedication.

To The Committee Of The Christian Evidence Society.
My Lords and Gentlemen,

Having undertaken to compose this work at your request, I beg permission to dedicate it to you.
In doing so I feel that it is a duty which I owe both to you and to myself that I should state the
position which we respectively occupy with regard to it. Your responsibility is confined to having
requested me to compose a work in refutation of certain principles now widely disseminated,
which impugn the supernatural elements contained in the New Testament. For the contents of
the work and for the mode of treatment I alone am responsible. When I considered the position of
the present controversy, I felt that it was impossible to treat the subject satisfactorily except on
the principle that the responsibility for the mode of conducting the argument and of answering
the objections should rest with the writer alone. In dealing with a subject so complicated,
involving as it does questions of philosophy and science as well as the principles of historical
criticism, I can scarcely venture to hope that every position which I have taken will prove
acceptable to all the various shades of theological thought. I have endeavoured to take such as
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seemed to me to be logically defensible without any reference to particular schools of theological
opinion. As the entire question is essentially historical, I have done my utmost to exclude from it
all discussions that are strictly theological. Modern unbelief however puts in two objections
which if valid render all historical evidence in proof of the occurrence of miracles nugatory,
namely that they are both impossible and incredible. In meeting these I have been compelled to
appeal to what appear to me to be the principles of a sound philosophy. In all other respects I
have viewed the question before me as exclusively one of historical evidence.

If the Resurrection of our Lord is an actual occurrence, it follows that Christianity must be a
divine revelation. If it is not, no amount of other evidence will avail to prove it to be so. As it has
been strongly affirmed that for this great fact, which constitutes the central position of
Christianity, the historical evidence is worthless, I have devoted the latter portion of this volume
to the consideration of this question, with a view of putting before the reader the value of the
New Testament when contemplated as simple history. Using the Epistles as the foundation of my
argument, I have endeavoured to prove that the greatest of all the miracles recorded in the
Gospels rests on an attestation that is unsurpassed by any event recorded in history. For this
purpose I have used the Epistles as simple historical documents, and I have claimed for them
precisely the same value which is conceded to other writings of a similar description. The feeling
among Christians that these writings contain the great principles of the Christian faith has
occasioned it to be overlooked that they are also contemporary historical documents of the
highest order. As such I have used them in proof of the great facts of Christianity, above all in
proof of the greatest of them, the Resurrection of our Lord.

With these observations I now present you the following work, with the hope that it may prove
the means of removing many of the difficulties with which recent controversial writers have
endeavoured to obscure the subject. Trusting that it maybe accepted by the great Head of the
Church, the reality of whose life and teaching as they are recorded in the Gospels it is designed
to establish,

I remain, my Lords and Gentlemen,
Your's faithfully,
C. A. Row.

London, January, 1875.

Chapter I. Introduction. The Position of the Controversy
Between the Opponents and the Defenders of
Christianity.

Although every portion of the Bible is vehemently assailed by the various forms of modern
Scepticism, it is clear that the real turning point of the controversy between those who affirm
that God has made a supernatural revelation of himself to mankind, and those who deny it,
centres in those portions of the New Testament which affirm the presence of the supernatural.
The question may be still further narrowed into the inquiry whether the person and actions of
Jesus Christ, as they are depicted in the Gospels, are historical facts, or fictitious inventions. If
the opponents of Revelation can prove that they are the latter, the entire controversy will end in
their favour. It would in that case be utterly useless to attempt to defend any other portion of the
Bible; and the controversy respecting the Old Testament becomes a mere waste of labour. If, on
the other hand, Christians can prove that the narratives of the four Gospels, or even of any one of
them, are a true representation of historical facts, then it is certain that God has made a
revelation of himself, notwithstanding the objections which may be urged against certain
positions which have been taken by Ecclesiastical Christianity, and the difficulties by which
certain questions connected with the Old Testament are surrounded.

It follows, therefore, that the historical truth of the facts narrated in the Gospels constitutes the
central position of the entire controversy. It is not my purpose on the present occasion to discuss
the general question, whether the delineation of Jesus Christ which the Gospels contain is one of
an ideal or an historical person. That question I have already considered in “The Jesus of the
Evangelists.” But as the various forms of modern unbelief are making the most strenuous efforts
to prove that the supernatural elements of the New Testament are hopelessly incredible, and that
the attestation on which the supernatural occurrences mentioned in it rests, is simply worthless,
it is my intention to devote the present volume to the consideration of this special subject, and to
examine the question of miracles, and their historical credibility.
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Modern scepticism makes with respect to supernatural occurrences (under which more general
term I include the miracles of the New Testament), the three following assertions, and
endeavours to substantiate them by every available argument:

1st. That all supernatural occurrences are impossible.
2nd. That, if not impossible, they are incredible; that is, that they are contrary to reason.

3rd. That those which are narrated in the New Testament are devoid of any adequate historical
attestation, and owe their origin to the inventive powers of the mythic and legendary spirit.

It is my purpose, in the course of the present work, to traverse each of these three positions, and
to show:

1st. That miracles and supernatural occurrences are not impossible; and that the arguments by
which this has been attempted to be established are wholly inconclusive.

2nd. That they are neither incredible, nor contrary to reason; but are entirely consistent with its
dictates.

3rd, That the greatest of all the miracles which are recorded in the New Testament, and which, if
an actual historical occurrence, is sufficient to carry with it all the others, the resurrection of
Jesus Christ, rests on the highest form of historical testimony.

Such is my position.

A recent writer, who has ably advocated the principles of modern scepticism, the author of
“Supernatural Religion,” has in the opening passage of his work clearly placed before us the real
point at issue. He states the case as follows:

“On the very threshold of inquiry into the origin and true character of Christianity we are
brought face to face with the supernatural. It is impossible, without totally setting aside its
peculiar and indispensable claim to be a direct external revelation from God of truths which
otherwise human reason could not have discovered, to treat Ecclesiastical Christianity as a form
of religion developed by the wisdom of man. Not only in form does it profess to be the result of
divine communication, but in its very essence, in its principal dogmas it is either superhuman or
untenable. There is no question here of mere accessories, which are comparatively unimportant,
and do not necessarily affect the essential matter, but we have to do with a scheme of religion
claiming to be miraculous in all points, in form, in essence, and in evidence. This religion cannot
be accepted without an emphatic belief in supernatural interposition, and it is absurd to imagine
that its dogmas can be held, whilst the miraculous is rejected. Those who profess to hold the
religion, whilst they discredit the supernatural element, and they are many at the present day,
have widely receded from Ecclesiastical Christianity. It is most important that the inseparable
connection of the miraculous with the origin, doctrines, and the evidence of Christianity should
be clearly understood, in order that inquiry may pursue a logical and consistent
course.”—Supernatural Religion, page 1.1

I fully accept all the chief positions laid down in this passage as an adequate statement of the
points at issue between those who affirm and those who deny that Christianity is a divine
revelation. A few minor points require a slight modification, as incurring the danger of confusing
ideas that ought to be carefully distinguished.

The writer before me also raises no minor issue. Although the work is entitled “Supernatural
Religion, or an inquiry into the reality of divine revelation,” its object, which is consistently
carried out throughout it, is to impugn the historical character of the Gospels, and to prove that
the supernatural occurrences which are recorded in them are fictitious. The title of the work
might have justified the writer in assailing other portions of the Bible; but he clearly sees that to
adopt this course is only to attack the outworks of Christianity, and to leave the key of the entire
position unassailed. In doing so he has pursued a far nobler course than that which has been
adopted by many of the opponents of the Christian faith. He has directed his attack against the
very centre of the Christian position, the historical credibility of the supernatural actions
attributed to Jesus Christ in the Gospels, being well aware that a successful assault on this
position will involve the capture of all the outworks by which it is supposed to be protected; while
it by no means follows that a successful assault on any of the latter involves the capture of the
citadel itself. This writer does not take up a bye question, but he goes direct to the foundation on
which Christianity rests. In doing so, it must be acknowledged that he has taken a
straightforward course, and one which must bring the question of the truth or falsehood of
Christianity to a direct issue.

I fully agree with the chief position taken in the quotation before us, that Christianity involves the
presence of the supernatural and the superhuman, what in fact is generally designated as the
miraculous, or it is nothing. To remove these elements out of the pages of the New Testament, is
not to retain the same religion, but to manufacture another quite different and distinct from it. In
the first place, we have the great central figure in the Gospels, the divine person of Jesus Christ
our Lord, and the entire body of his actions and his teaching. He, although depicted as human, is
at the same time depicted as superhuman and supernatural, not merely in his miraculous works,
but in his entire character. To remove the divine lineaments of Jesus Christ out of the Gospels is
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simply to destroy them. Besides this, we have a large number of miraculous actions attributed to
him. These are inextricably interwoven with the entire narrative, which, when they are taken
away, loses all cohesion. Lives of Jesus which have been set forth, deprived of their supernatural
and superhuman elements, are in fact nothing better than a new Gospel composed out of the
subjective consciousness of the writers. Various attempts have been made to pare down the
supernatural and superhuman elements in the Gospels to the smallest possible dimensions. Still
they obstinately persist in remaining. If everything else is struck out of the Gospels, except their
moral teaching, we are left in the presence of teaching which is raised at an immense elevation
above the thoughts and conceptions of the age that produced it; and of a teacher, who while
distinguished by the marks of pre-eminent holiness and greatness of mind, is also distinguished
by a degree of self-assertion in his utterances of moral truth, which is without parallel, even
among the most presumptuous of men. Deal with the Gospels as we will, while we allow any
portions of them to remain as historical, we are still in the presence of the superhuman.

As the narrative now stands it is at least harmonious. The lofty pretensions of the teacher bear
the most intimate correlation to the supernatural and superhuman facts that are reported of him.
The one are the complement of the other. If the facts are true, the lofty self-assertion of the
teacher is justified; if they are not true, his pretensions conflict with the entire conception of his
holiness and elevation of mind. The use which a wide spread school of modern criticism so freely
makes of the critical dissecting knife, for the purpose of amputating the supernatural from the
Gospels, can only be attended by the fatal termination of destroying the entire Gospels as of the
smallest historical value. It is marvellous that persons who retain any respect for Christianity as a
system of religious and moral teaching, should have attempted to throw discredit on this element
in the Gospels with a view of saving the remainder.

Nor is the case different with the other portions of the New Testament. Christianity, as
enunciated by its writers, does not profess merely to teach a new and improved system of
morality. If this was its only pretension, it would certainly have but little claim to be viewed as a
divine revelation. In morals its teaching is both unsystematic and fragmentary; though it is an
unquestionable fact, that a great system of moral teaching may be deduced from the principles it
unfolds. But if one thing is plainer than another on the face of the New Testament, it is that the
great purpose sought to be effected by Christianity is to impart a new moral and spiritual power
to mankind. It professes to be, not a body of moral rules, but a mighty moral force, which is
concentrated in the person of its Founder. The acceptance of it had generated a new power or
energy, a moral and spiritual life, which raised those who had embraced it above their former
selves; and which it professes to be able to impart to all time. This supernatural element,
concentrated as I have said that it is in the person of its founder, runs through the entire epistles,
and constitutes their most distinguishing feature. If the supernatural elements in the person of
Jesus Christ be removed from their teaching nothing remains but a number of moral precepts
robbed of all their vitality. In one word, the whole system of teaching simply collapses.

In a similar manner, if we eliminate every thing supernatural out of the New Testament, with a
view of arriving at a residuum of truth, we are brought into immediate contact with the most
unique fact in the history of man, the creation of the Church of Jesus Christ, the greatest
institution which has ever affected the destinies of our race, and which has for eighteen centuries
exerted a most commanding influence on human happiness and civilization. This is professedly
based on a miraculous fact, the Resurrection of Jesus Christ. If, therefore, we remove the
supernatural elements out of Christianity, this institution, mighty for good in its influence on the
progress of our race, has been based on an unreality and a delusion. Here again we encounter
something which has very much the appearance of the supernatural.

On these accounts, therefore, I cordially accept the position which is laid down by the author of
“Supernatural Religion” as a correct statement of the case, that Christianity involves the
presence of the Supernatural, or it is nothing. We must either defend the chief supernatural
elements of the New Testament or abandon it as worthless.

But there is an expression which occurs in this quotation, and which is frequently made use of in
subsequent parts of the work, which requires consideration, “Ecclesiastical Christianity.” What is
intended by it? The meaning is nowhere defined, and unless we come to a clear understanding
with respect to it, we shall be in danger of complicating the entire question. The expression is
ambiguous. If by it is meant any other form of thought, than that which is contained in the pages
of the New Testament; if, in fact, by it is intended a systematic arrangement of doctrinal truth,
which has been elaborated at a subsequent period, I emphatically assert that those who are
called upon to defend the divine character of the Christian Revelation have nothing to do with it.
The only thing which those who maintain that the New Testament contains a divine revelation
can be called on to defend, is the express statements of the book itself, and not a system of
thought which subsequent writers may have attempted to deduce from it.

This point is so important, that I must make the position which I intend taking with respect to it
clear. It involves the distinction between revelation and theology. The religious and moral
teaching which is contained in the New Testament is in a very unsystematic form. Not one of its
writings is a formal treatise on theology, nor does one of them contain a systematised statement
of what constitutes Christianity. Its teaching of religious truth is incidental, and is called forth by
the special circumstances of the writer. The plain fact is that four of the writings which comprise
the New Testament are religions memoirs. One is an historical account of the foundation of the
Church. Twenty-one are letters, written to different Churches and individuals, and all called forth
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by special emergencies. These all partake of the historical character. The only one which does
not participate in this character is the Apocalypse, which, being a vision, is utterly unlike a formal
or systematic treatise on Christianity. The result of the form in which the New Testament is
composed is that its definite teaching is always incidental, called forth to meet special
circumstances and occasions in the history of Churches and individuals, and never formal. It is
also universally couched in popular, as distinct from scientific or technical language. Not one of
its writers makes an attempt to formulate a system of Christian theology.

The person of Jesus Christ constitutes Christianity in its truest and highest sense. Three of the
Gospels embody the traditionary teaching of the Church on this subject. The fourth is the work of
an independent writer. The epistles may be received as a set of incidental commentaries on the
person and work of Jesus Christ, called forth by the special occasions which gave them birth, and
embodying the author's general views as to his work and teaching as adapted to a number of
special circumstances and occasions.

Between the contents of the New Testament and what is commonly understood by Ecclesiastical
Christianity the difference is extremely wide. The New Testament contains a divine revelation.
Ecclesiastical Christianity is a body of religious teaching in which Christianity has been
attempted to be presented in a systematised form, or, in other words, it is a theology more or less
complete.

It is necessary that we should have a clear appreciation of the difference. Theology is an attempt
of the human intellect to present to us the truths communicated in Revelation in a systematised
form. It is in fact the result of the human reason investigating the facts and statements of
Revelation. Theology therefore is a simple creation of human reason erected on the facts of
divine revelation. As such it is subject to all the errors and imperfections to which our rational
powers are obnoxious. It can claim no infallibility more than any other rational action of the
human mind. Theology is a science, and is subject to the imperfections to which all other sciences
are liable. It stands to the facts of Christianity in the same relation as philosophy and physical
science stand to the works of nature. In the one the human intellect investigates the divine
revelation contained in the works of nature, and endeavours to systematise its truths: in the other
it does the same with respect to the divine revelation which in accordance with the assertions of
the New Testament has been made in the person of Jesus Christ.

What I am desirous of drawing attention to is that theology is not revelation. Systems of theology
may be accurate deductions of reason from Revelation; or they may be inaccurate and imperfect
ones. It is very possible that a system of theology which has been evolved by human reason,
although it may have attained a wide acceptance, may be as inadequate an explanation of the
facts of revelation, as the Ptolemaic system of astronomy was of the facts of the material
universe. Objections which were raised against the latter were no real objections against the
structure of the universe itself. In the same way objections which may be raised against a
particular system of theology, may leave the great facts of revelation entirely untouched.

If we look into the history of Christianity, we shall find that as soon as the Church began to
consolidate itself into a distinct community, the reason of man began to exert itself on the facts of
revelation, and to attempt to reduce its teaching to a systematic form. From this source have
sprung all the various systems of theology which have from time to time predominated in the
Church. It has been a plant of gradual growth, and as such may bear a fair comparison with the
slow growth of philosophy or physical science. Such an action of reason on the facts of revelation
was inevitable and entirely legitimate. What I am desirous of guarding against is the idea that
when reason is exerted on the facts of revelation, it is more infallible than when exerted on any
other subjects which come under its cognisance.

I am not ignorant that there is another theory respecting the nature of theology. A large branch
of the Christian Church holds that a body of dogmatic statements has been handed down
traditionally from the Apostles and other inspired teachers, which has been embodied in the
system of theology which is accepted by this Church, and that this was intended to be an
authoritative statement of the facts of the Christian revelation. It is also part of the same theory
that the Church as a collective body has in all ages possessed an inspiration, which enables it to
affirm authoritatively and dogmatically, what is and what is not Christian doctrine, and that
which it thus authoritatively affirms to be so, must be accepted as a portion of the Christian
revelation as much as the contents of the New Testament itself.

I fully admit that those who assume a position of this kind are bound to act consistently, and to
defend every statement in their dogmatic creeds as an integral portion of Christianity. Nor is it
less certain, if this principle is true, that if any portion of such dogmatic creeds can be
successfully assailed as contrary to reason, as for instance the formulated doctrine of
transubstantiation, it would imperil the position of Christianity itself. Those, however, who have
taken such positions, must be left to take the consequences of them. It is not my intention in
undertaking to defend the historical truth of the supernatural elements in the New Testament, to
burden myself with an armour which seems only fitted to crash beneath its weight the person
who attempts to use it.

It has been necessary to be explicit on this point, in order that the argument may be kept free
from all adventitious issues. The introduction into it of the expression, “Ecclesiastical
Christianity,” brings with it no inconsiderable danger of diverting our attention from what is the
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real point of controversy. I must therefore repeat it. Ecclesiastical Christianity is a development
made by reason from the facts of the New Testament, and is a thing which is entirely distinct
from the contents of the New Testament. With its affirmations therefore I have nothing to do in
the present discussion. It will not be my duty to examine into its positions, with a view of
ascertaining whether they are developments of Christian teaching which can be logically
deduced from its pages; still less to accept and to defend them as authoritative statements of its
meaning. In defending the New Testament as containing a divine revelation, I have only to do
with the contents and assertions of the book itself, and with nothing outside its pages. What
others may have propounded respecting its meaning can form no legitimate portion of the
present controversy. The real point at issue is one which is simple and distinct. It is, are the
supernatural incidents recorded in it historical events or fictitious inventions? As that is the
question before us, I must decline to allow any other issue to be substituted in the place of it. Our
inquiry is one which is strictly historical.

Another statement made by the author before me requires qualification. He says that
“Christianity is a scheme of religion which claims to be miraculous in all points, in form, in
essence, and in evidence.” This statement I must controvert. Christianity does not profess to be
divine on all points. On the contrary, it contains a divine and a human element so intimately
united, that it is impossible to separate the one from the other. It is also far from clear to me how
it can be miraculous in form when it is contained in a body of historical writings. I shall have
occasion to show hereafter, that although miracles form an important portion of the attestation
on which it rests, they are not the only one.

With these qualifications I fully accept the position taken by this writer as a correct statement of
the points at issue between those who affirm, and those who deny the claims of Christianity to be
a divine revelation, and accept his challenge to defend the supernatural elements in the New
Testament, or to abandon it as worthless. To maintain that any of its dogmas can be accepted as
true while its miraculous elements are abandoned seems to me to involve a question which is
hopelessly illogical.

Modern unbelief rejects every supernatural occurrence as utterly incredible. Before proceeding
to examine into the grounds of this, it will be necessary to lay down definitely the bearing of the
present argument on the principles of atheism, pantheism, and theism.

As far as the impossibility of supernatural occurrences is concerned, pantheism and atheism
occupy precisely the same grounds. If either of them propounds a true theory of the universe, any
supernatural occurrence, which necessarily implies a supernatural agent to bring it about, is
impossible, and the entire controversy as to whether miracles have ever been actually performed
is a foregone conclusion. Modern atheism, while it does not venture in categorical terms to affirm
that no God exists, definitely asserts that there is no evidence that there is one. It follows that if
there is no evidence that there is a God, there can be no evidence that a miracle ever has been
performed, for the very idea of a miracle implies the idea of a God to work one. If therefore
atheism is true, all controversy about miracles is useless. They are simply impossible, and to
inquire whether an impossible event has happened is absurd. To such a person the historical
enquiry, as far as a miracle is concerned, must be a foregone conclusion. It might have a little
interest as a matter of curiosity; but even if the most unequivocal evidence could be adduced that
an occurrence such as we call supernatural had taken place, the utmost that it could prove would
be that some most extraordinary and abnormal fact had taken place in nature of which we did not
know the cause. But to prove a miracle to any person who consistently denies that he has any
evidence that any being exists which is not a portion of and included in the material universe, or
developed out of it, is impossible.

Nor does the case differ in any material sense with pantheism. When we have got rid of its hazy
mysticism, and applied to it clear principles of logic, its affirmation is that God and the Universe
are one, and that all past and present forms of existence have been the result of the Universe, i.e.
God, everlastingly developing himself in conformity with immutable law. All things which either
have existed or exist are as many manifestations of God, who is in fact an infinite impersonal
Proteus, ever changing in his outward form. From him, or to speak more correctly, from it (for he
is no person), all things have issued as mere phenomenal babbles of the passing moment, and by
it will be again swallowed up in never-ending succession. Such a God must be devoid of
everything which we understand by personality, intelligence, wisdom, volition or a moral nature.
It is evident therefore that to a person who logically and consistently holds these views the
occurrence of a miracle is no less an impossibility than it is to an atheist, for the conception of a
miracle involves the presence of personality, intelligence, and power at the disposal of volition.
All that the strongest evidence could prove to those who hold such principles, is that some
abnormal event had taken place of which the cause was unknown.

It is evident, therefore, that the only course which can be pursued with a professed atheist or
pantheist, is to grapple with him on the evidences of theism, and to endeavour to prove the
existence of a God possessed of personality, intelligence, volition, and adequate power, before we
attempt to deal with the evidences of miracles. Until we have convinced him of this all our
reasonings must be in vain.

There are four modes of reasoning by which the being of a God may be established. I will simply
enumerate them. First, the argument which is founded on the principle of causation; second, that
which rests on the order of the universe; third, that from its innumerable adaptations; fourth,
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that which is derived from the moral nature and personality of man. If the argument from
causation fails to prove to those with whom we are reasoning that the finite causes in the
universe must have a first cause from whence they have originated; if that from the orderly
arrangements in the universe fails to prove that there must be an intelligent being who produced
them; if its innumerable adaptations fail to establish the presence of a presiding mind; and if the
moral nature of man fails to prove that must be a moral being from whom that nature emanated,
and of whom it is the image, it follows that the minds must be so differently constituted as to
offer no common ground or basis of reasoning on this question. The whole involves an essential
difference of principle, which no argumentation can really reach. To attempt to prove to a mind
of this description the occurrence of a miracle, is simply a waste of labour.

A work, therefore, on the subject of miracles can only be addressed to theists, because the very
conception of a miracle involves the existence of a personal God. To take this for granted in
reasoning with a pantheist or atheist is simply to assume the point at issue. It is perfectly true,
that a legitimate body of reasoning may be constructed, if the pantheist or the atheist agrees to
assume that a God exists for the purpose of supplying a basis for the argument. We may then
reason with him precisely in the same way as we would with a theist. But the contest will be with
one who has clad himself in armour which no weapon at our disposal can penetrate. After the
strongest amount of historical evidence has been adduced, and after all alleged difficulties have
been answered, he simply falls back on his atheism or his pantheism, which assumes that all
supernatural occurrences must be impossible, and therefore that alleged instances of them are
delusions.

This is not unfrequently the case in the present controversy. A considerable number of objections
which are urged against the supernatural elements of Christianity, derive whatever cogency they
possess from the assumption that there is a God who is the moral Governor of the universe.
These are not unfrequently urged by persons who deny the possibility of miracles on atheistic or
pantheistic grounds. It is perfectly fair to reason against Christianity on these grounds; it is
equally so for a person who holds these opinions, to attempt to prove that the historical evidence
adduced in proof of the miracles recorded in the New Testament is worthless as an additional
reason why men should cease to believe in them. But it is not conducive to the interests of truth
to urge objections which have no reality except on the supposition that a God exists who is the
moral Governor of the universe, and then to fall back on reasonings whose whole force is
dependent on the data furnished by pantheism or atheism. I shall have occasion to notice a
remarkable instance of this involved mode of reasoning hereafter.

I shall now proceed briefly to state the mode in which I propose to treat the present subject. The
point which I have to defend is not any conceivable body of miracles or their evidential value, but
specially the supernatural occurrences recorded in the New Testament. I must therefore
endeavour to ascertain what is the extent of the supernaturalism asserted in the New Testament,
and what is the degree of evidential value which its writers claim for it.

It has been asserted by many writers that the sole and only evidence of a revelation must be a
miraculous testimony. Whether this be so or not, this is not the place to enquire. But in relation
to the present controversy the plain and obvious course is to ask the writers of the New
Testament what is the precise evidential value of the supernatural occurrences which they have
narrated. This is far preferable to falling back on any assertions of modern writers, however
eminent, on this subject. They may have over-estimated, or under-estimated their evidential
value. The writers of the New Testament must be held responsible, not for the assertions of
others, but only for their own. I must therefore carefully consider what it is that they affirm to be
proved by miracles.

One primary objection against the possibility of miracles is founded on that peculiar form of
theoretic belief, which affirms that both philosophy, science, and religion alike point to the
existence of a Cause of the Universe, which is the source of all the forces which exist, and of
which the various phenomena of the universe are manifestations, and designates this cause by
the name of God. But while it concedes his existence, it proclaims him to be Unknown and
Unknowable. If this position is correct, the inference seems inevitable, that any thing like a real
revelation of him is impossible. It will be necessary therefore for me to examine into the validity
of this position.

A vast variety of arguments have been adduced both on philosophic grounds and from the
principles established by physical science, for the purpose of proving that the occurrence of any
supernatural event is contrary to our reason. If this be true, it is a fatal objection against the
entire mass of supernatural occurrences that are recorded in the New Testament. The most
important points of these reasonings will require a careful consideration.

A very important objection has been urged against the Christian mode of conducting the
argument from miracles. It is alleged that it involves reasoning in a vicious circle, and that
Christian apologists endeavour to prove the truth of doctrines which utterly transcend reason by
miraculous evidence, and then endeavour to prove the truth of the miracles by the doctrines. If
this allegation is true, it is no doubt a fatal objection to the argument. I shall endeavour to show
that it is founded on a misapprehension of the entire subject.

An attempt has been made to re-affirm the validity of Hume's argument that no amount of
evidence can avail to prove the reality of a miracle unless the falsehood of the evidence is more
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miraculous than the alleged miracle. It will be necessary to consider the validity of the positions
which have been lately assumed respecting it.

A very formidable objection has been urged against the truth of the supernatural occurrences
recorded in the New Testament on the ground that the followers of Jesus were a prey to a
number of the most grotesque beliefs respecting the action of demons, and that their superstition
and credulity on this point was of so extreme a character as to deprive their historical testimony,
on the subject of the supernatural of all value. As this objection is not only one which is widely
extended, but has been urged with great force by the author of “Supernatural Religion,” I shall
devote four chapters of this work to the examination of the question of possession and
demoniacal action as far as it affects the present controversy.

The entire school of modern unbelief found a very considerable portion of their arguments
against the historical character of the Gospels, on the alleged credulity and superstition of the
followers of our Lord. This is alleged to have been of a most profound character, and it forms the
weapon which is perhaps in most constant use with the assailants of Christianity. All difficulties
which beset their arguments are met by attributing the most unbounded credulity, superstition
and enthusiasm to the followers of Jesus. It has also been urged that the belief in supernatural
occurrences has been so general, that it renders the attestation of miracles to a revelation
invalid. I purpose examining into the validity of this objection. As this may be said to be the key of
the position occupied by modern unbelief, I must examine into the reality of the affirmation, and
also how far the love of the marvellous in mankind affects the credit of the testimony to miracles.
This I propose discussing in two distinct chapters.

It is an unquestionable fact that in these days we summarily reject whole masses of alleged
supernatural occurrences, as utterly incredible, without inquiry into the testimony on which they
rest. It will be necessary to inquire into the grounds on which we do this, and how far it affects
the credibility of the miracles recorded in the New Testament.

The historical value of the testimony which has been adduced for the truth of the miracles
recorded in the New Testament, has been assailed by every weapon which criticism can supply. It
is affirmed in the strongest manner that they are utterly devoid of all reliable historical evidence.
The Gospels are pronounced to consist of a bundle of myths and legends, with only a few grains
of historic truth hidden beneath them. They are affirmed to be late compositions, and that we are
utterly devoid of all contemporaneous attestation for the facts recorded in them, and that the
true account of the origin of Christianity is buried beneath a mass of fiction. If this be true, there
cannot be a doubt that it is a most serious allegation, which affects the entire Christian position.
It is further urged that while the defenders of Christianity publish works in which they attempt to
prove that miracles are possible and credible, they carefully avoid grappling with the real point of
the whole question by showing that any historical evidence can be produced for a single miracle
recorded in the Gospels, which will stand the test of such historical criticism, and it is loudly
proclaimed that no real evidence can be made forthcoming. Such a charge as this, it is impossible
to pass over in silence.

I propose, therefore, to examine into the general truth of these allegations, and to consider the
nature of the historical evidence which unbelief, after it has exhausted all its powers of criticism,
still leaves us unquestionably in possession of.

This consists of the epistles of the New Testament viewed as historical documents. Their value as
such has been greatly overlooked by both sides to the controversy, especially by the Christian
side. Christians have been in the habit of viewing them as inspired compositions, and have
studied them almost exclusively on account of the doctrinal and moral teaching which they
contain, and each sect has viewed them as a kind of armoury from which to draw weapons for the
establishing its own particular opinions. In doing this they have forgotten that they are also
historical documents of the highest order, the great majority of which even the opponents of
Christianity concede to have been composed prior to the conclusion of the first century of the
Christian era, and many of them at a much earlier period.

Of these writings four are universally admitted to be genuine, and to have been composed prior
to the year 60 of our era. Four more are genuine beyond all reasonable doubt, and of two more
the evidence in favour of their authenticity is very strong. The Apocalypse, which is also admitted
to be genuine, although not strictly an historical document, can be rendered valuable for the
purposes of history. Of the remaining writings the genuineness is disputed; but whether genuine
or not, it is impossible to deny their antiquity, and that they are faithful representations of the
ideas of those who wrote them. In fact the names of their authors are of no great importance in
the present controversy, when the writings themselves bear so decisively the marks of originality.
Thus the epistle of James, by whomsoever written, bears the most unquestionable marks of the
most primitive antiquity. It is in fact a document of the earliest form of Christianity,—in one
word, the Jewish form, before the Church was finally separated from the synagogue.

Such are our historical materials. Little justice has been done to their value in the writings of
Christian apologists. As included in the Canon of the New Testament, it has been for the most
part the practice to view them as standing in need of defence, rather than as being the mainstay
of the argument for historical Christianity, and constituting its central position.

It will be admitted that it will be impossible for me to do full justice to such a subject in a work
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like the present. To bring out all the treasures of evidence respecting primitive Christianity, and
the foundation of the Christian Church which these writings contain, the whole subject would
require to be unfolded in a distinct and separate treatise exclusively devoted to the subject. Still,
however, this work would be very incomplete if I did not accept the challenge so boldly thrown
down to us, and show that Christianity rests on an historical attestation of the highest order. To
this I propose devoting the six concluding chapters of this work.

I intend, therefore, in the first place to examine the value of the historical documents of the New
Testament, and show that several of the epistles take rank as the highest form of historical
documents, and present us with what is to all intents and purposes a large mass of
contemporaneous evidence as to the primitive beliefs, and the original foundation of the Christian
Church. In doing so I propose to treat them in the same manner as all other similar historical
documents are treated.

I shall then show that these documents afford a substantial testimony to all the great facts of
Christianity, and especially to the existence of miraculous powers in the Church, and that the
various Churches were from the very earliest period in possession of an oral account of the
actions and teachings of Jesus Christ substantially the same as that which is now embodied in the
Gospels; and that this oral Gospel was habitually used for the purposes of instruction. Further,
that this oral Gospel was a substantial embodiment of the beliefs of the primitive followers of
Jesus, and that the Church as a community was a body especially adapted for handing down
correctly the account of the primitive beliefs respecting its origin, and that the peculiar position
in which it was placed compelled it to do so.

I shall further show on the evidence furnished by those epistles, the genuineness of which
unbelievers do not dispute, that from the earliest commencement of Christianity the whole body
of believers, without distinction of sect or party, believed in the resurrection of Jesus Christ as a
fact, and viewed it not only as the groundwork on which Christianity rested, but as the one sole
and only reason for the existence of the Christian Church. I shall be able also to prove on the
same evidence that a considerable number of the followers of Jesus were persuaded that they had
seen him alive after his crucifixion, and that his appearance was an actual resurrection from the
dead. The same writings prove to demonstration that this was the universal belief of the whole
Christian community, and that the Church was established on its basis.

These things being established as the basis for my reasonings, I shall proceed to prove that it is
impossible that these beliefs of the Church could have owed their origin to any possible form of
delusion; but that the resurrection of Jesus Christ was an historical fact, and that no other
supposition can give an adequate account of the phenomenon.

Having proved that the greatest of all the miracles which are recorded in the Gospels is an
historical fact, I have got rid of the a priori difficulty with which the acceptance of the Gospels as
genuine historical accounts is attended; but further, if it is an historical fact that Jesus Christ
really rose from the dead, it is in the highest degree probable that other supernatural
occurrences would be connected with his person. I shall therefore proceed to restore the Gospels
to their place as history, and to show that even on the principles of the opponents of Christianity,
they have every claim to be accepted as true accounts of the action and teaching of Jesus Christ
as it was transmitted by the different Churches, partly in an oral, and partly in a written form. I
shall also show that even if they were composed at the late dates which are assigned to them by
opponents, they were yet written within the period which is strictly historical, while tradition was
fresh and reminiscences vivid, and long before it was possible that a great mass of facts which
must have formed the basis of the existence of the Christian Church could have been superseded
by a number of mythic and legendary creations. Having placed these facts on a firm foundation, I
shall proceed to consider their accounts of the Resurrection of Jesus Christ, and to estimate its
historical nature.

The proof that the greatest miracle recorded in the Gospels, the Resurrection of Jesus Christ, is
an event which has really occurred, places the remainder of them in point of credibility in the
same position as the facts of ordinary history; and they must be accepted and regarded in
conformity with the usual methods of testing evidence.

Chapter II. Definitions of Terms.

Nothing has more contributed to import an almost hopeless confusion of thought into the entire
controversy about miracles than the ambiguous senses in which the most important terms
connected with it have been employed, both by theologians and men of science, by the defenders
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of revelation as well as by its opponents. Of these terms the words “nature,” “natural”, “law,”
“force,” “supernatural,” “superhuman,” “miracle,” and “miraculous,” are the most conspicuous. It
is quite clear that unless we use these terms in a definite and uniform sense, we shall be fighting
the air. The neglect to do so has thrown the greatest obscurity over the entire subject. This vague
and uncertain use of them is not confined to writers on theological subjects, but is diffused over a
large number of scientific works. My object in the present chapter will be, not to lay down strictly
accurate definitions of all the terms used in the controversy (for this in the present state of
thought on the subject is hardly possible) but to endeavour to assign a definite meaning to those
which it will be necessary for me to employ, and to draw attention to some of the fallacies which
a vague use of language has introduced.

First: No terms are more frequently used in this controversy than the words “nature” and
“natural.” They are constantly used as if their meaning was definite and invariable. Nothing is
more common than to use the expression “laws of nature,” and to speak of miracles as involving
contradictions, violations, and suspensions of the laws and order of nature, as though there was
no danger of our falling into fallacies of reasoning by classing wholly different orders of
phenomena under a common name.

What do we mean by the terms “nature” and “natural”? It is evident that no satisfactory result
can come from reasonings on this subject, unless the parties to the discussion agree to attach to
those words a steady and consistent meaning. Are we in fact under the expression “nature” to
include both matter and its phenomena, and mind and its phenomena? Is nature to include all
things which exist, including their causes; laws, and forces; or is it to be restricted to matter, its
laws and forces? Or is it to include all things that exist, except God? I need hardly observe that
the laying down some clear and definite principles on this subject is vital to the present
controversy.

Again: What do we mean by the laws of nature? How do we distinguish between the laws and the
forces of nature? Do the laws of nature, in the sense in which that expression is used by science,
possess any efficient power whatever; or ought not efficiency to be predicated only of the forces
of nature, and never of its laws? Or when we speak of the forces of nature, do we recognise any
distinction between material and moral forces, or do we confound phenomena so utterly differing
in outward character, and on whose difference some of the most important points of the
controversy about miracles rest, under a common name? What again do we mean by the order of
nature? Is it its material order; or does it include the order of the moral universe? Until we can
agree to attach a definite meaning to these expressions, to argue that miracles are contrary to
nature, or involve a suspension of its laws, or a violation of its order, or even to affirm the
contrary position, is fighting the air. Yet this I may almost say is the present aspect of the
controversy.

» o«

Again: What do we intend, when we use the different expressions, “miracles,” “supernatural,”
“superhuman,” or events occurring out of the order of nature? It is evident that whether they
point to any real distinctions or not, it is necessary to employ them with consistency.

The mere enumeration of these questions makes it clear that by a vague and indefinite use of
terms, or by attaching to them meanings which they cannot accurately be made to bear, we may
unconsciously assume the entire question at issue.

First: With respect to the terms “nature” and “natural.” What do we include under them? Bishop
Butler considers that the latter term is satisfied by attaching to it the meaning “usual.” Nature
then would mean the ordinary course of things. But such a meaning would by no means satisfy
the requirements of modern science, philosophy, or theology.

One obvious sense to attach to the word “nature” is to use it to denote the entire mass of
phenomena as contemplated by physical science. In this point of view it would include matter, its
forces, and its laws, and embrace the entire range of those phenomena and forces where action is
necessary; and into the conception of which neither volition nor freedom enters. If “nature” and
“natural” had been used only in this sense, it would have saved us from a great mass of
inconclusive reasoning. But this is far from being the case. Not only are they used to include
matter, its laws and forces, but also the whole phenomena of mind.

To this use of the terms the Duke of Argyll has given no inconsiderable countenance in his
admirable work, “The Reign of Law,” especially in the sixth chapter. He uses the term law as
alike applicable to the operations of mind and matter, and this of course implies that the whole of
our mental phenomena form a portion of nature and its order. He is led to this, among other
considerations, by the use which we make of the word “natural” as applied to the results of all
kinds of mental operations. The question may fairly be asked, Are not the works wrought by man
in nature, or is not the building of its nest by a bird, or of its comb by the bee, a natural
operation? If so, man, bird, and bee, must form a portion of nature, and their various actions, of
its order.

