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328 Place and Value of Miracles 

ARTICLE IV. 

PLACE AND VALUE OF MIRACLES rn THE CHRISTIAN 
SYSTEl\l. 

DY REV. JOSEPH IIAVEli1 D,D., PROFESSOR JN CIUCAGO TIIEOLOGICAL 

&UUNARY, 

As in all warfare, so in the attack and defence of Chris­
tianity, the battle-ground changes, from time to time, as the 
enemies of the truth change their tactics, or direct their 
assault now upon this, now upon that point in the line of 
our defences. At present, it is the supernatural element in 
Christianity that is more directly and fiercely assailed. 
Around this the battle rages. And, what is not a little 
remarkable, it is from the professed friends of Christianity, 
from those who call themselves its disciples, rather than from 
its open and avowed enemies, that this attack mainly pro­
ceeds. It is no longer the Jew, the Mohammedan, the 
pagan, but the rationalist and sceptic, within the sacred 
precincts of the Christian temple, and before its very altars, 
who take it upon themselves to call in question, or utterly 
to deny, the supernatural element of the Christian religion. 

Miracles, we are told, are no longer to be relied upon as 
evidences of the divine authority of the Christian system. 
However appropriate they may have been in a remote and less 
enlightened age, they are now quite out of place. As civiliza­
tion and science have progressed, they have left this method 
of thinking and reasoning wholly in the back-ground. It 
is now understood, by all cultivated and philosophic minds, 
that in the domain of matter everything moves on by fixed 
and determined laws, which are never violated, never sus­
pended, and which never change. This invariable opera­
tion, this universal order and unity of physical causes, is 
the first principle of the laws of nature, and whatever is at 
variance with this principle must be unconditionally and 
unhesitatingly rejected. The material universe is discov­
ered to be one great system of self-sustaining and self-
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evolving lo.ws, a grand whole moving on in harmony, and 
adequate to itself. Even the idea of original creation is now 
coming to be rejected as an antiquated notion, in view of 
the recent developments of science with respect to the origi­
nation of species. In a word, any interference with or devi­
ation from the established and eternal order of things, is a 
physical impossibility, which no amount of evidence can 
substantiate; and the miracles, so called, of the Christian 
system, which in a ruder and darker age were considered as 
its main supports and defences, are, in reality, at the present 
day the chief hindrances to its acceptance. 

Such is the position taken by the modern sceptic and 
rationalist. It is a position which the advocates of Chris­
tianity are called upon to meet. Mere denunciation and 
reproach of those who thus reason, will not suffice. Eccle­
siastical censure will not meet the case. There is a demand 
for thorough investigation and solid argument. The posi­
tion is one which overlooks and commands one of the most 
important defences of the Christian system; and to leave it 
in possession of the enemy, is to abandon Christianity itself 
as incapable of defence. Under these circumstances, it 
becomes necessary for the disciples of the Christian faith to 
re-examine, with special care, the whole matter of the super­
natural element in Christianity, and possibly to re-adjust, in 
some respects, their own position with respect to it. 

There are, in any such investigation, three questions to be 
specially considered : What is a miracle ? What proves a 
miracle? What does a miracle prove ? 

I. Wliat 1s a miracle ? 

It is of the first importance in this controversy that the 
advocates of the Christian system should understand pre­
cisely what it is that they are contending for, - how much 
and how little is involved in, and essential to, the idea of a 
miracle. If we mistake not, some uncertainty, perhaps we 
might say some vagueness, of opinion exists on this point 
in many minds ; some are disposed to include more, and 
others less, under that term. With some it means one 

2s• 
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thing, and with some another. Sometimes it is used to denote 
whatever is wonderful, as prodigies, portents, matters inex­
plicable, - the mirabile of the Latins, the T e p a~ of the 
Greeks. Others, again, restrict the term within much nar­
rower limits, understanding by it some contradiction or vio­
lation of the laws of nature. By others, it is regarded as a 
suspension, rather than a contradiction, of those laws; while 
yet others would prefer to call it a deviation from, rather 
than either a contradiction or suspension of, natural laws. 
A miracle, according to some, is a departure from all law ; 
with others, a departure not from all, but merely from all 
known law. 

What, then, is a miracle, and how much shall we include 
under it? Is it any and every wonderful, apparently inex­
plicable thing ? Is it a direct violation or contradiction of 
the laws of nature? Is it a suspension of those laws? Is 
it simply a deviation from them? Is it a thing without and 
above all law, or has it laws of its own? 

If we seek for that which is essential to a miracle, in dis­
tinction from what is merely incidental or occasional, we shall 
find the ultimate idea to be that of divine interposition to 
accomplish, by special and supernatural agency, a specific 
end, not otherwise attained. Whether the result be a vio­
lation of the laws of nature or not, whether it be a suspen­
sion of those laws or not, it must at least be something 
beyond the power of mere nature to accomplish ; something 
supernatural, requiring for its accomplishment divine interpo­
sition and agency. Whether this agency be immediately 
exerted, or mediately, through human or other instrumen­
tality, the power must be ultimately divine power, and that 
not according to the ordinary course of divine operations in 
nature. Where we have this, we have all that is essent.ial 
to a miracle, - Deity interposing to accomplish, by special 
agency, an effect not to be reached in the natural course and 
order of events. 

This is accordant with the definitions given by standard 
authorities. Thus Webster-" an event or effect contrary 
to the established constitution and course of things, or a 
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deviation from the known laws of nature; a supernatural 
event." The term miraculous he defines as - " performed 
supernaturally, or by a power beyond the ordinary agency of 
natural laws; effected by the direct agency of almighty 
power, and not by natural causes." 

Johnson gives the following : " miracle -1. a wonder; 
something above human power ( Sltakspeare) ; 2. [in the­
ology] an effect above human or natural power, performed 
in attestation of some truth (Bentley); miraculous- effected 
by power more than natural ( Herbert) ; miraculously- by 
power above that of nature (Dryden)." 

The essential idea, as expressed in these definitions, is 
that of divine interposition and- agency- not necessarily in­
volving any contradiction or suspension of natural laws; 
but only a power working above _and beyond those laws; 
praeter, but not of necessity contra, ordinem naturae. 
Whether the latter idea is really involved in the true notion 
of a miracle, we shall presently inquire. 

