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Introduction

Bishop Butler was one of the greatest of the classical Anglican divines. Hooker was more
important historically, Berkeley the greater philosopher, Paley more influential in education,
but it is as true today as it was on June 16, 1752, the day Butler died and the day on which
he is now commemorated in the Prayer Book, that to learn to think theologically one must
apply oneself to the works of Bishop Butler. The value of Butler studies as an exercise is independent of one’s religious persuasion, provided only the reader is willing to follow the
instructions Butler gives in the preface to his Rolls sermons: the reader must be willing to be
engrossed by the text, be determined to persevere in the face of difficulty even to the point of
obscurity, and be capable of drawing conclusions independently, having been presented with
only some observations on human nature and on the nature of the world in which we live.
The attitude commended here is illustrated by an anecdote told by Gandhi. During
his early years in South Africa, Gandhi read about eighty books urged on him by missionaries. He remained unconverted, of course, but tells us in his autobiography of his experience
with Butler:
Butler’s Analogy struck me to be a very profound and difficult book, which should be read
four or five times to be understood properly. It seemed to me to be written with a view to
converting atheists to theism. The arguments advanced in it regarding the existence of
God were unnecessary for me, as I had then passed the stage of unbelief, but the arguments
in proof of Jesus being the only incarnation of God and the Mediator between God and
man left me unmoved.1

Others, equally intense in their studies, experienced a different outcome. James Barry
is perhaps the most graphic illustration. Barry says of his huge painting, Elysium and Tartarus
or the State of Final Retribution:
Just above the archangel with the balance which dips toward Tartarus stands a smaller angel
discoursing on the analogy between religion and nature to the early Christian theologian

1
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Origen and to Pascal and Bishop Butler, who clutches his Analogy of Religion, a book which
Edmund Burke had given to the artist shortly after his return from Italy in a successful
effort to shore up a weakening belief in revealed religion.2

This diversity of outcomes should not surprise us, Butler loved and respected truth
and his readers. He loved truth enough not to be ashamed to learn from anyone, and
respected his readers to the point of expecting them to think for themselves. Butler’s method
was entirely philosophical, not in the academic sense, but in the pastoral sense; his aim was
to entice or allure the reader, but never to coerce or manipulate.
At the heart of Butler’s work is the great platonic vision, not only of the tripartite soul
with reason governing the passions, but even more of the grand analogy of the soul to the
city. The analogy is now extended to the whole world, with God the supreme governor and
we humans, as subjects of God’s providential rule and as appropriate to our probationary
state, so many petty monarchies with conscience or reflection supreme in authority if sometimes defeated by sheer force of passion or the machinations of self-deception.
Butler’s work is not just a footnote to Plato, that is merely the safest general characterization of it. Butler draws on other sources ancient (Aristotle, the Stoics, Cicero) and modern
(the Cambridge Platonists, Locke, Shaftesbury). What is new in Butler is that he takes
Shaftesbury’s notion of moral sense (reflection) and inserts it, as conscience, in the platonic
hierarchy. He also rejects, following the Cambridge Platonists and the Latitudinarians, some
traditional dichotomies such as the opposition of reason and passion and the competition of
self-love and benevolence. His vision of human nature, which he sees as a divine creation, is
more optimistic than most, but he sees us as living in a world that was, long ago, ruined. In
all this he calls on Christian stoicism and the slogan that we should live “according to
nature,” but what Butler means by nature is the distinctively human nature.
Butler’s aim is to use the circumstantial, cumulative, probable, but ultimately compelling logic of the ancients in accord with the most modern reflection to challenge all forms
of cynicism, egoism, deism, and atheism. He, like Socrates, wants to leave his opponents disarmed, disconcerted, confused, and therefore receptive to whatever help they can get from
nature and nature’s God. Using constancy of tone as much as forensic logic, Butler confronted the cocksure, the despisers of religion, cultured or not. Much of what we find in Butler can, today, only be described as quaint, but what remains, and what matters, is “Bishop
Butler’s feeling for the mystery surrounding human life.”3
Throughout, Butler bases his position on a theory of the passions. The passions were,
by the eighteenth century, the longest running theme in philosophy, beginning with Plato,
continuing through all the great names such as Thomas Aquinas, and on to Descartes, and,
in Butler’s day, Francis Hutcheson and other followers of Shaftesbury. Hume continued the
tradition, but now the passions are part of an image discarded. There has been a shift in the
prevailing paradigm.4 But, again, what remains of the sermons are some provocative arguments and some compelling images, as Matthew Arnold showed in his early sonnet, “Written in Butler’s Sermons.”5
Affections, Instincts, Principles, and Powers,
Impulse and Reason, Freedom and Control—
So men, unraveling God’s harmonious whole,
Rend in a thousand shreds this life of ours.

White.qxd

7/12/2006

7:39 PM

Page 3

Introduction

3

Vain labour! Deep and broad, where none may see,
Spring the foundations of that shadowy throne
Where man’s one nature, queen-like, sits alone,
Centered in a majestic unity;
And rays her powers, like sister islands, seen
Linking their coral arms under the sea:
Or cluster’d peaks, with plunging gulfs between
Spann’d by aerial arches, all of gold;
Whereo’er the chariot wheels of Life are roll’d
In cloudy circles, to eternity.

Likewise, some elements of the Analogy of Religion are now out of fashion. The major points,
however, survive, if only in a dormant state. Because there are so many variations on Butler’s
themes, because he is nondogmatic, and because he insists on drawing one’s own conclusions
and maintaining integrity of interpretation in the conduct of one’s life, Butler may be
counted as a pioneer of the postmodern.
Butler understood this world as a probationary state. His vision is a modification of
Plato, but also a modification of the Biblical view. Contrary to the impression many Bible
readers get, the rewards and punishments used by God in the government of the world are
not arbitrary acts but are natural, being dispensed by the system of nature, which itself is
God’s creation. As Butler platonizes the Bible, so he Christianizes Plato; the dispensation of
this world is a progressive one. It is the system of this world through the mediation of
Christ that brings us to realization of our nature as humans and individuals. Butler makes
the trial not only moral but also intellectual. So, submission to the will of God (Butler’s
definition of religion) is not only obedience to one’s conscience but also obedience to the
evidence, empirical facts, in the formulation of opinion and the determination of action.
Only full submission to empirical reason and its attendant risks is sufficient for full submission to the divine will.
The probationary view of the Analogy is also closely linked to the theory of moral
growth in the Sermons. That is, when one wholeheartedly accepts this world as probationary,
as a test of one’s character, and then conducts one’s life accordingly, the test becomes more
than a judgment about a prior state: participation in the test in the lived-world contributes
to making it the case that one is a better person and that things are in reality as the probationary theory claims they are in theory.
Butler guides us on the middle course between dogmatic authority (superstition) on
the one side and idiosyncratic individualism (enthusiasm) on the other. He sees the small,
voluntary association as the cement of society, and advocates for a highly integrated view of
human life in this world and, so far as we have any right to presume what we do not know,
on to the future life.
Perhaps Butler’s single greatest contribution to philosophy is that he gladly took the
big, essential, questions of what life is all about and how we are to live, refused ever to go
beyond the common evidence in his speculations, which is to say, refused to speculate, and
even in recounting the evidence preferred a disjointed and rag-tag account to one that tailored the facts to fit a preconceived program. A recent textbook contains what may be the
best and most succinct description of what Butler was about. “For Butler, there is no need for
an irrational leap to belief in God, the afterlife, and the good life now, to which God calls us
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to through conscience. The broadly theistic philosophy is justified through reflection on
nature, both our own nature and creation at large.”6
None of Butler’s works were written for academic reasons; they were written either to
discharge his duties as a priest in the Church of England or in an attempt to advance his
career. Their aim is neither to inform nor to persuade but to convert, to convert from the dissolute life, that so often leads to ruin, to the life of virtue and piety, that—and of course this
is the case he has to make—will bring us the greatest goodness and happiness that is possible
for humans.
Butler studies aim to determine the extent and the shape of the difference Butler
made and to illuminate why he made that difference. The sources Butler used or seems to
have used, what was going on around him while he lived, the texts he produced (in the original and in schematized form presented here), the whole range of readers who came in touch
with Butler and his works, and what their reception was are all relevant to this study.
Joseph Butler was born in Wantage, the birthplace of King Alfred, in 1692. The
house in which it is said he was born is currently a private residence, but is sometimes
shown. Butler’s first specific preparation for his career in divinity was to become a student
in a Dissenting Academy kept at Tewkesbury by Samuel Jones. Elements of the room in
which he was instructed may still be seen. He sent letters to Samuel Clarke regarding a
proof of God’s existence Clarke had presented in his Boyle lectures (1704–5). The exchange
continued, and Clarke was so impressed that he included Butler’s letters with his replies in
the next edition of his works (1716). The letters were sent anonymously, and we cannot be
sure when Clarke first found out who Butler was, but he certainly knew by the time Butler
had enrolled at Oriel College, Oxford, and engaged in some more correspondence. It is in
these latter letters that Butler complains about how terrible Oxford University is and how
he is not learning anything. He considered transferring to Cambridge, but did not want to
have to repeat any credits, so he decided to finish at Oxford. Of course, to pursue a career in
divinity at Oxford or Cambridge, Butler had to conform to the Church of England. His
family is said to have been Presbyterian, but that designation does not tell us much about
what his early life was like.
During his years at Oriel College, Butler linked his fortunes to the Talbot family.
With the help of Clarke and Bishop Talbot, the father of one of his college friends, Butler
landed an excellent first job, preacher at the Rolls Chapel in London. This was in the legal
district of London on the estate of the Master of the Rolls, a senior judge of England. The
office of the Master of the Rolls still exists, but the chapel was pulled down a century ago
amid great controversy. Visitors to King’s College in London can still see some glass that was
saved from the chapel. Most of the sermons Butler preached during his tenure at the Rolls
have been lost, but he did publish fifteen of them, appropriately titled, Fifteen Sermons
Preached at the Rolls Chapel. There are no records of what Butler was like as a preacher, but we
are told a large number of legal documents (the rolls) were stored in the chapel where he conducted services. The main reason we know so little of Butler other than what we can get
from his published works is that his will included a provision that his sermons, letters, and
paper, “be burnt without being read by anyone.”7
Butler tells us not to try to figure out why he picked the sermons he did or why they
are in the particular order in which they were published. We can only wonder why he tells us
not to do something few people would have thought of doing were it not prohibited. Taking
the Rolls job and getting the sermons published was the second big step in Butler’s career.
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The sermons caught the attention of David Hume, who included Butler on his list of the
founders of modern moral philosophy.8
When Butler’s major treatise appeared in print ten years after the sermons, the sermons came to be considered merely illustrations of the Analogy. Coleridge was one of the first
to try to reverse this tendency,9 but even as recently as the 1920s there were complaints
about the sermons not being attended to sufficiently.10 Several of the sermons are now
included in the standard course in ethical theory at many universities. Indeed, of all the English sermons published at any time, Butler’s are the only ones routinely studied in secular
classes in moral philosophy.
Still, serious complaints by important scholars have gone unheeded by other scholars,
students, and the general reading public. For example, few people today even look at the
thirteenth and fourteenth sermons “Upon the Love of God.”11 Yet the point is of the highest
importance from a purely practical point of view. Our desires are forever frustrated because
we live in a ruined world and have in our nature a need so deep that the ordinary objects of
desire cannot satisfy it. The principle of submission to God, when added to the principles of
self-love, benevolence, and conscience, leads us beyond the objects of the particular passions
to an object, God, who alone can satisfy and give us happiness. It is essential to understand
that the love of God is an autonomous principle and not merely an instrument for the satisfaction of self-love or any other principle. A thing is what it is and not another thing. If the
autonomous principles are usually in harmony, then there is no need to try to resolve conflicts among them. When our will is lost and given up to God it is neither in conflict with
self-love nor an instrument of self-love. Happiness is the aim of human life, and happiness
requires living in accord with nature, so submission to the will of God both provides intrinsic value from the satisfaction of an autonomous principle and serves to give integrity to the
vision of the coincidence of all the autonomous principles when we try to use them to guide
the conduct of life. This clarification, which says no more than that what is best for you is to
love God and your neighbor with all your heart, allows Butler’s ethical and religious philosophy to cohere, and its neglect is therefore something of a puzzle.
By the time the first edition of the Rolls sermons appeared, Butler had moved north
to become rector of Stanhope. The old rectory is long gone, and the parish church of St.
Thomas has many alterations to the interior, but what is now the parish hall building follows
the design of Butler’s rectory. Little is known of how Butler wrote his most famous work, The
Analogy of Religion, Natural and Revealed, to the Constitution and Course of Nature during this
period. No manuscripts survive, and there is no record of what books he had access to or even
exactly when he wrote the treatise. There is an old story, which must be true to some degree,
that he reworked material from sermons not used in the Fifteen Sermons. The Analogy contains
an appendix, “Of the Nature of Virtue,” that somewhat modifies the ethical doctrine of the
sermons. There is most overlap on the topic of human ignorance. Ignorance is crucial for
Butler because he is trying to evaluate the same evidence that has been available to everyone
for a long time. His point is that when we look at that evidence as it comes to us in real life,
we see it is in the nature of a cumulative case, that all that matters is its consequences for
practice and that all the evidence must be judged against a background admission that we
are still in deepest ignorance about important aspects of the universe, and especially of the
consequences of our own actions.
Butler’s friend at Oriel, Edward Talbot, had died young, but Butler was brought back
to London when he became chaplain to Edward’s brother, who was by then Chancellor of the
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Exchequer. Queen Caroline carried on in England what was unusual there but more common
back in Hanover, namely, a gathering of advanced male thinkers around a woman of prominence. Butler was included for a time in this group, his person and his work found favor with
the queen, and on her deathbed, she urged that Butler be made a bishop.
When Butler became bishop of Bristol, he took on a job that cost more in expenses
than it paid in income. He was therefore allowed to continue as rector of Stanhope until he
became dean of St. Paul’s, London, which provided him with a good income, much of which
he used in Bristol. Eighty years after Butler’s death, much of what he left in Bristol was
destroyed in the Reform Riots. There is now little to see in Bristol that is directly related to
Butler in his own time; the memorials came much later. What remains of the bishop’s body
is now under the floor of the Bristol Cathedral, near the high altar. The inscribed stone on
the floor is badly worn, so most visitors (nearly all) walk over Bishop Butler without being
aware they are doing so.
Philosophically, what is most important about the Bristol period is that Butler published six of the sermons he preached on public occasions. Two of these sermons were delivered to the House of Lords, of which he, as a bishop, was a member, and the other four were
given in London churches to solicit contributions for charities. Along with the charge to the
clergy at Durham, these sermons provide us with the main points of Butler’s views on institutional integrity. The sermons on human nature (Rolls sermons 1 through 3) do not make
clear how important formal institutions are for Butler’s understanding of how we ought to
live. He often distinguishes between our private and our public lives, but only in these later
sermons does he spell out how he sees such institutions as the various charities, hospitals,
missions, civil government, education, and church. The churches where these sermons were
delivered survive in some form or other, but there is nothing specific to Butler to see either
at them or at the other London sites (St. Paul’s, Hampton Court) where Butler worked.
What is best remembered from his time in Bristol, is, of course, Butler’s dealings with John
Wesley. We have nothing from Butler on their meeting, but an accurate version of Wesley’s
notes has become available,12 and the whole Bristol period is the subject of an excellent piece
of historical scholarship.13 The story that he declined elevation to the See of Canterbury is
now known to be doubtful.14
Josiah Tucker, the economist, was Butler’s chaplain at Bristol, and to him we owe one
of the best known anecdotes. We are told that it was Butler’s custom to walk for hours in his
garden in the dark of night, then suddenly stop and ask what security we have against the
insanity of individuals? Then he would ask whether whole communities and public bodies
might be seized with fits of insanity as well as individuals? “Nothing but this principle,” he
argued, “that they are liable to insanity, equally at least with private persons, can account for
the major part of those transactions, which we read in history.”15
Butler returned to the North Country, where he had lived years before as rector of
Stanhope, when be became bishop of Durham. At that time, the bishop of Durham was a
prince bishop with considerable political power. Butler died only shortly after getting to
Durham, but he is still remembered in the many references to him by later bishops of
Durham, and in the paintings and artifacts to be seen at Durham and at Bishop Auckland,
the official residence. The most recent bishop of Durham who was most influenced by Butler
and did the most to promote Butler studies was Ian Ramsey, whose life, like Butler’s, was
sadly cut short when there was still much to be done. David Brown (also at Durham) may be
singled out as a leader in the use of Butler’s method’s in theology today.16
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When Butler became ill, he was taken to Bath, where he died in 1752. The tar water
did not work any better for him than it did for his friend Bishop Berkeley. The building
where Butler died is marked, but it is some blocks from the main tourist area and can be difficult to find.
Some time after his death, Butler’s works began to be reprinted in the main Scottish
cities and were used extensively in theological and general education there. During the earlier nineteenth century, Butler’s Analogy was essential reading for any educated person in the
English-speaking world.17
The excitement about Butler eventually wound down and the Analogy became just
another “Christian Classic.” Sadly there were some Christian theologians who sought to
advance their own work by disparaging Butler’s. Such an attitude can only be based on an
imperfect understanding of what Butler is about.
In addition to the many moral philosophers who still draw on Butler’s work, mention
should also be made of Geoffrey Hill’s very important analysis of what Butler was trying to
do in his work.18 The linkage between Butler and the earlier English novelists, the ones
whose work began to appear in Butler’s own time, is now standard, but Hill has an extended
and original commentary on Butler in relation to George Eliot’s Middlemarch, especially
regarding the redemptive power of the faculty of sustained attention.
Of the many Oriel College connections with Butler, John Henry Newman is one who
attributes his defection from the Church of England for Rome to his following Butler’s logic
to its conclusion, and Richard Swinburne, while not publishing much specifically about
Butler, has acknowledged Butler’s importance in setting the standard for theology and philosophical apologetics for all Christians. One could argue such examples show Butler was no
mere parochial writer.
Even those who have seen the analogy between Butler and Pascal (before) and William
James (after) rarely achieve the full effect of Butler’s writing. We need constantly to bear in
mind that in his own time Butler was better known for his church work than his writing.
Butler has never been easy to read, and the purpose of this new edition is to see to it
that those who do invest the effort are paid the best possible dividend. The key words for
describing not just Butler but the whole Anglican tradition in theology and for seeing it as
continuous with the work of the primitive church are words like evince, indicate, induce, and
point, as well as reveal and disclose, Ian Ramsey’s favorites.
God’s self-revelation is in the work of creation (nature), in the history of Israel, and in
the person of Christ. The writers of scripture, or what became scripture, worked with the language of the oral tradition and the still living memory so much as they had access to it. For
this tradition, the experience of ritual life was more important than philosophical reflection or
literary composition. Those theological writers and church workers generally would need first
to have a disclosure experience and would as a result have the eye and ear, so to speak, to produce works that would seek to evince, indicate, induce, or point to the experience for others.
Borrowing a word from the language of architecture, Butler calls this the “effect” of his writing. Logically or rhetorically, the argument is a cumulative case based on analogies and probabilities, but the probabilities we end up acting on may, Butler says, be less than an even
chance. Butler, therefore, greatly expanded Pascal’s wager and showed there are many ways by
which one can come to see that the religious gamble is one worth taking. The point is not that
the calculation of probabilities is compelling here, but that even the most critical and skeptical persons can be enticed or allured by the sheer force of the cumulative case to the point

White.qxd

8

7/12/2006

7:39 PM

Page 8

Introduction

where they release their petty selves into wholehearted engrossment with the life of the
church, the body of Christ. Any fair reading of the sermons on human nature and on the love
of God should show this is what Butler is about.
Those who end up less interested in Butler (or Pascal and James) sometimes feel this is
all a matter of intellectualizing about religion rather than the living of the life of religion, of
being a Christian. Such attitudes result from imperfect attention to what Butler says. That
Butler never wrote anything as literature has already been stressed, but when we get into the
texts of Butler, we see that he consistently refers to religion as a practical matter, that is, as a
matter of practice as opposed to speculation. Butler rejected the philosophy of Descartes as
speculation, and one of his main themes, the only topic treated at length in the Rolls sermons and the Analogy, is human ignorance.
Butler, like the Cambridge Platonists before him, used the biblical phrase, “candle of
the Lord.”19 We have so few biographical records that we cannot say with any certainty what
Butler might have thought of his readers or even of the people in the pews listening to his
sermons. Certainly he had what is the Christian view generally that some such thing as the
candle of the Lord exists in each person. The light of this candle is often so difficult to see
that we may doubt it is there at all, but for the universalistic version of Christianity with
which Butler is associated and for the very concept of God as all-powerful and unable to fail,
it seems we need to act on probabilities and treat all others as so many refractions of the
divine. Even when this seems the lesser probability, it is worth acting on because by doing so
we may help to bring it about that it is so.
With this style of theology, the signs and symbols of the original writer must be preserved as much as possible. We can map which aspects of Butler’s writing appealed to at least
some of his early readers, but we also know that any change in the text can easily do more
harm than good; we are not transmitting mere cognitive meaning, if that at all, but rather
seeking to achieve “effect,” which in this case is a specific religious reaction of wholeheartedly adopting the life of virtue and piety within the Christian church as one’s own. The effect
one has may be incalculably diffuse, and one may be required to live faithfully a hidden life,
certainly Butler’s eventual effect has become maximally diffuse and for many he remains hidden, dead, and buried.
The web of Butler studies extends by fine lines in many directions. For example,
Robert D. Jacobs argues that Poe’s version of the Tucker anecdote helps us to understand
Poe’s use of such words as gradation and analogy, even though Jacobs dismisses Butler’s argument out of hand.20 When Emerson quotes from Butler in his Nature, published exactly 100
years after the Analogy, he gives no indication he is doing so. In the Spoon River Anthology, the
point about Seth Compton, the librarian, turns not only on knowing what Butler’s Analogy is
but on knowing what it symbolized for Edgar Lee Masters. Paul Muldoon’s reference is easy
to miss, but perhaps the single most interesting bit of reception uncovered so far, and one
still far from having a satisfactory account, are the lines from Howl, later cancelled, about
someone wandering the windy streets looking for a church, an example of baroque architecture, carrying a volume of Butler’s Analogy and looking for an example of Butler’s analogy.21
We might think this is a random image of which even Ginsberg later thought better, but it
is worth remembering that the slogan “first thought, best thought,” so often today associated with Ginsberg and fundamental to his method, is found in Butler’s seventh sermon, a
sermon on self-deception, in the form, “the first thought is often the best.”
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A Note on the Text

The text given here is presented with the aim of helping the reader who wants to make a
serious study of Butler’s work primarily for its philosophical and theological content, historically and critically considered. That is, for those who are willing to treat Butler as a senior
colleague in one’s philosophical and theological education. We want a text that can bear the
weight of deliberate scrutiny, and because the original printings and facsimiles are available
for those who care to consult them and because there are no surviving manuscripts, it seemed
best to provide a schematic of Butler’s text, a script that presents the expressive features with
clarity and suppresses anything that might be distractive.
Thus, the spelling, italics, punctuation, paragraph and chapter breaks follow Butler,
or his printer, without revision, even when the original is inconsistent. Initial capitals for
words other than the first in a sentence today suggest an emphasis or distinctive meaning
unknown to Butler. He followed the convention of capitalizing all substantives, but because
such a convention is likely to be distractive today, the text has been modernized. Words that
refer to the deity create a special problem, and obviously it is impossible to please all.
Because excessive “pious” capitalization is now out of fashion generally and often used by
unbelievers with satiric intent, the practice here is to minimize such capitalization. Butler
himself is inconsistent. Also considered distractive and therefore revised is the long “s” and
beginning each line of a quotation with quotation marks. Butler’s endnotes appear with Arabic numbers, not the standard symbols Butler used. All abbreviations are exactly as they
appear in the originals, with explanations, where needed, in the editorial notes. The paragraph numbers in square brackets have been added in accord with the system introduced by
J. H. Bernard.
For the Fifteen Sermons and the Analogy, the second edition has generally been used,
with significant variants noted. Comments on text accepted at: Butler, PO Box 10704,
Rochester, NY 14610 USA.
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The First Letter
Reverend Sir,
[1] I suppose you will wonder at the present trouble from one who is a perfect stranger to
you, though you are not so to him; but I hope the occasion will excuse my boldness. I have
made it, sir, my business, ever since I thought myself capable of such sort of reasoning, to
prove to myself the being and attributes of God. And being sensible that it’s a matter of the
last consequence, I endeavoured after a demonstrative proof; not only more fully to satisfy my
own mind, but also in order to defend the great truths of natural religion, and those of the
Christian revelation which follow from them, against all opposers: but must own with concern,
that hitherto I have been unsuccessful; and though I have got very probable arguments, yet I
can go but a very little way with demonstration in the proof of those things. When first your
book on those subjects (which by all, whom I have discoursed with, is so justly esteemed,)
was recommended to me, I was in great hopes of having all my enquiries answered: but since
in some places, either thro’ my not understanding your meaning, or what else I know not,
even that has failed me; I almost despair of ever arriving to such a satisfaction as I aim at,
unless by the method I now use. You cannot but know, sir, that of two different expressions of
the same thing, tho’ equally clear to some persons, yet, to others, one of them is sometimes very
obscure, tho’ the other be perfectly intelligible. Perhaps this may be my case here; and could I
see those of your arguments, of which I doubt, differently proposed, possibly I might yield a
ready assent to them. This, sir, I can not but think a sufficient excuse for the present trouble;
it being such a one as I hope may prevail for an answer, with one who seems to aim at nothing more than that good work of instructing others.
[2] In your Demonstration of the Being and Attributes of God, Prop. VI.1 [edit. 2d. pp. 69
and 70,] you propose to prove the infinitude and omnipresencey of the self-existent being. The
former part of the proof, seems highly probable; but the latter part, which seems to aim at
15
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demonstration, is not to me convincing. The latter part of the paragraph is, if I mistake not,
an entire argument of it self, which runs thus; to suppose a finite being to be self-existent, is to say that
it is a contradiction for that being not to exist, the absence of which may yet be conceived without a contradiction; which is the greatest absurdity in the world. The sense of these words the absence of which
seems plainly to be determined by the following sentence, to mean its absence from any particular place: which sentence, is to prove it to be an absurdity; and is this: for if a being can,
without a contradiction, be absent from one place, it may, without a contradiction, be absent from
another place, and from all places. Now, supposing this to be a consequence; all that it proves is,
that if a being can, without a contradiction, be absent from one place at one time, it may,
without a contradiction, be absent from another place, and so from all places, at different
times; (for I cannot see, that if a being can be absent from one place at one time, therefore it
may, without a contradiction, be absent from all places at the same time, i.e. may cease to exist.)
Now, if it prove no more than this, I cannot see that it reduces the supposition to any absurdity. Suppose I could demonstrate, that any particular man should live a thousand years; this
man might, without a contradiction, be absent from one and from all places at different
times; but it would not from thence follow, that he might be absent from all places at the
same time, i.e. that he might cease to exist. No; this would be a contradiction, because I am
supposed to have demonstrated that he should live a thousand years. It would be exactly the
same, if, instead of a thousand years, I should say, for ever; and the proof seems the same,
whether it be applied to a self-existent or a dependent being.
[3] What else I have to offer, is in relation to your proof of the self-existent being, that
he must of necessity be but one. Which proof is as follows, in Prop. VII.2 [edit. 2d. p. 74.] To
suppose two or more different natures existing of themselves, necessarily and independent from each other,
implies this plain contradiction; that each of them being independent from the other, they may either of
them be supposed to exist alone; so that it will be no contradiction to imagine the other not to exist, and
consequently neither of them will be necessarily existing. The supposition indeed implies, that since
each of these beings is independent from the other, they may either of them exist alone, i.e. without any
relation to, or dependence on, the other: but where is the third idea, to connect this proposition
and the following one, viz., so that it will be no contradiction to imagine the other not to exist?” Were
this a consequence of the former proposition, I allow it would be demonstration, by the first
corollary of Prop. III,3 [2d edit. p. 26.] but since these two propositions, [they may either of them
be supposed to exist alone,] and, [so that it will be no contradiction to imagine the other not to exist,] are
very widely different; since likewise it is no immediate consequence, that because either may
be supposed to exist independent from the other, therefore the other may be supposed not to exist
at all; how is what was proposed, proved? That the propositions are different, I think is plain;
and whether there be an immediate connexion, every body that reads your book must judge for
themselves. I must say, for my own part, the absurdity does not appear at first sight, any more
than the absurdity of saying that the angles below the base in an isosceles triangle are unequal;
which though it is absolutely false, yet I suppose no one will lay down the contrary for an
axiom; because, thought it is true, yet there is need of a proof to make it appear so.
[4] Perhaps it may be answered, that I have not rightly explained the words, to exist
alone; and that they do not mean only, to exist independent from the other; but that existing alone
means that nothing exists with it. Whether this or the other was meant, I cannot determine:
but, which ever it was; what I have said will hold. For if this last be the sense of those words,
[they either of them may be supposed to exist alone;] it indeed implies that it will be no contradiction to suppose the other not to exist: but then I ask, how come these two propositions to be
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connected; that, to suppose two different natures existing of themselves necessarily and independent from each other, implies that each of them may be supposed to exist alone in this sense?
Which is exactly the same as I said before, only applied to different sentences. So that if existing alone, be understood as I first took it; I allow it is implied in the supposition; but cannot see
that the consequence is, that it will be no contradiction to suppose the other not to exist. But if
the words, existing alone, are meant in the latter sense; I grant, that if either of them be supposed thus to exist alone, it will be no contradiction to suppose the other not to exist: but then I
cannot see, that to suppose two different natures existing, of themselves, necessarily and independent
from each other, implies that either of them may be supposed to exist alone in this sense of the
words; but only, that either of them may be supposed to exist without having any relation to the
other, and that there will be no need of the existence of the one in order to the existence of the other. But
thought upon this account, were there no other principle of its existence, it might cease to
exist; yet on the account of the necessity of its own nature, which is quite distinct from the
other, it is an absolute absurdity to suppose it not to exist.
[5] Thus, sir, I have proposed my doubts, with the reasons of them. In which if I have
wrested your words to another sense than you designed them, or in any respect argu’d unfairly,
I assure you it was without design. So I hope you will impute it to mistake. And, if it will not
be too great a trouble, let me once more beg the favour of a line from you, by which you will
lay me under a particular obligation to be, what, with the rest of the world, I now am,
Reverend Sir,
Your most obliged servant, &c.
November the 4th
1713.

The Answer to the First Letter
SIR,
[1] Did men who publish controversial papers, accustom themselves to write with that candour and ingenuity, with which you propose your difficulties; I am persuaded almost all disputes might be very amicably terminated, either by men’s coming at last to agree in opinion,
or at least finding reason to suffer each other friendly to differ.
[2] Your two objections are very ingenious, and urged with great strength and acuteness.
Yet I am not without hopes, of being able to give you satisfaction in both of them. To your
first therefore, I answer. Whatever may, without a contradiction, be absent from any one
place, at any one time; may also, without a contradiction, be absent from all places at all times.
For, whatever is absolutely necessary at all, is absolutely necessary in every part of space, and in
every point of duration. Whatever can at any time be conceived possible to be absent from any one
part of space, may for the same reason, [viz. the implying no contradiction in the nature of
things,] be conceived possible to be absent from every other part of space at the same time; either by
ceasing to be, or by supposing it never to have begun to be. Your instance about demonstrating a
man to live 1000 years, is what (I think) led you into the mistake; and is a good instance to
lead you out of it again. You may suppose a man shall live 1000 years, or God may reveal and
promise he shall live 1000 years; and upon that supposition, it shall not be possible for the man to
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be absent from all places in any part of that time. Very true: but why shall it not be possible?
Only because ’tis contrary to the supposition, or to the promise of God; but not contrary to the
absolute nature of things; which would be the case, if the man existed necessarily, as every part of
space does. In supposing you could demonstrate, a man should live 1000 years, or one year; you
make an impossible and contradictory supposition. For though you may know certainly, (by revelation suppose) that he will live so long; yet this is only the certainty of a thing true in fact, not
in itself necessary: and demonstration is applicable to nothing but what is necessary in itself, necessary in all places and at all times equally.
[3] To your second difficulty, I answer: what exists necessarily, not only must so exist
alone, as to be independent of any thing else; but, (being self-sufficient,) may also so exist alone, as
that every thing else may possibly (or without any contradiction in the nature of things) be supposed not to exist at all; and consequently (since that which may possibly be supposed not to
exist at all, is not necessarily existent), no other thing can be necessarily existent. Whatever is necessarily existing, there is need of its existence in order to the supposal of the existence of any other thing;
so that nothing can possibly be supposed to exist, without presupposing and including antecedently
the existence of that which is necessary. For instance: the supposal of the existence of any thing
whatever includes necessarily a presupposition of the existence of space and time; and if any thing
could exist without space or time, it would follow that space and time were not necessarily existing.
Therefore, the supposing any thing possibly to exist alone, so as not necessarily to include the presupposal of some other thing, proves demonstrably that that other thing is not necessarily existing;
because, whatever has necessity of existence, cannot possibly, in any conception whatsoever, be
supposed away. There cannot possibly be any notion of the existence of any thing, there cannot
possibly be any notion of existence at all, but what shall necessarily preinclude the notion of that
which has necessary-existence. And consequently the two propositions, which you judged independent, are really necessarily connected. These sorts of things are indeed very difficult to express,
and not easy to be conceived but by very attentive minds: but to such as can and will attend,
nothing (I think) is more demonstrably convictive.
[4] If any thing still sticks with you in this, or any other part of my books; I shall be
very willing to be informed of it; who am,
SIR, your assured friend,
and servant, S. C.
Nov. 10.
1713.
P. S. Many readers, I observe, have misunderstood my second general proposition; as if the
words [some one unchangeable and independent being,] meant [one only—being.] whereas the true
meaning, and all that the argument there requires, is, [some one at least.] That there can be
but one, is the thing proved afterwards in the seventh proposition.

The Second Letter
Reverend Sir,
[1] I have often thought that the chief occasions of men’s so much differing in their opinions, were,
either their not understanding each other; or else, that instead of ingenuously searching after truth,
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they have made it their business to find out arguments for the proof of what they have once
asserted. However, it is certain there may be other reasons for persons not agreeing in their opinions: and where it is so, I cannot but think with you, that they will find reason to suffer each other
to differ friendly; every man having a way of thinking, in some respects, peculiarly his own.
[2] I am sorry I must tell you, your answers to my objections are not satisfactory. The
reasons why I think them not so are as follows.
[3] You say, whatever is absolutely necessary at all is absolutely necessary in every part of space,
and in every point of duration. Were this evident, ’twould certainly prove what you bring it for; viz.
that whatever may, without a contradiction, be absent from one place at one time, may also be absent from
all places at all times. But I do not conceive, that the idea of ubiquity is contained in the idea of
self-existence, or directly follows from it; any otherwise than as, whatever exists must exist somewhere. You add, whatever can at any time be conceived possible to be absent from any one part of space,
may for the same reason [viz. the implying no contradiction in the nature of things] be conceived possible to
be absent from every other part of space, at the same time. Now I cannot see, that I can make these two
suppositions for the same reason, or upon the same account. The reason why I conceive this being
may be absent from one place, is because it doth not contradict the former proof [drawn from the
nature of things], in which I only proved that it must necessarily exist. But the other supposition,
viz. that I can conceive it possible to be absent from every part of space at one and the same time,
directly contradicts the proof that it must exist SOMEWHERE; and so is an express contradiction. Unless it be said, that as, when we have proved the three angles of a triangle equal to two
right ones, that relation of the equality of its angles to two right ones will be where-ever a triangle exists; so, when we have proved the necessary existence of a being, this being must exist every
where. But there is a great difference between these two things: the one being the proof of a certain relation, upon supposition of such a being’s existence with such particular properties; and
consequently, wherever this being and these properties exist, this relation must exist too: but
from the proof of the necessary existence of a being, ’tis no evident consequence that it exists every
where. My using the word demonstration, instead of proof which leaves no room for doubt, was thro’
negligence, for I never heard of strict demonstration of matter of fact.
[4] In your answer to my second difficulty, you say; whatsoever is necessarily-existing, there is need
of its existence, in order to the supposal of the existence of any other thing. All the consequences you draw
from this proposition, I see proved demonstrably; and consequently, that the two propositions I
thought independent are closely connected. But how, or upon what account, is there need of the existence of whatever is necessarily existing, in order to the existence of any other thing. Is it as there is
need of space and duration, in order to the existence of any thing; or is it needful only as the cause of the
existence of all other things? If the former be said, as your instance seems to intimate: I answer;
space and duration are very abstruse in their natures, and, I think, cannot properly be called things,
but are considered rather as affections which belong, and in the order of our thoughts are antecedently necessary, to the existence of all things. And I can no more conceive how a necessarily-existent being can, on
the same account, or in the same manner as space and duration are, be needful in order to the existence of
any other being, than I can conceive extension attributed to a thought: that idea no more belonging
to a thing existing, than extension belongs to thought. But if the latter be said, that there is need of the
existence of whatever is a necessary being, in order to the existence of any other thing; only as this
necessary being must be the cause of the existence of all other things: I think this is plainly begging the
question; for it supposes that there is no other being exists, but what is caused, and so not necessary. And
on what other account, or in what other manner than one of these two, there can be need of the existence of
a necessary being in order to the existence of any thing else, I cannot conceive.
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[5] Thus, sir, you see I entirely agree with you in all the consequences you have drawn
from your suppositions, but cannot see the truth of the suppositions themselves.
[6] I have aimed at nothing in my stile, but only to be intelligible; being sensible that
’tis very difficult (as you observe) to express one’s self on these sorts of subjects, especially for
one who is altogether unaccustomed to write upon them.
[7] I have nothing at present more to add, but my sincerest thanks for your trouble in
answering my letter, and for your professed readiness to be acquainted with any other difficulty that I may meet with in any of your writings I am willing to interpret this, as somewhat like a promise of an answer to what I have now written, if there be any thing in it
which deserves one.
I am,
Reverend Sir,
Your most Obliged Humble Servant.
Nov. 23,
1713.

The Answer to the Second Letter
Sir,
[1] It seems to me, that the reason why you do not apprehend ubiquity to be necessarily
connected with self-existence, is because, in the order of your ideas, you first conceive a
being (a finite being, suppose), and then conceive self-existence to be a property of that being; as
the angles are properties of a triangle, when a triangle exists: whereas, on the contrary, necessity of existence, not being a property consequent upon the supposition of the things existing,
but antecedently the cause or ground of that existence; ’tis evident this necessity, being not
limited to any antecedent subject, as angles are to a triangle; but being itself original,
absolute, and (in order of nature) antecedent to all existence; cannot but be every where, for
the same reason that it is any where. By applying this reasoning to the instance of space;
you will find, that by consequence it belongs truly to that substance, whereof space is a
property, as duration also is. What you say about a necessary being existing somewhere, supposes it to be finite; and being finite, supposes some cause which determined that such a
certain quantity of that being should exist, neither more nor less: and that cause must either
be a voluntary cause; or else such a necessary cause, the quantity of whose power must be determined and limited by some other cause. But in original absolute necessity, antecedent (in order
of nature) to the existence of any thing, nothing of all this, can have place; but the necessity is, necessarily every where alike.
[2] Concerning the second difficulty, I answer: that which exists necessarily, is needful to the
existence of any other thing; not considered now as a cause (for that indeed is begging the question), but as a sine quo non; in the sense as space is necessary to every thing, and nothing san
possibly be conceived to exist, without thereby presupposing space: which therefore I apprehend to be a property of the self-existent substance and that, by being evidently necessary
itself, it proves that the substance, of which it is a property, must also be necessary; necessary both
in itself, and needful to the existence of any thing else whatsoever. Extension indeed does not
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belong to thought, because thought is not a being; but there is need of extension to the existence
of every being, to a being which has or has not thought, or any other quality whatsoever.
I am, Sir,
Your real friend and servant.
London, Nov.
28, 1713.

The Third Letter
Reverend Sir,
[1] I don’t very well understand your meaning, when you say that you think, in the order of my
ideas I first conceive a being (finite, suppose) to exist, and then conceive self-existence to be a property of
that being. If you mean, that I first suppose a finite being to exist I know not why; affirming necessity
of existence to be only a consequent of its existence; and that, when I have supposed it finite, I very
safely conclude it is not infinite; I am utterly at a loss, upon what expressions in my letter this
conjecture can be founded. But if you mean, that I first of all prove a being to exist from eternity,
and then, from the reasons of things, prove that such a being must be eternally necessary; I freely
own it. Neither do I conceive it to be irregular or absurd; for there is a great difference between
the order in which things exist, and the order in which I prove to myself that they exist. Neither do
I think my saying a necessary being exists somewhere, suppose it to be finite; it only supposes that
this being exists in space, without determining whether here, or there, or every where.
[2] To my second objection, you say, that which exist necessarily, is needful to the existence of
any other thing, as a sine qua non; in the sense space is necessary to every thing: which is proved (you say)
by this consideration, that space is a property of the self-existent substance; and, being both necessary in
itself, and heedful of the existence of every thing else consequently the substance, of which it is a property,
must be so too. Space, I own, is in one sense a property of the self-existent substance; but, in the
same sense, ’tis also a property of all other substances. The only difference is in respect to the
quantity. And since every part of space, as well as the whole, is necessary; every substance consequently must be self-existent, because it hath this self-existent property. Which since you will
not admit for true; if it directly follows from your arguments, they cannot be conclusive.
[3] What you say under the first head proves, I think, to a very great probability, tho’
not to me with the evidence of demonstration: but your arguments under the second, I am not
able to see the force of.
[4] I am so far from being pleased, that I can form objections to your arguments, that,
besides the satisfaction it would have given me in my own mind, I should have thought it an
honour to have entered into your reasonings, and seen the force of them. I cannot desire to
trespass any more upon your better employed time; so shall only add my hearty thanks for
your trouble on my account, and that I am with the greatest respect,
Reverend Sir,
Your most obliged humble servant.
Dec. the 5th
1713.
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The Answer to the Third Letter
Sir,
[1] Though, when I turn my thoughts every way, I fully persuade myself there is no
defect in the argument it self; yet in my manner of expression I am satisfied there must be
some want of clearness, when there remains any difficulty to a person of your abilities and
sagacity. I did not mean that your saying a necessary being exists somewhere, does necessarily
suppose it to be finite; but that the manner of expression is apt to excite in the mind an idea
of a finite being, at the same time that you are thinking of a necessary being, without accurately attending to the nature of that necessity by which it exists. Necessity absolute, and
antecedent (in order of nature) to the existence of any subject, has nothing to limit it; but,
if it operates at all (as it must needs do), it must operate (if I may so speak) every where and
at all times alike. Determination of a particular quantity, or particular time or place of existence of any thing, cannot arise but from somewhat external to the thing itself. For example: why there should exist just such a small determinate quantity of matter, neither more
nor less, interspersed in the immense vacuities of space, no reason can be given. Nor can
there be any thing in nature, which could have determined a thing so indifferent in itself,
as is the measure of that quantity; but only the will of an intelligent and free agent. To suppose matter, or any other substance, necessarily-existing in a finite determinate quantity; in
an inch-cube, for instance; or in any certain number of cube-inches, and no more; is exactly
the same absurdity, as supposing it to exist necessarily, and yet for a finite duration only:
which every one sees to be a plain contradiction. The argument is likewise the same, in
the question about the original of motion. Motion cannot be necessarily-existing; because, it
being evident that all determinations of motion are equally possible in themselves, the original determination of the motion of any particular body this way rather than the contrary
way, could not be necessarily in it self, but was either caused by the will of an intelligent and
free agent, or else was an effect produced and determined without any cause at all; which is
an express contradiction: as I have shown in my Demonstration of the Being and Attributes of
God, pag. 24. [Edit. 4th.]
[2] To the second head of argument, I answer. Space, is a property of the self-existent
substance; but not of any other substances. All other substances are IN space, and are penetrated by it; but the self-existent substance is not IN space, nor penetrated by it, but is it self
(if I may so speak) the substratum of space, the ground of the existence of space and duration
it self. Which [space and duration] being evidently necessary, and yet themselves not substances, but properties or modes, show evidently that the substance, without which these
properties could not subsist, is itself much more (if that were possible) necessary. And as
space and duration are needful (i.e. sine qua non) to the existence of every thing else; so consequently is the substance, to which these properties belong in that peculiar manner which I
before mentioned.
I am, Sir,
Your affectionate friend and servant.
Decem. 10.
1713.
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The Fourth Letter
Reverend Sir,
[1] Whatever is the occasion of my not seeing the force of your reasonings, I cannot impute
it to (what you do) the want of clearness in your expression. I am too well acquainted with
myself, to think my not understanding an argument, a sufficient reason to conclude that it is
either improperly expressed, or not conclusive; unless I can clearly show the defect of it. ’Tis
with the greatest satisfaction I must tell you, that the more I reflect on your first argument,
the more I am convinced of the truth of it; and it now seems to me altogether unreasonable
to suppose absolute necessity can have any relation to one part of space more than to another; and
if so, an absolutely-necessary being must exist every where.
[2] I wish I was as well satisfied in respect to the other. You say; all substances, except the
self-existent one, are in space, and are penetrated by it. All substances doubtless, whether body or
spirit, exist in space: but when I say that a spirit exists in space, were I put upon telling my
meaning, I know not how I could do it any other way than by saying, such a particular quantity (if space terminates the capacity of acting in finite spirits at one and the same time; so that
they cannot act beyond that determined quantity. Not but that I think there is somewhat in
the manner of existence of spirits in respect of space, that the manner of their existence, I cannot
possibly form an idea. And it seems (if possible) much more difficult to determine what relation the self-existent being hath to space. To say he exists in space, after the same manner that
other substances do (somewhat like which I too rashly asserted in my last), perhaps would be
placing the creator too much on a level with the creature; or however, it is not plainly and evidently true: and to say the self-existent substance is the substratum of space, in the common sense
of the word, is scarce intelligible, or at least is not evident. Now tho’ there may be a hundred
relations distinct from either of these; yet how we should come by ideas of them, I cannot conceive. We may indeed have ideas to the words, and not altogether depart from the common
sense of them, when we say the self-existent substance is the substratum of space, or the ground of
its existence: but I see no reason to think it true, because space seems to me to be as absolutely
self-existent, as ’tis possible any thing can be: so that, make what other supposition you please,
yet we cannot help supposing immense space; because there must be either an infinity of being,
or (if you’ll allow the expression) an infinite vacuity of being. Perhaps it may be objected to
this, that tho’ space is really necessary, yet the reason of its being necessary, is its being a
property of the self-existent substance; and that it being so evidently necessary, and its
dependence on the self-existent substance not so evident, we are ready to conclude it absolutely selfexistent, as well as necessary; and that this is the reason why the idea of space forces itself on our
minds, antecedent to, and exclusive of (as to the ground of its existence) all other things.
Now this, though it is really an objection, yet is no direct answer to what I have said; because it
supposes the only thing to be proved, viz. that the reason why space is necessary is its being a
property of a self-existent substance. And supposing it not to be evident, that space is absolutely
self-existent; yet, while it is doubtful, we cannot argue as tho’ the contrary were certain, and we
were sure that space was only a property of the self-existent substance. But now, if space be not
absolutely independent, I don’t see what we can conclude is so: for ’tis manifestly necessary itself,
as well as antecedently needful to the existence of all other things, not excepting (as I think)
even the self-existent substance.
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[3] All your consequences, I see, follow demonstrably from your supposition; and, were
that evident, I believe it would serve to prove several other things as well as what you bring it
for. Upon which account, I should be extremely pleased to see it proved by any one. For, as I
design the search after truth as the business of my life, I shall not be ashamed to learn from any
person; though, at the same time, I cannot but be sensible, that instruction from some men is
like the gift of a prince, it reflects an honour on the person on whom it lays an obligation.
I am, reverend sir,
your most obliged servant.
Decem. the 16,
1713.

The Answer to the Fourth Letter
SIR,
[1] My being out of town most part of the month of January, and some other accidental avocations, hindered me from answering your letter sooner. The sum of the difficulties it contains is (I think) this: that ’tis difficult to determine what relation the self-existent substance has to
space: that to say it is the substratum of space, in the common sense of the word, is scarce intelligible, or,
at least, is not evident: that space seems to be as absolutely self-existent, as ’tis possible any thing can be:
and that its being a property of the self-existent substance is supposing the thing, that was to be
proved. This is entring indeed into the very bottom of the matter; and I will endeavour to
give you as brief and clear an answer as I can.
[2] That the self-existent substance is the substratum of space, or space a property of the
self-existent substance, are not perhaps very proper expressions; nor is it easy to find such. But
what I mean, is this. The idea of space (as also of time or duration) is an abstract or partial idea;
an idea of a certain quality or relation, which we evidently see to be necessarily-existing; and yet
which (not being itself a substance) at the same time necessarily presupposes a substance, without
which it could not exist; which substance consequently, must be itself (much more, if possible)
necessarily existing. I know not how to explain this so well as by the following similitude. A
blind man, when he tries to frame to himself the idea of body, his idea is nothing but that of
hardness. A man that had eyes, but no power of motion, or sense of feeling at all; when he tried
to frame to himself the idea of body, his idea would be nothing but that of colour. Now as, in
these cases, hardness is not body, and colour is not body; but yet, to the understanding of these
persons, those properties necessarily infer the being of a substance, of which substance itself the
persons have no idea: so space to us is not itself substance, but it necessarily infers the being of a
substance, which affects none of our present senses; and, being itself necessary, it follows, that
the substance, which it infers, is (much more) necessary.
I am, Sir,
Your affectionate friend
and servant.
Jan. 29.
1713.
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The Fifth Letter
Reverend Sir,
[1] You have very comprehensively expressed, in six or seven lines, all the difficulties of my letter;
which I should have endeavoured to have made shorter, had I not been afraid an improper expression might possibly occasion a mistake of my meaning. I am very glad the debate is come into so
narrow a compass; for I think now it entirely turns upon this, whether our ideas of space and duration are partial, so as to presuppose the existence of some other thing. Your similitude of the blind
man is very apt, to explain your meaning (which I think I fully understand) but does not seem to
come entirely up to the matter. For what is the reason that the blind man concludes there must be
somewhat eternal, to give him that idea of hardness? ’Tis because he supposes it impossible for him
to be thus affected, unless there were some cause of it; which cause, should it be removed, the
effect would immediately cease too, and he would no more have the idea of hardness, but by
remembrance. Now to apply this, to the instance of space and duration. Since a man, from his having these ideas, very justly concludes there must be somewhat external, which is the cause of them;
consequently, should this cause (whatever it is) be taken away, his ideas would be so too: therefore,
if what is supposed to be the cause be removed, and yet the idea remains, that supposed cause cannot be
the real one. Now, granting the self-existent substance to be the substratum of these ideas, could we
make the supposition of its ceasing to be, yet space and duration would still remain unaltered: which
seems to show, that the self-existent substance is not the substratum of space and duration. Nor
would it be an answer to the difficulty, to say that every property of the self-existent substance is as
necessary as the substance itself; since that will only hold, while the substance itself exists: for there’s
implied, in the idea of a property, an impossibility of subsisting without it’s substratum. I grant, the
supposition is absurd: but how otherwise can we know whether any thing be a property of such a substance, but by examining whether it should cease to be, if its supposed substance should do so?
Notwithstanding what I have now said, I cannot say that I believe your argument not conclusive; for
I must own my ignorance, that I am really at a loss about the nature of space and duration. But did
it plainly appear that they were properties of a substance, we should have an easie way with the atheists: for it would at once prove demonstrably an eternal, necessary, self-existent being; that there is but
one such; and that he is needful in order to the existence of all other things. Which makes me think,
that tho’ it may be true, yet ’tis not obvious to every capacity: otherwise ’twould have been generally used, as a fundamental argument to prove the being of God.
[2] I must add one thing more; that your argument for the omnipresence of God seemed
always to me very probable. But being very desirous to have it appear demonstrably conclusive, I
was sometimes forced to say what was not altogether my opinion: not that I did this for the sake
of disputing, (for, besides the particular disagreeableness of this to my own temper, I should
surely have chosen another person to have trifled with) but I did it to set off the objection to
advantage, that it might be more fully answered. I heartily wish you as fair treatment from
your opponents in print, as I have had from you; tho,’ I must own, I cannot see, in those that
I have read, that unprejudiced search after truth, which I would have hoped for.
I am, Reverend Sir,
Your most Humble Servant.
Feb. 3.
1713.
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The Answer to the Fifth Letter
SIR,
[1] In a multitude of business I mislaid your last letter, and could not answer it, till it came
again to my hands by chance. We seem to have pushed the matter in question between us as
far as it will go; and, upon the whole, I cannot but take notice, I have very seldom met with
persons so reasonable and unprejudiced as yourself, in such debates as these.
[2] I think all I need say, in answer to the reasoning in your letter, is, that your granting the absurdity of the supposition you were endeavouring to make, is consequently granting the necessary truth of my argument. If4 space and duration necessarily remain, even after they
are supposed to be taken away; and be not (as ’tis plain they are not) themselves substances; then
the5 substance on whose existence they depend, will necessarily remain likewise, even after it is
supposed to be taken away: which shows it to be an impossible and contradictory supposition.
[3] As to your observation at the end of your letter; that the argument I have
insisted on, if it were obvious to every capacity, should have more frequently been used as a
fundamental argument for a proof of the being of God: the true cause why it has been seldom urged, is, I think, this: that the universal prevalency of Cartes’s absurd notions (teaching that6 matter is necessarily infinite and necessarily eternal, and ascribing all things to mere
mechanick laws of motion, exclusive of final causes, and of all will and intelligence and divine
providence from the government of the world) hath incredibly blinded the eyes of common reason, and prevented men from discerning him in whom they live, and move, and have their being.
The like has happened in some other instances. How universally have men for many ages
believed, that eternity is no duration at all, and infinity no amplitude? Something, of the like
kind has happened in the matter of transubstantiation, and (I think) in the scholastick
notion of the trinity, &c.
I am, Sir,
Your affectionate friend and servant.
Apr. 8.
1713.

The Sixth Letter
REVD DR.
[1] ’Twas but last night I rced your letter from Gloucester, having left that place three weeks
since. It revived in my mind some very melancholy thoughts I had upon my being obliged to
quit those studies, that had a direct tendency to divinity, that being what I should chuse for
the business of my life, it being, I think, of all other studies the most suitable to a reasonable
nature. I say, my being obliged, for there is very encouragement (whether one regards interest or usefulness) now a days for any to enter that profession, who has not got a way of commanding his assent to received opinions without examination.
[2] I had some thoughts, sir, of paying you my acknowledgements in person for that
surprising air of candour and affability with which you have treated me in the letters that

White.qxd

7/12/2006

7:39 PM

Page 27

Letters to Clarke

27

have passed between us. But really I could not put on so bold a face, as to intrude into a
gentleman’s company with no other excuse but that of having received an obligation from
him. I have not the least prospect of every being in a capacity of giving any more than a
verbal declaration of my gratitude. So I hope you’ll accept that, and believe it’s with the
utmost sincerity I subscribe myself, Sir.
Your most obliged, most obedient humble
servant,
J. Butler.
Hamlin’s Coffee House
Tuesday Morning.

The Seventh Letter
Sir,
[1] When I was in town I mentioned somewhat to you of going to Cambridge to take
degrees in laws; you did not disapprove of it; upon which I resolved to remove thither as soon
as I could get my father’s consent, which I now have, and therefore desire your advice concerning a college and tutor there; for not having taken any degree, I suppose I must enter
under some particular man. When I had some thoughts formerly of going to Cambridge, as I
remember, you recommended a tutor to me; but I have quite forgot his name. We are
obliged to mis-spend so much time here in attending frivolous lectures and unintelligible
disputations, that I am quite tired out with such a disagreeable way of trifling; so that if I
can’t be excused from these things at Cambridge, I shall only just keep term there.
[2] Since I am obliged to write to you, and am not certain when I shall be in London,
I must beg leave to trouble you with a difficulty in relation to freedom, which very much
perplexes me.
[3] Upon reading what you last published upon this subject, I see great reason to be
satisfied that freedom and action are identical ideas, and that man is, properly speaking, an
agent or a free being. But as the question concerning freedom is or is not of consequence
just as it affects the purposes of religion, my not being able clearly to make out how freedom renders us capable of moral government perplexes me as much as tho’ I was in doubt
concerning freedom itself. I am satisfied that it is in our power to act or not to act in any
given case, yet I do not see that it follows from thence that it is in our power to act virtuously, because the physical and the moral nature of an action comes under quite two different considerations. Virtue does not consist barely in acting, but in acting upon such
motives, etc. evidently supposes a disposition in our nature to be influenced by those
motives, which disposition not being an action, does not depend upon us, but, like the
rest of our affections, seems to proceed from our original frame and constitution. For
instance; it is a virtue to relieve the poor, upon this account (suppose) that it is the will of
God, and tho’ the action be done, yet if it be not done upon this account it is not a virtuous action. I own it’s in my power to relieve the poor (i.e. to do the physical action) but I
don’t see that it’s in my power to do it upon the account, that it’s the will of God (i.e. to do
the moral action), unless I have a disposition in my nature to be influenced by this motive;
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therefore this disposition may be considered as a sine qua non to the performance of every
duty. Now that we have not this disposition when we neglect our duty is evident from
this, that if we always had it, we should always certainly, though not necessarily, do our
duty is evident from this, that if we always had it, we should always certainly, though not
necessarily, do our duty. How then can we be accountable for neglecting the practice of any
virtue, when at what time soever we did neglect it we wanted that which was a sine qua
non, or absolutely necessary to the performance of it, viz. a disposition to be influenced by
the proper motive?
[4] Thus the case seems to stand as to virtue; it’s somewhat different in respect to vice,
or the positive breach of God’s law, because here must be action, and it’s always in our power
not to act; but in this case also there is a very great difficulty; for the reason why it’s expected
that we should avoid vice is, because there are stronger motives against it than for committing it; but then motives are nothing to one who is indifferent to them, and every man is at
least indifferent to them who is not influenced by them in his actions, because if he was not
indifferent, or, which is more, had not stronger dispositions to be influenced by contrary
motives, it’s morally certain that he would not act contrary to these. So that tho’ a man can
avoid vice, yet (according to this) he cannot avoid it upon that account, or for that reason,
which is the only reason why he ought to avoid it.
[5] Upon the whole such is the imperfection of our nature, that it seems impossible
for us to perform any one more virtuous action than we do perform; and tho’ we may always
avoid vice, yet if we are indifferent to that which is the only proper motive why we should
avoid it (i.e., cannot avoid it upon that motive), a bare possibility of avoiding vice does not
seem a sufficient reason for the punishment of it from a good and equitable governor. Tho’
all that I have here said should be true, I don’t think the foundation of religion would be at
all removed, for there would certainly, notwithstanding, remain reasons of infinite weight
to confirm the truth and enforce the practice of it; but upon another account I have cause to
think that I am guilty of some mistake in this matter, viz., that I am conscious of somewhat
in myself, and discern the same in others, which seems directly to contradict the foregoing
objections; but I am not able at present to see where the weakness of them lies, and out people here never had any doubt in their lives concerning a received opinion; so that I cannot
mention a difficulty to them. Upon which account, since it’s a matter of great consequence,
I hope for your excuse and assistance in it, both which I have formerly had to my great satisfaction in others.
I am, honoured sir,
Your most obliged humble servant,
J. Butler.

The Answer to the Seventh Letter
[1] If I apprehend your difficulty right, I think it may be cleared by the following consideration. A disposition in our nature (which disposition is no action, nor in our power any further than as ’tis affected by habits) to be influenced by right motives, is certainly a sine qua
non to virtuous actions. In God, the disposition is essential and invariable. In angels and
saints in heaven ’tis constantly effectual, but not essentially so. In men ’tis that which we call
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rationality, or the faculty of reason, which makes them capable of rewards or punishments, to
be determined by the proportion or degree of every man’s rationality (which is the talent
God has given him) with the degree of his use of that talent in acting.
[2] To apply this to your instance:—’Tis the will of God that I should relieve the poor.
Being a rational creature is having a disposition to act upon this motive (and therefore you
wrongly suppose that any man naturally, and without very corrupt habits, can be without
that disposition). If I relieve the poor merely out of natural compassion, or any other motive
that is not vicious, this is still freely obeying the will of God as made known by the law of
nature. And it then only ceases to be a virtuous action when I do it upon a vicious motive,
and without that vicious motive would not have done it, that is, would, by the use of my liberty, have overruled my rationality, or natural disposition to have obeyed the will of God,
made known either by nature, or revelation, or both. If I have either mistaken, or not satisfied your difficulty, you will let me hear from you again.
Oct. 3, 1717

The Eighth Letter
REV. SIR,
[1] I have long resisted an inclination to desire your thoughts upon the difficulty mentioned in my last, till I considered that the trouble in answering it would be only carrying
on the general purpose of your life, and that I might claim the same right to your instructions with others; notwithstanding which I should not have mentioned it to you had I not
thought (which is natural when one fancies one sees a thing clearly) that I could easily
express it with clearness to others. However I should by no means have given you a second
trouble upon the subject had I not had your particular leave. I thought proper just to mention these things that you might not suspect me to take advantage from your civility to
trouble you with any thing, but only such objections as seem to me of weight, and which I
cannot get ride of any other way.
[2] A disposition in our natures to be influenced by motives is as absolutely necessary
to render us moral agents, as a capacity to discern right motives is. These two are I think
quite distinct perception, the former proceeding from a desire inseparable from a conscious
being of its own happiness, the latter being only our understanding, or faculty of seeing
truth. Since a disposition to be influenced by motives in a sine qua non to virtuous action, an
indifferency to right motives must incapacitate us for virtuous actions, or render us in that
particular not moral agents. I do indeed think that no rational creature is strictly speaking
indifferent to right motives, but yet there seems to be somewhat which to all intents of the
present question is the same, viz., a stronger disposition top be influenced by contrary or
wrong motives, and this I take to be always the case when any vice is committed. But since
it may be said, as you hint, that this stronger disposition to be influenced by vitious
motives may have been contracted by repeated acts of wickedness, we will pitch upon the
first vicious action any one is guilty of. No man would have committed this first vicious
action if he had not a stronger (at least as strong) disposition in him to be influenced by the
motives of the vitious action, than by the motives of the contrary virtuous action; from
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whence I infallibly conclude, that since every man has committed some first vice, every man
had, antecedent to the commission of it, a stronger disposition to be influenced by the
vicious than the virtuous motive. My difficulty upon this is, that a stronger natural disposition to be influenced by the vicious than the virtuous motive (which every one has
antecedent to his first vice), seems, to all purposes of the present question, to put the man
in the same condition as though he was indifferent to the virtuous motive; and since an
indifferency to the virtuous motive would have capacitated a man from being a moral
agent, or contracting guilt, is not a stronger disposition to be influenced by the vicious
motive as great an incapacity? Suppose I have two diversions offered me, both of which I
could not enjoy, I like both of them, but yet have a stronger inclination to one than to the
other, I am not indeed strictly indifferent to either, because I should be glad to enjoy
both; but am I not exactly in the same case, to all intents and purposes of acting, as
though I was absolutely indifferent to that diversion which I have the least inclination
to? You suppose man to be endued naturally with a disposition to be influenced by virtuous motives, and that this disposition is a sine qua non to virtuous actions, both which I
fully believe; but then you omit to consider the natural inclination to be influenced by
virtuous motives, which, whenever a vice is committed, is at least equally strong with the
other, and in the first vice is not affected by habits, but is as natural, and as much out of a
man’s power as the other.
[3] I am much obliged to your offer of writing to Mr. Laughton, which I shall very
thankfully accept of, but am not certain when I shall go to Cambridge; however I believe it
will be about the middle of the next month.
I am, Rev. Sir,
Your most obliged humble Servant,
J. Butler
Oriel, Oct. 3, [1717].

The Answer to the Eighth Letter
[1] Your objection seems indeed very dexterous, and yet I really think that there is at bottom
nothing in it. But of this you are to judge, not from my assertion, but from the reason I shall
endeavour to give to it.
[2] I think then, that a disposition to be influenced by right motives being what
we call rationality, there cannot be on the contrary (properly speaking) any such thing
naturally in rational creatures as a disposition to be influenced by wrong motives. This
can be nothing but mere perverseness of will; and whether even that can be said to
amount to a disposition to be influenced by wrong motives, formally, and as such, may
(I think) well be doubted. Men have by nature strong inclinations to certain objects.
None of those inclinations are vicious, but vice consists in pursuing the inclination
towards any object in certain circumstances, notwithstanding reason, or the natural disposition to be influenced by right motives, declares to the man’s conscience at the same
time (or would do, if he attended to it) that the object ought not to be pursued in those
circumstances. Nevertheless, where the man commits the crime, the natural disposition
was only towards the object, not formally towards the doing it upon wrong motives; and
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generally the very essence of the crime consists in the liberty of the will forcibly overruling the actual disposition towards being influenced by right motives, and not at all (as
you suppose) in the man’s having any natural disposition to be influenced by wrong
motives, as such.

The Ninth Letter
REV. SIR,
[1] I had the honour of your kind letter yesterday, and must own that I do now see a difference between the nature of that disposition which we have to be influenced by virtuous
motives, and that contrary disposition, (or whatever else it may properly be called,) which is
the occasion of our committing sin; and hope in time to get a thorough insight into this subject by means of those helps you have been pleased to afford me. I find it necessary to consider such very abstruse questions at different times and in different dispositions; and have
found particular use of this method upon that abstract subject of necessity: for ‘tho I did not
see the force of your argument for the unity of the divine nature when I had done writing to
you upon that subject, I am now fully satisfied that it is conclusive. I will only just add that
I suppose somewhat in my last letter was not clearly expressed, for I did not at all design to
say, that the essence of any crime consisted in the man’s having a natural disposition to be
influenced by wrong motives.
[2] I was fully resolved to have gone to Cambridge some time in this term, not in
the least expecting but that I might have the terms allowed there which I have kept here,
but I am informed by one who has been there that it is not at all to be depended upon; but
that it’s more likely to be refused than granted me. My design was this; when I had taken
the Degree of Bachelor of Arts at Cambridge, (which I would have done to have the privilege of that gown,) to take that of Bachelor of Arts allowed there, it will be highly proper
for me to stay at Oxford to take Bachelor of Law. I will inquire concerning the truth of
what the gentleman told me, and if I find he is mistaken and that I can take the degree of
Bachelor of Arts at Cambridge next June, which is the time I shall be standing for it, and
Bachelor of Law a year after that; I will make bold to accept of your kind offer to write Mr.
Laughton, and will acquaint you with it as soon as I am satisfied, otherwise I will give you
no further trouble in the matter; and indeed I am sorry I should have given you any
already upon it, but I thought I had sufficient reason to be satisfied, and had not the least
suspicion in the world that there was any uncertainly about getting the terms allowed, so I
hope you will excuse it.
[3] I am with the greatest respect and gratitude for all your favours,
Rev. Sir,
Your most obedient humble Servant,
J. BUTLER
Oriel Coll., Oct. 10, 1717.
I should have written yesterday, to prevent your trouble of writing to Mr. Laughton, but I
was not informed of what I have mentioned before last night.
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Notes
1. pag. 45, Edit. 4th.
2. pag. 48, Edit. 4th.
3. pag. 16, 17. Edit. 4th.
4. Ut partium temporis ordo est immultabilis, sic etiam ordo partium spatii. Moveantur haec de
locis suis, et movebunltur (ut ita dicam) de seipsis. NEWTON. Princip. Mathemat. Schol. ad Definit. 8.
5. Deus non est aeternitas vel infinitas, sed aeterntus & infinitus; non est duratio vel spatium, sed
durat & adest. Durat semper, & adest ubique; & existendo semper et ubique, durationem et spatium, aeternitatem et infinitatem, constituit. Cum unaquaeque spatii particula sit semper; & unumquodq; durationis
indivisibile momentum ubiqui; certe rerum omnium Fabricator ac Dominus non erit nunquam
nusquam. Omnipresens est, non per virtutem solam, sed etiamn per substantiam: nam virtus sine substantia subsistere non potest. In ipso continentur & moventur universa, &c. NEWTON. Princip. Mathemat.
Schol. general. sub finem.
6. Puto implicare contradictionem, ut mundus [meaning the material world] sit finites. Cartes, Epist.
69, Partis primae.
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The Preface

[1] Though ’tis scarce possible to avoid judging, in some way or other, of almost every thing
which offers itself to one’s thoughts; yet ’tis certain that many persons, from different causes,
never exercise their judgment, upon what comes before them, in the way of determining
whether it be conclusive and holds. They are perhaps entertained with some things, not so
with others; they like and they dislike: but whether that which is proposed to be made out,
be really made out or not; whether a matter be stated according to the real truth of the case,
seems to the generality of people merely a circumstance of no consideration at all. Arguments are often wanted for some accidental purpose: but proof as such is what they never
want for themselves; for their own satisfaction of mind, or conduct in life. Not to mention
the multitudes who read merely for the sake of talking, or to qualifie themselves for the
world, or some such kind of reasons; there are, even of the few who read for their own entertainment, and have a real curiosity to see what is said, several, which is prodigious, who have
no sort of curiosity to see what is true: I say, curiosity; because ’tis too obvious to be mentioned, how much that religious and sacred attention, which is due to truth, and to the
important question, what is the rule of life, is lost out of the world.
[2] For the sake of this whole class of readers, for they are of different capacities, different kinds, and get into this way from different occasions, I have often wished, that it had
been the custom to lay before people nothing in matters of argument but premises, and leave
them to draw conclusions themselves; which, though it could not be done in all cases, might
in many.
[3] The great number of books and papers of amusement, which, of one kind or
another, daily come in one’s way, have in part occasioned, and most perfectly fall in with and
humour, this idle way of reading and considering things. By this means, time even in solitude is happily got rid of, without the pain of attention: neither is any part of it more put to
the account of idleness, one can scarce forbear saying, is spent with less thought, than great
part of that, which is spent in reading.
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[4] Thus people habituate themselves to let things pass through their minds, as one
may speak, rather than to think of them. Thus by use they become satisfied merely with seeing what is said, without going any further. Review and attention, and even forming a judgment, becomes fatigue; and to lay any thing before them that requires it, is putting them
quite out of their way.
[5] There are also persons, and there are at least more of them than have a right to
claim such superiority, who take for granted, that they are acquainted with every thing; and
that no subject, if treated in the manner it should be, can be treated in any manner but what
is familiar and easie to them.
[6] ’Tis true indeed, that few persons have a right to demand attention; but ’tis also
true, that nothing can be understood without that degree of it, which the very nature of the
thing requires. Now morals, considered as a science, concerning which speculative difficulties are daily raised, and treated with regard to those difficulties, plainly require a very peculiar attention. For here ideas never are in themselves determinate, but become so, by the
train of reasoning and the place they stand in; since ’tis impossible that words can always
stand for the same ideas, even in the same author, much less in different ones. Hence an argument may not readily be apprehended, which is different from its being mistaken; and even
caution to avoid being mistaken may, in some cases, render it less readily apprehended. ’Tis
very unallowable for a work of imagination or entertainment not to be of easie comprehension, but may be unavoidable in a work of another kind, where a man is not to form or
accommodate, but to state things as he finds them.
[7] It must be acknowledged that some of the following discourses are very abstruse
and difficult; or, if you please, obscure: but I must take leave to add, that those alone are
judges, whether or no and how far this is a fault, who are judges, whether or no and how far
it might have been avoided—those only who will be at the trouble to understand what is
here said, and to see how far the things here insisted upon, and not other things, might have
been put in a plainer manner; which yet I am very far from asserting that they could not.
[8] Thus much however will be allowed, that general criticisms concerning obscurity
considered as a distinct thing from confusion and perplexity of thought, as in some cases
there may be ground for them; so in others, they may be nothing more at the bottom than
complaints, that every thing is not to be understood with the same ease that some things are.
Confusion and perplexity in writing is indeed without excuse, because any one may, if he
pleases, know whether he understands and sees through what he is about: and ’tis unpardonable for a man to lay his thoughts before others, when he is conscious that he himself does
not know whereabouts he is, and how the matter before him stand. ’Tis coming abroad in a
disorder, which he ought to be dissatisfied to find himself in at home.
[9] But even obscurities arising from other causes than the abstruseness of the argument, may not be always inexcusable. Thus a subject may be treated in a manner, which all
along supposes the reader acquainted with what has been said upon it, both by ancient and
modern writers; and with what is the present state of opinion in the world concerning such
subject. This will create a difficulty of a very peculiar kind, and even throw an obscurity over
the whole before those who are not thus informed; but those who are, will be disposed to
excuse such a manner, and other things of the like kind, as saving of their patience.
[10] However upon the whole, as the title of Sermons gives some right to expect what
is plain and of easie comprehension, and as the best auditories are mixt; I shall not set about
to justifie the propriety of preaching or under that title publishing, discourses so abstruse as
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some of these are: neither is it worth while to trouble the reader with the account of my
doing either. He must not however impute to me, as a repetition of the impropriety, this second edition, but to the demand for it.
[11] Whether he will think he has any amends made him, by the following illustrations of what seemed most to require them, I my self am by no means a proper judge.
[12] There are two ways in which the subject of morals may be treated. One begins
from inquiring into the abstract relations of things: the other from a matter of fact, namely,
what the particular nature of man is, its several parts, their oeconomy or constitution; from
whence it proceeds to determine what course of life it is, which is correspondent to this
whole nature. In the former method the conclusion is express’d thus, that vice is contrary to
the nature and reasons of things: in the latter, that ’tis a violation or breaking in upon our
own nature. Thus they both lead us to the same thing, our obligations to the practice of
virtue; and thus they exceedingly strengthen and enforce each other. The first seems the most
direct formal proof, and in some respects the least liable to cavil and dispute: the latter is in
a peculiar matter adapted to satisfie a fair mind; and is more easily applicable to the several
particular relations and circumstances in life.
[13] The following discourses proceed chiefly in this method. The three first wholly.
They were intended to explain what is meant by the nature of man, when it is said that
virtue consists in following, and vice in deviating from it; and by explaining to shew that
the assertion is true. That the ancient moralists had some inward feeling or other, which
they chose to express in this manner, that man is born to virtue, that it consists in following
nature, and that vice is more contrary to this nature than tortures or death, their works in
our hand are instances. Now a person who found no mystery in this way of speaking of the
ancients; who, without being very explicit with himself, kept to his natural feeling, went
along with them, and found within himself a full conviction that what they laid down was
just and true; such an one would probably wonder to see a point, in which he never perceived any difficulty, so laboured as this is, in the second and third sermons; insomuch perhaps as to be at a loss for the occasion, scope and drift of them. But it need not be thought
strange that this manner of expression, though familiar with them, and, if not usually carried so far, yet not uncommon amongst ourselves, should want explaining; since there are
several perceptions daily felt and spoken of, which yet it may not be very easie at first view
to explicate, to distinguish from all others, and ascertain exactly what the idea or perception is. The many treatises upon the passions are a proof of this; since so many would never
have undertaken to unfold their several complications, and trace and resolve them into their
principles, if they had thought, what they were endeavouring to shew, was obvious to every
one, who felt and talked of those passions. Thus, though there seems no ground to doubt,
but that the generality of mankind have the inward perception express’d so commonly in
that manner by the ancient moralists, more than to doubt whether they have those passions;
yet it appeared of use to unfold that inward conviction, and lay it open in a more explicit
manner, than I had seen done; especially when there were not wanting persons, who manifestly mistook the whole thing, and so had great reason to express themselves dissatisfied
with it. A late author of great and deserved reputation says, that to place virtue in following
nature, is at best a loose way of talk. And he has reason to say this, if what I think he
intends to express, though with great decency, be true that scarce any other sense can be put
upon those words, but acting as any of the several parts, without distinction, of a man’s
nature happen most to incline him.1
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[14] Whoever thinks it worth while to consider this matter thoroughly, should begin
with stating to himself exactly the idea of a system, oeconomy or constitution of any particular nature, or particular any thing: and he will, I suppose, find, that ’tis an one or a whole,
made up of several parts; but yet, that the several parts even considered as a whole, do not
compleat the idea, unless in the notion of a whole, you include the relations and respects,
which those parts have to each other. Every work both of nature and of art is a system: and
as every particular thing both natural and artificial is for some use or purpose out of and
beyond itself, one may add, to what was already brought into the idea of a system, its conduciveness to this one or more ends. Let us instance in a watch—suppose the several parts of
it taken to pieces, and placed apart from each other: let a man have ever so exact a notion of
these several parts, unless he considers the respects and relations which they have to each
other, he will not have any thing like the idea of a watch. Suppose these several parts
brought together and any how united: neither will he yet, be the union ever so close, have
an idea which will bear any resemblance to that of a watch. But let him view those several
parts together, or consider them as to be put together in the manner of a watch; let him
form a notion of the relations which those several parts have to each other—all conducive in
their respective ways to this purpose, shewing the hour of the day; and then he has the idea
of a watch. Thus it is with regard to the inward frame of man. Appetites, passions, affections, and the principle of reflection, considered merely as the several parts of our inward
nature, do not at all give us an idea of the system or constitution of this nature: because the
constitution is formed by somewhat not yet taken into consideration, namely by the relations, which these several parts have to each other; the chief of which is the authority of
reflection or conscience. ’Tis from considering the relations which the several appetites and
passions in the inward frame have to each other, and above all the supremacy of reflection or
conscience, that we get the idea of the system or constitution of humane nature. And from
the idea itself ‘twill as fully appear, that this our nature, i.e. constitution is adapted to
virtue, as from the idea of a watch it appears, that its nature, i.e. constitution or system is
adapted to measure time. What in fact or event commonly happens, is nothing to this question. Every work of art is apt to be out of order: but this is so far from being according to its
system, that let the disorder increase, and ‘twill totally destroy it. This is merely by way of
explanation what an oeconomy, system or constitution is. And thus far the cases are perfectly parallel. If we go further, there is indeed a difference, nothing to the present purpose,
but too important an one ever to be omitted. A machine is inanimate and passive: but we
are agents. Our constitution is put in our own power. We are charged with it: and therefore
are accountable for any disorder or violation of it.
[15] Thus nothing can possibly be more contrary to nature than vice; meaning by
nature, not only the several parts of our internal frame, but also the constitution of it. Poverty
and disgrace, tortures and death are not so contrary to it. Misery and injustice are indeed
equally contrary to some different parts of our nature taken singly: but injustice is moreover
contrary to the whole constitution of the nature.
[16] If it be asked whether this constitution be really what those philosophers meant,
and whether they would have explained themselves in this manner: the answer is the same, as
if it should be asked, whether a person, who had often used the word resentment and felt the
thing, would have explained this passion exactly in the same manner, in which ’tis done in
one of these discourses. As I have no doubt, but that this is the true account of the ground of
that conviction, which they referr’d to, when they said, vice was contrary to nature. And
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though it should be thought that they meant no more than, that vice was contrary to the
higher and better part of our nature; even this implies such a constitution as I have endeavoured to explain. For the very terms, higher and better, imply a relation or respect of parts to
each other; and these relative parts, being in one and the same nature, form a constitution
and are the very idea of it. They had a perception that injustice was contrary to their nature,
and that pain was so also. They observed these two perceptions totally different, not in
degree, but in kind: and the reflecting upon each of them as they thus flood in their nature,
wrought a full intuitive conviction, that more was due and of right belonged to one of these
inward perceptions, than to the other; that it demanded in all cases to govern such a creature
as man. So that upon the whole, this is a fair and true account of what was the ground of
their conviction; of what they intended to refer to when they said, virtue consisted in following nature: a manner of speaking not loose and undeterminate, but clear and distinct, strictly
just and true.
[17] Though I am persuaded the force of this conviction is felt by almost every one;
yet since, considered as an argument and put in words, it appears somewhat abstruse, and
since the connection of it is broken in the three first sermons, it may not be amiss to give the
reader the whole argument here in one view.
[18] Mankind has various instincts and principles of action, as brute creatures have;
some leading most directly and immediately to the good of the community, and some most
directly to private good.
[19] Man has several which brutes have not; particularly reflection or conscience, an
approbation of some principles or actions, and disapprobation of others.
[20] Brutes obey their instincts or principles of action, according to certain rules; suppose the constitution of their body, and the objects around them.
[21] The generality of mankind also obey their instincts and principles, all of them;
those propensions we call good, as well as the bad, according to the same rules; namely the
constitution of their body, and the external circumstances which they are in. [Therefore it is
not a true representation of mankind, to affirm that they are wholly governed by self-love,
the love of power, and sensual appetites: since, as on the one hand, they are often actuated by
these, without any regard to right or wrong; so on the other ’tis manifest fact, that the same
persons, the generality, are frequently influenced by friendship, compassion, gratitude; and
even a general abhorrence of what is base, and liking of what is fair and just, takes its turn
amongst the other motives of action. This is the partial inadequate notion of human nature
treated of in the first Discourse: and ’tis by this nature, if one may speak so, that the world is
in fact influenced, and kept in that tolerable order, in which it is.]
[22] Brutes in acting according to the rules before-mentioned, their bodily constitution and circumstances, act suitably to their whole nature. [It is however to be distinctly
noted, that the reason why we affirm this is not merely that brutes in fact act so; for this
alone, however universal, does not at all determine, whether such course of action be correspondent to their whole nature: but the reason of the assertion is, that as in acting thus, they
plainly act conformably to somewhat in their nature, so from all observations we are able to
make upon them, there does not appear the least ground to imagine them to have any thing
else in their nature, which requires a different rule or course of action.]
[23] Mankind also in acting thus would act suitably to their whole nature, if no more
were to be said of man’s nature, than what has been now said; if that, as it is a true, were also
a compleat, adequate account of our nature.
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[24] But that is not a compleat account of man’s nature. Somewhat further must be
brought in to give us an adequate notion of it; namely, that one of those principles of action,
conscience or reflection, compared with the rest as they all stand’ together in the nature of
man, plainly bears upon it marks of authority over all the rest, and claims the absolute direction of them all, to allow or forbid their gratification: a disapprobation of reflection being in
itself a principle manifestly superior to a mere propension. And the conclusion is, that to
allow no more to this superior principle or part of our nature, than to other parts; to let it
govern and guide only occasionally in common with the rest, as its turn happens to come,
from the temper and circumstances one happens to be in; this is not to act conformably to
the constitution of man: neither can any human creature be said to act conformably to his
constitution of nature, unless he allows to that superior principle the absolute authority
which is due to it. And this conclusion is abundantly confirmed from hence, that one may
determine what course of action the oeconomy of man’s nature requires, without so much as
knowing in what degrees of strength the several principles prevail, or which of them have
actually the greatest influence.
[25] The practical reason of insisting so much upon this natural authority of the principle of reflection or conscience is, that it seems in great measure overlooked by many, who
are by no means the worst sort of men. It is thought sufficient to abstain from gross wickedness, and to be humane and kind to such as happen to come in their way. Whereas in reality
the very constitution of our nature requires, that we bring our whole conduct before this
superior faculty; wait its determination; enforce upon ourselves its authority, and make it the
business of our lives, as it is absolutely the whole business of a moral agent, to conform ourselves to it. This is the true meaning of that ancient precept, Reverence thy Self.
[26] The not taking into consideration this authority, which is implied in the idea of
reflex approbation or disapprobation, seems a material deficiency or omission in Lord Shaftsbury’s Inquiry concerning Virtue. He has shewn beyond all contradiction, that virtue is naturally
the interest or happiness, and vice the misery, of such a creature as man, placed in the circumstances which we are in this world. But suppose there are particular exceptions: a case
which this author was unwilling to put, and yet surely it is to be put: or suppose a case
which he has put and determined, that of a sceptick not convinced of this happy tendency of
virtue, or being of a contrary opinion. His determination is, that it would be without remedy.2
One may say more explicitly, that leaving out the authority of reflex approbation or disapprobation, such a one would be under an obligation to act viciously; since interest, one’s own
happiness, is a manifest obligation, and there is not supposed to be any other obligation in
the case. “But does it much mend the matter, to take in that natural authority of reflection?
There indeed would be an obligation to virtue; but would not the obligation from supposed
interest on the side of vice remain?” If it should, yet to be under two contrary obligations, i.e.
under none at all, would not be exactly the same, as to be under a formal obligation to be
vicious, or to be in circumstances in which the constitution of man’s nature plainly required
that vice should be preferr’d. But the obligation on the side of interest really does not
remain. For the natural authority of the principle of reflection, is an obligation the most near
and intimate, the most certain and known: whereas the contrary obligation can at the utmost
appear no more than probable; since no man can be certain in any circumstances, that vice is
his interest in the present world, much less can he be certain against another: and thus the
certain obligation would entirely supersede and destroy the uncertain one; which yet would
have been of real force without the former.
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[27] In truth, the taking in this consideration, totally changes the whole state of the
case; and shows, what this author does not seem to have been aware of, that the greatest
degree of scepticism which he thought possible, will still leave men under the strictest
moral obligations, whatever their opinion be concerning the happiness of virtue. For that
mankind upon reflection felt an approbation of what was good, and disapprobation of the
contrary, he thought a plain matter of fact, as it undoubtedly is, which none could deny, but
from mere affectation. Take in then that authority and obligation, which is a constituent
part of this reflex approbation, and it will undeniably follow, though a man should doubt of
every thing else, yet, that he would still remain under the nearest and most certain obligation to the practice of virtue; an obligation implied in the very idea of virtue, in the very
idea of reflex approbation.
[28] And how little influence soever this obligation alone, can be expected to have
in fact upon mankind, yet one may appeal even to interest and self-love, and ask, since
from man’s nature, condition, and the shortness of life, so little, so very little indeed, can
possibly in any case be gained by vice; whether it be so prodigious a thing to sacrifice that
little to the most intimate of all obligations; and which a man cannot transgress without
being self-condemned, and, unless he has corrupted his nature, without real self-dislike:
this question, I say, may be asked, even upon supposition that the prospect of a future life
were ever so uncertain.
[29] The observation, that man is thus by his very nature a law to himself, pursued to
its just consequences, is of the utmost importance; because from it ‘twill follow, that though
men should, through stupidity or speculative scepticism, be ignorant of, or disbelieve, any
authority in the universe to punish the violation of this law; yet, if there should be such
authority, they would be as really liable to punishment, as though they had been beforehand
convinced, that such punishment would follow. For in whatever sense we understand justice,
even supposing, what I think would be very presumptuous to assert, that the end of divine
punishment is no other than that of civil punishment, namely, to prevent future mischief;
upon this bold supposition, ignorance or disbelief of the sanction would by no means exempt
even from this justice: because it is not foreknowledge of the punishment which renders us
obnoxious to it; but merely violating a known obligation.
[30] And here it comes in one’s way to take notice of a manifest error or mistake in
the author now cited, unless perhaps he has incautiously expressed himself so as to be misunderstood; namely, that it is malice only, and not goodness, which can make us afraid.3
Whereas in reality, goodness is the natural and just object of the greatest fear to an ill
man. Malice may be appeased or satiated; humour may change, but goodness is a fixed,
steady, immovable principle of action. If either of the former holds the sword of justice,
there is plainly ground for the greatest of crimes to hope for impunity: but if it be goodness, there can be no possible hope, whilst the reasons of things, or the ends of government, call for punishment. Thus every one sees how much greater chance of impunity an
ill man has in a partial administration, than in a just and upright one. It is said, that the
interest or good of the whole must be the interest of the universal being, and that he can have no other.
Be it so. This author has proved, that vice is naturally the misery of mankind in this
world. Consequently it was for the good of the whole that it should be so. What shadow of
reason then is there to assert, that this may not be the case hereafter? Danger of future
punishment (and if there be danger, there is ground of fear) no more supposes malice, than
the present feeling of punishment does.
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[31] The Sermon upon the character of Balaam, and that upon Self-deceit, both relate to
one subject. I am persuaded, that a very great part of the wickedness of the world is, one way
or other, owing to the self-partiality, self-flattery, and self-deceit, endeavoured there to be
laid open and explained. ’Tis to be observed amongst persons of the lowest rank, in proportion to their compass of thought, as much as amongst men of education and improvement. It
seems, that people are capable of being thus artful with themselves, in proportion as they are
capable of being so with others. Those who have taken notice that there is really such a
thing, namely, plain falseness and insincerity in men with regard to themselves, will readily
see the drift and design of these Discourses: and nothing that I can add will explain the
design of them to him, who has not beforehand remarked, at least, somewhat of the character. And yet the admonitions they contain may be as much wanted by such a person, as by
others; for it is to be noted, that a man may be entirely possessed by this unfairness of mind,
without having the least speculative notion what the thing is.
[32] The account given of resentment in the eighth sermon is introductory to the following one upon forgiveness of injuries. It may possibly have appealed to some, at first sight, a
strange assertion, that injury is the only natural object of settled resentment, or that men do
not in fact resent deliberately any thing but under this appearance of injury. But I must
desire the reader not to take any assertion alone by itself, but to consider the whole of what is
said upon it: because this is necessary, not only in order to judge of the truth of it, but often,
such is the nature of language, to see the very meaning of the assertion. Particularly as to
this, injury and injustice is, in the Sermon itself, explained to mean, not only the more gross
and shocking instances of wickedness, but also contempt, scorn, neglect, any sort of disagreeable behaviour towards a person, which he thinks other than what is due to him. And the
general notion of injury or wrong plainly comprehends this, though the words are mostly
confined to the higher degrees of it.
[33] Forgiveness of injuries is one of the very few moral obligations which has been
disputed. But the proof, that it is really an obligation, what our nature and condition
require, seems very obvious, were it only from the consideration, that revenge is doing harm
merely for harm’s sake. And as to the love of our enemies: resentment cannot supersede the
obligation to universal benevolence, unless they are in the nature of the thing inconsistent,
which they plainly are not.4
[34] This divine precept, to forgive injuries and love our enemies, though to be met
with in Gentile moralists, yet is in a peculiar sense a precept of Christianity; as our saviour
has insisted more upon it than upon any other single virtue. One reason of this doubtless is,
that it so peculiarly becomes an imperfect, faulty creature. But it may be observed also, that
a virtuous temper of mind, consciousness of innocence, and good meaning towards every
body, and a strong feeling of injustice and injury, may itself, such is the imperfection of our
virtue, lead a person to violate this obligation, if he be not upon his guard. And it may well
be supposed, that this is another reason why it is so much insisted upon by him, who knew
what was in man.
[35] The chief design of the eleventh Discourse is to state the notion of self-love and
disinterestedness, in order to show that benevolence is not more unfriendly to self-love, than
any other particular affection whatever. There is a strange affectation in many people of
explaining away all particular affections, and representing the whole of life as nothing but
one continued exercise of self-love. Hence arises that surprising confusion and perplexity in
the Epicureans5 of old, Hobbs, the author of Reflections, Sentences, et Maximes Morales, and this
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whole sett of writers; the confusion of calling actions interested which are done in contradiction to the most manifest known interest, merely for the gratification of a present passion.
Now all this confusion might easily be avoided, by stating to ourselves wherein the idea of
self-love in general consists, as distinguished from all particular movements towards particular external objects; the appetites of sense, resentment, compassion, curiosity, ambition, and
the rest.6 When this is done, if the words selfish and interested cannot be parted with, but
must be applied to every thing; yet, to avoid such total confusion of all language, let the distinction be made by epithets: and the first may be called cool or settled selfishness, and the
other passionate or sensual selfishness. But the most natural way of speaking plainly is, to
call the first only, self-love, and the actions proceeding from it, interested: and to say of the
latter, that they are not love to ourselves, but movements towards somewhat external: honour, power, the harm or good of another: and that the pursuit of these external objects, so far
as it proceeds from these movements (for it may proceed from self-love),7 is no otherwise
interested, than as every action of every creature must, from the nature of the thing, be; for
no one can act but from a desire, or choice, or preference of his own.
[36] Self-love and any particular passion may be joined together; and from this complication, it becomes impossible in numberless instances to determine precisely, how far an
action, perhaps even of one’s own, has for its principle general self-love, or some particular
passion. But this need create no confusion in the ideas themselves of self-love and particular
passions. We distinctly discern what one is, and what the other are; though we may be uncertain how far one or the other influences us. And though from this uncertainty, it cannot but
be, that there will be different opinions concerning mankind, as more or less, governed by
interest; and some will ascribe actions to self-love, which others will ascribe to particular passions: yet ’tis absurd to say, that mankind are wholly actuated by either; since ’tis manifest
that both have their influence. For as on the one hand, men form a general notion of interest,
some placing it in one thing, and some in another, and have a considerable regard to it
throughout the course of their life, which is owing to self-love; so on the other hand, they are
often set on work by the particular passions themselves, and a considerable part of life is spent
in the actual gratification of them, i.e. is employed, not by self-love, but by the passions.
[37] Besides, the very idea of an interested pursuit, necessarily pre-supposes particular
passions or appetites; since the very idea of interest, or happiness, consists in this, that an
appetite or affection enjoys its object. ’Tis not because we love ourselves that we find delight
in such and such objects, but because we have particular affections towards them. Take away
these affections, and you leave self-love nothing at all to employ itself about;8 no end or
object for it to purpose, excepting that of avoiding pain. Indeed, the Epicureans, who maintain’d that absence of pain was the highest happiness, might, consistently with themselves,
deny all affection, and, if they had so pleased, every sensual appetite too: but the very idea of
interest or happiness other than absence of pain, implies particular appetites or passions;
these being necessary to constitute that interest or happiness.
[38] The observation that benevolence is no more disinterested than any of the common particular passions,9 seems of itself worth being taken notice of; but is insisted upon to
obviate that scorn, which one sees rising upon the faces of people who are said to know the
world, when mention is made of a disinterested, generous, or public spirited action. The
truth of that observation might be made appear in a more formal manner of proof: for whoever will consider all the possible respects and relations which any particular affection can
have to self-love and private interest, will, I think, see demonstrably, that benevolence is not
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in any respect more at variance with self-love, than any other particular affection whatever,
but that it is in every respect, at least, as friendly to it.
[39] If the observation be true, it follows, that self-love and benevolence, virtue and
interest, are not to be opposed, but only to be distinguished from each other; in the same
way as virtue and any other particular affection, love of arts, suppose, are to be distinguished.
Every thing is what it is, and not another thing. The goodness or badness of actions does not
arise from hence, that the epithet, interested or disinterested, may be applied to them; any
more than that any other indifferent epithet, suppose inquisitive or jealous may or may not
be applied to them; not from their being attended with present or future pleasure or pain;
but from their being what they are: namely, what becomes such creatures as we are, what the
state of the case requires, or the contrary. Or in other words, we may judge and determine,
that an action is morally good or evil, before we so much as consider, whether it be interested
or disinterested. This consideration no more comes in to determine, whether an action be
virtuous, than to determine whether it be resentful. Self-love, in its due degree, is as just and
morally good, as any affection whatever. Benevolence towards particular persons may be to a
degree of weakness, and so be blameable: and disinterestedness is so far from being in itself
commendable, that the utmost possible depravity, which we can in imagination conceive, is
that of disinterested cruelty.
[40] Neither does there appear any reason to wish self-love were weaker in the generality of the world, than it is. The influence which it has, seems plainly owing to its being
constant and habitual, which it cannot but be, and not to the degree or strength of it. Every
caprice of the imagination, every curiosity of the understanding, every affection of the heart,
is perpetually shewing its weakness by prevailing over it. Men daily, hourly, sacrifice the
greatest known interest to fancy, inquisitiveness, love or hatred, any vagrant inclination. The
thing to be lamented is not that men have so great regard to their own good or interest in
the present world, for they have not enough;10 but that they have so little to the good of others. And this seems plainly owing to their being so much engaged in it the gratification of
particular passions unfriendly to benevolence, and which happen to be most prevalent in
them, much more than to self-love. As a proof of this may be observed, that there is character
more void of friendship, gratitude, natural affection, love to their country, common justice,
or more equally and uniformly hard-hearted, than the abandoned in, what is called, the way of
pleasure—hard-hearted and totally without feeling in behalf of others; except when they
cannot escape the sight of distress, and so are interrupted by it in their pleasures. And yet ’tis
ridiculous to call such an abandoned course of pleasure interested, when the person engaged
in it knows before-hand, and goes on under the feeling and apprehension, that ‘twill be as
ruinous to himself, as to those who depend upon him.
[41] Upon the whole, if the generality of mankind were to cultivate within themselves the principle of self-love; if they were to accustom themselves often to sit down and
consider, what was the greatest happiness they were capable of attaining for themselves in
this life, and if self-love were so strong and prevalent, as that they would uniformly pursue
this their supposed chief temporal good, without being diverted from it by any particular
passion, it would manifestly prevent numberless follies and vices. This was in a great measure the Epicurean system of philosophy. ’Tis indeed by no means the religious, or even moral
institution of life. Yet, with all the mistakes men would fall into about interest, it would be
less mischievous than the extravagancies of mere appetite, will and pleasure: for certainly
self-love, though confined to the interest of this life, is, of the two, a much better guide than
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passion,11 which has absolutely no bound nor measure, but what is set to it by this self-love,
or moral considerations.
[42] From the distinction above made between self-love, and the several particular
principles or affections ill our nature, we may see how good ground there was for that assertion, maintained by the several ancient schools of philosophy against the Epicureans, namely,
that virtue is to be pursued as an end, eligible in and for itself. For, if there be any principles
or affections in the mind of man distinct from self-love, that the things those principles tend
towards, or that the objects of those affections are, each of them, in themselves eligible, to be
pursued upon its own account, and to be rested in as all end, is implied in the very idea of
such principle or affection.12 They indeed asserted much higher things of virtue, and with
very good reason; but to say thus much of it, that it is to be pursued for itself, is to say no
more of it, than may truly be said of the object of every natural affection whatever.
[43] The question which was a few years ago disputed in France concerning the love of
God, which was there called enthusiasm, as it will every where by the generality of the world;
this question I say answers, in religion, to that old one in morals now mentioned. And both of
them are, I think, fully determined by the same observation, namely, that the very nature of
affection, the idea itself, necessarily implies resting in its object as an end.
[44] I shall not here add any thing further to what I have said in the two discourses
upon that most important subject, but only this: that if we are constituted such sort of creatures, as from our very nature, to feel certain affections or movements of mind, upon the
sight or contemplation of the meanest inanimate part of the creation, for the flowers of the
field have their beauty; certainly there must be somewhat due to him himself, who is the
author and cause of all things; who is more intimately present to us, than any thing else can
be, and with whom we have a nearer and more constant intercourse, than we can have with
any creature: there must be some movements of mind and heart which correspond to his perfections, or of which those perfections are the natural object. And that when we are commanded to love the Lord our God, with all our heart, and with all our mind, and with all our soul;
somewhat more must be meant than merely, that we live in hope of rewards, or fear of punishments from him; somewhat more than this must be intended: though these regards themselves are most just and reasonable, and absolutely necessary to be often recollected, in such a
world as this.
[45] It may be proper just to advertise the reader, that he is not to look for any particular reason for the choice of the greatest part of these discourses; their being taken from
amongst many others, preached in the same place, through a course of eight years, being in a
great measure accidental. Neither is he to expect to find any other connection between them,
than that uniformity of thought and design, which will always be found in the writings of
the same person, when he writes with simplicity and in earnest.
Stanhope, Sept. the 16th, 1729

Notes
1.
2.
3.

Rel. of Nature delin. Ed. 1724. p. 22, 23.
Characteristicks. V. 2. p. 69.
Charact. V.I. p. 39.
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4. P. 99.
5. One need only look into Torquatus’s account of the Epicurean system. In Cicero’s first book
De Finibus, to see in what a surprising manner this was done by them. Thus the desire of praise, and of
being beloved, he explains to be no other than desire of safety: regard to our country, even in the most
virtuous character, to be nothing but regard to ourselves. The author of Relections, &c Morales, says,
Curiosity proceeds from interest or pride; which pride also would doubtless have been explained to be
self-love. Pag. 85, Ed. 1725. As if there were no such passions in mankind as desire of esteem, or of
being beloved, or of knowledge Hobbs’s account of the affections of good-will and pity are instances of
the same kind.
6. p. 111.
7. Vide in the Note p. 52n2 these being the Occasion &c.
8. Pag. 112.
9. P. 113.
10. Pag, 51.
11. Pag. 59.
12. P. 129.
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Upon Humane Nature, the Social Nature of Man

For as we have many members in one body, and all members have not the same office: so we being
many are one body in Christ, and every one members one of another.
—ROM. xii. 4, 5

[1] The epistles of the New Testament have all of them a particular reference to the condition and usages of the Christian world at the time they were written. Therefore as they cannot be thoroughly understood, unless that condition and those usages are known and
attended to: so further, though they be known, yet if they be discontinued or changed;
exhortations, precepts, and illustrations of things, which refer to such circumstances now
ceased or altered, cannot at this time be urged in that manner, and with that force which
they were to the primitive Christians. Thus the text now before us, in its first intent and
design, relates to the decent management of those extraordinary gifts which were then in the
church,1 but which are now totally ceased. And even as the allusion that we are one body in
Christ; though what the apostle here intends is equally true of Christians in all circumstances; and the consideration of it is plainly still an additional motive, over and above moral
considerations, to the discharge of the several duties and offices of a Christian: yet it is manifest this allusion must have appeared with much greater force to those, who by the many difficulties they went through for the sake of their religion, were led to keep always in view the
relation they stood in to their saviour, who had undergone the same; to those, who from the
idolatries of all around them, and their ill treatment, were taught to consider themselves as
not of the world in which they lived, but as a distinct society of themselves; with laws, and
ends, and principles of life and action, quite contrary to those which the world profess’d
themselves at that time influenced by. Hence the relation of a Christian was by them considered as nearer than that of affinity and blood; and they almost literally esteemed themselves
as members one of another.
[2] It cannot indeed possibly be denied, that our being God’s creatures, and virtue
being the natural law we are born under, and the whole constitution of man being plainly
47
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adapted to it, are prior obligations to piety and to virtue, than the consideration that God
sent his son into the world to save it, and the motives which arise from the peculiar relation
of Christians, as members one of another under Christ our head. However, though all this be
allowed, as it expressly is by the inspired writers; yet ’tis manifest that Christians at the time
of the revelation, and immediately after, could not but insist mostly upon considerations of
this latter kind.
[3] These observations show the original particular reference of the text; and the peculiar force with which the thing intended by the allusion in it must have been felt by the
primitive Christian world. They likewise afford a reason for treating it at this time in a more
general way.
[4] The relation, which the several parts or members of the natural body have to each
other and to the whole body, is here compared to the relation which each particular person in
society has to other particular persons and to the whole society: and the latter is intended to
be illustrated by the former. And if there be a likeness between these two relations, the consequence is obvious: that the latter shows us we were intended to do good to others, as the
former shews us that the several members of the natural body were intended to be instruments of good to each other and to the whole body. But as there is scarce any ground for a
comparison between society and the meer material body, this without the mind being a dead
unactive thing; much less can the comparison be carried to any length. And since the apostle
speaks of the several members as having distinct offices, which implies the mind; it cannot
be thought an unallowable liberty, instead of the body and its members, to substitute the whole
nature of man, and all the variety of internal principles which belong to it. And then the comparison
will be between the nature of man as respecting self, and tending to private good, his own
preservation and happiness; and the nature of man as having respect to society, and tending
to promote publick good, the happiness of that society. These ends do indeed perfectly coincide; and to aim, at publick and private good are so far from being inconsistent, that they
mutually promote each other: yet in the following discourse they must be considered as
entirely distinct; otherwise the nature of man as tending to one, or as tending to the other,
cannot be compared. There can no comparison be made, without considering the things
compared as distinct and different.
[5] From this review and comparison of the nature of man as respecting self, and as
respecting society, it will plainly appear, that there are as real and the same kind of indications in
humane nature, that we were made for society and to do good to our fellow-creatures; as that we were
intended to take care of our own life and health and private good: and that the same objections lie
against one of these assertions as against the other. For
[6] First, There is a natural principle of benevolence2 in man; which is in some degree to
society, what self-love is to the individual. And if there be in mankind any disposition to friendship; if there be any such thing as compassion, for compassion is momentary love; if there be
any such thing as the paternal or filial affections; if there be any affection in humane nature,
the object and end of which is the good of another; this is itself benevolence, or the love of
another. Be it even so short, be it in ever so low a degree, or ever so unhappily confined; it
proves the assertion, and points out what we were designed for, as really as though it were in
a higher degree and more extensive. I must however remind you, that though benevolence
and self-love are different; though the former tends most directly to publick good, and the
latter private: yet they are so perfectly coincident, that the greatest satisfactions to our selves
depend upon our having benevolence in a due degree; and that self-love is one chief security
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of our right behaviour towards society. It may be added, that their mutual coinciding, so that
we can scarce promote one without the other, is equally a proof that we were made for both.
[7] Secondly, This will further appear from observing, that the several passions and
affections, which are distinct3 both from benevolence and self-love, do in general contribute
and lead us to publick good as really as to private. It might be thought too minute and particular, and would carry us too great a length, to distinguish between and compare
together the several passions or appetites, whose primary use and intention is the security
and good of society; and the passions distinct from self-love, whose primary intention and
design is the security and good of the individual.4 It is enough to the present argument,
that desire of esteem from others, contempt and esteem of them, love of society as distinct
from affection to the good of it, indignation against successful vice, that these are publick
affections or passions; have an immediate respect to others, naturally lead us to regulate
our behaviour in such a manner as will be of service to our fellow creatures. If any or all of
these may be considered likewise as private affections, as tending to private good; this does
not hinder them from being publick affections too, or destroy the good influence of them
upon society, and their tendency to publick good. It may be added, that as persons without
any conviction from reason of the desirableness of life, would yet of course preserve it
meerly from the appetite of hunger; so, by acting meerly from regard (suppose) to reputation, without any consideration of the good of others, men often contribute to publick
good. In both these instances they are plainly instruments in the hands of another, in the
hands of providence, to carry on ends, the preservation of the individual and good of society, which they themselves have not in their view or intention. The sum is, men have various appetites, passions, and particular affections, quite distinct both from self-love and
from benevolence: all of these have a tendency to promote both publick and private good,
and may be considered as respecting others and ourselves equally and in common: but
some of them seem most immediately to respect others, or tend to publick good; others of
them most immediately to respect self, or tend to private good: as the former are not
benevolence, so the latter are not self-love: neither sort are instances of our love either to
ourselves or others; but only instances of our maker’s care and love both of the individual
and the species, and proofs that he intended we should be instruments of good to each
other, as well as that we should be so to ourselves.
[8] Thirdly, There is a principle of reflection in men, by which they distinguish
between, approve and disapprove their own actions. We are plainly constituted such sort of
creatures as to reflect upon our own nature. The mind can take a view of what passes within
itself, its propensions, aversions, passions, affections, as respecting such objects, and in such
degrees; and of the several actions consequent thereupon. In this survey it approves of one,
disapproves of another, and towards a third is affected neither of these ways, but is quite
indifferent. This principle in man, by which he approves or disapproves his heart, temper,
and action, is conscience; for this is the strict sense of the word, tho’ sometimes it is used so
as to take in more. And that this faculty tends to restrain men from doing mischief to each
other, and leads them to do good, is too manifest to need being insisted upon. Thus, a parent
has the affection of love to his children: this leads him to take care of, to educate, to make
due provision for them; the natural affection leads to this: but the reflection that it is his
proper business, what belongs to him, that it is right and commendable so to do; this, added
to the affection, becomes a much more settled principle, and carries him on through more
labor and difficulties for the sake of his children, than he would undergo from that affection
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alone; if he thought it, and the course of action it led to, either indifferent or criminal. This
indeed is impossible, to do that which is good, and not to approve of it; for which reason
they are frequently not considered as distinct, though they really are: for men often approve
of the actions of others, which they will not imitate, and likewise do that which they allow
not. It cannot possibly be denied that there is this principle of reflection or conscience in
humane nature. Suppose a man to relieve an innocent person in distress; suppose the same
man afterwards, in the fury of anger, to do the greatest mischief to a person who had given
no just cause of offence; to aggravate the injury, add the circumstances of former friendship,
and obligation from the injured person; let the man who is supposed to have done these two
different actions, coolly reflect upon them afterwards, without regard to their consequences
to himself: to assert that any common man would be affected in the same way towards these
different actions, that he would make no distinction between them, but approve or disapprove them equally, is too glaring a falsity to need being confuted. There is therefore this
principle of reflection or conscience in mankind. It is needless to compare the respect it has
to private good, with the respect it has to publick; since it plainly tends as much to the latter
as to the former, and is commonly thought to tend chiefly to the latter. This faculty is now
mentioned meerly as another part in the inward frame of man, pointing out to us in some
degree what we are intended for, and as what will naturally and of course have some influence. The particular place assigned to it by nature, what authority it has, and how great
influence it ought to have, shall be hereafter considered.
[9] From this comparison of benevolence and self-love, our publick and private affections, of the courses of life they lead to, and of the principle of reflection or conscience as
respecting each of them, it is as manifest, that we were made for society, and to promote the happiness of it, as that we were intended to take care of our own life, and health, and private good.
[10] And from this whole review must be given a different drought of humane nature
from what we are often presented with. Mankind are by nature so closely united, there is such
a correspondence between the inward sensations of one man and those of another, that disgrace is as much avoided as bodily pain, and to be the object of esteem and love as much
desired as any external goods: and, in many particular cases, persons are carried on to do good
to others, as the end their affections tend to, and rest in; and manifest that they find real satisfaction and enjoyment in this course of behaviour. There is such a natural principle of attraction in man towards man, that having trod the same track of land, having breathed in the
same climate, barely having been born in the same artificial district, or division, becomes the
occasion of contracting acquaintances and familiarities many years after: for any thing may
serve the purpose. Thus, relations, meerly nominal, are sought and invented, not by governors, but by the lowest of the people; which are found sufficient to hold mankind together in
little fraternities and copartnerships: weak ties indeed, and what may afford fund enough for
ridicule, if they are absurdly considered as the real principles of that union: but they are, in
truth, meerly the occasions, as any thing may be of any thing, upon which our nature carries
us on according to its own previous bent and bias; which occasions, therefore, would be nothing at all, were there not this prior disposition and bias of nature. Men are so much one body,
that in a peculiar manner they feel for each other, shame, sudden danger, resentment, honour,
prosperity, distress: one or another, or all of these, from the social nature in general, from
benevolence, upon the occasion of natural relation, acquaintance, protection, dependence; each
of these being distinct cements of society. And, therefore, to have no restraint from, no regard
to others in our behaviour, is the speculative absurdity of considering ourselves as single and
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independent, as having nothing in our nature which has respect to our fellow-creatures,
reduced to action and practice. And this is the same absurdity, as to suppose a hand, or any
part, to have no natural respect to any other, or to the whole body.
[11] But allowing all this, it may be asked, “Has not man dispositions and principles
within which lead him to do evil to others, as well as to do good? Whence come the many
miseries else, which men are the authors and instruments of to each other?” These questions,
as far as they relate to the foregoing discourse, may be answered by asking, “has not man also
dispositions and principles within, which lead him to do evil to himself, as well as good?
Whence come the many miseries else, sickness, pain, and death, which men are the instruments and authors of to themselves?”
[12] It may be thought more easie to answer some one of these questions than the
other, but the answer to both is really the same; that mankind have ungoverned passions
which they will gratifie at any rate, as well to the injury of others, as in contradiction to
known private interest: but that as there is no such thing as self-hatred, so neither is there
any such thing as ill-will in one man towards another, emulation and resentment being
away; whereas there is plainly benevolence or good-will: there is no such thing as love of
injustice, oppression, treachery, ingratitude; but only eager desires after such and such external goods; which, according to a very ancient observation, the most abandoned would choose
to obtain by innocent means, if they were as easy, and as effectual to their end: that even
emulation and resentment, by anyone who will consider what these passions really are in
nature,5 will be found nothing to the purpose of this objection: and that the principles and
passions in the mind of man, which are distinct both from self-love and benevolence, primarily and most directly lead to right behaviour with regard to others as well as himself, and
only secondarily and accidentally to what is evil. Thus, though men, to avoid the shame of
one villany are sometimes guilty of a greater, yet it is easy to see, that the original tendency
of shame is to prevent the doing of shameful actions; and its leading men to conceal such
that actions when done, is only in consequence of their being done; i.e. of the passions not
having answered its first end.
[13] If it be said, that there are persons in the world, who are in great measure without
the natural affections towards their fellow-creatures: there are likewise instances of persons
without the common natural affections to themselves: but the nature of man is not to be
judged by either of these, but by what appears in the common world, in the bulk of mankind.
[14] I am afraid it would be thought very strange, if to confirm the truth of this
account of humane nature, and make out the justness of the foregoing comparison, it should
be added, that from what appears, men in fact, as much and as often contradict that part of
their nature which respects self, and which leads them to their own private good and happiness; as they contradict that part of it which respects society, and tends to publick good: that
there are as few persons, who attain the greatest satisfaction and enjoyment which they
might attain in the present world; as who do the greatest good to others which they might
do: nay, that there are as few who can be said really and in earnest to aim at one, as at the
other. Take a survey of mankind: The world in general, the good and bad, almost without
exception, equally are agreed, that were religion out of the case, the happiness of the present
life would consist in a manner wholly in riches, honours, sensual gratifications; insomuch
that one scarce hears a reflection made upon prudence, life, conduct, but upon this supposition. Yet on the contrary, that persons in the greatest affluence of fortune are no happier than
such as have only a competency; that the cares and disappointments of ambition for the most
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part far exceed the satisfactions of it; as also the miserable intervals of intemperance and
excess, and the many untimely deaths occasioned by a dissolute course of life: these things
are all seen, acknowledged, by every one acknowledged; but are thought no objections
against, though they expressly contradict, this universal principle, that the happiness of the
present life consists in one or other of them. Whence is all this absurdity and contradiction?
Is not the middle way obvious? Can any thing be more manifest, than that the happiness of
life consists in these possessed and enjoyed only to a certain degree; that to pursue them
beyond this degree, is always attended with more inconvenience than advantage to a man’s
self, and often with extream misery and unhappiness. Whence then, I say, is all this absurdity and contradiction? Is it really the result of consideration in mankind, how they may
become most easy to themselves, most free from care, and enjoy the chief happiness attainable in this world? Or is it not manifestly owing either to this, that they have not cool and
reasonable concern enough for themselves, to consider wherein their chief happiness in the
present life consists; or else, if they do consider it, that they will not act conformably to what
is the result of that consideration: i.e. reasonable concern for themselves, or cool self-love, is
prevailed over by passion and appetite. So that from what appears, there is no ground to
assert that those principles in the nature of man, which most directly lead to promote the
good of our fellow-creatures, are more generally or in a greater degree violated, than those
which most directly lead us to promote our own private good and happiness.
[15] The sum of the whole is plainly this. The nature of man, considered in his single
capacity, and with respect only to the present world, is adapted and leads him to attain the
greatest happiness he can for himself in the present world. The nature of man considered in
publick or social capacity leads him to a right behavior in society, to that course of life which
we call virtue. Men follow or obey their nature in both these capacities and respects to a certain degree, but not intirely: their actions do not come up to the whole of what their nature
leads them to in either of these capacities or respects; and they often violate their nature in
both. i.e. as they neglect the duties they owe to their fellow-creatures, to which their nature
leads them; and are injurious, to which their nature is abhorrent: so there is a manifest negligence in men of their real happiness or interest in the present world, when that interest is
inconsistent with a present gratification; for the sake of which they negligently, nay, even
knowingly are the authors and instruments of their own misery and ruin. Thus they are as
often unjust to themselves as to others, and for the most part are equally so to both by the
same actions.

Notes
1. 1 Cor. xii.
2. Suppose a man of learning to be writing a grave book upon humane nature and to shew in
several parts of it that he had an insight into the subject he was considering: amongst other things, the
following one would require to be accounted for; the appearance of benevolence or good-will in men
towards each other in the instances of natural relation, and in others. (Hobbs of Humane Nature, c. 9.§
17). Cautious of being deceived with outward show, he retires within himself to see exactly, what that is
in the mind of man from whence this appearance proceeds; and, upon deep reflection, asserts the principle in the mind to be only the love of power, and delight in the exercise of it. Would not every body
think here was a mistake of one word for another? That the philosopher was contemplating and
accounting for some other humane actions, some other behaviour of man to man? And could any one be
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thoroughly satisfied, that what is commonly called benevolence or good-will was really the affection
meant, but only by being made to understand that this learned person had a general hypothesis, to
which the appearance of good-will could no otherwise be reconciled? That what has this appearance is
often nothing but ambition; that delight in superiority often (suppose always) mixes itself with benevolence, only makes it more specious to call it ambition than hunger, of the two: but in reality that passion does no more account for the whole appearances of good-will, than this appetite does. Is there not
often the appearance of one man’s wishing that good to another, which he knows himself unable to procure him; and rejoycing in it, though bestowed by a third person? And can love of power any way possibly come in to account for this desire or delight? Is there not often the appearance of men’s
distinguishing between two or more persons, preferring one before another to do good to, in cases where
love of power cannot in the least account for the distinction and preference? For this principle can not
otherwise distinguish between objects, than as it is a greater instance and exertion of power to do good
to one rather than to another. Again, suppose good-will in the mind of man to be nothing but delight
in the exercise of power: men might indeed be restrained by distant and accidental considerations; but
these restraints being removed, they would have a disposition to, and delight in mischief as an exercise
and proof of a power: and this disposition and delight would arise from or be the same principle in the
mind, as a disposition to and delight in charity. Thus cruelty, as distinct from envy and resentment,
would be exactly the same in the mind of man as good-will: that one tends to the happiness, the other
to the misery of our fellow-creatures, is it seems meerly an accidental circumstance, which the mind has
not the least regard to. These are the absurdities which even men of capacity run into, when they have
occasion to belie their nature, and will perversely disclaim that image of God which was originally
stamped upon it; the traces of which, however faint, are plainly discernible upon the mind of man.
If any person can in earnest doubt, whether there be such a thing as good-will in one man
towards another; (for the question is not concerning either the degree or extensiveness of it, but concerning the affection itself) let it be observed, that whether man be thus or otherwise constituted, what is the
inward frame in this particular, is a meer question of fact or natural history, not proveable immediately by
reason. It is therefore to be judged of and determined in the same way other facts or matters of natural
history are: by appealing to the external senses, or inward perceptions, respectively, as the matter under
consideration is cognizable by one or the other: by arguing from acknowledged facts and actions; for a
great number of actions of the same kind, in different circumstances, and respecting different objects,
will prove, to a certainty, what principles they do not, and, to the greatest probability, what principles
they do proceed from: and lastly, by the testimony of mankind. Now, that there is some degree of
benevolence amongst men, may be as of strongly and plainly proved in all these ways, as it could possibly be proved, supposing there was this affection in our nature. And should any one think fit to assert,
that resentment in the mind of man was of absolutely nothing but reasonable concern for our own
safety; the falsity of this, and what is the real nature of that passion, could be shewn in no other ways
than those in which it may be shewn, that there is such a thing in some degree as real good-will in man
towards man. It is sufficient that the seeds of it be implanted in our nature by God. There is, it is
owned, much left for us to do upon our own heart and temper; to cultivate, to improve, to call it forth,
to exercise it in a steady, uniform manner. This is our work: this is virtue and religion.
3. Every body makes a distinction between self-love, and the several particular passions,
appetites, and affections; and yet they are often confounded again. That they are totally different will be
seen by any one who will distinguish between the passions and appetites themselves, and endeavoring after
the means of their gratification. Consider the appetite of hunger, and the desire of esteem: these being
the occasion both of pleasure and pain, the coolest self-love, as well as the appetites and passions themselves, may put us upon making use of the proper methods of obtaining that pleasure, and avoiding that
pain; but the feelings themselves, the pain of hunger and shame, and the delight from esteem, are no more
self-love than they are any thing in the world. Though a man hated himself, he would as much feel the
pain of hunger as he would that of the gout: and it is plainly supposable, there may be creatures with
self-love in them to the highest degree, who may be quite insensible and indifferent (as men in some
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cases are) to the contempt and esteem of those, upon whom their happiness does not in some further
respects depend. And as self-love and the several particular passions and appetites are in themselves
totally different; so, that some actions proceed from one, and some from the other, will be manifest to
any who will observe the two following very supposable cases. One man rushes upon certain ruin for the
gratification of a present desire: nobody will call the principle of this action self-love. Suppose another
man to go through some laborious work upon promise of a great reward, without any distinct knowledge what the reward will be: this course of action cannot be ascribed to any particular passion. The former of these actions is plainly to be imputed to some particular passion or affection, the latter as plainly
to the general affection or principle of self-love. That there are some particular pursuits or actions concerning which we cannot determine how far they are owing to one, and how far to the other, proceeds
from this, that the two principles are frequently mixed together, and run into each other. This distinction is further explained in the eleventh sermon.
4. If any desire to see this distinction and comparison made in a particular instance, the
appetite and passion now mentioned may serve for one. Hunger is to be consider’d as a private appetite;
because the end for which it was given us is the preservation of the individual. Desire of esteem is a
publick passion; because the end for which it was given us is to regulate our behaviour towards society.
The respect which this has to private good is as remote, as the respect that has to publick good: and the
appetite is no more self-love, than the passion is benevolence. The object and end of the former is
meerly food; the object and end of the latter is meerly esteem: but the latter can no more be gratified,
without contributing to the good of society; than the former can be gratified, without contributing to
the preservation of the individual.
5. Emulation is meerly the desire and hope of equality with or superiority over others, with
whom we compare our selves. There does not appear to be any other grief in the natural passion, but
only that want which is implied in desire. However, this may be so strong as to be the occasion of great
grief. To desire the attainment of this equality or superiority by the particular means of others being
brought down to our own level, or below it, is, I think, the distinct notion of envy. From whence it is
easy to see, that the real end which the natural passion emulation, and which the unlawful one envy
aims at, is exactly the same; namely, that equality or superiority: and consequently, that to do mischief
is not the end of envy, but meerly the means it makes use of to attain its end. As to resentment, see the
eighth sermon.
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Sermon II
Upon Humane Nature, Natural Supremacy
of Conscience
For when the Gentiles which have not the law, do by nature the things contained in the law, these,
having not the law, are a law unto themselves.
—ROM. ii. 14.

