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Introduction

The mid-nineteenth century was a remarkable 
period in the history of Scotland. That was obvi-
ously the case in terms of its educational system 

and industrial entrepreneurship; but it was also true of the 
church and its theologians and ministers. Many of them 
remain household names among knowledgeable Chris-
tians within the presbyterian and reformed tradition and 
indeed beyond. Their works continue to be republished 
and are read even more widely than when they first came 
from the press. During those years one might walk down 
Edinburgh’s Princes Street and espy Thomas Chalmers, or 
William Cunningham, or George Smeaton. Here too one 
might encounter John ‘Rabbi’ Duncan and Hugh Martin, 
James Buchanan and James Bannerman. And perhaps in the 
early 1830s, one might see some of Chalmers’ students, the 
youthful Robert Murray M‘Cheyne or the Bonar brothers, 
or one of their remarkable group of friends, emerging from 
a dark and dingy tenement building in which they had 
been engaged in evangelistic outreach and mercy ministry. 

By contrast, Thomas Jackson Crawford (1812–1875), 
author of The Mysteries of Christianity, did not settle in 
Edinburgh until 1844,1 a year in which he also received a 
D.D. from his alma mater, the University of St Andrews 
(where his father had been Professor of Moral Philosophy). 

1 He was minister in Cults, Fife (1834–38) and in Glamis, Angus 
(1838–1844).

xiii
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Unlike the luminaries already named, Crawford remained 
in the Church of Scotland following the Disruption in 
1843 and indeed published Reasons of Adherence to the 
Established Church of Scotland: Addressed by a Minister to his 
Parishioners. He was to remain one of its ministers for the 
rest of his days, serving from 1844 in St Andrews Church 
in Edinburgh and then from 1859 as Professor of Divinity 
in the University of Edinburgh. His distinction was 
recognized by his appointment as a chaplain-in-ordinary 
to Queen Victoria in 1861, and thereafter as Dean of the 
Chapel Royal, and also by his election as Moderator of the 
General Assembly of the Church of Scotland in 1867.

The history of church secessions is rarely straightforward. 
Individuals who share a common theological foundation 
come to different conclusions about their contemporary 
implications (two centuries before Crawford there were 
‘conforming Puritans’ like William Gurnall as well as 
ejected ones). Providence is not always easy to read, the 
timing of convictions and the locations of individuals vary, 
and in addition there is never applied theology without 
individual or group psychology. So too at the Disruption. 
Crawford believed that the cause of Christian orthodoxy 
was best defended from within rather than from without 
the establishment.

Compared with the remarkable theologians who 
belonged to the disruption church, Thomas Crawford’s 
name has fallen into relative obscurity. Even Scottish 
theological students today are unlikely to be familiar 
with his name—unless perhaps they are familiar with the 
issue which elicited his best known book, The Fatherhood 
of God (1866). In it he took to task the published version 
of Robert Candlish’s Cunningham Lectures (1864) on the 
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same theme. The protagonists disagreed on the question 
of the status of Adam as created and the implications that 
should be drawn from it. Today, certainly at first sight, the 
issue seems recondite, although in fact it has potentially 
important bearings on both the doctrine of God and the 
nature of redemption. 

Candlish in turn replied to Crawford’s strictures at 
length in a seventy-five page essay prefacing the third 
edition of his own work—an indication of his recognition 
of his critic’s ‘high standing and merited repute’—a 
respect which he confirmed by his further comments on 
Crawford’s exposition of the atonement: ‘If he were to give 
the church the benefit of this exposition … I for one would 
hail such a use of it with all my heart.’1 In effect Crawford 
took up the invitation and in 1871 published The Doctrine 
of Holy Scripture Respecting the Atonement. He was, wrote 
John Macleod, ‘a sound and able theologian’ even ‘while 
tainted, it might be, by Erastianism or prepared to yield to 
its aggressions.’ 2

By comparison with these two books, little read today, 
Crawford’s other works have well-nigh disappeared 
into oblivion.3 That is certainly true of The Mysteries of 
Christianity—so much so that the article on him in the 
current edition of The Dictionary of National Biography, 

1 Robert S. Candlish, The Fatherhood of God (3rd edition, Edinburgh, 
1866), p. 19.

2 John Macleod, Scottish Theology in Relation to Church History Since 
the Reformation (1943; repr. Edinburgh: Banner of Truth Trust, 2015), 
pp. 280, 279.

3 An Argument for Jewish Missionaries, (Edinburgh, 1847); 
Presbyterianism defended against the exclusive claims of Prelacy, as urged 
by Romanists and Tractarians (Edinburgh, 1853); Presbytery or Prelacy; 
which is the more conformable to  the pattern of the Apostolic Churches? 
(2nd edition, London, 1867).