As the subject relates particularly to the miracles re­
corded in scripture, a brief examination of the terms used in 
the scriptures to denote miraculous events may cast light 
on the question before us. The terms most frequently 
employed in the New Testament to denote miracles, are 
S v v aµ, £ ii; , a- '1/ µ, d a, and T e p a T a . When the idea 
prominent in the mind of the writer or speaker is that of the 
divine power, or source, from which the miracle emanates, 
the term S v v aµ, t ~ - Hebrew :i,~::~ - strengtlt, power, is 
employed; plural, migltty works. ·Thus the miracles of 
Christ are designated in Matt. xi. 20, 21, 23 ; xiii. 58 ; l\:lark 
vi. 5, 12; Luke x. 13; and those of Paul in Acts xix. 11. 
The term is also used by Paul himself, in his epistles, as 
1 Cor. xii. 10 ; Gal. iii. 5. 

Where the prominent idea is not that of the power 
employed in working the miracle, or the source whence it 
emanates, but rather the object to be accomplished by it, 
its evidential force on the mind of tlte spectator, the term 
employed is a- '1/ µ, £ i o v - Hebrew l"'li:it- sign, by which 
anything may be known, and specifically, by which the 
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divine power and presence may be recognized. Miraculous 
events arcJ rr 1/ µ e;; a, inasmuch as they indicate or evince 
the presence and power of the supreme Being. Thus 1 Cor. 
xiv. 22, the gift of tongues is called "a sign, not to them that 
believe, but to them that believe not;" and, i. 22, the Jews 
are said to require a sign. So Jonah was a sign to the Nin­
evites, Luke xi. 30 ; and the child Jesus was to be a sign 
spoken against, Luke ii. 34. In all these cases, the miracle 
is designed as a token by which the unbelieving world may 
be convinced - and so, is rr 1/ µ e ;; o v , a sign. Accordingly 
the various miracles wrought by or required of our Lord and 
his apostles, in proof of his divine mission, are termed rr 1/ -
µ e;; a. Thus, Matt. xii. 38 and Mark viii. 11, 12, the 
Pharisees seek a sign from him ; that is, something miracu­
lous, to prove that he was divine. So Luke xi.16. So also 
John ii. 18 and vi. 30: What sign showest thou? and ii. 23: 
Many believed on him, seeing the signs, or miracles. 'fhe 
miracle at Cana, John ii. 11, is spoken of as the beginning 
of miracles (signs), on the part of Christ. So also Nicode­
mus, John iii. 2: No man can do these miracles (signs) 
which thou doest, except, etc. See also John vi. 2, 14, 26; 
vii. 31 ; ix. 16 ; xx. 30. The term is also applied to the 
miracles wrought by the disciples, in proof of their divine 
mission, after the ascension of their Lord. Thus Mark xvi. 
17, 20: These signs shall follow them that believe; The 
Lord working with them, and confirming the word with 
signs following. In these and the like passages, we have 
the clue, if we mistake not, to the true significance of the 
miracles of the New Testament. They are tokens or evi­
dences of the divine commission of the person who performs 
them. The cases above cited, under the term <r11µei:a 
especially, seem to refer to miracles as evidences producing 
conviction a11d belief in tlie mind. 

Where not so much the end or object of the miracle is the 
idea prominent in the mind, but rather the effect of it in 
exciting astonisltment or fear, the term -repa<; - wonder, 
prodigy-is employed ; always, ltowever, in connection wit!, 
rr11µe'iov. Thus, Acts ii. 19: Wonders in the heaven above, 



1862.] in tlte Christian System. 333 

and signs in the earth beneath, - TepaTa- a11µ.e'ia; vii. 36: 
Wonders and signs in Egypt and the Red sea; John iv. 
48: Except ye see signs and wonders, ye will not believe ; 
Acts ii. 43: Many wonders and signs, done by the apos­
tles. See, also, iv. 30; v. 12; vi. 8; xiv. 3; xv. 12, where 
the same expressions are used with reference to the miracles 
wrought by the apostles. The terms are sometimes em­
ployed, also, with reference to the miracles, or pretended 
miracles, of false prophets, as in l\lark xiii. 22, and l\Iatt. xxiv. 
24, and 2 1'hess. ii. 9. 

The use of Tipa'> in connection with CT'l'Jp.E'iov, in this 
manner, is evidently borrowed from Hebrew usage, which in 
like manner connects the corresponding words - n~::"\i:-t and 
tl"r:,~~tl. 

A miracle, then, so far as the scripture use of terms can 
guide us, is some wonderful event, such as requires divine= 
power to perform, and which may therefore be regarded as a 
sign or indication of divine presence and agency. 

That a miracle is not any and every wonderful or even 
inexplicable thing, we need hardly pause to affirm. All 
miracles are wonderful, but not all wonders are miracles. 
Everything is wonderful on its first occurrence. The first 
observation of an eclipse, of the eruption of a volcano, of an 
earthquake, or even a thunder-storm was, doubtless, very 
wonderful to the observers, and may very well have passed 
for something miraculous, as such events still do amongthe 
savage nations. 

It is necessary to the idea of a miracle that the event should 
be not merely wonderful,2 but that it occur not in the ordinary 
course of nature's operations; that the power which produces 
it should be the special interposition of divine agp•1cy. This 

1 ,ve sny such as requires dfriue power to perform; for the idea that miracles 
mny be performed by created beings, or even by evil beings, whether men or 
angels, oth<'r thnn as mere instruments of nlmighry power, finds, os it seems to 
u•, no countenance in the scriptures. 

2 The definition by Augustine: "l\liraculnm voco qniilquid nrdunm nut imo­
litum supm spem Yel f11<"ultntcm mirnntes npp1uet" (De utilitnte cretl. c. 16), 
is <'ertninl~· fnulty in this respect. It is, 11~ Trcnl'h hns well obsernd, a definition 
of the mirobilc rather than of the mirnculum. 
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cannot be said of the eclipse, the storm, or the volcanic erup­
tion. Such events, however remarkable, however fearful, and 
even unusual, they may be, are still within the range of natural 
events, and to be accounted for on natural principles. But 
should the or<ler of nature be reversed, or set aside ; should 
some event occur clearly beyond the power of natural causes 
to produce, and requiring, beyond reasonable doubt, the 
divine interposition and agency for its accomplishment, we 
should properly call such an event a miracle. 

