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56 THE FOUR GOSPELS

combined, confidently proclaim with the in

spired apostle, "I know in whom I have

believed;" or with that perfect and upright

man of old, ,,]' know, I know, that my Re
deemer liveth. " Yes, yes, -

" Jesus lives, I know full well,

Naught from Him my heart can sever;

Life, nor death, nor powers of Hell,
Shall keep me from His side forever."

Amen.
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AN EXAMINATION & CRITIQUE OF
THOMAS PAINE'S·

AGE OF REASON

by

Joseph P. Gudel

EDITOR'S !'\OTE: Mr. Gude! is a candidate for the degree of :Vlast('rof Arts in
Christian apo!ogetks at The Simon Greenleaf School of Law. Ontll(' basis of this
essay, he was awarded the School's :\Ianin Luther - John Calvin Award for excel
lence in the fidd of jurisprudenceattht'Commencernel1t exercises on May 10, 1981.
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Thomas Paine was one of our country's greatest spokesman
independence and his contributions to the birth of our nation

hardly be minimized. As a writer he was unparalleled in his
"He was extraordinarily fertile in ideas, and broad minded

progressive. He was in fact a genius."l He openly advocated
freedom for the United States while the members of our

ontinental Congress were still hoping for a reconciliation with
reat Britain.2

In January 1776his work Common Sense was published and
came an overnight "best seller". It immediately sold almost a

alf million copies and newspapers throughout the Colonies ran
.cerpts from it. This work, more than anything else, pushed the
ople and the Congress toward declaring independence.3

One of Paine's most inspirational and well known writings
ame early in the war, shortly after General Washington's army
ad been thoroughly defeated in the battle of Long Island,
ashington's army was in retreat, the Continental Congress fled

Philadelphia to Baltimore, and morale was at its lowest ebb.
British forces appeared invincible.4 It was at this time that

wrote his Crisis I which begins as follows:

These are the times that try men's souls. The
summer soldier and the sunshine patriot will, in this
crisis, shrink from the service of their country; but he
that stands now, deserves the love and thanks of man
and woman.5

had Paine's pamphlet read to his men, and being
encouraged. they proceeded on the Christmas Eve of 1776

cross the Delaware River and achieve their great victory at
Trenton.6

Throughout his life Paine fought for the economic and
political freedoms of the common man. In America he strove " ...
for reforms ranging from anti-slavery to the abolition of
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dueling."7 Later on he attempted to instigate a H>\'olution in

Great Britain in order to procure economic liherty for the
working class. He failed and fled to France where the rc\'()lution
there was growing more "iolent cvcry day. He tried to work for the

people and yet restrain thc excessin' bloodshed. For his cffons he
was rcwarded with imprisonment.x

It was while in France that he wrote his famous (or perhaps
infamous) work, The Age of Reason. It consists of two parts, the

first being finished just hefore his imprisonment, the second part
was \vritten after he was released.9 This work is an excoriation of

"revealed" religion in genera], and Christianity in particular,
and it is to this that we will now turn our attention.

Thomas Paine was a zealous Deist, which, hy the late

eighteenth and early nineteenth century came to be defined as " ...
helief in a God, or First Cause, \\'ho created the world and

instituted immutable and universal laws that preclude any

alteration as well as divine immanence -- in shon, the concept of

an 'ahsentee God.' "10 Paine, in referring to an earlier writing of
his, stated that " ... the only true religion is Deism, by which I
then meant, and mean now, the belief of one God, and an

imitation of His mora] character, or the practice of what are
called moral virtues." II At the conclusion of The age of Reason

Paine states that Deism" ... teaches us, without the possibility of

being deceived, all that is necessary or proper to be known. The

creation is the Bible of the Deist. He there reads, in the
handwriting of the Creator himself, the certainty of His existence

and the immutability of His power, and all other Bib]es and
Testaments are to him forgeries."12 Paine continues and says that

for the Deist " ... religion consists in contemplating the power,
wisdom, and benignity of the Deity in His works, and in
endeavoring to imitate Him in everything mora], scientifica] and
mechanical.' '13
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The Age of Reason went through seventeen editions in