INTRODUCTION
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perhaps understandably, makes no mention of it. Even 
the title may encourage the modern reader to pass by on 
the other side. Yet, from Crawford’s point of view it was 
clearly an important contribution to Christian apologetics, 
appearing in 1874 as the second series of lectures under the 
endowment of The Baird Lecture.1 

‘Mystery’ is a biblical word that over the years has been 
reduced in meaning, taking on an atmosphere very different 
to the sense in which it was used for example by the apostle 
Paul. It is important therefore in opening these pages to 
realize that in discussing Christianity’s mysteries Crawford 
is dealing with realities that can be known by us only if God 
himself reveals them. They come to us recorded in the pages 
of Scripture, not as a result of our own abilities to engage 
in reasoning. Thus The Mysteries of Christianity is in essence 
an exposition and defence of Christianity as a supernatural, 
trinitarian faith at the heart of which lie the mysteries of 
the incarnation, the atonement, the sovereign work of the 
Holy Spirit, and the marvels of divine providence. 

In a word, Crawford is expounding and defending 
the fundamental distinctives of the Christian faith. He 

1 James Baird was a remarkable industrialist and philanthropist whose 
family company was a major producer of pig iron. He encouraged 
the closing of factories on Sundays, together with his brothers built 
churches for their workers and in 1873 donated the gigantic sum of 
£500,000 to the Church of Scotland to promote ‘the mitigating of 
spiritual destitution among the population of Scotland.’ (The Bank of 
England Inflation Calculator suggests that in today’s terms Baird’s gift 
would have the purchasing value of almost £50,000,000). The Trust 
Deed for The Baird Lecture stated that the publication was to be ‘by 
the Lecturer at his own cost and risk, and to the extent of not less than 
750 copies’. Approximately forty copies were to be given free to the 
universities, theological colleges and into the hands of the trustees. For 
his services the lecturer received one hundred pounds plus the possibility 
of more—a sum which the Bank of England Inflation Calculator puts at 
around ten thousand pounds value today.
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does not do this as a popular apologist (it was apparently 
well-known that even when in pastoral ministry his 
sermons stretched rather than pandered to the intellectual 
attainments of his hearers). Twenty-first century readers 
may well feel that the style of approach belongs to another 
genre than those to which we have become accustomed 
in contemporary popular apologetics. But what becomes 
clear in these pages is that Crawford thought deeply and 
carefully, and he asks—indeed virtually requires—that 
his readers be willing to stretch to follow him. For The 
Mysteries of Christianity is not merely old wine diluted for 
new wine bottles, but a serious and substantial defence of 
the coherence of the Christian gospel. In providing such 
an exposition, Crawford not only informs our minds; he 
makes us think. Underlying his approach is the biblical 
conviction that the transformation of our lives takes place 
through the renewing of our minds.1 

So if these pages seem demanding to new readers, even 
to students of theology and ministers, the effort to engage 
with them cannot fail to reap rewards. It is the conviction 
and expectation of the publishers in making this too-long 
obscure work available again that grappling with Crawford’s 
expositions in The Mysteries of Christianity will strengthen 
biblical convictions and bear rich fruit.

Sinclair B. Ferguson
Edinburgh 

August, 2016

1 Romans 12:1-2.

INTRODUCTION
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Lecture One

meaning of the word ‘mystery’—misconceptions 
rectified—revealed doctrines which have 
mystery connected with them in respect of 
the absence of internal evidence by which 
they may be verified, apart from the authority 
of the revelation.

‘If we receive the witness of men, the witness of God is 
greater.’—1 John 5:9.

The question which I propose to consider in 
this and some succeeding Lectures, is one of 
undoubted interest and importance—namely, 

whether the mysteriousness of certain doctrines can of itself be 
deemed a sufficient reason either for excluding them from the 
articles of the Christian faith, or for discrediting the Christian 
system on account of them, as unworthy of the divine origin 
and authority which it claims to possess?

In entering on this subject, it does not seem necessary 
to dwell on the various senses in which the word mystery 
is used in Holy Scripture. Its general signification as there 
employed appears to be, ‘something that is wholly or par-
tially concealed,’—such as a secret confided to some select 
persons, but not as yet openly published to the world 
at large—or a revealed truth which, though now made 
manifest, was hid from former ages and generations. It 

Meaning of the 
word ‘Mystery.’