[1] As speculative truth admits of different kinds of proof, so likewise moral obligations may
be shewn by different methods. If the real nature of any creature leads him and is adapted to
such and such purposes only, or more than to any other; this is a reason to believe the Author
of that nature intended it for those purposes. Thus there is no doubt the eye was intended for
us to see with. And the more complex any constitution is, and the greater variety of parts
there are which thus tend to some one end, the stronger is the proof that such end was
designed. However, when the inward frame of man is considered as any guide in morals, the
utmost caution must be used that none make peculiarities in their own temper, or any thing
which is the effect of particular customs, though observable in several, the standard of what
is common to the species; and above all, that the highest principle be not forgot or excluded,
that to which belongs the adjustment and correction of all other inward movements and
affections: which principle will of course have some influence, but which being in nature
supream, as shall now be shewn, ought to preside over and govern all the rest. The difficulty
of rightly observing the two former cautions; the appearance there is of some small diversity
amongst mankind with respect to this faculty, with respect to their natural sense of moral
good and evil; and the attention necessary to survey with any exactness what passes within,
have occasioned that it is not so much agreed what is the standard of the internal nature of
man, as of his external form. Neither is this last exactly settled, yet we understand one
another when we speak of the shape of a humane body: so likewise we do when we speak of
the heart and inward principles, how far soever the standard is from being exact or precisely
fixed. There is therefore ground for an attempt of shewing men to themselves, of shewing
them what course of life and behaviour their real nature points out and would lead them to.
Now obligations of virtue shewn, and motives to the practice of it enforced, from a review of
55
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the nature of man, are to be considered as an appeal to each particular person’s heart and natural conscience: as the external senses are appealed to for the proof of things cognizable by
them. Since then our inward feelings, and the perceptions we receive from our external senses
are equally real; to argue from the former to life and conduct is as little liable to exception as
to argue from the latter to absolute speculative truth. A man can as little doubt whether his
eyes were given him to see with as he can doubt of the truth of the science of opticks, deduced
from ocular experiments. And allowing the inward feeling, shame; a man can as little doubt
whether it was given him to prevent his doing shameful actions as he can doubt whether his
eyes were given him to guide his steps. And as to these inward feelings themselves; that they
are real, that man has in his nature passions and affections, can no more be questioned than
that he has external senses. Neither can the former be wholly mistaken, though to a certain
degree liable to greater mistakes than the latter.
[2]There can be no doubt but that several propensions or instincts, several principles
in the heart of man, carry him to society, and to contribute to the happiness of it, in a sense
and a manner in which no inward principle leads him to evil. These principles, propensions,
or instincts which lead him to do good are approved of by a certain faculty within, quite
distinct from these propensions themselves. All this hath been fully made out in the foregoing discourse.
[3]But it may be said, “What is all this, though true, to the purpose of virtue and
religion? These require, not only that we do good to others when we are led this way, by
benevolence or reflection happening to be stronger than other principles, passions, or
appetites, but likewise that the whole character be formed upon thought and reflection;
that every action be directed by some determinate rule, some other rule than the strength
and prevalency of any principle or passion. What sign is there in our nature (for the
inquiry is only about what is to be collected from thence) that this was intended by its
Author? Or how does so various and fickle a temper as that of man appear adapted thereto?
It may indeed be absurd and unnatural for men to act without any reflection; nay, without
regard to that particular kind of reflection which you call conscience; because this does
belong to our nature. For as there never was a man but who approved one place, prospect,
building, before another: so it does not appear that there ever was a man who would not
have approved an action of humanity rather than of cruelty; interest and passion being
quite out of the case. But interest and passion do come in, and are often too strong for and
prevail over reflection and conscience. Now as brutes have various instincts, by which they
are carried on to the end the author of their nature intended them for: is not man in the
same condition; with this difference only, that to his instincts (i.e. appetites and passion) is
added the principle of reflection or conscience? And as brutes act agreeably to their nature,
in following that principle or particular instinct which for the present is strongest in
them, does not man likewise act agreeably to his nature, or obey the law of his creation, by
following that principle, be it passion or conscience, which for the present happens to be
strongest in him? Thus different men are by their particular nature hurried on to pursue
honour or riches or pleasure; there are also persons whose temper leads them in an uncommon degree to kindness, compassion, doing good to their fellow-creatures: as there are
others who are given to suspend their judgment, to weigh and consider things, and to act
upon thought and reflection. Let every one, then, quietly follow his nature; as passion,
reflection, appetite, the several parts of it, happen to be strongest; but let not the man of
virtue take upon him to blame the ambitious, the covetous, the dissolute, since these equally
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with him obey and follow their nature. Thus, as in some cases we follow our nature in doing
the works contained in the law, so in other cases we follow nature in doing contrary.”
[4] Now all this licentious talk entirely goes upon a supposition that men follow their
nature in the same sense, in violating the known rules of justice and honesty for the sake of a
present gratification, as they do in following those rules when they have no temptation to
the contrary. And if this were true, that could not be so which St. Paul asserts, that men are
by nature a law to themselves. If by following nature were meant only acting as we please, it
would indeed be ridiculous to speak of nature as any guide in morals; nay, the very mention
of deviating from nature would be absurd; and the mention of following it, when spoken by
way of distinction, would absolutely have no meaning. For did ever any one act otherwise
than as he pleased? And yet the ancients speak of deviating from nature as vice, and of following nature so much as a distinction, that according to them the perfection of virtue consists therein. So that language itself should teach people another sense to the words following
nature than barely acting as we please. Let it, however, be observed that though the words
humane nature are to be explained, yet the real question of this discourse is not concerning the
meaning of words, any other than as the explanation of them may be needful to make out
and explain the assertion, that every man is naturally a law to himself, that every one may find
within himself the rule of right, and obligations to follow it. This St. Paul affirms in the words of
the text, and this the foregoing objection really denies by seeming to allow it. And the objection will be fully answered, and the text before us explained, by observing that nature is considered in different views, and the word used in different senses; and by showing in what
view it is considered, and in what sense the word is used, when intended to express and signify that which is the guide of life, that by which men are a law to themselves. I say, the
explanation of the term will be sufficient, because from thence it will appear that in some
senses of the word nature cannot be, but that in another sense it manifestly is, a law to us.
[5] I. By nature is often meant no more than some principle in man, without regard
either to the kind or degree of it. Thus the passion of anger, and the affection of parents to
their children, would be called equally natural. And as the same person hath often contrary
principles, which at the same time draw contrary ways, he may by the same action both follow and contradict his nature in this sense of the word; he may follow one passion and contradict another.
[6] II. Nature is frequently spoken of as consisting in those passions which are
strongest, and most influence the actions; which being vicious ones, mankind is in this
sense naturally vicious, or vicious by nature. Thus St. Paul says of the Gentiles, who were dead
in trespasses and sins, and walked according to the spirit of disobedience,1 that they were by nature
children of wrath. They could be no otherwise children of wrath by nature, than they were
vicious by nature.
[7] Here, then, are two different senses of the word nature, in neither of which men can
at all be said to be a law to themselves. They are mentioned only to be excluded; to prevent
their being confounded, as the latter is in the objection, with another sense of it, which is
now to be inquired after and explained.
[8] III. The apostle asserts, that the Gentiles do by NATURE the things contained in the
law. Nature is indeed here put by way of distinction from revelation, but yet it is not a meer
negative. He intends to express more than that by which they did not, that by which they did,
the works of the law; namely, by nature. It is plain the meaning of the word is not the same in
this passage as in the former, where it is spoken of as evil; for in this latter it is spoken of as
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good; as that by which they acted, or might have acted, virtuously. What that is in man by
which he is naturally a law to himself is explained in the following words: Which show the work
of the law written in their hearts, their consciences also bearing witness, and their thoughts the meanwhile accusing or else excusing one another. If there be a distinction to be made between the works
written in their hearts, and the witness of conscience, by the former must be meant the natural disposition to kindness and compassion to do what is of good report, to which this apostle often
refers: that part of the nature of man, treated of in the foregoing discourse, which with very
little reflection and of course leads him to society, and by means of which he naturally acts a
just and good part in it, unless other passions or interest lead him astray. Yet since other passions, and regards to private interest, which lead us (though indirectly, yet they lead us)
astray, are themselves in a degree equally natural, and often most prevalent, and since we
have no method of seeing the particular degrees in which one or the other is placed in us by
nature, it is plain the former, considered meerly as natural, good and right as they are, can no
more be a law to us than the latter. But there is a superior principle of reflection or conscience in every man, which distinguishes between the internal principles of his heart, as
well as his external actions; which passes judgement upon himself and them, pronounces
determinately some actions to be in themselves just, right, good, others to be in themselves
evil, wrong, unjust: which, without being consulted, without being advised with, magisterially exerts itself, and approves or condemns him the doer of them accordingly: and which, if
not forcibly stopped, naturally and always of course goes on to anticipate a higher and more
effectual sentence, which shall hereafter second and affirm its own. But this part of the office
of conscience is beyond my present design explicitly to consider. It is by this faculty, natural
to man, that he is a moral agent, that he is a law to himself, but this faculty, I say, not to be
considered meerly as a principle in his heart, which is to have some influence as well as others, but considered as a faculty in kind and in nature supreme over all others, and which
bears its own authority of being so.
[9] This prerogative, this natural supremacy, of the faculty which surveys, approves, or disapproves the several affections of our mind and actions of our lives, being that by which men
are a law to themselves, their conformity or disobedience to which law of our nature renders
their actions, in the highest and most proper sense, natural or unnatural, it is fit it be further
explained to you; and I hope it will be so, if you will attend to the following reflections.
[10] Man may act according to that principle or inclination which for the present happens to be strongest, and yet act in a way disproportionate to, and violate his real proper
nature. Suppose a brute creature by any bait to be allured into a snare, by which he is
destroyed. He plainly followed the bent of his nature, leading him to gratify his appetite:
there is an entire correspondence between his whole nature and such an action: such action
therefore is natural. But suppose a man, foreseeing the same danger of certain ruin, should
rush into it for the sake of a present gratification. He in this instance would follow his
strongest desire, as did the brute creature: but there would be as manifest a disproportion,
between the nature of a man and such an action as between the meanest work of art and the
skill of the greatest master in that art; which disproportion arises, not from considering the
action singly in itself, or in its consequences, but from comparison of it with the nature of the
agent. And since such an action is utterly disproportionate to the nature of man, it is in the
strictest and most proper sense unnatural; this word expressing that disproportion. Therefore,
instead of the words, disproportionate to his nature, the word, unnatural may now be put, this
being more familiar to us: but let it be observed that it stands for the same thing precisely.
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[11] Now what is it which renders such a rash action unnatural? Is it that he went
against the principle of reasonable and cool self-love, considered meerly as a part of his nature?
No: for if he had acted the contrary way, he would equally have gone against a principle, or
part of his nature, namely, passion or appetite. But to deny a present appetite, from foresight
that the gratification of it would end in immediate ruin or extreme misery, is by no means an
unnatural action: whereas to contradict or go against cool self-love for the sake of such gratification is so in the instance before us. Such an action then being unnatural; and its being so not
arising from a man’s going against a principle or desire barely, nor in going against that principle or desire which happens for the present to be strongest, it necessarily follows that there
must be some other difference or distinction to be made between these two principles, passion
and cool self-love, than what I have yet taken notice of. And this difference, not being a difference in strength or degree, I call a difference in nature and in kind. And since, in the instance
still before us, if passion prevails over self-love the consequent action is unnatural, but if selflove prevails over passion the action is natural, it is manifest that self-love is in humane nature
a superior principle to passion. This may be contradicted without violating that nature; but
the former cannot. So that, if we will act conformably to the oeconomy of man’s nature, reasonable self-love must govern. Thus, without particular consideration of conscience, we may
have a clear conception of the superiour nature of one inward principle to another; and see that
there really is this natural superiority, quite distinct from degrees of strength and prevalency.
[12] Let us now take a view of the nature of man, as consisting partly of various
appetites, passions, affections, and partly of the principle of reflection or conscience, leaving
quite out all consideration of the different degrees of strength in which either of them prevail, and it will further appear that there is this natural superiority of one inward principle to
another, or that it is even part of the idea of reflection or conscience.
[13] Passion or appetite implies a direct simple tendency towards such and such
objects, without distinction of the means by which they are to be obtained. Consequently
‘twill often happen there will be a desire of particular objects, in cases where they cannot be
obtained without manifest injury to others. Reflection or conscience comes in, need disapproves the pursuit of them in these circumstances; but the desire remains. Which is to be
obeyed, appetite or reflection? Cannot this question be answered, from the oeconomy and
constitution of humane nature meerly, without saying which is strongest? Or need this at all
come into consideration? Would not the question be intelligibly and fully answered by saying, that the principle of reflection or conscience being compared with the various appetites,
passions, and affections in men, the former is manifestly superiour and chief, without regard
to strength? And how often soever the latter happens to prevail, it is meer usurpation: the former remains in nature and in kind its superior; and every instance of such prevalence of the
latter is an instance of breaking in upon and violation of the constitution of man.
[14] All this is no more than the distinction, which everybody is acquainted with,
between meer power and authority: only instead of being intended to express the difference
between what is possible and what is lawful in civil government; here it has been shewn
applicable to the several principles in the mind of man. Thus that principle, by which we
survey, and either approve or disapprove our own heart, temper, and actions, is not only to be
considered as what is in its turn to have some influence; which may be said of every passion,
of the lowest appetites: but likewise as being superiour, as from its very nature manifestly
claiming superiority over all others: insomuch that you cannot form a notion of this faculty,
conscience, without taking in judgment, direction, superintendency. This is a constituent
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part of the idea, that is, of the faculty itself: and, to preside and govern, from the very economy and constitution of man, belongs to it. Had it strength, as it has right; had it power, as
it had manifest authority; it would absolutely govern the world.
[15] This gives us a further view of the nature of man; shews us what course of life we
were made for: not only that our real nature leads us to be influenced in some degree by
reflection and conscience; but likewise in what degree we are to be influenced by it, if we
will fall in with, and act agreeably to the constitution of our nature: that this faculty was
placed within to be our proper governour; to direct and regulate all under principles, passions, and motives of action. This is its right and office: thus sacred is its authority. And how
often soever men violate and rebelliously refuse to submit to it, for supposed interest which
they cannot otherwise obtain, or for the sake of passion which they cannot otherwise gratify;
this makes no alteration as to the natural right and office of conscience.
[16] Let us now turn this whole matter another way, and suppose there was no such
thing at all as this natural supremacy of conscience; that there was no distinction to be made
between one inward principle and another, but only that of strength; and see what would be
the consequence.
[17] Consider then what is the latitude and compass of the actions of man with regard
to himself, his fellow-creatures, and the supream being? What are their bounds, besides that
of our natural power? The bounds are plainly no other than these: with respect to the individual, no man seeks misery as such for himself; and with respect to society, no one unprovoked does mischief for its own sake. For in every degree within these bounds, mankind
knowingly from passion or wantonness, bring ruin and misery upon themselves and others.
And impiety and profaneness, I mean what every one would call so who believes the being of
God, have absolutely no bounds at all. Men blaspheme the author of nature, formally and in
words renounce their allegiance to their creator. Put an instance, then, with respect to any
one of these three. Tho’ we should suppose profane swearing, and in general that kind of
impiety now mentioned, to mean nothing, yet it implies wanton disregard and irreverence
towards an infinite being our Creator; and is this as suitable to the nature of man as reverence
and dutiful submission of heart towards that almighty being? Or suppose a man guilty of
parricide, with all the circumstances of cruelty which such an action can admit of. This
action is done in consequence of its principle being for the present strongest: and if there be
no difference between inward principles, but only that of strength; the strength being given,
you have the whole nature of the man given, so far as it relates to this matter. The action
plainly corresponds to the principle, the principle being in that degree of strength it was: it
therefore corresponds to the whole nature of the man. Upon comparing the action and the
whole nature, there arises no disproportion, there appears no unsuitableness between them.
Thus the murder of a father and the nature of man correspond to each other, as the same nature
and an act of filial duty. If there be no difference between inward principles, but only that of
strength; we can make no distinction between these two actions, considered as the actions of
such a creature; but in our coolest hours must approve or disapprove them equally: than
which nothing can be reduced to a greater absurdity.

Note
1.

Ephes. Ii. 3.
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Sermon III
Upon Humane Nature, Natural Supremacy
of Conscience
[1] The natural supremacy of reflection or conscience being thus established, we may from it
form a distinct notion of what is meant by humane nature when virtue is said to consist in it,
and vice in deviating from it.
[2] As the idea of a civil constitution implies in it united strength, various subordinations under one direction—that of the supreme authority; the different strength of each particular member of the society not coming into the idea—whereas, if you leave out the
subordination, the union, and the one direction, you destroy and lose it: so reason, several
appetites, passions, and affections, prevailing in different degrees of strength, is not that idea
or notion of humane nature; but that nature consists in these several principles considered as
having a natural respect to each other, in the several passions being naturally subordinate to
the one superior principle of reflection or conscience. Every bias, instinct, propension within,
is a natural part of our nature, but not the whole: add to these the superior faculty whose
office it is to adjust, manage, and preside over them, and take in this its natural superiority,
and you compleat the idea of humane nature. And as in civil government the constitution is
broken in upon and violated by power and strength prevailing over authority; so the constitution of man is broken in upon and violated by the lower faculties or principles within prevailing over that which is in its nature supreme over them all. Thus, when it is said by
ancient writers that tortures and death are not so contrary to humane nature as injustice, by
this, to be sure, is not meant that the aversion to the former in mankind is less strong and
prevalent than their aversion to the latter, but that the former is only contrary to our nature
considered in a partial view, and which takes in only the lowest part of it, that which we have
in common with the brutes; whereas the latter is contrary to our nature, considered in a
higher sense, as a system and constitution contrary to the whole economy of man.1
[3] And from all these things put together, nothing can be more evident, than that,
exclusive of revelation, man cannot be considered as a creature left by his maker to act at
random, and live at large up to the extent of his natural power, as passion, humour, wilfulness, happen to carry him, which is the condition brute creatures are in; but that from his
61
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make, constitution, or nature, he is in the strictest and most proper sense a law to himself. He hath the
rule of right within: what is wanting is only that he honestly attend to it.
[4] The inquiries which have been made by men of leisure after some general rule, the
conformity to or disagreement from which should denominate our actions good or evil, are
in many respects of great service. Yet let any plain honest man, before he engages in any
course of action, ask himself, is this I am going about right, or is it wrong? Is it good, or is it
evil? I do not in the least doubt but that this question would be answered agreeably to truth
and virtue, by almost any fair man in almost any circumstance. Neither do there appear any
cases which look like exceptions to this, but those of superstition, and partiality to ourselves.
Superstition may perhaps be somewhat of an exception: but partiality to ourselves is not; this
being itself dishonesty. For a man to judge that to be the equitable, the moderate, the right
part for him to act, which he would see to be hard, unjust, oppressive in another; this is plain
vice, and can proceed only from great unfairness of mind.
[5] But allowing that mankind hath the rule of right within himself, yet it may be
asked, “What obligations are we under to attend to and follow it?” I answer: It has been
proved that man by his nature is a law to himself, without the particular distinct consideration of the positive sanctions of that law; the rewards and punishments which we feel, and
those which from the light of reason we have ground to believe, are annext to it. The question, then carries its own answer along within it. Your obligation to obey this law, is its
being the law of your nature. That your conscience approves of and attests to such a course of
action, is itself alone an obligation. Conscience does not only offer itself to shew us the way
we should walk in, but it likewise carries its own authority with it, that it is our natural
guide, the guide assigned us by the author of our nature: it therefore belongs to our condition of being, it is our duty, to walk in that path and follow this guide, without looking
about to see whether we may not possibly forsake them with impunity.
[6] However, let us hear what is to be said against obeying this law of our nature.
And the sum is no more than this: “Why should we be concerned about anything out of and
beyond ourselves? If we do find within ourselves regards to others, and restraints of we
know not how many different kinds, yet these being embarrassments, and hindering us
from going the nearest way to our own good, why should we not endeavour to suppress and
get over them?”
[7] Thus people go on with words, which when applied to humane nature, and the
condition in which it is placed in this world, have really no meaning. For does not all this
kind of talk go upon supposition, that our happiness in this world consists in somewhat
quite distinct from regard to others; and that it is the privilege of vice to be without restraint
or confinement? Whereas, on the contrary, the enjoyments, in a manner all the common
enjoyments of life, even the pleasures of vice, depend upon these regards of one kind or
another to our fellow-creatures. Throw off all regards to others, and we should be quite indifferent to infamy and to honour; there could be no such thing at all as ambition; and scarce
any such thing as covetousness; for we should likewise be equally indifferent to the disgrace
of poverty, the several neglects and kinds of contempt which accompany this state; and to the
reputation of riches, the regard and respect they usually procure. Neither is restraint by any
means peculiar to one course of life: but our very nature, exclusive of conscience, and our
condition lays us under an absolute necessity of it. We cannot gain any end whatever without
being confined to the proper means, which is often the most painful and uneasy confinement. And in numberless instances a present appetite cannot be gratified without such
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apparent and immediate ruin and misery that the most dissolute man in the world chooses to
forego the pleasure, rather than endure the pain.
[8] Is the meaning then to indulge those regards to our fellow-creatures, and submit to
those restraints, which upon the whole are attended with more satisfaction than uneasiness, and
get over only those which bring more uneasiness and inconvenience than satisfaction? “Doubtless this was our meaning.” You have changed sides then. Keep to this; be consistent with yourselves and you and the men of virtue are in general perfectly agreed. But let us take care and
avoid mistakes. Let it not be taken for granted that the temper of envy, rage, resentment, yields
greater delight than meekness, forgiveness, compassion, and good-will: especially when it is
acknowledged that rage, envy, resentment, are in themselves meer misery, and that satisfaction
arising from the indulgence of them is little more than relief from that misery; whereas the
temper of compassion and benevolence is itself delightful; and the indulgence of it, by doing
good, affords new positive delight and enjoyment. Let it not be taken for granted that the satisfaction arising from the reputation of riches and power, however obtained, and from the respect
paid to them, is greater than the satisfaction arising from the reputation of justice, honesty,
charity, and the esteem which is universally acknowledged to be their due. And if it be doubtful which of these satisfactions is the greatest, as there are persons who think neither of them
very considerable, yet there can be no doubt concerning ambition and covetousness, virtue and
a good mind, considered in themselves, and as leading to different courses of life; there can, I
say, be no doubt, which temper and which course is attended with most peace and tranquillity
of mind, which with most perplexity, vexation and inconvenience. And both the virtues and
vices which have been now mentioned, do in a manner equally imply in them regards of one
kind or another to our fellow-creatures. And with respect to restraint and confinement: whoever will consider the restraints from fear and shame, the dissimulation, mean arts of concealment, servile compliances, one or other of which belong to almost every course of vice; will
soon be convinced that the man of virtue is by no means upon a disadvantage in this respect.
How many instances are there in which men feel and own and cry aloud under the chains of
vice with which they are enthralled, and which yet they will not shake off! How many
instances, in which persons manifestly go through more pains and self-denial to gratify a
vicious passion, than would have been necessary to the conquest of it! To this is to be added,
that when virtue is become habitual, when the temper of it is acquired, what was before confinement ceases to be so by becoming choice and delight. Whatever restraint and guard upon
ourselves may be needful to unlearn any unnatural distortion or odd gesture; yet, in all propriety of speech, natural behaviour must be the most easy and unrestrained. It is manifest that, in
the common course of life, there is seldom any inconsistency between our duty and what is
called interest: it is much seldomer that there is an inconsistency between duty and what is
really our present interest; meaning by interest, happiness and satisfaction. Self-love, then,
though confined to the interest of the present world, does in general perfectly coincide with
virtue; and leads us to one and the same course of life. But, whatever exceptions there are to
this, which are much fewer than they are commonly thought, all shall be set right at the final
distribution of things. It is a manifest absurdity to suppose evil prevailing finally over good,
under the conduct and administration of a perfect mined.
[9] The whole argument, which I have been now insisting upon, may be thus summed
up, and given you in one view. The nature of man is adapted to some course of action or
other. Upon comparing some actions with this nature, they appear suitable and correspondent to it: from comparison of other actions with the same nature, there arises to our view
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some unsuitableness or disproportion. The correspondence of actions to the nature of the
agent renders them natural: their disproportion to it, unnatural. That an action is correspondent to the nature of the agent does not arise from its being agreeable to the principle which
happens to be the strongest: for it may be so and yet be quite disproportionate to the nature
of the agent. The correspondence therefore, or disproportion, arises from somewhat else. This
can be nothing but a difference in nature and kind, altogether distinct from strength,
between the inward principles. Some then are in nature and kind superior to others. And the
correspondence arises from the action being conformable to the higher principle; and the
unsuitableness from its being contrary to it. Reasonable self-love and conscience are the chief
or superior principles in the nature of man: because an action may be suitable to this nature,
though all other principles be violated; but becomes unsuitable, if either of those are. Conscience and self-love, if we understand our true happiness, always lead us the same way. Duty
and interest are perfectly coincident; for the most part in this world, but entirely and in
every instance if we take in the future and the whole; this being implied in the notion of a
good and perfect administration of things. Thus they who have been so wise in their generation as to regard only their own supposed interest, at the expense and to the injury of others,
shall at last find, that he who has given up all the advantages of the present world, rather
than violate his conscience and the relations of life, has infinitely better provided for himself,
and secured his owns interest and happiness.

Note
1. Every man in his physical nature is one individual single agent. He has likewise properties
and principles, each of which may be considered separately, and without regard to the respects which
they have to each other. Neither of these are the nature we are taking a view of. But it is the inward
frame of man considered as a system or constitution: whose several parts are united, not by a physical
principle of individuation, but by the respects they have to each other; the chief of which is the subjection which the appetites, passions, and particular affections have to the supream principle of reflection
or conscience. The system or constitution is formed by and consists in these respects and this subjection. Thus the body is a system or constitution: so is a tree: so is every machine. Consider all the several
parts of a tree without the natural respects they have to each other, and you have not at all the idea of a
tree; but add these respects, and this gives you the idea. The body may be impaired by sickness, a tree
may decay, a machine be out of order, yet the system and constitution of them not totally dissolved.
There is plainly somewhat which answers to all this in the moral constitution of man. Whoever will
consider his own nature, will see that the several appetites, passions, and particular affections, have
different respects amongst themselves. They are restraints upon, and are in a proportion to each other.
This proportion is just and perfect, when all those under principles are perfectly coincident with conscience, so far as their nature permits, and in all cases under its absolute and intire direction. The least
excess or defect, the least alteration of the due proportions amongst themselves, or of their coincidence with conscience, though not proceeding into action, is some degree of disorder in the moral
constitution. But perfection, though plainly intelligible and supposeable, was never attained by any
man. If the higher principle of reflection maintains its place, and as much as it can corrects that disorder, and hinders it from breaking out into action, this is all that can be expected in such a creature as
man. And though the appetites and passions have not their exact due proportion to each other; though
they often strive for mastery with judgment or reflection; yet, since the superiority of this principle to
all others is the chief respect which forms the constitution, so far as this superiority is maintained, the
character, the man, is good, worthy, virtuous.
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Upon the Government of the Tongue

If any man among you seem to be religious, and bridleth not his tongue, but deceiveth his own heart,
this man’s religion is vain.
—JAMES i. 26

[1] The translation of this text would be more determinate by being more literal, thus: If any
man among you seemeth to be religious, not bridling his tongue, but deceiving his own heart, this man’s
religion is vain. This determines that the words, but deceiveth his own heart, are not put in opposition to, seemeth to be religious, but to bridleth not his tongue. The certain determinate meaning
of the text then being, that he who seemeth to be religious, and bridleth not his tongue, but
in that particular deceiveth his own heart, this man’s religion is vain; we may observe somewhat very forcible and expressive in these words of St. James. As if the apostle had said, no
man surely can make any pretences to religion, who does not at least believe that he bridleth
his tongue: if he puts on any appearance or face of religion, and yet does not govern his
tongue, he must surely deceive himself in that particular, and think he does: and whoever is
so unhappy as to deceive himself in this, to imagine he keeps that unruly faculty in due subjection, when indeed he does not, whatever the other part of his life be, his religion is vain;
the government of the tongue being a most material restraint which virtue lays us under:
without it no man can be truly religious.
[2] In treating upon this subject, I will consider,
First, what is the general vice or fault here referred to: or what disposition in men is
supposed in moral reflections and precepts concerning bridling the tongue.
Secondly, when it may be said of any one, that he has a due government over himself in
this respect.
[3] I. Now the fault referred to, and the disposition supposed, in precepts and reflections concerning the government of the tongue, is not evil-speaking from malice, nor lying
or bearing false witness from indirect selfish designs. The disposition to these, and the actual
vices themselves, all come under other subjects. The tongue may be employed about, and
65
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made to serve all the purposes of vice, in tempting and deceiving, in perjury and injustice.
But the thing here supposed and referred to, is talkativeness: a disposition to be talking,
abstracted from the consideration of what is to be said; with very little or no regard to, or
thought of doing, either good or harm. And let not any imagine this to be a slight matter,
and that it deserves not to have so great weight laid upon it; till he has considered what evil
is implied in it, and the bad effects which follow from it. It is perhaps true, that they who are
addicted to this folly would choose to confine themselves to trifles and indifferent subjects,
and so intend only to be guilty of being impertinent: but as they cannot go on for ever talking of nothing, as common matters will not afford a sufficient fund for perpetual continued
discourse: when subjects of this kind are exhausted they will go on to defamation, scandal,
divulging of secrets, their own secrets as well as those of others, any thing rather than be
silent. They are plainly hurried on in the heat of their talk to say quite different things from
what they first intended, and which they afterwards wish unsaid; or improper things, which
they had no other end in saying, but only to afford employment to their tongue. And if these
people expect to be heard and regarded, for there are some content meerly with talking, they
will invent to engage your attention: and, when they have heard the least imperfect hint of
an affair, they will out of their own head add the circumstances of time and place and other
matters to make out their story and give the appearance of probability to it: not that they
have any concern about being believed, otherwise than as a means of being heard. The thing
is, to engage your attention; to take you up wholly for the present time: what reflections will
be made afterwards, is in truth the least of their thoughts. And further; when persons who
indulge themselves in these liberties of the tongue, are in any degree offended with another,
as little disgusts and misunderstandings will be, they allow themselves to defame and revile
such a one without any moderation or bounds; though the offence is so very slight, that they
themselves would not do, nor perhaps wish him, an injury in any other way. And in this case
the scandal and revilings are chiefly owing to talkativeness, and not bridling their tongue;
and so come under our present subject. The least occasion in the world will make the
humour break out in this particular way, or in another. It as like a torrent, which must and
will flow; but the least thing imaginable will first of all give it either this or another direction, turn it into this or that channel: or like a fire; the nature of which, when in a heap of
combustible matter, is to spread and lay waste all around; but any one of a thousand little
accidents will occasion it to break out first either in this or another particular part.
[4] The subject then before us, though it does run up into, and can scarce be treated as
intirely distinct from all others; yet it needs not be so much mixed or blended with them as
it often is. Every faculty and power may be used as the instrument of premeditated vice and
wickedness, meerly as the most proper and effectual means of executing such designs. But if
a man, from deep malice and desire of revenge, should meditate a falsehood with a settled
design to ruin his neighbour’s reputation, and should with great coolness and deliberation
spread it; no-body would choose to say of such a one that he had no government of his
tongue. A man may use the faculty of speech as an instrument of false-witness, who yet has
so intire a command over that faculty as never to speak but from forethought and cool
design. Here the crime is injustice and perjury: and, strictly speaking, no more belongs to
the present subject, than perjury and injustice in any other way. But there is such a thing as
a disposition to be talking for its own sake; from which persons often say any thing, good or
bad, of others, meerly as a subject of discourse, according to the particular temper they
themselves happen to be in, and to pass away the present time. There is likewise to be
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observed in persons such a strong and eager desire of engaging attention to what they say,
that they will speak good or evil, truth or otherwise, meerly as one or the other seems to be
most hearkened to: and this, though it is sometimes joined, is not the same with the desire of
being thought important and men of consequence. There is in some such a disposition to be
talking, that an offence of the slightest kind, and such as would not raise any other resentment, yet raises, if I may so speak, the resentment of the tongue, puts it into a flame, into the
most ungovernable motions. This outrage, when the person it respects is present, we distinguish in the lower rank of people by a peculiar term: and let it be observed, that though the
decencies of behaviour are a little kept; the same outrage and virulence, indulged when he is
absent, is an offence of the same kind. But, not to distinguish any further in this manner:
men run into faults and follies which cannot so properly be referred to any one general head
as this, that they have not a due government over their tongue.
[5] And this unrestrained volubility and wantonness of speech is the occasion of numberless evils and vexations in life. It begets resentment in him who is the subject of it; sows
the seed of strife and dissension amongst others; and inflames little disgusts and offences,
which if let alone would wear away of themselves: it is often of as bad effect upon the good
name of others, as deep envy or malice: and to say the least of it in this respect, it destroys
and perverts a certain equity of the utmost importance to society to be observed; namely,
that praise and dispraise, a good or bad character, should always be bestowed according to
desert. The tongue used in such a licentious manner is like a sword in the hand of a madman;
it is employed at random, it can scarce possibly do any good, and for the most part does a
world of mischief; and implies not only great folly and a trifling spirit, but great vitiousness
of mind, great indifference to truth and falsity, and to the reputation, welfare, and good of
others. So much reason is there for what St. James says of the tongue, It is a fire, a world of
iniquity, it defileth the whole body, setteth on fire the course of nature, and is itself set on fire of hell.1
This is the faculty or disposition which we are required to keep a guard upon: these are the
vices and follies it runs into when not kept under due restraint.
[6] II. Wherein the due government of the tongue consists, or when it may be said of
any one in a moral and religious sense that he bridleth his tongue, I come now to consider.
[7] The due and proper use of any natural faculty or power is to be judged of by the
end and design for which it was given us. The chief purpose for which the faculty of speech
was given to man is plainly that we might communicate our thoughts to each other, in
order to carry on the affairs of the world; for business, and for our improvement in knowledge and learning. But the good author of our nature designed us not only necessaries, but
likewise enjoyment and satisfaction, in that being he hath graciously given, and in that
condition of life he hath placed us in. There are secondary uses of our faculties which
administer to delight, as well as to necessity: and as they are equally adapted to both, there
is no doubt but he intended them for our gratification as well as for the support and continuance of our being. The secondary use of speech is to please and be entertaining to each
other in conversation. This is in every respect allowable and right: it unites men closer in
alliances and friendships; gives us a fellow-feeling of the prosperity and unhappiness of
each other; and is in several respects serviceable to virtue, and to promote good behaviour
in the world. And provided there be not too much time spent in it, if it were considered
only in the way of gratification and delight, men must have strange notions of God and of
religion to think that he can be offended with it, or that it is any way inconsistent with
the strictest virtue. But the truth is, such sort of conversation, though it has no particular
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good tendency, yet it has a general good one: it is social and friendly, and tends to promote
humanity, good-nature, and civility.
[8] As the end and use, so likewise the abuse of speech, relates to the one or other of
these; either to business, or to conversation. As to the former; deceit in the management of
business and affairs does not properly belong to the subject now before us: though one may
just mention that multitude, that heedless number of words with which business is perplexed; where a much fewer would, as it should seem, better serve the purpose: but this must
be left to those who understand the matter. The government of the tongue, considered as a
subject of itself, relates chiefly to conversation; to that kind of discourse which usually fills
up the time spent in friendly meetings, and visits of civility. And the danger is, lest persons
entertain themselves and others at the expense of their wisdom and their virtue, and to the
injury or offence of their neighbour. If they will observe and keep clear of these, they may be
as free and easy and unreserved as they can desire.
[9] The cautions to be given for avoiding these dangers, and to render conversation
innocent and agreeable, fall under the following particulars: silence; talking of indifferent
things; and, which makes up too great a part of conversation, giving of characters, speaking
well or evil of others.
[10] The Wise Man observes that there is a time to speak, and a time to keep silence. One
meets with people in the world, who seem never to have made the last of these observations. And yet these great talkers do not at all speak from their having anything to say, as
every sentence shews, but only from their inclination to be talking. Their conversation is
meerly an exercise of the tongue: no other humane faculty has any share in it. It is strange
these persons can help reflecting, that unless they have in truth a superior capacity, and are
in an extraordinary manner furnished for conversation; if they are entertaining, it is at
their own expense. Is it possible, that it should never come into people’s thoughts to suspect, whether or no it be to their advantage to shew so very much of themselves? O that you
would altogether hold your peace, and it should be your wisdom.2 Remember likewise there are
persons who love fewer words, an inoffensive sort of people, and who deserve some regard,
though of too still and composed tempers for you. Of this number was the Son of Sirach:
for he plainly speaks from experience when he says, As hills of sand are to the steps of the aged,
so is one of many words to a quiet man. But one would think it should be obvious to every one,
that when they are in company with their superiours of any kind, in years, knowledge, and
experience; when proper and useful subjects are discoursed of, which they cannot bear a
part in; that these are times for silence: when they should learn to hear, and be attentive; at
least in their turn. It is indeed a very unhappy way these people are in: they in a manner
cut themselves out from all advantage of conversation, except that of being entertained
with their own talk: their business in coming into company not being at all to be
informed, to hear, to learn; but to display themselves; or rather to exert their faculty, and
talk without any design at all. And if we consider conversation as an entertainment, as
somewhat to unbend the mind; as a diversion from the cares, the business, and the sorrows
of life; it is of the very nature of it, that the discourse be mutual. This, I say, is implied in
the very notion of what we distinguish by conversation, or being in company. Attention to
the continued discourse of one alone grows more painful often, than the cares and business
we come to be diverted from. He therefore who imposes this upon us is guilty of a double
offence; by arbitrarily enjoining silence upon all the rest, and likewise obliging them to
this painful attention.
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[11] I am sensible these things are apt to be passed over, as too little to come into a
serious discourse: but in reality men are obliged, even in point of morality and virtue, to
observe all the decencies of behaviour. The greatest evils in life have had their rise from
somewhat which was thought of too little importance to be attended to. And as to the matter we are now upon, it is absolutely necessary to be considered. For if people will not maintain a due government over themselves, in regarding proper times and seasons for silence,
but will be talking, they certainly, whether they design it or not at first, will go on to scandal
and evil-speaking, and divulging secrets.
[12] If it were needful to say any thing further, to persuade men to learn this lesson
of silence; one might put them in mind how insignificant they render themselves by this
excessive talkativeness: insomuch that, if they do chance to say any thing which deserves to
be attended to and regarded, it is lost in the variety and abundance which they utter of
another sort.
[13] The occasions of silence then are obvious, and one would think should be easily
distinguished by every body: namely, when a man has nothing to say; or nothing, but what is
better unsaid: better, either in regard to the particular persons he is present with; or from its
being an interruption to conversation itself; or to conversation of a more agreeable kind; or
better, lastly, with regard to himself. I will end this particular with two reflections of the
wise man: one of which, in the strongest manner, exposes the ridiculous part of this licentiousness of the tongue; and the other, the great danger and viciousness of it. When he that is
a fool walketh by the way side, his wisdom faileth him, and he saith to every one that he is a fool.3 The
other is, in the multitude of words there wanteth not sin.4
[14] As to the government of the tongue in respect to talking upon indifferent subjects: after what has been said concerning the due government of it in respect to the occasions and times for silence, there is little more necessary than only to caution men to be fully
satisfied that the subjects are indeed of an indifferent nature; and not to spend too much
time in conversation of this kind. But persons must be sure to take heed that the subject of
their discourse be at least of an indifferent nature: that it be no way offensive to virtue, religion, or good manners; that it be not of a licentious dissolute sort, this leaving always ill
impressions upon the mind; that it be no way injurious or vexatious to others; and that too
much time be not spent this way, to the neglect of those duties and offices of life which
belong to their station and condition in the world. However, though there is not any necessity, that men should aim at being important and weighty in every sentence they speak: yet
since useful subjects, at least of some kinds, are as entertaining as others, a wise man, even
when he desires to unbend his mind from business, would choose that the conversation
might turn upon somewhat instructive.
[15] The last thing is, the government of the tongue as relating to discourse of the
affairs of others, and giving of characters. These are in a manner the same: and one can scarce
call it an indifferent subject, because discourse upon it almost perpetually runs into somewhat criminal.
[16] And first of all, it were very much to be wished that this did not take up so great
a part of conversation; because it is indeed a subject of a dangerous nature. Let any one consider the various interests, competitions, and little misunderstandings which arise amongst
men; and he will soon see that he is not unprejudiced and impartial, that he is not, as I may
speak, neutral enough to trust himself with talking of the character and concerns of his
neighbour, in a free, careless, and unreserved manner. There is perpetually, and often it is not
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attended to, a rivalship amongst people of one kind or another, in respect to wit, beauty,
learning, fortune, and that one thing will insensibly influence them to speak to the disadvantage of others, even where there is no formed malice or ill design. Since therefore it is so hard
to enter into this subject without offending, the first thing to be observed is that people
should learn to decline it; to get over that strong inclination most have to be talking of the
concerns and behaviour of their neighbour.
[17] But since it is impossible that this subject should be wholly excluded conversation; and since it is necessary that the characters of men should be known: the next thing is
that it is a matter of importance what is said; and, therefore, that we should be religiously
scrupulous and exact to say nothing, either good or bad, but what is true. I put it thus,
because it is in reality of as great importance to the good of society, that the characters of bad
men should be known, as that the characters of good men should. People, who are given to
scandal and detraction, may indeed make an ill-use of this observation: but truths, which are
of service towards regulating our conduct, are not to be disowned, or even concealed, because
a bad use may be made of them. This however would be effectually prevented if these two
things were attended to. First, that, though it is equally of bad consequence to society, that
men should have either good or ill characters which they do not deserve; yet, when you say
somewhat good of a man which he does not deserve, there is no wrong done him in particular; whereas, when you say evil of a man which he does not deserve, here is a direct formal
injury, a real piece of injustice done him. This therefore makes a wide difference; and gives
us, in point of virtue, much greater latitude in speaking well, than ill, of others. Secondly, a
good man is friendly to his fellow-creatures, and a lover of mankind; and so will, upon every
occasion, and often without any, say all the good he can of every body: but, so far as he is a
good man, will never be disposed to speak evil of any, unless there be some other reason for
it, besides, barely that it is true. If he be charged with having given an ill character, he will
scarce think it a sufficient justification of himself to say it was a true one; unless he can also
give some further account how he came to do so: a just indignation against particular
instances of villainy, where they are great and scandalous; or to prevent an innocent man
from being deceived and betray’d, when he has great trust and confidence in one who does
not deserve it. Justice must be done to every part of a subject, when we are considering it. If
there be a man, who bears a fair character in the world, whom yet we know to be without
faith or honesty, to be really an ill man; it must be allowed in general, that we shall do a
piece of service to society by letting such a one’s true character be known. This is no more
than what we have an instance of in our saviour himself;5 though he was mild and gentle
beyond example. However, no words can express too strongly the caution which should be
used in such a case as this.
[18] Upon the whole matter: if people would observe the obvious occasions of silence,
if they would subdue the inclination to tale-bearing, and that eager desire to engage attention, which is an original disease in some minds; they would be in little danger of offending
with their tongue; and would, in a moral and religious sense, have due government over it.
[19] I will conclude with some precepts and reflections of the Son of Sirach upon this
subject. Be swift to hear, and, if thou hast understanding, answer thy neighbour; if not, lay thy hand
upon thy mouth. Honour and shame is in talk. A man of an ill tongue is dangerous in his city, and he
that is rash in his talk shall be hated. A wise man wilt hold his tongue till he see opportunity; but a
babler and a fool will regard no time. He that useth many words shall be abhorred; and he that taketh
to himself authority therein shall be hated. A backbiting tongue hath disquieted many; strong cities
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hath it pulled down, and overthrown the houses of great men. The tongue of a man is his fall; but if
thou love to hear, thou shall receive understanding.

Notes
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Chap. iii.v.6.
Job xiii.
Eccles. x. 3
Prov. x. 19.
Mark xii. 38, 40.
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Sermon V
Upon Compassion

Rejoice with them that do rejoice, and weep with them that weep.
—ROM. xii. 15.

[1] Every man is to be considered in two capacities, the private and publick; as designed to
pursue his own interest, and likewise to contribute to the good of others. Whoever will consider may see that, in general, there is no contrariety between these; but that from the original
constitution of man, and the circumstances he is placed in, they perfectly coincide, and mutually carry on each other. But, among the great variety of affections or principles of actions in
our nature, some in their primary intention and design seem to belong to the single or private, others to the publick or social capacity. The affections required in the text are of the latter sort. When we rejoice in the prosperity of others, and compassionate their distresses, we as
it were substitute them for ourselves, their interest for our own; and have the same kind of
pleasure in their prosperity, and sorrow in their distress, as we have from reflection upon our
own. Now there is nothing strange or unaccountable in our being thus carried out, and
affected towards the interests of others. For, if there be any appetite, or any inward principle
besides self-love; why may there not be an affection to the good of our fellow-creatures, and
delight from that affections being gratified, and uneasiness from things going contrary to it?1
[2] Of these two, delight in the prosperity of others, and compassion for their distresses, the last is felt much more generally than the former. Though men do not universally
rejoice with all whom they see rejoice, yet, accidental obstacles removed, they naturally compassionate all, in some degree, whom they see in distress; so far as they have any real perception or sense of that distress: insomuch that words expressing this latter, pity, compassion,
frequently occur: whereas we have scarce any single one by which the former is distinctly
expressed. Congratulation indeed answers condolence: but both these words are intended to
signify certain forms of civility rather than any inward sensation or feeling. This difference or
inequality is so remarkable that we plainly consider compassion as itself an original, distinct,
particular affection in humane nature; whereas to rejoice in the good of others is only a
72
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consequence of the general affection of love and good-will to them. The reason and account
of which matter is this. When a man has obtained any particular advantage or felicity, his
end is gained; and he does not in that particular want the assistance of another: there was
therefore no need of a distinct affection towards that felicity of another already obtained; neither would such affection directly carry him on to do good to that person: whereas men in
distress want assistance; and compassion leads us directly to assist them. The object of the
former is the present felicity of another; the object of the latter is the present misery of
another. It is easy to see that the latter wants a particular affection for its relief, and that the
former does not want one because it does not want assistance. And upon supposition of a distinct affection in both cases, the one must rest in the exercise of itself, having nothing further
to gain; the other does not rest in itself, but carries us on to assist the distressed.
[3] But, supposing these affections natural to the mind, particularly the last; Has not
each man troubles enough of his own? Must he indulge an affection which appropriates to
himself those of others? Which leads him to contract the least desirable of all friendships,
friendships with the unfortunate? Must we invert the known rule of prudence, and choose to
associate ourselves with the distressed? Or allowing that we ought, as it is in our power, to
relieve them; yet is it not better to do this from reason and duty? Does not passion and affection of every kind perpetually mislead us? Nay, is not passion and affection itself a weakness,
and what a perfect being must be entirely free from? Perhaps so: but it is mankind I am
speaking of; imperfect creatures, and who naturally and necessarily depend upon each other.
With respect to such creatures, it would be found of as bad consequence to eradicate all natural affections as to be entirely governed by them. This would almost sink us to the condition
of brutes, and that would leave us without a sufficient principle of action. Reason alone, whatever any one may wish, is not in reality a sufficient motive of virtue in such a creature as man;
but this reason joined with those affections which God has impressed upon his heart, and
when these are allowed scope to exercise themselves, but under strict government and direction of reason, then it is we act suitably to our nature, and to the circumstances God has
placed us in. Neither is affection itself at all a weakness; nor does it argue defect, any otherwise than as our senses and appetites do; they belong to our condition of nature, and are what
we cannot be without. God almighty is, to be sure, unmoved by passion or appetite,
unchanged by affection; but then it is to be added that he neither sees nor hears nor perceives
things by any senses like ours; but in a manner infinitely more perfect. Now, as it is an
absurdity almost too gross to be mentioned, for a man to endeavour to get rid of his senses,
because the supreme being discerns things more perfectly without them; it is as real, though
not so obvious an absurdity, to endeavour to eradicate the passions he has given us, because he
is without them. For, since our passions are as really a part of our constitution as our senses;
since the former as really belong to our condition of nature as the latter; to get rid of either is
equally a violation of and breaking in upon that nature and constitution he has given us. Both
our senses and our passions are a supply to the imperfection of our nature; thus they show that
we are such sort of creatures as to stand in need of those helps which higher orders of creatures
do not. But it is not the supply, but the deficiency; as it is not a remedy, but a disease, which
is the imperfection. However, our appetites, passions, senses, no way imply disease: nor indeed
do they imply deficiency or imperfection of any sort; but only this, that the constitution of
nature, according to which God has made us, is such as to require them. And it is so far from
being true, that a wise man must entirely suppress compassion, and all fellow-feeling for others, as a weakness; and trust to reason alone to teach and enforce upon him the practice of the
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several charities we owe to our kind; that, on the contrary, even the bare exercise of such affections would itself be for the good and happiness of the world; and the imperfection of the
higher principles of reason and religion in man, the little influence they have upon our practice, and the strength and prevalency of contrary ones, plainly require these affections to be a
restraint upon these latter, and a supply to the deficiencies of the former.
[4] First, The very exercise itself of these affections in a just and reasonable manner
and degree would upon the whole increase the satisfactions and lessen the miseries of life.
[5] It is the tendency and business of virtue and religion to procure, as much as may be,
universal good-will, trust, and friendship amongst mankind. If this could be brought to
obtain; and each man enjoyed the happiness of others, as every one does that of a friend; and
looked upon the success and prosperity of his neighbour as every one does upon that of his
children and family; it is too manifest to be insisted upon how much the enjoyments of life
would be increased. There would be so much happiness introduced into the world, without
any deduction or inconvenience from it, in proportion as the precept of rejoicing with those
who rejoice was universally obeyed. Our saviour has owned this good affection as belonging to
our nature in the parable of the lost sheep; and does not think it to the disadvantage of a perfect
state to represent its happiness as capable of increase from reflection upon that of others.
[6] But since in such a creature as man, compassion or sorrow for the distress of others
seems so far necessarily connected with joy in their prosperity, as that whoever rejoices in one
must unavoidably compassionate the other; there cannot be that delight or satisfaction, which
appears to be so considerable, without the inconveniences, whatever they are, of compassion.
[7] However, without considering this connection, there is no doubt but that more
good than evil, more delight than sorrow, arises from compassion itself; there being so
many things which balance the sorrow of it. There is first the relief which the distressed
feel from this affection in others towards them. There is likewise the additional misery
which they would feel from the reflection that no one commiserated their case. It is indeed
true that any disposition, prevailing beyond a certain degree, becomes somewhat wrong;
and we have ways of speaking, which, though they do not directly express that excess, yet
always lead our thoughts to it, and give us the notion of it. Thus, when mention is made of
delight in being pitied, this always conveys to our mind the notion of somewhat which is
really a weakness. The manner of speaking, I say, implies a certain weakness and feebleness
of mind, which is and ought to be disapproved. But men of the greatest fortitude would in
distress feel uneasiness from knowing that no person in the world had any sort of compassion or real concern for them; and in some cases, especially when the temper is enfeebled
by sickness, or any long and great distress, doubtless, would feel a kind of relief even from
the helpless good-will and ineffectual assistances of those about them. Over against the
sorrow of compassion is likewise to be set a peculiar calm kind of satisfaction, which
accompanies it, unless in cases where the distress of another is by some means so brought
home to ourselves as to become in a manner our own; or when from weakness of mind the
affection rises too high, which ought to be corrected. This tranquillity, or calm satisfaction, proceeds partly from consciousness of a right affection and temper of mind, and
partly from a sense of our own freedom from the misery we compassionate. This last may
possibly appear to some at first sight faulty; but it really is not so. It is the same with that
positive enjoyment, which sudden ease from pain for the present affords, arising from a
real sense of misery, joined with a sense of our freedom from it; which in all cases must
afford some degree of satisfaction.
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[8] To these things must be added the observation which respects both the affections
we are considering; that they who have got over all fellow-feeling for others have withal contracted a certain callousness of heart, which renders them insensible to most other satisfactions but those of the grossest kind.
[9] Secondly, without the exercise of these affections men would certainly be much
more wanting in the offices of charity they owe to cache other, and likewise more cruel and
injurious than they are at present.
[10] The private interest of the individual would not be sufficiently provided for by
reasonable and cool self-love alone; therefore the appetites and passions are placed within as
a guard and further security, without which it would not be taken due care of. It is manifest
our life would be neglected were it not for the calls of hunger and thirst and weariness;
notwithstanding that without them reason would assure us that the recruits of food and
sleep are the necessary means of our preservation. It is therefore absurd to imagine that,
without affections, the same reason alone would be more effectual to engage us to perform
the duties we owe to our fellow-creatures. One of this make would be as defective, as much
wanting, considered with respect to society, as one of the former make would be defective,
or wanting, considered as an individual, or in his private capacity. Is it possible any can in
earnest think that a publick spirit, i.e., a settled reasonable principle of benevolence to
mankind, is so prevalent and strong in the species as that we may venture to throw off the
under affections, which are its assistants, carry it forward and mark out particular courses
for it; family, friends, neighbourhood, the distressed, our country? The common joys and
the common sorrows, which belong to these relations and circumstances, are as plainly useful to society as the pain and pleasure belonging to hunger, thirst, and weariness are of service to the individual. In defect of that higher principle of reason, compassion is often the
only way by which the indigent can have access to us: and therefore, to eradicate this,
though it is not indeed formally to deny them that assistance which is their due; yet it is to
cut them off from that which is too frequently their only way of obtaining it. And as for
those who have shut up this door against the complaints of the miserable, and conquered
this affection in themselves; even these persons will be under great restraints from the same
affection in others. Thus a man who has himself no sense of injustice, cruelty, oppression,
will be kept from running the utmost lengths of wickedness by fear of that detestation, and
even resentment of inhumanity, in many particular instances of it, which compassion for
the object towards whom such inhumanity is exercised, excites in the bulk of mankind.
And this is frequently the chief danger and the chief restraint which tyrants and the great
oppressors of the world feel.
[11] In general, experience will show that, as want of natural appetite to food supposes and proceeds from some bodily disease; so the apathy the Stoics talk of as much supposes, or is accompanied with, somewhat amiss in the moral character, in that which is the
health of the mind. Those who formerly aimed at this upon the foot of philosophy appear to
have had better success in eradicating the affections of tenderness and compassion than they
had with the passions of envy, pride, and resentment: these latter, at best, were but concealed, and that imperfectly too. How far this observation may be extended to such as
endeavour to suppress the natural impulses of their affections, in order to form themselves
for business and the world, I shall not determine. But there does not appear any capacity or
relation to be named, in which men ought to be entirely deaf to the calls of affection, unless
the judicial one is to be excepted.
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[12] And as to those who are commonly called the men of pleasure, it is manifest that
the reason they set up for hardness of heart is to avoid being interrupted in their course by
the ruin and misery they are the authors of; neither are persons of this character always the
most free from the impotencies of envy and resentment. What may men at last bring themselves to, by suppressing their passions and affections of one kind, and leaving those of the
other in their full strength? But surely it might be expected that persons who make pleasure
their study and their business, if they understood what they profess, would reflect, how
many of the entertainments of life, how many of those kind of amusements which seem
peculiarly to belong to men of leisure and education they became insensible to by this
acquired hardness of heart.
[13] I shall close these reflections with barely mentioning the behaviour of that divine
Person, who was the example of all perfection in humane nature, as represented in the
Gospels mourning, and even, in a literal sense, weeping over the distresses of His creatures.
[14] The observation already made, that, of the two affections mentioned in the text,
the latter exerts itself much more than the former; that, from the original constitution of
humane nature, we much more generally and sensibly compassionate the distressed than
rejoice within the prosperous, requires to be particularly considered. This observation, therefore, with the reflections which arise out of it, and which it leads our thoughts to, shall be
the subject of another discourse.
[15] For the conclusion of this, let me just take notice of the danger of over-great
refinements; of going beside or beyond the plain, obvious, first appearances of things, upon
the subject of morals and religion. The least observation will shew how little the generality of
men are capable of speculations. Therefore morality and religion must be somewhat plain and
easy to be understood: it must appeal to what we call plain common sense, as distinguished
from superior capacity and improvement; because it appeals to mankind. Persons of superior
capacity and improvement have often fallen into errors which no one of mere common understanding could. Is it possible that one of this latter character could even of himself have
thought that there was absolutely no such thing in mankind as affection to the good of others;
suppose of parents to their children; or that what he felt upon seeing a friend in distress was
only fear for himself; or, upon supposition of the affections of kindness and compassion, that it
was the business of wisdom and virtue to set him about extirpating them as fast as he could?
And yet each of these manifest contradictions to nature has been laid down by men of speculation as a discovery in moral philosophy; which they, it seems, have found out through all the
specious appearances to the contrary. This reflection may be extended further. The extravagances of enthusiasm and superstition do not at all lie in the road of common sense; and therefore, so far as they are original mistakes, must be owing to going beside or beyond it. Now,
since inquiry and examination can relate only to things so obscure and uncertain as to stand in
need of it, and to persons who are capable of it; the proper advice to be given to plain honest
men, to secure them from the extremes both of superstition and irreligion, is that of the Son of
Sirach: In every good work trust thy own soul; for this is the keeping of the commandment.

Note
1. There being manifestly this appearance of men’s substituting others for themselves, and
being carried out and affected towards them as towards themselves; some persons, who have a system
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which excludes every affection of this sort, have taken a pleasant method to solve it; and tell you it is not
another you are concerned about, but your self only, when you feel the affection called compassion, i.e.
here is a plain matter of fact, which men cannot reconcile with the general account they think fit to give
of things: they therefore, instead of that manifest fact, substitute another, which is reconcileable to their
own scheme. For does not every body by compassion mean, an affection the object of which is another in
distress? Instead of this, but designing to have it mistaken for this, they speak of an affection or passion,
the object of which is our selves, or danger to ourselves. Hobbs defines pity, imagination, or fiction of future
calamity to ourselves, proceeding from the sense (he means sight or knowledge) of another man’s calamity. Thus
fear and compassion would be the same idea, and a fearful and a compassionate man the same character,
which every one immediately sees are totally different. Further, to those who give any scope to their
affections, there is no perception or inward feeling more universal than this; that one who, has been
merciful and compassionate throughout the course of his behaviour, should himself be treated with
kindness, if he happen to fall into circumstances of distress. Is fear then or cowardice so great a recommendation to the favour of the bulk of mankind? Or is it not plain, that meer fearlessness and therefore
not the contrary, is one of the most popular qualifications? This shews that mankind are not affected
towards compassion as fear, but as somewhat totally different.
Nothing would more expose such accounts as these of the affections which are favourable and
friendly to our fellow-creatures, than to substitute the definitions which this author, and others who
follow his steps, give of such affections, instead of the words by which they are commonly expressed.
Hobbs, after having laid down that pity or compassion is only fear for ourselves, goes on to explain the
reason, why we pity our friends in distress more than others. Now substitute the definition instead of
the word pity in this place, and the inquiry will be, why we fear our friends, &c. which words (since he
really does not mean why we are afraid of them) make no question or sentence at all. So that common
language, the words to compassionate, to pity, cannot be accommodated to his account of compassion.
The very joining of the words to pity our friends, is a direct contradiction to his definition of pity:
because those words so pointed, necessarily express that our friends are the objects of the passion;
whereas his definition of it asserts that ourselves (or danger to ourselves) are the only objects of it. He
might indeed have avoided this absurdity, by plainly saying what he is going to account for; namely,
why the sight of the innocent, or of our friends in distress, raises greater fear for ourselves than the
sight of other persons in distress. But had he put the thing thus plainly, the fact itself would have been
doubted; that the sight of our friends in distress raises in us greater fear for ourselves, than the sight of others in
distress: Every one, I say, would have seen that these are not the same, but two different inquiries; and
consequently, that fear and compassion are not the same. Suppose a person to be in real danger, and by
some means or other to have forgot it; and trifling accident, any sound might alarm him, recall the
danger to his remembrance, and renew his fear: but it is almost too grossly ridiculous (though it is to
show an absurdity) to speak of that sound or accident as an object of compassion; and yet according to
Mr. Hobbs, our greatest friend in distress is no more to us, no more the object of compassion or of any
affection in our heart: neither the one nor the other raises any emotion in our mind, but only the
thoughts of our liableness to calamity, and the fear of it; and both equally do this. It is fit such sort of
accounts of human nature should be shown to be what they really are, because there is raised upon
them a general scheme which undermines the whole foundation of common justice and honesty. See
Hobbs of Hum. Nat. c.9. §10.
There are often three distinct perceptions or inward feelings upon sight of persons in distress:
real sorrow and concern for the misery of our fellow-creatures; some degree of satisfaction from a consciousness of our freedom from that misery; and, as the mind passes on from one thing to another, it is
not unnatural from such an occasion to reflect upon our own liableness to the same or other calamities.
The two last frequently accompany the first, but it is the first only which is properly compassion, of
which the distressed are the objects, and which directly carries us with calmness and thought to their
assistance. Any one of these, from various and complicated reasons, may in particular cases prevail over
the other two; and there are, I suppose, instances where the bare sight of distress, without our feeling
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any compassion for it, may be the occasion for either or both of the two latter perceptions. One might
add, that if there be really any such thing as the fiction or imagination of danger in ourselves from sight
of the miseries of others, which Hobbs speaks of, and which he has absurdly mistaken for the whole of
compassion; if there be any thing of this sort common to mankind, distinct from the reflection of reason, it would be a most remarkable instance of what was furthest from his thoughts, namely, of a
mutual sympathy between each particular of the species, a fellow-feeling common to mankind. It would
not indeed be an example of our substituting ourselves for others. And as it would not be an instance of
benevolence, so neither would it be any instance of self-love: for this phantom of danger to ourselves,
naturally rising to view upon sight of the distress of others, would be no more an instance of love to ourselves, than the pain of hunger is.
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Sermon VI
Upon Compassion
Preached the first Sunday in Lent
Rejoice with them that do rejoyce, and weep with them that weep.
—ROM. xii. 15

[1] There is a much more exact correspondence between the natural and moral world, than
we are apt to take notice of. The inward frame of man does in a peculiar manner answer to
the external condition and circumstances of life, in which he is placed. This is a particular
instance of that general observation of the Son of Sirach:1 All things are double one against
another, and God hath made nothing imperfect. The several passions and affections in the heart of
man, compared with the circumstances of life in which he is placed, afford, to such as will
attend to them, as certain instances of final causes, as any whatever, which are more commonly alleged for such: since those affections lead him to a certain determinate course of
action suitable to those circumstances; as (for instance) compassion to relieve the distress’d.
And as all observations of final causes, drawn from the principles of action in the heart of
man, compared with the condition he is placed in, serve all the good uses which instances of
final causes in the material world about us do; and both these are equally proofs of wisdom
and design in the author of nature: so the former serve to further good purposes; they show
us what course of life we are made for, what is our duty, and in a peculiar manner enforce
upon us the practice of it.
[2] Suppose we are capable of happiness and of misery in degrees equally intense and
extreme, yet, we are capable of the latter for a much longer time, beyond all comparison. We
see men in the tortures of pain for hours, days, and, excepting the short suspensions of sleep,
for months together, without intermission; to which no enjoyments of life do, in degree and
continuance, bear any sort of proportion. And such is our make and that of the world about
us that any thing may become the instrument of pain and sorrow to us. Thus almost any one
man is capable of doing mischief to any other, though he may not be capable of doing him
good; and if he be capable of doing him some good, he is capable of doing him more evil.
And it is, in numberless cases, much more in our power to lessen the miseries of others than
79
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to promote their positive happiness, any otherwise than as the former often includes the latter; ease from misery occasioning for some time the greatest positive enjoyment. This constitution of nature, namely, that it is so much more in our power to occasion and likewise to
lessen misery, than to promote positive happiness, plainly required a particular affection, to
hinder us from abusing, and to incline us to make a right use of the former powers, i.e. the
powers both to occasion and to lessen misery; over and above what was necessary to induce us
to make a right use of the latter power, that of promoting positive happiness. The power we
have over the misery of our fellow-creatures, to occasion or lessen it, being a more important
trust than the power we have of promoting their positive happiness; the former requires and
has a further, an additional security and guard against its being violated, beyond and over
and above what the latter has. The social nature of man, and general goodwill to his species,
equally prevent him from doing evil, incline him to relieve the distressed, and to promote
the positive happiness of his fellow-creatures: but compassion only restrains from the first,
and carries him to the second; it hath nothing to do with the third.
[3] The final causes then of compassion are to prevent and to relieve misery.
[4] As to the former: this affection may plainly be a restraint upon resentment, envy,
unreasonable self-love; that is, upon all the principles from which men do evil to one
another. Let us instance only in resentment. It seldom happens, in regulated societies, that
men have an enemy so intirely in their power as to be able to satiate their resentment with
safety. But if we were to put this case, it is plainly supposable that a person might bring his
enemy into such a condition, as from being the object of anger and rage, to become an object
of compassion, even to himself, though the most malicious man in the world: and in this case
compassion would stop him, if he could stop with safety, from pursuing his revenge any farther. But since nature has placed within us more powerful restraints to prevent mischief, and
since the final cause of compassion is much more to relieve misery, let us go on to the consideration of it in this view.
[5] As this world was not intended to be a state of any great satisfaction or high enjoyment; so neither was it intended to be a mere scene of unhappiness and sorrow. Mitigations
and reliefs are provided by the merciful author of nature, for most of the afflictions in
humane life. There is kind provision made even against our frailties; as we are so constituted
that time abundantly abates our sorrows, and begets in us that resignment of temper, which
ought to have been produced by a better cause; a due sense of the authority of God, and our
state of dependence. This holds in respect too far the greatest part of the evils of life; I suppose, in some degree, as to pain and sickness. Now this part of the constitution or make of
man, considered as some relief to misery, and not as provision for positive happiness, is, if I
may so speak, an instance of nature’s compassion for us; and every natural remedy or relief to
misery, may be considered in the same view.
[6] But since, in many cases, it is very much in our power to alleviate the miseries of
each other; and benevolence, though natural in man to man, yet is in a very low degree,
kept down by interest and competitions; and men, for the most part, are so engaged in the
business and pleasures of the world, as to overlook and turn away from objects of misery;
which are plainly considered as interruptions to them in their way, as intruders upon their
business, their gaiety, and mirth: compassion is an advocate within us in their behalf, to
gain the unhappy admittance and access, to make their case attended to. If it sometimes
serves a contrary purpose, and makes men industriously turn away from the miserable, these
are only instances of abuse and perversion: for the end, for which the affection was given us,
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most certainly is not to make us avoid, but to make us attend to, the objects of it. And if
men would only resolve to allow thus much to it; let it bring before their view, the view of
their mind, the miseries of their fellow-creatures; let it gain for them that their case be considered; I am persuaded it would not fail of gaining more, and that very few real objects of
charity would pass unrelieved. Pain and sorrow and misery have a right to our assistance:
compassion puts us in mind of the debt, and that we owe it to ourselves, as well as to the
distressed. For, to endeavour to get rid of the sorrow of compassion by turning from the
wretched, when yet it is in our power to relieve them, is as unnatural as to endeavour to get
rid of the pain of hunger by keeping from the sight of food. That we can do one with
greater success than we can the other, is no proof that one is less a violation of nature than
the other. Compassion is a call, a demand of nature, to relieve the unhappy; as hunger is a
natural call for food. This affection plainly gives the objects of it an additional claim to
relief and mercy, over and above what our fellow-creatures in common have to our goodwill. Liberality and bounty are exceedingly commendable; and a particular distinction in
such a world as this, where men set themselves to contract their heart, and close it to all
interests but their own. It is by no means to be opposed to mercy, but always accompanies
it: the distinction between them is only that the former leads our thoughts to a more
promiscuous and undistinguished distribution of favours; to those who are not, as well as
those who are, necessitous; whereas the object of compassion is misery. But in the comparison, and where there is not a possibility of both, mercy is to have the preference: the affection of compassion manifestly leads us to this preference. Thus, to relieve the indigent and
distressed, to single out the unhappy, from whom can be expected no returns either of present entertainment or future service, for the objects of our favours; to esteem a man’s being
friendless as a recommendation; dejection, and incapacity of struggling through the world,
as a motive for assisting him; in a word, to consider these circumstances of disadvantage,
which are usually thought a sufficient reason for neglect and overlooking a person, as a
motive for helping him forward: this is the course of benevolence which compassion marks
out and directs us to: this is that humanity which is so peculiarly becoming our nature and
circumstances in this world.
[7] To these considerations, drawn from the nature of man, must be added the reason
of the thing itself we are recommending, which accords to and shows the same. For since it is
so much more in our power to lessen the misery of our fellow-creatures than to promote their
positive happiness; in cases where there is an inconsistency, we shall be likely to do much
more good by setting ourselves to mitigate the former than by endeavouring to promote the
latter. Let the competition be between the poor and the rich. It is easy, you will say, to see
which will have the preference. True; but the question is, which ought to have the preference? What proportion is there between the happiness produced by doing a favour to the
indigent, and that produced by doing the same favour to one in easy circumstances? It is
manifest that the addition of a very large estate to one who before had an affluence, will in
many instances yield him less new enjoyment or satisfaction than an ordinary charity would
yield to a necessitous person. So that it is not only true that our nature, i.e., the voice of God
within us, carries us to the exercise of charity and benevolence in the way of compassion or
mercy, preferably to any other way; but we also manifestly discern much more good done by
the former; or, if you will allow me the expressions, more misery annihilated and happiness
created. If charity and benevolence, and endeavouring to do good to our fellow-creatures, be
anything, this observation deserves to be most seriously considered by all who have to
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bestow. And it holds with great exactness, when applied to the several degrees of greater and
less indigency throughout the various ranks in humane life: the happiness or good produced
not being in proportion to what is bestowed, but in proportion to this joined with the need
there was of it.
[8] It may perhaps be expected that upon this subject notice should be taken of occasions, circumstances, and characters which seem at once to call forth affections of different
sorts. Thus vice may be thought the object both of pity and indignation: folly, of pity and of
laughter. How far this is strictly true, I shall not inquire; but only observe upon the appearance, how much more humane it is to yield and give scope to affections, which are most
directly in favour of, and friendly towards, our fellow-creatures; and that there is plainly
much less danger of being led wrong by these than by the other.
[9] But, notwithstanding all that has been said in recommendation of compassion,
that it is most amiable, most becoming humane nature, and most useful to the world; yet it
must be owned that every affection, as distinct from a principle of reason, may rise too high,
and be beyond its just proportion. And by means of this one carried too far, a man throughout his life is subject to much more uneasiness than belongs to his share; and in particular
instances, it may be in such a degree as to incapacitate him from assisting the very person
who is the object of it. But as there are some who upon principle set up for suppressing this
affection itself as weakness, there is also I know not what of fashion on this side; and, by
some means or other, the whole world almost is run into the extremes of insensibility
towards the distresses of their fellow-creatures: so that general rules and exhortations must
always be on the other side.
[10] And now to go on to the uses we should make of the foregoing reflections, the
further ones they lead to, and the general temper they have a tendency to beget in us. There
being that distinct affection implanted in the nature of man, tending to lessen the miseries
of life, that particular provision made for abating its sorrows, more than for increasing its
positive happiness, as before explained; this may suggest to us what should be our general
aim respecting ourselves, in our passage through this world: namely, to endeavour chiefly to
escape misery, keep free from uneasiness, pain, and sorrow, or to get relief and mitigation of
them; to propose to ourselves peace and tranquillity of mind, rather than pursue after high
enjoyments. This is what the constitution of nature before explained marks out as the course
we should follow, and the end we should aim at. To make pleasure and mirth and jollity our
business, and be constantly hurrying about after some gay amusement, some new gratification of sense or appetite, to those who will consider the nature of man and our condition in
this world, will appear the most romantic scheme of life that ever entered into thought. And
yet how many are there who go on in this course, without learning better from the daily, the
hourly disappointments, listlessness, and satiety which accompany this fashionable method
of wasting away their days!
[11] The subject we have been insisting upon would lead us into the same kind of
reflections by a different connection. The miseries of life brought home to ourselves by compassion, viewed through this affection considered as the sense by which they are perceived,
would beget in us that moderation, humility, and soberness of mind which has been now recommended; and which peculiarly belongs to a season of recollection, the only purpose of
which is to bring us to a just sense of things, to recover us out of that forgetfulness of ourselves, and our true state, which it is manifest far the greatest part of men pass their whole
life in. Upon this account Solomon says that it is better to go to the house of mourning than to the
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house of feasting; i.e., it is more to a man’s advantage to turn his eyes towards objects of distress, to recall sometimes to his remembrance the occasions of sorrow, than to pass all his
days in thoughtless mirth and gaiety. And he represents the wise as choosing to frequent the
former of these places; to be sure not for his own sake, but because by the sadness of the countenance, the heart is made better. Every one observes how temperate and reasonable men are when
humbled and brought low by afflictions in comparison of what they are in high prosperity.
By this voluntary resort to the house of mourning, which is here recommended, we might
learn all those useful instructions which calamities teach without undergoing them ourselves; and grow wiser and better at a more easy rate than men commonly do. The objects
themselves, which in that place of sorrow lie before our view, naturally give us a seriousness
and attention, check that wantonness which is the growth of prosperity and ease, and head us
to reflect upon the deficiencies of humane life itself; that every man at his best estate is altogether
vanity. This would correct the florid and gaudy prospects and expectations which we are too
apt to indulge, teach us to lower our notions of happiness and enjoyment, bring them down
to the reality of things, to what is attainable, to what the frailty of our condition will admit
of, which, for any continuance, is only tranquillity, ease, and moderate satisfactions. Thus we
might at once become proof against the temptations with which the whole world almost is
carried away; since it is plain that not only what is called a life of pleasure, but also vicious
pursuits in general, aim at somewhat besides and beyond these moderate satisfactions.
[12] And as to that obstinacy and wilfulness, which renders men so insensible to the
motives of religion; this right sense of ourselves and of the world about us would bend the
stubborn mind, soften the heart, and make it more apt to receive impression; and this is the
proper temper in which to call our ways to remembrance, to review and set home upon ourselves the miscarriages of our past life. In such a compliant state of mind, reason and conscience will have a fair hearing; which is the preparation for, or rather the beginning of, that
repentance, the outward show of which we all put on at this season.
[13] Lastly, The various miseries of life which lie before us wherever we turn our eyes,
the frailty of this mortal state we are passing through, may put us in mind that the present
world is not our home; that we are meerly strangers and travellers in it, as all our fathers
were. It is therefore to be considered as a foreign country; in which our poverty and wants,
and the insufficient supplies of them, were designed to turn our views to that higher and
better state we are heirs to: a state where will be no follies to be overlooked, no miseries to be
pitied, no wants to be relieved; where the affection we have been now treating of will happily
be lost, as there will be no objects to exercise it upon: for God shall wipe away all tears from
their eyes, and there shall be no more death, neither sorrow, nor crying; neither shall there be any more
pain; for the former things are passed away.

Note
1.

Ecclus. xlii. 24.
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Sermon VII
Upon the Character of Balaam
Preached the second Sunday after Easter
Let me die the death of the righteous, and let my last end be like his.
—NUMB. xxiii. 10

[1] These words, taken alone, and without respect to him who spoke them, lead our
thoughts immediately to the different ends of good and bad men. For though the comparison is not expressed, yet it is manifestly implied; as is also the preference of one of these characters to the other in that last circumstance, death. And, since dying the death of the
righteous or of the wicked necessarily implies men’s being righteous or wicked; i.e., having
lived righteously or wickedly; a comparison of them in their lives also might come into consideration, from such a single view of the words themselves. But my present design is to consider them with a particular reference or respect to him who spoke them; which reference, if
you please to attend, you will see. And if what shall be offered to your consideration at this
time be thought a discourse upon the whole history of this man, rather than upon the particular words I have read, this is of no consequence: it is sufficient if it afford reflection of use
and service to ourselves.
[2] But, in order to avoid cavils respecting this remarkable relation in Scripture,
either that part of it which you have heard in the first lesson for the day, or any other; let me
just observe that as this is not a place for answering them, so they no way affect the following
discourse; since the character there given is plainly a real one in life, and such as there are
parallels to.
[3] The occasion of Balaam’s coming out of his own country into the land of Moab,
where he pronounced this solemn prayer or wish, he himself relates in the first parable or
prophetic speech, of which it is the conclusion. In which is a custom referred to, proper to be
taken notice of: that of devoting enemies to destruction before the entrance upon a war with
them. This custom appears to have prevailed over a great part of the world; for we find it
amongst the most distant nations. The Romans had publick officers, to whom it belonged as
a stated part of their office. But there was somewhat more particular in the case now before
84
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us: Balaam being looked upon as an extraordinary person, whose blessing or curse was
thought to be always effectual.
[4] In order to engage the reader’s attention to this passage, the sacred historian has
enumerated the preparatory circumstances, which are these. Balaam requires the king of
Moab to build him seven altars, and to prepare him the same number of oxen and of rams.
The sacrifice being over, he retires alone to a solitude sacred to these occasions, there to wait
the Divine inspiration or answer, for which the foregoing rites were the preparation.1 And
God met Balaam, and put a Word in his mouth upon receiving which, he returns back to the
altars, where was the king, who had all this while attended the sacrifice, as appointed; he and
all the princes of Moab standing, big with expectation of the prophet’s reply.2 And he took up
his parable, and said, Balak the king of Moab hath brought me from Aram, out of the mountains of the
east, saying, Come, curse me Jacob, and come, defy Israel. How shall I curse, whom God hath not
cursed? Or how shall I defy, whom the Lord hath not defied? For from the top of the rocks I see him,
and from the hills I behold him: lo, the people shall dwell alone, and shall not be reckoned among the
nations. Who can count the dust of Jacob, and the number of the fourth part of Israel? Let me die the
death of the righteous, and let my last end be like his.
[5] It is necessary, as you will see in the progress of this discourse, particularly to
observe what he understood by righteous. And he himself is introduced in the book of Micah3
explaining it; if by righteous is meant good, as to be sure it is. O my people, remember now what
Balak king of Moab consulted, and what Balaam the son of Beor answered him from Shittim unto
Gilgal. From the mention of Shittim it is manifest that it is this very story which is here
referred to, though another part of it, the account of which is not now extant; as there are
many quotations in Scripture out of books which are not come down to us. Remember what
Balaam answered, that ye may know the righteousness of the Lord; i.e., the righteousness which
God will accept. Balak demands, Wherewith shall I come before the Lord, and bow myself before the
high God? Shall I come before him with burnt-offerings, with calves of a year old? Will the Lord be
pleased with thousands of rams, or with ten thousands of rivers of oil? Shall I give my first-born for my
transgression, the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul? Balaam answers him, he hath shewed thee,
O man, what is good: and what doth the Lord require of thee, but to do justly, and to love mercy, and to
walk humbly with thy God? Here is a good man expressly characterised, as distinct from a dishonest and a superstitious man. No words can more strongly exclude dishonesty and falseness of heart than doing justice and loving mercy; and both these, as well as walking humbly with
God, are put in opposition to those ceremonial methods of recommendation, which Balak
hoped might have served the turn. From hence appears what he meant by the righteous, whose
death he desires to die.
[6] Whether it was his own character shall now be inquired; and in order to determine it, we must take a view of his whole behaviour upon this occasion. When the elders of
Moab came to him, though he appears to have been much allured with the rewards offered,
yet he had such regard to the authority of God as to keep the messengers in suspense until
he had consulted his will. And God said to him, Thou shalt not go with them; thou shalt not curse
the people, for they are blessed. Upon this he dismisses the ambassadors, with an absolute
refusal of accompanying them back to their king. Thus far his regards to his duty prevailed,
neither does there anything appear as yet amiss in his conduct. His answer being reported
to the king of Moab, a more honourable embassy is immediately despatched, and greater
rewards proposed. Then the iniquity of his heart began to disclose itself. A thorough honest
man would without hesitation have repeated his former answer, that he could not be guilty
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of so infamous a prostitution of the sacred character with which he was invested, as in the
name of a prophet to curse those whom he knew to be blessed. But instead of this, which
was the only honest part in these circumstances that lay before him, he desires the princes of
Moab to tarry that night with him also; and for the sake of the reward deliberates, whether
by some means or other he might not be able to obtain leave to curse Israel; to do that,
which had been before revealed to him to be contrary to the will of God, which yet he
resolves not to do without that permission. Upon which, as when this nation afterwards
rejected God from reigning over them, he gave them a king in His anger; in the same way,
as appears from other parts of the narration, he gives Balaam the permission he desired: for
this is the most natural sense of the words. Arriving in the territories of Moab, and being
received with particular distinction by the king, and he repeating in person the promise of
the rewards he had before made to him by his ambassadors, he seeks, the text says, by sacrifices and enchantments (what these were is not to our purpose), to obtain leave of God to curse
the people; keeping still his resolution, not to do it without that permission: which not
being able to obtain, he had such regard to the command of God as to keep this resolution
to the last. The supposition of his being under a supernatural restraint is a mere fiction of
Philo: he is plainly represented to be under no other force or restraint than the fear of God.
However, he goes on persevering in that endeavour, after he had declared that God had not
beheld iniquity in Jacob, neither had he seen perverseness in Israel; i.e., they were a people of virtue
and piety, so far as not to have drawn down by their iniquity that curse which he was soliciting leave to pronounce upon them. So that the state of Balaam’s mind was this: he wanted
to do what he knew to be very wicked, and contrary to the express command of God; he had
inward checks and restraints which he could not entirely get over; he therefore casts about
for ways to reconcile this wickedness with his duty. How great a paradox soever this may
appear, as it is indeed a contradiction in terms, it is the very account which the Scripture
gives us of him.
[7] But there is a more surprising piece of iniquity yet behind. Not daring in his religious character, as a prophet, to assist the king of Moab, he considers whether there might
not be found some other means of assisting him against that very people, whom he himself
by the fear of God was restrained from cursing in words. One would not think it possible
that the weakness, even of religious self-deceit in its utmost excess, could have so poor a distinction, so fond an evasion, to serve itself of. But so it was; and he could think of no other
method than to betray the children of Israel to provoke his wrath, who was their only
strength and defence. The temptation which he pitched upon was that concerning which
Solomon afterwards observed, that it had cast down many wounded; yea, many strong men had been
slain by it: and of which he himself was a sad example, when his wives turned away his heart
after other gods. This succeeded: the people sin against God; and thus the Prophet’s counsel
brought on that destruction which he could by no means be prevailed upon to assist with the
religious ceremony of execration, which the king of Moab thought would itself have affected
it. Their crime and punishment are related in Deuteronomy and Numbers. And from the relation repeated in Numbers, it appears, that Balaam was the contriver of the whole matter. It is
also ascribed to him in the Revelation, where he is said to have taught Balak to cast a stumblingblock before the children of Israel.
[8] This was the man, this Balaam, I say, was the man, who desired to die the death of
the righteous, and that his last end might be like his; and this was the state of his mind when he
pronounced these words.
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[9] So that the object we have now before us is the most astonishing in the world: a
very wicked man, under a deep sense of God and religion, persisting still in his wickedness,
and preferring the wages of unrighteousness, even when he had before him a lively view of
death, and that approaching period of his days, which should deprive him of all those advantages for which he was prostituting himself; and likewise a prospect, whether certain or
uncertain, of a future state of retribution; all this joined with an explicit ardent wish that,
when he was to leave this world, he might be in the condition of a righteous man. Good
God! what inconsistency, what perplexity is here! With what different views of things, with
what contradictory principles of action, must such a mind be torn and distracted! It was not
unthinking carelessness, by which he ran on headlong in vice and folly, without ever making
a stand to ask himself what he was doing: no; he acted upon the cool motives of interest and
advantage. Neither was he totally hard and callous to impressions of religion, what we call
abandoned; for he absolutely denied to curse Israel. When reason assumes her place, when
convinced of his duty, when he owns and feels, and is actually under the influence of the
divine authority; whilst he is carrying on his views to the grave, the end of all temporal
greatness; under this sense of things, with the better character and more desirable state present—full before him—in his thoughts, in his wishes, voluntarily to choose the worse—what
fatality is here! Or how otherwise can such a character be explained? And yet, strange as it
may appear, it is not altogether an uncommon one: nay, with some small alterations, and put
a little lower, it is applicable to a very considerable part of the world. For if the reasonable
choice be seen and acknowledged, and yet men make the unreasonable one, is not this the
same contradiction; that very inconsistency, which appeared so unaccountable?
[10] To give some little opening to such characters and behaviour, it is to be observed
in general that there is no account to be given in the way of reason, of men’s so strong attachments to the present world: our hopes and fears and pursuits are in degrees beyond all proportion to the known value of the things they respect. This may be said without taking into
consideration religion and a future state; and when these are considered, the disproportion is
infinitely heightened. Now when men go against their reason, and contradict a more important interest at a distance, for one nearer, though of less consideration; if this be the whole of
the case, all that can be said is, that strong passions, some kind of brute force within, prevails
over the principle of rationality. However, if this be with a clear, full, and distinct view of the
truth of things, then it is doing the utmost violence to themselves, acting in the most palpable contradiction to their very nature. But if there be any such thing in mankind as putting
half-deceits upon themselves; which there plainly is, either by avoiding reflection, or (if they
do reflect) by religious equivocation, subterfuges, and palliating matters to themselves; by
these means conscience may be laid asleep, and they may go on in a course of wickedness
with less disturbance. All the various turns, doubles, and intricacies in a dishonest heart cannot be unfolded or laid open; but that there is somewhat of that kind is manifest, be it to be
called self-deceit, or by any other name. Balaam had before his eyes the authority of God,
absolutely forbidding him what he, for the sake of a reward, had the strongest inclination to:
he was likewise in a state of mind sober enough to consider death and his last end: by these
considerations he was restrained, first from going to the king of Moab, and after he did go,
from cursing Israel. But notwithstanding this, there was great wickedness in his heart. He
could not forego the rewards of unrighteousness: he therefore first seeks for indulgences, and
when these could not be obtained, he sins against the whole meaning, end, and design of the
prohibition, which no consideration in the world could prevail with him to go against the
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letter of. And surely that impious counsel he gave to Balak against the children of Israel was,
considered in itself, a greater piece of wickedness than if he had cursed them in words.
[11] If it be inquired what his situation, his hopes, and fears were, in respect to this
his wish; the answer must be, that consciousness of the wickedness of his heart must necessarily have destroyed all settled hopes of dying the death of the righteous: he could have no
calm satisfaction in this view of his last end: yet, on the other hand, it is possible that those
partial regards to his duty, now mentioned, might keep him from perfect despair.
[12] Upon the whole it is manifest that Balaam had the most just and true notions of
God and religion; as appears, partly from the original story itself, and more plainly from the
passage in Micah; where he explains religion to consist in real virtue and real piety, expressly
distinguished from superstition, and in terms which most strongly exclude dishonesty and
falseness of heart. Yet you see his behaviour: he seeks indulgences for plain wickedness, which
not being able to obtain he glosses over that same wickedness, dresses it up in a new form, in
order to make it pass off more easily with himself. That is, he deliberately contrives to deceive
and impose upon himself in a matter which he knew to be of the utmost importance.
[13] To bring these observations home to ourselves: it is too evident that many persons allow themselves in very unjustifiable courses who yet make great pretences to religion;
not to deceive the world, none can be so weak as to think this will pass in our age; but from
principles, hopes, and fears, respecting God and a future state; and go on thus with a sort of
tranquillity and quiet of mind. This cannot be upon a thorough consideration, and full resolution, that the pleasures and advantages they propose are to be pursued at all hazards,
against reason, against the law of God, and though everlasting destruction is to be the consequence. This would be doing too great violence upon themselves. No, they are for making a
composition with the Almighty. These of His commands they will obey; but as to others—
why, they will make all the atonements in their power; the ambitious, the covetous, the dissolute man, each in a way which shall not contradict his respective pursuit. Indulgences
before, which was Balaam’s first attempt, though he was not so successful in it as to deceive
himself, or atonements afterwards, are all the same. And here, perhaps, come in faint hopes
that they may, and half-resolves that they will, one time or other, make a change.
[14] Besides these there are also persons, who, from a more just way of considering
things, see the infinite absurdity of this, of substituting sacrifice instead of obedience; there
are persons far enough from superstition, and not without some real sense of God and religion upon their minds; who yet are guilty of most unjustifiable practices, and go on with
great coolness and command over themselves. The same dishonesty and unsoundness of heart
discovers itself in these another way. In all common ordinary cases we see intuitively at first
view what is our duty, what is the honest part. This is the ground of the observation, that the
first thought is often the best. In these cases doubt and deliberation is itself dishonesty, as it
was in Balaam upon the second message. That which is called considering what is our duty
in a particular case is very often nothing but endeavouring to explain it away. Thus those
courses, which, if men would fairly attend to the dictates of their own consciences, they
would see to be corruption, excess, oppression, uncharitableness; these are refined upon—
things were so and so circumstantiated—great difficulties are raised about fixing bounds and
degrees, and thus every moral obligation whatever may be evaded. Here is scope, I say, for an
unfair mind to explain away every moral obligation to itself. Whether men reflect again
upon this internal management and artifice, and how explicit they are with themselves, is
another question. There are many operations of the mind, many things pass within, which
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we never reflect upon again; which a bystander, from having frequent opportunities of
observing us and our conduct, may make shrewd guesses at.
[15] That great numbers are in this way of deceiving themselves is certain. There is
scarce a man in the world, who has entirely got over all regards, hopes, and fears, concerning
God and a future state; and these apprehensions in the generality, bad as we are, prevail in
considerable degrees: yet men will and can be wicked, with calmness and thought; we see
they are. There must therefore be some method of making it sit a little easy upon their
minds; which, in the superstitious, is those indulgences and atonements before mentioned,
and this self-deceit of another kind in persons of another character. And both these proceed
from a certain unfairness of mind, a peculiar inward dishonesty; the direct contrary to that
simplicity which our saviour recommends, under the notion of becoming little children, as a
necessary qualification for our entering into the kingdom of heaven.
[16] But to conclude: How much soever men differ in the course of life they prefer,
and in their ways of palliating and excusing their vices to themselves; yet all agree in one
thing, desiring to die the death of the righteous. This is surely remarkable. The observation may
be extended further, and put thus: even without determining what that is which we call
guilt or innocence, there is no man but would choose, after having had the pleasure or advantage of a vicious action, to be free of the guilt of it, to be in the state of an innocent man.
This shows at least the disturbance and implicit dissatisfaction in vice. If we inquire into the
grounds of it, we shall find it proceeds partly from an immediate sense of having done evil,
and partly from an apprehension that this inward sense shall one time or another be seconded
by a higher judgment, upon which our whole being depends. Now to suspend and drown
this sense, and these apprehensions, be it by the hurry of business or of pleasure, or by superstition, or moral equivocations, this is in a manner one and the same, and makes no alteration at all in the nature of our case. Things and actions are what they are, and the
consequences of them will be what they will be: why, then, should we desire to be deceived?
As we are reasonable creatures, and have any regard to ourselves, we ought to lay these things
plainly and honestly before our mind, and upon this, act as you please, as you think most fit:
make that choice, and prefer that course of life, which you can justify to yourselves, and
which sits most easy upon your own mind. It will immediately appear that vice cannot be
the happiness, but must upon the whole be the misery, of such a creature as man; a moral, an
accountable agent. Superstitious observances, self-deceit though of a more refined sort, will
not in reality at all mend matters with us. And the result of the whole can be nothing else,
but that with simplicity and fairness we keep innocency, and take heed unto the thing that is right;
for this alone shall bring a man peace at the last.

Notes
1.
2.
3.

Ver. 4,5.
Ver. 6.
Micah vi.
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Ye have heard that it hath been said, thou shalt love thy neighbour, and hate thine enemy: but I say
unto you, Love your enemies, bless them that curse you, do good to them that hate you, and pray for
them which despitefully use you and persecute you.
—MATTH. v. 43, 44

[1] Since perfect goodness in the Deity is the principle from whence the universe was brought
into being, and by which it is preserved; and since general benevolence is the great law of the
whole moral creation; it is a question which immediately occurs, why had man implanted in him
a principle, which appears the direct contrary to benevolence? Now the foot upon which inquiries of
this kind should be treated is this: to take humane nature as it is, and the circumstances in
which it is placed as they are; and then consider the correspondence between that nature and
those circumstances, or what course of action and behaviour, respecting those circumstances,
any particular affection or passion leads us to. This I mention to distinguish the matter now
before us from disquisitions of quite another kind; namely, why we are not made more perfect creatures, or placed in better circumstances? These being questions which we have not, that I know of,
any thing at all to do with. God almighty undoubtedly foresaw the disorders, both natural
and moral, which would happen in this state of things. If upon this we set ourselves to search
and examine why he did not prevent them; we shall, I am afraid, be in danger of running into
somewhat worse than impertinent curiosity. But upon this to examine how far the nature
which he hath given us hath a respect to those circumstances, such as they are; how far it leads
us to act a proper part in them; plainly belongs to us: and such inquiries are in many ways of
excellent use. Thus the thing to be considered is, not, why we were not made of such a nature, and
placed in such circumstances, as to have no need of so harsh and turbulent a passion as resentment: but,
taking our nature and condition as being what they are, Why, or for what end such a passion was
given us: and this chiefly in order to show what are the abuses of it.
[2] The persons who laid down for a rule, thou shalt love thy neighbour, and hate thine
enemy, made short work with this matter. They did not, it seems, perceive anything to be
90
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disapproved in hatred, more than in, good-will: and, according to their system of morals,
our enemy was the proper natural object of one of these passions, as our neighbour was of
the other of them.
[3] This was all they had to say, and all they thought needful to be said, upon the subject. But this cannot be satisfactory; because hatred, malice, and revenge, are directly contrary to the religion we profess, and to the nature and reason of the thing itself. Therefore,
since no passion God hath endued us with can be in itself evil; and yet since men frequently
indulge a passion in such ways and degrees that at length it becomes quite another thing
from what it was originally in our nature; and those vices of malice and revenge in particular
take their occasion from the natural passion of resentment: it will be needful to trace this up
to its original, that we may see what it is in itself, as placed in our nature by its author; from
which it will plainly appear, for what ends it was placed there. And when we know what the
passion is in itself, and the ends of it, we shall easily see, what are the abuses of it, in which malice and revenge consist; and which are so strongly forbidden in the text, by the direct contrary
being commanded.
[4] Resentment is of two kinds: hasty and sudden, or settled and deliberate. The former is
called anger, and often passion; which, though a general word, is frequently appropriated and
confined to the particular feeling, sudden anger, as distinct from deliberate resentment, malice, and revenge. In all these words is usually implied somewhat vicious; somewhat unreasonable as to the occasion of the passion, or immoderate as to the degree or duration of it. But
that the natural passion itself is indifferent, St Paul has asserted in that precept, be ye, angry,
and sin not:1 which though it is by no means to be understood as an encouragement to indulge
ourselves in anger, the sense being certainly this, though ye be angry, sin not; yet here is evidently
a distinction made between anger and sin; between the natural passion, and sinful anger.
[5] Sudden anger, upon certain occasions, is mere instinct: as meerly so, as the disposition to close our eyes upon the apprehension of somewhat falling into them; and no more
necessarily implies any degree of reason. I say, necessarily: for to be sure hasty, as well as deliberate, anger may be occasioned by injury or contempt; in which cases reason suggests to our
thoughts that injury and contempt, which is the occasion of the passion: but I am speaking
of the former only so far as it is to be distinguished from the latter. The only way in which
our reason and understanding can raise anger, is by representing to our mind injustice or
injury of some kind or other. Now momentary anger is frequently raised, not only without
any real, but without any apparent reason; that is, without any appearance of injury, as distinct from hurt or pain. It cannot, I suppose, be thought, that this passion in infants; in the
lower species of animals; and which is often seen, in men towards them; it cannot; I say, be
imagined, that these instances of this passion are the effect of reason: no, they are occasioned
by meer sensation and feeling. It is opposition, sudden hurt, violence, which naturally
excites the passion; and the real demerit or fault of him who offers that violence, or is the
cause of that opposition or hurt, does not, in many cases, so much as come into thought.
[6] The reason and end, for which man was made thus liable to this passion, is, that he
might be better qualified to prevent, and likewise (or perhaps chiefly) to resist and defeat,
sudden force, violence, and opposition, considered meerly as such, and without regard to the
fault or demerit of him who is the author of them. Yet, since violence may be considered in
this other and further view, as implying fault; and since injury, as distinct from harm, may
raise sudden anger; sudden anger may likewise accidentally serve to prevent, or remedy, such
fault and injury. But, considered as distinct from settled anger, it stands in our nature for
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self-defence, and not for the administration of justice. There are plainly cases, and in the
uncultivated parts of the world, and, where regular governments are not formed, they frequently happen, in which there is no time for consideration, and yet to be passive is certain
destruction; in which sudden resistance is the only security.
[7] But from this, deliberate anger or resentment is essentially distinguished, as the latter
is not naturally excited by, or intended to prevent meer harm without appearance of wrong
or injustice. Now, in order to see, as exactly as we can, what is the natural object and occasion
of such resentment; let us reflect upon the manner in which we are touched with reading,
suppose, a feigned story of baseness and villany, properly worked up to move our passions.
This immediately raises indignation, somewhat of a desire that it should be punished. And
though the designed injury be prevented, yet that it was designed is sufficient to raise this
inward feeling. Suppose the story true, this inward feeling would be as natural and as just:
and one may venture to affirm, that there is scarce a man in the world, but would have it
upon some occasions. It seems in us plainly connected with a sense of virtue and vice, of
moral good and evil. Suppose further, we knew both the person who did and who suffered
the injury: neither would this make any alteration, only that it would probably affect us
more. The indignation raised by cruelty and injustice, and the desire of having it punished,
which persons unconcerned would feel, is by no means malice. No, it is resentment against
vice and wickedness: it is one of the common bonds, by which society is held together; a fellow feeling, which each individual has in behalf of the whole species, as well as of himself.
And it does not appear that this, generally speaking, is at all too high amongst mankind.
Suppose now the injury I have been speaking of to be done against ourselves; or those whom
we consider as ourselves. It is plain, the way in which we should be affected would be exactly
the same in kind: but it would certainly be in a higher degree, and less transient; because a
sense of our own happiness and misery is most intimately and always present to us; and from
the very constitution of our nature, we cannot but have a greater sensibility to, and be more
deeply interested in, what concerns ourselves. And this seems to be the whole of this passion,
which is, properly speaking, natural to mankind: namely, a resentment against injury and
wickedness in general; and in a higher degree when towards ourselves, in proportion to the
greater regard which men naturally have for themselves, than for others. From hence it
appears, that it is not natural, but moral evil; it is not suffering, but injury, which raises that
anger or resentment, which is of any continuance. The natural object of it is not one, who
appears to the suffering person to have been only the innocent occasion of his pain or loss;
but one, who has been in a moral sense injurious either to ourselves or others. This is abundantly confirmed by observing what it is which heightens or lessens resentment; namely, the
same which aggravates or lessens the fault: friendship, and former obligations, on one hand;
or inadvertency, strong temptations, and mistake, on the other. All this is so much understood by mankind, how little soever it be reflected upon, that a person would be reckoned
quite distracted, who should coolly resent a harm, which had not to himself the appearance
of injury or wrong. Men do indeed resent what is occasioned through carelessness: but then
they expect observance as their due, and so/ that carelessness is considered as faulty. It is likewise true, that they resent more strongly an injury done, than one which, though designed,
was prevented, in cases where the guilt is perhaps the same: the reason however is, not that
bare pain or loss raises resentment, but, that it gives a new, and, as I may speak, additional
sense of the injury or injustice. According to the natural course of the passions, the degrees
of resentment are in proportion, not only to the degree of design and deliberation in the
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injurious person; but in proportion to this, joined with the degree of the evil designed or
premeditated; since this likewise comes in to make the injustice greater or less. And the evil
or harm will appear greater when they feel it, than when they only reflect upon it: so therefore will the injury: and consequently the resentment will be greater.
[8] The natural object or occasion of settled resentment then being injury, as distinct
from pain or loss; it is easy to see, that to prevent and to remedy such injury, and the miseries
arising from it, is the end for which this passion was implanted in man. It is to be considered
as a weapon, put into our hands by nature, against injury, injustice, and cruelty: how it may
be innocently employed and made use of; shall presently be mentioned.
[9] The account which has been now given of this passion is, in brief, that sudden
anger is raised by, and was chiefly intended to prevent or remedy, meer harm distinct from
injury; but that it may be raised by injury, and may serve to prevent or to remedy it; and
then the occasions and effects of it are the same with the occasions and effects of deliberate
anger. But they are essentially distinguished in this, that the latter is never occasioned by
harm, distinct from injury; and its natural proper end is to remedy or prevent only that
harm, which implies, or is supposed to imply, injury or moral wrong. Every one sees that
these observations do not relate to those, who have habitually suppressed the course of their
passions and affections, out of regard either to interest or virtue; or who, from habits of vice
and folly, have changed their nature. But, I suppose, there can be no doubt but this, now
described, is the general course of resentment, considered as a natural passion, neither
increased by indulgence, nor corrected by virtue, nor prevailed over by other passions, or particular habits of life.
[10] As to the abuses of anger, which it is to be observed may be in all different
degrees, the first which occurs is what is commonly called passion; to which some men are
liable, in the same way as others are to the epilepsy, or any sudden particular disorder. This
distemper of the mind seizes them upon the least occasion in the world, and perpetually
without any real reason at all: and by means of it they are plainly, every day, every waking
hour of their lives, liable and in danger of running into the most extravagant outrages. Of a
less boisterous, but not of a less innocent kind, is peevishness; which I mention with pity, with
real pity to the unhappy creatures, who, from their inferior station, or other circumstances
and relations, are obliged to be in the way of, and to serve for a supply to it. Both these, for
ought that I can see, are one and the same principle: but as it takes root in minds of different
makes, it appears differently, and so is come to be distinguished by different names. That
which in a more feeble temper is peevishness, and languidly discharges itself upon every
thing which comes in its way; the same principle in a temper of greater force and stronger
passions, becomes rage and fury. In one, the humour discharges itself at once; in the other, it
is continually discharging. This is the account of passion and peevishness, as distinct from each
other, and appearing in different persons. It is no objection against the truth of it, that they
are both to be seen sometimes in one and the same person.
[11] With respect to deliberate resentment, the chief instances of abuse are: when,
from partiality to ourselves, we imagine an injury done us, when there is none: when this
partiality represents it to us greater than it really is: when we fall into that extravagant and
monstrous kind of resentment, towards one who has innocently been the occasion of evil to
us; that is, resentment upon account of pain or inconvenience, without injury; which is the
same absurdity, as settled anger at a thing that is inanimate: when the indignation against
injury and injustice rises too high, and is beyond proportion to the particular ill action it is
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exercised upon: or, lastly, when pain or harm of any kind is inflicted meerly in consequence
of, and to gratify, that resentment, though naturally raised.
[12] It would be endless to descend into and explain all the peculiarities of perverseness and wayward humour which might be traced up to this passion. But there is one thing,
which so generally belongs to and accompanies all excess and abuse of it, as to require being
mentioned: a certain determination, and resolute bent of mind not to be convinced or set
right; though it be ever so plain, that there is no reason for the displeasure, that it was raised
meerly by error or misunderstanding. In this there is doubtless a great mixture of pride; but
there is somewhat more, which I cannot otherwise express, than that resentment has taken
possession of the temper and of the mind, and will not quit its hold. It would be too minute
to inquire whether this be any thing more than bare obstinacy: it is sufficient to observe, that
it, in a very particular manner and degree, belongs to the abuses of this passion.
[13] But, notwithstanding all these abuses, “Is not just indignation against cruelty
and wrong one of the instruments of death, which the author of our nature hath provided? Are
not cruelty, injustice, and wrong, the natural objects of that indignation? Surely then it may
one way or other be innocently employed against them.” True. Since therefore it is necessary
for the very subsistence of the world, that injury, injustice, and cruelty, should be punished;
and since compassion, which is so natural to mankind, would render that execution of justice
exceedingly difficult and uneasy; indignation against vice and wickedness is, and may be
allowed to be, a balance to that weakness of pity, and also to any thing else which would prevent the necessary methods of severity. Those who have never thought upon these subjects,
may perhaps not see the weight of this: but let us suppose a person guilty of murder, or any
other action of cruelty, and that mankind had naturally no indignation against such wickedness and the authors of it; but that every body was affected towards such a criminal in the
same way as towards an innocent man: compassion, amongst other things, would render the
execution of justice exceedingly painful and difficult, and would often quite prevent it. And
notwithstanding that the principle of benevolence is denied by some and is really in a very
low degree, that men are in great measure insensible to the happiness of their fellow creatures; yet they are not insensible to their misery, but are very strongly moved with it: insomuch that there plainly is occasion for that feeling, which is raised by guilt and demerit, as a
ballance to that of compassion. Thus much may, I think, justly be allowed to resentment, in
the strictest way of moral consideration.
[14] The good influence which this passion has in fact upon the affairs of the world,
is obvious to every one’s notice. Men are plainly restrained from injuring their fellow creatures by fear of their resentment; and it is very happy that they are so, when they would not
be restrained by a principle of virtue. And after an injury is done, and there is a necessity
that the offender should be brought to justice; the cool consideration of reason, that the
security and peace of society requires examples of justice should be made, might indeed be
sufficient to procure laws to be enacted, and sentence pass’d. But is it that cool reflection in
the injured person, which, for the most part, brings the offender to justice? Or is it not
resentment and indignation against the injury and the author of it? I am afraid there is no
doubt, which is commonly the case. This however is to be considered as a good effect,
notwithstanding it were much to be wished that men would act from a better principle,
reason and cool reflection.
[15] The account now given of the passion of resentment, as distinct from all the
abuses of it, may suggest to our thoughts the following reflections:
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[16] First, that vice is indeed of ill desert, and must finally be punished. Why should
men dispute concerning the reality of virtue, and whether it be founded in the nature of
things, which yet surely is not matter of question; out why should this, I say, be disputed,
when every man carries about him this passion, which affords him demonstration, that the
rules of justice and equity are to be the guide of his actions? For every man naturally feels an
indignation upon seeing instances of villany and baseness, and therefore cannot commit the
same without being self-condemned.
[17] Secondly, that we should learn to be cautious, lest we charge God foolishly, by
ascribing that to him, or the nature he has given us, which is owing wholly to our own abuse
of it. Men may speak of the degeneracy and corruption of the world, according to the experience they have had of it; but humane nature, considered as the divine workmanship, should
methinks be treated as sacred: for in the image of God made he man. That passion, from whence
men take occasion to run into the dreadful vices of malice and revenge; even that passion, as
implanted in our nature by God, is not only innocent, but a generous movement of mind. It
is in itself, and in its original, no more than indignation against injury and wickedness: that
which is the only deformity in the creation, and the only reasonable object of abhorrence and
dislike. How manifold evidence have we of the divine wisdom and goodness, when even pain
in the natural world, and the passion we have been now considering in the moral, come out
instances of it!

Note
1.

Ephes. iv. 16.
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Upon Forgiveness of Injuries

Ye have heard that it hath been said, Thou shalt love thy neighbor, and hate thine enemy: But I say
unto you, Love your enemies, bless them that curse you, do good to them that hate you, and pray for
them which despitefully use you and persecute you.
—MATTH. v. 43, 44

[1] As God almighty foresaw the irregularities and disorders, both natural and moral, which
would happen in this state of things, he hath graciously made some provision against them,
by giving us several passions and affections, which arise from, or whose objects are, those disorders. Of this sort are fear, resentment, compassion, and others; of which there could be no
occasion or use in a perfect state: but in the present we should be exposed to greater inconveniences without them; though there are very considerable ones, which they themselves are
the occasions of. They are incumbrances indeed, but such as we are obliged to carry about
with us, through this various journey of life: some of them as a guard against the violent
assaults of others; and in our own defence; some, in behalf of others; and all of them to put us
upon, and help to carry us through a course of behaviour suitable to our condition, in default
of that perfection of wisdom and virtue, which would be in all respects our better security.
[2] The passion of anger or resentment hath already been largely treated of. It hath
been shewn, that mankind naturally feel some emotion of mind against injury and injustice,
whoever are the sufferers by it, and even though the injurious design be prevented from taking effect. Let this be called anger, indignation, resentment, or by whatever name anyone
shall choose, the thing itself is understood, and is plainly natural. It has likewise been
observed, that this natural indignation is generally moderate and low enough in mankind, in
each particular man, when the injury which excites it doth not affect himself, or one whom
he considers as himself. Therefore the precepts to forgive, and to love our enemies, do not relate
to that general indignation against injury and the authors of it, but to this feeling, or resentment, when raised by private or personal injury. But no man could be thought in earnest
who should assert, that though indignation against injury, when others are the sufferers, is
96
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innocent and just, yet the same indignation against it, when we ourselves are the sufferers,
becomes faulty and blameable. These precepts therefore cannot be understood to forbid this
in the latter case, more than in the former. Nay, they cannot be understood to forbid this
feeling in the latter case, though raised to a higher degree than in the former; because, as was
also observed further, from the very constitution of our nature, we cannot but have a greater
sensibility to what concerns ourselves. Therefore the precepts in the text, and others of the
like import with them, must be understood to forbid only the excess and abuse of this natural feeling, in cases of personal and private injury: the chief instances of which excess and
abuse have likewise been already remarked, and all of them, excepting that of retaliation, do
so plainly in the very terms express somewhat unreasonable, disproportionate, and absurd, as
to admit of no pretence or shadow of justification.
[3] But, since custom and false honour are on the side of retaliation and revenge, when
the resentment is natural and just; and reasons are sometimes offered in justification of
revenge in these cases; and since love of our enemies is thought too hard a saying to be obeyed;
I will show the absolute unlawfulness of the former; the obligations we are under to the latter; and
then proceed to some reflections, which may have a more direct and immediate tendency to beget in us a
right temper of mind towards those who have offended us.
[4] In showing the unlawfulness of revenge, it is not my present design to examine
what is alleged in favor of it, from the tyranny of custom and false honour, but only to consider the nature and reason of the thing itself; which ought to have prevented, and ought
now to extirpate every thing of that kind.
[5] First, Let us begin with the supposition of that being innocent which is pleaded for,
and which shall be shewn to be altogether vicious, the supposition that we were allowed to
render evil for evil, and see what would be the consequence. Malice or resentment towards any
man hath plainly a tendency to beget the same passion in him who is the object of it, and this
again increases it in the other. It is of the very nature of this vice to propagate itself, not only
by way of example, which it does in common with other vices, but in a peculiar way of its own
for resentment itself, as well as what is done in consequence of it, is the object of resentment.
Hence it comes to pass, that the first offence, even when so slight as presently to be dropt and
forgotten, becomes the occasion of entering into a long intercourse of ill offices. Neither is at
all uncommon to see persons, in this progress of strife and variance, change parts; and him,
who was at first the injured person, become more injurious and blameable than the aggressor.
Put the case, then, that the law of retaliation was universally received and allowed, as an innocent rule of life, by all; and the observance of it thought by many, (and then it would soon
come to be thought by all) a point of honour: this supposes every man in private cases to pass
sentence in his own cause; and likewise, that anger or resentment is to be the judge. Thus,
from the numberless partialities which we all have for ourselves, every one would often think
himself injured when he was not, and in most cases would represent an injury as much greater
than it really is; the imagined dignity of the person offended would scarce ever fail to magnify
the offence. And, if bare retaliation, or returning just the mischief received, always begets
resentment in the person upon whom we retaliate, what would that excess do? Add to this,
that he likewise has his partialities—There is no going on to represent this scene of rage and
madness: it is manifest there would be no bounds, nor any end. If the beginning of strife is as
when one letteth out water, what would it come to when allowed this free and unrestrained
course? “As coals are to burning coals, or wood to fire; so would these contentious men be to kindle
strife.”1 And, since the indulgence of revenge hath manifestly this tendency, and does actually
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produce these effects in proportion as it is allowed; a passion of so dangerous a nature ought
not to be indulged, were there no other reason against it.
[6] Secondly, It hath been shewn that the passion of resentment was placed in man,
upon supposition of, and as a prevention or remedy to, irregularity and disorder. Now,
whether it be allowed or not, that the passion itself, and the gratification of it, joined
together, are painful to the malicious person; it must however be so with respect to the person towards whom it is exercised, and upon whom the revenge is taken. Now, if we consider
mankind, according to that fine allusion of St Paul, as one body, and everyone members one of
another; it must be allowed that resentment is, with respect to society, a painful remedy. Thus
then the very notion or idea of this passion, as a remedy or prevention of evil, and as in itself
a painful means, plainly shows that it ought never to be made use of, but only in order to
produce some greater good.
[7] It is to be observed, that this argument is not founded upon an illusion or simile,
but that it is drawn from the very nature of the passion itself, and the end for which it was
given us. We are obliged to make use of words taken from sensible things, to explain what is
the most remote from them: and everyone sees from whence the words, prevention and remedy, are taken. But, if you please, let these words be dropped: the thing itself, I suppose, may
be expressed without them.
[8] That mankind is a community, that we all stand in a relation to each other, that
there is a publick end and interest of society which each particular is obliged to promote, is
the sum of morals. Consider then the passion of resentment, as given to this one body, as
given to society. Nothing can be more manifest, than that resentment is to be considered as a
secondary passion, placed in us upon supposition, upon account of, and with regard to
injury; not, to be sure, to promote and further it, but to render it, and the inconveniences
and miseries arising from it, less and fewer than they would be without this passion. It is as
manifest, that the indulgence of it is, with regard to society, a painful means of obtaining
these ends. Considered in itself, it is very undesirable, and what society must very much wish
to be without. It is in every instance absolutely an evil in itself; because it implies producing
misery; and, consequently, must never be indulged or gratified for itself, by any one who
considers mankind as a community or family, and himself as a member of it.
[9] Let us now take this in another view. Every natural appetite, passion, and affection,
may be gratified in particular instances, without being subservient to the particular chief
end, for which these several principles were respectively implanted in our nature. And if neither this end, nor any other moral obligation, be contradicted, such gratification is innocent.
Thus, I suppose, there are cases in which each of these principles, this one of resentment
excepted, may innocently be gratified, without being subservient to what is the main end of
it: that is, though it does not conduce to, yet it may be gratified without contradicting that
end, or any other obligation. But the gratification of resentment, if it be not conducive to the
end for which it was given us, must necessarily contradict, not only the general obligation to
benevolence, but likewise that particular end itself. The end for which it was given is, to prevent or remedy injury; i.e. the misery occasioned by injury; i.e. misery itself: and the gratification of it consists in producing misery; i.e. in contradicting the end for which it was
implanted in our nature.
[10] This whole reasoning is built upon the difference there is between this passion
and all others. No other principle, or passion, hath for its end the misery of our fellow creatures. But malice and revenge meditates evil itself; and to do mischief, to be the author of
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misery, is the very thing which gratifies the passion: this is what it directly tends towards, as
its proper design. Other vices eventually do mischief; this alone aims at it as an end.
[11] Nothing can with reason be urged in justification of revenge, from the good
effects which the indulgence of it were before mentioned2 to have upon the affairs of the
world; because, though it be a remarkable instance of the wisdom of providence, to bring
good out of evil, yet vice is vice to him who is guilty of it. “But suppose these good effects
are foreseen”: that is, suppose reason in a particular case leads a man the same way as passion;
why then, to be sure, he should follow his reason in this as well as in all other cases. So that,
turn the matter which way ever you will, no more can be allowed to this passion, than hath
been already.3
[12] As to that love of our enemies which is commanded; this supposes the general
obligation to benevolence or good-will towards mankind: and this being supposed, that precept is no more than to forgive injuries; that is, to keep clear of those abuses before mentioned; because, that we have the habitual temper of benevolence, is taken for granted.
[13] Resentment is not inconsistent with good-will; for we often see both together in
very high degrees, not only in parents towards their children, but in cases of friendship and
dependence, where there is no natural relation. These contrary passions, though they may
lessen, do not necessarily destroy each other. We may therefore love our enemy, and yet have
resentment against him for his injurious behaviour towards us. But when this resentment
entirely destroys our natural benevolence towards him, it is excessive, and becomes malice or
revenge. The command to prevent its having this effect, i.e. to forgive injuries, is the same as
to love our enemies; because that love is always supposed, unless destroyed by resentment.
[14] “But though mankind is the natural object of benevolence, yet may it not be lessened upon vice, i.e. injury?” Allowed: but if every degree of vice or injury must destroy that
benevolence, then no man is the object of our love; for no man is without faults.
[15] “But if lower instances of injury may lessen our benevolence, why may not higher,
or the highest, destroy it?” The answer is obvious. It is not man’s being a social creature, much
less his being a moral agent, from whence alone our obligations to good-will towards him
arise. There is an obligation to it prior to either of these, arising from his being a sensible creature; that is, capable of happiness or misery. Now this obligation cannot be superseded by his
moral character. What justifies publick execution is, not that the guilt or demerit of the criminal dispenses with the obligation of good-will; neither would this justify any severity; but,
that his life is inconsistent with the quiet and happiness of the world: that is, a general and
more enlarged obligation necessarily destroys a particular and more confined one of the same
kind, inconsistent with it. Guilt or injury then does not dispense with or supersede the duty
of love and good-will; neither would this justify any severity; but that his life is inconsistent
with the quiet and happiness of the world: that is, a general and more enlarged obligation
necessarily destroys a particular and more confined one of the same kind, inconsistent with it.
Guilt or injury then does not dispense with or supersede the duty of love and good-will.
[16] Neither does that peculiar regard to ourselves, which was before allowed to be
natural4 to mankind, dispense with it: because that can no way innocently heighten our
resentment against those who have been injurious to ourselves in particular, any otherwise
than as it heightens our sense of the injury or guilt; and guilt, though in the highest degree,
does not, as hath been shewn, dispense with or supersede the duty of love and good-will.
[17] If all this be true, what can a man say, who will dispute the reasonableness, or the
possibility, of obeying the divine precept we are now considering? Let him speak out, and it
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must be thus he will speak. “Mankind, i.e. a creature defective and faulty, is the proper object
of good-will, whatever his faults are, when they respect others; but not when they respect me
myself.” That men should be affected in this manner, and act accordingly, is to be accounted
for like other vices; but to assert, that it ought, and must be thus, is self-partiality possessed of
the very understanding.
[18] Thus, love to our enemies, and those who have been injurious to us, is so far from
being a rant, as it has been profanely called, that it is in truth the law of our nature, and what
everyone must see and own, who is not quite blinded with self-love.
[19] From hence it is easy to see, what is the degree in which we are commanded to
love our enemies, or those who have been injurious to us. It were well if it could as easily be
reduced to practice. It cannot be imagined, that we are required to love them with any peculiar kind of affection. But suppose the person injured to have a due natural sense of the
injury, and no more; he ought to be affected towards the injurious person in the same way
any good men, uninterested in the case, would be; if they had the same just sense, which we
have supposed the injured person to have, of the fault: after which there will yet remain real
good-will towards the offender.
[20] Now, what is there in all this, which should be thought impracticable? I am sure
there is nothing in it unreasonable. It is indeed no more than that we should not indulge a
passion, which, if generally indulged, would propagate itself so as almost to lay waste the
world: that we should suppress that partial, that false self-love, which is the weakness of our
nature: that uneasiness and misery should not be produced, without any good purpose to be
served by it: and that we should not be affected towards persons differently from what their
nature and character require.
[21] But since to be convinced, that any temper of mind, and course of behaviour, is
our duty, and the contrary vicious, hath but a distant influence upon our temper and actions;
let me add some few reflections, which may have a more direct tendency to subdue those
vices in the heart, to beget in us this right temper, and lead us to a right behaviour towards
those who have offended us: which reflections, however, shall be such as will further show
the obligations we are under to it.
[22] No one, I suppose, would choose to have an indignity put upon him, or be injuriously treated. If, then, there be any probability of a misunderstanding in the case, either
from our imagining we are injured when we are not, or representing the injury to ourselves
as greater than it really is; one would hope an intimation of this sort might be kindly
received, and that people would be glad to find the injury not so great as they imagined.
Therefore, without knowing particulars, I take upon me to assure all persons who think they
have received indignities or injurious treatment, that they may depend upon it, as in a manner certain, that the offence is not so great as they themselves imagine. We are in such a
peculiar situation, with respect to injuries done to ourselves, that we can scarce any more see
them as they really are, than our eye can see itself. If we could place ourselves at a due distance, i.e. be really unprejudiced, we should frequently discern that to be in reality inadvertence and mistake in our enemy, which we now fancy we see to be malice or scorn. From this
proper point of view we should likewise, in all probability, see something of these latter in
ourselves, and most certainly a great deal of the former. Thus, the indignity or injury would
almost infinitely lessen, and perhaps at last come out to be nothing at all. Self-love is a
medium of a peculiar kind: in these cases it magnifies every thing which is amiss in others,
at the same time that it lessens every thing amiss in ourselves.
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[23] Anger also, or hatred, may be considered as another false medium of viewing
things, which always represents characters and actions much worse than they really are. Illwill not only never speaks, but never thinks well, of the person towards whom it is exercised.
Thus, in cases of offence and enmity, the whole character and behaviour is considered with an
eye to that particular part which has offended us, and the whole man appears monstrous,
without any thing right or humane in him: whereas the resentment should surely, at least, be
confined to that particular part of the behaviour which gave offence, since the other parts of a
man’s life and character stand just the same as they did before.
[24] In general, there are very few instances of enmity carried to any length, but inadvertency, misunderstanding, some real mistake of the case, on one side however, if not on
both, has a great share in it.
[25] If these things were attended to, these ill humors could not be carried to any
length amongst good men, and they would be exceedingly abated amongst all. And only
would hope they might be attended to: for all that, these cautions come to is really no
more than desiring, that things may be considered and judged of as they are in themselves,
that we should have an eye to, and beware of, what would otherwise lead us into mistakes.
So that to make allowances for inadvertence, misunderstanding, for the partialities of selflove, and the false light which danger sets things in; I say, to make allowances for these, is
not to be spoken of as an instance of humbleness of mind, or meekness and moderation of
temper, but as what common sense should suggest, to avoid judging wrong of a matter
before us, though virtue and morals were out of the case. And therefore it as much belongs
to ill men, who will indulge the vice I have been arguing against, as to good men, who
endeavor to subdue it in themselves. In a word, all these cautions concerning anger and
self-love, are no more than desiring a man, who was looking through a glass which either
magnified or lessened, to take notice, that the objects are not in themselves what they
appear through that medium.
[26] To all these things one might add, that resentment being out of the case, there is
not, properly speaking, any such thing as direct ill-will in one man towards another. Therefore the first indignity or injury, if it be not owing to inadvertence or misunderstanding,
may however be resolved into other particular passions, or self-love: principles quite distinct
from ill-will, and which we ought all to be disposed to excuse in others, from experiencing so
much of them in ourselves. A great man of antiquity is reported to have said, that as he never
was indulgent to any one fault in himself, he could not excuse those of others. This sentence
could scarce with decency come out of the mouth of any humane creature. But if we invert
the former part, and put it thus: that he was indulgent to many faults in himself, as it is to
be feared the best of us are, and yet was implacable; how monstrous would such an assertion
appear? And this is the case in respect to every humane creature, in proportion as he is without the forgiving spirit I have been recommending.
[27] Further, though injury, injustice and oppression, the baseness of ingratitude, are
the natural objects of indignation, or, if you please, of resentment, as before explained; yet
they are likewise the objects of compassion, as they are their own punishment, and without
repentance will for ever be so. No one ever did a designed injury to another, but at the same
time he did a much greater to himself. If therefore we would consider things justly, such a
one is, according to the natural course of affections, an object of compassion, as well as of displeasure: and to be affected really in this manner, I say really, in opposition to show and pretence, argues the true greatness of mind. We have an example of forgiveness in this way in its
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utmost perfection, and which indeed includes in it all that is good, in that prayer of our
blessed saviour on the cross: Father, forgive them; for they know not what they do!
[28] But, lastly, The offences which we are all guilty of against God, and the injuries
which men do to each other, are often mentioned together: and, making allowances; for the
infinite distance between the Majesty of heaven and a frail mortal, and likewise for this, that
he cannot possibly be affected or moved as we are; offences committed by others against ourselves, and the manner in which we are apt to be affected with them, give a real occasion for
calling to mind our own sins against God. Now, there is an apprehension and presentiment
natural to mankind, that we ourselves shall one time or other be dealt with, as we deal with
others; and a peculiar acquiescence in, and feeling of the equity and justice of this equal distribution. This natural notion of equity the son of Sirach has put in the strongest way; he that5
revengeth shall find vengeance from the Lord, and he will surely keep his sins in remembrance. Forgive thy
neighbor the hurt he hath done unto thee, so shall thy sins also be forgiven when thou prayest. One man
beareth hatred against another; and doth he seek pardon from the Lord? He showeth no mercy to a man
which is like himself; and doth he ask forgiveness of his own sins? Let anyone read our saviour’s parable of the king who took account of his servants;6 and the equity and rightness of the sentence
which was passed upon him who was unmerciful to his fellow servant, will be felt. There is
somewhat in humane nature, which accords to, and falls in with that method of determination. Let us then place before our eyes the time which is represented in the parable; that of our
own death, or the final judgment. Suppose yourselves under the apprehensions of approaching
death; that you were just going to appear naked and without disguise before the judge of all
the earth, to give an account of your behaviour towards your fellow creatures: could any thing
raise more dreadful apprehensions of that judgment, than the reflection, that you had been
implacable, and without mercy towards those who had offended you; without that forgiving
spirit towards others, which, that it may now be exercised towards yourselves, is your only
hope? And these natural apprehensions are authorized by our saviour’s application of the parable: so likewise shall my heavenly Father do also unto you, if ye from your hearts forgive not every one his
brother their trespasses. On the other hand, suppose a good man in the same circumstance, in the
last part and close of life, conscious of many frailties, as the best are, but conscious too that he
had been meek, forgiving, and merciful; that he had in simplicity of heart been ready to pass
over offences against himself: the having felt this good spirit will give him, not only a full
view of the amiableness of it, but the surest hope that he shall meet with it in his judge. This
likewise is confirmed by his own declaration: If ye forgive men their trespasses, your heavenly Father
will likewise forgive you. And that we might have a constant sense of it upon our mind, the condition is expressed in our daily prayer. A forgiving spirit is therefore absolutely necessary, as
ever we hope for pardon of out own sins, as ever we hope for peace of mind in our dying
moments, or for the divine mercy at that day when we shall most stand in need of it.
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Upon Self-Deceit

And Nathan said to David, Thou art the man.
—2 SAM. xii. 7

[1] These words are the application of Nathan’s parable to David, upon occasion of his adultery with Bathsheba, and the murder of Uriah her husband. The parable, which is related in
the most beautiful simplicity, is this. There were two men in one city; the one rich and the other poor.
The rich man had exceeding many flocks and herds: but the poor man had nothing, save one little ewe
lamb, which he had bought and nourished up: and it grew up together with him, and with his children;
it did eat’ o his own meat, and drank of his own cup, and lay in his bosom, and was unto him as a
daughter. And there came a traveller unto the rich man, and he spared to take of his own flock, and of
his own herd, to dress for the way-faring man that was come unto him, but took the poor man’s lamb,
and dressed it for the man that was come to him. And David’s anger was greatly kindled against the
man, and he said to Nathan, As the Lord liveth, the man that hath done this thing shall surely die.
And he shall restore the lamb four-fold, because he did this thing, and because he had no pity. David
passes sentence, not only that there should be a fourfold restitution made; but he proceeds to
the rigour of justice, the man that hath done this thing shall die: and this judgment is pronounced with the utmost indignation against such an act of inhumanity; as the Lord liveth, he
shall surely die; and his anger was greatly kindled against the man. And the prophet answered,
thou art the man. He had been guilty of much greater inhumanity, with the utmost deliberation, thought, and contrivance. Near a year must have passed, between the time of the commission of his crimes, and the time of the prophet’s coming to him; and it does not appear
from the story, that he had in all this while the least remorse or contrition.
[2] There is not any thing, relating to men and characters, more surprising and unaccountable, than this partiality to themselves, which is observable in many; as there is nothing
of more melancholy reflection, respecting morality, virtue, and religion. Hence it is that many
men seem perfect strangers to their own characters. They think, and reason, and judge quite
differently upon any matter relating to themselves, from what they do in cases of others where
103
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they are not interested. Hence it is one hears people exposing follies, which they themselves
are eminent for; and talking with great severity against particular vices, which, if all the world
be not mistaken, they themselves are notoriously guilty of. This self-ignorance and selfpartiality may be in all different degrees. It is a lower degree of it which David himself refers
to in these words, Who can tell how oft he offendeth? 0 cleanse thou me from my secret faults. This is
the ground of that advice of Elihu to Job: Surely it is meet, to be said unto God,—that which I
see not, teach thou me; if I have done iniquity, I will do no more. And Solomon saw this thing in a very
strong light, when he said, he that trusteth his own heart is a fool. This likewise was the reason
why that precept, know thyself, was so frequently inculcated by the philosophers of old. For if it
were not for that partial and fond regard to ourselves, it would certainly be no great difficulty
to know our own character, what passes within the bent and bias of our mind; much less
would there be any difficulty in judging rightly of our own actions. But from this partiality
it; frequently comes to pass, that the observation of many men’s being themselves last of all
acquainted with what falls out in their own families, may be applied to a nearer home, to what
passes within their own breasts.
[3] There is plainly, in the generality of mankind, an absence of doubt or distrust, in
a very great measure, as to their moral character and behaviour; and likewise a disposition
to take for granted, that all is right and well with them in these respects. The former is
owing to their not reflecting, not exercising their judgment upon themselves; the latter, to
self-love. I am not speaking of that extravagance, which is sometimes to be met with;
instances of persons declaring in words at length, that they never were in the wrong, nor
had ever any diffidence of the justness of their conduct, in their whole lives. No, these people are too far gone to have any thing said to them. The thing before us is indeed of this
kind, but in a lower degree, and confined to the moral character; somewhat of which we
almost all of us have, without reflecting upon it. Now consider, how long and how grossly,
a person of the best understanding might be imposed upon by one of whom he had not any
suspicion, and in whom he placed an entire confidence; especially if there were friendship
and real kindness in the case: surely this holds even stronger with respect to that self we are
all so fond of. Hence arises in men a disregard of reproof and instruction, rules of conduct
and moral discipline, which occasionally come in their way: a disregard, I say, of these; not
in every respect, but in this single one, namely, as what may be of service to them in particular towards mending their own hearts and tempers, and making them better men. It never
in earnest comes into their thoughts, whether such admonitions may not relate, and be of
service to themselves, and this quite distinct from a positive persuasion to the contrary, a
persuasion from reflection that they are innocent and blameless in those respects. Thus we
may invert the observation which is somewhere made upon Brutus, that he never read, but
in order to make himself a better man. It scarce comes into the thoughts of the generality of
mankind, that this use is to be made of moral reflections which they meet with; that this
use, I say, is to be made of them by themselves, for every body observes and wonders that it
is not done by others.
[4] Further, there are instances of persons having so fixed and steady an eye upon their
own interest, whatever they place it in, and the interest of those whom they consider as
themselves, as in a manner to regard nothing else; their views are almost confined to this
alone. Now we cannot be acquainted with, or in any propriety of speech be said to know any
thing, but what we attend to. If therefore they attend only to one side, they really will not,
cannot see or know what is to be alleged on the other. Though a man hath the best eyes in
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the world, he cannot see any way but that which he turns them. Thus these persons, without
passing over the least, the most minute thing, which can possibly be urged in favour of
themselves, shall overlook entirely the plainest and most obvious things on the other side.
And whilst they are under the power of this temper, thought and consideration upon the
matter before them has scarce any tendency to set them right: because they are engaged; and
their deliberation concerning an action to be done, or reflection upon it afterwards, is not to
see whether it be right, but to find out reasons to justify or palliate it; palliate it, not to others, but to themselves.
[5] In some there is to be observed a general ignorance of themselves, and wrong way
of thinking and judging in every thing relating to themselves; their fortune, reputation,
every thing in which self can come in: and this perhaps attended with the rightest judgment
in all other matters. In others this partiality is not so general, has not taken hold of the whole
man, but is confined to some particular favourite passion, interest, or pursuit; suppose ambition, covetousness, or any other. And these persons may probably judge and determine what
is perfectly just and proper, even in things in which they themselves are concerned, if these
things have no relation to their particular favourite passion or pursuit. Hence arises that
amazing incongruity, and seeming inconsistency of character, from whence slight observers
take it for granted, that the whole is hypocritical and false; not being able otherwise to reconcile the several parts: whereas in truth there is real honesty, so far as it goes. There is such
a thing as men’s being honest to such a degree, and in such respects, but no further. And
this, as it is true, so it is absolutely necessary to be taken notice of, and allowed them; such
general and undistinguishing censure of their whole character, as designing and false, being
one main thing which confirms them in their self-deceit. They know that the whole censure
is not true; and so take for granted that no part of it is.
[6] But to go on with the explanation of the thing itself: Vice in general consists in
having an unreasonable and too great regard to ourselves, in comparison of others. Robbery
and murder is never from the love of injustice or cruelty, but to gratify some other passion, to
gain some supposed advantage: and it is false selfishness alone, whether cool or passionate,
which makes a man resolutely pursue that end, be it ever so much to the injury of another.
But whereas, in common and ordinary wickedness, this unreasonableness, this partiality and
selfishness, relates only, or chiefly, to the temper and passions, in the characters we are now
considering, it reaches to the understanding, and influences the very judgment. And, besides
that general want of distrust and diffidence concerning our own character, there are, you see,
two things, which may thus prejudice and darken the understanding itself: that overfondness for ourselves, which we are all so liable to; and also being under the power of any
particular passion or appetite, or engaged in any particular pursuit. And these, especially the
last of the two, may be in so great a degree, as to influence our judgment, even of other persons and their behaviour. Thus a man, whose temper is formed to ambition or covetousness,
shall even approve of them sometimes in others.
[7] This seems to be in a good measure the account of self-partiality and self-deceit,
when traced up to its original. Whether it be, or be not thought satisfactory, that there is
such a thing is manifest; and that it is the occasion of great part of the unreasonable behaviour of men towards each other: that by means of it they palliate their vices and follies to
themselves: and that it prevents their applying to themselves those reproofs and instructions,
which they meet with either in scripture or in moral and religious discourses, though exactly
suitable to the state of their own mind, and the course of their behaviour. There is one thing
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further to be added here, that the temper we distinguish by hardness of heart with: respect to
others, joined with this self-partiality, will carry a man almost any lengths of wickedness, in
the way of oppression, hard usage of others, and even to plain injustice; without his having,
from what appears, any real sense at all of it. This indeed was not the general character of
David: for he plainly gave scope to the affections of compassion and good-will, as well as to
his passions of another kind.
[8] But as some occasions and circumstances lie more open to this self-deceit, and give
it greater scope and opportunities than others, these require to be particularly mentioned.
[9] It is to be observed then, that as there are express determinate acts of wickedness,
such as murder, adultery, theft: so, on the other hand, there are numberless cases in which the
vice and wickedness cannot be exactly defined; but consists in a certain general temper and
course of action, or in, the neglect of some duty, suppose charity or any other, whose bounds
and degrees are not fixed. This is the very province of self-deceit and self-partiality: here it
governs without check or control. “For what commandment is there broken? Is there a transgression where there is no law? a vice which cannot be defined?”
[10] Whoever will consider the whole commerce of humane life, will see that a great
part, perhaps the greatest part, of the intercourse amongst mankind, cannot be reduced to
fixed determinate rules. Yet in these cases there is a right and a wrong: a merciful, a liberal, a
kind and compassionate behaviour, which surely is our duty; and an unmerciful contracted
spirit, a hard and oppressive course of behaviour, which is most certainly immoral and
vitious. But who can define precisely, wherein that contracted spirit and hard usage of others
consist, as murder and theft may be defined? There is not a word in our language, which
expresses more detestable wickedness than oppression; yet the nature of this vice cannot be so
exactly stated, nor the bounds of it so determinately marked, as that we shall be able to say
in all instances, where rigid right and justice ends, and oppression begins. In these cases
there is great latitude left, for every one to determine for, and consequently to deceive himself. It is chiefly in these cases that self-deceit comes in; as every one must see that there is
much larger scope for it here, than in express, single, determinate acts of wickedness. However it comes in with respect to the circumstances attending the most gross and determinate
acts of wickedness. Of this, the story of David, now before us, affords the most astonishing
instance. It is really prodigious, to see a man, before so remarkable for virtue and piety, going
on deliberately from adultery to murder, with the same cool contrivance, and, from what
appears, with as little disturbance, as a man would endeavour to prevent the ill consequences
of a mistake he had made in any common matter. That total insensibility of mind with
respect to those horrid crimes, after the commission of them, manifestly shows that he did
some way or other delude himself: and this could not be with respect to the crimes themselves, they were manifestly of the grossest kind. What the particular circumstances were,
with which he extenuated them, and quieted and deceived himself; is not related.
[11] Having thus explained the nature of internal hypocrisy and self-deceit, and
remarked the occasions upon which it exerts itself; there are several things further to be
observed concerning it: that all of the sources, to which it was traced up, are sometimes observable together in one and the same person: but that one of them is more remarkable, and to a
higher degree, in some, and others of them are so in others: that in general it is a complicated
thing; and may be in all different degrees and kinds: that the temper itself is essentially in its
own nature vicious and immoral. It is unfairness: it is dishonesty; it is falseness of heart: and is
therefore so far from extenuating guilt, that it is itself the greatest of all guilt in proportion to
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the degree it prevails; for it is a corruption of the whole moral character in its principle. Our
understanding, and sense of good and evil, is the light and guide of life: If therefore this light
that is in thee be darkness, how great is that darkness! For this reason our saviour puts an evil eye as
the direct opposite to a single eye; the absence of that simplicity, which these last words imply,
being itself evil and vicious. And whilst men are under the power of this temper, in proportion still to the degree they are so, they are fortified on every side against conviction: and
when they hear the vice and folly of what is in truth their own course of life, exposed in the
justest and strongest manner, they will often assent to it, and even carry the matter further;
persuading themselves, one does not know how, but some way or other persuading themselves, that they are out of these, and that it hath no relation to them. Yet, notwithstanding
this, there frequently appears a suspicion, that all is not right, or as it should be; and perhaps
there is always at bottom somewhat of this sort. There are doubtless many instances of the
ambitious, the revengeful, the covetous, and those whom with too great indulgence we only
call the men of pleasure, who will not allow themselves to think how guilty they are, who
explain and argue away their guilt to themselves: and though they do really impose upon
themselves in some measure, yet there are none of them but have, if not a proper knowledge,
yet at least an implicit suspicion, where the weakness lies, and what part of their behaviour
they have reason to wish unknown or forgotten for ever. Truth, and real good sense, and thorough integrity, carry along with them a peculiar consciousness of their own genuineness:
there is a feeling belonging to them, which does not accompany their counterfeits, error,
folly, half-honesty, partial and slight regards to virtue and right, so far only as they are consistent with that course of gratification which men happen to be set upon. And, if this be the
case; it is much the same, as if we should suppose a man to have had a general view of some
scene, enough to satisfy him that it was very disagreeable, and then to shut his eyes, that he
might not have a particular or distinct view of its several deformities. It is as easy to close the
eyes of the mind, as those of the body: and the former is more frequently done with wilfulness, and yet not attended to, than the latter; the actions of the mind being more quick and
transient, than those of the senses. This may be further illustrated by another thing observable in ordinary life. It is not uncommon for persons, who run out their fortunes, entirely to
neglect looking into the state of their affairs, and this from a general knowledge, that the
condition of them is bad. These extravagant people are perpetually ruined before they themselves expected it: and they tell you for an excuse, and tell you truly, that they did not think
they were so much in debt, or that their expenses so far exceeded their income. And yet no
one will take this for an excuse, who is sensible that their ignorance of their particular circumstances was owing to their general knowledge of them; that is, their general knowledge,
that matters were not well with them, prevented their looking into particulars. There is
somewhat of the like kind with this in respect to morals, virtue, and religion. Men find that
the survey of themselves, their own heart and temper, their own life and behaviour, doth not
afford them satisfaction: things are not as they should be: therefore they turn away, will not
go over particulars, or look deeper, lest they should find more amiss. For who would choose
to be put out of humour with himself? No one, surely, if it were not in order to mend, and to
be more thoroughly and better pleased with himself for the future.
[12] If this sincere self-enjoyment and home-satisfaction be thought desirable, and
worth some pains and diligence; the following reflections will, I suppose, deserve your attention; as what may be of service and assistance to all who are in any measure honestly disposed, for avoiding that fatal self-deceit, and towards getting acquainted with themselves.
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[13] The first is, that those who have never had any suspicion of, who have never made
allowances for, this weakness in themselves, who have never (if I may be allowed such a manner of speaking) caught themselves in it, may almost take for granted that they have been
very much misled by it. For consider: nothing is more manifest, than that affection and passion of all kinds influence the judgment. Now as we have naturally a greater regard to ourselves than to others, as the private affection is more prevalent than the publick; the former,
will have proportionally a greater influence upon the judgment, upon our way of considering
things. People are not backward in owning this partiality of judgment, in cases of friendship
and natural relation. The reason is obvious, why it is not so readily acknowledged, when the
interest which misleads us is more confined, confined to ourselves: but we all take notice of it
in each other in these cases. There is not any observation more common, than that there is no
judging of a matter from hearing only one side. This is not founded upon supposition, at
least it is not always, of a formed design in the relater to deceive: for it holds in cases, where
he expects that the whole will be told over again by the other side. But the supposition,
which this observation is founded upon, is the very thing now before us; namely, that men
are exceedingly prone to deceive themselves, and judge too favourably in every respect,
where themselves and their own interest are concerned. Thus, though we have not the least
reason to suspect that such an interested person hath any intention to deceive us, yet we of
course make great allowances for his having deceived himself. If this be general, almost universal, it is prodigious that every man can think himself an exception, and that he is free
from this self-partiality. The direct contrary is the truth. Every man may take for granted
that he has a great deal of it, till, from the strictest observation upon himself, he finds particular reason to think otherwise.
[14] Secondly, There is one easy and almost sure way to avoid being misled by this selfpartiality, and to get acquainted with our real character: to have regard to the suspicious part
of it, and keep a steady eye over ourselves in that respect. Suppose then a man fully satisfied
with himself, and his own behaviour; such a one, if you please, as the Pharisee in the Gospel,
or a better man. Well; but allowing this good opinion you have of yourself to be true, yet
every one is liable to be misrepresented. Suppose then an enemy were to set about defaming
you. What part of your character would he single out? What particular scandal, think you,
would he be most likely to fix upon you? And what would the world be most ready to
believe? There is scarce a man living but could, from the most transient superficial view of
himself, answer this question. What is that ill thing, that faulty behaviour, which I am
apprehensive an enemy, who was thoroughly acquainted with me, would be most likely to
lay to my charge, and which the world would be most apt to believe? It is indeed possible
that a man may not be guilty in that respect. All that I say is, let him in plainness and honesty fix upon that part of his character for a particular survey and reflection; and by this he
will come to be acquainted, whether he be guilty or innocent in that respect, and how far he
is one or the other. There are doubtless many instances of the ambitious, the revengeful, the
covetous, and those whom, with too great indulgence, we only call the men of pleasure, who
will not allow themselves to think how guilty they are, who explain and argue away their
guilt to themselves: And though they do really impose upon themselves in some measure,
yet there are none of them but have, if not a proper knowledge, yet at least, an implicit suspicion where the weakness lies, and what part of their behaviour they have reason to wish
unknown or forgotten for ever.
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[15] Thirdly, It would very much prevent our being misled by this self-partiality, to
reduce that practical rule of our saviour, Whatsoever ye would that men should do to you,
even so do unto them, to our judgment and way of thinking. This rule, you see, consists of
two parts. One is, to substitute another for yourself, when you take a survey of any part of
your behaviour, or consider what is proper and fit and reasonable for you to do upon any
occasion: the other part is, that you substitute yourself in the room of another; consider yourself as the person affected by such a behaviour, or towards whom such an action is done: and
then you would not only see, but likewise feel, the reasonableness or unreasonableness of
such an action or behaviour. But, alas! the rule itself may be dishonestly applied: there are
persons who have not impartiality enough with respect to themselves, nor regard enough for
others, to be able to make a just application of it. This just application, if men would honestly make it, is in effect all that I have been recommending; is the whole thing, the direct
contrary to that inward dishonesty as respecting our intercourse with our fellow creatures.
And even the bearing this rule in their thoughts may be of some service; the attempt thus to
apply it, is an attempt towards being fair and impartial, and may chance unawares to show
them to themselves, to show them the truth of the case they are considering.
[16] Upon the whole it is manifest, that there is such a thing as this self-partiality and
self-deceit: that in some persons it is to a degree which would be thought incredible, were
not the instances before our eyes; of which the behaviour of David is perhaps the highest possible one, in a single particular case; for there is not the least appearance, that it reached his
general character: that we are almost all of us influenced by it in some degree, and in some
respects: that therefore every one ought to have an eye to and beware of it. And all that I have
further to add upon this subject is, that either there is a difference between right and wrong,
or there is not: religion is true, or it is not. If it be not, there is no reason for any concern
about it: but if it be true, it requires real fairness of mind and honesty of heart. And, if people will be wicked, they had better of the two be so from the common vicious passions without such refinements, than from this deep and calm source of delusion; which undermines
the whole principle of good: darkens that light, that candle of the Lord within, which is to
direct our steps; and corrupts conscience, which is the guide of life.
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Sermon XI
Upon the Love of our Neighbour
Preached on Advent Sunday
And if there be any other commandment, it is briefly comprehended in this saying, namely, Thou
shalt love thy neighbour as thyself.
—ROM. xiii. 9