In a popular point of view such expressions involve no difficulty, and as a mere verbal distinction
the whole question would not be worth the labour of discussion. But in a question like the one
now under consideration, which requires the utmost accuracy both of thought and reasoning, the
case is far different. The classing together of phenomena which differ so entirely as mind and
matter, under a common term, leads to the inference that there is no essential difference
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between them, which involves at the outset a petitio principii of the entire question under
definition. I shall have occasion repeatedly to point out in the course of this work the number of
fallacious reasonings which have been introduced into the question about the possibility and the
credibility of miracles by thus including under a common term phenomena utterly different in
character. It would be far better to get rid of words so vague as “nature” and “natural” in this
discussion, and substitute for them terms of which it is impossible to mistake the meaning, than
to employ them in senses which are simply ambiguous and misleading. But of this more
hereafter.

What then are we to do with man? Is he a part of nature and its order? I reply that man is within
material nature as far as regards his bodily organization; but that he is outside, or above it, and
belongs to a different order, as far as his rational action, his volition, and his moral powers are
concerned. All that I am contending for is that a clear distinction must be preserved between the
necessary action of the forces of material nature, and the voluntary action of man; and that terms
must be used which accurately denote this distinction. Matter, its forces and laws, involve the
conception of necessary action. They act in a particular manner because they cannot help so
acting. With action purely intellectual I am not concerned, but all moral action is voluntary. Man
as an agent can act or forbear acting; matter cannot. This distinction is of the highest
importance, and must not be lost sight of behind a confused use of such terms as natural, law,
force, or order of nature, applied indeterminately to the necessary action of material agents, and
the voluntary action of moral ones.

It will doubtless be objected by a certain order of philosophy that all mental and moral force is
only some special modification of material force, and consequently that there is no distinction
between material and moral action, or between material and moral force, and that the words
“nature” and “natural” are correctly applied to both alike, as being simple manifestations of the
same original force. To this it will be sufficient to reply, first: that this is an assertion only, and
never has been nor can be proved. Secondly: that it contradicts the highest of all our certitudes,
the direct testimony of consciousness, which affirms that we live under a law of freedom, wholly
different from the necessary laws of material nature. Thirdly: that it contradicts the universal
experience of mankind, as embodied in the primary laws of human language and human thought.
To assume this at the commencement of the argument is to take for granted the point which
requires to be proved.

It would be quite out of place in a treatise like the present to attempt to discuss the question of
the origin of the free agency and the moral nature of man. It is sufficient for the purpose to
observe that, however voluntary agency may have originated, it is a simple fact that it exists in
the universe, and that its phenomena belong to an order of its own. It is no mere theory, but a
fact, that man not only is capable of modifying the action of the forces of the material universe,
but that he has modified them, and has produced results utterly different from those which would
have followed from their simple action. To use terms in this controversy which overlook this plain
and obvious fact, can lead to no satisfactory result.

Are then the actions of man, the bird, and the bee, properly designated as natural? In a popular
use of language the question may be one purely verbal; but when we are dealing with subjects
requiring accurate thought, it is in the highest degree necessary to use language which does not
confound the distinct phenomena of mind and matter under a common designation. Both together
compose the universe; but each belongs to a different order of phenomena. The whole difficulty
proceeds from the fact that both material forces which act in conformity with necessary laws, and
moral ones which act in conformity with those of freedom, are united in the person of man.

Another order of thought uses the term “nature” as including everything that exists, even God; or
in other words, it affirms that every thing which has existed and exists is a manifestation of Him.
As this theory involves the denial of the personality of the Divine Being, it stands excluded from
the question under consideration, namely, the credibility of miracles, which is utterly irrelevant,
except on the assumption of the existence of a personal God. It ought to be observed, however,
that while theism affirms that God and the universe, whether material or moral, are distinct, it
fully recognises the fact that God is immanent in both the worlds of mind and matter, while at the
same time he transcends them both. This is an important consideration, which is too often
overlooked by both parties to the discussion.

Secondly: a still greater confusion has been introduced by a vague and indefinite use of the term
“law,” and by confusing a number of utterly diverse phenomena under the designation of the
“laws of nature.” It is absolutely necessary to trace this fallacy to its source. The Duke of Argyll
tells us in his “Reign of Law” that there are five different senses at least in which this word is
habitually used even in scientific writings. They are as follows:—

“First, we have law as applied simply to an observed order of facts.”

“Secondly, to that order as involving the action of some force or forces of which nothing more
can be known.”

“Thirdly, as applied to individual forces, the measure of whose operation has been more or less
defined or ascertained.”

“Fourthly, as applied to those combinations of forces which have reference to the fulfilment of
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purposes or the discharge of functions.”

“Fifthly, as applied to abstract conceptions of the mind—not corresponding with any actual
phenomena, but deduced therefrom as axioms of thought, necessary to an understanding of
them. Law, in this sense, is a reduction of the phenomena, not merely to an order of facts, but to
an order of thought.”

“These leading significations of the word Law,” says the Duke, “all circle round the three great
questions which science asks of nature, the what, the how, and the why.”

“What are the facts in their established order?”

“How, i.e. from what physical causes does that order come to be? What relation do they bear to
purpose, to the fulfilment of intention, to the discharge of function?”

Such are the multiform acceptations attached by scientific men to the term “law,” yet the Duke is
not quite certain whether they may not be even more numerous. It is evident that if they are all
imported into the question of the credibility of miracles, our position must resemble that of
persons who are compelled to fight in the dark; and that the question whether an occurrence is
natural or supernatural, whether it is contrary to, or a violation of the laws of nature, or above
nature, and many others which enter into this controversy must be without definite meaning. It is
clear that unless we can restrict the word “law” to one, or at most, two definite meanings, we
shall get into hopeless confusion, or to speak more correctly, we shall open the gate wide for the
introduction of any number of fallacies.

The primary conception implied by the term “law” is unquestionably one which is strictly
applicable to man and his actions, and can only be applied metaphorically, and in some systems
of thought after a considerable change of meaning, to the facts and phenomena of the material
universe. A law is a rule of action for human conduct and nothing more. Such rules of conduct for
the most part pre-suppose that they are imposed by some external authority, which has the right
or the power to enforce obedience to them; or else that the person obeying them has an inward
feeling that it is right to do so, and knows that his conscience will reproach him for the omission.
But law, strictly speaking, is simply the rule of action itself, as for instance, an Act of Parliament;
but as in practice all such rules are enforced by a sanction of some kind, our conception of a law
is also united with that of a lawgiver, who has both the right and the power to enforce it.

It follows therefore that such a conception is essentially a moral one. It is also intimately united
with the knowledge that we possess the power to act or forbear acting in conformity with its
dictates, and, if we prefer it, of taking the consequences of disobedience. But when such a
conception is transferred to material nature it loses a considerable portion of its original
significancy.

In its application therefore to physical science, it may with strict propriety be used to denote an
invariable order of events: and if the human analogy could hold in physics it might be used to
include the power which originated and enforced them. But as the consideration of will or
purpose forms no portion of strictly physical science, and is expressly excluded from it, the term
law as used by it ought to denote the invariable order of sequences, and not to include the forces
which generate them. Unless this distinction is carefully observed, we shall be in danger of
introducing into our reasonings human analogies to which there is nothing corresponding in
nature viewed as a mere body of unintelligent forces.

The use of the term “law” in physical science ought to be confined to denote the invariable
sequences of the material phenomena. Physicists profess to know nothing of efficient causation;
or of a lawgiver standing outside his laws and possessing power to enforce them. The whole
question of intelligent agency or purpose lies in a region outside their province. Law, as far as
physical science is acquainted with it, can consist only of a set of antecedents, followed by an
invariable set of consequents. Of any inherent efficacy in these antecedents to produce their
consequents, it can affirm nothing. A very popular philosophy even denies the power of the
human mind to penetrate beyond this, and affirms that its entire knowledge is limited to
phenomena.

But physical science also deals with forces. These, and not its laws, are its true principles of
causation. Mere invariable sequences can effect nothing; but forces, such as gravitation, heat,
electricity, and the entire body of chemical forces, or whatever force they may ultimately be
resolved into, can effect much. They are in fact the antecedents of which the invariable order of
events are the consequents. Respecting the ultimate principle of force, or what is its real nature,
or how it is directed, or came to be, physical science is silent. All that it can do is to observe the
order of their occurrence, measure their quantities, and tabulate their results. By this means it
rises to the conception of what are called the laws of nature.

If in the present controversy the word law had been used in this sense only, it would have been
wholly unexceptionable. But it becomes far otherwise when the idea of force or efficiency is
introduced into it. Nothing is more common in the reasonings of those who attempt to prove that
miracles are impossible, than to import into the term law the idea of force, or efficient causation,
even at the very time when the presence of intelligent action is denied. It is this which imparts to
this class of reasonings their entire speciousness. The laws of material nature are continually
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spoken of as though they were forces which are energetic in the universe, and to the energy of
which all things owe their present form; or in other words, it is assumed that the laws of nature
are causes which have produced by their unintelligent action the present order of the universe.

Nothing however can be clearer than that a law of nature, in the sense in which purely physical
science can take cognizance of one, can effectuate nothing. What can an invariable order of
sequences effect? Before the idea of efficiency can be attached to law, the conception of force
must be introduced into it. Modern controversy, however, is constantly in the habit of speaking of
the laws of nature as though they were efficient agents. We hear of creation by law, evolution by
law, of results brought about by the action of invariable laws, and a countless number of
assertions of a similar description. To such expressions in a popular sense when no accuracy of
expression is required, there is no objection; but when they are introduced into the controversy
respecting the credibility of miracles, they create nothing but confusion. What is really meant is,
that such results are brought about by the action of forces which act in conformity with
invariable laws, but the idea of intelligence and volition is carefully excluded from the
conception. It is clearly inaccurate to speak of laws reigning. Laws do not reign even in political
societies; but only the power which is able to enact and enforce them. In material nature the only
things which possess efficiency are its forces.

There can be no objection to the use of the expression, “the laws of mind,” when care is taken to
use language which clearly distinguishes between them and unintelligent and necessary
sequences of material nature. But when the term “law” is without any qualification applied to
both sets of phenomena alike, it is certain either to lead to fallacious reasoning, or to involve the
assumption of the point at issue. Whatever may be the origin of the moral and spiritual in man, it
is certain that as they at present exist in him, they stand out in the strongest contrast with the
forces which act upon material things, and with the laws of their action. Nothing can be more
entirely different in character than the force of gravitation and the principles of volition and self-
consciousness, or than the unconscious forces of material nature and those principles which
constitute our rationality. If we affirm that the forces of mind act in conformity with law, it ought
to be clearly understood that they act in conformity with a law of their own, which affords free
action to the principle of volition. Otherwise there is the greatest danger that the expression will
involve the covert assumption of the truth of the doctrine of philosophical necessity, or in other
words, that all mental and material forces are of the same character, that is to say, that they are
both equally necessary. This involves the assumption of the very point on which the entire
controversy turns, for if moral and material forces and laws are all alike, it destroys the
conception of a God, and the significance of a miracle.

This brings us to the conception of force, what is it? Various definitions of it have been given
sufficiently accurate for practical purposes. It should be observed however that physical science
can know nothing of it except as a phenomenon. The determination of its nature, and its ultimate
cause lie entirely beyond its limits. Many facts respecting it, have been ascertained and
tabulated. Many of its manifestations, which bear a different phenomenal aspect, it has
ascertained to be capable of transmutation into one another. But it must never be forgotten that
it is able to affirm nothing respecting the source in which the forces of the universe originate. All
that it can affirm is, that they do exist. The original conception of force is one, however, which we
derive, not from the material universe, but from the action of our own minds. We are conscious
that we are efficient agents, and that definite results follow the action of our wills. This gives us
the conception of force. We apply it in a metaphorical sense to certain things which we observe in
the material universe and call them forces, having abstracted from our primary idea of force the
conception of volition. But all that we really know about force tends to prove that its origin is
mental and not material.

It is of the utmost importance to preserve a clear distinction between the unconscious forces of
matter and the intelligent ones of mind; otherwise we shall inevitably be misled by such
expressions as “the forces of nature.” It is impossible to argue the question unless the distinction
is admitted as a fact, whatever theory may be held about their origin. It is absurd to confound
principles so distinct as heat, or gravitation, or electricity, with those which produce the most
disinterested moral actions, and designate them by the common term “natural forces.” In
common language we are in no danger of error when we speak of the force of conscience, or the
force of a motive; but in discussions like the present, where such expressions really involve the
assumption of the whole controversy, it is absurd to classify such phenomena, and the
unintelligent forces of matter under a common designation, unless it can be demonstrated that
they are all manifestations of the same power.

We come now to the much vexed question as to the meaning to be attached to the words
“miracle” and “miraculous;” and the terms closely allied to them, *“supernatural” and
“superhuman.” Is there any valid distinction between miracles and supernatural occurrences?
Are, in fact, all miracles supernatural occurrences, and all supernatural occurrences miracles?
The determination of this question is closely connected with an important point which will be
considered hereafter, viz., whether a miracle could have any evidential value if it were brought
about by a special adaptation of the known or unknown forces of material nature.

Let it be observed that we are not discussing this question as a purely abstract one, but in
reference to the truth of Christianity. What miracles may be in themselves, I shall not inquire; but
in relation to the question before us, what we mean when we call an occurrence a miracle ought
to be made sufficiently clear and distinct. In this controversy it would greatly tend to precision if
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we used the term “miracle” as distinguished from an occurrence which is supernatural or
superhuman, to denote only those supernatural occurrences which have an evidential value in
connection with the evidences of a divine revelation, since there may be supernatural
occurrences which would not be in any proper sense evidential.

But the further question arises, Is it necessary in order to constitute an event a miracle that it
should be one which transcends the known or the unknown forces of material nature to have
produced? It is clear that to constitute an event a miracle it must involve supernatural or
superhuman agency of some kind; that is to say, it must be either supernatural in the mode of its
production as an objective fact, or superhuman in its productive elements, by which I mean, that
it must be preceded by an announcement that it is going to occur, which must be beyond the
sphere of human knowledge. In order to render a supernatural event evidential, or in other words
to constitute it a miracle, it must not only consist of an external objective fact, but its occurrence
must be unknown beforehand, and take place at the bidding of the agent. Such previous
announcement, or prediction, is necessary to render even a supernatural occurrence in the
strictest sense of the word a miracle. The prediction of some occurrence in physical nature
previously unknown may therefore convert such an event into an evidential miracle, although the
occurrence itself as a mere objective fact may have been brought about by some known or
unknown forces of material nature. To render it such it would be necessary that the knowledge of
the occurrence should be clearly beyond the bounds of existing knowledge. Thus, if any person,
when the science of astronomy was utterly unknown, had announced beforehand the day and the
hour of the occurrence of the next two transits of Venus, and the various places on the earth's
surface in which they would be visible, and if the events had taken place accordingly, this would
have unquestionably proved the presence of superhuman knowledge. The only question which in
such a case would require to be determined would be whether such a knowledge must have been
communicated by God, or by some being inferior to God. As however none of the miracles
recorded in the New Testament have the smallest appearance of being of this character, I need
not further discuss a supposed case. My only reason for referring to it is, that if it is supposable
that any of the miracles recorded in the New Testament could, at some future day, be shown to
have been due to a combination of physical forces, their occurring instantly at the direct
command of the agent would still give them an evidential value.

But it is clear that the miracles recorded in the New Testament, if caused by material forces at
all, could not have been due to their ordinary action. They must have been due either to an
unknown combination of known forces, or to the calling of unknown forces into activity, or to the
immediate agency of the divine mind. It is clear therefore that their occurrence as objective facts
proves the presence of mind acting in some way on the material forces of nature. To determine
the mode in which this action mast have taken place has nothing to do with the question of
miracles, or the reality of their occurrence.

A miracle therefore may, for all practical purposes of this argument, be defined as an occurrence
which cannot be effectuated by the ordinary action of the known material forces of the Universe,
and could only have been brought about by the agency of intelligent volition; and which is
preceded by an announcement on the part of the agent that it is about to happen or takes place
directly on his bidding. The latter element, as I have observed, is essential to constitute the
occurrence an evidential miracle. Otherwise in our ignorance of what unknown forces may exist
in the universe, we could have no certainty that the event was not a mere unusual occurrence
effected by some already existing but unknown forces. To the highest form of the miracles in the
New Testament, however, such an idea would be inapplicable.

It may perhaps here be objected that in laying down this definition of a miracle, I have not
sufficiently identified its performance with the governing power of the universe, i.e. God; but that
if supernatural agents exist, inferior to God, it may be due to their operation; and consequently
that it may not be evidential of a divine commission. This objection will be fully considered in a
subsequent portion of this work.

A supernatural event is one which exceeds and which cannot be effected by any force existing in
material nature. But there must always be a difficulty in determining whether an occurrence,
viewed as a bare objective fact, belongs to that class of events which is supernatural, or only to
that which is unusual. This will always be the case until our knowledge of the forces of the
universe is so complete that we can ascertain for certain what are the limits of their possible
action, and whether it is possible to bring into action any forces that may exist, but are unknown
to us. In strict language therefore, it is impossible to be certain whether an occurrence, as a bare
objective fact, is supernatural, until we are acquainted with the possible action of every force
that exists in the universe. This difficulty, however, is one that is entirely theoretical, and has not
the smallest practical importance with respect to the miracles of the New Testament. Men have
had several thousand years' experience of what can be effected by the ordinary forces of material
nature. Occurrences which lie beyond their power to effectuate prove the presence of
intelligence and volition. The introduction of an unknown force can only be accomplished by a
being who, although he may be immanent in nature, is yet capable of controlling its material
forces. Occurrences therefore which transcend the power of the known forces existing in the
universe to accomplish, whether they are material or human, may for all practical purposes be
viewed as supernatural; that is to say, they denote the presence and agency of a being who is
possessed of power, intelligence, and volition. Whether that being be human, superhuman, or
divine, must be determined by an intelligent exercise of our reason.
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It is useless to discuss this question further. We are dealing with a very definite question, the
miraculous events recorded in the Gospels. With respect to the great majority of them, there can
be no doubt as to their being supernatural occurrences, if they took place precisely as they are
recorded. We know enough of the ordinary forces of material nature to be certain that the
instantaneous cure of a blind or leprous man by a word does not lie within the sphere of their
operation. Such an event must denote the special interposition of an extremely high degree of
intelligence and power. Common sense will affirm that it could only be brought about by the
intervention of the supreme power of the universe, i.e. God.

In this sense every supernatural occurrence may be said to be likewise evidential, when we have
ascertained for certain that it is due to supernatural causes, and that it cannot have been brought
about by the action of unintelligent forces, or by those which are capable of being modified by
the agency of man. But in that case it would only prove the presence and intervention of a being
who is capable of controlling the unintelligent forces of nature. The real difficulty, as I have
observed, is to prove the supernatural nature of the occurrence. But although, if it was certainly
supernatural, it would prove the intervention of a supernatural agent, it would say nothing as to
the purpose for which such an intervention took place. It follows therefore, that to constitute a
supernatural occurrence in the strict sense of the term a miracle, it must take place after an
announcement that it is going to happen, and take place at the bidding of the agent who
performs it.

It is highly important, in considering the miracles of the Gospels, that the distinction between a
merely supernatural event and an evidential miracle should be kept steadily in view. All creative
acts would be supernatural events, but they would not necessarily be evidential miracles. The
incarnation, and other occurrences mentioned in the New Testament, are supernatural ones; but
to mix them up with evidential miracles is simply to invite confusion of thought. Another class of
supernatural occurrences mentioned in the New Testament seem to have been wrought, not for
purposes directly evidential, but to awaken attention; and another class of supernatural
endowments were vouchsafed, to render it possible to lay deep in human society the foundations
of the Church as a visible and permanent institution. Such occurrences are not directly but
indirectly evidential, and it will be necessary carefully to distinguish between them and
occurrences brought about for directly evidential purposes. To keep this distinction clear, I shall
designate the last by the term “miracle.” A miracle is supernatural in two ways: namely, in the
agency which produced the objective fact, and in the announcement of its occurrence.

The common definition of a miracle, as a violation or a suspension of the laws of nature, is open
to very grave objections. The question, as I have observed, at once arises, what is included under
nature? It also assumes that we are acquainted with the mode in which miraculous agency must
be exerted; which we are not. Other definitions which have been proposed take for granted
positions which those who undertake to prove the credibility of miracles ought never to concede.
The plain fact is, that we are simply ignorant of the mode in which God acts on material nature;
and every definition must be faulty which assumes that we have that knowledge. To say that
miracles must involve even a suspension of the laws of nature introduces a needless difficulty. No
law or force of nature need be suspended in its action to render the occurrence of a supernatural
event possible. All that is necessary is that forces should be introduced which are capable of
overbalancing the action of opposing forces. It is extremely inaccurate to affirm that the force of
gravitation must be suspended in order to render possible either walking on the water, or an
ascent into the sky.

It is equally unwise and unphilosophical to affirm that God cannot work a miracle by the use of
intermediate agencies, i.e. by the partial employment of the forces of the material universe. It is
true that in most of the miracles recorded in the New Testament we cannot affirm the use of such
media, although we observe an economy in the use of divine power: ie. no power is exerted
beyond that which is necessary to produce the particular result in question. But in the Old
Testament the use of such media is unquestionably affirmed. To lay down in our definition of a
miracle a particular theory as to the mode in which it must be accomplished, involves the whole
subject in needless difficulties.

This question has been obscured by representing a miracle as performed by the intervention of a
higher law, superseding the action of a lower one. This introduces the conception of force into
the idea of law, and leads to confusion of thought. Laws, or the invariable sequences between
phenomena, are neither forces nor powers. The counteraction of one force by another is an event
of daily occurrence. All that is needful for the working of a miracle is the intervention of a force
or mental energy which is capable of acting on matter, and of overbalancing those ordinary
forces which would produce a contrary result.

It has also been urged that miracles may obey a law of miracles. The best illustration of this idea
is that which has been supplied from the supposed operations of Mr. Babbage's calculating
machine. He supposes that a machine might be constructed which could go on grinding out a
particular set of results for a long, yet definite period of time; then by the operation of the same
machine, that a fresh order might be introduced; and afterwards that it might revert to the
original one; and that this operation might be continued for ever. If therefore the great Author of
nature had so planned the machine of the universe that whenever a miracle was requisite in His
scheme of Providence this abnormal event occurred, like the new series introduced into the
calculating mill, in that case miracles might be said to follow a definite law, which might be
designated the law and order of miraculous intervention.
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It is impossible to deny the ingenuity of this theory, but unfortunately it is not only one which
takes for granted that the perfection of mechanical contrivance is the only thing that the Creator
had in view in the production of the universe, but even if this were an unquestionable fact, it
could afford us no help with respect to all the most important miracles recorded in the New
Testament. How is it possible, I ask, to account for many of our Lord's miracles on such a
supposition? It is expressly affirmed that this supernatural energy was frequently made to
depend on the faith of the person who invoked His help. Could any miracle-working mill be even
conceived of, which could bring out, as part of the normal law of its operations, the cure of blind,
deaf, and leprous men by a word, or effectuate His own resurrection from the dead, or ascension
into Heaven? Such occurrences could not be produced by the action of any machine which has
the smallest analogy to a calculating mill. But further: such an operation would be impotent to
answer the purposes of a miracle, unless the particular result was announced beforehand by one
who was completely ignorant that the machine was capable of producing such extraordinary
results. This ignorance would likewise have to be extended to those to whom the announcement
was made. It would also be necessary that the announcer should proclaim that on a particular
day and hour the machine would grind out the particular result of the cure of a blind man, or a
resurrection from the dead. The ability to do this would be utterly abnormal, and impossible ever
to be ground out by the self-acting agency of any conceivable machine, however cleverly
constructed. Mr. Babbage's miracle-working mill, however ingenious a conception, must
therefore be dismissed as incapable of affording us the smallest help in the present argument.

The term “superhuman” remains to be considered. It need not detain us long. Superhuman
implies a result brought about by the intervention of a being superior to man. Whether such an
agent be divine or otherwise can only be determined by the exercise of our reason. It has been
objected that the agency which produces an earthquake is a superhuman agency, that is, it
exceeds the powers of man to produce it. Granted: but this has no bearing on the subject under
discussion. When we use the word “superhuman” we always mean by it, not the action of the
unintelligent forces of material nature, but of a being possessed of intelligence and will.

There is a large number of other subjects having an intimate bearing on the correct definition of
the terms habitually used in this controversy, and which greatly modify their meaning. These
however will best be considered when I enter on the direct discussion of the possibility and the
credibility of miracles.

Chapter III. The Supernatural Elements Contained in
the New Testament: In What Do They Consist? And
What View Do Its Writers Take Respecting Them?

Before entering on the general question of miracles, it is only reasonable to inquire of the writers
of the New Testament what they have to say on the subject. Their opinion of the nature and
character of the supernatural occurrences which they have reported is certainly of more value
than that of all other writers put together. St. John and St. Paul must have been in the habit of
coming in contact with unbelievers. It would be most important if we could ascertain the mode
adopted by them of commending Christianity to their acceptance, and what use was made by
them of the supernatural power with which they professed to be endowed.

First: It is impossible to read the New Testament without arriving at the conclusion that the
superhuman character which is ascribed to Jesus Christ is perfectly unique, and differs entirely
from that which is ascribed to any other person. Others wrought miracles; but they were men like
ourselves. But in the person of Jesus Christ the supernatural is represented as inherent. To say
that he possessed the power of working miracles, is an inadequate statement of the fact.
Although he embodies the perfection of human nature with all its finite limitations, the
supernatural and the divine take up their abode in his personality. Whenever our Lord is
represented as working miracles, he is always represented as performing them by a power which
was inherent in himself. This is never once attributed to his followers. The supernatural action
which is ascribed to Jesus Christ must be viewed, as a case distinct and separate, by itself. The
miracles performed by him are not only evidential, but also portions of his supernatural
manifestation.

According to the author of the fourth Gospel, our Lord himself rarely designated them by either
of the three terms by which miracles are usually designated in the New Testament, viz., signs,
wonders, and mighty works (onueia, Ttépata, dvvdapelg). He almost uniformly called them
“Works” (Epya). An important distinction is here intended. Our Lord did not view his miracles as
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a separate class of actions by themselves, but as portions of his ordinary superhuman working,
and as having a distinct relation to his entire character. Four passages will be sufficient to show
this clearly. “The works that I do in my Father's name, they bear witness of me.” “My Father
worketh hitherto, and I work.” “If ye believe not me, believe the works.” “Many good works have
I showed you from my Father; for which of those works do ye stone me?” When contemplated by
others only, they assume the form of signs and wonders: “Except ye see signs and wonders, ye
will not believe.” It is highly important that we should keep steadily in view that the divine
character attributed to Jesus is by no means restricted to the performance of miracles; but that it
extends throughout his entire working, and that the two together constitute an harmonious
whole. It pertains no less to its moral and spiritual aspects, than to the displays which he made of
a power capable of controlling nature. Even in this portion of his working, he draws special
attention to its moral and spiritual aspects. According to his view of his own mighty works, they
not only exhibited a power of controlling nature, but were uniformly invested with a moral and
spiritual environment. Throughout the Gospels he is represented as exhibiting a greatness and
dignity, a purity, holiness, humility and benevolence, so far transcending that of other men, as to
constitute him what may be almost designated a moral and spiritual miracle. Perfection in the
moral and spiritual world is as essentially superhuman, as power over nature is supernatural. In
considering the miracles which have been attributed to Jesus Christ, it is important to bear in
mind the manner in which they stand related to his entire superhuman character. Otherwise we
shall fail to observe the double aspect which they bear. They were manifestations of the divine,
which dwelt within him, and also they possessed an evidential value.

I shall occasionally use the term “superhuman” instead of “divine,” as applied to Jesus Christ,
because for the purposes of this argument it will be unnecessary for me to define the precise
degree of divine character which the evangelists intended to attribute to him. To ascertain this is
the proper function of the theologian, by comparing together the facts and statements of the New
Testament. It is sufficient for my present purpose to observe that the perusal of the Gospels
leaves the inevitable impression on the mind that it was the purpose of their writers to depict a
divine character in union with a human one—a supernatural power acting within the regions of
the natural. This covers alike the aspects of character presented of him both in the Synoptic and
the Johannine Gospels.

Although our Lord speaks of his actions by the common name of “works” (£pya), when the sacred
authors speak generally of miracles, they apply to them, as I have observed, three distinct terms,
signs, mighty works, and wonders (onpeia, dvvapelg, tépata). Each of these denotes different
aspects in which they contemplated miracles. The sign included the supernatural fact wrought on
external nature with the whole of its moral environment. In this point of view, the “sign” was the
direct proof of a divine mission. It is worthy of observation that the author of the fourth Gospel
has uniformly described the supernatural actions which he has ascribed to Jesus Christ by this
term. The expression “mighty works” is intended to bring under our notice the power which was
displayed in the performance of a miracle, thereby directly connecting it with a superhuman
agency. The term “wonder” contemplates a supernatural event in its simple aspect as an
occurrence pre-eminently fitted to command attention to the person who was capable of
performing it. We may therefore conclude that the writers of the New Testament considered that
these were the three special functions of miracles. It is quite possible that the same miracle
might have fulfilled all three at the same time: but as three such functions of supernatural
occurrences are distinctly stated, it is quite conceivable that there were occasions when they
were limited to some one of these in particular.

It is evident that our Lord attached the highest importance to a miracle contemplated as a “sign,”
Le. to the moral environment with which it was connected. This, although more definitely brought
out in St. John's Gospel, is also distinctly borne witness to by the Synoptics. It forms the ground
of the reiterated refusal of our Lord to comply with the demand of the Pharisees that he would
show some sign from heaven, as a proof of his divine mission. His miracles combined in one the
two conceptions of signs and mighty works. None of them were mere prodigies devoid of a moral
aspect.

It is worthy of consideration whether our Lord's primary purpose in performing supernatural
actions was always directly evidential. I have already drawn attention to their twofold aspect, as
divine manifestations, and as evidential miracles. A considerable number of the miracles
recorded in the Gospels are represented as performed by him because he was moved with
compassion. These evidently belong to the former class of his supernatural workings. But
although this was their primary object it did not deprive them of an evidential value. But there is
also another remarkable class of supernatural actions attributed to him, viz., those in which he is
recorded to have expressly forbidden the persons whom he healed to publish the fact. As it is
evident that these miracles could only have become extensively known by the persons cured
disobeying his orders, it is clear that they could not have been directly performed for evidential
purposes, but were the manifestations of the divine which resided in his person.

Such are the supernatural actions attributed to Jesus Christ in the New Testament, respecting
which as a whole, whether performed for purposes avowedly evidential or not, he himself affirms,
that they bore witness of him, that the Father had sent him. Two other classes of miracles,
affirmed to have been performed by his followers, require notice.

The whole of these are stated to have been performed by a delegated power and commission. The
great majority of them are described as having been performed in the name of Jesus Christ. They
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are affirmed to have been performed for two purposes; to prove the divine commission of those
who wrought them, and to attest the reality of their Master's resurrection, by giving exhibitions
of his present power. These therefore are distinctly affirmed to have been evidential miracles. A
few others were providential interferences in favour of the infant Church. There is also another
class of supernatural actions referred to in the Acts of the Apostles, such as the passing of St.
Peter's shadow, and the supposed supernatural effects resulting from it, and the conveyance
from St. Paul's person of handkerchiefs and aprons to the sick, and one or two other instances.
These involve special manifestations of supernatural power, and belong to supernatural
occurrences in their aspect of wonders, or very extraordinary events, and as such were specially
adapted for drawing attention to the message of the Apostles. But the New Testament also
affirms another and very peculiar form of the manifestation of the supernatural, as then actually
existing in the Apostolic Church. I need hardly say that I allude to the various gifts of the Spirit,
with which large numbers of its members believed themselves to be endowed. I shall not consider
them any further here, as it will be necessary for me to enter largely on the subject in a
subsequent portion of this work. Their use and purpose was to lay deep the foundations of the
Christian Church. All that will be necessary in this place is to draw attention to them as a distinct
order of supernatural manifestations, to the existence of which the writers of the New Testament
are pledged.

There is also one further form of supernatural manifestation affirmed by them, namely, a great
moral and spiritual transformation effected in those who cordially embraced the Gospel. This is
most positively stated by St. Paul to have been a fact constantly taking place under his own
observation. It is only necessary for me to notice its existence, as it is a form of supernatural
manifestation, the truth or falsehood of which forms no portion of the present controversy.

Such then are the various forms of the supernatural, to the existence of which the writers of the
New Testament are pledged as objective facts. To these only, and not to any conceivable or
possible ones, is the defender of Christianity committed. If their occurrence can be shown to have
been impossible, either on grounds of science or philosophy, or because human testimony is of so
fallible a character that it cannot establish the truth of a supernatural occurrence, it follows that
the whole of Christianity must have been an invention of a purely human origin, that it can have
no claim to the designation of a divine revelation, and that it is hardly possible to free its
inventors from the charge of fraud. No mere paring down of its supernatural elements will enable
us to escape from this conclusion.

I must now proceed to consider whether the writers of the New Testament rest the truth of
Christianity on the evidence of miracles alone, and what position they occupy respecting it.

If we assume for the sake of argument that the fourth Gospel is the work of the Apostle John, it is
evident that neither Jesus Christ nor the Apostle accepted the theory which has been propounded
by some divines, and readily accepted by unbelievers, that the evidence of his divine mission was
exclusively founded on the testimony of miracles. To state the point distinctly:—This Gospel
places the evidence afforded by our Lord's own divine person, ie. the moral evidence of his
mission, in the first rank, and his miraculous works in the second.

As this is a point of considerable importance, and one to which its proper weight has been seldom
attached, I will enumerate the chief statements made in this Gospel on this subject.

First: The author of the Gospel directly affirms that Jesus is “the light of men;” and he himself
distinctly affirms of himself, “He that seeth me seeth Him that sent me.” “I am come a light into
the world, that whosoever believeth on me should not abide in darkness.” (John xii. 45, 46.)
Again, “I am the light of the world; he that followeth me shall not walk in darkness, but shall have
the light of life.” (John viii. 12.) It is impossible to read these and kindred passages without
feeling that our Lord appealed to something else besides his miraculous works, viewed as mere
objective facts, as a proof of his divine mission. He evidently places the highest proof of it in his
great moral and spiritual manifestation. He asserts the possession of an inherent illumination in
his own divine Person in union with the great truths which he enunciated, and the entire course
of his divine working. To a mind capable of appreciating a manifestation of holiness, his person
and divine working would be self-evidential. “He that seeth me, seeth Him that sent me.” It is
evident therefore that he considered the moral aspect of even his supernatural works as an
important portion of the evidence that he came from God.

The fourth chapter of this Gospel contains an account of our Lord's visit to the Samaritans. He
performed no miracle on this occasion. The Evangelist tells us that many of them accepted him as
the Messiah; and expressly states that they affirmed that this was not on account of the report of
the woman as to his supernatural insight into her character; but because they themselves had
heard him, and on this account they had arrived at the persuasion that was the Christ. There was
something therefore in his moral manifestation, even apart from his miracles, which produced
this persuasion. The Evangelist accepts this position as a correct one. He has even gone further,
and has attributed it in the same chapter to our Lord himself. He makes him address the
nobleman who came to solicit his interference in behalf of his sick son with these remarkable
words: “Except ye see signs and wonders, ye will not believe.” (John iv. 48.) These words can only
imply that, in the opinion of the speaker, there was a moral and spiritual attestation of his divine
mission, which stood higher than objective miracles; and that those who witnessed it ought to
have received it as such.
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In John vi. 30, ff., a remarkable dialogue is described as taking place between our Lord and the
Jews on this very subject. The Jews demand of him to work some distinct sign in proof of his
divine mission. Let it be observed that the demand of a sign, here stated to have been made, is of
precisely the same character as similar statements which are made by the Synoptics on the same
subject, and shows that a common conception, underlies them all. “What sign,” say they,
“showest thou then, that we may see and believe thee? what dost thou work?” They then proceed
to define the particular sign which they wish to see exhibited, by making an invidious comparison
between his miracles and those of Moses, viewed as mere objective facts. In reply our Lord does
not appeal directly to even the miracle of which the Evangelist had just described the
performance; but throughout the remainder of the chapter, he proceeds to draw attention to the
moral and spiritual aspects of his working. “Moses gave you not that bread from Heaven; but my
Father giveth you the true bread from Heaven; for the bread of God is he which cometh down
from Heaven, and giveth life unto the world,” &c.

In chapter vii. (17, 18) our Lord affirms: “If any man will do his will, he shall know of the
doctrine, whether it be of God, or whether I speak of myself. He that speaketh of himself seeketh
his own glory; but he that seeketh his glory that sent him, the same is true, and no
unrighteousness is in him.” Here the affirmation is clear and distinct that there is a moral and
spiritual element in our Lord's person and teaching, which jointly with his miraculous works bear
witness to his divine character. The testimony given by the one is convergent with that of the
other. This the following affirmation of our Lord most strongly asserts. “I am one who bear
witness of myself, and the Father who sent me hath borne witness of me,” that is to say, His
moral and spiritual manifestation is in a certain sense evidential; and the Father who sent him
bore a concurrent testimony of his supernatural work.

On similar principles our Lord reasons with the Jews in the eighth chapter of this Gospel. In reply
to the charge that he performed miracles by the aid of the evil one he affirms, that his own
absolute sinlessness, constitutes a complete answer to it. “Which of you convinceth me of sin?
and if I say the truth why do ye not believe me?” (v. 46.) We have here a direct appeal to men's
moral and spiritual perception, as an independent witness to the truth of his teaching; and the
affirmation that a being who is not simply good and holy, but perfectly sinless, is worthy of
absolute credence. In other words, he does not rest the truth of his teaching on miracles wrought
to confirm his different utterances, but on the inherent truthfulness of a sinless character. The
moral aspect of his works is the predominant one.

In the fourteenth chapter of this Gospel we have the following remarkable declaration, which
puts the whole subject in the clearest light. Philip says to him; “Show us the Father, and it
sufficeth us.” Jesus said unto him, “Have I been so long time with you, and yet hast thou not
known me, Philip? He that hath seen me hath seen the Father: Believest thou not that I am in the
Father, and the Father in me? The words that I speak unto you, I speak not of myself; but the
Father that dwelleth in me, he doeth the works. Believe me that I am in the Father, and the
Father in me, or else believe me for the very works' sake.” (vs. 8-11.)

This passage contains several most important considerations directly bearing on this subject. I
will mention them in order. First—

Philip asks for his complete conviction, a visible miracle in the form of an appearance of God,
such as was recorded in the Old Testament as having taken place at Sinai.

Secondly. Our Lord affirms that the manifestations of his character made in his person and work
during his previous acquaintance with him were the truest manifestations of the person,
character and being of the Father.

Thirdly. That the words which he spake and his entire working, possessed an evidential character
as proving that he came from the Father: and that his moral and spiritual perfections were such
as to entitle his affirmation to be received on his own word.

Fourthly. That if Philip was unable to receive them on this evidence, which occupied the highest
place, then he was entitled to be believed on the evidence of his supernatural works, “If ye
believe not me, believe the works.”