Now it may be difficult to decide, in many cases, what is, 
and what is not, a natural event; whether a given result 
lies within or without the range of natural causes; in other 
words, to prove a miracle. That is not now the point 
under discussion. All that we say is, that when it is once 
clearly settled that the phenomenon under consideration is 
not merely some wonderful and unusual, but still natural 
event, but, on the contrary, is really supernatural, and has 
been brought about by some special divine interposition, 
working to accomplish this specific result; then, and not till 
then, are we warranted to call that event a miracle. 

On the question whether a miracle involves a suspension 
or violation of the laws of nature, or is merely something 
above and beyond nature, there is room for greater differ­
ence of opinion. According to the definitions already given, 
the latter would seem to be all that is essential. On this 
point, however, theologians are by no means agreed. 

Neander, in his chapter on l\liracles,1 says: " Although 
from their nature they transcend the ordinary law of cause 
and effect, they do not contradict it, inasmuch as nature has 
been so ordered by divine wisdom as to admit higher and 
creative agencies into her sphere; and it is perfectly natural 
that such powers, once admitted, !'hould produce effects 
beyond the scope of ordinary causes." Similar is the view 
of Olshausen,2 who affirms" that we cannot adopt that idea 
of a miracle which regards it merely negatively as a suspen-

1 Life of Christ, Ilook IV. Pnrt ii. eh. 5. 
i Commcntnry, Vol. I. p. 335, on ~latt. viii. J --&. 
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sion of the laws of nature. Starting from the scriptural 
view of the abiding presence of God in the world, we can­
not regard the laws of nature as mechanical arrangements 
which would have to be altered by interpositions from with­
out: they have the character of being based as a whole in 
God's nature. All phenomena, therefore, which are not ex­
plicable from the known or unknown laws of earthly devel­
opment, are not, for that reason, necessarily violations of 
law, and suspensions of the laws of nature; rather they are 
themselves comprehended under a higher general law ; for 
what is divine is truly according to law." 

In like manner Trenclt : "But while the miracle i:1 not 
thus nature, so neither is it against nature. That language, 
however commonly in use, is yet wholly unsatisfactory, 
which speaks of these wonderful works of God as violations 
of a natural law. Beyond nature, beyond ~nd above the 
nature which we know, they are, but not contrary to it." 1 

To the same effect Augustine remarks: Omnia portenta 
contra naturam dicimus esse, sed non sunt ..... Portentum 
ergo fit non contra naturam, sed contra quam est nota natura. 
And elsewhere he remarks: "contra naturam non ineongrue 
dicimus aliquid Deum faccre, quod facit contra id quod novi­
mus fa natura." Augustine does not admit that anything 
comes to pass contrary to nature, since nature is but the will 
of God, and he cannot be supposed to act contrary to what 
he has himself established. " Quomodo est enim contra 
naturam quod Dci fit voluntate, quum voluntas tanti utique 
creatoris, conditae rei cujusque natura sit?" 2 

Aquinas gives a similar view; whatever is wrought by 
divine power, out of the usual course of nature, praeter 
ordinem naturae, is with him a miracle: " Aliquid dicitur 
miraculum quod fit praeter ordinem totius naturae creatae, 
quo sensu solus Deus facit miracula." 3 Only it must be 
toti11s naturae, and not merely naturae nobis notae, of 
nature as known to us. 

The following is the view of Knapp: " Properly speaking 

1 Notes on l\liraclcs, p. 20, 2 De Civit. Dci. xxi. 8. 
3 Summa Theol., Lib. I. 110, art. -&. 
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these miracles are wrought by God. In performing them 
he does not alter or disturb the course of things which he 
himself directs, or counteract the laws which he himself has 
established; but he accomplishes by means of nature, which 
he has thm; constituted, and which he governs, something 
more than is common, and in connection with unusual cir­
cumstances." 

Prof. 'l'ieftrunk, of Halle, holds the following language, 
as cited by Hahn::!" The supernatural cause which works a 
miracle, neither sm1pends nor confounds the laws of nature, 
but it uses the forms and materials of nature to accomplish 
its work. The miraculous consists not in being contranatu­
ral, but e.1:tmnatural ; for the producing cause effects its 
operation in the sensible world according to the laws of sen­
sible nature ; an operation which would not have taken 
place according to the ordinary course of nature, and could 
not have been produced by the mere causal powers of 
nature. The miraculous event may be compared to the 
unexpected entry of an independent activity into the course 
of nature, but which does not obstruct nor subvert it; only 
we must observe that this entry and its operation do not 
take place by any mere natural casuality, but by a supe 
rior power acting according to the laws of sensible 
nature." 

On the contrary, Wegscheider 3 defines miracles as unus­
ual events, wrought by a cause superior to human power, 
and suspeJUling- the ordinary course of nature and its laws ; 
" humanas vires superantes, et rerum naturae cursum con­
suetnm, legesque in efficicndo ejusmodi eventu tollcntes." 
Nor is he without authority for this. Among the Lutheran 
divine!:', Quenstedt 4 affirms: " l\'liracula vero et proprie 
dicta sunt, quae contra vim rebus naturalibus a Deo indi­
tam, cursumque naturalcm, sive per extraordinariam Dei 
potentiam efficiuntur." So also Buddeus 5 (as cited by 
Knapp) speaks of miracles as" operationes quibus naturae 

1 Theology, Vol. I. p. 101. i Juhrbuch des Christ. Glaub. 
3 Institutiones, p. 173. 4 Thcologia Didaetico-Polcmicn. 
1 Institutioncs Theol. Dogmnt., p. 245. 
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leges ad ordinem et conservationem totius hujus universi 
specta11tes, re vera suspenduntur." 

Indeed this would seem to have been the view very gener­
ally entertained by the earlier theological writers, as it is 
undoubtedly that of many among the modems. 