[1] It is commonly observed that there is a disposition in men to complain of the viciousness
and corruption of the age in which they live as greater than that of former ones; which is usually followed with this further observation, that mankind has been in that respect much the
same in all times. Now, not to determine whether this last be not contradicted by the
accounts of history; thus much can scarce be doubted, that vice and folly takes different
turns, and some particular kinds of it are more open and avowed in some ages than in others;
and, I suppose, it may be spoken of as very much the distinction of the present to profess a
contracted spirit, and greater regards to self-interest, than appears to have been done formerly. Upon this account it seems worth while to inquire whether private interest is likely to
be promoted in proportion to the degree in which self-love engrosses us, and prevails over all
other principles; or whether the contracted affection may not possibly be so prevalent as to disappoint
itself, and even contradict its own end, private good.
[2] And since, further, there is generally thought to be some peculiar kind of contrariety between self-love and the love of our neighbour, between the pursuit of publick and of
private good; insomuch that when you are recommending one of these, you are supposed to
be speaking against the other; and from hence arises a secret prejudice against, and frequently open scorn of, all talk of publick spirit and real good-will to our fellow-creatures; it
will be necessary to inquire what respect benevolence hath to self-love, and the pursuit of
private interest to the pursuit of publick: or whether there be anything of that peculiar
inconsistence and contrariety between them over and above what there is between self-love
and other passions and particular affections, and their respective pursuits.
[3] These inquiries, it is hoped, may be favourably attended to; for there shall be all
possible concessions made to the favourite passion, which hath so much allowed to it, and
110
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whose cause is so universally pleaded: it shall be treated with the utmost tenderness and concern for its interests.
[4] In order to do this, as well as to determine the forementioned questions, it will be
necessary to consider the nature, the object, and end of that self-love, as distinguished from
other principles or affections in the mind, and their respective objects.
[5] Every man hath a general desire of his own happiness; and likewise a variety of
particular affections, passions, and appetites to particular external objects. The former proceeds from, or is, self-love; and seems inseparable from all sensible creatures, who can reflect
upon themselves and their own interest or happiness so as to have that interest an object to
their minds; what is to be said of the latter is, that they proceed from or together make up
that particular nature, according to which man is made. The object the former pursues is
somewhat internal—our own happiness, enjoyment, satisfaction; whether we have, or have
not, a distinct particular perception what it is, or wherein it consists: the objects of the latter
are this or that particular external thing, which the affections tend towards, and of which it
hath always a particular idea or perception. The principle we call self-love never seeks anything external for the sake of the thing, but only as a means of happiness or good: particular
affections rest in the external things themselves. One belongs to man as a reasonable creature
reflecting upon his own interest or happiness. The other, though quite distinct from reason,
are as much a part of humane nature.
[6] That all particular appetites and passions are towards external things themselves, distinct from the pleasure arising from them, is manifested from hence; that there could not be this
pleasure, were it not for that prior suitableness between the object and the passion: there
could be no enjoyment or delight from one thing more than another, from eating food more
than from swallowing a stone, if there were not an affection or appetite to one thing more
than another.
[7] Every particular affection, even the love of our neighbour, is as really our own
affection as self-love; and the pleasure arising from its gratification is as much my own
pleasure as the pleasure self-love would have from knowing I myself should be happy some
time hence would be my own pleasure. And if, because every particular affection is a man’s
own, and the pleasure arising from its gratification his own pleasure, or pleasure to himself,
such particular affection must be called self-love; according to this way of speaking, no
creature whatever can possibly act but meerly from self-love; and every action and every
affection whatever is to be resolved up into this one principle. But then this is not the language of mankind; or if it were, we should want words to express the difference between the
principle of an action, proceeding from cool consideration that it will be to my own advantage; and an action, suppose of revenge or of friendship, by which a man runs upon certain
ruin, to do evil or good to another. It is manifest the principles of these actions are totally
different, and so want different words to be distinguished by; all that they agree in is that
they both proceed from, and are done to gratify, an inclination in a man’s self. But the principle or inclination in one case is self-love; in the other, hatred or love of another. There is
then a distinction between the cool principle of self-love, or general desire of our own happiness, as one part of our nature, and one principle of action; and the particular affections
towards particular external objects, as another part of our nature, and another principle of
action. How much soever therefore is to be allowed to self-love, yet it cannot be allowed to
be the whole of our inward constitution; because, you see, there are other parts or principles
which come into it.
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[8] Further, private happiness or good is all which self-love can make us desire, or be
concerned about: in having this consists its gratification: it is an affection to ourselves; a
regard to our own interest, happiness, and private good: and in the proportion a man hath
this, he is interested, or a lover of himself. Let this be kept in mind; because there is commonly, as I shall presently have occasion to observe, another sense put upon these words. On
the other hand, particular affections tend towards particular external things: these are their
objects: having these is their end: in this consists their gratification: no matter whether it be,
or be not, upon the whole, our interest or happiness. An action done from the former of these
principles is called an interested action. An action proceeding from any of the latter has its
denomination of passionate, ambitious, friendly, revengeful, or any other, from the particular
appetite or affection from which it proceeds. Thus self-love as one part of humane nature,
and the several particular principles as the other part, are, themselves, their objects and ends,
stated and shewn.
[9] From hence it will be easy to see how far, and in what ways, each of these can contribute and be subservient to the private good of the individual. Happiness does not consist
in self-love. The desire of happiness is no more the thing itself than the desire of riches is the
possession or enjoyment of them. People might love themselves with the most entire and
unbounded affection, and yet be extremely miserable. Neither can self-love any way help
them out, but by setting them on work to get rid of the causes of their misery, to gain or
make use of those objects which are by nature adapted to afford satisfaction. Happiness or
satisfaction consists only in the enjoyment of those objects which are by nature suited to our
several particular appetites, passions, and affections. So that if self-love wholly engrosses us,
and leaves no room for any other principle, there can be absolutely no such thing at all as
happiness or enjoyment of any kind whatever; since happiness consists in the gratification of
particular passions, which supposes the having of them. Self-love then does not constitute
this or that to be our interest or good; but, our interest or good being constituted by nature
and supposed, self-love only puts us upon obtaining and securing it. Therefore, if it be possible that self-love may prevail and exert itself in a degree or manner which is not subservient
to this end; then it will not follow that our interest will be promoted in proportion to the
degree in which that principle engrosses us, and prevails over others. Nay, further, the private and contracted affection, when it is not subservient to this end, private good may, for
anything that appears, have a direct contrary tendency and effect. And if we will consider the
matter, we shall see that it often really has. Disengagement is absolutely necessary to enjoyment; and a person may have so steady and fixed an eye upon his own interest, whatever he
places it in, as may hinder him from attending to many gratifications within his reach, which
others have their minds free and open to. Over-fondness for a child is not generally thought
to be for its advantage; and, if there be any guess to be made from appearances, surely that
character we call selfish is not the most promising for happiness. Such a temper may plainly
be and exert itself in a degree and manner, which may prevent obtaining the means and
materials of enjoyment, as well as the making use of them. Immoderate self-love does very ill
consult its own interest: and, how much soever a paradox it may appear, it is certainly true
that even from self-love we should endeavour to get over all inordinate regard to and consideration of ourselves. Every one of our passions and affections hath its natural stint and bound,
which may easily be exceeded; whereas our enjoyments can possibly be but in a determinate
measure and degree. Therefore such excess of the affection, since it cannot procure any enjoyment, must in all cases be useless; but is generally attended with inconveniences, and often is
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downright pain and misery. This holds as much with regard to self-love as to all other affections. The natural degree of it, so far as it sets us on work to gain and make use of the materials of satisfaction, may be to our real advantage; but beyond or besides this, it is in several
respects an inconvenience and disadvantage. Thus it appears that private interest is so far
from being likely to be promoted in proportion to the degree in which self-love engrosses us,
and prevails over all other principles, that the contracted affection may be so prevalent as to
disappoint itself, and even contradict its own and private good.
[10] “But who, except the most sordidly covetous, ever thought there was any rivalship between the love of greatness, honour, power, or between sensual appetites and selflove? No, there is a perfect harmony between them. It is by means of these particular
appetites and affections that self-love is gratified in enjoyment, happiness, and satisfaction.
The competition and rivalship is between self-love and the love of our neighbour: that affection which leads us out of ourselves, makes us regardless of our own interest, and substitute
that of another in its stead.” Whether, then, there be any peculiar competition and contrariety in this case shall now be considered.
[11] Self-love and interestedness was stated to consist in or be an affection to ourselves, a regard to our own private good: it is therefore distinct from benevolence, which is
an affection to the good of our fellow-creatures. But that benevolence is distinct from, that
is, not the same thing with self-love, is no reason for its being looked upon with any peculiar
suspicion; because every principle whatever, by means of which self-love is gratified, is distinct from it; and all things which are distinct from each other are equally so. A man has an
affection or aversion to another: that one of these tends to, and is gratified by, doing good,
that the other tends to, and is gratified by, doing harm, does not in the least alter the respect
which either one or the other of these inward feelings has to self-love. We use the word property so as to exclude any other persons having an interest in that of which we say a particular
man has the property. And we often use the word selfish so as to exclude in the same manner
all regards to the good of others. But the cases are not parallel: for though that exclusion is
really part of the idea of property; yet such positive exclusion, or bringing this peculiar disregard to the good of others into the idea of self-love, is in reality adding to the idea, or changing it from what it was before stated to consist in, namely, in an affection to ourselves. This
being the whole idea of self-love, it can no otherwise exclude good-will or love of others,
than meerly by not including it, no otherwise, than it excludes love of arts or reputation, or
of anything else. Neither on the other hand does benevolence, any more than love of arts or of
reputation exclude self-love. Love of our neighbour then, has just the same respect to, is no
more distant from, self-love, than hatred of our neighbour, or than love or hatred of anything
else. Thus the principles, from which men rush upon certain ruin for the destruction of an
enemy, and for the preservation of a friend, have the same respect to the private affection, and
are equally interested, or equally disinterested; and it is of no avail whether they are said to
be one or the other. Therefore to those who are shocked to hear virtue spoken of as disinterested, it may be allowed that it is indeed absurd to speak thus of it; unless hatred, several
particular instances of vice, and all the common affections and aversions in mankind, are
acknowledged to be disinterested too. Is there any less inconsistence between the love of
inanimate things, or of creatures meerly sensitive, and self-love, than between self-love and
the love of our neighbour? Is desire of and delight in the happiness of another any more a
diminution of self-love than desire of and delight in the esteem of another? They are both
equally desire of and delight in somewhat external to ourselves; either both or neither are so.
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The object of self-love is expressed in the term self; and every appetite of sense, and every
particular affection of the heart, are equally interested or disinterested, because the objects of
them all are equally self or somewhat else. Whatever ridicule therefore the mention of a disinterested principle or action may be supposed to lie open to, must, upon the matter being
thus stated, relate to ambition, and every appetite and particular affection as much as to
benevolence. And indeed all the ridicule, and all the grave perplexity, of which this subject
hath had its full share, is meerly from words. The most intelligible way of speaking of it
seems to be this: that self-love and the actions done in consequence of it (for these will
presently appear to be the same as to this question) are interested; that particular affections
towards external objects, and the actions done in consequence of those affections are not so.
But every one is at liberty to use words as he pleases. All that is here insisted upon is that
ambition, revenge, benevolence, all particular passions whatever, and the actions they produce, are equally interested or disinterested.
[12] Thus it appears that there is no peculiar contrariety between self-love and benevolence; no greater competition between these than between any other particular affections
and self-love. This relates to the affections themselves. Let us now see whether there be any
peculiar contrariety between the respective courses of life which these affections lead to;
whether there be any greater competition between the pursuit of private and of publick
good, than between any other particular pursuits and that of private good.
[13] There seems no other reason to suspect that there is any such peculiar contrariety,
but only that the course of action which benevolence leads to has a more direct tendency to
promote the good of others, than that course of action which love of reputation suppose, or
any other particular affection leads to. But that any affection tends to the happiness of
another does not hinder its tending to one’s own happiness too. That others enjoy the benefit
of the air and the light of the sun does not hinder but that these are as much one’s own private advantage now as they would be if we had the property of them exclusive of all others.
So a pursuit which tends to promote the good of another, yet may have as great tendency to
promote private interest, as a pursuit which does not tend to the good of another at all, or
which is mischievous to him. All particular affections whatever, resentment, benevolence,
love of arts, equally lead to a course of action for their own gratification; i.e., the gratification
of ourselves; and the gratification of each gives delight: so far, then, it is manifest they have
all the same respect to private interest. Now take into consideration, further, concerning
these three pursuits, that the end of the first is the harm, of the second, the good of another,
of the last, somewhat indifferent; and is there any necessity that these additional considerations should alter the respect, which we before saw these three pursuits had to private interest, or render any one of them less conducive to it, than any other? Thus one man’s affection
is to honour as his end; in order to obtain which he thinks no pains too great. Suppose
another, with such a singularity of mind, as to have the same affection to publick good as his
end, which he endeavours with the same labour to obtain. In case of success, surely the man
of benevolence hath as great enjoyment as the man of ambition; they both equally having the
end their affections, in the same degree, tended to; but in case of disappointment, the benevolent man has clearly the advantage; since endeavouring to do good, considered as a virtuous
pursuit, is gratified by its own consciousness, i.e., is in a degree its own reward.
[14] And as to these two, or benevolence and any other particular passions whatever,
considered in a further view, as forming a general temper, which more or less disposes us
for enjoyment of all the common blessings of life, distinct from their own gratification, is
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benevolence less the temper of tranquillity and freedom than ambition or covetousness?
Does the benevolent man appear less easy with himself from his love to his neighbour?
Does he less relish his being? Is there any peculiar gloom seated on his face? Is his mind
less open to entertainment, to any particular gratification? Nothing is more manifest than
that being in good humour, which is benevolence whilst it lasts, is itself the temper of satisfaction and enjoyment.
[15] Suppose then, a man sitting down to consider how he might become most easy to
himself, and attain the greatest pleasure he could, all that which is his real natural happiness.
This can only consist in the enjoyment of those objects which are by nature adapted to our
several faculties. These particular enjoyments make up the sum total of our happiness, and
they are supposed to arise from riches, honours, and the gratification of sensual appetites. Be
it so; yet none profess themselves so compleatly happy in these enjoyments, but that there is
room left in the mind for others, if they were presented to them: nay, these, as much as they
engage us, are not thought so high, but that humane nature is capable even of greater. Now
there have been persons in all ages who have profess’d that they found satisfaction in the
exercise of charity, in the love of their neighbour, in endeavouring to promote the happiness
of all they had to do with, and in the pursuit of what is just and right and good as the general
bent of their mind and end of their life; and that doing an action of baseness or cruelty would
be as great violence to their self, as much breaking in upon their nature, as any external force.
Persons of this character would add, if they might be heard, that they consider themselves as
acting in the view of an Infinite being, who is in a much higher sense the object of reverence
and of love, than all the world besides; and therefore they could have no more enjoyment
from a wicked action done under his eye than the persons to whom they are making their
apology could if all mankind were the spectators of it; and that the satisfaction of approving
themselves to his unerring judgment, to whom they thus refer all their actions, is a more
continued settled satisfaction than any this world can afford; as also that they have, no less
than others, a mind free and open to all the common innocent gratifications of it, such as
they are. And if we go no further, does there appear any absurdity in this? Will any one take
upon him to say that a man cannot find his account in this general course of life as much as
in the most unbounded ambition, and the excesses of pleasure? Or that such a person has not
consulted so well for himself, for the satisfaction and peace of his own mind, as the ambitious
or dissolute man? And though the consideration that God himself will in the end justify
their taste, and support their cause, is not formally to be insisted upon here, yet thus much
comes in, that all enjoyments whatever are much more clear and unmixed from the assurance
that they will end well. Is it certain, then, that there is nothing in these pretensions to happiness? especially when there are not wanting persons who have supported themselves with
satisfactions of this kind in sickness, poverty, disgrace, and in the very pangs of death;
whereas it is manifest all other enjoyments fail in these circumstances. This surely looks suspicious of having somewhat in it. Self-love, methinks, should be alarmed. May she not possibly pass over greater pleasures than those she is so wholly taken up with?
[16] The short of the matter is no more than this. Happiness consists in the gratification of certain affections, appetites, passions, with objects which are by nature adapted to
them. Self-love may indeed set us on work to gratify these, but happiness or enjoyment has
no immediate connection with self-love, but arises from such gratification alone. Love of
our neighbour is one of those affections. This, considered as a virtuous principle, is gratified
by a consciousness of endeavouring to promote the good of others, but considered as a natural
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affection, its gratification consists in the actual accomplishment of this endeavour. Now
indulgence or gratification of this affection, whether in that consciousness or this accomplishment, has the same respect to interest as indulgence of any other affection; they
equally proceed from or do not proceed from self-love, they equally include or equally
exclude this principle. Thus it appears, that benevolence and the pursuit of publick good hath at
least as great respect to self-love and the pursuit of private good as any other particular passions, and
their respective pursuits.
[17] Neither is covetousness, whether as a temper or pursuit, any exception to this.
For if by covetousness is meant the desire and pursuit of riches for their own sake, without
any regard to, or consideration of, the uses of them, this hath as little to do with self-love as
benevolence hath. But by this word is usually meant, not such madness and total distraction
of mind, but immoderate affection to and pursuit of riches as possessions in order to some
further end, namely, satisfaction, interest, or good. This, therefore, is not a particular affection or particular pursuit, but it is the general principle of self-love, and the general pursuit
of our own interest, for which reason the word selfish is by every one appropriated to this
temper and pursuit. Now as it is ridiculous to assert that self-love and the love of our neighbour are the same, so neither is it asserted that following these different affections hath the
same tendency and respect to our own interest. The comparison is not between self-love and
the love of our neighbour, between pursuit of our own interest and the interest of others, but
between the several particular affections in humane nature towards external objects, as one
part of the comparison, and the one particular affection to the good of our neighbour as the
other part of it: and it has been shewn that all these have the same respect to self-love and
private interest.
[18] There is indeed frequently an inconsistence or interfering between self-love or
private interest and the several particular appetites, passions, affections, or the pursuits they
lead to. But this competition or interfering is meerly accidental, and happens much oftener
between pride, revenge, sensual gratifications, and private interest, than between private
interest and benevolence. For nothing is more common than to see men give themselves up
to a passion or an affection to their known prejudice and ruin, and in direct contradiction to
manifest and real interest, and the loudest calls of self-love: whereas the seeming competitions and interfering, between benevolence and private interest, relate much more to the
materials or means of enjoyment than to enjoyment itself. There is often an interfering in the
former when there is none in the latter. Thus as to riches: so much money as a man gives
away, so much less will remain in his possession. Here is a real interfering. But though a man
cannot possibly give without lessening his fortune, yet there are multitudes might give
without lessening their own enjoyment, because they may have more than they can turn to
any real use or advantage to themselves. Thus the more thought and time any one employs
about the interests and good of others, he must necessarily have less to attend his own: but he
may have so ready and large a supply of his own wants, that such thought might be really
useless to himself, though of great service and assistance to others.
[The general mistake, that there is some greater inconsistence between endeavouring
to promote the good of another and self-interest, than between self-interest and pursuing
anything else seems, as hath already been hinted, to arise from our notions of property, and to
be carried on by this property’s being supposed to be itself our happiness or good. People are
so very much taken up with this one subject, that they seem from it to have formed a general
way of thinking, which they apply to other things that they have nothing to do with. Hence
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in a confused and slight way it might well be taken for granted that another’s having no
interest in an affection (i.e., his good not being the object of it) renders, as one may speak, the
proprietor’s interest in it greater; and that if another had an interest in it this would render
his less, or occasion that such affection could not be so friendly to self-love, or conducive to
private good, as an affection or pursuit which has not a regard to the good of another. This, I
say, might be taken for granted, whilst it was not attended to, that the object of every particular affection is equally somewhat external to ourselves, and whether it be the good of
another person, or whether it be any other external thing, makes no alteration with regard to
its being one’s own affection, and the gratification of it one’s own private enjoyment. And so
far as it is taken for granted that barely having the means and materials of enjoyment is what
constitutes interest and happiness; that our interest or good consists in possessions themselves, in having the property of riches, houses, lands, gardens, not in the enjoyment of them;
so far it will even more strongly be taken for granted, in the way already explained, that an
affection’s conducing to the good of another must even necessarily occasion it to conduce less
to private good, if not to be positively detrimental to it. For, if property and happiness are
one and the same thing, as by increasing the property of another you lessen your own property, so by promoting the happiness of another you must lessen your own happiness. But
whatever occasioned the mistake, I hope it has been fully proved to be one; as it has been
proved, that there is no peculiar rivalship or competition between self-love and benevolence:
that as there may be a competition between these two, so there many also between any particular affection whatever and self-love; that every particular affection, benevolence among
the rest, is subservient to self-love by being the instrument of private enjoyment; and that in
one respect benevolence contributes more to private interest, i.e., enjoyment or satisfaction,
than any other of the particular common affections, as it is in a degree its own gratification.
[20] And to all these things may be added that religion, from whence arises our
strongest obligation to benevolence, is so far from disowning the principle of self-love, that
it often addresses itself to that very principle, and always to the mind in that state when reason presides, and there can no access be had to the understanding, but by convincing men
that the course of life we would persuade them to is not contrary to their interest. It may be
allowed, without any prejudice to the cause of virtue and religion, that our ideas of happiness
and misery are of all our ideas the nearest and most important to us; that they will, nay, if
you please, that they ought to prevail over those of order, and beauty, and harmony, and proportion, if there should ever be, as it is impossible there ever should be, any inconsistence
between them, though these last, too, as expressing the fitness of actions, are real as truth
itself. Let it be allowed, though virtue or moral rectitude does indeed consist in affection to
and pursuit of what is right and good, as such, yet, that when we sit down in a cool hour, we
can neither justify to ourselves this or any other pursuit, till we are convinced that it will be
for our happiness, or at least not contrary to it.
[21] Common reason and humanity will have some influence upon mankind, whatever becomes of speculations; but, so far as the interests of virtue depend upon the theory of
it being secured from open scorn, so far its very being in the world depends upon its appearing to have no contrariety to private interest and self-love. The foregoing observations, therefore, it is hoped, may have gained a little ground in favour of the precept before us, the
particular explanation of which shall be the subject of the next discourse.
[22] I will conclude at present with observing the peculiar obligation which we are
under to virtue and religion, as enforced in the verses following the text, in the epistle for
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the day, from our saviour’s coming into the world. The night is far spent, the day is at hand; let
us therefore cast off the works of darkness, and let us put on the amour of light, &c. The meaning
and force of which exhortation is, that Christianity lays us under new obligations to a good
life, as by it the will of God is more clearly revealed, and as it affords additional motives to
the practice of it, over and above those which arise out of the nature of virtue and vice, I
might add, as our saviour has set us a perfect example of goodness in our own nature. Now
love and charity is plainly the thing in which he hath placed his religion; in which, therefore, as we have any pretence to the name of Christians, we must place ours. He hath at once
enjoined it upon us by way of command with peculiar force, and by his example, as having
undertaken the work of our salvation out of pure love and goodwill to mankind. The
endeavour to set home this example upon our minds is a very proper employment of this
season, which is bringing on the festival of his birth, which as it may teach us many excellent lessons of humility, resignation, and obedience to the will of God, so there is none it
recommends with greater authority, force, and advantage than this love and charity, since it
was for us men, and for our salvation, that he came down from heaven, and was incarnate, and was
made man; that he might teach us our duty, and more especially that he might enforce the
practice of it, reform mankind, and finally bring us to that eternal salvation, of which he is the
author to all those that obey him.
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Upon the Love of our Neighbour

And if there be any other commandment, it is briefly comprehended in this saying, namely, Thou
shalt love thy neighbour as thyself.
—ROM. xiii. 9

[1] Having already removed the prejudices against publick spirit, or the love of our neighbour, on the side of private interest and self-love, I proceed to the particular explanation of
the precept before us, by shewing, who is our neighbour: In what sense we are required to love him
as ourselves: The influence such love would have upon our behaviour in life: and lastly, How this commandment comprehends in it all others.
[2] I. The objects and due extent of this affection will be understood by attending to
the nature of it, and to the nature and circumstances of mankind in this world. The love of
our neighbour is the same with charity, benevolence, or goodwill: it is an affection to the
good and happiness of our fellow-creatures. This implies in it a disposition to produce happiness, and this is the simple notion of goodness, which appears so amiable wherever we meet
with it. From hence it is easy to see that the perfection of goodness consists in love to the
whole universe. This is the perfection of almighty God.
[3] But as man is so much limited in his capacity, as so small a part of the creation
comes under his notice and influence, and as we are not used to consider things in so general a way, it is not to be thought of that the universe should be the object of benevolence to
such creatures as we are. Thus in that precept of our saviour,1 Be ye perfect, even as your father,
which is in heaven, is perfect, the perfection of the divine goodness is proposed to our imitation as it is promiscuous, and extends to the evil as well as the good; not as it is absolutely
universal, imitation of it in this respect being plainly beyond us. The object is too vast. For
this reason moral writers also have substituted a less general object for our benevolence,
mankind. But this likewise is an object too general, and very much out of our view. Therefore persons more practical have, instead of mankind, put our country, and made the principle of virtue, of humane virtue, to consist in the entire uniform love of our country: and this
119
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is what we call a publick spirit, which in men of publick stations is the character of a
patriot. But this is speaking to the upper part of the world. Kingdoms and governments are
large; and the sphere of action of far the greatest part of mankind is much narrower than the
government they live under: or however, common men do not consider their actions as
affecting the whole community of which they are members. There plainly is wanting a less
general and nearer object of benevolence for the bulk of men than that of their country.
Therefore the scripture, not being a book of theory and speculation, but a plain rule of life
for mankind, has with the utmost possible propriety put the principle of virtue upon the
love of our neighbour, which is that part of the universe, that part of mankind, that part of
our country, which comes under our immediate notice, acquaintance, and influence, and
with which we have to do.
[4] This is plainly the true account or reason why our saviour places the principle of
virtue in the love of our neighbour, and the account itself shows who are comprehended under
that relation.
[5] II. Let us now consider in what sense we are commanded to love our neighbour as
ourselves.
[6] This precept, in its first delivery by our saviour, is thus introduced: Thou shalt love
the Lord thy God with all thine heart, with all thy soul, and with all thy strength; and thy neighbour
as thy self. These very different manners of expression do not lead our thoughts to the same
measure or degree of love, common to both objects, but to one peculiar to each. Supposing,
then, which is to be supposed, a distinct meaning and propriety in the words, as thy self; the
precept we are considering will admit of any of these senses: that we bear the same kind of
affection to our neighbour as we do to ourselves, or, that the love we bear to our neighbour
should have some certain proportion or other to self-love: or, lastly, that it should bear the particular proportion of equality, that it be in the same degree.
[7] First, the precept may be understood as requiring only that we have the same kind
of affection to our fellow-creatures as to ourselves: that, as every man has the principle of selflove, which disposes him to avoid misery, and consult his own happiness, so we should cultivate the affection of goodwill to our neighbour, and that it should influence us to have the
same kind of regard to him. This at least must be commanded, and this will not only prevent
our being injurious to him, but will also put us upon promoting his good. There are blessings in life, which we share in common with others, peace, plenty, freedom, healthful seasons. But real benevolence to our fellow-creatures would give us the notion of a common
interest in a stricter sense, for in the degree we love another, his interest, his joys and sorrows, are our own. It is from self-love that we form the notion of private good, and consider
it is our own: love of our neighbour would teach us thus to appropriate to ourselves his good
and welfare; to consider ourselves as having a real share in his happiness. Thus the principle
of benevolence would be an advocate within our own breasts, to take care of the interests of
our fellow-creatures in all the interfering and competitions which cannot but be, from the
imperfection of our nature, and the state we are in. It would likewise, in some measure,
lessen that interfering, and hinder men from forming so strong a notion of private good,
exclusive of the good of others, as we commonly do. Thus, as the private affection makes us
in a peculiar manner sensible of humanity, justice or injustice, when exercised towards ourselves, love of our neighbour would give us the same kind of sensibility in his behalf. This
would be the greatest security of our uniform obedience to that most equitable rule; Whatsoever ye would that men should do unto you, do ye even so unto them.
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[8] All this is indeed no more than that we should have a real love to our neighbour:
but then, which is to be observed, the words as thy self express this in the most distinct manner, and determine the precept to relate to the affection itself. The advantage which this
principle of benevolence has over other remote considerations is, that it is itself the temper of
virtue, and likewise that it is the chief, nay, the only effectual security of our performing the
several offices of kindness we owe to our fellow-creatures. When from distant considerations
men resolve upon any thing to which they have no liking, or perhaps an averseness, they are
perpetually finding out evasions and excuses, which need never be wanting, if people look for
them: and they equivocate with themselves in the plainest cases in the world. This may be in
respect to single determinate acts of virtue, but it comes in much more, where the obligation
is to a general course of behaviour, and most of all, if it be such as cannot be reduced to fixed
determinate rules. This observation may account for the diversity of the expression in that
known passage of the prophet Micah: to do justly, and to love mercy. A man’s heart must be
formed to humanity and benevolence, he must love mercy, otherwise he will not act mercifully
in any settled course of behaviour. As consideration of the future sanctions of religion is our
only security of preserving in our duty, in cases of great temptation: so to get our heart and
temper formed to a love and liking of what is good is absolutely necessary in order to our
behaving rightly in the familiar and daily intercourses amongst mankind.
[9] Secondly, the precept before us may be understood to require that we love our
neighbour in some certain proportion or other, according as we love ourselves. And indeed a
man’s character cannot be determined by the love he bears to his neighbour, considered
absolutely, but the proportion which this bears to self-love, whether it be attended to or not,
is the chief thing which forms the character and influences the actions. For, as the form of the
body is a composition of various parts, so likewise our inward structure is not simple or uniform, but a composition of various passions, appetites, affections, together with rationality,
including in this last both the discernment of what is right, and a disposition to regulate
ourselves by it. There is greater variety of parts in what we call a character than there are features in a face, and the morality of that is no more determined by one part than the beauty or
deformity of this is by one single feature: each is to be judged of by all the parts or features,
not taken singly, but together. In the inward frame the various passions, appetites, affections,
stand in different respects to each other. The principles in our mind may be contradictory, or
checks and allays only, or incentives and assistants to each other. And principles, which in
their nature have no kind of contrariety or affinity, may yet accidentally be each other’s allays
or incentives.
[10] From hence it comes to pass, that though we were able to look into the inward
contexture of the heart, and see with the greatest exactness in what degree any one principle
is in a particular man, we could not from thence determine how far that principle would go
towards forming the character, or what influence it would have upon the actions, unless we
could likewise discern what other principles prevailed in him, and see the proportion which
that one bears to the others. Thus, though two men should have the affection of compassion
in the same degree exactly, yet one may have the principle of resentment or of ambition so
strong in him as to prevail over that of compassion, and prevent its having any influence
upon his actions, so that he may deserve the character of a hard or cruel man, whereas the
other having compassion in just the same degree only, yet having resentment or ambition in
a lower degree, his compassion may prevail over them, so as to influence his actions, and to
denominate his temper compassionate. So that, how strange soever it may appear to people
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who do not attend to the thing, yet it is quite manifest that, when we say one man is more
resenting or compassionate than another, this does not necessarily imply that one has the
principle of resentment or of compassion stronger than the other. For if the proportion which
resentment or compassion bears to other inward principles is greater in one than in the other,
this is itself sufficient to denominate one more resenting or compassionate than the other.
[11] Further, the whole system, as I may speak, of affections (including rationality),
which constitute the heart, as this word is used in Scripture and on moral subjects, are each
and all of them stronger in some than in others. Now the proportion which the two general
affections, benevolence and self-love, bear to each other, according to this interpretation of
the text, demonstrates men’s character as to virtue. Suppose, then, one man to have the principle of benevolence in a higher degree than another; it will not follow from hence that his
general temper or character or actions will be more benevolent than the other’s. For he may
have self-love in such a degree as quite to prevail over benevolence, so that it may have no
influence at all upon his action, whereas benevolence in the other person, though in a lower
degree, may yet be the strongest principle in his heart, and strong enough to be the guide of
his actions, so as to denominate him a good and virtuous man. The case is here as in scales: it
is not one weight considered in itself, which determines whether the scale shall ascend or
descend, but this depends upon the proportion which that one weight hath to the other.
[12] It being thus manifest that the influence which benevolence has upon our
actions, and how far it goes towards forming our character, is not determined by the degree
itself of this principle in our mind, but by the proportion it has to self-love and other principles: a comparison also being made in the text between self-love and the love of our neighbour; these joint considerations afforded sufficient occasion for treating here of that
proportion. It plainly is implied in the precept, though it should be questioned, whether it
be the exact meaning of the words, as thy self.
[13] Love of our neighbour, then, must bear some proportion to self-love, and virtue,
to be sure, consists in the due proportion. What this due proportion is, whether as a principle in the mind, or as exerted in actions, can be judged of only from our nature and condition
in this world. Of the degree in which affections and the principles of action, considered in
themselves, prevail, we have no measure: let us, then, proceed to the course of behaviour, the
actions they produce.
[14] Both our nature and condition require that each particular man should make particular provision for himself: and the inquiry, what proportion benevolence should have to
self-love, when brought down to practice, will be, what is a competent care and provision for
ourselves? And how certain soever it be that each man must determine this for himself, and
how ridiculous soever it would be for any to attempt to determine it for another, yet it is to
be observed that the proportion is real, and that a competent provision has a bound, and that
it cannot be all which we can possibly get and keep within our grasp, without legal injustice.
Mankind almost universally bring in vanity, supplies for what is called a life of pleasure, covetousness, or imaginary notions of superiority over others, to determine this question: but
every one who desires to act a proper part in society would do well to consider how far any of
them come in to determine it, in the way of moral consideration. All that can be said is, supposing what, as the world goes, is so much to be supposed that it is scarce to be mentioned,
that persons do not neglect what they really owe to themselves; the more of their care and
thought and of their fortune they employ in doing good to their fellow-creatures the nearer
they come up to the law of perfection, Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thy self.
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[15] Thirdly, if the words as thy self were to be understood of an equality of affection; it
would not be attended with those consequences which perhaps may be thought to follow
from it. Suppose a person to have the same settled regard to others as to himself; that in every
deliberate scheme or pursuit he took their interest into the account in the same degree as his
own, so far as an equality of affection would produce this: yet he would, in fact, and ought to
be, much more taken up and employed about himself, and his own concerns, than about others, and their interests. For, besides the one common affection toward himself and his neighbour he would have several other particular affections, passions, appetites, which he could
not possibly feel in common both for himself and others. Now these sensations themselves
very much employ us, and have perhaps as great influence as self-love. So far indeed as selflove, and cool reflection upon what is for our interest, would set us on work to gain a supply
of our own several wants, so far the love of our neighbour would make us do the same for
him: but the degree in which we are put upon seeking and making use of the means of gratification, by the feeling of those affections, appetites, and passions, must necessarily be peculiar to ourselves.
[16] That there are particular passions (suppose shame, resentment) which men seem
to have, and feel in common, both for themselves and others, makes no alteration in respect
to those passions and appetites which cannot possibly be thus felt in common. From hence
(and perhaps more things of the like kind might be mentioned) it follows, that though there
were an equality of affection to both, yet regards to ourselves would be more prevalent than
attention to the concerns of others.
[17] And from moral considerations it ought to be so, supposing still the equality of
affection commanded, because we are in a peculiar manner, as I may speak, entrusted with
ourselves, and therefore care of our own interests, as well as of our conduct, particularly
belongs to us.
[18] To these things must be added, that moral obligations can extend no further than
to natural possibilities. Now we have a perception of our own interests, like consciousness of
our own existence, which we always carry about with us, and which, in its continuation,
kind, and degree, seems impossible to be felt in respect to the interests of others.
[19] From all these things it fully appears that though we were to love our neighbour
in the same degree as we love ourselves, so far as this is possible, yet the care of ourselves, of
the individual, would not be neglected, the apprehended danger of which seems to be the
only objection against understanding the precept in this strict sense.
[20] III. The general temper of mind which the due love of our neighbour would form
us to, and the influence it would have upon our behaviour in life, is now to be considered.
[21] The temper and behaviour of charity is explained at large in that known passage
of St. Paul:2 Charity suffereth long, and is kind; charity envieth not, doth not behave itself unseemly,
seeketh not her own, thinketh no evil, beareth all things, believeth all things, hopeth all things. As to
the meaning of the expressions, seeketh not her own, thinketh no evil, believeth all things; however
those expressions may be explained away, this meekness, and in some degree easiness of temper, readiness to forego our right for the sake of peace, as well as in the way of compassion,
freedom from mistrust, and disposition to believe well of our neighbour, this general temper,
I say, accompanies, and is plainly the effect of love and goodwill. And, though such is the
world in which we live, that experience and knowledge of it not only may, but must beget,
in as greater regard to ourselves, and doubtfulness of the characters of others, than is natural
to mankind, yet these ought not to be carried further than the nature and course of things
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make necessary. It is still true, even in the present state of things, bad as it is, that a real good
man had rather be deceived than be suspicious; had rather forego his known right, than run
the venture of doing even a hard thing. This is the general temper of that charity, of which
the apostle asserts, that if he had it not, giving his body to be burned would avail him nothing;
and which, he says shall never fail.
[22] The happy influence of this temper extends to every different relation and circumstance in humane life. It plainly renders a man better, more to be desired, as to all the
respects and relations we can stand in to each other. The benevolent man is disposed to
make use of all external advantages in such a manner as shall contribute to the good of
others, as well as to his own satisfaction. His own satisfaction consists in this. He will be
easy and kind to his dependents, compassionate to the poor and distressed, friendly to all
with whom he has to do. This includes the good neighbour, parent, master, magistrate:
and such a behaviour would plainly make dependence, inferiority, and even servitude easy.
So that a good or charitable man of superior rank in wisdom, fortune, authority, is a common blessing to the place he lives in: happiness grows under his influence. This good principle in inferiors would discover itself in paying respect, gratitude, obedience, as due. It
were therefore, methinks, one just way of trying one’s own character to ask ourselves, am I
in reality a better master or servant, a better friend, a better neighbour, than such and such
persons, whom, perhaps, I may think not to deserve the character of virtue and religion so
much as myself?
[23] And as to the spirit of party, which unhappily prevails amongst mankind, whatever are the distinctions which serve for a supply to it, some or other of which have obtained
in all ages and countries, one who is thus friendly to his kind will immediately make due
allowances for it, as what cannot but be amongst such creatures as men, in such a world as
this. And as wrath and fury and overbearing upon these occasions proceed, as I may speak,
from men’s feeling only on their own side, so a common feeling, for others as well as for ourselves, would render us sensible to this truth, which it is strange can have so little influence,
that we ourselves differ from others, just as much as they do from us. I put the matter in this
way, because it can scarce be expected that the generality of men should see that those things
which are made the occasions of dissension and fomenting the party-spirit are really nothing
at all: but it may be expected from all people, how much soever they are in earnest about
their respective peculiarities, that humanity and common goodwill to their fellow-creatures
should moderate and restrain that wretched spirit.
[24] This good temper of charity likewise would prevent strife and enmity arising
from other occasions: it would prevent our giving just cause of offence, and our taking it
without cause. And in cases of real injury, a good man will make all the allowances which are
to be made, and, without any attempts of retaliation, he will only consult his own and other
men’s security for the future against injustice and wrong.
[25] IV. I proceed to consider, lastly, what is affirmed of the precept now explained,
that it comprehends in it all others, i.e., that to love our neighbour as ourselves includes in it
all virtues.
[26] Now the way in which every maxim of conduct, or general speculative assertion,
when it is to be explained at large should be treated, is, to show what are the particular
truths which were designed to be comprehended under such a general observation, how far it
is strictly true, and then the limitations, restrictions, and exceptions, if there be exceptions,
with which it is to be understood. But it is only the former of these, namely, how far the
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assertion in the text holds, and the ground of the pre-eminence assigned to the precept of it,
which in strictness comes into our present consideration.
[27] However, in almost everything that is said, there is somewhat to be understood
beyond what is explicitly laid down, and which we of course supply, somewhat, I mean,
which would not be commonly called a restriction or limitation. Thus, when benevolence is
said to be the sum of virtue, it is not spoken of as a blind propension, but a principle in reasonable creatures, and so to be directed by their reason: for reason and reflection comes into
our notion of a moral agent. And that will lead us to consider distant consequences, as well as
the immediate tendency of an action. It will teach us that the care of some persons, suppose
children and families, is particularly committed to our charge by Nature and providence, as
also that there are other circumstances, suppose friendship or former obligations, which
require that we do good to some, preferably to others. Reason, considered meerly as subservient to benevolence, as assisting to produce the greatest good, will teach us to have particular regard to these relations and circumstances, because it is plainly for the good of the
world that they should be regarded. And as there are numberless cases in which, notwithstanding appearances, we are not competent judges, whether a particular action will upon
the whole do good or harm, reason in the same way will teach us to be cautious how we act in
these cases of uncertainty. It will suggest to our consideration which is the safer side; how
liable we are to be led wrong by passion and private interest; and what regard is due to laws,
and the judgment of mankind. All these things must come into consideration, were it only
in order to determine which way of acting is likely to produce the greatest good. Thus, upon
supposition that it were in the strictest sense true, without limitation, that benevolence
includes in it all virtues, yet reason must come in as its guide and director, in order to attain
its own end, the end of benevolence, the greatest publick good. Reason, then, being thus
included, let us now consider the truth of the assertion itself.
[28] First, It is manifest that nothing can be of consequence to mankind or any creature but happiness. This, then, is all which any person can, in strictness of speaking, be said
to have a right to. We can therefore owe no man any thing, but only to farther and promote his
happiness, according to our abilities. And therefore a disposition and endeavour to do good
to all with whom we have to do, in the degree and manner which the different relations we
stand in to them require, is a discharge of all the obligations we are under to them.
[29] As humane nature is not one simple uniform thing but a composition of various
parts; body, spirit, appetites, particular passions, and affections, for each of which reasonable
self-love would lead men to have due regard, and make suitable provision, so society consists
of various parts to which we stand in different respects and relations, and just benevolence
would as surely lead us to have due regard to each of these and behave as the respective relations require. Reasonable good-will and right behaviour towards our fellow-creatures are in a
manner the same, only that the former expresseth the principle as it is in the mind; the latter, the principle as it were become external, i.e., exerted in actions.
[30] And so far as temperance, sobriety, and moderation in sensual pleasures, and the
contrary vices, have any respect to our fellow-creatures, any influence upon their quiet, welfare, and happiness, as they always have a real, and often a near influence upon it, so far it is
manifest those virtues may be produced by the love of our neighbour, and that the contrary
vices would be prevented by it. Indeed, if men’s regard to themselves will not restrain them
from excess, it may be thought little probable that their love to others will be sufficient: but
the reason is, that their love to others is not, any more than their regard to themselves, just,
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and in its due degree. There are, however, manifest instances of persons kept sober and temperate from regard to their affairs, and the welfare of those who depend upon them. And it is
obvious to every one that habitual excess, a dissolute course of life, implies a general neglect
of the duties we owe towards our friends, our families, and our country.
[31] From hence it is manifest that the common virtues and the common vices of
mankind may be traced up to benevolence, or the want of it. And this intitles the precept,
Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thy self, to the pre-eminence given to it; and is a justification of
the apostle’s assertion, that all other commandments are comprehended in it; whatever cautions and restrictions3 there are, which might require to be considered, if we were to state
particularly and at length what is virtue and right behaviour in mankind. But,
[32] Secondly, it might be added, that in a higher and more general way of consideration, leaving out the particular nature of creatures, and the particular circumstances in which
they are placed, benevolence seems in the strictest sense to include in it all that is good and
worthy; all that is good, which we have any distinct particular notion of. We have no clear
conception of any positive moral attribute in the supream being, but what may be resolved
up into goodness. And, if we consider a reasonable creature or moral agent, without regard to
the particular relations and circumstances in which he is placed, we cannot conceive anything else to come in towards determining whether he is to be ranked in a higher or lower
class of virtuous beings, but the higher or lower degree in which that principle, and what is
manifestly connected with it, prevail in him.
[33] That which we more strictly call piety, or the love of God, and which is an essential part of a right temper, some may perhaps imagine no way connected with benevolence:
yet surely they must be connected, if there be indeed in being an object infinitely good.
Humane nature is so constituted that every good affection implies the love of itself, i.e.,
becomes the object of a new affection in the same person. Thus, to be righteous, implies in it
the love of righteousness; to be benevolent, the love of benevolence; to be good, the love of
goodness; whether this righteousness, benevolence, or goodness be viewed as in our own
mind or another’s, and the love of God as a being perfectly good is the love of perfect goodness contemplated in a being or person. Thus morality and religion, virtue and piety, will at
last necessarily coincide, run up into one and the same point, and love will be in all senses the
end of the commandment.
O almighty God, inspire us with this divine principle; kill in us all the seeds of envy and ill-will; and
help us, by cultivating within ourselves the love of our neighbour, to improve in the love of Thee. Thou
hast placed us in various kindreds, friendships, and relations, as the school of discipline for our affections: help us, by the due exercise of them, to improve to perfection; till all partial affection be lost in that
entire universal one, and thou, O God, shalt be all in all.

Notes
1. Matth. v. 48.
2. I Cor. xiii.
3. For instance: as we are not competent judges what is, upon the whole, for the good of the
world; there may be other immediate ends appointed us to pursue, besides that one of doing good, or
producing happiness. Though the good of the creation be the only end of the Author of it, yet he may
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have laid us under particular obligations, which we may discern and feel ourselves under, quite distinct
from a perception, that the observance or violation of them is for the happiness or misery of our fellowcreatures. And this is, in fact, the case. For there are certain dispositions of mind and certain actions,
which are in themselves approved or disapproved by mankind, abstracted from the consideration of
their tendency to the happiness or misery of the world; approved or disapproved by reflection, by that
principle within, which is the guide of life, the judge of right and wrong. Numberless instances of this
kind might be mentioned. There are pieces of treachery, which in themselves appear base and detestable
to every one. There are actions, which perhaps can scarce have any other general name given them than
indecencies, which yet are odious and shocking to humane nature. There is such a thing as meanness, a
little mind, which, as it is quite distinct from incapacity, so it raises a dislike and disapprobation quite
different from that contempt, which men are too apt to have of meer folly. On the other hand, what we
call greatness of mind, is the object of another sort of approbation, than superior understanding.
Fidelity, honour, strict justice, are themselves approved in the highest degree, abstracted from the consideration of their tendency. Now, whether it be thought that each of these are connected with benevolence in our nature, and so may be considered as the same thing with it; or whether some of them be
thought an inferior kind of virtues and vices, somewhat like natural beauties and deformities; or, lastly,
plain exceptions to the general rule; thus much, however, is certain, that the things now instanced in,
and numberless others, are approved or disapproved by mankind in general, in quite another view than
as conducive to the happiness or misery of the world.
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Sermon XIII
Upon the Love of GOD

Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind.
—MATTH. xxii. 37

[1] Every body knows, you therefore need only just be put in mind, that there is such a
thing, as having so great horror of one extream, as to run insensibly and of course into the
contrary; and that a doctrine’s having been a shelter for enthusiasm, or made to serve the purposes of superstition, is no proof of the falsity of it: truth or right being somewhat real in
itself, and so not to be judged of by its liableness to abuse, or by its supposed distance from,
or nearness to error. It may be sufficient to have mentioned this in general, without taking
notice of the particular extravagancies, which have been vented under the pretence or
endeavor of explaining the love of God; or how manifestly we are got into the contrary
extreme, under the notion of a reasonable religion; so very reasonable as to have nothing to
do with the heart and affections, if these words signify any thing but the faculty by which we
discern speculative truth.
[2] By the love of God, I would understand all those regards, all those affections of
mind, which are due immediately to him from such a creature as man, and which rest in him
as their end. As this does not include servile fear, so neither will any other regards, how reasonable soever, which respect any thing out of or besides the perfection of the divine nature,
come into consideration here. But all fear is not excluded, because his displeasure is itself the
natural proper object of fear. Reverence, ambition of his love and approbation, delight in the
hope or consciousness of it, come likewise into this definition of the love of God; because he
is the natural object of all those affections or movements of mind, as really as he is the object
of the affection, which is in the strictest sense called love; and all of them equally rest in him,
as their end. And they may all be understood to be implied in these words of our saviour,
without putting any force upon them; for he is speaking of the love of God, and our neighbor, as containing the whole of piety and virtue.
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[3] It is plain, that the nature of man is so constituted, as to feel certain affections
upon the sight or contemplation of certain objects. Now the very notion of affection implies
resting in its objects as an end: and the particular affection to good characters, reverence, and
moral love of them, is natural to all those who have any degree of real goodness in themselves. This will be illustrated by the description of a perfect character in a creature; and by
considering the manner in which a good man, in, his presence, would be affected towards
such a character. He would of course feel the affections of love, reverence, desire of his approbation, delight in the hope or consciousness of it. And surely all this is applicable, and may
be brought up to that being, who is infinitely more than an adequate object of all those affections; whom we are commanded to love with all our heart, with all our soul, and with all our
mind. And of these regards towards almighty God, some are more particularly suitable to and
becoming so imperfect a creature as man, in this mortal state we are passing through: and
some of them, and perhaps other exercises of the mind, will be the employment and happiness of good men in a state of perfection.
[4] This is a general view of what the following discourse will contain. And it is manifest the subject is a real one: there is nothing in it enthusiastical or unreasonable. And if it
be indeed at all a subject, it is one of the utmost importance.
[5] As mankind have a faculty by which they discern speculative truth, so we have
various affections towards external objects. Understanding and temper, reason and affection,
are as distinct ideas as reason and hunger; and one would think, could no more be confounded. It is by reason that we get the ideas of several objects of our affections: but in these
cases reason and affection are no more the same, than sight of a particular object, and the
pleasure or uneasiness consequent thereupon, are the same. Now, as reason tends to and rests
in the discernment of truth, the object of it; so the very nature of affection consists in tending towards, and resting in, its objects as an end. We do indeed often, in common language
say, that things are loved, desired, esteemed, not for themselves, but for somewhat further,
somewhat out of and beyond them: yet, in these cases, whoever will attend, will see, that
these things are not in reality the objects of the affections, i.e. are not loved, desired,
esteemed, but the somewhat further and beyond them. If we have no affections which rest in
what are called their objects, then what is called affection, love, desire, hope, in humane
nature, is only an uneasiness in being at rest; an unquiet disposition to action, progress, pursuit, without end or meaning. But if there be any such thing as delight in the company of
one person, rather than of another; whether in the way of friendship, or mirth and entertainment, it is all one, if it be without respect to fortune, honour, or increasing our stores of
knowledge, or any thing beyond the present time; here is an instance of an affection
absolutely resting in its object as its end, and being gratified, in the same way as the appetite
of hunger is satisfied with food. Yet nothing is more common than to hear it asked, what
advantage a man hath in such a course, suppose of study, particular friendships, or in any
other; nothing, I say, is more common than to hear such a question put in a way which supposes no gain, advantage, or interest, but as a means to somewhat further: and if so, then
there is no such thing at all as real interest, gain, or advantage. This is the same absurdity
with respect to life, as an infinite series of effects without a cause is in speculation. The gain,
advantage, or interest, consists in the delight itself, arising from such a faculty’s having its
object: neither is there any such thing as happiness or enjoyment, but what arises from
hence. The pleasures of hope and of reflection are not exceptions: the former being only this
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happiness anticipated; the latter, the same happiness enjoyed over again after its time. And
even the general expectation of future happiness can afford satisfaction, only as it is a present
object to the principle of self-love.
[6] It was doubtless intended, that life should be very much a pursuit to the gross of
mankind. But this is carried so much farther than is reasonable, that what gives immediate
satisfaction, i.e. our present interest, is scarce considered as our interest at all. It is inventions
which have only a remote tendency towards enjoyment, perhaps but a remote tendency
towards gaining the means only of enjoyment, which are chiefly spoken of as useful to the
world. And though this way of thinking were just, with respect to the imperfect state we are
now in, where we know so little of satisfaction without satiety; yet it must be guarded
against, when we are considering the happiness of a state of perfection; which happiness
being enjoyment and not hope, must necessarily consist in this, that our affections have their
objects, and rest in those objects as an end, i.e. be satisfied with them. This will further
appear in the sequel of this discourse.
[7] Of the several affections, or inward sensations, which particular objects excite in
man, there are some, the having of which implies the love of them, when they are reflected
upon.1 This cannot be said of all our affections, principles, and motives of action. It were
ridiculous to assert, that a man, upon reflection, hath the same kind of approbation of the
appetite of hunger, or the passion of fear, as he hath of good-will to his fellow creatures. To be
a just, a good, a righteous man, plainly carries with it a peculiar affection to, or love of justice, goodness, righteousness when these principles are the objects of contemplation. Now if
a man approves of, or hath, an affection to any principle, in and for itself; incidental things
allowed for, it will be the same whether he views it in his own mind or in another; in himself; or in his neighbor. This is the account of our approbation of, our moral love and affection to good characters; which cannot but be in those who can have any degrees of real
goodness in themselves, and who discern and take notice of the same principle in others.
[8] From observation of what passes within ourselves, our own actions, and the behaviour of others, the mind may carry on its reflections as far as it pleases; much beyond what we
experience in ourselves, or discern in our fellow creatures. It may go on, and consider goodness as become an uniform continued principle of action, as conducted by reason, and forming a temper and character absolutely good and perfect, which is in a higher sense excellent,
and proportionably the object of love and approbation.
[9] Let us then suppose a creature perfect according to his created nature: let his form
be human, and his capacities no more than equal to those of the chief of men: goodness shall
be his proper character; with wisdom to direct it, and power, within some certain determined sphere of action, to exert it: but goodness must be the simple actuating principle
within him; this being the moral quality which is amiable, or the immediate object of love,
as distinct from other affections of approbation. Here then is a finite object for our mind to
tend towards, it to exercise itself upon: a creature perfect according to his capacity, fixed,
steady, equally unmoved by weak pity, or more weak fury and resentment; forming the
justest scheme of conduct; going on undisturbed in the execution of it, through the several
methods of severity and reward, towards his end, namely, the general happiness of all with
whom be hath to do, as in itself right and valuable. This character, though uniform in itself,
in its principle, yet exerting itself in different ways, or considered in different views, may
by its appearing variety move different affections. Thus, the severity of justice would not
affect us in the same way, as an act of mercy: the adventitious qualities of wisdom and
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power may be considered in themselves; and even the strength of mind, which this
immoveable goodness supposes, may likewise be viewed as an object of contemplation, distinct from the goodness itself. Superior excellence of any kind, as well as superior wisdom
and power, is the object of awe and reverence to all creatures, whatever their moral character
be: but so far as creatures of the lowest rank were good, so far the view of this character, as
simply good, most appear amiable to them, be the object of, or beget love. Further, suppose
we were conscious, that this superior person so far approved of us, that we had nothing
servilely to fear from him; that he was really our friend, and kind and good to us in particular, as he had occasionally intercourse with us: we must be other creatures than we are, or we
could not but feel the same kind of satisfaction and enjoyment (whatever would be the
degree of it,) from this higher acquaintance and friendship, as we feel from common ones;
the intercourse being real, and the persons equally present, in both cases. We should have a
more ardent desire to be approved by his better judgment, and a satisfaction, in that approbation, of the same sort with what would be felt in respect to common persons, or be
wrought in us by their presence.
[10] Let us now raise the character, and suppose this creature, for we are still going
on with the supposition of a creature, our proper guardian and governor; that we were in a
progress of being towards somewhat further; and that his scheme of government was too
vast for our capacities to comprehend; remembering still that he is perfectly good, and our
friend as well as our governor. Wisdom, power, goodness, accidentally viewed any where,
would inspire reverence, awe, love: and as these affections would be raised in higher or
lower degrees, in proportion as we had occasionally more or less intercourse with the creature endued with those qualities, so this further consideration and knowledge that he was
our proper guardian and governor, would much more bring these objects and qualities
home to ourselves; teach us they had a greater respect to us in particular, that we had a
higher interest in that wisdom and power and goodness. We should, with joy, gratitude,
reverence, love, trust, and dependance, appropriate the character, as what we had a right in,
and make our boast in such our relation to it. And the conclusion of the whole would be,
that we should refer ourselves implicitly to him, and cast ourselves entirely upon him. As
the whole attention of life should be to obey his commands, so the highest enjoyment of it
must arise from the contemplation of his character, and our relation to it, from a consciousness of his favor and approbation, and from the exercise of those affections towards him,
which could not but be raised from his presence. A being who hath these attributes, who
stands in this relation, and is thus sensibly present to the mind, must necessarily be the
object of these affections: there is as real a correspondence between them; as between the
lowest appetite of sense and its object.
[11] That this being is not a creature, but the almighty God; that he is of infinite
power and wisdom and goodness, does not render him less the object of reverence and love,
than he would be if he had those attributes only in a limited degree. The being who made us,
and upon whom we entirely depend, is the object of some regards. He hath given us certain
affections of mind, which correspond to wisdom, power, goodness; i.e. which are raised upon
view of those qualities. If then he be really wise, powerful, good, he is the natural object of
those affections, which he, hath endued us with, and which correspond to those attributes.
That he is infinite in power, perfect in wisdom and goodness, makes no alteration, but only
that he is the object of those affections raised to the highest pitch. He is not indeed to be discerned by any of our senses: I go forward, but he is not there; and backward, but I cannot perceive
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him: on the left hand where he doth work, but I cannot behold him: he hideth himself on the right hand
that I cannot see him. Oh that I knew where I might find him! that I might come even to his seat!2 But
is he then afar off? Does he not fill heaven and earth with his presence? The presence of our
fellow creatures affects our senses, and our senses give us the knowledge of their presence;
which hath different kinds of influence upon us; love, joy, sorrow, restraint, encouragement,
reverence. However, this influence is not immediately from our senses, but from that knowledge. Thus, suppose a person neither to see nor hear another, not to know by any of his
senses, but yet certainly to know, that another was with him; this knowledge might, and in
many cases would, have one or more of the effects before mentioned. It is therefore not only
reasonable, but also natural, to be affected with a presence, though it be not the object of our
senses: whether it be, or be not, is meerly an accidental circumstance, which needs not come
into consideration: it is the certainty that he is with us, and we with him, which hath the
influence. We consider persons then as present, not only when they are within reach of our
senses, but also when we are assured by any other means, that they are within such a nearness; nay, if they are not, we can recall them to our mind, and be moved towards them as
present: and must he, who is so much more intimately with us, that in him we live, and move,
and have our being, be thought too distant to be the object of our affections? We own and feel
the force of amiable and worthy qualities in our fellow creatures; and can we be insensible to
the contemplation of perfect goodness? Do we reverence the shadows of greatness here
below; are we solicitous about honour, and esteem, and the opinion of the world; and shall
we not feel the same with respect to him, whose are wisdom and power in their original, who
is the God of judgment, by whom actions are weighed? Thus love, reverence, desire of esteem,
every faculty, every affection, tends towards, and is employed about its respective object in
common cases: and must the exercise of them be suspended with regard to him alone, who is
an object, an infinitely more than adequate object, to our most exalted faculties; him, of
whom, and through whom, and to whom are all things?
[12] As we cannot remove from this earth, or change our general business on it; so
neither can we alter our real nature. Therefore no exercise of the mind can be recommended,
but only the exercise of those faculties you are conscious of. Religion does not demand new
affections, but only claims the direction of those you already have, those affections you daily
feel; though unhappily confined to objects, not altogether unsuitable, but altogether
unequal to them. We only represent to you the higher, the adequate objects of those very faculties and affections. Let the man of ambition go on still to consider disgrace as the greatest
evil; honour as his chief good. But disgrace, in whose estimation? Honour, in whose judgment? This is the only question. If shame, and delight in esteem, be spoken of as real, as any
settled ground of pain or pleasure, both these must be in proportion to the supposed wisdom
and worth of him by whom we are contemned or esteemed. Must it then be thought enthusiastical to speak of a sensibility of this sort, which shall have respect to an unerring judgment, to infinite wisdom; when we are assured this unerring judgment, this infinite wisdom,
does observe upon our actions?
[13] ’Tis the same with respect to the love of God in the strictest and most confined
sense. We only offer and represent the highest object of an affection supposed already in your
mind. Some degree of goodness must be previously supposed: this always implies the love of
itself, an affection to goodness: the highest, the adequate object of this affection, is perfect
goodness? which, therefore, we are to love with all our heart, with all our soul, and with all our
strength. “Must we then, forgetting our own interest, as it were go out of ourselves, and love
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God for his own sake?” No more forget your own interest, no more go out of yourselves, than
when you prefer one place, one prospect, the conversation of one man to that of another. Does
not every affection necessarily imply, that the object of it be itself loved? If it be not, it is not
the object of the affection. You may and ought, if you can, but it is a great mistake to think
you can, love, or fear, or hate any thing, from consideration that such love, or fear, or hatred,
may be a means of obtaining good or avoiding evil. But the question, whether we ought to
love God for his sake or for our own, being a meer mistake in language; the real question,
which this is mistaken for, will, I suppose, be answered by observing, that the goodness of
God already exercised towards us, our present dependance upon him, and our expectation of
future benefits, ought, and have a natural tendency, to beget in us the affection of gratitude,
and greater love towards him, than the same goodness exercised towards others: were it only
for this reason, that every affection is moved in proportion to the sense we have of the object
of it; and we cannot but have a more lively sense of goodness, when exercised towards ourselves, than when exercised towards others. I added expectation of future benefits, because
the ground of that expectation is present goodness.
[14] Thus, almighty God is the natural object of the several affections, love, reverence,
fear, desire of approbation. For tho’ he is simply one, yet we cannot but consider him in partial and different views. He is in himself one uniform being, and for ever the same, without
variableness or shadow of turning: but his infinite greatness, his goodness, his wisdom, are different objects to our mind. To which is to be added, that from the changes in our own characters, together with his unchangeableness, we cannot but consider ourselves as more or less
the objects of his approbation, and really be so. For if he approves what is good, he cannot,
meerly from the unchangeableness of his nature, approve what is evil. Hence must arise more
various movements of mind, more different kinds of affections. And this greater variety also
is just and reasonable in such creatures as we are, though it respects a being, simply one,
good, and perfect. As some of these affections are most particularly suitable to so imperfect a
creature as man, in this mortal state we are passing through; so there may be other exercises
of mind, or some of these in higher degrees, our employment and happiness in a state of perfection.

Notes
1. St Austin observes, Amor ipse ordinate amandus est, quo bene amatur quod amandum est, ut
sit in nobis virtus qua vivitur bene. i.e. The affection which we rightly have for what is lovely, must (ordinate)
justly, in due manner, and proportion, become the object of a new affection, or be itself beloved, in order to our being
endued with that virtue which is the principle of a good life. Civ. Dei. L. 15. c. 22.
2. Job xxii.
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[1] Consider then our ignorance, the imperfection of our nature, our virtue, and our condition in this world, with respect to an infinitely good and just being, our Creator and Governor, and you will see what religious affections of mind are most particularly suitable to this
mortal state we are passing through.
[2] Though we are not affected with any thing so strongly as what we discern with our
senses; and though our nature and condition require, that we be much taken up about sensible things; yet our reason convinces us that God is present with us, and we see and feel the
effects of his goodness; he is, therefore, the object of some regards. The imperfection of our
virtue, joined with the consideration of his absolute rectitude or holiness, will scarce permit
that perfection of love, which entirely casts out all fear: yet goodness is the object of love to
all creatures who have any degree of it themselves; and consciousness of a real endeavor to
approve ourselves to him, joined with the consideration of his goodness, as it quite excludes
servile dread and horror, so it is plainly a reasonable ground for hope of his favor. Neither
fear, nor hope, nor love then are excluded; and one or another of these will prevail, according
to the different views we have of God; and ought to prevail, according to the changes we find
in our own character. There is a temper of mind made up of, or which follows from all three,
fear, hope, love; namely, resignation to the divine will, which is the general temper belonging to this state, which ought to be the habitual frame of our mind and heart, and to be exercised at proper seasons more distinctly, in acts of devotion.
[3] Resignation to the will of God is the whole of piety: it includes in it all that is
good; and is a source of the most settled quiet and composure of mind. There is the general
principle of submission in our nature. Man is not so constituted as to desire things, and be
uneasy in the want of them, in proportion to their known value: many other considerations
come in to determine the degrees of desire; particularly, whether the advantage we take a
view of, be within the sphere of our rank. Who ever felt uneasiness upon observing any of the
advantages brute creatures have over us? And yet it is plain they have several. It is the same
with respect to advantages belonging to creatures of a superior order. Thus, though we see a
134
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thing to be highly valuable; yet, that it does not belong to our condition of being, is sufficient to suspend our desires after it, to make us rest satisfied without such advantage. Now,
there is just the same reason for quiet resignation in the want of every thing equally unattainable, and out of our reach in particular, though others of our species be possessed of it.
All this may be applied to the whole of life; to positive inconveniences as well as wants; not
indeed to the sensations of pain and sorrow, but to all the uneasinesses of reflection, murmuring, and discontent. Thus is humane nature formed to compliance, yielding; submission of
temper. We find the principles of it within us, and everyone exercises it towards some objects
or other: i.e. feels it with regard to some persons, and some circumstances. Now, this is an
excellent foundation of a reasonable and religious resignation. Nature teaches and inclines us
to take up with our lot: the consideration, that the course of things is unalterable, hath a tendency to quiet the mind under it, to beget a submission of temper to it. But when we can
add, that this unalterable course is appointed and continued by infinite wisdom and goodness; how absolute should be our submission, how intire our trust and dependance?
[4] This would reconcile us to our condition; prevent all the supernumerary troubles
arising from imagination, distant fears, impatience; all uneasiness, except that which necessarily arises from the calamities themselves we may be under. How many of our cares should
we by this means be disburdened of? Cares not properly our own, how apt soever they may
be to intrude upon us, and we to admit them; the anxieties of expectation, solicitude about
success and disappointment, which in truth are none of our concern. How open to every gratification would that mind be, which was clear of these incumbrances?
[5] Our resignation to the will of God may be said to be perfect, when our will is lost
and resolved up into his; when we rest in his will as our end, as being itself most just, and
right, and good. And where is the impossibility of such an affection to what is just, and
right, and good, such a loyalty, of heart to the governor of the universe, as shall prevail over
all sinister indirect desires of our own? Neither is this at bottom any thing more than faith,
and honesty, and fairness of mind; in a more enlarged sense, indeed, than those words are
commonly used. And as, in common cases, fear and hope and other passions are raised in us
by their respective objects: so this submission of heart, and soul, and mind, this religious resignation, would be as naturally produced by our having just conceptions of almighty God,
and a real sense of his presence with us. In how low a degree soever this temper usually prevails amongst men, yet it is a temper right in itself: it is what we owe to our creator: it is particularly suitable to our mortal condition, and what we should endeavor after for our own
sakes in our passage through such a world as this; where is nothing upon which we can rest
or depend; nothing but what we are liable to be deceived and disappointed in. Thus we
might acquaint ourselves with God, and be at peace. This is piety and religion in the strictest
sense, considered as a habit of mind: an habitual sense of God’s presence with us; being
affected towards him, as present, in the manner his superior nature requires from such a creature as man: this is to walk with God.
[6] Little more need be said of devotion or religious worship, than that it is this temper exerted into act. The nature of it consists in the actual exercise of those affections towards
God, which are supposed habitual in good men. He is always equally present with us: but we
are so much taken up with sensible things, that Lo, he goeth by us, and we see him not: he passeth
on also, but we perceive him not.1 Devotion is retirement, from the world he has made, to him
alone: it is to withdraw from the avocations of sense, to employ our attention wholly upon
him as upon an object actually present, to yield ourselves up to the influence of the divine
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presence, and to give full scope to the affections of gratitude, love, reverence, trust, and
dependance; of which infinite power, wisdom; and goodness, is the natural and only adequate
object. We may apply to the whole of devotion those words of the son of Sirach: When you glorify the Lord, exalt him as much as you can; for even yet will he far exceed: and when you exalt him,
put forth all your strength, and be not weary; for you can never go far enough.2 Our most raised affections of every kind cannot but fall short and be disproportionate, when an infinite being is
the object of them. This is the highest exercise and employment of mind, that a creature is
capable of. As this divine service and worship is itself absolutely due to God, so also is it necessary in order to a further end; to keep alive upon our minds a sense of his authority, a sense
that in our ordinary behaviour amongst men, we act under him as our governor and judge.
[7] Thus you see the temper of mind respecting God, which is particularly suitable to
a state of imperfection; to creatures in a progress of being towards somewhat further.
[8] Suppose, now, this something further attained; that we were arrived at it: what a
perception will it be, to see, and know, and feel, that our trust was not vain, our dependance
not groundless? that the issue, event, and consummation, came out such as fully to justify
and answer that resignation? if the obscure view of the divine perfection, which we have in
this world, ought in just consequence to beget an entire resignation; what will this resignation be exalted into, when we shall see face to face, and know as we are known? If we cannot form
any distinct notion of that perfection of the love of God, which casts out all fear; of that enjoyment of him, which will be the happiness of good men hereafter; the consideration of our
wants and capacities of happiness, and that he will be an adequate supply to them, must
serve us instead of such distinct conception of the particular happiness itself.
[9] Let us then suppose a man, entirely disengaged from business and pleasure, sitting
down alone and at leisure, to reflect upon himself and his own condition of being. He would
immediately feel that he was by no means compleat of himself, but totally insufficient for his
own happiness. One may venture to affirm, that every man hath felt this, whether he hath
again reflected upon it or not. It is feeling this deficiency, that they are unsatisfied with
themselves, which makes men look out for assistance from abroad; and which has given rise
to various kinds of amusements, altogether needless any otherwise than as they serve to fill
up the blank spaces of time, and so hinder their feeling this deficiency, and being uneasy
with themselves. Now, if these external things we take up with were really an adequate supply to this deficiency of humane nature, if by their means our capacities and desires were all
satisfied and filled up; then it might be truly said, that we had found out the proper happiness of man; and so might sit down satisfied, and be at rest in the enjoyment of it. But if it
appears that the amusements, which men usually pass their time in, are so far from coming
up to, or answering our notions and desires of happiness, or good, that they are really no
more than what they are commonly called, somewhat to pass away the time; i.e. somewhat
which serves to turn us aside from, and prevent our attending to this our internal poverty
and want; if they serve only, or chiefly, to suspend, instead of satisfying our conceptions and
desires of happiness; if the want remains, and we have found out little more than barely the
means of making it less sensible; then are we still to seek for somewhat to be an adequate
supply to it. It is plain that there is a capacity in the nature of man, which neither riches, nor
honours, nor sensual gratifications, nor any thing in this world, can perfectly till up, or satisfy: there is a deeper and more essential want than any of these things can be the supply of.
Yet surely this is a possibility of somewhat, which may fill up all our capacities of happiness;
somewhat, in which our souls may find rest; somewhat, which may be to us that satisfactory
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good we are inquiring after. But it cannot be any thing which is valuable only as it tends to
some further end. Those, therefore, who have got this world so much into their hearts, as not
to be able to consider happiness as consisting in any thing but property and possessions,
which are only valuable as the means to somewhat else; cannot have the least glimpse of the
subject before us; which is the end, not the means; the thing itself, not somewhat in order to
it. But if you can lay aside that general, confused, undeterminate notion of happiness, as consisting in such possessions; and fix in your thoughts, that it really can consist in nothing but
in a faculty’s having its proper object; you will clearly see, that in the coolest way of consideration, without either the heat of fanciful enthusiasm, or the warmth of real devotion, nothing is more certain, than that an infinite being may himself be, if he pleases, the supply to all
the capacities of our nature. All the common enjoyments of life are from the faculties he hath
endued us with, and the objects he hath made suitable to them. He may himself be to us
infinitely more than all these; he maybe to us all that we want. As our understanding can
contemplate itself, and our affections be exercised upon themselves by reflection: so may each
be employed in the same manner upon any other mind: and since the supreme mind, the
author and cause of all things, is the highest possible object to himself, he may be an adequate supply to all the faculties of our souls; a subject to our understanding; and an object to
our affections.
[10] Consider then: when we shall have put off this mortal body, when we shall be
divested of sensual appetites, and those possessions which are now the means of gratification,
shall be of no avail; when this restless scene of business and vain pleasures, which now diverts
us from ourselves shall be all over: we, our proper self, shall still remain: we shall still continue the same creatures we are, with wants to be supplied, and capacities of happiness. We
must have faculties of perception, though not sensitive ones; and pleasure or uneasiness from
our perceptions, as now we have.
[11] There are certain ideas, which we express by the words, order, harmony, proportion, beauty, the furthest removed from any thing sensual. Now, what is there in those intellectual images, forms, or ideas, which begets that approbation, love, delight, and even
rapture; which is seen in some person’s faces upon having those objects present to their
minds?—”Mere enthusiasm!”—Be it what it will: there are objects, works of nature and of
art, which all mankind have delight from, quite distinct from their affording gratification to
sensual appetites; and from quite another view of them, than as being for their interest and
further advantage. The faculties from which we are capable of these pleasures, and the pleasures themselves, are as natural, and as much to be accounted for, as any sensual appetite
whatever, and the pleasure from its gratification. Words, to be sure, are wanting upon this
subject. To say, that every thing of grace and beauty throughout the whole of nature, every
thing excellent and amiable shared in differently lower degrees by the whole creation, meet
in the Author and cause of all things; this is an inadequate, and perhaps improper way of
speaking of the divine nature. But it is manifest, that absolute rectitude, the perfection of
being, must be in all senses, and in every respect, the highest object to the mind.
[12] In this world it is only the effects of wisdom, and power, and greatness, which we
discern: it is not impossible, that hereafter the qualities themselves in the supreme being
may be the immediate object of contemplation. What amazing wonders are opened to view
by late improvements! What an object is the universe to a creature, if there be a creature who
can comprehend its system! But it must be an infinitely higher exercise of the understanding, to view the scheme of it in that mind which projected it, before its foundations were
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laid. And surely we have meaning to the words, when we speak of going further, and viewing, not only this system in his mind, but the wisdom and intelligence itself from whence it
proceeded. The same may be said of power. But since wisdom and power are not God, he is a
wise, a powerful being; the divine nature may therefore be a further object to the understanding. It is nothing to observe that our senses give us but an imperfect knowledge of
things: effects themselves, if we knew them thoroughly, would give us but imperfect notions
of wisdom and power; much less of his being, in whom they reside. I am not speaking of any
fanciful notion of seeing all things in God, but only representing to you, how much a higher
object to the understanding an infinite being himself is, than the things which he has made;
and this is no more than saying, that the Creator is superior to the works of his hands.
[13] This may be illustrated by a low example. Suppose a machine, the sight of which
would raise, and discoveries in its contrivance gratify, our curiosity; the real delight, in this
case, would arise from its being the effect of skill and contrivance. The skill in the mind of
the artificer would be a higher object, if we had any senses or ways to discern it. For, observe,
the contemplation of that principle; faculty, or power, which produced any effect, must be a
higher exercise of the understanding than the contemplation of the effect itself. The cause
must be a higher object to the mind than the effect.
[14] But whoever considers distinctly what the delight of knowledge is, will see reason to be satisfied that it cannot be the chief good of man. All this, as it is applicable, so it
was mentioned with regard to the attribute of goodness. I say, goodness. Our being and all
our enjoyments are the effects of it: just men bear resemblance: but how little do we know of
the original, of what it is itself? Recall what was before observed concerning the affection to
moral character; which, in how low a degree soever, yet is plainly natural to man, and the
most excellent part of his nature: suppose this improved, as it may be improved, to any
degree whatever, in the spirits of just men made perfect; and then suppose that they had a real
view of that righteousness, which is an everlasting righteousness; of the conformity of the divine
will to the law of truth, in which the moral attributes of God consist; of that goodness in the
sovereign mind, which gave birth to the universe; add, what will be true of all good men
hereafter, a consciousness of having an interesting what they are contemplating; suppose
them able to say, This God is our God forever and ever: Would they be any longer to seek for
what was their chief happiness, their final good? Could the utmost stretch of their capacities
look further? Would not infinite perfect goodness be their very end, the last end and object
of their affections; beyond which they could neither have, nor desire; beyond which they
could not form a wish or thought?
[15] Consider wherein that presence of a friend consists, which has often so strong an
effect, as wholly to assess the mind, and entirely suspend all other affections and regards; and
which itself affords the highest satisfaction and enjoyment. He is within reach of the senses.
Now, as our capacities of perception improve, we shall have, perhaps by some faculty entirely
new, a perception of God’s presence with us, in a nearer and stricter way; since it is certain he
is more intimately present with us than any thing else can be. Proof of the existence and
presence of any being, is quite different from the immediate perception, the consciousness of
it. What then will be the joy of heart, which his presence, and the light of his countenance, who
is the life of the universe, will inspire good men with, when they shall have a sensation, that
he is the sustainer of their being, that they exist in him; when they shall feel his influence to
cheer, and enliven, and support their frame, in a manner of which we have now no conception? He will be, in a literal sense, their strength and their portion for ever.
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[16] When we speak of things so much above our comprehension, as the employment
and happiness of a future state, doubtless it behooves us to speak with all modesty and distrust of ourselves. But the Scripture represents the happiness of that state, under the notions
of seeing God, seeing him as he is, knowing as we are known, and seeing face to face. These words are
not general or undetermined, but express a particular determinate happiness. And I will be
bold to say, that nothing can account for, or come up to these expressions, but only this, that
God himself will be an object to our faculties; that he himself will be our happiness, as distinguished from the enjoyments of the present state which seem to arise, not immediately
from him, but from the objects he has adapted to give us delight.
[17] To conclude: Let us suppose a person tired with care and sorrow, and the repetition of vain delights which fill up the round of life; sensible that every thing here below, in
its best estate, is altogether vanity. Suppose him to feel that deficiency of humane nature,
before taken notice of; and to be convinced that God alone was the adequate supply to it.
What could be more applicable to a good man, in this state of mind, or better express his
present wants and distant hopes, his passage through this world as progress towards a state of
perfection, than the following passages in the devotions of the royal prophet? They are
plainly in a higher and more proper sense, applicable to this, than they could be to any thing
else. I have seen an end of all perfection. Whom have I in heaven but thee? and there is none upon earth
that I desire in comparison of thee. My flesh and my heart faileth: but God is all the strength of my
heart, and my portion for ever. Like as the hart desireth the water-brooks: so longeth my soul after thee,
0 God. My soul is athirst for God, yea, even for the living God: when shall I come to appear before
him? How excellent is thy loving kindness, 0 God! and the children of men shall put their trust under
the shadow of thy wings. They shall be satisfied with the plenteousness of thy house: and thou shall give
them drink of thy pleasures, as out of the river. For with thee is the well of life: and in thy light shall
we see light. Blessed is the man whom thou choosest, and receivest unto thee: he shall dwell in thy court,
and shall be satisfied with the pleasures of thy house, even of thy holy temple. Blessed is the people, 0
Lord, that can rejoice in thee: they shall walk in the light of thy countenance. Their delight shall be
daily in thy name; and in thy righteousness shall they make their boast. For thou art the glory of their
strength: and in thy loving kindness they shall be exalted. As for me, I will behold thy presence in righteousness: and when I awake up after thy likeness, I shall be satisfied with it. Thou shalt shew me the
path of life; in thy presence is the fullness of joy, and at thy right hand there is pleasure for evermore.

Notes
1.
2.

Job. Ix. 11.
Ecclus. Xliii. 30.
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Sermon XV
Upon the Ignorance of Man

When I applied mine heart to know wisdom, and to see the business that is done upon the earth: then
I beheld all the work of God, that a man cannot find out the work that is done under the sun:
because though a man labor to seek it out, yet he shall not find it; yea further, though a wise man
think to know it, yet shall he not be able to find it.
—ECCLES. viii. 16, 17

[1] The writings of Solomon are very much taken up with reflections upon humane nature,
and humane life; to which he hath added, in this book, reflections upon the constitution of
things. And it is not improbable, that the little satisfaction, and the great difficulties he met
with in his researches into the general constitution of nature, might be the occasion of his
confining himself, so much as he hath done, to life and conduct. However, upon that joint
review he expresses great ignorance of the works of God, and the methods of his providence
in the government of the world; great labor and weariness in the search and observation he
had employed himself about; and great disappointment, pain, and even vexation of mind,
upon that which he had remarked of the appearances of things, and of what was going forward upon this earth. This whole review and inspection, and the result of it, sorrow, perplexity, a sense of his necessary ignorance, suggests various reflections to his mind. But,
notwithstanding all this ignorance and dissatisfaction, there is somewhat upon which he
assuredly rests and depends; somewhat, which is the conclusion of the whole matter, and the
only concern of man. Following this his method and train of reflection, let us consider,
[2] I. The assertion of the text, the ignorance of man; that the wisest and most knowing cannot comprehend the ways and works of God: and then,
[3] II. What are the just consequences of this observation and knowledge of our own
ignorance, and the reflections which it leads us to.
[4] I. The wisest and most knowing cannot comprehend the works of God, the methods and designs of his providence in the creation and government of the world.
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[5] Creation is absolutely and intirely out of our depth, and beyond the extent of our
utmost reach. And yet it is as certain that God made the world, as it is certain that effects
must have a cause. It is indeed in general no more than effects, that the most knowing are
acquainted with: for as to causes, they are as entirely in the dark as the most ignorant. What
are the laws by which matter acts upon matter, but certain effects; which some, having
observed to be frequently repeated, have reduced to general rules? The real nature and
essence of beings likewise is what we are altogether ignorant of. All these things are so
intirely out of our reach, that we have not the least glimpse of them. And we know little
more of ourselves, than we do of the world about us: how we were made, how our being is
continued and preserved, what the faculties of our minds are, and upon what the power of
exercising them depends. I am fearfully and wonderfully made: marvellous are thy works, and
that my soul knoweth right well. Our own nature, and the objects we are surrounded with,
serve to raise our curiosity; but we are quite out of a condition of satisfying it. Every secret
which is disclosed, every discovery which is made, every new effect which is brought to
view, serves to convince us of numberless more which remain concealed, and which we had
before no suspicion of. And what if we were acquainted with the whole creation, in the
same way and as thoroughly as we are with any single object in it? What would all this natural knowledge amount to? It must be a low curiosity indeed which such superficial knowledge could satisfy. On the contrary, would it not serve to convince us of our ignorance still,
and to raise our desire of knowing the nature of things themselves; the author, the cause and
the end of them?
[6] As to the government of the world: though from consideration of the: final causes
which come within our knowledge; of characters, personal merit and demerit; of the favor
and disapprobation, which respectively are due and belong to the righteous and the wicked,
and which, therefore, must necessarily be in a mind which sees things as they really are;
though, I say, from hence we may know somewhat concerning the designs of providence in
the government of the world, enough to enforce upon us religion and the practice of virtue;
yet, since the monarchy of the universe is a dominion unlimited in extent, and everlasting in
duration, the general system of it must necessarily be quite beyond our comprehension. And
since there appears such a subordination and reference of the several parts to each other, as to
constitute it properly one administration or government, we cannot have a thorough knowledge of any part without knowing the whole. This surely should convince us, that we are
much less competent judges of the very small part which comes under our notice in the
world, than we are apt to imagine. No heart can think upon these things worthily: and who is able
to conceive his way? It is a tempest which no man can see: for the most part of his works are hid. Who
can declare the works of his justice? For his covenant is afar off, and the trial of: all things is in the
end: i.e. the dealings of God with the children of men are not yet compleated, and cannot be
judged of by that part which is before us. So that a man cannot say, This is worse than that: for in
time they shall be well approved. Thy faithfulness, 0 Lord, reacheth unto the clouds; thy righteousness
standeth like the strong mountains: thy judgments are like the great deep. He hath made every thing
beautiful in his time: also he hath set the world in their heart; so that no man can find out the work
that God maketh from the beginning to the end. And thus St. Paul concludes a long argument
upon the various dispensations of providence: O the depth of the riches, both of the wisdom and
knowledge of God! How unsearchable are his judgments, and his ways past finding out! For who hath
known the mind of the Lord?
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[7] Thus, the scheme of providence, the ways and works of God, are too vast, of too
large extent for our capacities. There is, as I may speak, such an expence of power, and wisdom, and goodness, in the formation and government of the world, as is too much for us to
take in or comprehend. Power, and wisdom, and goodness, are manifest to us in all those
works of God which come within our view: but there are likewise infinite stores of each
poured forth throughout the immensity of the creation; no part of which call be thoroughly
understood, without taking in its reference and respect to the whole: and this is what we
have not faculties for.
[8] And as the works of God, and his scheme of government are above our capacities
thoroughly to comprehend; so there possibly may be reasons which originally made it fit
that many things should be concealed from us, which we have perhaps natural capacities of
understanding; many things concerning the designs, methods, and ends of divine providence
in the government of the world. There is no manner of absurdity in supposing a veil on purpose drawn over some scenes of infinite power, wisdom, and goodness, the sight of which
might some way or other strike us too strongly; or that better ends are designed and served
by their being concealed, than could be by their being exposed to our knowledge. The
almighty may cast clouds and darkness round about him, for reasons and purposes of which
we have not the least glimpse or conception.
[9] However, it is surely reasonable, and what might have been expected, that creatures in some stage of their being, suppose in the infancy of it, should be placed in a state of
discipline and improvement, where their patience and submission it to be tried by afflictions, where temptations are to be resisted, and difficulties gone through in the discharge of
their duty. Now, if the greatest pleasures and pains of the present life may be overcome and
suspended, as they manifestly may, by hope and fear, and other passions and affections; then
the evidence of religion, and the sense of the consequences of virtue and vice, might have
been such, as entirely in all cases to prevail over those afflictions, difficulties, and temptations; prevail over them so, as to render them absolutely none at all. But the very notion
itself now mentioned, of a state of discipline and improvement, necessarily excludes such
sensible evidence and conviction of religion, and of the consequences of virtue and vice. Religion consists in submission and resignation to the divine will. Our condition in this world is
a school of exercise for this temper: and our ignorance, the shallowness of our reason, the
temptations, difficulties, afflictions, which we are exposed to; all equally contribute to make
it so. The general observation may be carried on; and whoever will attend to the thing will
plainly see, that less sensible evidence, with less difficulty in practice, is the same, as more
sensible evidence, with greater difficulty in practice. Therefore difficulties in speculation as
much come into the notion of a state of discipline, as difficulties in practice: and so the same
reason or account is to be given of both. Thus, though it is indeed absurd to talk of the
greater merit of assent, upon little or no evidence, than upon demonstration; yet the strict
discharge of our duty, with less sensible evidence does imply in it a better character, than the
same diligence in the discharge of it upon more sensible evidence. This fully accounts for and
explains that assertion of our saviour,1 Blessed are they that have not seen, and yet have believed;
have become Christians and obeyed the gospel, upon less sensible evidence, than that which
Thomas, to whom he is speaking, insisted upon.
[10] But after all, the same account is to be given, why we were placed in these circumstances of ignorance, as why nature has not furnished us with wings; namely, that we
were designed to be inhabitants of this earth. I am afraid we think too highly of ourselves: of
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our rank in the creation, and of what is due to us. What sphere of action, what business is
assigned to man, that he has not capacities and knowledge fully equal to? It is manifest he
has reason, and knowledge, and faculties, superior to the business of the present world: faculties which appear superfluous, if we do not take in the respect which they have to somewhat
further, and beyond it. If to acquire knowledge were our proper end, we should indeed be
but poorly provided: but if somewhat else be our business and duty; we may, notwithstanding our ignorance, be well enough furnished for it; and the observation of our ignorance may
be of assistance to us in the discharge of it.
[11] II. Let us then consider, what are the consequences of this knowledge and observation of our own ignorance, and the reflection it leads us to.
[12] First, we may learn from it, with what temper of mind a man ought to inquire
into the subject of religion; namely, with expectation of finding difficulties, and with a disposition to take up and rest satisfied with any evidence whatever which is real.
[13] He should before-hand expect things mysterious, and such as he will not be able
thoroughly to comprehend, or go to the bottom of. To expect a distinct comprehensive view
of the whole subject, clear of difficulties and objections, is to forget our nature and condition; neither of which admit of such knowledge, with respect to any science whatever. And
to inquire with this expectation, is not to inquire as a man, but as one of another order of
creatures.
[14] Due sense of the general ignorance of man would also beget in us a disposition to
take up and rest satisfied with any evidence whatever, which is real. I mention this as contrary to a disposition, of which there are not wanting instances, to find fault with and reject
evidence, because it is not such as was desired. If a man were to walk by twilight, must he
not follow his eyes as much as if it were broad day and clear sunshine? or, if he were obliged
to take a journey by night, would he not give heed to any light shining in the darkness, till the day
should break and the day-star arise? It would not be altogether unnatural for him to reflect,
how much better it were to have day-light: he might perhaps have great curiosity to see the
country round about him: he might lament that the darkness concealed many extended
prospects from his eyes, and wish for the sun to draw away the veil: but how ridiculous
would it be to reject with scorn and disdain the guidance and direction which that lesser
light might afford him, because it was not the sun itself! If the make and constitution of
man, the circumstances he is placed in, or the reason of things, affords the least hint or intimation that virtue is the law he is born under; scepticism itself should lead him to the most
strict and inviolable practice of it; that he may not make the dreadful experiment, of leaving
the course of life marked out for him by nature, whatever that nature be, and entering paths
of his own, of which he can know neither the dangers nor the end. For, though no danger be
seen, yet darkness, ignorance, and blindness, are no manner of security.
[15] Secondly, our ignorance is the proper answer to many things, which are called
objections against religion; particularly, to those which arise from the appearances of evil and
irregularity in the constitution of nature, and the government of the world. In all other cases
it is thought necessary to be thoroughly acquainted with the whole of a scheme, even one of
so narrow a compass as those which are formed by men, in order to judge of the goodness or
badness of it: and the most slight, and superficial view of any humane contrivance comes
abundantly nearer to a thorough knowledge of it, than that part which we know of the government of the world, does to the general scheme and system of it; to the whole set of laws
by which it is governed. From our ignorance of the constitution of things, and the scheme of
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providence in the government of the world; from the reference the several parts have to each
other, and to the whole; and from our not being able to see the end and the whole; it follows,
that however perfect things are, they must even necessarily appear to us otherwise, less perfect than they are.2
[16] Thirdly, since the constitution of nature, and the methods and designs of providence, in the government of the world, are above our comprehension, we should acquiesce in,
and rest satisfied with our ignorance, turn our thoughts from that which is above and beyond
us, and apply ourselves to that which is level to our capacities, and which is our real business
and concern. Knowledge is not our proper happiness. Whoever will in the least attend to the
thing will see that it is the gaining, not the having of it, which is the entertainment of the
mind. Indeed, if the proper happiness of man consisted in knowledge, considered as a possession or treasure, men who are possessed of the largest share would have a very ill time of it, as
they would be infinitely more sensible than others, of their poverty in this respect. Thus, he
who increases knowledge would eminently “increase sorrow.” Men of deep research and curious
inquiry should just be put in mind, not to mistake what they are doing. If their discoveries
serve the cause of virtue and religion, in the way of proof, motive to practice, or assistance in
it; or if they tend to render life less unhappy, and promote its satisfaction; then they are most
usefully employed. But bringing things to light, alone and of itself, is of no manner of use,
any otherwise than as an entertainment or diversion. Neither is this at all amiss, if it does not
take up the time which should be employed in better works. But it is evident that there is
another mark set up for us to aim at; another end appointed us to direct our lives to: an end,
which the most knowing may fail of, and the most ignorant arrive at. The secret things belong
unto the Lord our God: but those things which are revealed belong unto us, and to our children for ever,
that we may do all the words of this law. Which reflection of Moses, put in general terms, is, that
the only knowledge which is of any avail to us, is that which teaches us our duty, or assists us
in the discharge of it. The economy of the universe, the course of nature, almighty power
exerted in the creation and government of the world, is out of our reach. What would be the
consequence, if we could really get an insight into these things, is very uncertain; whether it
would assist us in, or divert us from, what we have to do in this present state. If then there be
a sphere of knowledge, of contemplation and employment, level to our capacities, and of the
utmost importance to us; we ought surely to apply ourselves with all diligence to this our,
proper business, and esteem every thing else nothing, nothing as to us, in comparison of it.
Thus Job, discoursing of natural knowledge, how much it is above us, and of wisdom in general, says, God understandeth the way thereof, and he knoweth the place thereof. And unto man he
said, Behold, the fear of the Lord, that is wisdom, and to depart from evil is understanding. Other
orders of creatures may perhaps be let into the secret counsels of heaven, and have the designs
and methods of providence, in the creation and government of the world, communicated to
them: but this does not belong to our rank or condition. The fear of the Lord, and to depart from
evil, is the only wisdom which man should aspire after, as his work and business. The same is
said, and with the same connexion and context, in the conclusion of the book of Ecclesiastes.
Our ignorance, and the little we can know of other things, affords a reason why we should
not perplex ourselves about them; but no way invalidates that which is the conclusion of the
whole matter, fear God, and keep his commandments; for this is the whole concern of man. So that
Socrates was not the first who endeavored to draw men off from laboring after, and laying
stress upon other knowledge, in comparison of that which related to morals. Our province is
virtue and religion, life and manners; the science of improving the temper, and making the
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heart better. This is the field assigned us to cultivate: how much it has lain neglected is
indeed astonishing. Virtue is demonstrably the happiness of man; it consists in good actions,
proceeding from a good principle, temper, or heart. Overt acts are entirely in our power.
What remains is, that we learn to keep our heart; to govern and regulate our passions, mind,
affections: that so we may be free from the impotencies of fear, envy, malice, covetousness,
ambition; that we may be clear of these, considered as vices seated in the heart, considered as
constituting a general wrong temper: from which general wrong frame of mind, all the mistaken pursuits, and far the greatest part of the unhappiness of life, proceed. He who should
find out one rule to assist us in this work, would deserve infinitely better of mankind, than
all the improvers of other knowledge put together.
[17] Lastly, Let us adore that infinite wisdom, and power, and goodness, which is
above our comprehension. To whom hath the root of wisdom been revealed? or who hath known her
wise counsels? there is one wise and greatly to be feared; the Lord sitting upon his throne. He created her,
and saw her, and numbered her, and poured her out upon all his works. If It be thought a considerable thing, to be acquainted with a few, a very few, of the effects of infinite power and wisdom: the situation, bigness, and revolution of some of the heavenly bodies; what sentiments
should our minds be filled with concerning him, who appointed to each its place, and measure, and sphere of motion, all which are kept with the most uniform constancy? Who stretched
out the heavens, and telleth the number of the stars, and calleth them all by their names. Who laid the
foundations of the earth, who comprehendeth the dust of it in a measure and weigheth the mountains in
scales, and the hills in a balance. And, when we have recounted all the appearances which come
within our view, we must add, Lo, these are part of his ways; but how little a portion is heard of
him? Canst thou by searching find out God? Canst thou find out the Almighty unto perfection? It is as
high as heaven; what canst thou do? Deeper than hell; what canst thou know?
[18] The conclusion is, that in all lowliness of mind we set lightly by ourselves: that
we form our temper to an implicit submission to the Divine Majesty; beget within ourselves
an absolute resignation to all the methods of his providence, in his dealings with the children of men: that, in the deepest humility of our souls, we prostrate ourselves before, him
and join in that celestial song, Great and marvellous are thy works, Lord God Almighty! Just and
true are thy ways, thou King of saints! Who shall not fear thee, 0 Lord, and glorify thy name?

Notes
1. John xx. 29.
2. Suppose some very complicated piece of work, some system or constitution, formed for
some general end, to which each of the parts had a reference. The perfection or justness of this work or
constitution would consist, in the reference and respect which the several parts have to the general
design. This reference of parts to the general design may be infinitely various, both in degree and kind.
Thus, one part may only contribute and be subservient to another; this to a third; and so on through a
long series, the last part which alone may contribute immediately and directly to the general design. Or
a part may have this distant reference to the general design, and may also contribute immediately to it.
For instance: If the general design or end, for which the complicated frame of nature was brought into
being, is happiness; whatever affords present satisfaction, and likewise tends to carryon the course of
things, hath this double respect to the general design. Now, suppose a spectator of that work or constitution was in a great measure ignorant of such various reference to the general end, whatever that end
be; and that, upon a very slight and partial view which he had of the work, several things appeared to
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his eye as disproportionate and wrong; others, just and beautiful: what would he gather from these
appearances? He would immediately conclude there was a probability, if he could see the whole reference of the parts appearing wrong to the general design, that this would destroy the appearance of
wrongness and disproportion: but there is no probability, that the reference would destroy the particular right appearances, though that reference might shew the things already appearing just, to be so likewise in a higher degree or another manner. There is a probability, that the right appearances were
intended: there is no probability, that the wrong appearances were. We cannot suspect irregularity and
disorder to be designed. The pillars of a building appear beautiful; but their being likewise its support
does not destroy that beauty: there still remains a reason to believe that the architect intended the beautiful appearance, after we have found out the reference, support. It would be reasonable for a man of
himself to think thus, upon the first piece of architecture he ever saw.
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The Analogy of Religion, Natural and Revealed,
to the Constitution and Course of Nature

Ejus (Analogiae) hæc vis est, ut quod dubium est, ad aliquid simile, de quo non quæitur,
referat; ut incerta certis probet.
—Quint. Inst. Orat. L. I. c. vi.
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[1] If the reader should meet here with any thing, which he had not before attended to, it
will not be in the observations upon the constitution and course of nature, these being all
obvious; but in the application of them: in which, though there is nothing but what appears
to me of some real weight, and therefore, of great importance; yet he will observe several
things, which will appear to him of very little, if he can think things to be of little importance, which are of any real weight at all, upon such a subject as religion. However, the
proper force of the following treatise, lies in the whole general analogy considered together.
[2] It is come, I know not how, to be taken for granted, by many persons, that Christianity is not so much as a subject of inquiry; but that it is, now at length, discovered to be
fictitious. And accordingly they treat it, as if, in the present age, this were an agreed point,
among all people of discernment; and nothing remained, but to set it up as a principal subject of mirth and ridicule, as it were by way of reprisals, for its having so long interrupted
the pleasures of the world. On the contrary, thus much, at least, will be here found, not taken
for granted, but proved, that any reasonable man, who will thoroughly consider the matter,
may be as much assured, as he is of his own being, that it is not, however, so clear a case, that
there is nothing in it. There is, I think, strong evidence of its truth; but it is certain no one
can, upon principles of reason, be satisfied of the contrary. And the practical consequence to
be drawn from this, is not attended to, by every one who is concerned in it.
May 1736.
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[1] Probable evidence is essentially distinguished from demonstrative by this, that it admits
of degrees; and of all variety of them, from the highest moral certainty, to the very lowest
presumption. We cannot indeed say a thing is probably true upon one very slight presumption for it; because, as there may be probabilities on both sides of a question, there may be
some against it: and though there be not, yet a slight presumption does not beget that
degree of conviction, which is implied in saying a thing is probably true. But that the slightest possible presumption is of the nature of a probability, appears from hence; that such low
presumption often repeated, will amount even to moral certainty. Thus a man’s having
observed the ebb and flow of the tide to day, affords some sort of presumption, though the
lowest imaginable, that it may happen again to morrow: but the observation of this event for
so many days, and months, and ages together, as it has been observed by mankind, gives us a
full assurance that it will.
[2] That which chiefly constitutes probability is expressed in the word likely, i.e. like
some truth,1 or true event; like it, in itself, in its evidence, in some more or fewer of its circumstances. For when we determine a thing to be probably true, suppose that an event has or
will come to pass, ’tis from the mind’s remarking in it a likeness to some other event, which
we have observed has come to pass. And this observation forms, in numberless daily
instances, a presumption, opinion, or full conviction, that such event has or will come to
pass; according as the observation is, that the like event has sometimes, most commonly, or
always so far as our observation reaches, come to pass at like distances of time, or place, or
upon like occasions. Hence arises the belief, that a child, if it lives twenty years, will grow up
to the stature and strength of a man; that food will contribute to the preservation of its life,
and the want of it for such a number of days, be its certain destruction. So likewise the rule
and measure of our hopes and fears concerning the success of our pursuits; our expectations
that others will act so and so in such circumstances; and our judgment that such actions proceed from such principles; all these rely upon our having observed the like to what we hope,
fear, expect, judge; I say upon our having observed the like either with respect to others or
151
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ourselves. And thus, whereas the prince2 who had always lived in a warm climate, naturally
concluded in the way of analogy, that there was no such thing as water’s becoming hard;
because he had always observed it to be fluid and yielding: we on the contrary, from analogy
conclude, that there is no presumption at all against this: that ’tis supposeable, there may be
frost in England any given day in January next; probable that there will on some day of the
month; and that there is a moral certainty, i e. ground for an expectation without any doubt
of it, in some part or other of the winter.
[3] Probable evidence, in its very nature, affords but an imperfect kind of information;
and is to be considered as relative only to beings of limited capacities. For nothing which is
the possible object of knowledge, whether past, present, or future, can be probable to an infinite intelligence; since it cannot but be discerned absolutely as it is in itself, certainly true,
or certainly false. But to us, probability is the very guide of life.
[4] From these things it follows, that in questions of difficulty, or such as are thought
so, where more satisfactory evidence cannot be had, or is not seen; if the result of examination be, that there appears upon the whole, any the lowest presumption on one side, and
none on the other, or a greater presumption on one side, though in the lowest degree greater;
this determines the question, even in matters of speculation; and in matters of practice, will
lay us under an absolute and formal obligation, in point of prudence and of interest, to act
upon that presumption or low probability, though it be so low as to leave the mind in very
great doubt which is the truth. For surely a man is as really bound in prudence, to do what
upon the whole appears, according to the best of his judgment, to be for his happiness, as
what he certainly knows to be so. Nay further, in questions of great consequence, a reasonable man will think it concerns him to remark lower probabilities and presumptions than
these; such as amount to no more than shewing one side of a question to be as supposeable
and credible as the other: nay such as but amount to much less even than this. For numberless instances might be mentioned respecting the common pursuits of life, where a man
would be thought, in a literal sense, distracted, who would not act, and with great application too, not only upon an even chance, but upon much less, and where the probability or
chance was greatly against his succeeding.3
[5] It is not my design to enquire further into the nature, the foundation, and
measure of probability; or whence it proceeds that likeness should beget that presumption,
opinion, and full conviction, which the human mind is formed to receive from it, and
which it does necessarily produce in every one; or to guard against the errors, to which
reasoning from analogy is liable. This belongs to the subject of logick; and is a part of
that subject which has not yet been thoroughly considered. Indeed I shall not take upon
me to say, how far the extent, compass, and force, of analogical reasoning, can be reduced
to general heads and rules; and the whole be formed into a system. But though so little in
this way has been attempted by those who have treated of our intellectual powers, and
the exercise of them; this does not hinder but that we may be, as we unquestionably are,
assured, that analogy is of weight, in various degrees, towards determining our judgment, and our practice. Nor does it in any wise cease to be of weight in those cases,
because persons, either given to dispute, or who require things to be stated with greater
exactness than our faculties appear to admit of in practical matters, may find other cases
in which ’tis not easy to say, whether it be, or be not, of any weight; or instances of seeming analogies, which are really of none. It is enough to the present purpose to observe,
that this general way of arguing is evidently natural, just and conclusive. For there is no
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man can make a question but that the sun will rise to-morrow; and be seen, where it is
seen at all, in the figure of a circle, and not in that of a square.
[6] Hence, namely from analogical reasoning, Origen4 has with singular sagacity
observed, that he who believes scripture to have proceeded from him who is the author of nature, may
well expect to find the same sort of difficulties in it, as are found in the constitution of nature. And in a
like way of reflexion it may be added, that he who denies the scripture to have been from
God upon account of these difficulties, may, for the very same reason, deny the world to have
been formed by him. On the other hand, if there be an analogy or likeness between that system of things and dispensation of providence, which revelation informs us of, and that system of things and dispensation of providence, which experience together with reason informs
us of, i.e. the known course of nature; this is a presumption, that they have both the same
author and cause; at least so far as to answer objections against the former’s being from God,
drawn from any thing which is analogical or similar to what is in the latter, which is
acknowledged to be from him: for an author of nature is here supposed.
[7] Forming our notions of the constitution and government of the world upon reasoning, without foundation for the principles which we assume, whether from attributes of
God or any thing else; is building a world upon hypothesis, like Des Cartes. Forming our
notions upon reasoning from principles which are certain, but applied to cases to which we
have no ground to apply them, (like those who explain the structure of the human body, and
the nature of diseases and medicines from mere mathematicks without sufficient data) is an
error much a-kin to the former: since what is assumed in order to make the reasoning applicable, is hypothesis. But it must be allowed just, to join abstract reasonings with the observation of facts, and argue from such facts as are known, to others that are like them; from
that part of the divine government over intelligent creatures which comes under our view, to
that larger and more general government over them, which is beyond it; and from what is
present, to collect, what is likely, credible, or not incredible, will be hereafter.
[8] This method then of concluding and determining being practical, and what, if we
will act at all, we cannot but act upon in the common pursuits of life; being evidently conclusive, in various degrees, proportionable to the degree and exactness of the whole analogy
or likeness; and having so great authority for its introduction into the subject of religion,
even revealed religion; my design is to apply it to that subject in general, both natural and
revealed: taking for proved, that there is an intelligent author of nature, and natural governor of the world. For as there is no presumption against this prior to the proof of it: so it has
been often proved with accumulated evidence; from this argument of analogy and final
causes; from abstract reasonings; from the most antient tradition and testimony; and from
the general consent of mankind. Nor does it appear, so far as I can find, to be denied, by the
generality of those who profess themselves dissatisfied with the evidence of religion.
[9] As there are some, who, instead of thus attending to what is in fact the constitution of nature, form their notions of God’s government upon hypothesis: so there are others,
who indulge themselves in vain and idle speculations, how the world might possibly have
been framed otherwise than it is; and upon supposition that things might, in imagining that
they should, have been disposed and carried on after a better model, than what appears in the
present disposition and conduct of them. Suppose now a person of such a turn of mind, to go
on with his reveries, till he had at length fixt upon some particular plan of nature, as appearing to him the best.—One shall scarce be thought guilty of detraction against human understanding, if one should say, even beforehand, that the plan which this speculative person
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would fix upon, though he were the wisest of the sons of men, probably would not be the
very best, even according to his own notions of best; whether he thought that to be so, which
afforded occasions and motives for the exercise of the greatest virtue, or which was productive of the greatest happiness, or that these two were necessarily connected, and run up into
one and the same plan. However, it may not be amiss once for all to see, what would be the
amount of these emendations and imaginary improvements upon the system of nature, or
how far they would mislead us. And it seems there could be no stopping, till we came to
some such conclusions as these: that all creatures should at first be made as perfect and as
happy, as they were capable of ever being: that nothing, to be sure, of hazard or danger
should be put upon them to do; some indolent persons would perhaps think nothing at all:
or certainly, that effectual care should be taken, that they should, whether necessarily or not,
yet eventually and in fact, always do what was right and most conducive to happiness, which
would be thought easy for infinite power to effect; either by not giving them any principles
which would endanger their going wrong; or by laying the right motive of action in every
instance before their minds continually in so strong a manner, as would never fail of inducing them to act conformably to it: And that the whole method of government by punishments should be rejected, as absurd; as an awkward round-about method of carrying things
on; nay as contrary to a principal purpose, for which it would be supposed creatures were
made, namely happiness.
[10] Now, without considering what is to be said in particular to the several parts of
this train of folly and extravagance; what has been above intimated, is a full direct general
answer to it, namely, that we may see beforehand that we have not faculties for this kind of
speculation. For though it be admitted, that from the first principles of our nature, we
unavoidably judge or determine some ends to be absolutely in themselves preferable to others, and that the ends now mentioned, or if they run up into one, that this one is absolutely
the best; and consequently that we must conclude the ultimate end designed, in the constitution of nature and conduct of providence, is the most virtue and happiness possible: yet we
are far from being able to judge, what particular disposition or things would be most
friendly and assistant to virtue; or what means might be absolutely necessary to produce the
most happiness in a system of such extent as our own world may be, taking in all that is past
and to come, though we should suppose it detached from the whole of things. Indeed we are
so far from being able to judge of this; that we are not judges what may be the necessary
means of raising and conducting one person to the highest perfection and happiness of his
nature. Nay even in the little affairs of the present life, we find men of different educations
and ranks are not competent judges of the conduct of each other. Our whole nature leads us
to ascribe all moral perfection to God, and to deny all imperfection of him. And this will for
ever be a practical proof of his moral character, to such as will consider what a practical proof
is; because it is the voice of God speaking in us. And from hence we conclude, that virtue
must be the happiness, and vice the misery, of every creature; and that regularity and order
and right cannot but prevail finally in a universe under his government. But we are in no
sort judges, what are the necessary means of accomplishing this end.
[11] Let us then, instead of that idle and not very innocent employment of forming
imaginary models of a world, and schemes of governing it, turn our thoughts to what we
experience to be the conduct of nature with respect to intelligent creatures; which may be
resolved into general laws or rules of administration, in the same way as many of the laws of
nature respecting inanimate matter may be collected from experiments. And let us compare
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the known constitution and course of things, with what is said to be the moral system of
nature; the acknowledged dispensation of providence, or that government which we find
ourselves under, with what religion teaches us to believe and expect; and see whether they are
not analogous and of a piece. And upon such a comparison, it will I think be found, that they
are very much so: that both may be traced up to the same general laws, and resolved into the
same principles of divine conduct.
[12] The analogy here proposed to be considered, is of pretty large extent, and consists
of several parts; in some, more, in others, less exact. In some few instances perhaps it may
amount to a real practical proof; in others not so. Yet in these it is a confirmation of what is
proved other ways. It will undeniably show, what too many want to have shown them, that
the system of religion both natural and revealed, considered as a system, and prior to the
proof of it, is not a subject of ridicule, unless that of nature be so too. And it will afford an
answer to almost all objections against the system both of natural and revealed religion;
though not perhaps an answer in so great a degree, yet in a very considerable degree an
answer, to the objections against the evidence of it: for objections against a proof, and objections against what is said to be proved, the reader will observe are different things.
[13] Now the divine government of the world, implied in the notion of religion in
general and of Christianity, contains in it; that mankind is appointed to live in a future state
(1.1); that there, every one shall be rewarded or punished (1.2); rewarded or punished respectively for all that behaviour here, which we comprehend under the words, virtuous or
vitious, morally good or evil (1.3): that our present life is a probation, a state of trial (1.4),
and of discipline (1.5), for that future one; notwithstanding the objections, which men may
fancy they have, from notions of necessity, against there being any such moral plan as this at
all (1.6); and whatever objections may appear to lie against the wisdom and goodness of it, as
it stands so imperfectly made known to us at present (1.7): that this world being in a state of
apostacy and wickedness, and consequently of ruin, and the sense both of their condition and
duty being greatly corrupted amongst men, this gave occasion for an additional dispensation
of providence; of the utmost importance (2.1); proved by miracles (2.2); but containing in it
many things appearing to us strange and not to have been expected (2.3); a dispensation of
providence, which is a scheme or system of things (2.4); carried on by the mediation of a
divine person, the Messiah, in order to the recovery of the world (2.5); yet not revealed to all
men, nor proved with the strongest possible evidence to all those to whom it is revealed; but
only to such part of mankind, and with such particular evidence as the wisdom of God
thought fit (2.6–7). The design then of the following treatise will be to shew, that the several
parts principally objected against in this moral and Christian dispensation, including its
scheme, its publication, and the proof which God has afforded us of its truth; that the particular parts principally objected against in this whole dispensation, are analogous to what is
experienced in the constitution and course of nature, or providence; that the chief objections
themselves which are alleged against the former, are no other, than what may be alleged with
like justness against the latter, where they are found in fact to be inconclusive; and that this
argument from analogy is in general, unanswerable, and undoubtedly of weight on the side
of religion (2.8), notwithstanding the objections which may seem to lie against it, and the
real ground which there may be for difference of opinion, as to the particular degree of
weight which is to be laid upon it. This is a general account of what may be looked for in the
following treatise. And I shall begin it with that which is the foundation of all our hopes and
of all our fears; all our hopes and fears, which are of any consideration; I mean a future life.
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Notes
1. Verisimile
2. The story is told by Mr. Locke in the Chapter of Probability
3. See Chap. vi. Part II
4. Χρη μεν τοι γε τον απαξ παραδεξαμενον του κτισαντος τον κοσμον ειναι
ταυτας τας γραφας πεπειοθαι, οτι οσα περι της κτισεως απαντα τοις ζητουσι τον
περι αυτης λογον, ταυτα και περι τϖν γραφων. Philocal. p. 23. Ed. Cant.
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I: Of Natural Religion
Chapter I
Of a Future Life
[1] Strange difficulties have been raised by some concerning personal identity, or the sameness of living agents, implied in the notion of our existing now and hereafter, or in any two
successive moments; which whoever thinks it worth while, may see considered in the first
Dissertation at the end of this Treatise. But, without regard to any of them here, let us consider what the analogy of nature, and the several changes which we have undergone, and
those which we know we may undergo without being destroyed, suggest, as to the effect
which death may, or may not, have upon us; and whether it be not from thence probable,
that we may survive this change, and exist in a future state of life and perception.
[2] I. From our being born into the present world in the helpless imperfect state of
infancy, and having arrived from thence to mature age, we find it to be a general law of
nature in our own species, that the same creatures, the individuals, should exist in degrees of
life and perception, with capacities of action, of enjoyment, and suffering, in one period of
their being, greatly different from those appointed them in another period of it. And in other
creatures the same law holds. For the difference of their capacities and states of life at their
birth (to go no higher) and in maturity; the change of worms into flies, and the vast enlargement of their locomotive powers by such change: and birds and insects bursting the shell,
their habitation, and by this means entering into a new world, furnished with new accommodations for them, and finding a new sphere of action assigned them; these are instances of
this general law of nature. Thus all the various and wonderful transformations of animals are
to be taken into consideration here. But the states of life in which we ourselves existed formerly, in the womb and in our infancy, are almost as different from our present, in mature
age, as it is possible to conceive any two states or degrees of life can be. Therefore, that we are
to exist hereafter in a state as different (suppose) from our present, as this is from our former,
is but according to the analogy of nature; according to a natural order or appointment, of the
very same kind with what we have already experienced.
[3] II. We know we are endued with capacities of action, of happiness, and misery; for
we are conscious of acting, of enjoying pleasure, and suffering pain. Now, that we have these
157
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powers and capacities before death, is a presumption that we shall retain them through and
after death, indeed, a probability of it abundantly sufficient to act upon, unless there be some
positive reason to think that death is the destruction of those living powers: because there is
in every case a probability, that all things will continue as we experience they are, in all
respects, except those in which we have some reason to think they will be altered. This is
that kind1 of presumption or probability from analogy, express’d in the very word continuance,
which seems our only natural reason for believing the course of the world will continue to
morrow, as it has done so far as our experience or knowledge of history can carry us back.
Nay, it seems our only reason for believing, that any one substance, now existing, will continue to exist a moment longer; the self-existent substance only excepted. Thus, if men were
assured that the unknown event, death, was not the destruction of our faculties of perception
and of action, there would be no apprehension that any other power or event, unconnected
with this of death, would destroy these faculties just at the instant of each creature’s death;
and therefore no doubt but that they would remain after it: which shews the high probability that our living powers will continue after death, unless there be some ground to think
that death is their destruction.2 For, if it would be in a manner certain that we should survive
death, provided it were certain that death would not be our destruction, it must be highly
probable we shall survive it, if there be no ground to think death will be our destruction.
[4] Now though I think it must be acknowledged, that prior to the natural and moral
proofs of a future life commonly insisted upon, there would arise a general confused suspicion, that, in the great shock and alteration which we shall undergo by death, we, i.e. our living powers, might be wholly destroyed; yet even prior to those proofs, there is really no
particular distinct ground, or reason, for this apprehension at all, so far as I can find. If there
be, it must arise either from the reason of the thing, or from the analogy of nature.
[5] But we cannot argue from the reason of the thing, that death is the destruction of living agents, because we know not at all what death is in itself; but only some of its effects
such as the dissolution of flesh, skin, and bones. And these effects do in no wise appear to
imply the destruction of a living agent. And besides, as we are greatly in the dark upon what
the exercise of our living powers depends, so we are wholly ignorant what the powers themselves depend upon; the powers themselves, as distinguished, not only from their actual exercise, but also from the present capacity of exercising them; and opposed to their destruction:
for sleep, or, however, a swoon, shews us, not only that these powers exist when they are not
exercised, as the passive power of motion does in inanimate matter; but shews also that they
exist, when there is no present capacity of exercising them; or that the capacities of exercising them for the present, as well as the actual exercise of them, may be suspended, and yet
the powers themselves remain undestroyed. Since, then, we know not at all upon what the
existence of our living powers depends, this shews further, there can no probability be collected from the reason of the thing, that death will be their destruction: because their existence may depend upon somewhat in no degree affected by death; upon somewhat quite out
of the reach of this king of terrors. So that there is nothing more certain, than that the reason
of the thing shews us no connexion between death and the destruction of living agents. Nor
can we find any thing throughout the whole analogy of nature, to afford us even the slightest
presumption, that animals ever lose their living powers; much less, if it were possible, that
they lose them by death; for we have no faculties wherewith to trace any beyond or through
it, so as to see what becomes of them. This event removes them from our view. It destroys the
sensible proof, which we had before their death, of their being possessed of living powers, but
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does not appear to afford the least reason to believe, that they are then, or by that event,
deprived of them.
[6] And our knowing, that they were possessed of these powers, up to the very period
to which we have faculties capable of tracing them, is itself a probability of their retaining
them beyond it. And this is confirmed, and a sensible credibility is given to it, by observing
the very great and astonishing changes which we have experienced; so great, that our existence in another state of life, of perception and of action, will be but according to a method
of providential conduct, the like to which has been already exercised, even with regard to
ourselves; according to a course of nature, the like to which we have already gone through.
[7] However, as one cannot but be greatly sensible, how difficult it is to silence imagination enough to make the voice of reason even distinctly heard in this case; as we are accustomed, from our youth up, to indulge that forward delusive faculty, ever obtruding beyond
its sphere; of some assistance, indeed, to apprehension, but the author of all error: as we
plainly lose ourselves in gross and crude conceptions of things, taking for granted that we are
acquainted with what indeed we are wholly ignorant of; it may be proper to consider the
imaginary presumptions, that death will be our destruction, arising from these kinds of early
and lasting prejudices; and to shew how little they can really amount to; even though we
cannot wholly divest ourselves of them. And,
[8] I. All presumption of death’s being the destruction of living beings, must go upon
supposition that they are compounded, and so discerptible. But, since consciousness is a single and individual power, it should seem that the subject in which it resides, must be so too.
For, were the motion of any particle of matter absolutely one and indivisible, so as that it
should imply a contradiction to suppose part of this motion to exist, and part not to exist i.e.
part of this matter to move, and part to be at rest; then its power of motion would be indivisible; and so also would the subject in which the power inheres, namely, the particle of matter: for, if this could be divided into two, one part might be moved and the other at rest,
which is contrary to the supposition. In like manner, it has been argued,3 and, for any thing
appearing to the contrary, justly, that since the perception, or consciousness, which we have
of our own existence is indivisible, so as that it is a contradiction to suppose one part of it
should be here and the other there; the perceptive power, or the power of consciousness, it
indivisible too; and, consequently, the subject in which it resides, i.e. the conscious being.
Now, upon supposition that living agent each man calls himself, is thus a single being,
which there is at least no more difficulty in conceiving than in conceiving it to be a compound, and of which there is the proof now mentioned; it follows, that our organized bodies
are no more ourselves, or part of ourselves, than any other matter around us. And it is as easy
to conceive how matter, which is no part of ourselves, may be appropriated to us in the manner which our present bodies are, as how we can receive impressions from, and have power
over any matter. It is as easy to conceive, that we may exist out of bodies, as in them; that we
might have animated bodies of any other organs and senses wholly different from these now
given us, and that I we may hereafter animate these same or new bodies variously modified
and organized, as to conceive how we can animate such bodies as our present. And, lastly, the
dissolution of all these several organized bodies, supposing our selves to have successively
animated them, would have no more conceivable tendency to destroy the living beings, ourselves, or deprive us of living faculties, the faculties of perception and of action, than the dissolution of any foreign matter, which we are capable of receiving impressions from, and
making use of for the common occasions of life.
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[9] II. The simplicity and absolute oneness of a living agent cannot, indeed, from the
nature of the thing, be properly proved by experimental observations. But as these fall in
with the supposition of its unity, so they plainly lead us to conclude certainly, that our gross
organized bodies, with which we perceive the objects of sense, and with which we act, are
no part of ourselves, and therefore show us, that we have no reason to believe their destruction to be ours; even without determining whether our living substances be material or
immaterial. For we see by experience, that men may lose their limbs, their organs of sense,
and even the greatest part of these bodies, and yet remain the same living agents. And persons can trace up the existence of themselves to a time when the bulk of their bodies was
extremely small, in comparison of what it is in mature age: and we cannot but think, that
they might then have lost a considerable part of that small body, and yet have remained the
same living agents, as they may now lose great part of their present body, and remain so.
And it is certain, that the bodies of all animals are in a constant flux, from that never ceasing attrition which there is in every part of them. Now, things of this kind unavoidably
teach us to distinguish between these living agents, ourselves, and large quantities of matter, in which we are very nearly interested: since these may be alienated, and actually are in
a daily course of succession, and changing their owners; whilst we are assured, that each living agent remains one and the same permanent being.4 And this general observation leads
us on to the following ones.
[10] First, that we have no way of determining by experience, what is the certain bulk
of the living being each man calls himself: and yet, till it be determined that it is larger in
bulk than the solid elementary particles of matter, which there is no ground to think any
natural power can dissolve, there is no sort of reason to think death to be the dissolution of it,
of the living being, even though it should not be absolutely indiscerptible.
[11] Secondly, from our being so nearly related to, and interested in certain systems of
matter, suppose our flesh and bones, afterwards ceasing to be at all related to them, the living agents, ourselves, remaining all this while undestroyed, notwithstanding such alienations: and consequently these systems of matter not being ourselves; it follows further, that
we have no ground to conclude any other, suppose internal systems of matter, to be the living
agents ourselves; because we can have no ground to conclude this, but from our relation to,
and interest in such other systems of matter: and, therefore, we can have no reason to conclude, what befalls those systems of matter at death, to be the destruction of the living
agents. We have already, several times over, lost a great part, or perhaps the whole of our
body, according to certain common established laws of nature; yet we remain the same living
agents: when we shall lose as great a part, or the whole, by another common established law
of nature, death, why may we not also remain the same? That the alienation has been gradual
in one case, and in the other will be more at once, does not prove any thing to the contrary.
We have passed undestroyed through those many and great revolutions of matter, so peculiarly appropriated to ourselves; why should we imagine death would be so fatal to us. Nor
can it be objected, that what is thus alienated, or lost, is no part of our original solid body,
but only adventitious matter; because we may lose entire limbs, which must have contained
many solid parts and vessels of the original body: or if this be not admitted, we have no proof
that any of these solid parts are dissolved or alienated by death; though, by the way, we are
very nearly related to that extraneous or adventitious matter, whilst it continues united to
and distending the several parts of our solid body. But, after all, the relation a person bears to
those parts of his body to which he is the most nearly related, what does it appear to amount
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to but this, that the living agent and those parts of the body mutually affect each other. And
the same thing, the same thing in kind, though not in degree, may be said of all foreign matter, which gives us ideas, and which we have any power over. From these observations the
whole ground of the imagination is removed, that the dissolution of any matter is the
destruction of a living agent, from the interest he once had in such matter.
[12] Thirdly, if we consider our body somewhat more distinctly, as made up of organs
and instruments of perception and of motion, it will bring us to the same conclusion. Thus,
the common optical experiments show, and even the observation how sight is assisted by
glasses shows, that we see with our eyes in the same sense as we see with glasses. Nor is there
any reason to believe, that we see with them in any other sense; any other, I mean, which
would lead us to think the eye itself a percipient. The like is to be said of hearing: and our
feeling distant solid matter by means of somewhat in our hand, seems an instance of the like
kind, as to the subject we are considering. All these are instances of foreign matter, or such as
is no part of our body, being instrumental in preparing objects for, and conveying them to
the perceiving power, in a manner similar, or like to the manner in which our organs of sense
prepare and convey them. Both are, in a like way, instruments of our receiving such ideas
from external objects, as the author of nature appointed those external objects to be the occasions of exciting in us. However, glasses are evidently instances of this; namely, of matter,
which is no part of our body, preparing objects for; and conveying them towards the perceiving power, in like manner as our bodily organs do. And if we see with our eyes only in the
same manner as we do with glasses, the like may justly be concluded from analogy, of all our
other senses. It is not intended, by any thing here said, to affirm, that the whole apparatus of
vision, or of perception by any other of our senses, can be traced, through all its steps, quite
up to the living power of seeing, or perceiving; but that, so far as it can be traced by experimental observations, so far it appears, that our organs of sense prepare and convey objects, in
order to their being perceived, in like manner as foreign matter does, without affording any
shadow of appearance, that they themselves perceive. And that we have no reason to, think
our organs of sense percipients, is confirmed by instances of persons losing some of them, the
living beings themselves, their former occupiers, remaining unimpaired. It is confirmed also
by the experience of dreams; by which we find, we are at present possessed of a latent, and
what would otherwise be an unimagined unknown power of perceiving sensible objects, in a
strong and lively a manner without our external organs of sense, as with them.
[13] So also with regard to our power, of moving, or directing motion by will and
choice: upon the destruction of a limb, this active power remains, as it evidently seems,
unlessened; so as that the living being, who has suffered this loss, would be capable of moving as before, if it had another limb to move with. It can walk by the help of an artificial leg,
just as it can make use of a pole or a lever, to reach towards itself and to move things beyond
the length and the power of its natural arm: and this last it does in the same manner as it
reaches and moves, with its natural arm, things near; and of less weight. Nor is there so
much as any appearance of our limbs being endued with a power of moving or directing
themselves; though they are adapted, like the several parts of a machine, to be the instruments of motion to each other; and some parts of the same limb, to be instruments of motion
to the other parts of it.
[14] Thus, a man determines that he will look at such an object through a microscope;
or, being lame suppose, that he will walk to such a place with a staff a week hence. His eyes
and his feet no more determine in these cases, than the microscope and the staff. Nor is there

White.qxd

162

7/12/2006

7:40 PM

Page 162

The Analogy of Religion, Natural and Revealed, to the Constitution and Course of Nature

any ground to think they any more put the determination in the practice, or that his eyes are
the seers; or his feet the movers, in any other sense than as the microscope and the staff are.
Upon the whole, then, our organs of sense and our limbs are certainly instruments, which
the living persons, ourselves, make use of to perceive and move with: there is not any probability, that they are any more; nor consequently, that we have any other kind of relation to
them, than what we may have to any other foreign matter formed into instruments of perception and motion, suppose into a microscope or a staff; I say, any other kind of relation, for
I am not speaking of the degree of it: nor consequently, is there any probability, that the
alienation or dissolution of these instruments is the destruction of the perceiving and moving agent.
[15] And thus our finding, that the dissolution of matter in, which living beings were
most nearly interested, is not their dissolution; and that the destruction of several of the
organs and instruments of perception and of motion belonging to them, is not their destruction; shews, demonstratively, that there is no ground to think, that the dissolution of any
other matter or destruction of any other organs and instruments, will be the dissolution or
destruction of living agents, from the like kind of relation. And we have no reason to think
we stand in any other kind of relation to any thing which we find dissolved by death.
[16] But it is said, these observations are equally applicable to brutes; and it is
thought an insuperable difficulty, that they should be immortal, and, by consequence, capable of everlasting happiness. Now, this manner of expression is both invidious and weak: but
the thing intended by it, is really no difficulty at all, either in the way of natural or moral
consideration. For, 1st. suppose the invidious thing, designed in such a manner of expression,
were really implied, as it is not in the least, in the natural immortality of brutes; namely,
that they must arrive at great attainments, and become rational and moral agents; even this
would be no difficulty, since we know not what latent powers and capacities they may be
endued with. There was once, prior to experience, as great presumption against human creatures, as there is against the brute creatures, arriving at that degree of understanding which
we have in mature age; for we can trace up our own existence to the same original with
theirs. And we find it to be a general law of nature, that creatures endued with capacities of
virtue and religion, should be placed in a condition of being, in which they are altogether
without the use of them for a considerable length of their duration, as in infancy and childhood. And great part of the human species go out of the present world, before they come to
the exercise of these capacities in any degree at all. But then, secondly, the natural immortality of brutes does not in the least imply, that they are endued with any latent capacities of a
rational or moral nature. And the economy of the universe might require; that there should
be living creatures without any capacities of this kind, and all difficulties, as to the manner
how they are to be disposed of, are so apparently and wholly founded on our ignorance, that
it is wonderful they should be insisted upon by any, but such as are weak enough to think
they are acquainted with the whole system of things. There is, then, absolutely nothing at all
in this objection, which is so rhetorically urged against the greatest part of the natural proofs
or presumptions of the immortality of human minds: I say the greatest part; for it is less
applicable to the following observation, which is more peculiar to mankind.
[17] III. That as ’tis evident our present powers and capacities of reason, memory, and
affection, do not depend upon our gross body, in the manner in which perception by our
organs of sense does; so they do not appear to depend upon it at all in any such manner, as to
give ground to think, that the dissolution of this body will be the destruction of these our
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present powers of reflection, as it will of our powers of sensation; or to give ground to conclude, even that it will be so much as a suspension of the former.
[18] Human creatures exist at present in two states of life and perception, greatly different from each other; each of which has its own peculiar laws and its own peculiar enjoyments and sufferings. When any of our senses are affected, or appetites gratified with the
objects of them, we may be said to exist, or live in a state of sensation. When none of our
senses are affected, or appetites gratified, and yet we perceive, and reason, and act, we may be
said to exist, or live, in a state of reflection. Now it is by no means certain, that any thing
which is dissolved by death is any way necessary to the living being, in this its state of reflection, after ideas are gained. For though, from our present constitution and condition of
being, our external organs of sense are necessary for conveying in ideas to our reflecting powers, as carriages, and levers, and scaffolds are in architecture; yet, when these ideas are
brought in, we are capable of reflecting in the most intense degree, and of enjoying the
greatest pleasure, and feeling the greatest pain, by means of that reflection, without any
assistance from our senses; and without any at all, which we, know of, from that body, which
will be dissolved by death. It does not appear, then, that the relation of this gross body to the
reflecting being, is in any degree, necessary to thinking; to our intellectual enjoyments or
sufferings: nor, consequently, that the dissolution, or alienation of the former by death, will
be the destruction of those present powers, which render us capable of this state of reflection.
Further, there are instances of moral diseases, which do not at all affect our present intellectual powers; and this affords a presumption, that those diseases will not destroy these present
powers. Indeed, from the observations made above,5 it appears, that there is no presumption,
from their mutually affecting each other, that the dissolution of the body is the destruction
of the living agent. And by the same reasoning it must appear, too, that there is no presumption, from their mutually affecting each other, that the dissolution of the body is the destruction of our present reflecting powers; but instances of their not affecting each other, afford a
presumption of the contrary. Instances of mortal disease not impairing our present reflecting
powers, evidently turn our thoughts even from imagining such diseases to be the destruction
of them. Several things, indeed, greatly affect all our living powers; and at length, suspend
the exercise of them; as, for instance, drowsiness, increasing till it ends in sound sleep: and
from hence we might have imagined it would destroy them, till we found, by experience, the
weakness of this way of judging. But, in the diseases now mentioned, there is not so much as
the shadow of probability, to lead us to any such conclusion, as to the reflecting, powers
which we have at present; for, in those diseases, persons the moment before death appear to
be in the highest vigor of life. They discover apprehension, memory, reason, all entire; with
the utmost force of affection; sense of a character, of shame and honor; and the highest mental enjoyments and sufferings, even to the last gasp: and these surely prove even greater vigor
of life than bodily strength does. Now, what pretence is there for thinking, that a progressive
disease, when arrived to such a degree, I mean that degree which is mortal, will destroy those
powers, which were not impaired, which were not affected by it, during its whole progress,
quite up to that degree? And if death, by diseases of this kind, is not the destruction of our
present reflecting powers, it will scarce be thought that death by any other means is.
[19] It is obvious that this general observation may be carried on further: and there
appears so little connexion between our bodily powers of sensation, and our present powers
of reflection, that there is no reason to conclude that death, which destroys the former, does
so much as suspend the exercise of the latter, or interrupt our continuing to exist in the like
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state of reflection which we do now. For, suspension of reason, memory, and the affections
which they excite, is no part of the idea of death, nor is implied in our notion of it. And our
daily experiencing these powers to be exercised, without any assistance, that we know of,
from those bodies which will be dissolved by death; and our finding often, that the exercise
of them is so lively to the last; these things afford a sensible apprehension, that death may
not perhaps be so much as a discontinuance of the exercise of these powers, nor of the enjoyments and sufferings which it implies;6 so that our posthumous life, whatever there may be
in it additional to our present, yet may not be entirely beginning anew, but going on. Death
may, in some sort, and in some respects, answer to our birth, which is not a suspension of the
faculties which we had before it, or a total change of the state of life in which we existed
when in the womb, but a continuation of both, with such and such great alterations.
[20] Nay, for ought we know of ourselves, of our present life, and of death, death may
immediately, in the natural course of things, put us into a higher and more enlarged state of
life, as our birth does;7 of a state in which our capacities and sphere of perception, and of
action, may be much greater than at present. For, as our relation to our external organs of
sense renders us capable of existing in our present state of sensation, so it may be the only
natural hindrance to our existing, immediately and of course, in a higher state of reflection.
The truth is, reason does not at all shew us in what state death naturally leaves us. But were
we sure that it would suspend all our perceptive and active powers, yet the suspension of a
power, and the destruction of it, are effects so totally different in kind, as we experience from
sleep and a swoon, that we cannot in any wise argue from one to the other; or conclude, even
to the lowest degree of probability, that the same kind of force which is sufficient to suspend
our faculties, though it be, increased ever so much, will be sufficient to destroy them.
[21] These observations together may be sufficient to shew, how little presumption
there is that death is the end of human creatures. However, there is the shadow of an analogy,
which may lead us to imagine it is; the supposed likeness which is observed between the
decay of vegetables and of living creatures. And this likeness is indeed sufficient to afford the
poets very apt allusions to the flowers of the field, in their pictures of the frailty of our present life. But, in reason, the analogy is so far from holding, that there appears no ground even
for the comparison, as to the present, question; because one of the two subjects compared is
wholly void of that, which is the principle and chief thing in the other, the power of perception and’ action; and which is the only thing we are inquiring about the continuance of. So
that the destruction of a vegetable is an event not similar, or analogous, to the destruction of
a living agent.
[22] But if, as was above intimated, leaving off the delusive custom of substituting
imagination in the room of experience, we would confine ourselves to what we do know and
understand; if we would argue only from that, and from that form our expectations, it would
appear, at first sight, that as no probability of living beings ever ceasing to be so, can be concluded from the reason of the thing; so none can be collected from the analogy of nature;
because we cannot trace any living beings beyond death. But as we are conscious that we are
endued with capacities of perception and of action, and are living persons, what we are to go
upon is, that we shall continue so till we foresee some accident, or event, which will endanger those capacities, or be likely to destroy us; which death does in no wise appear to be.
[23] And thus, when we go out of this world, we may pass into new scenes, and a new
state of life and action, just as naturally as we came into the present. And this new state may
naturally be a social one. And the advantages of it, advantages of every kind, may naturally
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be bestowed, according to some fixed general laws of wisdom, upon every one in proportion
to the degrees of his virtue. And though the advantages of that future natural state should
not be bestowed, as these of the present in some measure are, by the will of the society, but
entirely by his more immediate action, upon whom the whole frame of nature depends, yet
this distribution may be, just as natural, as their being distributed here by the instrumentality of men. And, indeed, though one were to allow any confused undetermined sense, which
people please to put upon the word natural, it would be a shortness of thought scarce credible to imagine, that no system or course of things can be so, but only what we see at present:8 especially whilst the probability of a future life, or the natural immortality of the soul,
is admitted upon the evidence of reason; because this is really both admitting and denying at
once, a state of being different from the present to be natural. But the only distinct meaning
of that word is, stated, fixed, or settled: since what is natural as much requires, and presupposes
an intelligent agent to render it so, i.e. to effect it continually, or at stated times, as what is
supernatural or miraculous does to effect it for once. And from hence it must, follow, that
persons’ notion of what is natural will be enlarged, in proportion to their greater knowledge
of the works of God and the dispensations of his providence. Nor is there any absurdity in
supposing, that there may be beings in the universe, whose capacities, and knowledge, and
views, may be so extensive, as that the whole Christian dispensation may to them appear natural, i.e. analogous or conformable to God’s dealings with other parts of his creation; as natural as the visible known course of things appears to us. For there seems scarce any other
possible sense to be put upon the word, but that only in which it is here used; similar, stated,
or uniform.
[24] This credibility of a future life, which has been here insisted upon, how little
soever it may satisfy our curiosity, seems to answer all the purposes of religion, in like manner as a demonstrative proof would. Indeed, a proof, even a demonstrative one, of a future
life, would not be a proof of religion. For, that we are to live hereafter, is just as reconciliable
with the scheme of atheism, and as well to be accounted for by it, as that we are now alive is;
and therefore nothing can be more absurd than to argue from that scheme, that there can be
no future state. But as religion implies a future state, any presumption against such a state is
a presumption against religion. And the foregoing observations remove all presumptions of
that sort, and prove, to a very considerable degree of probability, one fundamental doctrine of
religion; which if believed, would greatly open and dispose the mind seriously to attend to
the general evidence of the whole.