This entire passage makes it clear that in the mind of our Lord the moral evidence afforded by
him constituted a most important portion of the attestation of his divine mission. Nor was its
value confined to those who witnessed it during the time of his personal ministry, but he viewed
it as extending to all time. This is made clear by his reply to Thomas in reference to his demand
to be allowed to handle his risen body. “Thomas, because thou hast seen me, thou hast believed,
Blessed are they who have not seen, and yet have believed.” (xx. 29.)

With these statements before us, unless we reject the authority of this Gospel, it is clear that
those Christian writers who have asserted that the evidence of the Christian revelation rests
exclusively on miracles as objective facts are in error.

But the same Gospel refers us no less distinctly to the miracles of our Lord as very important
evidences of his divine mission, although they are subordinated to those we have been
considering. One or two further references will be sufficient.
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We have several declarations on this subject in the fifth chapter. “My Father worketh hitherto,
and I work. The Son can do nothing of himself, but what he seeth the Father do; for whatsoever
things he doeth, these also doeth the Son likewise.” (vs. 17, 19.) “The works which the Father
hath given me to finish, the same works that I do bear witness of me that the Father hath sent
me.” (ver. 36.)

Here a plain parallel is drawn between the whole course of our Lord's working and that of the
Father. In this working he evidently intended to include his miracles. Taken in combination with
his entire character the speaker affirms that they form a conclusive proof that the Father had
sent him. He subsequently draws attention to the evidence afforded by his miracles as such, “and
the Father himself which hath sent me hath borne witness of me.” (ver. 37.)

So again in the tenth chapter, “The works that I do in my Father's name, they bear witness of
me,” (ver. 25.) A little further on the moral aspect of his miracles, and their close connection with
his entire working is distinctly brought forward. “Many good works have I showed you from my
Father; for which of those works do ye stone me?” (vs 37, 38.) “If I do not the works of my
Father, believe me not, but if I do, though ye believe not me, believe the works, that ye may know
and believe, that the Father is in me, and I in him.” (vs. 37, 38.) No words can bring out more
strongly the weight which our Lord attached to the moral aspect of his miracles as proofs of his
divine mission.

In the fifteenth chapter we have our Lord's own reflections on the evidences which he had
afforded of his Messianic character, during his entire ministry. “If I had not done among them the
works which none other man did, they had not had sin; but now they have both seen and hated
both me and my Father.” (ver. 24.) Here the miracles are classed with the other exhibitions of
our Lord's divine character; and attention is especially drawn to the moral aspect of his entire
working as in the highest degree evidential. “They have seen and hated both me and my Father.”
It is worthy of remark that while our Lord uniformly spoke of his miracles as part of his general
working, by which he manifested his divine character, the Evangelist himself almost invariably
calls them “signs.” This is brought out when he gives us his own reflections on the results of his
public ministry. “Though he had done so many signs2 before them yet they believed not on him.”
(xii. 37.) So again, “many other signs truly did Jesus in the presence of his disciples, which are
not written in this book: but these are written that ye might believe that Jesus is the Christ, the
Son of God.” (xx. 30, 31.) In both these passages our Lord's miracles are evidently referred to.
They are pronounced to be both evidential of his divine mission, and at the same time to be
manifestations of his character. The Evangelist while contemplating them as miracles never loses
sight of their moral aspect.

In the Synoptic Gospels one allusion is made to the evidential purpose of a particular miracle
which is worthy of notice. Generally speaking they are viewed by the authors of these Gospels as
simple manifestations of his divine character. On this occasion, when his power to forgive sins
was questioned, he directly performed a miracle to prove that he possessed it. “But that ye may
know that the Son of Man hath power on earth to forgive sins, he saith to the sick of the palsy, I
say unto thee, arise, and take up thy bed and go thy way into thine house.” In this case it is clear
that the purpose of performing the miracle was not to prove the truth of any doctrinal statement
which he had made; but to establish the reality of his divine authority and commission.

While it is quite true that the authors of the Synoptic Gospels have not enunciated the purpose of
our Lord's miracles in the formal manner in which it is done in St. John's Gospel, it is clear that
they must have taken the same view of their general character. In fact the evidential purpose of
their performance is less clearly stated in them than in the fourth Gospel. All four Gospels view
his miracles only as a portion of his superhuman manifestation, and are ignorant of that broad
distinction which has been laid down between them and the other portions of his divine working.
They are in fact included under it; and it is the concurrence of both together, and the moral
aspect thereby impressed on the whole, which proves him to be the Christ.

It has been important to ascertain what are the views of the writers of the New Testament on this
subject, because it has been strongly asserted by authors on both sides of the controversy that
the doctrines of Christianity are proved by miracles, and that they can rest for their attestation
on no other evidence. The precise value of this position I will consider in the following chapter. It
must, however, be observed that this is not the view taken by the writers of the New Testament.
There is not a single miracle recorded in it which is alleged to have been performed with the
direct purpose of proving the truth of a single doctrine properly so called. Those wrought by our
Lord are uniformly represented as having been performed in proof of his divine mission, or as an
essential portion of the manifestation of the divine which dwelt within him. As such they were
signs, precisely in the same manner as the performance of those actions which can only be
performed by man are signs; that is, they are proofs of the presence of man. In the same manner
the actions performed by our Lord are signs and proofs of the presence of the divine man Jesus
Christ. If our Lord was in truth what he asserted himself to be, supernatural manifestations
would be the concomitants of his presence.

In exact conformity with these facts as we find them in the Gospels is the direct dogmatic
statement made by the author of the Epistle to the Hebrews on this subject. After having asserted
in the first chapter that divine revelation is made in the person of Jesus Christ, and that God
speaks to man under the Christian dispensation “in him, who is the brightness of his glory, and
the express image of his person, and upholding all things by the word of his power,” the author


https://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/46630/pg46630-images.html#note_2

[pg 065]

[pg 066]

[pg 067]

proceeds to compare it with the former dispensation, and to give us his views of the evidence on
which it rests. “How,” says he, “shall we escape, if we neglect so great salvation; which at the
first began to be spoken by the Lord, and was confirmed unto us by them that heard him. God
also bearing them witness both by signs and wonders, and with divers miracles and gifts of the
Holy Ghost, according to his own will.” (ii. 3, 4.)

These words distinctly inform us what were the writer's opinions as to the nature of the
evidences on which Christianity rests. First, it reposes on the testimony of Christ respecting
himself. Secondly, it is confirmed by a number of miracles wrought by God. This view is strictly in
accordance with our Lord's own affirmation respecting it as recorded in the fourth Gospel, “I am
one that bear witness of myself, and the Father that sent me hath borne witness of me.” (viii. 18.)

With respect to numerous miracles recorded in the Acts of the Apostles, they are affirmed to have
been performed for purposes directly evidential, not however to prove the truth of any doctrine,
but of our Lord's Messianic character. The affirmations on this point are express. “In the name of
Jesus Christ of Nazareth, rise up and walk.” (iii. 6.) “His name, through faith in his name, hath
made this man strong.” (iii. 16.) “Therefore let all the house of Israel know assuredly, that God
hath made that same Jesus whom ye have crucified, both Lord and Christ.” (ii. 36.) Of the fact of
the resurrection, they affirm that they were witnesses; and that the miraculous powers imparted
to them were the consequence of that event, and a proof of its truth.

The nature of the other supernatural occurrences affirmed in the New Testament must be fully
considered hereafter. There remain however two further statements, made by the sacred writers
respecting this subject, which require to be briefly noticed here. First, although the Gospels
affirm that John the Baptist had a divine commission to announce the immediate setting up of the
kingdom of the Messiah, and even to point him out, they expressly assert that he performed no
objective miracle in confirmation of it. His prophetical assertions rested for their verification on
their fulfilment only, i.e. on the immediate appearance of a person who united in himself all the
attributes of the Messiah. The following was the line of argument adopted by those who believed
his testimony: “John did no miracle, but all things that John spoke of this man were true.”
Secondly, while in the Apostolic Epistles, miracles are stated to have been performed by our
Lord, and supernatural powers no less clearly asserted to have been at that very time actually
present in the Church, there is only one miracle which is directly referred to in proof of the divine
mission of Christ. I need not say that this is the greatest of all the miracles recorded in the
Gospels, viz. his resurrection from the dead. On this their unanimous testimony affirms that
Christianity rests. This is the one final and decisive proof of our Lord's divine mission. On its
truth they affirm that their claims as divine teachers stand or fall. His resurrection from the dead
puts all his other miracles in the back ground in point of evidential value. According to their
statements it constitutes the one great assurance that God has given unto all men that Jesus of
Nazareth is Lord and Christ.

It follows, therefore, that if this one miracle can be proved to have been an historical fact, it
carries with it the entire force of all the remaining miracles of the New Testament. But it leaves
entirely untouched the moral aspects of our Lord's divine character. These, I may say, constitute
a standing miracle which will continue to speak for itself in all time. This evidence is again and
again referred to by the writers of the Apostolic Epistles. The two constitute one harmonious
whole. To the latter of these it is impossible to do more than refer in the present work; I have
already devoted a distinct volume to the examination of its evidential value, in which I have
examined Christ's witness to himself; here I must confine myself to the consideration of the
witness borne to him by the Father.

Chapter IV. Miracles, What Do They Prove?

Having considered the direct assertions in the New Testament in reference to the supernatural, it
will be necessary to take a brief view of the question in relation to modern difficulties and
objections.

The following subjects present themselves for our consideration:—
1st. To what extent, and in what sense are miracles the proofs of a revelation?

2nd. Are supernatural occurrences devoid of all moral environment capable of affording such
proof?

3rd. Can doctrinal statements or moral truths be proved by miracles?
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4th. Are miracles objects of faith merely, or if not, how are they related to our reason; and if in
any sense they are objects of faith, how can they be the media of proof?

It will be evident that these questions will immediately lay open a number of the most important
considerations. They can only be adequately dealt with in the subsequent portions of this work.
The natural place to discuss them will be when I come to consider the objections that can be
urged against the possibility and credibility of miracles. A few preliminary observations, however,
will be necessary for the purpose of putting the reader in possession of some of the most
important points of debate and of the positions which I intend to assume respecting them. They
will also help to clear the way for the solution of the various difficulties by which the subject has
been attempted to be obscured.

The manner in which Christianity claims to be a divine revelation, as we have seen in the former
chapter, in its most proper and distinctive sense is that the person of Jesus Christ constitutes that
revelation. It is the manifestation of the divine character and perfections by means of the various
acts and deeds of his earthly life and ministry. It is a revelation of the divine shining forth in the
human. I have already adduced some of the affirmations of the sacred writers on this subject. It
would be easy to multiply them indefinitely. Perhaps it would be impossible to express the
position which they take on this subject in more distinct language than by citing two brief
passages in St. Paul's epistle to the Colossians: “Who is,” says the Apostle, “the image of the
invisible God;” “in him dwelleth all the fulness of the Godhead bodily.” Both passages affirm, as
the writer's view, that all revelation is made in the person of Jesus Christ.

It follows, therefore, that the Christian revelation in its highest sense is not a body of abstract
dogmas, but that it consists of an objective fact, the Incarnation. As God has manifested his
eternal power and Godhead in the material creation, so he has manifested himself as a moral and
spiritual being, 1st, imperfectly in the moral nature of man, and afterwards perfectly, in the
perfect man who unites in himself the divine and human, Jesus Christ. God, when he effected the
work of creation, made a manifestation of himself which chiefly revealed his power and wisdom.
When he effected the Incarnation he made an additional manifestation of himself which chiefly
revealed his moral character and perfections. The four Gospels contain the historical account of
this manifestation, as made in the actions and teaching of Jesus Christ. As this revelation consists
of a number of historical facts, all that was necessary was that his life and actions should be
correctly reported. The remaining books of the New Testament are historical in character, with
one exception, and as far as they treat of doctrines, they may be viewed as commentaries on the
Divine fact of the Incarnation.

It follows, therefore, that the essence of Christianity consists of a superhuman or divine fact, the
Incarnation. In this point of view the supernatural is not only a concomitant of Christianity, but it
constitutes its essence. It is the manifestation of a supernatural and superhuman being appearing
within the sphere of the natural and the human. It cannot be too carefully observed throughout
this entire controversy that the character which is ascribed to Jesus Christ, while it embraces
every perfection of man, is no less superhuman than the powers which are attributed to him are
supernatural. In this sense the supernatural is not merely an evidence of revelation, but its
essence.

The Incarnation has frequently been designated a miracle. To do so seems to me to incur the
danger of involving the whole controversy in confusion of thought. In a loose way of speaking, the
creative acts of God may be called miracles: that is, they involve a deviation from the previous
order of existing things, and the introduction of a new one; all such results are unquestionable
manifestations of supernatural agency, but they differ wholly in conception from what we usually
designate by the term miracle. The Incarnation, therefore, ought not to be placed on the same
footing as miracles, which are supernatural occurrences, having a definite evidential value, but
with God's creative acts, being the highest manifestation of himself which he has made to man. It
is perfectly true, as I have already observed, that the miracles of Jesus Christ stand in a double
aspect, as part of his supernatural manifestation, and as possessing an evidential value.

It is clear, therefore, that a supernatural event such as the Incarnation, if evidential, can only be
self-evidential. It was not wrought for the purpose of proving anything. But, as we have seen, the
sacred writers and our Lord himself assert that in a certain sense it was self-evidential. “For the
life was manifested, and we have seen it and bear witness, and show unto you that eternal life
which was with the Father and was manifested unto us.”

A recent writer affirms that Christianity professes to be a revelation of supernatural truths
utterly inconceivable to reason, and that such truths can only be proved by miracles. I can
understand what is meant by a truth derived from a supernatural source of information, or one
respecting a supernatural being or occurrence: but what a supernatural truth can be
contradistinguished from other kinds of truth is far from evident. Revelation may disclose truths
which reason alone would have been unable to discover; but this does not make the truths
themselves, when they are discovered, either supernatural or incomprehensible.

I will now proceed to consider whether there is any real ground for affirming that occurrences
which we designate as miracles are the only proofs of a divine revelation.

The same writer, whose object is to prove that Christianity is utterly destitute of all claims to our
acceptance as a divine revelation, endeavours to show that miracles, viewed as bare objective
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facts, are the only evidence which can substantiate such a mass of incredible assertions as those
contained in the New Testament, and that their moral environment cannot be taken into account
in estimating their evidential value. For this purpose he quotes the following passage from Dr.
Mozley's Bampton Lectures: “Dr. Mozley,” says he, “supposes the case, that if a person of evident
integrity and loftiness of character had appeared eighteen centuries ago announcing himself as
pre-existing from all eternity, the Son of God, the maker of the world, who had come down from
heaven, and had assumed the nature of man, in order to be the Lamb of God that taketh away the
sins of the world, and so on, enumerating the other doctrines of Christianity; Dr. Mozley then
adds, what would be the inevitable conclusion of sober reason respecting that person? The
necessary conclusion of sober reason would be that he was disordered in his understanding.... By
no rational being would a just and a benevolent life be accepted as a proof of such
announcements. Miracles are the necessary complements of the truth of such announcements,
which without them are powerless and abortive, the fragments of a design which is nothing
unless it is the whole. They are necessary to the justification of such announcements, which
unless they are supernatural truth are the wildest delusions.”—Supernatural Religion.

In justice to Dr. Mozley, the passage which is omitted in this citation from his lectures ought to
be quoted. It is as follows: “What other decision could be come to when a man, looking like one of
our own selves, and only exemplifying in his life and circumstances the ordinary course of nature,
said this about himself, but that when reason had lost its balance a dream of supernatural and
unearthly, grandeur might be the result.”—Bampton Lectures.

Some expressions in this passage leave it open to the assumption which this writer wishes to
fasten on it that Dr. Mozley intended to affirm that the only adequate proof of such affirmations
as were made by Jesus Christ respecting himself would have been visible miracles wrought in
confirmation of them. This, however, is not necessarily its meaning, for the omitted passage
above cited, distinctly affirms that the person who is supposed to make such assertions is only an
ordinary good and holy but imperfect man.

But the assertions in question were not made by an ordinary man like ourselves, but by one who
is described as possessed of superhuman greatness and holiness and of profound spiritual insight
into truth. He is uniformly depicted as speaking with the fulness of knowledge of the subject on
which he speaks. I cannot therefore admit, supposing the character of Jesus to have been
historical, that if he had made such assertions respecting himself prior to the performance of his
first miracle at Cana, they would have been utterly unworthy of serious attention. It must be
readily admitted that if they had been affirmed of himself by an ordinary man like ourselves, no
affirmation of his would have been a guarantee of their truth, for the simple reason that they
would have been self-contradictory. Nor would the performance of a miracle have made them one
atom more credible. But the credibility of such an assertion, if it had been made by such a person
as Jesus Christ even prior to his performance of a single miracle, is a wholly different question.

It follows, therefore, on the supposition that the delineation given us in the Gospels is that of an
historical reality, that his assertions respecting himself would stand in a wholly different position
from those of any other man. He could neither deceive nor be deceived. When he made assertions
respecting himself he must have known whether they were true. The assertions of such a person
therefore would be worthy of all acceptation.

Miracles are not the means of substantiating assertions respecting the truth of unseen realities,
nor are they used for such purposes in the New Testament. The whole question is one of
adequate knowledge. If we have the means of knowing that a person has a complete
acquaintance with truths of which we are ignorant, we can rationally accept them as true on his
assurance that they are so, exactly on the same principles as we accept the truths of physical
science although we ourselves are ignorant of the processes by which they are arrived at. To
state the position generally, it is quite rational to accept the affirmations of those who possess
full knowledge of any subject of which we ourselves are profoundly ignorant. The only thing
necessary is to attain an assurance that the knowledge of our informant is adequate to justify his
assertions. It is on the ground of the fulness of his knowledge that we accept the assertions of
Jesus Christ, and not because he wrought a miracle for the purpose of proving that his assertions
were true.

Let us now consider in what sense miracles are a proof of the truth of a divine revelation.

I lay down that the proper function of miracles is to establish the truth of a divine commission.
From this we argue to the truth of the assertions of the persons who are intrusted with it.

If an ordinary man, such as a prophet or an apostle, were to affirm that he had a communication
from God which he was directed to make to others, or in other words that he had a divine
commission, it is evident that no one would be bound to believe him on his mere affirmation. The
simple and obvious reply would be, Give us some proof of the reality of the fact. Your claim is far
too lofty to be admitted as valid on your simple affirmation. The question then is, how is such a
claim to be tested? I reply by the person who makes it performing some action which is adequate
to prove that the Great Governor of the Universe ratifies this claim. He must do something
analogous to what all persons who claim to be acting under commissions from others do, i.e. he
must produce some direct and formal credentials from the authority in whose name he claims to
be acting. In this case the authority is God. He must therefore perform some action which
directly identifies himself with God.
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How is this to be accomplished? I answer by the performance of an unequivocal miracle which
will directly connect him with the Great Governor of the Universe. I say unequivocal miracle,
because if there were any doubt as to its supernatural character it would be useless. Nor would it
be of any avail if it were a bare objective fact in external nature, devoid of its moral and spiritual
environment. What is required is some direct manifestation of the divine on the sphere of the
human and the natural. It must, in fact, exactly fulfil the character so often assigned to miracles
in the Gospels. It must be a onuelov, or indication of the presence of God, resembling as it were
the Great Seal which is affixed to state documents as the final mark of sovereign authority. Of
such a character are all the chief miracles recorded in the Gospels.

The question about miracles has been beclouded by debating it in an abstract instead of in a
concrete form; thus forgetting that it is not every conceivable form of alleged supernatural
occurrence with which we have to deal, but the miracles recorded in the New Testament. By
discussing it in this form it has been possible to raise a number of difficulties which may be
abstractedly conceivable, but which have no bearing whatever on the miracles in question. Thus
it has been frequently urged that to enable us to be certain that an alleged miracle is really due
to supernatural agency, a jury of savants ought to be impanelled, before whom the worker of the
miracle should exhibit his miraculous operation. They are to subject it to a variety of scientific
tests. Even then if they have failed to discover error, they are to demand a second and a third
performance, in order that it may be again and again submitted to the same process of scientific
scrutiny. Until miracles can be submitted to and verified by tests of this description they have
been affirmed to be unworthy of credit, even on the strongest ordinary testimony.

I shall discuss this and kindred questions more fully in the subsequent portions of this volume,
when I consider the nature of the evidence which is adequate to prove the performance of a
miracle. For the present I shall only observe that the entire plausibility of this position arises
from its being stated in an abstract or general form. We cannot help seeing in reference to the
chief miracles recorded in the New Testament, such as the care of blind, lame or leprous
persons, instantaneously by a word or a touch, that common sense is fully adequate to determine
that such occurrences must belong to the regions of the supernatural and to no other.

Two things are necessary to establish the reality of a supposed miracle. First, that the alleged
fact should not only have been brought about by supernatural causes but previously announced
by him who performs it: secondly, that the fact actually happened as it appeared to happen.

There can be no doubt that the power of juggling and sleight of hand, to perform actions which
would be supernatural, if they were only what they appear to be, is considerable, and the
difficulty of detection is great. Enthusiasm also when once excited, is capable of generating
various unreal appearances which if actual, would be supernatural. It is also mighty in those
regions where the union takes place between mind and matter, but the chief miracles recorded in
the Gospels belong to a wholly different order of occurrence. If they took place as they are
reported, no one possessed of common sense can doubt as to whether they were due to
supernatural agency. It is no less clear that such miracles were occurrences in which successful
imposture was impossible. What is required to prove them is the evidence of common sense, and
not of scientific analysis. Let it be observed that it is not my intention to affirm that the whole of
the supernaturalism recorded in the New Testament is of the same unequivocal character.

The evidential value of a miracle viewed as a matter of common sense maybe briefly stated thus.
A person comes to me who affirms that he has a divine message to communicate. I ask him to
prove it. He lays his hand on one whom I have known to be blind for the last twenty years, tells
him in the name of Jesus Christ to receive his sight, and he forthwith receives it. There is
probably no person gifted with ordinary understanding who would not consider such an act to be
an adequate proof of divine agency, all theoretical or metaphysical difficulties to the contrary
notwithstanding.

It will doubtless be objected that such an act would prove only the presence of a superhuman
instead of a divine power. This point will be fully considered hereafter. For my present purpose it
will be sufficient to fall back on the decision of common sense, that he who can restore sight to
the sightless eye-ball, by no other apparent instrumentality than a word or a touch, can be no
other than the Maker of the Universe.

I must now consider whether supernatural occurrences devoid of all moral environment, are
capable of proving a divine commission.

It has frequently been the habit, both of the opponents and the defenders of Christianity, to
discuss the subject of the evidential value of miracles apart from all reference to their moral
environment. As, however, the overwhelming majority of the miracles recorded in the New
Testament profess such an environment, the question of the value of supposed miracles which
are destitute of it, forms no legitimate portion of the subject before us. What might or might not
be proved by them, even if it could be determined satisfactorily, is quite foreign to the present
discussion, which is limited to the truth or falsehood of those contained in the New Testament.
The most important of these are not mere displays of power, but have an unquestionable moral
environment impressed upon them, and they profess to have been wrought for a definite end and
purpose. This is less distinctly marked in some of the miracles recorded in the Old Testament, but
with them I have no present concern. It will be sufficient to observe that while many of them
were unquestionably performed in attestation of a divine mission, as a class they bear another
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distinctive purpose, viz. that of correcting the polytheistic tendencies of the age. Hence their
leading impress is that of power. The necessity of counteracting the tendency which I have
referred to, rendered it necessary emphatically to assert the Lordship of one God over universal
nature, in opposition to that conception of it so widely diffused throughout the ancient world,
which saw a distinct power exerted in every combination of material forces.

The very conception of a miracle as a supernatural occurrence, brought about for the purpose of
authenticating a revelation, distinguishes such an action from one which involves only a simple
exhibition of power. All acts of moral agents must display a purpose of some kind. No conception
of God is of the smallest religious value which does not contemplate him as being a moral agent
and a being on whose actions a moral character of some kind must be impressed. Consequently
an act entirely devoid of all moral aspect cannot prove that it has resulted from direct divine
intervention. The difficulty has originated from dividing into three separate parts an action which
is essentially one, and contemplating separately the objective fact in the supernatural action, the
circumstances attending its performance, and the purpose for which it was performed. It is the
union of all these which constitutes the occurrence in question an evidential miracle.

Let me now offer a few observations on a very important point for our consideration. Can
abstract doctrinal statements or moral truths be proved by miracles?

I have already observed that as far as the miracles of the New Testament were wrought for
directly evidential purposes, they were performed, not to prove particular doctrines, but as the
credentials of a divine mission, or that they formed a part of the superhuman manifestation of our
Lord. The apparent exceptions are those which were performed to attract attention to the divine
message, to assist in the foundation of the Church, or to bear witness to the truth of the
Resurrection. These last were in fact attestations to the reality of the Messianic character of
Jesus Christ, which is the highest conceivable form of a divine mission, on which miracle the
truth of Christianity is directly pledged by the sacred writers. A mere statement of the facts of
the New Testament is a practical solution of the difficulty. It nowhere affirms that a miracle was
ever performed to bear witness to the truth of an abstract doctrine.

I will now endeavour to lay down some general principles as to the relation in which doctrinal
statements stand to supernatural manifestations. As on such a subject it will be impossible to lay
down a general rule which will be applicable to every supernatural event, it will be necessary to
consider each case by itself.

First, that of our Lord.

We believe his statements about unknown truths, on the ground that he was perfectly veracious,
and had the most perfect knowledge of the subject on which he spoke. The actions which he
performed (I mean by these, not his miracles merely, but the entire course of his working) are
evidences of his divine character. He himself avers that he possessed the most intimate
knowledge of God, and of the great realities of the spiritual world. “We speak,” says he, “that we
do know, and testify that we have seen.” “I speak that which I have seen with my Father.”
Throughout the Synoptics likewise he is represented as having the most entire knowledge of both
spiritual and moral truth, and as teaching direct from his own insight. We believe the assertions,
not because he confirmed their truth by the performance of a miracle, but because he afforded
evidence that he was a veracious witness, and fully acquainted with the subject on which he
spoke. His miraculous actions proved that he was God's messenger, and as such were additional
attestations to his veracity.

The acceptance of such affirmations as worthy of the highest credit may be correctly designated
as acts of faith; but let us never forget that such acts of faith are also high exercises of reason.
Writers in opposition to Christianity are never wearied in running a contrast between reason and
faith, and in representing the two as standing in opposition to each other, and belonging to
wholly different regions of thought. Nor can it be denied that they have received much
encouragement to do this by the indistinct or misleading statements of some Christian writers on
the subject. Between them no little confusion has been introduced into the controversy, and a
general idea has become prevalent that reason and faith are two distinct, if not opposing
faculties, each of which acts within a subject matter of its own. The effect of this confusion has
been disastrous.

My contention is that faith is only another name for reason when operating on a particular class
of phenomena. To enter on an elaborate proof of this would be out of place here; a few
illustrations must therefore suffice. To accept information from persons who have knowledge of
subjects which we have not studied, or who have mental powers of insight or perception of which
we are destitute, or who have seen phenomena which we have not seen, is an act in conformity
with our highest reason. A constant effort has been made by unbelievers to confound faith with
credulity: Faith is not credulity, but the acceptance of truth on adequate evidence, and the
rejection of mere affirmation, when the evidence is inadequate. On the other hand multitudes of
Christians have assiduously laboured to decry reason as the instrument for the investigation of
truth. I admit that it is not a perfect instrument, but it is the only one which we have. The light of
a candle may not be all that we can wish, but if we have no other we shall not improve our
condition by extinguishing it.

Let me illustrate this subject by a few examples. We believe the assertions of Dr. Livingstone
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about the interior of Africa, although we have no means of verifying them by ocular observation,
because we know that he has travelled there, and we are persuaded that he is a veracious
witness. We accept the higher truths of astronomy, not because we have studied them, or are
even able to appreciate the nature of the processes by which they have been arrived at, but
because they are affirmed by persons who have afforded evidence that they possess a high order
of knowledge on that subject. The same is true throughout the whole of the higher departments
of science. We may call this an act of faith if we like, but it is also an act of our reason. The same
thing is true throughout every department of human knowledge. It is astonishing how small a
part of it is the result of our own personal observation. It follows therefore that the attempts
which are so constantly made to separate faith and reason, and to erect an impassable wall
between them, are suicidal alike both to faith and reason.

As therefore we accept the affirmations of others on subjects within the limits of their own
knowledge, although we ourselves are ignorant of the processes by which it has been arrived at,
so we accept the affirmations of such a person as the Jesus of the Evangelists on those subjects
on which he affirms that he possesses the fullest knowledge.

But it will be objected that some of these assertions are made respecting high mysteries
incomprehensible to the human intellect. Can we accept such truths?

I answer that we are only capable of accepting propositions the two terms of which we are able
to comprehend with more or less distinctness. Nothing has been the subject of greater abuse
than the word “mystery” in connection with revelation. It is frequently represented as denoting
something which from end to end is utterly incomprehensible, like the unknowable God of a
certain system of philosophy. In the New Testament the meaning of the word “mystery” is not an
incomprehensible proposition, but a truth which once was hidden in the divine counsels, and has
been revealed by the Gospel. That which is actually unthinkable is incapable of affirmation or
denial. None of the affirmations of Jesus Christ partake of this character. They are mysteries only
in the sense that they ran up into spheres of thought which transcend the limits of human
knowledge. But this is done by all ultimate philosophical and scientific truths. If it be urged that
some of them are difficult or incapable of definition, the same is true of not a few of the
conceptions of science. It is also true that they respect truths with which we could not be
acquainted apart from such a revelation as that made in the person of Jesus Christ; but this is
true of the phenomena of Creation likewise. We do not acquire a knowledge of its phenomena by
reasoning, but by observation, or from the statements of others when they lie beyond the limits of
our own observation. The Incarnation, including as it does the divine actions and the teaching of
Jesus Christ, is not the revelation of a dogma, but the manifestation of a new fact. This fact, like
all other phenomena, although undiscoverable by our reasoning powers without the exercise of
observation, becomes after observation a fact on which reason may justly exercise its powers. If
he be really what he professed to be, then his statements about himself give as an account of his
previous history, before he came under human observation.

Let me now consider the relation in which miracles stand to the affirmations of those who
claimed a commission from Jesus Christ to publish his religion in the world, and to lay the
foundation of the Church.

I must here also adhere to my original position that miraculous powers are never described in the
New Testament as being used for the direct proof of dogmas, but for the proof of the Messianic
character of Jesus Christ, or of the divine commission of those who wrought them. The truth of
the assertions of its writers rests on no other foundation than the fulness of their knowledge of
the subjects on which they spake, whether acquired by ordinary or by supernatural means, and
on their veracity, when they affirm that particular truths were within the limits of their
knowledge. Thus St. Paul claims acceptance for the things which he asserted because he had
been taught them by Revelation from Jesus Christ, not because he had proved their truth, by
working miracles in confirmation of them. This course is uniformly adopted by him throughout
his epistles. The object of the mighty works that were wrought by him was to prove his own
apostleship or the fact of the resurrection.

I must not allow myself to enter on the question of inspiration, its nature and limitations, or the
degree of supernatural guidance afforded to the apostles and their followers. Such an inquiry
would be foreign to the present subject, which is strictly historical. It is of course a direct and
necessary inference that when the miracles proved the reality of the commission of those who
performed them, they also proved that they were fully instructed in its terms, and entitled to
credit within its limits. But the extent of their enlightenment can only be inferred from the nature
of the commission itself, and from the facts and phenomena of the New Testament. It has been an
idea widely spread that inspiration must confer a general infallibility. The inference that a man is
rendered infallible in general matters because he is invested with a limited and definite
commission, and with endowments adequate to render him competent to fulfil the purposes of his
mission, is one which the premises will not justify. The utmost that the possession of such a
commission can prove is that its possessor is enlightened up to its subject matter, but no further.

But in the present discussion I need not go beyond the affirmations of the New Testament. The
actions performed by Jesus Christ proved him to be the Messiah. The miracles wrought by the
apostles, were performed either to prove the fact of his resurrection, ie. that he was the
Messiah, or their own divine mission, which was dependent on its truth, or to draw attention to
their message. The supernatural gifts so frequently referred to in the epistles, are affirmed to
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have been designed for the building up of the Church into a distinct community, and when that
purpose was accomplished they were to cease. Being functional, the enlightenment
communicated by them was necessarily limited to the special subject matter on which they were
exercised. In this point of view miracles may be viewed as attestations of the veracity of the
persons who performed them, and of the sufficiency of their knowledge on the subjects they were
specially commissioned to communicate.

But the question still remains for consideration, Can miracles prove moral truths?

I answer emphatically in the negative. If dogmas, which may be viewed as intellectual truths, are
incapable of a direct proof by miracles, still more so are moral truths. Such truths can rest only
on a moral basis. With respect to the miracles recorded in the New Testament, the question is
nugatory, for it nowhere affirms that its miracles were wrought for such a purpose. It is true that
Jesus Christ, as the great legislator of the kingdom of heaven, gave an authoritative utterance to
many moral precepts as the laws of his kingdom. This royal right of legislation was inherent in his
Messiahship. But to give utterance to moral truths in a legislative capacity, has no connection
with attempting to prove them by authority. Ordinary human legislation has its authoritative
utterances. But when it does this, it does not rest the truths themselves on authority, or base
them on adventitious testimony. Our Lord and his apostles uniformly appealed to the internal
perceptions of our moral and spiritual nature as the only ground on which moral obligation rests.

Let it be observed, however, that this by no means pre-supposes the truth of the absurd
proposition, that every man, however imperfect or degraded, is capable of reasoning out all
moral truth for himself. On the contrary, definite moral knowledge requires to be communicated,
as all other kinds of knowledge. Its great principles require to be enunciated, and to be worked
out to their special applications. But the principles themselves, as far as their binding power is
concerned, must ultimately rest on the internal perceptions of our moral and spiritual being. A
miracle, therefore, can communicate to them no higher degree of certainty or obligation. The
only thing which it can aid in establishing is, that one invested with a divine commission may
have a right to claim obedience to special precepts on the authority of God, in whom all moral
obligation centres.

But even in this case, the ground on which the obligation rests is a moral one, which no miracle
can possibly prove or even confirm. A moral teacher can only appeal to that in man which we
variously designate as conscience, moral sense, or the principles which are the foundation of our
moral perceptions. The fact that many men through a long course of evil get morally blinded does
not alter the case. It only exemplifies a remarkable saying of our Lord, “If the light that is in thee
be darkness, how great is that darkness.” When the light within us has become darkness, there is
nothing left to which an appeal to the sense of duty or obligation can be made.

The objection urged against Christianity, that because a miracle cannot prove a moral truth it is
therefore useless, is quite beyond the question at issue. The special function of the Christian
revelation is one far higher than the mere laying down of rules for the regulation of human
conduct. Its great purpose is to impart to man a moral and spiritual power, which is able to make
obedience to the moral law a possibility; to supply a motive of sufficient potency to make us
capable of resisting the vehemence of our passions; and one which is able to lift the morally
degraded from their degradation, and to strengthen the holy in their holiness. According to the
teaching of the New Testament, this constitutes the great distinctive purpose of Christianity, and
the end of all divine revelation. This most important truth has been greatly overlooked in the
present controversy. It entirely disposes of the objection that if moral truth cannot be proved by
miracles, they must be valueless. To such a revelation the presence of the supernatural is
essential.

But it by no means follows because miracles are unable to impart to us a sense of moral
obligation, that a duly commissioned moral teacher would be useless. They might prove his
superior knowledge, or as attesting a divine commission, enable him to bring obligations already
existing to bear on the mind with superior power. Thus it by no means follows that because men
possess in their mental constitution the great principles on which scientific truths are based,
each man is able to reason them out for himself. The most highly gifted man would make slow
progress without a teacher. As I have already observed, moral truth is capable of being taught
like all other truth; and although a miracle cannot prove it, it may establish the fact that the
worker of one is a man eminently entitled to be heard on the great subjects of moral obligation,
or that he is able to communicate knowledge which is capable of acting mightily on our moral
being.

I must now proceed to offer a few observations on the question, Are miracles objects of faith? and
if they are so in any sense, how can they be the media of proof of a revelation?

The author of “Supernatural Religion” starts the following difficulty in connection with this
subject: “Consciousness of the difficulties which beset miracles in the present age has led many
able men to deal thus illogically with them, and to represent them alternately as evidence and as
objects of faith.” He then proceeds to refer to Dr. Arnold, Professor Baden Powell, and
Archbishop Trench, as having been in various degrees guilty of making this confusion.

I am not prepared to deny that many Christian writers have expressed themselves with great
indistinctness on this subject, especially in works where miracles have been only referred to
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incidentally, and which only partially treat of the supernatural elements of Christianity. This
question will be discussed more fully when we consider his definite objections; but it will tend to
a clearer understanding of the subject if in the present place, I lay down the following
propositions:—

I. That it is impossible to believe in any assertion which contradicts the first principles of our
reason, even if it were supposable that a miracle could be wrought in confirmation of it.

II. That, although the illumination which reason imparts is imperfect, yet as it is the only
instrument that we possess for the investigation of truth, attempts to disparage it are absurd.

ITI. So far is faith from standing in opposition to reason, that it is a legitimate branch of it when
exercised on a special subject matter.

IV. That beliefs which reason refuses to authorise do not originate in faith but in credulity.

V. That even those who entertain irrational convictions are compelled to base them on evidence
of some kind which is satisfactory to themselves: that is to say, on the dictates of their own
imperfect reason.

VI. That, while we can believe in nothing that is contrary to our reason, yet it is perfectly rational
to believe in many things which our reason would have been unable to discover.

VII. That extraordinary facts which lie beyond the limits of human experience are not contrary to
our reason: and it is perfectly rational to believe them whenever they are adequately attested.

VIII. That a large portion of our beliefs on subjects scientific, philosophical, historical, moral, and
religious, rest on testimony; the belief in them is highly rational, when the knowledge of those
from whom we derive our information is adequate: and consequently that faith is a principle co-
extensive with the activities of the human mind, and is by no means confined to subjects simply
religious, however intimately it may be connected with them.

A few brief observations will suffice in this part of our subject.

It will be observed that I have included under the term “reason” the whole of our mental
processes which are necessary for the cognition and the discovery of truth. These include, not
only our powers of inductive and deductive reasoning, but our intuitions, our forms of thought,
those powers of our mind, which whether intuitional or instinctive, form the foundation of many
of our most important convictions and our moral conceptions. These constitute our reason as
distinct from our reasoning powers. No little confusion has been introduced into this controversy
from the want of attending to this distinction.

It has been asserted that we can accept things as matters of faith which to our reason would be
utterly incredible. This assertion has arisen from the confusion of things which differ widely, viz.
things which our reason might have been unable to discover, but which when discovered may be
perfectly rational, and things directly contradictory to reason. The existence for example of a
square circle is a thing absolutely incredible, and while thus contradictory to reason, it is
impossible to accept it by faith. So would any doctrine which in a similar manner contradicted the
first principles of our rational convictions. No more pernicious principle can be laid down than
that things which are contradictory to our reason can be accepted by the principle of faith. Such
a principle would divide the human mind into two hostile camps, and if carried to its logical
consequences, must land us in universal scepticism.