Arnerica and tens of thousands of copies were sold. Paine had

. succeeded in bringing Deistic ideas, which up until that time
were generally held only by members of the upper classes, to the

cornmon people. None of his ideas were unique or novel, yet
Paine's ability to reach the masses gave great impetus to Deism.
Eric Foner, in his biography of Thomas Paine, states that "The

Age of Reason became the 'Bib]e' of American deists, and Paine
their hero." 14

Besides promulgating his deistic beliefs in The Age of Reason

Paine also did not hesitate to vilify Christianity and the Bible. In
his conclusion he states that:

Of all the systems of religion that ever were invented,
there is none more derogatory to the the Almighty,
more unedifying to man, more repugnant to reason,
and more contradictory in itself, than this thing called
Christianity. Too absurd for belief, too impossible to
convince, and too inconsistent for practice, it renders
the heart torpid. or produces only atheists and fanatics.
... so for as respects the good of man in general, it leads
to nothing here or hereafterY'

To this he adds that " ... the age of ignorance commenced with

the Christian system."16

Concerning the Bible Paine says: "Whenever we read the
obscene stories, the voluptuous debaucheries, the cruel and

torturous executions, the unrelenting vindictiveness, with which
more than half the Bib]e is filled, it would be more consistent that

we called it the word of a demon than the Word of God ... for my

part, I sincerely detest it."17 Later he stales thal "Great objects
inspire great thoughts; great munificence excites great gratilude;
but the groveling tales and doctrines of the Bible and the
Testament are fit only to excite contempt."18
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Paine, at various points in The Age of Reason, makes it clear

that he is not attempting to attack or ridicule Jesus, "Nothing
that is here said can apply, even with the most distant disrespect,
to the real character of Jesus Christ. He was a virtuous and an
amiable man. The morality that he preached and practiced, , , has

not been exceeded by any:'19 HO\\'('\'er, he rejects any notiol1 that

Jesus was divine: " .. , He was the Son of God in like manner that
every other person is -- for the Creator is the Father of All. "20

Paille begins his assault against Christianity with some

gmeral arguments. First of all. he attempts to draw a parallel
be[I\'eel1 ancim t mythology and Christianity. He says that the
belief in Jesus (0 be the Son of God is easily explained.

He \\'as born at a time when the heathen mythology
had st iII some fash ion and reputc in the world, and that
mythoJogy had prcpared thc people for the bcJief of
stich a story"" it \\'asconformable to theopiniolJs that
then J))'e\'ailed among the pmpIc called Gentilcs, or
:\h'thologists, and it was those pcople onJy that
I}('Jie\'('dit. The Jews. who had kept strictly to thc bclief
of onc God, and no morc, and who had aJ\\'ays rejectcd
the heathen mythology, nc\'cr creditcd the story,~1

Paine believed that most of the New Testament and much of

(he Old Testament was derived from Greek and Roman

mythology. Elsewhere he states that ", .. the Christian mythology
is made up partly from the ancient mythology and partly from the
J ('wish tradi tions. "22

Another area Paine assaults is the reliability and authenticity
of the Biblical documents, the books of the Old and the New

Testaments. He says that the first question we must ask is if these

books are genuine.23 He then tries to show that they are not.