Notes
1. I say kind of presumption or probability; for I do not mean to affirm that there is the same
degree of conviction, that our living powers will continue after death, as there is, that our substances will.
2. Destruction of living powers, is a manner of expression unavoidably ambiguous; and may signify either, the destruction of a living being, so as that the same living being shall be uncapable of either perceiving
or action again at all: or the destruction of those means and instruments by which it is capable of its present life, of
its present state of perception and of action. It is here used in the former sense. When it is used in the latter,
the epithet present is added. The loss of a man’s eye, is a destruction of living powers in the latter sense.
But we have no reason to think the destruction of living powers, in the former sense, to be possible. We
have no more reason to think a being endued with living powers, ever loses them during its whole existence, than to believe that a stone ever acquires them.
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3. See Dr. Clarke’s Letter to Mr. Dodwell, and the defences of it.
4. See Dissertation I.
5. p. 160
6. There are three distinct questions, relating to a future life, here considered: whether it be
the destruction of living agents; if not, whether it be the destruction of their present powers of reflection,
as it certainly is the destruction of their present powers of sensation; and if not, whether it be the suspension, or discontinuance of the exercise, of these present reflecting powers. Now if there be no reason
to believe the last, there will be, if that were possible, less for the next, and less still for the first.
7. This according to Strabo was the opinion of the Brachmans:
νομιζειν μεν γαρ δη τον μεν ενθαδε βιον, ϖς αν ακμην κνομενων ειναι τον δεθαντον,
γενεσιν εις τον οντως βιον, και τον ενδαιμονα τοις φιλοσοφησασι Lib.XV. p. 1039.
Ed. Amst. 1707. To which opinion perhaps Antoninus may allude in these words, ωξ νυν
περιμενεις, ποτε εμβρυον εκ της γαστρος της γυναικος σου εξελθη, ουτως εκδεχεσθαι
την ωραν εν η το ψυχαριον σου ελυτου εκπεσειται Lib. IX. c. 3
8.

See Part II. Ch. ii p. 236 & Part II. Ch. iv. p. 248.
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Chapter II
Of the Government of God by Rewards and Punishments;
and Particularly of the Latter
[1] That which makes the question concerning a future life to be of so great importance to
us, is our capacity of happiness and misery. And that which makes the consideration of it to
be of so great importance to us, is the supposition of our happiness and misery hereafter,
depending upon our actions here. Without this, indeed, curiosity could not but sometimes
bring a subject, in which we may be so highly interested, to our thoughts; especially upon
the mortality of others, or the near prospect of our own. But reasonable men would not take
any farther thought about hereafter, than what should happen thus occasionally’ to rise in
their minds, if it were certain that our future interest no way depend upon our present
behaviour; whereas, on the contrary, if there be ground, either from analogy or any thing
else, to think it does, then there is reason also for the most active thought and solicitude to
secure that interest; to behave so as that we may escape that misery, and obtain that happiness in another life, which we not only suppose ourselves capable of, but which we apprehend
also is put in our own power. And whether there be ground for this last apprehension, certainly would deserve to be most seriously considered were there no other proof of a future
life, and interest than that presumptive one which the foregoing observations amount to.
[2] Now in the present state, all which we enjoy, and a great art of what we suffer, is
put in our own power. For pleasure and pain are the consequences of our actions; and we are
endued by the author of our nature with capacities of, foreseeing these consequences. We
find, by experience, he does not so much as preserve our lives exclusively of our own care
and attention to provide ourselves with, and to make use of, that sustenance, by which he
has appointed our lives shall be preserved, and without which he has appointed they shall
not be preserved at all. And in general we foresee, that the external things, which are the
objects of our various passions, can neither be obtained nor enjoyed, without exerting ourselves in such and such manners; but by thus exerting ourselves, we obtain and enjoy, these
objects, in which our natural good consists, or by this means God gives us the possession
and enjoyment of them. I know not that we have any one kind or degree of enjoyment, but
by the means of our own actions. And by prudence and care, we may, for the most part, pass
167
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our days in tolerable ease and quiet: or, on the contrary, we may, by rashness, ungoverned
passion, wilfulness, or even by negligence, make ourselves as miserable as ever we please.
And many do please to make themselves extremely miserable, i.e. to do what they know
beforehand will render them so. They follow those ways, the fruit of which they know, by
instruction, example, experience, will be disgrace, and, poverty, and sickness, and untimely
death. This every one observes to be the general course of things; though it is to be allowed,
we cannot find by experience, that all our sufferings are owing to our own follies.
[3] Why the author of nature does not give his creatures promiscuously such and
such perceptions, without regard to their behaviour; why he does not make them happy
without the instrumentality of their own actions, and prevent their bringing any sufferings
upon themselves, is another matter. Perhaps there may be some impossibilities in the
nature of things, which we are unacquainted with.1 Or less happiness, it may be, would,
upon the whole, be produced by such a method of conduct, than is by the present: or, perhaps, divine goodness, with which, if I mistake not, we make very free in our speculations,
may not be a bare single disposition to produce happiness; but a disposition to make the
good, the faithful, the honest man, happy. Perhaps an infinitely perfect mind may be
pleased with seeing his creatures behave suitably to the nature which he has given them; to
the relations which he has placed them in to each other; and to that which they stand in to
himself; that relation to himself which, during their existence, is even necessary, and which
is the most important one of all. Perhaps, I say, an infinitely perfect mind may be pleased
with this moral piety of moral agents, in and for itself, as well as upon account of its being
essentially conducive to the happiness of his creation. Or the whole end, for which God
made, and thus governs the world, may be utterly beyond the reach of our faculties: There
may be somewhat in it as impossible for us to have any conception of, as for a blind man to
have a conception of colors. But however this be, it is certain matter of universal experience,
that the general method of divine administration is, forewarning us, or giving us capacities
to foresee, with more or less clearness, that if we act so and so, we shall have such enjoyments, if so and so, such sufferings; and giving us those enjoyments, and making us feel
those sufferings, in consequence of our actions.
[4] “But all this is to be ascribed to the general course of nature.” True. This is the
very thing which I am observing. It is to be ascribed to the general course of nature; i.e. not
surely to the words, or ideas, course of nature, but to him who appointed it, and put things
into it; or to a course of operation, from its uniformity or consistency, called natural;2 and
which necessarily implies an operating agent. For when men find themselves necessitated to
confess an author of nature, or that God is the natural governor of the world, they must not
deny this again, because his government is uniform; they must not deny that he does all
things at all, because he does them constantly; because the effects of his acting are permanent, whether his acting be so or not; though there is no reason to think it is not. In short,
every man, in every thing he does, naturally acts upon the forethought and apprehension of
avoiding evil, or obtaining good: and if the natural course of things be the appointment of
God, and our natural faculties of knowledge and experience are given us by him, then the
good and bad consequences which follow our actions are his appointment, and our foresight
of those consequences is a warning given us by him, how we are to act.
[5] “Is the pleasure, then, naturally accompanying every particular gratification of passion, intended to put us upon gratifying ourselves in every such particular instance, and as a
reward to us for so doing?” No, certainly. Nor is it to be said, that our eyes were naturally
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intended to give us the sight of each particular object to which they do or can extend; objects
which are destructive of them, or which, for any other reason, it may become us to turn our
eyes from. Yet there is no doubt, but that our eyes were intended for us to see with. So neither
is there any doubt, but that the foreseen pleasures and pains, belonging to the passions, were
intended, in general, to induce mankind to act in such and such manners.
[6] Now, from this general observation, obvious to every one, that God has given us to
understand he has appointed satisfaction and delight to be the consequence of our acting in
one manner, and pain and uneasiness of our acting in another, and of our not acting at all;
and that we find the consequences, which we were beforehand informed of, uniformly to follow; we may learn, that we are at present actually under his government, in the strictest and
most proper sense; in such a sense, as that he rewards and punishes us for our actions. An
author of nature being supposed, it is not so much a deduction of reason as a matter of experience, that we are thus under his government: under his government, in the same sense as
we are under the government of civil magistrates. Because the annexing pleasure to some
actions, and pain to others, in our power to do or forbear, and giving notice of this appointment beforehand to those whom it concerns, is the proper formal notion of government.
Whether the pleasure or pain which thus follows upon our behaviour, be owing to the author
of nature’s acting upon us every moment which we feel it, or to his having at once contrived
and executed his own part in the plan of the world, makes no alteration as to the matter
before us. For, if civil magistrates could make the sanction of their laws take place, without
interposing at all, after they had passed them; without a trial, and the formalities of an execution: if they were able to make their laws execute them themselves or every offender to
execute them upon himself, we should be just in the same sense under their government
then, as we are now; but in a much higher degree, and more perfect manner. Vain is the
ridicule with which one foresees some persons will divert themselves, upon finding lesser
pains considered as instances of divine punishment. There is no possibility of answering or
evading the general thing here intended, without denying all final causes. For, final causes
being admitted, the pleasures and pains now mentioned must be admitted too, as instances
of them. And if they are; if God annex delight to some actions and uneasiness to others, with
an apparent design to induce us to act so and so, then he not only dispenses happiness and
misery, but also rewards and punishes actions. If, for example, the pain which we feel upon
doing what tends to the destruction of our bodies, suppose upon too near approaches to fire,
or upon wounding ourselves, be appointed by the author of nature to prevent our doing what
thus tends to our destruction; this is altogether as much an instance of his punishing our
actions, and consequently of our being under his government, as declaring, by a voice from
heaven, that if we acted so, he would inflict such pain upon us, and inflicting it whether it be
greater or less.
[7] Thus we find, that the true notion or conception of the author of nature, is that of
a master or governor, prior to the consideration of his moral attributes. The fact of our case,
which we find by experience, is, that he actually exercises dominion or government over us at
present, by rewarding and punishing us for our actions, in as strict and proper a sense of
these words, and even in the same sense as children, servants, subjects, are rewarded and punished by those who govern them.
[8] And thus the whole analogy of nature, the whole present course of things, most
fully shews, that there is nothing incredible in the general doctrine of religion, that God will
reward and punish men for their actions hereafter; nothing incredible, I mean, arising out of
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the notion of rewarding and punishing, for the whole course of nature is a present instance of
his exercising that government over us, which implies in it rewarding and punishing.
[9] But, as divine punishment is what men chiefly object against, and are most
unwilling to allow, it may be proper to mention some circumstances in the natural course of
punishments at present, which are analogous to what religion teaches us concerning a future
state of punishment: indeed so analogous, that as they add a further credibility to it, so they
cannot but raise a most serious apprehension of it in those who will attend to them.
[10] It has been now observed, that such and such miseries naturally follow such and
such actions of imprudence and wilfulness, as well as actions more commonly and more distinctly considered as vicious; and that these consequences, where they may be foreseen, are
properly natural punishments annexed to such actions. For the general thing here insisted
upon is, not that we see a great deal of misery in the world, but a great deal which men bring
upon themselves by their own behaviour, which they might have foreseen and avoided. Now,
the circumstances of these natural punishments, particularly deserving our attention, are such
as these: that oftentimes they follow, or are inflicted in consequence of actions which procure
many present advantages, and are accompanied with much present pleasure; for instance, sickness and untimely death is the consequence of intemperance, though accompanied with the
highest mirth and jollity, that these punishments are often much greater than the advantages
or pleasures obtained by the actions, of which they are the punishments or consequences: that
though we may imagine a constitution of nature, in which these natural punishments, which
are in fact to follow, would follow immediately upon such actions being done, or very soon
after; we find, on the contrary, in our world, that they are often delayed a great while, sometimes even till long after the actions occasioning them are forgot; so that the constitution of
nature is such, that delay of punishment is no sort nor degree of presumption of final
impunity: that, after such delay, these natural punishments or miseries often come, not by
degrees. but suddenly, with violence, and at once; however, the chief misery often does; That,
as certainty of such distant misery following such actions is never afforded persons, so, perhaps, during the actions, they have seldom a distinct full expectation of its following:3 and
many times the case is only thus, that they, see in general, or may see, the credibility that
intemperance, suppose, will bring after its diseases; civil crimes, civil punishments; when yet
the real probability often is, that they shall escape; but things notwithstanding take their destined course, and the misery inevitable follows at its appointed time, in very many of these
cases, Thus, also, though youth may he alleged as an excuse for rashness and folly, as being
naturally thoughtless, and not clearly foreseeing all the consequences of being untractable and
profligate; this does not hinder but that these consequences follow, and are grievously felt
throughout the whole course of future life. Habits contracted, even in that age, are often utter
ruin; and men’s success in the world, not only in the common sense of worldly success, but
their real happiness and misery depends, in a great degree, and in various ways, upon the
manner in which they pass their youth; which consequences they, for the most part, neglect to
consider, and perhaps seldom can properly be said to believe beforehand. It requires also to be
mentioned, that, in numberless cases, the natural course of things affords us opportunities for
procuring advantages to ourselves at certain times, which we cannot procure when we will;
nor even recall the opportunities, if we have neglected them. Indeed, the general course of
nature is an example of this. If, during the opportunity of youth, persons are indocile and selfwilled, they inevitably suffer in their future life, for want of those acquirements which they
neglected the natural season of attaining. If the husbandman lets his seed-time pass without
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sowing, the whole year is lost to him beyond recovery. In like manner, though after men have
been guilty of folly and extravagance, up to a certain degree, it is often in their power, for
instance, to retrieve their affairs, to recover their health and character, at least in good measure, yet real reformation is, in many cases, of no avail at all towards preventing the miseries;
poverty, sickness, infamy, naturally annexed to folly and extravagance exceeding that degree.
There is a certain bound to imprudence and misbehaviour, which being transgressed, there
remains no place for repentance in the natural course of things. It is further, very much to be
remarked, that neglects from inconsiderateness, want of attention,4 not looking about us to
see what we have to-do, are often attended with consequences altogether as dreadful as any
active misbehaviour, from the most extravagant passion. And, lastly, civil government being
natural, the punishments of it are so too; and some of these punishments are capital, as the
effects of a dissolute course of pleasure are often mortal. So that many natural punishments are
final5 to him who incurs them, if considered only in his temporal capacity: and seem inflicted
by natural appointment, either to remove the offender out of the way of being further mischievous; or as an example, though frequently a disregarded one, to those who are left behind.
[11] These things are not what we call accidental, or to be met with only now and
then; but they are things of every day’s experience; they proceed from general laws, very general ones, by which God governs the world, in the natural course of his providence. And they
are so analogous to what religion teaches us concerning the future punishment of the wicked,
so much of a piece with it, that both would naturally be expressed in the very same words
and manner of description. In the book of Proverbs,6 for instance, Wisdom is introduced as
frequenting the most public places of resort, and as rejected when she offers herself as the
natural appointed guide of human life. How long, speaking to those who are passing through
it, how long, ye simple ones, will ye love folly, and the scorners delight in their scorning, and fools hate
knowledge? Turn ye at my reproof. Behold, I will pour out my spirit upon you, I will make known my
words unto you. But upon being neglected, because I have called, and ye refused, I have stretched out
my hand, and no man regarded; but ye have set at naught all my counsel, and would none of my reproof:
I also will laugh at your calamity, I will mock when your fear cometh; when your fear cometh as desolation, and your destruction cometh as a whirlwind; when distress and anguish cometh upon you. Then
shall they call upon me, but I will not answer; they shall seek me early, but they shall not find me. This
passage, every one sees; is poetical, and some parts of it are, highly figurative; but their
meaning is obvious. And the thing intended is expressed more literally in the following
words: for that they hated knowledge, and did not choose the fear of the Lord—therefore shall they eat
the fruit of their own way, and be filled with their own devices. For the security of the simple shall slay
them, and the prosperity of fools shall destroy them. And the whole passage is so equally applicable
to what we experience in the present world, concerning the consequences of men’s actions
and to what religion teaches us is to be expected in another, that it may be questioned which
of the two was principally intended.
[12] Indeed, when one has been recollecting the proper proofs of a future state of
rewards and punishments, nothing, methinks, can give one so sensible an apprehension of
the latter, or representation of it to the mind, as observing, that after the many disregarded
checks, admonitions, and warnings, which people meet with in the ways of vice, and folly,
and extravagance; warnings from their very nature; from the examples of others; from the
lesser inconveniences which they bring upon themselves; from the instructions of wise and
virtuous men: after these have been long despised, scorned, ridiculed; after the chief bad consequences, temporal consequences, of their follies, have been delayed for a great while; at
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length they break in irresistibly, like an armed force; repentance is too late to relieve, and can
serve only to aggravate their distress: the case is become desperate; and poverty and sickness,
remorse and anguish, infamy and death, the effects of their own doings, overwhelm them,
beyond possibility of remedy or escape. This is an account of What is in fact the general constitution of nature.
[13] It is not in any sort meant, that according to what appears at present of the natural course of things, men are always uniformly punished in proportion to their misbehaviour:
but that there are very many instances of misbehaviour punished in the several ways now
mentioned, and very dreadful instances too, sufficient to shew what the laws of the universe
may admit; and, if thoroughly considered, sufficient fully to answer all objections against the
credibility of a future state of punishments, from any imaginations, that the frailty of our
nature and external temptations almost annihilate the guilt of human vices; as well as objections of another sort; from necessity; from suppositions that the will of an infinite Being cannot be contradicted; or that he must be incapable of offence and provocation.7
[14] Reflections of this kind are not without their terrors to serious persons, the most
free from enthusiasm, and of the greatest strength of mind; but it is fit things be stated and
considered as they really are. And there is, in the present age, a certain fearlessness with
regard to what may be hereafter under the government of God, which nothing but an universally acknowledged demonstration on the side of atheism can justify, and which makes it
quite necessary that men be reminded, and, if possible, made to feel, that there is no sort of
ground for being thus presumptuous, even upon the most sceptical principles. For, may it
not be said of any person, upon his being born into the world, he may behave so as to be of
no service to it, but by being made an example of the woful effects of vice and folly? That he
may, as any one may, if he will, incur an infamous execution from the hands of civil justice;
or in some other course of extravagance shorten his days; or bring upon himself infamy and
diseases worse than death. So that it had been better for him, even with regard to the present
world, that he had never been born. And is there any pretence of reason for people to think
themselves secure, and talk as if they had certain proof, that, let them act as licentiously as
they will, there can be nothing analogous to this, with regard to a future and more general
interest, under the providence and government of the same God?

Notes
1. Ch. vii. p. 217.
2. p. 165.
3. See Part II. Chap. vi.
4. Part II. Chap. vi.
5. The general consideration of a future state of punishment most evidently belongs to the
subject of natural religion. But if any of these reflections should be thought to relate more particularly
to this doctrine, as taught in scripture, the reader is desired to observe, that Gentile writers, both
moralists and poets, speak of the future punishment of the wicked, both as to the duration and degree of
it, in a like manner of expression and of description, as the scripture does. So that all which can positively be asserted to be matter of mere revelation, with regard to this doctrine, seems to be, that the
great distinction between the righteous and the wicked, shall be made at the end of this world; that
each shall then receive according to his deserts. Reason did, as it well might, conclude that it should,
finally and upon the whole, be well with the righteous, and ill with the wicked: but it could not be
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determined upon any principles of reason, whether human creatures night not have been appointed to
pass through other states of life and being, before the distributive justice should finally and effectively
take place. Revelation teaches us, that the next state of things after the present, is appointed for the execution of this justice; that it shall be no longer delayed: but the mystery of God, the great mystery of his
suffering vice and confusion to prevail, shall then be finished; and he will take to him his great power
and will reign, by rending to every one according to this works.
6. Chap. i.
7. See Chap. iv. & vi.
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Chapter III
Of the Moral Government of God

[1] As the manifold appearances of design and of final causes, in the constitution of the
world, prove it to be the work of an intelligent mind, so the particular final causes of pleasure and pain, distributed amongst his creatures, prove that they are under his government;
what may be called his natural government of creatures endued with sense and reason. This,
however, implies somewhat more than seems usually attended to, when we speak of God’s
natural government of the world. It implies government of the very same kind with that
which a master exercises over his servants or a civil magistrate over his subjects. These latter
instances of final causes as really prove an intelligent governor of the world, in the sense now
mentioned, and before1 distinctly treated of, as any other instances of final causes prove an
intelligent maker of it.
[2] But this alone does not appear, at first sight, to determine any thing certainly, concerning the moral character of the author of nature, considered in this relation of governor;
does not ascertain his government to be moral, or prove that he is the righteous judge of the
world. Moral government consists, not barely in rewarding and punishing men for their
actions, which the, most tyrannical person may do; but in rewarding the righteous and punishing the wicked; in rendering to men according to their actions, considered as good or evil.
And the perfection of moral government consists in doing this, with regard to all intelligent
creatures, in an exact proportion to their personal merits or demerits.
[3] Some men seem to think the only character of the author of nature to be that of
simple absolute benevolence. This, considered as a principle of action, and infinite in degree,
is a disposition to produce the greatest possible happiness, without regard to persons’ behaviour, otherwise than as such regard would produce higher degrees of it. And supposing this to
be the only character of God, veracity and justice in him would be nothing but benevolence
conducted by wisdom. Now, surely this ought not to be asserted, unless it can be proved; for
we should speak with cautious reverence upon such a subject. And whether it can be proved or
no, is not the thing here to be inquired into; but whether, in the constitution and conduct of
the world, a righteous government be not discernibly planned out; which necessarily implies
174
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a. righteous governor. There may possibly be in the creation of beings, to whom the author of
nature manifests himself under this most amiable of all characters, this of infinite absolute
benevolence; for it is the most amiable, supposing it not, as perhaps it is not, incompatible
with justice: but he manifests himself to us under the character of a righteous governor. He
may, consistently with this, be simply and absolutely benevolent, in the sense now explained;
but he has, for he has given us a proof in the constitution and conduct of the world that he is,
a governor over servants, as he rewards and punishes us for our actions. And in the constitution and conduct of it, he may also have given, besides the reason of the thing, and the natural
presages of conscience, clear and distinct intimations, that his government is righteous or
moral: clear to such as think the nature of it deserving their attention; and yet not to every
careless person who casts a transient reflection upon the subject.2
[4] But it is particularly to be observed, that the divine government, which we experience ourselves under in the present state, taken alone, is allowed not to be the perfection of
moral government. And yet this by no means hinders, but that there may be somewhat, be it
more or less, truly moral in it. A righteous government may plainly appear to be carried on
to some degree; enough to give us the apprehension that it shall be completed, or carried on
to that degree of perfection which religion teaches us it shall; but which cannot appear, till
much more of the divine administration be seen, than can in the present life. And the design
of this chapter is to inquire how far this is the case; how far, over and above the moral nature3
which God has given us, and our natural notion of him, as righteous governor of those his
creatures to whom he has given this nature;4 I say how far, besides this, the principles and
beginnings of moral government over the world may be discerned notwithstanding and
amidst all the confusion and disorder of it.
[5] Now one might mention here, what has been often urged with great force, that, in
general, less uneasiness, and more satisfaction, are the natural consequences5 of a virtuous
than a vicious course of life, in the present state as an instance of moral government established in nature; an instance of it collected from experience and present matter of fact. But it
must be owned a thing of difficulty to weigh and balance pleasures and uneasinesses, each
among themselves, and also amongst each other, so as to make an estimate with an exactness,
of the overplus of happiness on the side of virtue. And it is not impossible, that, amidst the
infinite disorders of the world, there may be exceptions to the happiness of virtue, even with
regard to those persons whose course of life, from their youth up, has been blameless; and
more with regard to those, who have gone on for some time in the ways of vice, and have
afterwards reformed. For suppose an instance of the latter case; a person with his passions
inflamed, his natural faculty of self-government impaired by habits of indulgence, and with
all his vices about him, like so many harpies, craving for their accustomed gratification: who
can say how long it might be before such a person would find more satisfaction in the reasonableness and present good consequences of virtue, than difficulties and self-denial in the
restraints of it? Experience also shews, that men can, to a great degree, get over their sense of
shame, so as that by professing themselves to be without principle, and avowing even direct
villany, they can support themselves against the infamy of it. But as the ill actions of any one
will probably be more talked of, and oftener thrown in his way, upon his reformation; so the
infamy of them will be much more felt, after the natural sense of virtue and of honor is recovered. Uneasinesses of this kind ought indeed to be put to the account of former vices; yet it
will be said, they are in part tile consequences of reformation. Still I am far from allowing it
doubtful, whether virtue, upon the whole, be happier than vice in the present world; but if it
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were, yet the beginnings of a righteous administration may, beyond all question, be found in
nature, if we will attentively inquire after them. And,
[6] I. In whatever manner the notion of God’s moral government over the world
might be treated; if it did not appear whether he were, in a proper sense, our governor at all;
yet when it is certain matter of experience, that he does manifest himself to us under the
character of a governor, in the sense explained;6 it must deserve to be considered, whether
there be not reason to apprehend, that he may be a righteous or moral governor. Since it
appears to be fact, that God does govern mankind by the method of rewards and punishments, according to some settled rules of distribution, it is surely a question to be asked,
what presumption is there against his finally rewarding and punishing them according to
this particular rule, namely, as they act reasonably or unreasonably, virtuously or viciously?
Since rendering man happy or miserable by this rule, certainly falls in, much more falls in,
with our natural apprehensions and sense of things, than doing so by any other rule, whatever; since rewarding and punishing actions by any other rule, would appear much harder to
be accounted for by minds formed as he has formed ours. Be the evidence of religion, then,
more or less clear, the expectation which it raises in us, that the righteous shall upon the
whole, be happy, and the wicked miserable, cannot, however, possibly be considered as
absurd or chimerical; because it is no more than an expectation, that a method of government, already begun, shall be carried on, the method of rewarding and punishing actions;
and shall be carried on by a particular rule, which unavoidably appears to us, at first sight,
more natural than any other, the rule which we call distributive justice. Nor,
[7] II. Ought it to be entirely passed over, that tranquillity, satisfaction, and external
advantages, being the natural consequences of prudent management of ourselves and our
affairs: and rashness, profligate negligence, and willful folly, bringing after them many
inconveniencies and sufferings; these afford instances of a right constitution of nature; as the
correction of children, for their own sakes and by the way of example, when they run into
danger or hurt themselves, is a part of right education. And thus, that God governs the
world by general fixed laws; that he has endued us with capacities of reflecting upon this
constitution of things, and foreseeing the good and bad consequences of out behaviour,
plainly implies some sort of moral government: since from such a constitution of things it
cannot but follow, that prudence and imprudence, which are of the nature of virtue and
vice,7 must be, as they are, respectively rewarded and punished.
[8] III. From the natural course of things, vicious actions are, to a great degree, actually punished as mischievous to society; and besides punishment actually inflicted upon this
account, there is also the fear and apprehension of it in those persons whose crimes have rendered them obnoxious to it in case of a discovery; this state of fear being itself often a very
considerable punishment. The natural fear and apprehension of it too, which restrains from
such crimes, is a declaration of nature against them. It is necessary to the very being of society, that vices destructive of it should be punished as being so; the vices of falsehood, injustice, cruelty: which punishment, therefore, is as natural as society, and so is an instance of a
kind of moral government, naturally established, and actually taking place. And, since the
certain natural course of things is the conduct of providence or the government of God,
though carried on by the instrumentality of men, the observation here made amounts to this,
that mankind find themselves placed by him in such circumstances, as that they are unavoidably accountable for their behaviour, and are often punished; and sometimes rewarded, under
his government, in the view of their being mischievous or eminently, beneficial to society.
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[9] If it be objected that good actions, and such as are beneficial to society, are often
punished, as in the case of persecution, and in other cases, and that ill and mischievous
actions are often rewarded; it may be answered distinctly, first, that this is in no sort necessary, and consequently not natural in the sense in which it is necessary, and therefore natural,
that ill or mischievous actions should be punished, and, in the next place, that good actions
are never punished, considered as beneficial to society, nor ill actions rewarded under the
view of their being hurtful to it. So that it stands good, without any thing on the side of vice
to be set over against it, that the author of nature has as truly directed that vicious actions,
considered as mischievous to society, should be punished, and put mankind under a necessity
of thus punishing them, as he has directed and necessitated us to preserve our lives by food.
[10] IV. In the natural course of things, virtue, as such, is actually rewarded, and vice,
as such, punished; which seems to afford an instance, or example, not only of government,
but of moral government begun and established; moral in the strictest sense, though not in
that perfection of degree which religion teaches us to expect. In order to see this more clearly,
we must distinguish between actions themselves, and that quality ascribed to them, which
we call virtuous or vicious. The gratification itself of every natural passion must be attended
with delight and acquisitions of fortune, however made, are acquisitions of the means or
materials of enjoyment. An action, then, by which any natural passion is gratified, or fortune
acquired, procures delight or advantage, abstracted from all consideration of the morality of
such action. Consequently, the pleasure or advantage in this case is gained by the action
itself, not by the morality, the virtuousness or viciousness of it, though it be, perhaps, virtuous or vicious. Thus, to say such an action, or course of behaviour, procured such pleasure or
advantage, or brought on such inconvenience and pain, is quite a different thing from saying, that such good or bad effect was owing to the virtue or vice of such an action or behaviour. In one case an action, abstracted from all moral consideration, produced its effect; in the
other case, for it will appear that there are such cases, the morality of the action, the action
under a moral consideration, i.e. the virtuousness or viciousness of it, produced the effect.
Now I say, virtue, as such, naturally procures considerable advantages to the virtuous, and
vice, as such, naturally occasions great inconvenience, and even misery to the vicious, in very
many instances. The immediate effects of virtue and vice upon the mind and temper are to
be mentioned as instances of it. Vice, as such, is naturally attended with some sort of uneasiness, and not uncommonly with great disturbance and apprehension. That inward feeling
which respecting lesser matters and in familiar speech, we call being vexed with one’s self,
and in matters of importance, and in more serious language, remorse, is an uneasiness naturally arising from an action of man’s own, reflected upon by himself as wrong, unreasonable,
faulty, i.e. vicious in greater or less degrees; and this manifestly is a different feeling from
that uneasiness which arises from a sense of mere loss or harm. What is more common than
to hear a man lamenting an accident or event, and adding, but, however, he has the satisfaction that he cannot blame himself for it; or, on the contrary, that he has the uneasiness of
being sensible it was his own doing. Thus also, the disturbance and fear which often follow
upon a man’s having done an injury, arise front a sense of his being blame-worthy; otherwise
there would, in many cases, be no ground of disturbance nor any reason to fear resentment or
shame. On the other hand, inward security and peace, and a mind open to the several gratifications of life, are the natural attendants of innocence and virtue; to which must be added,
the complacency, satisfaction, and even joy of heart, which accompany the exercise, the real
exercise, of gratitude, friendship, benevolence.
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[11] And here, I think, ought to be mentioned, the fears of future punishment, and
peaceful hopes of a better life, in those who fully believe or have any serious apprehension of
religion; because these hopes and fears are present uneasiness and satisfaction to the mind,
and cannot be got rid of by great part of the world, even by men who have thought most
thoroughly upon that subject of religion. And no one can, say how considerable this uneasiness and satisfaction may be, or what, upon the whole, it may amount to.
[12] In the next place comes in the consideration, that all honest and good men are
disposed to befriend honest good men, as such, and to discountenance the vicious, as such,
and do so in some degree, indeed in a considerable degree; from which favor and discouragement cannot but arise considerable advantage and inconvenience. And though the generality
of the world have little regard to the morality of their own actions, and may be supposed to
have less to that of others, when they themselves are not concerned; yet, let any one be
known to be a man of virtue, somehow or other he will be favored, and good offices will be
done him from regard to his character, without remote views, occasionally, and in some low
degree, I think, by the generality of the world, as it happens to come in their way. Public
honors, too, and advantages, are the natural are sometimes at least the consequences in fact,
of virtuous actions, of eminent justice, fidelity, charity, love to our country, considered in the
view of being virtuous. And some times even death itself, often infamy and external inconveniences, are the public consequences of vice as vice. For instance, the sense which mankind
have of tyranny, injustice, oppression, additional to the mere feeling or fear of misery, has
doubtless been instrumental in bringing about revolutions, which make a figure even in the
history of the world. For it is plain, men resent injuries as implying faultiness, and retaliate,
not merely under the notion of having received harm, but of having received wrong; and
they have this resentment in behalf of others, as well as of themselves. So, likewise, even the
generality are, in some degree, grateful and disposed to return good offices, not merely
because such a one has been the occasion of good to them, but under the view that such good
offices implied kind intention and good desert in the doer. To all this may be added two or
three particular things, which many persons will think frivolous; but to me nothing appears
so, which at all comes in towards determining a question of such importance, as whether
there be or be not a moral institution of government, in the strictest sense moral, visibly
established and begun in nature. The particular things are these: that in domestic government, which is doubtless natural, children, and others also, are very generally punished for
falsehood, and injustice, and ill-behaviour, as such, and rewarded for the contrary; which are
instances where veracity, and justice, and right behaviour, as such, are naturally enforced by
rewards and punishments, whether more or less considerable in degree that though civil government be supposed to take cognizance of actions in no other view than as prejudicial to
society, without respect to the morality of them, yet as such actions are immoral, so the sense
which men have of the immorality of them very greatly contributes, in different ways, to
bring offenders to justice; and that entire absence of all crime and guilt, in the moral sense,
when plainly appearing, will almost of course procure, and circumstances of aggravated guilt
prevent, a remission of the penalties annexed to civil crimes, in many cases, though by no
means in all.
[13] Upon the whole, then, besides the good and bad effects of virtue and vice upon
men’s own minds, the course of the world does, in some measure, turn upon the approbation
disapprobation of them, as such, in others. The sense of well and ill doing, the presages of
conscience, the love of good characters and dislike of bad ones, honor, shame, resentment,
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gratitude; all these, considered in themselves, and in their effects, do afford manifest real
instances of virtue, as such, naturally favored, and of vice as such, discountenanced, more or
less, in the daily course of human life; in every age, in every relation, in every general circumstance of it. That God has given us a moral nature,8 may most justly be urged as a proof
of our being under his moral government; but that he has placed us in a condition, which
gives this nature, as one may speak, scope to operate, and in which it does unavoidably operate, i.e. influence mankind to act, so as thus to favor and reward virtue, and discountenance
and punish vice this is not the same, but a further additional proof of his moral government;
for it is an instance of it. The first is a proof that he will finally favor and support virtue effectually; the second is an example of his favoring and supporting it at present, in some degree.
[14] If a more distinct inquiry be made, when it arises, that virtue, as such, is often
rewarded, and vice, as such is punished, and this rule never inverted; it will be found to
proceed, in part, immediately from the moral nature itself which God has given us; and
also, in part, from his having given us, together with this nature, so great a power over each
other’s happiness and misery. For, first, it is certain, that peace and delight, in some degree
and upon some occasions, is the necessary and present effect of virtuous practice; an effect
arising immediately from that constitution of our nature. We are so made, that well-doing,
as such, gives us satisfaction, at least in some instances; ill-doing, as such, in none. And, secondly, from our moral nature, joined with God’s having put our happiness and misery, in
many respects, in each other’s power, it cannot but be that vice, as such, some kinds and
instances of it at least, will be infamous, and men will be disposed to punish it as in itself
detestable; and the villain will by no means be able always to avoid feeling that infamy, any
more than he will be able to escape this further punishment which mankind will be disposed to inflict upon him, under the notion of his deserving it. But there can be nothing on
the side of vice to answer this because there is nothing in the human mind contradictory, as
the logicians speak, to virtue. For virtue consists in a regard to what is right and reasonable,
as being so; in a regard to veracity, justice, charity, in themselves: and there is surely no
such thing as a like natural regard to falsehood, injustice, cruelty. If it be thought, that
there are instances of an approbation of vice, as such, in itself, and for its own sake, (though
it does not appear to me that there is any such thing at all; but, supposing there be,) it is
evidently monstrous; as much so as the most acknowledged perversion, of any passion whatever. Such instances of perversion, then, being left out as merely imaginary, or, however,
unnatural; it must follow, from the frame of our nature, and from our condition, in the
respects now described, that vice cannot at all be, and virtue cannot but be, favored, as such,
by others, upon some occasions; and happy in itself, in some degree. For what is here
insisted upon, is not in the degree in which virtue and vice are thus distinguished, but only
the thing itself, that they are so in some degree; though the whole good and bad effect of
virtue and vice, as such, is not inconsiderable in degree. But that they must be thus distinguished, ill some degree, is in a manner necessary; it is matter of fact, of daily experience,
even in the greatest confusion of human affairs.
[15] It is not pretended but that; in the natural course of things, happiness and misery
appear to be distributed by other rules, than only the personal merit and demerit of characters. They may sometimes be distributed by way of mere discipline. There may be the wisest
and best reasons why the world should be governed by general laws, from whence such
promiscuous distribution perhaps must follow; and also why our happiness and misery
should be put in each other’s power, in the degree which they are. And these things, as in
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general they contribute to the rewarding virtue and punishing vice, as such; so they often
contribute also, not to the inversion of this, which is impossible, but to the rendering persons prosperous though wicked, afflicted though righteous; and, which is worse, to the
rewarding some actions, though vicious, and punishing other actions, though virtuous. But
all this cannot drown the voice of nature in the conduct of providence plainly declaring itself
for virtue, by way of distinction from vice, and preference to it. For, our being so constituted
as that virtue and vice are thus naturally favored and discountenanced, rewarded and punished respectively as such, is an intuitive proof of the intent of nature that it should be so;
otherwise the constitution of our mind, from which it thus immediately and directly proceeds, would be absurd. But it cannot be said, because virtuous actions are sometimes punished, and vicious actions rewarded, that nature intended it. For, though this great disorder
is brought about, as all actions are done, by means of some natural passion, yet this may be,
as it undoubtedly is, brought about by the perversion of such passion, implanted in us for
other, and those very good purposes. And indeed: these other arid good purposes, even of
every passion, may be clearly seen.
[16] We have then a declaration, in some degree of present effect, from him who is
supreme in nature, which side he is of or what part he takes; a declaration for virtue, and
against vice. So far, therefore, as a man is true to virtue, to veracity and justice, to equity and
charity, and the right of the case, in whatever he is concerned, so far he is on the side of the
divine administration, and cooperates with it; and from hence, to such a man, arises naturally
a secret satisfaction and sense of security, and implicit hope of somewhat further. And,
[17] V. This hope is confirmed by the necessary tendencies of virtue, which, though
not of present effect, yet are at present discernible in nature; and so afford an instance of
somewhat moral in the essential constitution of it. There is, in the nature of things, a tendency in virtue and vice to produce the good and bad effects now mentioned, in a greater
degree than they do in fact produce them. For instance, good and bad men would be much
more rewarded and punished as such, were it not that justice is often artificially eluded, that
characters are not known, and many who would thus favor virtue and discourage vice, are
hindered from doing so by accidental causes. These tendencies of virtue and vice are obvious
with regard to individuals. But it may require more particularly to be considered, that power
in a society, by being under the direction of virtue, naturally increases, and has a necessary
tendency to prevail over opposite power, not under the direction of it; in like manner as
power, by being under the direction of reason, increases, and has a tendency to prevail over
brute force. There are several brute creatures of equal, and several of superior strength, to
that of men; and possibly the sum of the whole strength of brutes may be greater than that of
mankind: but reason gives us the advantage and superiority over them, and thus man is the
acknowledged governing animal upon the earth. Nor is this superiority considered by any as
accidental; but as what reason has a tendency, in the nature of the thing, to obtain. And yet,
perhaps, difficulties may be raised about the meaning, as well as the truth of the assertion,
that virtue has the like tendency.
[18] To obviate these difficulties, let us see more distinctly how the case stands with
regard to reason, which is so readily acknowledged to have this advantageous tendency. Suppose, then, two or three men, of the best and most improved understanding, in a desolate
open plain, attacked by ten times the number of beasts of prey; would their reason secure
them the victory in this unequal combat? Power, then, though joined with reason; and under
its direction, cannot be expected to prevail over opposite power, though merely brutal,
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unless the one bears some proportion to the other. Again, put the imaginary case, that
rational and irrational creatures were of like external shape and manner; it is certain, before
there were opportunities for the first to distinguish each other, to separate from their adversaries, and to form a union among themselves, they might be upon a level, or, in several
respects, upon great disadvantage, though, united, they might be vastly superior; since
union is of such efficacy, that ten men, united, might be able to accomplish what ten thousand of the same natural strength and understanding, wholly ununited, could not. In this
case, then, brute force might more than maintain its ground against reason, for want of
union among the rational creatures. Or suppose a number of men to land upon an island
inhabited only by wild beasts; a number of men, who, by the regulations of civil government, the inventions of art, and the experience of some years, could they be preserved so
long, would be really sufficient to subdue the wild beasts, and to preserve themselves in
security from them; yet a conjecture of accidents might give such advantage to the irrational
animals as that they might at once overpower, and even extirpate, the whole species of
rational ones. Length of time, then, proper scope and opportunities for reason to exert itself,
may be absolutely necessary to its prevailing over brute force. Further still; there are many
instances of brutes succeeding in attempts which they could not have undertaken, had not
their irrational nature rendered: them incapable of foreseeing the danger of such attempts, or
the fury of passion hindered their attending to it; and there are instances of reason, and real
prudence preventing men’s undertaking, what, it hath appeared afterwards, they might have
succeeded in by a lucky rashness. And in certain conjunctures, ignorance and folly, weakness
and discord, may have their advantages. So that rational animals have not necessarily the
superiority over irrational ones; but, how improbable soever it may be, it is evidently possible, that, in some globes, the latter may be superior. And were the former wholly at variance
and disunited, by false self-interest and envy, by treachery and injustice, and consequent rage
and malice against each other, whilst the latter were firmly united among themselves by
instinct, this might greatly contribute to the introducing such an inverted order of things.
For every one would consider it as inverted; since reason has, in the nature of it, a tendency to
prevail over brute force, notwithstanding the possibility it may not prevail, and the necessity
which there is of many concurring circumstances to render it prevalent.
[19] Now, I say, virtue in a society has a like tendency to procure superiority and additional power, whether this power be considered as the means of security from opposite power,
or of obtaining other advantages. And it has this tendency, by rendering public good an
object and end to every member of the society; by putting every one upon consideration and
diligence, recollection and self-government, both in order to see what is the most effectual
method, and also in order to perform their proper part, for obtaining and preserving it; by
uniting a society within itself, and so increasing its strength, and, which is particularly to be
mentioned, uniting it by means of veracity and justice. For as these last are principal bonds
of union, so benevolence, or public spirit, undirected, unrestrained by them, is nobody
knows what.
[20] And suppose the invisible world, and the invisible dispensations of providence, to
be in any sort analogous to what appears; or, that both together make up one uniform scheme,
the two parts of which, the part which we see, and that which is beyond our observation, are
analogous to each other; then, there must be a like natural tendency in the derived power,
throughout the universe, under the direction of virtue, to prevail in general over that which is
not under its direction; as there is in reason, derived reason in the universe, to prevail over
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brute force. But then, in order to the prevalence of virtue, or that it may actually produce
what it has a tendency to produce, the like concurrences are necessary as are to the prevalence
of reason. There must be some proportion between the natural power or force which is, and
that which is not, under the direction of virtue there must be sufficient length of time; for the
complete success of virtue, as of reason, cannot from the nature of the thing, be otherwise than
gradual: there must be, as one may speak, a fair field of trial, a stage large and extensive
enough, proper occasions and opportunities for the virtuous to join together, to exert themselves against lawless force, and to reap the fruit of their united labours. Now indeed it is to be
hoped, that the disproportion between the good and the bad, even here on earth, is not so
great, but that the former have natural power sufficient to their prevailing to a considerable
degree, if circumstances would permit this power to be united. For, much less, very much less
power, under the direction of virtue, would prevail over much greater, not under the direction
of it. However, good men over the face of the earth cannot unite; as for other reasons, so
because they cannot be sufficiently ascertained of each other’s characters. And the known
course of human things, the scene we are now passing through, particularly the shortness of
life, denies to virtue its full scope in several other respects. The natural tendency which we
have been considering, though real, is hindered from being carried into effect in the present
state, but these hindrances may be removed in a future one, virtue, to borrow the Christian
allusion, is militant here, and various untoward accidents contribute to its being often overborne; but it may combat with greater advantage hereafter, and prevail completely and enjoy
its consequent rewards, in some future states. Neglected as it is, perhaps unknown, perhaps
despised and oppressed here, there may be scenes in eternity, lasting enough, and in every
other way adapted, to afford it a sufficient sphere of action, and a sufficient sphere for the natural consequences of it to follow in fact. If the soul be naturally immortal, and this state to be
a progress towards a future one, as childhood is towards mature age, good men may naturally
unite, not only amongst themselves, but also with other orders of virtuous creatures, in that
future state. For virtue, from the very nature of it, is a principal and bond of union, in some
degree, amongst all who are endued with it, and known to each other; so as that by it a good
man cannot but recommend himself to the favor and protection of all virtuous beings,
throughout the whole universe, who can be acquainted with his character, and can any way
interpose in his behalf in any part of his duration. And one might add, that suppose all this
advantageous tendency of virtue to become effect amongst one or more orders of creatures, in
any distant scenes and periods, and to be seen by any orders of vicious creatures, throughout
the universal kingdom of God, this happy effect of virtue would have a tendency, by way of
example, and possibly in other ways, to amend those of them who are capable of amendment,
and being recovered to a just sense of virtue. If our notions of the plan of providence were
enlarged, in any sort proportionable to what late discoveries have enlarged our views with
respect to the material world, representations of this kind would not appear absurd or extravagant. However, they are not to be taken as intended for a literal delineation of what is in fact
the particular scheme of the universe, which cannot be known without revelation; for suppositions are not to be looked on as true, because not incredible, but they are mentioned to shew,
that our finding virtue to be hindered from procuring to itself such superiority and advantages, is no objection against its having in the essential nature of the thing, a tendency to procure them. And the suppositions now mentioned do plainly shew this; for they shew, that
these hindrances are so far from being necessary, that we ourselves can easily conceive how
they may be removed in future states, and full scope be granted to virtue. And all these advan-
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tageous tendencies of it are to be considered as declarations of God in its favor. This, however,
is taking a pretty large compass; though it is certain, that as the material world appears to be,
in a manner, boundless and immense, there must be some scheme of providence vast in proportion to it.
[21] But let us return to the earth, our habitation, and we shall see this happy tendency of virtue, by imagining an instance not so vast arid remote; by supposing a kingdom,
or society of men, upon it, perfectly virtuous, for a succession of many ages; to which, if you
please, may be given a situation advantageous to universal monarchy. In such a state there
would be no such thing as faction, but men of the greatest capacity would, of course, all
along, have the chief direction of affairs willingly yielded to them, and they would share it
among themselves without envy Each of these would have the part assigned him to which his
genius was peculiarly adapted; and others, who had not any distinguished genius, would be
safe, and think themselves very happy, by being under the protection and guidance of those
who had. Publick determinations would really be the result of the united wisdom of the
community, and they would faithfully be executed by the united strength of it. Some would
in a higher way contribute, but all would ill some way contribute to the public prosperity,
and in it each would enjoy the fruits of his own virtue. And as injustice, whether by fraud or
force, would be unknown among themselves, so they would be sufficiently secured from it in
their neighbors. For cunning and false self-interest, confederacies in injustice, ever slight and
accompanied with faction and intestine treachery; these, on one hand, would be found mere
childish folly and weakness, when set in opposition against wisdom, public spirit, union
inviolable, and fidelity on the other, allowing both a sufficient length of years to try their
force. Add the general influence which such a kingdom would have over the face of the earth,
by way of example particularly, and the reverence which would be paid it. It would plainly
be superior to all others, and the world must gradually come under its empire; not by means
of lawless violence, but partly by what must be allowed to be just conquest, and partly by
other kingdoms submitting themselves voluntarily to it throughout a course of ages, and
claiming its protection, one after another, in successive exigencies. The head of it would be a
universal monarch, in another sense than any mortal has yet been, and the eastern style
would be literally applicable to him, that all people, nations, and languages should serve
hint. And though indeed our knowledge of human nature, and the whole history of
mankind, shew the impossibility, without some miraculous interposition, that a number of
men here on earth shall unite in one society or government, in the fear of God and universal
practice of virtue, and that such a government should continue so united for a succession of
ages; yet, admitting or supposing this, the effect would be as now drawn out. And thus, for
instance, the wonderful power and prosperity promised to the Jewish nation in the scripture,
would be, in a great measure, the consequence of what is predicted of them; that the people
should be all righteous and inherit the land for ever;9 were we to understand the latter phrase of a
long continuance only, sufficient to give things time to work. The predictions of this kind,
for there are many of them, cannot come to pass in the present known course of nature; but
suppose them come to pass, and then the dominion and pre-eminence promised must naturally follow, to a very considerable degree.
[22] Consider, now, the general system of religion; that the government of the world
is uniform, and one, and moral; that virtue and right shall finally have the advantage, and
prevail over fraud and lawless force, over the deceits as well as the violence of wickedness,
under the conduct of one supreme governor; and from the observations above made it will
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appear, that God has, by our reason, given us to see a peculiar connexion in the several parts
of this scheme, and a tendency towards the completion of it, arising out of the very nature of
virtue; which tendency is to be considered as somewhat moral in the essential constitution of
things. If any one should think all this to be of little importance, I desire him to consider
what he would think, if vice had, essentially and in its nature, these advantageous tendencies, or if virtue had essentially the direct contrary ones.
[23] But it may be objected, that notwithstanding all these natural effects, and these
natural tendencies of virtue, yet things may be now going on throughout the universe, and
may go on hereafter, in the same mixed way as here at present upon earth; virtue sometimes
prosperous, sometimes depressed; vice sometimes punished, sometimes successful. The
answer to which is, that it is not the purpose of this chapter, nor of this treatise, properly to
prove God’s perfect moral government over the world, or the truth of religion, but to observe
what there is in the constitution and course of nature to confirm the proper proof of it, supposed to be known, and that the weight of the foregoing observations to this purpose may be
thus distinctly proved. Pleasure and pain are indeed, to a certain degree, say to a very high
degree, distributed amongst us, without any apparent regard to the merit or demerit of characters. And were there nothing else, concerning this matter, discernible in the constitution
and course of nature, there would be no ground, from the constitution and course of nature,
to hope or to fear, that men would be rewarded or punished hereafter according to their
deserts; which, however, it is to be remarked, implies, that even then there would be no
ground, from appearances, to think that vice, upon the whole, would the advantage, rather
than that virtue would. And thus the proof of a future state of retribution would rest upon
the usual known arguments for it; which are, I think, plainly unanswerable, and would be so,
though there were no additional confirmation of them from the things above insisted on.
But these things are a very strong confirmation of them: For,
[24] First, they shew that the author of nature is not indifferent to virtue and vice.
They amount to a declaration from him, determinate, and not to be evaded, in favor of one,
and against the other: such a declaration as there is nothing to be set over against, or answer,
on the part of vice. So that were a man, laying aside the proper proof of religion, to determine from the course of nature only, whether it were most probable that the righteous or the
wicked would have the advantage in a future life, there can be no doubt but that he would
determine the probability to be, that the former would. The course of, nature, then, in the
view of it now given, furnishes us with a real practical proof of the obligations of religion.
[25] Secondly, When, conformably to what religion teaches us, God shall reward and
punish virtue and vice, as such, so as that every one shall, upon the whole, have his deserts,
this distributive justice will not be a thing different in kind, but only in degree, from what
we experience in his present government. It will be that in effect, toward which we now see a
tendency. It will be no more than the completion of that moral government, the principles
and beginning of which have been shown, beyond all dispute, discernible in the present constitution and course of nature. And from hence it follows,
[26] Thirdly, That as, under the natural government of God) our experience of those
kinds and degrees of happiness and misery, which we do experience at present, gives just
ground to hope for and to fear higher degrees and other kinds of both in a future state, supposing a future state admitted; so, under his moral government, our experience that virtue
and vice are, in the manners above-mentioned, actually rewarded and punished at present, in
a certain degree, gives just ground to hope and to fear that’ they may be rewarded and pun-
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ished in a higher degree hereafter. It is acknowledged, indeed, that this alone is not sufficient
ground to think, that they actually will be rewarded and punished in a higher degree, rather
than in a lower: But then,
[27] Lastly, There is sufficient ground to think so from the good and bad tendencies of
virtue and vice. For these tendencies are essential, and founded in the nature of things; whereas
the hindrances, to their becoming effects are, in numberless cases, not necessary, but artificial
only. Now, it may be much more strongly urged, that these tendencies, as well as the actual
rewards and punishments of virtue and vice, which arise directly out of the nature of things
will remain hereafter, than that the accidental hindrances of them will. And if these hindrances
do not remain, those rewards and punishments cannot but be carried on much further towards
the perfection of moral government, i.e. the tendency of virtue and vice will become effect; but
when, or where, or in what particular way, cannot be known at all but by revelation.
[28] Upon the whole, there is a kind of moral government implied in God’s natural
government;10 virtue and vice are naturally rewarded and punished as beneficial and mischievous to society,11 and rewarded and punished directly as virtue and vice.12 The notion,
then, of a moral scheme of government, is not fictitious, but natural; for it is suggested to
our thoughts by the constitution and course of nature, and the execution of this scheme is
actually begun, in the instances here mentioned. And these things are to be considered as a
declaration of the author of nature, for virtue, and against vice; they give a credibility to the
supposition of their being rewarded and punished hereafter, and also ground to hope and to
fear, that they may be rewarded and punished in higher degrees than they are here. And as all
this is confirmed, so the argument for religion, from the constitution and course of nature, is
carried on farther, by observing, that there are natural tendencies, and, in innumerable cases,
only artificial hindrances, to this moral scheme being carried on much farther towards perfection than it is at present.13 The notion, then, of a moral scheme of government, much
more perfect than what is seen, is not a fictitious, but a natural notion, for it is suggested to
our thoughts by the essential tendencies of virtue and vice. And these tendencies are to be
considered as intimations, as implicit promises and threatenings, from the author of nature,
of much greater rewards and punishments to follow virtue and vice, than do at present. And,
indeed, every natural tendency, which is to continue, but which is hindered from becoming
effect by only accidental causes, affords a presumption, that such tendency will, some time or
other, become effect: a presumption in degree proportionable to the length of the duration
through which such tendency will continue. An I from these things together arises a real
presumption, that the moral scheme of government established in nature, shall be carried on
much farther towards perfection hereafter, and, I think, a presumption that it will be
absolutely completed. But from these things, joined with the moral nature which God has
given us, considered as given us by hill, arises a practical proof14 that it will be completed; a
proof from fact, and therefore a distinct one from that which is deduced from the eternal and
unalterable relations; the fitness and unfitness of actions.

Notes
1. Chap. ii.
2. The objections against religion, from the evidence of it not being universal, nor so strong
as might possibly have been may be urged against natural religion, as well as against revealed. And
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therefore the consideration of them belongs to the first part of this treatise, as well as the second. But as
these objections are chiefly urged against revealed religion, I chose to consider them in the second part.
And the answer to them there, Ch. vi. as urged against Christianity, being almost equally applicable to
them as urged against the religion of nature; to avoid repetition, the reader is referred to that chapter.
3. Dissertation 2.
4. Chap. vi. p. 209.
5. See Lord Shaftesbury’s Inquiry concerning Virtue, Part II.
6. Chap. ii.
7. See Dissert. II.
8. See Dissert. II.
9. Isa. lx. 21.
10. p. 176.
11. p. 176.
12. p. 176.
13. p. 180.
14. See this proof drawn out briefly, Ch. vi. p. 209.
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Chapter IV
Of a State of Probation, as Implying Trial, Difficulties,
and Danger
[1] The general doctrine of religion, that our present life is a state of probation for a future
one, comprehends under it several particular things distinct from each other. But the first
and most common meaning of it seems to be, that our future interest is now depending,
and depending upon ourselves; that we have scope and opportunities here, for that good
and bad behaviour, which God will reward and punish hereafter; together with temptations to one, as well as inducements of reason to the other. And this is, in great measure,
the, same with saying, that we are under the moral government of God, and to give an
account of our actions to him. For the notion of a future account, and general righteous
judgment, implies some sort of temptations to what is wrong, otherwise there would be
no moral possibility of doing wrong, nor ground for judgment or discrimination. But
there is this difference, that the word probation is more distinctly and particularly expressive of allurements to wrong, or difficulties in adhering uniformly to what is right, and of
the danger of miscarrying by such temptations, than the words moral government. A state
of probation, then, as thus particularly implying in it trial, difficulties and danger, may
require to be considered distinctly by itself
[2] And as the moral government of God, which religion teaches us, implies, that we
are in a state of trial with regard to a future world; so also his natural government over us
implies, that we are in a state of trial, in a like sense, with regard to the present world. Natural government, by rewards and punishments, as much implies natural trial, as moral government does moral trial. The natural government of God here meant,1 consists in his
annexing pleasure to some actions, and pain to others, which are in our power to do or forbear, and in giving us notice of such appointment beforehand. This necessarily implies, that
he has made our happiness and misery, or our interest, to depend in part upon ourselves. And
so far as men have temptations to any course of action, which will probably occasion them
greater temporal inconvenience and uneasiness than satisfaction, so far their temporal interest is in danger from themselves, or they are in a state of trial with respect to it. Now, people
often blame others, and even themselves, for their misconduct in their temporal concerns.
187
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And we find many are greatly wanting to themselves, and miss of that natural happiness
which they might have obtained in the present life; perhaps every one does in some degree.
But many run themselves into great inconvenience, and into extreme distress and misery, not
through incapacity of knowing better, and doing better for themselves, which would be
nothing to the present purpose, but through their own fault. And these things necessarily
imply temptation, and danger of miscarrying, in a greater or less degree, with respect to our
worldly interest or happiness. Every one, too; without having religion in his thoughts,
speaks of the hazards which young people run upon their setting out in the world; hazards
from other causes, than merely their ignorance, and unavoidable accidents. And some courses
of vice, at least, being contrary to men’s worldly interest or good, temptations to these must
at the same time be temptations to forego our present and our future interest. Thus, in our
natural or temporal capacity, we are in a state of trial, i.e. of difficulty and danger, analogous
or like to our moral and religious trial.
[3] This will more distinctly appear to any one, who thinks it worth while, more distinctly, to consider what it is which constitutes our trial in both capacities, and to observe
how mankind behave under it.
[4] And that which constitutes this our trial, in both these capacities, must be somewhat either in our external circumstances, or in our nature. For, on the one hand, persons
may be betrayed into wrong behaviour upon surprise, or overcome upon any other very singular and extraordinary external occasions, who would, otherwise, have preserved their character of prudence and of virtue; in which cases, every one, in speaking of the wrong
behaviour of these per. sons, would impute it to such particular external circumstances. And,
on the other hand, men who have contracted habits of vice and folly of any kind, or have
some particular passions in excess, will seek opportunities, and, as it were, go out of their
way, to gratify themselves in these respects, at the expense of their wisdom and their virtue;
led to it, as every one would say, not by external temptations, but by such habits and passions. And the account of this last case is, that particular passions are no more coincident
with prudence, or that reasonable self-love, the end of which is our worldly interest, than
they are with the principle of virtue and religion, but often draw contrary ways to one as well
as to the other; and so such particular passions are as much temptations to act imprudently
with regard to our worldly interest, as to act viciously?2 However as when we say, men are
misled by eternal circumstances of temptation, it cannot but be understood, that there is
some what within themselves, to render those circumstances temptations, or to render them
susceptible of impressions from them; so, when we say, they are misled by passions, it is
always supposed, that there are occasions, circumstances, and objects, exciting these passions, and affording means for gratifying them. And, therefore, temptations from within,
and from without, coincide, and mutually imply each other. Now, the several external
objects of the appetites, passions, and affections, being present to the senses, or offering
themselves to the mind, and so exciting emotions suitable to their nature, not only in cases
where they can be gratified consistently with innocence and prudence, but also in cases
where they cannot, and yet can be gratified imprudently and viciously; this as really puts
them in danger of voluntarily foregoing their present interest or good, as their future, and as
really renders self-denial necessary to secure one as the other; i.e. we are in a like state of trial
with respect to both, by the very same passions, excited by the very same means. Thus,
mankind having a temporal interest depending upon themselves, and a prudential course of
behaviour being necessary to secure it, passions inordinately excited, whether by means of
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example or by any other external circumstance, towards such objects, at such times, or in
such degrees, as that they cannot be gratified consistently with worldly prudence, are temptations dangerous, and too often successful temptations, to forego a greater temporal good
for a less; i.e. to forego what is, upon the whole, our temporal interest, for the sake of a present gratification. This is a description of our state of trial in our temporal capacity. Substitute now the word future for temporal, and virtue for prudence, and it, will be just as proper
a description of our state of trial in our religious capacity so analogous are they to each other.
[5] If, from consideration of this our like state of trial in both capacities, we go on to
observe farther, how mankind behave under it, we shall find there are some who have so little sense of it, that they scarce look beyond the passing day; they are so taken up with present gratifications, as to have, in a manner, no feeling of consequences, no regard to their
future ease or fortune in this life, any more than to their happiness in another. Some appear
to be blinded and deceived by inordinate passion, in their worldly concerns, as much as in
religion. Others are, not deceived, but, as it were, forcibly carried away, by the like passions, against their better judgment, and feeble resolutions, too, of acting better. And there
are men, and truly they are not a few, who shamelessly avow, not their interests, but their
mere will and pleasure, to be their law of life; and who, in open defiance of every thing that
is reasonable, will go on in a course of vicious extravagance, foreseeing, with no remorse and
little fear, that it will be their temporal ruin; and some of them, under the apprehension of
the consequences of wickedness in another state: and, to speak in the most moderate way,
human creatures are not only continually liable to go wrong voluntarily, but we see likewise
that they often actually do so, with respect to their temporal interests, as well as with
respect to religion.
[6] Thus, our difficulties and dangers, or our trials in our temporal and our religious
capacity, as they proceed from the same causes, and have the same effect upon men’s behaviour, are evidently analogous, and of the same kind.
[7] It may be added, that as the difficulties and dangers of miscarrying in our religious
state of trial are greatly increased, and, one is ready to think, in a manner wholly made, by
the ill-behaviour of others: by a wrong education, wrong in a moral sense, sometimes positively vicious; by general bad example; by the dishonest artifices which are got into business
of all kinds; and, in very many parts of the world, by religion being corrupted into superstitions which indulge men in their vices; so, in like manner, the difficulties of conducting ourselves prudently in respect to our present interests: and our danger of being led aside from
pursuing it, are greatly increased by a foolish education, and, after we come to mature age,
by the extravagance and carelessness of others, whom we have intercourse with; and by mistaken notions, very generally prevalent, and taken up from common opinion, concerning
temporal happiness, and wherein it consists. And persons, by their own negligence and folly
in their temporal affairs, no less than by a course of vice, bring themselves into new difficulties, and, by habits of indulgence, become less qualified to go through them; and one irregularity after another embarrasses things to such a degree, that they know not where about they
are, and often makes the path of conduct so intricate and perplexed, that it is difficult to
trace it out; difficult even to determine what is the prudent or the moral part. Thus, for
instance, wrong behaviour in one stage of life, youth; wrong, I mean, considering ourselves
only in our temporal capacity, without taking in religion; this, in several ways, increases the
difficulties of right behaviour in mature age; i.e. puts us into a more-disadvantageous state of
trial in our temporal capacity.
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[8] We are an inferior part of the creation of God. There are natural appearances of our
being in a state of degradation;3 and we certainly are in a condition which does not seem, by
any means, the most advantageous we could imagine or desire, either in our natural or moral
capacity, for securing either our present or future interest. However, this condition, low, and
careful, and uncertain as it is, does not afford any just ground of complaint. For, as men may
manage their temporal affairs with prudence, and so pass their days here on earth in tolerable
ease and satisfaction, by a moderate degree of care; so, likewise, with regard to religion, there
is no more required than what they are wall able to do, and what they must be greatly wanting to themselves if they neglect. And for persons to have that put upon them which they are
well able to go through, and no more, we naturally consider as an equitable thing, supposing
it done by proper authority. Nor have we any more reason to complain of it, with regard to
the author of nature, than of his not haying given us other advantages, belonging to other
orders of creatures.
[9] But the thing here insisted upon is, that the state of trial which religion teaches us
we are in, is rendered credible, by its being throughout uniform and of a piece with the general conduct of providence towards us, in all other respects within the compass of our knowledge. Indeed, if mankind, considered in their natural capacity as inhabitants of this world
only, found themselves, from their birth to their death in a settled state of security and happiness, without any solicitude or thought of their own; or, if they were in no danger of being
brought into inconveniences and distress by carelessness, or the folly of passion, through bad
example, the treachery of others, or the deceitful appearances of things; were this our natural
condition, then-it might seem strange, and be some presumption against the truth of religion, that it represents our future and more general interest, as not secure of course, but as
depending upon our behaviour and requiring recollection and self-government to obtain it.
For it might be alleged, “what you say is our condition in one respect, is not in any wise of a
sort with what we find, by experience, our condition is in another. Our whole present interest is secured to our hands, without any solicitude of ours, and why should not our future
interest, if we have any such, be so too.” But since, on the contrary, thought and consideration, the voluntary denying Ourselves many things which we desire, and a course of behaviour far from being always agreeable to us, are absolutely necessary to our acting even a
common decent, and common prudent part, so as to pass with any satisfaction through the
present world, and be received upon any tolerable good terms in it; since this is the case, all
presumption against self-denial and attention being necessary to secure our highest interest,
is removed. Had we not experience, it might, perhaps, speciously be urged, that it is
improbable any thing of hazard and danger should be put upon us by an infinite being, when
every thing which is hazard and danger in our manner of conception, and will end in error,
confusion, and misery, is now already certain in his foreknowledge. And, indeed, why any
thing of hazard and danger should be put upon such frail creatures as we are, may well be
thought a difficulty in speculation; and cannot but be so, till we know the whole, or, however, much more of the case. But still the constitution of nature is as it is. Our happiness and
misery are trusted to our conduct, and made to depend upon it. Somewhat, and, in many circumstances, a great deal too, is put upon us, either to do, or to suffer, as we choose. And all
the various miseries of life, which people bring upon themselves by negligence and folly, and
might have avoided by proper care, are instances of this; which miseries are, beforehand, just
as contingent and undetermined as their conduct, and left to be determined by it.
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[10] These observations are an answer to the objections against the credibility of a
state of trial, as implying temptations, and real danger of miscarrying with regard to our
general interest, under the moral government of God; and they shew, that, if we are at all to
be considered in such a capacity, and as having such an interest, the general analogy of providence must lead us to apprehend ourselves in danger of miscarrying, in different degrees, as
to this interest, by our neglecting to act the proper part belonging to us in that capacity. For
we have a present interest, under the government of God which we experience here upon
earth. And this interest, as it is not forced upon us, so neither is it offered to our acceptance,
but to our acquisition; in such sorts as that we are in danger of missing it, by means of temptations to neglect or act contrary to it; and without attention and self-denial, must and do
miss of it. It is then perfectly credible, that this may be our case with respect to that chief
and final good which religion proposes to us.

Notes
1.
2.
3.

Ch. ii.
See Sermons preached at the Rolls, 1726. 2d. Ed. p. 205, &c. Pref. p. 25, &c. Serm. p. 21, &c.
Part II. Chapter. v. p. 255.
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Chapter V
Of a State of Probation, as Intended for Moral Discipline
and Improvement
[1] From the consideration of our being in a probation-state, of so much difficulty and. hazard, naturally arises the question, how we came to be placed in it? But such a general inquiry
as this would be found involved in insuperable difficulties. For, though some of these difficulties would be lessened by observing, that all wickedness, is voluntary, as is implied in its
very notion, and that many of the miseries of life have apparent good effects, yet when we
consider other circumstances belonging to both, and what must be the consequence of the
former in a life to come, it cannot but be acknowledged plain folly and presumption, to pretend to give an account of the whole reasons of this matter; the whole reasons of our being
alloted a condition, out of which so much wickedness and misery, so circumstanced, would
ill fact arise. Whether it be not beyond our faculties, not only to find out, but even to understand, the whole account of this; or, though we should be supposed capable of understanding
it, yet, whether it would be of service or prejudice to us to be informed of it, is impossible to
say. But as our present condition can in no wise be shown inconsistent with the perfect moral
government of God; so religion teaches us we are placed in it, that we might qualify ourselves, by the practice of virtue, for another state, which is to follow it. And this, though but
a partial answer, a very partial one indeed, to the inquiry now mentioned, yet is a more satisfactory answer to another, which is of real, and of the utmost importance to us to have
answered the inquiry, what is our business here? The known end, then, why we are placed in
a state of so much affliction, hazard and difficulty, is, our improvement in virtue and piety, as
the requisite qualification for a future state of security and happiness.
[2] Now, the beginning of life, considered as an education for mature age in the present world, appears plainly, at first sight, analogous to this our trial for a future one; the former being, in our temporal capacity, what the latter is in our religious capacity. But some
observations common to both of them, and a more distinct consideration of each, will more
distinctly shew the extent and force of the analogy between them; and the credibility, which
arises from hence, as well as from the nature of the thing, that the present life was intended
to be a state of discipline for a future one.
192
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[3] I. Every species of creature is, we see, designed for a particular way of life, to which
the nature, the capacities, temper, and qualifications of each species, are as necessary as their
external circumstances. Both come into the notion of such state, or particular way of life, and
are constituent parts of it. Change a man’s capacities or character to the degree in which it is
conceivable they may be changed, and he would be altogether incapable of a human course of
life and human happiness; as incapable, as if, his nature continuing unchanged, he were
placed in a world where he had no sphere of action, nor any objects to answer his appetites,
passions, and affections of any sort. One thing is set over against another, as an ancient writer
expresses it. Our nature corresponds to our external condition. Without this correspondence,
there would be no possibility of any such thing as human life and human happiness; which
life and happiness are, therefore, a result from our nature and condition jointly; meaning by
human life, not living in the literal sense, but the whole complex notion commonly understood by those words. So that, without determining what will be the employment and happiness, the particular life of good men hereafter, there must be some determinate capacities,
some necessary character and qualifications, without which persons cannot but be utterly
incapable of it; in like manner as there must be some, without which men would be incapable of their present state of life. Now,
[4] II. The constitution of human creatures, and indeed of all creatures which come
under our notice, is such, as that they are capable of naturally becoming qualified for states of
life, for which they were once wholly unqualified. In imagination we may indeed conceive of
creatures, as incapable of having any of their faculties naturally enlarged, or as being unable
naturally to acquire any new qualifications; but the faculties of every species known to us are
made for enlargement, for acquirements of experience and habits. We find ourselves, in particular, endued with capacities, not only of perceiving ideas, and of knowledge or perceiving
truth, but also of storing up our ideas and knowledge by memory. We are capable, not only
of acting, and of having different momentary impressions made upon us, but of getting a
new facility in any kind of action, and of settled alterations in our temper or character. The
power of the two last is the power of habits. But neither the perception of ideas, nor knowledge of any sort, are habits, though absolutely necessary to the forming of them. However,
apprehension, reason, memory, which are the capacities of acquiring knowledge, are greatly
improved by exercise. Whether the word habit is applicable to all these improvements, and,
in particular, how far the powers of memory and of habits may be powers of the same nature,
I shall not inquire. But that perceptions come into our minds readily and of course, by means
of their having been there before, seems a thing of the same sort, as readiness in any particular kind of action; proceeding from being accustomed to it. And aptness to recollect practical
observations of service in our conduct, is plainly habit in many cases. There are habits of perception and habits of action. An instance of the former, is our constant and even involuntary
readiness in correcting the impressions of our sight concerning magnitudes and distances, so
as to substitute judgment in the room of sensation, imperceptibly to ourselves. And it seems
as if all other associations of ideas, not naturally connected, might be called passive habits, as
properly as our readiness in understanding languages upon sight, or hearing of words. And
our readiness in speaking and writing them is an instance of the latter, of active habits. For
distinctness, we may consider habits as belonging to the body, or the mind, and the latter
will be explained by the former. Under the former are comprehended all bodily activities or
notions, whether graceful or unbecoming, which are owing to use; under the latter, general
habits of life and conduct, such as those of obedience and submission to authority, or to any
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particular person; those of veracity, justice, and charity; those of attention, industry, selfgovernment, envy, revenge. And habits of this latter kind seem produced by repeated acts, as
well as the former. And in like manner, as habits belonging to the body are produced by
external acts, so habits of the mind are produced by the exertions of inward practical principles; i.e. by carrying them into act, or acting upon them, the principles of obedience, of
veracity, justice, and charity. Nor can those habits be formed by any external course of action,
otherwise than as it proceeds from these principles; because it is only these inward principles
exerted, which are strictly acts of obedience, of veracity, of justice, and of charity. So, likewise, habits of attention, industry, self-government, are, in the same manner, acquired by
exercise; and habits of envy and revenge by indulgence, whether in outward act or in thought
and intention i.e. inward act; for such intention is an act. Resolutions to do well are properly
acts: and endeavouring to enforce upon our own minds a practical sense of virtue, or to beget
in others that practical sense of it which a man really has himself, is a virtuous act. All these,
therefore, may and will contribute towards forming good habits. But, going over the theory
of virtue in one’s thoughts, talking well, and drawing fine pictures of it, this is so far from
necessarily or certainly conducing to form a habit of it in him who thus employs himself,
that it may harden the mind in a contrary course, and render it gradually more insensible, i.e.
form a habit of insensibility to all moral considerations. For, from our very faculty of habits,
passive impressions, by being repeated, grow weaker. Thoughts, by often passing through
the mind, are felt less sensibly; being accustomed to danger, begets intrepidity, i.e. lessens
fear; to distress, lessens the passion of pity; to instances of others mortality, lessens the sensible apprehension of our own. And from these two observations together, that practical habits
are formed-and strengthened by repeated acts, and that passive impressions grow weaker by
being repeated upon us, it must follow, that active habits may be gradually forming and
strengthening, by a course of acting upon such and such motives and excitements, whilst
these motives and excitements, themselves are, by proportionable degrees, growing less sensible; i.e. are continually less and less sensibly felt, even as the active habits strengthen. And
experience confirms this; for active principles, at the very time that they are less lively in perception than they were, are found to be some how wrought more thoroughly into the temper
and character, and become more effectual in influencing practice. The three things just mentioned may afford instances of it. Perception of danger is a natural excitement of passive fear,
and active caution; and, by being inured to danger, habits of the latter are gradually
wrought, at the same time that the former gradually lessens. Perception of distress in others
is a natural excitement, passively to pity, and actively to relieve it; but let a man set himself
to attend to, inquire out, and relieve distressed persons, and he cannot but grow less and less
sensibly affected with the various miseries of life, with which he must become acquainted;
when yet, at the same time, benevolence, considered not as a passion, but as a practical principal of action, will strengthen; and, whilst he passively compassionates the distressed less,
he will acquire a greater aptitude actively to assist and befriend them. So also at the same
time that the daily instances of men’s dying around us give us daily a less sensible passive
feeling or apprehension of our own mortality, such instances greatly contribute to the
strengthening a practical regard to it in serious men; i.e. to forming a habit of acting with a
constant view to it. And this seems again further to shew, that passive impressions made
upon our minds by admonition, experience; example, though they may have a remote efficacy, and a very great one, towards forming active habits, yet can have this efficacy no otherwise than by inducing us to such a course of action; and that it is, not being affected so and
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so, but acting, which forms those habits; only it must be always remembered, that real
endeavours to enforce good impressions upon ourselves, are a species of virtuous action. Nor
do we know how far it is possible, in the nature of things, that effects should be wrought in
us at once equivalent to habits, i.e. what is wrought by use and exercise. However, the thing
insisted upon is, not what may be possible, but what is in fact the appointment of nature,
which is, that active habits are to be formed by exercise. Their progress may be so gradual as
to be imperceptible of its steps; it may be hard to explain the faculty by which we are capable of habits, throughout. its several parts, and to trace it up to its original, so as to distinguish it from all others in our mind; and it seems as if contrary effects were to be ascribed to
it. But the thing in general, that our nature is formed to yield, in some such manner as this,
to use and exercise, is matter of certain experience.
[5] Thus, by accustoming ourselves to any course of action we get an aptness to go
on, a facility, readiness, and often pleasure in it. The inclinations which rendered us averse
to it grow weaker; the difficulties in it, not only the imaginary, but the real ones, lessen; the
reasons for it offer themselves of course to our thoughts upon all occasions; and the least
glimpse of them is sufficient to make us go on in a course of action to which we have been
accustomed. And practical principles appear to grow stronger absolutely in themselves, by
exercise, as well as relatively, with regard to contrary principles; which, by being accustomed to submit, do so habitually, and of course. And thus a new character, in several
respects, may be formed; and many habitudes of life, not given by nature, but which nature
directs us to acquire.
[6] III. Indeed we may be assured, that we should never have had these capacities of
improving by experience, acquired knowledge and habits, had they not been necessary, and
intended to be made use of. And, accordingly, we find them so necessary, and so much
intended, that without them we should be utterly incapable of that which was the end, for
which we were made, considered in our temporal capacity only; the employments and satisfactions of our mature state of life.
[7] Nature does in no wise qualify us wholly, much less at once, for this mature state
of life. Even maturity of understanding and bodily strength are not only arrived to gradually, but are also very much owing to the continued exercise of our powers of body and mind
from infancy. But if we suppose a person brought into the world with both these in maturity, as far as this is conceivable, he would plainly at first be as unqualified for the human
life of mature age, as an idiot. He would be in a manner distracted with astonishment, and
apprehension, and curiosity, and suspense; nor can one guess how long it would be before he
would be familiarized to himself, and the objects about him, enough even to set himself to
any thing. It may be questioned too, whether the natural information of his sight and hearing would be of any manner of use at all to him in acting, before experience. And it seems
that men would be strangely headstrong and self-willed, and disposed to exert themselves
with an impetuosity which would render society in. supportable, and the living in it
impracticable, were it not for some acquired moderation and self-government, some aptitude and readiness in restraining themselves, and concealing their sense of things. Want of
every thing of this kind which is learned, would render a man as incapable of society as
want of language would; or as his natural ignorance of any of the particular employments of
life, would render him incapable of providing himself with the common conveniences or
supplying the necessary wants of it. In these respects, and probably in many more, of which
we have no particular notion, mankind is left by nature an unformed, unfinished creature,
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utterly deficient and unqualified, before the acquirement of knowledge, experience, and
habits, for that mature state of life, which was the end of his creation, considering him as
related only to this world.
[8] But then, as nature has endued us with a power of supplying those deficiencies, by
acquired knowledge, experience, and habits; so, likewise, we are placed in a condition, in
infancy, childhood, and youth, fitted for it; fitted for our acquiring those qualifications of all
sorts, which we stand in need of in mature age. Hence children, from their very birth, are
daily growing acquainted with the objects about them, with the scene in which they are
placed, and to have a future part; and learning somewhat or other, necessary to the performance of it. The subordinations, to which they are accustomed in domestic life, teach them
self-government in common behaviour abroad, and prepare them for subjection and obedience to civil authority. What passes before their eyes, and daily happens to them, gives them
experience, caution against treachery and deceit, together with numberless little rules of
action and conduct, which we could not live without, and which are learned so insensibly
and so perfectly, as to be mistaken perhaps for instinct; though they are the effect of long
experience and exercise: as much so as language, or knowledge in particular business, or the
qualifications and behaviour belonging to the several ranks and professions. Thus, the beginning of our days is adapted to be, and is, a state of education in the theory and practice of
mature life. We are much assisted in it by example, instruction, and the care of others; but a
great deal is left to ourselves to do. And of this, as part is done easily and of course, so part
requires diligence and care, the voluntary foregoing many things which we desire, and setting ourselves to what we should have no inclination to, but for the necessity or expedience
of it. For that labor and industry which the station of so many absolutely requires, they
would be greatly unqualified for in maturity, as those in other stations would be for any
other sorts of application, if both were not accustomed to them in their youth. And according as persons behave themselves, in the general education which all go through, and in the
particular ones adapted to particular employments, their character is formed, and made
appear; they recommend themselves more or less; and are capable of, and placed in, different
stations in the society of mankind.
[9] The former part of life, then, is to be considered as an important opportunity,
which nature puts into our hands, and which, when lost, is not to be recovered. And our
being placed in a state of discipline throughout this life, for another world, is a providential
disposition of things, exactly of the same kind as our being placed in a state of discipline
during childhood, for mature age. Our condition in both respects is uniform and of a piece,
and comprehended under one and the same general law of nature.
[10] And if we are not able at all to discern, how or in what way the present life could
be our preparation for another, this would be no objection against the credibility of its being
so. For we do not discern how food and sleep contribute to the growth of the body, nor could
have any thought that they would, before we had experience. Nor do children at all think, on
the one hand, that the sports and exercises, to which they are so much addicted, contribute
to their health and growth; nor, on the other, of the necessity which there is for their being
restrained in them; nor are they capable of understanding the use of many parts of discipline,
which nevertheless they must be made to go through, in order to qualify them for the business of mature age. Were we not able, then, to discover in what respect the present life could
form us for a future one, yet nothing would be more supposible than that it might; in some
respects or other, from the general analogy of providence. And this, for aught I see, might
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reasonably be said, even though we should not take in the consideration of God’s moral government over the world. But,
[11] IV. Take in this consideration, and consequently, that the character of virtue and
piety is a necessary qualification for the future state, and then we may distinctly see how, and
in what respects, the present life may be a preparation fox it; since we want, and are capable of
improvement in that character, by moral and religious habits; and the present life is fit to be a state of
discipline for such improvement: in like manner as we have already observed, how, and in what
respects, infancy, childhood, and youth, are a necessary preparation, and a natural state of discipline, for mature age.
[12] Nothing which we at present see would lead us to the thought of a solitary inactive state hereafter, but, if we judge at all from the analogy of nature, we must suppose,
according to the scripture account of it, that it will be a community. And there is no
shadow of any thing unreasonable in conceiving, though there be no analogy for it, that this
community will be, as the scripture represents it, under the more immediate, or, if such an
expression may be used, the more sensible government of God. Nor is our ignorance, what
will be the employments of this happy community, nor our consequent ignorance, what
particular scope or occasion there will be for the exercise of veracity, justice, and charity,
amongst the members of it with regard to each other, any proof that there will be no sphere
of exercise for those virtues. Much less, if that were possible, is our ignorance any proof that
there will be no occasion for that frame of mind, or character, which is formed by the daily
practice of those particular virtues here, and which is a result from it. This at least must be
owned in general, that as the government established in the universe is moral, the character
of virtue and piety must, in some way or other, be the condition of our happiness, or the
qualification for it.
[13] Now from what is above observed concerning our natural power of habits, it is
easy to see, that we are capable of moral improvement by discipline. And how greatly we
want it; need not be proved to any one who is acquainted with the great wickedness of
mankind, or even with those imperfections which the best are conscious of. But it is not perhaps distinctly attended to by every one, that the occasions which human creatures have for
discipline, to improve in them this character of virtue and piety, is to be traced up higher
than to excess in the passions, by indulgence and habits of vice. Mankind, and perhaps all
finite creatures, from the very constitution of their nature, before habits of virtue, are deficient; and in danger of deviating from what is right, and therefore stand in need of virtuous
habits for a security against this danger. For, together with the general principal of moral
understanding, we have in our inward frame various affections towards particular external
objects. These affections are naturally, and of right, subject to the government of the moral
principle, as to the occasions upon which they may be gratified, as to the times, degrees, and
manner, in which the objects of them may be pursued; but then the principle of virtue can
neither excite them, nor prevent their being excited. On the contrary, they are naturally felt,
when the objects of them are present to the mind, not only before all consideration whether
they can be obtained by lawful means, but after it is found they cannot. For the natural
objects of affection continue so; the necessaries, conveniences, and pleasures of life, remain
naturally desirable, though they cannot be obtained innocently; nay, though they cannot
possibly be obtained at all. And when the objects of any affection whatever cannot be
obtained without unlawful means, but may be obtained by them, such affection, though its
being excited, and its continuing some time in the mind, be as innocent as it is natural and
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necessary, yet cannot but be conceived to have a tendency to incline persons to venture upon
such. unlawful means, and therefore must be conceived as putting them in some danger of it.
Now, what is the general security against this danger, against their actually deviating from
right? As the danger is, so also must the security be, from within, from the practical principle of virtue.1 And the strengthening or improving this principle, considered as practical, or
as a principle of action, will lessen the danger or increase the security against it. And this
moral principle is capable of improvement, by proper discipline and exercise; by recollecting
the practical impressions which example and experience have made upon us; and, instead of
following humor and mere inclination, by continually attending to the equity and right of
the case, in whatever we are engaged, be it in greater or less matters, and accustoming ourselves always to act upon it, as being itself the just and natural motive of action; and as this
moral course of behaviour must necessarily, under divine government, be our final interest.
Thus the principle of virtue, improved into a habit, of which improvement we are thus capable, will plainly be, in proportion to the strength of it, a security against the danger which
finite creatures are in, from the very nature of propension, or particular affections. This way
of putting the matter supposes particular affections to remain in a future state, which it is
scarce possible to avoid supposing. And if they do, we clearly see, that acquired habits of
virtue and self-government may be necessary for the regulation of them. However, though
we were not distinctly to take in this supposition, but to speak only in general, the thing
really comes to the same. For habits of virtue, thus acquired by discipline, are improvement
in virtue; and improvement in virtue must be advancement in happiness, if the government
of the universe be moral.
[14] From these things we may observe, and it will farther shew this our natural and
original need of being improved by discipline, how it comes to pass, that creatures, made
upright, fall; and that those who preserve their uprightness, by so doing, raise themselves to
a more secure state of virtue. To say that the former is accounted for by the nature of liberty,
is to say no more than that an event’s actually happening is accounted for by a mere possibility of its happening. But it seems distinctly conceivable from the very nature of particular
affections or propensions. For, suppose creatures intended for such a particular state of life,
for which such propensions were necessary; suppose them endued with such propensions,
together with moral understanding, as well including a practical sense of virtue as a speculative perception of it; and that all these several principles, both natural and moral, forming an
inward constitution of mind, were in the most exact proportion possible, i.e. in a proportion
the most exactly adapted to their intended state of life; such creatures would be made
upright, or finitely perfect. Now, particular propensions; from their very nature, must be
felt, the objects of them being present, though they cannot be gratified at all, or not with the
allowance of the moral principle. But if they can be gratified without its allowance, or by
contradicting it, then they must be conceived to have some tendency, in how low a degree
soever yet some tendency, to induce persons to such forbidden gratification. This tendency,
in some one particular propension, may be increased, by the greater frequency of occasions
naturally exciting it, than of occasions exciting others. The least voluntary indulgence in forbidden circumstances, though but in thought, will increase this wrong tendency, and may
increase it further, till, peculiar conjectures perhaps conspiring, it becomes effect; and danger
of deviating from right, ends in actual deviation from it; a danger necessarily arising from
the very nature of propension, and which, therefore, could not have been prevented, though
it might have been escaped, or got innocently through. The case would be, as if we were to
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suppose a straight path marked out for a person, in which such a degree of attention would
keep him steady; but if he would not attend in this degree, any one of a thousand objects
catching his eye, might lead him out of it. Now, it is impossible to say, how much even the
first full overt act of irregularity might disorder the inward constitution, unsettle the adjustments, and alter the proportions which formed it, and in which the uprightness of its make
consisted. But repetition of irregularities would produce habits: and thus the constitution
would be spoiled, and creatures, made upright, become corrupt and depraved in their settled
character, proportionably to their repeated irregularities in occasional acts. But, on the contrary, these creatures might have improved and raised themselves to a higher and more secure
state of virtue, by the contrary behaviour, by steadily following the moral principle, suppose
to be one part of their nature, and thus notwithstanding that unavoidable danger of defection, which necessarily arose from propension, the other part of it. For, by thus preserving
their integrity for some time, their danger would lessen, since propensions, by being inured
to submit, would do it more easily and of course; and their security against this lessening
danger would increase, since the moral principle would gain additional strength by exercise;
both which things are implied in the notion of virtuous habits. Thus, then, vicious indulgence is not only criminal in itself, but also depraves the inward constitution and character.
And virtuous self-government is not only right in itself, but also improves the inward constitution or character; and may improve it to such a degree, that though we should suppose it
impossible for particular affections to be absolutely coincident with the moral principle, and
consequently should allow that such creatures as have been above supposed would for ever
remain defectible; yet their danger of actually deviating from right may be almost infinitely
lessened, and they fully fortified against what remains of it; if that may be, called danger,
against which there is an adequate effectual security. But still, this their higher perfection
may continue to consist in habits of virtue formed in a state of discipline, and this their more
complete security remain to proceed from them. And thus it is plainly conceivable, that creatures without blemish, as they came out of the hands of God, may be in danger of going
wrong, and so may stand in need of the security of virtuous habits, additional to the moral
principle wrought into their natures by him. That which is the ground of their danger, or
their want of security, may be considered as a deficiency in them, to which virtuous habits
are the natural supply. And as they are naturally capable of being raised and improved by discipline, it may be a thing fit and requisite, that they should be placed in circumstances with
an eye to it; in circumstances peculiarly fitted to be, to them, a state of discipline for their
improvement in virtue.
[15] But how much more strong must this hold with respect to those who have corrupted their natures, are fallen from their original rectitude, and whose passions are become
excessive by repeated violations of their inward constitution? Upright creatures may want to be
improved; depraved creatures want to be renewed. Education and discipline, which may be in
all degrees and sorts of gentleness and of severity, is expedient for those; but must be absolutely
necessary for these. For these, discipline, of the severer sort too, and in the higher degrees of it,
must be necessary, in order to wear out vicious habits; to recover their primitive strength of
self-government, which indulgence must have weakened; to repair, as well as raise into a habit,
the moral principle, in order to their arriving at a secure state of virtuous happiness.
[16] Now, whoever will consider the thing may clearly see, that the present world is
peculiarly fit to be a state of discipline for this purpose, to such as will set themselves to mend
and improve. For, the various temptations with which we are surrounded; our experience of
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the deceits of wickedness; having been in many instances led wrong ourselves; the great
viciousness of the world; the infinite disorders consequent upon it.; our being made
acquainted with pain and sorrow, either from our own feeling of it, or from the sight of it in
others; these things, though some of them may indeed produce wrong effects upon our
minds, yet, when duly reflected upon, have all of them a direct tendency to bring us to a settled moderation and reasonableness of temper; the contrary both to thoughtless levity, and
also to that unrestrained self-will, and violent bent to follow present inclination, which may
be observed in undisciplined minds. Such experience, as the present state affords, of the
frailty of our natures of the boundless extravagance of ungoverned passion, of the power
which an infinite Being has over us, by the various capacities of misery which he has given
us; in short, that kind and degree of experience which the present state affords us, that the
constitution of nature is such as to admit the possibility, the danger, and the actual event, of
creatures losing their innocence and happiness, and becoming vicious, and wretched; hath a
tendency to give a practical sense of things very different from a mere speculative knowledge, that we are liable to vice, and capable of misery. And who knows, whether the security
of creatures in the highest and most settled state of perfection, may not, in part, arise from
their having had such a sense of things as this, formed, and habitually fixed within them, in
some state of probation? And passing through the present world with that moral attention
which is necessary to the acting a right part in it, may leave everlasting impressions of this
sort upon our minds. But to be a little more distinct: allurements to: what is wrong; difficulties in the discharge of our duty; our not being able to act a uniform right part without some
thought and care; and the opportunities which we have, or imagine we have, of avoiding
what we dislike, or obtaining what we desire, by unlawful means, when we either cannot do
it at all, or at least not so easily, by lawful ones; these things, i.e. the snares and temptations
of vice, are what render the present world peculiarly fit to be a state of discipline to those
who will preserve their integrity; because they render being upon our guard, resolution, and
the denial of our passions, necessary in order to that end. And the exercise of such particular
recollection, intention of mind, and self-government, in the practice of virtue, has, from the
make of our nature, a peculiar tendency to form habits of virtue, as implying not only a real,
but also a more continued, and a more intense exercise of the virtuous principle; or a more
constant and a stronger effort of virtue exerted into act. Thus, suppose a person to know himself to be in particular danger, for some time, of doing any thing wrong, which yet he fully
resolves not to do, continued recollection, and keep him upon his guard, in order to make
good his resolution, is a continued exerting of that act of virtue in a high degree, which need
have been, and perhaps would have been, only instantaneous and weak, had the temptation
been so. It is indeed ridiculous to assert, that self-denial is essential to virtue and piety; but it
would have been nearer the truth, though not strictly the truth itself, to have said, that it is
essential to discipline and improvement. For, though actions materially virtuous, which have
no sort of difficulty, but are perfectly agreeable to our particular inclinations, may possibly
be done only from these particular inclinations, and so may not be any exercise of the principle of virtue, i.e. not be virtuous actions at all; yet, on the contrary, they may be an exercise of
that principle, and, when they are, they have a tendency to form and fix the habit of virtue.
But when the exercise of the virtuous principle is more continued, oftener repeated, and
more intense, as it must be in circumstances of danger, temptation, and difficulty, of any
kind and in any degree, this tendency is increased proportionably and a more confirmed
habit is the consequence.
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[17] This undoubtedly holds to a certain length, but how far it may hold, I know not.
Neither our intellectual powers, nor our bodily strength, can be improved beyond such a
degree; and both may be over-wrought. Possibly there may be somewhat analogous to this,
with respect to the moral character; which is scarce worth considering. And I mention it
only, lest it should come into some persons thoughts, not as an exception to the foregoing
observations, which perhaps it is, but as a confutation of them, which it is not. And there
may be several other exceptions. Observations of this kind cannot be supposed to hold
minutely, and in every case. It is enough that they hold in general. And these plainly hold so
far, as that from them may be seen distinctly, which is all that is intended by them, that the
present world is peculiarly fit to be a state of discipline for our improvement in virtue and piety: in the
same sense as some sciences, by requiring and engaging the attention, not to be sure of such
persons as will not, but of such as will, set themselves to them, are fit to form the mind to
habits of attention.
[18] Indeed, the present state is so far from proving, in event, a discipline of virtue to
the generality of men, that: on the contrary, they seem to make it a discipline of vice. And
the viciousness of the world is, in different ways, the great temptation, which renders it a
state of virtuous discipline, in the degree it is, to good men. The whole end, and the whole
occasion of mankind being placed in such a state as the present, is not pretended to be
accounted for. That which appears amidst the general corruption is, that there are some persons, who, having within them the principle of amendment and recovery, attend to and follow the notices of virtue and religion, be they more clear or more obscure, which are afforded
them and that the present world is, not only an exercise of virtue in these persons, but an
exercise of it in ways and degrees peculiarly apt to improve it; apt to improve it, in some
respects, even beyond what would be by the exercise of it required in a perfectly virtuous
society, or in a society of equally Imperfect virtue with themselves. But that the present
world does not actually become a state of moral discipline to many, even to the generality, i.e.
that they do not improve or grow better in it, cannot be urged as a proof that it was not
intended for moral discipline, by any who at all observe the analogy of nature. For of the
numerous seeds of vegetables and bodies of animals, which are adapted and put in the way, to
improve to such a point or state of natural maturity and perfection, we do not see perhaps
that one in a million actually does. Far the greatest part of them decay before they are
improved to it, and appear to be absolutely destroyed. Yet no one, who does not deny all final
causes, will deny, that those seeds and bodies which do attain to that point of maturity and
perfection, answer the end for which they were really designed by nature; and therefore that
nature designed them for such perfection. And I cannot forbear adding, though it is not to
the present purpose, that the appearance of such an amazing waste in nature, with respect to
these seeds and bodies, by foreign causes, is to us as unaccountable, as, what is much more
terrible, the present and future ruin of so many moral agents by themselves, i.e. by vice.
[19] Against this whole notion of moral discipline it may be objected, in another way,
that so far as a course of behaviour, materially virtuous, proceeds from hope and fear, so far it
is only a discipline and strengthening of self-love. But doing what God commands, because
he commands it, is obedience, though it proceeds from hope or fear. And a course of such
obedience will form habits of it; and a constant regard to veracity, justice, and charity, may
form distinct habits of these particular virtues, and will certainly form habits of selfgovernment, and of denying our inclinations, whenever veracity, justice, or charity requires
it. Nor is there any foundation for this great nicety, with which some affect to distinguish in
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this case, in order to depreciate all religion proceeding from hope or fear. For veracity, justice, and charity, regard to God’s authority, and to our own chief interest, are not only all
three coincident, but each of them is, in itself, a just and natural motive or principle of
action. And he who begins a good life from any one or them, and perseveres in it, as he has
already in some degree, so he cannot fail of becoming more and more of that character, which
is correspondent to the constitution of nature as moral, and to the relation which God stands
in to us as moral governor of it; nor, consequently, can he fail of obtaining that happiness,
which this constitution and relation necessarily supposes connected with that character.
[20] These several observations, concerning the active principle of virtue and obedience to God’s commands, are applicable to passive submission or resignation to his will;
which is another essential part of a right character, connected with the former, and very
much in our power to form ourselves to. It may be imagined, that nothing but afflictions can
give occasion for or require this virtue; that it can have no respect to, nor be any way necessary to qualify for a state of perfect happiness; but it is not experience which can make us
think thus: prosperity itself, whilst any thing supposed desirable is not ours, begets extravagant and unbounded thoughts. Imagination is altogether as much a source of discontent as
any thing in our external condition. It is indeed true, that there can be no scope for patience,
when sorrow shall be no more; but there may be need of a temper of mind, which shall have
been formed by patience. For, though self-love, considered merely as an active principle leading us to pursue our chief interest, cannot but be uniformly coincident with the principle of
obedience to God’s commands, our interest being rightly understood; because this obedience, and the pursuit of our own chief interest, must be, in every case, one and the same
thing; yet it may be questioned, whether self-love, considered merely as the desire of our
own interest or happiness, can,2 from its nature, be thus absolute and uniformly coincident
with the will of God, any more than particular affection can; coincident in such sort, as not
to be liable to be excited upon occasions, and in degrees, impossible to be gratified consistently with the constitution of things, or the divine appointments. So that habits of resignation may, upon this account, be requisite for all creatures; habits, I say, which signify what is
formed by use. However, in general, it is obvious, that both self love and particular affections
in human creatures, considered only as passive feelings, distort and rend the mind, and
therefore stand in need of discipline. Now, denial of those particular affections, in a course of
active virtue and obedience to God’s will has a tendency to moderate them, and seems also to
have a tendency to habituate the mind to be easy and satisfied with that degree of happiness
which is alloted to us, i.e. to moderate self love. But the proper discipline for resignation is
affliction. For a right behaviour under that trial, recollecting ourselves so as to consider it in
the view in which religion teaches us to consider it, as from the hand of God; receiving it as
what he appoints, or thinks proper to permit, in his world and under his government, this
will habituate the mind to a dutiful submission; and such submission, together with the
active principle of obedience, make up the temper and character in us which answers to his
sovereignty, and which absolutely belongs to the condition of our being, as dependent creatures. Nor can it be said, that this is only breaking the mind to a submission to mere power,
for mere power may be accidental, and precarious, and usurped; but it is forming within ourselves the temper of resignation to his rightful authority, who is, by nature, supreme over all.
[21] Upon the whole, such a character, and such qualifications, are necessary for a
mature state of life in the present world, as nature alone does in no wise bestow, but has put
it upon us in great part to acquire, in our progress from one stage of life to another, from
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childhood to mature age; put it upon us to acquire them, by giving us capacities of doing it
and by placing us, in the beginning of life, in a condition fit for it. And this is a general analogy to our condition in the present world, as in a state of moral discipline for another. It is in
vain, then, to object against the credibility of the present life being intended for this purpose, that all the trouble and the danger unavoidably accompanying such discipline might
have been saved us, by our being made at once the creatures and the characters which we
were to be. For we experience, that what we were to be, was to be the effect of what we would
do; and that the general conduct of nature is, not to save us trouble, or danger, but to make
us capable of going through them, and to put it upon us to do so. Acquirements of our own
experience and habits, are the natural supply to our deficiencies, and security against our
dangers; since it is as plainly natural to set ourselves to acquire the qualifications as the
external things which we stand in need of. In particular, it is as plainly a general law of
nature, that we should, with regard to our temporal interest, form and cultivate practical
principles within us, by attention, use, and discipline, as any thing whatever is a natural law;
chiefly in the beginning of life, but also through out the whole course of it. And the alternative is left to our choice, either to improve ourselves and better our condition, or, in default
of such improvement, to remain deficient and wretched. It is therefore perfectly credible,
from the analogy of nature, that the same may be our case, with respect to the happiness of a
future state and the qualifications necessary for it.
[22] There is a third thing, which may seem implied in the present world being a
state of probation, that it is a theatre of action for the manifestation of persons’ characters,
with respect to a future one: not to be sure to an all-knowing being, but to his creation, or
part of it. This may, perhaps, be only a consequence of our being in a state of probation in the
other senses. However, it is not impossible that men’s shewing and making manifest what is
in their heart, what their real character is, may have respect to a future life, in ways and manners which we are not acquainted with: particularly it may be a means, for the author of
nature does not appear to do any thing without means, of their being disposed of suitably to
their characters, and of its being. known to the creation, by way of example; that they are
thus disposed of. But not to enter upon any conjectural account of this, one may just mention, that the manifestation of persons’ characters contributes very much, in various ways, to
the carrying on a great part of that general course of nature, respecting mankind, which
comes under our observation at present. I shall only add, that probation, in both these senses,
as well as in that treated of in the foregoing chapter, is implied in moral government; since
by persons’ behaviour under it, their characters cannot but be manifested, and if they behave
well, improved.

Notes
1. It may be thought, that a sense of interest would as effectually restrain creatures from doing
wrong. But if by a sense of interest is meant a speculative conviction or belief, that such and such indulgence would occasion them greater uneasiness, upon the whole, than satisfaction: it is contrary to present experience to say, that this sense of interest is sufficient to restrain them from thus indulging
themselves. And if by a sense of interest is meant a practical regard to what is upon the whole our happiness: this is not only coincident with the principle of virtue or moral rectitude, but is a part of the idea
itself. And it is evident this reasonable self-love wants to be improved, as really as any principle in our
nature. For we daily see it overmatched, not only by the more boisterous passions, but by curiosity,

White.qxd

204

7/12/2006

7:40 PM

Page 204

The Analogy of Religion, Natural and Revealed, to the Constitution and Course of Nature

shame, love of imitation, by any thing, even indolence: especially if the interest, the temporal interest,
suppose, which is the end of such self-love, be at a distance. So greatly are profligate men mistaken,
when they affirm they are wholly governed by interestedness and self-love. And so little cause is there
for moralists to disclaim this principle. See p. 188.
2. p. 197.
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Chapter VI
Of the Opinion of Necessity, Considered as
Influencing Practice
[1] Throughout the foregoing treatise it appears, that the condition of mankind considered
as inhabitants of this world only, and under the government of God which we experience, is
greatly analogous to our condition, as designed for another world, or under that farther government which religion teaches us. If, therefore, any assert, as a fatalist must, that the opinion of universal necessity is reconcilable with the former, there immediately arises a question
in the way of analogy; whether he must not also own it to be reconcilable with the latter; i.e.
with the system of religion itself, and the proof of it. The reader, then, will observe, that the
question now before us, is not absolute, whether the opinion of fate be reconcilable with religion; but hypothetical, whether, upon supposition of its being reconcilable with the constitution of nature, it be not reconcilable with religion also. or, what pretence a fatalist, not
other persons, but a fatalist has to conclude, from his opinion, that there can be no such
thing as religion. And as the puzzle and obscurity, which must unavoidably arise from arguing upon so absurd a supposition as that of universal necessity, will, I fear, easily be seen, it
will, I hope, as easily be excused.
[2] But since it has, been all along taken for granted, as a thing proved, that there is
an intelligent author of nature, or natural governor of the world; and since an objection may
be made against the proof of this, from the opinion of universal necessity, as it may be supposed that such necessity will itself account for the origin and preservation of all things, it is
requisite that this objection be distinctly answered; or that it be shown, that a fatality, supposed consistent with what we certainly experience, does not destroy the proof of an intelligent author and governor of nature, before we proceed to consider, whether it destroys the
proof of a moral governor of it, or of our being in a state of religion.
[3] Now when it is said by a fatalist, that the whole constitution of nature, and the
actions of men, that every thing and every mode and circumstance of every thing, is necessary, and could not possibly have been otherwise, it is to be observed: that this necessity does
not exclude deliberation, choice, preference, and acting from certain principles, and to certain ends; because all this is matter of undoubted experience, acknowledged by all, and what
205
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every man may, every moment, be conscious of. And from hence it follows, that necessity,
alone and of itself, is in no sort an account of the constitution of nature, and how things came
to be and to continue as they are; but only an account of this circumstance relating to their
origin and continuance, that they could not have been otherwise than they are and have been.
The assertion, that every thing is by necessity of nature, is not an answer to the question,
whether the world came into being as it is by an intelligent agent forming it thus, or not;
but to quite another question, Whether it came into being as it is, in that way and manner
which we call necessarily, or in that way and manner which we call freely. For, suppose farther, that one, who was a fatalist, and one, who kept to his natural sense of things, and
believed himself a free agent, were disputing together, and vindicating their respective opinions, and they should happen to instance in a house, they would agree that it was built by an
architect. Their difference concerning necessity and freedom, would occasion no difference of
judgment concerning this, but only concerning another matter, whether the architect built
it necessarily or freely. Suppose, then, they should proceed to inquire, concerning the constitution of nature; in a lax way of speaking, one of them might say, it was by necessity, and the
other by freedom; but, if they had any meaning to their words, as the latter must mean a free
agent, so the former must at length be reduced to mean an agent, whether he would say one
or more, acting by necessity; for abstract notions can do nothing. Indeed, we ascribe to God
a necessary existence, uncaused by any agent. For we find within ourselves the idea of infinity, i.e. immensity and eternity, impossible, even in imagination, to be removed out of being.
We seem to discern intuitively, that there must, and cannot but be, somewhat, external to
ourselves; answering this idea or the archetype of it. And from hence (for this abstract, as
much as any other, implies a concrete) we conclude, that there is, and cannot but be, an infinite and immense eternal being existing prior to all design contributing to his existence, and
exclusive of it. And, from the scantiness of language, a manner of speaking has been introduced, that necessity is the foundation, the reason, the account of the existence of God. But
it is not alledged, nor can it be at all intended, that every thing exists as it does by this kind
of necessity a necessity antecedent in nature to design; it cannot, I say, be meant, that every
thing exists as it does, by this kind of necessity, upon several accounts; and particularly,
because it is admitted, that design in the actions of men, contributes to many alterations in
nature. For, if any deny this, I shall not pretend to reason with them.
[4] From these things it follows; first, that when a fatalist asserts that every thing is by
necessity, he must mean, by an agent acting necessarily; he must, I say, mean this; for I am very
sensible he would not choose to mean it. And secondly, that the necessity, by which such an
agent is supposed to act, does not exclude intelligence and design. So that, were the system
of fatality admitted, it would just as much account for the formation of the world, as for the
structure of a house, and no more. Necessity as much requires and supposes a necessary
agent, as freedom requires and supposes a free agent to be the former of the world. And the
appearance of design and of final causes in the constitution of nature, as really prove this acting agent to be an intelligent designer, or to act from choice, upon the scheme of necessity,
supposed possible, as upon that of freedom.
[5] It appearing thus, that the notion of necessity does not destroy the proof, that
there is an intelligent author of nature and natural Governor of the world, the present question which the analogy before mentioned1 suggests, and which, I think, it will answer, is
this: whether the opinion of necessity, suppose consistent with possibility, with the constitution of the world, and the natural government which we experience exercised over it,
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destroys all reasonable ground of belief, that we are in a state of religion; or whether that
opinion be reconcilable with religion, with the system and the proof of it.
[6] Suppose, then, a fatalist to educate any one, from his youth up in his own principles; that the child should reason upon them, and conclude, that since he cannot possibly
behave otherwise than he does, he is not a subject of blame or commendation, nor can
deserve to be rewarded or punished: imagine him to eradicate the very perceptions of blame
and commendation out of his mind, by means of this system; to form his temper, and character, and behaviour to it; and from it to judge of the treatment he was to expect, say, from reasonable men, upon his coming abroad into the world: as the fatalist judges from this system,
what he is to expect from the author of nature, and with regard to a future state: I cannot forbear stopping here to ask, whether any one of common sense would think fit, that a child
should be put upon these speculations, and be left to apply them to practice? And a man has
little pretence to reason, who is not sensible that we are all children in speculations of this
kind. However, the child would doubtless be highly delighted to find himself freed from the
restraints of fear and shame, with which his play-fellows were fettered and embarrassed; and
highly conceited in his superior knowledge, so far beyond his years. But conceit and vanity
would be the least bad part of the influence which these principles must have, when thus reasoned and acted upon, during the course of his education. He must either be allowed to go
on, and be the plague of all about him, and himself too, even to his own destruction, or else
correction must be continually made use of, to supply the want of those natural perceptions
of blame and commendation, which we have supposed to be removed, and to give him a
practical impression of what he had reasoned himself out of the belief of, that he was, in fact,
an accountable child, and to be punished for doing what he was forbid. It is therefore in reality impossible, but that the correction which he must meet with, in the course of his education, must convince him, that if the scheme he was instructed in were not false, yet that he
reasoned inconclusively upon it, and, somehow or other, misapplied it to practice and common life; as what the fatalist experiences of the conduct of providence at present, ought in all
reason, to convince him, that this scheme is misapplied, when applied to tile subject of religion.2 But supposing the child’s temper could remain still formed to the system, and his
expectation of the treatment he was to have in the world be regulated by it, so as to expect
that no reasonable man would blame or punish him for any thing which he should do,
because he could not help doing it; upon this supposition, it is manifest he would, upon his
coming abroad into the world, be in. supportable to society, and the treatment which he
would receive from it, would render it so to him; and he could not fail of doing somewhat
very soon, for which he would be delivered over into the hands of civil justice; and thus, in
the end, he would be convinced of the obligations he was under to his wise instructor. Or
suppose this scheme of fatality, in any other way, applied to practice, such practical application of it will be found equally absurd, equally fallacious in a practical sense. For instance,
that if a man be destined to live such a time, he shall live to it, though he take no care of his
own preservation; or if he be destined to die before that time, no care can prevent it; therefore, all care about preserving one’s life is to be neglected: which is the fallacy instanced in by
the ancients. But now, on the contrary, none of these practical absurdities can be drawn, from
reasoning upon the supposition, that we are free; but all such reasoning, with regard to the
common affairs of life, is justified by experience. And, therefore, though it were admitted
that this opinion of necessity were speculatively true, yet, with regard to practice, it is as if it
were false, so far as our experience reaches; that is; to the whole of our present life. For, the
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constitution of the present world, and the condition in which, we are actually placed, is as if
we were free. And it may perhaps justly be concluded, that since the whole process of action,
through every step of it, suspense, deliberation, inclining one way, determining, and at last
doing as we determine, is as if were free, therefore we are so. But the thing here insisted upon
is, that under the present natural government of the world, we find we are treated and dealt
with as if we were free, prior to all consideration whether we are or not. Were this opinion
therefore, of necessity, admitted to be ever so true, yet such is in fact our condition and the
natural course of things, that, whenever we apply it to life and practice, this application of it
always misleads us, and cannot but mislead us, in a most dreadful manner, with regard to our
present interest. And how can people think themselves so very secure then, that the same
application of the same opinion may not mislead them also in some analogous manner, with
respect to a future, a more general, and more important interest? For, religion being a practical subject, and the analogy of nature shewing us, that we have not faculties to apply this
opinion, were it a true one, to practical subjects; whenever we do apply it to the subject of
religion, and then conclude, that we are free from its obligations, it is plain this conclusion
cannot be depended upon. There will still remain just reason to think, whatever appearances
are; that we deceive ourselves; in somewhat of a like manner as when people fancy they can
draw contradictory conclusions from the idea of infinity.
[7] From these things together, the attentive reader will see, it follows, that if; upon
supposition of freedom, the evidence of religion be conclusive, it remains so, upon supposition of necessity; because the notion of necessity is not applicable to practical subjects; i.e.
with respect to them, is as if it were not true. Nor does this contain any reflection upon reason, but only upon what is unreasonable. For, to pretend to act upon reason, in opposition to
practical principles which the author of our nature gave, us to act upon, and to pretend to
apply our reason to subjects with regard to which our own short views, arid even our experience, will shew us it cannot be depended upon and such, at best, the subject of necessity
must be, this is vanity, conceit, and unreasonableness.
[8] But this is not all: For we find within ourselves a will and are conscious of a character. Now, if this, in us, be reconcilable with fate, it is reconcilable with it in the author of
nature. And, besides, natural government and final causes imply a character and a will in the
governor and designer;3 a will concerning the creatures whom he governs. The author of
nature, then, being certainly of some character or other, notwithstanding necessity, it is evident this necessity is as reconcilable with the particular character of benevolence, veracity
and justice, in him, which attributes are the foundation of religion, as with any other character; since we find this necessity no more hinders men from being benevolent than cruel, true,
than faithless, just than unjust, or, if the fatalist pleases, what we call unjust. For it is said
indeed, that what upon supposition of freedom, would be just punishment, upon supposition of necessity, becomes manifestly unjust; because it is punishment inflicted for doing
that which persons could not avoid doing. As if the necessity, which is supposed to destroy
the injustice of murder, for instance would not also destroy the injustice of punishing it.
However, as little to the purpose at this objection is in itself, it is very much to the purpose
to observe from it, how the notions of justice and injustice remain, even whilst we endeavour
to suppose them removed; how they force themselves upon the mind, even whilst we are
making suppositions destructive of them: for there is not, perhaps, a man in the world, but
would be ready to make this objection at first thought.
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[9] But though it is most evident, that universal necessity, if it be reconcilable with
any thing, is reconcilable with that character in the author of nature, which is the foundation
of religion; yet, does it not plainly destroy the proof, that he is of that character, and consequently the proof of religion by no means. For we find, that happiness and misery are not our
fate, in any such sense as not to be the consequences of our behaviour, but that they are the
consequences of it. We find God exercises the same kind of government over us, with that
which a father exercises over his children, and a civil magistrate over his subjects. Now,
whatever becomes of abstract questions concerning liberty and necessity, it evidently appears
to us, that veracity and justice must be the natural rule and measure of exercising this
authority, or government, to a being, who can have no competitions, or interfering of interests, with his creatures and his subjects.
[10] But as the doctrine of liberty, though we experience its truth, may be perplexed
with difficulties which run up into the most abstruse of all speculations, and as the opinion
of necessity seems to be the very basis upon which infidelity grounds itself, it may be of some
use to offer a more particular proof of the obligations of religion, which may distinctly be
shown not to be destroyed by this opinion.
[11] The proof from final causes of an intelligent author of nature, is not affected by
the opinion of necessity; supposing necessity a thing possible in itself, and reconcilable with
the constitution of things.4 And it is a matter of fact, independent on this or any other speculation, that he governs the world by the method of rewards and punishments5 and also that
he hath given us a moral faculty, by which we distinguish between actions, and approve
some as virtuous and of good-desert, and disapprove others as vicious and of ill-desert.6 Now,
this moral discernment implies, in the notion of it, a rule of action, and a rule of a very peculiar kind; for it carries in it authority and a right of direction; authority in such a sense, as
that we cannot depart from it without being self-condemned.7 And that the dictates of this
moral faculty, which are by nature a rule to us, are moreover the laws of God, laws in a sense
including sanctions maybe thus proved. Consciousness of a rule or guide of action, in creatures who are capable of considering it as given them by their Maker, not only raises immediately a sense of duty, but also a sense of security in following it, and of danger in deviating
from it. A direction of the author of nature, given to creatures capable of looking upon it as
such, is plainly a command from him; and a command from him necessarily includes in it, at
least, an implicit promise in case of obedience, or threatening, in case of disobedience. But
then the sense of perception of good and ill desert,8 which is contained in the moral discernment, renders the sanction explicit, and makes it appear, as one may say, expressed. For, since
his method of government is to reward and punish actions, his having annexed to some
actions an inseparable sense of good desert, and to others of ill, this surely amounts to declaring upon whom his punishments shall be inflicted, and his rewards be bestowed. For he
must have given us this discernment and sense of things as a presentiment of what is to be
hereafter; that is by way of information beforehand, what we are finally to expect in his
world. There is, then, most evident ground to think, that the government of God, upon the
whole, will be found to correspond to the nature which he has given us; and that, in the
upshot and issue of things, happiness and misery shall, in fact and event, be made to follow
virtue find vice respectively; as he has already, in so peculiar a manner, associated the ideas of
them in our minds. And from hence might easily be deduced the obligations of religious
worship, were it only to be considered as a means of preserving upon our minds a sense of
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this moral government of God, and securing our obedience to it; which yet is an extremely
imperfect view of that most important duty.
[12] Now I say no objection from necessity can lie against this general proof of religion. None against the proposition reasoned upon, that we have such a moral faculty and discernment; because this is a mere matter of fact, a thing of experience, that human kind is
thus constituted: none against the conclusion; because it is immediate, and wholly from this
fact. For the conclusion, that God will finally reward the righteous and punish the wicked, is
rot here drawn, from its appearing to us fit9 that he should, but from its appearing, that he
has told us he will. And this he hath certainly told us, in the promise and threatening, which,
it hath been observed, the notion of a command implies, and the sense of good and ill desert,
which he has given us, more distinctly expresses. And this reasoning from fact is confirmed,
and, in some degree, even verified, by other facts; by the natural tendencies of virtue and of
vice;10 and by this, that God, in the natural course of his providence, punishes vicious
actions, as mischievous to society; and also vicious actions, as such, in the strictest sense.11 So
that the general proof of religion is unanswerably real, even upon the wild supposition which
we are arguing upon.
[13] It must likewise be observed farther, that natural religion hath, besides this, an
external evidence, which the doctrine of necessity, if it could be true, would not affect. For,
suppose a person, by the observations and reasoning above, or by any other, convinced of the
truth of religion; that there is a God, who made the world, who is the moral governor and
judge of mankind, and will, upon the whole, deal with every one according to his works; I
say, suppose a person convinced of this by reason, but to know nothing at all of antiquity or
the present state of mankind, it would be natural for such an one to be inquisitive, what was
the history of this system of doctrine; at what time, and in what manner, it came first into
the world; and whether it were believed by any considerable part of it. And were he upon
inquiry to find, that a particular person, in a late age, first of all proposed it as a deduction of
reason, and that mankind were before wholly ignorant of it; then though its evidence from
reason would remain, there would be no additional probability of its truth, from the account
of its discovery. But instead of this being the fact of the case, on the contrary, he would find
what could not but afford him a very strong confirmation of its truth: First, That somewhat
of this system, with more or fewer additions and alterations, hath been professed in all ages
and countries of which we have any certain information relating to this matter. Secondly, that
it is certain historical fact, so far as we can trace things up, that this whole system of belief,
that there is one God, the Creator and moral Governor of the world, and that mankind is in
a state of religion, was received in the first ages. And thirdly, that as there is no hint or intimation in history, that this system was first reasoned out; so there is express historical or traditional evidence, as antient as history that it was taught first by revelation. Now, these
things must be allowed to be of great weight. The first of them, general consent, shews this
system to be conformable to the common sense of mankind. The second, namely, that religion was believed in the first ages of the world, especially as it does not appear that there
were then any superstitious or false additions to it, cannot but be a farther confirmation of its
truth. For it is a proof of this alternative; either that it came into the world by relation, or
that it is natural, obvious, and forces itself upon the mind. The former of these is the conclusion of learned men. And whoever will consider, how unapt for speculation rude and uncultivated minds are, will, perhaps from hence alone, be strongly inclined to believe it the truth.
And as it is shown in the second part12 of this treatise, that there is nothing of such peculiar
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presumption against a revelation in the beginning of the world, as there is supposed to be
against subsequent ones; a sceptick could not, I think, give any account, which would appear
more probable even to himself, of the early pretences to revelation, than by supposing some
real original one, from whence they were copied. And the third thing above mentioned, that
there is express historical or traditional evidence, as ancient as history, of the system of religion being taught mankind by revelation; this must be admitted as some degree of real
proof, that it was so taught. For why should not the most ancient tradition be admitted as
some additional proof of a fact, against which there is no presumption? And this proof is
mentioned here, because it has its weight to shew, that religion came into the world by revelation prior to all consideration of the proper authority of any book supposed to contain it;
and even prior to all consideration, whether the revelation itself be uncorruptly handed down
and related, or mixed and darkened with fables. Thus the historical account which we have,
of the origin of religion, taking in all circumstances, is a real confirmation of its truth, no
way affected by the opinion of necessity. And the external evidence, even of natural religion,
is by no means inconsiderable.
[14] But it is carefully to be observed, and ought to be recollected after all proofs of
virtue and religion, which are only general, that as speculative reasons may be neglected,
prejudiced, and deceived, so also may our moral understanding be impaired and perverted,
and the dictates of it not impartially attended to. This, indeed, proves nothing against the
reality of our speculative or practical faculties of perception; against their being intended by
nature to inform us in the theory of things, and instruct us how we are to behave, and what
we are to expect, in consequence of our behaviour. Yet our liableness, in the degree we are
liable, to prejudice and perversion, is a most serious admonition to us to be upon our guard,
with respect to what is of such consequence, as our determinations concerning virtue and
religion; and particularly, not to take custom, and fashion, and slight notions of honor, or
imaginations of present ease, use, and convenience to mankind, for the, only moral rule.13
[15] The foregoing observations, drawn from the nature of the thing, and the history
of religion, amount, when taken together, to a real practical proof of it, not to be confuted;
such a proof as, considering the infinite importance of the thing, I apprehend, would be
admitted fully sufficient, in reason, to influence the actions of men, who act upon thought
and reflection; if it were admitted that there is no proof of the contrary. But it may be said:
“There are many probabilities, which cannot indeed be confuted, i.e. shown to be no probabilities, and yet may be overbalanced by greater probabilities on the other side; much more
by demonstration. And there is no occasion to object against particular arguments alleged for
an opinion, when the opinion itself may be clearly shown to be false, without meddling with
such arguments at all, but leaving them just as they are.14 Now, the method of government
by rewards and punishments and especially rewarding and punishing good and ill desert, as
such, respectively, must go upon supposition, that we are free, and not necessary agents. And
it is incredible, that the author of nature, should govern us upon a supposition as true, which
he knows to be false; and therefore absurd to think, he will reward or punish us for our
actions hereafter; especially that he will do it under the notion, that they are of good or ill
desert.” Here then the matter is brought to a point. And the answer to all this is full, and not
be evaded; that the whole constitution and course of things, the whole analogy of providence
shews, beyond possibility of doubt, that the conclusion from this reasoning is false wherever
the fallacy lies. The doctrine of freedom, indeed, clearly shews where; in supposing ourselves
necessary, when in truth we are free agents. But, upon the supposition of necessity, the fallacy
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lies in taking for granted that it is incredible necessary agents should be rewarded and punished. But that, somehow or other, the conclusion now mentioned is false, is most certain.
For it is fact, that God does govern even brute creatures by the method of rewards and punishments, in the natural course of things. And men are rewarded and punished for their
actions, punished for actions mischievous to society as being so, punished for vicious actions
as such, by the natural instrumentality of each other, under the present conduct of providence. Nay, even the affection of gratitude, and the passion of resentment, and the rewards
and punishments following from them, which in general are to be considered as natural, i.e.
from the author of nature; these rewards and punishments, being naturally15 annexed to
actions considered as implying good intention and good desert, ill intention and ill desert;
these natural rewards and punishments, say, are as much a contradiction to the conclusion
above, and shew its falsehood, as a more exact and complete rewarding and punishing of
good and ill desert, as such. So that, if it be incredible that necessary agents should be thus
rewarded and punished, then men are not necessary, but free; since it is matter of fact that
they are thus rewarded and punished. But if, on the contrary, which is the supposition we
have been arguing upon, it be insisted, that men are necessary agents, then there is nothing
incredible in the farther supposition of necessary agents being thus rewarded and punished;
since we ourselves are thus dealt with.
[16] From the whole, therefore it must follow, that a necessity supposed possible, and
reconcilable with the constitution of things, does in no sort prove, that the author of nature
will not, nor destroy the proof that he will, finally and upon the whole, in his eternal government, render his creatures happy or miserable, by some means or other, as they behave well
or ill. Or, to express this conclusion in words conformable to the title of the chapter, the
analogy of nature shews us, that the opinion of necessity, considered as practical, is false. And
if necessity, upon the supposition above mentioned, doth not destroy the proof of natural
religion, it evidently makes no alteration in the proof of revealed.
[17] From these things likewise we may learn in what sense to understand that general assertion, that the opinion of necessity is essentially destructive of all religion. First, in a
practical sense; that by this notion atheistical men pretend to satisfy and encourage themselves in vice, and justify to others their disregard to all religion. And, secondly, in the
strictest sense; that it is a contradiction to the whole constitution of nature, and to what we
may every moment experience in ourselves, and so overturns every thing. But by no means is
this assertion to be understood, as if necessity, supposing it could possibly be reconciled with
the constitution of things; and with what we experience, were not also reconcilable with religion; for upon this supposition it demonstrably is so.

