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TO

THE RIGHT REVEREND

GEORGE,
LORD BISHOP OF LINCOLN.

My Lorp,

WHEN Christianity 1s attacked by the
arguments of the philosopher, and the
scoffs and ridicule of the weak, it behoveth
us “ to give a reason of the hope that is

in us.”” A superficial examination of the
evidences of Christianity; the vanity of

controverting established opinions; or vici-
ousness of life, generally operate as reasons

for opposing the truths of the Gospel;
but whatever be the motive, it is com-
monly attended with a total indifference
to the great end of religion —a due prepa-
ration for a future state. Refle¢tion upon
the construc¢tion of the universe, and the
nice laws by which the material world is
governed, is the only thing which can bring
a man back from Atheism to the belief
of a Supreme Being; and when the mind
1s satisfied of a Providence, the evidences
of the Christian religion will find an easy
admission ; the defect not lying in the

evidence, but in a previous disposition of
the



DEDICATION,

the mind to receive it. Little therefore re-
mains, but earnestly to exhort Unbelievers
to consider the grounds of our belief, with
that attention which the importance of the
subjeét demands. These Discourses are
therefore published, not as an attempt to
place the evidences of our religion in a
new point of view, but principally to state
and consider (what I conceive to be) the
only true principle upon which Mr. HuME’s
argument against the credibility of miracles,
can be satisfactorily answered. If the rea-
soning be admitted, the conclusions which
are deduced will justify our belief of the
Gospel dispensation.

The high situation of your Lordship m
the church, your zeal for the interests of
religion, and your unremitting attention
to the welfare of it’s ministers, would have
induced me to dedicate these Discourses to
your Lordship, had I not been influenced
by motives of private obligation.

[ am, my Lord,
Your Lordship’s very obliged

and most obedient
humble servant,

S. VINCIL.



SERMON I

PET. 1. 16.
IWe Lave wot follawoed cumunely devifed fables.

IF the Chriftian Religion be true, that is, 1f 1t be
the will of God communicated to man, and |
tended, from 1U's firlt promultration, to be a law
for futurc a0¢s, it’s evidence will undoubited] v reft
upon {uch proofs as are always {ufficient to produce
conviction to every fincere and impartial enquirer;
for otherwite, we muft fuppole that God requires
our belicf, without rcafons bn evidence to command
if.  Now as we have not a diret proof of it’s
rruth from the evidence of our fenfes, our convie-
tion mult arile from it’s 7:feiaal evidence, that s,
from the fuperior cxcellency of iUs doctrines, and
the confiftency of 10's different parts, and from 1t’s
exteril Droofs, that is, frr‘r‘: the authenticity of the
teftimontes 1n defence of the fadts which are re-
corded 1n the New Teltament, more particularly
of the miraclks which are {ard to have been wrougit
by the firlt plomul ators of Chrittianity.  In re-
{pedt to the Jr:,mm as it 1s not my defion bere to
examine, how iar 1t tends to eltablith t'{ e credia
bility of the Chrittian diipentanion, 1 thall only
ohizrve, that the New Teltament offers an unex-
ﬁ EL‘E‘?[EUJ}:_I,‘UIQ
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ceptionable fyftem of religion and morality 5 cou-
fefledly more perfect than the wiltit of the Heathen
ever taught, and perfectly agreeable to what we
might expect from the atuributes of God, and the
reiation 1n which ve ftands with refpect to man.
And when we confider, that tius was firft tauzhe
by men {o much ferior 10 all acquircments de-
rived from education to the moft celebrated law-
arvers of old—when we {ce men, called from thew
manual occupations, deliver fuch excellent dii-
courfes on the nature and attributes of God, an'l
all the various duties which we owe to him, 10 our
neighbour, and to ourfelves, 1f we had no further
proof of their divine commitlion, any realonable
and tmpartial enquirer would, at lmpt be mduced
o receive It as the molt probable fyltem of true
religion, and would reft his hopes vpon ity 111 pre-
ference to any other. Bat the evidence for Chnif-
tanity does not reft here; for thev who vecorded
thele things affure us, that, for the {ln*t'h-*r CONYvIC-
tion of mankind, the promuloators of thele doc-
trines performed many public nvracles o coniir-
mation of their beino fent from God. The times
and places where the nuracles were wroughs, and
e names of the perfons who were the fubjects of
1eir operations, were recorded, whereby the facts
secame expofed to the moft eritical inveitioation ;
and their authenticity nught have been 1111med1~
atelv confuted, tf they had not boen troe. But
many of the firft enemies of our rchizion did no:
deny that Jelus Chrift and his Apoltles wrought
the miracles which are aurnbuted to then, and
theretore  thev onpo fed Chriftianity upon  other
orounds.  If the 111”[1.111 Rechaion had been
& the work of man,” the rupofition might have
been eatily expoied, by thowing that the mll‘dCl@
{1id to have been purformﬁd were not performed ;
md
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and as the firlt adverfaries, under the circumfitances
of Chriftianity being an 1impofture, could have done
this, but did not, they virtually acknowledged
their authenticity. A late eminent writer, however,
has attacked this evidence 10 favour of Chriftianity ;
and has endeavoured to prove, that the miracles,
{aid to have been wrounght in 1t's defence, cannot
he rendered credible ; and as an attempt to deftroy
this evidence, 1s an attack upon the fundamental
{upport of Chl‘iﬁldmt}" I (hall endeavour to (how
that his areuments are inconclufive.

The fubftance of his arcument 1s this. ¢ Ex-
perience 1s our only euide in matters of fat. A
variable experience gives rife to probability
unitorm experience, to full proof. Probability fup-
poles an oppofition of experiments or teftimonics,
and the torce of the {uperior evidence 1s their dif-
ference.  Our belief arifes from the obfervation of
the veracity of human teftimony, and of the ufual
conformity of fatts to the reports of witnelles.  If
the fact attefted bz marvellous, or {uch as has fe]-
dom fallen under our obfervation, there 1s a contef}
of two oppofite experiments, and the credibility for
one or the other 1s only their difference. If the
fact athrmed be miraculous; if befides, the tefu-
mony confidered apart amounts to an entire proof,
then there 15 proof acainft proof, of which the
tirongett muit prevaill by thewr difference. A mu-
racle 15 a violation of the law of nature; and as a
firm and unalterable experience has eftablithed thefe
laws, the proof acainit a nuracle 15 as enure as
any argument irom cxperience can poflibly be 1ma-
rined, and thercfore cannot be deitroyed by any
proof from teftimony. A nuracle therefore can
never m any degree be rondered credibie.”  This
15 our author’s reafoning.  How far it 1s conclutive,
we propole 1o examine.