We are by no means sure, however, that a miracle in­
volves of ner.essity any violation or suspension of the laws of 
nature. That which is above nature is not necessarily con­
trary to nature. A work may be wrought by divine power, 
and that power may be extraordinary in its nature and oper­
ation, and so the effect may lie quite without the sphere of 
nature's laws and the usual course of things, and yet it may 
involve no contradiction or suspension of any of those laws. 
A higher power may come in to accomplish a special result 
on a special occasion, yet leave the ordinary and established 
laws in full force. It is a law of natnre that bodies of a 
certain specific gravity shall fall to the earth when left un­
supported in the air or the water; yet a stone or a ball of 
iron may be projected with such force as to counteract this 
tendency ; it may ascend instead of descend, and so continue 
until it passes out of sight. The law, however, still exists, 
still acts, - acts upon this very projectile, and that with its 
full force. The gravitating power is neither abolished nor 
suspended as regards that missile, but only counteracted by 
another and superior force. The usual effect is set aside 
for the time by the intermission of a higher power. In like 
manner, when the iron swims, or the water burns; when 
the flames fail to consume, or the wild beasts to devour ; 
when the raging tempest suddenly becomes a calm,_ or even 
death itself gives place to life, there may be in all this no 
violation or suspension of nature's laws, but only the coming 
in of a higher power to prevent the ordinary and produce 
an extraordinary result, - a counteraction rather than a con­
tradiction.1 

l It is well remarked by Trench, with rc,pect to the miracle of healing: " that 
it is sickness which is abnormal, nm!. not health. The healing is the restoration 
of the primitive order. We should sec in the miracle not the infraction of a Jaw, 
but behold in it the lower law neutrolized and, for the time, put out of working by 

V oL. XIX. No. 74. 29 
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Who will say that it may not be so? All that is essen­
tial to the idea of a miracle is the intervention of divine 
power to accomplish by supernatural means, whether di­
rectly or indirectly, a result not to be attained in the ordi­
nary course of nature. But what is above and beyond 
nature is not necessarily contrary to it. That iron should 
swim, may be extra-natural, super-natural, yet not contra­
natural. Nay, there may possibly be, as some suppo~e, even 
within the sphere of nature itself, a power hitherto unknown, 
sufficient to produce that unusual result; requiring only to 
be called into exercise by the divine will, when the special 
occasion demands; and the result would be none the less a 
miracle, since it is the effect of special divine interposition, 
and is something bP.yoncl the usual course of nature. But 
whether the means employed are natural or super-natural, in 
either case the efficient cause is super-natural, and the event 
miraculous ; nor is there, in either case, any necessary viola­
tion or suspension of the already existing and established 
laws. Those laws may remain in full force, notwithstanding 
the coming in of this higher power. 

a higher ; and of this abumlont onnlogous examples ore cnrmore going foi-wnrd 
before our eyes. Continnally ,vc behold in the world nround us lower laws held 
in restraint by higher, - mechanic by dynamic ; chemicnl by vital ; physical by 
morn!; yet wo say not, when the lower thus gives place in favor of the higher, 
that there wns any violation of law, - thot anything conlrory to nature cnme to 
pnss ; rather we arknowledge the law of 11 greater freedom swallowing up the 
law of B lesser. Thus, when I lift my arm, the law of gravitation iij not, ns for 
as my arm is concerned, denied or onihilated; it exists a~ much os over, Lut 
is held in su~penso by the higher lBw of my will" (Notes on l\firaclcs, p. 4). 
We should not sny that it was e,·cn 11~/d iu suspense. It not only exists but 
acts ns forcibly os it evl'r did; nnd the higher law of the will must cormteract it. 

To the same effe~t the gifted unthor of Naturo and the Supernatural (p. 338). 
"A miracle is no suspension or violation of tho laws of nature. Hero is the 
point where the advocates of mirncles havo so fatally weakened their cause by 
too large a statement. The laws of nuturo aro subordinated to miroclcs, but 
they are not suspender! or discontinued by them. If I raise my arm, I subordi­
nate the law of gravity, and produce a result against the force of gra,·ity, but 
the law, or the force, is not di~continucd. On the contrary, it is ncting still, at 
every moment, aH uniformly as if it held the arm to its place. All the vital 
agencies maintain 11 chemistry of their own that subordinates the laws of inor 
gonic chemistry. Nothing is more familiar to us than the fnct of a subordination 
of natural laws." 
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And so of the still more remarkable exertions of divine 
power; as, for example, the restoration of a dead man to life. 
It is certainly not according to the usual course of events, 
and, in this 1:1ense, not according to the law1:1 of nature, that a 
dead body should be restored to life. W c know of no power 
in nature adequate to produce this result. When such an 
event really occurs, therefore, we are warranted to infer 
divine interposition, and to pronounce the effect a miracle• 
But do we know that any of the existing laws of nature for­
bid such a result, and must be first abolished, or set aside, 
before this event can take plact>? Want of power is one 
thing, and opposition is another; inability is not incom­
patibility. 1'he power to restore life may not be in nature, 
and yet may not be contrary to nature.1 

A law, in the sense in which that term is here used, is 
simply an establislted mode of operation. A law of nature is 
simply suclt a mode of operation as results from tlte nature or 
constitution of things about us in the physical world. Now 
if an event takes place by some other mode of operation 
than that now defined, that is, by some mode of operation 
that does not result from the original constitution of things, 
the Jatter is not necessarily a violation of the former, nor a 
suspension of it. For example : the change of water into 
wine, by an instantaneous process, certainly is not the result 
of the original constitution of things in the physical world. 
It is not the way in which nature produces wine. But is it, 
on the other hand, a violation of that method? Nature, that 
is Deity, operating in the accustomed manner, and according 
to the original constitution of things, produces wine by the 
processes of growth and fermentation. Now he produces it 
directly, without this mediate process. Is there any contra­
diction here of the former method? Is there any suspen­
sion of it, even? Are not the laws and processes of nature 
still in fore(', as before? Are not vine1:1 still bearing fruit, and 

1 The 11istinction made by Ficllle, between an event as being from natural 
Jaws, and as being accordin!J to natural laws, strikes us 118 well grounded. An 
effect whi<'h comes under the latter designntion does not necessarily come under 
the former. 
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grapes still yielding wine, just as ever? The truth is, no law 
is violated, none suspended; only another force is ea.lied into 
requisition, in addition to the usual forces of nature; or rather, 
the power which usually operates in such or such a prescribed 
mode, now, for special reasom,, and for the moment, acts in 
another and quite unusual mode. It h, simply Deity doing, 
at one time, in one way, what at other times, and usually, 
he does in another way. The result is something which we 
cannot account for by the laws of nature, inasmuch as it was 
not produced by the operatio11 of those laws; in other words, 
it is a miracle. But in thus opemting by a new method to 
accomplish a special end, Deity no more contradicts or vio­
lates his usual mode of operation than a man's travelling by 
steam-car contradicts his usual and slower mode of procedure 
by stage coach ; or than the appearance of a comet contra­
dicts the established order of the solar system, or suspends 
the laws of planetary motion. The fact that God usually 
works in a given way, does not prove that he never works 
in any other. Show any sufficient reason for a departure 
from the usual method, and such departure becomes not 
merely possible, but in the highest degree probable. There 
will be deviation, but not contradiction. 