Notes
1. p. 205.
2. p. 211.
3. By will and character is meant that, which, in speaking of men, we should express, not only
by these words, but also by the words, temper taste, dispositions, practical principles: that whole frame of mind,
from-whence we act in one manner rather than another.
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7. Serm. 2. at the Rolls.
8. Dissert. II.
9. However, I am far from intending to deny, that the will of God is determined, by what is
fit, by the right and reason of the case; though one chuses to decline matters of such abstract speculation, and to speak with caution when one does speak of them. But if it be intelligible to say, that it is fit
and reasonable for every one to consult his own happiness, then, fitness of action, or the right and reason of the case,
is an intelligible manner of speaking. And it seems as inconceiveable to suppose God to approve one
course of action, or one end, preferably to another, which yet his acting at all from design implies that
he does, without supposing somewhat prior in that end, to be the ground of the preference; as to suppose him to discern an abstract proposition to be true, without supposing somewhat prior to it, to be
the ground of the discernment. It doth not therefore appear, that moral right is any more relative to
perception, than abstract truth is: or that it is any more improper, to speak of the fitness and rightness
of actions and ends, as founded in the nature of things, than to speak of abstract truth, as thus founded.
10. p. 180.
11. p. 176.
12. Chap. ii.
13. Dissert. II.
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15. Serm. 8th, at the Rolls.
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Chapter VII
Of the Government of God, Considered as a Scheme, or
Constitution, Imperfectly Comprehended
[1] Though it be, as it cannot but be, acknowledged, that the analogy of nature gives a
strong credibility to the general doctrine of religion, and to the several particular things contained in it, considered as so many matters of fact; and likewise, that it shews this credibility
not to be destroyed by any notions of necessity; yet still, objections may be insisted upon
against the wisdom, equity, and goodness of the divine government, implied in the notion of
religion, and against the method by which this government is conducted, to which objections analogy can be no direct answer. For the credibility, or the certain truth, of a matter of
fact, does not immediately prove any thing concerning the wisdom or goodness of it; and
analogy can do no more, immediately or directly, than shew such and such things to be true
or credible, considered only as matters of fact. But, still, if, upon supposition of a moral constitution of nature and a moral government over it, analogy suggests and makes it credible,
that this government must be a scheme, system, or constitution of government, as distinguished from a number of single unconnected acts of distributive justice and goodness; and
likewise, that it must be a scheme, so imperfectly comprehended, and of such a sort in other
respects, as to afford a direct general answer to all objections against the justice and goodness
of it; then analogy is, remotely, of great service in answering those objections, both by suggesting the answer, and shewing it to be a credible one.
[2] Now, this, upon inquiry, will be found to be the case. For, first, upon supposition
that God exercises a moral government over the world, the analogy of his natural government suggests, and makes it credible, that his moral government must be a scheme quite
beyond our comprehension; and this affords a general answer to all objections against the
justice and goodness of it. And, secondly, A more distinct observation of some particular
things contained in God’s scheme of natural government, the like things being supposed, by
analogy, to be contained in his moral government, will farther shew how little weight is to
be laid upon these objections.
[3] I. Upon supposition that God exercises a moral government over the world, the
analogy of his natural government suggests and makes it credible, that his moral government
214
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must be a scheme quite beyond our comprehension: and this affords a general answer to all
objections against the justice and goodness of it. It is most obvious, analogy renders it highly
credible, that upon supposition of a moral government, it must be a scheme,—for the world,
and the whole natural government of it, appears to be so—to be a scheme, system, or constitution, whose parts correspond to each other, and to a whole as really as any work of art, or as
any particular model of a civil constitution, and government. In this great scheme of the natural world, individuals have various peculiar relations to other individuals of their own
species. And whole species are, we find, variously related to other species, upon this earth.
Nor do we know how much farther these kind of relations may extend. And, as there is not
any action, or natural event, which we are acquainted with, so single and unconnected as not
to have a respect to some other actions and events, so, possibly, each of them, when it has not
an immediate, may yet have a remote, natural relation to other actions and events, much
beyond the compass of this present world. There seems indeed, nothing from whence we can
so much as make a conjecture, whether all creatures, actions, and events throughout the
whole of nature, have relations to each other. But, as it is obvious that all events have future
unknown consequences, so, if we trace any, as far as we can go, into what is connected with
it, we shall find, that if such event were not connected with somewhat farther, in nature
unknown to us, somewhat both past and present, such event could not possibly have been at
all. Nor can we give the whole account of any one thing whatever; of all its causes, ends, and
necessary adjuncts; those adjuncts, I mean, without which it could not have been. By this
most astonishing connexion, these reciprocal correspondences and mutual relations, everything which we see in the course of nature, is actually brought about. And things seemingly
the most insignificant imaginable, are perpetually observed to be necessary conditions to
other things of the greatest importance; so that any one thing whatever may, for aught we
know to the contrary, be a necessary condition to any other. The natural world, then, and
natural government of it, being such an incomprehensible scheme; so incomprehensible, that
a man must really, in the literal sense, know nothing at all, who is not sensible of his ignorance in it: this immediately suggests, and strongly shews the credibility, that the moral
world and government of it may be so too. Indeed, the natural and moral constitution and
government of the world are so connected, as to make up together but one scheme; and it is
highly probable, that the first is formed and carried on merely in subserviency to the latter,
as the vegetable world is; for the animal, and organized bodies for minds. But the thing
intended here is, without inquiring how far the administration of the natural world is subordinate to that of the moral, only to observe the credibility, that one should be analogous or
similar to the other: that, therefore, every act of divine justice and goodness may be supposed
to look much beyond itself and its immediate object; may have some reference to other parts
of God’s moral administration, and to a general moral plan; and that every circumstance of
this his moral government may be adjusted beforehand with a view to the whole of it. Thus,
for example: the determined length of time, and the degrees and ways in which virtue is to
remain in a state of warfare and discipline, and in which wickedness is permitted to have its
progress; the times appointed for the execution of justice; the appointed instruments of it;
the kinds of rewards and punishments, and the manners of their distribution; all particular
instances of divine justice and goodness, and every circumstance of them, may have such
respects to each other, as to make up altogether a whole, connected and related in all its
parts; a scheme, or system, which is as properly one as the natural world is, and of the like,
kind. And supposing this to be the ease, it is most evident that we are not competent judges
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of this scheme, from the small parts of it which come within our view in the present life; and
therefore no objections against any of these parts can be insisted upon by reasonable men.
[4] This our ignorance, and the consequence here drawn from it, are universally
acknowledged upon other occasions; and, though scarce denied, yet are universally forgot,
when persons come to argue against religion. And it is not perhaps easy, even for the most
reasonable men, always to bear in mind the degree of our ignorance, and make due
allowances for it. Upon these accounts, it may not be useless to go on a little farther, in order
to more distinctly, how just an answer our ignorance is, to objections against the scheme of
providence. Suppose, then, a person boldly to assert, that the things complained of, the origin and continuance of evil, might easily have been prevented by repeated interpositions;1
interpositions so guarded and circumstanced, as would prelude all mischief arising from
them: or, if this were impracticable, that a scheme of government is itself an imperfection;
since more good might have been produced without any scheme, system, or constitution at
all, by continued single unrelated acts of distributive justice and goodness, because these
would have occasioned no irregularities: and farther than this, it is presumed, the objections
will not be carried. Yet the answer is obvious; that, were these assertions true still the observations above, concerning our ignorance in the scheme of divine government, and the consequence drawn from it, would hold in great measure, enough to vindicate religion against all
objections from the disorders of the present state. Were these assertions true, yet the government of the world might be just and good notwithstanding; for, at the most, they would
infer nothing more than that it might have been better. But, indeed, they are mere arbitrary
assertions; no man being sufficiently acquainted with the possibilities of things, to bring any
proof of them to the lowest degree of probability. For, however possible what is asserted may
seem, yet many instances may be alledged, in things much less out of our reach, of suppositions absolutely impossible and reducible to the most palpable self-contradictions, which not
every one by any means could perceive to be such, nor perhaps any one at first sight suspect.
From these things it is easy to see distinctly, how our ignorance, as it is the common, is really
a satisfactory answer to all objections against the justice and goodness of providence. If a man
contemplating any one providential dispensation, which had no relation to any others,
should object, that he discerned in it a disregard to justice, or a deficiency of goodness, nothing would be less an answer to such objection, than our ignorance in other parts of providence, or in the possibilities of things, no way related to what he was contemplating. But
when we know not but the parts objected against may be relative to other parts unknown to
us, and when we are unacquainted with what is; in the nature of the thing, practicable in the
case before us, then our ignorance is a satisfactory answer: because some unknown relation, or
some unknown impossibility, may render what is objected against just and good; nay, good
in the highest practical degree.
[5] II. And how little weight is to be laid upon such objections will farther appear,
by a more distinct observation of some particular things contained in the natural government of God, the like to which may be supposed from analogy, to be contained in his moral
government.
[6] First, as in the scheme of the natural world; no ends appear to be accomplished
without means; so we find that means very undesirable often conduce to bring about ends
in such a measure desirable, as greatly to over-balance the disagreeableness of the means.
And in cases where such means are conducive to such ends, it is not reason, but experience,
which shews us that they are thus conducive. Experience also shews many means to be
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conducive and necessary to accomplish ends, which means before experience, we should
have thought would have had even a contrary tendency. Now, from these observations relating to the natural scheme of the world, the moral being supposed analogous to it, arises a
great credibility, that the putting our misery in each other’s power to the degree it is, and
making men liable to vice to the degree we are; and, in general, that those things which are
objected against the moral scheme of providence may be, upon the whole, friendly and
assistant to virtue, and productive of an over-balance of happiness; i.e. the things objected
against may be means by which an overbalance of good will, in the end, be found produced:
and, from the same observations, it appears to be no presumption against this, that we do
not, if indeed we do not, see those means to have any such tendency, or that they seem to us
to have a contrary one. Thus those things which we call irregularities, may not be so at all;
because they may be means of accomplishing wise and good ends more considerable. And it
may be added, as above,2 that they may also be the only means by which these wise and
good ends are capable of being accomplished.
[7] After these observations it may be proper to add, in order to obviate an absurd and
wicked conclusion from any of them, that though the constitution of our nature, from
whence we are capable of vice and misery, may, as it undoubtedly does, contribute to the perfection and happiness of the world; and though the actual permission of evil may be beneficial to it, (i.e. it would have been more mischievous, not that a wicked person had himself
abstained from his own wickedness, but that any one had forcibly prevented it, than that it
was permitted); yet, notwithstanding, it might have been much better for the world if this
very evil had never been done. Nay, it is most clearly conceivable, that the very commission
of wickedness may be beneficial to the world, and yet that it would be infinitely more beneficial for men to refrain from it. For thus, in the wise and good constitution of the natural
world, there are disorders which bring their own cures; diseases which are themselves remedies. Many a man would have died, had it not been for the gout or fever; yet it would be
thought madness to assert, that sickness is a better or more perfect state than health; though
the like, with regard to the moral world, has been asserted. But,
[8] Secondly, the natural government of the world is carried or, by general laws. For
this there may be wise and good reasons; the wisest and best, for aught we know to the contrary. And that there are such reasons, is suggested to our thoughts by the analogy of
nature; by our being made to experience good ends to be accomplished, as indeed all the
good which we enjoy is accomplished, by this means, that the laws, by which the world is
governed, are general. For we have scarce any kind of enjoyments, but what we are, in some
way or other, instrumental in procuring ourselves, by acting in a manner which we foresee
likely to procure them: now this foresight could not be at all, were not the government of
the world carried on by general laws. And though, for aught we know to the contrary, every
single case may be, at length, found to have been provided for even by these, yet to prevent
all irregularities, or remedy them as they arise, by the wisest and best general laws, may be
impossible in the nature of things, as we see it is absolutely impossible in civil government.
But then we are ready to think, that the constitution of nature remaining as it is, and the
course of things being permitted to go on, in other respects, as it does, there might be
interpositions to prevent irregularities, though they could not have been prevented or
remedied by any general laws. And there would indeed be reason to wish which, by the way,
is very different from a right to claim that all irregularities were prevented or remedied by
present interpositions, if these interpositions would have no other effect than this. But it is
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plain they would have some visible and immediate bad effects; for instance, they would
encourage idleness and negligence, and they would render doubtful the natural rule of life,
which is ascertained by this very thing, that the course of the world is carried on by general
laws. And farther, it is certain they would have distant effects, and very great ones too, by
means of the wonderful connexions before mentioned.3 So that we cannot so much as guess,
what would be the whole result of the interpositions desired. It may be said, any bad result
right be prevented by farther interpositions, whenever there was occasion for them; but this
again is talking quite at random, and in the dark.4 Upon the whole, then, we see wise reasons why the course of the world should be carried on by general laws, and good ends
accomplished by this means, and, for aught we know, there may be the wisest reasons fox it,
and the best ends accomplished by it. We have no ground to believe, that all irregularities
could be remedied as they arise, or could have been precluded by general laws. We find that
interpositions would produce evil, and prevent good; and, for aught we know, they would
produce greater evil than they would prevent, and prevent greater good than they would
produce. And if this be the case, then, the not interposing is so far from being a ground of
complaint, that it is an instance of goodness. This is intelligible and sufficient; and going
farther seems beyond the utmost reach of our faculties.
[9] But it may be said, that “after all, these supposed impossibilities and relations are
what we are unacquainted with; and we must judge of religion, as of other things, by what
we do know, and look upon the rest. as nothing: or, however, that the answers here given to
what is objected against religion, may equally be made use of to invalidate the proofs of it,
since their stress lies so very much upon our ignorance.” But,
[10] First, though total ignorance in any matter does indeed equally destroy, or rather
preclude, all proof concerning it, and objections against it, yet partial ignorance does not.
For we may in any degree be convinced, that a person is of such a character, and consequently
will pursue such ends, though we are greatly ignorant what is the proper way of acting, in
order the most effectually to obtain those ends; and in this case, objections against his manner of acting, as seemingly not conducive to obtain them, might be answered by our ignorance, though the proof that such ends were intended, might not at all be invalidated by it.
Thus, the proof of religion is a proof of the moral character of God, and, consequently, that
his government is moral, and that every one, upon the whole, shall receive according to his
deserts; a proof that this is the designed end of his government. But we are not competent
judges what is the proper way of acting, in order the most effectually to accomplish this
end.5 Therefore our ignorance is an answer to objections against the conduct of providence,
in permitting irregularities, as seeming contradictory to this end. Now, since it is so obvious
that our ignorance may be a satisfactory answer to objections against a thing, and yet not
affect the proof of it; till it can be shown, it is frivolous to assert, that our ignorance invalidates the proof of religion, as it does the objections against it.
[11] Secondly, suppose unknown impossibilities, and unknown relations, might justly
be urged to invalidate the proof of religion, as well as to answer objections against it, and
that, in consequence of this; the proof of it were doubtful; yet still, let the assertion be
despised, or let it be ridiculed, it is undeniably true, that moral obligations would remain
certain, though it were not certain what would, upon the whole, be the consequences of
observing or violating them. For these obligations arise immediately and necessarily from
the judgment of our own mind, unless perverted, which we cannot violate without being
self-condemned. And they would be curtain, too, from considerations of interest. For,
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though it were doubtful what will be the future consequences of virtue and vice, yet it is
however credible, that they may have those consequences which religion teaches us they will;
and this credibility is a certain6 obligation in point of prudence, to abstain from all wickedness, and to lie in the conscientious practice of all that is good. But,
[12] Thirdly, the answers above given to the objections against religion, cannot
equally be made use of to invalidate the proof of it. For, upon supposition that God exercises
a moral government over the world, analogy does most strongly lead us to conclude, that this
moral government must be a scheme, or constitution, beyond our comprehension. And a
thousand particular analogies shew us, that parts of such a scheme, from their relation to
other parts, may conduce to accomplish ends, which we should have thought they had no
tendency at all to accomplish; nay, ends, which, before experience, we should have thought
such parts were contradictory to, and had a tendency to prevent. And, therefore, all these
analogies shew, that the way of arguing made use of in objecting against religion, is delusive;
because they shew it is not at all incredible, that) could we comprehend the whole, we
should find the permission of the disorders objected against, to be consistent with justice
and goodness, and even to be instances of them. Now this is not applicable to the proof of
religion, as it is to the objections against it;7 and therefore cannot invalidate that proof, as it
does these objections.
[13] Lastly, from the observations now made, it is easy to see, that the answers above
given to the objections against providence, though, in a general way of speaking, they may
be said to be taken from our ignorance, yet are by no means taken merely from that, but
from Somewhat which analogy shews us concerning it. For analogy shews us positively, that
our ignorance in the possibilities of things, and the various relations in nature, renders us
incompetent judges, and leads us to false conclusions, in cases similar to this, in which we
pretend to judge and to object. So that the things above insisted upon, are not mere suppositions of unknown impossibilities and relations; but they are suggested to our thoughts, and
even forced upon the observations of serious men, and rendered credible, too, by the analogy
of nature. And, therefore, to take these things into the account, is to judge by experience,
and what we do know; and it is not judging so, to take no notice of them.
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[1] The observations of the last chapter lead us to consider this little scene of human life, in
which we are so busily engaged, as having reference, of some sort or other, to a much larger
plan of things. Whether we are any way related to the more distant parts of the boundless
universe into which we are brought, is altogether uncertain. But it is evident, that the course
of things which comes within our view, is connected with somewhat past, present, and
future beyond it.1 So that we are placed, as one may speak. in the middle of a scheme, not a
fixed, but a progressive one, every way incomprehensible; incomprehensible, in a manner,
equally with respect to what has been, what now is, and what shall be hereafter. And this
scheme cannot but contain in it somewhat as wonderful, and as much beyond our thought
and conception,2 as any thing in that of religion. For, will any man in, his senses say, that it
is less difficult to conceive how the world came to be, and continued as it is, without, than
with, an intelligent author and governor of it? Or admitting an intelligent governor of it,
that there is some other rule of government more natural, and of easier conception, than that
which we call moral? Indeed, without an intelligent author and governor of nature, no
account at all can be given, how this universe, or the part of it particularly in which we are
concerned, came to be, and the course of it to be carried on, as it is; nor any of its general end
and design, without a moral governor of it. That there is an intelligent author of nature and
natural governor of the world, is a principle gone upon in the foregoing treatise, as proved,
and generally known and confessed to be proved. And the very notion of and intelligent
author of nature, proved by particular final causes, implies a will and a character.3 Now, as
our whole nature, the nature which he has given us, leads us to conclude his will and character to be moral, just, and good; so we can scarce in imagination conceive, what it can be otherwise. However, in consequence of this his will and character, whatever it be, he formed the
universe as it is, and carries on the course of it as he does, rather than in any other manner;
and has assigned to us, and to all living creatures, a part and a lot in it. Irrational creatures
act this their part, and enjoy and undergo the pleasures and the pains allotted them, without
any reflection. But one would think it impossible, that creatures endued with reason could
220
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avoid reflecting sometimes upon all this; reflecting, if not from whence we came, yet, at
least, whither we are going, and what the mysterious scheme in the midst of which we find
ourselves, will at length come out and produce; a scheme in which it is certain we are highly
interested, and in which we may be interested even beyond conception. For many things
prove it palpably absurd to conclude, that we shall cease to be at death. Particular analogies
do most sensibly shew us, that there is nothing to be thought strange in our being to exist in
another state of life. And that we are now living beings, affords a strong probability that we
shall continue so; unless there be some positive ground, and there is none from reason or
analogy, to think death will destroy us. Were a persuasion of this kind ever so well grounded,
there would, surely, be little reason to take pleasure in it. But, indeed, it can have no other
ground than some such imagination, as that of our gross bodies being ourselves; which is
contrary to experience. Experience, too, most clearly shews us the folly of concluding, from
the body and the living agent affecting each other mutually, that the dissolution of the former is the destruction of the latter. And there are remarkable instances of their not affecting
each other, which lead us to a contrary conclusion. The supposition, then, which in all reason
we are to go upon, is, that our living nature will continue after death. And it is infinitely
unreasonable to form an institution of life, or to act upon any other supposition. Now, all
expectation of immortality, whether more or less certain, opens an unbounded prospect to
our hopes and our fears; since we see the constitution of nature is such as to admit of misery,
as well as to be productive of happiness, and experience ourselves to partake of both in some
degree; and since we cannot but know what higher degrees of both we are capable of. And
there is no presumption against believing farther, that our future interest depends upon our
present behaviour; for we see our present interest doth; and that the happiness and misery,
which are naturally annexed to our actions, very frequently do not follow till long after the
actions are done to which they are respectively annexed. So that, were speculation to leave us
uncertain, whether it were likely that the author of nature, in giving happiness and misery to
his creatures, hath regard to their actions or not; yet, since we find by experience that he hath
such regard, the whole sense of things which he has given us, plainly leads us, at once, and
without any elaborate inquiries, to think that it may, indeed must, be to good actions chiefly
that he hath annexed happiness, and to bad actions misery; or that he will, upon the whole,
reward those who do well, and punish those who do evil. To confirm this from the constitution of the world, it has been observed, that some sort of moral government is necessarily
implied in that natural government of God which we experience ourselves under; that good
and bad actions, at present, are naturally rewarded and punished, not only as beneficial and
mischievous to society, but also as virtuous and vicious; and that there is, in the very nature
of the thing, a tendency to their being rewarded and punished in a much higher degree than
they are at present. And though this higher degree of distributive justice, which nature thus
points out and leads towards, is prevented for a time from taking place, it is by obstacles
which the state of this world unhappily throws in its way, and which, therefore, are in their
nature temporary. Now, as these things, in the natural conduct of providence, are observable
on the side of virtue, so there is nothing to be set against them on the side of vice. A moral
scheme of government, then, is visibly established, and in some degree carried into execution; and this, together with the essential tendencies of virtue and vice duly considered, naturally raise in us an apprehension that it will be carried on farther towards perfection in a
future state, and that every one shall there receive according to his deserts. And if this be so,
then our future and general interest, under the moral government of God, is appointed to
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depend upon our behaviour, notwithstanding the difficulty which this may occasion of
securing it, and the danger of losing it; just in the same manner as our temporal interest;
under his natural government, is appointed to depend upon our behaviour, notwithstanding
the like difficulty and danger. For, from our original constitution, and that of the world
which we inhabit, we are naturally trusted with ourselves, with our own conduct and our
own interest. And from the same constitution of nature, especially joined with that course of
things which is owing to men, we have, temptations to be unfaithful in this trust, to forfeit
this interest, to neglect it, and run ourselves into misery and ruin. From these temptations
arise the difficulties of behaving so as to secure our temporal interest, and the hazard of
behaving so as to miscarry in it. There is, therefore, nothing incredible in supposing, there
may be the like difficulty and hazard with regard to that chief and final good which religion
lays before us. Indeed, the whole account, how it came to pass that we were placed in such a
condition as this, must be beyond our comprehension. But it is in part accounted for by what
religion teaches us, that the character of virtue and piety must be a necessary qualification for
a future state of security and happiness, under the moral government of God; in like manner,
as some certain qualifications or other are necessary for every particular condition of life,
under his natural government; and that the present state was intended to be a school of discipline, for improving in ourselves that character. Now, this intention of nature is rendered
highly credible by observing, that we are plainly made for improvement of all kinds; that it
is a general appointment of providence, that we cultivate practical principles, and form
within ourselves habits of action, in order to become fit for what we were wholly unfit for
before; that, in particular, childhood and youth is naturally appointed to be a state of discipline for mature age; and that the present world is peculiarly fitted for a state of moral discipline. And whereas objections are urged against the whole notion of moral government and a
probation state, from the opinion of necessity, it has been shown, that God has given us the
evidence, as it were, of experience, that all objections against religion on this head are vain
and delusive. He has also, in his natural government, suggested an answer to all our short
sighted objections against the equity and goodness of his moral government; and, in general,
he has exemplified to us the latter by the former.
[2] These things, which, it is to be remembered, are matters of fact, ought, in all common sense, to awaken mankind, to induce them to consider, in earnest, their condition, and
what they have to do. It is absurd, absurd to the degree of being ridiculous, if the subject
where not of so serious a kind, for men to think themselves secure in a vicious life, or even in
that immoral thoughtlessness which far the greatest part of them are fallen into. And the
credibility of religion, arising from experience and facts here considered, is fully sufficient, in
reason, to engage them to live in the general practice of all virtue and piety; under the serious apprehension, though it should be mixed with some doubt,4 of a righteous administration established in nature, and a future judgment in consequence of it; especially when we
consider, how very questionable it is whether any thing at all can be gained by vice;5 how
unquestionably little, as well as precarious, the pleasures and profits of it are at the best, and
how soon they must be parted with at the longest. For, in the deliberations of reason, concerning what we are to pursue and what to avoid, as temptations to any thing from mere passion are supposed out of the case; so inducements to vice from cool expectations of pleasure
and interest, so small, and uncertain, and short, are really so insignificant, as, in the view of
reason, to be almost nothing in themselves, and, in comparison with the importance of religion, they quite disappear and are lost. Mere passion, indeed, may be alleged, though not as
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a reason, yet as an excuse for a vicious course of life. And how sorry an excuse it is will be
manifest by observing, that we are placed in a condition in which we are unavoidably inured
to govern our passions, by being necessitated to govern them; and to lay ourselves under the
same kind of restraints, and as great ones too, from temporal regards, as virtue and piety, in
the ordinary course of things, require. The plea of ungovernable passion, then, on the side of
vice, is the poorest of all things; for it is no reason; and but a poor excuse. But the proper
motives to religion, are the proper proofs of it, from our moral nature, from the presages of
conscience, and our natural apprehension of God, under the character of a righteous governor
and judge; a nature, and conscience, and apprehension given us by him; and from the confirmation of the dictates of reason, by life and immortality brought to light by the gospel; and the
wrath of God revealed from heaven, against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men.
The end of the first part.
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II: Of Revealed Religion
Chapter I
Of the Importance of Christianity
[1] Some persons, upon pretence of the sufficiency of the light of nature, avowedly reject all
revelation, as, in its very notion, incredible, and what must be fictitious. And, indeed, it is
certain no revelation would have been given; had the light of nature been sufficient in such a
sense as to render one not wanting and useless. But no man, in seriousness and simplicity of
mind, can possibly think it so, who considers the state of religion in the heathen world
before revelation, and its present state in those places which have borrowed no light from it;
particularly, the doubtfulness of some of the greatest men concerning things of the utmost
importance, as well as the natural inattention and ignorance of mankind in general. It is
impossible to say who would have been able to have reasoned out that whole system, which
we call natural religion, in its genuine simplicity, clear of superstition; but there is certainly
no ground to affirm that the generality could: if they could; there is no sort of probability
that they would. Admitting there were, they would highly want a standing admonition, to
remind them of it, and inculcate it upon them. And, farther still, were they as much disposed to attend to religion as the better sort of men are, yet, even upon this supposition,
there would be; various occasions for supernatural instruction and assistance, and the greatest
advantages might be afforded by them. So that to say, revelation is a thing superfluous, what
there was no need of, and what can be of no service, is I think, to talk quite wildly and at random. Nor would it be more extravagant to affirm, that mankind is so entirely at ease in the
present state, and life so completely happy, that it is a contradiction to suppose our condition
capable of being in any respect better.
[2] There are other persons, not to be ranked with these, who seem to be getting into
a way of neglecting, and, as it were, overlooking revelation as of small importance, provided
natural religion to be kept to. With little regard, either to the evidence of the former, or to
the objections against it, and even upon supposition of its truth, the only design of it, say
they, must be to establish a belief of the moral system of nature, and to enforce the practice of
natural piety and virtue. The belief and practice of these things were, perhaps, much promoted by the first publication of Christianity; but whether they are believed and practised,
225
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upon the evidence and motives of nature or of revelation, is no great matter.1 This way of
considering revelation, though it is not the same with the former, yet borders nearly upon it
and very much, at length, runs up into it, and requires to be particularly considered, with
regard to the persons who seem to be getting into this way. The consideration of it will, likewise, farther shew the extravagance of the former opinion, and the truth of the observations
in answer to it, just mentioned. And an inquiry into the importance of Christianity, cannot
be an improper introduction to a treatise concerning the credibility of it.
[3] Now, if God has given a revelation to mankind, and commanded those things
which are commanded in Christianity, it is evident. at first sight, that it cannot in any wise
be an indifferent matter, whether we obey or disobey those commands, unless we are certainly assured, that we know all the reasons for them, and that all those reasons are now
ceased, with regard to mankind in general, or to ourselves in particular. And it is absolutely
impossible we can be assured of this; for our ignorance of these reasons proves nothing in the
case, since the whole analogy of nature shews what is indeed in itself evident, that there may
be infinite reasons for things, with which we are not acquainted.
[4] But the importance of Christianity will more distinctly appear, by considering it
more distinctly: First, as a republication, and external institution, of natural or essential religion, adapted to the present circumstances of mankind, and intended to promote natural
piety and virtue; and secondly, as containing an account of a dispensation of things, not discoverable by reason, in consequence of which several distinct precepts are enjoined us. For,
though natural religion is the foundation and principal part of Christianity, it is not in any
sense the whole of it.
[5] I. Christianity is a republication of natural religion. It instructs mankind in the
moral system of the world; that it is the work of an infinitely perfect Being, and under his
government; that virtue is his law; and that he will finally judge mankind in righteousness,
and render to all according to their works, in a future state. And, which is very material, it
teaches natural religion in its genuine simplicity, free from those superstitions with which it
was totally corrupted, and under which it was in a manner lost.
[6] Revelation is, farther, an authoritative publication of natural religion, and so
affords the evidence of testimony for the truth of it. Indeed, the miracles and prophecies
recorded in scripture, were intended to prove a particular dispensation of providence, the
redemption of the world by the Messiah: but this does not hinder but that they may also
prove God’s general providence over the world, as our moral governor and judge. And they
evidently do prove it; because this character of the author of nature is necessarily connected
with and implied in that particular revealed dispensation of things; it is likewise continually
taught expressly and insisted, upon, by those persons who wrought the miracles and delivered the prophecies. So that, indeed, natural religion seems as much proved by the scripture
revelation, as it would have been, had the design of revelation been nothing else than to
prove it.
[7] But it may possibly be disputed, how far miracles can prove natural religion; and
notable objections may be urged against this proof of it, considered as a matter of speculation; but, considered as a practical thing, there can be none. For, suppose a person to teach
natural religion to a nation who had lived in total ignorance or forgetfulness of it, and to
declare he was commissioned by God so to do; suppose him, in proof of his commission, to
foretell things future, which no human foresight could have guessed at; to divide the sea
with a word; feed great multitudes with bread from heaven; cure all manner of diseases; and
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raise the dead, even himself, to life; would not this give additional credibility to his teaching, a credibility beyond what that of a common man would have, and be an authoritative
publication of the law of nature, i.e. a new proof of it? It would be a practical one, of the
strongest kind, perhaps, which human creatures are capable of having given them. The law
of Moses, then, and the gospel of Christ are authoritative publications of the religion of
nature: they afford a proof of God’s general providence, as moral governor of the world, as
well as of his particular dispensations of providence towards sinful creatures, revealed in the
law of the gospel. As they are the only evidence of the latter, so they are an additional evidence of the former.
[8] To shew this further, let us suppose a man of the greatest and most improved
capacity, who had never heard of revelation, convinced upon the whole, notwithstanding the
disorders of the world, that it was under the direction and moral government of an infinitely
perfect being, but really to question, whether he were not got beyond the reach of his faculties; suppose him brought, by this suspicion, into great danger of being carried away by the
universal bad example of almost every one around him, who appeared to have no sense, no
practical sense at least, of these things; and this perhaps, would be as advantageous a situation, with regard to religion, as nature alone ever placed any man in. What a confirmation
now must it be to such a person, all at once to find, that this moral system of things was
revealed to mankind, in the name of that infinite being whom he had from principles of reason, believed in; and that the publishers of the revelation proved their commission from him,
by making it appear that he had intrusted them with a power of suspending and changing
the general laws of nature.
[9] Nor must it, by any means, be omitted for it is a thing of the utmost importance,
that life and immortality are eminently brought to light by the gospel. The great doctrines
of a future state, the danger of a course of wickedness, and the efficacy of repentance, are not
only confirmed in the gospel, but are taught, especially the last is, with a degree of light; to
which that of nature is but darkness.
[10] Farther: as Christianity served these ends and purposes, when it was first published, by the miraculous publication itself, so it was intended to serve the same purposes, in
future ages, by means of the settlement of a visible church; of a society, distinguished from
common ones, and from the rest of the world, by peculiar religious institutions; by an instituted method of instruction, and an instituted form of external religion. Miraculous powers
were given to the first preachers of Christianity, in order to their introducing it into the
world; a visible church was established, in order to continue it, and carry it on successively
throughout all ages. Had Moses and the prophets, Christ and his apostles, only taught, and by
miracles proved, religion to their contemporaries the benefits of their instructions would
have reached but to a small part of mankind. Christianity must have been, in a great degree,
sunk and forgot in a very few ages. To prevent this appears to have been one reason why a visible church was instituted; to be, like a city upon a hill, a standing memorial to the world of
the duty which we owe our maker; to call men continually, to by example and instruction, to
attend to it, and, by the form of religion ever before their eyes, remind them of the reality; to
be the repository of the oracles of God; to hold up the light of revelation in aid to that of
nature, and propagate it throughout all generations to the end of the world the light of revelation, considered here in no other view, than as designed to enforce natural religion. And, in
proportion as Christianity is professed and taught in the world, religion, natural or essential
religion, is thus distinctly and advantageously laid before mankind, and brought again and
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again to their thoughts, as a matter of infinite importance. A visible church has also a farther
tendency to promote natural religion, as being an instituted method of education, originally
intended to be of more peculiar advantage to those who would conform to it. For one end of
the institution was, that, by admonition and reproof, as well as instruction; by a general regular discipline, and public exercises of religion, the body of Christ, as the scripture speaks,
should be edified; i.e. trained up in piety and virtue, to a higher and a better state. This settlement then, appearing thus beneficial; tending, in the nature of the thing, to answer, and
in some degree actually answering, those ends; it is to be remembered, that the very notion
of it implies positive institutions; for the visibility of the church consists in them. Take away
every thing of this kind, and you lose the very notion itself. So that, if the things now mentioned are advantages, the reason and importance of positive institutions in general is most
obvious; since with out them, these advantages could not be secured to the world. And it is
mere idle wantonness, to insist upon knowing the reasons why such particular ones were
fixed upon rather than others.
[11] The benefit arising from this supernatural assistance, which Christianity affords
to natural religion, is what some persons are very slow in apprehending; and yet it is a thing
distinct in itself, and a very plain obvious one. For will any, in good earnest, really say, that
the bulk of mankind in the heathen world were in as advantageous a situation, with regard
to natural religion, as they are now amongst us? that it was laid before them, and enforced
upon them, in a manner as distinct, and as much tending to influence their practice?
[12] The objections against all this, from the perversion of Christianity, and from the
supposition of its having had but little good influence, however innocently they may be proposed, yet cannot be insisted upon as conclusive, upon any principles but such as lead to
downright atheism; because the manifestation of the law of nature by reason, which, upon all
principles of theism, must have been from God, has been perverted and rendered ineffectual
in the same manner. It may indeed, I think, truly be said that the good effects of Christianity
have not been small; nor its supposed ill effects at all of it, properly speaking. Perhaps, too,
the things themselves done have been aggravated; and if not, Christianity hath been often
only a pretence and the same evils, in the main, would have been done upon some other pretence. However, great and shocking as the corruptions and abuses of it have really been, they
cannot be insisted upon as arguments against it, upon principles of theism. For one cannot
proceed one step in reasoning upon natural religion, any more than upon Christianity, without laying it down as a first principle, that the dispensations of providence are not to be
judged of by their perversions, but by their genuine tendencies; not by what they do actually
seem to effect, but by what they would effect if mankind did their part, that part which is
justly put and left upon them. It is altogether as much the language of one, as of the other;
He that is unjust, let him be unjust still; and he that is holy, let him be holy still.2 The light of reason does not, any more than that of revelation, force men to submit to its authority: both
admonish them of what they ought to do and avoid, together with the consequences of each;
and, after this, leave them at full liberty to act just as they please, till the appointed time of
judgment. Every moment’s experience shews that this is God’s general rule of government.
[13] To return, then: Christianity being a promulgation of the law of nature; being,
moreover, an authoritative promulgation of it, with new light and other circumstances of
peculiar advantage, adapted to the wants of mankind; these things fully shew its importance. And it is to be observed rather that as the nature of the case requires, so all Christians
are commanded to contribute, by their profession of Christianity, to preserve it in the
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world, and render it such a promulgation and enforcement of religion. For it is the very
scheme of the gospel, that each Christian should, in his degree, contribute towards continuing and carrying it on; all by uniting in the public profession, and external practice of
Christianity; some by instructing, by having the oversight, and taking care of this religious
community, the church of God. Now this farther shews the importance of Christianity, and,
which is what I chiefly intend, its importance in a practical sense, or the high obligations
we are under, to take it into our most serious consideration: and the danger there must necessarily be, not only in treating it despitefully, which I am not now speaking of, but in disregarding and neglecting it. For this is neglecting to do what is expressly enjoined us, for
continuing those benefits to the world, and transmitting them down to future times, And
all this holds, even though the only thing to be considered in Christianity were its subserviency to natural religion. But,
[14] II. Christianity is to be considered in a further view: as containing an account of
a dispensation of things, not at all discoverable by reason, in consequence of which several
distinct precepts are enjoined us. Christianity is not only an external institution of natural
religion, and a new promulgation of God’s general providence, as righteous governor and
judge of the world; but it contains also a revelation, of a particular dispensation of providence, carrying on by his Son and Spirit, for the recovery and salvation of mankind, who are
represented, in scripture, to be in a state of ruin. And, in consequence of this revelation
being made, we are commanded to be baptized, not only in the name of the Father but also
of the Son and of the Holy Ghost; and other obligations of duty, unknown before, to the Son
and the Holy Ghost, are revealed. Now, the importance of these duties may be judged of, by
observing that they arise, not from positive command merely, but also from the offices
which appear, from scripture, to belong to those divine persons in the gospel dispensation,
or from the relations which, we are there informed, they stand in to us. By reason is revealed
the relation which God the Father stands in to us. Hence arises the obligation of duty
which we are under to him. In scripture are revealed the relations which the Son and Holy
Spirit stand in to us. Hence arise the obligations of duty which we are under to them. The
truth of the case, as one may speak, in each of these three respects, being admitted, that
God is the governor of the world, upon the evidence of reason; that Christ is the mediator
between God and man, and the Holy Ghost or guide and sanctifier, upon the evidence of
revelation: the truth of the case, I say, in each of these respects, being admitted, it is no
more a question, why it should be commanded that we be baptized in the name of the Son
and of the Holy Ghost, than that we be baptized in the name of the Father. This matter
seems to require to be more fully stated.3
[15] Let it be remembered, then, that religion comes under the twofold consideration
of internal and external; for the latter is as real a part of religion, of true religion, as the former. Now, when religion is considered under the first notion as an inward principle, to be
exerted in such and such inward acts of the mind and heart, the essence of natural religion
may be said to consist in religious regards to God the Father almighty: and the essence of
revealed religion, as distinguished from natural, to consist in religious regards to the Son, and
to the Holy Ghost. And the obligation we are under, of paying these religious regards to each
of these divine persons respectively, arises from the respective relations which they each stand
in to us. How these relations are made known, whether by reason or revelation, makes no
alteration in the case: because the duties arise out of the relation themselves, not out of the
manner in which we are informed of them. The Son and Spirit have each his proper office in
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that great dispensation of providence, the redemption of the world; the one our Mediator,
the other our sanctifier. Does not, then, the duty of religious regards to both these divine
persons, as immediately arise, to the view of reason, out of the very nature of these offices and
relations, as the inward good will and kind attention, which we owe to our fellow-creatures,
arises out of the common relations between us and them? But it will be asked, what are the
inward religious regards, appearing thus obviously due to the Son and Holy Spirit; as arising, not merely from command in scripture, but from the very nature of the revealed relations, which they stand in to us? I answer, the religious regards of reverence, honor, love,
trust, gratitude, fear, hope. In what external manner, this inward worship is to be expressed,
is a matter of pure revealed command; as perhaps, the external manner in which God the
Father is to be worshipped, may be more so than we are ready to think; but the worship, the
internal worship itself, to the Son and Holy Ghost, is no farther matter of pure revealed command, than as the relations they stand in to us, are matter of pure revelation; for the relations
being known, the obligations to such internal, worship are obligations of reason, arising out
of those relations themselves. In short, the history of the gospel as immediately shews us the
reason of these obligations, as it shews us the meaning of the words, Son and Holy Ghost.
[16] If this account of the Christian religion be just, those persons who can speak
lightly of it, as of little consequence, provided natural religion be kept to, plainly forget, that
Christianity, even what is peculiarly so called, as distinguished from natural religion, has yet
somewhat very important, even of a moral nature. For the office of our Lord being made
known, and the relation he stands in to us, the obligation of religious regards to him is
plainly moral; as much as charity to mankind is; since: this obligation arises, before external
command, immediately out of that his office and relation itself Those persons appear to forget, that revelation is to be considered as informing us of somewhat new in the state of
mankind, and in the government of the world; as acquainting us with some relations we
stand in, which could not otherwise have been known. And these relations being real,
(though before revelation we could be under no obligations from them, yet upon their being
revealed,) there is no reason to think, but that neglect of behaving suitably to them will be
attended with the same kind of consequences under God’s government, as neglecting to
behave suitably to any other relations made known to us by reason. And ignorance, whether
unavoidable or voluntary, so far as we can possibly see, will, just as much, and just as little,
excuse in one case as in the other: the ignorance being supposed equally unavoidable, or
equally voluntary; in both cases.
[17] If, therefore, Christ be indeed the Mediator between God and man i.e. if Christianity be true; if he be indeed our Lord, our Saviour, and our God, no one can say what may
follow, not only the obstinate, but the, careless, disregard to him in those high relations.
Nay, no one can say what may follow such disregard, even in the way of natural consequence.4 For, as the natural consequences of vice in this life are doubtless to be considered as
judicial punishments inflicted by God, so likewise, for aught we know, the judicial punishments of the future life may be, in a like way, or a like sense, the natural consequence of
vice:5 of men’s violating or disregarding the relations which God has placed them in here,
and made known to them.
[18] Again: if mankind are corrupted and depraved in their moral character, and so are
unfit for that state which Christ is gone to prepare for his disciples; and if the assistance of
God’s Spirit be necessary to renew their nature, in a degree requisite to their being qualified
for that state; all which is implied in the express, though figurative, declaration, except a man
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be born of the Spirit, he cannot enter into the kingdom of God:6 supposing this, is it possible any
serious person can think it a slight matter, whether or no he makes use of the means,
expressly commanded by God, for obtaining this divine assistance? Especially since the
whole analogy of nature shews, that we are not to expect any benefits, without making use of
the appointed means for obtaining or enjoying them. Now, reason shews us nothing of the
particular immediate means of obtaining either temporal or spiritual benefits. This, therefore, we must learn, either from experience or revelation. And experience the present case
does not admit of.
[19] The conclusion from all this evidently is, that Christianity being supposed either
true or credible, it is unspeakable irreverence, and really the most presumptuous rashness, to
treat it as a light matter. It can never justly be esteemed of little consequence, till it be positively supposed false. Nor do I know a higher and more important obligation which we are
under, than that of examining most seriously into the evidence of it, supposing its credibility; and of embracing it, upon supposition of its truth.
[20] The two following deductions may be proper to be added, in order to illustrate
the foregoing observations, and to prevent their being mistaken.
[21] First, hence we may clearly see, where lies the distinction between what is positive and what is moral in religion. Moral precepts are precepts, the reasons of which we see;
positive precepts are precepts, the reasons of which we do not see.7 Moral duties arise out of the
nature of the case itself, prior to external command. Positive duties do not arise out of the
nature of the case, but from external command: nor would they be duties at all, were it not
for such command received from him, whose creatures and subjects we are. But the manner
in which the nature of the case, or the fact of the relation, is made known, this doth not
denominate any duty, either positive or moral. That we be baptized in the name of the
Father, is as much a positive duty as that we be baptized in the name of the Son; because
both arise equally from revealed command: though the relation which we stand in to God
the Father, is made known to us by reason; the relation we stand in to Christ, by revelation
only. On the other hand, the dispensation of the gospel admitted, gratitude as immediately
becomes due to Christ, from his being the voluntary minister of this dispensation, as it is due
to God the Father, from his being the fountain of all good; though the first is made known to
us by revelation only, the second by reason. Hence also may see and, for distinctness sake, it
may be worth mentioning, that positive institutions come under a twofold consideration.
They are either institutions founded on natural religion, as, baptism in the name of the
Father; though this has also a particular reference to the gospel dispensation, for it is in the
name of God, as the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ; or they are external institutions founded
on revealed religion, as baptism in the name of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost.
[22] Secondly, from the distinction between what is moral and what is positive in religion, appears the ground of that peculiar preference, which the scripture teaches us to be due
to the former.
[23] The reason of positive institutions in general is very obvious, though we should
not see the reason why such particular ones are pitched upon, rather than others. Whoever,
therefore, instead of cavilling at words, will attend to the thing itself, may clearly see, that
positive institutions in general, as distinguished from this or that particular one, have the
nature of moral commands: since the reasons of them appear. Thus, for instance, the external
worship of God is a moral duty, though no particular mode of it be so. Care then is to be
taken, when a comparison is made between positive and moral duties, that they be compared
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no farther than as they are different; no farther than as the former are positive, or arise out of
mere external command, the reasons of which we are not acquainted with; and as the latter
are moral, or arise out of the apparent reason of the case, without such external command.
Unless this caution be observed, we shall run into endless confusion.
[24] Now, this being premised, suppose two standing precepts enjoined by the same
authority; that, in certain conjunctures it is impossible to obey both; that the former is
moral, i.e. a precept of which we see the reasons, and that they hold in the particular case
before us; but that the latter is positive, i.e. a precept of which we do not see the reasons: it is
indisputable that our obligations are to obey the former, because there is an apparent reason
for this preference, and none against it. Farther, positive institutions; I suppose all those
which Christianity enjoins, are means to a moral end; and the end must be acknowledged
more excellent than the means. Nor is observance of these institutions any religious obedience at all, or of any value, otherwise than as it proceeds from a moral principle. This seems
to be the strict logical way of stating and determining this matter; but will, perhaps, be
found less applicable to practice, than may be thought at first sight.
[25] And therefore, in a more practical, though more lax way of consideration, and
taking the words, moral law and positive institutions, in the popular sense; I add, that the whole
moral law is as much matter of revealed command, as positive institutions are; for the scripture enjoins every moral virtue. In this respect, then, they are both upon a level. But the
moral law is, moreover, written upon our hearts, interwoven into our very nature. And this is
a plain intimation of the author of it, which is to be preferred, when they interfere.
[26] But there is not altogether so much necessity for the determination of this question as some persons seem to think. Nor are we left to reason alone to determine it. For, first,
though mankind have in all ages been greatly prone to place their religion in peculiar positive rites, by way of equivalent for obedience to moral precepts; yet, without making any
comparison at all between them, and consequently without determining which is to have the
preference, the nature of the thing abundantly shews all notions of that kind to be utterly
subversive of true religion; as they are, moreover contrary to the whole general tenor of scripture, and likewise to the most express particular declarations of it, that nothing can render us
accepted of God, without moral virtue. Secondly, upon the occasion of mentioning together
positive and moral duties, the scripture always puts the stress of religion upon the latter, and
never upon the former; which, though no sort of allowance to neglect the former, when they
do not interfere with the latter, yet is a plain intimation, that when they do, the latter are to
be preferred. And, farther, as mankind are for placing the stress of their religion any where,
rather than upon virtue, lest both the reason of the thing, and the general spirit of Christianity, appearing in the intimation now mentioned, should be ineffectual against this prevalent
folly; our Lord himself, from whose command alone the obligation of positive institutions
arises, has taken occasion to make the comparison between them and moral precepts, when
the Pharisees censured him for eating with publicans and sinners; and also when they censured
his disciples for plucking the ears of corn on the Sabbath-day. Upon this comparison he has determined expressly and in form, which shall have the preference when they interfere. And by
delivering his authoritative determination in a proverbial manner of expression, he has made
it general: I will have mercy, and not sacrifice.8 The propriety of the word proverbial is not the
thing insisted upon: though I think the manner of speaking is to be called so. But that the
manner of speaking very remarkably renders the determination general, is surely indisputable. For, had it, in the latter case, been said only, that God preferred mercy to the rigid
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observance of the Sabbath, even then, by parity of reason, most justly might we have argued,
that he preferred mercy, likewise, to the observance of other ritual institutions, and, in general, moral duties to positive ones. And thus the determination would have been general,
though its being so were inferred, and not expressed. But as the passage really stands in the
gospel, it is much stronger; for the sense, and the very literal words of our Lord’s answer, are
as applicable to any other instance of a comparison, between positive and moral duties, as to
this upon which they were spoken. And if, in case of competition, mercy is to be preferred to
positive institutions, it will scarce be thought, that justice is to give place to them. It is
remarkable, too, that, as the words are a quotation from the Old Testament, they are introduced, on both of the forementioned occasions, with a declaration, that the Pharisees did not
understand the meaning of them. This, I say, is very remarkable; for, since it is scarce possible for the most ignorant person not to understand the literal sense of the passage, in the
Prophet;9 and since understanding the literal sense would not have prevented their condemning the guiltless;10 it can hardly be doubted, that the thing which our Lord really intended in
that declaration, was, that the Pharisees had not learnt from it, as they might, wherein the
general spirit of religion consists; that it consists in moral piety and virtue, as distinguished
from forms and ritual observances. However, it is certain we may learn this from his divine
application of the passage, in the gospel.
[27] But, as it is one of the peculiar weaknesses of human nature, when, upon a comparison of two things, one is found to be of greater importance than the other, to consider
this other as of scarce any importance at all; it is highly necessary that we remind ourselves,
how great presumption it is to make light of any institutions of divine appointments; that
our obligations to obey all God’s commands whatever, are absolute and indispensable; and
that commands merely positive, admitted to be from him, lay us under a moral obligation to
obey them; an obligation moral in the strictest and most proper sense.
[28] To these things I cannot forbear adding, that the account now given of Christianity most strongly shews and enforces upon us the obligation of searching the scriptures,
in order to see what the scheme of revelation really is instead of determining beforehand,
from reason, what the scheme of it must be.11 Indeed, if in revelation there be found any
passages, the seeming meaning of which is contrary to natural religion, we may most certainly conclude such seeming meaning not to be the real one. But it is not any degree of
presumption against an interpretation of scriptures, that such interpretation contains a doctrine, which the light of nature cannot discover;12 or a precept, which the law of nature
does not oblige to.

Notes
1. Invenis multos—propterea nolle fieri Christianos, quia quasi sufficient sibi de bona vita
sua. Bene vivere opus est, ait. Quid mihi praecepturus est Christus? Ut bene vivam? Jam bene vivo.
Quid mihi necessaries est Christus? Nullura homicidium, nullum furtum, nullam rapinam facio, res
alienas non concupisco, nullo adulterio contaminor. Nam inveniatur in vita mea aliquid quod reprehendatur, et qui reprehenderit faciat Christianum. Aug. in Psal. xxxi.
2. Rev. xxii. 11.
3. See, The Nature, Obligation, and Efficacy, of the Christian Sacraments, &c. and Colliber of
revealed Religion, as there quoted.
4. p. 165.
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5. Ch. v.
6. John iii 5.
7. This is the distinction between moral and positive precepts, considered respectively as such.
But yet, since the latter have somewhat of a moral nature, considered in this view, we may see the reason
of them. Moral and positive precepts are, in some respects alike, in other respects different: so far as they
are alike, we discern the reasons of both: so far as they are different, we discern the reasons of the former,
but not of the latter. See p. 147, 148. & p. 156
8. Matth. ix. 13. and xii. 7.
9. Hos. vi.
10. See Matth. xii. 7.
11. See Ch. iii.
12. p. 235–6.
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Chapter II
Of the Supposed Presumption Against a Revelation,
Considered as Miraculous
[1] Having shown the importance of the Christian revelation, and the obligations which we
are under seriously to attend to it, upon supposition of its truth or its credibility; the next
thing in order is, to consider the supposed presumptions against revelation in general, which
shall be the subject of this chapter; and the objections against the Christian in particular;
which shall be the subject of some following ones.1 For it seems the most natural method, to
remove these prejudices against Christianity; before we proceed to the consideration of the
positive evidence for it, and the objection against that evidence.2
[2] It is, I think, commonly supposed, that there is some peculiar presumption, from
the analogy of nature, against the Christian scheme of things, at least against miracles; so as
that stronger evidence is necessary to prove the truth and reality of them, than world be sufficient to convince us of other events or matters of fact. Indeed, the consideration of this supposed presumption cannot but be thought very insignificant by many persons; yet, as it
belongs to the subject of this treatise; so it may tend to open the mind, and remove some
prejudices; however needless the consideration of it be, upon its own account.
[3] I. I find no appearance of a presumption, from the analogy of nature, against the
general scheme of Christianity, that God created and invisibly governs the world by Jesus
Christ, and by him also will hereafter judge it in righteousness, i.e. render to every one
according to his works; and that good men are under the secret influence of his Spirit.
Whether these things are, or are not, to be called miraculous, is, perhaps, only a question
about words; or, however, is of no moment in the case. If the analogy of nature raises any
presumption against this general scheme of Christianity, it must be, either because it is
not discoverable by reason or experience, or else because it is unlike that course of nature,
which is. But analogy raises no presumption, against the truth of this scheme, upon either
of these accounts.
[4] First, there is no presumption, from analogy, against the truth of it, upon account of
its not being discoverable by reason or experience. For, suppose one who never heard of revelation, of the most improved understanding, and acquainted with our whole system of natural
235

White.qxd

236

7/12/2006

7:40 PM

Page 236

The Analogy of Religion, Natural and Revealed, to the Constitution and Course of Nature

philosophy and natural religion; such a one could not but be sensible, that it was but a very
small part of the natural and moral system of the universe: which he was acquainted with. He
could not but be sensible, that there must be innumerable things, in the dispensations of
providence past, in the invisible government over the world at present carrying on, and in
what is to come, of which he was wholly ignorant, and which could not be discovered without
revelation. Whether the scheme of nature be, in the strictest sense, infinite or not, it is evidently vast, even beyond all possible imagination. And, doubtless, that part of it which is
opened to our view, is but as a point, in comparison of the whole plan of providence, reaching
throughout eternity, past and future; in comparison of what is even now going on in the
remote parts of the boundless universe; nay, in comparison of the whole scheme of this world.
And, therefore, that things he beyond the natural reach of our faculties, is no sort of presumption against the truth and reality of them; because it is certain, there are innumerable things
in the constitution and government of the universe, which are thus beyond the natural reach
of our faculties. Secondly, analogy raises no presumption against any of the things contained in
this general doctrine of scripture now mentioned, upon account of their being unlike the
known course of nature. For there is no presumption at all, from analogy, that the whole
course of things, or divine government, naturally unknown to us, and every thing in it, is like
to any thing in that which is known; and therefore no peculiar presumption against any thing
in the former, upon account of its being unlike to any thing the latter. And in the constitution
and natural government of the world, as well as in the moral government of it, we see things;
in a great degree, unlike one another: and therefore ought not to wonder at such unlikeness
between things visible and invisible. However, the scheme of Christianity is by no means
entirely unlike the scheme of nature; as will appear in the following part of this treatise.
[5] The notion of a miracle, considered as a proof of a divine mission, has been stated
with great exactness by divines; and is, I think, sufficiently understood by every one. There
are also invisible miracles, the incarnation of Christ, for instance, which, being secret, cannot
be alledged as a proof of such a mission; but require themselves to be proved by visible miracles. Revelation, itself, too, is miraculous and miracles are the proof of it; and the supposed
presumption against these shall presently be, considered. All which I have been observing
here is, that, whether we choose to call every thing in the dispensations of providence, not
discoverable without revelation, nor like the known course of things, miraculous; and
whether the general Christian dispensation now mentioned, is to be called so, or not the foregoing observations seem certainly to shew that there is no presumption against it, from the
analogy of nature.
[6] II. There is no presumption, from analogy, against some operations, which, we
should now call miraculous; particularly, none against a revelation, at the beginning of the
world; nothing of such presumptions against it, as is supposed to be implied or expressed in
the word miraculous. For a miracle, in its very notion, is relative to a course of nature; and
implies somewhat different from it, considered as being so. Now, either there was no course
of nature at the time which we are speaking of; or if there were, we are not acquainted what
the course of nature is upon the first peopling of worlds. And therefore the question,
whether mankind had a revelation made to them at that time is to be considered, not as a
question concerning a miracle, but as a common question of fact. And we have the like reason, be it more or less, to admit the report of tradition concerning this question and concerning common matters of fact of the same antiquity; for instance, what part of the earth
was first peopled.
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[7] Or thus: when mankind was first placed in this state there was a power exerted,
totally different from the present course of nature. Now, whether this power, thus wholly different from the present course of nature; for we cannot properly apply to it the word miraculous; whether this power stopped immediately after it had made man, or went on, and
exerted itself farther in giving him a revelation, is a question of the same kind, as whether an
ordinary power exerted itself in such a particular degree and manner, or not.
[8] Or suppose the power exerted in the formation of the world be considered as
miraculous, or rather, be called by the name, the case will not be different; since it must be
acknowledged, that such a power was exerted. For supposing it acknowledged that our Saviour spent some years in a course of working miracles; there is no more presumption, worth
mentioning, against his having exerted this miraculous power, in a certain degree greater,
than in a certain degree less; in one or two more instances, than in one or two fewer; in this,
than in another manner.
[9] It is evident, then, that there can be no peculiar presumption, from the analogy of
nature, against supposing a revelation, when man was first placed upon the earth.
[10] Add, that there does not appear the least intimation in history or tradition, that
religion was first reasoned out; but the whole of history and tradition makes for the other
side that it came into the world by revelation. Indeed, the state of religion in the first ages, of
which we have any account seems to suppose and imply, that this was the original of it
amongst mankind. And these reflections together, without taking in the peculiar authority
of scripture, amount to real and very material degree of evidence, that there was a revelation
at the beginning of the world. Now this, as it is a confirmation of natural religion, and therefore mentioned in the former part of this treatise;3 so, likewise, it has a tendency to remove
any prejudices against a subsequent revelation.
[11] III. But still it may be objected, that there is some peculiar presumption from
analogy, against miracles; particularly against revelation; after the settlement and during the
continuance of a course of nature.
[12] Now, with regard to this supposed presumption, it is to be observed in general,
that before we can have ground for raising what can, with any propriety, be called an argument from analogy, for or against revelation considered as somewhat miraculous, we must be
acquainted with a similar or parallel case. But the history of some other world, seemingly in
like circumstances with our own, is no more than a parallel case; and therefore nothing short
of this can be so. Yet, could we come at a presumptive proof, for or against a revelation, from
being informed whether such world had one, or not; such a proof, being drawn from one single instance only, must be infinitely precarious. More particularly: First of all, There is a very
strong presumption against common speculative truths, and against the most ordinary facts,
before the proof of them; which yet is overcome by almost any proof. There is a presumption
of millions to one, against the story of Cæsar, or of any other man. For suppose a number of
common facts so and so circumstanced, of which one had no kind of proof, should happen to
come into one’s thoughts; every one would, without any possible doubt, conclude them to be
false. And the like may be said of a single common fact. And from hence it appears, that the
question of importance, as to the matter before us, is, concerning the degree of the peculiar
presumption supposed against miracles; not whether there be any peculiar presumption at
all against them. For, if there be the presumption of millions to one, against the most common facts, what can a small presumption, additional to this, amount to, though it be peculiar? It cannot be estimated, and is as nothing. The only material question is, whether there
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be any such presumption against miracles, as to render them in any sort incredible. Secondly,
if we leave out the consideration of religion, we are in such total darkness, upon what causes,
occasions, reasons, or circumstances, the present course of nature depends, that there does not
appear any improbability for or against supposing, that five or six thousand years may have
given scope for causes, occasions, reasons, or circumstances, from whence miraculous interpositions may have arisen. And from this, joined with the foregoing observation, it will follow,
that there must be a presumption, beyond all comparison; greater, against the particular
common facts just now instanced in, than against miracles in general; before any evidence of
either. But thirdly, take in the consideration of religion, or the moral system of the world,
and then we see distinct particular reasons for miracles; to afford mankind instruction additional to that of nature, and to attest the truth of it. And this gives a real credibility to the
supposition, that it might be part of the original plan of things, that there should be miraculous interpositions. Then lastly, miracles must not be compared to common natural events;
or to events which, though uncommon, are similar to what we daily experience; but to the
extraordinary phenomena of nature. And then the comparison will be, between the presumption against miracles, and the presumption against such uncommon appearances, suppose, as
comets, and against there being any such powers in nature as magnetism and electricity, so
contrary to the properties of other bodies not endued with these powers. And before any one
can determine, whether there be any peculiar presumption against miracles, more than
against other extraordinary things, he must consider, what, upon first hearing, would be the
presumption against the last mentioned appearances and powers, to a person acquainted only
with the daily, monthly, and annual course of nature respecting this earth, and with those
common powers of matter which we every day see.
[13] Upon all this I conclude: That there certainly is no such presumption against
miracles, as to render them in any wise incredible; that, on the contrary, our being able to
discern reasons for them, gives a positive credibility to the history of them, in cases where
those reasons hold; and that it is by no means certain; that there is any peculiar presumption
at all, from analogy, even in the lowest degree, against miracles, as distinguished from other
extraordinary phenomena; though it is not worth while to perplex the reader with inquiries
into the abstract nature of evidence, in order to determine a question, which, without such
inquiries, we see3 is of no importance.

Notes
1.
2.
3.

Ch. iii, iv, v, vi.
Ch. vii.
p. 210.
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Chapter III
Of our Incapacity of Judging, What Were to be Expected
in a Revelation; and the Credibility, from Analogy, that
it Must Contain Things Appearing Liable to Objections
[1] Besides the objections against the evidence for Christianity, many are alleged against the
scheme of it; against the whole manner in which it is put and left with the world; as well as
against several particular relations in scripture: objections drawn from the deficiencies of revelation: from things in it appearing to men foolishness;1 from its containing matters of
offence, which have led, and it must have been foreseen, would lead, into strange enthusiasm
and superstition, and be made to serve the purposes of tyranny and wickedness; from its not
being universal; and, which is a thing of the same kind, from its evidence not being so convincing and satisfactory as it might have been; for this last is sometimes turned into a positive argument against its truth.2 It would be tedious, indeed impossible, to enumerate the
several particulars comprehended, under the objections here referred to, they being so various, according to the different fancies of men. There are persons, who think it a strong objection against the authority of scripture, that it is not composed by rules of art, agreed upon by
criticks, for polite and correct writing. And the scorn is inexpressible, with which some of
the prophetic parts of scripture are treated; partly through the rashness of interpreters, but
very much also on account of the hieroglyphical and figurative language in which they are
left us. Some of the principal things of this sort shall be particularly considered in the following chapters. But my design at present is to observe, in general, with respect to this whole
way of arguing, that, upon supposition of a revelation, it is highly credible beforehand, we
should be incompetent judges of it, to a great degree; and that it would contain many things
appearing to us liable to great objections, in case we judge of it otherwise than by the analogy of nature. And, therefore, though objections against the evidence of Christianity are
more seriously to be considered, yet objections against Christianity itself are, in a great measure, frivolous; almost all objections against it, excepting those which are alleged against the
particular proofs of its coming from God. I express myself with caution, lest I should be mistaken to vilify reason, which is indeed the only faculty we have wherewith to judge concerning any thing, even revelation itself; or be misunderstood to assert, that a supposed
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revelation cannot be proved false from internal characters, For, it may contain clear immoralities or contradictions; and either of these would prove it false. Nor will I take upon me to
affirm, that nothing else can possibly render any supposed revelation incredible. Yet still the
observation above is, I think, true beyond doubt, that objections against Christianity, as distinguished from objections against its evidence, are frivolous. To make out this, is the general design of the present chapter. And, with regard to the whole of it, I cannot but
particularly wish, that the proofs might be attended to, rather than the assertions cavilled at,
upon account of any, unacceptable consequences, whether real or supposed, which may be
drawn from them. For, after all, that which is true, must be admitted, though it should shew
us the shortness of our faculties, and that we are in: nowise judges of many things of which
we are apt to think ourselves very competent ones. Nor will this be any objection with reasonable men; at least, upon second thought, it will not be any objection with such, against
the justness of the following observations.
[2] As God governs the world, and instructs his creatures, according to certain laws or
rules, in the known course of nature, known by reason together with experience; so the scripture informs us of a scheme of divine providence, additional to this. It relates, that God has
by revelation, instructed men in things concerning his government, which they could not
otherwise have known, and reminded them of things which they might otherwise know; and
attested the truth of the whole by miracles. Now if the natural and the revealed dispensation
of things are both from God, if they coincide with each other, and together make up one
scheme of providence, our being incompetent judges of one, must render it credible that we
may be incompetent judges also of the other. Since, upon experience, the acknowledged constitution and course of nature is found to be greatly different from what, before experience,
would have been expected; and such as, men fancy, there lie great objections against: This
renders it beforehand highly credible that they may find the revealed dispensation likewise,
if they judge of it as they do of the constitution of nature, very different from expectations
formed beforehand; and liable, in appearance, to great objections: objections against the
scheme itself, and against the degrees and manners of the miraculous interpositions, by
which it was attested and carried on. Thus, suppose a prince to govern his dominions in the
wisest manner possible, by common known laws; and that upon some exigencies he should
suspend these laws; and govern, in several instances, in a different manner: if one of his subjects were not a competent judge beforehand, by what common rules the government should
or would be carried on, it could not be expected that the same person would be a competent
judge, in what exigencies, or in what manner, or to what degree, those laws commonly
observed would be suspended or deviated from. If he were not a judge of the wisdom of the
ordinary administration, there is no reason to think he would be a judge of the wisdom of the
extraordinary. If he thought he had objections against the former, doubtless, it is highly supposable, he might think also, that he had objections against the latter. And thus, as we fall
into infinite follies and mistakes, whenever we pretend, otherwise than from experience and
analogy, to judge of the constitution and course of nature, it is evidently supposable beforehand, that we should fall into as great, in pretending to judge, in like manner, concerning
revelation. Nor is there any more ground to expect that this latter should appear to us clear
of objections, than that the former should.
[3] These observations, relating to the whole of Christianity, are applicable to inspiration in particular. As we are in no sort judges beforehand, by what laws or rules, in what
decree, or by what means, it were to have been expected that God would naturally instruct
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us; so, upon supposition of his affording us light and instruction by revelation. additional to
what he has afforded us by reason and experience, we are in no sort judges, by what methods,
and in what proportion, it were to be expected that this supernatural light and instruction
would be afforded us. We know not beforehand, what degree or, kind of natural information
it were to be expected God would afford men, each by his own reason and experience; nor
how far he would enable, and effectually dispose them to communicate it, whatever it should
be, to each other; nor whether the evidence of it would be certain, highly probable, or doubtful;3 nor whether it would be given with equal clearness and conviction to all. Nor could we
guess, upon any good ground I mean, whether natural knowledge, or even the faculty itself
by which we are capable of attaining it, reason, would be given us at once, or gradually. In
like manner, we are wholly ignorant what degree of new knowledge it were to be expected
God would give mankind by revelation, upon supposition of his affording pone; or how far,
or in what ways he would interpose miraculously, to qualify them, to whom he should originally make the revelation, for communicating the knowledge given by it; and to secure their
doing it to the age in which they should live, and to secure its being transmitted to posterity.
We are equally ignorant, whether the evidence of it would be certain, or highly probable, or
doubtful or whether all who should have any degree of instruction from it, and any degree of
evidence of its truth, would have the same; or whether the scheme would be revealed at once,
or unfolded gradually. Nay, we are not in any sort able to judge, whether it were to have been
expected, that the revelation should have been committed to writing; or left to be handed
down, and consequently corrupted, by verbal tradition, and at length sunk under it, if
mankind so pleased and during such time as they are permitted, in the degree they evidently
are, to act as they will.
[4] But it may be said, “that a revelation in some of the abovementioned circumstances; one, for instance, which was not committed to writing, and thus secured against
danger of corruption, would not have answered its purpose.” I ask, what purpose? It would
not have answered all the purposes which it has now answered, and in the same degree: but it
would have answered others, or the same in different degrees. And which of these were the
purposes of God, and best fell in with his general government; we could not at all have
determined beforehand.
[5] Now since it has been shown, that we have no principles of reason upon which to
judge beforehand, how it were to be expected revelation should have been left, or what was
most suitable to the divine plan of government, in any of the forementioned respects; it must
be quite frivolous to object afterwards as to any of them, against its being left in one way,
rather than another; for this would be to object against things, upon account of, their being
different from expectations which have been shown to be without reason. And thus we see,
that the only question concerning the truth of Christianity is, whether it be a real revelation;
not whether it be attended with every circumstance” which we should have looked for: and
concerning the authority of scripture whether it be what it claims to be; not whether it be a
book of such sort, and so promulged, as weak men are apt to fancy a book containing a divine
revelation should. And therefore neither obscurity, nor seeming inaccuracy of style, nor various readings, nor early disputes about the authors of particular parts, nor any other things of
the like kind, though they had been much more considerable in degree than they are, could
overthrow the authority of the scripture; unless the Prophets, Apostles, or our Lord, had
promised, that the book, containing the divine revelation, should be secure from those
things. Nor indeed can any objections overthrow such a kind of revelation as the Christian
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claims to be, since there are no objections against the morality of it,4 but such as can shew,
that there is no proof of miracles wrought originally in attestation of it; no appearance of any
thing miraculous in its obtaining in the world; nor any of prophecy, that is, of events foretold, which human sagacity could not foresee. If it can be shown, that the proof alleged for
all these is absolutely none at all, then is revelation overturned. But were it allowed, that the
proof of any one, or all of them, is lower than is allowed; yet whilst any proof of them
remains, revelation will stand upon much the same foot it does at present, as to all the purposes of life and practice, and ought to have the like influence upon our behaviour.
[6] From the foregoing observations, too, it will follow, and those who will thoroughly examine into revelation will find it worth remarking, that there are several ways of
arguing, which, though just with regard to other writings, are not applicable to scripture; at
least not to the prophetic parts of it. We cannot argue, for instance, that this cannot be the
sense or intent of such a passage of scripture, for if it had, it would have been, expressed more
plainly, or have been represented under a more apt figure or hieroglyphic; yet we may justly
argue thus, with respect to common books. And the reason of this difference is very evident;
that in scripture we are not competent judges, as we are in common books, how plainly it
were to have been expected, what is the true sense should have been expressed, or under how
apt an image figured. The only question is, what appearance there is that this is the sense;
and scarce at all, how much more determinately or accurately it might have been expressed
or figured.
[7] “But is it not self-evident, that internal improbabilities of all kinds, weaken external probable proof?” Doubtless. But to what practical purpose can this be alleged here, when
it has been proved before,5 that real internal improbabilities, which rise even to moral certainty, are overcome by the most ordinary testimony? and when it now has been made
appear, that we scarce know what are improbabilities, as to the matter we are here considering? as it will farther appear from what follows.
[8] For though, from the observations above made, it is manifest, that we are not in
any sort competent judges what supernatural instruction were to have been expected; and
though it is self-evident, that the objections of an incompetent judgment must be frivolous:
yet it may be proper to go one step farther, and observe, that if men will be regardless of
these things, and pretend to judge of the scripture by preconceived expectations, the analogy
of nature shews beforehand, not only that it is highly credible they may, but also probable
that they will, imagine they have strong objections against it, however really unexceptionable: for so, prior to experience, they would think they had, against the circumstances, and
degrees, and the whole manner of that instruction, which is afforded by the ordinary course
of nature. Were the instruction which God affords to brute creatures by instincts and mere
propensions, and to mankind by these together with reason, matter of probable proof, and
not of certain observation, it would be rejected as incredible; in many instances of it, only
upon account of the means by which this instruction is given, the seeming disproportions,
the limitations, necessary conditions, and circumstances of it. For instance: would it not have
been thought highly improbable, that men should have been so much more capable of discovering, even to certainty, the general laws of matter, and the magnitudes, paths, and revolutions of the heavenly bodies; than the occasions and cures of distempers, and many other
things, in which human life seems so much more nearly concerned, than in astronomy? How
capricious and irregular a way of information, would it be said, is that of invention, by means
of which nature instructs us in matters of science, and in many things upon which the affairs
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of the world greatly depend; that a man should, by this faculty be made acquainted with a
thing in an instant, when, perhaps, he is thinking of somewhat else, which he has in vain
been searching after, it may be, for years. So likewise the imperfections attending the only
method by which nature enables and directs us to communicate our thoughts to each other,
are innumerable. Language is, in its very nature, inadequate, ambiguous, liable to infinite
abuse, even from negligence; and so liable to it from design, that every man can deceive and
betray by it. And, to mention but one instance more, that brutes, without reason, should act,
in many respects, with a sagacity and foresight vastly greater than what men have in those
respects, would be thought impossible. Yet it is certain they do act with such superior foresight; whether it be their own, indeed, is another question. From these things it is highly
credible beforehand, that upon supposition God should afford men some additional instruction by revelation, it would be with circumstances, in manners, degrees, and respects, which
we should be apt to fancy we had great objections against the credibility of. Nor are the
objections against the scripture, nor against Christianity in general, at all more or greater
than the analogy of nature would beforehand, not perhaps give ground to expect; for this
analogy may not be sufficient, in some cases, to ground an expectation upon; but no more
nor greater, than analogy would shew it, beforehand, to be supposable and credible, that
there might seem to lie against revelation.
[9] By applying these general observations to a particular objection, it will be more
distinctly seen, how they are applicable to others of the like kind; and indeed to almost all
objections against Christianity, as distinguished from objections against its evidence. It
appears from scripture, that as it was not unusual, in the apostolic age, for persons, upon
their conversion to Christianity, to be endued with miraculous gifts so, some of those persons
exercised these gifts in a strangely irregular and disorderly manner: and this is made an
objection against their being really miraculous. Now, the foregoing observations quite
remove this objection, how considerable soever it may appear at first sight. For, consider a
person endued with any of these gifts, for instance, that of tongues; it is to be supposed, that
he had the same power over this miraculous gift, as he would have had over it, had it been
the effect of habit, of study, and use, as it ordinarily is; or the same power over it, as he had
over any other natural endowment. Consequently, he would use it in the same manner he did
any other; either regularly and upon proper occasions only, or irregularly and upon improper
ones; according to his sense of decency, and his character of prudence. Where, then, is the
objection? Why, if this miraculous power was indeed given to the world to propagate Christianity and attest the truth of it, we might, it seems, have expected, that other sort of persons
should have been chosen to be in vested with it; or that these should, at the same time, have
been endued with prudence; or that they should have been continually restrained and
directed in the exercise of it; i.e. that God should have miraculously interposed, if at all, in a
different manner or higher degree. But, from the observations made above, it is undeniably
evident, that we are not judges in what degrees and manners it were to have been expected
he should miraculously interpose; upon supposition of his doing it in some degree and manner. Nor, in the natural course of providence, are superior gifts of memory, eloquence, knowledge, and other talents of great influence, conferred only on persons of prudence and decency,
or such as are disposed to make the properest use of them. Nor is the instruction and admonition naturally afforded us for the conduct of life, particularly in our education, commonly
given in a manner the most suited to recommend it: but often with circumstances, apt to
prejudice us against such instruction.
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[10] One might go on to add, that there is a great resemblance between the light of
nature and of revelation, in several other respects. Practical Christianity, or that faith and
behaviour which renders a man a Christian, is a plain and obvious thing; like the common
rules of conduct, with respect to our ordinary temporal affairs. The more distinct and particular knowledge of those things, the study of which the Apostle, calls, going on unto perfection,6
and of the prophetic parts of revelation, like many parts of natural and even civil knowledge,
may require very exact thought and careful consideration. The hindrances, too, of natural
and of supernatural light and knowledge have been of the same kind. And as it is owned the
whole scheme of scripture is not yet understood, so, if it ever comes to be understood, before
the restitution of all things,7 and without miraculous interpositions; it must be in the same
way as natural knowledge is come at by the continuance and progress of learning and of liberty, and by particular persons, attending to, comparing and pursuing, intimations scattered
up and down it, which are overlooked and disregarded by the generality of the world. For
this is the way in which all improvements are made; by thoughtful men tracing on obscure
hints, as it were, dropped us by nature accidentally, or which seem to come into our minds
by chance. Nor is it at all incredible that a book, which has been so long in the possession of
mankind, should contain many truths as yet undiscovered. For, all the same phenomena, and
the same faculties of investigation from which such great discoveries in natural knowledge
have been made in the present and last age, were equally in the possession of mankind several
thousand years before. And possibly it might be intended, that events, as they come to pass,
should open and ascertain the meaning of several parts of scripture.
[11] It may be objected, that this analogy fails in a material respect; for that natural
knowledge is of little or no consequence. But I have been speaking of the general instruction
which nature does or does not afford us. And besides, some parts of natural knowledge in the
more common restrained sense of the words, are of the greatest consequence to the ease and
convenience of life. But suppose the analogy did, as it does not, fail in this respect, yet it
might be abundantly supplied from the whole constitution and course of nature; which
shews, that God does not dispense his gifts according to our notions of the advantage and
consequence they would be of to us. And this in general, with his method of dispensing
knowledge in particular would together make out an analogy full to the point before us.
[12] But it may be objected still farther, and more generally; “The scripture represents
the world as in a state of ruin, and Christianity as an expedient to recover it, to help in these
respects where nature fails; in particular to supply the deficiencies of natural light. Is it credible, then, that so many ages should have been let pass, before a matter of such a sort, of so
great and so general importance, was made known to man, kind; and then that it should be
made known to so small a part of them? Is it conceivable, that this supply should be so very
deficient, should have the like obscurity and doubtfulness, be liable to the like perversions,
in shorts lie open to all the like objections, as the light of nature itself?”8 Without determining how far this in fact is so; I answer, it is by no means incredible that it might be so, if the
light of nature and of revelation be from the same hand. Men are naturally liable to diseases;
for which God, in his good providence, has provided natural remedies.9 But remedies existing in nature have been unknown to mankind for many ages; are known but to few now;
probably many valuable ones are not known yet. Great has been, and is, the obscurity arid
difficulty, in the nature and application of them. Circumstances seen often to make them
very improper, where they are absolutely necessary. It is after long labor and study, and
many unsuccessful endeavours, that they are brought to be as useful as they are; after high
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contempt and absolute rejection of the most useful we have; and after disputes and doubts,
which have seemed to be endless. The best remedies, too, when unskilfully, much more if
dishonestly, applied, may produce new diseases: and, with the rightest application, the success of them is often doubtful. In many cases, they are not at all effectual; where they are, it is
often very slowly: and the application of them, and the necessary regimen accompanying it,
is, not uncommonly, so disagreeable, that some will not submit to them; and satisfy themselves with the excuse, that if they would, it is not certain whether it would be successful.
And many persons, who labor under diseases, for which there are known natural remedies,
are not so happy as to be always, if ever, in the way of them. In a word, the remedies which
nature has provided for diseases, are neither certain, perfect, nor universal. And indeed the
same principles of arguing, which would lead us to conclude that they must be so, would
lead us likewise to conclude that there could be no occasion for them; i.e. that there could be
no diseases at all. And, therefore, our experience that there are diseases shews, that it is credible beforehand, upon supposition nature has provided remedies for them, that these remedies may be as by experience we find they are, not certain, nor perfect nor universal; because
it shews, that the principles upon which we should expect the contrary, are fallacious.
[13] And now, what is the just consequence from all these things? Not that reason is
no judge of what is offered to us as being of divine revelation. For, this would be to infer, that
we are unable to judge of any thing, because we are unable to judge of all things. Reason can,
and it ought to judge, not only of the meaning, but also of the morality and the evidence, of
revelation. First, It is the province of reason to judge of the morality of the scripture; i.e. not
whether it contains things different from what we should have expected from a wise, just and
good being; for objections from hence have been now obviated; but whether it contains
things plainly contradictory to wisdom, justice, or goodness; to what the light. of nature
teaches us of God. And I know nothing of this sort objected against scripture, excepting such
objections as are formed upon suppositions, which would equally conclude, that the constitution of nature is contradictory to wisdom, justice or goodness; which most certainly it is
not. Indeed, there are some particular precepts in scripture, given to particular persons,
requiring actions, which would be immoral and vicious, were it not for such precepts. But it
is easy to see, that all these are of such a kind, as that the precept changes the whole nature of
the case and of the action; and both constitutes and shews that not to be unjust or immoral,
which, prior to the precept, must have appealed and really have been so: which may well be,
since none of these precepts are contrary to immutable morality. If it were commanded, to
cultivate the principles, and act from the spirit of treachery, ingratitude, cruelty; the command would not alter the nature of the case, or of the action in any of these instances. But it
is quite otherwise in precepts which require only the doing an external action; for instance,
taking away the property or life of any. For men have no right to either life or property, but
what arises solely from the grant of God. When this grant is revoked, they cease to have any
rights at all in either; and when this revocation is made known, as surely it is possible it may
be, it must cease to be unjust to deprive them of either. And though a course of external acts,
which without command would be immoral, must make an immoral habit, yet a few
detached commands have no such natural tendency. I thought proper to say thus much of the
few scripture precepts which require, not vicious actions, but actions which would have been
vicious, had it not been for such precepts; because they are sometimes weakly urged as
immoral, and great weight is laid upon objections drawn from them. But to me there seems
no difficulty at all in these precepts, but what arises from their being offences; i.e. from their
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being liable to be perverted, as indeed they are, by wicked designing men, to serve the most
horrid purposes, and perhaps, to mislead the weak and enthusiastic. And objections from
this head are not objections against revelation, but against the whole notion of religion, as a
trial; and against the general constitution of nature. Secondly, Reason is able to judge, and
must, of the evidence of revelation, and of the objections urged against that evidence; which
shall be the subject of a following chapter.10
[14] But the consequence of the foregoing observations is, that the question upon
which the truth of Christianity depends, is scarce at all, what objections there are against its
scheme, since there are none against the morality of it; but what objections there are against its
evidence: or, what proof there remains of it, after due allowances made for the objections against that
proof: Because it has been shown, that the objections against Christianity, as distinguished from
objections against its evidence, are frivolous. For surely very little weight, if any at all, is to be laid
upon a way of arguing and objecting, which, when applied to the general constitution of
nature, experience shews not to be conclusive: and such, I think, is the whole way of objecting treated of throughout this chapter. It is resolvable into principles, and goes upon suppositions, which mislead us to think, that the author of nature would not act, as we experience
he does; or would act, in such and such cases, as we experience he does not in like cases. But
the unreasonableness of this way of objecting will appear yet more evidently from hence, that
the chief things thus objected against, are justified, as shall be farther shown,11 by distinct,
particular, and full analogies, in the constitution and course of nature. But it is to be remembered, that as frivolous as objections of the foregoing sort against revelation are, yet, when a
supposed revelation is more consistent with itself, and has a more general and uniform tendency to promote virtue, than, all circumstances considered, could have been expected from
enthusiasm and political views; this is a presumptive proof of its not proceeding from then,
and so of its truth; because we are competent judges, what might have been expected from
enthusiasm and political views.
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Chapter IV
Of Christianity, Considered as a Scheme or Constitution,
Imperfectly Comprehended
[1] It hath been now shewn,1 that the analogy of nature renders it highly credible beforehand, that, supposing a revelation to be made, it must contain many things very different
from what we should have expected, and such as appear open to great objections; and that
this observation, in good measure, takes off the force of those objections, or rather precludes
them. But it maybe alleged, that this is a very partial answer to such objections, or a very
unsatisfactory way of obviating them: because it doth not shew at all, that the things
objected against can be wise, just, and good; much less, that it is credible they are so. It will
therefore be proper to shew this distinctly, by applying to these objections against the wisdom, justice, and goodness of Christianity, the answer above2 given to the like objections
against the constitution of nature; before we consider the particular analogies in the latter,
to the particular things objected against in the former. Now, that which affords a sufficient
answer to objections against the wisdom, justice, and goodness of the constitution of
nature, is its being a constitution, a system or scheme, imperfectly comprehended; a
scheme, in which means are made use of to accomplish ends; and which is carried out by
general laws. For, from these things it has been proved, not only to be possible, but also to
be credible, that those things which are objected against, may be consistent with wisdom,
justice, and goodness; nay, may be instances of them: and even that the constitution and
government of nature may be perfect in the highest possible degree. If Christianity, then, be
a scheme, and of the like kind, it is evident, the like objections against it must admit of the
like answer. And
[2] I. Christianity is a scheme, quite beyond our comprehension. The moral government of God is exercised, by gradually conducting things so in the course of his providence,
that every one, at length, and upon the whole, shall receive according to his deserts; and neither fraud nor violence, but truth and right, shall finally prevail. Christianity is a particular
scheme under this general plan of providence, and a part of it, conducive to its completion,
with regard to mankind; consisting itself also of various parts, and a mysterious economy
which has been carrying on from the time the world came into its present wretched state,
247
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and is still carrying on, for its recovery, by a divine person, the Messiah; who is to gather
together in one, the children of God that are scattered abroad,3 and establish an everlasting kingdom,
wherein dwelleth righteousness.4 And in order to it; after various manifestations of things, relating to this great and general scheme of providence, through a succession of many ages: (for
the spirit of Christ, which was in the prophets, testified beforehand his sufferings, and the glory that
should follow: unto whom it was revealed, that not unto themselves, but unto us, they did minister the
things which are now reported unto us by them that have preached the gospel; which things the angels
desires to look into:5)—after various dispensations, looking forward and preparatory, to this
final salvation: in the fullness of time, when infinite wisdom thought fit; he, being in the form of
God,—made himself of no reputation, and took upon himself the form of a servant, and was made in
the likeness of men: and being found in fashion as a man, he humbled himself, and became obedient to
death, even the death of the cross: wherefore God also hath highly exalted him, and given him a name
which is above every name; that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, of things in heaven, and
things in the earth, and things under the earth; and that every tongue should confess, that Jesus Christ
is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.6 Parts likewise of this oeconomy are the miraculous mission of the Holy Ghost, and his ordinary assistances given to good men; the invisible government which Christ at present exercises over his church: that which he himself refers to in
these words,7 in my father’s house are many mansions—I go to prepare a place for you; and his future
return to judge the world in righteousness, and completely re-establish the kingdom of God. For
the Father judgeth no man; but hath committed all judgment unto the Son: that all men should honour
the Son, even as they honour the Father.8 All power is given unto him in heaven and in earth.9 And he
must reign, till he hath put all enemies under his feet. Then cometh the end, when he shall have delivered
up the kingdom to God, even the Father; when he shall have put down all rule, and all authority and
power. And when all things shall be subdued unto him, then shall the Son also himself be subject unto
him that put all things under him, that God may be all in all.10 Now little, surely, need be said to
shew, that this system, or scheme of things, is but imperfectly comprehended by us. The
scripture expressly asserts it to be so. And, indeed, one cannot read a passage relating to this
great mystery of godliness,11 but what immediately runs up into something which shews us our
ignorance in it; as every thing in nature shews us our ignorance in the constitution of nature.
And whoever will seriously consider that part of the Christian scheme, which is revealed in
scripture, will find so much more unrevealed, as will convince him, that, to all the purposes
of judging and objecting, we know as little of it, as of the constitution of nature. Our ignorance, therefore, is as much an answer to our objections against the perfection of one, as
against the perfection of the other.12
[3] II. It is obvious too, that in the Christian dispensation, as much as in the natural
scheme of things, means are made use of to accomplish ends. And the observation of this furnishes us with the same answers to objections against the perfection of Christianity, as to
objections of the like kind against the constitution of nature. It shews the credibility, that
the things objected against, how foolish13 soever they appear to men, may be the very best
means of accomplishing the very best ends. And their appearing foolishness is no presumption against this, in a scheme so greatly beyond our comprehension.14
[4] III. The credibility; that the Christian dispensation may have been, all along, carried on by general laws, no less than the course of nature, may require to be more distinctly
made out. Consider, then, upon what ground it is we say, that the whole common course of
nature is carried on according to general foreordained laws. We know, indeed, several of the
general laws of matter; and a great part of the natural behaviour of living agents is reducible
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to general laws. But we know in a manner, nothing, by what laws, storms, and tempests,
earthquakes, famine, pestilence, become the instruments of destruction to mankind. And
the laws by which persons born into the world at such a time and place, are of such capacities, geniuses, tempers; the laws, by which thoughts come into our mind, in a multitude of
cases; and by which innumerable things happen, of the greatest influence upon the affairs
and state of the world; these laws are so wholly unknown to us, that we call the events,
which come to pass by them, accidental; though all reasonable men know certainly, that
there cannot, in reality, be any such thing, as chance; and conclude, that the things which
have this appearance, are the result of general laws, and may be reduced into them. It is
then but an exceeding little way, and in but a very few respects, that we can trace up the
natural course of things before us, to general laws. And it is only from analogy that we conclude the whole of it to be capable of being reduced into them, only from our seeing, that
part is so. It is from our finding, that the course of nature, in some respects and so far, goes
on by general laws, that we conclude this of the rest. And if that be a just ground for such a
conclusion, it is a just ground also, if not to conclude, yet to comprehend, to render it supposable and credible, which is sufficient for answering objections, that God’s miraculous
interpositions may have been, all along, in like manner, by general laws of wisdom. Thus,
that miraculous powers should be exerted at such times, upon such occasions, in such
degrees and manners, and with regard to such persons, rather than others; that the affairs of
the world; being permitted to go on in their natural course so far should just at such a
point, have a new direction given them by miraculous interpositions; that these interpositions should be exactly in such degrees and respects only; all this may have been by general
laws. These laws are unknown, indeed, to us; but no more unknown, than the laws from
whence it is, that some die as soon as they are born, and others live to extreme old age; that
one man is so superior to another in understanding; with innumerable more things, which,
as was before observed, we cannot reduce to any laws or rules at all, though it is taken for
granted, they are as much reducible to general ones as gravitation. Now, if the revealed dispensations of providence, and miraculous interpositions, be by general laws, as well as
God’s ordinary government in the course of nature, made known by reason and experience;
there is no more reason to expect that every exigence, as it arises, should be provided for by
these general laws of miraculous interposition, than that every exigence in nature should,
by the general laws of nature. Yet there might be wise and good reasons, that miraculous
interpositions should be by general laws; and that these laws should not be broken in upon,
or deviated from, by other miracles.
[5] Upon the whole, then, the appearances of deficiencies and irregularities in nature,
is owing to its being a scheme but in part made known and of such a certain particular kind
in other respects. Now we see no more reason, why the frame and course of nature should be
such a scheme, than why Christianity should. And that the. former is such a scheme, renders it credible, that the latter, upon supposition of its truth, may be so too. And as it is
manifest, that Christianity is a scheme revealed but in part, and a scheme in which means
are made use of to accomplish ends, like to that of nature; so the credibility that it may have
been all along carried on by general laws no less than the course of nature, has been distinctly proved. And from all this it is beforehand credible, that there might, I think probable that there would be the like appearance of deficiencies and irregularities in Christianity
as in nature; i.e. that Christianity would be liable to the like objections, as the frame of
nature. And these objections are answered by these observations concerning Christianity; as
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the like objections against the frame of nature, are answered by the like observations concerning the frame of nature.
[6] The objections against Christianity, considered as a matter of fact, having, in general, been obviated in the preceding chapter: and the same, considered as made against the
wisdom and goodness of it, having been obviated in this; the next thing, according to the
method proposed, is to shew, that the principal objections in particular, against Christianity, may be answered by particular and full analogies in nature. And as one of them is made
against the whole scheme of it together, as just now described, I choose to consider it here
rather than in a distinct chapter by itself. The thing objected against this scheme of the
gospel is, “that it seems to suppose God was reduced to the necessity of a long series of
intricate means, in order to accomplish his ends, the recovery and salvation of the world; in
like sort as men, for want of understanding, or power, not being able to come at their ends
directly, are forced to go round-about ways, and make use of many perplexed contrivances
to arrive at them.” Now, every thing which we see shews the folly of this, considered as an
objection against the truth of Christianity. For, according to our manner of conception, God
makes use of variety of means, what we often think tedious ones, in the natural course of
providence, for the accomplishment of all his ends. Indeed, it is certain, there is somewhat
in this matter quite beyond our comprehension; but the mystery is as great in nature as in
Christianity. We know what we ourselves aim at, as final ends; and what courses we take,
merely as means conducing to those ends. But we are greatly ignorant, how far things are
considered by the author of nature, under the single notion of means and ends; so as that it
may be said, this is merely an end, and that merely means; in his regard. And whether there
be not some peculiar absurdity in our very manner of conception concerning this matter
somewhat contradictory, arising from our extremely imperfect views of things, it is impossible to say. However, thus much is manifest, that the whole natural world and government
of it is a scheme, or system; not a fixed, but a progressive one: a scheme, in which the operation of various means takes up a great length of time, before the ends they tend to can be
attained. The change of seasons, the ripening of the fruits of the earth the very history of a
flower, is an instance of this; and so is human life. Thus, vegetable bodies, and those of animals, though possibly formed at once, yet grow up by degrees to a mature state. And thus
rational agents, who animate these latter bodies, are naturally directed to form, each his
own manners and character, by the gradual gaining of knowledge and experience, and by a
long course of action. Our existence is not only successive, as it must be of necessity, but
one state of our life and being is appointed by God to be a preparation for another; and that,
to be the means of attaining to another succeeding one: Infancy to childhood; childhood to
youth; youth to mature age. Men are impatient, and for precipitating things: but the author
of nature appears deliberate throughout his operations; accomplishing his natural ends by
slow successive steps. And there is a plan of things beforehand laid out, which, from the
nature of it, requires various systems of means, as well at length of time, in order to the carrying on its several parts into execution. Thus, in the daily course of natural providence,
God operates in the very same manner as in the dispensation of Christianity: making one
thing subservient to another; this, to somewhat farther; and so on, through a progressive
series of means, which extend, both backward and forward, beyond our utmost view. Of this
manner of operation, every thing we see in the course of nature is as much an instance, as
any part of the Christian dispensation.
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Chapter V
Of the Particular System of Christianity; the Appointment
of a Mediator, and the Redemption of the World by Him
[1] There is not, I think, any thing relating to Christianity, which has been more objected
against, than the mediation of Christ, in some or other of its parts. Yet, upon thorough consideration, there seems nothing less justly liable to it. For,
[2] I. The whole analogy of nature removes all imagined presumption against the general notion of a mediator between God and man.1 For we find, all living creatures are brought
into the world, and their life in infancy is preserved, by the instrumentality of others; and
every satisfaction of it, some way or other, is bestowed by the like means. So that the visible
government, which God exercises over the world, is by the instrumentality and mediation of
others. And how far his invisible government be or be not so, it is impossible to determine at
all by reason. And the supposition, that part of it is so, appears, to say the least, altogether as
credible as the contrary. There is then no sort of objection, from the light of nature, against
the general notion of a mediator between God and man, considered as a doctrine of Christianity, or as an appointment in this dispensation; since we find, by experience, that God
does appoint mediators, to be the instruments of good and evil to us, the instruments of his
justice and his mercy. And the objection here referred to is urged, not against mediation in
that high, eminent, and peculiar sense, in which Christ is our mediator; but absolutely
against the whole notion itself of a mediator at all.
[3] II. As we must suppose, that the world is under the proper moral government of
God, or in a state of religion, before we can enter into consideration of the revealed doctrine
concerning the redemption of it by Christ; so that supposition is here to be distinctly taken
notice of. Now, the divine moral government which religion teaches us, implies, that the
consequence of vice shall be misery, in some future state, by the righteous judgment of God.
That such consequent punishment shall take effect by his appointment, is necessarily
implied. But, as it is not in any sort to be supposed, that we are made acquainted with all the
ends or reasons for which it is fit future punishment should be inflicted, or why God has
appointed such and such consequent misery should follow vice; and as we are altogether in
the dark, how or in what manner it shall follow, by what immediate occasions, or by the
252
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instrumentality of what means; there is no absurdity in supposing, it may follow in a way
analogous to that in which many miseries follow such and such courses of action at present;
poverty, sickness, infamy, untimely death by diseases, death from the hands of civil justice.
There is no absurdity ill supposing future punishment may follow wickedness of course, as
we speak, or in the way of natural consequences, from God’s original constitution of the
world; from the nature he has given us, and from the condition in which he places us: or, in
like manner, as a person rashly trifling upon a precipice in the way of natural consequence,
falls down; in the way of natural consequence, breaks his limbs, suppose; in the way of natural consequence of this, without help, perishes.
[4] Some good men may perhaps be offended, with hearing it spoken of as a supposable thing, that the future punishments of wickedness may be in the way of natural consequence; as if this were taking the execution of justice out of the hands of God, and giving it
to nature. But they should remember that when things come to pass according to the course
of nature, this does not hinder them from being his doing; who is the God of nature; and
that the scripture ascribes those punishments to divine justice, which are known to be natural; and which must be called so, when distinguished from such as are miraculous. But, after
all, this supposition, or rather this way of speaking, is here made use of only by way of illustration of the subject before us. For since it must be admitted, that the future punishment of
wickedness is not a matter of arbitrary appointment, but of reason, equity, and justice; it
comes, for aught I see, to the same thing, whether it is supposed to be inflicted in a way analogous to that in which the temporal punishments of vice and folly are inflicted, or in any
other way. And though there were a difference, it is allowable in the present case to make
this supposition, plainly not an incredible one, that future punishment may follow wickedness in the way of natural consequence or according to some general laws of government
already established in the universe.
[5] III. Upon this supposition or even without it, we may observe somewhat, much to
the present purpose, in the constitution of nature, or appointments of providence: the provision which is made, that all the bad natural consequences of men’s actions should not always
actually follow; or, that such bad consequences, as, according to the settled course of things,
would inevitably have followed, if not prevented, should, in certain: degrees, be prevented.
We are apt, presumptuously to imagine that the world might have been so constituted, as
that there would not have been any such thing as misery or evil. On the contrary, we find the
author of nature permits it. But then, he has provided reliefs, and, in many cases, perfect
remedies for it, after some pains and difficulties; reliefs and remedies even for that evil,
which is the fruit of our own misconduct, and which, in the course of nature, would have
continued, and ended in our destruction but for such remedies. And this is an instance both
of severity and of indulgence in the constitution of nature. Thus all the bad consequences,
now mentioned, of a man’s trifling upon a precipice, might be prevented. And, though all
were not, yet some of them might, by proper interposition, if not rejected; by another’s coming to the rash man’s relief, with his own laying hold on that relief, in such sort as the case
requires. Persons may do a great deal themselves towards preventing the bad consequences of
their follies; and more may be done by themselves together with the assistance of others,
their fellow creatures; which assistance nature requires and prompts us to. This is the general
constitution of the world. Now, suppose it had been so constituted, that after such actions
were done, as were foreseen naturally to draw after them misery to the doer, it should have
been no more in human power to, have prevented that naturally consequent misery, in any
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instance, than it is in all; no one can say, whether such a more severe constitution of things
might not yet have been really good. But that, on the contrary, provision is made by nature
that we may and do, to so great a degree, prevent the bad natural effects of our follies; this
may be called mercy, or compassion, in the original constitution of the world; compassion, as
distinguished from goodness in general. And, the whole known constitution and course of
things affording us instances of such compassion, it would be according to the analogy of
nature to hope that, however ruinous the natural consequences of vice might be, from the
general laws of God’s government over the universe, yet provision might be made, possibly
might have been originally made, for preventing those ruinous consequences from inevitably
following; at least from following universally, and in all cases.
[6] Many, I am sensible, will wonder at finding this made a question, or spoken of as
in any degree doubtful. The generality of mankind are so far from having that awful sense of
things, which the present state of vice and misery and darkness seems to make but reasonable, that they have scarce any apprehension, or thought at all, about this matter, any way;
and some serious persons may have spoken unadvisedly concerning it. But let us observe,
what we experience to be, and what, from the very constitution of nature, cannot but be, the
consequences of irregular and disorderly behaviour; even of such rashness, wilfulness, neglects, as we scarce call vicious. Now, it is natural to apprehend, that the bad consequences of
irregularity will be greater, in proportion as the irregularity is so, And there is no comparison between these irregularities and the greater instances of vice, or a dissolute profligate
disregard to a religion; if there be any thing at all in religion. For, consider what it is for
creatures, moral agents, presumptuously to introduce that confusion and misery into the
kingdom of God, which mankind have, in fact, introduced; to blaspheme the sovereign Lord
of all; to contemn his authority; to be injurious to the degree they are, to their fellowcreatures, the creatures of God. Add, that the effects of vice, in the present world, are often
extreme misery, irretrievable ruin, and even death: and, upon putting all this together, it will
appear, that as no one can say, in what degree fatal the unprevented consequences of vice may
be, according to the general rule of divine government; so it is by no means intuitively certain, how far these consequences could possibly, in the nature of the thing, be prevented,
consistently with the eternal rule of right, or with what, is, in fact, the moral constitution of
nature. However, there would be large ground to hope, that the universal government was
not so severely strict, but that there was room for pardon, or for having those penal consequences prevented. Yet,
[7] IV. There seems no probability, that any thing we could do, would alone, and of
itself; prevent them: prevent their following, or being inflicted. But one would think, at
least, it were impossible that the contrary should be. thought certain. For we are not
acquainted with the whole of the case. We are not informed of all the reasons which render it
fit that future punishments should be inflicted: and therefore cannot know, whether any
thing we could do, would make such an alteration, as to render it fit that they should be
remitted. We do not know, what the whole natural or appointed consequences of vice are;
nor in what way they would follow, if not prevented: and therefore, can in no sort say,
whether we could do any thing, which would be sufficient to prevent them. Our ignorance
being thus manifest, let us recollect the analogy of nature, or providence. For though this
may be but a slight ground to raise a positive opinion upon in this matter, yet it is sufficient
to answer a mere arbitrary assertion, without any kind of evidence, urged by way of objection
against a doctrine, the proof of which is not reason, but revelation. Consider then: people
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ruin their fortunes by extravagance; they bring diseases upon themselves by excess; they
incur the penalties of civil laws, and surely civil government is natural: will sorrow for these
follies past, and behaving well for the future, alone and of itself, prevent the natural consequences of them? On the contrary, mens natural abilities of helping themselves are often
impaired: or if not, yet they are forced to be beholden to the assistance of others, upon several
accounts, and in different ways: assistance which they would have had no occasion for, had it
not been for their misconduct; but which, in the disadvantageous condition they have
reduced themselves to, is absolutely necessary to their recovery, and retrieving their affairs.
Now, since this is our case, considering ourselves merely as inhabitants of this world, and as
having a temporal interest here, under the natural government of God, which, however, has a
great deal moral in it; why is it not supposable, that this may be our case also in our more
important capacity, as under his perfect moral government, and having a more general and
future interest depending? If we have misbehaved in this higher capacity, and rendered ourselves obnoxious to the future punishment, which God has annexed to vice: it is plainly credible, that behaving well for the time to come, may be—not useless, God forbid—but wholly
insufficient, alone and of itself, to prevent that punishment; or to put us in the condition
which we should have been in, had we preserved our innocence.
[8] And though we ought to reason with all reverence, whenever we reason concerning the divine conduct, yet it may be added, that it is clearly contrary to all our notions of
government, as well as to what is, in fact, the general constitution of nature, to suppose that
doing well for the future, should in all cases, prevent all the judicial bad consequences of
having done evil, or all the punishment annexed to disobedience. And we have manifestly
nothing from whence to determine, in what degree, and in what cases, reformation would
prevent this punishment, even supposing that it would in some. And, though the efficacy
of repentance itself alone, to prevent what mankind had rendered themselves obnoxious to,
and recover what they had forfeited, is now insisted upon, in opposition to Christianity;
yet, by the general prevalence of propitiatory sacrifices over the heathen world, this notion,
of repentance alone being sufficient to expiate guilt, appears to be contrary to the general
sense of mankind.
[9] Upon the whole then: had the laws, the general laws of God’s government, been
permitted to operate, without any interposition in our behalf, the future punishment, for
aught we know to the contrary, or have any reason to think, must inevitably have followed,
notwithstanding any thing we could have done to prevent it. Now,
[10] V. In this darkness, or this light of nature, call it which you please, revelation
comes in; confirms every doubting fear, which could enter into the heart of man, concerning
the future unprevented consequence of wickedness; supposes the world to be in a state of
ruin; (a supposition which seems the very ground of the Christian dispensation, and which, if
not proveable by reason, yet it is in no wise contrary to it) teaches us, too, that the rules of
divine government are such, as not to admit of pardon immediately and directly upon repentance, or by the sole efficacy of it; but then teaches, at the same time, what nature might
justly have hoped, that the moral government of the universe was not so rigid, but that there
was room for an interposition to avert the fatal consequences of vice; which therefore, by this
means, does admit of pardon. Revelation teaches us, that the unknown laws of God’s more
general government, no less than the particular laws by which we experience he governs us at
present, are compassionate,2 as well as good, in the more general notion of goodness; and
that he hath mercifully provided, that there should be an interposition to prevent the

White.qxd

256

7/12/2006

7:40 PM

Page 256

The Analogy of Religion, Natural and Revealed, to the Constitution and Course of Nature

destruction of human kind, what ever that destruction unprevented would have been. God so
loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth, not, to be sure, in a
speculative, but in a practical sense, that whosoever believeth in him should not perish:3 gave his
son in the same way of goodness to the world, as he affords particular persons the friendly
assistance of their fellow-creatures, when, without it, their temporal ruin would be the certain consequence of their follies; in the same way of goodness, I say, though in a transcendent
and infinitely higher degree. And the Son of God loved us, and have himself for us, with a
love which he himself compares to that of human friendship; though, in this case, all comparisons must fall infinitely short of the thing intended to be illustrated by them. He interposed in such a. manner, as was, necessary and effectual to prevent that execution of justice
upon sinners, which God had appointed should otherwise have been executed upon them; or
in such a manner, as to prevent that punishment from actually following, which, according
to the general laws of divine government, must have followed the sins of the world, had it
not been for such interposition.4
[11] If any thing here said should appear, upon first thought, inconsistent with divine
goodness; a second, I am persuaded, will entirely remove that appearance. For, were we to
suppose the constitution of things to be such, as that the whole creation must have perished,
had it not been for somewhat, which God had appointed should be in order to prevent that
ruin; even this supposition would not be inconsistent, in any degree, with the most
absolutely perfect goodness. But still it may be thought, that this whole manner of treating
the subject before us, supposes mankind to be naturally in a very strange state. And truly so
it does. But it is not Christianity, which has put us into this state. Whoever will consider the
manifold miseries, and the extreme wickedness of the world; that the best have great wrongnesses with themselves, which they complain of, and endeavour to amend; but, that the generality grow more profligate and corrupt with age: that heathen moralists thought the
present state to be a state of punishment: and, what might be added, that the earth, our habitation, has the appearances of being a ruin: whoever, I say, will consider all these, and some
other obvious things, will think he has little reason to object against the scripture account,
that mankind is in a state of degradation; against this being the fact: how difficult soever he
may think it to account for, or even to form a distinct conception of, the occasions and circumstances of it. But that the crime of our first parents was the occasion of our being placed
in a more disadvantageous condition, is a thing throughout, and particularly analogous to
what we see, in the daily course of natural providence; as the recovery of the world, by the
interposition of Christ, has been shown to be so in general.
[12] VI. The particular manner in which Christ interposed in the redemption of the
world, or his office as Mediator, in the largest sense, between God and man, is thus represented
to us in the scripture: He is the light of the world;5 the revealer of the will of God in the most
eminent sense. He is a propitiatory sacrifice;6 the Lamb of God:7 and as he voluntarily offered
himself up, he is styled our high-priest.8 And, which seems of peculiar weight, he is
described before hand in the Old Testament, under the same characters of a priest, and an
expiatory victim.9 And whereas it is objected, that all this is merely by way of allusion to the
sacrifices of the Mosaick law, the apostle on the contrary affirms, that the law was a shadow of
good things to come, and not the very image of the things:10 and that the priests that offer gifts according to the law—serve unto the example and shadow of heavenly things, as Moses was admonished of
God, when he was about to make the tabernacle. For see, saith he, that thou make all things according
to the pattern shewed to thee in the mount.11 i.e. the Levitical priesthood was a shadow of the
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priesthood of Christ; in like manner as the tabernacle made by Moses, was according to that
shewed him in the mount. The priesthood of Christ and the tabernacle in the mount, were
the originals: of the former of which, the Levitical priesthood was a type; and of the latter,
the tabernacle made by Moses was a copy. The doctrine of this epistle then plainly is, that the
legal sacrifices were allusions to the great and final atonement to be made by the blood of
Christ; and not that this was an allusion to those. Nor can any thing be more express and
determinate than the following passage. It is not possible that the blood of bulls and of goats should
take away sin. Wherefore, when he cometh into the world, he saith, sacrifice and offering, i.e. of bulls
and of goats, thou wouldst not, but a body hast thou prepared me—Lo I come to do thy will O God—
By which will we are sanctified, through the offering of the body of Jesus Christ once for all.12 And to
add one passage more of the like kind: Christ was once offered to bear the sins of many; and unto
them that look for him shall he appear the second time, without sin; i.e. without bearing sin, as he
did at his first coming, by being an offering for it; without having our iniquities again laid
upon him, without being any more a sin-offering:—unto them that look for him shall he appear the
second time, without sin, unto salvation.13 Nor do the inspired writers at all confine themselves
to this manner of speaking concerning the satisfaction of Christ; but declare an efficacy in
what he did and suffered for us, additional to, and beyond mere instruction, example, and
government, in a great variety of expression: That Jesus should die for that nation the Jews: and
not for that nation only but that also, plainly by the efficacy of his death, he should gather together
in one, the children of God that were scattered abroad:14 that he suffered for sins, the just for the
unjust:15 that he gave his life, himself, a ransom:16 that we are bought, bought with a price:17 that he
redeemed us with his blood; redeemed us from the curse of the law, being made a curse for us:18 that he
is our advocate, intercessor, and propitiation:19 that he was made perfect, or consummate, through
sufferings: and being thus made perfect, he became the author of salvation:20 that God was in Christ,
reconciling the world to himself; by the death of his Son, by the cross; not imputing their trespasses unto
them21 and lastly, that through death he destroyed him that had the power of death.22 Christ, then,
having thus humbled himself, and become obedient to death, even the death of the cross; God also hath
highly exalted him, and given him a name which is above every name: hath given all things into his
hands: hath committed all judgment unto him; that all men should honor the Son, even as they honor the
Father.23 For, worthy is the lamb that was slain, to receive power, and riches, and wisdom, and
strength, and honor, and glory, and blessing. And every creature which is in heaven, and on the earth,
heard I, saying, blessing, and honor, and glory, and power, be unto him that sitteth upon the throne, and
unto the Lamb, for ever and ever.24
[13] These passages of scripture seem to comprehend and express the chief parts of
Christ’s office, as mediator between God and man; so far, I mean, as the nature of this his
office is revealed: and it is usually treated of by divines under three heads.
[14]First, he was, by the way of eminence, the prophet: that prophet that should come
into the world,25 to declare the divine will. He published anew the law of nature, which men
had corrupted; and the very knowledge of which, to some degree, was lost among them. He
taught mankind, taught us authoritatively, to live soberly, righteously and godly in this present
world, in expectation of the future judgment of God. He confirmed the truth of this moral
system of nature, and gave us additional evidence of it; the evidence of testimony.26 He distinctly revealed the manner in which God would be worshipped, the efficacy of repentance,
and the rewards and punishments of a future life. Thus he was a prophet in a sense in which
no other ever was. To which is to be added, that he set us a perfect example, that we should
follow his steps.
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[15] Secondly, He has a kingdom, which is not of this world. He founded a church, to be to
mankind a standing memorial of religion, and invitation to it; which he promised to be with
always, even to the end. He exercises an invisible government over it himself, and by his
spirit over that part of it which is militant here on earth, a government of discipline, for the
perfecting of the saints, for the edifying his body; till we all come in the unity of the faith, and of the
knowledge of the Son of God, unto a perfect man, unto the measure of the stature of the fullness of
Christ.27 Of this church, all persons scattered over the world, who live in obedience to his
laws, are members. For these he is gone to prepare a place, and will come again to receive them unto
himself, that where he is, there they may be also; and reign with him for ever and ever:28 and likewise
to take vengeance on them that know not God, and obey not his gospel.29
[16] Against these parts of Christ’s office, I find no objections but what are fully obviated in the beginning of this chapter.
[17] Lastly, Christ offered himself a propitiatory sacrifice, and made atonement for the
sins of the world: which is mentioned last, in regard to what is objected against it. Sacrifices
of expiation were commanded the Jews, and obtained amongst most other nations, from tradition, whose original probably was revelation. And they were continually repeated, both
occasionally and at the returns of stated times; and made up great part of the external religion of mankind. But now once in the end of the world Christ appeared, to put away sin by the sacrifice of himself.30 And this sacrifice was in the highest degree, and with the most extensive
influence, of that efficacy for obtaining pardon of sin, which the heathens may be supposed
to have thought their sacrifices to have been, and which the Jewish sacrifices really, were in
some degree, and with regard to some persons.
[18] How, and in what particular way; it had this efficacy, there are not wanting persons who have endeavoured to explain; but I do not find that the scripture has explained it.
We seem to be very much in the dark concerning the manner in which the ancients understood atonement to be made, i.e. pardon to be obtained, by sacrifices. And if the scripture
has, as surely it has, left this matter of the satisfaction of Christ mysterious, left somewhat in
it unrevealed, all conjectures about it must be, if not evidently absurd, yet at least uncertain.
Nor has any one reason to complain for want of farther information, unless he can shew his
claim to it.
[19] Some have endeavoured to explain the efficacy of what Christ has done and suffered for us, beyond what the scripture has authorized; others, probably because they could
not explain it, have been for taking it away; and confining his office as redeemer of the
world, to his instruction, example, and government of the church; whereas the doctrine of
the gospel appears to be, not only that he taught the efficacy of repentance, but rendered it of
the efficacy which it is, by what he did and suffered for us: that he obtained for us the benefit of having our repentance accepted unto eternal life: not only that he revealed to sinners,
that they were in a capacity of salvation, and how they might obtain it; but, more over, that
he put them into this capacity of salvation, by what he did and suffered for them; put us into
a capacity of escaping future punishment, and obtaining future happiness. And it is our wisdom thankfully to accept the benefit, by performing the conditions upon which it is offered,
on our part, without disputing how it was procured on his. For,
[20] VII. Since we neither know by what means punishment in a future state would
have followed wickedness in this; nor in what manner it would have been inflicted, had it
not been prevented; not all the reasons why its infliction would have been needful; nor the
particular nature of that state of happiness which Christ has gone to prepare for his disciples;
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and since we are ignorant how far any thing which we could, would, alone and of itself, have
been effectual to prevent that punishment to which we are obnoxious, and recover that happiness which we had forfeited; it is most evident we are not judges, antecedently to revelation, whether a mediator was or was not necessary to obtain those ends; to prevent that
future punishment, and bring mankind to the final happiness of their nature. And for the
very same reasons, upon supposition of the necessity of a mediator, we are no more judges,
antecedently to revelation, of the whole nature of his office, or the several parts of which it
consists; of what was fit and requisite to be assigned him, in order to accomplish the ends of
divine providence in the appointment. And from hence it follows, that to object against the
expediency or usefulness of particular things revealed to have been done or suffered by him,
because we do not see how they were conducive to those ends, is highly absurd. Yet nothing
is more common to be met with, than this absurdity. But if it be acknowledged beforehand,
that we are not judges in the case, it is evident that no objection can, with any shadow of reason, be urged against any particular part of Christ’s mediatorial office revealed in scripture,
till it can be shown positively, not to be requisite, or conducive, to the ends proposed to be
accomplished; or that it is in itself unreasonable.
[21] And there is one objection made against the satisfaction of Christ, which looks to
be of this positive kind that the doctrine of his being appointed to suffer for the sins of the
world, represents God as being indifferent whether he punished the innocent or the guilty.
Now, from the foregoing observations, we may see the extreme slightness of all such objections; and, (though it is most certain all who make them do not see the consequence,) that
they conclude altogether as much against God’s whole original constitution of nature, and
the whole daily course of divine providence, in the government of the world, i.e. against the
whole scheme of theism and the whole notion of religion, as against Christianity. For the
world is a constitution, or system, whose parts have a mutual reference to each other; and
there is a scheme of things gradually carrying on, called the course of nature, to the carrying
on of which God has appointed us, in various ways, to contribute. And when, in the daily
course of natural providence, it is appointed that innocent people should suffer for the faults
of the guilty, this is liable to the very same objection as the instance we are now considering.
The infinitely greater importance of that appointment of Christianity which is objected
against, does not hinder but it may be, as it plainly is, an appointment of the very same kind
with what the world affords us daily examples of. Nay, if there were any force at all in the
objection, it would be stronger, in one respect, against natural providence, than against
Christianity; because, under the former, we are in many cases commanded, and even necessitated, whether we will or no, to suffer for the faults of others; whereas the sufferings of Christ
were voluntary. The world’s being under the righteous government of God, does indeed
imply, that finally, and upon the whole, every one shall receive according to his personal
deserts; and the general doctrine of the whole scripture is, that this shall be the completion
of the divine government. But, during the progress, and, for ought we know, even in order to
the completion of this moral scheme, vicarious punishments may be fit, and absolutely necessary. Men, by their follies, run themselves into extreme distress; into difficulties which
would be absolutely fatal to them, were it not for the interposition and assistance of others.
God commands by the law of nature, that we afford them this assistance, in many cases
where we cannot do it without very great pains, and labour, and sufferings to ourselves. And
we see in what variety of ways one person’s sufferings contribute to the relief of another; and
how, or by what particular means, this comes to pass, or follows, from the constitution and