Concerning the Gospels he states that they were written ", , .
many years after the things they pretend to relate, , ." and that
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'I, •. they have been manufactured, as the books of the Old

Testament have been, by other persons that those whose names

they bear. "21 He believed that all of the New Testament

docurnents were written two or three hundred years after Jesus'

death,25 thus, he aserts, we cannot trust anything in them,

In the second part of The Age of Reason Paine begins a book

by book critique of the Old and New Testaments. It is not

possible within the purview of this paper to look at and answer
all of his objections, We will, however, examine some of his

arguments to see ,vhat kind of "problems" and

" led him to say that ". , , the sllIpid Bible of the
, . , teacheth man nothing,"2ii

One of Paine's main fusillades against the Old Testament

on the authorship of the Pentateuch. He says that:

, , , there is no affirmativc e,'idence that Moses is the
author of thosc books, , . , In Exodus. Leviticus and
Numbers (for everything in Genesis is prior to the time
of ;\'loscs, and not thc least alIusion is made to him
therein), the \\'hole, I say, of these books is in the third

'person; it is always, 'the Lord said unto Moses,' or
'Moses said unto thc Lord', or 'Moses said unto the
pcop]e' or 'the people said unto Moses'; and this is the
style and manner that historians lIse in speaking of the
persons \\'hosc livcs and actions they are writing,27

Paine ci tes N um bel'S 12:3 as addi tional proof that Moses did

I)0t write the Pentateuch, "Now the man Moses was very meek,
above all the men which were upon the face of the earth." Paine
states that". , ,it cannot be admitted as a fact in those books that it

is, Moses who speaks, without rendering Moses truly ridiculous
and absurd. "2~

Another reference Paine quotes is Genesis 36:3 I, The verses

immediately prior to this give a geneaology of the sons and

descendants of Esau and a list of the kings of Edam, Verse 3 I says,
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One final point Paine makes here is that if the aCCOUnts
recorded in the Pentateuch are true then Moses is one of the most

despicable men in aJl of history. To prove this he points to
Numbers 3 1: 13 and foI1owing.:;o The Israelites had just returned

\'ictoriously from battling the Midianites and IVIosesgoes out to
l11('el Ihem.

"And these are the kings that reigned in Edom, before there
reigned an v king over the children of Israel." Paine deduces that

this passage " ... could only han' been written after the first king
began to reign over them; and. consequently, that book of

Genesis. so far from having been written by Moses, could not have
been written tiJl the time of Saul at leasL29

And Moses said unto them, Have ye saved a11 the
women alive? Behold, these caused the children of
Israel, through the counsel of Balaam, to commit
trespass against the Lord in the matter of Pear, and
there was a plague among the congregation of the
Lord. Now therefore kill every male among the little
ones, and kil1 every woman that hath known man by
lying with him. But al1 the women children, that have
not known a man by lying with him, keep alive for
yourselves.31

The book of Matthew gives a genealogy by name
from David up through Joseph, the husband of Mary,
to Christ; and makes there to be twenty-eight
generations. The book of Luke gives also a genealogy
by name from Christ, through Joseph, the husband of
Mary, down to David, and makes these to be fony-three
generations; besides which, there are only two names of
David and Joseph that are alike in the two lists.33

Similarly, Paine says that the different accounts of the angel's

t to Mary and Joseph are another contradiction. 'The story of
angel announcing what the Church calls the 'immaculate

is not so much as mentioned in the books ascribed to

and John; and is differently related in Matthew and Luke.

former says the angel appeared to Joseph; the latter says it
to Mary. "39

Paine continues ane! shows some other alleged contradictions

-83-

Another discrepancy for Paine is the different inscriptions on

cross. Matthew's account states, "This is Jesus, the King of the
"34 Mark's states, "The Kind of the Jews."35 Luke's reads,

is the King of the] ews. "36 And finally, John's says, "Jesus
Nazareth, the King of the ]ews.",37 From this Paine concludes

the facts here are irreconcilable.38

One final example of what Paine thought were irreconcilable
pertain to the resurrection accounts. There are

in each one, for example, Matthew states that the Jews
Pilate for a guard to be placed, they sealed the tomb and set

a watch. The other Gospel narratives omit these facts. Matthew

also says that there was an earthquake, that an angel rolled back
the stone and then sat upon it. Again, the other accounts omit

this. "Mark says the angel was within the sepulchre, sitting on tbe

right side. Luke says there were two, and they were botb standing
up; and John says they were both sitting down, one at the bead
and the other at the feet. "10fi

I

1
-82-

Paine states that "among the detestable villains that in any
period of the world have disgraced the name of man, it is
impossible to find a greater than Moses, if this account is true.