The view now taken of the nature of a miracle obviates 
an objection frequently urged against the argument from 
miracles in favor of Christianity, to wit, that they imply a 
contradiction or violation of the laws of nature.1 Those 
laws, it is said, are universal and invariable; and whatever 
occurrence professes to be a contradiction of those immu­
table laws, bears on its face the evidence of its own absurd­
ity and falsity. Now if it can be shown that a miracle does 
not of necessity imply any such contradiction or violation of 
natural laws; that, on the contrary, it leaves those laws in 
full force and play, while it comes in beside them, and 

1 The whole force of Spino:a's urgumcnts ugninst the mirnclcs of Christinnity, 
ns nlso the chief tilrength of the nss11ult by modern scienlilic rnlionnlism, lies pre­
cisely here. The rationalist is enrcful to dcline R miracle us something contrary 
to the lnws of nnture,- a violation of lixcd, estRblished order. Set this delini­
tion nside for n truer one, nnd you set aside Rt once the main force of his attncks. 
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reaches beyond them, to bring about results which are not 
in their sphere, which lie out of their plane, it is certainly a 
point gained, and a diJficulty met. 

The case is analogous to the reasoning of the sceptic 
against the mysteries of the Christian faith, that they are 
contrary to reason, and therefore incredible. To which we 
reply : No, not contrar!J to reason, but merely above reason. 
So would we say of miracles; they are not contrary to 
nature, but above nature. 

But is a miracle a lawless thing? Or may there be, on the 
other hand, a law of miracles? Does the divine interposi­
tion, which produces a miraculous event, occur at hap-hazard 
or according to fixed and uniform principles? May there 
not be as close a connection between the peculiar circum­
stances which call for and demand the supernatural and the 
divine interposition to meet the exigency, as there is between 
any ordinary result and the law of nature which looks to its 
accomplishment? Doubtless there may be such a connec­
tion, such a law of miracles. We are not to suppose that 
the laws of nature comprehend all lawR. Could we see far 
enough into the nature of things, we might perhaps discover 
a fixed and invariable connection between the occasion for 
and the occurrence of a miracle; so that we could say: 
Given, such and snch things; and given, also, divine inter­
position to meet the case.. 1'his we do not know enough to 
affirm, perhaps never shall ; neither, on the other hand, does 
any man know enough to deny it. 

Much less are we to conceive of a miracle as an event with­
out cause. Whether there he or be not any such thing as a 
law of miracles, there is an<l must be a cause of them. If 
natural events require a cause, much more, supernatural. 
We are not to think of natural causes as comprehending all 
causes. Because a thing is beyond the range of ordinary 
and natural causes, it does not follow that it is beyond the 
range of all cause. To suppose that there is no cause 
except natural causes, is not pantheism merely~ it is down­
right atheism. It is to shut God out of the universe which 
he has himself created. 
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To sum up what has been !.-laid: we are not to conceive of 
a miracle as simply any remarkable or extraordinary event; 
nor yet as, of necessity, a contradiction, or even suspension, 
of any law of nature; we are not to conceive of it as neces­
sarily a lawless occurrence, much less uncaused; but rather, 
and simply, as a divine interposition to accomplish by super­
natural agency a specific end not otherwise attainable. 

With these remarks on the nature of miracles, we proceed 
to the second topic of investigation. 

II. Wltat PROVES a miracle ? 

In other words, what kind and degree of evidence is 
required, in order to prove that divine power is, in any case, 
interposed to produce a given effect, otherwise than by natu­
ral causes? And here we are met, at the outset, by the 
positive denial that any amount of evidence can prove it ; 
the denial, in a word, that a miracle is a possible thing. 
Thus, in the article on the Evidences of Christianity, in the 
" Essays and Reviews," Baden Powell holds the following 
language : " What is alleged is a case of the supernatural ; 
but no testimony can reach to the supernatural ; testimony 
can apply only to appal'ent sensible facts ; testimony can 
only prove an extraordinary and perhaps inexplicable occur­
rence, a phenomenon. That it is due to supernatural causes, 
is entirely dependent on the previous belief or assumptions 
of the parties." 1 Again we are told, by the same author, 
that " In nature, and from nature, by science and by reason, 
we neither have, nor can possibly have, any evidence of a 
Deity working miracles ; for that we must go out of nature 
and beyond reason. If we could have any such evidence 
from nature, it could only prove extraordinary natural effects, 
which would not be miracles in the old theological sense, as 
isolated, unrelated, and uncaused ; whereas no p!,ysical fact 
can be conceived as unique, or without analogy and relation 
to others, and to the whole system of natural causes.'' ~ 

In the same strain we are complacently informed, by the 

1 Recent Inquiries, &e., p. 121. 2 lb., p. 160. 



1862.) in · the Otristian System. 343 

same authority, that in the present age of physical research, 
"all highly cultivated minds and duly advanced intellects 
have imbibed more or less the lessons of inductive philoso­
phy, and have, at least in some measure, learned to appreci­
ate the grand conception of universal law; to recognize the 
impossibility even of any two material atoms subsisting 
together without a determinate relation ; of any action of 
the one on the other, whether of equilibrium or of motion, 
without reference to a physical cause ; of any modification 
whatsoever in the existing conditions of material agents, 
unless through the invariable operation of a series of eter­
nally impressed consequences [the italics are ours] following 
in some necessary chain of orderly connection, however 
imperfectly known to us." 1 

Any interference with the established order of nature being 
thus assumed a!! a physical impossibility, which no amount 
of evidence can establish, we are not surprised to be told in 
this connection that "if miracles were iu the estimation of 
a former age among the chief supports of Christianity, they 
are at present among the main difficulties and hindrances to 
its acceptance." 2 

As rt>gards the utter impossibility of miracles on the 
ground of the absolute inviolability of nature's laws, and 
the invariability and universality of their operation, we fear 
we must confess ourselves not of that order of " highly culti­
vated minds and duly advanced intellects" that II have 
learned to appreciate the grand conception." 'fhe real ques­
tion for a mind thus far advanced, as it seems to us, is this : 
Is tltere a Deity at all? Or is all power to be resolved into 
this great system of universal, invariable, eternal law, -this 
grand machinery of II eternally impressed consequences," that. 
goes grinding and clanking on from eternity to eternity? If 
the latter, then we grant that miracles are out of the ques­
tion. But if tliere be a God, as some of us in our simplic­
ity have supposed; if we may crave the indulgence of this 
highly cultivated age so far as to be permitted to retain the 