White.qxd

260

7/12/2006

7:40 PM

Page 260

The Analogy of Religion, Natural and Revealed, to the Constitution and Course of Nature

laws of nature, which come under our notice; and being familiarized to it, men are not
shocked with it. So that the reason of their insisting upon objections of the foregoing kind,
against the satisfaction of Christ, is, either that they do not consider God’s settled and uniform appointment as his appointment at all, or else they forget that vicarious punishment is
a providential appointment of every day’s experience: and then, from their being unacquainted with the more general laws of nature, or divine government over the world, and not
seeing how the sufferings of Christ could contribute to the redemption of it, unless by arbitrary and tyrannical will, they conclude his sufferings could not contribute to it any other
way. And yet, what has been often alleged in justification of this doctrine, even from the
apparent natural tendency of this method of our redemption; its tendency to vindicate the
authority of God’s laws, and deter his creatures from sin: this has never yet been answered,
and is, I think, plainly unanswerable: though I am far from thinking it an account of the
whole of the case. But without taking this into consideration, it abundantly appears, from
the observations above made, that this objection is, not an objection against Christianity, but
against, the whole general constitution of nature. And if it were to be considered as an objection against Christianity, or considering it as it is, an objection against the constitution of
nature, it amounts to no more in conclusion than this, that a divine appointment cannot be
necessary, or expedient, because the objector does not discern it to be so; though he must
own that the nature of the case is such, as renders him incapable of judging whether it be so
or not; or of seeing it to be necessary, though it were so.
[22] It is indeed a matter of great patience to reasonable men, to find people arguing
in this manner; objecting against the credibility of such particular things revealed in scripture, that they do not see the necessity or expediency of them. For, though it is highly right,
and the most pious exercise of our understanding, to inquire with due reverence into the
ends and reasons of God’s dispensations; yet, when those reasons are concealed, to argue from
our ignorance, that such dispensations cannot be from God, is infinitely absurd. The presumption of this kind of objections seems almost lost in the folly of them. And the folly of
them is yet greater, when they are urged, as usually they are, against things in Christianity
analogous, or like to those natural dispensations of providence, which are matter of experience. Let reason be kept to: and, if any part of the scripture-account of the redemption of the
world by Christ can be shown to be really contrary to it, let the scripture, in the name of God
be given up: but let not such poor creatures as we, go on objecting against an infinite
scheme, that we do not see the necessity or usefulness of all its parts, and call this reasoning
and, which still farther heightens the absurdity in the present case, parts which we are not
actively concerned in. For, it may be worth mentioning,
[23] Lastly, that not only the reason of the thing, but the whole analogy of nature,
should teach us, not to expect to have the like information concerning the divine conduct, as
concerning our own duty. God instructs us by experience, (for it is not reason, but experience, which instructs us,) what good or bad consequences will follow from our acting in such
and such manners; and by this he directs us how we are to behave ourselves. But, though we
are sufficiently instructed for the common purposes of life, yet it is but an almost infinitely
small part of natural providence which we are at all let into. The case is the same with regard
to revelation. The doctrine of a mediator between God and man, against which it is objected,
that the expediency of some things in it is not understood, relates only to what was done on
God’s part in the appointment, and on the Mediator’s in the execution of it. For what is
required of us, in consequence of this gracious dispensation, is another subject, in which
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none can complain for want of information. The constitution of the world, and God’s natural
government over it, is all mystery, as much as the Christian dispensation. Yet under the first,
he has given men all things pertaining to life; and under the other, all things pertaining unto
godliness. And it may be added, that there is nothing hard to be accounted for in any of the
common precepts of Christianity; though, if there were, surely a divine command is abundantly sufficient to lay us under the strongest obligations to obedience. But the fact is, that
the reasons of all the Christian precepts are evident. Positive institutions are manifestly necessary to keep up and propagate religion amongst mankind. And our duty to Christ, the
internal and external worship of him; this part of the religion of the gospel manifestly arises
out of what he has done and suffered, his authority and dominion, and the relation which he
is revealed to stand in to us.31
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Chapter VI
Of the Want of Universality in Revelation; and of the
Supposed Deficiency in the Proof of It
[1] It has been thought by some persons, that if the evidence of revelation appears doubtful,
this itself turns into a positive argument against it: because it cannot be supposed, that if it
were true, it would be left to subsist upon doubtful evidence And the objection against revelation from its not being universal, is often insisted upon as of great weight.
[2] Now, the weakness of these opinions may be shewn, by observing the suppositions
on which they are founded: which are really such as these; that it cannot be thought God
would have bestowed any favour at all upon us, unless in the degree which, we think, he
might, and which, we imagine, would be most to our particular advantage; and also, that it
cannot be thought he would bestow a favour upon any, unless he bestowed the same upon all:
suppositions which we find contradicted, not by a few instances in God’s natural government
of the world, but by the general analogy of nature together.
[3] Persons who speak of the evidence of religion as doubtful, and of this supposed
doubtfulness as a positive argument against it, should be put upon considering, what that evidence indeed is, which they act upon with regard to their temporal interests. For, it is not only
extremely difficult, but, in many cases, absolutely impossible, to balance pleasure and pain,
satisfaction and uneasiness, so as to be able to say, on which side the overplus is. There are the
like difficulties and impossibilities, in making the due allowances for a change of temper and
taste, for satiety, disgusts, ill health: any of which render men incapable of enjoying, after they
have obtained, what they most eagerly desired. Numberless, too, are the accidents, besides
that one of untimely death, which may even probably disappoint the best concerted schemes:
and strong objections are often seen to lie against them, not to be removed or answered, but
which seem overbalanced by reasons on the other side; so as that the certain difficulties and
dangers of the pursuit are, by every one, thought justly disregarded, upon account of there
appearing greater advantages in case of success, though there be but little probability of it.
Lastly, every one observes our liableness, if we be not upon our guard, to be deceived by the
falsehood of men, and the false appearances of things: and this danger must be greatly
increased, if there be a strong bias within, suppose from indulged passion, to favour the
263
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deceit. Hence arises that great uncertainty and doubtfulness of proof, wherein our temporal
interest really consists; what are the most probable means of attaining it; and whether those
means will eventually be successful. And numberless instances there are, in the daily course of
life, in which all men think it reasonable to engage in pursuits, though the probability is
greatly against succeeding; and to make such provision for themselves, as it is supposable they
may have occasion for, though the plain acknowledged probability is, that they never shall.
Then those who think the objection against revelation, from its light not being universal, to
be of weight, should observe, that the author of nature, in numberless instances, bestows that
upon some, which he does not upon others, who seem equally to stand in need of it. Indeed he
appears to bestow all his gifts with the most promiscuous variety, among creatures of the same
species: health and strength, capacities of prudence and of knowledge, means of improvement,
riches, and all external advantages. And as there are not any two men found of exactly like
shape and features: so it is probable there are not any two of an exactly like constitution, temper and situation, with regard to the goods and evils of life. Yet, notwithstanding these uncertainties and varieties, God does exercise a natural government over the world; and there is
such a thing as a prudent and imprudent institution of life, with regard to our health and our
affairs, under that his natural government.
[4] As neither the Jewish nor Christian revelation have been universal; and as they
have been afforded to a greater or less part of the world, at different times: so likewise at different times, both revelations have had different degrees of evidence. The Jews who lived
during the succession of prophets, that is, from Moses till after the captivity, had higher evidence of the truth of their religion, than those had who lived in the interval between the last
mentioned period, and the coming of Christ. And the first Christians had higher evidence of
the miracles wrought in attestation of Christianity, than what we have now. They had also a
strong presumptive proof of the truth of it, perhaps of much greater force, in way of argument, than many may think, of which we have very little remaining; I mean the presumptive
proof of its truth from the influence which it had upon the lives of the generality of its professors. And we, or future ages, may possibly have a proof of it, which they could not have,
from the conformity between the prophetick history, and the state of the world, and of Christianity. And farther: if we were to suppose the evidence, which some have of religion, to
amount to little more, than seeing that it may be true; but that they remain in great doubts
and uncertainties about both its evidence and its nature, and great perplexities concerning
the rule of life: others to have a full conviction of the truth of religion, with a distinct knowledge of their duty: and others severally to have all the intermediate degrees of religious light
and evidence, which lie between these two—If we put the case, that for the present, it was
intended, revelation should be no more than a small light, in the midst of a world greatly
overspread, notwithstanding it, with ignorance and darkness: that certain glimmerings of
this light should extend, and be directed, to remote distances, in such a manner as that those
who really partook of it, should not discern from whence it originally came: that some in a
nearer situation to it, should have its light obscured, and, in different ways and degrees,
intercepted: and that others should be placed within its clearer influence, and be much more
enlivened, cheered and directed by it; but yet that even to these it should be no more than a
light shining in a dark place: all this would be perfectly uniform and of a piece with the conduct of providence, in the distribution of its other blessings. If the fact of the case really
were, that some have received no light at all from the scripture; as many ages and countries
in the heathen world: that others, though they have, by means of it, had essential or natural
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religion enforced upon their consciences, yet have never had the genuine scripture revelation,
with its real evidence, proposed to their consideration; and the antient Persians and modern
Mahometans, may possibly be instances of people in a situation somewhat like to this: that
others, though they have had the scripture laid before them as of divine revelation, yet have
had it with the system and evidence of Christianity so interpolated, the system so corrupted,
the evidence blended with false miracles, as to leave the mind in the utmost doubtfulness
and uncertainty about the whole; which may be the state of some thoughtful men in most of
those nations who call themselves Christian: and, lastly, that others have had Christianity
offered to them in its genuine simplicity, and with its proper evidence, as persons in countries and churches of civil and of Christian liberty; but however that even these persons are
left in great ignorance in many respects, and have by no means light afforded them enough
to satisfy their curiosity, but only to regulate their life, to teach them their duty and encourage them in the careful discharge of it: I say, if we were to suppose this somewhat of a general
true account of the degrees of moral and religious light and evidence, which were intended
to be afforded mankind, and of what has actually been and is their situation, in their moral
and religious capacity; there would be nothing in all this ignorance, doubtfulness and uncertainty, in all these varieties, and supposed disadvantages of some in comparison of others,
respecting religion, but may he paralleled by manifest analogies in the natural dispensations
of providence at present, and considering ourselves merely in our temporal capacity.
[5] Nor is there any thing shocking in all this, or which would seem to bear hard upon
the moral administration in nature, if we would really keep in mind, that every one should
be dealt equitably with; instead of forgetting this, or explaining it away, after it is acknowledged in words. All shadow of injustice, and indeed all harsh appearances, in this various
oeconomy of providence, would be lost; if we would keep in mind, that every merciful
allowance should be made and no more be required of any one, than what might have been
equitably expected of him, from the circumstances in which he was placed; and not what
might have been expected, had he been placed in other circumstances: i.e. in scripture language, that every man shall be accepted according to what he had, not according to what he had not.1
This, however, doth not by any means imply, that all persons condition here is equally
advantageous with respect to futurity. And providence’s designing to place some in greater
darkness with respect to religious knowledge, is no more a reason why they should not
endeavour to get out of that darkness, and others to bring them out of it; than why ignorant
and slow people, in matters of other knowledge, should not endeavour to learn, or should not
be instructed.
[6] It is not unreasonable to suppose, that the same wise and good principle, whatever
it was, which disposed the author of nature to make different kinds, and orders of creatures,
disposed him also to place creatures of like kinds, in different situations: and that the same
principle which disposed him to make creatures of different moral capacities, disposed him
also to place creatures of like moral capacities in different religious situations; and even the
same creatures, in different periods of their being. And the account or reason of this, is also
most probably the account why the constitution of things is such, as that creatures of moral
natures or capacities, for a considerable part of that duration in which they are living agents,
are not at all subjects of morality and religion; but grow up to be so, and grow up to be so
more and more, gradually from childhood to mature age.
[7] What, in particular, is the account or reason of these things, we must be greatly in
the dark, were it only that we know so very little even of our own case. Our present state may
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possibly be the consequence of somewhat past, which we are wholly ignorant of: as it has a
reference to somewhat to come, of which we know scarce any more’ than is necessary for
practice. A system or constitution, in its notion, implies variety; and so complicated a one as
this world, very great variety. So that were revelation universal, yet from men’s different
capacities of understanding, from the different lengths of their lives, their different educations and other external circumstances, and from their difference of temper and bodily constitution; their religious situations would be widely different, and the disadvantage of some
in comparison of others, perhaps, altogether as much as at present. And the true account,
whatever it be, why mankind or such a part of mankind are placed in this condition of ignorance, must be supposed also the true account of our farther ignorance, in not knowing the
reasons, why, or whence it is, that they are placed in this condition. But the following practical reflections may deserve the serious consideration of those persons, who think the circumstances of mankind or their own, in the forementioned respects, a ground of complaint.
[8] First, the evidence of religion not appearing obvious, may constitute one particular
part of some men’s trial in the religious sense; as it gives scope for a virtuous exercise, or
vicious neglect, of their understanding, in examining or not examining into that evidence.
There seems no possible reason to be given, why we may not be in a state of moral probation,
with regard to the exercise of our understanding upon the subject of religion, as we are with
regard to our behaviour in common affairs. The former is as much a thing within our power
and choice as the latter. And I suppose it is to be laid down for certain, that the same character, the same inward principle, which, after a man is convinced of the truth of religion, renders him obedient to the precepts of it, would, were he not thus convinced, set him about an
examination of it, upon its system and evidence being offered to his thoughts; and that in the
latter state, his examination would be with an impartiality, seriousness, and solicitude, proportionable to what his obedience is in the former. And as inattention, negligence, want of
all serious concern, about a matter of such a nature and such importance, when offered to
men’s consideration, is, before a distinct conviction of its truth, as real immoral depravity
and dissoluteness, as neglect of religious practice after such conviction; so, active solicitude
about it, and fair impartial consideration of its evidence before such conviction, is as really an
exercise of a morally right temper, as is religious practice after. Thus, that religion is not
intuitively true, but a matter of deduction and inference; that a conviction of its truth is not
forced upon every one, but left to be, by some, collected with heedful attention to premises;
this as much constitutes religious probation, as much affords sphere, scope, opportunity, for
right and wrong behaviour, as any thing whatever does. And their manner of treating this
subject, when laid before them, shews what is in their heart; and is an exertion of it.
[9] Secondly, it appears to be a thing as evident, though it is not so much attended
to, that if, upon consideration of religion, the evidence of it should seem to any persons
doubtful in the highest supposable degree, even this doubtful evidence will, however, put
them into a general state of probation, in the moral and religious sense. For, suppose a man
to be really in doubt, whether such a person had not done him the greatest favor; or,
whether his whole temporal interest did not depend upon that person; no one who had any
sense of gratitude and of prudence, could possibly consider himself in the same situation,
with regard to such person, as if he had no such doubt. In truth, it is as just to say, that certainty and doubt are the same, as to say, the situations now mentioned would leave a man as
entirely at liberty, in point of gratitude or prudence, as he would be, were he certain he had
received no favor from such person, or that he no way depended upon him. And thus,
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though the evidence of religion which is afforded to some men, should be little more than
that they are given to see the system of Christianity, or religion in general, to be supposable
and credible, this ought in all reason to beget a serious practical apprehension that it may
be true. And even this will afford matter of exercise, for religious suspense and deliberation,
for moral resolution and self-government; because the apprehension that religion may be
true, does as really lay men under obligations, as a full conviction that it is true. It gives
occasion and motives to consider farther the important subject; to preserve attentively upon
their minds a general implicit sense that they may be under divine moral government, an
awful solicitude about religion, whether natural or revealed such apprehension ought to
turn men’s eyes to every degree of new light which may be had, from whatever side it
comes, and induce them to refrain, in the mean time, from all immoralities, and live in the
conscientious practice of every common virtue. Especially are they bound to keep at the
greatest distance from all dissolute profaneness for this the very nature of the case forbids;
and to treat it with highest reverence a matter upon which their own whole interest and
being, and the fate of nature depends. This behaviour, and an active endeavour to maintain
within them selves this temper, is the business, the duty and the wisdom of those persons,
who complain of the doubtfulness of religion; is what they are under the most proper obligations to; and such behaviour is an exertion of, and has a tendency to improve in them,
that character, which the practice of all the several duties of religion, from a full conviction
of its truth is an exertion of, and has a tendency to improve in others; others, I say, to whom
God has afforded such conviction. Nay, considering the infinite importance of religion,
revealed as well as natural, I think it may be said in general, that whoever will weigh the
matter thoroughly, may see there is not near so much difference as is commonly imagined,
between what ought in reason to be the rule of life, to those persons who are fully convinced
of its truth, and to those who have only a serious doubting apprehension that it may be
true. Their hopes, and fears, and obligations, will be in various degrees but as the subjectmatter of their hopes and fears is the some, so the subject-matter of their obligations, what
they are bound to do and to refrain from, is not so very unlike.
[10] It is to be observed farther, that, from a character of unreel standing, or a situation of influence in the world, some persons have it in their power to do infinitely more harm
or good, by setting an example of profaneness, and avowed disregard to all religion, or, on
the contrary, of a serious, though perhaps doubting, apprehension of its truth, and of a reverend regard to it under this doubtfulness, than they can do by acting well or ill in all the
common intercourses amongst mankind; and consequently they are most highly accountable
for a behavior, which, they may easily foresee, is of such importance, and in which there is
most plainly a right and a wrong; even admitting the evidence of religion to be as doubtful
as is pretended.
[11] The ground of these observations, and that which renders them just and true, is,
that doubting necessarily implies some degree of evidence for that of which we doubt. For no
person would be in doubt concerning the truth of a number of facts so and so circumstanced,
which should accidentally come into his thoughts, and of which he had no evidence at all.
And though in the case of an even chance, and where consequently we were in doubt, we
should in common language say, that we had no evidence at all for either side; yet that situation of things which renders it an even chance and no more that such an event will happen,
renders this case equivalent to all others, where there is such evidence on both sides of a
question, as leaves the mind in doubt concerning the truth. Indeed, in all these cases there is

White.qxd

268

7/12/2006

7:40 PM

Page 268

The Analogy of Religion, Natural and Revealed, to the Constitution and Course of Nature

no more evidence on the one side than on the other; but there is (what is equivalent to) much
more for either, than for the truth of a number of facts which come into one’s thoughts at
random. And thus, in all these cases, doubt as much presupposes evidence, lower degrees of
evidence, as belief presupposes higher, and certainty higher still. Any one, who will a little
attend to the nature of evidence, will easily carry this observation on, and see, that between
no evidence at all, and that degree of it which affords ground of doubt, there are as many
intermediate degrees, as there are between that degree which is the ground of doubt, and
demonstration. And, though we have not faculties to distinguish these degrees of evidence
with any sort of exactness, yet, in proportion as they are discerned, they ought to influence
our practice. For it is as real an imperfection in the moral character, not to be influenced in
practice by a lower degree of evidence when discerned, as it is in the understanding, not to
discern it. And as, in all subjects which men consider, they discern the lower, as well, as
higher degrees of evidence, proportionably to their capacity of understanding; so in practical
subjects, they are influenced in practice by the lower as well as higher degrees of it, proportionably to their fairness and honesty. And as, in proportion to defects in the understanding,
men are unapt to see lower degrees of evidence, are in danger of overlooking evidence when
it is not glaring, and are easily imposed upon in such cases; so, in proportion to the corruption of the heart, they seem capable of satisfying themselves with having no regard in practice to evidence acknowledged real, if it be not overbearing. From these things it must
follow, that doubting concerning religion implies such a degree of evidence for it, as, joined
with the consideration of its importance, unquestionably lays men under the obligations
before mentioned, to have a dutiful regard to it in all their behaviour.
[12] Thirdly, the difficulties in which the evidence of religion is involved, which some
complain of, is no more a just ground of complaint, than the external circumstances of temptation, which others are placed in; or than difficulties in the practice of it, after a full conviction of its truth. Temptations render our state a more improving state of discipline than it
would be otherwise; as they give occasion for a more attentive exercise of the virtuous principle, which confirms and strengthens it more than an easier or less attentive exercise of it
could. Now, speculative difficulties are, in this respect, of the very same nature with these
external temptations. For the evidence of religion not appearing obvious, is, to some persons,
a temptation to reject it, without any consideration at all; and therefore requires such an
attentive exercise of the virtuous principle, seriously to consider that evidence, as there
would be no occasion for, but for such temptation. And the supposed doubtfulness of its evidence, after it has been in some sort considered, affords opportunity to an unfair mind, of
explaining away, and deceitfully hiding from itself, that evidence which it might see: and
also for men’s encouraging themselves in vice, from hopes of impunity, though they do
clearly see thus much at least, that these hopes are uncertain: in like manner, as the common
temptations to many instances of folly, which end in temporal infamy and ruin, is the
ground for hope of not being detected, and of escaping with impunity: i.e. the doubtfulness
of the truth beforehand, that such foolish behaviour will thus end in infamy and ruin. On the
contrary, supposed doubtfulness in the evidence of religion calls for a more careful and attentive exercise of the virtuous principle, in fairly yielding themselves up too the proper influence of any real evidence, though doubtful; and in practising conscientiously all virtue,
though under some uncertainty whether the government in the universe may not possibly be
such, as that vice may escape with impunity. And, in general, temptation, meaning by this
word the lesser allurements to wrong, and difficulties in the discharge of our duty, as well as

White.qxd

7/12/2006

7:40 PM

Page 269

Of Revealed Religion: Of the Want of Universality

269

the greater ones temptation, I say, as such, and of every kind and degree, as it calls forth some
virtuous efforts, additional to what would otherwise have been wanting, cannot, but be an
additional discipline and improvement of virtue, as well as probation of it, in the other
senses of that word. So that the very same account is to be given, why the evidence of religion
should be left in such a manner, as to require, in some, an attentive solicitous, perhaps
painful, exercise of their understanding about it; as why others should be placed in such circumstances as that the practice of its common duties, after a full conviction of the truth of it,
should require attention, solicitude, and pains: or, why appearing doubtfulness should be
permitted to afford matter of temptation to some; as why external difficulties and allurements should be permitted to afford matter of temptation to others. The same account also is
to be given, why some should be exercised with temptations of both these kinds, as why others should be exercised with the latter in such very high degrees, as some have been, particularly as the primitive Christians were.
[13] Nor does there appear any absurdity in supposing that the speculative difficulties
in which the evidence of religion is involved, may make even the principal part of some persons trial. For, as the chief temptations of the generality of the world, are, the ordinary
motives to injustice or unrestrained pleasure; or to live in the neglect of religion from that
frame of mind, which renders many persons almost without feeling as to any thing distant,
or which is not the object of their senses; so there are other persons without this shallowness
of temper, persons of a deeper sense as to what is invisible and future, who not only see, but
have a general practical feeling that what is to come will be present, and that things are not
less real for their not being the object of sense; and who, from their natural constitution of
body and of temper, and from their external condition, may have small temptations to
behave ill, small difficulty in behaving well, in the common course of life. Now, when these
latter persons have a distinct, full conviction of the truth of religion, without any possible
doubts or difficulties, the practice of it is to them unavoidable, unless they will do a constant
violence to their own minds; and religion is scarce any more a discipline to them, than it is
to creatures in a state of perfection. Yet these persons may possibly stand in need of moral
discipline and exercise, in a higher degree than they would have by such an easy practice of
religion. Or it may be requisite, for reasons unknown to us, that they should give some further manifestation what is their moral character to the creation of God, than such a practice
of it would be. Thus, in the great variety of religious situations in which men are placed,
what constitutes, what chiefly and peculiarly constitutes the probation, in all senses, of some
persons, may be the difficulties in which the evidence of religion is involved; and their principal and distinguished trial may be, how they will behave under and with respect to these
difficulties. Circumstances in men’s situation in their temporal capacity, analogous in good
measure to this, respecting religion, are to be observed. We find, some persons are placed in
such a situation in the world, as that their chief difficulty, with regard to conduct, is not the
doing what is prudent when it is known; for this, in numberless cases, is as easy as the contrary: but to some, the principal exercise is, recollection, and being upon their guard against
deceits; the deceits, suppose, of those about them; against false appearances of reason and
prudence. To persons in some situations, the principal exercise, with respect to conduct, is
attention, in order to inform themselves what is proper, what is really the reasonable and
prudent part to act.
[14] But as I have hitherto gone upon supposition, that men’s dissatisfaction with the
evidence of religion, is not owing to their neglects or prejudices; it must be added, on the
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other hand, in all common reason, and as what the truth of the case plainly requires should
be added, that such dissatisfaction possibly may be owing to those, possibly may be men’s
own fault. For,
[15] If there are any persons, who never set themselves heartily, and in earnest, to be
informed in religion, if there are any, who secretly wish it may not prove true, and are less
attentive to evidence than to difficulties, and more to objections than to what is said in
answer to them; these persons will scarce be thought in a likely way of seeing the evidence of
religion, though it were most certainly true, and capable of being ever so fully proved. If any
accustom themselves to consider this subject usually in the way of mirth and sport if they
attend to forms and representations, and inadequate manners of expression, instead of the
real things intended by them, (for signs often can be no more than inadequately expressive of
the things signified) or if they substitute human errors in the room of divine truth; why may
not all, or any of these thing is, hinder some men from seeing that evidence which really is
seen by others; as a like turn of mind, with respect to matters of common speculation, and
practice, does, we find by experience, hinder them from attaining that knowledge and right
understanding, in matters of common speculation and practice, which more fair and attentive minds attain to? And the effect will be the same, whether their neglect of seriously considering the evidence of religion, and their indirect behaviour with regard to it, proceed from
mere carelessness, or from the grosser vices; or whether it be owing to this, that forms, and
figurative manners of expression, as well as errors, administer occasions of ridicule, when the
things intended, and the truth itself, would not. Men may indulge a ludicrous turn so far, as
to lose all sense of conduct and prudence in worldly affairs, and even, as it seems, to impair
their faculty of reason. And in general, levity, carelessness, passion, and prejudice, do hinder
us from being rightly informed, with respect to common things; and they may, in like manner, and perhaps in some farther providential manner, with respect to moral and religious
subjects; may hinder evidence from being laid before us, and from being seen; when it is.
The scripture2 does declare, that every one shall not understand. And it makes no difference,
by what providential conduct this comes to pass: whether the evidence of Christianity was,
originally and with design, put and left so, as that those who are desirous of evading moral
obligations, should not see it, and that honest-minded persons should: or whether it comes
to pass by any other means.
[16] Farther: The general proof of natural religion and of Christianity, does, I think,
lie level to common men; even those, the greatest part of whose time, from childhood to oldage, is taken up with providing, for themselves and their families, the common conveniences, perhaps necessaries of life, those I mean, of this rank, who ever think at all of asking
after proof, or attending to it. Common men, were they as much in earnest about religion as
about their temporal affairs, are capable of being convinced upon real evidence, that there is
a God who governs the world; and they feel themselves to be of a moral nature; and accountable creatures. And as Christianity entirely falls in with this their natural sense of things; so
they are capable, not only of being persuaded, but of being made to see, that there is evidence of miracles wrought in attestation of it, and many appearing completions of prophecy.
But though this proof is real and conclusive, yet it is liable to objections, and may be run up
into difficulties; which, however, persons who are capable, not only of talking of, but of
really seeing, are capable also of seeing through; i.e. not of clearing up and answering them,
so as to satisfy their curiosity, for of such knowledge we are not capable with respect to any
one thing in nature; but capable of seeing that the proof is not lost in these difficulties, or
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destroyed by these objections, but then a thorough examination into religion, with regard to
these objections, which can not be the business of every man, is a matter of pretty large compass, and from the nature of it, requires some knowledge. as well as time and attention, to see
how the evidence comes out, upon balancing one thing with another, and what, upon the
whole, is the amount of it. Now, if persons who have picked up these objections from others,
and take for granted they are of weight, upon the word of those from whom they received
them, or, by often retailing of them, come to see, or fancy they see, them to be of weight,
will not prepare themselves for such an examination, with a competent degree of knowledge;
or will not give that time and attention to the subject, which, from the nature of it, is necessary for attaining such information: in this case, they must remain in doubtfulness, ignorance, or error; in the same way as they must with regard to common sciences, and matters of
common life, if they neglect the necessary means of being informed in them.
[17] But still, perhaps, it will be objected, that if a prince or common master were to
send directions to a servant, he would take care, that they should always bear the certain
marks who they came from, and that their sense should be always plain; so as that there
should be no possible doubt, if he could help it, concerning the authority or meaning of
them. Now, the proper answer to all this kind of objections is, that, wherever the fallacy lies,
it is even certain we cannot argue thus with respect to Him who is the governor of the world;
and particularly, that he does not afford us such information, with respect to our temporal
affairs and interests, as experience abundantly shews. However, there is a full answer to this
objection, from the very nature of religion. For, the reason why a prince would give his directions in this plain manner, is, that he absolutely desires such an external action should be
done, without concerning himself with the motive or principle upon which it is done: i.e. he
regards only the external event, or the thing’s being done, and not at all, properly speaking,
the doing of it, or the action. Whereas the whole of morality and religion consisting merely
in action itself, there is no sort of parallel between the causes. But if the prince be supposed
to regard only the action; i.e. only to desire to exercise, or in any sense prove, the understanding or loyalty of a servant, he would not always give his orders in such a plain manner. It may
be proper to add, that the will of God, respecting morality and religion, may be considered,
either as absolute, or as only conditional. If it be absolute, it can only be thus, that we should
act virtuously in such given circumstances; not that we should be brought to act so, by his
changing of our circumstances. And if God’s will be thus absolute, then it is in our power, in
the highest and strictest sense, to do or to contradict his will; which is a most weighty consideration. Or his will may be considered only as conditional, that if we act so and so, we
shall be rewarded; if otherwise, punished: of which conditional will of the author of nature,
the whole constitution of it affords most certain instances.
[18] Upon the whole: that we are in a state of religion necessarily implies, that we are
in a state of probation; and the credibility of our being at all in such a state being admitted,
there seems no peculiar difficulty in supposing our probation to be, just as it is, in those
respects which are above objected against. There seems no pretence from the reason of the
thing, to say, that the trial cannot equitably be any thing, but whether persons will act suitably to certain information, or such as admits no room for doubt; so as that there can be no
danger of miscarriage, but either from their not attending to what they certainly know, or
from overbearing passion hurrying them on to act contrary to it. For, since ignorance and
doubt afford scope for probation in all senses, as really as intuitive conviction or certainty;
and since the two former are to be put to the same account as difficulties in practice; men’s
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moral probation may also be, whether, they will take due care to inform themselves by
impartial consideration, and afterwards whether they will act as the case requires, upon the
evidence which they have, however doubtful. And this, we find by experience, is frequently
our probation, in our temporal capacity. For the information which we want, with regard to
our worldly interests, is by no means always given us of course, without any care of our own.
And we are greatly liable to, self-deceit from inward secret prejudices, and also to the deceit
of others. So that to be able to judge what is the prudent part, often requires much and difficult consideration. Then, after we have judged the very best we can, the evidence upon
which we must act, if we live and act at all, is perpetually doubtful to a very high degree.
And the constitution and course of the world in fact is such, as that want of impartial consideration what we have to do, and venturing upon extravagant courses because it is doubtful
what will be the consequence, are often naturally, i.e. providentially, altogether as fatal, as
misconduct occasioned by heedless inattention to what we certainly know, or disregarding it
from overbearing passion.
[19] Several of the observations here made may well seem strange, perhaps unintelligibly, to many good men. But if the persons for whose sake they are made, think so; persons
who object as above, and throw off all regard to religion under pretence of want of evidence;
I desire them to consider again whether their thinking so, be owing to any thing unintelligible in these observations, or to their own not having such a sense of religion and serious
solicitude about it, as even their state of scepticism does in all reason require? It ought to be
forced upon the reflection of these persons that our nature and condition necessarily require
us, in the daily course of life, to act upon evidence much lower than what is commonly called
probable; to guard, not only against what we fully believe will, but also against what we
think it supposable may, happen; and to engage in pursuits when the probability is greatly
against success, if it be credible that possibly are may succeed in them.

Notes
1. 2 Cor. viii. 12.
2. Dan. xii. 10. See also Is. xxix. 13, 14. Matth. vi. 23, and xi. 25, and xxiii. 11, 12. Joh iii. 9.
Joh v. 44. 1 Cor. ii. 14. and 2 Cor. iv. 4. 2 Tim. iii. 13; and that affectionate, as well as authoritative
admonition, so very many times inculcated, He that hath ears to hear, let him hear. Grotius saw so strongly
the thing intended in these and other passages of scripture of the like sense, as to say, that the proof
given us of Christianity was less than it might have been, for this very purpose: Ut ita sermo Evangelii
tanquam lapis esset Lydius ad quem ingenia sanabilia explorarentur. De Ver. R.C.L. 2. towards the end.
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[1] The presumptions against revelation, and objections against the general scheme of Christianity, and particular things relating to it, being removed; there remains to be considered,
what positive evidence we have for the truth of it: chiefly in order to see, what the analogy of
nature suggests with regard to that evidence, and the objections against it: or to see what is,
and is allowed to be, the plain natural rule of judgment and of action, in our temporal concerns, in cases where we have the same kind of evidence, and the same kind of objections
against it, that we have in the case before us.
[2] Now, in the evidence of Christianity, there seems to be several things of great
weight, not reducible to the head, either of miracles, or the completion of prophecy in the
common acceptation of the words. But these two are its direct and fundamental proofs; and
those other things, however considerable they are, yet ought never to be urged apart from its
direct proofs, but always to be joined with them. Thus the evidence of Christianity will be a
long series of things, reaching, as it seems, from the beginning of the world to the present
time, of great variety and compass, taking in both the direct, and also the collateral proofs
and making up, all of them together, one argument the conviction arising from which kind
of proof may be compared to what they call the effect in architecture or other works of art; a
result from a great number of things so and so disposed, and taken into one view. I shall
therefore, first, make some observations relating to miracles, and the appearing completions
of prophecy; and consider what analogy suggests, in answer to the objections brought against
this evidence. And, secondly, I shall endeavour to give some account of the general argument
now mentioned, consisting both of the direct and collateral evidence, considered as making
one argument; this being the kind of proof upon which we determine most questions of difficulty concerning common facts, alleged to have happened, or seeming likely to happen;
especially questions relating to conduct.
[3] First, I shall make some observations upon the direct proof of Christianity from
miracles and prophecy, and upon the objections alleged against it.
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[4] I. Now, the following observations, relating to the historical evidence of miracles
wrought in attestation of Christianity, appear to be of great weight.
[5] 1. The Old Testament affords us the same historical evidence of the miracles of
Moses and of the prophets, as of the common civil history of Moses and the kings of Israel; or,
as of the affairs of the Jewish nation. And the Gospels and the Acts afford us the same historical evidence of the miracles of Christ and the Apostles, as of the common matters related in
them. This indeed could not have been affirmed by any reasonable man, if the authors of
these books, like many other historians, had appeared to make an entertaining manner of
writing their aim; though they had interspersed miracles in their works, at proper distances,
and upon proper occasions. These might have animated a dull relation, amused the reader,
and engaged his attention. And the same account would naturally have been given of them,
as, of the speeches and descriptions of such authors: the same account, in a manner, as is to be
given, why the poets make use of wonders and prodigies. But the facts, both miraculous and
natural, in scripture, are related in plain unadorned narratives: and both of them appear, in
all respects, to stand upon the same foot of historical evidence. Farther: Some parts of scripture, containing an account of miracles’ fully sufficient to prove the truth of Christianity, are
quoted as genuine, from the age in which they are said to be written, down to the present:
and no other parts of them, material in the present question, are omitted to be quoted, in
such manner as to afford any sort of proof of their not being genuine. And, as common history, when called in question in any instance, may often be greatly confirmed by contemporary or subsequent events more known and acknowledged; and as the common
scripture-history, like many others, is thus confirmed; so likewise is the miraculous history of
it, not only in particular instances, but in general. For, the establishment of the Jewish and
Christian religions, which were events contemporary with the miracles related to be wrought
in attestation of both, or subsequent to them, these events are just what we should have
expected, upon supposition such miracles were really wrought to attest the truth of those
religions. These miracles are a satisfactory account of those events; of which no other satisfactory account can be given; nor any account at all, but what is imaginary merely and
invented. It is to be added, that the most obvious, the most easy and direct account of this
history, how it came to be written and to be received in the world, as a true history; is, that it
really is so: nor can any other account of it be easy and direct. Now, though an account, not
at all obvious, but very far fetched and indirect, may indeed be, and often is, the true account
of a matter; yet it cannot be admitted on the authority of its being asserted. Mere guess, supposition, and possibility, when opposed to historical evidence, prove nothing, but that historical evidence is not demonstrative.
[6] Now, the just consequence from all this, I think, is, that the scripture-history, in
general, is to be admitted as an authentic genuine history, till somewhat positive be alleged
sufficient to invalidate it. But no man will deny the consequence to be, that it cannot be
rejected, or thrown by as of no. authority, till it can be proved to be of none; even though the
evidence now mentioned for its authority were doubtful. This evidence may be confronted,
by historical evidence on the other side, if there be any: or general incredibility in the things
related, or inconsistence in the general turn of the history, would prove it to be of no authority. But since, upon the face of the matter, upon a first and general view the appearance is,
that it is an authentic history, it cannot be determined to be fictitious without some proof
that it is so. And the following observations, in support of these and coincident with them,
will greatly confirm the historical evidence for the truth of Christianity.
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[7] 2. The Epistles of St. Paul, from the nature of epistolary writing, and moreover,
from several of them being written, not to particular persons, but to churches, carry in them
evidences of their being genuine, beyond what can be, in a mere historical narrative, left to
the world at large. This evidence, joined with that which they have in common with the rest
of the New Testament, seems not to leave so much as any particular pretence for denying
their genuineness, considered as an ordinary matter of fact, or of criticism: I say, particular
pretence, for denying it; because any single fact, of such a kind and such antiquity, may have
general doubts raised concerning it, from the very nature of human affairs and human testimony. There is also to be mentioned, a distinct and particular evidence of the genuineness of
the epistle chiefly referred to here, the first to the Corinthians; from the manner in which it
is quoted by Clemens Romanus, in an epistle of his own to that church.1 Now, these epistles
afford a proof of Christianity, detached from all others, which is, I think, a thing of weight;
and also a proof of a nature and kind peculiar to itself. For,
[8] In them the author declares that he received the gospel in general, and the institution of the communion in particular, not from the rest of the Apostles, or jointly together
with them, but alone from Christ himself; whom he declares, likewise conformably to the
history in the Acts, that he saw after his ascension.2 So that the testimony of St. Paul is to be
considered, as detached from that of the rest of the Apostles.
[9] And he declares farther, that he was endued with a power of working miracles, as
what was publicly known to those very people; speaks of frequent and great variety of miraculous gifts, as then subsisting in those very churches to which he was writing; which he was
reproving for several irregularities; and where he had personal opposers: he mentions these
gifts incidentally, in the most easy manner, and without effort; by way of reproof to those
who had them, for their indecent use of them; and by way of depreciating them, in comparison of moral virtues. In short, he speaks to these churches of these miraculous powers, in the
manner any one would speak to another of a thing, which was as familiar, and as much
known in common to them both, as any thing at the world.3 And this, as has been observed
by several persons, is surely a very considerable thing.
[10] 3. It is an acknowledged historical fact, that Christianity offered itself to the
world and demanded to be received, upon the allegation, i.e. as unbelievers would speak,
upon the pretence of miracles, publicity wrought to attest the truth of it, in such an age;
and that it was actually received by great numbers in that very age, and upon the professed
belief of the reality of these miracles. And Christianity, including the dispensation of the
Old Testament, seems distinguished by this from all other religions. I mean, that this does
not appear to be the case with regard to any other: for surely it will not be supposed to lie
upon any person, to prove, by positive historical evidence, that it was not. It does in no sort
appear that Mahometanism was first received in the world upon the foot of supposed miracles,4 i.e. public ones: for, as revelation is itself miraculous, all pretence to it must necessarily imply some pretence of miracles. And it is a known fact, that it was immediately, at the
very first, propagated by other means. And as particular institutions, whether in paganism
or popery, said to be confirmed by miracles after those institutions had obtained, are not to
the purpose; so, were there what might be called historical proof; that any of them were
introduced by a supposed divine command, believed to be attested by miracles, these would
not be in any wise parallel. For single things of this sort are easy to be accounted for after
parties are formed, and have power in their hands; and the leaders of them are in veneration
with the multitude: and political interests are blended with religious claims, and religious
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distinctions. But before any thing of this kind, for a few persons, and those of the lowest
rank, all at once to bring over such great numbers to a new religion, and get it to be
received upon the particular evidence of miracles; this is quite another thing. And I think it
will be allowed by any fair adversary, that the fact now mentioned, taking in all the circumstances of it, is peculiar to the Christian religion. However, the fact itself is allowed, that
Christianity obtained, i.e. was professed to be received in the world, upon the belief of miracles, immediately in the age in which it is said those miracles were wrought: or that this is
what its first converts would have alleged, as the reason for their embracing it. Now, certainly it is not to be supposed, that such numbers of men, in the most distant parts of the
world, should forsake the religion of their country, in which they had been educated; separate themselves from their friends, particularly in their festival shews and solemnities, to
which the common people are so greatly addicted, and which were of a nature to engage
them much more than any thing of that sort amongst us; and embrace a religion which
could not but expose them to many inconveniences, and indeed must have been a giving up
the world in a great degree, even from the very first, and before the empire engaged in form
against them: it cannot be supposed, that such numbers should make so great, and, to say
the least, so inconvenient a change in their whole institution of life, unless they were really
convinced of the truth of those miracles, upon the knowledge or belief of which they professed to make it. And it will, I suppose, readily be acknowledged, that the generality of the
first converts to Christianity must have believed them; that as, by becoming Christians,
they declared to the world they were satisfied of the truth of those miracles, so this declaration was to be credited. And this their testimony; is the same kind of evidence for those
miracles, as if they had put it in writing, and these writings had come down to us. And it is
real evidence, because it is of facts, which they had capacity and full opportunity to inform
themselves of. It is also distinct from the direct or express historical evidence, though it is
of the same kind; and it would be allowed to be distinct in all cases. For, were a fact
expressly related by one or more ancient historians, and disputed in after ages; that this fact
is acknowledged to have been believed, by great numbers of the age in which the historian
says it was done, would be allowed an additional proof of such fact, quite distinct from the
express testimony of the historian. The credulity of mankind is acknowledged, and the suspicions of mankind ought to be acknowledged too; and their backwardness even to believe,
and greater still to practise, what makes against their interest. And it must particularly be
remembered, that education, and prejudice, and authority, were against Christianity, in the
age I am speaking of. So that the immediate conversion of such numbers, is a real presumption of somewhat more than human in this matter: I say presumption, for it is alleged as a
proof, alone and by itself. Nor need any one of the things mentioned in this chapter be considered as a proof by itself; and yet all of them together may be one of the strongest.5
[11] Upon the whole: as there is large historical evidence, both direct and circumstantial, of miracles wrought in attestation of Christianity, collected by those who have writ
upon the subject; it lies upon unbelievers to shew why this evidence is not to be credited.
This way of speaking is, I think, just, and what persons who write in defence of religion
naturally fall into. Yet, in a matter of such unspeakable importance, the proper question is,
not whom it lies upon, according to the rules of argument, to maintain or confute objections; but, whether there really are any against this evidence, sufficient, in reason, to
destroy the credit of it? However, unbelievers seem to take upon them the part of shewing
that there are.
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[12] They allege, that numberless enthusiastic people, in different ages and countries,
expose themselves to the same difficulties which the primitive Christians did; and are ready
to give up their lives, for the most idle follies imaginable. But it is not very clear, to what
purpose this objection is brought; for every one, surely, in every case, must distinguish
between opinions and facts. And though testimony is no proof of enthusiastic opinions, or
any opinions at all; yet, it is allowed, in all other cases to be a proof of facts. And a person’s
laying down his life in attestation of facts or of opinions, is the strongest proof of his believing them: And if the apostles and their contemporaries did, believe the facts, in attestation of
which they exposed themselves to sufferings and death this their belief or rather knowledge,
must be a proof of those facts; for they were such as come under the observation of their
senses. And though it is not of equal weight, yet it is of weight, that the martyrs of the next
age, notwithstanding they were not eye-witnesses of those facts, as were the apostles and
their contemporaries, had, however, full opportunity to inform themselves, whether they
were true or not, and give equal proof of their believing them to be true.
[13] But enthusiasm, it is said, greatly weakens the evidence of testimony even for
facts, in matters relating to religion; some seem to think, it totally and absolutely destroys
the evidence of testimony upon the subject. And, indeed, the powers of enthusiasm, and of
diseases, too, which operate in a like manner, are very wonderful, in particular instances. But
if great numbers of men not appearing in any peculiar degree weak, nor under any peculiar
suspicion of negligence, affirm that they saw and heard such things plainly with their eyes
and their ears, and are admitted to be in earnest; such testimony is evidence of the strongest
kind we can have for any matter of fact. Yet, possibly it may be overcome, strong as it is, by
incredibility in the things thus attested, or by contrary testimony. And in an instance where
one thought it was so overcome, it might be just to consider, how far such evidence could be
accounted for by enthusiasm; for it seems as if no other imaginable account were to be given
of it. But till such incredibility be shown, or contrary testimony produced, it cannot surely
be expected, that so far-fetched, so indirect and wonderful an account of such testimony, as
that of enthusiasm must be; an account so strange, that the generality of mankind can scarce
be made to understand what is meant by it cannot, I say, be expected, that such account will
be admitted of such evidence, when there is this direct, easy, and obvious account for it, that
people really saw and heard a thing not incredible which they affirm sincerely, and with full
assurance, they did see and hear. Granting, when, that enthusiasm is not (strictly speaking)
an absurd, but a possible account of such testimony, it is manifest that the very mention of it
goes upon the previous supposition, that the things so attested are incredible; and therefore,
need not be considered, till they are shown to be so. Much less need it be considered, after
the contrary has been proved. And I think it has been proved, to full satisfaction, that there
is no incredibility in a revelation, in general, or in such a one as the Christian in particular.
However, as religion is supposed peculiarly liable to enthusiasm, it may just be observed,
that prejudices almost without number and without name, romance, affectation, humour, a
desire to engage attention or to surprise, the party-spirit, custom, little competitions, unaccountable likings and dislikings; these influence men strongly in common matters. And as
these prejudices are often scarce known or reflected upon by the persons themselves who are
influenced by them, they are to be considered as influences of a like kind to enthusiasm. Yet
human testimony in common matters is naturally and justly believed notwithstanding.
[14] It is intimated farther, in a more refined way of observation, that though it
should be proved, that the apostles and first Christians could not, in some respects, be
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deceived themselves, and, in other respects, cannot be thought to have intended to impose
upon the world, yet, it will not follow, that their general testimony is to be believed, though
truly handed down to us; because they might still in part, i.e. in other respects, be deceived
themselves, and in part also designedly impose upon others; which, it is added, is a thing
very credible, from that mixture of real enthusiasm, and real knavery, to be met with in the
same characters. And, I must confess, I think the matter of fact contained in this observation
upon mankind, is not to be denied; and that somewhat very much akin to it, is often supposed in scripture as a very common case, and most severely reproved. But it were to have
been expected, that persons capable of applying this observation as applied in the objection,
might also frequently have met with the like mixed character, in instanced where religion
was quite out of the case. The thing plainly is, that mankind are naturally endued with reason, or a capacity of distinguishing between truth and falsehood; and as naturally they are
endued with veracity, or a regard to truth in what they say: but from many occasions, they
are liable to be prejudiced, and biassed, and deceived themselves, and capable of intending to
deceive others, in every different degree; insomuch that, as we are all liable to be deceived by
prejudice, so likewise it seems to be not an uncommon things for persons, who, from their
regard to truth, would not invent a lie entirely without any foundation at all, to propagate it
with heightening circumstances after it is once invented and set a-going. And others, though
they would not propagate a lye, yet, which it a lower degree of falsehood, will let it pass without contradiction. But, notwithstanding all this, human testimony remains still a natural
ground of assent; and this assent, a natural principle of action.
[15] It is objected farther, that however it has happened, the fact is, that mankind
have, in different ages, been strangely deluded with pretences to miracles and wonders. But
it is by no means to be admitted, that they have been oftener, or are at all more liable to be
deceived by these pretences, than by others.
[16] It is added, that there is a very considerable degree of historical evidence for miracles, which are on all hands, acknowledged to be fabulous. But suppose there were even the
like historical evidence for these, to what there is for those alleged in proof of Christianity,
which yet is in no wise allowed; but suppose this; the consequence would not be, the evidence of the latter is not to be admitted. Nor is there a man in the world who, in common
cases, would conclude thus. For what would such a conclusion really amount to but this, that
evidence, confuted by contrary evidence, or any way overbalanced, destroys the credibility of
other evidence, neither confuted, nor overbalanced? To argue, that because there is, if there
were, like evidence from testimony, for miracles acknowledged false, as for those in attestation of Christianity, therefore the evidence in the latter case is not to be credited; this is the
same as to argue, that if two men of equally good reputation had given evidence in different
cases no way connected, and one of them had been convicted of perjury, this confuted the testimony of the other.
[17] Upon the whole, then, the general observation that human creatures are so liable
to be deceived, from enthusiasm in religion, and principles equivalent to enthusiasm in common matters, and in both from negligence; and that they are so capable of dishonestly endeavouring to deceive others; this does indeed weaken the evidence of testimony in all cases, but
does not destroy it in any. And these things will appear, to different men, to weaken the evidence of testimony, in different degrees; in degrees proportionable to the observations they
have made, or the notions they have any way taken up, concerning the weakness, and negligence, and dishonesty of mankind; or concerning the powers of enthusiasm, and prejudices
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equivalent to it. But it seems to me, that people do not know what they say, who affirm these
things to destroy the evidence from testimony, which we have of the truth of Christianity.
Nothing can destroy the evidence of testimony in any case, but a proof or probability, that
persons are not competent judges of the facts to which they give testimony; or that they are
actually under some indirect influence in giving it, in such particular case. Till this be made
out, the natural laws of human actions require that testimony be admitted. It can never be sufficient to overthrow direct historical evidence, indolently to say, that there are so many principles, from whence men are liable to be deceived themselves and disposed to deceive others,
especially in matters of religion, that one knows not what to believe. And it is surprising persons can help reflecting, that this very manner of speaking supposes, they are not satisfied that
there is nothing in the evidence, of which they speak thus; or that they can avoid observing, if
they do make this reflection that it is, on such a subject, a very material one.6
[18] And over against all these objections, is to be set the importance of Christianity,
as what must have engaged the attention of its first converts, so as to have rendered them
less liable to be deceived from carelessness, than they would in common matters; and likewise the strong obligations to veracity, which their religion laid them under: so that the
first and most obvious presumption is, that they could not be deceived themselves, nor
would deceive others. And this, presumption, in this degree, is peculiar to the testimony
we have been considering.
[19] In argument, assertions ate nothing in themselves, and have an air of positiveness, which sometimes is not very easy; yet they are necessary, and necessary to be repeated,
in order to connect a discourse, and distinctly to lay before the view of the reader what is proposed to be proved, and what is left as proved. Now, the conclusion from the foregoing
observations is, I think, beyond all doubt, this: that unbelievers must be forced to admit the
external evidence for Christianity, i.e. the proof of miracles wrought to attest it, to be of real
weight and very considerable; though they cannot allow it to be sufficient to convince them
of the reality of those miracles. And as they must, in all reason, admit this, so it seems to me,
that upon consideration they would, in fact, admit it; those of them, I mean, who know any
thing at all of the matter in like manner as persons, in many cases, own, they see strong evidence from testimony, for the truth of things, which yet they cannot be convinced are true;
cases, suppose, where there is contrary testimony, or things which they think, whether with
or without reason, to be incredible. But there is no testimony contrary to that which we,
have been considering; and it has been fully proved, that there is no incredibility in Christianity in general, or in any part of it.
[20] II. As to the evidence for Christianity from prophecy, I shall only make some few
general observations, which are suggested by the analogy of nature; i.e. by the acknowledged
natural rules of judging in common matters, concerning evidence of a like kind to this from
prophecy.
[21] 1. The obscurity or unintelligibleness of one part of a prophecy, does not, in any
degree, invalidate the proof of foresight, arising from the appearing completion of those
other parts which are understood. For the case is evidently the same, as if those parts, which
are not understood, were lost, or not written at all, or written in an unknown tongue.
Whether this observation be commonly attended to or not, it is so: evident, that one can
scarce bring oneself to set down an instance in common matters, to exemplify it. However,
suppose a writing, partly in cipher, and partly in plain words at length; and that in the part
one understood, there appeared mention of several known facts: it would never come into any
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man’s thoughts to imagine, that if he understood the whole, perhaps he might find, that
those facts were not, in reality, known by the writer. Indeed, both in this example, and the
thing intended to be exemplified by it, our not understanding the whole, (the whole, suppose, of a sentence or a paragraph,) might sometimes occasion a doubt, whether one understood the literal meaning of such a part; but this comes under another consideration.
[22] For the same reason: though a man should be: incapable for want of learning, or
opportunities of inquiry, or from not having turned his studies this way, even so much as to
judge whether particular prophecies have been throughout completely fulfilled; yet he may
see, in general, that they have been fulfilled, to such a degree, as, upon very good ground, to
be convinced of foresight more than human in such prophecies, and of such events being
intended by them. For the same reason also, though, by means of the deficiencies in civil history, and the different accounts of historians, the most learned should not be able to make
out to satisfaction, that such parts of the prophetic history have been minutely and throughout fulfilled; yet a very strong proof of foresight may arise from that general: completion of
them which is made out; as much proof of foresight, perhaps, as the giver of prophecy
intended should ever be afforded by such parts of prophecy.
[23] 2. A long series of prophecy being applicable to such and such events, is itself a
proof, that it was: intended of them; as the rules, by which we naturally judge and determine, in common cases parallel to this, will shew, This observation I make in answer to
the common objection against the application of the prophecies, that, considering each of
them distinctly by itself, it does not at all appear, that they were intended of those particular events to which they are applied by Christians; and, therefore, it is to be supposed,
that, if they meant any thing, they were intended of other events unknown to us, and not
of these at all.
[24] Now there are two kinds of writing, which bear a great resemblance to prophecy,
with respect to the matter before us; the mythological and the satirical, where the satire is, to
a certain degree, concealed. And a man might be assured, that he understood what an author
intended by a fable or parable, related without any application or moral, merely from seeing
it to be easily capable of such application, and that such a moral might naturally be deduced
from it. And he might be fully assured, that such persons and events were intended in a
satirical writing, merely from its being applicable to them. And, agreeably to the last observation, he might he in a good measure satisfied of it, though he were not enough informed in
affairs, or in the story of such persons, to understand half the satire. For, his satisfaction, that
he understood the meaning, the intended meaning, of these writings, should be greater or
less, in proportion as he saw the general term of them to be capable of such application, and
in proportion to the number of particular things capable of it. And thus, if a long. series of
prophecy is applicable to the present state of the church, and to the political situations of the
kingdoms of the world, some thousand years after these prophecies were delivered, and a
long series of prophecy delivered before the coming of Christ is applicable to him; these
things are in themselves a proof, that the prophetic history was intended of him, and of those
events: in proportion as the general turn of it is capable of such application, and to the number and variety of particular prophecies capable of it. And, though in all just way of consideration, the appearing completion of prophecies is to be allowed to be thus explanatory of, and
to determine their meaning; yet it is to be remembered farther, that the ancient Jews applied
the prophecies to a Messiah before his coming, in much the same manner as Christians do
now; and that the primitive Christians interpreted the prophecies respecting the state of the
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church and of the world in the last ages, in the sense which the event seems to confirm and
verify. And from these things it may be made appear:
[25] 3. That the shewing, even to a high probability, if that could be, that the
prophets thought of some other events, in such and such predictions, and not those at all
which Christians allege to be completions of those predictions; or that such and such prophecies are capable of being applied to other events than those to which Christians apply
them—that this would not confute or destroy the force of the argument from prophecy, even
with regard to those very instances. For, observe how this matter really is. If one knew such a
person to be the sole author of such a book, and was certainly assured, or satisfied to any
degree, that one knew the whole of what he intended in it; one should be assured or satisfied
to such degree, that one knew the whole meaning of that book; for the meaning of a book is
nothing but the meaning of the author. But if one knew a person to have compiled a book
out of memoirs, which he received from another, of vastly superior knowledge in the subject
of it, especially if it were a book full of great intricacies and difficulties, it would in no wise
follow, that one knew the whole meaning of the book, from knowing the whole meaning of
the compiler; for the original memoirs, i.e. the author of them, might have, and there would
be no degree of presumption, in many cases, against supposing him to have, some farther
meaning than the compiler saw. To say, then, that the scriptures and the things contained in
them can have no other or farther meaning, than those persons thought or had, who first
recited or wrote them, is evidently saying, that those persons were the original, proper, and
sole authors of those books, i.e. that they are not inspired; which is absurd, whilst the authority of these books is under examination, i.e. till you have determined they are of no divine
authority at all. Till this be determined, it must in all reason be supposed, not indeed that
they have, for this is taking for granted that they are inspired, but that they may have, some
farther meaning than what the compilers saw or understood. And, upon this supposition, It
is supposable also, that this farther meaning may be fulfilled. Now, events corresponding to
prophecies, interpreted in a different meaning from that which the prophets are supposed to
have understood them; this affords, in a manner, the same proof that this different sense was
originally intended, as it would have afforded, if the prophets had not understood their predictions in the sense it is supposed they did; because there is no presumption of their sense of
them being the whole sense of them. And it has been already shown, that the apparent completions of prophecy must be allowed to be explanatory of its meaning. So that the question
is, whether a series of prophecy has been fulfilled, in a natural or proper, i.e. in any real sense
of the words of it. For such completion is equally a proof of foresight more than human,
whether the prophets are, or are not, supposed to have understood it in a different sense. I
say, supposed; for though I think it clear, that the prophets did not understand the full
meaning of their predictions, it is another question, how far they thought they did, and in
what sense they understood them.
[26] Hence may be seen, to how little purpose those persons busy themselves, who
endeavour to prove that the prophetic history is applicable to events of the age in which it
was written, or of ages before it. Indeed, to have proved this before there was any appearance of a farther completion of it, might have answered some purpose; for it might have
prevented the expectation of any such farther completion, Thus, could Porphyry have shown,
that some principal parts of the book of Daniel, for instance, the seventh verse of the seventh chapter, which the Christians interpreted of the latter ages, was applicable to events
which happened before or about the age of Antiochus Epiphanes; this might have prevented
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them from expecting any farther completions of it. And unless there was then, as I think
there must have been, external evidence concerning that book, more than is come down to
us, such a discovery might have been a stumbling-block in the way of Christianity itself;
considering the authority which our Saviour has given to the book of Daniel and how much
the general scheme of Christianity presupposes the truth of it. But even this discovery, had
there been any such,7 would be of very little weight with reasonable men now; if this passage, thus applicable to events before the age of Porphyry, appears to be applicable also to
events, which succeeded the dissolution of the Roman empire. I mention this, not at all as
intending to insinuate, that the division of this empire into ten parts, for it plainly was
divided into about that number, were, alone and by itself, of any moment in verifying the
prophetic history; but only as an example of the thing I am speaking of. And thus, upon the
whole, the matter of inquiry evidently must be, as above put, whether the prophecies are
applicable to Christ, and to the present state of the world and of the church; applicable in
such a degree, as to imply foresight: not whether they are capable of any other application;
though I know no pretence for saying, the general turn of them is capable of any other.
[27] These observations are, I think, just; and the evidence referred to in them, real;
though there may be people who will not accept of such imperfect information from scripture. Some too have not integrity and regard enough to truth, to attend to evidence, which
keeps the mind in doubt, perhaps perplexity, and which is much of a different sort from
what they expected. And it plainly requires a degree of modesty and fairness, beyond what
every one has for a man to say, not to the world, but to himself, that there is a real appearance of somewhat of great weight in this matter, though he is not able thoroughly to satisfy
himself about it; but it shall have its influence upon him, in proportion to its appearing
reality and weight. It is much more easy, and more falls in with the negligence, presumption, and wilfulness of the generality, to determine at once with a decisive air, there is nothing in it. The prejudices arising from that absolute contempt and scorn, with which this
evidence is treated in the world, I do not mention. For what indeed can be said to persons,
who are weak enough in their understandings to think this any presumption against it; or,
if they do not, are yet weak enough in their temper to be influenced by such prejudices,
upon such a subject?
[28] I shall now, SECONDLY, endeavour to give some account of the general argument for the truth of Christianity, consisting both of the direct and circumstantial evidence, considered as making up one argument. Indeed, to state and examine this argument
fully. Would be a work much beyond the compass of this whole treatise; nor is so much as a
proper abridgment of it to be expected here. Yet the present subject requires to have some
brief account of it given. For it is the kind of evidence upon which most questions of difficulty, in common practice, are determined; evidence arising from various coincidences,
which support and confirm each other, and in this manner prove: with more or less certainty, the point under consideration. And I choose to do it also: first, because it seems to be
of the greatest importance, and not duly attended to by every one, that the proof of revelation is, not some direct and express things only, but a great variety of circumstantial things
also; and that though each of these direct and circumstantial things is indeed to be considered separately yet they are afterwards to be joined together; for that the proper force of the
evidence consists in the results of those several things, considered in their respects to each
other and united into one view; and, in the next place, because it seems to me, that the matters of fact here set down, which are acknowledged by unbelievers, must be acknowledged
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by them also to contain together a degree of evidence of great weight. if they could be
brought to lay these several things before themselves distinctly, and then with attention
consider them together; instead of that cursory thought of them, to which we are familiarized. For being familiarized to the cursory thought of things, as really hinders the weight of
them from being seen, as from having its due influence upon practice.
[29] The thing asserted, and the truth of which is to be inquired into is this that over
and above our reason and affections, which God has given us for the information of our judgment and conduct of our lives, he has also, by external revelation, given us an account of
himself and his moral government over the world, implying a future state of rewards and
punishments; i.e. hath revealed the system of natural religion; for natural religion may be
externally8 revealed by God, as the ignorant may be taught it by mankind, their fellow creatures—that God, I say, has given us the evidence of revelation, as well as the evidence of reason, to ascertain this moral system; together with an account of a particular dispensation of
providence, which reason could no way have discovered, and a particular institution of religion founded on it, for the recovery of mankind out of their present wretched condition and
raising them to the perfection and final happiness of their nature.
[30] This revelation, whether real or supposed, may be considered as wholly historical.
For prophecy is nothing but the history of events before they come to pass: doctrines also are
matters of fact; and precepts come under the same notion. And the general design of scripture, which contains in it this revelation, thus considered as historical, may be said to be, to
give us an account of the world, in this one single view, as God’s world; by which it appears
essentially distinguished from all other books, so far as I have found, except such as are
copied from it. It begins with an account of God’s creation of the world, in order to ascertain
and distinguish from all others, who is the object of our worship, by what he has done; in
order to ascertain who he is, concerning whose providence, commands, promises, and threatenings, this sacred book all along treats; the maker and proprietor of the world, he whose
creatures we are, the God of nature: in order likewise to distinguish him from the idols of the
nations, which are either imaginary beings, i.e. no beings at all; or else part of that creation,
the historical relation of which is here given. And St. John, not improbably with an eye to
this Mosaic account of the creation, begins his gospel with an account of our Saviour’s preexistence, and that all things were made by him, and without him was not any thing made that was
made:9 agreeably to the doctrine of St Paul, that God created all things by Jesus Christ.10 This
being premised, the scripture, taken together, seems to profess to contain a kind of an
abridgment of the history of the world, in the view just now mentioned; that is, a general
account of the condition of religion and its professors, during the continuance of that apostacy from God, and state of wickedness, which it every where supposes the world to lie in.
And this account of the state of religion carries with it some brief account of the political
state of things, as religion is affected by it. Revelation indeed considers the common affairs of
this world, and what is going on in it, as a mere scene of distraction, and cannot be supposed
to concern itself with foretelling at what time Rome, or Babylon, or Greece, or any particular
place, should be the most conspicuous seat of that tyranny and dissoluteness, which all places
equally aspire to be; cannot, I say, be supposed to give any account of this wild scene for its
own sake. But it seems to contain some very general account of the chief governments of the
world, as the general state of religion has been, is, or shall be, affected by them, from the first
transgression and during the whole interval of the world’s continuing in its present state, to
a certain future period, spoken of both in the Old and New Testament, very distinctly, and in
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great variety of expression: The times of the restitution of all things:11 when the mystery of God
shall be finished, as he hath declared to his servants the prophets12: when the God of heaven shall set up
a kingdom, which shall never be destroyed; and the kingdom shall not be left to other people,13 as it is
represented to be during this apostasy, but judgment shall be given to the saints,14 and they shall
reign:15 and the kingdom and dominion, and the greatness of the kingdom under the whole heaven, shall
be given to the people of the saints of the most high.16
[31] Upon this general view of the scripture, I would remark how great a length of
time the whole relation takes up, near six thousand years of which are past: and how great a
variety of things it treats of; the natural and moral system or history of the world, including
the time when it was formed, all contained in the very first book, and evidently written in a
rude and unlearned age; and in subsequent books, the various common and prophetic history, and the particular dispensation of Christianity. Now all this together gives the largest
scope for criticism; and for confutation of what is capable of being confuted, either from reason, or from common history, or from any inconsistence in its several parts. And it is a thing
which deserves, I think, to be mentioned, that whereas some imagine, the supposed doubtfulness of the evidence for revelation implies a positive argument that it is not true; it
appears, on the contrary, to imply a positive argument that it is true. For, could any common
relation of such antiquity, extent, and variety, (for in these things the stress of what I am now
observing lies,) be proposed to the examination of the world; that it could not, in an age of
knowledge and liberty, be confuted, or shown to have nothing in it, to the satisfaction of reasonable men; this would be thought a strong presumptive proof of its truth. And indeed it
must be a proof of it just in proportion to the probability, that if it were false, it might be
shown to be so; and this, I think, is scarce pretended to be shown but upon principles and in
ways of arguing which have been clearly obviated.17 Nor does it at all appear, that any sect of
men who believe natural religion, are, of the opinion; that Christianity has been thus confuted. But to proceed:
[32] Together with the moral system of the world, the Old Testament contains a
chronological account of the beginning of it, and from thence, an unbroken genealogy of
mankind for many ages before common history begins; and carried on as much farther, as to
make up a continued thread of history of the length of between three and four thousand
years. It contains an account of God’s making a covenant with a particular nation, that they
should be his people, and he would be their God, in a peculiar sense; of his often interposing
miraculously in their affairs; giving them the promise, and, long after, the possession, of a
particular country; assuring them of the greatest national prosperity in it, if they would worship him, in opposition to the idols which the rest of the world worshipped, and obey his
commands; and threatening them with unexampled punishments, if they disobeyed him,
and fell into the general idolatry: insomuch, that this one nation should continue to be the
observation and the wonder of all the world. It declares particularly, that God would scatter
them among all people, from one end of the earth unto the other: but that when they should return unto
the Lord their God, he would have compassion upon them, and gather them, from all the nations
whither he had scattered them: that Israel should be saved in the Lord, with an everlasting salvation;
and not be ashamed or confounded, world without end. And as some of these promises are conditional, others are as absolute as any thing can be expressed, that the time should come, when
the people should be all righteous, and inherit the land forever: that though God would make a full end
of all nations whither he had scattered them, yet would he not make a full end of them: that “he would
bring again the captivity of his people Israel, and plant them upon their land, and they should be no
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more pulled up out of their land: that the seed of Israel should not cease from being a nation forever”.18
It foretells, that God would raise them up a particular person, in whom ah his promises
should be fulfilled; the Messiah who should be, in a high and eminent sense, their anointed
prince and saviour. This was foretold in such a manner, as raised a general expectation of such
a person in the nation, as appears from the New Testament, and is an acknowledged fact; an
expectation of his coming at such a particular time, before any one appeared, claiming to be
that person, and where there was no ground for such an expectation but from the prophecies;
which expectation, therefore, must in all reason be presumed to be explanatory to those
prophecies, if there were any doubt about their meaning. It seems moreover to foretell, that
this person should be rejected by that nation, to whom he had been so long promised, and
though he was so much desired by them.19 And it expressly foretells, that he should be the
saviour of the Gentiles; and even that the completion of the scheme, contained in this book,
and then begun, and in its progress, should be somewhat so great, that, in comparison with
it, the restoration of the Jews alone would be but of small account. It is a light thing that thou
shouldest be my servant to raise up the tribes of Jacob, and to restore the preserved of Israel: I will also
give thee for a light to the Gentiles, that thou mayest be for salvation unto the end of the earth. And, in
the last days, the mountain of the Lord’s house shall be established in the top of the mountains, and shall
be exalted above the hills; and all nations shall flow into it—for out of Zion shall go forth the law,
and the word of the Lord from Jerusalem. And he shall judge among the nations—and the Lord alone
shall be exalted in that day, and the idols he shall utterly abolish.20 The scripture farther contains
an account, that at the time the Messiah was expected, a person rose up, in this nation,
claiming to be that Messiah, to be the person whom all the prophecies referred to, and in
whom they should centre; that he spent some years in a continued course of miraculous
works, and endued his immediate disciples and followers with a power of doing the same, as
a proof of the truth of that religion which lie commissioned them to publish; that, invested
with this authority and power, they made numerous converts in the remotest countries, and
settled and established his religion in the world; to the end of which, the scripture professes
to give a prophetic account of the state of this religion amongst mankind.
[33] Let us now suppose a person utterly ignorant of history, to have all this related to
him, out of the scriptures. Or, suppose such a one, having the scriptures put into his bands,
to remark these things in it; not knowing but that the whole, even its civil history, as well as
the other parts of it, might be, from beginning to end, an entire invention; and to ask, What
truth was in it, and whether the revelation here related was real or a fiction? And instead of a
direct answer, suppose him, all at once, to be told the following confessed facts; and then to
unite them into one view.
[34] Let him first be told, in how great a degree the profession and establishment of
natural religion, the belief that there is one God to be worshipped, that virtue is his law, and
that mankind shall be rewarded and punished hereafter, as they obey and disobey it here; in
how very great a, degree, I say, the profession and establishment of this moral system in the
world, is owing to the revelation, whether real or supposed, contained in this book; the
establishment of this moral system, even in those countries which do not acknowledge the
proper authority of the scripture.21 Let him be told also, what number of nations do
acknowledge its proper authority. Let him then take in consideration, of what importance
religion is to mankind. And upon these things, he might, I think, truly observe, that this
supposed revelation’s obtaining and being received in the world, with all the circumstances
and effects of it, considered together as one event, is the most conspicuous and important
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event in the story of mankind: that a book of this nature, and thus promulgated and recommended to our consideration, demands, as if by a voice from heaven, to have its claims most
seriously examined into; and that, before such examination, to treat it with any kind of scoffing and ridicule, is an offence against natural piety. But it is to be remembered, that how
much soever the establishment of natural religion in the world is owing to the scripture revelation, this does not destroy the proof of religion from reason, any more than the proof of
Euclid’s Elements is destroyed, by a man’s knowing or thinking that he should never have
seen the truth of the several propositions contained in it, nor had those propositions come
into his thoughts, but for that mathematician.
[35] Let such a person as we are speaking of, be, in the next place, informed of the
acknowledged antiquity of the first parts of this book; and that its chronology, its account
of the time when the earth, and the several parts of it, were first peopled with human creatures, is no way contradicted, but is really confirmed, by the natural and civil history of the
world, collected from common historians, from the state of the earth, and the late invention
of arts and sciences. And, as the scripture contains an unbroken thread of common and civil
history, from the creation to the captivity, for between three and four thousand years; let the
person we are speaking of be told, in the next place, that this general history, as it is not
contradicted, but is confirmed by profane history, as much as there would be reason to
expect, upon supposition of its truth; so there is nothing in the whole history itself, to give
any reasonable ground of suspicion, of its not being, in the general, a faithful and literally
true genealogy of men, and series of things. I speak here only of the common scripturehistory, or of the course of ordinary events related in it, as distinguished from miracles, and
from the prophetic history. In all the scripture narrations of this kind, following events arise
out of foregoing ones, as in all other histories. There appears nothing related as done in any
age, not conformable to the manners of that age; nothing in the account of a succeeding
age, which, one would say, could not be true, or was improbable, from the account of things
in the preceding one. There is nothing in the characters, which would raise a thought of
their being feigned; but all the internal marks imaginable of their being real. It is to be
added also, that mere genealogies, bare narratives of the number of years which persons
called by such and such names lived, do not carry the face of fiction; perhaps do carry some
presumption of veracity; and all unadorned narratives, which have nothing to surprise, may
be thought to carry somewhat of the like presumption too. And the domestick and the
political history is plainly credible. There may be incidents in scripture, which, taken alone
in the naked way they are told, may appear strange; especially to persons of other manners,
temper, education; but there are, also incidents of undoubted truth, in many or most persons lives, which, in the same circumstances, would appear to the full as strange. There may
be mistakes of transcribers, there may be other real or seeming mistakes, not easy to be particularly accounted for: but there are certainly no more things of this kind in the scripture,
than what were to have been expected in books of such antiquity; and nothing, in any wise
sufficient to discredit the general narrative. Now, that a history, claiming to commence
from the creation, and extending in one continued series, through so great a length of time,
and variety of events, should have such appearances of reality and truth in its whole contexture, is surely a very remarkable circumstance in its favor. And as all this is applicable to the
common history of the New Testament, so there is a farther credibility, and a very high one,
given to it by profane authors; many of these writing of the same times, and confirming the
truth of customs and events, which are incidentally, as well as more purposely mentioned in
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it. And this credibility of the common scripture history, gives some credibility to its miraculous history; especially as this is interwoven with the common, so as that they imply each
other, and both together make up one relation.
[36] Let it then be more particularly observed to this person, that it is an acknowledged
matter of fact, which is indeed implied in the foregoing observation, that there was such a
nation as the Jews, of the greatest antiquity, whose government and general polity was
founded on the law, here related to be given them by Moses as from heaven: that natural religion. though with rites additional, yet no way contrary to it, was their established religion,
which cannot be said of the Gentile world; and that their very being, as a nation, depended
upon their acknowledgment of one God, the God of the universe. For suppose, in their captivity in Babylon, they had gone over to the religion of their conquerors, there would have
remained no bond of union, to keep them a distinct people. And whilst they were under their
own kings, in their own country, a total apostasy from God would have been the dissolution of
their whole government. They in such a sense nationally acknowledged and worshipped the
maker of heaven and earth, when the rest of the world were sunk in idolatry, as rendered them,
in fact, the peculiar people of God. And this so remarkable an establishment and preservation
of natural religion amongst them, seems to add some peculiar credibility to the historical evidence for the miracles of Moses and the prophets; because these miracles are a full satisfactory
account of this event, which plainly wants to be accounted for, and cannot otherwise.
[37] Let this person, supposed wholly ignorant of history, be acquainted farther, that
one claiming to be the Messiah, of Jewish extraction, rose up at the time when this nation,
from the prophecies above mentioned, expected the Messiah: that he was rejected, as it
seemed to have been foretold he should, by the body of the people under the direction of
their rulers. that in the course of a very few years he was believed on, and acknowledged as
the promised Messiah, by great numbers among the Gentiles agreeably to the prophecies of
scripture, yet not upon the evidence of prophecy, but of miracles,22 of which miracles we also
have strong historical evidence; (by which I mean here no more than musts be acknowledged
by unbelievers; for let pious frauds and follies be admitted to weaken, it is absurd to say they
destroy, our evidence of miracles wrought in proof of Christianity:)23 that this religion
approving itself to the reason of mankind, and carrying its own evidence with it, so far as reason is a judge of its system, and being no way contrary to reason in those parts of it which
require to be believed upon the mere authority of its author; that this religion, I say, gradually spread and supported itself, for some hundred years, not only without any assistance
from temporal power, but under constant discouragements, and often the bitterest persecutions from it, and then became the religion of the world that, in the mean time, the Jewish
nation and government were destroyed in a very remarkable manner, and the people carried
away captive and dispersed through the most distant countries; in which state of dispersion
they have remained fifteen hundred years; and that they remain a numerous people, united
among themselves, and distinguished from the rest of the world, as they were in the days of
Moses, by the profession of his law, and every where looked upon in a manner, which one
scarce knows how distinctly to express, bat in the words of the prophetic account of it, given
so many ages before it came to pass; thou shalt become an astonishment, a proverb, and a by-word,
among all nations whither the Lord shall lead thee.24
[38] The appearance of a standing miracle, in the Jews remaining a distinct people in
their dispositions, and the confirmation which this event, appears to give to the truth of revelation, may be thought to be answered, by their religion forbidding them intermarriages

White.qxd

288

7/12/2006

7:40 PM

Page 288

The Analogy of Religion, Natural and Revealed, to the Constitution and Course of Nature

with those of any other, and prescribing them a great many peculiarities in their food, by
which they are debarred from the means of incorporating with the people in whose countries
they live. This is not, I think, a satisfactory account of that which it pretends to account for.
But what does it pretend to account for? The correspondence between this event and the
prophecies; or the coincidence of both with a long dispensation of providence, of a peculiar
nature, towards that people formerly? No. It is only the event itself which is offered to be
thus accounted for which single event taken alone, abstracted from all such correspondence
and coincidence, perhaps would not have appeared miraculous; but that correspondence and
coincidence may be so, though the event itself be supposed not. Thus the concurrence of our
saviour’s being born at Bethlehem, with a long foregoing series of prophecy and other coincidences, is doubt less miraculous, the series of prophecy, and other coincidences, and the
event, being admitted; though the event itself, his birth at that place, appears to have been
brought about in a natural way; of which, however, no one can be certain.
[39] And as several of these events seem, in some degree, expressly, to have verified
the prophetic history already; so likewise they may be considered farther, as having a peculiar aspect towards the full completion of it; as affording some presumption that the whole
of it shall, one time or other, be fulfilled. Thus, that the Jews have been so wonderfully preserved in their long and wide dispersion; which is indeed the direct fulfilling of some
prophecies, but is now mentioned only as looking forward to somewhat yet to come: that
natural religion came forth from Judea, and spread in the degree it has done over the world,
before lost in idolatry; which, together with some other things, have distinguished that
very place, in like manner as the people of it are distinguished: that this great change of
religion over the earth, was brought about under the profession and acknowledgment, that
Jesus was the promised Messiah: things of this kind naturally turn the thoughts of serious
men towards the full completion of the prophetic history, concerning the final restoration of
that people; concerning the establishment of the everlasting kingdom among them; the
kingdom of the Messiah; and the future state of the world, under this sacred government.
Such circumstances and events compared with these prophecies, though no completions of
them, yet would not, I think, be spoken of as nothing in the argument, by a person upon
his first being informed of them. They fall in with the prophetic history of things still
future, give it some additional credibility, have the appearance of being somewhat in order
to the full completion of it.
[40] Indeed it requires a good degree of knowledge, and great calmness and consideration, to be able to judge, thoroughly, of the evidence for the truth of Christianity, from that
part of the prophetic history which relates to the situation of the kingdoms of the world, and
to the state of the church, from the establishment of Christianity to the present time. But it
appears from a general view of it, to be very material. And those persons who have thoroughly examined it, and some of them were men of the coolest tempers, greatest capacities,
and least liable to imputations of prejudice, insist upon it as determinately conclusive.
[41] Suppose now a person quite ignorant of history, first to recollect the passages
above mentioned out of scripture, without knowing but that the whole was a late fiction,
then to be informed of the correspondent facts now mentioned, and to unite them all into
one view: that the profession and establishment of natural religion in the world, is greatly
owing, in different ways; to this book, and the supposed revelation which it contains; that it
is acknowledged to be of the earliest antiquity; that its chronology and common history are
entirely credible; that this ancient nation, the Jews, of whom it chiefly treats, appear to have
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been, in fact, the people of God, in a distinguished sense; that as there was a national expectation amongst them, raised from the prophecies, of a Messiah to appear at such a time, so
one at this time appeared, claiming to be that Messiah; that he was rejected by this nation,
but received by the Gentiles, not upon the evidence of prophecy, but of miracles; that the
religion he taught supported itself under the greatest difficulties, gained ground, and at
length became the religion of the world; that in the mean time the Jewish polity was utterly
destroyed, and the nation dispersed over the face of the earth; that notwithstanding this,
they have remained a distinct numerous people for so many centuries, even to this day;
which not only appears to be the express completion of several prophecies concerning them;
but also renders it, as one may speak, a visible and easy possibility that the promises made to
them as a nation, may yet be fulfilled. And to these acknowledged truths, let the person we
have been supposing add, as I think he ought whether every one will allow it or no, the obvious appearances which there are, of the state of the world, in other respects besides what
relates to the Jews, and of the Christian church; having so long answered, and still answering
to the prophetic history. Suppose, I say, these facts set over against the things before mentioned out of the scripture, and seriously compared with them; the joint view of both
together, must, I think, appear of very great weight to a considerate reasonable person: of
much greater, indeed, upon having them first laid before him, than is easy for us, who are so
familiarized to them, to conceive, without some particular attention for that purpose.
[42] All these things, and the several particulars contained under them, require to be
distinctly and most thoroughly examined into; that the weight of each may be judged of,
upon such examination, and such conclusion drawn as results from their united force. But
this has not been attempted here. I have gone no farther than to shew, that the general
imperfect view of them now given, the confessed historical evidence for miracles, and the
many obvious appearing completions of prophecy, together with the collateral things25 here
mentioned, and there are several others of the like sort; that all this together, which, being
fact, must be acknowledged by unbelievers, amounts to real evidence of somewhat more than
human in this matter: evidence much more important, than careless men, who have been
accustomed only to transient and partial views of it, can imagine; and indeed abundantly sufficient to act upon. And these things, I apprehend, must be acknowledged by unbelievers.
For though they may say, that the historical evidence of miracles, wrought in attestation of
Christianity, is not sufficient to convince them that such miracles were really wrought; they
cannot deny, that there is such historical evidence, it being a known matter of fact that there
is. They may say, the conformity between the prophecies and events, is by accident; but there
are many instances in which such conformity itself cannot be denied. They may say, with
regard to such kind of collateral things as those above mentioned, that any odd accidental
events, without meaning, will have a meaning found in them by fanciful people; and that
such as are fanciful any one certain way, will make out a thousand coincidents, which seem to
favor their peculiar follies. Men, I say, may talk thus; but no one who is serious, can possibly
think these things to be nothing, if he considers the importance of collateral things, and even
of lesser circumstances, in the evidence of probability, as distinguished, in nature, from the
evidence of demonstration. In many cases: indeed, it seems to require the truest judgment, to
determine with exactness the weight of circumstantial evidence; but it is very often altogether as convincing, as that which is the most express and direct.
[43] This general view of the evidence for Christianity, considered as making one
argument, may also serve to recommend to serious persons, to set down every thing which
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they think may be of any real weight at all in proof of it, and particularly the many seeming
completions of prophecy: and they will find, that, judging by the natural rules, by which we
judge of probable evidence in common matters, they amount to a much higher degree of
proof, upon such a joint review, than could be supposed upon considering them separately, at
different times; how strong soever the proof might before appear to them, upon such separate
views of it. For probable proofs, by being added, not, only increase the evidence, but multiply it. Nor should I dissuade any one from setting down what he thought made for the contrary side. But then it is to be remembered, not in order to influence his judgment, but his
practice, that a mistake on one side, may be, in its consequences, much more dangerous than
a mistake on the other. And what course is most safe, and what most dangerous, is a consideration thought very material, when we deliberate, not concerning events, but concerning
conduct in our temporal affairs. To be influenced by this consideration in our judgment, to
believe or disbelieve upon it, is indeed as much prejudice, as any thing whatever. And, like
other prejudices, it operates contrary ways in different men. For some are inclined to believe
what they hope; and others, what they fear And it is manifest unreasonableness, to apply to
men’s passions in order to gain their assent. But in deliberations concerning conduct, there is
nothing which reason more requires to be taken into the account, than the importance of it.
For, suppose it doubtful, what would be the consequence of acting in this, or in a contrary
manner; still, that taking one side could be attended with little or no bad consequence, and
taking the other might be attended with the greatest, must appear, to unprejudiced reason,
of the highest moment towards determining how we are to act. But the truth of our religion,
like the truth of common matters, is to be judged of by all the evidence taken together. And
unless the whole series of things which maybe alleged in this argument, and every particular
thing in it, can reasonably be supposed to have been by accident, (for here the stress of the
argument for Christianity lies) then is the truth of it proved: in like manner as if, in any
common case, numerous events acknowledged, were to be alleged in proof of any other event
disputed; the proof of the disputed event would be proved, not only if any one of the
acknowledged ones did of itself clearly imply it, but, though no one of them singly did so, if
the whole of the acknowledged events taken together, could not in reason be supposed to
have happened, unless the disputed one were true.
[44] It is obvious, how much advantage the nature of this evidence gives to those persons who attack Christianity, especially in conversation. For it is easy to shew, in a short and
lively manner, that such and such things are liable to objection, that this and another thing
is of little weight in itself; but impossible to shew, in like manner, the united force of the
whole argument in one view.
[45] However, lastly, as it has been made appear, that there is no presumption against
a revelation as miraculous; that the general scheme of Christianity, and the principal parts of
it, are conformable to the experienced constitution of things, and the whole perfectly credible; so the account now given of the positive evidence for it, shews, that this evidence is such,
as, from the nature of it, cannot be destroyed, though it should be lessened.

Notes
1.
2.

Clem. Rom. Ep. I. c. 47.
Gal. i. 1 Cor xi. 23, &c. 1 Cor. xv. 8.
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3. Rom. xv. 19. 1 Cor. xii. 8, 9, 10–28, &c. and c. xiii. 1, 2, 8, and the whole xivth ch. 2 Cor.
xii, 12, 13. Gal. iii. 2, 5.
4. See the Koran c. xiii. and c. xvii.
5. p. 290.
6. See the foregoing Chapter.
7. It appears, that Porphyry did nothing worth mentioning in this way. For Jerome on the place
says, Duas posteriors bestias—in uno Macedonum regno ponit. And as to the ten kings; Decem reges enumerat
qui fuerunt saevissimi: ipsoque reges non unius point regni, verbi gratia, Macedonia, Syriae, Asiae, et Aegypti; sed
de diversis regnis unum efficit regnum ordinem. And in this way of interpretation, any thing may be made of
any thing.
8. p. 226.
9. Joh. i. 3.
10. Eph. iii. 9.
11. Acts iii. 21
12. Rev. x. 7.
13. Dan. ii.
14. Dan. vii. 22.
15. Rev.
16. Dan. vii.
17. Ch. ii, iii, &c.
18. Deut. xxviii. 64. Ch. xxx. 2, 3 Is. xlv. 17. Ch. lx. 21 Jer xxx. 11. Ch. xlvi. 28. Amos ix. 15.
Jer xxxi. 36.
19. Is. viii. 14, 15. Ch. xlix. 5. Ch. liii. Mal. i. 10, 11. and Ch. iii.
20. Is. xlix. 6. Ch. ii. Ch. xi. Ch. lvi. 7. Mal. i. 11. To which must be added, the other prophecies of the like kind, several in the New Testament, and very many in the Old; which describe what
shall be the completion of the revealed plan of providence.
21. p. 264.
22. p. 275–6.
23. p. 278–9.
24. Deut. xxviii. 37.
25. All the particular things mentioned in this chapter, not reducible to the head of certain
miracles, or determinate completions of prophecy. See p. 273.

White.qxd

7/12/2006

7:40 PM

Page 292

Chapter VIII
Of the Objections Which May be Made Against Arguing
from the Analogy of Nature to Religion
[1] If every one would consider, with such attention as they are bound, even in point of
morality, to consider, what they judge and give characters of, the occasion of this chapter
would be, in some good measure at least, superseded. But since this is not to expected; for
some we find do not concern themselves to understand even what they write against: since
this treatise, in common with most others, lies open to objections, which may appear very
material to thoughtful men at first sight; and, besides that, seems peculiarly liable to the
objections of such as can judge without thinking, and of such as can censure without judging; it may not be amiss to set down the chief of these objections which occur to me, and
consider them to their hands. And they are such as these;
<txt>[2] “That it is a poor thing to solve difficulties in revelation, by saying, that
there are the same in natural religion; when what is wanting is to clear both of them, of these
their common, at well as other their respective, difficulties but that it is a strange way indeed
of convincing men of the obligations of religion, to shew them that they have as little reason
for their worldly pursuits; and a strange way of vindicating the justice and goodness of the
author of nature, and of removing the objections against both, to which the system of religion lies open, to shew, that the like objections lie against natural providence away of
answering objections against religion, without so much as pretending to make out, that the
system of it, or the particular things in it objected against, are reasonable especially, perhaps,
some may be inattentive enough to add, must this be, thought strange, when it is confessed
that analogy is no answer to such objections: that when this sort of reasoning is carried to the
utmost length it can be imagined capable of, it will yet leave the mind in a very unsatisfied
state; and that it must be unaccountable ignorance of mankind, to imagine they will be prevailed with to forego their present interests and pleasures, from regard to religion, upon
doubtful evidence.”
[3] Now, as plausible as this way of talking may appear, that appearance will be found
in a great measure owing, to half-views, which shew but part of an object, yet shew that
indistinctly; and to undeterminate language. By these means weak men are often deceived by
292
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others, and ludicrous men by themselves. And even those who are serious and considerate
cannot always readily disentangle, and at once clearly see through the perplexities in which
subjects themselves are involved; and which are heightened by the deficiencies and the abuse
of words. To this latter sort of persons, the following reply to each part of this objection severally, may be of some assistance; as it may also tend a little to stop and silence others.
[4] First, the thing wanted, i.e. what men require, is to have all difficulties cleared.
And this is, or, at least for any thing we know to the contrary, it may be, the same, as requiring to comprehend the divine nature, and the whole plan of providence from everlasting. But
it hath always been allowed to argue, from what is acknowledged to what is disputed. And it
is in no other sense a poor thing, to argue from natural religion to revealed, in the manner
found fault with, that it is to argue in numberless other ways of probable deduction and
inference, in matters of conduct, which we are continually reduced to the necessity of doing.
Indeed the epithet poor may be applied, I fear, as properly to great part, or the whole, of
human life, as it is to the things mentioned in the objection. Is it not a poor thing, for a
physician to have so little knowledge in the cure of diseases, as even the most eminent have?
To act upon conjecture and guess, where the life of man is concerned undoubtedly it is: but
not in comparison of having no skill at all in that useful art, and being obliged to act wholly
in the dark.
[5] Further: since it is as unreasonable as it is common, to urge objections against revelation, which are of equal weight against natural religion; and those who do this, if they are
not confuted themselves, deal unfairly with others, in making it seem that they are arguing
only against revelation, or particular doctrines of it, when in reality they are arguing against
moral providence; it is a thing of consequence to shew, that such objections are as much levelled against natural religion, as against revealed. And objections, which are equally applicable to both, are, properly speaking, answered, by its being shown that they are so, provided
the former be admitted to be true. And without taking in the consideration how distinctly
this is admitted, it is plainly very material to observe, that as the things objected against in
natural religion, are of the same kind with what is certain matter of experience in the course
of providence, and in the information which God affords us concerning our temporal interest
under his government; so the objections against the system of Christianity and the evidence
of it, are of the very same kind with those which are made against the system and evidence of
natural religion. However, the reader upon review may see, that most of the analogies
insisted upon, even in the latter part of this treatise, do not necessarily require to have more
taken for granted than is in the former; that there is an author of nature, or natural Governor
of the world; and Christianity is vindicated, not from its analogy to natural religion, but
chiefly, from its analogy to the experienced constitution of nature.
[6] Secondly, Religion is a practical thing, and consists in such a determinate course of
life; as being what, there is reason to think, is commanded by the author of nature, and will,
upon the whole, be our happiness under his government. Now if men can be convinced that
they have the like reason to believe this, as to believe that taking care of their temporal
affairs will be to their advantage; such conviction cannot but be an argument to them for the
practice of religion. And if these be really any reason for believing one of these, and endeavouring to preserve life, and secure ourselves the necessaries and conveniences of it; then there
is reason also for believing the other, and endeavouring to secure the interest it proposes to
us. And if the interest which religion proposes to us be infinitely greater than our whole
temporal interest, then there must be proportionably greater reason for endeavouring to
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secure one, than the other: since by the supposition, the probability of our securing one, is
equal to the probability of our securing the other. This seems plainly unanswerable; and has
a tendency to influence fair minds, who consider what our condition really is, or upon what
evidence we are naturally appointed to act; and who are disposed to acquiesce in the terms
upon which we live, and attend to and follow that practical instruction, whatever it be,
which is afforded us.
[7] But the chief and proper force of the argument referred to in the objection, lies in
another place. For, it is said, that the proof of religion is involved in such inextricable difficulties, as to render it doubtful; and that it cannot be supposed, that if it were true, it would
be left upon doubtful evidence. Here, then, over and above the force of each particular difficulty or objection, these difficulties and objections, taken together, art turned into a positive
argument against the truth of religion, which argument would stand thus. If religion were
true, it would not be left doubtful, and open to objections to the degree in which it is; therefore, that it is thus left, not only renders the evidence of it weak, and lessens its force, in proportion to the weight of such objections but also shews it to be false, or is a general
presumption of its being so. Now the observation, that from the natural constitution and
course of things, we must in our temporal concerns, almost continually, and in matters of
great consequence, act upon evidence of a like kind and degree to the evidence of religion, is
an answer to this argument; because it shews, that it is according to the conduct and character of the author of nature to appoint we should act upon evidence like to that, which this
argument presumes he cannot be supposed to appoint we should act upon: it is an instance, a
general one made up of numerous particular ones, of somewhat in his dealing with us, similar to what is said to be incredible. And as the force of this answer lies merely in the parallel
which there is between the evidence for religion and for our temporal conduct; the answer is
equally just and conclusive, whether the parallel be made out, by shewing the evidence of the
former to be higher, or the evidence of the latter to be lower.
[8] Thirdly, the design of this treatise is not to vindicate the character of God, but to
shew the obligations of men; it is not to justify his providence, but to shew what belongs to us
to do. These are two subjects, and ought not to be confounded. And though they may at
length run up into each other, yet observations may immediately tend to make out the latter,
which do not appear, by any immediate connection, to the purpose of the former; which is less
our concern than many seem to think. For, 1st, it is not necessary we should justify the dispensations of providence against objections, any farther than to slow, that the things objected
against may for ought we know, be consistent with justice and goodness. Suppose, then, that
there are things in the system of this world, and plan of providence relating to it, which taken
alone would be unjust; yet it has been shown unanswerably, that if we could take in the reference which these things may have to other things present, past, and to come; to the whole
scheme, which the things objected against are parts of; these very things might, for aught we
know, be found to be, not only consistent with justice, but instances of it. Indeed it has been
shown, by the analogy of what we see, not only possible that this may be the case but credible
that it is. And thus objections, drawn from such things, are answered, and providence is vindicated, as far as religion makes its vindication necessary. Hence it appears, 2dly, that objections against the divine justness and goodness are not endeavoured to be removed, by shewing
that the like objections, allowed to be really conclusive, lie against natural providence: but
those objections being supposed and shown not to be conclusive, the things objected against,
considered as matters of fact, are farther shown to be credible, from their conformity to the
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constitution of nature; for instance, that God will reward and punish men for their actions
hereafter, from the observation that he does reward and punish them for their actions here.
And this, I apprehend, is of weight. And I add, 3dly, it would be of weight, even though those
objections were not answered. For, there being the proof of religion above set down; and religion implying several facts; for instance, again, the fact last mentioned, that God will reward
and punish men for their actions hereafter; the observation that his present method of government is by rewards and punishments, shews that future fact not to be incredible: whatever
objections men may think they have against it, as unjust or unmerciful, according to their
notions of justice and mercy; or as improbable from their belief of necessity. I say, as improbable: for it is evident no objection against it, as unjust, can be urged from necessity; since this
notion as much destroys injustice, as it does justice. Then, 4thly, though objections against
the reasonableness of the system of religion, cannot indeed be answered without entering into
a consideration of its reasonableness, yet objections against the credibility or truth of it may.
Because the system of it is reducible into what is properly matter of fact; and the truth, the
probable truth, of facts, may be shown without consideration of their reasonableness. Nor is it
necessary, though, in some cases and respects, it is highly useful and proper yet it is not necessary, to give a proof of the reasonableness of every precept enjoined us, and of every particular
dispensation of providence, which comes into the system of religion. Indeed the more thoroughly a person of a right disposition is convinced of the perfection of the divine nature and
conduct, the farther he will advance towards that perfection of religion, which St. John speaks
of. But the general obligations of religion are fully made out, by proving the reasonableness of
the practice of it. And that the practice of religion is reasonable, may be shown, though no
more could be proved, than that the system of it may be so, for ought we know to the contrary:
and even without entring into the distinct consideration of this. And from hence, 5thly, it is
easy to see, that though the analogy of nature is not an immediate answer to objections against
the wisdom, the justice or goodness, of any doctrine or precept of religion: yet it may be, as it
is, an immediate and direct answer to what is really intended by such objections; which is, to
shew that the things objected against ale incredible.
[9] Fourthly, it is most readily acknowledged, that the foregoing Treatise is by no
means satisfactory; very far indeed from it: but so would any natural institution of life appear,
if reduced into a system, together with its evidence. Leaving religion out of the case, men are
divided in their opinions, whether our pleasures over-balance our pains: and whether it be, or
be not, eligible to live in this world. And were all such controversies settled, which, perhaps,
in speculation would be found involved in great difficulties; and were it determined, upon the
evidence of reason, as nature has determined it to our hands, that life is to be preserved: yet
still, the rules which God has been pleased to afford us, for escaping the miseries of it, and
obtaining its satisfactions, the rules, for instance, of preserving health and recovering it when
lost, are not only fallible, and precarious, but very far from being exact. Nor are we informed
by nature, in future contingencies and accidents, so as to render it at all certain, what is the
best method of managing our affairs. What will be the success of our temporal pursuits, in the
common sense of the word success, is highly doubtful. And what will be the success of them;
in the proper sense of the word; i.e. what happiness or enjoyment we shall obtain by then, is
doubtful in a much higher degree. Indeed, the unsatisfactory nature of the evidence, with
which we are obliged to take up, in the daily course of life, is scarce to be expressed. Yet men
do not throw away life, or disregard the interests of it, upon account of this doubtfulness. The
evidence of religion then being admitted real, those who object against it, as not satisfactory,
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i.e. as not being what they wish it, plainly forget the very condition of our being; for satisfaction, in this sense, does not belong to such a creature as man. And, which is more material,
they forget also the very nature of religion. For, religion presupposes, in all those who will
embrace it, a certain degree of integrity and honesty; which it was intended to try whether
men have or not, and to exercise in such as have it, in order to its improvement. Religion presupposes this as much, and in the same sense, as speaking to a man presupposes he understands the language in which you speak; or as warning a man of any danger, presupposes that
he has such a regard to himself, as that he will endeavour to avoid it. And therefore the question is not at all, whether the evidence of religion be satisfactory? but, whether it be, in reason, sufficient to prove and discipline that virtue which it presupposes? Now, the evidence of
it is fully sufficient for all those purposes of probation; how far soever it is from being satisfactory, as to the purposes of curiosity, or any other: and indeed it answers the purposes of the former in several respects, which it would not do, if it were as overbearing as is required. One
might add farther, that whether the motives, or the evidence for any course of actions, be satisfactory, meaning here by that word, what satisfies a man, that such a course of action will in
event be for his good; this need never be, and I think, strictly speaking, never is, the practical
question in common matters. But the practical question in all eases, is, whether the evidence
for a course of action be such, as, taking in all circumstances, makes the faculty within us,
which is the guide and judge of conduct, determine that course of action to be prudent?
Indeed, satisfaction that it will be for our interest or happiness, abundantly determines an
action to be prudent; but evidence, almost infinitely lower than this, determines actions to be
so too, even in the conduct of every day.
[10] Fifthly, as to the objection concerning the influence which this argument, or any
part of it, may, or may not, be expected to have upon them, I observe, as above, that religion
being intended for a trial and exercise of the mortality of every person’s character, who is a
subject of it; and there being, as I have shown, such evidence for it, as is sufficient, in reason,
to influence men to embrace it: to object, that it is not to be imagined mankind will be
influenced by such evidence, is nothing to the purpose of the foregoing treatise. For the purpose of it is not to inquire, what sort of creatures mankind are; but what, the light and
knowledge, which is afforded them, requires they should be: to shew how, in reason, they
ought to behave; not how, in fact, they will behave. This depends upon themselves, and is
their own concern; the personal concern of each man in particular. And how little regard the
generality have to it, experience, indeed, does too fully shew. But religion, considered as a
probation, has had its end upon all persons, to whom it has been proposed, with evidence
sufficient in reason to influence their practice; for by this means they have been put into a
state of probation; let them behave as they will in it. And thus, not only revelation, but reason also, teaches us, that by the evidence of religion being laid before men, the designs of
providence are carrying on, not only with regard to those who will, but likewise with regard
to those who will not, be influenced by it. However, lastly, the objection here referred to,
allows the things insisted upon in this treatise to be of some weight; and if so, it may be
hoped it will have some influence. And if there be a probability that it will have any at all,
there is the same reason in kind, though not in degree, to lay it before men, as there would
be, if it were likely to have a great influence.
[11] And farther, I desire it may be considered, with respect to the whole of the foregoing objections, that in this treatise I have argued upon the principles of others,1 not my
own; and have omitted what I think true, and of the most importance, because by others
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thought unintelligible, or not true. Thus I have argued upon the principles of the Fatalists,
which I do not believe; and have omitted a thing of the utmost importance, which I do
believe, the moral fitness and unfitness of actions, prior to all will whatever; which I apprehend as certainly to determine the divine conduct, as speculative truth and falsehood necessarily determine the divine judgment. Indeed the principle of liberty, and that of moral
fitness, so force themselves upon the mind, that moralists, the ancients as well as moderns,
have formed their language upon it. And probably it may appear in mine, though I have
endeavoured to avoid it: and in order to avoid it, have sometimes been obliged to express
myself in a manner which will appear strange to such as do not observe the reason for it; but
the general argument here pursued does not at all suppose, or proceed upon, these principles.
Now, these two abstract principles of liberty and moral fitness being omitted, religion can be
considered in no other view than merely as a question of fact; and in this view it is here considered. It is obvious, that Christianity, and the proof of it, are both historical. And even natural religion is, properly, a matter of fact. For, that there is a righteous governor of the world,
is so; and this proposition contains the general system of natural religion. But then, several
abstract truths, and in particular those two principles, are usually taken into consideration in
the proof of it; whereas it is here treated of only as a matter of fact. To explain this: that the
three angles of a triangle are equal to two right ones, is an abstract truth; but that they
appear so to our mind is only a matter of fact. And this last must have been admitted, if any
thing was, by those ancient sceptics, who would not have admitted the former; but pretend
to doubt, whether there were any such thing as truth; or, whether we could certainly depend
upon our faculties of understanding for the knowledge of it in any case. So likewise, that
there is, in the nature of things, an original standard of right and wrong in actions, independent upon all will, but which unalterably determines the will of God, to exercise that
moral government over the world which religion teaches, i.e. finally and upon the whole to
reward and punish men respectively as they act right or wrong; this assertion contains an
abstract truth, as well as matter of fact. But suppose in the present state, every man, without
exception, was rewarded and punished, in exact proportion as he followed or transgressed
that sense of right and wrong, which God has implanted in the nature of every man; this
would not be at all an abstract truth, but only a matter of fact. And though this fact were
acknowledged by every one, yet the very same difficulties might be raised, as are now, concerning the abstract questions of liberty and moral fitness: and we should have a proof, even
the certain one of experience, that the government of the world was perfectly moral, without
taking in the consideration of those questions: and this proof would remain, in what way
soever they were determined. And thus, God having given man kind a moral faculty, the
object of which is actions, and which naturally approves some actions as right and of good
desert, and condemns others as wrong and of ill desert; that he will, finally and upon the
whole, reward the former and punish the latter, is not an assertion of an abstract truth, but of
what is as meer a fact as his doing so at present would be. This future fact I have not indeed
proved with the force with which it might be proved, from the principles of liberty and
moral fitness; but without them have given a really conclusive practical proof of it, which is
greatly strengthened by the general analogy of nature; a proof easily cavilled at, easily shown
not to be demonstrative, for it is not offered as such, but impossible, I think, to be evaded or
answered. And thus the obligations of religion are made out, exclusively of the questions
concerning liberty and moral fitness; which have been perplexed with difficulties and
abstruse reasonings, as every thing may.
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[12] Hence therefore may be observed distinctly, what is the force of this treatise. It
will be, to such as are convinced of religion, upon the proof arising out of the two last mentioned principles, an additional proof and a confirmation of it: to such as do not admit those
principles, an original proof of it, and a confirmation of that proof. Those who believe, will
here find the scheme of Christianity cleared of objections and the evidence of it in a peculiar
manner strengthened: those who do not believe, will at least be shown the absurdity of all
attempts to prove Christianity false, the plain undoubted credibility of it, and, I hope, a
good deal more.
[13] And thus, though some perhaps may seriously think, that analogy, as here urged,
has too great stress laid upon it; and ridicule, unanswerable ridicule, may be applied, to shew
the argument from it in a disadvantageous light: yet there can be no question, but that it is a
real one. For religion, both natural and revealed, implying in it numerous facts; analogy
being a confirmation of all facts to which it can be applied, as it is the only proof of most,
cannot but be admitted by every one to be a material thing, and truly of weight on the side
of religion, both natural and revealed; and it ought to be particularly regarded by such as
profess to follow nature and to be less satisfied with abstract reasonings.

Note
1. By arguing upon the principles of others, the reader will observe is meant; not proving any thing
from those principles, but notwithstanding them. Thus religion is proved, not from the opinion of necessity; which is absurd: but, notwithstanding or even though that opinion were admitted to be true.
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[1] Whatever account may be given, of the strange inattention and disregard, in some ages
and countries, to a matter of such importance as religion, it would, before experience, be
incredible, that there should be the like disregard in those, who have had the moral system of
the world laid before them, as it is by Christianity, and often inculcated upon them; because
this moral system carries in it a good degree of evidence for its truth, upon its being barely
proposed to our thoughts. There is no need of abstruse reasonings and distinctions, to convince an unprejudiced understanding, that there is a God who made and governs the world,
and who will judge it in righteousness; though they may be necessary to answer abstruse difficulties, when once such are raised; when the very meaning of those words, which express
most intelligibly the general doctrine of religion, is pretended to be uncertain, and the clear
truth of the thing itself is obscured by the intricacies of speculation. But, to an unprejudiced
mind, ten thousand thousand instances of design, cannot but prove a designer. And it is
intuitively manifest, that creatures ought to live under a dutiful sense of their Maker; and
that justice and charity must be his laws, to creatures whom he has made social, and placed
in society. Indeed, the truth of revealed religion, peculiarly so called, is not self-evident, but
requires external proof, in order to its being received. Yet inattention, among us, to revealed
religion, will be found to imply the same dissolute immoral temper of mind, as inattention
to natural religion; because, when both are laid before us, in the manner they are in Christian
countries of liberty, our obligations to inquire into both, and to embrace both upon supposition of their truth, are obligations of the same nature. For, revelation claims to be the voice of
God; and our obligation to attend to his voice, is, surely, moral in all cases. And as it is
insisted, that its evidence is conclusive, upon thorough consideration of it; so it offers itself
to us with manifest obvious appearances of having something more than human in it, and
therefore in all reason requires to have its claims most seriously examined into. It is to be
added, that though light and knowledge, in what manner soever afforded us, is equally from
God; yet a miraculous revelation has a peculiar tendency, from the first principles of our
nature, to awaken mankind, and inspire them with reverence and awe: and this is a peculiar
299
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obligation, to attend to what claims to be so with such appearances of truth. It is therefore
most certain, that our obligations to inquire seriously into the evidence of Christianity, and,
upon supposition of its truth, to embrace it, are of the utmost importance, and moral in the
highest and most proper sense. Let us then suppose, that the evidence of religion in general,
and of Christianity, has been seriously inquired into by all reasonable men among us. Yet we
find many professedly to reject both, upon speculative principles of infidelity. And all of
them do not content themselves with a bare neglect of religion, and enjoying their imaginary freedom from its restraints. Some go much beyond this. They deride God’s moral government over the world: they renounce his protection, and defy his justice: they ridicule and
vilify Christianity, and blaspheme the author of it; and take all occasions to manifest a scorn
and contempt of revelation. This amounts to an active setting themselves against religion; to
what may be considered as a positive principle of irreligion which they cultivate within
them-selves, and, whether they intend this effect or not, render habitual, as a good man does
the contrary principle. And others, who are not chargeable with all this profligateness, yet
are in avowed opposition to religion, as if discovered to be groundless. Now admitting,
which is the supposition we go upon, that these persons act upon what they think principles
of reason, and otherwise they are not to be argued with; it is really inconceivable, that they
should imagine they clearly see the whole evidence of it, considered in itself, to be nothing at
all; nor do they pretend this. They are far indeed from having a just notion of its evidence;
but they would not say its evidence was nothing, if they thought the system of it, with all its
circumstances, were credible, like other matters of science or history. So that their manner of
treating it must proceed, either from such kind of objections against all religion, as have
been answered or obviated in the former part of this treatise; or else from objections and difficulties, supposed more peculiar to Christianity. Thus, they entertain prejudices against the
whole notion of a revelation and miraculous interpositions. They find things in scripture,
whether in incidental passages or in the general scheme of it, which appear to them unreasonable. They take for granted, that, if Christianity were true, the light of it must have been
more general, and the evidence of it more satisfactory, or rather overbearing; that it must and
would have been, in some way, otherwise put and left, than it is. Now, this is not imagining
they see the evidence itself to be nothing, or inconsiderable; but quite another thing. It is
being fortified against the evidence, in some degree acknowledged, by thinking they see the
system of Christianity, or somewhat which appears to them necessarily connected with it, to
be incredible or false; fortified against that evidence, which might, otherwise, make great
impression upon them. Or, lastly, if any of these persons are, upon the whole, in doubt concerning the truth of Christianity, their behaviour seems owing to their taking for granted,
through strange inattention, that such doubting is, in a manner, the same thing as being certain against it.
[2] To these persons, and to this state of opinion concerning religion, the foregoing
Treatise is adapted. For, all the general objections against the moral system of nature having
been obviated, it is shown, that there is not any peculiar presumption at all against Christianity, either considered as not discoverable by reason, or as unlike to what is so discovered;
nor any worth mentioning, against it as miraculous, if any at all: none certainly, which can
render it in the least incredible. It is shown, that upon supposition of a divine revelation, the
analogy of nature renders it beforehand highly credible, I think probable, that many things
in it must appear liable to great objections; and that we must be incompetent judges of it, to
a great degree. This observation is, I think, unquestionably true, and of the very utmost

White.qxd

7/12/2006

7:40 PM

Page 301

Conclusion

301

importance: but it is urged, as I hope it will be understood, with great caution of not vilifying the faculty of reason, which is the candle of the Lord within us;1 though it can afford no
light, where it does not shine: nor judge, where it has no principles to judge upon. The
objections here spoken of, being first answered in the view of objections against Christianity
as a matter of fact, are in the next place considered as urged more immediately against the
wisdom, justice, and goodness of the Christian dispensation. And it is fully made out, that
they admit of exactly the like answer, in every respect, to what the like objections against the
constitution of nature admit of: that, as partial views give the appearance of wrong to things,
which upon farther consideration and knowledge of their relations to other things, are found
just and good; so it is perfectly credible, that the things objected against the: wisdom and
goodness of the Christian dispensation, may be rendered instances of wisdom and goodness
by their reference to other things beyond our view: because Christianity is a scheme as much
above our comprehension, as that of nature; and, like that, a scheme in which means are
made use of to accomplish ends and which, as is most credible, may be carried on by general
laws. And it ought to be attended to, that this is not an answer taken merely or chiefly from
our ignorance; but from somewhat positive, which our observation shews us. For, to like
objections, the like answer is experienced to be just, in numberless parallel cases. The objections against the Christian dispensation, and the method by which it is carried on, having
been thus obviated, in general and together: the chief of them are considered distinctly, and
the particular things objected to are shown credible, by their perfect analogy, each part, to
the constitution of nature. Thus, if man be fallen from his primitive state, and to be restored,
and infinite wisdom and power engages in accomplishing our recovery; it were to have been
expected, it is said, that this should have been effected at once, and not by such a long series
of means, and such a various economy of persons and things; one dispensation preparatory to
another, this to a farther one, and so on through an indefinite number of ages, before the end
of the scheme proposed can be completely accomplished; a scheme conducted by infinite
wisdom, and executed by Almighty power. But now, on the contrary, our finding, that every
thing in the constitution and course of nature is thus carried on, shews such expectations
concerning revelation to be highly unreasonable; and is a satisfactory answer to them, when
urged as objections against the credibility, that the great scheme of providence in the
redemption of the world, may be of this kind, and to be accomplished in this manner. As to
the particular method of our redemption, the appointment of a mediator between God and
man; this has been shown to be most obviously analogous to the general conducts of nature,
i.e. the God of nature, in appointing others to be the instruments of his mercy, as we experience in the daily course of providence. The condition of this world which the doctrine of our
redemption by Christ presupposes, so much falls in with natural appearances, that heathen
moralists inferred it from those appearances; inferred, that human nature was fallen from its
original rectitude, and, in consequence of this, degraded from its primitive happiness. Or,
however this opinion came into the world, these appearances must have kept in the tradition,
and confirmed the belief of it. And it was the general opinion, under the light of nature, that
repentance and reformation, alone and by itself, was not sufficient to do away sin, and procure a full remission of the penalties annexed to it; and as the reason of the thing does not at
all lead to any conclusion; so every day’s experience shews us that reformation is not, in any
sort, sufficient to prevent the present disadvantages and miseries, which, in the natural
course of things, God has annexed to folly and extravagance. Yet there may be ground to
think, that the punishments, which by the general laws of divine government, are annexed
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to vice, may be prevented; that provision may have been, even originally, made, that they
should be prevented by some means or other, though they could not by reformation alone.
For we have daily instances of such mercy, in the general conduct of nature; compassion provided for misery,2 medicines for diseases, friends against enemies. There is provisions made,
in the original constitution of the world, that much of the natural bad consequences of our
follies, which persons themselves alone cannot prevent, may be prevented by the assistance of
others; assistance, which nature enables, and disposes, and appoints them to afford. By a
method of goodness analogous to this, when the world lay in wickedness, and consequently
in ruin, God so, loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son to save it; and he being made perfect
by suffering, became the author of eternal salvation to all them that obey him.3 Indeed, neither reason
nor analogy would lead us to think, in particular, that the interposition of Christ, in the
manner in which he did interpose, would be of that efficacy for recovery of the world, which
the scripture teaches us it was: but neither would reason nor analogy lead us to think, that
other particular means would be of the efficacy, which experience shews they are, in numberless instances, and therefore, as the case before us does not admit of experience, so that neither reason nor analogy can shew how, or in what particular way, the interposition of Christ,
as revealed in scripture, is of that efficacy which it is there represented to be; this is no kind
nor degree of presumption against its being really of that efficacy. Farther: the objections
against Christianity, from the light of it not being universal, nor its evidence so strong as
might possibly be given us, have been answered by the general analogy of nature. That God
has made such variety of creatures, is indeed an answer to the former; but that he dispenses
his gifts in such variety, both of degrees and kinds, amongst creatures of the same species,
and even to the same individuals at different times, is a more obvious and full answer to it.
And it is so far from being the method of providence, in other cases, to afford us such overbearing evidence as some require in proof of Christianity, that, on the contrary, the evidence
upon which we are naturally appointed to act in common matters, throughout a very great
part of life, is doubtful in a high degree. And, admitting the fact, that God has afforded to
some no more than doubtful evidence of religion, the same account may be given of it, as of
difficulties and temptations with regard to practice. But as it is not impossible,4 surely, that
this alleged doubtfulness may be men’s own fault, it deserves their most serious consideration, whether it be not so. However, it is certain that doubting implies a degree of evidence
for that of which we doubt, and that this degree of evidence as really lays us under obligations, as demonstrative evidence.
[3] The whole then of religion is throughout credible; nor is there, I think, any thing
relating to the revealed dispensation of things more different from the experienced constitution and course of nature, than some parts of the constitution of nature are from other parts
of it. And if so, the only question which remains is, what positive evidence can be alleged for
the truth of Christianity? This too, in general, has been considered, and the objections
against it estimated. Deduct therefore what is to be deducted from that evidence, upon
account of any weight which may be thought to remain in these objections, after what the
analogy of nature has suggested in answer to them; and then consider what are the practical
consequences from all this, upon the most sceptical principles one can argue upon, (for I am
writing to persons who entertain these principles:) and, upon such consideration, it will be
obvious, that in morality, as little excuse as it admits of in itself, is greatly aggravated, in
persons who have been made acquainted with. Christianity, whether they believe it or not;
because the moral system of nature, or natural religion, which Christianity lays before us,
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approves itself, almost intuitively, to a reasonable mind, upon seeing it proposed. In the next
place, with regard to Christianity it will be observed, that there is a middle, between a full
satisfaction of the truth of it, and the satisfaction of the contrary. The middle state of mind
between these two consists in a serious apprehension that it may be true, joined with doubt,
whether it be so. And this, upon the best judgment I am able to make, is as far towards speculative infidelity, as any sceptic can at all be supposed to go, who has had true Christianity,
with the proper evidence of it, laid before him, and has in any tolerable measure considered
them. For I would not be mistaken to comprehend all who have ever heard of it; because it
seems evident, that, in many countries called Christian, neither Christianity, nor its evidence, are fairly laid before men. And in places where both are, there appear to be some who
have very little attended to either, and who reject Christianity with a scorn proportionate to
their inattention; and yet are by no means without understanding in other matters. Now it
has been shown, that a serious apprehension that Christianity may be true, lays persons
under the strictest obligations of a serious regard to it, throughout the whole of their life; a
regard not the same exactly, but in many respects nearly the same with what a full conviction
of its truth would lay them under. Lastly, it will appear, that blasphemy and profaneness, I
mean with regard to Christianity, are absolutely without excuse. For there is no temptation
to it, but from the wantonness of vanity or mirth; and these, considering the infinite importance of the subject, are no such temptations as to afford any excuse for it. If this be a just
account of things, and yet men can go on to vilify or disregard Christianity, which is to talk
and act as if they had a demonstration of its falsehood; there is no reason to think they would
alter their behaviour to any purpose, though there were a demonstration of its truth.
The End of the Second PART.

Notes
1.
2.
3.
4.

Prov. xx. 27.
Serm. at the Rolls, p. 106.
Joh. iii. 16. Heb. v. 9.
p. 270.
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In the first copy of these papers, I had inserted the two following dissertations into the chapters, Of a
future Life, and, Of the moral Government of God, with which they are closely connected. But as
they do not directly fall under the Title of the foregoing treatise, and would have kept the subject of it
too long our of sight; it seemed more proper to place them by themselves.
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Of Personal Identity

[1] Whether we are to live in a future state, as it is the most important question which can
possibly be asked, so it is the most intelligible one which can be expressed in language.
Yet strange perplexities have been raised about the meaning of that identity or sameness of
person, which is implied in the notion of our living now and hereafter, or in any two successive moments. And the solution of these difficulties hath been stranger, than the difficulties themselves. For, personal identity has been explained so by some, as to render the
inquiry concerning a future life, of no consequence at all to us the persons who are making
it. And though few men can be misled by such subtleties; yet it may be proper a little to
consider them.
[2] Now, when it is asked wherein personal identity consists, the answer should be the
same, as if it were asked, wherein consists similitude or equality; that all attempts to define,
would but perplex it. Yet there is no difficulty at all in ascertaining the idea. For as, upon
two triangles being compared or viewed together, there arises to the mind the idea of similitude; or upon twice two and four, the idea of equality: so likewise, upon comparing the consciousness of ones self, or ones own existence in any two moments, there as immediately
arises to the mind the idea of personal identity. And as the two former comparisons not only
give the idea of similitude and equality, but also shews us, that two triangles are like, and
twice two and four are equal; so the latter comparison not only gives us the idea of personal
identity but also shews us the identity of ourselves in those two moments; the present, suppose, and that immediately past; or the present, and that a month, a year, or twenty years
past. Or in other words, by reflecting upon that which is myself now, and that, which was
my self twenty years ago, I discern they are not two, but one and the same self.
[3] But though consciousness of what is past does thus ascertain our personal identity
to ourselves, yet, to say that it makes personal identity, or is necessary to our being the same
persons, is to say, that a person has not existed a single moment, nor done one action, but
what he can remember; indeed none but what he reflects upon. And one should really think
it self-evident, that consciousness of personal identity presupposes, and therefore cannot
305
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constitute, personal identity, any more than knowledge, in any other case, can constitute
truth, which it presupposes.
[4] This wonderful mistake may possibly have arisen from hence, that to be endued
with consciousness, is inseparable from the idea of a person, or intelligent being. For this
might be expressed inaccurately thus, that consciousness makes personality; and from hence
it might be concluded to make personal identity. But though present consciousness of what
we at present do and feel, is necessary to our being the persons we now are; yet present consciousness of past actions, or feelings, is not necessary to our being the same persons who performed those actions, or had those feelings.
[5] The inquiry, what makes vegetables the same in the common acceptation of the
word, does not appear to have any relation to this of personal identity; because the word
same, when applied to them and to persons, is not only applied to different subjects, but it is
also used in different senses. For when a man swears to the same tree, as having stood fifty
years in the same place, he means only the same as to all the purposes of property and uses
of common life, and not that the tree has been all that time the same in the strict philosophical sense of the word. For he does not know whether any one particle of the present
tree be the same with any one particle of the tree which stood in the same place fifty years
ago. And if they have not one common particle of matter, they cannot be the same tree, in
the proper philosophic sense of the word same; it being evidently a contradiction in terms,
to say they are, when no part of their substance, and no one of their properties, is the same;
no part of their substance, and by the supposition; no one of their properties, because it is
allowed that the same property cannot be transferred from one substance to another. And
therefore, when we say the identity or sameness of a plant consists in a continuation of the
same life communicated under the same organization, to a number of particles of manner,
whether the same or not, the word same, when applied to life and to organization, cannot
possibly be understood to signify, what it signifies in this very sentence, when applied to
matter. In a loose and popular sense, then, the life, and the organization, and the plant, are
justly said to be the same, notwithstanding the perpetual change of the parts. But in a strict
and philosophical manner of speech, no man, no being, no mode of being, nor any thing,
can be the same with that, with which it hath indeed nothing the same. Now, sameness is
used in this latter sense when applied to persons. The identity of these, therefore, cannot
subsist with diversity of substance.
[6] The thing here considered, and demonstratively, as I think, determined, is proposed by Mr. Locke in these words, Whether it, i.e., the same self or person, be the same identical
substance? And he has suggested what is a much better answer to the question than that
which he gives it in form. For he defines person, a thinking intelligent being, etc. and personal
identity the sameness of a rational being.1 The question then is, whether the same rational being
is the same substance; which needs no answer, because being and substance, in this place,
stand for the same idea. The ground of the doubt, whether the same person be the same substance, is said to be this; that the consciousness of our own existence in youth and in old age,
or in any two joint successive moments, is not the same individual action,2 i.e., not the same
consciousness, but different successive consciousnesses. Now it is strange that this should
have occasioned such perplexities. For it is surely conceivable, that a person may have a
capacity of knowing some object or other to be the same now, which it was when he contemplated it formerly; yet, in this case, where, by the supposition, the object is perceived to be
the same, the perception of it in any two moments cannot be one and the same perception.
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And thus, though the successive consciousnesses which we have of our own existence are not
the same, yet are they consciousnesses of one and the same thing or object; of the same person, self, or living agent. The person, of whose existence the consciousness is felt now, and
was felt an hour or a year ago, is discerned to be, not two persons, but one and the same person; and therefore is one and the same.
[7] Mr. Locke’s observations upon this subject appear hasty; and he seems to profess
himself dissatisfied with suppositions, which he has made relating to it.3 But some of those
hasty observations have been carried to a strange length by others; whose notion, when
traced and examined to the bottom, amounts, I think, to this:4 “That personality is not a
permanent, but a transient thing: that it lives and dies, begins and ends, continually: that no
one can any more remain one and the same person two moments together, than two successive moments can be one and the same moment: that our substance is indeed continually
changing; but whether this be so or not, is, it seems, nothing to the purpose; since it is not
substance, but consciousness alone, which constitutes personality; which consciousness,
being successive, cannot be the same in any two moments, nor consequently the personality
constituted by it.” And from hence it must follow, that is a fallacy upon ourselves, to charge
our present selves with any thing we did, or to imagine our present selves interested in any
thing which befell us yesterday, or that our present self will be interested in what will befall
us tomorrow; since our present self is not, in reality, the same with the self of yesterday, but
another like self or person coming in its room, and mistaken for it; to which another self will
succeed tomorrow. This, I say, must follow: for if the self or person of today, and that of
tomorrow, are not the same, but only like persons, the person of today is really no more
interested in what will befall the person of tomorrow, than in what will befall any other person. It may be thought, perhaps, that this is not a just representation of the opinion we are
speaking of; because those who maintain it allow, that a person is the same as far back as his
remembrance reaches. And, indeed, they do use the words, identity same, person. Nor will
language permit these words to be laid aside: since if they were, there must be, I know not
what, ridiculous periphrasis substituted in the room of them. But they cannot, consistently
with themselves, mean, that the person is really the same. For it is self-evident, that the personality cannot be really the same, if, as they expressly assert, that in which it consists is not
the same. And as, consistently with themselves, they cannot, so, I think, it appears they do
not, mean, that the person is really the same, but only that he is so in a fictitious sense: in
such a sense only as they assert; for this they do assert, that any number of persons whatever
may be the same person. The bare unfolding this notion, and laying it thus naked and open,
seems the best confutation of it. However, since great stress is said to be put upon it, I add
the following things:
[8] First, this notion is absolutely contradictory to that certain conviction, which
necessarily, and every moment, rises within us, when we turn our thoughts upon ourselves;
when we reflect upon what is past, and look forward upon what is to come. All imagination
of a daily change of that living agent which each man calls himself, for another, or of any
such change throughout our whole present life, is entirely borne down by our natural sense
of things. Nor is it possible for a person in his wits to alter his conduct, with regard to his
health or affairs, from a suspicion, that though he should live tomorrow, he should not,
however, be the same person he is today. And yet, if it be reasonable to act, with respect to a
future life, upon this notion, that personality is transient; it is reasonable to act upon it,
with respect to the present. Here then is a notion equally applicable to religion and to our
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temporal concerns; and every one sees and feels the inexpressible absurdity of it in the latter
case. If, therefore, any can take up with it in the former, this cannot proceed from the reason
of the thing, but must be owing to an inward unfairness, and secret corruption of heart.
[9] Secondly, it is not an idea, or abstract notion, or quality, but a being only which is capable of life and action, of happiness and misery. Now all beings confessedly continue the same,
during the whole time of their existence. Consider then a living being now existing, and which
has existed for any time alive: this living being must have done and suffered and enjoyed, what it
has done and suffered and enjoyed formerly (this living being, I say, and not another), as really as
it does and suffers and enjoys, what it does and suffers and enjoys this instant. All these successive actions, enjoyments, and sufferings, are actions, enjoyments and sufferings, of the same living being. And they are so, prior to all consideration of its remembering or forgetting; since
remembering or forgetting can make no alteration in the truth of past matter of fact. And suppose this being endued with limited powers of knowledge and memory, there is no more difficulty in conceiving it to have a power of knowing itself to be the same living being which it was
some time ago, of remembering some of its actions, sufferings, and enjoyments, and forgetting
others, than in conceiving it to know, or remember or forget any thing else.
[10] Thirdly, every person is conscious, that he is now the same person or self he was, as
far back as his remembrance reaches; since, when any one reflects upon a past action of his own,
he is just as certain of the person who did that action, namely himself, the person who now
reflects upon it, as he is certain that the action was at all done. Nay very often a person’s assurance of an action having been done, of which he is absolutely assured, arises wholly from the
consciousness that he himself did it. And this he, person, or self, must either be a substance, or
the property of some substance. If he, if person, be a substance; then consciousness that he is the
same person, is consciousness that he is the same substance. If the person or he be the property
of a substance, still consciousness that he is the same (the same property) is as certain a proof
that his substance remains the same, as consciousness that he remains the same substance
would be; since the same property cannot be transferred from one substance to another.
[11] But though we are thus certain that we are the same agents, living beings, or substances, now, which we were as far back as our remembrance reaches; yet it is asked, whether
we may not possibly be deceived in it? And this question may be asked at the end of any
demonstration whatever; because it is a question concerning the truth of perception by memory: And he who can doubt, whether perception by memory can in this sense be depended
upon, may doubt also, whether perception by deduction and reasoning, which also include
memory, or, indeed, whether intuitive perception can. Here then we can go no farther. For it is
ridiculous to attempt to prove the truth of those perceptions, whose truth we can no otherwise
prove, than by other perceptions of exactly the same kind with them, and which there is just
the same ground to suspect; or to attempt to prove the truth of our faculties, which can no
otherwise be proved, than by the use or means of those very suspected faculties themselves.

Notes
1.
2.
3.
4.

