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LETTER I

SIR,

| I lately met with a book of yours, entitled—
¢ Tue Acr or Reason, part the fecond, being an invefti-
gation of true and fabulous theology;”’—and I think it
not inconfiftent with my ftation, and the duty I owe to
{fociety, to trouble you and the world with fome obferva-
tions on fo extraordinary a performance. Extraordinary
1 efieem it ; not from any novelty in the objections which
you have produced againft revealed religion, (for I find
little or no novelty in them,) but from the zeal with which
you labour to diffeminate your opinions, and from the
confidence with which you efteem them true. You per-
ceive, by this, that I give you credit for your fincerity,
how much foever I may queftion your wifdom, in writing
in fuch a manner on fuch a fubject: and I have no reluc-
tance in acknowledging that you poffefs a confiderable
ihare of energy of language, and acutenefs of inveftigation;
though I muft be allowed to lament, that thefe talents
have not been applied in a manner more ufeful to human
kind, and more creditable to yourfelf.

I begin with your preface. You therein ftate——that
you had long had an intention of publithing your thoughts
upon religion, but that you had originally referved it to
a later period in life.-—1 hope there is no want of charity
in faying, that it would have been fortunate for the chris-
tian world, had your life been terminated before you had
fulfilled your intention. In accomplithing your purpofe
you will have unfettled the faith of thoufands; rooted
from the minds of the unhappy virtuous all their comfort-
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2 An Apology for the Bible.

able aflurance of future recompence; have annihilated in
the minds of the flagitious all their fears of future punifh-
ment ; you will have given the reins to the domination of
every paffion, and have thereby contributed to the intro-
duction of the public infecurity, and of the private un-
happinefs, ufually and almoft neceffarily accompanying a
ftate of corrupted morals.

No one can think worfe of confeffion to a prieft and
fubfequent abfolution, as practifed in the church of Rome,
than I do; but I cannot, with you, attribute the guillotine-
maffacres to that caufe. Men’s minds were not prepared,
as you fuppofe, for the commiffion of all manner of crimes,
by any doctrines of the church of Rome, corrupted as
I efteem it, but by their not thoroughly believing even
that religion. What may not fociety expect from thofe
who fhall imbibe the principles of your book ?

A fever, which you and thofe about you expected
would prove mortal, made you remember, with renewed
fatisfaction, that you had written the former part of your
Age of Reafon—and you know therefore, you fay, by
experience, the confcientious trial of your own principles.
I admit this declaration to be a proof of the fincerity of
your perfuafion, but I cannot admit it to be any proof of
the truth of your principles. What is confcience? Is it,
as has been thought, an internal monitor implanted in us
by the Supreme Being, and dictating to us on all occafions,
what is right or wrong? Or is it merely our own judg-
ment of the moral rectitude or turpitude of our own
actions ? I take the word (with Mr. Locke, in the latter,
as in the only intelligible fenfe. Now who fees not that
our judgments of virtue and vice, right and wrong, are
not always formed from an enlightened and difpaffionate
ufe of our reafon, in the inveftigation of truth? They are
more generally formed from the nature of the religion we
profefs ; from the quality of the civil government under
which we live; from the general manners of the age, or
the particular manners of the perfons with whom we
affociate ; from the education we have had in our youth;
from the books we have read at a more advanced period ;
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An Apology for the Bible. 3

and from other accidental caufes. Who fees not that, on
this account, confcience may be conformable or repugnant
to the law of nature’—may be certain, or doubtful —
and that it can be no criterion of moral rectitude, even
when it is certain, becaufe the certainty of an opinion is no
proof of its being a right opinion? A man may be cer-
tainly perfuaded of an error in reafoning, or of an untruth
in matters of fact. It is a maxim of every law, human
and divine, that a man ought never to act in oppofition
to his confcience; but it will not from thence follow,
that he will, in obeying the dictates of his confcience, on
all occaftons act right. An inquifitor who burns Jews
and hereticks: a Robefpierre, who maffacres innocent and
harmlefs women; a robber, who thinks that all things
ought to bein common, and that a ftate of property is an
unjuft infringement of natural liberty ;—-thefe, and a
thoufand perpetrators of different crimes, may all follow
the dictates of confcience ; and may, at the real or fup-
pofed approach of death, remember “with renewed fatis-
faction,”” the worft of their tranfactions, and experience,
without difmay, «a confcientious trial of their principles.”’
But this their confcientious compofure can be no proof to
others of the rectitude of their principles, and ought
to be no pledge to themfelves of their innocence, in ad-
hering to them.