It by no means follows that things which transcend our rational powers to discover must be
contrary to our reason when they have been discovered. We can only arrive at the knowledge of
unknown facts by observation, or accept them on the testimony of others. Until they have been
brought within our knowledge in this way, no amount of reasoning could lead to their discovery.
In a similar manner with respect to several of the facts in the New Testament connected with the
Incarnation, our reason might never have discovered them, but when they have been discovered,
they may form suitable subjects on which to exert its energies.

The whole of the confusion in which this question has become involved has originated in the
assumption that faith is a faculty of the mind distinct and separate from our reason, and in a
certain sense opposed to it; and that things which cannot be subjects of rational conviction may
yet be the objects of faith. Whatever opinions may have been held by divines upon this subject, I
can discover nothing which countenances them in the New Testament.

To what class of truths is the word “faith” properly applied? I answer to those which we accept
on testimony. It has been asserted that some of the first principles of our rational convictions,
such as our belief in the existence of an external world, or in the truth of experience, is an act of
faith. This, however, is to introduce a confusion of thought. Such convictions can be only acts of
faith as far as we believe in ourselves.

Viewing faith as the acceptance of truth on adequate testimony, it follows that all our knowledge
of things, whether natural or supernatural, that is not the result of the action of our own minds,
but which we accept on the testimony of others, is an act of faith. Our acceptance of them
depends on the validity of the testimony that can be adduced for them. The important question
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for determination is, is the subject on which it is given within the knowledge of the informant? If
it respects a fact, has he witnessed it, or received it from others who have? Are his powers of
observation good and his judgment sound? Is he worthy of credit? The determination of these and
similar points is the proper office of our rational powers, yet the acceptance of the fact is an act
of faith. When our reason is satisfied on all these points, faith becomes an act of reason. To assert
that the acceptance of supernatural facts belongs to a faculty of our minds which we designate
faith, and that our acceptance of others is the result of the action of our reason, is to lay down a
distinction entirely of our own creation. In both cases the evidences must form the subject of
rational investigation, and they must be accepted or rejected as they approve themselves to our
reason.

It will perhaps be urged, that the acceptance of propositions, such as the doctrinal statements of
the New Testament, is an act of faith which stands out in manifest contra-distinction to an act of
reason. It would be so unquestionably, if we accepted them on insufficient evidence; but when we
do so with the knowledge that others have a full acquaintance with the subject on which they
speak, it is in the highest degree rational to accept and to act on their testimony. A large portion
of the business of life is conducted on this principle. A man is ignorant on some subject, or he
distrusts his own judgment respecting it: he consults one who knows, or on whose judgment he
relies. For example: let us suppose that I have a bottle full of a certain substance; I do not know
whether it is a medicine that I am in need of, or a deadly poison. I consult my chemist, and
without hesitation I act on his opinion. In all such cases (and they are spread over the entire
sphere of life) we act on faith; but it is a faith which is in conformity with the dictates of reason.
The function of the latter is to ascertain the adequate knowledge and the veracity of the person
whose assurance we accept. If it is a rational act thus to receive truths on the testimony of man,
whose knowledge must be imperfect, it must be still more so to accept them on the authority of
him who knows all things, i.e. God.

I am aware that certain writers have given such a representation of faith as to produce the
impression that it is one of its special functions to accept certain dogmas, the terms of which are
extremely obscure, or absolutely incomprehensible. But no rational evidence can be adduced in
support of this position. To exert actual belief in a proposition the terms of which are
incomprehensible, is an impossibility, and we only deceive ourselves when we imagine that we
can. All that we can do in such cases is to repeat words, but if they have no definite meaning we
cannot believe them: for the act of faith or conviction is founded on the affirmation that the two
terms of a particular proposition agree. It is quite true that the facts and statements of the New
Testament run up into principles which transcend our limited power of reason; but this is
common to it, and every system of science or philosophy; and forms no peculiarity of religion. I
am far from wishing to affirm that theologians have not fallen into this practice; but my concern
is not with them, but with the statements of the New Testament. One of the most important
acquisitions made to our mental science in the present day is that we have ascertained that there
are limits to our mental powers beyond which we cannot penetrate. This was imperfectly realized
by many of the reasoners of earlier times, and the result has been that they have fallen into a
hazy mysticism, or logomachy.

Equally pernicious is the view that there is something particularly meritorious in accepting truth
on little or no evidence, and that to do so is a high act of faith. Not only is this founded on no
rational principle, but it is entirely unsupported by any account of faith as given in the New
Testament, which again and again assumes the contrary position. Faith is the acceptance of
truths which lie beyond the sphere of our personal knowledge on an adequate attestation. If an
astronomer should happen to be ignorant of chemistry, and accept its truths on the testimony of
one who was an eminent master of it, this would constitute an act of faith. Surely such an act is
one which is highly rational.

It follows, therefore, that although our belief in miracles being founded, as it now must be, on
testimony, is an act of faith, yet it is also an act of our reason. It is, therefore, by no means absurd
to speak of miracles as objects of faith, and at the same time as possessing an evidential value.
We accept them as we do all other adequately attested facts, and reason on them in the same
manner as we do on other facts. This is the precise course which will be pursued by the
overwhelming majority of astronomers who will be unable to witness the coming transit of Venus.
They will accept the facts on adequate testimony, and afterwards use them as media of proof.

Chapter V. The Antecedent Improbability of Miracles.—
The Unknown and Unknowable God.
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The proof on a priori grounds that an event is either possible or probable, cannot establish that it
has actually occurred. This must rest on its own particular evidence. To prove that a revelation is
both possible and probable, and that it ought to be evidenced by miracles, may form an essential
portion of our general argument, because the degree of probability of the occurrence of a
particular fact affects the amount of positive evidence necessary to establish its truth. But the
proof that a revelation has actually been given, or a miracle wrought, can only be effected
through the same media as those through which other facts are established. To prove that a
revelation is probable will not be of the smallest avail to prove that one has been actually given,
without adequate proof of the fact itself.

Still the examination of the antecedent question is in this case particularly important, because
modern unbelief boldly affirms that a revelation and its attestation of miracles are both
impossible and incredible. If this can be demonstrated, the discussion of the evidence that can be
adduced for them as facts is a useless expenditure of our reasoning powers; for no evidence can
prove the occurrence of that which is impossible. It may be assumed, however, that those who
make this affirmation are not quite satisfied as to the cogency of their reasonings; because, after
having demonstrated, as they allege, that miracles are impossible, they proceed to attack the
evidence of those narrated in the Gospels, and pronounce it worthless. As, therefore, the
opponents of Christianity boldly affirm that both a supernatural revelation and miracles are
impossible, it is necessary that the defender of Christianity should examine the validity of the
assertion.

Our opponents constantly charge us with reasoning in a circle, or assuming the fact which ought
to be proved. To avoid even the appearance of this, I lay down the following positions:—

If direct atheism is a just conclusion from the phenomena of the Universe, it follows that a divine
revelation is impossible. Nor are miracles in any proper sense of the word less so, because they
are not merely facts occurring in external nature, but facts in the production of which we
recognize intelligence and will. With the principles of atheism the occurrence of an extraordinary
event is quite compatible, because as it cannot rise to any higher knowledge than that of
phenomena, the knowledge of the invariability of past phenomena is incapable of giving the fact
that all future phenomena will resemble the past. Still the occurrence of a fact, however
extraordinary, would not constitute a miracle, and would prove only the existence of an unknown
force in the universe, or the predominance of chance.

The same remark is equally applicable to that form of modern atheism which does not affirm that
no God exists, but contents itself with the denial that there is any evidence that there is one.

Nor is the case altogether different with regard to pantheism. According to this system, God is
only another name for nature, which works out every form of fleeting existence for itself in an
unceasing round of unconscious self-evolution. The essence of its affirmation is, that God has no
conscious personal existence, but that He is only another name for the blind unconscious forces
of the universe. Such a being (if it is possible to conceive of it as a being at all, or as a unity) is
everlastingly making a revelation of itself by a ceaseless evolution of phenomena, the result of
the blind action of its inherent forces. But to whom? Obviously only to beings capable of reason
and consciousness, whom it (I dare not say, He) has evolved out of its own bosom, and will again
resolve into unconsciousness. Prior to their evolution this mighty t0 m&v must have been
everlastingly making manifestations of itself, without a single being in existence capable of
recognizing them. Whatever be the result of such theories in a logical point of view, it is evident
that if pantheism be a rational account of the order of the universe, a revelation and miracles, in
any sense in which such terms can bear meaning, are impossible.

No less applicable is the same remark to that form of pantheism held by Mr. Herbert Spencer,
which, while it affirms the existence of a cause of all things, as alike required by the demands of
philosophy, science, and religion, yet affirms that He is unknown and unknowable, and that every
thing which is knowable, although a manifestation of that great unknown cause, yet conveys no
idea of Him that the intellect can apprehend. In one word, the unknown cause of all things is
inconceivable, and incapable of becoming the subject of rational thought. The intellect cannot
help assuming the existence of this cause of all things; but all that it can affirm of him is, that He
is unknown and unknowable; and that everything within the bounds of our knowledge, though it
may represent some mode of his existence, cannot be he, or like him. With respect to this theory,
while it cleverly evades some of the harsher difficulties of pantheism and atheism, it is not too
much to say that it is a civil way of bowing God out of the universe, of which He is alleged to be
the cause. He can neither be a person, nor have wisdom, nor be benevolent, nor be capable of
conscious self-manifestation; because all these conceptions are limited and finite. All that we can
know of Him is, that such a cause exists beyond present phenomena; and that we are condemned
respecting Him, to a profound and perpetual ignorance. It is possible to designate such a being
by the name of God, but it would be to use the term in a sense peculiar to those who thus employ
it. Such a God is a bare abstract conception of the intellect, void of all moral value. It is sufficient
for my present purpose to observe that it is impossible for the unknown and the unknowable to
make a revelation of himself. Consequently St. Paul's affirmation with respect to the unknown
God at Athens, “Whom therefore ye ignorantly worship, Him declare I unto you” (Acts xvii. 23), is
untrue. To such a God a revelation of Himself, and miracles to confirm it, are alike impossible.

It is evident, therefore, that if either of these principles can be demonstrated to be a true account
of the nature of things, all further discussion as to the truth of a revelation or of miracles is



[pg 099]

[pg 100]

[pg 101]

[pg 102]

useless. Let us take the most favourable hypothesis, that of Mr. Spencer. It concedes that the
necessities of reason compel us to assume the existence of an unknown cause of all things, which
may be called God. But He is unknowable; He is inscrutable. No conception of Him can be
realized in thought; it follows, therefore, that no revelation of such a being can be made to the
finite intellect of man, for if a revelation of Him could be made, He cannot be unknowable. This
being so, the person who attempts to reason out the truth of Christianity is placed under a
difficulty. Christianity assumes the existence of a personal God, possessed of moral attributes.
This is the very truth, the evidence of which these systems assert to be wanting. The Christian
advocate, therefore, has only two courses before him: First, To assume, in conformity with the all
but universal belief of mankind, that a personal God exists; and then to argue for the truth of
Christianity, and to answer the objections urged against it. When we do this, objectors affirm that
we beg the question. Or, Secondly, To prove the existence of a personal God; and then to argue
for the truth of revelation. If he adopts the latter course, he is compelled to adduce the proof on
which the belief in theism rests, and to answer the objections to it—or, in other words, to
compose a bulky volume, before he can get at the immediate subject of inquiry.

Now I affirm that the defender of Christianity is no more open to the charge of begging the
question when he assumes the existence of a personal God as the foundation of his reasonings,
than the author of a treatise on trigonometry is, who takes for granted the truth of Euclid's
propositions.

The author of the work to which I have already referred does his utmost to fasten on the modern
defenders of Christianity the charge that they begin and end in assumptions. I will not deny that
much ambiguous language has been used on this subject, but I trust I shall show that the charge
is utterly unfounded. I must briefly notice a few of his reasonings.

At page 68 he writes as follows: “Dr. Mozley is well aware that the assumption of a ‘personal’
God is not susceptible of proof; indeed, this is admitted in the statement that the definition is an
assumption.”

An assumption, I ask, in what sense? Is it a simple assumption without evidence, taken for
granted for the bare purposes of argument; or is it one which, though taken for granted in the
present case, rests on a substantial basis of evidence previously established, and which bears the
same relation to the question of miracles which the truths of Euclid do to those of trigonometry?
The latter is the fact though the mode in which the writer puts it implies the former. Without
referring to the authority of any particular author, is he not fully aware that theists maintain that
their belief in a Personal God rests on a basis of proof which commends itself to their reason?
Have not numbers of men, endowed with the highest powers of intellect, accepted it as
satisfactory? Yet he seeks to imply that, after all, it is an assumption. It is true that in the
argument for miracles we take it for granted; but we do so, because the proof has commended
itself to our highest reason.

I admit that Dr. Mozley has used, in speaking of this subject, language which I cannot but think is
wanting in precision. Still it does not bear the meaning that this author seeks to fasten on it. “It is
then to be admitted,” says he, “that historically, and looking to the general actual reception of it,
this conception of God was derived from revelation. Not from the first dawn of history to the
spread of Christianity in the world do we see in mankind at large any belief in such a Being.” The
learned author then states, at considerable length, the philosophic and vulgar views entertained
of God, and shows their inadequacy and imperfection, and concludes as follows: “But although
this conception of the Deity has been received through the channel of the Bible, what
communicates a truth is one thing, what proves it is another.” He then proceeds to summarize
the general proof.

I cannot think this statement altogether free from ambiguity. Whatever may have been the
precise forms in which the ideas of the vulgar or the philosopher were embodied, there is strong
proof that a higher and better conception of God, though indefinite and indistinct, underlay them
all. The most degraded polytheist has indistinct conceptions of a Supreme God above all the
degraded objects of his worship. It seems to me impossible that such a conception of God can
have been attained from revelation. It may, in a certain sense, be said, looking at the precise
form in which it is embodied, that it has been derived by us historically from the Jewish race. But
it must have had a prior origin. St. Paul considered that the material universe manifested His
eternal power and Godhead. The primitive form of all the great oriental religions contained in
them the idea of God. It is simply absurd to affirm that they derived it from the Bible. It is true
that the existence of a primitive revelation anterior to the Bible has often been assumed to
account for this knowledge, but this is a bare assumption of which we have no proof, and whose
only basis is conjecture. Judaism and Christianity have been instrumental in widely spreading
correct conceptions of the Deity and dissipating false ones. Yet if the conception had not existed
in the mind at least implicitly, no formal revelation could have put it there, for every such
revelation must be conveyed in language, and all language is meaningless, unless the mind can
realize its conceptions. The assertion, therefore, that the conception of God has been first
communicated through the channel of the Bible, and is afterwards proved by reason, seems to me
to be one not devoid of danger. On the contrary, our belief that God exists is the very pre-
condition of our being able to believe that He has revealed Himself. This conception revelation
may modify, invest with a higher moral character, and import into it definiteness and precision,
but it cannot create it. It is on such grounds that the author in question seeks to involve his
reasoning and that of all other defenders of Christianity in a vicious circle. I fully admit that the
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conception of God has been elevated and purified by the influence of Christianity, and that the
teaching of Christianity on this subject is in conformity with our highest reason. But it is absurd
to affirm that this is reasoning in a circle, and that the Christian argument involves reasoning
from Theism to Christianity and from Christianity back to Theism.

The following passage, cited by Professor Mozley from Baden Powell, is referred to by this author
as a proof that all our reasonings on this subject are a simple argument from reason to
revelation, and from revelation to reason. The passage itself is a clear statement of the grounds
of the charge, and requires our careful consideration. “Everybody may collect from the order and
harmony of the physical universe the existence of a God; but in acknowledging a God, we do not
thereby acknowledge this peculiar or doctrinal conception of a God. We see in the structure of
nature a mind, a universal mind, but still a mind which only operates and expresses itself by law.
Nature only does and can inform us of mind in nature; but in no other sense does nature witness
to the existence of an omnipotent Supreme Being. Of a universal mind out of nature, nature says
nothing; and of an omnipotence which does not possess an inherent limit in nature, she says
nothing either. And therefore that conception of a supreme Being which represents Him as a
spirit independent of the physical universe, and able from a standing-point external to nature, to
interrupt its order, is a conception of God for which we must go elsewhere. That conception is
attained from revelation, which is asserted to be proved by miracles. But that being the case, this
doctrine of theism rests itself upon miracles, and therefore miracles cannot rest on this doctrine
of theism.”

It will be necessary carefully to point out the inaccurate reasoning of this passage.

First: The author speaks of nature as another expression for the forces, laws, and phenomena of
the physical universe, and for these alone. To this I have no objection, for it would greatly
conduce to clearness if it was always confined to this meaning. But while he uses it thus, he
nowhere tells us in what relation man, including his faculties, intellectual and moral, and above
all, his will, stands to nature. Are they included in, or excluded from it? Do they, or do they not,
form a part of it? If they are included in nature, then there are other facts in nature bearing on
the being of a God, beyond those on which the author reasons. If they are excluded, then the
reasoning is inadequate to sustain his conclusion. Our reasonings respecting God are founded not
only on the forces and laws of physical nature, but on man, his reason, his conscience, and his
will. What makes this fallacy the more plausible is that the term nature is very frequently used to
include man, as well as the forces and laws of the material universe.

As far as the physical universe is concerned, the mind infers the existence of a God from its order
and its harmonies; that is to say, having observed that order and harmony have been produced by
intelligence within the sphere of our own observation, and being deeply convinced on other
grounds of reasoning that they are incapable of resulting from any other source, we infer that the
results we behold in nature are due to a similar principle which we experience in ourselves. Such
an inference is not due to simple observation of the order of the universe only, but unites with it
an act of reasoning founded on our own self-conscious being. But the intelligence which produces
order, as far as we are cognisant of it, is invariably united with will. We therefore infer from the
order and harmonies of nature, not simply the conception of a God, such as the God of
pantheism; but, if they are valid to prove anything at all, of a God who is possessed of intelligence
adequate to arrange the order, and of purpose adequate for its production. If the inference of the
existence of a God from the works of nature is valid, it must be of a God possessed of the
attributes in question, for all our inferences on such a subject derive their validity from applying
to them the analogies of our reason.

It is quite true that in the structure of the material universe we see only the indications of a mind
operating and expressing itself by law; that is to say, we observe in the physical universe no
instances of its violation. But WE, that is the reasoning, rational beings, whether existing in
nature or outside it, have inferred from the structure of the universe the existence of mind, and
we know of no mind which is not possessed of conscious intelligence and will. If our reasoning
from the order of the material universe is valid to prove the presence of mind, which is a
conception entirely derived from our consciousness of ourselves, it must be equally so to prove
the existence of purpose and volition, for we know nothing of mind which is devoid of these
attributes. The material universe proves that its order and harmony is the result of the action of
mind; but it cannot prove that the mind which produced this order and harmony is unable to
introduce a different one. But if our minds form part of nature, then they are a proof that the
author of nature has produced something else in nature besides the order and harmonies of the
physical universe. If they are outside nature, then we have direct evidence of the existence of
beings outside and above nature, i.e. above the physical forces of the universe. It follows that if
finite beings possessed of intelligence and will, exist within nature or without it, a God who
possesses similar powers may exist also.

In a narrow and restricted sense it may be quite true that nature, i.e. matter and its phenomena,
only informs us of the presence of mind in nature, the partner and correlative of organized
matter. But let us here guard against a latent fallacy in this mode of statement. We learn the
presence of mind, not from material nature, but by the application of our own reason to the
investigation of what its phenomena denote. This is overlooked in the above argument. It is
perfectly true that as a mere matter of phenomenal appearance, we do not actually behold in
natural phenomena manifestations of mind acting outside nature. In fact we do not see mind at
all, but simply infer its presence from the phenomena before us through the agency of our own
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reason; and this inference carries along with it all the other attributes of mind.

The writer before me is one of those who affirm that the utmost our minds can infer from the
contemplation of nature, in which he includes every species of vital organism, is the presence of
order and harmony; and that any inference that its phenomena testify to the presence of
adaptation, contrivance and design is invalid. I reply that this affirmation is only valid on the
assumption of a principle which altogether denies that from natural phenomena we can infer the
existence of mind. But we also observe in natural phenomena, and above all in animal and
vegetable structures, that the results effected are produced, not by simple forces, but by the
careful adjustment of many, or by one counteracting and qualifying the action of another, and by
forces intersecting one another at precisely the right time and place. Had any of these occurred
otherwise, the result would have been different. Throughout nature we observe innumerable
instances in which various forces have thus combined to produce a definite result. This we
usually designate by the word “adaptation.” Adaptation implies intelligence and purpose. We are
quite as much justified in ascribing this purpose to the power manifested in nature, as any other
quality whatever, even the possession of mind.

I fully concede that natural phenomena and even the phenomena of the mind of man, only testify
directly to the existence of a power adequate to their production, and that we cannot directly
infer from them the presence of omnipotence. But this is to quarrel about words. For the power
manifested in nature and in man is so great that the human mind can make no distinction
between it and omnipotence; or in other words, it justly infers from its manifestations that the
power which could originate this universe and all things in it must be capable of effecting
anything which is possible. To this mind, whether in or out of nature, our reason ascribes the
attributes of intelligence and will. Such a power it is incapable of conceiving as inherent in
material forces; it therefore assumes that this power exists outside nature, and is capable of
controlling it.

It follows therefore that the reasoning is fallacious, which asserts that the conception of a
supreme Being which represents Him as a spirit independent of the physical universe, and able
from a standing-point external to nature to interrupt its order, is a conception which we must
seek from revelation, and cannot be arrived at by any exertion of our rational powers on the facts
of nature and of man. Its apparent plausibility has arisen solely from ignoring the presence of
man, either in nature or outside it, and neglecting to take the facts of human nature, man's
reason, conscience and will, into consideration. To affirm that, independently of man's moral and
intellectual being, physical nature, its forces and laws, can prove nothing, is a simple platitude.
We have not to go to revelation for the principles on which we reason, but to man, and the
phenomena of his rational, self-conscious, and voluntary agency. It follows, therefore, that the
affirmation that in conducting the Christian argument we reason from God to miracles and from
miracles to God, is utterly disproved. Yet the writer before me has ventured to affirm that, when
we commence with the being of a personal God as the groundwork of our reasonings, we begin
and end with a bare assumption.

The philosophical writings of Dr. Mansel are also pressed into the service for the purpose of
discrediting the evidences of Christianity, and, I own, with considerably greater reason. Mr.
Herbert Spencer has also invoked them in confirmation of his theory that God is unknown and
unknowable. He refers to them in the following words: “Here I cannot do better than avail myself
of the demonstration which Mr. Mansel, carrying out in detail the doctrine of Sir W. Hamilton,
has given us in his ‘Limits of Religious Thought.” And I gladly do this, not only because his mode
of presentation cannot be improved, but because writing as he does in defence of current
theology, his reasonings will be more acceptable to the majority of readers.”

Before referring to Dr. Mansel as an unquestionable authority on this subject, it would only have
been candid in both writers to have informed their readers that not only have his principles been
repudiated by a considerable number of Christian writers as unsound, but they have been
carefully examined by that eminent atheistic philosopher, Mr. Mill, who gives it as his deliberate
opinion that they are founded on fallacious principles. It is absurd to urge principles, though they
have been maintained by an eminent Christian writer, which an eminent unbeliever has
pronounced unsound, as a clear and conclusive argument against Christianity.

The work of Dr. Mansel may be described as an attempt to prove the truth of Christianity on the
principles of the most sceptical philosophy. It may be briefly stated thus: Reason is incapable of
forming any idea of God as He is, whether as the Infinite, the Absolute, or the first Cause. All the
conceptions which we can frame on the subject are mutually self-destructive. On similar
principles our conceptions of His moral attributes are wholly inadequate to inform us of His real
perfections. It by no means follows that our human conception of benevolence or justice is a
measure of the divine benevolence, or of divine justice; and so of His other attributes. It is
affirmed that because they are the attributes of an infinite Being, they lie beyond the possibility
of being realized in human thought. Consequently, holiness in God may admit of very different
manifestations from holiness in man. Upon these principles, which affirm the inadequacy of the
human intellect, even to conceive of anything as it exists in God, it follows that our only possible
conceptions of God are relative; or, to use the word chosen by the author in relation to
Christianity, regulative; ie. fitted to regulate our conduct, but not to illuminate our
understanding.

Upon the assumption that reason, when it attempts to analyse our ideas of the Infinite, the
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Absolute, or the first Cause, lands us in hopeless contradictions, Dr. Mansel arrives at the
conclusion that it is incapable of forming any conception of God as he actually exists. It follows as
a necessary consequence from this, that even by revelation we are only capable of attaining
relative ideas of Him, and that these relative ideas do not represent His real nature, but are only
regulative of conduct, i.e. we are to act upon them as if they were true. E.g. God is revealed as
holy. Our only conception of holiness is our human conception of it. But we cannot know that this
is an adequate measure of the divine holiness. God is declared to be benevolent. We have no
conception of benevolence but that which is derived from the human mind. So likewise with
respect to justice. But benevolence and justice as they exist in God may differ from these
qualities as they exist in man. The same thing follows as a necessary conclusion from Dr.
Mansel's premises with respect to all the other attributes of God. Nothing will better illustrate
the position to which this argument reduces us than to apply it to the truthfulness or veracity of
God. All that we know about truthfulness is as it exists in finite beings, that is, in men. But God is
an infinite being. It follows therefore that truthfulness in man is no adequate representation of
truthfulness as it exists in God, that is to say, that the divine veracity may differ from our human
conception of it. This is certainly a very startling position.

If, therefore, these principles are correct, acquiescence on the part of man in the divine
character is impossible. It is impossible to love a being who does not present to us the aspect of
loveliness; or to reverence one who does not present to us an aspect capable of exciting this
emotion; or to feel trust in a being of whose justice we have no certainty that it resembles our
conception of justice; or to rely on the promises of one whose veracity may differ from our own.
Such feelings cannot be made to order. They can only be generated by the contemplation of a
being who is holy, benevolent, just, and true, in the ordinary acceptation of these words. They
cannot be excited by any merely regulative ideas. We love, reverence, and trust, not ideas or
conceptions, but persons, possessing moral attributes. But on the principle of merely regulative
ideas of God, the assertion that “God is love,” loses all its value, if God is not what I mean by love,
but, because he is infinite, he may be something else, I know not what; and thus the great
precept of the moral law, “Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, mind, soul, and
strength,” becomes meaningless. Such devotion of our entire nature cannot be created by the
mere command to render it. It can only be rendered to a being whose claims over us we both feel
and know to be an absolute reality, and to whom on the conviction of their reality we can offer
ourselves up a voluntary sacrifice. But if we cannot know Him as He is, how is the fire of devotion
to Him to be kindled in our hearts? How shall we trust in Him? How shall we acquiesce in His
character? How shall we worship Him, how shall we adore Him, if it is true that the justice,
benevolence, or holiness of the divine character may not resemble our conception of them? Nay,
more: the theory in question lays the axe to the root of the Christian revelation itself. There is no
affirmation of the New Testament more decisive than that Jesus Christ in His divine and human
personality is the image of the invisible God, as far as His moral perfections are concerned. Are
the perfections of the character of Jesus Christ only regulative, or are they real representations
of these attributes as they exist in God? Are the divine attributes of holiness, benevolence, or
justice, adequately represented by the manifestations of them, as made by Jesus Christ? If we
accept the testimony of St. John's Gospel, our Lord himself has expressly affirmed, “He that hath
seen me hath seen the Father” (John xiv. 9). But this is impossible if our conceptions of God's
moral attributes are only regulative, and if the human idea of holiness is no adequate
representation of the divine.

However erroneous a system may be, yet if it has been elaborated by a powerful mind, it has
generally some foundation in reason, and I am far from affirming that, with considerable
qualifications, some important elements of truth may not be found in that of Dr. Mansel. It is well
that we should be made to feel that there are limits of thought beyond which the human mind
cannot penetrate, and that there are profundities of metaphysics which an imperfect measuring-
line cannot reach. But placing the matter as he has, the Christian apologist may well feel
indebted to Mr. Mill for his crushing demolition of the dangerous portions of Dr. Mansel's system.
When unbelievers quote the authority of Dr. Mansel, why do they not also tell their readers that
there was at least one unbeliever of very high logical power, who wrote against the validity of his
system.

It is one thing to affirm that we cannot penetrate to the depths of the Deity, and that after we
have raised our thoughts to the highest, there is something higher still; and quite another to
affirm that our highest thoughts of him have no validity; or, to use the terms of a fashionable
philosophy, that God is unknown and unknowable, that no true conception of Him can be formed
in thought; in one word, that he is absolutely unthinkable. The difficulties of this subject have
arisen mainly from discussing it in terms of pure abstractions, instead of embodying them in a
concrete form. It is impossible in this place to enter on the profound depths involved in these
questions; but a few observations will be necessary for the purpose of clearing away the
difficulties in which our opponents seek to involve the subject of miracles. I shall confine myself
to our conceptions of the Infinite.

It is affirmed that no conception of the infinite can be framed in thought; that it is therefore
unthinkable, and transcends the limits of human knowledge; that it is a negation; and that
therefore our reason is unable to affirm anything respecting it; that the idea of personality is
incompatible with that of infinity; and that therefore when we speak of God as a person who
possesses infinite perfections, we enter on a region where human thought is invalid, and
respecting which all affirmation involves a contradiction.
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But when we are told that the infinite transcends thought, we are entitled to demand that we
should not be kept playing with an abstraction, and to ask, what is infinite? In what sense does it
transcend thought? Does this mean that it is absolutely unthinkable; or only partially so; or that
our conception of it is imperfect? Is it simply unknowable, or does it consist of something which
we know, plus something that has not come within the limits of our knowledge, but which
something is of a similar character to the known? It will be at once seen that the determination of
these questions is at the root of the whole controversy. If then by the infinite we mean something
known plus something unknown, to speak of God as unknowable and unthinkable is absurd. Our
knowledge of Him may not be full, but yet real so far as it goes. When it is affirmed that God is a
being who exists, but is unthinkable by man, the effect is to place Him beyond the bounds of
human knowledge, and thereby free us from all necessity of troubling ourselves about Him. We
know that He exists in the profundities of the unknown; and that is all. For the purposes of
thought and of morality, He is thus made of less value than an algebraic x.

When it is affirmed that the infinite is unknowable, I again ask, what infinite? The infinite as an
abstract idea has no real existence; but something that is infinite. The conception itself is an
essentially quantitative conception, and is only strictly applicable to number and extension. When
I speak therefore of an infinite number, what do I mean? The only answer possible is, “The
greatest number I can conceive, plus all possible number without limit.” Does my adding on the
latter factor invalidate the reality of my conception of the former? Is that which is added on
anything else than number? Surely here I have a valid conception. The same is true when we
speak of the infinity of space. I mean by it the greatest space I can conceive, plus space without
limit. Is the idea of space rendered unthinkable, because I add the conception of space without
limit? Does it cease to be space? But space is conceivable. It follows therefore that neither
infinite number nor infinite extension is absolutely unthinkable. We speak of the infinite
divisibility of matter. Does matter, because it goes on to be divided for ever, cease to be matter?

In the same manner we speak of God, and call Him infinite. It would be far more correct to speak
of Him as a Being who has infinite attributes. Here, however, if accuracy of thought is to be
preserved, a distinction must be made. Some attributes of God may be viewed as quantitative;
others cannot. It is to the former only that the term infinite properly applies. A moral attribute
cannot have a quantitative measure applied to it. It is therefore not infinite, but perfect.

When we speak of God as a being possessed of infinite power, what do we mean? The thing
intended is, that He is a being who possesses such power as enabled Him to create the universe,
and that He is capable of exerting every other degree of power which is possible. We may call
this, if we like, power without limit; though there is always one limit to possible power, viz., that
of working contradictions. Of course we are ignorant of what are the limits of possible power.

But when we make this addition to our finite conception, we mean by it power similar to that
exhibited in the universe—it and all other power beyond it. Must such a conception be banished
outside the limits of rational thought? Is the idea of a being who possesses power sufficient to
build the universe, and all possible power besides, unthinkable? Again, we speak of God as
infinitely wise. What do we mean by it? We affirm that He knows all things actual and possible.
The knowledge is none the less knowledge, because to the knowledge of the actual we add on the
knowledge of the possible. Such a being is certainly not unthinkable.

Again: God is often spoken of, not only as a being possessing infinite attributes and perfections,
but as the Infinite Being. Here the attempt is made to entangle us in a puzzle. It is argued: if He
be the infinite Being, there can be no being beyond Him. He must therefore include all being,
both actual and possible. If this be so, He must also include the finite, otherwise there would be a
being which is not included in infinite being—or in other words, being without limit would not
include all being, which is self-contradictory. Several other self-contradictions may be easily
adduced by reasoning on the same principles.

I reply that the term “Being” is used here in a sense so intensely abstract, that we have removed
it out of all those conceptions of which quantity can legitimately be predicated. Of material being
we can affirm that it is quantitative, but of no other. The adding on the word “infinite,” and
calling God the infinite Being, is to use words which have no validity as conceptions.

But it is also common to speak of God's moral attributes as infinite, such as His benevolence,
holiness, justice and truth. This again is inaccurate, and its result is to plunge us into hopeless
confusion of thought. Such attributes admit of no quantitative measures. They are perfect, not
infinite. To speak of God's truthfulness as infinite is simply absurd. A thing is true, or not true. A
moral being is truthful or not truthful. Benevolence may be perfect or imperfect; but it cannot be
measured by number or by line. These conceptions can only mean what we mean by them, and
nothing else, even when applied to God, or we are attempting to pass off forged notes for genuine
ones. The only possible additional idea which we introduce when thus ascribing them to God, is
that in Him they are perfect, free from the imperfections with which they exist in us. To affirm
that when we say that God is perfectly benevolent, or perfectly truthful, we introduce into the
conception, as applied to Him, a new factor, beyond the meaning of benevolence and truthfulness
as used in human language, and that this new factor can make the divine benevolence different
from our human conception of it, or can lead God to actions which man can by no possibility view
as benevolent or true; and then to say that God is benevolent or true, is an abuse of language, or,
to use Mr. Mill's words, an offensive flattery.
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But it has been urged that the moral attributes of God, even if we view them not as infinite but as
perfect, must be beyond the limits of human thought, and therefore may produce results different
in character from the corresponding principles in man, because they are the attributes of an
infinite being. I have already disposed of this objection. Benevolence, holiness, and truth cannot
be other than benevolence, holiness, and truth, to whatever being we may attribute them.

It is therefore no necessary consequence, because we ascribe to God some attributes which are
infinite, and others which are perfect, that God must therefore be unknowable or unthinkable.
We may know much about Him, without knowing all things. Our not knowing all about things
does not render them either unknowable or unthinkable. Our knowledge may be imperfect; but as
far as it goes it maybe real. If we were to affirm that we only know that which we know perfectly,
or were unable to reason on imperfect knowledge, mental progress would be brought to a
standstill. Nor is it right to affirm that we are only reasoning in a circle when we reason from His
moral attributes as displayed in the government of the world in favour of the probability of a
revelation; or if because a revelation which claims to be from God, bears the impress of His
character, we employ this fact as an evidence that it comes from Him. To affirm that He is
unknowable or unthinkable is to proclaim that man has no concern with God, and that all
revelation is impossible; therefore, the objections urged against the evidence of supernatural
religion on these grounds are untenable.

But there are the difficulties about the Absolute and the First Cause. It has been urged that the
Absolute is that which is out of relation to every thing else—perfectly independent in itself. It is
argued, therefore, if God be this Absolute, he cannot be the first Cause, because a cause can only
be a cause by its being in relation to that of which it is the cause. For similar reasons, if he be the
first Cause, He cannot be the Absolute. But as He is both, He must therefore be unknowable and
unthinkable.

It is impossible in a treatise like this to enter into such profound metaphysical questions. For my
present purpose, I can safely refer to Mr. Mill's discussion on this subject. As far as the views in
question bear adversely on Christian evidence, he has sufficiently refuted them. It is not fair for
unbelievers to put forth these positions as subversive of Christianity, without answering the
reasonings of so eminent an unbeliever as Mr. Mill in proof of their inconclusiveness, or even
alluding to the fact that he has pronounced them untenable.

There is no point which reasoners of this class have laboured more diligently to prove than that it
is impossible for human reason to think of God as a person. The assumption of the personality of
God is the foundation of the Christian argument, without which, even if the occurrence of
miracles could be proved as objective facts, they would have no evidential value. It follows,
therefore, that if our only mode of attaining the knowledge of the personality of God be from
revelation, we are arguing in a vicious circle.

Briefly stated, the argument of unbelief is as follows: God is the infinite Being. Personality is a
conception which necessarily involves the finite. Therefore it cannot be predicated of an infinite
Being. It follows therefore that to speak of God as infinite, and at the same time as a person,
involves a contradiction.

It is an unquestionable fact that the only beings whom we are directly acquainted with as persons
are finite beings, ie. men. No less certain is it that the only beings whom we know to be
possessed of wisdom and intelligence are finite beings, i.e. men, and those various classes of
animals by which the latter quality is manifested. The argument is equally valid for proving that
wisdom and intelligence can only belong to finite beings; and consequently that the existence of
wisdom and intelligence in the first Cause of all things is inconceivable, and the assumption that
He is wise and intelligent is a contradiction. The same argument is no less valid against ascribing
any moral perfection to Him, or in fact any other, for all our knowledge of such things is both in
itself finite, and derived from finite beings.

But it even goes further than this. If, as the positive philosophy lays down, our real knowledge of
things is confined to direct subjects of cognition; as the only beings which we know to be
possessed of wisdom and intelligence are men and animals, it is quite contrary to sound
reasoning to infer that these qualities can be possessed by any other class of finite beings. To do
so is to transfer human conceptions to beings who are not human. Equally valid would be the
reasoning of an animal, if he could reason on the subject, as for instance a horse or a dog, that
the existence of wisdom and intelligence beyond his own limited sphere was an unwarrantable
assumption. Pantheists have also propounded theories on the assumption of the existence in
nature of an unconscious wisdom and intelligence. This assumption is open to the most
formidable objections; but even on their own principles it is utterly invalid; for if on the grounds
which they allege it is impossible to ascribe personality to God, the same reasonings are equally
valid against ascribing wisdom and intelligence to unconscious nature.

I conclude, therefore, that it by no means follows because our direct knowledge of personality is
confined to human beings, and is derived from them, that personality itself cannot be conceived
of as a property belonging to any other than human beings. It is absurd to maintain that the
qualities of things must be confined to those things from which we learn their existence.

But it will be objected that the very essential notion of personality is limitation; consequently that
although it may be conceived of as belonging to limited beings, it transcends the power of
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thought to conceive of it as the attribute of a being who is unlimited or infinite; that is to say, that
although it lies within the power of thought to conceive of the Being who had adequate power to
build the universe as a Person, because the power may be a limited power, yet when I ascribe to
Him beyond this the possession of all possible power, the conception of personality becomes
unthinkable. This is the real meaning of the affirmation, unless our reasonings are to be confined
within the region of abstractions. But we have no assurance that such reasonings are valid,
unless we can bring them to the test of some concrete form of thought.