Az I et
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Let us firft confider, what are all the circum-
ftances which induce us to believe a fact reported
to be true, or upon which our determination refts.
For i’s credibility, there will be —the number of
witneiles -—their degree of credit for veracity—that
they had no motives to decerve — that they had
abilittes to judge of the truth of what they related
—- that there was a power in the agnt to accom-
plifh the adt, {aid to have been performed — that
there was a caufe {ufncient to jullify the action —
that there are monuments of 1t which commenced
from the time of the fact, and that the other parts
of the hitory with which the fact 15 connedted,
Are tru. s Amf;:/’ iw's credibility {according to our
autlior), . want of experiencing fimilar fau: and
the extia unllm v nature of the fact idelf. Now in
eftabliflhing the cred bbility of a fadt, 1t1s manitett,
that we muft atend to @/l the circumitances by
which 1t 15 rendered credible, and the contrary,
otherwife we can deduce no conclufion upon which
we can depend.

What we mean by the laws of nature, are tholc
laws which are deduced from thet ferics of cvents,
which, by divine appoiﬂmmnt, follow cach other m
the moral and phyvicd? worldy the former of which
we fhall here lhlu. occaiion mmmpa'n to confider,
the prefent queition altogether refpecting the moia/
sovernment of God —a confideration which our
author has entrrely neelected, n his eflimetion ol
the credibnhty of miracles.  xamining the (]UU-
tion therctuie upon this n*wml e, 1t 15 mrmiu.lu
that the ¢xraor lu‘*"V miture of th fact 15 no
”IOUIILI tor ditbelier, provided fuch afacty w a mora!
POII]E 01 ‘HLW was, ffui'l LHie Cf”l"']li’lUﬂ (Jl 1114k,
become necelf: n} : fm 1y that cate, the Doy, by

dif penfing lus athiftance in ”MOT“?OIHOJ (O ur wants,
whed upon the fame BILCI] lﬂ as 11 his more or-

inary
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dinary opemtions. For however oppofitc the ply-
freal cffolts may be, 1f their mora/ tendency bz the
fame, thev torm a part of the moral law., Now
in thote aftions which are called muracles, the
Deity 1s directed by the fame moral principle as
in his ufual dilpenfanions; and therefore  being
mfluenced by the fame motive to accomphih the
f~me end, the faws of God’s moral government are
not violated, fuch laws bemng cita blifhed by the
wotives and the ends produced, and not by the meais
cinploved. Lo prove therefore the moral laws to b
the {ame 1n thefe actions called miraculous, as in
COMIMON CVeRts, 1t 15 Not the afions thewfelves which
arc to be confidered, but the #riueples by which
they were directed, and ther confequeiices, torif thefe
be the fame, the Daity adis by the fame laws, And
here, moral analogy will be “ound to confirm the
truth of the muiracies recorded 1n feniprure,  But
as the moral covernment cf God 1 airected by
motives which iz beyond the reach of human in-
veltipation, we have no principles by which we can
uw‘m‘ concerning rhe pmhﬂbﬂity ol the happeniny
of any new ev:ni which refbelis the moral vorld
ve cannot thereiore pron aU“...’* any ‘m L(‘mms‘*}
vent of that nature to be a 1:{)?411011 o1 th momi
law ot God’s duperiations; but we can neverthele]

udoe of 1t's agreement with that law, fo far as i
has 1len undor our obfervation.  But our author

1
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thefe laws muft be deduced, either from his own
view of events only, or from that, and teftimony
jointly ; and 1if teftimony be allowed on one part,
1t ought alfo to be admutted on the other, granting
that there 135 no impoflibility in the fa& attefled.
But the laws by which the Deity governs the uni-
verfe can, at beft, only be nferred from the <wic/:
feries of his difpenfaticns from the beginning of
the world ; teftimony muft therefore neceffarily be
admitted 1n eftablithing thele laws.  Now our au-
thor, 1n deducing the laws of nature, rejects all
well authenticated miraculous events, granted to
be pofhble, and therefore not altoeether mncredible
and to be rejeéied without examination, and thence
eftablifhes a law to prove npamnft thewr credibility;
but the proof of a pofition ought to proceed upon
principles which are tetally independent of any
fuppofition of 1’s bewng either trae or falfe,  His
conclufien thereiore 15 not deduced by jult reafon-
ing from acknowledzed principles, but it 1s a necef-
{ary confequence of his own arbitrary fuppofition.,
« Ths a mizacle,” fays he, < that a dead man
fhould come to life, biecaule that has naver been
oblerved 1n any ace or couniry.”  Now teftimony,
confirmed by cvery proof which can tend to efta-
blith a true matier of faét, atierss that fuch an
cvent has happened. But our author argues agatnit
the credibility of this, becaule it 1s contrary to the
taws of nature; and 1o cltablifiuna thete laws, he
rejefts all {uch extraordmary focos, althoush they
are authenticated by all the evidence which {uch
facts can pollibly admit of; taking thercby mnto
confideration, cvents of that kind only which have
tzllen within the fphere of his own oblervauions, as
it the whole ferivs of God’s ditpenfations were ne-
ceflarily induded 1 the courte of a few years. But
who thall thus circumferibe the oporations of divine

powet
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power and wifdom, and fay, ¢ Hitherto thalt thou
oo, and no further.” Before he rejected circums
ftances of this kind n eftabhithing the laws of na-
ture, he (hould, at leaft, have thown, that we have
ot afl that evidence for them which we might have
had, upon {uppofition that thuy were true; he
fhould alfo have thown, 1n a moral point of view,
that the events were inconfiftent with the ordinary
operations of Providence; and that there was no
end to juftify the means. Whereas, on the con-
trary, theve 75 2/ the cvidence for them which a
real matter of fact can poflibly have; they are per-
feltly confiftent with all the moral dilpeniations of
Providence ; and at the fame tume that the refur

rection of Jefus Churift 1s moft unexcentionably at-
tefted, we difcover a moral intention 1n the miracle,
which very fanstactorily accounts for that exertion
of divine power.