1 Recent Inquiries, p. 150. 1 11,. p. 158. 
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antiquated notion of a Deity at the head of affairs; and if 
we place this Deity where he belongs, behind all those laws, 
and above them all, as their source and spring, then why 
may not the power that usually works in and by such and 
such methods or laws, if occasion require, act in some other 
way without or above those laws? Nay, why may he not, 
if necessary to the accomplishment of his purposes, even re­
verse, or wholly set aside for the time, those usual methods 
of procednre which we call laws of nature? It would seem 
reasonable to suppose this. The power.that created and es­
tablished certain laws and operations of nature, so called, 
can surely, if he pleases, suspend those operations and coun­
teract those laws, by bringing in still higher forces, on spec­
ial occasions, and for special purposes. The laws are surely 
not so invariable and inviolable as to be beyond the reach of 
their maker;· the sublime machinery of eternally impressed 
consequences is not so un\'arying and irresistible in its 
steady revolutions, but that the hand which created and set 
it agoing can vary or suspend its movements at will. The 
question now is, not whether Deity will do this, or whether 
he is likely to t.lo it, but whether he can. If he can, then 
miracles are not impossible.1 

1 It is mnintninPtl hy one of our nblest modern nnturnlists (Dr. Edw,ml llitch­
rock, sec Bihliotheca Sncro, Oct. 1854, Article, Special Divine Interpositions in 
Nnture), thot so for from there being in nature nny presumption ogninst the 
mirneles of revelntion, there i~, on the control")·, nn nctunl ond strong presump­
tion in thl'ir fttvor, from the foct that, to oil appl'nmnccs, nnd according to all 
ordinnry lnws of rensoning, there have been in nature itself repented instances 
of divint1 miraculous interposition. The first introduction or organic life upon 
the glohe, which hod pre,·iously existed ns an inorganic moss, through long ages 
nnd mnny changes grndunlly prepnring for the future abode of vegetable nn1l 
animnl life, is reg1mlcd ns such nn interposition. Tho subsequent and repented 
disnppenrnnl'e of lil·ing spcries, and the production of new ones in their plnces, 
which, after flourishing for long perio,h, hove in turn disnppeared, only to give 
place to some new nnd independent system, the introduction thus of new races 
and systems of life ndapte,1 to the changed condition of things, until we can 
trnce nt lenst five of these independent cconomieR, is claimed as another e,·idenee 
of mimeulous interposition in nature. The fimtl introduction of mnn himself 
upon the i;lohc, nt a period long subsl'quent to the introduction of ,·egetnble and 
nnimal life, nnd the chnnges nlrcndy spoken of, his nppenraneo of a sudden, after 
these 1·nst periods of time, nnd these successive independent gronps of organic 
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The truth is, no consititent theist can possibly maintain 
such a position. The real question, when it comes to that 
pass, as we said before, is simply this: are we allteists, or 
liave we still a God? And he who coolly shuts the door in 
the face of Deity, and shuts him out of his own creation, by 
assuming that nature's laws are absolutely invariable, univer­
sal, and eternal, and therefore any departure from them is 
impossible, under whatever cloak of science or inductive phi­
losophy he may hide himself, is logically and practically an 
atheist. 

But granting that a miracle is not impossible, still is it not, 
in the highest degree improbable, so much so that no amount 
of evidence is sufficient to establish the fact of its occur­
rence ? That depends on circumstances, on the end to be 
accomplished, on the reason for the thing. Not under all 
circumstances and on all occasions is a miracle improbable 
even. We can suppose cases in which such an occurrence 
would be highly probable. If the occasion, the end to be 
accomplished, be something extraordinary and of unusual 
moment, especially if it be something not likely to be 
attained by ordinary methods, it is not, in such a case, a pri-

beings, had pllS~ed away, is another clear case of miraculous interposition in 
nature. 

Should it be objected to this reasoning that the appearnnre of any new 
phenomenon, as the introduction of a new species of plants or animals, for which 
we cannot account by any known laws, or trace its connection with any previ­
ously existing circumstances, docs not of itself prot•e miraculous interposition, 
it may be replied thnt we haTe as good evidence or divine interposition in the 
cases ref,·rrcd to, os we have of clireet creation in ony case. If the first exis1enre 
of life on n planet does not imply creative power aml divine interposition, neither 
cloes the first appenrnnce of the planet itself in hitherto empty spare imply such 
ogency. The 1le,·elopment theory of L11mnrck and of the" Vestiges," and also 
tho theory of Crosse on spontaneous generation, and the more recent theory of 
Darwin on the origination of new species by notuml causes, could they be sub­
stantiated, would indeed set aside the argument for 11Mne interposition in the 
eases obo,·e cited ; but we see not why they would not also set it aside in all 
other cn1C~, reducing what we hove hitherto, in our ignoranee, called creation, to 
mere development, and origination of new ~pecies by laws and forces already 
existing. It remnins only, with Powell nnd other notnmli~t•, to claim for thr..se 
lows nnd forrcs an ,miversal nnd eten,al existence, oml the circuit is complete. 
This point reached, and we have no fnr1her evidence of, nor imleed occasion for, 
a God, whether in or out of nature. Blimk atheism i~ the upshot. 
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ori improbable that extraordinary means may be employed 
to effect that end. 

Suppose, for example, that it were proposed to make a 
divine revelation to man of truths not to be learned from 
nature - a case certainly supposable - how can this be 
done save in some way beyond and above the ordinary 
course of nature's operations ? Such a revelation will be in 
itself a miracle, in the highei!t sense; 1 and therefore there is 
no improbability that the mode of its communication may 
be something miraculous. Or suppose- the greatest of 
all mysteries and miracles - that God himself should see 
fit to become incarnate ; is it improbable that a lesser and 
subordinate miracle should be wrought to accomplish this 
incarnation ? 

But even supposing a miracle were wrought, is it possible 
to establish the fact by evidence? Is a miracle capable of 
proof? No, says Powell, for it is either wit/tin nature, and 
so is really not a miracle at all; or it is beyond nature, and 
so beyond the range of evidence, and within the domain 
of faith. No, says Hume, for it is contrary to human expe­
rience, and therefore incredible. No, says Strauss, for the 
case is insupposable; a miracle is an impossibility; the 
inviolability of the chain of second cam,es is a 11elf-evident 
truth, and no amount of evidence is sufficient to set aside 
such a truth. 