Next: It by no means follows because our conception of personality is derived from finite beings,
that it is necessarily limited to them; and that it cannot be thought of in connection with a being,
some of whose attributes are infinite and others perfect; in other words, that the idea of
finiteness is necessarily involved in that of personality. What are the conceptions that make up
the idea of our own personality? I reply, the power to affirm “I” of one's own being—the
possession of will—the power of self-consciousness, and these in union with rationality. These
conceptions we undoubtedly derive from the contemplation of our own finite being, but there is
nothing in them which is necessarily limited to the finite. If the conception of an infinite being is
possible (and the fact that it is so constantly introduced into this controversy proves that it is
possible), then there is no reason why these conceptions, which certainly contain in them nothing
quantitative, should not be applicable to such a being. The real fact is, these conceptions are not
inherently finite, because they have nothing in them of a quantitative character,—they are only
derived from a being whose manifestation in space we conceive of under the form of limitation,
and whose attributes are neither infinite nor perfect.

I must call attention to the remark already made that the correct representation of God in
thought is not that of a pure abstraction, the infinite Being, but of a being who possesses
attributes, some of which are infinite and others perfect. To affirm that such a being is a person,
is not to attempt to think that which is unthinkable. When we affirm that God possesses the
power adequate to build the universe, and all possible power beside, we do not ascribe to Him
that of which it is impossible to predicate the possession of will or self-consciousness. When we
affirm that such a being exists now, that he has existed in all past known times, and that no limits
in point of time are conceivable of him, there is nothing contradictory in ascribing to such a
Being personality. It is quite thinkable that an ultimate particle may never have had a beginning
and never will have an end; no less so is it that such a particle may be possessed of personality,
for it is finite. Surely therefore there is nothing in the ascription to God of existence without
beginning and without end, which destroys the idea of His personality.

It has been necessary to enter thus far into this subject, because in reasoning on the Christian
revelation we must assume the existence of a personal God, unless all such treatises, in addition
to their own proper subject-matter, must likewise contain an elaborate work on the principles of
theism, and a refutation of those of pantheism and atheism. The defender of Christianity is
charged with reasoning in a circle, as though he first assumed the existence of a personal God,
and then derived the idea of his existence from revelation. This charge would undoubtedly be
true if the idea of God being a person is unthinkable. I am at a loss to conceive how it becomes
one atom more thinkable if communicated by a revelation. Much obscurity has undoubtedly been
thrown on this subject by Christian writers who have fancied that the more they can invalidate
our reason the greater gain accrues to Revelation. This is not only unwise but irrational. Our
reason doubtless is but an imperfect light, but its extinction is to leave us to grope in darkness. I
affirm therefore that the assumption of the divine personality as the groundwork of our argument
involves no petitio principii, or reasoning in a circle.

One more remark and I will bring this portion of the subject to a close. The affirmation made by
this philosophy that certain things are unthinkable is fallacious. What do we mean by
“unthinkable”? It may mean many things; first, that the subject cannot be made in any sense an
object of thought. This, in fact, is the only legitimate use of the word. But in this sense the
affirmation cannot be true of even Mr. Herbert Spencer's unknown and unknowable God, for it is
evident that he does manage to reason and think about him somehow. It may mean a being
respecting whom we may know much and attain a knowledge continually progressing, but
respecting whom there is much which is unknown. This unknown is called unthinkable. But it is
not unthinkable. It has only not yet become the subject of our knowledge, and is no more
unthinkable than any other unknown truth. Or that may be pronounced to be unthinkable
respecting which our conceptions are wanting in definiteness and precision. But to designate
such things as unthinkable is an abuse of language. Or that may be designated as unthinkable of
which our conceptions fail fully to represent the reality. As far as they go, they may be true, but
there may be something beyond of a similar kind, which they do not embrace. This is the only
sense in which it can be affirmed that God is unthinkable, but the assertion is altogether
misleading. The only correct meaning of the expression is when some particular thing is affirmed
to exist and at the same time contradictions co-exist in it. The actual co-existence of these two
contradictions is unthinkable, but nothing more. Thus the existence of a round square is
unthinkable, so would the affirmation that the divine power was at the same time both limited
and unlimited. But in no other sense is a conception unthinkable. To affirm that the cause of all
things is unthinkable because our conceptions of Him do not measure the entire depths of His
being is simply misleading.

I have gone into this question because it is evident that if God is unthinkable a revelation of Him
is impossible, and if a revelation of Him is impossible, all miracles affirmed to have been wrought
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in attestation of one must be delusions.

Chapter VI. The Objection That Miracles Are Contrary
To Reason Considered.

Under this head are included the whole of that class of objections which extend from the direct
assertion of the impossibility of miracles to the affirmation that even if their possibility is
conceded, they are so extremely improbable that it is a violation of the first principles of our
reason to believe in their actual occurrence. They are alleged to be violations and contradictions
of the laws of nature, and as such to be incredible, as the stability of its laws is founded on a
universal experience. This unquestionably forms the most formidable difficulty in the way of the
acceptance of miracles, as actual occurrences, at the present day, and therefore demands a
careful consideration.

The question of the abstract impossibility of miracles need not occupy us long. Such an
affirmation can only be made on the assumption that our reason is inadequate to affirm the
existence of such a being as a personal God. If this can be established, the whole argument is
ended for all practical purposes. It may be conceded that the occurrence of some anomalous
event as a bare objective fact is quite possible, even on the principles of pantheism or atheism.
But such objective fact would be no miracle in any sense in which the word can be used in this
discussion. If the evidence was sufficiently strong to attest it as a fact, it would be explicable on
the supposition of some unknown force in nature, or even as a purely chance occurrence. A
miracle, in any sense in which it enters into the present argument, is not only an abnormal
objective fact, but one which takes place at the bidding of a moral agent. It is the union of these
two which imparts to a miracle any power to attest a revelation. If, therefore, there is no
evidence of the existence of a God, miracles may be pronounced impossible for all practical
purposes in this controversy, and we need not further discuss the question.

The whole argument as to whether the occurrence of a miracle is or is not contrary to reason
must proceed on the assumption of the existence of a personal God. It is also a proposition so
clear as to render all proof of it superfluous, that if a personal God exists who has created the
universe and governs it by His Providence, miracles are possible.

First, I observe that a miracle cannot be pronounced incredible, on the ground that it is an effect
without an adequate cause. On this point I may refer to the high authority of Mr. Mill, that the
idea of a miracle contradicts no law of causation. “In order,” says he, “that any alleged fact
should be contradictory to a law of causation, the allegation must be not simply that the cause
existed without being followed by the effect, for that would be no uncommon occurrence, but that
this happened in the absence of any adequate counteracting cause. Now in the case of an alleged
miracle the objection is the very opposite of this. It is that the effect was defeated, not in the
absence, but in consequence, of a counteracting cause, viz., a direct interposition of an act of will
of some being who has power over nature; and in particular of a being whose will being assumed
to have induced all the causes, with the powers by which they produce their effects, may well be
supposed able to counteract them.” (Logic, vol. ii. p. 167.)

A miracle therefore may not be the result of the action of any force which falls within the range
of our knowledge. It may be necessary for its performance to neutralize the action of all existing
forces by the calling into energy of more powerful ones. But their operation need not even be
suspended. An adequate force, or power, or cause (it matters not by what name we call it) is
present to effectuate the result; viz. the power which rules the universe, i.e. God. As Mr. Mill
justly observes, the only question which can be raised if the existence of God is assumed, is, not
the want of the presence of an adequate cause, for the supposition pre-supposes the presence of
one, but the want of will on the part of God to bring about the result. Thus it may be fairly argued
that God will not work a miracle, from the fact that He has not done so in the course of previous
observation.

It has been frequently affirmed that a miracle is an act which is contrary to the laws of nature, or
a violation of them, or a suspension of them, or a violation of the order of nature; and that its
occurrence is therefore incredible, as being contrary to reason. A miracle need involve neither of
these. The laws of nature as conceived by physical science are a set of antecedents followed by a
set of invariable consequents. A miracle does not interfere with this. Its very conception involves
a new antecedent followed by its consequent. The utmost that can be urged is that we have never
before witnessed the presence of that particular antecedent and consequent, or that the
antecedents which we have witnessed have been followed by totally different consequents. The
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only mode in which such a law could be violated would be, if a particular antecedent was present
and no other capable of modifying its action, and it failed to be attended with its proper
consequent. But this is not involved in the conception of a miracle.

Let us now suppose that the expression “laws of nature” is extended so as to comprise the forces
of nature as well as its invariable sequences. Such a use of the term is very common. In this point
of view, it is impossible to affirm that the laws of nature are violated by the performance of a
miracle. This could only be the case if they were made to produce the opposite results to those
which they actually produce. Thus, if a boiler were filled with water and a fire kindled under it,
and no other force was present capable of neutralizing the action of the fire; if, instead of the
temperature of the water being raised, it gradually froze, there would be a clear violation of the
laws of nature, i.e. its forces would cease to produce their usual results. But there is nothing in
the idea of a miracle that involves this. It postulates the presence of a force or forces which are
adequate to counteract the action of those already in existence, and to produce the adequate
result.

It will be objected that we have never recognized the existence of such forces in our previous
experience. Such an objection would be valid only on the assumption that there is no force in the
universe besides those which have been already recognized by us. This, however, science will in
the present state of our knowledge hardly venture to affirm. Besides, it is contrary to the
supposition with which we started, viz. the existence of a power able to control nature, that is,
God.

Nor is the assertion correct that the performance of a miracle necessarily involves even a
suspension of the laws of nature. This may be the mode of the divine acting; but it is most
important to observe that it by no means follows that it must be so. A miracle may be performed
by the introduction of a force which has sufficient power to counteract the forces of nature even
while they are in the fullest operation. To take an illustration: It has been frequently said that the
force of gravity must have been suspended in favour of Peter's body when he walked on the
water, and in favour of that of our Lord when he ascended into heaven. But this is by no means
the case. The mere suspension of the law of gravitation would not in either case have effected the
results in question. The presence of other forces was necessary. The law of gravitation might
have been in the fullest operation, and the miracle might have been performed by the action of
other forces adequate to neutralize it. The narrative itself implies that this force was so far from
being suspended, that it was in full operation at the time when the miracle was performed, for
the moment the power which supported Peter's body ceased to act he began to sink.

But further: even if we assume that any natural forces have been suspended in the performance
of a miracle, we are not called on to assume their general suspension, but only in favour of the
particular case in question. This observation is rendered necessary because it has been
frequently urged against the possibility of miracles that their performance must have thrown the
whole mechanism of the universe into confusion, and involved an extensive reconstruction of the
processes of nature. This would unquestionably be the case if the working of a miracle involved
the difficulty in question. But I have shown that it need not involve even the suspension of any
natural law whatever, and if such suspension took place in any particular case, the force might
have been acting with full energy everywhere else.

The counteraction or modification of one force by the agency of another is an event which we
witness every day. The force of gravity is in the fullest operation whenever we lift a weight from
the ground—it is not suspended for a single moment. The ability to modify the results of the
action of one force by the agency of another, or to combine many forces so as to produce a
definite result, constitutes the essence of all mechanical contrivance. The self-determining power
of the human will is that which calls all these particular modifications of existing forces into
activity. By means of it, the entire aspect of external nature has been changed from the
appearance which it would have presented, if no other agency had existed besides the forces of
nature which belong to matter. Man has been a power manifested in the midst of them. I am
quite aware that he can create no new force, and that he can only control or modify the action of
those which exist, but is never capable of suspending them. Yet this power has produced
marvellous results on the external world, so that it presents a wholly different aspect from that
which it would have done if the forces of nature had simply continued acting uncontrolled by the
influence of mind. Even in material nature itself, we meet with repeated instances of such
modifications of the results of one force by the action of another, as for example when the force
of gravitation is counteracted by that of magnetism, or of capillary attraction. The action of no
force is suspended, it is only modified.

The assertion therefore is inaccurate which affirms that the performance of a miracle involves
the suspension of a single force in nature. It is consequently so far no violation of any natural law.
All that the idea of it involves is the presence of a force which is capable in a particular instance
of counteracting the action of those forces which would produce a contrary result if left to
themselves. It is quite unnecessary for us to determine, in reference to the subject under
consideration, whether the result may be brought about by a combination of forces which
energize within the visible sphere of things, or by bringing into action some latent force, or one
which only occasionally manifests itself, or by the immediate action of the divine mind, which,
having in itself all the forces necessary to produce the universe, must possess those which are
necessary to effect the miracle.
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It is a fact worthy of observation that in the case of the miracles recorded in the Bible, the
materials out of which the new results were produced already existed in nature, as in the miracle
of the multiplication of the loaves and fishes. No act of creation was necessary. All that was
required was the presence of a force or forces, able to build up these materials into the forms in
question. God does this in ordinary course by what we designate natural forces, by means of
which corn is grown and flesh produced. Can it be pretended that no other forces are under the
control of, or exist in God, which are able to produce these results in a different manner, even
while the ordinary forces of nature continue in activity?

It has been further urged that a miracle involves a violation of the laws of nature, because as it
cannot be effected by any of the forces of nature with which we are acquainted, the presence of
an unknown force adequate to produce one must be a violation of the laws of nature.

I reply that any apparent force which this objection may possess is due to an ambiguous use of
the word “law.” It is here used to denote the order of the various occurrences in nature, and not
its antecedents and invariable consequents. If there are forces in nature beyond those with which
we are acquainted, how can their action be a violation of nature's order? If God is always present
energizing in nature's forces, how can any fresh putting forth of his energy be a violation of
nature's laws? In a certain sense of the words the order of nature may be said to be violated
whenever one of its forces is modified by the action of another, that is to say, an order of events
results from the modified action different from that which would have resulted from the
unmodified one. In this sense man is daily violating the order of nature. But this has no bearing
whatever on the question at issue.

It will perhaps be urged that the resurrection of a dead man, or the cure of a man born blind by a
word is a violation of the laws of nature. Whether this be so can only be determined when we are
acquainted with the means by which such an event may be brought about. The assertion itself is
a mere general statement that, as far as human observation has gone, dead men have never
returned to life; and that blindness has never been cured at any person's command.

But with respect to a resurrection it may be objected that it is an observed fact amounting to a
complete induction, that all men die and that after death has taken place it is a fact no less
universal that with the exception of a few alleged instances to the contrary no resurrection has
ever taken place. It may therefore be said to be a law of nature that all men die, and that death is
followed by no resurrection. This, however, if put into other language amounts to the following
proposition. That it is a law of nature that these results must follow, as long as the present forces
which we observe and no others are in energy. But it would cease to be so as soon as any others
capable of producing such a result were brought into activity. The truth is that death is a
phenomenon which is caused by the joint action of a multitude of natural forces. But if these
were overborne by any force of nature, or by the Author of nature calling any unknown force into
activity, or even by the energy of his own creative will, it would be absurd to call such an event
either a violation of the laws or of the order of nature, and therefore to affirm that it was
incredible. Death is the result of the action of the natural forces which we observe around us. No
natural force with which we are acquainted can effect a resurrection. If it be affirmed that in this
sense a resurrection is contrary to the laws and order of nature, the expression is ambiguous and
misleading, for it is intended to be inferred that such a violation would be contrary to reason and
therefore incredible.

But the affirmation that a miracle is contrary to the order of nature requires further
consideration. What do we intend to affirm when we speak of an order of nature or of an event
being contrary to it?

In a scientific sense the order of nature can only mean the results of forces energizing in
conformity with invariable law. Every event which occurs is the result of a combination of such
forces and the product of their joint action. These results necessarily follow an orderly
arrangement; i.e. the orderly result always occurs when precisely the same antecedents and no
other are present, and is invariably altered whenever the antecedents are modified to the precise
extent of the modification. As far then as the results in nature are the effect of known forces
unmodified in their action by other forces, they follow a definite order. Thus all the motions of the
heavenly bodies present themselves to the scientific mind as the perfection of order, because
they are the results of the action of known forces acting in conformity with invariable law.
Whenever a fact is observed which deviates from the order which these known forces would
produce, the action of another force which has hitherto been unknown is inferred. The order of
nature therefore means that the same forces always produce the same results. There is nothing
inconsistent with this in the correct conception of a miracle. Viewed as a physical event only, it
would be due to the action of a force which has hitherto been outside the sphere of our
observation.

It is clear therefore that whenever a fresh combination of forces takes place, their combined
action will modify the result, and a very different order of events will take place from that which
would have resulted from their unmodified action. Such modification therefore must produce a
different order of nature from that which would have otherwise resulted. But such modifications
frequently take place through the agency of man. It therefore follows that man has the power of
effecting modifications in the order of nature, without causing any violation of nature's laws.

But various other influences, and among them those usually designated as chances, exert a
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powerful influence in changing the order of nature. It is necessary that its forces should not only
be combined, but combined at the right time and place, or the effect which is due to their
combination will not take place; i.e. a different order of natural events would have happened. An
illustration will make this clear. Let us take the case of a disintegrating rock; according as the
different forces, which act on it, meet at the suitable time and place, the progress of
disintegration is greatly lengthened or shortened. Such concurrences of events are what we view
as pure contingencies. E.g. water penetrates into one of its fissures; this takes place in summer,
and no appreciable result follows. But if in winter a frost happens immediately afterwards, it will
produce an order of events widely different from that which would have happened if either no
rain had fallen or frost occurred. By their joint agency the fissure is widened, or the rock split
asunder. It follows therefore that the concurrence of these two forces is necessary at a particular
time and place to produce the particular result. Such concurrences, though due to natural
causes, are what we call fortuitous. Yet their occurrence or non-occurrence occasions a different
order of natural events.

Further, let us suppose that a bird with a seed in its mouth, in the course of its flight casually
drops it into a fissure in the rock, which has been opened by the frost; and also that another
concurrence of forces has supplied the conditions suitable for its taking root and growth. This
produces a new series of events, which occasions a more rapid disintegration, and modifies the
whole of the results which follow. If the casual act of the bird had taken place at any other time
or place, the whole series would have been different, varying with the causes which produced the
seed, and the contingencies which brought the bird to the spot, and induced it to drop it. Let us
now suppose that man with his rational agency intervenes. He deliberately watches for the
prospect of a frosty night, pours water into the fissures, and plants seeds in fissures where he
knows that suitable material has been prepared for their growth. Here a new order of events has
been introduced, which, originating in human agency, entirely modify the order of the results.

It is important to observe that all theories which attempt to account for the production of living
organisms by the principle of development are compelled at almost every step of the process to
postulate the concurrence of forces of this description at the suitable time and place to render
their production possible. These must have taken place in past time in numbers passing all
comprehension. In the case of many vegetable structures the result has been entirely modified by
the contingency of some insect choosing to enter one flower and not to enter another; and
according as this takes place a wholly different order of events follows. Whether we choose to
designate such concurrences of events at the suitable time and place fortuitous or not, the law
which regulates them is wholly unknown, even if they are regulated by law. So far it is impossible
to affirm that these results follow a known and definite order in nature. The concurrence of two
or more such causes introduces a new series, and occasions a break in the previously existing
order of nature.

Still more completely has this happened when man with his reason and powers of volition is
introduced on the scene. It will doubtless be objected by our materialistic philosophers, that the
forces which energize in mind act with the same uniformity as those that energize in matter, and
that volition exerts no appreciable influence on the results of our actions. These theories,
however, contradict the experience of an overwhelming majority of mankind. Such as do so
require that the strongest proof should be given before their truth can be considered as
established. Such proof certainly yet remains to be given. Its advocates, however, tell us that it
will be forthcoming at some future time. In the meanwhile the fact is sufficient for our purpose
that man is capable of acting on nature and of producing most important changes in the results of
the action of its forces. This being so, it is certain that an order of events takes place through the
interference of man, quite different from that which would have taken place apart from his
interference. But these interferences take place in conformity with no known law, and their
results occasion a break in the previously existing series of events, by the introduction of a new
one. Man, therefore, is capable of interfering with and effecting changes in the order of nature. It
will be objected that all the agencies by which such results are brought about are forces
energizing in nature in conformity with invariable law, and consequently that the order of nature
is preserved intact. It is unquestionably true that the actual forces at work are forces in nature.
But there is another principle at work which interferes with the regular course of their action,
and brings out a series of results quite different to that which would have been produced if they
had not been interfered with. This is man's reason and intelligent volition. It is impossible to
reduce the action of this to any known law of invariable sequence. It follows therefore that man is
a power either in or out of nature, which is capable of interfering with the order of the results of
its material forces, or, in the language of those with whom I am reasoning, of violating the order
of nature.

But it will be further objected that man in his action on nature can only use or combine such
natural forces as come within his knowledge; and this proves nothing about the possibility of the
action of a power outside nature which is able to employ its known and unknown forces for the
purpose of producing such results as miracles. I answer that this objection can have no validity
unless it is first assumed that man is a portion of nature in the sense in which we are now
speaking of it. But the proof of this has certainly yet to be given. By the word “nature,” as it is
used by this philosophy, is meant the sum total of known material forces, acting on matter in
conformity with invariable laws; that is to say, of forces which are devoid of intelligence and
volition. It is impossible in this sense of the word to include man in it, until his entire intellectual
and moral being can be shown to be the result of material forces. Nor even if this could be done,
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would it avail for the present argument; for however it may have originated, man's power to
modify the action of material forces is an existing fact, and produces results quite different in
kind from the action of the unintelligent forces of nature.

The fact that the mind acts through a material organism, and is incapable of calling into
existence any new force, does not alter the position above taken. I am quite ready to take either
of the following alternatives. Man is either in nature, or he is outside of it. If he is in it, then a
power exists within it which is capable of compelling its unintelligent forces to effectuate the
determinations of rational volition. If he is outside nature, then a power exists outside it which is
capable of effectuating these results. It follows, therefore, that in either case a power exists
which is capable of modifying the order of nature. Now it would be absurd to deny that whatever
man can effect, God is able also to effect; and that He is so much the more able, in proportion as
His knowledge is more perfect. Whether, therefore, God works in nature, or outside it, a power
exists which is capable of varying the order of nature without interrupting the action of any of its
forces, or violating its laws. He also must have other forces at His command beyond those which
are known to man, and can combine them and thereby modify their action in conformity with His
pleasure. He must also be the primary force everywhere underlying nature, which imparts to
every other force its energy and power. It follows that He can work a miracle without even
suspending any of the existing forces of nature, and that the allegation that miracles are contrary
to reason, because they are contrary to nature, and a violation of its laws and order, is disproved.

I will now proceed to adduce examples of these contradictions to our reason which are said to be
involved in the occurrence of a miracle, for the purpose of illustrating the confusion arising from
the various senses in which the words “nature” and “natural law,” and other similar expressions
have been employed. Although the instances will be taken from the opponents of Revelation, I by
no means wish to imply that they alone have been guilty of this ambiguous use of language. Its
defenders are equally obnoxious to the charge.

After quoting a brief passage from Dr. Newman, the author of “Supernatural Religion” urges the
following objections: “Miracles are here described as ‘beside, beyond, and above’ nature, but a
moment's consideration will show that in so far as these terms have any meaning at all, they are
simply evasions, and not solutions of a difficulty. If the course of nature be interrupted in any
way, whether the interruption be said to proceed from some cause which is said to be beyond, or
beside, or above nature, it is certain that the interruption is not caused by nature itself; and every
disturbance of the order of nature, call it by whatsoever name we may, is contrary to nature,
whose chief characteristic is invariability of law. It is clearly unnatural for the ordinary course of
nature to be disturbed, and indeed were this not the case, the disturbance would be no miracle at
all.”

It is by no means my purpose to defend Dr. Newman's use of the expressions, “natural,” “beside
nature,” “beyond nature,” or “above nature.” But while the author criticises Dr. Newman, it is
clear that in this passage he has fallen into a number of very singular confusions of thought.

First: The words “nature” and “natural,” are used as though they had one clear, simple, and
invariable meaning, whereas in this passage they are used so as to include phenomena which
widely differ from one another. We are not told what is included under the term “nature,”
whether it is restricted to matter, its forces, and its laws, or whether it also includes mind and all
its phenomena. When we speak of interruptions in the order of nature, we usually intend it to be
assumed that volition is the cause of these interruptions. This being so, the author has included
in nature phenomena which differ so widely from one another as those of mind and matter. He
then speaks of the chief characteristic of nature being invariability of law. The laws and forces
which regulate matter are distinguished by this invariability. But the action of mind is very
different. All men habitually speak of some portions of it as capricious. Whether they are so or
not, nothing is more certain than that many of our mental phenomena have not been reduced to
the action of known laws.

When, therefore, such expressions as “beside, beyond, and above nature,” and “natural,” are
used, I ask what nature is intended? Is it matter, its forces and laws; or mind, including the
principle of volition; or both? If man is included in nature, then there is a power in nature which
is capable of controlling other portions of nature, and even of acting on itself. If man is excluded
from nature, then there must exist a power outside nature, which is “beyond and above nature,”
and is capable of acting on it. But if by nature is meant the sum total of all the forces which exist,
whether material or immaterial, then it is clear that a power must exist in nature which is
capable of controlling the forces of material nature, and of compelling them to effectuate its
purposes. Whichever point of view we take of it, the objection falls to the ground.

But, says the author, “If the course of nature be interrupted in any way, whether the interruption
proceed from a cause beyond, beside, or above nature, such interruption cannot be caused by
nature; and every disturbance in the order of nature is contrary to nature.” This passage seems
to imply that an interruption in the order of nature cannot proceed from nature itself. But this is
certainly incorrect. Natural forces, that is to say, material ones, modify one another; and by their
combined action, they produce a series of events quite different from what would be the result of
their separate action. Such a new series of events is to all intents and purposes an interruption of
the previous order of nature and the introduction of a new one. Such results are produced by
fortuitous combinations taking place, in the manner which I have already illustrated, at the right
time and place. The fortuitous combination of forces in nature is capable of producing a new
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order “contrary to” the previous order of nature.

This, as I have shown, is still more evidently the case if we include the phenomena of mind in
nature.

But it is affirmed, “if the interruption be due to a cause either beyond, beside, or above nature,
the interruption cannot be caused by nature.” This is of course a self-evident truth. But then it is
inferred that such interruption is a disturbance of the order of nature; and that every disturbance
of its order is contrary to nature. The inference which the reader is left to draw, and which is
directly stated in other parts of the work, is, that what is contrary to nature is contrary to reason;
that a miracle is thus contrary to nature, and therefore contrary to reason.

I observe that, although the interruption here referred to cannot be caused by nature (for it is
contrary to the conditions of the case that it should be), yet it by no means follows that it is a
breach of the order of nature in any other sense than that which I have already discussed. Such
disturbances occur every day. It is, therefore, misleading to designate them as contrary to
nature, as they neither necessarily suspend any natural force nor violate any natural law. I have
already proved that there is nothing in such disturbances, or, if we persist in so designating them
violations of the order of nature, that is contrary to reason. Such a use of the terms “course and
order of nature” is full of ambiguities and certain to betray us into fallacious reasonings.

But, adds the writer, “it is clearly unnatural that the ordinary course of nature should be
disturbed.” Here the ambiguity of the expressions used, and the consequent fallacy of the
reasonings, are brought to a culmination.

What, I ask, is intended by the ordinary course of nature? Is it the invariable action of its forces,
or the invariable sequences of their results, or the orderly arrangement of its parts; or does it
include mind and all its phenomena, of the precise nature of the forces, laws and order of which
we are ignorant, and its action on the physical universe? What, again, is the precise meaning
which can be attached to the word “unnatural” in such a context, where it is evident that its
meaning must vary according as we include in nature one, several, or all of these phenomena? If
by the word “unnatural” the meaning intended to be conveyed is unusual or impossible, it is then
clearly not unnatural that the course of nature should be interrupted in the manner I have
previously pointed out. Nor if man is included in nature, is it unnatural that the results produced
by its physical forces should be greatly modified by his action?

The remark of the author in connection with this subject is perfectly true, that a grain could
never of itself, nor according to the law of natural development, issue in a loaf of bread; but it is
wholly aside from the issue which he raises. It is unquestionable that forces purely physical could
not effect this result; but does it follow from this that the production of a loaf of bread is an event
contrary to nature? The result can only be produced by the combination and controlling of a
number of material forces by human reason. The grain of wheat must be planted by man at the
proper season. It must be cared for by him. Various physical forces must contribute to the growth
and development of the plant. The ears produced must be reaped in harvest-time. This process
must be repeated until the grains are sufficient in number to produce our intended loaf. Then
they must be threshed, ground, prepared for the oven, baked. In one word, the miller and the
baker must be invoked to control, combine, modify and give a new direction to the forces of
nature under the direction of intelligence. All this involves something more than the action of
material forces. The forces of nature carry on the work to a certain point. Then man takes it up
and interrupts their order, although he does so by compelling other forces to effectuate the
purposes of his will. The ordinary course of material nature is disturbed in the production of a
loaf of bread. A new order of events is introduced. Man is either within or without nature. In
either case a power exists which is capable of producing innovations in its order.

But how stands the case of the feeding of five thousand persons on seven loaves and two fishes?
The seven loaves and two fishes had been previously produced, by the action of material forces
out of materials already existing in the ground, in water, and in the air. Of such materials there
was abundance at hand to produce the requisite amount of food for the feeding of the multitude.
The only question was how to build them up into the forms of bread and fish. There was no
occasion to create one single particle of matter. As to the nature of the forces employed to work
the miracle the narrative says nothing. Nor does it imply that one of the ordinary forces of nature
was suspended on the occasion. All that it asserts is the presence of a force adequate to build up
the materials already existing into the forms of bread and fish, that force being God. In the
manufacture of the loaves and in the catching of the fish, man had interfered with nature's order
by the blending of her powers. God interfered with nature's order at a higher stage by building
up the particular forms of bread and fish out of materials already in existence, by means of forces
differing from those which come under our cognisance. The act of man is evidence of the
presence of a being who is able to control the forces of external nature for his own purposes. The
miracle would be evidence of the presence of a Being who is able to exert a mightier influence
over them in order to effect his own.

Equal ambiguity prevails in the use of the term “law.” What do we mean by law when we apply
the term to nature? In physical philosophy, the Duke of Argyll tells us it is used in a great variety
of senses. Its proper meaning is to denote an invariable sequence of phenomena. It is frequently
made to include the conception of the forces at work which produce the phenomena. This
ambiguous use of the word has been a source of endless confusion. The following quotation will
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furnish us with an example:—

“If in animated beings we have the solitary instance of an efficient cause acting among the forces
of nature and possessing the power of initiation, this efficient cause produces no disturbance of
physical law. Its existence is as much a recognised part of the infinite variety of form within the
order of nature, as the existence of a crystal or a plant; and although the character of the force
exercised by it may not be clearly understood, its effects are regulated by the same laws as
govern all the other forces of nature. If the laws of matter are suspended by the laws of life, each
time an animated being moves any part of its body, one physical law is suspended in precisely the
same manner and to an equivalent degree, each time another physical law is called into action.
The law of gravitation, for instance, is suspended by the law of magnetism each time a magnet
suspends a weight in the air. In each case a law is successfully resisted precisely to the extent of
the force employed.... No exercise of will can overcome the law of gravitation or any other law to
a greater extent than the actual force exerted, any more than a magnetic current can do so
beyond the action of the battery. Will has no power against exhaustion. Even Moses in the
sublimest moments of faith could not hold up his arms to heaven after his physical force was
consumed.” P. 44, vol. i.

First: it is alleged “that an efficient cause” (man for example) “acting among the forces of nature,
and possessing the power of initiation, produces no disturbance of physical law.” What is here
meant by disturbance of physical law? It is plain that physical forces would work out a wholly
different result apart from the action of man upon them. Though he suspends no physical force,
the action of man has produced an order of events in nature different from that which would have
taken place without it, but by balancing one against the other he modifies their action. What is
more, he possesses a power of self-determination. Other forces are unintelligent. Man is an
intelligent force capable of introducing an order of nature quite different from that which the
material forces of nature would have produced without his intervention.

Next: we are told that the existence of man “is as much a recognised part of the infinite variety of
form within the order of nature as the existence of a plant or a crystal.” I again ask, what nature?
Is the order spoken of that of blind unintelligent forces, or does it include intelligence and free
agency? Unless man is a blind unintelligent force, although he be supposed to exist within
nature, he belongs to an order wholly different from that of a plant or a crystal. To assert the
contrary is to assume the whole question. The results produced by intelligent volition differ
completely in character from those effected by the unintelligent forces of nature. The one follows
an order of necessity: the other of freedom. The affirmation that the results of the latter belong to
the same order as those of the former is directly contrary to facts.

Again: “the laws of matter are suspended by the laws of life.” If laws are the invariable sequences
of phenomena how is it possible that one law can suspend another law? It is not even true that
one force can suspend another force. All that it can do is to neutralize its action. Physical
philosophy is constantly attributing to laws what can only be true of forces, and even frequently
ascribes to them what is only true of intelligent forces. It must never be overlooked in this
controversy that the laws of nature can effectuate nothing. Forces, not laws, produce results. The
following sentence will be a correct expression of a truth, if we substitute “force” for “law:” “The
law of gravitation is overcome by the law of magnetism each time a magnet suspends a weight in
the air.” Immediately after, we are told that the arm falls in obedience to law. It falls by the force
of gravitation. When theologians use metaphors of this description they are charged with
anthropomorphism. Such a charge is equally valid against the language in which physical
philosophy expresses itself.

Again: The author affirms “that the solitary instance of an efficient cause, if it be distinguished
from the other forces of nature by the possession of an initiatory impulse, is from the moment
when that power is exerted subject to physical laws like all other forces; and there is no instance
producible, or even logically conceivable, of any power whose effects are opposed to the ultimate
ruling of the laws of nature. The occurrence of anything opposed to these laws is incredible.” p.
48.

What is meant, I ask, by “the intimate ruling of the laws of nature”? Even if we substitute forces
for laws, the meaning is sufficiently obscure. Probably the expression is intended to mean the
combined result effected by the energy of all the forces in nature. If these include all mental as
well as all material forces, then the assertion is a simple truism, that nothing can be contrary to
itself. But if they exclude mental force, then the results which they produce are clearly opposed
to the ultimate ruling of the forces of unintelligent nature. Numerous instances are not only
logically conceivable, but actually producible. The occurrence, therefore, of anything opposed to
the ultimate rulings of these unintelligent physical forces is not incredible. It is perfectly true that
man can only produce results through the agency of these physical forces; but he can modify
their results, and so use them as to make them the means of effectuating his purposes. It is quite
true that nothing can occur opposed to the forces of nature; that is to say, that, while the force of
gravitation is in energy, and no other force is present capable of overcoming its power, the
ascension of a human body into heaven is impossible. But who has ever affirmed that it was
possible? Those who affirm that an ascension has taken place, also assert that another force was
in active energy, which was capable of counteracting the force of gravitation. This assertion,
therefore, is totally irrelevant to the point at issue.

The consideration of the next question before us may very properly be introduced, by quoting the
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following passage of the same author:

“Our highest attainable conception of infinite power and wisdom is based on the universality and
invariability of law, and inexorably excludes as unworthy and anthropomorphistic any idea of its
fitful suspension.”

This at once raises the very important question, whether there is anything in the performance of
a miracle inconsistent with the divine character and perfections. It has been often alleged by
those who deny the possibility of miracles, that God energizes in the universe in conformity with
invariable laws, which express the uniform mode of the divine working. From these, as the result
of his wisdom, He will never deviate. To alter or vary from this mode of acting implies that the
machinery of the universe, through which He acts, is imperfect. The supposition that He has
worked a miracle therefore involves the assumption that He has ceased from one mode of action
and adopted another; or, in other words, that the forces of the universe fail to effectuate his
purposes; or that the whole machine has got out of order and requires rectification. Any action of
this kind in the case of a Being possessed of all power, is a reflection both on his wisdom and his
immutability. Still further: it is affirmed by some that the love of order is an attribute so inherent
in Deity, that it is inconceivable that any alteration in the existing order of the universe should
take place under his government.

One objection raised in the above quotation I may dismiss summarily, viz. the idea that God
interposes with any fitful interventions in the universe. The idea of fitful intervention is quite
foreign to the conception of a miracle, which is described in the New Testament as one of the
means by which he realizes his deliberate purposes. I shall elsewhere disprove the allegation that
Revelation is an intervention of the Creator to rectify a miscarriage in his creative work.

It will also be desirable in this place to answer the charge of anthropomorphism so frequently
urged against the defenders of Christianity. When they speak of God as a person, they are
charged with manufacturing a gigantic man. When they ascribe to Him a moral character, or
describe Him as acting in nature, they are then accused of making a God out of a number of
conceptions which are purely human. This fault, if it be one, must be shared alike by
philosophers, men of science, and theologians. The plain fact is, that man has no conceptions but
human ones. To abandon these is to cease to think altogether. When philosophers and men of
science speak of nature, they are obliged to apply to it conceptions which are strictly true only of
man. We are obliged to do precisely the same with respect to God. So far all thought, the most
elevated and the most ordinary, is anthropomorphic. The term can be fairly used as a reproach
only when certain material conceptions or degraded passions are directly affirmed to exist in the
divine mind.

The author, in the following passage, places the objection before us in a still more striking light:
“Being therefore limited to reason for our feeble conceptions of the divine Being of which we are
capable, and reason being totally opposed to an order of nature so imperfect as to require or
permit repeated interference, and rejecting the supposition of arbitrary suspension of law, such a
conception of the Deity as is proposed by theologians must be pronounced irrational, and
derogatory to the wisdom and perfection which we recognize in the invariable order of nature. It
is impossible for us to conceive the supreme Being acting otherwise than we actually see in
nature; and if we recognize in the universe the operation of his infinite wisdom and power, it is in
the immutable order and regularity of all phenomena, and the eternal prevalence of law that we
see their highest manifestation.”

It is asserted by this writer and a great number of others, that the most perfect conception of the
universe is that of a machine, which when once set into action shall go on eternally grinding out
its results without the smallest occasion for the intervention of its Maker. According to this view,
all the He has to do for the future after the machine is once set into operation, is to retire from
the scene of His creative work, and to contemplate the results of its wonderful operations. Any
intervention on His part would imply a defect in the construction of the machine. It follows
therefore that the most perfect conception of God (if there be one) is that of a perfect mechanist
and chemist, who has originally formed matter with its properties and forces acting in conformity
with invariable law, and that this has been done by Him with such perfection, that they have gone
on ever since evolving whatever has existed, without the need of His intervention or supervision;
or to put it in other words, after the original act of creation, His presence in the universe may be
dispensed with as unnecessary. The universe is therefore a self-acting machine which goes on in
an eternal series of self-evolutions.