1
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 sometimes denotes, also the covert moral of a parable, or 
the latent reference of a type or symbolical ordinance. Suf-
fice it to say, that in the question we are now concerned 
with, the word is taken in a somewhat different sense from 
those which in Scripture are ordinarily assigned to it. By ‘a 
mystery,’ in our present discussion, we understand some 
matter pertaining to the divine character or procedure, 
which, even when revealed, is not fully comprehensible 
by us; something which is only revealed to us in part, and 
which, so far as it is unrevealed, transcends the limits of 
human knowledge; something as to which the testimonies 
of Scripture extend only to the reality and certainty of it, 
while the reasons, grounds, and explanations of it, and the 
relation which it has to other kindred truths, have not been 
disclosed in the oracles of God, and cannot be satisfactorily 
ascertained by any independent exercise of our own facul-
ties.

1. You will see from what I have now said that there is a 
broad distinction between a mysterious doctrine and an unin-
telligible statement. These two things are often confounded 
together by those who would reject the mysterious truths of 
Christianity. Such persons represent us, when vindicating 
these truths, as claiming their assent to a class of proposi-
tions to which no intelligible meaning can be attached; and 
they seek to foreclose all discussion of the subject by laying 
it down as an obvious and indisputable maxim, that ‘no 
man can reasonably believe what he does not understand.’ In 
a certain sense this maxim is undoubtedly true. We can-
not give a reasonable assent to any statement, the terms of 
which are utterly unintelligible by us; as, for example, to 
the announcement of a doctrine in some unknown tongue, 
or in the technical language of some unknown science. We 
may, indeed, even in such a case, believe, on the authority 

The ‘mysterious’ 
distinguished 
from the ‘unin-
telligible.’

See Campbell 
on the Gospels, 
Diss. ix, Part i.
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of any credible person who makes the statement, that it 
contains some truth or other. But we cannot, in such a case, 
believe the precise truth which, to one who understands the 
terms of the statement, it is known to convey.

In another sense, however, the maxim is not true. It 
is not true if it be held to mean that we cannot believe 
a statement, expressed in perfectly intelligible language, 
respecting some fact which we find ourselves unable fully 
to comprehend, or satisfactorily to account for. Because, 
if it were true in this sense, it would exclude us from the 
belief of many of the most familiar facts of daily experi-
ence, of many of the surest discoveries and deductions of 
science, and of many of the fundamental truths of natural 
religion. All men, for example, understand and believe the 
statements, that the heart beats and the blood circulates 
without our will, and that our limbs move or cease to move 
at our will and pleasure; though no man is able thoroughly 
to explain, and few men have the faintest conception of 
the manner in which these well-known processes, volun-
tary and involuntary, are conducted. In like manner, to one 
who is wholly unacquainted with the terms and definitions 
of mathematics, the proposition, that a certain curve called 
the hyperbola, and a certain straight line related to it and 
called its asymptote, continually approach nearer and nearer 
to one another without the possibility of ever meeting, is 
unintelligible, and beyond the province of rational convic-
tion; while to him who can define the terms in which it is 
expressed, the same proposition, though perfectly intelligi-
ble, and capable of being rationally believed and demon-
strably established, is yet in a very high degree mysterious. 
The case is similar with the elementary truths of natural 
religion relative to the existence, attributes, and providence 
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of God. These can be set forth in plain and perspicuous lan-
guage, the meaning of which a very child may apprehend, 
although there are things unsearchable connected with 
them which far exceed our powers of comprehension. It is 
idle, then, to think that the mysterious doctrines of Chris-
tianity are at once to be set aside by the sweeping assertion, 
that ‘we cannot believe what we do not understand;’ for in 
the only sense in which this assertion is true, it has really no 
application to the question before us.

It is somewhat strange, moreover, that those very per-
sons who tell us that they cannot believe the Christian 
doctrines on this account, have no insuperable difficulty 
in disbelieving them. Not content with merely suspending 
their judgment on the ground of their alleged incapacity to 
understand the things which are submitted to them, they 
pronounce unfavourable judgment upon these things with-
out the slightest hesitation or uncertainty. And yet, one 
should think that, if men cannot believe a doctrine because 
of their inability to understand it, the same reason ought 
to prevent them from disbelieving it; or at least to make 
them somewhat less confident, and less dogmatical, than 
they often are in their denial of it.1

The truth is, however, that, as I have already observed, 
there is a mighty difference between ‘the unintelligible’ and 
‘the incomprehensible.’ A doctrine is ‘unintelligible’ when 
we cannot attach any meaning to the terms in which it is 
expressed, and are on this account precluded from forming 
any decision, either favourable or adverse, as to the truth 
of it. On the other hand, a doctrine is ‘incomprehensible’ 
when, however clearly it may be expressed, and however 
fully its import may be apprehended, it relates to matters 

1 Appendix, note A.
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of a very deep and unsearchable nature, and gives us only 
a partial knowledge of these matters, so that outside of its 
teachings with respect to them, there are still some ‘secret 
things’ connected with them which we cannot explore.