I have thought fit to make this remark, with a view
of fuggefting to you a confideration of great importance
—whether you have examined calmly, and according to
the beft of your ability, the arguments by which the truth
of revealed religion may, in the judgment of learned and
impartial men, be eftablithed :—You will allow, that
thoufands of learned and impartial men, (I {fpeak not of
priefts, who, however, are, I truft, as learned and im-
partial as yourfelf, but of laymen of the moft fplendid
talents,)——you will allow that thoufands of thefe, in all
ages, have embraced revealed religion as true. Whether
thefe men have all been in an error, envelopedin the darknefs
of ignorance, thackled by the chains of fuperftition, whilft
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4 An Apology for the Bible.

you and a few others have enjoyed light and liberty,is a
queftion I fubmit to the decifion of your readers.

If you have made the beft examination you can, and
yet reject revealed religion as an impofture, I pray that
God may pardon what I efteem your error. And whether
you have made this examination or not, does not become
me or any man to determine. That Gofpel, which you
defpife, has taught me this moderation; it has faid to me
—“Who art thou that judgeft another man’s fervant?
To his own mafter he ftandeth or faleth.”~1I think that
you are in an errory but whether that error be to you a
vincible or an invincible error, I prefume not to determine.
1 know indeed where it is faid—¢¢that the preaching of
the crofs is to them that perith foolifhnefs,—and that if
the gofpel be hid, it is hid to them that are loft.”> The
confequence of your unbelief muft be Ieft to the juft and
merciful judgment of Him, who alone knoweth the me-
chanifm and the liberty of our underftandings; the origin
of our opinions; the ftrength of our prejudices; the ex-
cellencies and defects of our reafoning ficulties.

I fhall, defignedly, write this and the following letters
in a popular manner ; hoping that thereby they may ftand
a chance of being perufed by that clafs of readers, for
whom your work feems to be particularly calculated, and
who are the moft likely to be injured by it. The really
learned are in no danger of being infected by the poifon of
infidelity: they will excufe me, therefore, for having en-
tered, as little as poffible, into deep difquifitions concern-
ing the authenticity of the Bible. The fubject has been
{o Tearnedly, and fo frequently handled by other writers,
that it does not want (T had almoft faid, it does not admit)
any farther proof. And it is the more neceffary to adopt
this mode of anfwering your book, becaufe you difclaim
all learned appeals to other books, and undertake to prove,
from the Bible itfelf, that it is unworthy of credit. I hope
to thew, from the Bible itfelf, the direct contrary. But in
cafe any of your readers fthould think that you had not
put forth all your firength, by not referring for proof of
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your opinion to ancient authors; left they fhould fufpect
that all ancient authors are in your favour ; I will venture
to affirm, that had you made a learned appeal to all the
ancient books in the world, facred or profane, Chriftian,
Jewifh, or Pagan, inftead of leflfening, they would have
eftablithed, the credit and authority of the Bible as the
Word of God.

Quitting your preface, let us proceed to the work it-
felf; in which there is much repetition, and a defect of
proper arrangement. I will follow your tract, however,
as nearly as I can. The firft queftion you propofe for con-
fideration is——¢ Whether there is fufficient authority for
believing the Bible to be the Word of God, or whether
there is not?”’—You determine this queftion in the negative,
upon what you are pleafed to call moral evidence. You
hold it impoffible that the Bible can be the Word of God,
becaufe it is therein faid, that the Ifraelites deftroyed the
Canaanites by the exprefs command of God: and to be-
lieve the Bible to be true, we muft, you affirm, unbelieve
all our belief of the moral jultice of God; for wherein, you
afk, could crying or fmiling infants offend ?—1J am afto-
nithed that fo acute a reafoner fhould attempt to difparage
the Bible, by bringing forward this exploded and frequent-
ly refuted objection of Morgan, Tindal, and Bolingbroke.
You profefs yourfelf to be a deift, and to believe that there
is a God, who created the univerfe, and eftablithed the
laws of nature, by which it is fuftained in exiftence.
You profefs that from the contemplation of the works of
God, you derive a knowledge of his attributes; and you
reject the Bible, becaufe it afcribes to God things incon-
fiftent (as you fuppofe) with the attributes which you
have difcovered to belong to him ; in particular, you think
it repugnant to his moral juftice, that he fhould doom to
deftruction the crying or {miling infants of the Canaanites.
——Why do you not maintain it to be repugnant to his mo-
ral juftice, that he fhould fuffer crying or fimiling infants to
be fwallowed up by an earthquake, drowned by an inun-
dation, confumed by a fire, ftarved by a famine, or de-
firoyed by a peftilence ! The Word of God is in perfect
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harmony with his work; crying or fmiling infants are
fubjected to death in both. We believe that the earth, at
the exprefs command of God, opehed her mouth, and
fwallowed up Korah, Dathan, and Abiram, with their
wives, their fons, and their little ones. This you efteem
fo repugnant to God’s moral juftice, that you fpurn, as
{purious, the book in which the circumftance is related.
When Catania, Lima, and Lifbon, were feverally deftroyed
by earthquakes, men with their wives, their fons, and their
little ones, were {wallowed up alive—why do you not
fpurn, as {purious, the book of nature, in which this fact
is certainly written, and from the perufal of which you
infer the moral juftice of God ? You will, probably, reply,
that the evils which the Canaanites fuffered from the ex-
prefs command of God, were different from thofe which
are brought on mankind by the operation of the laws of
nature.—Different! in what?—Not in the magnitude of
the evil—mnot in the fubjects of fufferance—not in the
author of it—for my philofophy, at leaft, infiructs me to
believe, that God not only primarily formed, but that he
hath, through all ages, executed, the laws of nature; and
that he will, through all eternity, adminifter them, for the
general happinefs of his creatures, whether we can, on
every occafion, difcern that end or not.