Here is an order to butcher the boys, to massacre the mothers and
debauch the daughters. "32

Paine's attempts to pillory and repudiate the New Testament

center around what he sees as contradictions in the text. A few of
these should suffice to show his general thrust.

One apparen t con tradiction, Paine says, is the differen t
genealogies of Jesus given by Matthew and Luke.

,j
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and then concludes thal " if the writers ofthosefour books had
gone into a court of justice and had they given their evidence

in the same contradictory manner as it is here given, they would

have been in danger of having their ears cropped for perjury, and
would have justly deserved it."H

Paine, who ,'.:as not the meekest man "upon the face of the

earth," proudly stated, " ... I have produced a work that no Bible

believer, though writing at his ease, and with a library of Church
books about him, can refute. "42 To this he adds, "And now ...
what have ye to say?"·!3

Perhaps in beginning our critique of Paine's work we may
slightly alter Dante's immortal line to read "Abandon all

REASON ye who enter here,"H for The Age of Reason is neither

reasonable nor logical. In fact, the author really had little

comprehension or understanding of what Christianity actually
IS.

There are numerous places within Paine's work where he

either deliberately misrepresents Christian beliefs or

misunderstands them. For instance, Paine declares that only
eight or nine persons allegedly saw Jesus after His resurrection.'!S

But the Scriptures show that all of the apostles, except Judas, saw
the risen Lord, at least four or five women saw Him, and Paul
asserts that Jesus appeared to over five hundred at one time.'Hi

Paine also states that Jesus probably contemplated delivering

the Jewish nation from the Romans.'!i At various times though,

Jesus specifically denied this. At one time the people tried to lake
Him and forcefully make Him their king, but He refused and left

them.!R Al His trial before Pilate He plainly declared that His

, kingdom was not of this ,\·orld.49 Instead of being a political
savior Jesus said that He came to give His life as a ransom for our
sins. so

-84-
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Elsewhere Paine commented that the amount of time between

Jesus' crucifixion and His "so called" ascension was "but a few
days,":>' But the :\'ew Testament says that forty days tral1Spired.')~

There are many other instances of Paine's ignorance. He said

that Moses was not an Israelite,S:; that Jesus was not really well
known in Israel."i that the on Iy Apost Ie near the cricifixion was

Peter,5" and he thought that Luke was su pposed to have been one

of the apostles and an eyewitness.sli Thus, en:'n a precursory
reading of Th(> ...Jg'C'of RC'ason would sho\\' that Paine was either

vastly ignorant of what he was talking about or a deliberate
deceiver.

Eut we must move on in our crltlque. Throughout his
diatribe against Christianity Paine continually asserted that he

was not attacking Jesus, rather. he thought Jesus was a virtuous

man \\'hose moral teachings have newr been surpassec!Y And yel
Paine still denied the DeilY of Christ. But if he would han'

thought of the consequences of what he was saying he wou Id have

seen, that this position is logically inconsistent. Jesus could not

have been a simply a man, with great moral teachings, and yet

have made the claims that He did. The great Catholic apologist

G. K. Chesterton illustrates this in his book ThC' El'erlastillg Man.

Normally speaking, the greater a man is, the less
likely he is to make the very greatest claim. Outside Ihe
unique case we are considering, the only kind of man
who ever does make that kind of claim is a very small
man; a secretive or self-centered monomaniac .... II is
possible to find here and there human beings who
make this supremely super-human claim. It is possible
to find them in a lunatic asylums; in padded cells;
possibly in straight waistcoats. But ... nobody
supposes that Jesus of N~zareth was that SOrIof person.
No modern critic in his five wits thinks that the
preacher of the Sermon on the Mount was a horrible
half-witted imbecile thaI might be scra"'ling stars on
the walls of a cell. No atheist or blasphemer believes
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that the author of the Parable of the Prodigal Son was a
monster with one mad idea like a cyclops with one eye .
. . . Yet by al I analogy we have rea IIy to pu t him there or
else in the highest place of all.