2. Very much akin to the remark I have just made is 
another consideration which we ought to keep in view with 
reference to the subject of our discussion. It is this: that 
when we speak of a ‘mysterious doctrine,’ or of a ‘revealed 
mystery,’ we are using phrases which, however convenient 
and serviceable as means of avoiding circumlocution, are 
yet not strictly accurate, and without certain qualifications 
are apt to be misleading. A ‘doctrine,’ or ‘thing taught,’ can-
not properly be called ‘mysterious.’ The mystery belongs 
not to the doctrine, but to the subject of the doctrine. It lies, 
as it were, outside of the doctrine, in somewhat pertaining to, 
or connected with, the subject thereof, respecting which no 
doctrine, or teaching, has been imparted to us. In like manner 
a ‘revealed mystery’ is a somewhat incongruous expression, 
inasmuch as a thing cannot properly be said to be ‘myste-
rious’ in so far as it is revealed. The revelation, so far as it 
extends, removes the mystery in which the subject of it was 
before enveloped. Strictly speaking, there is no mystery in 
the revelation. There may be mysteries connected with the 
things revealed, unless all truth respecting them be commu-
nicated to us, and mysteries involved in our speculations, 
and inquiries about them, when pushed beyond the limits 
of the revelation. But these mysteries form no part of the 
revelation, properly so called. The revelation goes no further 
than to the announcement of certain truths or matters of 
fact which are stated in plain and intelligible language. The 
mystery, again, belongs exclusively to the reasons, grounds, 

A ‘mysterious 
doctrine’ and 
a ‘revealed 
mystery’ are 
inaccurate 
expressions.
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or explanations of these truths, or the relation which they 
bear to other truths; that is to say, the mystery belongs only 
to points which are not included in the revelation,—points 
in regard to which no knowledge has been communicated 
to us,—and, I may add, no faith is required of us, further 
than that recognition of their mysteriousness, which ought 
to restrain us from seeking too boldly or too curiously to 
pry into their hidden depths.

Take, for example, that ‘great mystery of godliness’ 
implied in the assumption of human nature by the Son 
of God. It is simply the fact of this wonderful incarnation 
that is set forth in Scripture as the object of our faith. The 
manner or explanation of the fact is left unrevealed. God 
has merely told us, what doubtless it concerned us to know, 
that divinity and humanity were united in the Saviour’s 
person. How they were united is a question which does not 
so much concern us, and probably a question involving 
matters which, in the present state of our faculties, could 
not have been made plain to us. At all events no light is 
thrown upon it in the Scriptures. Enough is there disclosed 
to certify us of the fact, and enough also to warrant us in 
negativing certain speculative theories with respect to it, 
that are palpably at variance with the revealed fact which 
they attempt to explain. But nothing is there disclosed 
which can entitle us, while negativing these unscriptural 
solutions of the mystery, to substitute for them any affirma-
tive theory of our own devising. In the silence of Scripture 
we needs must be silent also, lest, by intruding into things 
which are not revealed, we ‘darken counsel by words with-
out knowledge.’

3. Another remark, which may in some degree contrib-
ute to a right apprehension of the question before us, is 
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that the word ‘mystery’ is a relative term—a term, that is to 
say, which has reference to the mental capacity, or means 
of information, of those persons to whom the subject of it 
is mysterious. When using this expression we do not mean 
to say that the thing denoted by it is absolutely and in itself 
a mystery, so that no intellect can possibly comprehend it, 
but only that it surpasses our comprehension, and that of 
other creatures of the like measure of intellectual power. To 
minds of a higher order of intelligence, those things which 
are darkest to us may be clearly apparent. Even to our own 
minds it may be hereafter given more fully to know things 
which are for the present hidden from us; ‘for now we see 
through a glass darkly; but then face to face: now I know 
in part; but then shall I know even as also I am known.’ 
Nor let it be forgotten that there is One Supreme Intel-
ligence ‘dwelling in the light which no man can approach;’ 
‘in whom there is no darkness at all,’ and from whom no 
secrets are hid.

This consideration is fitted to dispel much of the pre-
judice with which the subject of our present discussion is 
often regarded. For while, as formerly observed, the mys-
teriousness, which has frequently been urged as an objec-
tion to some of the Christian doctrines, pertains not at all 
to these doctrines as revealed, but to somewhat relating 
to the subjects of them that is unrevealed, it now further 
appears that this mysteriousness is attributable, not to any-
thing inordinately dark or inordinately deep in the sub-
jects of a revelation from the unsearchable God, but rather 
to the limited reach of the human intellect, by reason of 
which the knowledge of these subjects is ‘too wonderful for 
us,’ so that we ‘cannot attain unto it.’