I am far from being guilty of the impiety of queftion-
ing the exiftence of the moral juftice of God, as proved
either by natural or revealed religion; what I contend for
is fhortly this—that you have no right, in fairnefs of
reafoning, to urge any apparent deviation from moral
juftice, as an argument againft revealed religion, becaufe
you do net urge an equally apparent deviation from it, as
an argument againft natural religion: you reject the for-
mer, and admit the latter, without confidering that, as to
your objection, they muft ftand or fall together.

As to the Canaanites, it is needlefs to enter into any
proof of the depraved ftate of their morals; they were a
wicked people in the time of Abraham, and they, evea
then, were devoted to deftruction by God ; but their ini-
quity was not then full. In the time of Mofes, they were
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idolaters, facrificers of their own crying or {miling infants;
devourers of human flefh ; addicted to unnatural luft ; im-
merfed in the filthinefs of all manner of vice. Now,
I think, it will be impoflible to prove, that it was a pro-
ceeding contrary to God’s moral juftice to exterminate fo
wicked a people. He made the Ifraclites the executors of
his vengeance; and in doing this, he gave fuch an evident
and terrible proof of his abomination of vice, as could not
fail to ftrike the furrounding nations with aftonifhment
and terror, and to imprefs on the minds of the Ifraelites,
what they were to expect, if they followed the example of
the nations whom he commanded them to cut off. «Ye
fhall not commit any of thefe abominations—that the
land fpew not you out alfo, as it fpewed out the nations
that were before you.” How ftrong and defcriptive this
language ! the vices of the inhabitants were fo abominable,
that the very land was fick of them, and forced vomit
them forth, as the ftomach difgorges a deadly poifon.

I have often wondered what could be the reafon that
men, not deftitute of talents, thould be defirous of under-
mining the authority of revealed religion, and ftudious in
expofing, with a malignant and illiberal exultation, every
little difficulty attending the Scriptures, to popular ani-
madverfion and contempt. I am not willing to attribute
this firange propenfity to what Plato attributed the atheifm
of his time—to profligacy of. manners—to affectation of
fingularity—to grofs ignorance, affuming the femblance of
deep refearch and fuperior fagacity ;—-I had rather refer it
to an impropriety of judgment, refpecting the manners, and
mental acquirements, of human kind in the firft ages of the
world. Moft unbelievers argue as if they thought that
man, in remote and rude antiquity, in the very birth and
infancy of our fpecies, had the fame diftinct conceptions of
one, eternal, invifible, incorporeal, infinitely wife, powerful,
and good God, which they themfelves have now. This I
look upon as a great miftake, and a pregnant fource of
infidelity. Human kind, by a long experience; by the
inftitutions of civil fociety ; by the cultivation of arts and
{ciences ; by, as I believe, divine inftruction actually given
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to fome, and traditionally communicated to all; isin a far
more diftinguifhed fituation, as to the powers of the mind,
than it was in the childhood of the world. The hiftory of
man, is the hiftory of the providence of God; who, will-
ing the fupreme felicity of all his creatures, has adapted
his government to the capacity of those, who in different
ages were the fubjects of it. The hiftory of any one nation
throughout all ages, and that of all nations in the fame age,
are but feparate parts of one great plan, which God is car-
rying on for the moral melioration of mankind. But who
can comprehend the whole of this immenfe defign? The
thortnefs of life, the weaknefs of our faculties, the inade-
quacy of our means of information, conipire to make it
impoffible for us, worms of the earth ! infects of an hour!
completely to underftand any one of its parts. No man,
who well weighs the fubject, ought to be furprifed, that in
the hiftories of ancient times many things fhould occur
foreign to our manners, the propriety and neceffity of
which we cannot clearly apprehend.