Such a conception may be the most worthy one that we can form of a perfect mechanist or
chemist, though it may be doubtful how far the idea of having his services dispensed with for the
future would be wholly satisfactory to him. It is far from clear, however, that it is the most
perfect conception we can form of God. The creations of the mechanist and of the chemist are
destitute alike of feeling, reason and volition, a moral nature, conscience, and spiritual affections.
They may therefore when completed be left to themselves; and the more perfect the irrational
machine may be, the more perfectly it will grind out its results. But many of the constructions of
God possess attributes, which exhibit other qualities in their maker than those of a perfect
mechanist or chemist. It follows, therefore, that this is not the most perfect nor the most worthy
conception which we can form of God.

But it will be objected that even if we concede that the Creator is ever present energizing in the
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works of nature, and even if the forces of nature are viewed as the expressions of His energy, His
action in conformity with unchanging order is the worthiest conception of Him, and to assert that
He ever has varied from this mode of action is to degrade Him. Such being the case, to affirm
that miracles have been wrought by Him, is to introduce a degraded view of the character of God,
one alike inconsistent with His wisdom, immutability and power.

I reply: that the objection overlooks the existence of purpose in the divine mind, and that it may
not be confined to the realization of a mechanical result. The purpose or idea of creation in God
includes the production of both the material and the moral worlds. If this be so, one harmonious
purpose, including the divine manifestations, both in the material and moral universe, may be
carried out by a succession of progressive manifestations, each forming a portion of one great
divine plan. A miracle, therefore, as a part of such a moral intervention, would be no interruption
of the orderly action of the divine mind, but a portion of it.

But further: if God exists, He must have other attributes besides those of a mechanist or a
chemist. He has created not only the material universe, but a moral one. God, therefore, must be
a moral being, and a person, for moral attributes can only be conceived of as belonging to a being
who is possessed of personality. It follows, therefore, that manifestations of Himself, under
aspects suitable to moral beings, are as much to be expected as manifestations of His power or of
His wisdom addressed to an intellectual nature. The supposition, therefore, that all His
manifestations can only be made through the laws of material nature, and in an unchanging
series, and that it is not a portion of His purpose to manifest Himself as a moral being, is only
valid on the denial that He is one. It involves the absurdity of denying to God that freedom from
the trammels of necessary law which as matter of fact He has bestowed on man.

If therefore God be a moral being and not an impersonal force, it is perfectly consistent with the
highest conceptions of Him, that He should manifest Himself in the moral as well as in the
material universe. This is the more necessary, because philosophy is never wearied with telling
us, that we can know little or nothing of His moral attributes from material nature. As a part of
such manifestation a miracle is addressed to our highest reason.

It is absurd to argue on the assumption that there is a God, and then to found our reasonings on
principles which are inconsistent with it. If there is a God, He must be the creator of the
universe. It must, therefore, have been consistent with His perfection and immutability to create.
It follows, therefore, even on the assumption of the truth of the Darwinian theory of creation, that
a new order must have been introduced, when God first breathed life into the lowest forms of
matter. But if He introduced a new order then, that is to say, when He first deviated from the
previous order of His existence, and performed His first creative act, how can it possibly be
contrary to reason to affirm that He has repeated it. A miracle would be such a repetition, or, in
other words, the introduction of a new series of events.

I fully admit that reason is opposed to the supposition of such an order of nature as to require
repeated interferences with it, assuming that what is intended is a frequent meddling with it to
set it right, not constant presence and superintendence. Still more is it opposed to the idea of
arbitrary interruption of law. The entire validity of these reasonings which we have been
considering proceeds on the assumption that the argument requires this. I care not what some
Christian apologists may have said on this subject. The New Testament affirms in the most
unequivocal language that revelation is the steady carrying out of a pre-determined purpose in
God to make a manifestation of Himself not only to man, but to other rational beings besides
man. The objection therefore falls to the ground.

The assertion that it is impossible to conceive of the supreme Being acting otherwise than we see
him act in nature, may be met by a direct denial. On the contrary the presence of evil, moral and
physical, forms the greatest difficulty connected with the belief in theism. The elder Mill was so
capable of conceiving that if a supreme Being existed, the order of the universe would have been
so wholly different from its present order, that it led him to affirm that the proof of His existence
was altogether wanting.2 But intelligent Christians fully recognize in the immutable order and
regularity of the universe and the eternal prevalence of law, the operation of His infinite wisdom
and power. Unless there was such a general regularity and order in the universe, the evidential
force of miracles would be deprived of all value.

It follows therefore, whichever views we may take of the mode in which a miracle may be
performed, that there is nothing in the idea of it which is contrary to our reason. Whenever it is
affirmed to be so, the assertion originates in an ambiguity in the use of terms, or in partial views
of nature, or of the mode of the divine working, or from confounding under a common name
phenomena so different in character as those of mind and matter, or by making assumptions
respecting the divine operations which contradict the laws of the universe, or respecting the
divine character, which reason refuses to endorse. How far the known or unknown forces of
nature may be employed in the performance of a miracle is an abstract question that we have no
means of determining. The agency of some of the known forces of nature is unequivocally
asserted in the Old Testament to have been the media employed in the performance of some of
its miracles. No such affirmation is made in the New Testament. Still there is not one word to
imply that any of the forces of material nature were for a single moment suspended in their
action. The only assertion made is the presence and active energy of a force capable of producing
them. That force is the Creator of the universe bearing witness to the divine mission of Jesus
Christ. “The Father himself, which hath sent me, hath borne witness of me.” “The works which
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the Father hath given me to finish, the same works that I do, bear witness of me, that the Father
hath sent me.” (John v. 36, 37.)

Chapter VII. The Allegation That No Testimony Can
Prove The Truth Of A Supernatural Event.

Hume's position, which affirmed that it is impossible to prove the truth of a supernatural event by
any amount of testimony however strong, is certainly one of the most plausible that have ever
been assumed by unbelief. Stated briefly and in his own words, it is as follows: “A miracle is a
violation of the laws of nature; and as a firm and unalterable experience has established these
laws, the proof against a miracle from the nature of the fact is as entire as any argument from
experience can possibly be imagined.” Again: “No testimony is sufficient to establish a miracle
unless the testimony is of such a kind that its falsehood would be more miraculous than the fact
which it endeavours to establish.” The fallacy of these positions, notwithstanding the plausible
arguments by which they are supported, has already been pointed out by a multitude of writers.
Mr. Mill himself has practically abandoned Hume's argument as either a harmless truism, or, in
another point of view, one that requires to be modified to such an extent as to deprive it of any
real cogency. Under ordinary circumstances, therefore, it might be passed over in silence.

But the author of “Supernatural Religion” has endeavoured to rehabilitate it even against Mr.
Mill. He affirms that Christian “Apologists find it much more convenient to evade the simple but
effective arguments of Hume, than to answer them; and where it is possible, they dismiss them
with a sneer, and hasten on to less dangerous ground.” He then endeavours to show that Mr. Mill
has been partly misapprehended, and is partly inaccurate; and he proceeds to address himself to
Paley's argument against Hume, as though it was relied on by modern apologists as entirely
conclusive. No other writer is even noticed by him. In the recent work of the late Mr. Warington,
“Can I believe in miracles?” one chapter is devoted to the calm and dispassionate examination of
Hume's argument. It is perhaps the ablest dissection of it in existence. Yet this writer, who
charges Christian apologists with evasion, and even with getting rid of its force by a sneer, has
left Mr. Warington's crushing reply to Hume completely unnoticed. The position taken by him
renders a few general observations necessary. As it will be useless to repeat arguments that have
been fully elaborated elsewhere, I shall content myself with briefly stating the positions which
have been firmly established on this subject.

First: Experience consists of two kinds; 1st, That which has fallen under our own direct
cognizance, which from the nature of the case must have been very limited. 2dly, The general
experience of all other men, as far as we have the means of knowing it. This latter experience we
become acquainted with exclusively by testimony, and it rests entirely on its validity. The two
together constitute what we mean when we say that a thing is, or is not, contrary to experience.

Secondly: There is a sense in which miracles are contrary to our experience. They would be
destitute of all evidential value, if they were not so. But while this is freely admitted, we must lay
down clearly in what sense we use the words. They are not so, in the sense that we have had
direct evidence of their non-occurrence. They are contrary to our experience only in the sense
that we have never witnessed them, and that the order of events which we have witnessed is
always different; for instance, we have witnessed as a matter of experience that men die, and
that none return again to life; or that blind men, when cured, are never cured by a word or a
touch. In this sense alone it is that the resurrection of a dead man, and the cure of a blind man by
a touch, is contrary to our experience.

Thirdly: It is not true that an occurrence which in this sense is contrary to our experience cannot
be believed on adequate testimony. If it were so, all additions to our knowledge that lie beyond
the limits of our past experience, ought to be rejected. Every extraordinary occurrence must be
at once pronounced incredible.

Fourthly: The experience of one age differs from that of another. That which lies outside the
experience of one century becomes within the experience of the next. The truth is that the sum of
human experience is receiving continual additions, in proportion as the sphere of observation
enlarges. If it is true that we ought to reject everything contrary to experience, it follows that if
many of the inventions of the present age had been reported in a previous one, they ought to
have been rejected as incredible. For example: if a century ago it had been affirmed that a
message had actually been conveyed one thousand miles in five minutes, the assertion ought on
this principle to have been rejected as contrary to the universal experience of mankind. In an
earlier age, no miracle could have been more difficult to believe. Yet although contrary to prior
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experience, it has been established as a fact. The principle, therefore, as laid down by Hume,
leads to an absurd conclusion.

Fifthly: The experience of each individual is limited by his own observation and what he has
learned respecting that of others. This constitutes as far as he is concerned the experience of
mankind. Now, under the Equator the experience of man is that each day and night is twelve
hours long. Neither he, nor his ancestors, nor any person whom he trusts, have ever had any
other experience than this. To him, therefore, the affirmation that there is a place on the earth
where each day and night is six months long, is contrary to experience, and ought to be rejected
as a fable.

Sixthly: If we confine experience to scientific experience, extraordinary discoveries are made and
facts established in one age which are contrary to that of a former one. On this principle, the
ground on which Herodotus rejected the story of the Phoenician navigators that they had sailed
round Africa was satisfactory. It was contrary to his experience that they should have seen the
sun in the position in which they affirmed that they had seen it, though it is not contrary to ours.

Seventhly: Miracles viewed as mere phenomena stand on exactly the same ground as very
unusual occurrences, or very wonderful discoveries. As far as they are contrary to past
experience, they are alike credible or incredible. They are events of which the cause is unknown,
but may or may not hereafter be discovered. It is quite true that any extraordinary phenomenon
requires a stronger testimony to render it credible than an ordinary occurrence. But this involves
no question of abstract possibility or impossibility, but is one purely of evidence, each case
having to be decided on its own merits. It must be carefully observed that when we affirm that
this or that matter lies within human knowledge, or is contrary to it, experience has to do with
phenomena alone. All questions of causation lie entirely beyond its cognizance.

Eighthly: The moment we view an event otherwise than as a mere phenomenon, and take into
consideration the causes producing it, however unusual it may be, it is impossible to affirm that it
is contrary to experience. When we take these into consideration the entire character of the
event is at once changed, and the probability of the occurrence must be estimated on wholly
different grounds. Under such circumstances, an extremely improbable event, which we might
otherwise justly reject as contrary to experience, becomes simply one of which we have had no
experience. Thus it is contrary to experience that men can live for one hour under water, but
when we take into consideration and thoroughly understand the contrivance of the diving-bell,
the event becomes one of a different order from that of which we supposed that we had
experience. Before this apparatus was invented, the assertion that men could live an hour under
water would have been rejected as fabulous. The invention has introduced a fresh condition into
the case. The event has now become a portion of our experience; but prior to the discovery of the
apparatus it was merely an event lying outside our experience, and not to be rejected as being
contrary to it. In a similar way, a miracle, as a mere phenomenon, may be said to be contrary to
our experience; but the moment that we take into account its true character, viz. that its very
conception implies the presence of a force of some kind with which we were previously
unacquainted, then such an event is no longer one which we can pronounce contrary to our
experience, but merely one which lies beyond or outside it. In the case of miracles, therefore, the
position of Hume is inapplicable.

Ninthly: It is not true that in estimating the truth of testimony, we simply balance probability,
against probability, as stated in Hume's argument. The form in which it has been put by him is
too abstract to admit of application to individual cases; nor does any man, in estimating the truth
of testimony for practical purposes, set down and deliberately balance probabilities against
probabilities. The whole process is of a far more instantaneous character, and a number of
minute considerations are involved, which do not admit of statement in the form of general
propositions. Thus, if an event lying outside my present experience is reported to me by a friend
on whose veracity and powers of judgment I have implicit reliance, I accept the truth of his
statement, notwithstanding a great degree of abstract improbability; it being assumed that the
event was one in which it was impossible that he should be deceived. In estimating this latter
point, we never balance the probabilities as to the truth or falsehood of human testimony, but we
consider the individual circumstances of the case, whether they are of such a nature that our
friend could be deceived about them. If on consideration we are convinced that deception was
impossible, we yield assent to his known veracity, although, as far as we know, the event
reported by him has never before come within the range of human experience.

Let me remove the question from an abstract into a concrete form. There are numberless events
in which it happens that men of unquestionable judgment and veracity are deceived. There are
others in which no deception can be possible. An instance of one class is the alleged case of
persons living a considerable time without food. Here astuteness may impose on the vigilance of
the most wary. Take, on the other hand, the case of a man born blind. One informant, on whose
veracity we have the fullest reliance, tells us that he has known the man from his birth; that, up
to a certain day, his blindness was established beyond all reasonable doubt to every one who
knew him, that on that day, he saw a person touch the eyes of the blind man, who not only
instantly received his sight, but could use his eyes as perfectly as those who had enjoyed the use
of them from birth. I admit that this case is a supposed one, and does not exactly represent any
case recorded in the Gospels. But though an assumed one, it is perfectly valid for the purposes of
argument. In it deception would be impossible. If all this was affirmed to have come under the
direct knowledge of one, of whose veracity and judgment we were assured, we should accept his
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statement as true, without balancing the abstract probability of the truth of evidence against the
probability of its falsity, although the event narrated lay outside the range of our experience. Our
knowledge of the judgment and veracity of the informant is the essential element in judging of
the truth of evidence. It is only when our means of forming this judgment are deficient that we
attempt to balance abstract probabilities.

Tenthly: The question of the truth of testimony as against past experience and the alleged greater
probability that testimony should be false, than that past experience should be unreliable, is
greatly modified by the consideration that an overwhelming amount of the sum total of past
experience rests for its acceptance on the validity of testimony itself. That portion which is not
the result of our own individual experience rests for its truth exclusively on the validity of human
testimony, and must be unreliable in proportion as testimony is invalid. It must be observed,
however, that I by no means deny that testimony is much more frequently invalid in its narrations
of extraordinary events than of ordinary ones.

Eleventhly: While it is freely conceded that the evidence to prove the truth of a very
extraordinary occurrence must be far stronger than that which is required to prove an ordinary
one, it must never be forgotten that the amount of evidence necessary to prove any particular
fact always varies with the amount of the antecedent probability of its occurrence. The very same
action may be credible or otherwise, just in proportion as we can discern an adequate purpose
for its performance, or infer the presence of a particular motive. If, for example, it were reported
that a man of the highest character had been seen during the hours of early morning issuing from
one of the lowest haunts of vice in London, those who knew him well would require an
overwhelming amount of evidence to establish the truth of the assertion. They would undoubtedly
fall back on the question of abstract probability, and argue that it was more likely that it was
either a case of mistaken identity (a very common error), or a deliberate falsehood, than that the
statement should be true. But, if, on the contrary, it could be shown that he had been sent for to
visit a dying person, and had gone at his particular request, the whole of the antecedent
improbability would vanish, and the otherwise incredible testimony would become perfectly
credible. It follows, therefore, that the credibility of testimony varies with our knowledge of the
motive for the performance of the action.

This consideration ought to have due weight in considering the evidence of miracles. Viewed as
mere phenomena, their abstract improbability is great. When they are viewed as deviations from
the ordinary course of nature, their improbability becomes still greater. But those who believe in
the existence of a personal God energizing in the universe at every moment, and in every place,
postulate the presence of a force fully adequate to work them, for this is involved in the idea of
God. But the question arises, Will He? Until a well-attested miracle has actually been performed,
the antecedent probability derived from our experience of the order of nature is against the
supposition that He will, and throws on the reporter the necessity of giving a stronger proof than
we require for an ordinary fact. But in proportion as we can show that it is probable that God will
make a revelation, the antecedent improbability of a miracle is diminished; and if it can be shown
that it is very probable that He will do so, it wholly disappears.

It will be readily admitted that such an argument can only have weight with a believer in the
existence of a God, who is the moral Governor of the Universe. To him, however, it is of the
utmost value, for on the supposition in question, the probability of some higher manifestation of
the divine character than that displayed in the material universe does not rest on theory, but on
the facts of man and his condition. Looking at the past history of the world, it is matter of fact
that God has made higher and higher manifestations of himself. So far it is antecedently probable
that He will continue to do so. His last manifestation has been in the production of a being
possessed of a moral nature, with powers capable of immense elevation. It is also no theory, but a
fact, that this moral being now is, and ever has been within the historical periods in a state of
great imperfection. It is therefore highly probable that the Creator will adopt means for elevating
the moral being whom He has created, and that He will effect this by acting, not on matter, but
on mind. Contemplating the actual state of man, the known law of the Creator's previous action,
and the moral character of God, the antecedent probability that God will make a further
manifestation of himself is established quite independently of the facts or assertions in the Bible.

Twelfthly: Whatever be the supposed antecedent improbability of an occurrence, it is capable of
being overcome by an amount of evidence which can leave no reasonable doubt in a mind
endowed with common sense. Theoretical objections may be adduced against any evidence which
can be brought in proof of particular facts, but the ultimate appeal must be, not to a multitude of
abstract theories, but to the common sense of mankind. Of this character is all historical
evidence. It rests on the same principles as those which guide us in the affairs of daily life. There
is a certain amount of evidence which leaves no doubt on the common sense of mankind,
although it may be open to many theoretical objections. Such evidence is capable of proving a
fact against a very high degree of antecedent improbability. Mr. Mill may be considered as a
witness whose predilections were all in favour of unbelief. Yet his clear logical mind has led him
to state the case fairly as far as the a priori probability or improbability of miracles is concerned.
His conclusions are adverse to the position assumed by the author of “Supernatural Religion.” I
will briefly state the most important of Mr. Mill's positions.

First. He points out that a miracle involves nothing contradictory to any law of causation. He well
remarks that to prove such a contradiction, it is not only necessary that the cause should exist
without producing the effect, but that no contravening cause should be present. But the very idea
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of a miracle presupposes an adequate contravening cause, i.e. God. The possibility of a miracle
therefore cannot be denied on the ground that it does not presuppose the presence of a force
adequate to produce it. Mr. Mill states, “Of the adequacy of that cause, if present, there can be
no doubt, and the only antecedent improbability that can be objected to a miracle, is the
improbability that any such cause existed,” that is to say, the whole controversy resolves itself
into the question between Pantheism and Atheism on the one hand, and Theism on the other.

Secondly. He observes: “All therefore that Hume has made out, and this he must be considered to
have made out, is, that (at least in the imperfect state of our knowledge of natural agencies,
which leaves it always possible that some of the physical antecedents may have been hidden from
us) no evidence can prove a miracle to any one who did not previously believe in the existence of
a being or beings with supernatural power, or who believes himself to have full proof that the
character of the being whom he recognises is inconsistent with his having seen fit to interfere on
the occasion in question. If we do not already believe in supernatural agencies, no miracle can
prove to us their existence. The miracle itself, considered as an extraordinary fact, may be
satisfactorily certified by our senses, or by testimony; but nothing can ever prove that it is a
miracle: there is still another possible hypothesis, that of its being the result of some unknown
cause; and this possibility cannot be so completely shut out, as to leave no alternative but that of
admitting the existence of a being superior to nature. Those, however, who already believe in
such a being have two hypotheses to choose from, a supernatural and an unknown natural
agency; and they have to judge which of the two is the most probable in this particular case.”

It is impossible to deny that this is a correct statement of the question. Hume's position is a
generalized statement, that no evidence can establish the reality of a miracle, on the ground that
our experience of the uniformity of nature's laws is so firm and unalterable, that no amount of
testimony can establish a fact in opposition to it; or as he elsewhere puts it, “unless the testimony
be of such a kind, that its falsehood would be more miraculous than the fact which it endeavours
to establish.” He affirms this to be equally true on the principles of Atheism, Pantheism, or
Theism, for the only thing that he takes into account is the inadequacy of the testimony, and not
the inadequacy of the cause. Mr. Mill therefore says correctly that all that this argument avails to
prove is, that it is impossible to prove a miracle, except to persons who are already convinced
that a being or beings exist who are possessed of supernatural powers, and that it is in
conformity with their character to work one. If this is the only intelligible meaning of Hume's
position (and it is evident that it is), it reduces his argument against miracles to a very harmless
one. The conception of a miracle as distinct from an unusual phenomenon implies purpose.
Purpose is only conceivable of a being possessed of personality and will. To those therefore who
either deny the existence of any such being higher than man, or who affirm that we have no
evidence of his existence, it is impossible to prove a miracle as a miracle. The utmost that could
be done would be to prove that an event had taken place in nature which in the present state of
our knowledge could be assigned to no known cause. In such a case the Pantheist and the Atheist
have always the alternative of believing that the event in question must be due to the operation
of some unknown force in nature, but which in the gradual development of knowledge we may
hereafter be able to detect. This is a position that no defender of revelation worthy of the name
can be anxious to dispute. Let it further be observed that Mr. Mill does not deny, but affirms, that
the occurrence of an extraordinary event analogous to a miracle viewed simply as a phenomenon,
may be satisfactorily certified by our senses or by testimony. To affirm the contrary would be
simply absurd, as involving the stereotyping of human thought, and making the wisdom of our
ancestors the only standard of truth. There was a time when the earth was believed to be an
extended plain. If at that time any one had asserted that by continually sailing westward he had
at last arrived at the place from which he started, or, in other words, had circumnavigated the
globe, this affirmation ought to have been rejected, not only as founded on testimony contrary to
all previous experience, but as intrinsically impossible. Yet if Hume's dictum has any value as an
argument against the possibility of a miracle, it must affirm the impossibility of establishing such
an occurrence by any amount of evidence whatever. Mr. Mill's mind was far too logical not to
perceive that such a position is altogether untenable.

Mr. Mill, however, affirms that there is one ground on which the argument might be tenable
against a theist, not because the evidence is insufficient to prove the occurrence of an
extraordinary fact, as a mere phenomenon, but because it could not prove it to be a miracle. It is
not only necessary, says he, in order to render this proof valid, that one should believe in the
existence of a supernatural being who is able to bring about the occurrence, but also that “the
character of this Being is not inconsistent with his having seen fit to interfere on the occasion in
question.” Thus a man may be a believer in the existence of God, and yet be persuaded that it
was not consistent with his character to interfere with the course of natural phenomena at all, or
in such a manner as the conception of a miracle pre-supposes. To such a theist the utmost that
evidence could prove would be, that the extraordinary event had been brought about by the
action of an unknown force. Again, the same principle acts, and acts reasonably, on the minds of
multitudes of intelligent Christians, who summarily reject a certain class of reported miracles
without inquiring into their evidence, on the ground that the working of such miracles is
inconsistent with their conceptions of the divine character; that is to say, they think it more
probable that the stories should be untrue, than that God should work in the way in question. But
to give this argument any validity against the miracles wrought in attestation of Christianity, it
must be proved that it is inconsistent with the divine character to make a revelation, or to
introduce a deviation from what is to us the ordinary mode of His working; or that the miracles
recorded in the Gospels are repugnant to the character of God.
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Mr. Mill's general position is therefore incontrovertible, that those who believe in the existence of
God “have two hypotheses to choose from, viz. a supernatural, or an unknown natural agency;”
and that they must judge which of these two is the more probable; and that, in forming their
judgment, a most important consideration must be the character of God, and the conformity of
the supposed event to that character. This position every intelligent Christian will readily accept.

Mr. Mill adds: “But with the knowledge which we now possess of the general uniformity of the
course of nature, religion, following in the wake of science, has been compelled to acknowledge
the government of the universe, as being on the whole carried on by general laws, and not by
special interpositions. To whosoever holds this belief, there is a general presumption against any
supposition of divine agency, not operating through general laws; or, in other words, there is an
antecedent improbability in every miracle, which in order to outweigh it, requires an
extraordinary strength of antecedent probability derived from the special circumstances of the
case.” These observations require consideration.

There is no doubt that the polytheistic religions postulated the existence of a vast number of
superhuman beings by whose agency and caprice many natural occurrences were brought about.
Such a belief indicates a very imperfect conception of “order” in nature. But these supposed
interferences with it would by no means realize the notion of what we now designate a miracle,
the very idea of which implies an order in nature to which the miracle forms an exception. If
there is no order in nature, there can be no miracle.

The Hebrew monotheism involved conceptions directly opposite to this. It viewed the action of
God as the foundation of all the forces in nature. Whilst above and outside nature, He was
everywhere present in nature. Its forces were the expressions of the energy of His will. Its order
(for the Hebrew recognised a high order in nature) was the result of His good pleasure, and due
to His constant working. In the Old Testament the commonest events in nature are no less
ascribed to God than those which we designate miraculous. A Hebrew never conceived of a
miracle as a deviation from the divine order, but as a consistent carrying out of a divine purpose
in the government of the world. A modern conception of theism differs from this in supposing
that there are certain forces in material nature which, when once called into action, go on
energizing without any direct intervention of God. But when this conception comes to be
minutely analysed, if we believe in a God, it is impossible to conceive of force, at least in its
ultimate form, except as a direct expression of the divine energy.

Science has so far modified religious thought on this subject, that while it still continues to hold
that the various forces in nature are modes of the divine acting, it nevertheless believes that God
does not deviate from his predetermined course for the purpose of meeting what we are pleased
to call special contingencies. The divine action is, in fact, not altered to meet man's convenience,
and His government is carried on as far as it lies within our cognisance by the general forces of
nature. God acts in nature in conformity with a definite law, and from that He will not deviate,
whatever consequences man's ignorance or disregard of his mode of action may bring upon him.
Mr. Mill observes that to any person holding this belief, there is a general presumption against
any supposition of divine agency, not operating through general laws. That is to say, we have had
a constant experience of his acting through general laws; and no experience of his acting
otherwise. But the idea of a revelation introduces a factor into the case, entirely different from
anything of which we have had previous experience. It forms part of a great purpose existing in
the divine mind, and is in its nature analogous to the first introduction of life, or the first creation
of a free moral agent. Respecting the laws by which God regulates his creative acts, we are
ignorant. Yet the theist firmly believes in creative acts of some kind, and that they are regulated
by law. In this ignorance of God's law of creation, it is impossible to affirm that it is antecedently
improbable that in making a fresh manifestation of himself, he will operate only through those
general laws, which are the ordinary manifestations of his will.

There is some want of clearness in Mr. Mill's expression, that in order to outweigh the
antecedent improbability of miracles, arising from those modes of the divine action which fall
within the limits of our experience, an extraordinary strength of antecedent probability, derived
from the special circumstances of the case, is required. If by this antecedent probability he
means something such as has been above referred to, there can be no objection to his statement.
He ought to have observed, however, that the antecedent improbability which may be supposed
to belong to miracles, only attaches to them while contemplated as phenomena, and that such an
improbability readily yields to positive evidence. This is virtually admitted in a subsequent
sentence. “According as this circumstance, viz. the unknown cause, not having previously
manifested itself in action, or the falsity of the testimony, appears more improbable; that is,
conflicts with an approximate generalization of a higher order, we believe the testimony or
disbelieve it with a stronger or weaker degree of conviction, according to the preponderance, at
least until we have sifted the matter further.” “This,” says the author of “Supernatural Religion,”
“is precisely Hume's argument, weakened by the introduction of reservations which have no
cogency.” We say, this is precisely what Hume's argument is not, for, if it be valid, the whole
question of miracles may be summarily dismissed without any inquiry into the evidence on which
they rest.

Still, however, as the author affirms and endeavours to prove that Mr. Mill's position leave
Hume's argument untouched, a few further observations will be necessary. Hume's statement is,
“A miracle is a violation of the laws of nature, and as a firm and unalterable experience has
established these laws, the proof against a miracle from the nature of the fact, is as entire as any
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argument from experience which can possibly be imagined.”

I reply, that the conception of a miracle does not involve any necessary violation of the laws of
nature. All that it implies is the presence of another force different from those which have come
under our cognisance: and this may act so as to produce the miracle without violating one of
nature's laws. But, it is added, “uniform and unalterable experience has established these laws.”
What has this experience really established? It is this, and this only, Given the presence of
certain forces, and no others, certain results invariably follow. But experience cannot tell us
anything, as to what would be the law of nature, if some other force were in action; nor is it able
to say one word as to the non-existence of any force which has not come under its observation.
Abstractedly, it is true that the argument against a miracle is as entire as any argument from
experience can be imagined, because experience really supplies us with no basis for
argumentation in the case. Prior to the invention of railways and the discovery of the uses to
which steam can be applied, the argument from experience was equally valid against the
possibility of travelling in a carriage not propelled by animal force. In each case a new force
enters into the conditions, of which experience is unable to take cognisance.

“Why is it more probable that all men must die?” asks this writer, “or that lead cannot of itself
remain suspended in the air; or that fire consumes wood, and is extinguished by water, unless it
be that these events are found agreeable to nature, and there is required a violation of its laws,
or in other words, a miracle, to prevent them?” I answer that it is probable that all men must die,
because we observe under the action of the known forces of nature that all men do die. But this
says nothing as to what must take place if another force was present; or a combination of existing
forces was discovered sufficiently potent to counteract the action of those which in the present
state of things bring about the dissolution of man's frame. There is no necessity, for the purpose
of effecting this, that one of the existing forces should be suspended. The time was, when certain
forms of disease invariably resulted in death. The advance of medical science has averted this
result. Ought the discovery to have been rejected because it pretended to produce a fact contrary
to prior experience? Are any of the laws of nature violated, or are its forces suspended in such a
case? What has taken place? Man has discovered agencies which have neutralized the effect of
other agencies. Our belief that all men must die rests on the assumption that no force can or will
at any future time be brought into action which will counteract the forces now in operation by
which that event is produced.

The same remark applies to the other three cases. To the second of them the author has himself
supplied the answer: “Lead cannot of itself remain suspended in the air.” Doubtless, it cannot of
itself. Who ever supposed that it could? But it can be suspended when a force adequate to
counteract that of gravitation is present. So fire will always consume wood, or be extinguished by
water, as long as no other forces but the usual ones are in operation. But man has already
invented the means of producing combustion under water. No violation of nature's laws is
required in any of these cases. Nor is there any required in a miracle. The fact is, that there is an
assumption in all arguments of this kind, which for obvious reasons is not openly avowed, but
which alone imparts to them an apparent validity. “No such force can exist,” which translated
into other language is identical with the proposition, “There is no God.” To keep this assumption
in the background, when the very basis of the argument for miracles is the assumption that there
is one, is a course which can lead to no good result.

But the author remarks further: “There must, therefore, be a uniform experience against every
miraculous event, otherwise the event could not merit that appellation. And as a uniform
experience amounts to a proof, there is hence a direct and full proof from the nature of the fact,
against the existence of any miracle; nor can such a proof be destroyed, or the miracle rendered
credible, by any opposite proof which is superior.”

Here again we encounter the same faults of reasoning, which amount to a virtual assumption of
the point at issue. “There must be a uniform experience against any miraculous event, otherwise
it would not merit the appellation—doubtless.” But what is the nature of this uniform experience?
Exactly this, that the ordinary forces acting around us being present, and none other, the event
has not, and therefore cannot take place. But this is not involved in the idea of a miracle. It
assumes the presence of another force, viz. God. But what then? The objector will urge that we
have had no experience of the existence of any such force. Is it to be urged, that no force can
exist, except those of which we have had experience, or any combination of forces now in action,
different from the present? The men of a former century were equally entitled to make the same
assumption. If they had done so, it would follow, that if the discoverers of America had found our
present railway system in full operation, and reported it to be so, the contemporaries of
Columbus would have been justified in treating him as an impostor.

But the author further observes: “Mr. Mill qualifies his admission respecting the effect of the
alleged counteracting cause, by the all important words ‘if present;’ for in order to be valid, the
reality of the alleged counteracting cause must be established, which is impossible; therefore the
objection falls to the ground. No one knows better than Mr. Mill, that the assertion of a personal
deity working miracles, upon which a miracle is allowed for a moment to come into court, cannot
be proved; and therefore, that it cannot stand in opposition to a complete induction which Hume
takes as his standard.”

This passage strikes us as an extraordinary one to have been written by any one who possesses
the logical powers of the author. We are dealing with a formal argument with a view of testing its
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validity, we have the fullest right to test it by a supposed case. That supposed case is the
presence of an unknown cause, or an unknown combination of known causes, or the presence of
a personal deity. If the argument breaks down under the application of these tests, it is
worthless. Does the author mean to say, that it is necessary to prove every assumption to be a
fact, before it can be used in argument? How about the assumptions in Euclid? I submit that the
reasoning is by no means vitiated by the assumption, and consequently that by the application of
the same principles of reasoning, Hume's argument falls to pieces. In one sense the words “if
present” are all important, yet it is not necessary to prove the fact in order to establish the
validity of the reasoning, which is entirely independent of the truth of the assumption. Has the
author never heard of contingent reasoning in which both antecedent and consequent may be
false, but the proposition valid?

“No one knows,” again says the author, “better than Mr. Mill, that the allegation of a personal
God working miracles, upon which a miracle is for a moment allowed to come into court, cannot
be proved.” It seems then after all that we are reasoning with a person who rejects theism;
although he has been dealing with the question on principles which assume its truth. In arguing a
question of this kind it is necessary to be consistent, and take our stand either on the principles
of theism, or on those of pantheism or atheism, and not to fall back on either as the exigencies of
the case demand. Least of all should this be done by a writer who charges the defenders of
Christianity with shifting their ground to suit the necessities of their argument.

But is the case correctly stated? No doubt that the conception of a personal God is essential to it.
But that of a personal God actually working miracles forms no portion of it. If this were assumed,
the entire reasoning would be a petitio principii. We are considering whether miracles are
possible; or if, supposing one to be wrought, it can be established by evidence. All that we
assume is, that God can work miracles, not that He has wrought them. Whether we can prove by
good evidence that He has wrought miracles, is quite independent of the present question.

“No one knows better than Mr. Mill, that the assertion of a personal deity working miracles
cannot be proved.” It is perfectly true that Mr. Mill believed that the evidence adduced to prove
the being of a personal God was insufficient, and that respecting the origin of all things, nothing
can be known. But yet it is impossible to treat the existence of a personal God as a bare
assumption. “It is impossible to be proved,” says the author. But to whom? To minds constituted
like Mr. Mill's. The evidence that a personal God exists has appeared irresistible to an
overwhelming majority of mankind, including a great majority of minds gifted with equal, and
even with greater powers than that of Mr. Mill. One might imagine from the mode in which this
point is here represented, that the belief in the existence of a personal God was exploded among
all men of intellect, and that the proofs adduced for it were unworthy of attention. Surely the
question of miracles has a legitimate place in the court which tries the issue of their truth or
falsehood.

One more point requires notice. Hume says, “Though the being, to whom the miracle is
attributed be in this case Almighty, it does not on that account become a whit more probable,
since it is impossible for us to know the attributes or actions of such a being, otherwise than from
the experience which we have of his productions in the usual course of nature.”

This position involves an evident fallacy. It is also one which underlies one or two of the
statements of Mr. Mill, whose philosophical theory of necessity was one almost certain to involve
him in it. The statement is, that it is impossible to know either the attributes or the actions of
such a being, except from our experience of his productions in the course of nature. What is the
course of nature here intended? does it include mind as well as matter? If the former is included,
and we attain our knowledge of God from that source—and every theist maintains that our chief
knowledge of God is derived from it—then the experience we have of man leads us to infer the
presence of certain moral attributes in God; and there is nothing in that experience which
renders the performance of a miracle inconceivable or impossible—but as far as that experience
is concerned, it is rendered antecedently probable. What is included, I again ask, in nature? Are
we, the percipient beings ourselves? Whether we are regarded as included or excluded from
nature, it is evident that a considerable portion of our knowledge of the divine character is
derived from the contemplation of our own being. God is more manifested in our rationality,
“personality,” freedom, and conscience, than in the material forces and laws of nature. To
perform a miracle therefore is consistent with what we know of His character.

These observations will render it unnecessary for me to examine in detail the writer's
observations on Paley's arguments against Hume. Even if his arguments are not perfectly
conclusive, their failure does not establish the truth of Hume's positions, or invalidate the
refutation of them by others. As the object of this author is to re-establish the validity of Hume's
argument, he ought not to have confined himself to Paley, whose mind was little adapted to the
investigation of purely logical or metaphysical questions, but to have noticed the argument of the
numerous subsequent writers who have more fully handled the subject.
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Chapter VIII. The Objection That The Defenders Of
Christianity Assume Certain Facts The Truth Of Which
Can Only Be Known By Revelation, And Then Reason
From Those Facts To The Truth Of The Bible,
Considered.

It has been objected that the very idea of such a revelation as that of Christianity implies a defect
on the part of the Creator in the original construction of the Universe, and that He has been
under the necessity of interposing for the purpose of correcting this defect. It is affirmed that
divines endeavour to prove that a revelation was probable by first assuming a number of the most
irrational propositions, which, if true, can only be proved to be so by the authority of the Bible,
and then arguing back again that it is highly probable that God would interfere to remedy the
defects of his creative work by a supernatural revelation; in other words, that they assume a state
of things which reason would pronounce to be incredible, unless their truth was asserted in the
Bible, and then argue on the principles of that reason whose validity they deny, that it is probable
that the Creator would interfere to remedy a state of things the existence of which reason
pronounces to be incredible.

The author of “Supernatural Religion” has strongly urged this argument, and placed the difficulty
clearly before us. Although the entire passage is too long for quotation, yet as it is important that
we should have the question which he raises before us in his own words, I will cite a portion of it.

“Here again the argument is based on an assumption. The supposition of a divine design in a
revelation is the result of a foregone conclusion in its favour, and not suggested by antecedent
probability. Divines assume that a communication of this nature is in accordance with reason,
and was necessary for the salvation of the human race simply because they believe that it took
place, and no evidence worthy of the name is ever offered in support of the assumption. A
revelation having, it is supposed, been made, that revelation is consequently supposed to have
been contemplated, and to have justified any suspension of the order of nature. The proposition
for which evidence is demanded is necessarily employed as evidence for itself. The considerations
involved in the assumption of the necessity and reasonableness of such a revelation, however, are
antecedently incredible and contrary to reason. We are asked to believe that God made man in
His own image, pure and sinless, and intended him to continue so; but scarcely had His noblest
work left the hand of his Creator, than man was tempted into sin by Satan, the all-powerful and
persistent enemy of God, whose existence and antagonism to a being in whose eyes sin is an
abomination, are not accounted for and are incredible. Adam's fall brought a curse upon the
earth, and incurred the penalty of death for himself and for the whole of his posterity. The human
race thus created perfect and without sin, thus disappointed the expectations of the Creator, and
became daily more wicked, the evil spirit having succeeded in frustrating the designs of the
Almighty, so that God repented that he had made man, and at length he destroyed by a deluge all
the inhabitants of the earth, with the exception of eight persons who feared him. This sweeping
purification, however, was as futile as the original design, and the race of man soon became more
wicked than ever.” Here follows a statement of what may be regarded as a plan of salvation as
held by some modern Churches, and the apparent contradiction of the whole to the divine
character and perfections is elaborately pointed out. He then concludes as follows: “We are asked
to believe in the frustration of the divine design of creation, and in the fall of man into a state of
wickedness hateful to God, requiring and justifying the divine design of a revelation, and such a
revelation as this, as a preliminary to the further proposition that on the supposition of such a
design miracles would not be contrary to reason.” To this follows an elaborate piece of reasoning,
by which the author attempts to prove that every proposition in this so-called plan of salvation is
thoroughly contrary to reason.