1 Cor. 13:12.

1 Tim. 6:16.
1 John 1:5.

Psa. 139:6.
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Having offered these explanatory remarks on the ques-
tion before us, we now proceed to the discussion of that 
question; and, in doing so, I may observe that there are six 
respects in which a revealed doctrine may be considered as 
having mystery connected with it—namely,

First, in respect of the absence of internal evidence 
by which the doctrine might be verified, apart from the 
authority of the revelation which assures us of it;

Secondly, in respect of the profound, obscure, or transcen-
dental nature of its subject, relatively to the finite compass of 
the human mind;

Thirdly, in respect of the limited extent of its disclosures, 
as embracing only the reality of the things revealed, apart 
from the reasons, grounds, or explanations of them ;

Fourthly, in respect of its seeming inconsistency either 
with other doctrines contained in the revelation itself, or with 
the dictates of our rational and moral faculties;

Fifthly, in respect of the inadequacy of human language to 
convey a perfectly just and definite representation of it;

And sixthly, in respect of its contrariety to the thoughts 
and dispositions of man considered as a fallen creature, who, 
through the darkening and perverting influence of sin, is 
incapable of rightly discerning and appreciating it.

Under these six heads I shall endeavour to state the gen-
eral arguments by which it may be shown that the mys-
teriousness of certain doctrines is not in itself considered any 
sufficient reason either for excluding them from the articles of 
the Christian faith, or for discrediting the Christian system on 
account of them, as unworthy of the divine origin and author-
ity assumed by it; and, having done so, I shall then apply the 
arguments to some of the more important of those doc-
trines of the gospel which are commonly objected to on the 
ground of their mysteriousness.
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I. We begin with the case of doctrines which are ‘mys-
terious’ in the sense that seems most nearly akin to the ord-
inary scriptural use of that expression, as being not only 
undiscoverable until revealed, but, even when revealed, 
incapable of being verified apart from the authority of the rev-
elation which assures us of them.

We naturally expect that a revelation from God, besides 
being sanctioned by such miraculous signs as God alone 
can give, that he has sent it to us, should also, in the very 
substance of its communications, present internal proofs of 
its divine origin. There is no other department of the works 
of God which does not, more or less, exhibit traces of his 
agency. The earth, the air, the ocean, the heavens, are filled 
with manifestations of his power, and wisdom, and good-
ness. It would be strange, then, if his word should be the 
only exception—if in it alone there were nothing to be met 
with, from which we might justly conclude that it has pro-
ceeded from him. The critical inquirer into the genuineness 
of human writings always expects, and is for the most part 
able to discover, in their style and spirit and tendency, some 
characteristics of the author to whom they are ascribed. If 
so, it were surely unreasonable to suppose that the Book of 
God, written by his inspiration for the guidance, instruc-
tion, and comfort of his intelligent creatures, should present 
no discernible marks of its divine authorship. Accordingly 
we find that the Lord Jesus Christ, who on many occasions 
referred to ‘the works which he had done’ as unequivocally 
‘witnessing that the Father had sent him,’ did, with scarcely 
less confidence, appeal on other occasions to the nature 
of his doctrine as in itself showing that it was from God. 
And St Paul, while expressly declaring that ‘miracles were 
the signs of his apostleship,’ was, notwithstanding, wont 
to address himself to the intellects as well as to the hearts 
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of those to whom he spake and wrote,—patiently reason-
ing with them—mightily convincing them—challenging 
them as wise men to judge of what he said—and seeking 
‘by manifestation of the truth to commend himself to every 
man’s conscience.’

