Excerpts from a review of "Christianity justified upon the Scripture Foundation.  Being a summary View of the Controversy between Christians and Deists."

By Henry Stebbing, D. D. (The Monthly Review, 1749)

In this work the reader will find the principal objections urged against Christianity, by unbelievers, solidly answered, and the evidence for the truth of the christian religion briefly and distinctly stated.  The method in which the author proceeds is as follows.


In the first place he considers the subject matter of our Saviour's doctrine; or what it is he proposes to us for acceptance, and of what use or importance it is, regard being had to the happiness of mankind, or the wise ends of God's providence, so far as they may appear to human reason.  Secondly, He considers the credibility of this doctrine in its own nature; whether is be such as recommends itself to our acceptance, if supported by proper and sufficient evidence of its coming from God; or whether there is in it any such contrariety to the natural dictates of our reason, as will justify us in rejecting it as incapable of proof.  And in the third place, he considers, what testimony God has given to Jesus Christ, and whether it be such as ought to convince and satisfy reasonable men . . . 

Dr. Middleton, in his Free Inquiry has the following passage. 'But to distinguish between things totally different from each other; between miracle and nature; the extraordinary acts of God, and ordinary transactions of man; to suspend our belief of the one, while, on the same testimony, we grant it freely to the other; and to require a different degree of evidence for each, in proportion to the different degrees of credibility, is so far from hurting the credit of history, or of any thing else which we ought to believe, that it is the only way to purge history from its dross, and render it beneficial to us.' --Again, (p. 218-220) 'There is not a single historian of antiquity, whether Greek or Latin, who has not recorded oracles, prodigies, prophecies, and miracles--many of these are attested in the gravest manner, and by the gravest writers, and were firmly believed at the time by the populace: yet it is certain, that there is not one of them which we can reasonably take to be genuine--For example, Dionysius of Halicarnassus is esteemed one of the most faithful and accurate historians of antiquity; we take his word without scruple, in this account of the civil affairs of Rome; yet we laugh at the fictitious miracles which he has interspersed in it . . .'

Our author [i.e., Dr. Middleton] says, that this argument lies as strong against the Gospel, as against any other history; and that an unbeliever may go on and say, --'Thus also in the narrative of the acts of Jesus Christ, the points of history are, that he took upon himself to be a prophet, and instituted a new religion, for which he was cruelly put to death by the Jews.  These facts, and whatever other ordinary occurrences are recorded in his history, we admit.  But we pause at the miracles which are said to have been wrought in his favour, either when he was living, or after he was dead; for they are weak men that recorded them, and a weak man can hardly make any report that is credible, of such events as are miraculous.'


In answer to this our author [i.e., Stebbing] observes, that extraordinary or miraculous events are, in the nature of them, or as to the possibility of their existence, as credible as ordinary;--that a man's senses are to himself as good evidence of a miracle, as of an ordinary event; that is, of a fact varying from the common course of nature, as of a fact corresponding to it--and that, a person's veracity supposed, his report of an extraordinary event is a good evidence as his report of an ordinary one; upon supposition that there is reason sufficient to believe, that he himself neither was nor could be imposed upon . . .

'in things which are to be received upon testimony (of which sort are all facts, whether common or extraordinary, for which we have not the evidence of our senses) the nature of the thing testified, and the quality of the witnesses are to be considered.  If the thing testified is in the nature of it credible, and the witnesses are qualified to judge of the truth of it, so as that we may be secure they could not themselves be deceived in what they report; their veracity supposed, such testimony is to be admitted; and this in things extraordinary as well as ordinary: for the one as well as the other may be both credible in themselves, and so circumstanced, that we may be very secure that the witnesses themselves could not have been deceived . . .'


After treating largely upon the evidence arising form miracles, for our Saviour's mission, our author proceeds to enquire into the causes of infidelity, and concludes with a serious address to the deists, and another to profess'd christians.

1) What are the major arguments being made in these excerpts?

2) How does this fit into the context of the Enlightenment?  Be specific.