The general positions laid down in this passage (omitting points of detail) are as follows: Certain
incredible occurrences in the past history of man are assumed by divines to be facts on the
authority of the Bible. These include the complete breaking down of the divine plan in the
creation of man through the agency of a being who has frustrated the purposes of the Almighty.
Next it is asserted on the same authority that another series of events has taken place which are
in the highest degree contrary to reason, for the purpose of remedying this failure of the original
plan. Then it is alleged that the probability of a divine interference, in order to remedy a state of
things which reason pronounces to be incredible, is argued on the authority of reason for the
purpose of proving the occurrence of another state of things equally repugnant to reason. Such a
line of argument is affirmed to begin in irrational assumptions, and to terminate in a vicious
circle.

I have before observed that the work from which the above passage is taken, although entitled
“Supernatural Religion, or an inquiry into the reality of Divine Revelation,” is really an attack on
the central position of the New Testament, the historical value of the Gospels. In taking this
course the author raises an intelligible issue instead of spreading the argument over an endless
mass of controversial matter. If the historical character of the Gospels cannot be maintained, the
whole controversy as to whether Christianity is a divine revelation is ended. This forms the key of
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the Christian position, to which the other parts of the controversy stand in the relation of mere
outworks. If the events recorded in the Gospels are historical, Christianity must be a divine
revelation, notwithstanding the difficulties connected with certain statements of the Old
Testament. The real point at issue between those who believe and those who deny that God has
made a supernatural revelation of Himself, is confined to the following question: Are the contents
of the Gospels historically credible? Is the character of Jesus Christ as depicted in them the
delineation of an ideal conception or of an historical reality? The author discerns clearly that this
is the turning point of the controversy, and has accordingly addressed himself to prove that the
Gospels are valueless as historical documents. This line of argument is candid, and one which, if
adhered to, will save an immense expenditure of reasoning power.

Now the question of the historical character of the Gospels is quite distinct from that of the truth
or falsehood of any system of Ecclesiastical Christianity, which asserts that its theology is a
deduction from the Gospels and the other portions of the New Testament. It is not revelation
itself but a system erected by the application of reason to the facts of revelation. It is most
important that this distinction should be kept in view. The truth is, that the facts of revelation
stand in the same relation to theology as the facts of nature do to physical science. Incorrect
reasonings respecting both the one and the other are alike possible. The Ptolemaic theory was
propounded as an adequate solution of the facts and phenomena of the universe, and although
utterly incorrect in all its parts, it for ages held unlimited sway over the human mind. In a similar
manner various theories have been propounded as solutions of the facts of revelation, but it by no
means follows because they have attained a wide acceptance that they afford the true solution. In
examining the claims of the Gospels to be viewed as historical, it is quite as much out of place to
make them responsible for all the theories which Ecclesiastical Christianity has propounded
respecting the plan of salvation, as it would be to make the facts and phenomena of the universe
answerable for all the theories which have been propounded for their solution. In examining the
claims of the Gospels to be accepted as historical documents, it is most unreasonable to make
them responsible for theories which were not formulated in the Church until centuries after their
publication.

Most of the positions affirmed in the above quotation were not formulated until a late period of
the Church's history. Certainly they are nowhere directly laid down in the New Testament. The
utmost which can be asserted of them is, that they are alleged to be derived inferentially from its
teaching. They form no portion of the Apostles' or of the Nicene Creeds, which are the only
formularies outside of the New Testament which can be represented as embodying the creed of
the universal Church. Nor can they be found even in the Athanasian creed. In discussing the
claims of the Gospels to be esteemed as historical, they can only be made fairly responsible for
what they actually contain. To bring into such a controversy positions only affirmed in recent
attempts to formulate a body of Christian doctrine, as though they had any bearing on the claims
of the New Testament to be viewed as containing a divine revelation, can lead to no satisfactory
result.

I now return to the consideration of the difficulties above referred to. It is important to take a
careful survey of the entire question, because they are not only put with great force in the
passage which I have quoted, but I believe that in different forms they weigh heavily on the
minds of many thoughtful men. I will first offer a few observations on the general principle.

Nothing is easier than to affirm that the introduction of moral evil into the universe is a marring
of the Creator's plan in its formation. The argument is founded on the supposition that an
Almighty God exists, who is wise, holy, and benevolent, and who intended to manifest these
attributes through the rational beings which he has created. It is affirmed that the existence of
moral evil in man is a failure of this purpose on the part of God. But it is the most certain of facts
that moral evil does exist in the world, and that it exists quite independently of Christianity. The
objection therefore is not one directed solely against the Christianity of the New Testament, but
bears with equal weight against every form of theism, which admits that the universe has been
created, and is governed by a God who is almighty, wise, holy, and benevolent.

If there be a God who is the Creator of the Universe, it is clear that He must have been the
Creator of man, and that man could only have come into being in conformity with His pleasure.
Now, if we decline to admit that man was created morally perfect, yet as he must have been
created a moral agent, it is clear that the first man must have sprung into being either with the
moral faculties of a savage, or in some intermediate condition between these and a state of moral
perfection. It follows, therefore, that man must have been made capable of moral progress. This
is affirmed by all those who assert that he was first produced in a savage state. But the possibility
of moral progress involves also the possibility of retrogression. The truth of this is borne witness
to by the most palpable facts of daily experience. Men of the highest mental powers are capable
of abusing them to the worst purposes, and thus of sinking fearfully low in the moral scale. The
case of a man like Fouché will illustrate my argument, a man gifted with high intellectual powers,
but who sunk into the lowest condition of moral turpitude. Such a man is incomparably worse
than the first original savage. I submit, therefore, that whatever view we may take of the
condition in which man was originally created, even if he were created a savage, yet he was
made a moral being capable of elevation or degradation; and that, to use a human metaphor, the
purpose of a holy God must have been his elevation. Yet this involves the possibility of his moral
degradation. This degradation has also become a fact. It is clear, therefore, that the difficulty is
one which is inseparable from every possible form of theistic belief, and is no peculiarity of
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Christianity.

I shall not attempt to enter on so profound a question as the origin of evil, and how its existence
is consistent with the perfection of a holy God. It is a subject quite beyond the issue before us,
and lies not at the foundations of Christianity, but of theism, the truth of which is taken for
granted in the objections which the author adduces against the popular view of the scriptural
account; for if there is no God the objections are valueless. Still he ought to have informed his
readers that it is urged as a partial explanation of those difficulties by the defenders of
Christianity, that it is highly probable that the creation of a moral being possessed of free agency,
but who at the same time is not capable of sinking into a state of moral degradation, involves as
great a contradiction as the conception of a circle which should possess the property of concavity
and not of convexity. No rational man believes that it is within the compass, even of omnipotence,
to work contradictions. If this be so, it follows that the possibility of the existence of moral evil is
a necessary condition of the existence of free agency. The production of a free moral agent
capable of yielding a willing obedience to the moral law is a more glorious work than anything in
the material universe, even than that universe itself. It might, therefore, have been the good
pleasure of the wise, holy, and benevolent Creator to create free moral agents, even if it involved
the existence of moral evil. I am far from propounding this as a complete solution of the difficulty,
but when it is thus used unsparingly against Christianity, it would have been only candid to have
told the reader that it bore with equal weight against every form of theism, and to have given the
partial explanation which has been propounded by theologians.

In reply to the definite statements before us, I affirm that nowhere in the Gospels, or in any other
portion of the New Testament is it asserted or even implied that revelation was rendered
necessary by the frustration of the divine purpose in creation, or that redemption was a kind of
afterthought in the divine mind rendered necessary by such a failure. On the contrary, the
synoptic Gospels make no affirmation whatever on the subject. The fourth Gospel contains
several statements about the end and purposes of the Incarnation, but of a description totally
different from those which are alleged in the above quotation to constitute the groundwork of
Christianity. As I have already shown, the Gospel of St. John speaks of its great purpose as being
a revelation of the moral character of God in the person of Jesus Christ. According to its theology
God has already manifested himself in creation; in the Gospel He makes a still higher and nobler
manifestation of His moral character in the person of our Lord. The author of the first Epistle
ascribed to St. John, whom I must assume to have been the author of the Gospel, makes the
following direct affirmation on the subject. “That which was from the beginning, which we have
heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked upon, and our hands have
handled of the word of life; for the life was manifested, and we have seen it, and bear witness,
and show unto you that eternal life which was with the Father and was manifested unto us; that
which we have seen and heard declare we unto you, that ye also may have fellowship with us:
and truly our fellowship is with the Father and with his Son Jesus Christ.” In these words it is
evidently the intention of the writer to set forth the divine purpose of the Incarnation. It is true
that in other passages he assumes the existence of evil in the universe, and declares it to be the
work of the devil, and that one of the purposes of this divine manifestation was its destruction.
Still he drops no hint of any failure in the Creation, or that it was the purpose of the Incarnation
to mend a marred scheme. On the contrary, the great truth set forth in the Epistle and in the
Gospel is that Creation and Redemption form portions of one great whole; and that the latter is a
manifestation of the divine glories beyond God's previous manifestations of himself, whether in
creation or in history.

Similar are the views of the Apostle Paul. According to him, while many other purposes were
effected by the Incarnation, there is one great purpose running through all divine revelation. In
several passages he affirms that its influence extends far beyond that which it exerts on the race
of man. He again and again asserts that it was the gradual unfolding of an idea or purpose which
existed from eternity in the divine mind. Thus he writes: “And to make all men see what is the
fellowship of the mystery which from the beginning of the world hath been hid in God who
created all things by Jesus Christ, to the intent that now unto the principalities and powers in
heavenly places might be known by the Church the manifold wisdom of God, according to the
eternal purpose which he purposed in Christ Jesus our Lord.” (Eph. iii. and ix.) “Having made
known to us the mystery of His will, according to His good pleasure, which He purposed in
Himself, that in the dispensation of the fulness of times He might gather in one all things in
Christ, both which are in heaven and in earth, even in Him.” (Eph. i. 9, 10.) “And having made
peace by the blood of His cross, by Him to reconcile all things unto Himself: by Him, I say,
whether they be things in earth or things in heaven.” (Col. i. 20.) I fully admit that the Apostle
affirms that the design of bringing man into union with God was a portion of this purpose.
Nothing however is more foreign to the ideas of St. Paul than that revelation is an afterthought
adopted as a remedy for a marred plan.

Nor are the views of the other writers of the New Testament different. St. Peter tells us that the
angels desire to look into the redemption wrought by Christ. St. James assures us that, “known
unto God are all His works from the foundation of the world.” The author of the Epistle to the
Hebrews speaks to the same effect: “God, who at sundry times and in divers manners spake in
times past unto the fathers in (by) the prophets, hath in these last days spoken unto us in His
Son.” So far from its being the idea of the sacred writers that redemption is an afterthought
designed to remedy the failure of the original purpose of creation, that both of them are viewed
as parts of the same whole; both are purposes which have existed in the divine mind during the
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eternal ages, and have been gradually evolved in time. Nothing is further from their mind than
that the divine mode of working is by fits or starts, or sudden interventions. Man was the last
form of life which God has introduced into the world, and in that sense He is said to have rested
from His creative work. But God is no less distinctly affirmed to be always working in nature and
in providence, so that Sabbath days form no exception: “My Father worketh hitherto and I work.”

Such being the views of the writers of the New Testament on this subject, the whole of those
objections, as far as they are founded on the assertion that revelation is intended to remedy the
failure of God's creative purpose, fall to the ground. My present supposition is that I am
reasoning with believers in theism. If God has gradually evolved creation, each successive stage
of the evolution forms a part of one great and comprehensive whole. At each stage the work is
incomplete, but its incompleteness is no proof of failure. A period has existed when the only
beings in the world were devoid of rationality. If an objector could have contemplated it in this
stage, he might have urged that the plan of creation was a failure, while in reality it was only
incomplete. Man came in at the next stage of the great design. The next stage, according to the
New Testament, is the Incarnation of the Son of God, intended as a higher manifestation of the
moral glories of the Creator for the purpose of raising man to a higher moral and spiritual
elevation. To the attainment of this purpose all the previous events in man's history have been
made subservient. Surely those persons with whom I am reasoning ought to be the last to object
that there is anything inconsistent with the divine character in such a gradual unfolding of the
divine purposes. We might as well object that every advancing stage of the great design of
Creation was introduced to remedy a preceding defect as assert that Christianity originated in
this cause. The world was in a most unfinished state when it was only tenanted by the lower
forms of life, and great fault might have been found with its construction. But a higher came, and
a higher, then man, then Christ our Lord, the second Adam, as St. Paul designates him, “from
heaven heavenly.” Whatever may have been the assertions of certain classes of theologians who
have attempted to fathom the divine mind by their own short sounding line, the sacred writers
take no narrow view of the purposes of the Incarnation. It is declared that they will be realized in
the yet distant future, towards which consummation they are gradually being carried out in time.

It follows, therefore, that the New Testament affirms that a purpose is consistently carried out in
the history of redemption far different from that which has been here placed before us as the
assumptions of Ecclesiastical Christianity. The author has placed these in their most
objectionable form; and if Christian apologists have affirmed on such premises as those above
stated that a divine interposition was rendered probable, I shall not attempt to defend them. To
establish the probability of a revelation additional to that afforded by creation we have no
occasion to appeal to theories, but to facts.

The existing moral and spiritual condition of mankind is universally admitted to be imperfect.
Both believers and unbelievers in revelation alike acknowledge that the attempt to improve it is
desirable. No less certain is it that man possesses faculties which can only receive their perfect
development in a higher condition of things than the present. These as much point to a higher
development of man as the organization of the lower forms of animal life points to the higher and
more perfect ones. If, therefore, God be the Creator and moral Governor of the world, a further
manifestation of Him is rendered highly probable.

This probability may be reasoned out by analogies in the history of the past. Higher
developments from lower forms have been the rule. Are they then to cease with man in his
present state of imperfection? How man came to be thus imperfect, how his moral degradation
has originated, is a question which does not fall within the present argument. It is a fact, by
whatever theory it may be attempted to be accounted for. If a rational being had existed in those
ages during which there was manifested nothing but the lower forms of life, and had come to the
conclusion that the world as it then existed was the work of an intelligent Creator, he would have
pronounced it highly probable that the resources of creative power would yet receive a more
glorious manifestation. When vertebrate life was first introduced into the world, a careful
examination of the state of things would have led to a similar conclusion. But the lower forms of
vertebrate life are typical of the higher, and the higher point to man. Before man entered the
world a being capable of comprehending the condition of things as then existing would have
pronounced it highly probable that there would be yet a further manifestation of creative energy,
and that the work required for its consummation the production of rationality.

Such and far more numerous have been the actual stages of creative action. Are we entitled to
call them a failure because they were relatively imperfect, or any fresh intervention of divine
power an interference to remedy a previous failure? On the contrary, these so-called
interventions are the persistent carrying out of a determined purpose. The acts of Deity are
inaccurately designated interventions. He is always working with the most perfect knowledge of
the means which He employs, and the most perfect controul over them. Failure with Him is
impossible. The word “intervention” as applied to the operations of God conveys the idea of a
machine which He originally constructed, and then left to its own operations. Such a machine will
in course of time get out of order, or perform its work imperfectly, and require to be
supplemented by additional contrivances. Thus when the clock ceases to go there arises a
necessity for the intervention of the clockmaker. He constructs his clock and leaves it to itself.
But creation is no mere machine; the Divine worker is always present in His works. The last idea
which would have occurred to the authors of the Bible was that God was obliged to be making a
number of special interventions to cure defects in the results of His operations. As the Bible
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cannot help using the language of man, expressions derived from the defects of human language
are at times used in it, but the one prevalent idea is that God is always present working in the
kingdoms of nature and of grace, that all His actions are the constant carrying out of a
predetermined purpose, and that with Him is no variableness neither shadow of turning.

If the possibility of the introduction of moral evil into the universe is a necessary condition of the
creation of a free moral agent, or in other words, if the contrary supposition involves a
contradiction, the Creator must have viewed the production of such a free agent as so desirable,
that it formed a part of His purpose to create him notwithstanding this possibility. If then moral
evil became a fact, it involved no failure in the purposes of God. He must have viewed the
existence of such beings as desirable, even if this contingency became a fact. Why, I ask, may not
a further manifestation of Himself, by means of which moral evil might be reduced to the smallest
dimensions, or even ultimately removed, while freedom is still preserved, form a portion of the
same great purpose of the divine mind? If this be possible, the assertion that Redemption is a
special intervention of God for the purpose of remedying the breaking down of his creative plan,
is disproved, and with it all the other inferences of the numerous writers whose views I am
considering.

In affirming the probability of a revelation, the Christian apologist need not go beyond the region
of actual facts. He has no occasion to rest his proof on any statement made by a supposed
revelation the truth of which is the point at issue. To do so would be to assume the thing which
requires to be proved. But facts as they exist, independently of any statements in the Bible, are
quite sufficient. Man exists. He is possessed of powers and aspirations which this state of things
does not gratify. He is capable of moral action, and there is something within him which affirms
that he ought to obey the moral law. Yet its realization by him is of the most imperfect character.
Does the actual condition of man afford satisfaction even to the unbeliever, account for it as he
may? Is there not a great amount of moral evil in the world? Do not considerable numbers of
men, instead of progressing to higher degrees of moral perfection degenerate through various
stages of moral corruption? Does not moral evil cause a great amount of physical suffering? Are
not vast numbers of men the prey of ignorance and superstition—great evils doubtless, and of
which unbelievers heavily complain? In one word, when we contemplate the present condition of
mankind, does not the sternest reason affirm that it is inconceivable that this can be the final
condition of God's creative work? Yet these things are no theories but obvious facts, and on the
supposition on which we are reasoning, facts in the universe of God.

It follows therefore, that facts such as these, when contemplated by reason, establish the
probability, nay almost the certainty of a further divine action. Of course this is based on the
assumption that there is a wise and holy God who is the author of the universe, but both the
opponents and believers in revelation can only argue this subject at all on the supposition that
God exists. Any fresh mode of divine action will probably differ from the preceding ones, because
man exists as a moral and spiritual being. It is therefore probable that such divine action will be
moral rather than physical; or, in other words, the divine purpose of creation includes within it a
yet further manifestation of the divine character and perfections. This is what the New Testament
affirms to have taken place in the Incarnation. This is my position.

I shall only add one or two more brief remarks. Those who charge theologians with making
unfounded assumptions should be guiltless of making them themselves. The warning against
falling into this error may be profitably taken to heart by both parties to this controversy. It is
affirmed that the constitution of nature bears everywhere the indications of systematic upward
progression. I ask, is this systematic upward progression everywhere true of man? Are there no
where indications of retrogression? Europeans generally during the last two thousand years have
progressed, although even this is not universally true, for some of the fine arts attained to
greater perfection in the ancient than in the modern world. But has the Hindoo race progressed
during the last three thousand years? Have the Chinese? Is it not true that the progress of these
two races has been one of considerable retrogression? Where is the progress made by the Negro
races from the first dawnings of their history? Yet these three races form more than half of the
human family. Again, have the Arab races progressed since the days of Abraham? Are the
Mahommedan races in a state of gradual improvement? These are questions to which a definite
answer must be returned before the proposition above referred to can be esteemed a solution of
all the problems of human history.

It will perhaps be replied that nature is gradually extinguishing these unprogressive races, under
the pressure of her inexorable laws. Yet they constitute an overwhelming majority of the human
race, and it is strange to talk of this progressive improvement of the human race as a great law of
nature, if the mode of improvement be the extinction of the great majority of mankind. But are
the Hindoo, Chinese, Negro, and other unprogressive races less numerous than they were three
thousand years ago? The evidence is all the other way. We want present facts and not theories of
the future. It has been affirmed, that “The survival of the fittest is the stern law of nature. The
invariable action of law of itself eliminates the unfit. Progress is necessary to existence.
Extinction is the doom of Retrogression.” These assertions may receive their fulfilment in some
period of the distant future, but they certainly do not agree with the past history of man.
Whatever progress the European races may be capable of, certain conditions of climate form an
inexorable barrier to their supplanting the Negro, the Hindoo, or the Chinese, and we know that
European blood in certain climates has actually degenerated.

Again, it is stated “that the highest effect contemplated by the supposed revelation is to bring
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man into harmony with law; and this is insured by law acting on intelligence, and even on
instinct.” Where, I ask, is the proof of this derived from the history of man? Is the moral condition
of the races above referred to higher than it was three thousand years ago? Did the moral
condition of the Greek race progress or retrograde during the four centuries which preceded the
Advent? Which was the more elevated condition of Roman morality, that of the century which
preceded and followed the conquest of Italy, or that of the empire and its crumbling institutions?

Again, we are told that “there is not in reality a gradation of breach of law that is not followed by
an equivalent gradation of punishment.” This may be the case in some Utopia in which the author
lives, but it certainly neither is nor ever has been the condition of this world. Does villany, I ask,
always receive adequate punishment in this world? It has been the all but universal opinion of
mankind that it does not. Did not Fouché die quietly in his bed, possessed of wealth and honours,
and a darkened conscience? Did not Philip II. of Spain, after all his crimes, die under the
delusions of self-approbation? In a controversy like this the most confident assertions will not
supply the want of facts on which to ground our reasonings.

It follows, therefore, that the assertion that the Christian argument involves reasoning in a circle,
or else that it assumes the point at issue, is disproved.

Chapter IX. Demoniacal Miracles—General
Considerations.

It has been objected that the admission which the New Testament is alleged to make as to the
reality of demoniacal miracles weakens, if it does not destroy, the value of miracles as an
attestation of a revelation. In order to do full justice to the force of this objection I will state it in
the words of the author of “Supernatural Religion:”—

“The necessity of asserting the dependence of miracles on doctrines is thrust upon divines by the
circumstance, that the Bible narrates so many cases of false miracles, and contains so many
warnings against them.”

“The first thought which must occur to any unprejudiced mind is amazement that an Almighty
God should select as a guarantee of his supposed communications signs and wonders which can
be so easily imitated by others, that there must always be a doubt whether the message be from
the kingdom of heaven, or from the kingdom of lies. It seems a priori absolutely incredible that a
divine revelation which is so important, and which it is intended that man should believe, should
be made in such obscure language, and with such doubtful attestation. That heaven should
condescend to use the same arguments as hell, and with so little difference in the degree of the
power exhibited, that man can scarcely, if at all, discriminate between them, is a theory of the
most startling description.”

“Does not the necessity of this theory of false miracles, of the power of God thus placed on a level
with the power of Satan, in a matter where the distinct purpose is to authenticate by miraculous
testimony a miraculous revelation, rather betray the unreality of miracles altogether, and
indicate that the idea of such supernatural intervention originates solely from the superstitious
ignorance of men in ages when every phase of nature was attributed to direct supernatural
interference, and ascribed with arbitrary promptness to God or to the devil? It is certain that as
miracles are represented as being common both to God and Satan, they cannot be considered as
a distinctive attestation of a divine revelation.”

After quoting Dr. Mozley to the effect that “Miraculous evidence cannot oblige us to accept any
doctrine contrary to our moral nature”—an abstractly true statement, but quite inapplicable to
the New Testament, which no where affirms that miracles have been wrought in attestation of
doctrines—the author continues: “The assertion that evidence emanating from God is in some
cases to be rejected is a monstrous proposition; and the evidential force of miracles is totally
destroyed by the logical inference from it, and from the double character of miracles as Divine
and Satanic; that God is not only capable of exerting supernatural power to attest what is true,
but that Satan equally possesses and exercises the same power in opposition to God for purposes
of deception. If miraculous evidence is indifferently employed to certify truth and error, it is at
once degraded by such common service into contempt.”

These passages put us in possession of the author's views, and perhaps it would be impossible to
state the objections more strongly. I have quoted them thus fully, not only as embodying the
views of this particular writer, but as placing before us in a clear and distinct light the chief
objections which can be urged against the attestation that miracles give to the truth of the
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Christian revelation, on the assumption that demoniacal miracles have been performed, or even
on the admission that they are possible.

Before I enter on the general question, I must briefly draw attention to the statements and
assumptions contained in this remarkable passage.

1. The assertion that miracles are alleged in proof of doctrines, and that divines, when the
necessities of their position compel them, affirm the direct converse of this, viz. that miracles are
dependent for their truth on doctrines, is an entire misapprehension of the Christian argument.
Its true position will be discussed in a subsequent chapter.

2. The assertion that the miracles of Almighty God can be imitated by Satan is a gratuitous
assumption. Nowhere is this affirmed in the New Testament. On the contrary, our Lord uniformly
declares that His works were clearly distinguishable from the working of Satan, and could only
maliciously be confounded with them.

3. While the Bible speaks of false miracles, its language is quite consistent with the fact that they
were impositions practised on the senses, like the acts of jugglers.

4. The word “miracle” is here used to denote a supernatural fact in external nature devoid of all
moral environment. I have already pointed out the inaccuracy of this position; and shall have
much to say on this subject hereafter. To strip a superhuman occurrence of its moral aspect is
simply to assume the question at issue.

5. It is not correct that the essence of a miracle consists in the degree of power manifested in the
performance of the outward act. The performance of a miracle does not necessarily involve a
greater exertion of power than is manifested in the ordinary occurrences of nature. A miracle is
not only an act of power, but it involves the elements of prediction and of purpose.

6. The affirmation that the Christian argument involves the position that heaven must
condescend to use the same arguments as hell, if demoniacal possession is supposed to be
possible, is altogether inaccurate.

7. The Christian argument nowhere involves the assumption that evidence emanating from God is
under certain circumstances to be rejected. It is quite conceivable that a real miracle may have
been wrought, which was adequately attested when it was performed, but that the evidence has
become imperfect by lapse of time.

8. Even if it be supposed that demoniacal miracles are possible, there is nothing in that
assumption which renders it necessary to take for granted that Satan is allowed to ramble over
the universe and work miracles at his pleasure, and to imitate the miracles of God. The New
Testament uniformly asserts that whatever agency he can exert is a permitted one, which is
confined within definite limits.

In considering the question of demoniacal miracles it must be kept in mind that the language
employed by the writers of the Bible is invariably phenomenal. They describe events as they
appeared to the eye of the beholder. Hence it by no means follows, when they refer to the arts of
magic and other similar practices which were so prevalent in the ancient world, and say that the
magicians did such and such things, that they meant to affirm the reality of their performance.
Their language is always taken from the observer's point of view. As far as he saw, they did so.
We frequently speak in the same way of modern feats of conjurors. Thus, when it is said that the
magicians brought forth frogs, the language is quite consistent with the act being a delusion
successfully practised on the senses.

It is affirmed by the author that the Bible asserts the reality of such miracles. I reply that it
makes no such assertion, but merely describes them as they appeared to the eye of the beholder.
Its strong denunciations of such practices is no evidence that they were anything else than
deceptions which the performers endeavoured to palm off for wicked purposes. The precept of
Moses, “Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live,” has been urged as affording proof that the Bible in
unqualified terms asserts the reality of witchcraft. Whether the art was real or simulated, the
sentence of the lawgiver would have been equally just, for impostors who practise such arts for
the purpose of delusion, are far more injurious to society than many kinds of criminals who have
undergone the severest punishment. In the New Testament “lying wonders” are occasionally
referred to. The expression may legitimately mean one of two things, either a supernatural act
performed for the attestation or propagation of a lie, or an apparent miracle, which is in itself a
lie. It cannot be denied that the language of the New Testament will honestly bear this
interpretation. I will quote the strongest passage to be found in it. St. Paul, writing to the
Thessalonians, in speaking of the manifestation of a great anti-christian power, says, “Whose
coming is after the working of Satan, with all power, and signs, and lying wonders, and with all
the deceivableness of unrighteousness, in them that perish, because they receive not the love of
the truth that they might be saved.” This language is quite consistent with the idea that the
works here spoken of were not supernatural, but deceptions wrought for the propagation of a
system of falsehood.

There can be no question that impositions of this kind have been systematically practised in later
times in support of a great system of ecclesiastical power, and to attest doctrines in connection



[pg 205]

[pg 206]

[pg 207]

with it. But it is worthy of observation that the demoniacal supernaturalism which we read of in
the New Testament, is not represented as having been employed for the attestation of any system
of doctrine whatever. Elymas, the sorcerer, practised his art for the purpose of establishing an
influence over Sergius Paulus, but for aught that appears he was a simple impostor. All the other
cases of Satanic supernaturalism referred to in the Gospels resolve themselves into cases of
possession, or the occasional production of a disease.

It is further to be observed that nowhere throughout the New Testament is a miracle, properly so
called, ascribed to Satanic action. Possession is a phenomenon entirely different from a miracle. I
admit that there is one apparent exception, namely in the history of our Lord's temptation. This if
it is intended to be a description of an objective fact, is undoubtedly an instance of direct
interference with the action of the forces of nature; Satan is here represented as possessing and
exercising the power of counteracting the force of gravitation by transporting the body of our
Lord from place to place. As this is the one solitary instance in the New Testament in which such
power is ascribed to him, it demands especial consideration. We are told that during one period
of his temptation our Lord was carried by Satan to an exceeding high mountain; and again, that
he was placed on a pinnacle of the temple. These acts involve such an exercise of supernatural
power as may justly be put in comparison with his walking on the water. It becomes therefore a
very important question whether this account is intended to be taken as a literal narrative. The
fact of its being the only recorded instance of its kind affords a contrary presumption, for if the
writers had believed that there was nothing in such interference with the physical forces
inconsistent with the ordinary course of Satanic action it is hardly possible that they could have
viewed this as a solitary instance of the exercise of such power, especially when the case of the
demoniacs afforded so many opportunities for its manifestation. It is clear from the narrative
itself that the only source of information regarding the temptation must have been an account
given by our Lord himself to his disciples, as it was an occurrence of which there could have been
no witnesses. Otherwise it must be assumed to be a mere fiction. It is also clear that the three
temptations into which the narrative is divided are intended to describe three great crises
through which our Lord's mind passed. According to Mark's account he is represented as
undergoing temptations during the whole period of forty days. Matthew and Luke present us with
the general results of the entire temptation. If our Lord gave an account of it to his disciples,
there can be no reason why he should not have embodied its results in a narrative form, as is the
course which he adopted in his parables. If the parables were not usually introduced with the
formula “he spake a parable,” we might easily mistake them also for narratives of actual
occurrences. But although this is the usual form, it is not the only one, as appears in the parable
of Dives and Lazarus. It is therefore quite conceivable that on giving his disciples an account of
the crises through which his mind passed during the period of the temptation he may have put it
into a parabolic form, of which himself was the centre, as one which would be most adapted to
the level of their apprehensions; otherwise it would have assumed the character of a number of
abstract disquisitions.

But we are not left to infer from mere probabilities that the narrative was not intended to be
understood literally. One portion of it places it beyond doubt that it was intended to contain a
visionary or parabolic element of some kind. In the account of the temptation to fall down and
worship Satan, it is expressly stated that the Devil transported our Lord to an exceeding high
mountain, and showed him all the kingdoms of the world and the glory of them. The narrative of
Luke adds that all this was done in a moment of time, which shows clearly that it was not
intended to be from one end to the other a literal statement of facts. It is therefore absolutely
necessary to assume the presence of a visionary element somewhere; the only question is, where,
and to what extent? If we attach the meaning usually assigned by the writers in the New
Testament to the word “world,” it is impossible to imagine that any amount of credulity can have
believed that there was any mountain from whose top such a view could have been attained by
the unaided power of the human eye. But further, it is asserted not only that the kingdoms of the
world were rendered visible, but their glory; that is to say, the spectator was able to see their
great cities, their buildings, and all their signs of outward magnificence, for the sight of their
glory was obviously intended to add force to the temptation. Yet even the most credulous people
possess some moderately correct idea as to the extent of view which the eye can reach and would
feel quite certain that without the interposition of a miracle such a survey in a moment of time
would be impossible.

It may probably be urged by some that the first part of the account only is intended to be a
description of an objective fact, and that the last temptation was visionary. To this I reply that the
entire narrative is couched in language of fact, and the latter portion quite as much so as the
former. Besides, if the sight of the kingdoms of the world and their glory was a visionary
representation, then the reason for conveying Jesus to a lofty mountain ceases, for such a vision
might equally well have been presented to him in a plain; whereas if we take it as an account of a
literal fact, it is clear that the reason for conveying him to the mountain was to afford him an
extensive view. It is therefore impossible to draw a distinction between the two portions of the
narrative.

Every consideration therefore proves that the entire narrative is either parabolic or an account of
a visionary transaction, precisely similar to many of those described in the Old Testament, and
not of an actual occurrence. This being so, we arrive at the inference that nowhere in the New
Testament is Satanic influence described as interfering with the ordinary action of the forces of
nature, by a direct exertion of power.
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It may however be objected that there were probably reasons why he was permitted to do so on
this particular occasion; but on such a question I shall not enter. I shall only repeat that it is
impossible to view the latter portion of the narrative as an account of an objective fact; and this
being the case it is far more probable that the whole partakes of the same character. At any rate
it is the single instance in the New Testament in which the possession of such power is ascribed
to Satan.

This has a very important bearing on the argument. The author affirms that the writers of the
New Testament attributed to Satan a general power of interfering with the forces of nature, and
of working miracles which may fairly be contrasted with the miracles of God. But whatever may
have been the opinions of others on this subject, it is clear that such opinions were not held by
them. If they had believed that Satanic agency was constantly exerted in the affairs of the visible
universe, there is every reason why they should have invented numerous stories of this
description, and ascribed them to Satanic intervention. The writer to whom I am referring, urges
in the strongest manner, that the belief in magic, and in frequent exertions of demoniacal power
over the external universe, was universal among the Jews at the time of the Advent. To prove
this, he has adduced a number of opinions entertained by the writers of the Talmud and others,
involving the most grovelling superstitions, and asserts that indications of the same are to be
found in the Gospels. As an instance, he favours us with the following story told by Josephus, who
declares that he was an eye-witness of the fact.

“Josephus had seen a countryman of his own, named Eliezer, release people possessed of devils
in the presence of the Emperor Vespasian and his sons, and of his army. He put a ring containing
one of the roots prescribed by Solomon, into the nose of a demoniac, and drew the demon out of
his nostrils, and in the name of Solomon, and reciting one of his incantations, he adjured him to
return no more. In order to demonstrate to the spectators that he had power to cast out demons,
Eliezer was accustomed to set a pitcher of water a little way off, and he commanded the demon,
as he left the body of the man, to overturn it, by which means the skill and wisdom of Solomon
was made very manifest.”

The object for which this and kindred stories are referred to, is to prove that the Jewish mind was
so intensely credulous and superstitious on the subject of demoniacal action at the time of our
Lord, that there was nothing so monstrous, which it was not in the habit of accepting as fact. We
are also repeatedly informed that the followers of Jesus shared in this unbounded credulity. It
may be even inferred from the assertion before us, that they were far more credulous. The
argument which this writer adduces is plausible, and it may be stated thus. If a writer like
Josephus, who was extensively acquainted with Greek literature, and the Talmudists who
belonged to the élite of the nation, could narrate such follies as facts, what must have been the
beliefs of the vulgar herd? We must not forget that the followers of Jesus were chiefly from the
lower orders. “The common people heard him gladly.” The inference which the reader is allowed
to draw is that they must have been addicted to yet more gross credulity.

What were the reasons which induced Josephus, a man who had seen the wide world, to relate
this monstrous story I shall not inquire. One can hardly believe that he was a dupe; his reporting
it, however, no more proves that such beliefs were universal when he wrote, than the existence of
a wide-spread spiritualistic literature proves that a belief in spirit-rapping prevails generally
among all classes of society at the present day, although many of the believers in spiritualism
belong to the educated classes, and readily accept absurdities which the sound sense of
multitudes of artisans would immediately repudiate.

The argument before me tells in a direction precisely opposite to that which is intended by those
who have invoked it, and it is marvellous that they do not perceive that it is destructive of their
own case. I put it as follows: If the authors of the Gospels entertained the views of demoniacal
agency which this author represents them to have held, their narratives, which directly lead them
to refer to that subject, would have contained numerous references to stories of the type of that
quoted from Josephus. Let me illustrate this argument by an example. The Arabs and other
Orientals believe in the power of demons and magicians over external nature. They consider this
action to be of frequent occurrence. Their literature therefore abounds with accounts of such
monstrous interventions. But the Gospels, with the exception of the history of the Temptation, do
not contain an account of a single marvel wrought by the agency of demons on external nature.
Demoniacal agency is repeatedly mentioned by them; but it belongs to an order of phenomena of
an entirely different character. What, I ask, is the only legitimate inference? That the authors of
the Gospels were free from the superstitions in question.

Before going further it will be necessary to ascertain what is the precise nature and character of
that demoniacal supernaturalism which is apparently asserted in the pages of the New
Testament. Without doing so, it will be impossible to form a correct opinion on the subject under
consideration.

The New Testament apparently ascribes to Satanic agency not only a power of suggesting
temptations to the minds of men, but also in certain cases of depriving them of the supremacy of
their wills, of enslaving their intellectual and moral powers, of interfering with the use of their
bodily organs, and, in one instance, of imparting an unusual strength. These phenomena
constitute what is designated as “possession,” and bear no inconsiderable resemblance to
different forms of insanity.
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But the New Testament also makes mention of lunacy as well as possession. How far they were
distinguishable from each other we have no sufficient data to enable us to determine. At one time
they are spoken of as the same disease; at others they are clearly distinguished from each other.

The language of the Gospels seems to imply that some maladies were believed to be produced by
the influence of possession. In one or two instances language is used which may imply that a
bodily disease was brought on by Satanic agency without actual possession. Whatever may have
been the belief of the Jews on this subject, it is certain that the cases referred to in the Gospels
are very few; and although the mention of diseases is very common, nothing is said about their
being due to demoniacal influence. Not a single case occurs in which ordinary accidents are
referred to this influence, although such is affirmed to have been the common belief of the Jews.
In the Acts of the Apostles only two cases of possession are mentioned, one that of the damsel at
Philippi, and the other the occasion when certain Jewish exorcists undertook to exorcise
demoniacs at Ephesus in the name of Jesus.