The well known modern apologist C. S. Lewis further

expounds on this:

I am trying here to prevent anyone saying the really
foolish thing that people often say about Him: 'I'm
ready to accept Jesus as a great moral teacher, but I
don't accept His claim to be God.' That is one thing we
must not say. A man who \vas merely a man and said
the sort of things Jesus said would not be a great moral
teacher. He would either be a lunatic -- on a level with

the man who says he is a poached egg -- or else he would
be the Devil of Hell. You must make your choice.
Either this man was, and is, the Son of God: or else a
madman or something worse. You can shut Him up for
a fool, you can spit at Him and kill Him as a demon; or
you can fall at His feet and call Him Lord and God. But
let us not come with any patronising nonsense about
His being a great human teacher. He has not left that
open to us. He did not intend to.59

One of Paine's first attacks in his book was in trying to eq uate

the Bible with ancient heathen mythology. This was thoroughly
refuted in the 1960's by Dr. Cyrus H. Gordon. Dr. Gordon, who

was not a Christian and thus cannot be attacked as being partial,

showed in his book Before the Bible: the common background of

Greek and Hebrew Civilizations that ancient mythology was

derived from Hebrew sources and not vice versa. For example

Hercules came from the story of Samson and the fall of the Titans

came from the fall of the angels.60

Likewise Paine's assertion, that the New Testament Gospels

were not written un til two or three hundred years after Jesus, does

not correspond "'ith any facts. By A. D. 160 there already was a

harmony of the fOlir Gospels done by Tatian. One of the earliest
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New Testament manuscripts in existence is the Bodmer Papyrus

II which is dated about A. D. 150-200 and contains nearly all of

the Gospel according to John. Another earlier manuscript, the

John Rylands Manuscript, is dated about A. D. 100-130. This
manuscript was found in Egypt and contains a portion of John's

Gospel. 61In addition to this we have numerous ,\'ritings of the
Church Fathers, who quote extensively from the Gospels as well

as the rest of the New Testament, all of which dates from A. D. 100
to A. D. 200.62

Dr. William F. Albright, probably the world's greatest

Biblical archaeologist stated in an interview for Christianity

Today: "In my opinion, every book of the New Testament was
written by a baptized Jew between the forties and the eighties of

~he first century A.D. (very probably sometimes between about
A.D. 50 and 75)."63Like Dr. Gordon, Dr. Albright also was

(apparently) not a Christian. Thus we can see that Paine's
assertions regarding the Gospel documents are fallacious.

As we look at the various arguments Paine raises against the

Old Testament we will see that they too are as erroneous as his

previous objections. In attacking the Mosaic authorship of the
Pentateuch, Paine says the Moses could not have written the
books because they are written in the third person, a style more

fitting for historical writing. The answer to this is twofold. First
of all, it is very possible that Moses may have dictated his work to
scribes. This was a common practice back then for eminent men.

And secondly, Moses may have actually written in the third

person. There are certainly precedents for this in that other

wr,iters of antiquity, such as Josephus, Xenophon, and Julius
Caesar, all wrote their works in this style.

Paine continuing his argument, states that Moses would be

"truly ridiculous and absurd"64 if he were the author because of
the verse in Numbers saying that Moses " ... was very meek, above
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all the men which were upon the face of the earth. "65 There are

several legitimate answers to this. John \'\T. Haley, in his classic
book Alleged Discrepancies of the Bible, states:

Moses, under the impulse of the Holy Spirit, was
writing history "objectively." Hence he speaks of
himself as freely as he would of any other person, It is
also to be observed that he records his own faults and
sins with the same fidelity and impartiality. It is
remarked by Calmet: "As he praises himself here
without pride, so he wiIl blame himself elsewhere with
humility. "66