'fhis latter position we have already sufficiently consid­
ered. It is a position which only the atheii;t can consist­
ently hold. Nor is it to be admitted as a self-evident truth 
that the laws of nature are inviolable and invariable. We 
demand proof of this. It is a position assumed by Strauss, 
and those who agree with him, but nowhere prO\·ed, So far 
from being a self-evident truth, it is not a truth at all. The 
power that makes can unmake, vary, suspend. Nor even 
if this were so would it render miracles impossible, since, as 

1 As Olshnusen has well remarked respecting Christ: "He himself was the 
wonder ( Tlpas) ; his wonderful works were but the naturiil acts of his l.Jcing," -
(Com. I. p. 3:15.) 
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we have already shown, a miracle does not of necessity im­
ply any contradiction or violation of natural law. 

The position of Hume, that a miracle is contrary to human 
experience, and therefore incredible, deserves a more careful 
consideration than it haN, in all cases, received from those 
who have undertaken to answer it. We do not propose 
here to discuss the matter in all its bearings; it is sufficient 
to our present purpose to say, that neither the major nor 
minor premise of this argument is admissible. It is not 
true, as the minor premise asserts, that miracles are contrary 
to all human experience. This is assumed, and it is an 
assumption which begs the whole question in dispute. That 
miracles are contrary to general experience is very true; 
else they would not be miracles. That they are contrary to 
all human experience, we deny. So far from this, if we may 
believe anything which does not fall under our own imme­
diate observation, instances of divine interposition have 
been occurring, from time to time, along a large part of the 
course of human history. It is beyond all reasonable doubt, 
that 11uch instances occurred in connection with the promul­
gation, both of the Jewish, and afterward of the Christian 
systems. Just where it would be, a priori, probable that 
they would occur; just where they were needed to give 
authority to a religions system purporting to be of divine 
origin ; just where we should reasonably expect to find them 
if such things ever do occur, just there we meet with them. 
'fhe facts are well attested and unquestionable. 'l'he state­
ments clear, full, explicit. The instances, though rare, yet 
in the aggregate, are numerous. 'l'he witnesses are many. 
'l'hey were men of honesty and sobriety, of good character 
and good sense. They testify to plain facts, about which 
there ~ould well be no mistake. They appeal to their 
cotemporaries for the truth of their statements; and that 
testimony goes uncontradicted, nay, is confirmed, by their 
enemies. There can be no reasonable doubt that the 
remarkable events to which they testify did really occur; 
and as little doubt that the occurrences in question were 
such as come under our definition of a miracle. They are 
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such as certainly do not occur in the ordinary course of 
nature ; inexplicable by any known laws and forces to be 
accounted for only by admitting special divine interposition. 

Now it is quite too late, in the face of all these facts, for 
the sceptic to come in with the cool assumption, that mira­
cles are contrary to human experience. They may be con­
trary to ltis experience, and to ours; but why should we set 
up our individual experience against that of all past ages, 
and of so many witnesses. The fact that Mr. Hume, or 
any number of men, did not see a miracle, does not prove 
that nobody has ever seen one. Mere negative testimony 
cannot outweigh positive. At all events, it is a sheer beg­
ging of the question for any man to assert that miracles are 
contrary to human experience, when so many witnesses tes­
tify positively to the occurrence under their own observa­
tion of events, which, if they really did occur as stated, must 
be admitted to be miraculous. 

Nor is the major premise of Mr. Hume's argument tena­
ble. It iti not true, that whatever is contrary to human 
experience, is, on that account, and of necessity, incredible 
An event is not necessarily incredible because not known to 
have occurred before. Is it quite certain that nothing can 
take place in the world which has not already taken place ? 
Can nothing occur for the first time? If nothing miracu­
lous had ever occurred, in the whole history of our world 
previous to the introduction of Christianity, it would not 
follow that some events of that sort might not then occur; 
or that they would be altogether incredible if they should 
occur. Even if it were conceded, then, as it is not, that mir­
acles are contrary to human experience, it by no means fol­
lows that they are, on that account, necessarily incredible. 

But what shall we say to the position of Baden Powell, 
that a miracle is incapable of proof, because in and froni 
nature there can be no evidence of the supernatural, while 
that which is beyond and above nature is beyond the 
domain of reason, and ceases to be capable of investigation, 
but must be received by faith ? 

True, we reply, that which is from nature, that is, pro-



1862.] in tlte Christian Sys/em. 349 

duced by natural causes, cannot be supernatural; but not 
true that in nature, that is, within the limits and domain of 
nature, there can be no occurrence of the supernatural ; not 
true that God cannot, if he pleases, work a miracle in nature, 
that is, among material, sensible things.I This point we 
have already sufficiently discussed. Nor is it true, that 
whatever is beyond the power of natural causes to produce 
is therefore beyond the domain of reason to investigate, and 
must be received, if at all, only by a blind and unques-

1 The progress of nntural sdcnec in the direction of scepticism, if we may 
credit recent imlicotions, is one of the most strongly marked fcntures of the 
present time. To those of us who hnve been accustomed to entertain the old­
foshioncd notion of creation nnd n Creator, it is somewhat startling to be in­
forrccd, os we arc by l\lr. Baden Po1vell, that this ide11 is now in 11 fair w11y to 
be exploded, in fact, is already rcjcctctl by philosophic minds; thot, on the high 
nuthority of l\lr, Owen, creation is, in fact, onf!J another name for our ignorance 
of the mode of proo11ction ; thnt, n<'cording to the unanswerable nrgumcnt of 
another writer, new species must ho,·c originated either b,1/ dei,elopeme,;I out of 
previously organized forms, or b!J spo1Il<meo11s qeneralion; that, while naturalists 
have been disposctl to deny the dcl'clopment theories of Lamarck nnd the "Ves­
tiges of Creation," nnd hnve refused their belief to the experiments of Crosse 
or of "'P.ckes in regard to spontaneous generation, a work !ms nppeared by a 
naturalist of the highest oud1ority, - Dnnvin, on the Origination of Specics,­
which substnntiatcs, on undcninble grounds, the principle of the on9inalion of 
ne,u species by natural causes, -a work, we nrc assured, " which must soon bring 
nhout on entire ro,·olution of opinion in fa,·or of the grand principles of the 
seff-er:oh-i11y farces of 11uture ( Recent Inquiries, p. 156, 15i) ; that the grond low 
of conseri:ation, nnd the stability of the hca\'enly movements, n principle now 
recognized hy n!l sound rosmicnl philosophers, is only a tJ·pe of the gmnd, 
etcrnnl, sclf.sustuining, sclf-e,·olving powers of nature (p. 151); that so cleor 
nnd imlispulnhlc has the grent truth become of the inmrinblc order and neccs­
snry connection of nnturc's operntions, mo,·ing on by gmnd, unh·er.ml, eternal 
law, thnt not only nil philosophil'nl enquirers arc now compelled to ndmit it a.~ 
the ba,is of their im·cstigntions, hut c,·cn "minds of n less comprel,e11sit-e capacity," 
ns, for cxnmplc, thcologirnl and mornl reasoners, arc constrained to acknowledge 
its force (ib.). 