As the Deity, at the creasten, muft neceflanly
have had the whole plan of his government in view,
events which are called mimacles, may have been
the refult ot a pra-eftabhihed arrangement, as well
as thole which are more common; and to produce
that lertes of events which are prie-ordained, can
be no viclation or a law. [I‘rom our 1pnorance
therefore of the plans of Providence, we may b
led to call that a law, which 1s not a law. As the
world was made for a moral purpofe, phyfical
events muft be {ublervient to that end; the laws of
God's moral government mufl therefore direct all
fuch events, when they bave a moral tendency
Events which do not concern the moral oovern-
ment of God, as the returns of day and nighr,
fummer and winter, arc uninterrupted; thete bﬁng
fubject only to the laws of muatter and wotion,
continue thewr courle for the Lenelit of man, o far

1 1

r:m]}r a5 rcgards his exiltence hoere: apd b wapts
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of this nature being always the fame, the famc
cvents are continued without any interruption,
But 1n events of a moral tendency, no phvfical law
of this kind takes place, but "“h{i‘} then become
fubject to a moral law, and theretore are hable o
vary according to the laws of God’s moral COvern-
ment 3 and we mult judee of the credibility of 4l
tuch events, by referring them to that end.  Buc
our author makes the plhyfical improbability of an
event which altozether 1'pre&s a soral end, the
meafure of it's ll]le‘Cﬂl)ll’t} 5 4 Pring p]u which mutt
be totally madmiflable.  The allertion therefore
of our author, that ¢ Miracles aic a violation of
the laws of nature,” ftands unfupported; whiltk
teftimony and analegy tend to eftablifia their cre-
dibility, and {how their agreement with every prin-
ciple by which we can judoe that the Deity 1
directed 1 his moral covernment of the world.

in I‘Cfpﬁ& to the ﬂu‘j f.’;f’frZ/L/TL A confidered 1n
a phvfical point of view, we can no more account
for the common operations of nature, than for
thofe which are moft ez tiﬂowmﬂh ; o tree {prinzins
up from a feed whicli 13 buried in the c.,Lm, 15
cqually unaccountable and **1w111.hi11g as tht of 2
man being rafed from the dead.  Now there 1s
nothing m our condinen which requires that the
iocter thould happen fo often as the former; and
accordingly 1t 1s tound not to happe: {0 often: but
taking place enly at thofe times when fome fuch
extraordinary mamfeitation of divine power Dbe-
comes neceffary in order to correct the moral tate
of the world, it affords a very fansfattory preof that
1t {tands 10 that regular feries of events winch Pro-
vidence 1S C’lrrvinﬂ on tor the benefit of mankind.

The miracle under our prefent confiizrition -
valves 1n adelf no u)mmdu_uon, and thovetore i

contains no 1mpofithitity ; and being poflible, therg
1S
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is nothing 1 the faét which excludes an mveﬁma-
tion into 1t’s truth or fallehood; 1n emmmmcr
therefore into the grounds upon which the belief
of this miracle may reft, we ought to admit the
fame evidence as would be allowed in any other
cafe, A matter of fuct, oranted to be poffible, and
thown to be agrecable to God’s difpenfations, muft
be confirmed or overthrown by teftimony. We

may reafon, 1n many cafes, concerning the proba-
blhty of an event’s having lnppcned, and may
thow, upon true pr1nc1ples, the number of chances
for and againtt 1t; but reafon can do no more; it
can never prove whether it has or has not happened;
and 1f a number of credible witneffes agree in al-
fertine that 1t has happened, and the fa& be alfo
attended with circumftances of the {tronzelt nature
to contirm 1t, we are undoubtedly b sund to believe
105 the reafoning may be truc, amd the report of
the witnefles may be true; the latter tends to efta-
blith the truth of the fa&, and the {ormer does not
contradict it.  The extraordinary nature of a fact,
upont it’s being firft flated, diminithes 1t’s cre-
dibility, and the mind remains 1 a ftate of doubr,
untll all the circumitances refpecting the event have
been examined by thole tefts by which 1t's truth
may be afcertamed. That a man fhould this
hour be deprived of life, and the next reftored
to 1t, are actions equally poffibie and ealy to
be efte¢ted by the power of the Deity; one
we fee every day, and therefore any deorce ot
evidence 1s {ufficient to render 1t credible; let us
then confider, whar circumftances are neceflary
16 render the other credible, though not accompa-
nied with the fame deoree of certainty as the for-
mer ; for that which s evident every day to the
fenfes, rcquires only commen teftimony to make 1t

confidered as ablolute certatnty; whereas the cre-
B dibility
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dibility of very extraordinary facts at a great Jength
of time after they are faid to have happened, can
never amount to more than moral certainty, which
may however approach {o near to abfolute, that a
man’s aétion would be dircéted by it, 1n the fame
manner as if it were ablolute.  To this degree of
certainty we will endeavour to raife the credibility
of the faét, that a dead man was reftored to life.

In order to render an extraordinary fak
equally credible as one more common, 1t 15 only
neceflary to thow, that there was an end to be
accomplifhed which required an event of {o unufual
a nature; in which cafe the credibility is not di-
minithed, granting that there 1s a power in the
agent to produce the effet. This 15 every day
confirmed by experience. If a very extraordinary
fa&t be related, we at firft hefitate to believe it;
but if an adequate reafon for 1t be affigned, and a
power in the agent to accomphfh 1t be acknow-
ledged, 1t then becomes credible. And this is the
principle by which we are to be direCted 1n efti-
mating the probabulity of the happening of any
matter of faét; and more efpecially, when it has
reference to a moral end. When therefore we hear
of an extraordinary event, and at the {ame time fee
a power in the agent to produce 1t, and a rcalon
which requires 1t, the argument againft it’s credi-
bility, from 1t’s extraordinary nature, will no longer
operate to the exclufion of teftimony. We are
therefore to confider, how far this 1s the cafe 1n the
prefent circumitance.