It is also possible that the word "meek" may not be the best

translation. "It may be observed, further, that the word 'anav',
meek, is frequently interchanged with the cognate word 'ani', and

that the meaning may be 'bowed down', or 'oppressed.' "67

Paine assumes in his next argument that the reference to kings
reigning in Israel, in Genesis 36:31, proves that this verse could
not have been written untiJ the time of Saul at the earliest. The

fallacy in Paine's argument lies in his presupposing that
predictive prophecy is impossible. Shortly before this God had

promised Jacob that" ... a company of nations shall be of thee,
and kings shall come out of thy loins. "68 Thus all Moses was

doing was reaffirming God's promise that there would indeed be

kings reigning over Israel.

Finally, in his tirade against the Old Testament Paine cites

the destruction of the Midianites by Israel and Moses' order to
preserve the "keep alive for yourselves" all the female Midianites

who were virgins.fi9 Paine says that it is impossible that " ... an
order to butcher the boys, to massacre the mothers and debauch
the daughters" could have come from God.70 There are twO

points we must examine here; first, the order to destroy the
Midianite nation, and secondly, the order to keep the young
Midianitc womcn alive.

-88-
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Bishop Richard Watson, who was a contemporary of Paine's,

wrote An Apology For the Bible in reply to The Age of Reason.
The Bishop asks:

... is it repugnant to reason that God, should, by an
express act of his providence, destroy a wicked nation? I
am fond of considering the goodness of God as the
leading principle of his conduct towards mankind, of
considering his justice as subservient to his mercy. He
punishes individuals and nations with the rod of his
wrath; but I am persuaded that all his punishments
orginate in his abhorrence of sin; are calculated to
lessen its influence; and are proofs of his goodness;
inasmuch as it may not be possible for Omnipotence
itself to communicate supreme happiness to the
human race, whilst they continue servants of sin.71

Earlier in Israel's history a similar situation arose when God

had the Israelites destroy the Canaanites. The two incidents are

parallel and the comments Bishop Watson makes concerning the
Canaanites apply equally to the case of the Midianites. Watson
states:

As to the Canaanites ... they were idolaters,
sacrificers of their own crying or smiling infants;
devourers of human flesh; addicted to unnatural lust;
immersed in the filthiness of all manner of vice. Now, I
think, it will be impossible to prove, that it was a
proceeding contrary to God's moral justice to
exterminate so wicked a people. He made the Israelites
the executors of his vengeance; and in doing this, he
gave such an evident and terrible proof of his
abomination of vice, as could not fail to strike the
surrounding nations with astonishment and terror,
and to impress on the minds of the Israelites, what they
were to expect, if they followed the example of the
nations whom he commanded them to cut off. 72

But what of the order to keep the young female virgins alive,
was it to debauch them as Paine asserts? If this were the case then

it would contradict everything God had previously told them for
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in Exodus 20:14 and in scores of other passages God forbids
sexual immorality. William F. Arndt, preeminent New
Testament Greek scholar and American Editor of Bauer's
Lexicon, comments on this. " ... [T]he women mentioned in
Numbers 31:18 had not been active in seducing the Israelites to
participation in the immoral worship of Peor, hence they were
permitted to live, although they had to become the slaves of the

Israelites. That it was an impure, wicked motive to which they
owed their preservation is an assumption of scoffers which is not
in keeping with the trend of the whole narrative and may safely be
discarded as dictated by blind prejudice and hate. "73

When we turn to the New Testament Paine resorts to showing
alleged contradictions, beginning with the different genealogies
given in Matthew and Luke. Paine's argument here is not new
and has been answered as long ago at the time of the Church
fathers. One of the answers given to this is that Matthew is giving
us the family line of Joseph while Luke is giving the genealogy of
Mary. Mary's name is not given in Luke 3 because she was already

mentioned several times in the first two chapters as being Jesus' \mother. Besides, the usual way the Jewish genealogies were

given was by listing the father, grandfather, etc. ... Lukedoes this (.
and gives the name of the legal father, Joseph, however he asserts

that Joseph was not really Jesus' father but was only "supposed" /to be so (because Jesus was virgin born). H ,

"A literal translation of Luke 3:23 would be, 'Jesus, when He
began, was about thirty years old, being the son of Joseph, as it
was thought, of Heli ... ' This does not at all mean that Jesus ,,,,,as
the son of Heli, but that Jesus was a descendant, on His mother's

side, of Heli. The word son has this wider meaning."75 \ .