It appears incredible to many, that God Almighty
fhould have had colloquial intercourfe with our firfl
parents ; that he thould have contracted a kind of friend-
{hip for the patriarchs, and entered into covenants with
them ; that he fhould have fufpended the laws of nature in
Egypt ; thould have been fo apparently partial as to become
the God and governor of one particular nation § and fhould
have fo far demeaned himfelf as to give to that people a
burthenfome ritual of worfhip, ftatutes and ordinances,
many of which feem to be beneath the dignity of his atten-
tion, unimportant and impolitic. I have converfed with
many deifts, and have always found that the ftrangenefs of
thefe things was the only reafon for their difbelief of them :
nothing fimilar has happened in their time ; they will not,
therefore, admit, that thefe events have really taken place
at any time, As well might a child, when arrived at a
ftate of manhaod, contend that he had never either ftood
in need or experienced the foftering care of a mother’s
kindnefs, the wearifome attention of his nurfe, or the in-
ftruction and difcipline of his fchoolmatter. The Supreme
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Being felected one family from an idolatrous world ; nurfed
it up, by various acts of his providence, into a great nati-
on; communicated to that nation a knowledge of his holi-
nefs, juftice, mercy, power, and wifdom; diffeminated
them at various times, through every part of the earth,
that they might be a ¢ leaven to leaven the whole lump,”’
that they might affure all other nations of the exiftence of
one fupreme God, the creator and preferver of the world,
the only proper object of adoration. With what reafon
can we expect, that what was done to one nation, not out
of any partiality to them, but for the general good, fhould
be done to all? that the mode of inftruction, which was
fuited to the infancy of the world, fhould be extended to
the maturity of its manhood, or to the imbecility of its
old age? I own to you, that when I confider how nearly
man, in a favage ftate, approaches to the brute creation,
as to intellectnal excellence; and when I contemplate his
miferable attainments as to the knowledge of God, in a
civilized ftate, when he has had no divine inftruction on
the fubject, or when that inftruction has been forgotten,
(for all men have known fomething of God from traditi-
on,) I cannot but admire the wifdom and goodnefs of the
Supreme Being, in having let himfelf down to our appre-
henfions ; in having given to mankind, in the earlieft ages,
fenfible and extraordinary proofs of his exiftence and attri-
butes ; in having made the Jewifh and Chriftian difpenfati~
ons mediums to convey to all men, through all ages, that
knowledge concerning himfelf, which he had vouchfafed
to give immediately to the firft. I own it is ftrange, very
ftrange, that he thould have made an immediate manifefta-
tion of himfelf in the firft ages of the world ; but what is
there that is not firange? It is ftrange that you and I ave
here—that there is water, and earth, and air, and fire—
that there is a fun, and moon, and ftars—that there is ge~
neration, corruption, reproduction. I can account ulti-
mately for none of thefe things, without recurring to him
who made every thing. I alfo am his workmanthip, and
look up to him with hope of prefervation through all eter-
nity; I adore him for his word as well as for his work ; his
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work I cannot comprehend, but his word hath affured me
of all that I am concerned to know—that he hath pre-
pared everlafting happinefs for thofe who love and obey
him. This you will call preachment :—1I will have done
with ity but the fubject is fo vaft, and the plan of Provi-
dence, in my opinion, fo obvioully wife and good, that T
can never think of it without having my mind filled with
piety, admiration, and gratitude.

In addition to the moral evidence (as you are pleafed
to think it) againft the Bible, you threaten in the progrefs
of your work, to produce fuch other evidence as even a
prieft cannot deny. A philofopher in fearch of truth for-
feits with me all claim to candour and impartiality, when
he introduces railing for reafoning, vulgar and illiberal
farcafms in the room of argument. I will not imitate the
example you fet me: but examine what you fhall produce,
with as much coolnefs and refpect, as if you had given the
priefts no provocation; as if you were a man of the moft
unblemifhed character, fubject to no prejudices, actuated
by no bad defigns, not liable to have abufe retorted upon
you with fuccefs.

L SR PR SN TP T VYN

LETTER 1L

B:roxe you commence your grand attack upon the
Bible, you with to eftablifh a difference between the evi-
dence necefiary to prove the authenticity of the Bible, and
that of any other ancient book. I am not furprifed at
your anxiety on this head; for all writers on the fubject
have agreed in thinking that St. Auftin reafoned well,
when, in vindicating the genuinenefs of the Bible, he atked—
¢« What proofs have we that the works of Plato, Arifiotle,
Cicero, Varro, and other profane authors, were written by
thofe whofe names they bear; unlefs it be that this has
been an opinion generally received at all times, and by all
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