Miracles are faid to have been wrought to efta-
blith a more perfect fyftem of religion than any
which at that time prevailed 1n the world ; that s,
to give fuch a degree of evidence of it’s divine
origin, as would render it indifputable that 1t was
promulgated by a ¢ Teacher fent from God.” We

38
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are therefore firlt to enquire, what neceflity there
was for the eftablithment of Chriftianity.

The {yftem of the univerfe bears ample teftimony
of the exiftence of a Being, Infinite in power, wifdom
and goodnefs. For what muft be the power of that
Being, who formed and gave mouon to the vaft
bodies which compofe it?  And if we confider the
nice laws by which thefe bodies are regulated, and
the admirable harmony and fimplicity of the ar-
rangement, by which the viaffitudes of day and
night, fummer and winter, are prelerved, we can-
not lefs admire the wi/dom than the power of the
fame Being. And when we further confider, that
thefe effeéts are fublervient to the ufe of man, and
that the earth 15 filled with {ftores for his fupport,
and for the {upport of the inferior parts of the crea-
tion, his gooduefls will be no lefs confpicuous. It
would take up too much time to give, n detail,

all the arouments by which thefe things may be
proved; but whoever will examine the ftracture of
the untverfe, the conftru&tion of the animal and
vegetable creation, and the wonderful provifions
which are made for their {fubfiftance, will {ee {uch
marks of power, defign, wif{dom and goodnefs, as
muft force him to acknowledge, ¢ this hath God
done, for it 1s marvellous m our eyes.” It has in-
deed been fuppofed, that the fyflem 1s 1mperfelt ;

containing 1n 1tfelf the feeds of 1t’s own diffolution
—that the {mall irregularities (as they were called)
which are produced by the mutual altions of the
bodies upon each other, will neceffarily bring on
1’s own deftruction.  But 1t 1s the glorious privi-
lege of man, that he can prove the works of his
Creator to be perfect. All thefe {uppoled anomalies
are now ihown to be regulated by fixed laws,

which, in a certain courfc of time, bring all things

back to the point from which they de parted and
B 2 render
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render the {yftem, by it’s own powers, €apable of
preferving itfelf to all eternity.

Granting therefore the power, wildom and good-
nefs of a fuperintending Being, which s {o confpl-
cuous in the works of the creation, and to which
alone we muft have recourfe for any fausfatory
proofs of the attributes of God, 1t being “ from
them,” as St. Paul faith, ¢ that the nvifible
things of God, even his eternal power and godhead
are underftood,” we are next to thow the neceffity

of a revelation at the time when Chriﬁianity Was
promulgated.

The world, at that time, may be confidered s
compoled of Jews and Gentiles; for although the
latter might be {ubdivided mto different clafies,
yet it 1s not neceflary for our prefent purpofe. In
refpect to the religion of the Gentles, it may be
conlidered, {irft, as wanting authont) ; fecondly, as
miftaken in the nature of God thirdly, as defec-
tive i 1t’s moral doctrines, and confequently crro-
neous 1n 1t’s practice.

Fr:ft, as wanting authority. At the time of
Homer, there was a tradition of the immortality of
the foul. Afterwards, Socrates and Plato taught
the fame doctrine; and they were the firft who
attempted to prove 1t by arcument.  The former
followed traditions which afforded but little fitis-
faction; but the opinions of the latter refpeCting
God and his difpenfations are fo confonant with the
writings of Mofes and the prophets, that he pro-
hably acqnlred them by converfing with the lgyp-
tan priefts in his travels into Egypt.  Tully fays
that this doétrine was delivered down f{romn all an-
tquity, but that the ancients gave no reafons by
which 1t could be fausfaérorily proved. Sencca,
though be femeumes afferts the foul’s 1mmor-
tality, yet at other times denies i, If therefore we

grant,




( 13 )

grant, that fome of the ancient philofophers had a
few obicure notions of a future ftate from revela-
tion, and others from the light of nature, yet they
could not deliver the doltrine with that authority
which was neceflary for the conviction of mankind;
they were neither ¢ Teachers fent from God,” nor
could they prove their doltrine to be of divine
origin. It could not therefore be expeéted, that
it thould have any general influence. Accord-
ingly we find, that they complamed of the great
inefficacy of thelr moral doctrines upon the minds
and conduct of men, who, they afferted, improved
more 1n knowledge than n goodnefs. The beft
and wifeft of them were not athamed to confefs
their {enfe of the want of a divine revelation.

Socrates {ud, ¢ You may give over all thoughts of
amending men’s manners, unlefs God will fend
fome other perfon to inftruct you.” And Plato
contefled, that ¢ the prefent evil {tate of the world
can only be corrected by the particular interpofition
of God.”

Sccondly, as containing crroneous opinions re-
{pecting the nature of God. The Stoics, by their
doétrine of fatality, denied the freedom of the di-
vine will; and the laws of unalterable fate deftroyed
the omnipotence of the Deity.  Epicurus excluded
God’s providence from the world; nor was 1t al-
lowed by Anftotle, on this fide the celeftial pheres;
and Plutarch contended for two Gods, one infi-
nitely good, and the other infinitely wicked.