Besides this, no problem with the genealogies was ever put (forth by the early enemies of Christianity. They never considered .
these genealogies 'as being contradictory. Albert Barnes in his
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commentary on Matthew states that " ... the Jews were fully
competent to show that these tables were incorrect, if they were
really so; and it is clear that they were fully disposed, if possible to
do it. The fact, therefore, that it is not done, is clear evidence that

they thought it to be correct."76

Another so called discrepancy for Paine is that none of the

Gospel writers recite the inscription on Jesus' cross in exactly the
same words. But we are also told that the inscription was written
in three different languages; Hebrew, Greek, and Latin. i7 So how

'do we know that there was not a slight verbal difference in the

inscriptions themselves. We do not and thus the differences can
easily be explained. Though all the inscriptions had the same
meaning" ... it is probable, that, if two men had translated the
Hebrew and the Latin into Greek, there would have been a \'erbal
difference between their translations.' '78

A similar type of "contradiction" for Paine is in the different
accounts of the angel appearing to Mary and Joseph to announce
the immaculate conception. The answer, is in most cases of

alleged discrepancies, is simple. The angel appeared t"•.ice, once
to Mar\' and then later to Joseph.

Finally, Paine notes the differences in the resurrection
accounts and cites them as irrefutable proof that the Gospel

stories are spurious. In fact, Paine says, a court of law would find
the Gospel accounts so different that the writers of them would be
found guilty of perjury.

When we actually look at the differences though they pertain

,to the minute details, not to anything major, and they can be

explained or harmonized. For instance, Matthew mentions some
things that the others omit, but this does not mean that they did
not occur. "It is quite clear that all of the Gospels relate their

portraits of Jesus differently. This is what we should expect. No
four witnesses (or news reporters), all of whom witness a series of
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events, will write them up in exactly the same way, detail for

detail. If they did, there would be obvious collusion. "79

Simon Greenleaf was one of the greatest legal minds of our

country during the 19th century. "Greenleaf's famous work, A

Treatise on the Law of Evidence, the first volume of which

appeared in 1842, was 'regard~d as the foremost American

authority,' passing through edition after edition, is still

considered the greatest single authority on evidence in the entire
literature of legal procedure. Greenleaf, trained in weighing

evidence, while still professor of Law at Harvard, wrote in 1842 ...

A n Examination of the Testimony of the Four Evangelists by the

Rules of Evidence Administered in Courts of Justice."ao I shall

quote Greenleaf at length in regard to the so-called discrepancies
in the Gospel accounts:

There is enough of discrepancy to show that there
could have been no previous concert among them; and
at the same time such substantial agreement as to show
that they all were independent narrators of the same
great transaction, as the events occurred .... The
discrepancies between the narratives of the several
evangelists, when carefully examined, will not be
found sufficient to invalidate their testimony. Many
seeming contradictions will prove, upon closer
scrutiny, to be in substantial agreement; and it may be
confidently asserted that there are none that will not
yield, under fair and just criticism. If these different
accounts of the same transactions were in strict verbal
conformity with each other, the argument against their
credibility would be much stronger.81

Thus we have seen that all of Mr. Paine's arguments, though

emotional and sometimes eloquent, are in reality specious. But
why, one might ask, would someone of such obvious intellectual

capacities be found guilty of such shallow reasoning? From
whence does his hatred of Christianity spring?