We are not, however, entitled to demand that every par-
ticular statement contained in Scripture shall afford internal 
evidence of its heavenly origin. It is enough if such evi-
dence be derivable from any considerable number of these 
statements, or from a general and comprehensive survey of 
the whole system of doctrine of which they are constituent 
parts. There are some particular passages in Milton’s ‘Para-
dise Lost’ which, taken by themselves, cannot be said to 
exhibit internal evidence of having been composed by that 
illustrious poet. Many a man of far inferior genius might 
have written them. But no reasonable critic would main-
tain, simply on this account and without positive proof of 
corruption or interpolation, that these passages are to be 
regarded as spurious, and ought therefore to be extruded 
from their place in that sublime poem with which they are 
incorporated. In like manner, there are some things in the 
works of nature and in the course of providence which can-
not be shown, when taken by themselves, to furnish any 
special indications of the wisdom, power, and goodness of 
the Almighty; nay, there are some things—as, for exam-
ple, the existence of physical and moral evil—which, when 
taken by themselves, we are unable to reconcile in any way 
that is perfectly satisfactory with the divine attributes. But 
the mere lack of evidence in such exceptional cases is utterly 
powerless to countervail the proofs with which all around 
us and all within us must, on a collective view, be owned 
to be abundantly fraught, that the system of the universe 
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was originally constituted and is continually governed and 
upheld by a wise, all-powerful, righteous, and beneficent 
Being, who has ‘never left himself without witness,’ but 
has caused ‘the invisible things of his eternal power and 
Godhead to be understood by the things which he hath 
made.’ Now the scheme of Christianity must be dealt with 
on the same principle. Although some parts of it may be 
of such a nature that we find ourselves unable to verify or 
substantiate them by any independent exercise of our own 
faculties, this consideration ought not to detract from the 
internal evidence which we are fully able to apprehend, and 
to appreciate as belonging to other parts. Nay rather, the 
former are entitled to the advantage which accrues to them 
from their connection with the latter as constituent por-
tions of one great system. They ought to be allowed the full 
benefit of the presumption, that what is so clearly apparent 
to us in the one, exists in the other, although for the present 
our limited minds may be incapable of evolving it.

In connection with these remarks it is of some impor-
tance to keep in view the two aspects in which Christian-
ity may be regarded,—first, as a republication of natural 
religion; and, secondly, as a revelation of truths peculiarly 
and properly its own, respecting which the light of nature 
knows nothing, and discloses nothing.

1. It is mainly, I conceive, if not exclusively, in the first 
of these two aspects of Christianity that internal evidence 
of its truth can be reasonably demanded; because it is 
only in this aspect that we can be said to have any prior or 
 independent knowledge of religious truth with which to 
compare it. That knowledge of God which we are capable 
of acquiring by the right use of those intellectual and moral 
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faculties which he has given us, may in effect be consid-
ered as equivalent to a prior communication of his mind 
and will. And hence we may justly expect that there shall 
be, not only the absence of any clear discordance with it, 
but, on the contrary, a perceptible coincidence with it, in any 
revelation from God that professes with his authoritative 
sanction to republish and confirm it.

Now there need be no lengthened argument to show 
that Christianity has in this respect fully satisfied our rea-
sonable expectations. For it is much too clear to be dis-
puted, that those general views of the character and provi-
dence of God, as well as of the duty and destiny of man 
which it exhibits to us, are just such as all enlightened the-
ists have ever approved of. The unity of God—his spiritual-
ity—his eternity—his almighty power—his unsearchable 
wisdom; above all, his adorable moral attributes, his justice, 
his truth, his holiness, his benevolence, his long-suffering 
patience, his tender and pitying mercy,—are much more 
clearly and forcibly displayed in Holy Scripture than in the 
most profound disquisitions on natural theology that have 
ever been elaborated. The providence of God, too, as con-
stantly preserving and governing the whole creation, sup-
plying the wants of every living thing, hearing and answer-
ing the prayers of his intelligent offspring, and ordering all 
things for good to those who love him, is set forth with 
a plainness that cannot be misapprehended, and with an 
authority that admits of no dispute. The precious doctrine 
of a future existence beyond the grave is confirmed by 
many reasonable arguments, tending to show that it is far 
from being ‘a thing incredible.’ And yet we must needs own 
that any confirmation which these arguments may give to 
Christianity, in regard to a matter so important, is much 
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more than repaid by the decisive manner in which it has 
sanctioned the conclusion that may be drawn from them 
by the clear and articulate declarations of God himself. I 
need scarcely add that the morality of the gospel, whether 
as regards its completeness, its spirituality, its adaptation to 
the wants and circumstances of all mankind, the strength 
and urgency of the motives to which it appeals, or the sim-
ple, pointed, and authoritative manner in which it com-
mends its precepts to our observance, is most worthy of 
the divine source in which it professes to have originated. 
The incomparable excellence, indeed, of Christianity as an 
ethical system, has for the most part been frankly acknowl-
edged by those even to whom its peculiar doctrines are 
most obnoxious.

In all these respects the Christian revelation, when 
viewed as a republication of the religion of nature, presents 
internal evidence of its truth to the fullest extent that can 
reasonably be demanded. It is true we do not find in the 
Scriptures which unfold it to us any such thing as a scien-
tific dissertation on the principles of religion and moral-
ity. There are no laboured arguments, no subtle disquisi-
tions, no approach to systematic order and arrangement. 
This circumstance, however, so far from being a ground of 
objection, is really one of the chief excellences of Christian-
ity. The plain, direct, and authoritative manner in which 
its great truths and precepts are placed before us, without 
the formality of argument or exposition, comports most 
perfectly with the character assumed by it, as no mere 
speculative system of human philosophy, but a sure and 
indisputable communication of the mind of God. And 
the very artlessness and simplicity of its statements, and 
the unsystematic manner in which they are introduced, in 
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 connection for the most part with their practical bearings, 
contribute greatly to the edification and comfort which 
men of every grade of intellectual culture are capable, in 
their varied exigencies, of deriving from them.