Thirdly, as defeftive in it’s moral do&rines, and
practice. Zeno, the founder of the Stoics, made
the guilt of all fins cqual.  Anitippus refufed to
maintain his own children ; he made the pleafure
of the bodv to be the chief good and taught, that
a man might commit theft, adultery or mcmege

when he faw a convenient opportunity, but not
otherwile,
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otherwife, as they were not finful when not dif-
covered. Anftotle and Tully were advocates for
hatred and revenge; and it was a precept of one
of thofe who were honoured with the title of,
The Seven Wife Men of Greece,  Be kind to your
friends, but revenge yourfelves on your enemies.”
Thelc inftances are fufhcient to thow, how unable
natural reltolon is to teach men their duty, when
fuch precepts are decuced from the light of nature
by the greate{t mafiers of human learning. Many
excellent rules of action may undoubtedly be cal-
lected from the writings of the Heathen philofo-
phers; but they are mixed with the groffeft abfur-
dities, and have no foundation upon {uch princi-
ples as are the only fecunty for a virtuous life —
the fear of God, and the expeltation of future
rewards and punifhments.

The religion of the Jews mdeed was of divine
origin ; and although they had much jufter ideas
of God, and his {uperintending providence, yet, as
God had not though:t fit to reveal cleatly to them
the doétrine of ¢ life and 1mmortality,” their no-
tions ‘refpecting his promifes were extremely de-
feCive, nafmuch as they confidered them as di-
reCted to this hfe only; for one part of the Jews
abfolutely denied the refurrection of the body; and
the other part {eemed to have had very obfcure
nottons of 1t; for all the ideas they had of 2
Mefhah were, that he would come and fet up a
temporal kingdom; and they appear to have had
no expe&auons of any benefits but thofe which
refpected thus hfe.  Of [he oreat mercy of God to
man, 1n giving him an opportunity of {ecuring a
future hife of endlefs happinefs, they feemed to
have been almoft as ignorant as the Heathens.
And from the feverity with which our Saviour
reproached the Jews, we may conclude, that thfii

Mord
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moral “doctrines which they held were extremely
defeCtive. They fell from a true religion into fu-
perftiion, and trufted all to a multitude of cere-
monies and traditions, which were merely of
human authority, that at the time when they {cru.
pled not to commit the grofleft immoralities, they
would {ooner have died than have eaten any un-
clean meats, or difpenfed with any of their moft
trivial ceremonites.

Confidering therefore the depraved flate of
religion at the time when our Saviour appeared,
and the benevolence of God to man, as manieflt
from the works of the creation, it 1s very credible
that he would, under fuch circumf{tances, vouchiafe
to dire&t mankind to a more perfet knowledge of
his will.  Accordingly it is related, that God did
fend a Perfon to reform the world, and to pro-
mulgate his laws. We are therefore next to con-
{ider, on what grounds we are induced to believe
this relation.
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SERMON Il

2 PET. 1. 16.
We have not followed cunmngly devifed fables.

WE have 10 our hands a collettion of writings
called the New Teftament, which is {aid to contain
the will of God communicated to man, by a Perfon
called Jelus Chrft, above 1700 years ago. That
the different parts were written foon after the time
of the events which they record, there can be no
doubt, as they are exprefily acknowledged by a
fucceffion of writers up to that time.  Profane hif-
torians alfo mention a Perfon of that name, the
founder of a new religton, who at that nme lived
in Judea. The authors of thefe writings are faid
to have been dilciples of Jelus Chrift, who were
moft of them with him during s miniftry, and
related what they faw and heard ; and as thefe cir-
cumftances are acknowledged by the encmies as
well as the friends of Chriftianity, it i1s unneceflary
to infift any further upon eftablithing this point.
We have therefore only to confider the evidence
for the truth of the facts contamned in thele
WrIngs.

The miracles related to have been performed by
Jefus Chnit, are faid to have been done publickly

11
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in Jerufalem, and in the principal cities of Judea.
The names of the perfons on whom he cxcrcifed
his miraculous powers arc mentioned, and alfo the
places where they lived, with many other parti-
culars. The publication of a narrauve, containing
{uch extraordinary facls, and {fo circumftantally
related ;— of fuch 1mportance to mankind to be
eftablifhed, 1if true, and no lefs mmportant to be
contradicted, if falfe, ~would neceffariiy excite a
very flriét cnquiry refpecting them. The cffeéts
produccd by that enquiry we muit therefore next
confider, in order to get the evidence upon which
the truth of Chnftianity 15 founded; that is, we
muft enquire, how far the evidence tended to the
convi&tion of mankind.

The A&s of the Apoftles give an account of the
rife and progrefs of Chriftianity — that 1t {pread it-
felf quickly into the principal cities of Afia, Greece
and Jtaly, and foon over{pread the whele Roman
empire. And the Epiftles to the different churches
which were eflablithed 1 the time of the Apoilles,
fhow how much 1t was, m t.ole early umes, dif-
perfed and received as the undoubted word of God.
But that the truth of this may not reft on the au-
thority of that book wholfe authenticity we want to
prove, we can proeduce [ufficient proof from profane
authors, many of whom were no fricnds to Chrif-
tianity. Suetopius reprelents the Chnftians to have
been very numerous at Rome, about feven years
after our Lord’s death.  Aran, about 25 years
after, {peaks of bapuzed and elect perfons whom
he calls Jews, who, from thele circumftances, were
undoubtedly Chriftians ; and he tells us, that they
were {o {teady in their principles, that if a man’s
pracrice did not agree with his proiefiions, i was
called a diffembler.  Tacitus, who wrote about 30
vears alter Chrift, tells vs, that Chrit was the

| C founder
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founder of the Chriftian religion—that he lived in
Judea in the reign of Tiberius—that he had many
difciples, and that he was put to death by Pontius
Pilate. Pliny’s letter to Trajan, about 6o years
after Chrift’s alcenfion, proves how much Chrif-
tianity had then {pread; and 1t al{o fhows, that the
{everity with which the Chniftians were treated, did
not hinder the {preading of their religion. Qua-
dratus, a famous philolopher at Athens, about
go years after our Saviour, {peaking of the miracles
wrought by him, fays, ¢ But his works were al-
ways feen becaule they were truc; they were {cen in

thofe who were raifed from the dead. Nay, thofe
perfons who werc thus healed and raifed, were feen,
not only at the time of their being healed and
raifed, but long atterwards, even in the time of o
days.” About the fame time, Ariftides, an Athe-
nian philofopher, and famed for his acquirements
in learning, wrote an apology for the Chriftians to
the emperor Adnan.  This apology was extant m
the year 870. About the year 140, Antoninus Pius
fent his releript 1in favour of the Chriftians, to
Larfla, Theflalonica, Athens, and 1 general
throughout all Greece; from which 1t 1s manm[’c
that thefe places were at that time filled with Chrit-
tans. Not however to enter into a longer detail,
it 1s evident from the perfecutions of the Cl hriftians
under the different emperors till the time of Con-
flantine, that Chriﬁ:ianity trom 1t’s fir{lt promul-
oation, [pread very rapidly into all the parts of the
carth which were then known, and was embraced
by men of the firft cminence for virtue and
]x,.ll‘mn"*