Undoubtedly part of it stems from his upbringing. Eric Foner
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states that "we can be certain that Paine's father's Quakerism

influenced his son's rejection of hierarchies in church and state

... .It was also natural that the son of a Quaker always criticized

the laws excluding Protestant Dissenters from public office, the
universities and many professions and favored the separation of

church and state."82

Another influence on Paine was the rise of Newtonian

science, which emphasized a universe of order and harmony

which was guided by natural laws.83 Paine's Deistic beliefs would
be in complete agreement with this.

But perhaps the one factor that, more than any other,

prevented Paine from seriously considering the Christian claims
was his own pride. We have already seen several instances of this

in The Age of Reason. Another example of it can be seen from a
leuer ""rote to Benjamin Franklin in Paris in 1778, in which he

said: "I have the pleasure of being respected and I feel a liule of
that satisfactory kind of pride that tells me I have some right to
it."84 The New-Schaff-Herzog Encyclopedia of Religious

Knowledge states: "Comparison of the contemporary

biographies, both of friends and foes, seems to show these facts;
Paine was through life a harsh, unfeeling, vain, conceited, and

disagreeable man. "85

Paine even admitted in The Age of Reason that no amount of

evidence would induce him to accept the Bible as the Word of

God. After stating why he rejected the Bible Paine said: "Did the
book called the Bible excel in purity of ideas and expression all
the books that are now extant in the world, I would not take it for

my rule of faith, as being the Word of God. because the
POSSIBILITY would nevertheless exist of my being imposed

upon. "H6

The problem with Paine's Sla\('I1H'nt is Ihal everything \\T do
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, This man's name was John Merrick and he was popularly known
as the Elephant Man.

It was not Deism that touched John Merrick's heart; rather it
was the 23rd Psalm which revealed a loving compassionate God.
Deism and Thomas Paine's Age of Reason only lead men into
utter darkness and despair. In Christianity, we have God, loving
His creation so much that He comes down to reach us, to give us
an abundant life here as well as when we die. Jesus declared: "I
am come that they might have life, and that they might have it
more abundantly. "91

The importance of this paper is that " ... deism did not die; it
did not even fade away, and it still exists in fact, though perhaps
not in name. "92 Likewise, Paine's" ... Age of Reason is still
circulated and read. The replies written at the time are not. "93

Joseph P. Gudel

the ,vorld nothing. To them God can be seen as nothing but a

capricious and pernicious being who delights in mankind's
mIsery.

(

~
r

!

I

His head is enormous, a grotesquely swollen tuber.
His right eye is squashed beneath a protruding mass of
bone, as if his skull had partially melted, and a similar
bony stump juts from his mouth, distending his upper
lip to create a drooling, unclosable hole. His short,
cruelly twisted body is festooned with cauliflower-like
clumps of skin, and a large putrid sac of flesh hangs
from his back. His feet are rooted like knobs, his right
arm little more than a club.gO

in life is based on PROBABILITY. not POSSIBILITY or

absolute CERTAINTY. We do not deal with possibilities

because. in a contingent universe, anything is possible. Likewise.
when judging evidence we look for the probability of something
being tn!{~or false " ... since absolute certainty lies only in the
realms of pure logic and mathematics, ,,,here, by definition, one
encounters no matters of fact at all. "~i

In conclusion one final critique needs to be mentioned. Paine,

:1 as a Deist, rejected any possibility of revealed religion or a written
Word of God. Paine believed "that the creation we behold is the

real and ever-existing Word of God, in which we cannot be
deceived. It proclaims His power, it demonstrates His wisdom, it
manifests His goodness and beneficence."~8

"

:1 The question is, how in the world, apart from a directr revelation by God, can man know that God is a loving and

.~'Ibenefielent being? How can a Deist tell people who are born into
10 II poverty, sickness, disease, etc., that God loves them? In 1863 a
, .:1 man was born with " ... an incurable infestation of bone, skin and

141111 nerve tumors known as multiple neurofibromatosis."89 The

Ii following is a description of him as he grew into adulthood:

IIII:

I,

Deism offers the John Merricks and the other unfortunates of
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