2. But, as before observed, there is another aspect in 
which Christianity must be regarded than that of a mere 
republication of natural religion. It has doctrines which are 
peculiarly its own, and which we have no means of discov-
ering and ascertaining, apart from the revelations which it 
makes to us.

The ‘religion of nature’ may be so called, not only 
because the works of God in the natural world afford evi-
dence by which its great truths may, to a certain extent, be 
substantiated, but also because it has reference to the natural 
or original relations subsisting between man and God, as a 
rational and accountable creature to his Creator. It is no 
disparagement to it, therefore, to affirm that, however well 
adapted it might be to human beings in their normal state 
of innocence, it is not sufficient for them in that abnormal 
state of sin into which they have unhappily degenerated, 
and for which some extraordinary provision of a curative or 
restorative kind must be supplied. In this respect the reli-
gion of nature is like the wholesome food which may nour-
ish us when in health, but which cannot do the work of a 
remedy by healing us when we have become disabled and 
diseased. In view of the special exigencies of our fallen con-
dition the statement of Dr Chalmers is strictly true, that 
‘natural theology is a science, not so much of doctrines as of 
desiderata. There is to be found in it enough of manifesta-
tion to awaken the fears of guilt, but not enough satisfacto-
rily to appease them. It emits very audibly a note of alarm; 
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but in vain do we listen for one authoritative word of com-
fort from any of its oracles. It is able to discern the danger, 
but not to provide the deliverance. It teaches enough to call 
forth the anxious inquiry, What shall I do to be saved? But 
the answer to that inquiry comes from a higher theology.’

It is true that men, when left to themselves, ‘have never 
invented a religion of despair;’ but that all religions which 
have at any time prevailed on earth, have presupposed the 
possibility of forgiveness, and have devised some tentative 
expedients by which it may, peradventure, be attained. And 
hence we may plausibly conclude that there must be an 
instinctive persuasion, deeply rooted in the human mind, 
which the fears of conscious guilt cannot utterly eradi-
cate, that a just and holy God may in some way provide 
for our deliverance from the manifold evils and miseries of 
our fallen state. But what may be the precise nature of this 
deliverance, or in what manner, and by what agency, it is 
to be accomplished so as to harmonize the promptings of 
mercy with the claims of justice, and to extend forgiveness 
to sinful creatures, without holding out encouragement to 
continued transgression, is more, I venture to say, than on 
any merely reasonable principles we are able to ascertain.

Here, then, it is, where the light of nature fails us, that 
the light of revelation comes to our relief. For anyone who 
searches the Scriptures of the New Testament with intel-
ligence and candour can hardly fail to see that the gospel, 
as there revealed, has some farther end in view than merely 
to impart to us sound and sure instructions respecting the 
existence, attributes, and providence of God—to prescribe 
incomparable rules of moral duty, and to give additional 
clearness and certitude to our hopes of a future and never-
ending existence. These, however useful and important in 
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themselves, can only be regarded as subsidiary to what, 
unquestionably, was the grand purpose of the gospel—
namely, to save sinners; to save them from the guilt, and 
misery, and depravity, of their fallen state; to save them by 
a wonderful scheme of divine love, of which it was impos-
sible for us to have formed the slightest conception unless 
it had been revealed to us; and to carry this scheme of salva-
tion into effect through the intervention of certain divine 
persons—the Son of God, and the Holy Spirit of God—
of whose very existence, much more of their gracious and 
beneficent agency in our behalf, we must, had they been 
unrevealed, have ever remained in ignorance.