The mpld converfion of the world to Chriftiamity
being cftablithed, we are next to confider the
motives which could 1nduce mankind thus readily
to embiace this religion.  Thele muft have been,

erther
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either the injunétions of the civil power under
which they lived, and which they dare not difobey
—The love of novelty-—-Thf—: hopes of gan, or
a conviction of the truth of that religion.

In refpect to the firft of thele, it1s granted that
the civil power was never exerted to plomote the
{preading of Chriftianity; but, on the contrary, it
was every where employed to oppofe it. It 15 un-
neceffar}r to urge any particular proof of this; both

the facred and pmﬁme hiftorians agree 1n confirm-
g it,

In regard to the {econd motive, 1t muft be
granted that fome men may always be {found who
are ready to act upon {uch principles; but expe-
rience fhows, that the gewerality of mankind are
very tenacious of thofe principles and prejudices
which they imbibed in their infancy, and {trongly
difpofed to defend any opimions which they have
long maintained. Under thefe influences, the
moft powerful which can operate, the principle
here affumed can never be confidered as adequate
to induce the bulk of mankind to renounce ar
once thole religlous tenets which they have ems-
braced from their childhood. It argucs a more
than ordinary evidence and power 1n that religion,
which can overturn every pnncxph, of Lducatlon,
and mery fuperftition and prejudice which can
enflave the mind.

In the third place, the followers of Jefus Chrift
could have no reafonable hopes of gain; for where

the eftablithed religion of a country 1s {upported

by the civil power, and where the prejudices of
education will always co-operate to {upport 1,
there can be no well founded hope of advantage
from oppofing 1t. The firft promulgators of
Chriftianity were clearly men of too much good
fenfe not to forefee this; and the experience of
C 2 cvery
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every day muft have convinced them of the ab-
{furdity of fuch a fuppofition. Their perfecutions
muft have [hown them, that their temporal inte-
refls could not be promoted by 1t ; and 1t cannog
be fuppofed, that they who vmbraced this religion
could be nfluenced by any worldly views, when
their teachers were obliged to fubmit to 1mprifon-
ments and death. Moft of the apoftles, and many
of the firft teachers of Chriftianity, {uffered perfe-
cuttons, with the lofs of every thing temporal; and
rather than renounce their mafter, many of them
patiently {ubmitted to cruelties which human na-
ture, unaffifted by divine affurance of future re-
wards, could not have {upported ; and at laft, they
offcred up their lives in defence of their principles
there could therefore be no profpects on this fide
the grave, to induce their followers to perfcvere.
Indeed their enemies never accufed them of acting
upon fuch principles. It is granted, that no
woﬂdly views were ever offered bv the firft
preachers of the Chriftian religion, order to in-
duce men to become their difciples; on the con-
trary, the duties which they required them to fulfil,
militated {trongly againft their interefts and ther
paflions, The rewards of a future life were all
they had to offer.
" The rapid cltablithment of Chriftianity muft
therefore have been from the conviction which
thole who cmbraced it, had of 1t’s « Truth and
power unto falvation.”  Chriftianity at firft {pread
itfelt amonszit the moft enlightened nations of the
earth—in thofe ¢ places where human learning was
m 10’s greateft perfection; and, by the force of the
evidence which attended 1t, amongft fuch nien 1t
pained an eftablithment, It has been juftly ob-
erved, that ¢ it happened very providentially to
the honour of the Chriftian religion, that 1t did not
take
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take 1’s rife 1n the dark illiterate ages of the world,
but at a time when arts and {ciences were at their
height, and when there were men who made it
the bufinels of their lives to {fearch after truth, and
fift the feveral opinions of philofophers and wife
men, concerning the duty, the end, and chief hap-
pinefs of reafonable creatures.” Both the learned
and the 1enorant alike embraced 1’s docrines; the
learned were not likely to be decetved in the proofs
which were offered ; and the fame canfe undoubt-
edly operated to produce the effelt upon cach.
But an immediate converfion of the bulk of man-
kind, can arile only from fome proofs of a divine
authority offering themfelves immediately to the
fenfes; the preachmg of any new doctrine, 1f left
to operate only by 1t’s own force, would go but a
very little way towards the immediate converfion
of the ignorant, who have no prmciple of action
but what arifes fron habit, and whofe powers of
reafoning are infuthcient to correct their errors.
When Mahomet was required by his followers to
work a miracle for therr conviction, he always de-
clined it; hec was too cautious to tiuft to an ex-
periment, the fuccels of which was {carcely within
the bounds of probability; he amulfed his to'lowers
with pretended vifions, which, with the aid after-
wards of the civil and military power, were {uth-
clent to enforce, at leaft an outward compliance.
But the apoftles citabhthed their religion 1m oppo-
fiion to that power; and as the accomplithment
of that event was by a few oblcure pertons, who
founded their pretenfions upon authonty {rom
heaven, we are next to confider, what kind of
proofs of their divine commufiion they oflered to
the world; and whether they themfelves could