Locke’s Works, Vol. I. p. 146.
Locke, p. 146, 147.
Locke, p. 152.
See an Answer to Dr. Clarke’s third Defense of his Letter to Mr. Dodwell, 2d Edit. p. 44, 56, &c.
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[1] That which renders beings capable of moral government, is their having a moral nature,
and moral faculties of perception and of action. Brute creatures are impressed and actuated
by various instincts and propensions: so also are we. But additional to this, we have a capacity of reflecting upon actions and characters, and making them an object to our thoughts:
and on doing this, we naturally and unavoidably approve some actions, under the peculiar
view of their being virtuous and of good-desert; and disapprove others, as vitious and of illdesert. That we have this moral approving and disapproving1 faculty, is certain from our
experiencing it in ourselves, and recognising it in each other. It appears from our exercising;
it unavoidably, in the approbation and disapprobation even of feigned characters: from the
words, right and wrong, odious and amiable, base and worthy, with many others of like signification in all languages, applied to actions and characters: from the many written systems of morals which suppose it; since it cannot be imagined, that all these authors,
throughout all these treatises, had absolutely no meaning at all to their words, or a meaning
merely chimerical from our natural sense of gratitude, which implies a distinction between
merely being the instrument of good, and intending it: from the like distinction, every one
makes, between injury and mere harm, which, Hobbs says, is peculiar to mankind; and
between injury and just punishment, a distinction plainly natural, prior to the consideration of human laws. It is manifest great part of common language, and of common behaviour over the world, is formed upon supposition of such a moral faculty; whether called
conscience, moral reason, moral sense, or divine reason; whether considered as a sentiment
of the understanding, or as a perception of the heart, or, which seems the truth, as including
both. Nor is it at all doubtful in the general, what course of action this faculty, or practical
discerning power within us, approves, and what it disapproves, For, as much as it has been
disputed wherein virtue consists, or whatever ground for doubt there may be about particulars, yet, in general, there is in reality a universally acknowledged standard of it. It is that,
which all ages and all countries have made profession of in public; it is that, which every
man you meet, puts on the shew of; it is that, which the primary and fundamental laws of
309
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all civil constitutions, over the face of the earth, make it their business and endeavour to
enforce the practice of upon mankind; namely, justice, veracity, and regard to common
good. It being manifest then, in general, that we have such a faculty or discernment as this,
it may be of use to remark some things; more distinctly concerning it.
[2] First, It ought to be observed, that the object of this faculty is actions,2 comprehending under that name active or practical principles; those principles from which men
would act, if occasions and circumstances gave them power; and which, when fixed and
habitual in any person, we call, his character. It does not appear, that brutes have the least
reflex sense of actions, as distinguished from events; or that will and design, which constitute the very nature of actions as such, are at all an object to their perception. But to ours
they are; and they are the object, and the only one, of the approving and disapproving faculty. Acting, conduct, behaviour, abstracted from all regard to what is, in fact and event, the
consequence of it, is itself the natural object of the moral discernment, as speculative truth
and falsehood is of speculative reason. Intention of such and such consequences, indeed, is
always included; for it is part of the action itself: but though the intended good or bad consequences do not follow, we have exactly the same sense of the action as if they did. In like
manner, we think well or ill of characters, abstracted from all consideration of the good or
the evil, which persons of such characters have it actually in their power to do. We never, in
the moral way, applaud or blame either ourselves or others, for what we enjoy or what we suffer, or for having impressions made upon us which we consider as altogether out of our
power; but only for what we do, or would have done, had it been in our power; or for what
we leave undone which we might have done, or would have left undone though we could
have done it.
[3] Secondly, our sense or discernment of actions, as morally good or evil, implies in it
a sense or discernment of them as of good or ill desert. It may be difficult to explain this perception, so as to answer all the questions which may be asked concerning it; but every one
speaks of such and such actions as deserving punishment; and it is not, I suppose, pretended,
that they have, absolutely no meaning at all to the expression. Now, the meaning plainly is,
not that we conceive it for the good of society, that the doer of such actions, should be made
to suffer. For if unhappily it were resolved, that a man who, by some innocent action was
infected with the plague, should be left to perish, lest, by other people coming near him, the
infection should spread; no one would say, he deserved this treatment. Innocence and ill
desert are inconsistent ideas. Ill desert always supposes guilt; and if one be not part of the
other, yet they are evidently and naturally connected in our mind. The sight of a man in misery raises our: compassion towards him; and, if this misery be inflicted on him by another,
our indignation against the author of it. But when we are informed, that the sufferer is a villain, and is punished only for his treachery or cruelty; our compassion exceedingly lessens,
and, in many instances, our indignation wholly subsides. Now, what produces this effect, is
the conception of that in the sufferer, which we call ill desert. Upon considering then, or
viewing together, our notion of vice and that of misery, there results a third, that of ill desert.
And thus there is in human creatures an association of the two ideas, natural and moral evil,
wickedness and punishment. If this association were merely artificial or accidental, it were
nothing; but being most unquestionably natural, it greatly concerns us to attend to it,
instead of endeavoring to explain it away.
[4] It may be observed farther, concerning our perception of good and of ill desert,
that the former is very weak with respect to common instances of virtue. One reason of
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which may be, that it does not appear to a spectator, how far such instances of virtue proceed
from a virtuous principle, or in what degree this principle is prevalent; since a very weak
regard to virtue may be sufficient to make men act well in many common instances. And on
the other hand, out perception of ill-desert in vitious actions lessens, in proportion to the
temptations men are thought to have had to such vices. For, vice in human creatures consisting chiefly in the absence or want of the virtuous principle, though a man be overcome, suppose, by tortures, it does not from thence appear, to what degree the virtuous principle was
wanting. All that appears, is that he had it not in such a degree, as to prevail over the temptation; but possibly he had it in a degree, which would have rendered him proof against common temptations.
[5] Thirdly, our perception of vice and ill deserts arises from, and is the-result of, a
comparison of actions with the nature and capacities of the agent. For, the mere neglect of
doing what we ought to do, would, in many cases, be determined by all men to be in the
highest degree vitious: and this determination must arise from such comparison, and be the
result of it; because such neglect would not be vitious in creatures of other natures and
capacities, as brutes. And it is the same also with respect to positive vices, or such as consist
in doing what we ought not. For, every one has a different sense of harm done by an idiot,
madman, or child, and by one of mature and common understanding; though the action of
both, including the intention, which is part of the action, be the same: as it may be, since
idiots and madmen, as well as children, are capable, not only of doing mischief, but also of
intending it. Now, this difference must arise from somewhat discerned in the nature or
capacities of one, which renders the action vitious; and the want of which in the other, renders the same action innocent, or less vitious: and this plainly supposes a comparison,
whether reflected upon or not, between the action and capacities of the agent, previous to
our determining an action to be vitious. And hence arises a proper application of the epithets, incongruous, unsuitable, disproportionate, unfit, to actors which our moral faculty
determines to be vitious.
[6] Fourthly, it deserves to be considered, whether men are more at liberty, in point of
morals, to make themselves miserable without reason, than to make other people so; or dissolutely to neglect their own greater good, for the sake of a present lesser gratification, than
they are to neglect the good of others, whom nature has committed to their care. It should
seem, that a due concern about our interest or happiness, and a reasonable endeavor to
secure and promote it, which is, I think, very much the meaning of the word prudence in
our language; it should seem, that this is virtue, and the contrary behaviour faulty and
blameable: since, in the calmest way of reflection, we approve of the first, and condemn the
other conduct, both in ourselves and others. This approbation and disapprobation are altogether different from mere desire of our own, or of their happiness, and from sorrow upon
missing it. For the object or occasion of this last kind of perception, is satisfaction or
uneasiness; whereas the object of the first is active behaviour. In one case, what our
thoughts fix upon is our condition; in the other, our conduct. It is true, indeed, that nature
has not given us so sensible a disapprobation of imprudence and folly, either in ourselves or
others, as of falsehood, injustice, and cruelty; I suppose, because that constant habitual
sense of private interest and good, which we always carry about with us, renders such sensible disapprobation less necessary, less wanting, to keep us from imprudently neglecting our
own happiness, and foolishly injuring ourselves, than it is necessary and wanting to keep us
from injuring others, to whose good we cannot have so strong and constant a regard; and
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also, because imprudence and folly, appearing to bring its own punishment, more immediately and constantly than injurious behaviour, it less needs the additional punishment
which would be inflicted upon it by others, had they the same sensible indignation against
it. as against injustice, and fraud, and cruelty. Besides, unhappiness being in itself the natural object of compassion, the unhappiness which people bring upon themselves, though it
be willfully, excites in us some pity for them; and this, of course, lessens our displeasure
against them. But still it is matter of experience, that we are formed so as to reflect very
severely upon the greater instances of imprudent neglect and foolish rashness, both in ourselves and others. In instances of this kind, men often say; of themselves with remorse, and
of others with some indignation, that they deserve to suffer such calamities, because they
brought them upon themselves and would not take warning. Particularly when persons
come to poverty and distress by a long course of extravagance, and after frequent admonitions, though without falsehood or injustice; we plainly do not regard such people as like
objects of compassion, with those who are brought into the same condition by unavoidable
accidents. From these things it appears, that prudence is a species of virtue, and folly of
vice: meaning by folly, somewhat quite different from mere incapacity; a thoughtless want
of that regard and attention to our own happiness, which we had capacity for. And this the
word properly includes, and, as it seems, in its usual acceptation; for we scarce apply it to
brute creatures.
[7] However, if any person be disposed to dispute the matter, I shall very willingly
give him up the words virtue and vice, as not applicable to prudence and folly; but must beg
leave to insist, that the faculty within us, which is the judge of actions, approves of prudent
actions and disapproves imprudent ones; I say, prudent and imprudent actions as such, and
considered distinctly from the happiness or misery which they occasion. And by the way, this
observation may help to determine, what justness there is in that objection against religion,
that it teaches us to be interested and selfish.
[8] Fifthly, without inquiring how far, and in what sense, virtue is resolvable into
benevolence, and vice into the want of it; it may be proper to observe, that benevolence, and
the want of it, singly considered, are in no sort the whole of virtue and vice. For if this were
the case, in the review of one’s own character, or that of others, our moral understanding and
moral sense would be indifferent to every thing, but the degrees in which benevolence prevailed, and the degrees in which it was wanting. That is, we should never approve of benevolence to some persons rather than to others, nor disapprove injustice and falsehood upon any
other account, than merely as an overbalance of happiness was foreseen likely to be produced
by the first, and of misery by the second. But now, on the contrary, suppose two men competitors for any thing whatever, which would be of equal advantage to each of them; though
nothing indeed would be more impediment, than for a stranger to busy himself to get one of
them preferred to the other; yet such endeavor would be virtue, in behalf of a friend or benefactor, abstracted from all consideration of distant consequences: as that example of gratitude, and the cultivation of friendship, would be of general good to the world. Again,
suppose one man should, by fraud or violence take from another the fruit of his labor with
intent to give it to a third, who, he thought, would have as much pleasure from it as would
balance the pleasure which the first possessor would have had in the enjoyment, and his vexation in the loss of it: suppose also, that no bad consequences would follow; yet such an
action would surely be vitious. Nay, farther, were treachery, violence, and injustice, no otherwise vitious, than as foreseen likely to produce an overbalance of misery to society.; then, if in
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any case a man could procure to himself as great advantage by an act of injustice, as the
whole foreseen inconvenience, likely to be brought upon others by it, would amount to, such
a piece of injustice would not be faulty or vitious at all; because it would be no more than, in
any other case, for a man to prefer his own satisfaction to another’s in equal degrees. The fact
then appears to be, that we are constituted so as to condemn falsehood, unprovoked violence,
injustice, and to approve of benevolence to some preferably to others, abstracted from all
consideration which conduct is likeliest to produce an overbalance of happiness or misery.
And therefore, were the author of nature to propose nothing to himself as an end but the production of happiness, were his moral character merely that of benevolence; yet ours is not so.
Upon that supposition, indeed, the only reason of his giving us the above-mentioned approbation of benevolence to some persons rather than to others, and disapprobation of falsehood,
unprovoked violence, and injustice, must be, that he foresaw this constitution of our nature
would produce more happiness, than forming us with a temper of mere general benevolence.
But still, since this is our constitution, falsehood, violence, injustice, must be vice in us, and
benevolence to some preferably to others, virtue, abstracted from all consideration of the
overbalance of evil or good which they may appear likely to produce.
[9] Now, if human creatures are endued with such a moral nature as we have been
explaining, or with a moral faculty, the natural object of which is actions: moral government
must consist, in rendering them happy and unhappy, in rewarding and punishing them, as
they follow, neglect, or depart from, the moral rule of action interwoven in their nature, or
suggested and enforced by this moral faculty;3 in rewarding and punishing them upon
account of their so doing.
[10] I am not sensible, that I have, in this fifth observation, contradicted what any
author designed to assert. But some of great and distinguished merit have, I think,
expressed themselves in a manner, which may occasion some danger to careless readers, of
imagining the whole of virtue to consist in singly aiming, according to the best of their
judgment, at promoting the happiness of mankind in the present state; and the whole of
vice, in doing what they foresee, or might foresee, is likely to produce an overbalance of
unhappiness in it; than which mistakes, none can be conceived more terrible. For it is certain, that some of the most shocking instances of injustice, adultery, murder, perjury, and
even of persecution, may, in many supposable cases, not have the appearance of being likely
to produce an overbalance of misery in the present state; perhaps sometimes may have the
contrary appearance. For this reflection might easily be carried on; but I forbear—the happiness of the world is the concern of him, who is the Lord and the proprietor of it: nor do we
know what we are about, when we endeavor to promote the good of mankind in any ways
but those which he has directed; that is indeed in all ways, not contrary to veracity and justice. I speak thus upon supposition of persons really endeavoring, in some sort, to do good
without regard to these. But the truth seems to be, that such supposed endeavors proceed,
almost always, from ambition, the spirit of party, or some indirect principle, concealed perhaps in great measure from persons themselves. And though it is our business and our duty
to endeavor, within the bounds of veracity and justice, to contribute to the ease, convenience, and even cheerfulness and diversion of our fellow-creatures; yet, from our short views,
it is greatly uncertain whether this endeavor will, in particular instances, produce ah overbalance of happiness upon the whole; since so many and distant things must come into the
account. And that which makes it our duty, is, that there is some appearance that it will,
and no positive appearance sufficient to balance this, on the contrary side; and also, that
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such benevolent endeavor is a cultivation of that most excellent of all virtuous principles,
the active principle of benevolence.
[11] However, though veracity, as well as justice, is to be or rule of life, it must be
added, otherwise a snare will be laid in the way of some plain men, that the use of common
forms of speech generally understood, cannot be falsehood; and, in general, that there can be
no designed falsehood without designing to deceive. It must likewise be observed, that, in
numberless cases, a map may be under the strictest obligations to what he foresees will
deceive, without his intending it. For it is impossible not to foresee, that the words and
actions of men in different ranks and employments, and of different educations, will perpetually be mistaken by each other: and it cannot but be so, whilst they will judge with the
utmost carelessness, as they daily do, of what they are not, perhaps, enough informed to be
competent judges of, even though they considered it with great attention.
FINIS

Notes
1. This way of speaking is taken from Epictetus (Arr. Epict. L I. c. I.), and is made use of as
seeming the most full, and least liable to cavil. And the moral faculty may be understood to have these
two epithets, δοκιμαστικη and αποδοκιμαστικη upon a double account: because, upon a survey of
actions, whether before or after they are done, it determines them to be good or evil: and also because it
determines itself to be the guide of action and of life, in contradistinction from all other faculties, or
natural principles of action: in the very same manner, as speculative reason directly and naturally judges
of speculative truth and falsehood; and, at the same time, is attended with a consciousness upon reflection, that the natural right to judge of them belongs to it.
2. ονδε η απετη και κακια—εν πειδει αλλα ενεργεια M. Auton. L. 9. 16. Virtutis laus
omnis in actione consisit. Cic. Off. l. I. c. 6.
3. p. 211.
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And this gospel of the kingdom shall be preached in all the world, for a witness unto all nations.
—MATT. xxiv. 14.

[1] The general doctrine of religion, that all things are under the direction of one righteous
Governor, having been established by repeated revelations in the first ages of the world, was
left with the bulk of mankind, to be honestly preserved pure and entire, or carelessly forgotten, or wilfully corrupted. And though reason, almost intuitively, bare witness to the truth
of this moral system of nature, yet it soon appeared, that they did not like to retain God in their
knowledge,1 as to any purposes of real piety. Natural religion became gradually more and more
darkened with superstition, little understood, less regarded in practice; and the face of it
scarce discernible at all, in the religious establishments of the most learned, polite nations.
And how much soever could have been done towards the revival of it by the light of reason,
yet this light could not have discovered, what so nearly concerned us, that important part in
the scheme of this world, which regards a mediator; nor how far the settled constitution of
its government admitted repentance to be accepted for remission of sins; after the obscure
intimations of these things, from tradition, were corrupted or forgotten. One people indeed
had clearer notices of them, together with the genuine scheme of natural religion, preserved
in the primitive and subsequent revelations committed to their trust; and were designed to
be a witness of God, and a providence to the nations around them: but this people also had
corrupted themselves and their religion to the highest degree, that was consistent with keeping up the form of it.
[2] In this state of things, when infinite wisdom saw proper, the general doctrine of
religion was authoritatively republished in its purity; and the particular dispensation of
providence, which this world is under, manifested to all men, even,2 the dispensation of the
grace of God towards us, as sinful, lost creatures, to be recovered by repentance through a
mediator; who was3 to make reconciliation for iniquity, and to bring in everlasting righteousness,
and at length establish that new state of things foretold by the prophet Daniel, under the
317
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character of4 a kingdom, which the God of heaven would set up, and which should never be destroyed.
This, including a more distinct account of the instituted means, whereby Christ the mediator would gather together in one the children of God, that were scattered abroad,5 and conduct
them to the place he is gone to prepare for them;6 is the Gospel of the kingdom, which he here foretells, and elsewhere commands, should be reached in all the world, for a witness unto all nations.
And it first began to be spoken by the Lord, and was confirmed unto us by them that heard him; God
also bearing them witness, both with signs and wonders, and with divers miracles, and gifts of the
Holy Ghost, according to his own will:7 by which means it was spread very widely among the
nations of the world, and became a witness unto them.
[3] When thus much was accomplished, as there is a wonderful uniformity in the conduct of providence, Christianity was left with Christians, to be transmitted down pure and
genuine, or to be corrupted and sunk; in like manner as the religion of nature had been
before left with mankind in general. There was however this difference, that by an institution of external religion fitted for all men (consisting in a common form of Christian worship, together with a standing ministry of instruction and discipline), it pleased God to
unite Christians in communities or visible churches, and all along to preserve them. Over a
great part of the world; and thus perpetuate a general publication of the gospel. For these
communities, which together make up the catholic visible church, are first, the repositories
of the written oracles of God; and, in every age, have preserved and published them, in every
country, where the profession of Christianity has obtained. Hence it has come to pass, and it
is a thing very much to be observed in the appointment of providence, that even such of
these communities, as, in a long succession of years, have corrupted Christianity the most,
have yet continually carried, together with their corruptions, the confutation of them: for
they have every where preserved the pure original standard of it, the scripture, to which
recourse might have been had, both by the deceivers and the deceived, in every successive
age. Secondly, any particular church, in whatever place established, is like a city that is set on a
hill, which cannot be hid,8 inviting all who pass by, to enter into it. All persons, to whom any
notices of it come, have, in scripture language, the kingdom of God come nigh unto them. They
are reminded of that religion, which natural conscience attests the truth of: and they may, if
they will, be instructed in it more distinctly, and likewise in the gracious means, whereby
sinful creatures may obtain eternal life; that chief and final good, which all men, in proportion to their understanding and integrity, even in all ages and countries of the heathen
world, were ever in pursuit of. And, lastly, out of these churches have all along gone forth
persons, who have preached the gospel in remote places, with greater or less good effect: for
the establishment of any profession of Christianity, however corrupt, I call a good effect,
whilst accompanied with a continued publication of the scripture, notwithstanding it may
for some time lie quite neglected.
[4] From these things, it may be worth observing by the way, appears the weakness of
all pleas for neglecting the publick service of the church. For though a man prays with as
much devotion and less interruption at home, and reads better sermons there, yet that will
by no means excuse the neglect of his appointed part in keeping up the profession of Christianity amongst mankind. And this neglect, were it universal, must be the dissolution of the
whole visible church, i.e. of all Christian communities: and so must prevent those good purposes, which were intended to be answered by them, and which they have, all along,
answered over the world. For we see that by their means the event foretold in the text, which
began in the preaching of Christ and the apostles, has been carried on, more or less, ever
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since, and is still carrying on; these being the providential means of its progress. And it is, I
suppose, the completion of this event, which St. John had a representation of, under the figure of an angel flying in the midst of heaven, having the everlasting gospel to preach unto them that
dwell on the earth, and to every nation, and kindred, and tongue, and people.9
[5] Our Lord adds in the text, that this should be for a witness unto them: for an evidence of their duty, and an admonition to perform it. But what would be the effect, or success of the general preaching of the gospel, is not here mentioned. And therefore the
prophecy of the text is not parallel to those others in scripture, which seem to foretell the
glorious establishment of Christianity in the last days: nor does it appear that they are coincident; otherwise than as the former of these events must be supposed preparatory to the latter. Nay, it is not said here, that God willeth all men should be saved, and come unto the knowledge
of the truth:10 though this is the language of scripture elsewhere. The text declares no more,
than that it was the appointment of God, in his righteous government over the world, that
the gospel of the kingdom should be preached for a witness unto it.
[6] The visible constitution and course of nature, the moral law written in our hearts,
the positive institutions of religion, and even any memorial of it, are all spoken of in scripture
under this, or the like denomination: so are the prophets, apostles, and our Lord himself. They
are all witnesses, for the most part unregarded witnesses, in behalf of God, to mankind. They
inform us of his being and providence, and of the particular dispensation, of religion which we
are under; and continually remind us of them. And they are equally witnesses of these things,
whether we regard them or not. Thus after a declaration, that Ezekiel should be sent with a
divine message to the children of Israel, it is added, and they, whether they will hear, or whether
they will forbear, (for they are a rebellious house) yet shall know that there hath been a prophet among
them.11 And our Lord directs the seventy disciples, upon their departure from any city which
refused to receive them, to declare, notwithstanding, be ye sure of this, that the kingdom of God is
come nigh unto you.12 The thing intended in both these passages is that which is expressed in
the text by the word witness. And all of them together evidently suggest thus much, that the
purposes of providence are carried on, by the preaching of the gospel, to those who reject it, as
well as to those who embrace it. It is indeed true, God willeth that all men should be saved: yet,
from the unalterable constitution of his government, the salvation of every man cannot but
depend upon his behaviour, and therefore cannot but depend upon himself; and is necessarily
his own concern, in a sense, in which it cannot be another’s. All this the scripture declares, in
a manner the most forcible and alarming: Can a man be profitable unto God, as he that is wise may
be profitable unto himself? Is it any pleasure to the Almighty, that thou art righteous? or is it gain to
him, that thou makest thy way perfect?13 If thou be wise, thou shalt be wise for thyself: but if thou:
scornest, thou alone shalt bear it.14 He that heareth, let; him hear; and he that forbeareth, let him forbear.15 And again, he that hath ears to hear, let him hear: but if any man be ignorant, i e. wilfully, let
him be ignorant.16 To the same purpose are those awful words of the angel, in the person of him,
to whom all judgment is committed:17 he that is unjust, let him be unjust still: and he which is filthy,
let him be filthy still: and lie that is righteous, let him be righteous still: and be that is holy, let him be
holy still. And behold, I come quickly; and my reward is with me, to give every man according as his
work shall be.18 The righteous government of the world must be carried on; and, of necessity,
men shall remain the subjects of it, by being examples of its mercy, or of its justice. Life and
death are set before them, and whether they like shall be given them.19 They are to make their choice,
and abide by it: but which soever their choice be, the gospel is equally a witness to them; and
the purposes of providence are answered by this witness of the gospel.
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[7] From the foregoing view of things we should be reminded, that the same reasons
which make it our duty to instruct the ignorant in the relation, which the light of nature
shows they stand in to God their maker, and in the obligations of obedience, resignation, and
love to him, which arise out of that relation; make it our duty likewise to instruct them in all
those other relations, which revelation informs us of, and in the obligations of duty, which
arise out of them. And the reasons for instructing men in both these are of the very same
kind, as for communicating any useful knowledge whatever. God, if he had so pleased, could
indeed miraculously have revealed every religious truth which concerns mankind, to every
individual man; and so he could have every common truth; and thus have superseded all use
of human teaching in either. Yet he has not done this: but has appointed, that men should be
instructed by the assistance of their fellow creatures in both. Further: though all knowledge
from reason is as really from God, as revelation is: yet this last is a distinguished favour to us,
and naturally strikes us with the greatest awe, and carries in it an assurance, that those things
which we are informed of by it are of the utmost importance to us to be informed of. Revelation therefore, as it demands to be received with a regard and reverence peculiar to itself; so
it lays us under obligations of a like peculiar sort, to communicate the light of it. Further
still: it being an indispensable law of the gospel, that Christians should unite in religious
communities, and these being intended for repositories of the written oracles of God, for
standing memorials of religion to unthinking men, and for the propagation of it in the
world; Christianity is very particularly to be considered as a trust, deposited with us in
behalf of others, in behalf of mankind, as well as for our own instruction. No one has a right
to be called a Christian, who doth not do somewhat in his station, towards the discharge of
this trust; who doth not, for instance, assist in keeping up the profession of Christianity
where he lives. And it is an obligation but little more remote, to assist in doing it in our factories abroad; and in the colonies to which we are related, by their being peopled from our
own mother-country, and subjects, indeed very necessary ones, to the same government with
ourselves: and nearer yet is the obligation upon such persons in particular, as have the intercourse of an advantageous commerce with them.
[8] Of these our colonies, the slaves ought to be considered as inferior members, and
therefore to be treated as members of them; and not merely as cattle or goods, the property of
their masters. Nor can the highest property, possible to be acquired in these servants, cancel
the obligation to take care of their religious instruction. Despicable as they may appear in
our eyes, they are the creatures of God, and of the race of mankind, for whom Christ died:
and it is inexcusable to keep them in ignorance of the end for which they were made, and the
means whereby they may become partakers of the general redemption. On the contrary, if
the necessity of the case requires, that they may be treated with the very utmost rigour, that
humanity will at all permit, as they certainly are; and, for our advantage, made as miserable
as they well can be in the present world; this surely heightens, our obligation to put them
into as advantageous a situation as we are able, with regard to another.
[9] The like charity we owe to the natives; owe to them in a much stricter sense than
we are apt to consider, were it only from neighbourhood, and our having gotten possessions
in their country. For incidental circumstances of this kind appropriate all the general obligations of charity to particular persons; and make such and such instances of it the duty of one
man rather than another. We are most strictly bound to consider these poor uninformed creatures, as being in all respects, of one family with ourselves, the family of mankind; and
instruct them in our common salvation: that they may not pass through this stage of their
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being like brute beasts; but be put into a capacity of moral improvements, how low soever
they must remain as to others, and so into a capacity of qualifying themselves for a higher
state of life hereafter.
[10] All our affairs should be carried on in the fear of God, in subserviency to his honour, and the good of mankind. And thus navigation and commerce should be consecrated to
the service of religion, by being made the means of propagating it in every country, with
which we have any intercourse. And the more widely we endeavour to spread its light and
influence, as the forementioned circumstances, and others of a like kind, open and direct our
way, the more faithful shall we be judged in the discharge of that trust, which is committed
to us as Christians, when our Lord shall require an account of it.
[11] And it may be some encouragement to cheerful perseverance in these endeavours
to observe, not only that they are our duty, but also that they seem the means of carrying on
a great scheme of providence, which shall certainly be accomplished. For the everlasting gospel
shall be preached to every nation and the kingdoms of this world shall become the kingdoms of our Lord,
and of his Christ.20
[12] However, we ought not to be discouraged in this good work, though its future
success were less clearly foretold; and though its effect now in reforming mankind appeared
to be as little as our adversaries pretend. They, indeed, and perhaps some others, seem to
require more than either experience or scripture give ground to hope for, in the present
course of the world. But the bare establishment of Christianity in any place, even the external form and profession of it, is a very important and valuable effect. It is a serious call upon
men to attend to the natural and the revealed doctrine of religion. It is a standing publication of the gospel, and renders it a witness to them: and by this means the purposes of providence are carrying on, with regard to remote ages, as well as to the present. Cast thy bread
upon the waters; for thou shalt find it after many days. In the morning sow thy seed, and in the
evening withhold not thine hand; for thou knowest not whether shall prosper, either this or that, or
whether they both shall be alike good.21 We can look but a very little way into the connexions
and consequences of things: our duty is to spread the incorruptible seed as widely as we can,
and leave it to God to give the increase.22 Yet thus much we may be almost assured of, that the
gospel, wherever it is planted, will have its genuine effect upon some few; upon more perhaps than are taken notice of in the hurry of the world. There are, at least, a few persons in
every country and successive age, scattered up and down, and mixed among the rest of
mankind; who, not being corrupted past amendment, but having within them the principles of recovery, will be brought to a moral and religious sense of things, by the establishment of Christianity where they live; and then will be influenced by the peculiar doctrines
of it, in proportion to the integrity of their minds, and to the clearness, purity, and evidence, with which it is offered them. Of these our Lord speaks in the parable of the sower, as
understanding the word; and bearing fruit, and bringing forth, some an hundred fold, some sixty,
some thirty.23 One might add, that these persons, in proportion to their influence, do at present better the state of things: better it even in the civil sense, by giving some check to that
avowed profligateness, which is a contradiction to all order and government; and, if not
checked, must be the subversion of it.
[13] These important purposes, which are certainly to be expected from the good
work before us, may serve to show, how little weight there is in that objection against it,
from the want of those miraculous assistances, with which the first preachers of Christianity
proved its truth. The plain state of the case is, that the gospel, though be not in the same
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degree a witness to all, who have it made known to them; yet in some degree is so to all. Miracles to the spectators of them are intuitive proofs of its truth: but the bare preaching of it is
a serious admonition to all who hear it, to attend to the notices which God has given of himself by the light of nature; and, if Christianity be preached with its proper evidence, to submit to its peculiar discipline and laws; if not, to inquire honestly after its evidence, in
proportion to their capacities. And there are persons of small capacities for inquiry and
examination, who yet are wrought upon by it, to deny ungodliness and worldly lusts, and live
soberly, righteously, and godly in this present world,24 in expectation of a future judgment by
Jesus Christ. Nor can any Christian, who understands his religion, object, that these persons
are Christians without evidence: for he cannot be ignorant who has declared, that if any man
will do his will, he shall know of the doctrine, whether it be of God.25 And, since the whole end of
Christianity is to influence the heart and actions, were an unbeliever to object in that manner, he should be asked, whether he would think it to the purpose to object against persons
of like capacities, that they are prudent without evidence, when, as is often the case, they are
observed to manage their worldly affairs with discretion.
[14] The design before us being therefore in general unexceptionably good, it were
much to be wished, that serious men of all denominations would join in it. And let me add,
that the foregoing view of things affords distinct reasons why they should. For, first, by so
doing, they assist in a work of the most useful importance, that of spreading over the world
the scripture itself, as a divine revelation: and it cannot be spread under this character, for a
continuance, in any country, unless Christian churches be supported there; but will always
more or less, so long as such churches subsist: and therefore their subsistence ought to be provided for. In the next place, they should remember, that if Christianity is to be propagated at
all, which they acknowledge it should, it must be in some particular form of profession. And
though they think ours liable to objections, yet it is possible they themselves may be mistaken; and whether they are or no, the very nature of society requires some compliance with
others. And whilst, together with our particular form of Christianity, the confessed standard
of Christian religion, the scripture, is spread; and especially whilst every one is freely allowed
to study it, and worship God according to his conscience: the evident tendency is, that genuine Christianity will be understood and prevail. Upon the whole therefore, these persons
would do well to consider, how far they can with reason satisfy themselves in neglecting what
is certainly right, on account of what is doubtful, whether it be wrong; and when the right is
of so much greater consequence one way, than the supposed wrong can be to the other.
[15] To conclude: atheistical immorality and profaneness, surely, is not better in itself,
nor less contrary to the design of revelation, than superstition. Nor is superstition the distinguishing vice of the present age, either at home or abroad. But if our colonies abroad are left
without a publick religion, and the means of instruction, what can be expected, but that,
from living in a continued forgetfulness of God, they will at length cease to believe in him;
and so sink into stupid atheism? And there is too apparent danger of the like horrible
depravity at home, without the like excuse for it. Indeed amongst creatures naturally formed
for religion, yet so much under the powers of imagination, so apt to deceive themselves, and
so liable to be deceived by others, as men are; superstition is an evil, which can never be out
of sight. But even against this, true religion is a great security; and the only one. True religion takes up that place in the mind, which superstition would usurp, and so leaves little
room for it; and likewise lays us under the strongest obligations to oppose it. On the contrary, the danger of superstition cannot but be increased by the prevalence of irreligion: and
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by its general prevalence, the evil will be unavoidable. For the common people, wanting a
religion, will of course take up with almost any superstition, which is thrown in their way:
and, in process of time, amidst the infinite vicissitudes of the political world, the leaders parties will certainly be able to serve themselves of that superstition, whatever it be, which is
getting ground and will not fail to carry it on to the utmost length their occasions require.
The general nature of the thing shows this; and history and fact confirm it. But what brings
the observation home to ourselves is, that the great superstition of which this nation, in particular, has reason to be afraid, is imminent; and the ways in which we may, very supposably,
be overwhelmed by it, obvious. It is therefore wonderful, those people who seem to think
there is but one evil in life, that of superstition, should not see, that atheism and profaneness
must be the introduction of it. So that in every view of things, and upon all accounts, irreligion is at present our chief danger. Now the several religious associations among us, in which
many good men have of late united, appear to be providentially adapted to this present state
of the world. And as all good men are equally concerned in promoting the end of them; to do
it more effectually, they ought to unite in promoting it: which yet is scarce practicable upon
any new models, and quite impossible upon such as every one would think unexceptionable.
They ought therefore to come into those already formed to their hands: and even take advantage of any occasion of union, to add mutual force to each other’s endeavours in furthering
their common end; however they may differ as to the best means, or any thing else subordinate to it. Indeed there are well-disposed persons, who much want to be admonished, how
dangerous a thing it is, to discountenance what is good, because it is not better; and hinder
what they approve, by raising prejudices against some under-part of it. Nor can they assist in
rectifying what they think capable of amendment, in the manner of carrying on these
designs, unless they will join in the designs themselves; which they must acknowledge to be
good and necessary ones. For what can be called good and necessary by Christians, if it be not
so, to support Christianity where it must otherwise sink, and propagate it where it must otherwise be unknown; to restrain abandoned, barefaced vice, by making useful examples, at
least of shame, perhaps of repentance; and to take care of the education of such children, as
otherwise must be, even educated in wickedness, and trained up to destruction. Yet good
men separately can do nothing, proportionable to what is wanting, in any of these ways; but
their common, united endeavours may do a great deal in all of them.
[16] And besides the particular purposes, which these several religious associations
serve, the more general ones, which they all serve, ought not to be passed over. Every thing of
this kind is, in some degree, a safeguard to religion; an obstacle, more or less, in the way of
those who want to have it extirpated out of the world. Such societies also contribute more
especially towards keeping up the face of Christianity among ourselves; and by their obtaining here, the gospel is rendered more and more a witness to us.
[17] And if it were duly attended to, and had its genuine influence upon our minds,
there would be no need of persuasions to impart the blessing: nor would the means of doing
it be wanting. Indeed the present income of this Society, which depends upon voluntary contributions, with the most frugal management of it, can in no wise sufficiently answer the
bare purposes of our charter: but the nation, or even this opulent city itself, has it in its
power to do so very much more, that I fear the mention of it may be thought too severe a
reproof, since so little is done. But if the gospel had its proper influence upon the Christian
world in general, as it is the centre of trade and seat of learning, a very few ages, in all probability, would settle Christianity in every country, without miraculous assistances. For scarce
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any thing else, I am persuaded, would be wanting to effect this, but laying it before men in
its divine simplicity, together with an exemplification of it in the lives of Christian nations.
The unlearned and unbelievers, falling down on their faces, would worship God, and report that God is
in us of a truth.26
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The rich and poor meet together: the Lord is the maker of them all.
—PROVERBS xxii. 2

[1] The constitution of things being such, that the labour of one man, or the united labour of
several, is sufficient to procure more necessaries than he or they stand in need of, which it may
be supposed was, in some degree, the case, even in the first ages; this immediately gave room
for riches to arise in the world, and for men’s acquiring them by honest means; by diligence,
frugality, and prudent management. Thus some would very soon acquire greater plenty of
necessaries than they had occasion for; and others by contrary means, or by cross accidents,
would be in want of them: and he who should supply their wants would have the property in
a proportionable labour of their hands; which he would scarce fail to make use of, instead of
his own, or perhaps together with them, to provide future necessaries in greater plenty.
Riches then were first bestowed upon the world, as they are still continued in it, by the
blessing of God upon the industry of men, in the use of their understanding and strength.
Riches themselves have always this source; though the possession of them is conveyed to particular persons by different channels. Yet still, the hand of the diligent maketh rich,1 and, other
circumstances being equal, in proportion to its diligence.
[2] But to return to the first rich man; whom we left in possession of dependants, and
plenty of necessaries for himself and them. A family would not be long in this state, before conveniences, somewhat ornamental, and for entertainment, would be wanted, looked for, and found
out. And, by degrees, these secondary wants, and inventions for the supply of them, the
fruits of leisure and ease, came to employ much of men’s time and labour. Hence a new species
of riches came into the world, consisting of things which it might have done well enough
without, yet thought desirable, as affording pleasure to the imagination, or the senses. And
these went on increasing, till, at length, the superfluities of life took in a vastly larger compass
of things, than the necessities of it. Thus luxury made its inroad, and all the numerous train of
evils its attendants; of which poverty, as bad an one as we may account it, is far from being
325
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the worst. Indeed the hands of the generality must be employed: and a very few of them
would now be sufficient to provide the world with necessities: and therefore the rest of them
must be employed about what may be called superfluities; which could not be, if these
superfluities were not made use of. Yet the desire of such things, insensibly, becomes
immoderate, and the use of them almost of course, degenerates into luxury; which, in every
age, has been the dissipation of riches, and, in every sense, the ruin of those who were possessed of them: and therefore cannot be too much guarded against by all opulent cities. And
as men sink into luxury, as much from fashion, as direct inclination, the richer sort together
may easily refrain this vice, in almost what degree they please: and a few of the chief of them
may contribute a great deal towards the restraining it.
[3] ’Tis to be observed further concerning the progress of riches, that had they continued to consist only in the possession of the things themselves, which were necessary, and of the
things themselves, which were, upon their own account, otherwise desirable; this, in several
respects, must have greatly embarrsss’d trade and commerce; and have set bounds to the
increase of riches in all hands, as well as have confined them in the hands of a few. But, in
process of time, it was agreed to substitute somewhat more lasting and portable, which
should pass every where, in commerce, for real natural riches; as sounds had before, in language, been substituted for thoughts. And this general agreement (by what means soever it
became general) that money should answer all things, together with some other improvements, gave full scope, for riches to increase in the hands of particular persons, and likewise
to circulate into more hands. Now this, tho’ it was not the first origin of covetousness, yet it
gives greater scope, encouragement and temptation to covetousness than it had before. And
there is moreover the appearance, that this artificial kind of riches, money, has begot an artificial kind of passion for them: both which follies well-disposed persons must, by all means,
endeavour to keep clear of. For indeed the love of riches is the root of all evil:2 tho’ riches themselves may be made instrumental in promoting every thing that is good.
[4] The improvement of trade and commerce has made another change, just hinted at,
and I think a very happy one, in the state of the world, as it has enlarged the middle rank of
people: many of which are, in good measure, free from the vices of the highest and the lowest
part of mankind. Now these persons must remember, that whether, in common language,
they do, or do not, pass under the denomination of rich, yet they really are so, with regard to
the indigent and necessitous: and that considering the great numbers which make up this
middle rank among us, and how much they mix with the poor, they are able to contribute
very largely to their relief, and have in all respects a very great influence over them.
[5] You have heard now the origin and progress of what this great city so much
abounds with, riches; as far as I had occasion to speak of these things. For this brief account
of them has been laid before you for the sake of the good admonitions it afforded. Nor will
the admonitions be thought foreign to the charities, which we are endeavouring to promote.
For these must necessarily be less, and the occasions for them greater, in proportion as industry should abate, or luxury increase. And the temper of covetousness is, we all know, directly
contrary to that of charity, and eat out the very heart of it. Then, lastly, there are good sort of
people who really want to be told, that they are included in the admonitions to be given to
the rich, tho’ they do see others richer than themselves.
[6] The ranks of the rich and poor being thus formed, they meet together; they continue
to make up one society. The mutual want, which they still have of each other, still unites
them inseparably. But they meet upon a foot of great inequality. For, as Solomon expresses it in
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brief, and with much force, the rich ruleth over the poor,3 And this their general intercourse, and
superiority on one hand, and dependence on the other, are in no sort accidental, but arise
necessarily from a settled providential disposition of things, for their common good. Here
then is a real, standing relation between the rich and the poor. And the former must take
care to perform the duties belonging to their part of it, for these chiefly the present occasion
leads me to speak to, from regard to him, who placed them in that relation to the poor, from
whence those duties arise, and who is the maker of them all.
[7] What these duties are, will easily be seen, and the obligations to them strongly
enforced, by a little further reflection upon both these ranks, and the natural situation which
they are in with respect to each other.
[8] The lower rank of mankind go on, for the most part, in some tact of living, into
which they got by direction or example; and to this their understanding and discourse, as
well as labour, are greatly confined. Their opinions of persons and things they take upon
truth. Their behaviour has very little which may not be traced up to the influence of others,
and less which is not capable of being changed by such influence. Then as God has made
plentiful provision for all his creatures, the want of all, even of the poorest, might be supplied, so far as ’tis fit they should, by a proper distribution of it. This being the condition of
the lower part of mankind, consider now what influence, as well as power, their superiors
must, from the nature of the case, have over them. For they can instil instruction, and recommend it in a peculiar manner by their example, and enforce it still further with favour and
discouragement of various kinds. And experience shows, that they do direct and change the
course of the world as they please. Not only the civil welfare, but the morals and religion of
their fellow creatures, greatly depend upon them; much more indeed than they would, if the
common people were not greatly wanting to their duty. All this is evidently true of superiors
in general; superiors in riches, authority, and understanding, taken together. And need I say
how much of this whole superiority goes along with riches? It is no small part of it, which
arises out of riches themselves. In all governments, particularly in our own, a good share of
civil authority accompanies them. Superior natural understanding may, or may not: but
when it does not, yet riches afford great opportunities for improvement, and may command
information; which things together are equivalent to natural superiority of understanding.
[9] But I am sure you will not think I have been reminding you of these advantages of
riches in order to beget in you that complacency and trust in them, which you find the scripture every where warning you against. No: the importance of riches, this their power and
influence, affords the most serious admonition in the world to those who are possessed of
them. For it shows, how very blameable even their carelessness in the use of that power and
influence must be: since it must be blameable in a degree proportionate to the importance of
what they are thus careless about.
[10] But it is not only true, that the rich have the power of doing a great deal of good,
and must be highly blameable for neglecting to do it: but it is moreover true, that this power
is given them by way of trust, in order to their keeping down that vice and misery, with
which the lower people would otherwise be quite over-run. For without instruction and good
influence they, of course, grow rude and vicious, and reduce themselves to the utmost distresses; often to very terrible ones without deserving much blame. And to these must be
added their unavoidable distresses, which yet admit of relief. This their case plainly requires,
that some natural provision should be made for it; as the case of children does, who, if left to
their own ways, would almost infallibly ruin themselves. Accordingly providence has made

White.qxd

328

7/12/2006

7:40 PM

Page 328

Six Sermons Preached upon Public Occasions

provision for this case of the poor: not only by forming their minds peculiarly apt to be influenced by their superiors, and giving those superiors abilities to direct and relieve them; but
also by putting the latter under the care and protection of the former: for this is plainly done,
by means of that intercourse of various kinds between them, which in the natural course of
things, is unavoidably necessary. In the primitive ages of the world, the manner in which the,
rich and the poor met together, was in families. Rich men had the poor for their servants: not
only a few for the offices about their persons, and for the care of what we now call domestick
affairs; but great numbers also for the keeping of their cattle, the tillage of their fields, for
working up their wool into furniture and vestments of necessary use as well as ornament, and
for preparing them those many things at home, which now pass through a multitude of
unknown poor hands successively, and are by them prepared, at a distance, for the use of the
rich. The instruction of these large families, and the oversight of their morals and religion,
plainly belonged to the heads of them. And that obvious humanity, which every one feels,
must have induced them to be kind to all whom they found under their roof, in sickness and
old age. In this state of the world, the relation between the rich and the poor could not but
be universally seen and acknowledged. Now indeed it is less in sight, by means of artificial
methods of carrying on business, which yet are not blameable. But the relation still subsists,
and the obligations arising out of it; and cannot but remain the same, whilst the rich have
the same want of the poor, and make the same use of them, tho’ not so immediately under
their eye; and whilst the instruction, and manners, and good or bad state of the poor, really
depend in so great a degree upon the rich, as all these things evidently do; partly in their
capacity of magistrates, but very much also in their private capacity. In short, he who has distributed men into these different ranks, and at the same time united them into one society,
in such sort as men are united, has, by this constitution of things, formally put the poor
under the superintendency and patronage of the rich. The rich then are charged, by natural
providence, as much as by revealed appointment, with the care of the poor: not to maintain
them idle; which, were it possible they could be so maintained, would produce greater mischiefs than those which charity is to prevent; but to take care, that they maintain themselves
by their labour, or in case they cannot, then to relieve them; to restrain their vices, and form
their minds to virtue and religion. This is a trust, yet it is not a burden, but a privilege,
annexed to riches. And if every one discharged his share of the trust faithfully, whatever be
his share of it, the world would be quite another place from what it is. But that cannot be,
till covetousness, debauchery, and every vice, be unknown among the rich. Then, and not
before, will the manners of the poor be, in all respects, what they ought to be, and their distresses find the full relief, which they ought to find. And, as far as things of this sort can be
calculated, in proportion to the right behaviour of persons whom God has placed in the former of these ranks, will be the right behaviour and good condition of those who are cast into
the latter. Every one of ability then is to be persuaded to do somewhat towards this, keeping
up a sense of virtue and religion among the poor, and relieving their wants; each as much as
he can be persuaded to. Since the generality will not part with their vices, it were greatly to
be wished, they would bethink themselves, and do what good they are able, so far only as is
consistent with them. A vitious rich man cannot pass through life without doing an incredible deal of mischief, were it only by his example and influence; besides neglecting the most
important obligations, which arise from his superior fortune. Yet still, the fewer of them he
neglects, and the less mischief he does, the less share of the vices and miseries of his inferiors
will lie at his door: the less will be his guilt and punishment. But conscientious persons of
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this rank must revolve again and again in their minds, how great the trust is, which God has
annexed to it. They must each of them consider impartially, what is his own particular share
of that trust; which is determined by his situation, character, and fortune together: and then
set himself to be as useful as he can in those particular ways, which he finds thus marked out
for him. This is exactly the precept of St Peter;4 As every man hath received the gift, even so minister the same one to another, as good stewards of the manifold grace of God. And as rich men, by a
right direction of their greater capacity, may entitle themselves to a greater reward; so by a
wrong direction of it, or even by great negligence, they may become5 partakers of other men’s
sins, and chargeable with other men’s miseries. For if there be at all any measures of proportion, any sort of regularity and order in the administration of things, ’tis self-evident, that6
unto whomsover much is given, of him shall much be required: and to whom much is committed, of him
shall more be demanded.
[11] But still ’tis to be remembered, that every man’s behaviour is his own concern,
for every one must give account of his own works; and that the lower people are very greatly
to blame in yielding to any ill influence, particularly following the ill example of their
superiors; tho’ these are more to blame in setting them such an example. For, as our Lord
declares, in the words immediately preceding those just mentioned,7 that servant which knew
his Lord’s will, and prepared not himself, neither did according to his will, shall be beaten with many
stripes. But he that knew not, and did commit things worthy of stripes, shall be beaten with few
stripes. Vice is itself of ill desert, and therefore shall be punished in all, thoughts ill desert is
greater or less, and so shall be its punishment, in proportion to men’s knowledge of God
and religion: but ’tis in the most literal sense true, that he who knew not his Lord’s will, and
committed things worthy of stripes, shall be beaten, though with few stripes. For it being the discernment, that such and such actions are evil, which renders them vicious in him who does
them, ignorance of other things, though it may lessen yet it cannot remit the punishment
of such actions in a just administration, because it cannot destroy the guilt of them: much
less can corrupt deference and regard to the example of superiors in matters of plain duty
and sin have this effect. Indeed the lowest people know very well, that such ill example
affords no reason why they should do ill; but they hope it will be an excuse for them, and
thus deceive themselves to their ruin: which is a forcible reason why their superiors should
not lay this snare in their way.
[12] All this approves itself to our natural understanding; though it is by means of
Christianity chiefly, that it is thus enforced upon our consciences. And Christianity, as it is
more than a dispensation of goodness, in the general notion of goodness, even a dispensation
of forgiveness, of mercy and favour on God’s part, does in a peculiar manner heighten our
obligations to charity among ourselves. In this was manifested the love of God towards us,—that
he sent his Son to be the propitiation for our sins. Beloved, if God so loved us, we ought also to love one
another.8 With what unanswerable force is that question of our Lord to be applied to every
branch of this duty, shouldest not thou also have compassion on thy fellow servant, even as I
had pity on thee? And can there be a stronger inducement to endeavour the reformation of
the world, and bringing it to a sense of virtue and religion, than the assurance given us, that
he which converteth a sinner from the error of his way, and, in like manner, he also who preventeth
a person’s being corrupted, by taking care of his education, shall save a soul from death, and
hide a multitude of sins?9
[13] These things lead us to the following observations on the several charities, which
are the occasion of these annual solemnities.
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[14] 1. What we have to bestow in charity being a trust, we cannot discharge it faithfully, without taking some care to satisfy ourselves in some degree, that we bestow it upon
the proper objects of charity. One hears persons complaining, that it is difficult to distinguish who are such; yet often seeming to forget, that this is a reason for using their best
endeavours to do it. And others make a custom of giving to idle vagabonds: a kind of charity,
very improperly so called, which one really wonders people can allow themselves in; merely
to be relieved from importunity, or at best to gratify a false good nature. For they cannot but
know, that it is, at least, very doubtful, whether what they thus give will not immediately be
spent in riot and debauchery. Or suppose it be not, yet still they know, they do a great deal of
certain mischief, by encouraging this shameful trade of begging in the streets, and all the
disorders which accompany it. But the charities towards which I now ask your assistance, as
they are always open, so every one may contribute to them with full assurance, that he
bestows upon proper objects, and in general that he does vastly more good, than by equal
sums given separately to particular persons. For that these charities really have these advantages, has been fully made out, by some who have gone before me in the duty I am discharging, and by the reports annually published at this time.
Here the Report annexed was read.

[15] Let us thank God for these charities, in behalf of the poor; and also on our own
behalf, as they give us such clear opportunities of doing good. Indeed without them, vice and
misery, of which there is still so much, would abound so much more in this populous city, as
to render it scarce an habitable place.
[16] 2. Amongst the peculiar advantages of publick charities above private ones, is
also to be mentioned, that they are examples of great influence. They serve for perpetual
memorials of what I have been observing, of the relation which subsists between the rich and
the poor, and the duties which arise out of it. They are standing admonitions to all within
sight or hearing of them, to go and do likewise.10 Educating poor children in virtue and religion, relieving the sick, and correcting offenders in order to their amendment, are, in themselves, some of the very best of good works. These charities would indeed be the glory of your
city, though their influence were confined to it. But important as they are in themselves,
their importance still increases, by their being examples to the rest of the nation; which, in
process of time, of course copies after the metropolis. It has indeed already imitated every one
of these charities; for of late, the most difficult and expensive of them, hospitals for the sick
and wounded, have been established; some within your sight, others in remote parts of the
kingdom. You will give me leave to mention particularly that in its second trading city;
which is conducted with such disinterested fidelity and prudence, as I dare venture to compare with yours.11 Again, there are particular persons very blameably unactive and careless,
yet not without good dispositions, who, by these charities, are reminded of their duty, and12
provoked to love and to good works. And let me add, though one is sorry any should want so
slight a reason for contributing to the most excellent designs, yet if any are supposed to do so
merely of course, because they see others do it, still they help to support these monuments of
charity, which are a continued admonition to the rich, and relief to the poor: and herein all
good men rejoice, as St Paul speaks of himself in a like case, yea, and will rejoice.13
[17] 3. As all human schemes admit of improvement, all publick charities, methinks,
should be considered as standing open to proposals for it; that the whole plan of them, in all

White.qxd

7/12/2006

7:40 PM

Page 331

The London Hospitals

331

its parts, may be brought to as great perfection as is possible. Now it should seem, that
employing some share of the children’s time in easy labour, suitable to their age, which is
done in some of our charity schools, might be done in most others of them, with very good
effect; as it is in all those of a neighbouring kingdom. Then as the only purposes of punishments less than capital are to reform the offenders themselves, and warn the innocent by
their example, every thing which should contribute to make this kind of punishment answer
these purposes better than it does would be a great improvement. And whether it be not a
thing practicable, and what would contribute to make this kind of punishment answer these
purposes better than it does, would be a great improvement. And whether it be not a thing
practicable, and what would contribute somewhat towards it, to exclude utterly all sorts of
revel-mirth from places where offenders are confined, to separate the young from the old, and
force them both, in solitude, with labour and low diet, to make the experiment, how far their
natural strength of mind can support them under guilt and shame and poverty; this may
deserve consideration. Then again, some religious instruction particularly adapted to their
condition, would as properly accompany those punishments which are intended to reform, as
it does capital ones. God forbid that I should be understood to discourage the provision
which is made for it in this latter case: I heartily wish it were better than it is; especially
since it may well be supposed as the state of religion is at present among us, that some condemned malefactors may have never had the doctrine of the gospel enforced upon their consciences. But since it must be acknowledged of greater consequence, in a religious as well as
civil respect, how persons live, than how they die; it cannot but be even more incumbent on
us to endeavour, in all ways, to reclaim those offenders who are to return again into the
world, than those who are to be removed out of it: and the only effectual means of reclaiming
them, is to instil into them a principle of religion. If persons of authority and influence
would take things of this and a like kind under their consideration, they might perhaps still
improve those charities; which are already, I truly believe, under a better management than
any other of so large a compass in the world. But
[18] 4. with regard to the two particular branches of them last mentioned, I would
observe, that our laws and whole constitution, civil and ecclesiastical, go more upon supposition of an equality amongst mankind, than the constitution and laws of other countries.
Now this plainly requires that more particular regard should be had to the education of the
lower people here, than in places, where they are born slaves of power, and to be made slaves
of superstition. It is, I suppose, acknowledged, that they have greater liberty here, than they
have any where else in the world. But unless care be taken for giving them some inward
principle, to prevent their abusing this greater liberty which is their birthright, can we
expect it will prove a blessing to them? or will they not in all probability become more dissolute, or more wild and extravagant, whatever wrong turn they happen to take, than people
of the same rank in other countries?
[19] 5. Let me again remind you of the additional reason, which persons of fortune
have to take particular care of their whole behaviour, that it be in all respects good and exemplary, upon account of the influence which it will have upon the manners of their inferiors.
And pray observe how strictly this is connected with the occasion of our present meeting;
how much your good behaviour in private life will contribute to promote the good design of
all these charities; and how much the contrary would tend to defeat it, and even to produce
the evils which they are intended to prevent or to remedy. Whatever care be taken in the
education of these poor children at school, there is always danger of their being corrupted,
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when they come from it. And this danger is greater, in proportion to the greater wickedness
of the age they are to pass through. But if, upon their coming abroad into the world, they
find the principles of virtue and religion recommended by the example of their superiors,
and vice and irreligion really discountenanced, this will confirm them in the good principles
in which they have been brought up, and give the best ground to hope they will never depart
from them. And the like is to be said of offenders, who may have had a sense of virtue and
religion wrought in them, under the discipline of labour and confinement. Again; dissolute
and debauched persons of fortune greatly increase the general corruption of manners; and
this is what increases want and misery of all kinds. So that they may contribute largely to
any or all of these charities, and yet undo but a very small part of the mischief which they do,
by their it example, as well as in other ways. But still this mischief which they do, suppose
by their example, is an additional reason why they should contribute to them; even in justice
to particular persons, in whose ruin they may have an unknown share of guilt; or however in
justice to society in general; for which they will deserve commendation, how blameable
soever they are for the other. And indeed amidst the dark prospect before us, from that profligateness of manners, and scorn of religion, which so generally abound, this good spirit of
charity to the poor discovering itself in so great a degree, upon these occasions, and likewise
in the late necessitous time, even amongst persons far from being blameless in other respects;
this cannot but afford hopes, that we are not given over by Providence, and also that they
themselves will at length consider, and not go on contributing, by the example of their vices,
to the introduction of that distress, which they so commendably relieve by their liberality.
[20] To conclude: let our charity towards men be exalted into piety towards God,
from the serious consideration, that we are all his creatures; a consideration which enforces
that duty upon our consciences, as we have any regard to him. This kind of adjuration, and a
most solemn one it is, one often hears profaned by a very unworthy sort of people, when they
ask relief for God’s sake. But surely the principle itself, which contains in it every thing great,
and just, and good, is grievously forgotten among us. To relieve the poor for God’s sake, is to
do it in conformity to the order of nature, and to his will, and his example, who is the author
and governor of it; and in thankful remembrance, that all we have is from his bounty. ’Tis to
do it in his behalf, and as to him. For he that hath pity upon the poor lendeth unto the Lord:14 and
our saviour has declared, that he will take as given to himself, what is given in a well chosen
charity.15 Lastly, ’tis to do it under a sense of the account which will be required of what is
committed to our trust, when the rich and poor, who meet here upon terms of so great inequality, shall meet hereafter upon a level, before him who is the maker of them all.
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10. Luke x. 37.
11. As it is of very particular benefit to those, who ought always to be looked upon with particular favour by us, I mean our seamen; so likewise it is of very extensive benefit to the large tracts of
country west and north of it. Then the medicinal waters of the city, render it a still more proper situation for an infirmary. And so likewise does its neighbourhood to the Bath-hospital. For it may well be
supposed, that some poor objects will be sent thither, in hopes of relief from the Bath-waters, whose case
may afterwards be found to require the assistance of physick or surgery: and on the other hand, that
some may be sent to our infirmary for help from those arts, whose case may be found to require the
Bath-waters. So that if I am not greatly partial, the Bristol-infirmary as much deserves encouragement, as
any charitable foundation in the kingdom.
12. Heb. x. 24.
13. Phil. i. xviii.
14. Prov. xix. 17.
15. Matth. xxv. 40.
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And not using your liberty for a cloke of maliciousness, but as the servants of God.
—I PETER, II. 16.

[1] An history so full of important and interesting events as that which this day recalls annually to our thoughts, cannot but afford them very different subjects for their most serious and
useful employment. But there seems none which it more naturally leads us to consider than
that of hypocrisy, as it sets before us so many examples of it; or which will yield us more
practical instruction, as these examples so forcibly admonish us, not only to be upon our
guard against the pernicious effects of this vice in others, but also to watch over our own
hearts, against every thing of the like kind in ourselves: for hypocrisy, in the moral and religious consideration of things, is of much larger extent than every one may imagine.
[2] In common language, which is formed upon the common intercourses amongst
men, hypocrisy signifies little more than their pretending what they really do not mean, in
order to delude one another. But in scripture, which treats chiefly of our behaviour towards
God and our own consciences, it signifies, not only the endeavour to delude our fellow creatures, but likewise insincerity towards him, and towards ourselves. And therefore, according
to the whole analogy of scripture language,1 to use liberty as a cloak of maliciousness, must be
understood to mean, not only endeavouring to impose upon others, by indulging wayward
passions, or carrying on indirect designs, under pretences of it; but also excusing and palliating such things to ourselves; serving ourselves of such pretences to quiet our own minds in
any thing which is wrong.
[3] Liberty in the writings of the New Testament, for the most part, signifies, being
delivered from the bondage of the ceremonial law; or of sin and the devil, which St. Paul
calls the glorious liberty of the children of God.2 This last is a progressive state: and the perfection of it, whether attainable in this world or not, consists in that perfect love,3 which St. John
speaks of; and which, as it implies an entire coincidence of our wills with the will of God,
must be a state of the most absolute freedom, in the most literal and proper sense. But
334
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whatever St. Peter distinctly meant by this word, liberty, the text gives occasion to consider
any kind of it, which is liable to the abuse he here warns us against. However, it appears
that he meant to comprehend that liberty, were it more or less, which they to whom he was
writing injoyed under civil government: for of civil government he is speaking just before
and afterwards:4 submit yourselves to every ordinance of man for the Lords sake: whether it be to the
king, as supreme; or unto governors, as unto them that are sent by him. For so is the will of God, that
with well doing, of which dutiful behaviour towards authority is a very material instance, ye
may put to silence the ignorance of foolish men: as free, perhaps in distinction from the servile
state, of which he speaks afterwards,5 and not using your liberty for a cloak of maliciousness, of
any thing wrong, for so the word signifies; and therefore comprehends petulance, affection
of popularity, with any other like frivolous turn of mind, as well as the more hateful and
dangerous passions, such as malice, or ambition; for all of which liberty may equally be used
as a cloak. The apostle adds, but as the servants of God: as free—but as his servants, who requires
dutiful submission to every ordinance of man, to magistracy; and to whom we are accountable
for our manner of using the liberty we enjoy under it; as well as for all other parts of our
behaviour. Not using your liberty as a cloak of maliciousness, but as the servants of God.
[4] Here are three things offered to our consideration:
[5] First, A general supposition, that what is wrong cannot be avowed in its proper
colours, but stands in need of some cloak to be thrown over it: secondly, A particular one, that
there is danger, some singular danger, of liberty being made use of for this purpose: lastly,
the admonition contained in the words, but as the servants of God.
[6] I. Here is a general supposition, that what is wrong cannot be avowed in its proper
colours, but stands in need of some cloak to be thrown over it. God has constituted our
nature, and the nature of society, after such a manner, that, generally speaking, men cannot
encourage or support themselves in wickedness upon the foot of there being no difference
between right and wrong, or by a direct avowal of wrong; but by disguising it, and endeavouring to spread over it some colours of right. And they do this in every capacity and every
respect, in which there is a right or a wrong. They do it, not only as social creatures under
civil government, but also as moral agents under the government of God; in one case to
make a proper figure in the world, and delude their fellow creatures; in the other to keep
peace within themselves, and delude their own consciences. And the delusion in both cases
being voluntary, is, in scripture, called by one name, and spoken against in the same manner:
though doubtless they are much more explicit with themselves, and more distinctly conscious of what they are about, in one case than in the other.
[7] The fundamental laws of all governments are virtuous ones, prohibiting treachery,
injustice, cruelty: and the law of reputation enforces those civil laws, by rendering these vices
everywhere infamous, and the contrary virtues honourable and of good report. Thus far the
constitution of society is visibly moral: and hence it is, that men cannot live in it without
taking care to cover those vices when they have them, and make some profession of the opposite virtues, fidelity, justice, kind regard to others, when they have them not: but especially
is this necessary in order to disguise and colour over indirect purposes, which require the
concurrence of several persons.
[8] Now all false pretences of this kind are to be called hypocritical, as being contrary
to simplicity; and always meant to leave a wrong impression, tho’ not always a false belief.
For it is to be observed, that they are often made without any formal intention to have them
believed, or to have it thought that there is any reality under these pretences. Many examples
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occur of verbal professions of fidelity, justice, publick regards, in cases where there could be
no imagination of their being believed. And what other account can be given of these merely
verbal professions, but that they were thought the proper language for the ear; and made in
business for the very same kind of reasons as civility is kept up in conversation?
[9] These false professions of virtue, which men have, in all ages, found it necessary to
make their appearance with abroad, must have been originally taken up in order to deceive
in the proper sense: then they became habitual, and often intended merely by way of form:
yet often still, to serve their original purpose of deceiving.
[10] There is doubtless amongst mankind a great deal of this hypocrisy towards each
other: but not so much as may sometimes be supposed. For part which has, at first sight, this
appearance, is in reality that other hypocrisy before mentioned; that self-deceit, of which the
scripture so remarkably takes notice. There are indeed persons who live without God in the
world:6 and some appear so hardened as to keep no measures with themselves. But as very ill
men may have a real and strong sense of virtue and religion, in proportion as this is the case
with any, they cannot be easy within themselves but by deluding their consciences. And tho’
they should, in great measure, get over their religion, yet this will not do. For as long as they
carry about with them any such sense of things, as makes them condemn what is wrong in
others, they could not but condemn the same in themselves, and dislike and be disgusted
with their own character and conduct, it they would consider them distinctly, and in a full
light. But this sometimes they carelessly neglect to do, and sometimes carefully avoid doing.
And as the integrity of the upright guides him,7 guides even a man’s judgment so wickedness
may distort it to such a degree, as that lie may call evil good, and good evil; put darkness for light,
and light for darkness;8 and think wickedly, that God is such an one as himself.9 Even the better sort of men are, in some degree, liable to disguise and palliate their failings to themselves: but perhaps there are few men who go on calmly in a course of very bad things,
without somewhat of the kind now described in a very high degree. They try appearances
upon themselves as well as upon the world, and with at least as much success; and choose to
manage so as to make their own minds easy with their faults, which can scarce be without
management, rather than to mend them.
[11] But whether from men’s deluding themselves, or from their intending to delude
the world, ’tis evident scarce any thing wrong in publick has ever been accomplished, or even
attempted, but under false colours: either by pretending one thing, which was right, to be
designed, when it was really another thing, which was wrong; or if that which was wrong was
avowed, by endeavouring to give it some appearance of right. For tyranny, and faction so
friendly to it, and which is indeed tyranny out of power, and unjust wars, and persecution, by
which the earth has been laid waste; all this has all along been carried on with pretences of
truth, right, general good. So it is, men cannot find in their heart to join in such things, without such honest words to be the bond of the union, though they know among themselves, that
they are only words, and often though they know, that every body else knows it too.
[12] These observations might be exemplified by numerous instances in the history
which led to them: and without them it is impossible to understand in any sort the general
character of the chief actors in it, who were engaged in the black design of subverting the
constitution of their country. This they completed with the most enormous act of mere
power, in defiance of all laws of God and man, and in express contradiction to the real design
and publick votes of that assembly, whose commission, they professed, was their only warrant for any thing they did throughout the whole rebellion. Yet with unheard of hypocrisy
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towards men, towards God and their own consciences, for without such a complication of it
their conduct is inexplicable; even this action, which so little admitted of any cloak, was, we
know, contrived and carried into execution, under pretences of authority, religion, liberty,
and by profaning the forms of justice in an arraignment and trial, like to what is used in regular legal procedures. No age indeed can show an example of hypocrisy parallel to this. But
the history of all ages and all countries will show, what has been really going forward over
the face of the earth, to be very different from what has been always pretended; and that
virtue has been every where professed much more than it has been any where practised; nor
could society, from the very nature of its constitution, subsist without some general publick
profession of it. Thus the face and appearance which the world has in all times put on, for the
ease and ornament of life, and in pursuit of further ends, is the justest satire upon what has in
all times been carrying on under it: and ill men are destined, by the condition of their being
as social creatures, always to bear about with them, and, in different degrees, to profess, that
law of virtue, by which they shall finally be judged and condemned.
[13] II. As fair pretences, of one sort or other, have thus always been made use of by
mankind to colour over indirect and wrong designs from the world, and to palliate and
excuse them to their own minds; liberty, in common with all other good things, is liable to
be made this use of, and is also liable to it in a way more peculiar to itself: which was the second thing to be considered.
[14] In the history which this day refers us to, we find our constitution, in church and
state, destroyed under pretences, not only of religion, but of securing liberty, and carrying it
to a greater height. The destruction of the former was with zeal of such a kind, as would not
have been warrantable, though it had been employed in the destruction of heathenism. And
the confusions, the persecuting spirit, and incredible fanaticism, which grew up upon its
ruins, cannot but teach sober-minded men to reverence so mild and reasonable an establishment, now it is restored; for the preservation of Christianity, and keeping up a sense of it
amongst us, and for the instruction and guide of the ignorant; nay were it only for guarding
religion from such extravagances: especially as these important purposes are served by it
without being hard in the least upon any.
[15] And the concurrent course of things, which brought on the ruin of our civil constitution, and what follows I upon it, are no less instructive. The opposition, by legal and
parliamentary methods, to prerogatives unknown to the constitution, was doubtless formed
upon the justest fears in behalf of it. But new distrusts arose: new causes were given for
them: these were most unreasonably aggravated. The better part gradually gave way to the
more violent: and the better part themselves seem to have insisted upon impracticable securities against that one danger to liberty, of which they had too great cause to be apprehensive; and wonderfully overlooked all dangers to it, which yet were, and ever will be, many
and great. Thus they joined in the current measures, till they were utterly unable to stop the
mischiefs, to which, with too much distrust on one side, and too little on the other, they had
contributed. Never was a more remarkable example of the Wise Man’s observation, that the
beginning of strife is as when one letteth out water.10 For this opposition, thus begun, surely without intent of proceeding to violence; yet, as it went on, like an overflowing stream in its
progress, it collected all sort of impurities, and grew more outrageous as it grew more corrupted; till at length it bore down every thing good before it. This naturally brought on
arbitrary power in one shape, which was odious to every body, and which could not be
accommodated to the forms of our constitution; and put us in the utmost danger of having it
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entailed upon us under another, which might. For at the king’s return, such was the just
indignation of the publick at what it had seen, and fear of feeling again what it had felt, from
the popular side; such the depression and compliance, not only of the more guilty, but also of
those, who with better meaning had gone on with them; and a great deal too far many of this
character had gone; and such the undistinguishing distrust the people had of them all, that
the chief security of our liberties seems to have been, their not being attempted at that time.
[16] But though persons contributed to all this mischief and danger with different
degrees of guilt, none could contribute to them with innocence, who at all knew what they
were about. Indeed the destruction of a free constitution of government, though men see or
fancy many defects in it, and whatever they design or pretend, ought not to be thought of
without horror. For the design is in itself unjust, since it is romantick to suppose it legal: it
cannot be prosecuted without the most wicked means: nor accomplished but with the present ruin of liberty, religious as well as civil; for it must be the ruin of its present security.
Whereas the restoration of it must depend upon a thousand future contingencies, the
integrity, understanding, power of the persons, into whose hands anarchy and confusion
should throw things: and who they will be, the history before us may surely serve to show, no
human foresight can determine; even though such a terrible crisis were to happen ii an age,
not distinguished for the want of principle and publick-spirit, and when nothing particular
were to be apprehended from abroad. It would be partiality to say, that no constitution of
government can possibly be imagined more perfect than our own. And ingenuous youth may
be warmed with the idea of one, against which nothing call be objected. But it is the
strongest objection against attempting to put in practice the most perfect theory, that it is
impracticable, or too dangerous to be attempted. And whoever will thoroughly consider, in
what degree mankind are really influenced by reason, and in what degree by custom, may, I
think, be convinced, that the state of human affairs does not even admit of an equivalent for
the mischief of setting things afloat; and the danger of parting with those securities of liberty, which arise from regulations of long prescription and ancient usage: especially at a time
when the directors are so very numerous, and the obedient so few. Reasonable men therefore
will look upon the general plan of our constitution, transmitted down to us by our ancestors,
as sacred; and content themselves with calmly doing what their station requires, towards rectifying the particular things which they think amiss, and supplying the particular things
which they think deficient in it, so far as is practicable without endangering the whole.
[17] But liberty is in many other dangers from itself, besides those which arise from
formed designs of destroying it, under hypocritical pretences, or romantic schemes of restoring it upon a more perfect plan. It is particularly liable to become excessive, and to degenerate insensibly into licentiousness; in the same manner as liberality, for example, is apt to
degenerate into extravagance. And as men cloak their extravagance to themselves under the
notion of liberality, and to the world under the name of it, so licentiousness passes under the
name and notion of liberty. Now it is to be observed, that there is, in some respects or other,
a very peculiar contrariety between those vices which consist in excess, and the virtues of
which they are said to be the excess, and the resemblance, and whose names they affect to
bear; the excess of any thing being always to its hurt, and tending to its destruction. In this
manner licentiousness is, in its very nature, a present infringement upon liberty, and dangerous to it for the future. Yet it is treated by many persons with peculiar indulgence under this
very notion, as being an excess of liberty. And an excess of liberty it is to the licentious themselves: but what is it to those who suffer by them, and who do not think, that amends is at all
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made them by having it left in their power to retaliate safely? When by popular insurrections, or defamatory libels, or in any like way, the needy and the turbulent securely injure
quiet people in their fortune or good-name, so far quiet people are no more free than if a single tyrant used them thus. A particular man may be licentious without being less free: but a
community cannot; since the licentiousness of one will unavoidably break in upon the liberty of another. Civil liberty, the liberty of a community, is a severe and a restrained thing;
implies in the notion of it, authority, settled subordinations, subjection, and obedience; and
is altogether as much hurt by too little of this kind, as by too much of it. And the love of liberty, when it is indeed the love of liberty, which carries us to withstand tyranny, will as much
carry us to reverence authority, and support it; for this most obvious reason, that one is as
necessary to the very being of liberty, as the other is destructive of it. And therefore the love
of liberty, which does not produce this effect; the love of liberty, which is not a real principle
of dutiful behaviour towards authority; is as hypocritical, as the religion which is not productive of a good life. Licentiousness is, in truth, such an excess of liberty as is of the same
nature with tyranny. For what is the difference between them, but that one is lawless power
exercised under pretence of authority, or by persons invested with it; the other lawless power
exercised under pretence of liberty, or without any pretence at all? A people then must
always be less free in proportion as they are more licentious; licentiousness being not only
different from liberty, but directly contrary to it; a direct breach upon it.
[18] It is moreover of a growing nature; and of speedy growth too; and, with the culture which it has amongst us, needs no great length of time to get to such a height as no
legal government will be able to restrain, or subsist under: which is the condition the historian describes in saying, they could neither bear their vices, nor the remedies of them.11 I
said legal government: for, in the present state of the world, there is no danger of our
becoming savages. Had licentiousness finished its work, and destroyed our constitution,
power would not be wanting, from one quarter or another, sufficient to subdue us, and keep
us in subjection. But government, as distinguished from mere power, free government, necessarily implies reverence in the subjects of it, for authority, or power regulated by laws;
and an habit of submission to the subordinations in civil life, throughout its several ranks:
nor is a people capable of liberty without somewhat of this kind. But it must be observed,
and less surely cannot be observed, this reverence and submission will at best be very precarious, if it be not founded upon a sense of authority being God’s ordinance, and the subordinations in life a providential appointment of things. Now let it be considered, for surely
it is not duly considered, what is really the short amount of those representations, which
persons of superior rank give, and encourage to be given of each other, and which are spread
over the nation? Is it not somewhat, in itself, and in its circumstances, beyond any thing in
any other age or country of the world? And what effect must the continuance of this extravagant licentiousness in them, not to mention other kinds of it, have upon the people in
those respects just mentioned? Must it not necessarily tend to wear out of their minds all
reverence for authority, and respect for superiors of every sort, and, joined with the irreligious principles we find so industriously propagated, to introduce a total profligateness
amongst them; since, let them be as bad as they will, they can scarce be so bad as they are
taught they may be, or worse than they are told their superiors are? And is there no danger
that all this, to mention only one supposable course of it, may raise somewhat like that levelling spirit, upon atheistical principles, which, in the last age, prevailed upon enthusiastick ones? not to speak of the possibility, that different sorts of people may unite in it upon
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these contrary principles. And may not this spirit, together with a concurrence of ill
humours, and of persons who hope to find their account in confusion, soon prevail to such a
degree, as will require more of the good old principles of loyalty and of religion to withstand it, than appear to be left amongst us?
[19] What legal remedies can be provided against these mischiefs, or whether any at
all, are considerations the farthest from my thoughts. No government can be free, which is
not administered by general stated laws: and these cannot comprehend every case, which
wants to be provided against: nor can new ones be made for every particular case, as it arises:
and more particular laws, as well as more general ones, admit of infinite evasions: and legal
government forbids any but legal methods of redress; which cannot but be liable to the same
sort of imperfections: besides the additional one of delay, and whilst redress is delaied, however unavoidably, wrong subsists. Then there are very bad things, which human authority
can scarce provide against at all, but by methods dangerous to liberty; nor fully, but by such
as would be fatal to it. These things show, that liberty, in the very nature of it, absolutely
requires, and even supposes, that people be able to govern themselves in those respects in
which they are free; otherwise their wickedness will be in proportion to their liberty, and this
greatest of blessings will become a curse.
[20] III. These things show likewise, that there is but one adequate remedy to the
forementioned evils, evil that which the apostle prescribes in the last words of the text, to
consider ourselves as the servants of God, who enjoins dutiful submission to civil authority, as
his ordinance; and to whom we are accountable for the use we make of the liberty which we
enjoy under it. Since men cannot live out of society, nor in it without government, government is plainly a divine appointment; and consequently submission to it, a most evident
duty of the law of nature. And we all know in how forcible a manner it is put upon our consciences in scripture. Nor can this obligation be denied formally upon any principles, but
such as subvert all other obligations. Yet many amongst us seem not to consider it as any
obligation at all. This doubtless is, in a great measure, owing to dissoluteness and corruption
of manners: but I think it is partly owing to their having reduced it to nothing in theory.
Whereas this obligation ought to be put upon the same foot with all other general ones,
which are not absolute and without exception: and our submission is due in all cases but
those, which we really discern to be exceptions to the general rule. And they who are perpetually displaying the exceptions, though they do not indeed contradict the meaning of any
particular texts of scripture, which surely intended to make no alteration in men’s civil
rights; yet they go against the general tenor of scripture. For the scripture, throughout the
whole of it, commands submission; supposing men apt enough of themselves to make the
exceptions, and not to need being continually reminded of them. Now if we are really under
any obligations of duty at all to magistrates, honour and respect, in our behaviour towards
them, must doubtless be their due. And they who refuse to pay them this small and easy
regard, who despise dominion, and speak evil of dignities,12 should seriously ask themselves, what
restrains them from any other instance whatever of undutifulness. And if it be principle, why
not from this? Indeed free government supposes, that the conduct of affairs may be inquired
into, and spoken of with freedom. Yet surely this should be only with decency, for the sake of
liberty itself; for its honour and its security. But be it done as it will, it is a very different
thing from libelling, and endeavouring to vilify the persons of such as are in authority. It
will be hard to find an instance, in which a serious man could calmly satisfy himself in doing
this. It is in no case necessary, and in every case of very pernicious tendency. But the
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immorality of it increases in proportion to the integrity and superior rank of the persons thus
treated. It is therefore in the highest degree immoral, when it extends to the supreme
authority in the person of a prince, from whom our liberties are in no imaginable danger,
whatever they may be from ourselves; and whose mild and strictly legal government could
not but make any virtuous people happy.
[21] A free government, which the good providence of God has preserved to us
through innumerable dangers, is an invaluable blessing. And our ingratitude to him in
abusing of it must be great in proportion to the greatness of the blessing, and the providential deliverances by which it has been preserved to us. Yet the crime of abusing this blessing13 receives further aggravation from hence, that such abuse always is to the reproach,
and tends to the ruin of it. The abuse of liberty has directly overturned many free governments, as well as our own, on the popular side; and has, in various ways, contributed to the
ruin of many, which have been overturned on the side of authority. Heavy therefore must be
their guilt, who shall be found to have given such advantages against it, as well as theirs
who have taken them.
[22] Lastly, the consideration, that we are the servants of God, reminds us, that we are
accountable to him for our behaviour in those respects, in which it is out of the reach of all
human authority; and is the strongest enforcement of sincerity, as all things are naked and open
unto the eyes of him with whom we have to do.14 Artificial behaviour might perhaps avail much
towards quieting our consciences, and making our part good in the short competitions of
this world: but what will it avail us considered as under the government of God? Under his
government, there is no darkness, nor shadow of death, where the workers of iniquity may hide themselves.15 He has indeed instituted civil government over the face of the earth, for the punishment of evil-doers, and for the praise, the apostle does not say the rewarding, but, for the praise of
them that do well.16 Yet as the worst answer these ends in some measure, the best can do it
very imperfectly. Civil government can by no means take cognizance of every work, which is
good or evil; many things are done in secret; the authors unknown to it, arid often the things
themselves: then it cannot so much consider actions, under the view of their being morally
good, or evil, as under the view of their being mischievous, or beneficial to society: nor can it
in any wise execute judgment in rewarding what is good, as it can, and ought, and does, in
punishing what is evil. But God shall bring every work into judgment, with every secret thing,
whether it be good, or whether it be evil.17

Notes
1. The hypocrisy laid to the charge of the Pharisees and Sadducees, in Matth. xvi. at the beginning, and in Luke xii. 54, is determinately this, that their vicious passions blinded them so as to prevent
their discerning the evidence of our saviour’s mission; though no more understanding was necessary to
discern it, than what they had, and made use of in common matters. Here they are called hypocrites
merely upon account of their insincerity towards God and their own consciences, and not at all upon
account of any insincerity towards men. This last indeed is included in that general hypocrisy, which,
throughout the gospels, is represented as their distinguished character; but the former is as much
included. For they were not men, who, without any belief at all of religion, put on the appearance of it
only in order to deceive the world: on the contrary, they believed their religion, and were zealous in it.
But their which they believed, and were zealous in, was in its nature hypocritical: for it was the form,
not the reality; it allowed them in immoral practices; and indeed was itself in some respects immoral, as
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they indulged their pride and uncharitableness under the notion of zeal for it. See Jer. ix. 6, Psalm
lxxviii. 36. Job iii. 19. and Matth. xv. 7–14. and xxiii. 13, 16, 19, 21, 26. where hypocrite, and blind are
used promiscuously. Again, the scripture speaks of the deceitfulness of sin; and its deceiving those who are
guilty of it: Heb. iii. 13. Eph. iv. 22. Rom. vii. 11. of men’s acting as if they could deceive and mock God: Is.
xxix. 15. Acts v. 3. Gal. vi. 7. of their blinding their own eyes: Matth. iii. 15. Acts xxviii. 27. and deceiving
themselves; which is quite a different thing from being deceived. I Cor. iii. 18. 1 Joh. i. 8. Gal. vi. 3. Jam.
i. 22, 26. Many more coincident passages might be mentioned: but I will add only one. In 2 Thess. ii. it
is foretold that by means of some force, some energy of delusion, men should believe the lye which is there
treated of: this force of delusion is not any thing without them, but somewhat within them, which it is
expressly said they should bring upon themselves, by not receiving the love of the truth, but having pleasure in
unrighteousness. Answering to all this is that very remarkable passage of our Lord, Matth. vi. 22, 23. Luke
xi. 34, 35. and that admonition repeated fourteen times in the New Testament, he that hath ears to hear,
let him hear. And the ground of this whole manner of considering things; for it is not to be spoken of as
only a peculiar kind of phraseology, but is a most accurate and strictly just manner of considering characters and moral conduct; the ground of it I say, is, that when persons will not be influenced by such
evidence in religion as they act upon in the daily course of life, or when their notions of religion (and I
might add of virtue) are in any sort reconcileable with what is vicious, ’tis some faulty negligence or
prejudice which thus deludes them; in very different ways, perhaps, and very different degrees. But
when any one is thus deluded through his own; fault, in whatever way or degree it is, he deludes himself. And this is as properly hypocrisy towards himself, as deluding the world is hypocrisy towards the
world: and he who is guilty of it acts as if lie could deceive and mock God; and therefore is an hypocrite
towards him, in as strict and literal a sense as the nature of the subject will admit.
2. Rom. viii. 21.
3. I Joh. iv. 18.
4. v. 13
5. v. 18.
6. Eph. ii. 12.
7. Prov. xi 3.
8. Is. v. 20
9. Psal. 1. 21.
10. Prov. xvii. 14.
11. Nec vitia nostra, nec remedia pati possumus Liv. L.I.c.i.
12. Jude viii
13. See p. 14, &c., &c.
14. Heb. iv. 13.
15. Job xxxiv. 22.
16. I Pet. ii. 14.
17. Eccl. xii. 14.
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Train up a child in the way he should go: and when he is old, he will not depart from it.
—PROVERBS xxii. 6.

[1] Human creatures, from the constitution of their nature and the circumstances in which
they are placed, cannot but acquire habits during their childhood, by the impressions which
are given them, and their own customary actions. And long before they arrive at mature age,
these habits form a general settled character. And the observation of the text, that the most
early habits are usually the most lasting, is likewise every one’s observation. Now whenever
children are left to themselves, and to the guides and companions which they choose, or by
hazard light upon, we find by experience, that the first impressions they take, and course of
action they get into, are very bad; and so consequently must be their habits, and character, and
future behaviour. Thus if they are not trained up in the way they should go, they will certainly
be trained up in the way they should not go, and in all probability will persevere in it, and
become miserable themselves, and mischievous to society: which, in event, is worse, upon
account of both, than if they had been exposed to perish in their infancy. On the other hand,
the ingenuous docility of children before they have been deceived, their distrust of themselves, and natural deference to grown people, whom they find here settled in a world where
they themselves are strangers; and to whom they have recourse for advice, as readily as for protection; which deference is still greater towards those who are placed over them: these things
give the justest grounds to expect that they may receive such impressions, and be influenced
to such a course of behaviour, as will produce lasting good habits; and, together with the dangers before mentioned, are as truly a natural demand upon us to train them up in the way they
should go, as their bodily wants are a demand to provide them bodily nourishment. Brute creatures are appointed to do no more than this last for their offspring, nature forming them by
instincts to the particular manner of life appointed them; from which they never deviate. But
this is so far from being the case of men, that, on the contrary, considering communities collectively, every successive generation is left, in the ordinary course of Providence, to be formed
343
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by the preceding one; and becomes good or bad, though not without its own merit or
demerit, as this trust is discharged or violated, chiefly in the management of youth.
[2] We ought, doubtless, to instruct and admonish grown persons; to restrain them
from what is evil, and encourage them in what is good, as we are able: but this care of youth,
abstracted from all consideration of the parental affection, I say, this care of youth, which is
the general notion of education, becomes a distinct subject, and a distinct duty, from the particular danger of their ruin, if left to themselves, and the particular reason we have to expect
they will do well, if due care be taken of them. And from hence it follows, that children have
as much right to some proper education, as to have their lives preserved; and that when this
is not given them by their parents, the care of it devolves upon all persons, it becomes the
duty of all, who are capable of contributing to it, and whose help is wanted.
[3] These trite, but most important things, implied indeed in the text, being thus
premised as briefly as I could express them, I proceed to consider distinctly the general manner in which the duty of education is there laid before us: which will further show its extent,
and further obviate the idle objections which have been made against it. And all this
together will naturally lead us to consider the occasion and necessity of schools for the education of poor children, and in what light the objections against them are to be regarded.
[4] Solomon might probably intend the text for a particular admonition to educate
children in a manner suitable to their respective ranks, and future employments: but certainly he intended it for a general admonition to educate them in virtue and religion, and
good conduct of themselves in their temporal concerns. And all this together, in which they
are to be educated, he calls the way they should go, i.e. he mentions it not as a matter of speculation, but of practice. And conformably to this description of the things in which children
are to be educated, he describes education itself: for he calls it training them up; which is a
very different thing from merely teaching them some truths, necessary to be known or
believed. It is endeavouring to form such truths into practical principles in the mind, so as to
render them of habitual good influence upon the temper and actions, in all the various occurrences of life. And this is not done by bare instruction; but by that, together with admonishing them frequently as occasion offers; restraining them from what is evil, and exercising
them in what is good. Thus the precept of the apostle concerning this matter is to bring up
children in the nurture and admonition of the Lord; as it were by way of distinction from
acquainting them merely with the principles of Christianity, as you would with any common
theory. Though education were nothing more than informing children of some truths of
importance to them, relating to religion and common life, yet there would be great reason
for it, notwithstanding the frivolous objections concerning the danger of giving them prejudices. But when we consider that such information itself is really the least part of it; and that
it consists in endeavouring to put them into right dispositions of mind, and right habits of
living, in every relation and every capacity; this consideration shows such objections to be
quite absurd: since it shows them to be objections against doing a thing of the utmost
importance at the natural opportunity of our doing it, childhood and youth; and which is
indeed, properly speaking, our only one. For when they are grown up to maturity, they are
out of our hands, and must be left to themselves. The natural authority on one side ceases,
and the deference on the other. God forbid, that it should be impossible for men to recollect
themselves, and reform at an advanced age: but it is in no sort in the power of others to gain
upon them; to turn them away from what is wrong, and enforce upon them what is right, at
that season of their lives, in the manner we might have done in their childhood.
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[5] Doubtless religion requires instruction, for it is founded in knowledge and belief
of some truths. And so is common prudence in the management of our temporal affairs. Yet
neither of them consist in the knowledge or belief even of these fundamental truths; but in
our being brought by such knowledge or belief to a correspondent temper and behaviour.
Religion, as it stood under the Old Testament, is perpetually styled the fear of God: under the
New, faith in Christ. But as that fear of God does not signify literally being afraid of him, but
having a good heart, and leading a good life, in consequence of such fear; so this faith in
Christ does not signify literally believing in him in the sense that word is used in common
language, but becoming his real disciples, in consequence of such belief.
[6] Our religion being then thus practical, consisting in. a frame of mind and course
of behaviour, suitable to the dispensation we are under, and which will bring us to our final
good; children ought, by education, to be habituated to this course of behaviour, and
formed into this frame of mind. And it must ever be remembered, that if no care be taken
to do it, they will grow up in a direct contrary behaviour, and be hardened in direct contrary habits. They will more and more corrupt themselves, and spoil their proper nature.
They will alienate themselves further from God; and not only neglect, but trample under
foot, the means which he in his infinite mercy has appointed for our recovery. And upon the
whole, the same reasons, which show, that they ought to be instructed and exercised in
what will render them useful to society, secure them from the present evils they are in danger of incurring, and procure them that satisfaction which lies within the reach of human
prudence, show likewise, that they ought to be instructed and exercised in what is suitable
to the highest relations in which we stand, and the most important capacity in which we
can be considered; in that temper of mind and course of behaviour, which will secure them
from their chief evil, and bring them to their chief good. Besides that religion’s the principal security of men’s acting a right part in society, and even in respect to their own temporal happiness, all things duly considered.
[7] It is true indeed, children may be taught superstition, under the notion of religion; and it is true also, that, under the notion of prudence, they may be educated in great
mistakes as to the nature of real interest and good, respecting the present world. But this is
no more a reason for not educating them according to the best of our judgment, than our
knowing how very liable we all are to err in other cases, is a reason why we should not, in
those other cases, act according to the best of our judgment.
[8] It being then of the greatest importance, that children should be thus educated,
the providing schools to give this education to such of them as would not otherwise have it,
has the appearance, at least at first sight, of deserving a place amongst the very best of good
work. One would be backward, methinks, in entertaining prejudices against it; and very forward, if one had any, to lay them aside, upon being shown that they were groundless. Let us
consider the whole state of the case. For though this will lead us some little compass, yet I
choose to do it; and the rather, because there are people who speak of charity-schools as a new
invented scheme, and therefore to be looked upon with I know not what suspicion. Whereas
it will appear, that the scheme of charity-schools, even the part of it which is most looked
upon in this light, teaching the children letters and accounts, is no otherwise new, than as
the occasion for it is so.
[9] Formerly not only the education of poor children, but also their maintenance, with
that of the other poor, were left to voluntary charities. But great changes of different sorts
happening over the nation, and charity becoming more cold, or the poor more numerous, it
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was found necessary to make some legal provision for them. This might, much more properly than charity-schools, be called a new scheme. For, without question, the education of
poor children was all along taken care of by voluntary charities, more or less: but obliging us
by law to maintain the poor, was new in the reign of queen Elizabeth. Yet, because a change
of circumstances made it necessary, its novelty was no reason against it. Now in that legal
provision for the maintenance of the poor, poor children must doubtless have had a part in
common with grown people. But this could never be sufficient for children, because their
case always requires more than mere maintenance; it requires that they be educated in some
proper manner. Wherever there are poor who want to be maintained by charity, there must
be poor children who, besides this, want to be educated by charity. And whenever there
began to be need of legal provision for the maintenance of the poor, there must immediately
have been need also of some particular legal provision in behalf of poor children for their education; this not being included in what we call their maintenance. And many whose parents
are able to maintain them, and do so, may yet be utterly neglected as to their education. But
possibly it might not at first be attended to, that the case of poor children was thus a case by
itself, which required its own particular provision. Certainly it would not appear, to the generality, so urgent a one as the want of food and raiment. And it might be necessary, that a
burden so entirely new as that of a poor-tax was at the time I am speaking of, should be as
light as possible. Thus the legal provision for the poor was first settled; without any particular consideration of that additional want in the case of children; as it still remains, with
scarce any alteration in this respect. I, the mean time, as the poor still increased, or charity
still lessened, many poor children were left exposed, not to perish for want of food, but to
grow up in society, and learn every thing that is evil and nothing that is good it; and when
they were grown up, greatly at a loss ill what honest way to provide for themselves, if they
could be supposed inclined to it. And larger numbers, whose case was not so bad as this, vet
were very fan’ from having due care taken of their education. And the evil went on increasing, till it was grown to such a degree, as to be quite out of the compass of separate charities
to remedy. At length some excellent persons, who were united in a Society1 for carrying on
almost every good work, took into consideration the neglected case I have been representing;
and first of all, as I understand it, set up charity-schools; or however pro[noted them, as far as
their abilities and influence could extend. Their design was not in any sort to remove poor
children out of the rank in which they were born, but, keeping them in it, to give them the
assistance which their circumstances plainly called for; by educating them in the principles
of religion, as well as civil life; and likewise making some sort of provision for their maintenance: under which last I include clothing them, giving them such learning, if it is to be
called by that name, as may qualify them for some common employment, and placing them
out to it as they grow up. These two general designs coincide in many respects, and cannot
be separated. For teaching the children to read, though I have ranked it under the latter,
equally belongs to both: and without some advantages of the latter sort, poor people would
not send their children to our charity-schools: nor could the poorest of all be admitted into
any schools, without some charitable provision of clothing. And care is taken, that it be such
as cannot but be a restraint upon the children. And if this, or any part of their education,
gives them any little vanity, as has been poorly objected, whilst they are children, it is scarce
possible but that it will have even a quite contrary effect when they are grown up, and ever
after remind them of their rank. Yet still we find it is apprehended that what they here learn
may set them above it.

White.qxd

7/12/2006

7:40 PM

Page 347

The London Charity Schools

347

[10] But why should people be so extremely apprehensive of the danger, that poor
persons will make a perverse use of every the least advantage, even the being able to read,
whilst they do not appear at all apprehensive of the like danger for themselves or their own
children, in respect of riches or power, how much soever; though the danger of perverting
these advantages is surely as great, and the perversion itself of much greater and worse consequence? And by what odd reverse of things has it happened, that such as pretend to be distinguished for the love of liberty should be the only persons who plead for keeping down the
poor, as one may speak; for keeping them more inferior in this respect, and which must be
the consequence, in other respects, than they were in times past? For till within a century or
two all ranks were nearly upon a level as to the learning in question. The art of printing
appears to have been providentially reserved till these latter ages, and then providentially
brought into use, as what was to be instrumental for the future in carrying on the appointed
course of things. The alterations which this art has even already made in the face of the world
are not inconsiderable. By means of it, whether immediately or remotely, the methods of carrying on business are, in several respects, improved, knowledge has been increased, and some
sort of literature is become general. And if this be a blessing, we ought to let the poor, in
their degree, share it with us. The present state of things and course of providence plainly
leads us to do so. And if we do not, it is certain, how little soever it be attended to, that they
will be upon a greater disadvantage, on many accounts, especially in populous places, than
they were in the dark ages: for they will be more ignorant, comparatively with the people
about them, than they were then; and the ordinary affairs of the world are now put in a way
which requires that they should have some knowledge of letters, which was not the case
then. And therefore to bring up the poor in their former ignorance, now this knowledge is so
much more common and wanted, would be, not to keep them in the same, but to put them
into a lower condition of life than what they were in formerly. Nor let people of rank flatter
themselves, that ignorance will keep their inferiors more dutiful and in greater subjection to
them: for surely there must be danger that it will have a contrary effect under a free government such as ours, and in a dissolute age. Indeed the principles and manners of the poor, as
to virtue and religion, will always be greatly influenced, as they always have been, by the
example of their superiors, if that would mend the matter. And this influence will, I suppose,
be greater, if they are kept more inferior than formerly in all knowledge and improvement.
But unless their superiors of the present age, superiors, I mean of the middle, as well as
higher ranks in society, are greater examples of publick spirit, of dutiful submission to
authority, human and divine, of moderation in diversions, and proper care of their families
and domestick affairs; unless, I say, superiors of the present age are greater examples of
decency, virtue, and religion, than those of former times; for what reason in the world is it
desirable that their example should have this greater influence over the poor? On the contrary, why should not the poor, by being taught to read, be put into a capacity of making
some improvement in moral and religious knowledge, and confirming themselves in those
good principles, which will be a great security for their following the example of their superiors if it be good, and some sort of preservative against their following if it be bad? And
serious persons will further observe very singular reasons for this amongst us; from the discontinuance of that religious intercourse between pastors and people in private, which
remain in Protestant churches abroad, as well as in the church of Rome, and from our small
publick care and provision for keeping up a sense of religion in the lower rank, except by
distributing religious books. For in this way they have been assisted; and any well-disposed
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person may do much good amongst them, and at a very trifling expense, since the worthy
Society before mentioned has so greatly lessened the price of such books. But this pious charity is an additional reason why the poor should be taught to read, that they may be in a
capacity of receiving the benefit of it. Vain indeed would be the hope, that any thing in this
world can be fully secured from. abuse. For as it is the general scheme of divine Providence
to bring good out of evil; so the wickedness of men will, if it be possible, bring evil out of
good. But upon the whole, incapacity and ignorance must be favourable to error and vice;
and knowledge and improvement contribute, in due time, to the destruction of impiety as
well as superstition, and to the general prevalence of true religion. But some of these observations may perhaps be thought too remote from the present occasion. It is more obviously
to the purpose of it to observe, that reading, writing, and accounts, are useful, and, whatever
cause it is owing to, would really now be wanted in the very lowest stations: and that the
trustees of our charity schools are fully convinced of the great fitness of joining to instruction
easy labour, of some sort or other, as fast as it is practicable; which they have already been
able to do in some of them.
[11] Then as to placing out the poor children, as soon as they are arrived at a fit age
for it; this must be approved by every one, as it is putting them in a way of industry under
domestick government, at a time of life, in some respects, more dangerous than even childhood. And it is a known thing, that care is taken to do it in a manner which does not set
them above their rank: though it is not possible always to do it exactly as one would wish.
Yet, I hope it may be observed without offence, if any of them happen to be of a very weakly
constitution, or of a very distinguished capacity, there can be no impropriety in placing these
in employments adapted to their particular cases; though such as would be very improper for
the generality.
[12] But the principal design of this charity is to educate poor children in such a manner, as has a tendency to make them good, and useful, and contented, whatever their particular station be. The care of this is greatly neglected by the poor: nor truly is it more regarded
by the rich, considering what might be expected from them. And if it were as practicable to
provide charity-schools, which should supply this shameful neglect in the rich, as it is to
supply the like, though more excusable, neglect in the poor, I should think certainly, that
both ought to be done for the same reasons. And most people, I hope, will think so too, if
they attend to the thing I am speaking of; which is the moral and religious part of education;
what is equally necessary for all ranks, and grievously wanting in all. Yet in this respect the
poor must be greatly upon a disadvantage, from the nature of the case; as will appear to any
one who will consider it.
[13] For if poor children are not sent to school, several years of their childhood of
course pass away in idleness and loitering. This has a tendency to give them perhaps a feeble
listlessness, perhaps a headstrong profligateness of mind; certainly an indisposition to proper
application as they grow up, and an aversion afterward, not only to the restraints of religion,
but to those which any particular calling, and even the nature of society, require. Whereas
children kept to stated orders, and who many hours of the day are in employment, are by this
means habituated both to submit to these who are placed over them, and to govern themselves; and they are also by this means prepared for industry, in any way of life in which they
may be placed. And all this holds abstracted from the consideration of their being taught to
read without which, however, it will be impracticable to employ their time: not to repeat the
unanswerable reasons for it before mentioned. Now several poor people cannot, others will

White.qxd

7/12/2006

7:40 PM

Page 349

The London Charity Schools

349

not be at the expense of sending their children to school. And let me add, that such as can
and are willing, yet if it be very inconvenient to them, ought to be eased of it, and the burden of children made as light as may be to their poor parents.
[14] Consider next the manner in which the children of the poor, who have vicious
parents, are brought up, in comparison with other children whose parents are of the same
character. The children of dissolute men of fortune may have the happiness of not seeing
much of their parents. And this, even though they are educated at home, is often the case, by
means of a customary distance between them, which cannot be kept amongst the poor. Nor
is it impossible that a rich man of this character, desiring to have his children better than
himself, may provide them such an education as may make them so, without his having any
restraint or trouble in the matter. And the education which children of better rank must
have, for their improvement in the common accomplishments belonging to it, is of course, as
yet, for the most part, attended with some sort of religious education. But the poor, as they
cannot provide persons to educate their children; so from the way in which they live together
in poor families, a child must be an eye and ear-witness of the worst part of his parents talk
and behaviour. And it cannot but be expected, that his own will be formed upon it. For as
example in general has very great influence upon all persons, especially children, the example
of their parents is of authority with them, when there is nothing to balance it on the other
side. Now take in the supposition, that these parents are dissolute, profligate people; then,
over and above giving their children no sort of good instruction, and a very bad example,
there are more crimes than one, in which, it may be feared, they will directly instruct and
encourage them; besides letting them travel abroad wherever they will, by which, of course,
they learn the very same principles and manners they do at home. And from all these things
together, such poor children will have their characters formed to vice, by those whose business it is to restrain them from it. They will be disciplined and trained up in it. This surely is
a case which ought to have some publick provision made for it. If it cannot have an adequate
one, yet such a one as it can: unless it be thought so rare as not to deserve our attention. But
in reality, though there should be no more parents of this character amongst the poor, in proportion, than amongst the rich, the case which I have been putting will be far from being
uncommon. Now, not withstanding the danger to which the children of such wretched parents cannot but be exposed, from what they see at home; yet by instilling into them the principles of virtue and religion at school, and placing them soon out in sober families, there is
ground to hope they may avoid those ill courses, and escape that ruin, into which, without
this care, they would almost certainly run. I need not add how much greater ground there is
to expect, that those of the children who have religious parents will do well. For such parents, besides setting their children a good example, will likewise repeat and enforce upon
them at home the good instructions they receive at school.
[15] After all, we find the world continues very corrupt. And it would be miraculous
indeed, if charity schools alone should make it otherwise: or if they should make even all who
are brought up in them proof against its corruptions. The truth is, every method that can be
made use of to prevent or reform the bad manners of the age, will appear to be of less effect,
in proportion to the greater occasion there is for it; as cultivation, though the most proper
that can be, will produce less fruit, or of a worse sort, in a bad climate than in a good one.
And thus the character of the common people, with whom these children are to live, in the
ordinary intercourse of business and company when they come out into the world, may more
or less defeat the good effects of their education. And so likewise may the character of men of
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rank, under whose influence they are to live. But whatever danger may be apprehended from
either or both of these, it can be no reason why we should not endeavour, by the likeliest
methods we can, to better the world, or keep it from growing worse. The good tendency of
the method before us is unquestionable. And I think myself obliged to add. that upon a comparison of parishes where charity-schools have been for a considerable time established, with
neighbouring ones, in like situations, which have had none, the good effects of them, as I am
very credibly informed, are most manifest. Notwithstanding I freely own, that it is
extremely difficult to make the necessary comparisons in this case, and form a judgment
upon them. And a multitude of circumstances must come in to determine, from appearances
only, concerning the positive good which is produced by this charity, and the evil which is
prevented by it; which last is full as material as the former, and can scarce be estimated at all.
But surely there can be no doubt whether it be useful or not, to educate children in order,
virtue, and religion.
[16] However, suppose, which is yet far from being the case, but suppose it should
seem, that this undertaking did not answer the expense and trouble of it, in the civil or political way of considering things. What is this to persons who profess to be engaged in it, not
only upon mere civil views, but upon moral and Christian ones? We are to do our endeavours
to promote virtue and religion amongst men, and leave the success to God: the designs of his
providence are answered by these endeavours, whether they will hear, or whether they will forbear;
i.e. whatever be the success of them: and the least success in such endeavours is a great and
valuable effect.2
[17] From these foregoing observations, duly considered, it will appear that the objections, which have been made against charity-schools, are to be regarded in the same light
with those which are made against any other necessary things; for instance, against providing
for the sick and the aged poor. Objections in this latter case could be considered no otherwise
than merely as warnings of some inconvenience which might accompany such charity, and
might, more or less, be guarded against, the charity itself being still kept up; or as proposals
for placing it upon some better foot. For though, amidst the disorder and imperfection in all
human things, these objections were not obviated, they could not however possibly be
understood as reasons for discontinuing such charity; because, thus understood, they would
be reasons for leaving necessitous people to perish. Well-disposed persons therefore will take
care, that they be not deluded with objections against this before us, any more than against
other necessary charities; as though such objections were reasons for suppressing them, or not
contributing to their support, unless we can procure an alteration of that to which we object.
There can be no possible reasons for leaving poor children in that imminent danger of ruin,
in which many of these must be left, were it not for this charity. Therefore objections against
it cannot, from the nature of the case, amount to more than reasons for endeavouring,
whether with or without success, to put it upon a right and unexceptionable foot, in the particular respects objected against. And if this be the intention of the objectors, the managers
of it have shown themselves remarkably ready to second them: for they have shown even a
docility in receiving admonitions of any thing thought amiss in it, and proposals for rendering it more complete: and, under the influence of this good spirit, the management of it is
really improving; particularly in greater endeavours to introduce manufactures into these
schools; and in more particular care to place the children out to employments in which they
are most wanted, and may be most serviceable, and which are most suitable to their ranks.
But if there be any thing in the management of them, which some particular persons think
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should be altered, and others are of a contrary opinion, these things must be referred to the
judgment of the public, and the determination of the publick complied with. Such compliance is an essential principle of all charitable associations; for without it they could not subsist at all: and by charitable associations, multitudes are put in mind to do good, who
otherwise would not have thought of it; and infinitely more good may be done, than possibly
can by the separate endeavours of the same number of charitable persons. Now lie who
refuses to help forward the good work before us, because it is not conducted exactly in his
own way, breaks in upon that general principle of union, which those who are friends to the
indigent and distressed part of our fellow-creatures will be very cautious how they do in any
case: but more especially will they beware, how they break in upon that necessary principle
in a case of so great importance as is the present. For the publick is as much interested in the
education of poor children, as in the preservation of their lives.
[18] This last, I observed, is legally provided for. The former is left amongst other
works of charity, neglected by many who care for none of these things, and to be carried on
by such only as think it their concern to be doing good. Some of you are able, and in a situation, to assist in it in an eminent degree, by being trustees, and overlooking the management
of these schools; or in different ways countenancing and recommending them; as well as by
contributing to their maintenance: others can assist only in this latter way. In what manner
and degree then it belongs to you, and to me, and to any particular person, to help it forward, let us all consider seriously, not for one another, but each of us for himself.
And may the blessing of Almighty God accompany this work of charity, which he has put
into the hearts of his servants, in behalf of these poor children; that being now trained up in
the way they should go, when they are old they may not depart from it. May he, of his mercy keep
them safe amidst the innumerable dangers of this bad world, through which they are to
pass, and preserve them unto his heavenly kingdom.
FINIS.

Notes
1.
2.

SOCIETY for promoting Christian Knowledge.
See the Bishop of Bristol’s Sermon before the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel
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I exhort, that first of all, supplications, prayers, intercessions, and giving of thanks be made for all
men: for kings, and for all that are in authority; that we may lead a quiet and peaceable life, in all
godliness and honesty.
—I Tim. II. I, 2

[1] It is impossible to describe the general end, which providence has appointed us to aim at
in our passage through the present world, in more expressive words than these very plain
ones of the apostle, to lead a quiet and peaceable life, in all godliness and honesty: a quiet and peaceable lift, by way of distinction, surely, from eager tumultuary pursuits in our private capacity,
as well as in opposition both to our making insurrections in the state, and to our suffering
oppression from it. To lead a quiet and peaceable life in all godliness and honesty, is the whole that
we have any reason to be concerned for. To this the constitution of our nature carries us; and
our external condition is adapted to it.
[2] Now in aid to this general appointment of providence, civil government has
been instituted over the world, both by the light of nature and by revelation, to instruct
men in the duties of fidelity, justice, and regard to common good, and enforce the practice
of these virtues, without which there could have been no peace or quiet amongst mankind;
and to preserve, in different ways, a sense of religion as well as virtue, and of God’s authority over us. For if we could suppose men to have lived out of government, they must have
run wild, and all knowledge of divine things must have been lost from among them. But
by means of their uniting under it, they have been preserved in some tolerable security
from the fraud and violence of each other; order, a sense of virtue, and the practice of it,
has been in some measure kept up; and religion, more or less pure, has been all along
spread and propagated. So that I make no scruple to affirm, that civil government has
been, in all ages, a standing publication of the law of nature, and an enforcement of it;
though never in its perfection, for the most part greatly corrupted, and I suppose always so
in some degree.
352
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[3] And considering, that civil government is that part of God’s government over the
world, which he exercises by the instrumentality of men, wherein that which is oppression,
injustice, cruelty, as coming from them, is under his direction, necessary discipline, and just
punishment; considering that all power is of God,1 all authority is properly of divine appointment; mens very living under magistracy might naturally have led them to the contemplation of authority in its source and origin; the one, supreme, absolute authority of almighty
God; by which he doeth according to his will in the army of heaven, and among the inhabitants of the
earth:2 which he now exerts, visibly and invisibly, by different instruments, in different forms
of administration, different methods of discipline and punishment; and which he will continue to exert hereafter, not only over mankind when this mortal life shall be ended, but
throughout his universal kingdom; till, by having rendered to all according to their works,
he shall have compleatly executed that just scheme of government, which he has already
begun to execute in this world, by their hands, whom he has appointed, for the present3 punishment of evil-doers, and for the praise of them that do well.
[4] And tho’ that perfection of justice cannot in any sort take place in this world, even
under the very best governments; yet under the worst, men have been enabled to lead much
more quiet and peaceable lives, as well as attend to and keep up a sense of religion much
more, than they could possibly have done without any government at all. But a free Christian government is adapted to answer these purposes in a higher degree, in proportion to its
just liberty, and the purity of its religious establishment. And as we enjoy these advantages,
civil and religious, in a very eminent degree, under a good prince, and those he has placed in
authority over us, we are eminently obliged to offer up supplications and thanksgivings in
their behalf; to pay them all that duty which these prayers imply; and to lead, as those advantages enable and have a tendency to dispose us to do, quiet and peaceable lives in all godliness
and honesty.
[5] Of the former of these advantages, our free constitution of civil government, we
seem to have a very high value. And if we would keep clear from abuses of it, it could not be
overvalued; otherwise than as every thing may, when considered as respecting this world
only. We seem, I say, sufficiently sensible of the value of our civil liberty. It is our daily boast,
and we are in the highest degree jealous of it. Would to God we were somewhat more judicious in our jealousy of it, so as to guard against its chief enemy, one might say, the only
enemy of it, we have at present to fear; I mean licentiousness; which has undermined so
many free governments, and without whose treacherous help no free government, perhaps,
ever was undermined. This licentiousness indeed is not only dangerous to liberty, but it is
actually a present infringement of it in many instances.—But I must not turn this good day
into a day of reproach. Dropping then the encroachments which are made upon our liberty,
peace, and quiet by licentiousness, we are certainly a freer nation than any other we have an
account of; and as free, it seems, as the very nature of government will permit. Every man is
equally under the protection of the laws; may have equal justice against the most rich and
powerful; and securely enjoy all the common blessings of life, with which the industry of his
ancestors, or his own, has furnished him. In some other countries the upper part of the world
is free, but in Great-Britain the whole body of the people is free. For we have at length, to the
distinguished honour of those who began, and have more particularly laboured in it, emancipated our northern provinces from most of their legal remains of slavery: for voluntary slavery
cannot be abolished, at least not directly, by law. I take leave to speak of this long-desired
work as done; since it wants only his concurrence, who, as we have found by many years
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experience, considers the good of his people as his own. And I cannot but look upon these
acts of the legislature in a further view, as instances of regard to posterity; and declarations of
its readiness to put every subject upon an equal foot of security and freedom, if any of them
are not so, in any other respects, which come into its view; and as a precedent and example
for doing it.
[6] Liberty, which is the very genius of our civil constitution, and runs through every
branch of it, extends its influence to the ecclesiastical part of it. A religious establishment
without a toleration of such as think they cannot in conscience conform to it, is itself a general tyranny; because it claims absolute authority over conscience: and would soon beget particular kinds of tyranny of the worse sort, tyranny over the mind, and various superstitions;
after the way should be paved for them, as it soon must, by ignorance. On the other hand, a
constitution of civil government without any religious establishment is a chimerical project,
of which there is no example: and which, leaving the generality without guide and instruction, must leave religion to be sunk and forgotten amongst them; and at the same time give
full scope to superstition, and the gloom of enthusiasm; which last, especially, ought surely
to be diverted and checked, as far as it can be done without force. Now a reasonable establishment provides instruction for the ignorant, withdraws them, not in the way of force, but
of guidance, from running after those kinds of conceits. It doubtless has a tendency likewise
to keep up a sense of real religion and real Christianity in a nation; and is moreover necessary
for the encouragement of learning; some parts of which the scripture revelation absolutely
requires should be cultivated.
[7] It is to be remarked further, that the value of any particular religious establishment is not to be estimated merely by what it is in itself, but also by what it is in comparison with those of other nations; a comparison which will sufficiently teach us not to expect
perfection in human things. And what is still more material, the value of our own ought to
be very much heightened in our esteem, by considering what it is a security from; I mean
that great corruption of Christianity, popery, which is ever hard at work to bring us again
under its yoke. Whoever will consider the popish claims, to the disposal of the whole earth,
as of divine right, to dispense with the most sacred engagements, the claims to supreme
absolute authority in religion; in short, the general claims which the canonists express by the
words, plenitude of power—whoever, I say, will consider popery as it is professed at Rome, may
see, that it is manifest, open usurpation of all human and divine authority. But even in those
Roman-catholick countries where these monstrous claims are not admitted, and the civil
power does, in many respects, restrain the papal; yet persecution is professed, as it is
absolutely enjoined by what is acknowledged to be their highest authority, a general council,
so called, with the pope at the head of it; and is practiced in all of them, I think without
exception, where it can be done safely. Thus they go on to substitute force instead of argument; and external profession made by force instead of reasonable conviction. And thus corruptions of the grossest sort have been in vogue, for many generations, in parts many of
Christendom; and are so still, even where popery obtains in its least absurd form: and their
antiquity and wide extent are insisted upon as proofs of their truth; a kind of proof, which at
best can be only presumptive, but which loses all its little weight, in proportion as the long
and large prevalence of such corruptions have been obtained by force.
[8] Indeed it is said in the book of Job, that the worship of the sun and moon was an iniquity to be punished by the judge.4 And this, though it is not so much as a precept, much less a
general one, is, I think, the only passage of scripture which can with any colour be alleged in
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favour of persecution of any sort: for what the Jews did, and what they were commanded to
do, under their theocracy, are both quite out of the case. But whenever that book was written, the scene of it is laid at a time when idolatry was in its infancy, an acknowledged novelty, essentially destructive of true religion, arising perhaps from mere wantonness of
imagination. In these circumstances, this greatest of evils, which afterwards laid waste true
religion over the face of the earth, might have been suppressed at once, without danger of
mistake or abuse. And one might go on to add, that if those to whom the care of this
belonged, instead of serving themselves of prevailing superstitions, had in all ages and countries opposed them in their rise, and adhered faithfully to that primitive religion, which was
received of old, since man was placed upon earth;5 there could not possibly have been any such
difference of opinion concerning the almighty governor of the world, as could have given any
pretence for tolerating the idolatries which overspread it. On the contrary, his universal
monarchy must have been universally recognized, and the general laws of it more ascertained
and known, than the municipal ones of any particular country can be. In such a state of religion, as it could not but have been acknowledged by all mankind, that immorality of every
sort was disloyalty to him, the high and lofty one that inhabited eternity, whose name is holy;6 so it
could not but have been manifest, that idolatry, in those determinate instances of it, was
plain rebellion against him; and therefore might have been punished as an offence, of the
highest kind, against the supreme authority in nature. But this is in no sort applicable to the
present state of religion in the world. For if the principle of punishing idolatry were now
admitted amongst the several different parties in religion, the weakest in every place would
run a great risk of being convicted of it; or however heresy and schism would soon be found
crimes of the same nature, and equally deserving punishment. Thus the spirit of persecution
would range without any stop or control, but what should arise from its want of power. But
our religious establishment disclaims all principles of this kind, and desires not to keep persons in its communion, or gain proselytes to it, by any other methods than the Christian ones
of argument and conviction.
[9] These hints may serve to remind us of the value we ought to set upon our constitution in church and state, the advantages of which are the proper subjects of our commemoration on this day; as his majesty has shown himself, not in words, but in the whole course of
his reign, the guardian and protector of both. And the blessings of his reign are not only rendered more sensible, but are really heightened, by its securing us from that pretender to his
crown, whom we had almost forgot, till our late danger renewed our apprehensions; who, we
know, is a professed enemy to our church; and grown old in resentments and maxims of government directly contrary to our civil constitution; nay his very claim is founded in principles destructive of it. Our deliverance and our security from this danger, with all the other
blessings of the king’s government, are so many reasons, for supplications, prayers, intercessions,
and giving of thanks, to which we are exhorted; as well as for all other dutiful behaviour
towards it; and should also remind us to take care and make due improvement of those blessings, by leading, in the enjoyment of them, quiet and peaceable lives, in all godliness and honesty.
[10] The Jewish church offered sacrifices even for heathen princes to whom they were
in subjection: and the primitive Christian church, the Christian sacrifices of supplications
and prayers for the prosperity of the emperor and the state; though they were falsely accused
of being enemies to both, because they would not join in their idolatries. In conformity to
these examples of the church of God in all ages, prayers for the king and those in authority
under him are part of the daily service of our own. And for the day of his inauguration a
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particular service is appointed, which we are here assembled in the house of God to celebrate. This is the first duty we owe to kings, and those who are in authority under them,
that we make prayers and thanksgivings for them. And in it is comprehended, what yet
may be considered as another, paying them honour and reverence. Praying for them is itself
an instance and expression of this, as it gives them a part in our highest solemnities. It also
reminds us of that further honour and reverence which we are to pay them, as occasions
offer, throughout the whole course of our behaviour. Fear God, honour the king,7 are apostolick precepts; and despising government, and speaking evil of dignities, apostolick descriptions
of such as are reserved unto the day of judgment to be punished.8 And if these evil speeches are so
highly criminal, it cannot be a thing very innocent to make a custom of entertaining ourselves with them.
[11] Further, if we are to pray, that we may, that it may be permitted us, to lead a quiet
and peaceable life, we ought surely to live so, when, by means of a mild, equal government, it
is permitted us: and be very thankful, first to God, and then to those whom he makes the
instruments of so great good to us, and pay them all obedience and duty; though every thing
be not conducted according to our judgment, nor every person in employment whom we
may think deserving of it. Indeed opposition, in a legal, regular way, to measures which a
person thinks wrong, cannot but be allowed in a free government. It is in itself just, and also
keeps up the spirit of liberty. But opposition, from indirect motives, to measures which he
sees to be necessary, is itself immoral: it keeps up the spirit of licentiousness; is the greatest
reproach of liberty, and in many ways most dangerous to it; and has been a principal means
of overturning free governments. It is well too if the legal subjection to the government we live
under, which may accompany such behaviour, be not the reverse of Christian subjection; subjection for wrath only, and not for conscience sake.9 And one who wishes well to his country will
beware how he inflames the common people against measures, whether right or wrong,
which they are not judges of. For no one can foresee how far such disaffection will extend;
but every one sees, that it diminishes the reverence which is certainly owing to authority.
Our due regards to these things are indeed instances of our loyalty, but they are in reality as
much instances of our patriotism too. Happy the people who live under a prince, the justice
of whose government renders them coincident.
[12] Lastly, as by the good providence of God we were born under a free government,
and are members of a pure reformed church, both of which he has wonderfully preserved
through infinite dangers; if we do not take heed to live like Christians, nor to govern ourselves with decency in those respects in which we are free, we shall be a dishonour to both.
Both are most justly to be valued: but they may be valued in the wrong place. It is no more a
recommendation of civil, than it is of natural liberty,10 that it must put us into a capacity of
behaving ill. Let us then value our civil constitution, not because it leaves us the power of
acting as mere humour and passion carry us, in those respects, in which governments less free
lay men under restraints; but for its equal laws, by which the great are disabled from
oppressing those below them. Let us transfer, each of us, the equity of this our civil constitution to our whole personal character; and be sure to be as much afraid of subjection to mere
arbitrary will and pleasure in ourselves, as to the arbitrary will of others. For the tyranny of
our own lawless passions is the nearest and most dangerous of all tyrannies.
[13] Then as to the other part of our constitution; let us value it, not because it leaves
us at liberty to have as little religion as we please, without being accountable to human judicatories; but because it affords us the means and assistances to worship God according to his
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word; because it exhibits to our view, and enforces upon our conscience, genuine Christianity, free from the superstitions with which it is defiled in other countries. These superstitions
naturally tend to abate its force: our profession of it in its purity is a particular call upon us to
yield ourselves up to its full influence; to be pure in heart;11 to be holy in all manner of conversation.12 Much of the form of godliness is laid aside amongst us: this itself should admonish us to
attend more to the power thereof.13 We have discarded many burdensome ceremonies: let us be
the more careful to cultivate inward religion. We have thrown off a multitude of superstitious practices, which were called good works: let us the more abound in all moral virtues,
these being unquestionably such. Thus our lives will justify and recommend the reformation; and we shall14 adorn the doctrine of God our saviour in call things.

Notes
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.

Rom. xliii. I.
Dan. iv. 35.
I Peter ii. 14.
Job xxxi. 26, 27, 28.
Job xx. 4.
Isaiah lvii. 15.
I Pet. li. 17.
2 Pet. ii. 10, 9.
Rom. xiii. 5.
Natural Liberty as opposed to necessity, or fate.