Accordingly, when we take this view of Christianity 
as a revelation of doctrines peculiarly its own, respecting 
which the light of nature has no knowledge to impart to 
us, we are not warranted to look for the same clearly appar-
ent internal evidence of its truth as when it is regarded in 
its other aspect, as merely a fuller and more authoritative 
exposition of doctrines which we can otherwise ascertain. 
We are far from affirming, indeed, that even with respect 
to those matters which are peculiar to a revealed religion, 
internal evidence is absolutely unattainable. For it is quite 
possible that truths, when made known, may commend 
themselves to us by their own intrinsic reasonableness, 
although of ourselves we might never have discovered 
them. The principles of geometry as set forth by Euclid, 
could not have been excogitated by one mind out of many 
millions; yet any mind of average power, when instructed 
in them, is capable of recognizing their truth as seen in the 
light of their own internal evidence, apart altogether from 
the authority of his instructor. Many other instances of a 
like nature might be adduced. For it is matter of  familiar 
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observation, that things, which we should never have 
imagined, are no sooner stated than they instantly approve 
themselves by their manifest truth, justice, and propriety, 
so that we are ready to wonder that we did not ourselves 
think of them. We must therefore allow it to be altogether 
a possible thing, that even those new and peculiar doc-
trines of revelation, which could not have been indepen-
dently ascertained, may be so clearly conformable to what 
we otherwise know of the character of God, who is said 
to have revealed them to us, as to furnish in themselves 
strong evidence of their truth.

But while admitting that such internal evidence may, 
even in the case of these peculiar doctrines, be afforded 
us, we hold that it is not to be regarded as indispensa-
ble. We are not entitled, as a condition of receiving them, 
to demand that they be perceptibly consistent with truths 
which we have other means of ascertaining. The absence of 
any demonstrable contradiction of otherwise known truths is 
all we can insist upon. For it is quite a conceivable case, 
that the new and peculiar truths which a revelation dis-
closes may sometimes relate to matters which are entirely 
beyond the reach of our faculties and the sphere of our 
observation, and may stand in no discoverable relation 
to anything that can be independently ascertained; inso-
much that we really cannot be said to have any prior 
knowledge with which to compare them, to the effect 
of positively determining their verisimilitude. And if so, 
there is no reason why we should not humbly receive 
them, notwithstanding the lack of internal evidence with 
respect to them, on the strength of those external tokens 
of divine authority by which the revelation that contains 
them is confirmed.
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But this is not all. For in the particular case of the 
Christian revelation, with which we are exclusively con-
cerned, we find that those doctrines peculiar to itself, 
which we cannot of ourselves verify from anything dis-
cernible in them, are accompanied by others respecting 
the attributes and providence of God, as well as the duty 
and destiny of man, which perfectly coincide with the 
dictates of our own rational and moral faculties. And the 
circumstance that a revealed religion, while disclosing 
new truths that are wholly inaccessible to us, combines 
with this disclosure a much clearer and fuller exposition 
than is elsewhere to be found of other truths which lie 
within our cognizance, and that its statements regard-
ing these other truths are in beautiful harmony with all 
the knowledge of them which natural religion is capable 
of supplying,—this circumstance affords a sufficiency of 
internal proof that the revelation, as a whole, is truly of 
divine origin.

Suppose a messenger were to come to us from some 
distant land, bringing very strange and unexpected tidings 
which, taken by themselves, we had no means of verifying, 
we should doubtless consider it a most satisfactory confir-
mation of his testimony if we found him to be thoroughly 
acquainted with the substance of previous communications 
which had been sent to us from the same quarter. Or, to 
change the illustration, were some profound mathemati-
cian to satisfy us of the truth of a great number of theorems, 
by demonstrations of which we were fully able to perceive 
the force, we should then without hesitation give assent, 
on his bare authority, to the truth of other theorems, the 
proof of which was too abstruse to be apprehended by us. 
The case appears to me to be substantially the same with a 
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messenger or teacher professing to have come from God. 
Whatever recondite doctrines may be announced by him—
doctrines the intrinsic credibility of which, considered in 
themselves, we are incompetent to determine—there is 
certainly a strong confirmation reflected on them from 
their union with other truths of which we can discern the 
reasonableness, as constituent parts of one great and com-
pact system. It ought to be presumed that those elements 
of verisimilitude which we are able to discover in the one 
class of revealed doctrines, really exist, however latent they 
may seem to be in relation to our limited faculties, in the 
other class. The latter are entitled to the full benefit of this 
presumption, while the system as a whole is corroborated to 
the fullest extent that could reasonably be demanded by 
its correspondence with ascertained religious truths in all 
points as to which it admits of a comparison with them.

Thus does it appear that, though a revelation from God 
may justly be expected, in the substance of its communi-
cations, to present internal evidence of its divine origin, 
we are not warranted to demand that such evidence shall 
be discernible in every particular announcement which it 
makes to us; but we ought to be satisfied if we are able 
to collect the evidence from any considerable portion of 
its announcements, or from a general and comprehensive 
survey of the whole revealed system in which they are con-
tained. More especially with reference to those doctrines 
of a revealed religion which are properly and peculiarly its 
own, as being wholly beyond the cognizance of the light 
of nature, it further appears that we cannot justly insist on 
their being commended to us by their own perceptible rea-
sonableness, but that we are bound to receive them as the 
truths of God on the strength of those external attestations 