have been deceived, or mankind could have been
deluded by them.,
The
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The miracles, faid to have been wrought for the
eftablithment of Chriftianity, were, giving {peech
to the dumb, making the lame to walk, reftoring
hight to the bllnd and raifing the dead. Thele are
related as public acts; and being matters of fact,
the witneffes could not have been deceived in them,
Our Saviour and his apoftles either did, or did net,
thefe things; if they did not, their endeavour to
perfuade mankind to believe them, or to credit a
circumftantial relation of falts which were not
true, muft have been a degree of folly and weak-
nefs to which their acknowledged good under-
ftandings could not have expofed them, and
which muft at once have difcovered them to have
been impoftors. The belief of facts of an extraor-
dinary nature 1s very flow, nor can 1t be confirmed
till after mature examination. The report of a
dead man being reftored to hife.muft neceffanly
have provoked an examination, which would have
difcovered the decent, 1f the thing had been falfe ;
and 1t muft have ecftablithed the charatter of
him who was the f{ubjett of the operation, as
¢ g3 Teacher fent from God,” 1f 1t was found to
be true. The names of the perfons on whom the
muiracles are {aid to have been wrought, and all the
circumftances attending the tranfactions, are lo
minutely defcribed, that 1t was very ealy to alcer-
tain the truth, even at a confiderable time after the
event. The difcourfes of the founder and hrft
promulgators of our religion fhow them to have
been perfons of very extraordinary fenfe and pru-
dence, who had clearly too much wifdom to have
been {fo circumftantal in their account, if they had
known them to have been falfe. The miracles were
many of them done in the moft public places —at
Jerufalem, and at Capernaum, the next principal
place in Judea. The nuniftry of our Saviour (:on-!-l
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tinued for three or four years, during which time,
he embraced every opportunity of exertmw his mi-
raculous powers; they were not thown once only,
and “1n a corner,” but they were freguently and
opexly difplayed 5 and from the commencement of
the miniftry of the apoftles to the death of
St. John, there was a pertod of about 6o years,
during which time, miracles are acknowledged to
have been performed ; and in moft of the inftances
in which this divine power was exerted, every thing
refpeting them was {o particularly ftated, that
mankind had every means of convincing themf{elves
of the truth of the relation; and under thele cir-
cumftances Chniftiamity was eftablithed. A con-
verfion therefore to the Chriftian rehgion muft
have anfen from a full convition of 1t’s truth.
Chriftianity did not give rife to the report of mi-
racles, but it was founded upon them. There is
{ome doubt in refpect to the time when St. John
wrote his Golpel; but the other Golpels, and moft,
if not all the Epiftles, were publithed before the
deftruction of Jerulalem; for befides that the
Jewith ftate 1s {poken of as then {ubffting, there
is a vartety of other circumftances which tend to
confirm this opinton.  Porphory, the moft learned
and fevere adverfary of Chriftianity, and who pof-
feffed every advantage to have difcovered whether
thefe writings were {purious, has exprefled no
doubts of their being genume. That the evan-
gelifts and apoftles (hould publith fuch a circum-
ﬂantlal relation of falts, {o near to the time at
which they are faid to have happened, if they were
not true, Is altogether incredible, and totally con-
trary to every pr1nc1plc upon which a deceiver
would act; and to admit them to be falfe, 15 to
take away the caule and leave the cffe¢t.  The at-
tempt would have been too grofs 1o have impoled
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upon man kind, and would have furmifhed the
enemies of Clmﬁi:.mit}f with powers {uflicient for
1t’s deftruction.  The apoftles attefted miracles,
done 1n the very place where they gave their evi-
dence; Peter and John preached the refurre@ion
of Chnift, at Jerufalem, not many months after the
event. This would not have been the condu& of
impoftors. I might here allo urge the acknow-
ledged fimplicity and purity of the lives of the firil
preachers of Chnllianity, thew bencvolence to
man, and unafieéted piety to God, as ftrongly
co-operating to frec them from any fufpicion of
being decetvers. The teltimony of men of {tn&
religious and moral character, of unblameable lives
and tried integrity of conduct, to what they them-
felves have fcen, and 1 which they could not be
deccived, muft be confidered as moral certainty.
Under thefe circumitances, the extraordinary na-
ture of the fact, fo far from being an argument
avemfi it's credibility, 15 an argument for 1t; I
being much lefs probable that fuch men {hould
deceive 1n a matter in which the falvation of man-
kind 1s concerned, than that they {hould {ali mto
lefs errors.  INNow the apoﬁlcs are acknowledaed (o
have been men of this def 11p11011--that they {pent
their hives in prety to (God —n chariey to man —
in teaching the moil perfect 1]]01';11'1{3', and the
purclt rel it‘-wn——-m (howing their fincerity by then
practice, and dving 1n de fonce of their principles.
Of {uch men, we may believe the common failings
incident to human nature 3 but we cannot behcm
that they would folemnly appeal to God for the
truth of what they knew to be falte.  There was
nothing 1n their charatter which could beact
miftruft. Many of the firlt adverfaries of our
religion, and thote the moft fornidable, never dit-

puted the truth of mivacles; on the contrary, they
mention
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mention them as having been performed.  The
Tews themielves acknowledged thewr reality; and
Julian and Ccllus, two avowed enemic: of Chrif-
tianity, amongﬁ all the arts which they ufed to
deftroy 1t’s credibility, not dzring to deny that our
Saviour and his apoﬂles wrought “miracles, aferibed
them to magic. Falls confeffed by thole who
had the greatelt interelt 1n da,n}mu then, ought to
be admitted. But Chriftianity 1s now 1o far oft
- philofophy, that our modern infidels dare