The former case is of some importance. The girl is described as possessed by a spirit of Pytho, i.e.
she pretended to practise the art of divination by the inspiration of the god Apollo, and in many
respects she practised the arts of the modern fortune-teller. Such persons were not uncommon at
the time. The Pythia at Delphi professed to prophesy under the influence of a similar inspiration.
Whatever may have been the real causes by which this mental condition was brought about, the
paroxysms were so real that one is recorded to have died under their influence. Her state when
under prophetic influence, is described as one of phrensied excitement. St. Paul is represented
by the historian as addressing himself to the spirit, and commanding him to come out in the name
of Jesus Christ. The powers of such persons were confined to diving into the secrets of the future;
but to other kinds of supernatural power they made no claims.

If the language here employed be other than phenomenal, it seems to imply that in St. Paul's
opinion certain practices of the ancient world which were far from uncommon, were connected
with demoniacal agency. These were usually combined with certain forms of religious phrensy,
such as even in the present day manifest themselves in connection with the more degraded forms
of religion. At no period was this class of phenomena more prevalent than during the century
which preceded, and that which followed the Advent, when human nature was stirred to its
profoundest depths.

There are also a few passages in St. Paul's writings which seem to affirm a connection between
demoniacal agency and pagan worship. Whatever may have been his own opinions on this
subject, it is evident that the action which he supposed to have been exerted was entirely mental.
Not one word is uttered by him which implies that he regarded this mode of demoniacal action as
involving a power of interfering with the forces of the material universe.

Such is a general statement of the facts as they appear in the New Testament in connection with
possession, and demoniacal action. It has been necessary thus distinctly to state them, in order
that we may keep the subject clear of all adventitious issues with which it has been attempted to
obscure it. That form of demoniacal action involved in the supposed power possessed by demons
of tempting men to evil does not fall within the limits of the present controversy.

But the opponents of Christianity are not content to reason on the facts respecting demoniacal
action as they are presented to us in the pages of the New Testament. They charge its writers
with a number of the most grotesque beliefs on this subject, for which the book itself furnishes us
with no evidence. This course has been taken for the purpose of fastening on them a boundless
credulity, and thereby destroying their claim to be accepted as credible reporters of historical
facts. I will cite one or two examples of this mode of reasoning, in order that we may be able to
form a correct estimate of its value.

After having given a detailed account of a number of monstrous beliefs gleaned from the Talmud
and other sources respecting angels, the author of “Supernatural Religion” then proceeds: “The
belief in demons at the time of Jesus was equally emphatic and comprehensive, and we need not
mention also that the New Testament is full of it. They are in the air, on earth, in the bodies of
men and animals, and even at the bottom of the sea. They are the offspring of the fallen angels
who loved the daughters of men. They have wings like angels, and can fly from one place in the
earth to another. They attain a knowledge of the future by listening behind the veil of the temple
of God. Their numbers are infinite. The earth is so full of them, that if man had the power to see,
he could not exist on account of them; there are more demons than men, and they are about as
close as the earth thrown up out of a new made grave. It is stated that each man had 10,000
demons on his right hand, and 1000 on his left.... The crush on the Sabbath in the synagogue
arises from them; also the dresses of the Rabbins become so soon worn through their rubbing; in
like manner also they cause the tottering of the feet. He who wishes to discover these spirits
must take sifted ashes, and strew them about his bed, and he will perceive their footprints upon
them like a cock's tread.” Here follow a number of the most ineffable absurdities, unsurpassed by
anything contained in the Arabian Nights, which I need not cite. The author then proceeds:
“Demons, however, take more especial delight in foul and offensive places, and an evil spirit
inhabits every private closet in the world. Demons haunt deserted places, ruins, graves, and
certain kinds of trees. We find indications of these superstitions throughout the Gospels. The
possessed are represented as dwelling among the tombs, and being driven by unclean spirits into
the wilderness, and the demons can find no rest in clean places. Demons also frequented springs
and fountains. The episode of the angel who was said to descend at certain times and trouble the
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water of the pool of Bethesda, so that he that first stepped in was healed of whatsoever disease
he had, may be mentioned here in passing, although the passage is not found in the older
manuscripts of the fourth Gospel, and was certainly a late addition.” Here follow further citations
of Rabbinical absurdities. The author then proceeds: “The Talmud and other Rabbinical writings
are full of references to demoniacal possession, but we need not enter into details on this point,
as the New Testament itself presents sufficient evidence respecting it. Not only could one spirit
enter into a body, but many took possession of the same individual. There are many instances
mentioned in the Gospels, such as Mary Magdalene, out of whom went seven demons (£mta
6opdévia), and the man whose name was legion, because many demons (moAAa 6oipévia) had
entered into him. Demons likewise entered into the bodies of animals, and in the narrative to
which we have just referred, the demons, on being expelled from the man, requested to be
allowed to enter into the herd of swine, which being permitted, ‘the demons went out of the man
into the swine, and the herd ran violently down the cliff into the lake and were drowned,’ the evil
spirits, as usual, taking pleasure only in the destruction and injury of man and beast. Besides
possession, all the diseases of men and animals are ascribed to the action of the devil and
demons. In the Gospel, for instance, the woman with a spirit of infirmity is described as bound by
Satan, although the case was not one of demoniacal possession.” The author then proceeds to
enumerate a large number of grotesque beliefs as held by the Jews at the time of the Advent.

I regret the necessity which has compelled me to cite so lengthy a passage, but it is absolutely
necessary that the reader should be enabled to see, beyond the possibility of misapprehension,
the nature of the objections which are urged against the historical credibility of the Gospels, and
the reasonings by which they are attempted to be supported. The general principle that underlies
them may be stated in a few words, that the followers of Jesus and the authors of the Gospels
were a prey to such a multitude of degrading superstitions on the subject of demonology as
wholly to destroy the value of their historical testimony.

The effect of this passage with its context is to produce the impression on the mind of the reader,
not only that these absurd beliefs were generally entertained by the Jews at the time of the
Advent, but that they constituted the form of thought of the followers of Jesus. It may be urged
that the object of the author is to prove the general superstition of the times; and that he does
not intend to affirm that it was shared in by every one of the followers of Jesus. This may be
correct; but if it is not intended to be asserted that the followers of Jesus were the prey of equal
superstitions, the reference to this mass of credulity can have no bearing on the present
argument, and is simply misleading. To what purpose, I ask, is it made, unless it is intended to
implicate our Lord's followers in these beliefs? Unless it were so, the fact that others entertained
them would not in the smallest degree affect the value of their historical testimony. But on this
point we are not left to inferences; not only are passages in the Gospels referred to, but we are
repeatedly informed that the followers of Jesus did share in these popular delusions.

The position, therefore, which is taken by the author is clear. His readers are invited to believe
that the followers of our Lord were a prey to the belief in a number of ineffable absurdities
respecting demons such as he has enumerated. If this can be established, the conclusion is
inevitable, that their historical testimony is valueless.

Let us now consider the mode in which the proof of this is attempted to be established. The
authorities quoted are chiefly the Talmudical writers; that is to say, persons who wrote as late as
from a.p. 200 to a.n. 500, are cited as the proof that such opinions were universally entertained by
the Jews in the time of Jesus Christ. Equally valid would it be to quote the writers of modern
spiritualism to prove that such opinions were held by our ancestors in the time of the Stuarts or
the Plantagenets. On the strength of this and kindred evidence, such opinions are ascribed to the
original propagators of Christianity, and to the authors of the Gospels.

But this is not all. The only correct method of ascertaining the superstition and credulity of any
particular writer is carefully to examine the contents of his book, and to note the various
instances which we find in it of what we consider to be superstitions; and then proceed to
estimate their value, and, if needful, to compare them with other contemporary authorities. This
course, however, is not that pursued by this writer. On the contrary, he quotes the absurdities
which we have seen from the Talmudical writers, and refers in the midst of them to nearly every
passage in the Gospels which can be made to bear even a remote reference to the views in
question. I submit that such a mode of reasoning is not conducive to the interests of truth.

A few examples of this mode of conducting the argument require notice.

After referring to a number of monstrous superstitions, he tells us that the Jews believed that
“demons took especial delight in foul and offensive places, and that an evil spirit inhabits every
private closet in the world. Demons haunted deserted places, ruins, graves, and certain kinds of
trees. We find indications of these superstitions throughout the Gospels. The possessed are
represented as dwelling among the tombs, and as being driven by unclean spirits into the
wilderness, and demons can find no rest in clean places.”

“We find indications of these superstitions throughout the Gospels.” To this observation I invite
the reader's attention. Is it meant to be affirmed that any indication can be found in the Gospels
that the writers believed that a demon inhabited every private closet in the world? Two instances
only are referred to in the text, in one of which the demoniac of Gadara is represented as
dwelling among the tombs, and as having been driven into the wilderness; and the other the
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parable of the unclean spirit going out of the man, and finding no rest when walking through dry
places. Do these two cases prove the truth of the sweeping assertions above referred to? Does
the parabolic representation that the expelled demon found no rest in dry or clean places prove
that the disciples of Jesus believed that they took especial delight in foul or offensive ones? Does
the fact that the demoniac of Gadara had been driven by the evil spirit into the wilderness prove
that it was a universal belief that deserts and graves were haunted by demons?

In proof also of these assertions we are referred in a note to five passages in the Gospels, viz.
Matt. viii. 28; xii. 43; Mark v. 3-5; Luke viii. 27-29; xi. 24. Five passages are very few to justify the
assertion that we find indications of these superstitions throughout the Gospels. On examining
them, however, the five references are reduced to two, three belong to the account of the
demoniac at Gadara, reported by each of the Synoptics; and two to the twofold report of the same
parable as given by Matthew and Luke! This is a very slender foundation on which to ground the
assertion that the followers of Jesus believed that “demons took especial delight in foul and
offensive places, that they inhabited every private closet in the world, and that they haunted
deserted places, graves, ruins, and certain kinds of trees, and that we find indications of these
superstitions throughout the Gospels.”

Still more extraordinary is the next reference. “Demons haunted springs and fountains,” says the
author. To this he adds, “the episode of the angel who was said to descend at certain seasons and
trouble the water of the pool of Bethesda, so that he who first stepped in was cured of
whatsoever disease he had, may be mentioned in passing.”

Why, I ask, mention it at all? Is the visit of an angel to this particular pool for the purpose of
working a miracle, a proof that the followers of our Lord believed that demons inhabited springs
and fountains?

But our astonishment at the author's reference to it is increased when we read the following
words: “Although the passage is not found in the oldest manuscripts of the Fourth Gospel, and it
Is certainly a late interpolation.”

I must put the question again in real earnestness. This being so, why mention it here? The author
admits that it formed no portion of the original Gospel of St. John, and that it is certainly a late
interpolation. Now the Gospel of St. John, according to the opinion of the most eminent
unbelievers, was not published before a.n. 170. If this was the case (the author himself evidently
assigns to its composition a very late date) a late interpolation could not have found its way into
its pages until about the year 250, at the earliest 200. What then is the nature of the reasoning
before us? We are referred for proof that the followers of Jesus held these opinions to an
authority which the author himself admits to have been a late interpolation, which could not have
been introduced into this Gospel earlier than 180 years after the ministry of our Lord, as a proof
that his original followers believed that demons inhabited springs and fountains. Such reasonings
furnish their own refutation.

The exposure of one more fallacy of this description will be sufficient. We are told that, “Not only
one evil spirit entered into a body, but many took possession of the same individual. There are
many instances mentioned in the Gospels, such as Mary Magdalene, out of whom went seven
demons, and the man whose name was legion, because many demons had entered into him.”

I ask, where are these “many instances”? The plain fact must be stated, that the two here
referred to, constitute the only ones which are mentioned as facts by the Evangelists. Besides
these there is the parable of the unclean spirit going out of the man above alluded to, who, when
he could find no rest returned to his former habitation in company with seven other spirits more
wicked than himself. It should be observed that in two of the cases the number given is the
mystical number “Seven”; and that one of them occurs in a parable, the moral of which is, to
warn the Jews, that although they had got rid of the evil spirit of idolatry, they were in danger of
falling into the greater evil of Phariseeism and hypocrisy.

But to return to the argument. The great mass of the author's citations for the purpose of proving
that the Jews at the time of the Advent, and among them the followers of Jesus, were a prey to
these grotesque beliefs respecting the action of demons, are made from authors who are
separated by an interval of centuries from the ministry of our Lord. I submit, therefore, that such
authorities are utterly valueless to prove that His disciples and early followers were a prey to
these gross delusions. Nor has he adduced an atom of valid proof from the New Testament itself.
The references above referred to have either been made in a most careless manner, or have been
used to assist in proving a foregone conclusion.

But let us suppose for the sake of argument that the Jews at the time of our Lord did generally
entertain these monstrous demoniacal beliefs: to what conclusion, I ask, would such a fact, if
true, indubitably point? Credulous and superstitions people, invariably invent stories that are the
counterparts of their own credulity. This is proved by the whole mass of existing mythology.
Mythological inventions give us the precise measure of the beliefs of those who have originated
them. If then the demonology of those who have elaborated these portions of the Gospels was of
the character that this writer and others assert it to have been, the Gospels would have contained
an embodiment of such demoniacal beliefs as those which the author has so industriously
collected, and has endeavoured to fasten upon their writers.
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Now the idea of demonology having been present in the minds of the writers, it is obvious that
they did not omit all reference to these absurd beliefs, merely because they were outside the
subject on which they were writing. But while demoniacal action is repeatedly alluded to, it is an
undeniable fact that no stories of the description given by this writer are to be found in them. The
author therefore has furnished the most conclusive proof, without intending to do so, that these
forms of thought, to whomsoever else they may have appertained, were neither those of the
original followers of Jesus, nor of the authors of the Gospels.

It follows therefore that this attempt to prove that the followers of our Lord and the authors of
the Gospels were a prey to such a mass of grotesque beliefs respecting demons, as to invalidate
their historical testimony, falls to the ground, and that the data on which this has been attempted
to be established, afford proof on the contrary that they did not entertain the beliefs in question.

Chapter X. The Existence And Miracles Of Satan.

I fully admit that a difficulty is involved in the idea that a being like Satan is permitted to perform
actions which bear even a remote analogy to divine miracles. I have already shown that the New
Testament only apparently ascribes to him a supernatural action of a very limited and special
kind, differing widely from our usual conception of a miracle. I now proceed to inquire how far
this limited action, thus attributed to him, if we suppose that possession was an objective fact,
and not a form of madness, interferes with the validity of the attestation of miracles to the
Christian revelation.

The existence of a being like Satan is alleged as constituting an enormous difficulty against the
statements of the New Testament. A numerous class of writers dismiss the idea of his existence
as unworthy of serious argument, and endeavour to dispose of it with a sneer. This world
however contains numerous analogous cases of very evil men endowed with the highest mental
powers, who have exerted the most injurious influences on others. Their existence is a fact; and
the difficulties attending it cannot be got rid of by any kind of evasion. The objections that have
been urged in connection with this subject are not founded on the facts of the moral universe as
they exist; but on a priori principles alone. It has been affirmed to be incredible that Almighty
God should have permitted the existence of such a being as Satan; or if his existence is
permitted, that he can be allowed to interfere in the affairs of men.

In dealing with this question it is evident that I must proceed on the supposition that I am
reasoning with theists only. The whole question is irrelevant on the principles of Pantheism or
Atheism, or, to put the case more distinctly, on such principles there is no greater difficulty in
supposing that nature has evolved evil beings superior to men in their faculties and powers in
some other part of the universe, than that it has evolved evil men, who are gifted with high forms
of intelligence in this; or even that such beings should be capable of interfering in human affairs.
If Pantheism or Atheism is a correct account of the facts of the universe, it is impossible to say
what kind of beings nature may have evolved in the past, or may evolve in the future from her
prolific womb.

But if it is once conceded that a personal God exists, who is the moral Governor of the Universe,
the affirmation that the existence of such beings is inconsistent with his attributes, is only
another form of asserting that the existence of moral evil is incompatible with them. The ground
of its existence has been a problem, into which the human mind has striven to penetrate from the
earliest dawn of thought, without ever approaching to its solution; but into this question it is
useless to enter. In the present argument we are dealing with facts, and the existence of
aggravated forms of moral evil in the universe is a fact. If there be a God, it must be consistent
with his attributes. The real difficulty lies in its existence at all in the universe of a God who is all-
powerful and good.

But since it does exist, the existence of a being like Satan is a mere question of degree. It is an
unquestionable fact, whether we can explain it or not, that many men of the worst moral
principles have been gifted with the highest intellectual powers, and have been placed in
positions in society which have enabled them to inflict the greatest evil on others. History is full
of such cases. The most extreme forms of human corruption have been not inaptly designated as
“Satanic.” If therefore under the moral government of God it is a fact that such forms of human
wickedness exist; and if it is supposable, that there are other rational beings in the universe
endowed with higher powers than man, how can it be inconceivable that they may differ in moral
character, precisely in the same way as men do; and that some may be eminently virtuous, and
others fearfully corrupt? It is clear that the difficulty centres in the existence of moral evil in the
universe of a God who is possessed of almighty power, and perfect holiness and goodness. Why
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has He permitted it? Is its existence a necessary condition of the creation of a free moral agent?
If so, might not the amount of it have been greatly diminished? The utmost light that reason can
throw on these questions consists of a few very imperfect glimmerings. The fact is undeniable,
that a large mass of moral evil exists, and in very fearful forms. If there be a Creator of the
universe, it is plain that the present state of things must be consistent with his attributes. The
only mode of escaping from this difficulty is by taking refuge in the vastly greater ones of
pantheism or atheism.

Many theists, pressed by these difficulties, have attempted to evade them by endeavouring to
reduce the amount of moral evil in the universe, the existence of which they cannot deny, to
indefinitely small proportions, and then affirming that it will be ultimately swallowed up in the
ocean of universal good. But the mere diminishing of its amount by no means solves the difficulty.
The real question is, how has it come even into temporary existence? But there is also a still more
grave objection to this course of reasoning. It renders it necessary that we should close our eyes
to the most obvious facts. So far is it from being the case that the amount of moral evil in the
world is small, that it is very large. This fact is indisputable. The whole course of history tells us
that it has existed in all past ages and in very aggravated forms. To try to get rid of the difficulty
in this manner is simply to close our eyes, and refuse to see it.

But not only does moral, but physical evil exist. This is another unquestionable fact, and its
existence bears directly on my argument. Many and vain have been the attempts to explain it
away. It has been affirmed that pain after all is no such great matter. I strongly suspect that
those who have asserted this, have experienced but little of it. It is true that it may ultimately
result in good under God's government, but taken by itself, it is undeniably an evil. Do not
frightful sufferings abound? Do not most painful diseases afflict our frames? Is it not possible to
suffer terribly from causes quite independent of our own conduct? Is not a great earthquake a
terrible calamity to those who suffer from its effects, although it may be attended with beneficial
results to those who do not? Pains may be said to be useful warnings; but surely the warning
might have been given without the extremity of the suffering. They are also affirmed to be the
penalties of ignorance, and this may be partially true: but the ignorance is in a vast majority of
cases unavoidable. It is a simple fact, that a great amount of physical suffering exists, the reason
of which we are wholly unable to explain.

But further: moral evil propagates itself, and inflicts calamities on those who are not implicated
in its guilt. Is it not true that men have existed both in the ancient and modern world, whose
actions have inflicted the greatest evils on mankind for generation after generation? Can any one
doubt that descendants suffer for the sins of remote ancestors, and children for those of their
parents? Facts are facts, and they will not become less so by our refusing to look at them. The
evil wrought by such a man as Philip II. of Spain, is a fact, and it has extended its baneful
influence to our own times. Is not a large portion of the evils under which France has groaned,
traceable to the misdeeds of two of her sovereigns? These were quietly sleeping in their graves,
when the evils they had occasioned burst on the head of their guiltless successor. But it is
needless to quote examples. History is one long succession of them. Whether we like it or not, the
old saying is an accurate account of the moral order of the universe as it exists, “Visiting the sins
of the fathers on the children unto the third and fourth generation of them that hate me, and
showing mercy unto thousands of them that love me, and keep my commandments.” These are
facts which the theist equally with the Christian must face, for they exist in the universe of that
God, in whose moral perfections both believe. I repeat, therefore, that the only way of escaping
from them is by rushing into the far greater difficulties of pantheism or atheism.

These reasonings might be indefinitely extended. The result which follows from them is clear,
that if we attempt to reason from abstract principles to the constitution of a universe, we shall
produce one utterly unlike that which actually exists. It follows, that as they cannot account for
the facts of the universe, as they come under our observation, they are unsafe guides on all
similar questions. Consequently they are unable to show that the existence of evil beings
possessed of superhuman powers, is inconsistent with the perfections of God.

Nor is there any greater force in the objection, that if such beings exist at all, it is inconsistent
with our conceptions of the divine government, that they should be allowed to interfere in the
affairs of men. I reply, that it is equally inconceivable, that God should have allowed a man, to
whom he has imparted the greatest mental endowments, and whom he has placed in an elevated
position in society, who lived centuries ago, to exert an evil influence on the present generation.
The difficulty that a powerful influence for evil can be exerted by men on those who have never
seen them, and of whose existence they have never heard, is just as great as the one under
consideration. Yet it is one of the most undeniable of facts, that men do exert the most powerful
influence on one another, and that such influence can be exerted by generations long since
passed away on those who live ages afterwards; and that it can be exerted unconsciously.

I am far from wishing to deny, that the difficulty is a real one. On the contrary, I fully admit it;
and that it is one which our present faculties are unable to explain. But it is one which is not
peculiar to Christianity, nor has it originated in it. The interference of superhuman beings in
human affairs for the purposes of evil, would be only another form of the same difficulty.

Precisely similar reasonings to those which have been employed to prove that the existence of a
being like Satan is impossible, when they are applied to other subjects, bring us into direct
collision with realities. There can be no doubt, that if the constitution of the universe had been
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placed in our hands, its phenomena would have been very different. But our function is a far
humbler one. It is not to erect a universe according to our conceptions of what is best, but to
learn the order of that in which we live, and to accept facts on sufficient evidence, however
strongly they may conflict with abstract theories.

I now proceed to consider the real difficulty connected with this subject, and which has been very
strongly urged by the author of “Supernatural Religion.” It is this. “If it is conceivable that beings
exist who possess superhuman knowledge and power; and that they are capable of interfering as
the New Testament affirms, in the affairs of men, how can the performance of a miracle be the
guarantee of a divine commission? May not inferior agents, who possess superhuman knowledge
and power, be able to produce results which would to all outward appearance be miraculous?
Might not an evil being, who was possessed of the highest intelligence like Satan, perform such
actions as would be equivalent to miracles, for the purpose of authenticating falsehoods? All that
such actions prove is the presence of superhuman knowledge and power; but they would leave it
quite uncertain whether the power was divine or Satanic.” Such is the objection, and it demands
an adequate solution.

I reply, that if we view the question merely as an abstract one, it is quite possible, if a
superhuman being of high intelligence is permitted to interfere in the affairs of men, that he
should be able to perform actions which might have all the appearance of being supernatural.
Such results might be even brought about by a superior acquaintance with the existing forces of
nature, and by a successful combination of them, without the introduction of any new force
whatever. For such results we need not invoke the aid of a supernatural being. They have been
frequently effected by a superior human intelligence acting on an inferior one. We all know how
Columbus used his superior knowledge of astronomy, to predict an eclipse, and the ignorant
natives of America mistook this as denoting the presence of a superhuman being. Such results
may be always produced, when superior knowledge acts on ignorance; and such is the origin of
no inconsiderable number of impositions which have been practised on mankind. It is therefore
quite conceivable, as an abstract question, that as men who possess a very superior intelligence,
are capable of producing results which to an inferior intelligence would have the appearance of
being supernatural, without really being so, in the same manner, if Satan is supposed to possess
an intelligence greater than that of the wisest of mankind, and if his interference in human affairs
is permitted, he may be able to perform actions which would have the appearance of being
supernatural, by a skilful use of the existing forces of nature.

But to such power there must be a limit. There are certain results which plainly lie beyond the
power of any mere combination of the forces of nature to produce. Of these, many of the miracles
recorded in the Gospels are instances, such as the cure of blind or leprous men by no other
visible instrumentality than a word or a touch. Actions of this kind differ wholly in character from
those which we are now considering. If a miracle was a more objective fact taking place in
external nature, and nothing more, it might be open to question whether its performance was
owing to supernatural agency, or to some combination of known or unknown forces. But the
miracles with which we are concerned in this controversy, involve a great deal more than more
objective facts in material nature.

But assuming, as I cannot help doing in an argument like the present, the existence of a God, who
is the Creator and Governor of the universe, the question is not a mere abstract one, what a
Being like Satan, if he is supposed to exist, might be capable of doing; but it becomes entirely one
of permitted agency. It is plain, that if there is a God, every being in the universe, however
powerful or intelligent, can only act within a certain definite sphere of operation, which the
Governor of the universe has assigned to him. Within what limits then is he allowed act? Are
subordinate agents permitted to interfere with the material forces of external nature? and if so,
within what bounds? Can they wander over the universe at their mere will and pleasure, and
interfere with its operations? How far is their interference permitted in the moral and spiritual
worlds? The question before as is even reduced to one of far narrower limits. Our only direct
knowledge of the existence of such an agency is derived from Revelation. The real point therefore
which concerns us is, to what extent is such permitted agency affirmed in the New Testament. Do
the Satanic interventions there described interfere with divine miracles as attestations of a divine
commission? We have nothing whatever to do with abstract propositions or with what Rabbinical
writers may have affirmed on this subject, but with the assertions of the New Testament alone.

If there is a God, it is certain that the present order of nature must be a manifestation of His will.
So must be the energy of its forces in conformity with invariable law. Whatever power He has
delegated to subordinate agents, must form a portion of this universal order, and be exercised in
conformity with the divine purposes. It is inconceivable that subordinate agents can be allowed to
break in upon it at their will and pleasure, for the general permanence of its order forms an
essential condition for the exercise of moral agency. If they are allowed to do so, it must be only
within clear and definite limits, which ultimately effectuate the purposes of the Creator. Such is
the nature of the power which man can exert over material nature. It can only modify results, by
giving a new direction to its forces. In the case of man this power is limited to the world in which
he lives. In a similar manner, if beings superior to him in power and intelligence exist, their
interference must be subject to definite limitations. Such is the uniform affirmation of the writers
of the New Testament. Even if we take their language in the most literal sense, the supernatural
interventions which they attribute to Satan, are confined to a very definite order of phenomena.
In one word, the sacred writers have described Satanic intervention as limited to the world of
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mind; and as capable, through its action on the mind, of producing certain results on the bodily
organization. To this there is one exception, the apparent ascription of a few diseases to Satanic
agency. This I shall consider hereafter.

It is a remarkable fact, and one worthy of particular attention, that the supernatural action
attributed to Satan in the New Testament, with the exception above referred to, is a mental one.
It is through the action on men's minds alone, that demoniacal agency produces any results on
their bodily frame. No direct action on the material forces of nature is ever attributed to it. We
find nothing in the smallest degree resembling the act of a demon overturning a pitcher of water.
The kind of influence attributed to Satan is of a similar character, though much higher in degree,
to that which one man can exert over another. One man of superior mental power is capable of
exerting an influence over a weaker mind to such a degree, as almost to enthral it. We call this a
species of fascination. In the New Testament the similar but mightier Satanic influence is
Possession. One mind, by getting a powerful hold on another, can exert an influence on the body,
as in mesmerism. The Satanic influence exerted in possession is only a more powerful one.

It is certain that the extent to which one human mind can act on another is bounded by no
narrow limits; what is more, it is one which is frequently exerted for evil. It is evidently within the
purposes of the Creator to permit this. Why it is allowed to the extent to which it is, is beyond our
powers to discover. But the wide extent to which it not only can be, but actually is exerted, is a
fact that cannot be denied. It is also an influence that can be exerted secretly. The difference
between this power and that which is supposed to be attributed to Satan in the New Testament is
far more one of degree than of kind; and the latter is one which is bounded by clear and definite
limits. Between a Satanic possession and a miracle performed by Jesus the distinction is
unmistakable.

It follows from the foregoing considerations, that the Satanic supernaturalism, which we have to
consider, as far as if stands in opposition to the miracles of God, is reduced to very narrow limits.
It consists almost exclusively of possession and its phenomena. No other kind of action bearing
even a remote analogy to a miracle, with the single exception of the history of the temptation, is
anywhere attributed to Satan in the New Testament.

In estimating the evidential character of miracles, it has been a far too common practice with
those who deny the historical character of the Gospels, to keep out of view their moral aspect as
an important portion of their evidential value. It has been affirmed that a miracle must be
estimated as an act of power quite apart from its moral impress. The author before me even goes
the length of supposing, that, if Satan is as cunning as he is represented in the New Testament,
he may even turn himself into an angel of light and perform works bearing the impress of
holiness for the purpose of furthering the interests of the kingdom of lies.

Such an idea receives no countenance from anything which is affirmed by St. Paul. The passage
in which allusion is made to Satan transforming himself into an angel of light is as follows: “For
such are false apostles, deceitful workers, transforming themselves into the apostles of Christ.
And no marvel, for Satan himself is transformed into an angel of light. Therefore it is no great
thing if his ministers should be transformed as the ministers of righteousness.” It is quite clear
that nothing was further from the Apostle's mind than the idea of Satanic miracles bearing the
impress of holiness as wrought in support of the kingdom of falsehood. He is simply speaking of
Judaizing teachers, who claimed the support of apostolical authority, for the purpose of
disseminating their unchristian views.

The idea is absurd and ridiculous, but we know that it occurred to the opponents of our Lord,
who charged him with working miracles by Satanic agency. The special instance in which they
made this charge was that of his supposed expulsion of demons. Our Lord met it by the decisive
argument, “How can Satan cast out Satan? If Satan be divided against himself, how shall his
kingdom stand?” In a word, he appealed to the moral aspect of his miracles as a convincing proof
that their accusation could only have been instigated by deliberate malice.

The same objection was doubtless urged against his other miracles, although it is nowhere stated
in express terms in the Gospels. But whatever absurd beliefs may have been entertained by the
learned Rabbis, they were easily met by the common sense of the people. “We know,” said the
Rabbis, “that this man is a sinner.” “How can a man that is a sinner perform such miracles?” is
the reply. “Whether he be a sinner, I know not, but one thing I know, that whereas I was blind,
now I see.” “Can a devil open the eyes of the blind?” It is evident that the difficulties suggested
by the author of “Supernatural Religion” as to the evidential value of miracles being nullified by
the views which prevailed respecting demoniacal action were not appreciated when the fourth
Gospel was composed, although according to this theory they ought to have been at that time in
full force. But apart from the peculiar character ascribed to Satanic supernaturalism in the New
Testament, the entire idea that there could have been any danger of confounding Satanic
miracles with the miracles of God, rests on the fallacy of confounding a mere objective fact with
an action of a moral agent. A miracle does not consist merely in the outward event, which is
caused by him, but in the occurrence united with the character and purpose of the agent. The
actions of holy beings must bear the impress of their holiness; those of evil ones, of the contrary.
If, therefore, evil moral agents are capable of performing actions which are analogous to
miracles, they cannot fail to be stamped with the evil of their characters. Such would always form
a discriminating mark between Divine and Satanic miracles, even on the supposition that the
latter are possible.
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This precisely represents the case as it stands in the New Testament. All the miracles alleged to
have been wrought by God, bear a definite impress of character and purpose. The
supernaturalism ascribed to Satan is no less definitely marked. The one clearly comes from
above. The indications that the other, if real, must have come from below, are equally distinct.
The moral impress which the two series of events bear, is fully sufficient to discriminate the one
from the other.

The attempt to distinguish between the miraculous act and its moral environment, is absurd. It
has been affirmed that one miraculous act is as good as another, quite apart from the
circumstances with which they are attended. Such a principle would destroy the distinction
between a highly meritorious act and the foulest crime. A, for example, has killed B. The outward
act may be the same; but the accompanying circumstances make all the distinction between a
justifiable homicide, and a most atrocious murder. It is ridiculous to affirm that principles which
are legitimate in common life become invalid only when they are applied to the evidences of
Christianity. Why, in the name of common sense, may not one miracle be as clearly
distinguishable from another by its moral environment, as an event in ordinary life is similarly
distinguished? The affirmation, therefore, that the supposition of the possibility of Satanic
miracles must invalidate the miracles of God is absurd.

Our Lord, therefore, was right in appealing to the character of his works as affording a
conclusive proof of the source whence they originated, and in contrasting them with the species
of supernaturalism which was popularly attributed to Satan. “How can Satan cast out Satan? If I
do not the works of my Father, believe me not; but if I do, though ye believe not me, believe the
works, that ye may see and believe that the Father is in me and I in Him.”

This is conclusive reasoning. It is only possible to darken the question by treating it as one of
bare possibilities, as to what kind of actions a being like Satan might be capable of performing, if
he is allowed to interfere with the arrangements of the universe at his pleasure. Such a
supposition is foreign to the question at issue, which is whether the supernaturalism which the
New Testament is supposed to attribute to him can interfere with the evidential value of the
miracles wrought by Jesus. My reply is, Examine and compare the two. When this has been done,
no doubt can remain on any reasonable mind that the latter, if real, are from above; and the
former from below. The affirmation therefore that if Satanic miracles, such as possession, are
possible, it invalidates the evidence of those wrought by God in attestation of the truth of a divine
commission is disproved.

Equally invalid is the objection against a miraculous attestation to a divine commission, on the
ground that such testimony can be easily imitated. I reply, that the great mass of the miracles
recorded in the New Testament do not easily admit of a fraudulent imitation. I by no means deny
that the art of legerdemain is capable of producing results which to an ignorant observer have
the appearance of being supernatural. But this class of actions bears not the smallest analogy to
the miracles recorded in the New Testament. No art of legerdemain can persuade a man who has
been for many years blind to believe that he has recovered his sight, and enable him to act
accordingly.

But it has been argued; if God is the moral Governor of the universe, is He not bound to prevent a
being like Satan from acting for the purposes of evil in the affairs of men? This question may be
best answered by asking another. Is He not equally bound to hinder evil men from exerting such
terrible influences on others, even long after they are dead? Is He not bound to hinder the
possibility of the bringing up of children by their parents in various forms of vice, so as to render
them in after life, more wicked than themselves? Yet it is an indubitable fact that such an
influence is exerted under the moral government of God. Human life abounds with such cases,
which bear a close analogy to Satanic action exerted in the affairs of men. When we can fully
fathom the reason for the permission of the one, we shall have made considerable progress in
understanding those of the other. The case may be simply stated. There are difficulties in the
moral government of the universe, into the grounds of which we cannot penetrate. These press
equally on every form of theism. The Satanic supernaturalism described in the New Testament
presents a precisely analogous difficulty. This therefore can form no reason why one who believes
that God is the moral Governor of the universe, as it now exists, should reject Christianity
because the difficulties are of a similar order, and press equally on both. The only escape from
them, as I have already said, is the inevitable position assumed by atheism, or pantheism, and the
dreary prospect which they afford to the aspirations of the human mind.

Chapter XI. Possession: Is The Theory That It Was
Madness Subversive Of The Historical Value Of The
Gospels Or Inconsistent With The Veracity Of Christ?
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There can be no doubt that the subject of possession is attended with real difficulties, whichever
view we may take of its actual character.

The symptoms which are alleged to have accompanied it present many of the usual phenomena of
madness. No possession is believed to take place now, but such phenomena are attributed to
causes purely natural. The supposed possessions therefore which are mentioned in the New
Testament or in other ancient writings are said to be due only to ignorance of natural causes.
Many very eminent defenders of Christianity have been so deeply impressed by these and other
reasons that they have admitted that possession is only a form of madness, and that the language
respecting it in the New Testament is based on the current ideas of the day.

It is desirable that the difficulty should be put in the strongest light. I will therefore state it in the
words of the author of “Supernatural Religion.” “It would be an insult to the understanding of
those who are considering this question, to pause here to prove that the historical books of the
New Testament, speak in the clearest and most unmistakable terms of actual demoniacal
possession.” Now what has become of this theory of disease? The Archbishop of Dublin is
probably the only one who asserts the reality of demoniacal possession formerly, and in the
present day; and in this way we must say that he is consistent. Dean Milman, on the other hand,
who spoke with the enlightenment of the 19th century, “has no scruple in averring his opinion on
the subject of demoniacal possession to be that of Joseph Mede, Lardner, Dr. Mead, Paley, and all
the learned modern writers. It was a kind of insanity, and nothing is more probable than that
lunacy would take the turn, and speak the language of the prevailing superstition of the times.”
The Dean, as well as “all the learned modern writers” to whom he refers, felt the difficulty, but in
seeking to evade it, they sacrifice the Gospels. They overlook the fact, that the writers of these
narratives, not only themselves adopt “the prevailing superstition of the times,” but represent
Jesus as doing so with equal completeness. There is no possibility, for instance, of evading such
statements as those in the miracle of the country of the Gadarenes, where the objectivity of the
demons is so fully recognised, that on being cast out of the man, they are represented as
requesting to be allowed to go into the herd of swine, and being permitted by Jesus to do so, the
entry of the demons into the swine is at once signalised by the herd running violently down the
cliff into the lake and being drowned. (p. 131.) The author might have strengthened his case, as
far as modern authorities are concerned, by drawing attention to the fact, that even Dr. Farrar,
who seems to maintain the objective reality of demoniacal possessions in his recently published
“Life of Christ,” admits that in the statement that the demons locally passed from the man into
the swine, some inaccuracy has crept into the narrative of the Evangelists.

It will be at once seen that the all-important point in this objection is the apparent acceptance by
our Lord of demoniacal possession, as being a correct account of an objective fact. I fully agree
with this writer, that those who affirm that it was madness and nothing else are bound, when
they propose this solution of the difficulty, to point out distinctly how it affects the question of
our Lord's veracity, and the historical character of the Gospels.

In approaching this question, let me at once observe that while I entertain a definite opinion as to
the nature of the inspiration of the New Testament derived not from a priori assumptions, but
from a careful study of its facts and phenomena, yet the question at issue is not what is the
nature or the extent of the inspiration, but the reality of the supernatural events recorded in the
Gospels. This issue is one which is purely historical, and therefore I have simply to examine it on
historical grounds, and not to defend any particular theory of inspiration. Our business is first to
ascertain what are the facts of the New Testament which are supported by historical evidence;
when we have ascertained these, we shall be in a position to propound a theory of inspiration in
accordance with the facts and assertions; still, however, it will be necessary to find out how a
certain state of the facts will affect the character which the Gospels attribute to our Lord.

The following facts are plain on the surface of the Gospels. First, that the followers of our Lord
believed that the demoniacal possessions there recorded were objective facts, and not mere
forms of disease.

Secondly, that our Lord himself, if the words attributed to Him are correctly reported, used
language which seems to imply that He shared in this belief.

Thirdly, that in a particular instance, not only do the Evangelists affirm that our Lord addressed a
demoniac, but also the demons who possessed him, and that He permitted their departure into a
herd of swine, thereby apparently confirming the objective reality of the possession.

The question is a far more serious one, as it affects our Lord, than those on whose reports the
statements of the Gospels are founded. He is represented as being a divine person, and as
possessed in His human nature, not of infinite but of superhuman knowledge. His apparent
sanction of an errone