White.qxd

7/12/2006

7:40 PM

Page 358

The London Infirmary

And above all things have fervent charity among yourselves: for charity shall cover the multitude of sins.
—I PET. iv. 8

[1] As we owe our being, and all our faculties, and the very opportunities of exerting them,
to almighty God, and are plainly his and not our own, we are admonished, even tho’ we
should have done all those things which are commanded us, to say, we are unprofitable servants.1
And with much deeper humility must we make this acknowledgment, when we consider in
how many things we have all offended.2 But still the behaviour of such creatures as men, highly
criminal in some respects, may yet in others be such as to render them the proper objects of
mercy, and, our saviour does not decline saying, though: worthy of it.3 And, conformably to
our natural sense of things, the scripture is very express, that mercy, forgiveness, and, in general, charity to our fellow creatures, has this efficacy in a very high degree.
[2] Several copious and remote reasons have been alleged, why such pre-eminence is
given to this grace or virtue; some of great importance, and none of them perhaps without its
weight. But the proper one seems to be very short and obvious, that by fervent charity, with
a course of beneficence proceeding from it, a person may make amends for the good he has
blamably omitted, and the injuries he has done, so far, as that society would have no demand
upon him for such his misbehaviour; nor consequently would justice have any in behalf of
society, whatever it might have upon other accounts. Thus by fervent charity he may even
merit forgiveness of men: and this seems to afford a very singular reason why it may be graciously granted him by God; a very singular reason, the Christian-covenant of pardon always
supposed, why divine justice should permit, and divine mercy appoint, that such his charity
should be allowed to cover the multitude of sins.
[3] And this reason leads me to observe, what scripture and the whole nature of the
thing shows, that the charity here meant must be such hearty love to our fellow creatures, as
produce a settled endeavour to promote, according to the best of our judgment, their real
lasting good, both present and future; and not that easiness of temper, which, with peculiar
358
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propriety, is expressed by the word good-humour, and is a sort of benevolent instinct left to
itself, without the direction of our judgment. For this kind of good-humour is so far from
making the amends before mentioned, that, though it be agreeable in conversation, it is
often most mischievous in every other intercourse of life; and always puts men out of a capacity of doing the good they might, if they could withstand importunity, and the sight of distress, when the case requires they should be withstood: many instances of which cases daily
occur, both in publick and private. Nor is it to be supposed, that we can any more promote
the lasting good of our fellow creatures, by acting from mere kind inclinations, without considering what are the proper means of promoting it, than that we can attain our own personal good, by a thoughtless pursuit of every thing which pleases us. For the love of our
neighbour, as much as self-love, the social affections, as much as the private ones, from their
very nature, require to be under the direction of our judgment. Yet it is to be remembered,
that it does in no sort become such a creature as man to harden himself against the distresses
of his neighbour, except where it is really necessary; and that even well-disposed persons may
run into great perplexities, and great mistakes too, by being over-sollicitous in distinguishing, what are the most proper occasions for their charity, or who the greatest objects of it.
And therefore, as on the one side we are obliged to take some care not to squander that
which, one may say, belongs to the poor, as we shall do, unless we competently satisfy ourselves beforehand, that what we put to our account of charity will answer some good purpose; so on the other side, when we are competently satisfied of this, in any particular
instance before us, we ought by no means to neglect such present opportunity of doing good,
under the notion of making further inquiries: for of these delays there will be no end.
[4] Having thus briefly laid before you the ground of that singular efficacy, which the
text ascribes to charity in general; obviated the objection against its having this efficacy; and
distinguished the virtue itself from its counterfeits; let us now proceed to observe the genuineness and excellency of the particular charity, which we are here met together to promote.
[5] Medicine and every other relief, under the calamity of bodily diseases and casualties, no
less than the daily necessaries of life, are natural provisions, which God has made for our
present indigent state; and which he has granted in common to the children of men, whether
they be poor or rich: to the rich by inheritance, or acquisition; and by their hands to the disabled poor.
[6] Nor can there be any doubt, but that publick infirmaries are the most effectual
means of administering such relief; besides that they are attended with incidental advantage,
of great importance: both which things have been fully shown, and excellently enforced, in
the annual sermons upon this and the like occasions.
[7] But indeed publick infirmaries are not only the best they are the only possible means
by which the pool, especially in this city, can be provided, in any competent measure, with the
several kinds of assistance, which bodily diseases and casualties require. Not to mention poor foreigners; it is obvious no other provision can be made for poor strangers out of the country, when
they are overtaken by these calamities, as they often must be, whilst they are occasionally
attending their affairs in this centre of business. But even the poor who are settled here are in a
manner strangers to the people amongst whom they live; and, were it not for this provision,
must unavoidably be neglected, in the hurry and concourse around them, and be left unobserved to languish in sickness, and suffer extremely, much more than they could in less populous places; where every one is known to every one; and any great distress presently becomes the
common talk; and where also poor families are often under the particular protection of some or
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other of their rich neighbours, in a very different way from what is commonly the case here.
Observations of this kind show, that there is a peculiar occasion, and even a necessity, in such a
city as this, for publick infirmaries, to which easy admittance may be had: and here in ours no
security is required, nor any sort of gratification allowed; and that they ought to be multiplied,
or enlarged, proportionably to the increase of our inhabitants: for to this the increase of the poor
will always bear proportion; though less in ages of sobriety and diligence, and greater in ages of
profusion and debauchery.
[8] Now tho’ nothing, to be called an objection in the way of argument, can be
alleged against thus providing for poor sick people, in the properest, indeed the only way in
which they can be provided for; yet persons of too severe tempers can, even upon this occasion, talk in a manner, which, contrary surely to their intention, has a very malignant influence upon the spirit of charity—talk of the ill deserts of the poor, the good uses they might
make of being let to suffer more than they do, under distresses which they bring upon themselves, or however might, by diligence and frugality, provide against; and the idle uses they
may make of knowing beforehand, that they shall be relieved in case of those distresses. Indeed
there is such a thing as a prejudice against them, arising from their very state of poverty,
which ought greatly to be guarded against; a kind of prejudice to which perhaps most of us,
upon some occasions, and in some degree, may inattentively be liable, but which pride and
interest may easily work up to a settled hatred of them; the utter reverse of that amiable part
of the character of Job, that he was a father to the poor.4 But ’tis undoubtedly fit, that such of
them as are good and industrious should have the satisfaction of knowing beforehand, that
they shall be relieved under diseases and casualties: and those, ’tis most obvious, ought to be
relieved preferably to others. But these others, who are not of that good character, might possibly have the apprehension of those calamities in so great a degree, as would be very mischievous, and of no service, if they thought they must be left to perish under them. And tho’
their idleness and extravagance are very inexcusable, and ought by all reasonable methods to
be restrained; and they are highly to be blamed for not making some provision against age
and supposable disasters, when it is in their power; yet ’tis not to be desired, that the anxieties of avarice should be added to the natural inconveniences of poverty.
[9] It is said, that our common fault towards the poor is not harshness, but too great
lenity and indulgence. And if allowing them in debauchery, idleness, and open beggary; in
drunkenness, profane cursing and swearing in our streets, nay in our houses of correction; if
this be lenity, there is doubtless a great deal too much of it. And such lenity towards the poor
is very consistent with the most cruel neglects of them, in the extreme misery to which those
vices reduce them. Now though this last certainly is not our general fault; yet it cannot be
said every one is free from it. For this reason, and that nothing, which has so much as the
shadow of an objection against our publick charities, may be entirely passed over, you will
give me leave to consider a little the supposed case above mentioned, though possibly some
may think it unnecessary, that of persons reduced to poverty and distress by their own faults.
[10] Instances of this there certainly are. But it ought to be very distinctly observed,
that in judging which are such, we are liable to be mistaken: and more liable to it, in judging to what degree those are faulty, who really are so in some degree. However, we should
always look with mildness upon the behaviour of the poor; and be sure not to expect more
from them than can be expected, in a moderate way of considering things. We should be forward not only to admit and encourage the good deserts of such as do well, but likewise as to
those of them who do not, be ever ready to make due allowances for their bad education, or,
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which is the same, their having had none; for what may be owing to the ill example of their
superiors, as well as companions, and for temptations of all kinds. And remember always,
that be men’s vices what they will, they have not forfeited their claim to relief under necessities, till they have forfeited their lives to justice.
[11] Our heavenly father is kind to the unthankful and to the evil; and sendeth his
rain on the just and on the unjust. And, in imitation of him, our saviour expressly requires,
that our beneficence be promiscuous. But we have moreover the divine example for relieving
those distresses which are brought upon persons by their own faults; and this is exactly the
case we are considering. Indeed the general dispensation of Christianity is an example of this;
for its general design is to save us from our sins, and the punishments which would have
been the just consequence of them. But the divine example in the daily course of nature is a
more obvious and sensible one. And though the natural miseries which are foreseen to be
annexed to a vicious course of life are providentialiy intended to prevent it, in the same manner as civil penalties are intended to prevent civil crimes; yet those miseries, those natural
penalties admit of and receive natural reliefs, no less than any other miseries, which could
not have been foreseen or prevented. Charitable providence then, thus manifested in the
course of nature, which is the example of our heavenly Father, most evidently leads us to
relieve, not only such distresses as were unavoidable, but also such as people by their own
faults have brought upon themselves. The case is, that we cannot judge in what degree it was
intended they should suffer, by considering what, in the natural course of things, would be
the whole bad consequences of their faults, if those consequences were not prevented, when
nature has provided means to prevent great part of them. We cannot, for instance, estimate
what degree of present sufferings God has annexed to drunkenness, by considering the diseases which follow from this vice, as they would be if they admitted of no reliefs or remedies;
but by considering the remaining misery of those diseases, after the application of such
remedies as nature has provided. For as it is certain on the one side, that those diseases are
providential corrections of intemperance, it is as certain on the other, that the remedies are
providential mitigations of those corrections; and altogether as much providential, when
administered by the good hand of charity in the case of our neighbour, as when administered
by self-love in our own. Thus the pain, and danger, and other distresses of sickness and
poverty remaining, after all the charitable relief which can be procured; and the many uneasy
circumstance, which cannot but accompany that relief, though distributes with all supposable humanity; these are the natural corrections of idleness and debauchery, supposing these
vices brought on those miseries. And very severe corrections they are: and they ought not to
be increased by withholding that relief, or by harshness in the distribution of it. Corrections
of all kinds, even the most necessary ones, may easily exceed their proper bound: and when
they do so, they become mischievous; and mischievous in the measure they exceed it. And
the natural corrections which we have been speaking of would be excessive, if the natural
mitigations provided for them were not administered.
[12] Then persons who are so scrupulously apprehensive of every thing which can possibly, in the most indirect manner, encourage idleness and vice which, by the way, any thing
may accidentally do, ought to turn their thoughts to the moral and religious tendency of
infirmaries. The religious manner in which they are carried on has itself a direct tendency to
bring the subject of religion into the consideration of those whom they relieve; and, in some
degree, to recommend it to their love and practice, as it is productive of so much good to
them, as restored ease and health, and a capacity of resuming their several employments. It is
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to virtue and religion, they may mildly be admonished, that they are indebted for their
relief. And this, amongst other admonitions of their spiritual guide, and the quiet and order
of their house, out of the way of bad examples, together with a regular course of devotion.
which it were greatly to be wished might be daily; these means, it is to be hoped, with the
common grace of God, may enforce deeply upon their consciences those serious considerations, to which a state of affliction naturally renders the mind attentive, and that they will
return, as from a religious retreat, to their several employments in. the world, with lasting
impressions of piety in their hearts. By such united advantages, which these poor creatures
can in no sort have any other way, very remarkable reformations have been wrought. Persons
of the strictest characters therefore would give a more satisfactory proof, not to the world,
but to their own consciences, of their desire to suppress vice and idleness, by setting themselves to cultivate the religious part of the institution of infirmaries, which, I think, would
admit of great improvements; than by allowing themselves to talk in a manner which tends
to discountenance either the institution itself, or any particular branch of it.
[13] Admitting then the usefulness and necessity of these kinds of charity, which
indeed cannot be denied; yet every thing has its bounds. And, in the spirit of severity before
mentioned, ’tis imagined, that people are enough disposed, such, it seems, is the present turn, to
contribute largely to them. And some, whether from dislike of the charities themselves, or from
mere profligateness, think these formal recommendations of them at church every year might very well
be spared.
[14] But surely ’tis desirable, that a customary way should be kept open for removing
prejudices as they may arise against these institutions; for rectifying any misrepresentations
which may, at any time, be made of them; and informing the publick of any new emergencies; as well as for repeatedly enforcing the known obligations of charity, and the excellency
of this particular kind of it. Then sermons, you know, amongst protestants, always of course
accompany these more solemn appearances in the house of God: nor will these latter be kept
up without the other. Now publick devotions should ever attend and consecrate publick
charities. And it would be a sad presage of the decay of these charities, if ever they should
cease to be professedly carried on in the fear of God, and upon the principles of religion. It
may be added, that real charitable persons will approve of these frequent exhortations to
charity, even though they should be conscious that they do not themselves stand in need of
them, upon account of such as do. And such can possibly have no right to complain of being
too often admonished of their duty, till they are pleased to practise it. Tis true indeed, we
have the satisfaction of seeing a spirit of beneficence prevail, in a very commendable degree,
amongst all ranks of people, and in a very distinguished manner in some persons amongst
the highest; yet it is evident, too many of all ranks are very deficient in it, who are of great
ability, and of whom much might be expected. Though every thing therefore were done in
behalf of the poor which is wanted, yet these persons ought repeatedly to be told, how highly
blamable they are for letting it be done without them; and done by persons, of whom great
numbers must have much less ability than they.
[15] But whoever can really think, that the necessities of the disabled poor are sufficiently provided for already, must be strangely prejudiced. If one were to send you to them
themselves to be better informed, you would readily answer, that their demands would be
very extravagant; that persons are not to be their own judges in claims of justice, much
less in those of charity. You then, I am speaking to the hard people above mentioned, you
are to judge, what provision is to be made for the necessitous, so far as it depends upon
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your contributions. But ought you not to remember that you are interested, that you are
parties in the affair as well as they. For is not the giver as really so as the receiver? And as
there is danger that the receiver will err one way, is there not danger that the giver may err
the other? Since it is not matter of arbitrary choice, which has no rule, but matter of real
equity, to be considered as in the presence of God, what provision shall be made for the
poor? And therefore, though you are yourselves the only judges, what you will do in their
behalf, for the case admits no other; yet let me tell you, you will not be impartial, you will
not be equitable judges, until you have guarded against the influence which interest is apt
to have upon your judgment, and cultivated within you the spirit of charity to balance it.
Then you will see the various remaining necessities which call for relief. But that there are
many such must be evident at first sight to the most careless observer, were it only from
hence, that both this and the other hospitals are often obliged to reject poor objects which
offer, even for want of room, or wards to contain them.
[16] Notwithstanding many persons have need of these admonitions, yet there is a
good spirit of beneficence, as I observed, pretty generally prevailing. And I must congratulate you upon the great success it has given to the particular good work before us; great, I
think, beyond all example for the time it has subsisted. Nor would it be unsuitable to the
present occasion to recount the particulars of this success. For the necessary accommodations
which have been provided, and the numbers who have been relieved, in so short a time, cannot but give high reputation to the London Infirmary. And the reputation of any particular
charity, like credit in trade, is so much real advantage, without the inconveniences to which
that is sometimes liable. It will bring in contributions for its support; and men of character,
as they shall be wanted, to assist in the management of it; men of skill in the professions,
men of conduct in business, to perpetuate, improve, and bring it to perfection. So that you,
the contributors to this charity, and more especially those of you by whose immediate care
and economy it is in so high repute, are encouraged to go on with your labour of love,5 not only
by the present good, which you see is here done, but likewise by the prospect of what will
probably be done, by your means, in future times, when this infirmary shall become, as I
hope it will, no less renowned than the city in which it is established.
[17] But to see how far it is from being yet compleat, for want of contributions, one
need only look upon the settled rules of the house for admission of patients. See there the limitations which necessity prescribes, as to the persons to be admitted. Read but that one order,
though others might be mentioned, that none who are judged to be in an asthmatic, consumptive, or dying condition, be admitted on any account whatsoever. Harsh as these words
sound, they proceed out of the mouth of Charity herself. Charity pronounces it to be better,
that poor creatures, who might receive much ease and relief, should be denied it, if their case
does not admit of recovery, rather than that others, whose case does admit of it, be left to perish. But it shocks humanity to hear such an alternative mentioned; and to think, that there
should be a necessity, as there is at present, for such restrictions, in one of the most beneficent and best managed schemes in the world. May more numerous or larger contributions, at
length, open a door to such as these; that what renders their case in the highest degree compassionable, their languishing under incurable diseases, may no longer exclude them from
the house of mercy.
[18] But besides the persons to whom I have been now more particularly speaking,
there are others, who do not cast about for excuses for not contributing to the relief of the
necessitous; perhaps are rather disposed to relieve them; who yet are not so careful as they
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ought to be, to put themselves into a capacity of doing it. For we are as really accountable for
not doing the good which we might have in our power to do, if we would manage our affairs
with prudence, as we are for not doing the good which is in our power now at present. And
hence arise the obligations of economy upon people in the highest, as well as in the lower
stations of life, in order to enable themselves to do that good, which, without economy, both
of them must be incapable of; even though without it they could answer the strict demands
of justice; which yet we find neither of them can. A good man sheweth favour, and lendeth; and,
to enable himself to do so, he will guide, his affairs with discretion.6 For want of this, many a one
has reduced his family to the necessity of asking relief from those publick charities, to which
he might have left them in a condition of largely contributing.
[19] As economy is the duty of all persons without exception, frugality and diligence
are duties which particularly belong to the middle as well as lower ranks of men, and more
particularly still to persons in trade and commerce, whatever their fortunes be. For trade and
commerce cannot otherwise be carried on, but is plainly inconsistent with idleness and profusion: though indeed were it only from regard to propriety, and to avoid being absurd, every
one should conform his behaviour to what his situation in life requires, without which the
order of society must be broken in upon. And considering how inherited riches and a life of
leisure are often employed, the generality of mankind have cause to be thankful that their
station exempts them from so great temptations; that it engages them in a sober care of their
expenses, and in a course of application to business: especially as these virtues, moreover,
tend to give them, what is an excellent groundwork for all others, a stayed equality of temper
and command of their passions. But when a man is diligent and frugal, in order to have it in
his power to do good; when he is more industrious, or more sparing perhaps than his circumstances necessarily require, that he may have to give to him that needeth;7 when he labours in
order to support the weak such care of his affairs is itself charity, and the actual beneficence
which it enables him to practise is additional charity.
[20] You will easily see, why I insist thus upon these things, because I would particularly recommend the good work before us to all ranks of people in this great city. And I think
I have reason to do so, from the consideration, that it very particularly belongs to them to
promote it. The gospel indeed teaches us to look upon every one in distress as our neighbour,
yet neighbourhood in the literal sense, and likewise several other circumstances, are providential recommendations of such and such charities, and excitements to them; without
which the necessitous would suffer much more than they do at present. For our general disposition to beneficence would not be sufficiently directed, and in other respects would be
very ineffectual, if it were not called forth into action by some or other of those providential
circumstances, which form particular relations between the rich and the poor, and are of
course regarded by every one in some degree. But though many persons among you, both in
the way of contributions, and in other ways no less useful, have done even more than was to
be expected, yet I must be allowed to say, that I do not think the relation the inhabitants of
this city bear to the persons for whom our infirmary was principally designed, is sufficiently
attended to by the generality; which may be owing to its late establishment. It is you know
designed principally for diseased manufacturers, seamen in merchant-service, and their wives and
children: and poor manufacturers comprehend all who are employed in any labour whatever
belonging to trade and commerce. The description of these objects shows their relation, and
a very near one it is, to you, my neighbours, the inhabitants of this city. If any of your domestic servants were disabled by sickness, there is none of you but would think himself bound to
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do somewhat for their relief. Now these seamen and manufacturers are employed in your
immediate business. They are servants of merchants, and other principal traders; as much
your servants as if they lived under your roof: though by their not doing so, the relation is
less in sight. And supposing they do not all depend upon traders of lower rank in exactly the
same manner, yet many of them do; and they have all connexions with you, which give them
a claim to your charity preferably to strangers. They are indeed servants of the publick; and
so are all industrious poor people as well as they. But that does not hinder the latter from
being more immediately yours. And as their being servants to the publick is a general recommendation of this charity to all other persons, so their being more immediately yours is,
surely, a particular recommendation of it to you. Notwithstanding all this, I will not take
upon me to say, that every one of you is blamable who does not contribute to your infirmary,
for yours it is in a peculiar sense, but I will say, that those of you who do are highly commendable. I will say more, that you promote very excellent work, which your particular station is a providential call upon you to promote. And there can be no stronger reason than
this for doing any thing, except the one reason, that it would be criminal to omit it.
[21] These considerations, methinks, might induce every trader of higher rank in this
city to become a subscriber to the infirmary which is named from it; and others of you to
contribute somewhat yearly to it, in the way in which smaller contributions are given. This
would be a most proper offering out of your increase to him, whose blessing maketh rich.8 Let
it be more or less, every man according as he purposeth in his heart; not grudgingly, or of necessity: for God loveth a cheerful giver.9
[22] The large benefactions of some persons of ability may be necessary in the first
establishment of a publick charity, and are greatly useful afterwards in maintaining it: but
the expenses of this before us, in the extent and degree of perfection to which one would
hope it might be brought, cannot be effectually supported, any more than the expenses of
civil government, without the contribution of great numbers. You have already the assistance of persons of highest rank and fortune, of which the list of our governors, and the present appearance, are illustrious examples. And their assistance would be far from lessening by
a general contribution to it amongst yourselves. On the contrary, the general contribution to
it amongst yourselves, which I have been proposing, would give it still higher repute, and
more invite such persons to continue their assistance, and accept the honour of being in its
direction. For the greatest persons receive honour from taking the direction of a good work,
as they likewise give honour to it. And by these concurrent endeavours, our infirmary might
at length be brought to answer, in some competent measure, to the occasions of our city.
[23] Blessed are they who employ their riches in promoting so excellent a design. The
temporal advantages of them are far from coming up, in enjoyment, to what they promise at
a distance. But the distinguished privilege, the prerogative of riches, is, that they increase
our power of doing good. This is their proper use. In proportion as men make this use of
them, they imitate almighty God; and co-operate together with him, in promoting the happiness of the world; and may expect the most favourable judgment, which their case will
admit of, at the last day, upon the general, repeated maxim of the gospel, that we shall then
he treated ourselves as we now treat others. They have moreover the prayers of all good men,
those of them particularly whom they have befriended; and, by such exercise of charity, they
improve within themselves the temper of it, which is the very temper of heaven. Consider
next the peculiar force with which this branch of charity, almsgiving, is recommended to us
in these words; he that hath pity upon the poor lendeth unto the Lord:10 and in these of our saviour,
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verily I say unto you, inasmuch as ye have done it, relieved the sick and needy, unto one of the least
of these my brethren, ye have done it unto me.11 Beware you do not explain away these passages of
scripture, under the notion, that they have been made to serve superstitious purposes: but
ponder them fairly in your heart; and you will feel them to be of irresistible weight. Lastly,
let us remember, in how many instances we have all left undone those things which we
ought to have done, and done those things which we ought not to have done. Now whoever
has a serious sense of this will most earnestly desire to supply the good, which he was obliged
to have done, but has not, and undo the evil which he has done, or neglected to prevent; and
when that is impracticable, to make amends, in some other way, for his offences—I can mean
only to our fellow creatures. To make amends, in some way or other, to a particular person,
against whom we have offended, either by positive injury, or by neglect; is an express condition of our obtaining forgiveness of God, when it is in our power to make it. And when it is
not, surely the next best thing is to make amends to society by fervent charity, in a course of
doing good: which riches, as I observed, put very much within our power.
[24] How unhappy a choice then do those rich men make, who sacrifice all these high
prerogatives of their state, to tile wretched purposes of dissoluteness and vanity, or to the sordid itch of heaping up, to no purpose at all; whilst in the mean time they stand charged with
the important trust, in which they are thus unfaithful, and of which a strict account remains
to be given?
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[1] It is impossible for me, my brethren, upon our first meeting of this kind, to forbear
lamenting with you the general decay of religion in this nation; which is now observed by
every one, and has been for some time the complaint of all serious persons. The influence of it
is more and more wearing out the minds of men, even of those who do not pretend to enter
into speculations upon the subject: but the number of those who do, and who profess themselves unbelievers, increases, and with their numbers their zeal. Zeal, ’tis natural to ask—for
what? Why truly for nothing, but against every thing that is good and sacred amongst us.
[2] Indeed, whatever efforts are made against our religion, no Christian can possibly
despair of it. For he who has all power in heaven and hearth, has provided, that he will be with us
to the end of the world. Nor can the present decline of it, be any stumbling-block to such as are
considerate; since he himself has so strongly express’d what is as remarkably predicted in
other passages of scripture, the great defection from his religion which should be in the latter
days, by that prophetick question, when the son of man cometh, shall he find faith upon the earth?
how near this time is, GOD only knows; but this kind of scripture sings of it is too apparent.
For as different ages have been distinguish’d by different sorts of particular errors and vices,
the deplorable distinction of ours is, an avowed scorn of religion in some, and a growing disregard to it in the generality.
[3] As to the profess’d enemies of religion, I know not how often they may come in
your way; but often enough, I fear, in the way of some at least amongst you, to require consideration, what is the proper behaviour towards them. One would to be sure avoid great
familiarities with these persons; especially if they affect to be licentious and profane in their
common talk. Yet if you fall into their company, treat them with the regards which belong
to their rank; for so we must people who are vitious in any other respect. We should study
what St. James with wonderful elegance and expressiveness calls meekness of wisdom, in our
behavior towards all men; but more especially towards these men: not so much as being what
we owe to them, but to ourselves and our religion; that we may adorn the doctrine of GOD our
saviour, in our carriage towards those who labour to vilify it.
369
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[4] For discourse with them; the caution commonly given, not to attempt answering
objections which we have not considered is certainly just. Nor need any one in a particular
case be ashamed frankly to acknowledge his ignorance, provided it be not general. And tho’
it were, to talk of what he is not acquainted with, is a dangerous method of endeavouring to
conceal it. But a considerate person, however qualified he be to defend his religion, and
answer the objections he hears made against it, may sometimes see cause to decline that
office. Sceptical and profane men are extremely apt to bring up this subject at meetings of
entertainment, and such as are of the freer sort; innocent ones, I mean, otherwise I should not
suppose you would be present at them. Now religion is by far too serious a matter to be the
hackney subject upon these occasions. And by preventing its being made so, you will better
secure the reverence which is due to it, than by entering into its defense. Every one observes,
that mens having examples of vice often before their eyes, familiarises it to the mind, and has
a tendency to take off that just abhorrence of it which the innocent at first felt, even tho’ it
should not alter their judgment vice, or make them really believe it to be less evil and dangerous. In like manner, the hearing religion often disputed about in light familiar conversation,
has a tendency to lessen that sacred regard to it, which a good man would endeavour always
to keep up, both in himself and others. But this is not all: people are too apt inconsiderately
to take for granted, that things are really questionable, because they hear them often disputed, and even matters of fact the objects of our senses. But were it a consequence, were the
evidence of religion no more than doubtful, then it ought not to be concluded false any more
than true, nor denied any more than affirmed; for suspence would be the reasonable state of
mind with regard to it. And then it ought in all reason, considering its infinite importance,
to have nearly the same influence upon practice, as if it were thoroughly believed. For would
it not be madness for a man to forsake a safe road, and prefer to it one in which he acknowledges there is an even chance he should lose his life, though there is an even chance likewise
of his getting safe through it? Yet there are people absurd enough, to take the supposed
doubtfulness of religion for the thing as a proof of its falshood, after they have concluded it
doubtful from hearing it often called in question. This shows how infinitely unreasonable
sceptical men are, with regard upon this subject as much as the most extravagant enthusiasts. But further, cavilling and objecting upon any subject is much easier than clearing up
difficulties: and this last part will always be put upon the defenders of religion. Now a man
may be fully convinced of the truth of a matter, and upon the strongest reasons, and yet not
be able to answer all the difficulties which may be raised upon it.
[5] Then again, the general evidence of religion is complex and various. It consists of
a long series of things, one preparatory to and confirming another, from the very beginning
of the world to the present time. And ’tis easie to see, how impossible it must be, in a cursory conversation, to unite all this into one argument, and represent it as it ought; and,
could it be done, how utterly indisposed people would be to attend to it—I say in a cursory
conversation: whereas unconnected objections are thrown out in a few words, and are easily
apprehended, without more attention than is usual in common talk. So that, notwithstanding we have the best cause in the world, and tho’ a man were very capable of defending it,
yet I know not why he should be forward to undertake it upon so great a disadvantage, and
to so little good effect, as it must be done amidst the gaiety and carelessness of common
conversation.
[6] But then it will be necessary to be very particularly upon your guard, that you may
not seem by way of compliance, to join in with any levity of discourse respecting religion. Nor
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would one let any pretended argument against it pass intirely without expressing our thorough disapprobation. This last may sometimes be done by silence; for silence sometimes is
very expressive; as was that of our blessed SAVIOUR before the Sanhedrim, and before Pilate.
Or it may be done by observing mildly, that religion deserves another sort of treatment, or a
more thorough consideration than such a time, or such circumstances admit. However, as it
is absolutely necessary, that we take care, by diligent reading and study to be always prepared, to be ready always to give an answer to every man that asketh a reason of the hope that is in us;
so there may be occasions when it will highly become us to do it. And then we must take
care to do it in the spirit which the apostle requires, with meekness and fear:1 meekness towards
those who give occasions for entering into the defence of our religion; and with fear, not of
them, but of GOD; with that reverential fear, which the nature of religion requires, and
which is so far from being inconsistent with, that it will inspire proper courage towards men.
Now this reverential fear will lead us to insist strongly upon the infinite greatness of GOD’s
scheme of government, both in extent and duration, together with the wise connexion of its
parts, and the impossibility of accounting fully for the several parts, without seeing the
whole plan of providence to which they relate; which is beyond the utmost stretch of our
understanding. And to all this must be added the necessary deficiency of human language
when things divine are the subject of it. These observations are a proper full answer to many
objections, and very material with regard to all.
[7] But your standing business, and which requires constant attention, is with the
body of the people; to revive in them the spirit of religion which is so much declining. And
it may seem, that whatever reason there be for caution as to entering into an argumentative
defence of religion in common conversation, yet that ’tis necessary to do this from the pulpit, in
order to guard the people against being corrupted, however in some places. But then surely
it should be done in a manner as little controversial as possible. For tho’ such as are capable
of seeing the force of objections, are capable also of seeing the force of the answers which are
given to them; yet the truth is, the people will not competently attend to either. But ’tis
easie to see which they will attend to most. And to hear religion treated of, as what many
deny, and which has much said against it as well as for it; this cannot but have a tendency to
give them ill impressions at any time: and seems particularly improper for all persons at a
time of devotion; even for such as are arrived at the most settled state of piety,—I say at a
time of devotion, when we are assembled to yield ourselves up to the full influence of the
DIVINE PRESENCE, and to call forth into actual exercise every pious affection of heart. For
it is to be repeated, that the heart and course of affections may be disturbed when there is no
alteration of judgment. Now the evidence of religion may be laid before men without any air
of controversy. The proof of the being of GOD from final causes, or the design and wisdom
which appears in every part of nature; together with the law of virtue written upon our
hearts: the proof of Christianity from miracles, and the accomplishment of prophecies; and
the confirmation which the natural and civil history of the world give to the scriptural
account of things; these evidences of religion might properly be insisted on, in a way to affect
and influence the heart, tho’ there were no profest unbelievers in the world; and therefore
may be insisted on, without taking much notice that there are such. And even their particular objections may be obviated without a formal mention of them. Besides, as to religion in
general, it is a practical thing, and no otherwise a matter of speculation, than common prudence in the management of our worldly affairs is so. And if one were endeavouring to bring
a plain man to be more careful, with regard to this last, it would be thought a strange
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method of doing it, to perplex him with stating formally the several objections which men of
gaiety or speculation have made against prudence, and the advantages which they pleasantly
tell us folly has over it, tho’ one could answer those objections every so fully.
[8] Nor does the want of religion in the generality of the common people appear
owing to a speculative disbelief, or denial of it, but chiefly to thoughtlessness and the common temptations of life. Your chief business therefore is to endeavour to beget a practical
sense of it upon their hearts, as what they acknowledge their belief of, and profess they ought
to conform themselves to. And this is to be done, by keeping up as we are able, the form and
face of religion with decency and reverence, and in such a degree as to bring the thoughts of
religion often to their minds; and then endeavouring to make this form more and more subservient to promote the reality and power of it. The form of religion may indeed be where
there is little of the thing itself; but the thing itself cannot be preserved amongst mankind
without the form. And this form frequently occurring in some instance or other of it, will be
a frequent admonition to bad men to repent, and to good men to grown better; and also be
the means of their doing so.
[9] That which men have accounted religion in the several countries of the world,
generally speaking, has had a great and conspicuous part in all publick appearances, and the
face of it been kept up with great reverence throughout all ranks, from the highest to the
lowest; not only upon occasional solemnities, but also in the daily course of behaviour. In the
heathen world, their superstition was the chief subject of statuary, sculpture, painting and
poetry. It mixt itself with business, civil forms, diversions, domestick entertainments, and
every part of common life. The Mahometans are obliged to short devotions five times
between morning and evening. In Roman-catholick countries, people cannot pass a day
without having religion recalled to their thoughts, by some or other memorial of it; by some
ceremony or publick religious form occurring in their way: besides their frequent holidays,
the short prayers they are daily called to, and the occasional devotions injoyned by confessors.
By these means their superstition sinks deep into the minds of the people, and their religion
also into the minds as such among them as are serious and well-disposed. Our reformers considering that some of these observances were in themselves wrong and superstitious, and others of them made subservient to the purposes of superstition, abolished them, reduced the
form of religion to great simplicity, and injoined no more particular rules, nor left any thing
more of what was external in religion than was, in a manner, necessary to preserve a sense of
religion itself upon the minds of the people. But a great part of this neglected by the generality amongst us; for instance, the service of the church, not only upon common days, but
also upon saints days; and several other things might be mentioned. Thus they have no customary admonition, no publick call to recollect the thoughts of GOD and RELIGION from
one Sunday to another.
[10] It was far otherwise under the LAW. These words, says Moses to the children of
ISRAEL, which I command thee, shall be in thine heart. And thou shalt teach them diligently unto
thy children, and shalt talk of them when thou fittest in thine house, and when thou walkest by the
way, and when thou liest down, and when thou risest up.2 And as they were commanded this, so
’tis obvious how much the constitution of that law was adapted to effect it, and keep religion ever in view. And without somewhat of this nature, piety will grow languid even
among the better sort of men; and the worst will go on quietly in an abandoned course,
with fewer interruptions from within than they would have, were religious reflections
forced oftner upon their minds, and consequently with less probability of their amendment.
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Indeed in most ages of the church, the case of reasonable men has been, as there has been for
the most part occasion, to draw the people off from laying too great weight upon external
things; upon formal acts of piety. But the state of matters is quite changed now with us.
These things are neglected to a degree, which is and cannot but be attended with a decay of
all that is good. ’Tis highly seasonable now to instruct the people in the importance of
external religion.
[11] And doubtless under this head must come into consideration a proper regard to
the structures which are consecrated to the service of GOD. In the present turn of the age,
one may observe a wonderful frugality in every thing which has respect to religion, and
extravagance in every thing else. But amidst the appearances of opulence and improvement
in all common things, which are now seen in most places, it would be hard to find a reason,
why these monuments of ancient piety should not be preserved in their beauty and magnificence. But in the least opulent places they must be preserved in becoming repair; and every
thing relating to the divine service be, however, decent and clean; otherwise we shall vilify
the face of religion whilst we keep it up. All this is indeed principally the duty of others.
Yours is to press strongly upon them what is their duty in this respect, and admonish them
of it often if they are negligent.
[12] But then you must be sure to take care and not neglect that part of the sacred
fabrick which belongs to you to maintain in repair and decency. Such neglect would be great
impiety in you, and of most pernicious example to others. Nor could you with any success, or
any propriety, urge upon them their duty in a regard in which you yourselves should be
openly neglectful of it.
[13] Bishop Fleetwood has observed,3 that unless the good publick spirit of building,
repairing, and adorning churches prevails a great deal more among us, and be more encouraged, an
hundred years will bring to the ground an huge number of churches. This excellent prelate made this
observation forty years ago: and no one I believe will imagine, that the good spirit he has recommended prevails more at present than it did then.
[14] But if these appendages of the divine service are to be regarded, doubtless the
divine service itself is more to be regarded, and the conscientious attendance upon it, ought
often to be inculcated upon the people, as a plain precept of the gospel; as the means of grace,
and what has peculiar promises annext to it. But external acts of piety and devotion, and the
frequent returns of them are, moreover, necessary to keep up a sense of religion, which the
affairs of the world will otherwise wear out of mens hearts. And the frequent returns,
whether of publick devotions, or of any thing else, to introduce religion into mens serious
thoughts, will have an influence upon them, in proportion as they are susceptible of religion,
and not given over to a reprobate mind. For this reason, besides others, the service of the
church ought to be celebrated as often as you can have a congregation to attend it.
[15] But since the body of the people, especially in country places, cannot be brought
to attend it oftner than one day in a week, and since this is in no sort enough to keep up in
them a due sense of religion, it were greatly to be wished they could be persuaded to any
thing which might, in some measure, supply the want of more frequent publick devotions,
or serve the like purposes. Family prayers, regularly kept up in every house, would have a
great good effect.
[16] Secret prayer, as expressly as it is commanded by our SAVIOUR, and as evidently
as it is implied in the notion of piety, will yet, I fear, be grievously forgotten by the generality, ‘till they can be brought to fix for themselves certain times of the day for it; since this is
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not done to their hands, as it was in the Jewish church by custom or authority. Indeed, custom, as well as the manifest propriety of the thing, and examples of good men in scripture,
justify us in insisting, that none omit their prayers morning or evening, who have not
thrown off all regards to piety. But secret prayer comprehends not only devotions before men
begin and after they have ended the business of the day, but such also as may be performed
while they are employed in it, or even in company. And truely, if besides our more sett devotions morning and evening, all of us would fix upon certain times of the day, so that the
return of the hour should remind us, to say short prayers, or exercise our thoughts in a way
equivalent to this, perhaps there are few persons in so high and habitual a state of piety, as
not to find the benefit of it. If it took up no more than a minute or two, or even less time
than that, it would serve the end I am proposing; it would be a recollection, that we are in
the divine presence, and contribute to our being in the fear of the LORD all the day long.
[17] A duty of the like kind, and serving to the same purpose, is the particular
acknowledgement of GOD when we are partaking of his bounty at our meals. The neglect of
this is said to have been scandalous to a proverb, in the heathen world;4 but it is without
shame laid aside at the tables of the highest and the lowest rank among us.
[18] And as parents should be admonished, and it should be press’d upon their consciences, to teach their children their prayers and catechism, it being what they are obliged
to upon all accounts, so it is proper to be mentioned here, as a means by which they will
bring the principles of Christianity often to their own minds, instead of laying aside all
thoughts of it from weeks-end and weeks-end.
[19] General exhortations to piety, abstracted from the particular circumstance of it,
are of great use to such as are already got into a religious course of life: but, such as are not,
tho’ they be touch’d with them, yet when they go away from church, they scarce know where
to begin, or how to set about what they are exhorted to. And ’tis with respect to religion, as
in the common affairs of life, in which many things of great consequence intended, are yet
never done at all, because they may be done at any time, and in any manner; which would
not be, were some determinate time and manner voluntarily fix’d upon for the doing of
them. Particular rules and directions then concerning the times and circumstances of performing acknowledged duties, bring religion nearer to practice; and such as are really proper,
and cannot well be mistaken, and are easily observed.—Such particular rules in religion,
prudently recommended, would have an influence upon the people.
[20] All this indeed may be called form; as every thing external in religion may be
merely so. And therefore whilst we endeavour in these, and other like instances to keep the
form of godliness5 amongst those who are our care, and over whom we have any influence, we
must endeavour also that this form be made more and more subservient to promote the power
of it. Admonish them to take heed, that they mean what they say in their prayers, that their
thoughts and intentions go along with their words, that they really in their heart exert and
exercise before GOD the affections they express with their mouth. Teach them, not that
external religion is nothing, for this is not true in any sense; it being scarce possible, but that
it will lay some sort of restraint upon a mans morals; and ’tis moreover of good effect with
respect to the world about him. But teach them that regard to one duty will in no sort atone
for the neglect of any other. Endeavour to raise in their hearts such a sense of GOD as shall be
an habitual, ready principle of reverence, love, gratitude, hope, trust, resignation, and obedience. Exhort them to make use of every circumstance, which brings the subject of religion at
all before them, to turn their hearts habitually to him; to recollect seriously the thought of
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his presence in whom they live and move and have their being, and by a short act of their
mind devote themselves to his service.—If, for instance, persons would accustom themselves
to be thus admonished by the very sight of a CHURCH, could it be called superstition?
Enforce upon them the necessity of making religion their principal concern, as what the very
nature of the thing requires. Explain to them the terms of that covenant of mercy, founded in
the incarnation, sacrifice and intercession of CHRIST, together with the promised assistance
of the HOLY GHOST, not to supersede our own endeavours, but to render them effectual.
The greater festivals of the church, being instituted for commemorating the several parts of
the gospel history, of course lead you to explain these its several doctrines, and shew the
Christian Practice which arises out of them. And the more occasional solemnities of religion,
as well as these festivals, will often afford you the fairest opportunities of enforcing all these
things in familiar conversation. Indeed all affectation of talking piously is quite nauseous: and
tho’ there be nothing of this, yet men will easily be disgusted at the too great frequency or
length of these occasional admonitions. But a word of GOD and RELIGION dropp’d sometimes in conversation, gently, and without any thing severe or forbidding, in the manner of
it; this is not unacceptable. It leaves an impression, is repeated again by the hearers, and
often remembered by plain well-disposed persons longer than one would think. Particular
circumstances too which render men more apt to receive instruction, should be laid hold of
to talk seriously to their consciences. For instance, after a man’s recovery from a dangerous
sickness, how proper is it to advise him to recollect and ever bear in mind, what were his
hopes and fears, his wishes and resolutions, when under the apprehension of death; in order
to bring him to repentance, or confirm him in a course of piety, according as his life and
character has been. So likewise the terrible accidents which often happen from riot and
debauchery, and indeed almost every vice, are occasions providentially thrown in your way, to
discourse against these vices, in common conversation, as well as from the pulpit, upon any
such accidents happening in your parish, or in a neighbouring one. Occasions and circumstances of a like kind to some or other of these occur often, and ought, if I may so speak, to be
catched at, as opportunities of conveying instruction, both publick and private, with great
force and advantage.
[21] Publick instruction is absolutely necessary and can in no sort be dispensed with.
But as it is common to all who are present, many persons strangely neglect to appropriate
what they hear to themselves; to their own heart and life. Now the only remedy for this in
our power is a particular personal application, and a personal application makes a very different impression from a common, general one. It were therefore greatly to be wished, that
every man should have the principles of Christianity, and his own particular duty enforced
upon his conscience, in a manner suited to his capacity, in private. And besides the occasional
opportunities of doing this, some of which have been intimated, there are stated opportunities of doing it. Such, for instance, is confirmation: and the usual age for confirmation is that
time of life, from which youth must become more and more their own masters, when they
are often leaving their fathers house, going out into the wider world and all its numerous
temptations; against which they particularly want to be fortified by having strong and lively
impressions of religion made upon their minds. Now the 61st Canon expressly requires, that
every minister that hath care of souls shall use his best endeavour to prepare and made able—
as many as he can to be confirmed; which cannot be done as it ought without such personal
application to each candidate in particular as I am recommending. Another opportunity for
doing this is, when any one of our parishioners signifies his name, as intending for the first
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time to be partaker of the communion. The rubrick requires, that all persons whenever they
intend to receive, shall signifie their names before-hand to the minister; which if it be not
insisted upon in all cases, ought absolutely to be insisted upon for the first time. Now this
even lays it in your way to discourse with them in private upon the nature and benefits of
this sacrament, and enforce upon them the importance and necessity of religion. However I
do not mean to put this upon the same foot with catechizing youth and preparing them for
confirmation; these being indispensable obligations and expressly commanded by our
canons. This private intercourse with your parishioners preparatory to their first communion, let it, if you please, be considered as a voluntary service to religion on your part, and a
voluntary instance of docility on theirs. I will only add as to this practice that it is regularly
kept up by some persons, and particularly by one, whose exemplary behaviour in every part
of the pastoral office, is enforced upon you by his station of authority and influence in [this
part6 especially of] the diocese.
[22] I am very sensible, my brethren, that some of these things, in places where they
are greatly wanted, are impracticable, from the largeness of parishes, suppose. And where
there is no impediment of this sort, yet the performance of them will depend upon others, as
well as upon you. People cannot be admonished or instructed in private, unless they will permit it. And little will you be able to do in forming the minds of children to a sense of religion,
if their parents will not assist you in it: and yet much less, if they will frustrate your endeavours, by their bad example, and giving encouragement to their children to be dissolute. the
like is to be said also of our influence in reforming the common people in general, in proportion as their superiors act in like manner to such parents; and whilst they, the lower people I
mean, must have such numerous temptations to drunkenness and riot every where placed in
their way. And ’tis cruel usage we often meet with, in being censured for not doing what we
cannot do, without, what we cannot have, the concurrence of our censures. Doubtless very
much reproach which now lights upon the clergy, would be found to fall elsewhere, if due
allowances were made for things of this kind. But then we, my brethren, must take care and
not make more than due allowances for them. If others deal uncharitably with us, we must
deal impartially with ourselves, as in a matter of conscience, in determining what good is in
our power to do: and not let indolence keep us from setting about what really is in our power;
nor any heat of temper create obstacles in the prosecution of it, or render insuperable such as
we find, when perhaps gentleness and patience would prevent, or overcome them.
[23] Indeed all this diligence to which I have been exhorting you and myself, for
GOD forbid I should not consider myself as included in all the general admonitions you
receive from me; all this diligence in these things does indeed suppose, that we give ourselves
wholly to them. It supposes, not only that we have a real sense of religion upon our own minds,
but also, that to promote the practice of it in others is habitually uppermost in our thought
and intention, as the business of our lives. And this my brethren, is the business of our lives,
in every sense, and upon every account. ’Tis the general business of all Christians as they have
opportunity: ’tis our particular business. ’Tis so as we have devoted ourselves to it by the
most solemn engagements; as, according to our Lord’s appointment, we live of the gospel;7 and as
the preservation and advancement of religion on in such and such districts, are, in some
respects, our appropriated trust.
[24] By being faithful in the discharge of this our trust, by thus taking heed to the ministry we have received in the Lord that we fulfill it,8 we shall do our part towards reviving a practical sense of religion amongst the people committed to our care. And this will be the
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securest barrier against the efforts of infidelity; a great source of which plainly is, the endeavour to get rid of religious restraints. But whatever be our success with regard to others, we
shall have the approbation of our consciences, and may rest assured, that, as to ourselves at
least, our labour is not in vain in the LORD.9
FINIS.
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Visitation of the Sick

[1] Extremes beget each other. People lay too much stress on the dying state of mind: but
extravagantly too much on the forms used then. Others quiet themselves in hope of what
they shall do for themselves or their ministers for them at death. Hence bad men ridicule &
better men neglect the office of visiting the sick. But things are not useless because they have
not all the extravagant uses which are ascribed to them. Ministers having knowledge of sickness required to visit Can 67. & promise it in ordination. We should take it for granted we
are desired unless we see cause to the contrary. Our assistance wd be kindly taken wn not
asked through lowness of spirits, negligence of attendants or fear of being troublesome.
[2] God means to remind us by sickness of our dependence on him. Desiring the minister to pray with or for them owns that dependence. Not desiring it is a mark of the increase
of irreligion. Many avoid as much as possible the thought of death even wn it happens to one
in their own family. But leaving men to die like the beasts that perish without admonition or
any exercise of piety performed by them with them or for them helps to separate the ideas of
death & religion & future judgment & thus the view of death will harden persons in impenitence whereas the occasion is a very advantageous one for serious impressions to all by
standers as well as the persons concerned.
[3] Indeed without a good life no preparation for death can be depended on: men are
so exceeding liable to mistake mere terrors of conscience for repentance. But if God gives
men the particular warning of sickness they shd take it, though they have made a general
preparation: & if they have had bad lives, it is not indifferent how they die, & we know not
how important it may be.
[4] Men are often easily brought in sickness to give & ask forgiveness, wch in health
they neglect tho a strict duty, & also to settle their affairs: now there the minister is directed
to remind them of. Also to wean their hearts from the world, repent, exercise faith, trust, resignation thankfulness for wch may produce the peaceable fruits of righteousness. And wh
sickness is the plain consequence of vice, we shd humbly acquiesce in it as a correction for
them & accept the punishment of our iniquities Lev. 26. 41, 43. Thus we shd look on death. We
381

White.qxd

382

7/12/2006

7:40 PM

Page 382

Fragments

say it is natural, the scripture more properly saith, it is appointed unto man to die. We shd
receive it as the penalty of sin. But wn we consider it as introductory to a future judgement,
we are apt to despond in a dangerous sickness & our mind needs as much assistance as our
bodies & common humanity as much requires giving it. The sins & imperfections of the best
as viewed by them then, require to have his mercies who is able to save to the uttermost all
that come to the Father by him set before them. But the difficulty is speaking to bad persons
who seem penitent & to their friends concerning them. Any thing that can be called repentance is better than impenitence, & doth good in proportion to its kind and degree. We
know not how far ignorance, temptation, want of admonition may alleviate: nor can set
bounds to the mercy of the gospel which is a dispensation of mercy beyond the ordinary
course of nature. But neither we nor deathbed penitents can say, whether their penitence be
true, so many having returned to bad courses according to that most just because most loathsome description The Dog &c The efficacy of Xs atonement is infinite, but the question is
whether we are qualified to partake of it, consistently with the ends of divine government: &
this in this case God only knows. They must be brought to resign themselves to him, submitting to die, in fear that shd they live they might return to their sins, yet resolving & hoping the contrary, & so quietly leave themselves in God’s good hands. Such distrust not God
but themselves as the case requires.
[5] It is easier to compose such a dying penitent thus than to satisfy his friends. For
real contrition renders men humble & reasonable, & ready to acquiesce in a doubtful hope of
wt they feel themselves unworthy of. But the love & sorrow & partiality of friends makes
them violent. And we must be infinitely cautious not to encourage them in wrong presumptions by wt we say to the sick.
[6] Visitation of the sick is as necessary with a view to their recovery as their death
that they may use their restored health & threatened life better. They easily resolve well then
and if reminded afterwards of their fears wishes & resolutions it may be hoped these will settle into a principle of faith or Xn piety wch faith always means wn its is made the condition
of acceptance in the gospel as fear of God always doth in OT. Thus their sickness will be not
unto death but for the glory of God.
[7] Ministers shd not only be ready to visit the sick but in preaching and conversation
shew them their need of this assistance. And shd remember the time will soon come wn we
shall be in the circumstance in which we are now called upon to assist others. Happy if we
can then apply to our selves the transporting words of St Paul I have fought & 2 Tim 4.
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[1] God cannot approve of any thing but what is in itself Right, Fit, Just. We should worship and endeavour to obey Him with his Consciousness and Recollection. To endeavour to
please a man merely, is a different thing from endeavouring to please him as a wise and good
man, i.e., endeavouring to please him in the particular way, of behaving towards him as we
think the relations we stand in to him as we think the relations we stand in to him, and the
intercourse we have with him, require.
[2] Almighty God is to be sure infinitely removed from al those human weaknesses
which we express by the words, captious, apt to take offense, &c. But an unthinking world
does not consider what may b absolutely due to him from all creatures capable of considering
themselves as his creatures. Recollect the idea, inadequate as it is, which we have of God, and
the idea of ourselves, and carelessness with regard to him, whether we are to worship him all,
whether we worship him in a right manner or conceited confidence that we do so, will seem
to imply unspeakable presumption. Neither do we know what necessary, unalterable connexion there may be, between moral right and happiness, moral wrong and misery
[3] Sincerity is doubtless the thing, and not whether we hit the right manner, &c. But
a sense of the imperfection of our worship, apprehension that it may be, and a degree of fear
that it is, in some respects erroneous, may perhaps be a temper of mind not unbecoming such
poor creatures as we are, in our address to God. In proportion as we are assured that God cannot be offended with us, but indifference whether what we do be materially, or in the nature
of the thing abstracted from our way of considering it, Good and Right,—such indifference
is utterly inconsistent with sincerity.
[4] No person who has just notions of God can be afraid of his displeasure any further
than as he is afraid of his own character, whether it be what it ought: but so far as a man has
reason to fear his own character, so far there must be reason to fear God’s displeasure, or disapprobation; not from any doubt of his perfection and goodness, but merely from the belief of it.
[5] Is it possible that people can be scepticks in opinion, and yet without any doubtfulness, or solicitude about their actions or behaviour?
383
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II.
[6] What a wonderful incongruity it is for a man to see the doubtfulness in which things are
involved, and yet be impatient out of action, or vehement in it! Say a man is a sceptick, and
add what was said of Brutus, quicquid vult valde vult, and you say, there is the greatest contrariety between his understanding and his temper that can be expressed in words.
[7] In general a man ought not to do other people’s duty for them; for their duty was
appointed them for their exercise; and besides, who will do it in case of his death? Nor has a
man any right to raise in others such a dependence upon him as that they must be miserable
in case of his death, tho’ whilst he lives he answers that dependence.
[8] Hobbs’ definition of benevolence, that ’tis the love of power is base and false, but
there is more of truth in it than appears at first sight; the real benevolence of men being, I
think, for the most part, not indeed the single love of power, but the love of power to be
exercised in the way of doing good or happiness of others by whomsoever effected, which last
I call single or simple benevolence. How little there is of this in the world may appear by
observing, how many persons can bear with great tranquility that a friend or child should
live in misery, who yet cannot bear the thought of their death.
[9] Good men surely are not trusted in this world as they deserve, yet ’tis seldom, very
seldom their goodness which makes them disliked, even in cases where it may seem to be so;
but ’tis some behaviour or other, which however excusable, perhaps infinitely overbalanced
by their virtues, yet is offensive, possibly wrong; however such, it may be, as would pass off
very well in a man of the world.

III.
[10] Shall I not be faithful to God? If he puts a part upon me to do, shall I neglect or refuse
it? A part to suffer, and shall I say I would not if I could help it? Can words more ill-sorted,
more shocking be put together? and is not the thing expressed by them more so, tho’ not
expressed in words? What then shall I prefer to the sovereign good, supreme excellence,
absolute perfection? To whom shall I apply for direction in opposition to infinite wisdom?
To whom for protection against almighty power?
Sunday Evening, June 13, 1742.

[11] Hunger and thirst after righteousness till filled with it by being made partaker of
the divine nature.
[12] Ad te levo oculos neos, qui habitus in coelis. Sicut oculi servorum intenti sunt ad
manus dominorum suorum, sicunt oculi ancillae ad manum dominae suae; ita oculi nostril
ad deum nostrum, donec misereatur nostril.
[13] As all my passions and affections to my reason such as it is, so in consideration of
the fallibility and infinite deficiencies of this my reason, I would subject it to God, that he
may guide and succour it.
[14] Our wants as creatures: our demerits as sinners.
[15] That I may have a due sense of the hand of God in every thing, and then put
myself into his hand to lead me through whatever ways he shall think fit: either to add to my
burden, or lighten it, or wholly discharge me of it.
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[16] Be more afraid of myself than of the world.
[17] To discern the hand of God in every thing and have a due sense of it.
[18] Instead of deluding oneself in imagining one should behave well in times and
circumstances other than those in which one is placed, to take care & be faithful & behave
well in those one is placed in.
[19] That god would please to make my way plain before my face, and deliver me
from offending the scrupulousness of any, or it not, O assist me to act the right part under it!
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O Almighty God, Maker and Preserver of the world, Governor and Judge of all creatures,
whom thou hast endued with understanding so as to render them accountable for their
actions and capable of being judged for them; we prostrate ourselves as in thy presence, and
worship thee the sovereign Lord of all, in whom we live and move and have our being. The
greatness and perfection of thy nature is infinitely beyond all possible comprehension, but in
proportion to our capacities we would endeavour to have a true conception of thy divine
majesty, and to live under a just sense and apprehension of it: that we may fear thee and hope
in thee as we entirely depend upon thee and hope in three as we entirely depend upon thee:
that we may love thee as supremely good, and have our wills conformed to thy will in all
righteousness and truth: that we may be thankful to thee for every thing we enjoy, as the gift
of thine hand, and be patient under every affliction as what thou sendest or permittest.
We desire to be duly sensible of what we have done amiss, and we solemnly resolve
before thee, that for the time to come we will endeavour to obey all thy commands as they
are made known to us.
We are thy creatures by nature; we give up ourselves to be thy servants voluntarily and
by choice, and present ourselves, body and soul, a living sacrifice to thee.
But, O almighty God, as thou hast manifested thyself to the world by Jesus Christ; as thou
hast given him to be a propitiation for the sins of it, and the mediator between God and man; we
lay hold with all humility and thankfulness on so inestimable a benefit, and come unto thee
according to thine appointment in his name, and in the form and manner which he has taught us.
Our Father, &c.

MORNING PRAYER
Almighty God, by whose protection we were preserved the night passed, and are here before
thee this morning in health and safety; we dedicate this day, and all the days we have to live
386
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to thy service; resolving, that we will abstain from all evil, that we will take heed to the
thing that is right in all our actions, and endeavour to do our duty in that state of life in
which thy providence has placed us. We would remind ourselves that we are always, wherever we may go, in thy presence. We would be always in they fear; and we beg the continuence of thy merciful protection, and that thou would’st guide and keep us in all our ways
through Jesus Christ our Lord.

EVENING PRAYER
Almighty God, whose continued providence ordereth all things both in heaven and earth;
who never slumberest nor sleepest; but hast divided the light from the darkness, and made
the day for employment and the night for rest to thy creatures the inhabitants of the earth:
we acknowledge with all thankfulness thy merciful preservation of us this day, by which we
are brought in safety to the evening of it. We implore thy forgiveness of all the offences
which we have been guilty of in it, whether in thought, word, or deed; and desire to have a
due sense of thy goodness in keeping us out of the way of those temptations by which we
might have fallen into greater sins, and in preserving us from those misfortunes and sad accidents, common to every day, and which must have befallen many others. We humbly commit ourselves to the same good providence this night, that we may sleep in quiet under they
protection, and wake, if it be thy will, in the morning in renewed life and strength. And we
beg the assistance of thy grace to live in such a manner, that when the few days and nights
which thou shalt allot us in this world be passed away, we may die in peace, and finally
obtain the resurrection unto eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord.
Almighty God, whose tender mercies are over all thy works, who feedest the fowls of
the air and the beasts of the field, and hast given unto us all things that pertain unto life and
godliness, we desire to have our souls possessed with a due sense of thy blessings, and to
show forth our thankfulness by moderation and temperance in the use of them, by being
kind and compassionate to those who are in distress, and by all those good works which thou
hast appointed us to walk in. And we humbly hope we shall at last experience all thy goodness to us consummate in that future state, which thou hast prepared for them that love and
fear thee through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
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When Butler’s editors are cited by name only, it is presumed their comments are found “at
the place” in their respective editions as given in the Bibliography. Comments on notes may
be sent to: Butler, PO Box 10704, Rochester, NY 14610 USA.

NOTES ON THE LETTERS TO CLARKE
CLARKE LETTERS TITLE-PAGE SEVERAL LETTERS TO THE Reverend Dr.
CLARKE, FROM A Gentleman in Glocestershire, Relating to the FIRST VOLUME OF
THE Foregoing SERMONS; WITH THE Dr’s ANSWERS THEREUNTO. LONDON,
Printed for James Knapton, at the Crown in St Paul’s Church-Yard. 1716.
CLARKE LETTERS: LETTER 1.1

to satisfy my own mind, but also . . . to defend . . . against all opposers
Thus from the start and throughout his career, Butler was both a theologian in the tradition of faith seeking understanding and an apologist for Christianity.
which follow from them
Butler’s view on faith and reason never changed: revelation may be accepted, but only
so far as such acceptance follows from claims defended as truths of natural religion, religion
based on reason. In all his writings, Butler uses probable . . . demonstrative to distinguish
the main types of inference, but in his Fifteen Sermons and The Analogy of Religion, he is almost
entirely concerned with probable arguments and only occasionally considers demonstrative
arguments, such as are his principal concern here.
your book on those subjects
Butler refers to Samuel Clarke’s Boyle Lectures delivered in 1704–5 and published as
A Discourse Concerning the Being and Attributes of God, the Obligations of Natural Religion, and the
Truth and Certainty of the Christian Revelation by Knapton in London, 1705. These letters with
389
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Clarke’s replies first appeared in the fourth edition (1716), but Butler signed himself “a Gentleman in Glocestershire,” and his identity was still not generally known a century later,
long after Butler’s death. The first set of Clarke’s Boyle lectures, A Demonstration of the
Being and Attributes of God, together with Butler’s letters, was edited most recently by Ezio
Vailati (Cambridge University Press, 1998).
all, whom I have discoursed with
We may presume Clarke’s admirers included Samuel Jones, the master of the dissenting academy in Tewkesbury Butler was attending, and some fellow students such as Thomas
Secker, later archbishop of Canterbury, who carried to letters to Glouchester to protect Butler’s anonymity.
CLARKE LETTERS: LETTER 1.2

The square brackets indicate references added by Clarke in preparing the letters for publication. Clarke also added page citations to the then most recent fourth edition of 1716, the
edition in which these letters first appeared. The example of a man who should live a thousand years is an early use of analogical argument, for which Butler later became famous.
CLARKE LETTERS: LETTER 1.3

Butler first quotes Clarke’s argument in the form of an indirect proof or reductio ad absurdum. In such arguments, one proves a proposition by showing its denial leads to a contradiction. Butler then criticizes Clarke’s argument by claiming the absurdity (contradiction) does
not appear at first sight.
CLARKE LETTERS: ANSWER 2.1

Corrected “cause with determined” to “cause which determined.”
CLARKE LETTERS: LETTER 2.4

The charge of begging the question implies that one has asked for (begged) acceptance of
the very point at issue (the question) without offering evidence. Clarke denies the charge
(ANSWER 2.2). Neither “begging the question” nor its Latin equivalent, petitio principii,
appears in Butler’s later published work. Cp. Clarke’s expansion of the phrase to “begging
the question which was undertaken to be proved” in his A Letter to Mr Dodwell (p. 84).
CLARKE LETTERS: LETTER 2.6

Stile was accepted as an alternate spelling of style until the nineteenth century.
Variants. Note that “infinitude and omnipresency” becomes “infinity or omnipresence” in the sixth (1725) and subsequent editions.
CLARKE LETTERS: ANSWER 3.1
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Somewhat in the sense of something is found often in Butler and other writers well into the
nineteenth century.
CLARKE LETTERS: LETTER 4.3

as I design the search after truth as the business of my life, I shall not be ashamed to
learn from any person
Butler also considered the life of piety and virtue to be the whole of our business, but
he never saw those as in conflict with the search for truth.
CLARKE LETTERS: ANSWER 4.1

Entring is an older spelling of entering.
CLARKE LETTERS: LETTER 5.1

if what is supposed to be the cause
Is is omitted in 1716.
CLARKE LETTERS: ANSWER 5.2n1

Ut partium temporis
This text from Isaac Newton’s Principia Mathematica appears on page 7 in the 1713
edition in the scholium (notes) following definition VIII. As translated by Andrew Motte it
reads, “As the order of the parts of time is immutable so also is the order of the parts of space.
Suppose those parts to be moved out of their places, and they will be moved (if the expression may be allowed) out of themselves.”
CLARKE LETTERS: ANSWER 5.2n2

Deus non est aeternitas
This text is from the “General Scholium” of Newton’s Principia Mathematica. In the
Motte translation it reads, God
is not eternity or infinity, but eternal and infinite; he is not duration or space, but he
endures and is present. He endures for ever, and is every where present; and by existing
always and every where, he constitutes duration and space. Since every particle of space is
always, and every indivisible moment of duration is every where, certainly the Maker and
Lord of all things cannot be never and no where. He is omnipresent, not virtually only, but
also substantially; for virtue cannot subsist without substance. In him are all things contained and moved;
CLARKE LETTERS: ANSWER 5.3n

Puto implicare
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After expressing his usual disdain for Descartes, Clarke quotes him as saying he thinks
for the world to be finite implies a contradiction.
TO CLARKE: LETTER 6

Only the original five letters and replies were printed with Clarke’s works and included in
early editions of Butler’s works. The four additional letters to Clarke that have survived in
any form were published later, and included in the Gladstone (1896) and Bernard (1900)
editions of the Works. The text of the sixth letter is taken from a copy “formerly belonging to
Dr. Birch, and now in the British Museum library (Add. Mss. 4370). This was first printed
in 1862 by Dr. Steere, but has been overlooked by later editors.” [Bernard,ed. (1900) I.331
n.12] “ . . . when the letter was first published in 1853 (not 1862 as Bernard alleges) ‘very’
was printed as ‘every.’” . . . [Ramsey (1969) 7 n.10a]. Gladstone prints this as “Letter to a
Person unknown” and transcribes the address as “Hemlin’s.” The letter is undated, but in the
text Butler states that he has just received Clarke’s letter of April 8 and that he left the academy 3 weeks ago.
CLARKE LETTERSL LETTER 8.2

Note vitious is an old spelling for vicious.

NOTES ON THE FIFTEEN SERMONS
FIFTEEN SERMONS TITLE PAGE: FIFTEEN SERMONS

Preached at the ROLLS Chapel. By JOSEPH BUTLER, L.L.B. Preacher at the Rolls,
and rector of Stanhope in the Bishoprick of Durham. The Second EDITION, corrected:
To which is added a PREFACE LONDON: Printed by W. Botham, for James and John
Knapton, at the Crown in St. Paul’s Church-Yard. MDCCXXVI.
FIFTEEN SERMONS DEDICATION

To the Right Honourable Sir JOSEPH JEKYLL, Master of the Rolls, &c. The following SERMONS, preached in his Chapel, are with all Humility Dedicated, BY his most
dutiful and most obedient Servant, Joseph Butler.
Butler, as Preacher at the Rolls Chapel, dedicates his sermons to his superior, the Master of the Rolls.
FIFTEEN SERMONS PREFACE 1

The opening section of the Preface (¶¶1–13) is an essay on reading habits and judgment.
These remarks reflect Butler’s disappointment with the practical effects of preaching more
than with critical reactions to the first edition of the sermons. They should be taken seriously
as instructions to all readers of the Fifteen Sermons.
qualifie themselves for the world, . . . rule of life.
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“qualifie” is an older spelling of “qualify.” Butler refers to the business of this world
frequently and not always with the disparagement implicit here, but he consistently associates our “proper business” in this world, the “business of virtue and religion,” with a deep
concern for the truth, with how things are as a matter of fact. The Bible is not a book of theory or speculation, but a “plain rule of life” (FS. 12.3), and the preeminent rule of life is to
“follow nature,” which Butler associates with Romans 2.14, the text of sermons two and
three. See note on Pref. 13.
FIFTEEN SERMONS PREFACE 3

That one should draw one’s own conclusions is intended as practical advice to the common
reader, but is likely derived from Butler’s affinity for the tradition of Bacon and Locke as he
experienced it at the academy at Tewkesbury and his deep disappointment with the arid
scholasticism he encountered during his time at Oxford. The kind of careful reading Butler
urges does not have a predetermined outcome. John Henry Newman is an example of how
one can begin with Butler’s premises and draw a conclusion—conversion to Rome—Butler
would not accept. Faults in deliberation, the reading of evidence, are related to selfdeception in sermon 10.4, and the religious value of reaching one’s own conclusion even if
that conclusion is incorrect is developed in sermon 15.
FIFTEEN SERMONS PREFACE 5

See OED “easy” III.10.a for many examples of the spelling easie and for Butler’s sense of “easy
reading.”
FIFTEEN SERMONS PREFACE 6

When Butler claims that morals plainly require a very peculiar attention, he assumes the
study of moral science (speculation) is necessary for living virtuously. Throughout the sermons he indicates that mistaken doctrines can have dangerous practical consequences. Thus,
he has a good pastoral reason to reply to those who cannot be bothered paying close attention
to contemporary moral science. They think they know it all, but actually difficulties are
daily raised, and only by following the whole train of reasoning can we hope to grasp the
meaning of the words used. Aristotle (Nicomachean Ethics 1094b14ff) is often cited as a source
here, but Aristotle does not have the notion of ideas becoming determinate; they “remain
inexact.” Butler seems to have had more confidence in the extended written statement as
tending toward the clarification of thought even if ultimately unsuccessful. His closing
remark about works of imagination or entertainment seems naïve. Not all entertainment
needs to be readily accessible.
FIFTEEN SERMONS PREFACE 10

Auditory and audience are exact synonyms in the sense of “a group of listeners.” The first edition was published without a preface in 1726, soon after Butler had left the Rolls Chapel for
the rectory of Stanhope. The preface was added in the second edition of 1729. The more significant variations are noted in these notes, but there were also literally hundreds of changes
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in punctuation. We have no proof of who made the changes in punctuation, but there can be
little doubt they were intended to improve readability. As is often the case with revision, the
changes seem only to have increased the confusion, if only slightly. Butler’s remark about
first thoughts being best seems ironic in this connection. (See sermon 7.14.) Butler’s request
that the impropriety not be imputed to him but to the demand for a second edition is perhaps more conventional than expressive of personal feeling.
FIFTEEN SERMONS PREFACE 12

The two ways are sometimes misconstrued. To employ one is not to exclude the other. Butler says they lead us to the same thing, our obligations to the practice of virtue, thus
they enforce each other. Textbooks list members of each “school,” but J. H. Bernard provides many citations to show Butler often invokes the “abstract” method. Butler’s point is
that an advocate for the life of virtue must decide, at any given point, which method or combination is most likely to be effective.
FIFTEEN SERMONS PREFACE 13

Butler works chiefly in this latter method, by appeal to matter of fact. J. H. Bernard has an
extended note listing those passages in which Butler appeals to abstract relations. The
ancient moralists are of course the Stoics, and the claim that virtue consists in following
nature is well known. See T. H. Irwin, “Stoic Naturalism and Its Critics” and A. A. Long,
“Stoicism in the Philosophical Tradition,” both in The Cambridge Companion to The Stoics, for
scholarship that goes well beyond what was available previously. Irwin has a fuller treatment
of Butler in Miller and Inwood, which reprints Long’s treatment of Butler. Butler’s main
source is Cicero, see De Officiis, III.v. For details on the many treatises upon the passions,
see Thomas Dixon, From Passions to Emotions. The late author of great and deserved reputation is William Wollaston, one of the great British moralists from the generation before
Samuel Clarke, who died in 1724, the year the edition Butler cites appeared. Like Clarke and
Butler, he was a favorite of Queen Caroline. Benjamin Franklin mentions working on “the
second edition” of Wollaston, but this would have to be the edition of 1725. The first edition (1722) was not authorized, and thus encouraged Wollaston to bring out the “second edition,” but the first that he printed. Butler’s wording here is almost a parody of Wollaston:
They who place all in following nature, if they mean by that phrase acting according to the
natures of things (that is, treating things as being what they in nature are, or according to
truth) say what is right. But this does not seem to be their meaning. And if it is only that a
man must follow his own nature, since his nature is not purely rational, but there is a part
of him, which he has in common with brutes, they appoint him a guide which I fear will
mislead him, this being commonly more likely to prevail, than the rational part. At best
this talk is loose.
FIFTEEN SERMONS PREFACE 14

In his “Critical Notice of Broad’s Five Types of Ethical Theory,” Taylor claims that Butler
is “stating something which is obviously true viz., that there is a real teleological unity
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pervading the whole world.” Broad and many other readers have thought Butler could justify his teleology only by an inference involving “God exists” as a premise. Certainly the
notion of a universal ecology does not presume the existence of God; on the contrary, that
nature is a system is invoked as a premise to prove God’s existence. The watch appears in
Cicero, Clarke, and Bolingbroke, as well as Paley, and there is an extended watch example in
the first section of Shaftesbury’s “Advice to an Author.” See Stephen’s History of English
Thought (I.409).
FIFTEEN SERMONS PREFACE 21

The square brackets here are as they appeared in the first printing (1729) of the Preface.
FIFTEEN SERMONS PREFACE 22

The square brackets here are as they appeared in the first printing (1729) of the Preface.
FIFTEEN SERMONS PREFACE 25

Reverence thy Self is one of the “Golden Verses” of Pythagoras.
FIFTEEN SERMONS PREFACE 26

Anthony Ashley Cooper, the Third Earl of Shaftesbury (1671–1713) was another
immensely popular author of Wollaston’s generation, well known for his advocacy of satire
and ridicule as a test of truth. John Locke was personally involved in his education. Shaftesbury is an important source for Butler and Francis Hutcheson; he had a theory of the moral
conscience (reflection) independent of theology. Hutcheson went on to develop Shaftesbury’s
aesthetics more than Butler did. The passage Butler cites from The Inquiry Concerning Virtue
reads, “now as to atheism: tho it be plainly deficient and without remedy, in the case of ill
judgment on the happiness of virtue; yet it is not, indeed, of necessity the cause of any such ill
judgment.” Shaftesbury is defended against Butler’s criticism at some length by an admirer
(identified by M. A. Stewart as William Wishart) in A vindication of the Reverend D—B—
y, from the scandalous imputation of being author of a late book, intitled, Alciphron, or the
minute . . . (London, 1734). Isabel Rivers (1991) has sorted out some of the issues here, but
no one yet seems to have discovered how Butler decided when to refer to opponents or
sources by name and when to allude only vaguely. Shaftesbury was certainly one of Butler’s
major sources, so it does seem odd he would name him only in the few cases in which he is
critical. The same is true of Locke. Butler’s debt to Locke is evident in countless passages,
but he mentions Locke only twice: in one trivial instance and then, famously, to criticize him
in the dissertation on personal identity. A good source on Shaftesbury and Butler is Cecil
Moore’s “Shaftesbury and the Ethical Poets in England” (1916), reprinted in his Backgrounds
of English Literature, 1700–1760 (1953).
Prior to the nineteenth century, sceptick was the standard spelling of skeptic.
FIFTEEN SERMONS PREFACE 35n
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For Epicureans, see Dane R. Gordon and David B. Suits, Epicurus: His Continuing Influence
and Contemporary Relevance (2003). The author of Reflexions, &c., is François de La Rochefoucauld (1613–1680). The first authorized edition of his Maxims, as it is now known, appeared
with the date 1665, and revisions continued through the fifth edition of 1678. The edition
Butler cites is Reflexions, sentences et maximes morales, mises en nouvel ordre, avec des notes politiques
& historiques. Par m. Amelot de La Houssaye (1725), and the passage he refers to reads, “Il y a
diverses sortes de curiosité: l’un d’inérêt, qui nous porte à desirer d’apprendre ce qui nous
peut être utile, et l’autre d’orgueil, qui vient du désir de savoir ce que les autres ignorant.”
Such reductive explanations are found throughout La Rochefoucauld, but his analysis of
human nature, especially his emphasis on self-deception, is often in accord with Butler’s. For
Butler’s arguments against Hobbes, see Sermons 1.6 and 5.1. In both cases, Butler names
“Hobbs” and relegates him to a (long) endnote. Hobbes is not named in the eleventh sermon,
referenced here. Hobbes’ Of Human Nature is one of the treatises on the passions Butler refers
to in ¶13.
Sett was a common spelling in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and often but
not always carried depreciatory implications, as would seem to be the case here.
FIFTEEN SERMONS PREFACE 39

virtue and interest are not to be opposed
cp. Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1169a12, “the good man ought to be a lover self.”
Every thing is what it is, and not another thing.
“This remark has become a philosophical commonplace since Moore used it as the epigraph for his Principia Ethica. However, despite the vast number of authors who cite it, the
source of the remark in Butler is seldom given. After a vain search through some of Butler’s
works, I have decided to maintain this tradition” (Brennan 1988, 116). In Quiddities, Quine
has Butler say, “A number is what it is and not another number.” Gale (1991, 320) paraphrases Butler thus: “everything is what it is, no matter why it is what it is.”
FIFTEEN SERMONS PREFACE 43

The question disputed in France was between Bossuet and Fénelon. Grean (1967, chapter
11) relates the French dispute to Shaftesbury and other English writers. A recent popular
account is available in The Best of Fénelon, revised and updated by Harold J. Chadwick (2002)
FIFTEEN SERMONS PREFACE 45

It is not clear what Butler has in mind here; there is no record of anyone commenting on his
choice of sermons. He refers to his eight years as preacher at the Rolls Chapel, but neither
Butler nor anyone else present has left an account of how the sermons were delivered, how
many others there were, or what their topics were. It is often claimed that Butler’s original
congregation consisted of members of the legal community, but there seems to be no documentation of who was present. What perhaps puzzled readers of the first edition (1726), and
what is unrevised in the second edition (1729), is the arrangement of the sermons. The titlepage and Knapton’s advertisements list ten “subjects” (human nature, government of the
tongue, compassion, the character of Balaam, resentment, forgiveness of injuries, self-deceit,
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love of our neighbor, love of God, and ignorance of man). The table of contents lists the first
three under human nature, but then subdivides that category into the first on the social
nature of man and the second and third on the supremacy of conscience. The fourth sermon
follows, then sermons five and six as on compassion, followed by sermon seven on the character of Balaam. Sermons seven and ten are on the subject of self-deception, but they are on different texts. In the table of contents, sermons eight and nine are listed together under the
heading “upon resentment, and forgiveness of injuries,” and are on the same text, yet on the
title page the topics are listed separately. The table of contents groups eleven and twelve
under love of our neighbor, and thirteen and fourteen as on “piety or the love of God,” but
only “love of God” is used on the title page or as the title of the sermon. Finally, the contents
and the title page lists sermon fifteen as on the ignorance of man.
FIFTEEN SERMONS I.2

Butler claims scriptural authority for and believes no one will deny that (1) our being God’s
creatures is an obligation to piety prior to any revelation, and (2) virtue being the law of our
nature is an obligation to virtue prior to any revelation. That some early Christians relied
more on the appeal to revelation in no way contradicts these claims, and accepting them
means the foundations of piety and virtue are laid independent of revelation. Eventually, Butler uses at least four independent strategies to urge people to adopt virtue as their personal
rule of life: (1) that virtue is the rule of our nature, (2) that virtue is generally rewarded and
coincides with happiness in this life, (3) that virtue may be rewarded and vice punished even
more consistently in a future life, and (4) that there are clear injunctions to virtue in scripture.
FIFTEEN SERMONS I.4

members of the natural body
J. H. Bernard notes Butler is using an analogy found in such ancients at Livy (ii.32),
Xenophon (Mem. ii. 18), Cicero (de Fin. ii. 19 and de Off. III. v. 22), and Seneca (de Ira, ii. 31).
Variants. [1726] it is our duty [1729] we were intended
[1726] we are to take care of our own private interest [1729] the several members of the natural body were intended to be instruments of good to each other and to the whole body
FIFTEEN SERMONS I.6

Butler replies to Hobbes, Humane Nature chapter 9 § 17: “There is yet another passion
sometimes called love, but more properly good will or charity. There can be no greater argument to a man, of his own power, than to find himself able not only to accomplish his own
desires, but also to assist other men in theirs: and this is that conception wherein consisteth
charity” (1839, vol. IV, p. 49). Butler ignores the revised definition in Leviathan: “Desire of
good to another, BENEVOLENCE, GOOD WILL, CHARITY. If to man generally, GOOD
NATURE” (Book I, Chapter 6). Butler’s claim that self-love and benevolence are perfectly
coincident is usually traced back to Shaftesbury, but as Stanley Grean (1967) notes,
Shaftesbury was aware of the proximate inconsistencies between self-interest and public
interest, though perhaps not as much as one would wish. There is an ultimate though not
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always proximate identity between self-interest and public interest. Bishop Butler, though
he repeats many of the points that Shaftesbury makes in his discussion of the relation of
self-interest and public interest, draws a sharper line between the dictates of conscience and
the counsels of self-interest.

J. H. Bernard argues that Hobbes’ definition derives from Aristotle. See his “Note A”
appended to Sermon I in his edition.
FIFTEEN SERMONS I.7

Aristotle defines righteous indignation as the mean between envy and malice (Nicomachean
Ethics 1108b).
FIFTEEN SERMONS I.7n3

The OED cites Butler’s use of cool in the sense of “deliberate, undisturbed, calm.”
FIFTEEN SERMONS I.8

Most annotators identify Butler’s principle of reflection with Locke’s faculty by which the
mind has knowledge of itself, but the OED cites Butler’s “reflection and conscience” under a
different sense, viz., “fixing the thoughts on some subject; meditation, deep or serious consideration.”
FIFTEEN SERMONS I.10

Bernard points to “Even when traveling abroad one can observe that a natural affinity and
friendship exist between humans universally” in Aristotle (Nicomachean Ethics 1155a22).
Butler’s early readers would have identified the cements of society as religion, so Butler’s
more naturalistic understanding contrasted not only with Hobbes and Mandeville, who
argued the little fraternities were invented by governors, but also with the prevailing
orthodoxy. Eventually, many candidates were suggested as the cement (e.g., commerce, law,
children, property, morality, weakness), but it was the image of benevolence in Hutcheson
and Butler that prevailed in Adam Smith and became famous in Edmund Burke.
FIFTEEN SERMONS I.12

Hutcheson and Butler denied any disinterested principle of malice or ill-will in one man
towards another. They present the claim as empirical, but they were concerned to show
that all aspects of human nature are adapted to virtue. Butler repeats the point in 2.2 and has
a more extended discussion in sermon eight. Shaftesbury has a brief section on “Unnatural
Affections” apparently supporting the contrary position in his Inquiry Concerning Virtue and
Merit, Part II, Section III. Article on “malevolence” by J. Mark Baldwin in his Dictionary of
Philosophy and Psychology.
FIFTEEN SERMONS II.1
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One reason interest in Butler declined in the late nineteenth century is that his argument
seems so much to depend on final causes and the intentions of the author of nature, but
much of Butler’s argument may survive if statements such as the eye was intended for us
to see with are understood as indicating the function of the eye. See Preface 14, Sermons 4.7
and 6.1, and Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1.7 for a nontheistic teleology. The main source for
Butler’s teleological emphasis seems to be Shaftesbury.
FIFTEEN SERMONS II.15

Variants. [1726] humane nature [1729] the nature of man
FIFTEEN SERMONS II.17

Variants. [1726] humane actions; what [1729] the actions of man with regard to
himself, his fellow-creatures, and the supream being?
FIFTEEN SERMONS III.2

the idea of a civil constitution
Whewell (1848), Bernard (1900), Darwall (1983), and many others have noted similarities between Butler’s vision of human nature and Plato’s Republic.
FIFTEEN SERMONS III.4

See Alasdair MacIntyre, Whose Justice? Which Rationaltiy? (1988, chapter 14) and see
Bernard’s claim that Butler backs off on this in the Analogy (1.4.7 and 2.6.13). Butler’s concession that superstition might be an exception to the clarity of moral intuition is illustrative of his fair-mindedness. A person who holds irrational religious beliefs, but also has a
normal conscience, might be conflicted in trying to determine the right course.
FIFTEEN SERMONS III.5

Conscience is our natural guide; the guide assigned us by the author of our nature, says
Butler, and from these lines J. H. Bernard and other commentators have concluded it is
essential to Butler’s system that conscience be the voice of God. No doubt Butler believed in
God and that God assigned conscience to the authoritative position it has, but conscience
would still have that position and that authority even if there were no God: conscience carries its own authority with it.
FIFTEEN SERMONS III.n1

Variants. [1726] when passion and appetite leads us to exactly the same course with
reflection and judgment [1729] so far as their nature permits, and in all cases under its
absolute and intire direction
FIFTEEN SERMONS IV
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For background on the topic of government of the tongue, see “Sins of the Tongue in Early
Modern England” by Carla Mazzio (1998), and “‘Natural Conversation Set in View’: Shaftesbury and Moral Speech” by Jack Prostko (1989). Richard Allestree’s The Government of the
Tongue (1674) was extremely popular and went through many editions. Much as been made
of Butler’s rare use of satire.
FIFTEEN SERMONS V.1

Butler replies to Hobbes, Humane Nature, chapter 9, §10.
FIFTEEN SERMONS V.3

T. A. Roberts (ad. loc. note 44) notes the importance of terminology in Butler’s rejection of
the of the stoic and Kantian claim that in a rational being passions ought to be eradicated.
Apparently, Butler is following Locke and Shaftesbury in his use of “passions, appetites, and
affections,” as opposed to Clarke who infrequently mentions affections. Butler’s exact meaning is unclear, but he seems to be saying that in contrast to God, who is unmoved by passion
or appetite, and animals, who have only appetites, humans have as a worthy part of their
nature passions and affections.
FIFTEEN SERMONS V.7

This section on how many things balance the sorrow appears to be based on Aristotle,
Nicomachean Ethics 1171a30ff.
FIFTEEN SERMONS V.11

That the judicial relation should be entirely deaf to the calls of affection is expressed by
Cicero as “for he lays aside the role of friend when he assumes that of judge” (De Officiis
3.10.43)
FIFTEEN SERMONS V.15

For Butler, Hobbes would be such a person of superior capacity.
FIFTEEN SERMONS VI.1

Butler writes of certain instances of final causes, but the proper use of teleological explanation was a matter of controversy in the scientific community. For an extended discussion of
how the debate stood at about the time Butler entered the world, see A Disquisition about the
Final Causes of Things (1688) by Robert Boyle and the commentary by James G. Lennox in
“Robert Boyle’s Defense of Teleological Inference in Experimental Science” (1983).
FIFTEEN SERMONS VII.6

For Philo’s account see his Life of Moses (De vita Mosis), I.49–55.
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FIFTEEN SERMONS VIII.3

There is a long note on this passage in Edward Moore’s An Introduction to Aristotle’s Ethics
(1897, 282).
FIFTEEN SERMONS VIII.7

Variants. [1726] both by the occasions which excite it, and by the natural and proper
end for which it serves. And, [1729] as the latter is not naturally excited by, or intended to
prevent meer harm without appearance of wrong or injustice. Now,
FIFTEEN SERMONS IX.5

Variants. “For resentment . . . the aggressor.” Not in 1726.
FIFTEEN SERMONS IX.15

Butler’s point regarding what justifies public executions is that guilt does not allow us to
waive the obligations of benevolence, but we have a greater obligation of benevolence to protect the general welfare. That he is speaking of public executions indicates he believed they
had a strong deterrent effect, a point many would challenge. Pace Bernard, Butler is not saying that all those executed are a grave danger to the public, but rather that when capital
punishment is justified at all it can only be on grounds of the criminal’s continued life being
inconsistent with the public good.
FIFTEEN SERMONS IX.22–24

In 1726, IX.22 ends with
In general, there are very few instances of enmity carried to any length, but inadvertence or
misunderstanding, on one side at least, if not on both, have a great share in it. Neither is it at
all uncommon, to see persons, in the progress of strife and variance, change parts; and him,
who was at first the injured person, become more injurious and blameable than the aggressor.

Here also comes in another thing; that the whole character, or behaviour, is considered
with an eye to that particular part which has offended us: thus the whole man appears monstrous, without any thing just or humane in him. Anger then, or hatred, may be considered
as another false medium of viewing things, which always represents characters and actions
much worse than they really are. Thus ill-will, not only never speaks, but never thinks, well
of him towards whom it is exercised: Whereas the resentment should surely at least be confined to that particular part of the behaviour which gave offence; since the other parts of a
man’s life and character stand just the same as they did before.
IX.23–24 appears in 1729 only.
FIFTEEN SERMONS IX.26
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The great man of antiquity was Marcus Porcius Cato, also known as Cato the Censor, a
leading advocate for the traditional Roman virtues and a severe critic of luxury. As reported
by Sallust (Bellum Catilinae 52.7–8), Cato’s reply to a speech by Caesar included the words,
“often have I complained of the luxury and avarice of our citizens, and, by that very means,
have incurred the displeasure of many. I, who never excused to myself, or to my own conscience, the commission of any fault, could not easily pardon the misconduct, or indulge the
licentiousness, of others” (trans. John Selby, 1867).
FIFTEEN SERMONS X.8

Variants. [1726] As to the occasions upon which this self-deceit chiefly comes in and
influences the behavior of men. [1729] But as some occasions and circumstances lie more
open to this self-deceit, and give it greater scope and opportunities than others, these require
to be particularly mentioned.
FIFTEEN SERMONS X.11

Variants. Text added to this paragraph in 1729.
FIFTEEN SERMONS XI

Variants. The text here follows the revised 1729 edition. Changes were made in paragraphs 9, 11, 14, 15, 16, 19, and 20.
FIFTEEN SERMONS X.14

Variants. Last sentence not in 1729.
FIFTEEN SERMONS XII.3

it is not to be thought of that the universe should be the object of benevolence
Butler’s doctrine of limited benevolence is discussed in section 9.3 of John Kekes’s The
Art of Life (2002).
FIFTEEN SERMONS XIII and XIV

Lewis White Beck first drew attention to the importance of these sermons. See his “A
Neglected Aspect of Butler’s Ethics” (1937).
FIFTEEN SERMONS XIII.1

Note that extream is a variant of extreme, now obsolete.
FIFTEEN SERMONS XIII.7n
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Quotation from Augustine added in third edition of the sermons (1736). Substantive revisions are uncommon in Butler, and extremely rare after the second edition. Text, translation,
spelling, and italics shown here are exactly as they are in the 1736 edition
FIFTEEN SERMONS XIV.3

Note: dependance as an alternative spelling of dependence did not disappear until the nineteenth
century.
FIFTEEN SERMONS XIV.4

Note that incumbrance as a variant of encumbrance became extinct in the nineteenth century.

NOTES ON THE ANALOGY OF RELIGION
ANALOGY TITLE-PAGE

THE ANALOGY OF RELIGION, NATURAL and REVEALED TO THE Constitution
and Course of NATURE. To which are added Two brief DISSERTATIONS: I. Of
PERSONAL IDENTITY. II. Of the NATURE of VIRTUE. BY JOSEPH BUTLER,
L.L.D. Rector of Stanhope, and Clerk of the Closet to Her MAJESTY. The SECOND
EDITION, Corrected. LONDON: Printed for JOHN and PAUL KNAPTON, at the
Crown in Ludgate Street. MDCCXXXVI.
ANALOGY DEDICATION

TO THE RIGHT HONOURABLE CHARLES LORD TALBOT Baron of HENSOL, Lord
High Chancellor of GREAT BRITAIN, The following TREATISE is, with all Respect,
Inscribed, in Acknowledgement of the highest obligations to the late Lord Bishop of
DURHAM and to HIMSELF, By His LORDSHIP’S most dutiful, most devoted, and most
humble servant, JOSEPH BUTLER. Clerk of the Closet to Her MAJESTY added in the second edition.
Knapton was also Samuel Clarke’s publisher (bookseller), and the Knapton catalogue
is filled with theological treatises. Firms like Knapton were not called publishers in the early
eighteenth century, but they were not merely booksellers because they performed many functions of the modern publisher. Because all the manuscripts have been destroyed, we have no
way of knowing exactly what Butler contributed to what we see on the printed page.
Quintilian remarked that “the essence of analogy is the testing of all subjects of
doubt by the application of some standard of comparison about which there is no question, the proof, that is to say, of the uncertain by the certain” (1980, 1:113). In commenting on this passage, Eve Tavor Bannet provides background on the use of analogy by
Newton and Locke in “Analogy as Translation: Wittgenstein, Derrida, and the Law of
Language” (1997).
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Second Edition. The Analogy appeared first around mid-year in 1736, and before the
year was out there was call for a second edition. Ewing, in Dublin, brought out an unauthorized edition almost immediately.
ANALOGY DEDICATION

Charles Lord Talbot, 1st Baron Talbot of Hensol (1685–1737) was Lord Chancellor of
Great Britain (1733–1737) and eldest son of William Talbot, the late Lord Bishop of
Durham. Charles made Butler his chaplain in 1733, and William helped Butler become
preacher at the Rolls and made him rector of Stanhope. William was bishop of Oxford, the
diocese in which Butler was born, from 1699–1715, and a younger brother, Edward, had
been close friends with Butler at Oriel College, Oxford.
ANALOGY ADVERTISEMENT

subject of mirth and ridicule
Butler’s characterization of the state of irreligion in his time is often quoted as if it
were reliable testimony. Butler’s description of the state of religion is certainly what the critics of religion wished were so and what the bishops made a living by complaining about, but
it seems likely the attitude Butler portrays was found mainly among the highly educated
minority and that even they supported the Church of England in practice. Still, readers of
the Analogy run a serious risk of missing the point of Butler’s argument if they fail to keep in
mind both Butler’s claim about the condition of Christianity and candid acknowledgement
that what he hopes to prove is that it is not so clear a case there is nothing to Christianity,
but that we must attend to the little-known practical consequences of this apparently
modest conclusion.
ANALOGY INTRODUCTION 1

Probable evidence
J. H. Bernard argues for John Wilkins as an immediate source of Butler’s views on
probability in “The Predecessors of Bishop Butler” (1896) and in “Note A” in his edition of
the Analogy. Carey B. Joynt and Nicholas Rescher give their reasons for considering Butler
“one of the most perceptive writers” on evidence in “Evidence in History and in the Law”
(1959). Butler read Locke’s Essay as a student at the Tewkesbury academy. Even though he
only cites Locke twice in the Analogy (with approval in this Introduction and, more famously,
in Dissertation I, where he rejects Locke’s theory of personal identity), Locke’s influence is
present throughout. Because this influence was so pervasive in Butler’s time and among Butler’s circle, it is difficult to attribute individual passages to Locke’s specific influence.
We cannot indeed
Here, and in intro. 5, indeed means admittedly, but in intro.10 it has the sense of undeniably.
ANALOGY INTRODUCTION 2

verisimile
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Butler supplies the Latin cognate for “like some truth” to link his discussion with
classical rhetoric. John Glucker’s “Probabile, Veri Simile, and Related Terms” is a detailed discussion of Cicero’s use (1995). The examples that follow in this passage would all remind the
reader of the appeal to probability in classical rhetoric. See, for example, The Art of Persuasion
in Greece, by George Kennedy (1963, pp. 30–32).
The prince who had always lived in a warm climate.
In Locke, the “king of Siam,” who had never seen nor heard of ice, concludes that the
Dutch ambassador is lying rather than believe that cold water can become hard enough to
support an elephant(1690, 4.15.5).
’tis supposeable
Is supposable, i.e., likely, if only to a low degree. Supposeable is an eighteenth-century
spelling of “supposable.”
ANALOGY INTRODUCTION 3

which is the possible object of knowledge
I.e., which can be known.
But to us, probability is the very guide of life.
These last seven words are frequently quoted, and almost always attributed to Butler,
when attributed at all. Kate Louise Roberts claims Butler is quoting from Cicero, De Natura,
5. 12 (1922), and Warren Weaver (1950) finds Butler’s exact words in “Cicero, De Natura.”
In De Natura Deorum, I.5.12, Cicero says probable sensations guide the life of the wise,
whereas Butler says probability guides us, as opposed to God, who acts with complete
knowledge. In his Tusculanae Disputationes, I.9.17, Cicero does distinguish between the certainty of Apollo and the probabilities mortals must follow, but there he makes no reference
to ‘life.’ As Gerd Gigerenzer points out “About the end of the [1660’s] John Wilkins put forward a probabilistic version of the argument from design, prefacing his work with sentences
like those made famous fifty years later by Joseph Butler . . .” (1989, 11), but the phrase was
a cliché by the time Butler used it (p. 7). R. C. Jeffrey discusses the phrase’s associations with
Carneades, Cicero, Arnauld and Pascal in “Probability and the Art of Judgment,” (1985).
Bertrand Russell calls Butler “the episcopal logician,” and discusses various interpretations
of the phrase in Human Knowledge: Its Scope and Limits (1948, 340–344, 361–362, 398–399).
ANALOGY INTRODUCTION 4

determines the question.
I.e., settles the matter.
absolute and formal obligation . . . the mind in very great doubt . . . probability or
chance was greatly against his succeeding.
In his A Treatise on Probability (1921), J. M. Keynes cites this passage to show that
Butler was in the tradition of Port Royal, Locke and Leibniz in holding that action is justified not by appeal to what is “most likely” or to any probability of its results being the best
possible (as with Jesuit probabilism) but rather to “the greatest possible sum-total of resultant good.” (chap. XXVI). That it can be reasonable to act even when the probability is
greatly against success is stated emphatically in 2.6.3, the passage referenced by Butler himself. Terence Penelhum (1985, 92) points out that Butler’s position is “more radical than that
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of Pascal,” because Pascal assumed we do not know which of the two alternatives is more
likely. Even if Butler is right about the “absolute and formal obligation,” that still may not
be enough motivation. As George H. Sabine wrote, “Lenin, like the Russian intellectual that
he was, believed that without total assurrance and complete certainty vigorous action is
impossible; Bishop Butler’s maxim, if he ever heard it, that probability is the guide of life,
must have seemed the perfect example of decadent bourgeois culture” (1961, 315).
in a literal sense, distracted
That is, insane.
ANALOGY INTRODUCTION 5

a part of that subject which has not yet been thoroughly considered.
Leibniz made a similar remark about the undeveloped state of logic concerned with
degrees of probability(1996, 2.21.66, 4.2.14, 4.16.9) See also the note by Peter Remnant
and Jonathan Bennett in their edition (1996). In The Emergence of Probability, Ian Hacking
(1975) places Butler at the end of the period during which the modern concept of probability emerged, and two centuries after Butler wrote, J. M. Keynes still considered “the problem which Bishop Butler sets to the logician” as not fully solved (1921, chap. VII). As
indicated in the notes regarding paragraphs 2 and 3, Butler seems to have thought of the
new, mathematical studies of probability as more or less continuous with the rhetorical
appeal to probability in Aristotle and in Cicero. A more recent examination of probability as
applied to choice is Probability Is the Very Guide to Life, edited by Henry E. Kyburg, Jr., and
Mariam Thalos (2003). In this collection, Christopher Hitchcock claims that Butler’s aphorism has, in the twenty-first century, been transformed into a formal theory of decision
requiring the calculation of expected utility and then choice of the action that maximizes
expected utility. Butler makes no such claim in theory. In theory, he is concerned only with
defending some use of probability in making choices, but in practice he relies not on the calculation of utilities, but rather on drawing analogies with choices that have antecedently
been accepted as reasonable or wise, which may or may not support the same decision as a
utility calculation.
compass.
That is, limits.
ANALOGY INTRODUCTION 6

Origen’s Philocalia.
Chapter 2, § 5. A collection of Origen’s writings on scriptural interpretation, compiled by Basil the Great and Gregory Nazianzus in about 360. The passage Butler quotes
appears on page 23 of William Spencer’s Cambridge editions of 1658 and 1677. William
Fairweather, Origen and Greek Patristic Theology (1901, p. 74) follows Butler’s translation
almost exactly. Other published English translations include:
It befits him therefore who once has recognized that the scriptures are the work of the Creator of the world, to be persuaded also that whatever things are met with in the creation by
those inquiring into its plan, these things are also met with in the scriptures. (Bayne,
1906, 276)
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In truth, any one who has once accepted these scriptures as coming from the Creator of the
world, must be convinced that whatever difficulties confront those who investigate the
story of creation, similar difficulties will also be found in the study of the scriptures.
(Lewis, 1911, 33)
He who has once accepted these scriptures as the work of Him who created the world, must
be convinced that whatever difficulties in regard to creation confront those who strive to
understand its system, will occur also in regard to the scriptures. (Tollinton, 1929, 95)
One must by all means be persuaded, once one has accepted that these scriptures are the work
of the world’s Creator, that those who investigate the scriptures will confront issues as serious
as do those who investigate the rational principle (logos) of creation. (Trigg, 1998, 71)

“Reflection” and “reflexion” are variant spellings, both common in Butler’s day.
if there be an analogy . . . author of nature is here supposed.
This is Butler’s gloss on Origen. J. H. Bernard and T. E. Jessop associate this passage
with Berkeley’s Alciphron, (1732) 6.31, but there is no proof of influence nor even of Butler’s
having read Alciphron before writing this part of his Analogy. In any case, the passage in Alciphron does not express the main argument of the Analogy. Butler invokes many analogies,
including that mentioned here between natural and revealed religion, but as the full title,
The Analogy of Religion, Natural and Revealed, to the Constitution and Course of Nature, makes
clear, the principal analogies are between natural religion and nature (in Part I) and between
revealed religion and nature (in Part II). In both cases, Butler argues from what is known, or
at least acknowledged, to what is in dispute, as the quotation from Quintilian on the title
page indicates. The point is that skeptical doubts found to be inconclusive against the ordinary practices of life cannot fairly be claimed as conclusive against strictly analogous religious practices. Butler accepted the burden of proving the analogy between religion and
nature, but he thought we had to accept the natural course of things since the only alternative was insanity. (See ¶5 above, and Charge.4)
Variants. [1736—1] between the system of things [1736—2] between that system of
things
[1736—1] Phil. p. 23. Ed. Cant. [1736—2] Philocal. p. 23. Ed. Cant.
ANALOGY INTRODUCTION 7

from mere mathematicks . . . hypothesis.
The original editions do not support finding two senses of “hypothesis” in this paragraph, as many editors have. Butler is following Newton’s General Scolium to Book III of
Principia in using hypothesis as a term of derision, and his point seems to be that such derision
applies not only to Newton’s Cartesian targets but also to the English (e.g., John Tabor) and
Scottish (Archibald Pitcairn, George Cheyne) Newtonians who advocated “iatromathematics” or “mathematical physick.” Clarke’s answer to Butler’s fifth letter rejects “Descartes’
absurd notions” in favor of “common reason.”
Variants. [1736—1] the nature of all diseases [1736—2] the nature of diseases
[1736—1] like . . . mathematicks; [1736—2] (like . . . mathematicks without sufficient data)
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[1736—1] But it is allowed [1736—2] But it must be allowed
ANALOGY INTRODUCTION 8

This method . . . being practical.
A practical proof may not provide certainty, but it is sufficient to guide action, provided there is no proof to the contrary. See 1.6.15.
so great authority
Even in this “Introduction” itself, Butler says nothing about religion prior to his quotation from Origen, and nothing not about religion after it.
taking for proved
Butler’s elliptical style has caused needless confusion. His point is that he will not
offer a full exposition of the proof of God’s existence because so many apparently successful
proofs are readily available. At the end of Part I, he does not say that God’s existence is
assumed, but that it is proved “and everywhere known and confessed to be proved”
(1.concl.1). Nowhere does Butler say he is unable to prove God exists or that he needs the
deist’s concession of God’s existence, as is often claimed. Butler’s list of five types of proof has
a pleasingly symmetrical order: proofs based on observation (1) in which numerous instances
are needed for any probative value as opposed to (2) those where even one instance has some
probative value; (3) abstract proofs; and proofs based on testimony, again divided into (4)
those where even one instance has some probative value and (5) those where numerous observations needed for any probative value. Appeals to (1) “accumulated evidence” include John
Arbuthnot’s “Argument for Divine providence Taken From the Constant Regularity
Observ’d in the Births of Both Sexes” (1710). The force of this argument is not based on the
fact that male births exceeded female births in certain observations, but that they did so for
82 years running. The more common appeal to (2) “analogy and final causes” does not
require any such consistency of observations. Butler claims that even if only “one in a million” seeds grows to maturity, only those who deny all final causes can deny that those seeds
that do attain maturity “answer the end for which they were really designed by nature; and
therefore that nature designed them for such perfection” (1.5.18). In 2.6.3, Butler mentions
the inference from observation of a house to the conclusion it was built by an architect. In his
Boyle lectures of 1704, about which Butler would later correspond with him, Clarke cites
proofs from final causes by Galen, Cicero, Boyle himself, Ray, and Derham. Proofs not
founded on empirical evidence or testimony are all in the category of (3) “abstract reasons.”
Clarke’s complex argument belongs in this category, and Butler’s own version of the a priori
proof appears in 1.6.3, a passage often overlooked. Butler discusses the appeal to (3) “tradition and testimony” in Part II, where he argues that the testimony in favor of religion is at
least as strong as testimony that is accepted without question in secular matters. The argument becomes stronger the more witnesses there are, but even the testimony of a single witness has some probative value. By contrast, the appeal to (4) general consent derives whatever
force it has from the fact that everyone, or nearly everyone, agrees. For a critical history of
appeal to the consensus gentium, see, “Common Consent Arguments for the Existence of God,”
by Paul Edwards in The Encyclopedia of Philosophy (1967). Beyond mentioning it here, Butler
does not appeal to consent to prove God’s existence, but he does very frequently appeal to
consent regarding the observations of nature which he argues are analogous to the religious
claims he is trying to defend.
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Nor does it appear . . . to be denied by . . . by those who profess themselves dissatisfied with the evidence of religion.
The state of atheism in Butler’s time has now been detailed by David Berman in A
History of Atheism in Britain: From Hobbes to Russell (1988).
Variants. [1736—1] authority for introducing it [1736—2] authority for its introduction
ANALOGY INTRODUCTION 9

vain and idle speculations
Fitzgerald (1860) supposes “that Butler had Bayle particularly in his eye” here but
only because he thinks that “these idle speculations” are perhaps nowhere “carried to such a
monstrous extent” as in Bayle’s Reponse aux Questions d’un Provincial, and in the notes to the
articles on Manichæus, Origen and Paulicians in his Critical Dictionary.
disposed
That is, arranged.
emendations and imaginary improvements
That is, changes and alleged improvements.
there could be no stopping
Against the “vain and idle speculations” of those who are confident the constitution of
the world could be better, Butler constructs a reductio ad absurdum reminiscent of the ancient
sorites paradox.
ANALOGY INTRODUCTION 10

we have not faculties for this kind of speculation.
Here, as well as in his sermon “On the Ignorance of Man” and in chapters 1.7 and 2.4
of the Analogy, “Butler recognised the truth which lies at the heart of Agnosticism. . . .”
(Bernard, 1900, 1.7.n1).
what a practical proof is.
Bernard (1900) cites 1.3.24, 28; and 1.6.15.
ANALOGY INTRODUCTION 11 [11.]

collected
That is, inferred.
ANALOGY INTRODUCTION 12

The analogy here proposed
That is, the analogy, stated in the previous paragraph, between “what we experience to
be the conduct of nature” and “what religion teaches.”
is of pretty large extent
And therefore its defender is at a disadvantage in the give and take of ordinary conversation.
not a subject of ridicule
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In the “Advertisement,” Butler made clear that his main motive in writing the Analogy was resentment against those who ridiculed religion. Berkeley’s Alciphron (1732), with its
extended attack on Shaftesbury, had been written for the same purpose. Butler tries to make
his opponents appear ridiculous, and because he saw this world as a time of trial, moral and
intellectual, he accepted, at least in practice, Shaftesbury’s claim, in Sensus Communis (1709),
that truth must bear all lights, including that of ridicule.
answer to . . . objections against the system both of natural and revealed religion
As is clear here and in the next paragraph, Butler intends to defend natural religion
from objections and not merely shew that it is no less objectionable than revealed religion.
ANALOGY INTRODUCTION 13

Vitious is an older spelling of vicious. Citations of Butler in the OED use a modernized text.
Apostacy was accepted as a spelling of apostasy until the twentieth century.
where they are found in fact to be inconclusive
Thus, the Analogy is not merely a tu quoque against the deists. Butler’s point is not
that the objections to revealed religion are no greater than the objections to natural religion, but rather that the objections to natural religion are inconclusive (as shown in Part I),
and because the objections to revealed religion are no worse, but rather strictly analogous
(as shown in Part II), they too must be considered inconclusive. The objections to natural
religion are inconclusive because one would have to be insane to allow analogous objections
to prevail against “the common pursuits of life.” Butler’s main strategy, properly understood, is an appeal to common sense and to parity. Unlike most apologists, he avoids resort
to a leap of faith without having to rely on the problematic principles of foundationalism or
evidentialism.
foundation of all our hopes and of all our fears
The best review of the whole issue, from the period in which statements such as this
could be taken for granted, is The Destiny of the Soul: A Critical History of the Doctrine of a
Future Life by William Rounseville Alger (1878).
Variants. [1736—1] condition and duty being so greatly [1736—2] condition and
duty being greatly
[1736—1] unanswerable, undoubtedly of weight, and very material on the side of
religion
[1736—2] unanswerable, and undoubtedly of weight on the side of religion
ANALOGY 1.I.1

difficulties . . . concerning personality identity are discussed in Berkeley’s Alciphron (Dial.
7). In his Boyle lectures, Benjamin Ibbot lists some of the strange difficulties of the freethinkers
Whether at the resurrection men shall have a body consisting of the same numerical particles of matter that were laid in the grave: or, whether they shall have a body consisting of
the same numerical particles of matter that have been sometime or other vitally united to
the soul during the life of the man: or, whether they shall have a body consisting of particles of matter that were never united to the soul during the life of the man: or, whether
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they shall not have a body consisting of any particles of matter indifferently.” (1727, Sermon 5, pp. 166–67)

Raymond Martin relates Butler’s position to the views of his contemporaries with reference
to the late twentieth century discussion in “Fission Examples in the Eighteenth and Early
Nineteenth Century Personal Identity Debate” (1998, 323–48).
ANALOGY 1.I.3n

Uncapable is a now obsolete form of incapable.
ANALOGY 1.I.8

This passage is earliest citation for “discerptible” in OED. A discerptible object is one that can
be divided into parts and therefore could be destroyed. Clarke’s A Letter to Mr. Dodwell, first
published in 1706 as a book of just over 100 pages, grew to 475 pages by the sixth edition
(1731), which included the exchange with Anthony Collins. Clarke’s stated reason for
attacking Dodwell is fear his doctrines would reduce the fear of hell and thereby increase
immoral living. This exchange may appear tedious and academic, but for the participants it
was a matter of high practical importance. J. H. Bernard has identified the passage Butler
refers to: “As evidently as the known properties of matter prove it to be certainly a discerptible substance, whatever other unknown properties it may be endued with; so evidently
the known and confessed properties of immaterial beings prove them to be indiscerptible,
whatever other unknown properties they likewise may be endued with” (A Letter to Mr. Dodwell, 1731, pp. 101–102). Bernard traces the analogical argument that it is as easy to conceive, that we may exist out of bodies, as in them to Cicero’s Tusculan Disputations
(1.22.51).
ANALOGY 1.I.12

Bernard finds the argument we have no reason to, think our organs of sense percipients
in Cicero’s Tusculan Disputations (1.20.46).
ANALOGY 1.I.16

immortality of brutes
This passage is often quoted in animal advocacy literature and has brought Butler to
the attention of those who might not otherwise have heard of him.
ANALOGY 1.I.20n

Strabo may be translated: “for they believe that the life here is, as it were, that of a babe still
in the womb, and that death, to those who have devoted themselves to philosophy, is birth
into the true life, that is, the happy life; and that they therefore discipline themselves most
for all to be ready for death . . .” Strabo’s Rerum Geographicarum, an ancient geography, was
still considered current for knowledge of Asia in Butler’s day. Strabo appears to rely on
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Alexander the Great’s associate Megasthenes. The Amsterdam edition of 1707, which Butler
cites, was edited by Theodore Janson Van Almeloveen from the second edition of Casaubon
(Paris, 1620) and includes notes by various commentators. “Gymnosophists” (“naked philosophers”) were ancient Hindu philosophers, so named by the Greeks. Strabo distinguishes
between Brahmans, discussed here, and Shamans. Antoninus is Marcus Aurelius Antoninus
(A.D. 121–180), the Roman emperor and Stoic philosophers. The text quoted here is from his
work now called Meditations, and may be translated, “Wait for your soul to emerge from its
outer coat, as you wait for the child to come out from your wife’s womb.”
ANALOGY 1.I.23

the only distinct meaning of . . . to effect it for once
For the second, and all subsequent, editions of his Origin of Species, Charles Darwin
added this quotation from Butler to those from Whewell and Bacon on the page facing the
title page. Darwin admired Butler, and often appealed to analogy in his own work, but his
motive for adding the quotation and whether he entirely agreed with it are less certain. Scientists such as Edwin Grant Conklin (1862–1952) at Princeton later appealed to Butler in
an attempt to reconcile religion and science. To many it seemed self-evident that if God was
the creator of all that is, then the discoveries of religion and of science cannot ultimately be
in conflict. Religion makes important claims about the function and value of aspects of
human experience, but does not pretend to provide or to rival the scientific explanation of
such experiences. Thus Conklin was both a lay preacher and an eminent advocate of evolution, bringing an infectious enthusiasm to both in publications, academic lectures and
numerous public presentations. The attitude that was to prevail, however, was established by
the generation that followed the publication “Origin of Species.” Jane Addams, the founder of
Hull House, succinctly reported the experience of many science-minded students in the late
nineteenth century: evolution “still had about it a touch of intellectual adventure. We knew,
for instance, that our science teacher had accepted this theory, but we had a strong suspicion
that the teacher of Butler’s ‘Analogy’ had not” (1912, p. 62)
ANALOGY 1.II.14

Woful is still an accepted variant of woeful.
ANALOGY 1.III.5n

Butler cites An Inquiry Concerning Virtue and Merit by Anthony Ashley Cooper, the third Earl
of Shaftesbury, which was printed as volume II of his Characteristicks of Men, Manners, Opinions, Times. Bernard cites an edition published after Butler’s death and adds reference to a particular page. The whole of section 2 of Part 2 of Book 2 seems relevant to Butler’s purpose,
and almost certainly influenced his conviction and his exposition both here and in the sermons. Quotations given here are from the 1711 edition, the first authorized printing. Book
II, Part 2, Section 2 begins “We are now to prove, that by having the self-passions too
intense or strong, a creature becomes miserable” (p. 139). Shaftesbury first argues that even
the love of life can lead to misery. That is, to prolong life when one is in pain and misery is
cruelty and contrary to self-interest. Religion forbids taking one’s own life, but when death
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does come it is “embrac’d as highly welcome.” He works through the list of “the affections
which relate to the private system, and constitute whatever we call interestedness of selflove” and shews how the “home-affections” in the “oeconomy of the creature” (love of life,
resentment of injury, appetite towards nourishment and the means of generation, desire for
convenience, love of praise and honour and love of ease and rest) are no “hindrance to virtue”
if moderate, but become vices (cowardice, revengefulness, luxury, avarice, vanity, ambition,
and sloth) when carried to excess and that such excess is as much to the disadvantage of the
private person as to the public. In all cases the proof proceeds by sketching the admitted natural consequences of the behaviour.
ANALOGY 1.III.9

Fitzgerald and Bernard oppose Butler’s good actions never punished . . . as beneficial to
Mandeville’s private vices, public benefits, but there had been many replies to Mandeville
and it is not clear Butler intends to add to them.
ANALOGY 1.III.11

Bernard says Henry Hallam identifies Cumberland’s De Legibus Natura, chapter 5, §22 as the
source for Butler on fears of future punishment. An English translation of the passage is
given in Schneewind (1990, p. 151).
ANALOGY 1.III.12

See Steere’s Remains, p. 10.
ANALOGY 1.III.14

OED cites this passage for monstrous as meaning unnatural or extraordinary.
ANALOGY 1.V.3

One thing is set over against another.
Ecclus. xlii. 24. Bernard suggests this verse as the motto of the Analogy.
ANALOGY 1.V.4

Bernard cites Berkeley’s New Theory of Vision and Locke’s Essay (2.9.8).
ANALOGY 1.V.7

Bernard cites Berkeley’s New Theory (§§ 132 ff.) and Locke on Molyneux, Essay, 2.9.8.
ANALOGY 1.V.18

Berkeley disputed this use of waste in 1710 (Principles, §152).
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ANALOGY 1.VI.1

Bernard (1900) has a long discussion of the sources for this chapter.
ANALOGY 1.VI.3

The argument here sounds like what came to be called the ontological proof, but Butler’s
source is not known.
ANALOGY 1.VI.6

Bernard finds this argument in Clarke (1717).
ANALOGY 1.VII.3

Bernard cites Alciphron, 6.16.
ANALOGY 1.VII.7

See Bernard, quoting Fitzgerald on Mandeville.
ANALOGY 1.VII7.7

Bernard note 7: “England free is preferable to England sober.”
ANALOGY 2.I.1

Butler never uses the word “deist,” never refers to a deist by name, and never cites a specific
work by a deistic author, yet recent treatments invariably characterize the Analogy as an
impressive argument against the deists. The phrase some persons here and other persons
in 2.I.2 clearly refer to two classes of deists. The first rejects revelation as an incredible fiction when compared to what we can learn by the use of natural reason, and the other neglects
revelation as unimportant as long as one believes and practices natural religion, i.e., the religion Butler defends in part one of the Analogy. Butler begins his defense of revealed religion
by making the case that Christian revelation is of great importance and ought not to be dismissed or neglected. In the first chapter of the second part, he argues against the claim revelation is superfluous, in the next five chapters he takes up the principal objections to
revelation, and finally he devotes only one chapter to the positive evidence for revelation
from miracles and prophecy. Butler obviously enjoyed some success in his argument against
the deists, but to place him as primarily an opponent of the deists is misguided for several
reasons. First, the deistic controversy had already played down by 1736, and Butler does
not even claim to have added anything new. Butler’s name is not often mentioned in association with deism until well into the nineteenth century, and he is not mentioned at all in
Leland’s encyclopedic review of the controversy. What did survive of the deist tradition was
unbothered by Butler’s arguments. Second, Butler does not rely on concessions regarding
God’s existence that might be made by a deist but not someone else. Since so many writers,
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especially those such as Locke, Shaftesbury, Clarke, and Berkeley, who were Butler’s main
sources, had written so much in defense of God’s existence, Butler felt there was no point
here worth discussing. The idea that his failure to provide an original proof of God left him
vulnerable to being overthrown by atheists in the next century is entirely the invention of
his later critics. Third, far from being an opponent of the deists, Butler provides in the first
part of the Analogy an exposition of the religion of the deists, natural religion, religion
based on what we can know by the light of nature. He then goes on, in this second part, to
try to show that the same principles of reason used in the first part can now be used to support acceptance of revelation. First natural religion is established on the grounds of its
being in accord with the observed course of nature, and then revelation is defended by
showing it is in accord with the observed course of nature. That this general strategy would
be misunderstood is all the more wonderful considering the full title Butler gave to his
work: The Analogy of Religion, Natural and Revealed, to the Constitution and Course of Nature.
Finally, even if Butler’s defense of revelation over against the deists was a great success it
can hardly be the basis of his reputation because it was nearly a century after the Analogy
appeared that it was most widely read, discussed, taught and respected. Butler does not
explain the phrase light of nature because it was widely used by all the Anglican and dissenting divines. The received view was that the light of nature included the God-given faculties of the senses and the reasoning powers, and was contrasted with the light of scripture
or the light of grace. For the scholastic doctors, this light of nature was used to help us
understand faith, but for Enlightened thinkers, reason was also used to test and evaluate the
claims of faith. On the orthodox view, the light of nature was used to establish the claims of
natural religion, to judge the credentials of an alleged revelation, and, with regard to what
is accepted as scripture, to interpret the text and derive just inferences from it.
Part Two of the Analogy is considered a refutation of the deists not because Butler disproved the first principles of deism, but rather because he accepted those principles and then,
in lawyerly fashion, went on to use those very principles to get the whole of the church’s
scripture admitted into evidence, so to speak, in this great deliberation on the conduct of
life. See, for example, Isaac Watts, Logick (1725), part two.
As used here, supernatural instruction is the scripture revelation, and therefore distinct from any sort of superstition and from any alleged private inspiration.
ANALOGY 2.I.2n

Aug. in Psal. xxxi is a reference to Augustine’s Enarrationes in Psalmos, 31. Augustine’s point
is that many pagans (Butler substitutes a dash for this word) refuse to become Christians
because they are proud of their good works and cannot accept justification by faith in Christ.
Augustine here appeals to Paul in Romans 4, just a few pages after the passage used as the
text for Butler’s second and third sermons (Romans 2:14), but Butler takes the argument in
a different direction.
ANALOGY 2.I.4

Previously, republication was used primarily in the law of wills, but in his SPG sermon
(1716), Thomas Sherlock said the gospel was a “republication” of the law of nature and as old
as the creation. Then, in 1730, the phrase became generally known when it appeared in the
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title of Matthew Tindal’s Christianity as Old as the Creation: or, the Gospel, a Republication of the
Religion of Nature.
The root meaning of dispensation is the same as that of “economy”: they refer to
stewardship or the administration of a household.
ANALOGY 2.I.10

The heathen are those who have not received the revelation, and usually the reference is to
all those other than Jews and Christians, but in some passages Butler leaves open the possibility the revelation extends more widely.
ANALOGY 2.I.11

The light of reason is the cognitive faculty of judgment by which we determine the truth or
falsity of any proposition. Applied to the (alleged) revelation, the light of reason helps to
establish the credibility of the scripture witness, to interpret its meaning and to draw inferences from the text. Butler is, therefore, an evidentialist in the tradition of Locke. The
received view of reason is that it is noncoercive and stands opposed to the use of force or
manipulation. For those who take beliefs based on evidence to be necessitated by the evidence, Butler points out that such persons are still at full liberty to act just as they please.
In any case, this and similar passages are important for showing how much Butler was willing to grant to the deists as regards premises and method if not conclusions.
ANALOGY 2.I.13n

Daniel Waterland (1683–1740), Master of Magdalene College, Cambridge, was a tireless
advocate for Trinitarianism. Butler refers to his The Nature, Obligation, and Efficacy, of the
Christian Sacraments (1730). Waterland argues that even if we cannot determine our duties
to the Father, the Son, the Holy Ghost and the angels to be moral duties, they are nevertheless
as binding as moral duties. He then quotes a few lines from pages 154 and 155 of Samuel Colliber’s The Christian Religion founded on Reason: or, two essays on Natural and Revealed Religion:
with some particular considerations on the doctrines of the Trinity, the Fall, the Resurrection and Eternal
Punishment (1729). Colliber’s main point is to distinguish the seriousness of the consequences
of violating the Mosaic law, the faith which the Christian revelation requires, and the positive
precepts of revealed religion. He also states, and this seems to be Butler’s interest, that once we
discover the real divinity of Christ, then the law of nature obliges us to have faith since that faith
is understood as “importing” our acceptance of Christ, i.e., of that which is here supposed to
have already been discovered. There is another fine touch here: Waterland, in quoting Colliber
with approval, remarks that he wished he could agree with Colliber more, then Butler, after
quoting Waterland on an incidental point goes on in the latter part of the chapter “to correct
a grand mistake of Waterland’s” without making any direct reference to him.
ANALOGY 2.II.5

The statements Butler takes to be understood by every one are reviewed by R. M. Burns in
The Great Debate on Miracles: From Joseph Glanvill to David Hume (1981). More specifically, see
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Laura M. Stevens, “Civility and Skepticism in the Woolston-Sherlock Debate over Miracles”
(1997, pp. 57–70).
Alledged was far more common than alleged in 1736.
ANALOGY 2.V.10n

Manasses in his prayer asserts “Surely thou, O Lord, the God of the just, hast not
appointed repentance for the just, for Abraham and Isaac and Jacob who have not sinned
against thee; but thou hast appointed repentance for me a sinner,” but this text is found only
in the Apocryphal “Prayer of Manasseh.” In the canonical scripture, we are told only that
Manasseh prayed and God heard his prayer (2 Chronicles 33:13). That the Prayer was composed by someone else at a much latter time does not detract from its quality as religious
expression, a quality Butler appreciated in several books of the Apocrypha.
ANALOGY 2.V.12

In The Gospel of the Kingdom (1928, chap. 14), Philip Mauro comments:
This is quite enough to show that those who insist upon what they call a “literal” fulfillment of the promised blessings that were to come to “Israel” through Christ, have completely missed the mark. As says Joseph Butler (Butler’s Analogy) commenting on
Hebrews 8:4, 5: “The priesthood of Christ, and the tabernacle shown to Moses in the
mount, were the originals. Of the former of these, the Levitical priesthood was but a
type; and of the latter, the tabernacle made by Moses was a copy.” And so with everything else: The new covenant has the eternal realities (“the originals”) whereof the old
covenant had but the temporary types or shadows. This being true (and the Epistle to the
Hebrews makes the truth of it quite plain); and it being true also that Christ, by His death
and resurrection has abolished that entire system of shadows, and has brought to light the
spiritual and eternal realities typified thereby (Heb. 10:9), it follows that God’s purposes
are connected thenceforth with a regenerated people—”born of water and the Spirit”—a
holy nation,” who belong to a “heavenly country”; and with “a spiritual house,” and a
“Jerusalem which is above” (1 Pet. 1:3; 2:5, 6, 9; Heb. 12:22; Gal. 4:26, &c.). Abraham,
Isaac and Jacob understood this (Heb. 11:9).
ANALOGY 2.VI

Butler’s argument in this chapter is critiqued by J. L. Schellenberg in chapter 7 of his
Divine Hiddenness and Human Reason (1993).
ANALOGY 2.VI.15n

Grotius
De veritate religionis Christianae, in the Spencer Madan translation (1782), “that so, by
the Gospel, as by a touchstone, he may try the temper, and explore the qualities, of the human
heart.” Bernard says Butler got this from Wilkins’ Natural Religion (Bk. i.c.3), but if he did he
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must have looked up the passage in Grotius. The text in Wilkins omits “ita” and does not say
were in book II the passage is found; Butler says “near the end,” which is correct.
ANALOGY 2.VII.2

This passage is the first citation in the OED for effect in the sense of the impression produced by a building viewed as a whole. The concept is important both because it is the
cumulative case argument, which Butler favors, that produces the effect and because the aim
of all Butler’s argumentation is to produce not just an impression but an effect, an incentive
to action, in the reader.
ANALOGY 2.VII.7

Butler’s point is that when Clement of Rome wrote, “Take up the epistle of the blessed
Apostle Paul. What did he write to you at the time when the gospel first began to be
preached? Truly, under the inspiration of the Spirit, he wrote to you concerning himself, and
Cephas, and Apollos, because even then parties had been formed among you,” he was apparently referring to I Corinthians 1:12 and accepting it as a genuine epistle of Paul.
ANALOGY 2.VII.10

That Islam was propagated by military force is a familiar claim and much discussed, but the
heart of Butler’s argument here is difficult to grasp. Islam considers the Qur’an a miracle,
and Butler states, consistent with this, revelation is itself miraculous, but Butler then
seems to demand additional “public” miracles of the Muslims. But given the very passages
he cites, surely such a demand begs the question.
ANALOGY 2.VII.13

Butler’s use of absurd as a noun is now obsolete, except as a rendering of the French, l’absurde,
as in Camus (OED).
ANALOGY 2.VII.26

The best recent commentary on Butler’s use of prophecy is in Christopher Burdon’s The Apocalypse in England: Revelation Unravelling, 1700–1834. Specifically for the issue of this passage
Bernard suggests Whiston’s Memoirs of Himself (p. 108) for Bentley’s views and Anthony
Collins’ Scheme of Literal Prophecy Considered (1727).
ANALOGY 2.VI.42

Coincidents is an obsolete form of coincidences.
ANALOGY 2.VIII.3

Undeterminate is an obsolete form of indeterminate. This passage is cited in OED.
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ANALOGY 2.CONC.2

Candle of the Lord
Proverbs 20:27, a favorite of Butler and of the Cambridge Platonists.
ANALOGY Dissertation 1.1

as it is the most important question which can possibly be asked, so it is the most
intelligible one which can be expressed in language. For many years this statement was
given as a “fallacy” in Irving Copi (1978), the most influential text in the field for the post
World War II period. It is fallacious if it is an argument, but what Copu failed to consider
was that the “as . . . so” construction need not be indicative of an argument at all and may
simply be a comparison.
ANALOGY Dissertation 1.6

identical substance Butler’s citation is to Locke’s Essay 2.27.10. Earlier in the Essay, Locke
refers specifically to the resurrection, admits there is a difficulty, but denies it is who is
responsible for it (1.4.5).
ANALOGY Dissertation II.1

This dissertation, “Of the nature of Virtue,” is now often reprinted with the fifteen Rolls sermons, but there is no certain way to determine why Butler made it an appendix rather than a
chapter of the Analogy, nor any way to tell why the sermons were not revised into an ethical
treatise of the Analogy as a series of sermons. What is clear is the practical, pastoral, and
motivational intent of everything Butler published. There reference to Epictetus here shows,
again, Butler’s debt to the Stoics, already apparent, especially with regard to divine providence, the moral government of the world, and human morality, our own self-governing
nature. A. A. Long points out that Butler’s interest in Epictetus may have been encouraged
by his knowing Elizabeth Carter, who produced the first English translation of the full Discourses (1758) a few years after Butler’s death. Long observes that Butler’s doctrine of natural
benevolence has a “Stoic pedigree” and seems derived from (“anticipated by”) Shaftesbury,
but in any case that Butler’s citation is to a context in which “Epictetus is as much concerned
with the autonomy and reflexive capacities of reason as with its approving and disapproving
functions.” However that may be, Long argues that based on what Epictetus says elsewhere
we can see “Butler has appropriated an important element of the discourses.” This is the
understanding of the injunction to “reverence thyself” in terms of the supremacy of the principle of reflection in human nature, that we can follow our nature only if we conform to its
dictates. See A. A. Long (2002), 266–67.
ANALOGY Dissertation II.2n

Butler cites a line from Marcus Aurelius (9.16), which reads, in full, “Not being acted upon
but in activity lies the evil and the good of the rational and civic creature, just as his virtue
too and his vice lie in activity and not in being acted upon” (C. R. Hains translation). Walter
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Miller translate the parallel passage in Cicero’s De Officiis, “For the whole glory of virtue is
in activity.”

NOTES ON SIX SERMONS
SIX SERMONS 1

A SERMON Preached before the Incorporated Society FOR THE Propagation of the
Gospel in Foreign Parts; AT THEIR ANNIVERSARY MEETING IN THE ParishChurch of St. MARY-LE-BOW, On FRIDAY, February 16, 1738–9. BY JOSEPH Lord
Bishop of BRISTOL. LONDON: Printed for J. and P. KNAPTON, at the Crown in
Ludgate-Street. MDCCXXXIX.
SIX SERMONS 2

A Sermon Preached before the Right Honourable the LORD-MAYOR, THE Court of
ALDERMEN, the SHERRIFFS, and the GOVERNORS of the several Hospitals of the
City of London, at the Parish Church of St. BRIDGET, ON MONDAY in Easter-Week,
1740. By JOSEPH Lord Bishop of BRISTOL. LONDON: Printed for JOHN and
PAUL KNAPTON, at the Crown in Ludgate-street. MDCCXL.
This sermon was delivered and printed while Butler was bishop of Bristol, but Butler’s support for hospitals continued when he moved on to Durham. In 1751, he laid the
foundation stone for the Newcastle Infirmary and a reprint of this sermon was used to stimulate interest and raise money. The Newcastle Infirmary became a vast medical complex, and
to this day Butler’s portrait hangs in the board room.
SIX SERMONS 2.10

The meaning of furniture that prevails today is merely one of a great many, all based on the
notion of “that which is provided or furnished.” That wool can be made into furniture and
vestments may be a harmless redundancy, may refer to under and outer wear, or could possibly mean ordinary clothes as well as priestly garments, although the context does not support this last meaning.
SIX SERMONS 2.11

beaten with many stripes
That is, will get more lashes of the whip.
SIX SERMONS 2.16n

The second trading city is Bristol, where Butler was bishop when he delivered this sermon.
Bath was known to the Romans as Aquae Sulis, but came into its own for the medicinal powers of its waters in the Georgian (Butler’s) period. Butler himself was taken to Bath during
his final illness and died there. The Bristol-infirmary was opened just before Butler became
Bishop of Bristol.
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SIX SERMONS 2.20

Here is another aspect of the moral order understood analogically. Modern scholars know
that the “last judgment” portrayed here is more the work of Matthew than of Jesus. Fortunately, Butler, who perhaps uncritically accepted the passage as spoken by Jesus, supplies, in
terms of his own system, the theological background that gives the passage its force with the
reader. Thus, Butler invokes God as our common creator to “enforce” that which is already
clear from conscience, producing a “most solemn adjuration,” (as if an adjuration could be
anything but solemn), dismisses the “unworthy” (even though he was something of a sucker
for beggars), and appeals finally to the meeting of the rich and the poor in the hereafter.
Once again, Butler shows that his underlying principle is that of face-to-face benevolence or
love of one’s neighbor, and not just fear of punishment imposed by arbitrary divine command. We are instructed to act in conformity to the order of nature, and to his will, and
his example, who is the author and governor of it; and in thankful remembrance,
that all we have is from his bounty. Butler quotes Proverbs 19:17 he that hath pity upon
the poor lendeth unto the Lord but omits the rest of the verse, in which we are assured the
Lord repays his debts.
SIX SERMONS 3

A SERMON Preached before the House of LORDS, IN THE Abbey-Church of Westminster, On Friday, Jan. 30, 1740–41. Being the Day appointed to be observed as the
Day of the Martyrdom of King CHARLES I. By Joseph, Lord Bishop of Bristol. LONDON: Printed for J. and P. Knapton, at the Crown in Ludgate-Street. MDCCXLI.
The Martyrdom of King CHARLES I became a feast day upon the restoration of the
monarchy in 1660, and appeared in the Kalendar of the Book of Common Prayer from 1662
to 1859. After being convicted of treason, Charles was executed on January 30, 1649. A cult
of martyrdom soon developed. The day is still observed in some churches and the Society of
King Charles the Martyr has been active for more than a century now. See The Cult of King
Charles the Martyr by Andrew Lacey (2003).
SIX SERMONS 3.2n

The citation to Psalm lxxviii.36 (78:36) does not appear in the original printing of the sermon. It was added when the six sermons were collected and published with the earlier fifteen
in 1749.
SIX SERMONS 4

A SERMON Preached in the Parish-Church of Christ-Church, LONDON, On Thursday MAY the 9th, 1745. BEING THE Time of the YEARLY MEETING of the CHILDREN Educated in the CHARITY-SCHOOLS, in and about the Cities of London and
Westminster. By the Right Reverend JOSEPH Lord Bishop of BRISTOL. Published at
the Request of the Gentlemen concerned in the said CHARITY. To which is annexed, An
ACCOUNT of The Society for promoting Christian Knowledge. LONDON: Printed by J.
Oliver, Printer to the said Society, in Bartholomew-Close; and Sold by B. Dod, Bookseller, at the Bible and Key in Ave-Mary Lane. MDCCXLV.
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The charity schools were a major humanitarian innovation in Butler’s England.
SIX SERMONS 4.4

bring up children in the nurture and admonition of the Lord
The citation “Eph. vi. 4.” is provided in the margin.
SIX SERMONS 4.16

See the Bishop of Bristol’s Sermon before the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel.
This note appears in the original printing of the sermon, which Butler published at
the request of the charity.
SIX SERMONS 5

A SERMON Preached before the House of LORDS, IN THE Abbey Church of Westminster, On Thursday, June 11, 1747. BEING THE Anniversary of his Majesty’s
Happy Accession to the Throne. By JOSEPH. Lord Bishop of Bristol. LONDON:
Printed for JOHN and PAUL KNAPTON, at the Crown in Ludgate-Street. MDCCXLVII.
SIX SERMONS 6

A SERMON Preached before HIS GRACE CHARLES Duke of Richmond, Lenox, and
Aubigny, PRESIDENT; AND THE GOVERNORS OF THE LONDON INFIRMARY,
FOR THE RELIEF of Sick and Diseased Persons, especially MANUFACTUERS, and
SEAMEN in MERCHANT-SERVICE, &c. AT THE Parish-Church of St. LawrenceJewry, On THURSDAY, March 31, 1748. By JOSEPH Lord Bishop of BRISTOL. Published at the Request of the PRESIDENT and GOVERNORS. LONDON: Printed by
H. WOODFALL, in Little-Britain.

NOTES ON THE CHARGES
The Durham Charge

DURHAM A CHARGE Deliver’d to the CLERGY, AT THE PRIMARY VISITATION
OF THE DIOCESE of DURHAM, In the YEAR, M DCC LI. BY The Right Reverend
Father in GOD JOSEPH, Lord BISHOP of the said Diocese. DURHAM: Printed by I.
LANE, and Sold by J. RICHARDSON, Bookseller, in Durham; Mess. BRYSON and
CHARNLEY, at Newcastle; W. INNYS, in paternoster-Row, C. BATHURST, in FleetStreet, J. HODGES, London-Bridge, and SAMUEL BAKER, in Russel-Street, CoventGarden, London. MDCCLI.
DURHAM.4

Note that falshood is an old spelling of falsehood.

White.qxd

7/12/2006

7:40 PM

Page 423

Editorial Notes

423

DURHAM.13

Butler slightly misquotes Bishop Fleetwood to make the words fit his own context. See
Fleetwood (1710, 1737), Title IV, 476.
DURHAM.17

Ralph Cudworth was a Cambridge Platonist whose thought was generally in accord with
Butler’s. His Discourse concerning the True Notion of the Lord’s Supper first appeared in 1642,
printed for Richard Cotes, and went through several editions. The Discourse and other works
by Cudworth were collected by John Tillotson in two volumes published in 1743. The Deipnosophists (“Supper of the Wise Men”) by Athenaeus of Naveratis is a compendium of information about food and feasting in ancient Greece. Isaac Casaubon, the classical scholar
(1559–1614), produced an early critical edition in 1597. Butler seems to be using the 1712
Cambridge edition edited by Peter Needham (1680–1731), with Casaubon’s commentaries
and James Duport’s (1606–1679) “Prelections” in Latin.
BRISTOL

The “Bristol Charge” is actually an extract from Butler’s 4th Charge at Bristol, 1749. The
manuscript is in the British Library with The Berkeley Papers, vol. 12 (Add MS 39,315 ff
34–37). The conjecture is that Miss Talbot, daughter of Butler’s dear friend Edward Talbot,
obtained the Secker literary remains after having lived with the Seckers and then passed the
lot, including this extract, on to the Berkeleys. The abbreviations are as in the manuscript, in
Secker’s hand.

NOTES ON THE FRAGMENTS
FRAGMENTS 1–19

Manuscripts in the British Library (Add. MS. 9815), previously published by Steere (1853)
and by Bernard, Gladstone and others in their editions of Butler’s works.
FRAGMENTS 6

In 44 BCE, Cicero wrote of Atticus, quoting Caesar as often remarking of Brutus that whatever he wills, he wills strongly (quicquid vult valde vult).
FRAGMENTS 12

The Latin here is the first two verses of Psalm 122 (123). The conclusion of Matthew
Arnold’s essay, “Bishop Butler and the Zeit-Geist” is worth quoting in full here and provides
a translation.
Let us not, however, overrate the mournfulness of this great man, or underrate his consolations. The power of religion which actuated him was, as is the case with so many of us,
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better, profounder, and happier, than the scheme of religion which he could draw out in
his books. Nowhere does this power show itself more touchingly than in a fragment or
two,—memoranda for his own use,—which are among the last things that his pen wrote
before death brushed it from his hand for ever. “Hunger and thirst after righteousness,” he
writes, “till filled with it by being made partaker of the divine nature!” And again he
writes, using and underscoring words of the Latin Vulgate which are more earnest and
expressive than the words of our English version in that place: “Sicut oculi servorum
intenti sunt ad manum dominorum suorum, sicut oculi ancillæ ad manum dominæ
suæ, ita oculi nostri ad Deum nostrum, donec misereatur nostri;—As the eyes of servants are bent towards the hand of their masters, and the eyes of a maiden towards the
hand of her mistress, even so are our eyes towards our God, until he have mercy upon us.”
Let us leave Butler, after all our long scrutiny of him, with these for his last words!

PRAYERS British Library, ADD ms 9815.
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