oppole, what the firlt unbelievers, with ali thc
means of nformation, found themiclves obliged to
orant, Chriftianity muft therefore have been firft
reccived from a full convi@ion of the truth of the
miracles {aid to have been wrought; 1t did not owe
1t's eftablithment ro the perfuzfions of phiolophers
and orators, or to the wfluence of the avil or mi-
litary power, but a/toset’er to the ihrce of 1t's own
evidence. When men are left to judoe and a&t for
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themfelves m a mateer in which thew m,mnl hap-
pinefs 1s imn*ediwtd} concerncd ; and where they
have no other motive to embmcc_ any now doctrines
but the force of their cvidence, we may conclude
that men will act from conviflien; and 1t was
under thefe crcumftances that Chnitianitv was
enibraced.  The evidence which we here offer as
orounds of beliet of the Chnftan relivion lofes
none of 1U’s force from length of time, 15 we realen
upon 2 matter of fact which has never been dii-
puted. The very extraordmary manner 1 which
the world was converted to Chnftianity, ftunds an
everlaftiny monument of 1t's truth ; and feoms in-
tended b\,f Providence as an arzument 1o future
cenerations of 10's divine '11,thor1*..f. Chyifiianity
was preached, and immediately upon 10s firlt pro-
muieation recetved by a great number of
1 )
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therefore which are deduced from this circum-
ftance, are as good now as they would have been
1700 years ago. If then we are, as our author
aflerts, to take experience for our guide, 1t tends
dire&lly to prove our pofition; for our own uniform
experience of the motives by which men are ge-
nerally influenced to act, proves that Chiiftianity
could not have been eftablifhed 1 the manner in
which 1t was, if the whole had been an impofition.
Hence, the general principles of human ation
prove the moral certainty of our religion. Our
author therefore reafons upon this falte principle,
that we want experience to convince us of the truth
of miracles. We want not experience to convince
us, that Chrftianity muft have been firft embraced
from convition, and that conviction 1s 1mmedi-
ately cinnected with the truth of mimclﬂq without
which, no {ufficient motives for belief can bz al-
figned. A very eminent writer ha:. obierved, that
“ the converfion of the Gentile world, wherhe:
we confider the difficultics attending 1t, the oppo-
fitton made to 1t, the wonderful work wrought to
accomplifh 1t, or the happy cffelts and confa-
quences of 1t, may be contfidered as a more 1liul-
trious EVIdEHCC of God’s power, than cven our
Savicur’s miracles of cafting out devils, healing the
fick, and raifing the dead.”  Indeed, a miracle {uid
to lm ‘¢ been wrouQ}t without any attending cir-
cumitances to ]ufh v fuch an exertion of divine
power, could not cahly be rendered credible s and
our author’s argument proves no more. i it were
related, that about [700 years 410, 4 man W
raifed from the dead, withour it’s anfwering any
other end than that of reftoring Inin to lite, 1 con-
fefs that no degree of evidence Could inducs me o
helieve lt, bUt if the moral government ot GGod
appr.dred in that event, and There Were Circui-

{tances
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ftances attending 1t which could not be accounted
for by any human means, the fact then becoines
credible.  When two extraordinary events are thus
connected, the proof of one eftablifhes the truch of
the other.  Our author has realoned upon the faét
as {tanding alone, in which cale 1t would not be
cafy to difprove fome of his reaoning; but the fact
thould be confidered 1n a moral view—as connetted
with the cftablithment of a pure religton, and it
then becomes credible.  In the proof of any cir-
cumftance, we mufl confider cvery principle which
tends to eftablith it; whereas our author, by con-
fidering the cafe of a man faid to have been rafed
from the d ad, fimply in a phvfeal point of view,
without any reference to a moral end, endeavours
to {how that it cannot be rendered credible; and,
from {uch principles, we may admit his conclufions
without affectine the creaib lity of Chnftianity.
The general pm]c iple on which he eftablithes his
aroument, is not the great foundation upon which
the evidence of Chriftianuy refts, He fays, < No
tefltimony can be fufficient to cftablifh a muracle,
unlets 1t be of fuch a kind, that the {fallehood
would be more miraculous than the fact which 1t
endeavours to prove.”  Now this reafoning, at rur-
theft, can only be admitted 1 thote cales where
the fact has nothing but teftimony to eftablith 1t.
But the proofs of Chrithianity do not reft fimply
upon the teftimony of ’s {irfl promulgators, and
that of thofe who were afterwards the infiuments
of communicaung 1t; bhut they reft principally
upon the aclmowledgcd and very extraordinary
cffects which were produced bv the preaching ot
a few unlearned, obfcure perlons, who taught
“ Chrnift c1uc1hed » and 1t is upen thete indif-
putable matters of fa& which we realon; and when
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the effu&ts are totally unaccountable upon any
principle which we can collect from the operation
of human mecans, we muit either admit miracles,
or admit an cfiect without an adequate caule.
Allo, when the proof of any pofition depends upon
arouments drawn from varous fources, all con-
curring to eftabhfh i’s truth, to felect {fome one
circu! nﬁmce, and attempt to fhow that that alone
1s not {fufiicient to render the fact credible, and
thence infer that 1t 1s not true, 1s a concluhon not
to be admitted.  But 1t 15 thus that our author has
cndeavoured to deftroy the credibility of Chriftia-
nity, the cvidences of which depend upon a great
variety of ciicumfitances and fadts which arc -
chiputably true, all co-operating to confirm 1's
truth ; but an examination of thele falls not within
che plan here propoled.  He refts all his argument
upon the extraordmnary nature of the fact, confis
dered alone by itlelf; for a common fact, with the
fame evidence, would inmechatcly be admitted.
I have endeavoured to fhow, that Jhe extraordinary
nature of the fact 1s no ground for difbelieving 1,
for two rezfons: I, tl 1..11: the circum{tances to be
accomplithed lmumd a faét of that extraordinary
nature, as much as the moit common events are
neceffary to fulfil the ufual difpenfations of Pro-
vidcnce, and therefore the Deity was then d*le&ed
by the fame motive as in a more ordinary cafe, tha
of affording us {uch affiftance as our moral con-
dition renders neceflary.  In the cftablithment of a
bure rchioion, the proof of 1’s divine origin may
require fomr:: Very e :xtnorclmm} cucumﬂzances which
may never afternards be requifite, and accordingly
ve find that they have not happened. Flore 1s
therefore a pertelt confiftency 1 the operations of

the Deity, in his moral covernment, and nct a v10-
lation
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fation of the laws of nature: Secondiy, the fact is
immediately connccted with others which are in-
difputably true, and which, without the {uppofiiion
of the truth of that fa, would be, at leaft, Lqmlly
miraculous. Thus I conceive the rezfoning of our
author to be totally 1aconciufive; and hc aro-
ments which have been employed to prove the
fallacy of his conclufions, appear, at the fame time,
fully to juftiiy our belief 1n, and prove the moral
certainty of our holy religion.