We might he disposctl to rnisc n question as to the correctness of these sweep­
ing stntcmcnts, nnd startling facts oml prinriplcs of science ; but ns we belong to 
that class of minds which is of n " less comprehensive cnpacity," and os we ore 
distinctly nsrnred thot the subject is really quite beyond our comprehension, ontl 
that it is "ha:ardo11s gro1md for nny general morol reasoner to take, to discuss 
subjects of c,·i1lcncc, which essentially inYol\'e tirnt l,igher appreciutio11 <if physical 
tnllh which ran be nttnincd only from nn nccurntc nnd comprchmsh·e acquaint­
ance with the connected series of the physical nnd mnthcmaticnl sciences " ( ib.), 
,ve sec no way hut to mnkc our how nml retire, with the best grace possible, from 
n vicinity so dangerous. 

VoL, XIX. No. 74. 30 
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tioning faith. That is not for a moment to he conceded. 
That which is extra-natural, is not of necessity incapable 
of proof. The question whether a dead man was, on acer­
tain occasion, restored to life, is a question to be settled 
wholly by evidence and the investigation of reason. If the 
event did occur, clearly it was supernatural; the laws and 
forces of nature are not adequate to produce such a result. 
But did it occur? That is the real question ; and it is a 
question which falls as clearly and fully within the range of 
rational investigation, and the laws of evidence, as any 
question in physical science. 

Let us take a given case, - the raising of Lazarus from 
the grave. Two inquiries at once arise : 1. Are the facts 
as here stated? Did these things actually occur? Was the 
man dead, and was he subsequently restored to life, accord­
ing to the statement? 2. If so, was the event miraculous ? 

As to the latter, there can be no reasonable doubt. If the 
man Lazarus was actually raised from the dead, it was a 
supernatural event. It is not in the course of nature's 
operations for dead men to come out of their graves, and 
resume the functions of life. Her laws are not to that 
effect. It is well remarked by Dr. Taylor, that it is as much 
a law of nature that a dead man shall stay dead, as that a 
living man shall die when pierced through the heart. As to 
the other point, it is clearly a question which admits of evi­
dence, and must he settled just as all questions concerning 
matters of fact are settled, to wit, by the testimony of 
credible witnesses. But hold, says l\'Ir. Powell ; no testi­
mony is sufficient to prove what is contrary to the course 
and order of nature. We take issue with him there. The 
testimony of competent and credible witnesses is capable of 
proving any matter of fact, any occurrence or event; as also 
of disproving it. The question being: Did this thing really 
occur; did this man, after he had lain three days in his grave, 
actually come out of it, at the word of command, and 
return to his home a living man? The testimony of wit­
nesses is adequate to decide that point. The question is not 
now as to the cause of the event - how it happened, but 
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<lid it happen at all? And this is a question which men of 
common powers of observation, and common honesty, are 
capable of answering. 

So of the other miracles of scripture. If the facts occur­
red as there stated, they are, in many cases at least, such as 
to leave no doubt of their being supernatural occurrences; 
and they are, moreover, such things as make it easy to 
decide whether they did, or did not, really occur. 

But the so-called miracles, we are told, are, after all, mere 
myths, fables, illusions. They never, in fact, occurred as 
narrated. The witnesses are, if not imposing on others, at 
least themselves imposed upon. So Strauss. This is, of 
course, supposable; but is it probable ? That the witnesses 
should invent a story utterly without foundation, and palm 
it off as reality upon those who must have known whether 
the events in question occurred or not, and who would at 
once have contradicted the statement had it been untrue, -
this, surely, is out of the question. On the other hand, that 
the witnesses, in common with all who were spectators of 
the scene, were deceived and imposed upon by mere illu­
sions of the senses, is hardly more credible. For the acts 
were performed publicly, in open day, and before the most 
prejudiced eyes. They were of such a nature that nothing 
would have been easier than to detect the imposition, if 
there were any. Take, for example, the raising of Laza­
rus, or the healing of the lame man, at the temple gate, by 
Peter and John. The observers must have known whether 
such things really occurred or not; whether they were facts 
or illusions. They were not predisposed to believe, but on the 
contrary to reject, the evidence of anything supernatural in 
the case. They had every motive to do so, but were una­
ble. " What shall we do to these men ? for that indeed a 
notable miracle bath been done by them is manifest to all 
them that dwell in Jerusalem, and we cannot deny it," 
said the sorely perplexed rulers. If there had been any rea­
son to suspect imposition, or jugglery, strange that such 
men should not have made the most of it.1 

1 The theory of Strauss, it should be remarked, prc-1upposcs that the narra-
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Evidently two courses, and only two, are open to him who 
undertakes to discredit or disprove the miracles of scripture. 
He must show that the events narrated did not take place ; 
or else that they were not miraculous. The first is simply a 
question of fact- did such and such things happen? Was 
the man really dead, or really a cripple, and was he really 
restored in the manner stated? Now we maintain that on 
any question of fact, of this nature, the testimony of good and 
reliable witnesses, honest men, possessing ordinary powers 
of observation, and placed in such circumstances as to be 
able to observe whatever occurred, is perfectly valid evi­
dence. The question for them to decide is, not whether the 
thing is a miracle, - that is a matter of judgment which 
every man must decide for himself, - but did the thing actu­
ally happen? This it may not always be easy to deter­
mine. But when the acts in question are performed pub­
licly, in the sight of all men, without attempt at secrecy or 
jugglery ; when they are of such a nature, moreover, as 
renders imposition and deception out of the question, - as 
in the case of Lazarus, of the widow's son, of the lame man 
at the temple gate, of the man born blind, and a multitude 
of other cases, -it is easy for nny man on the spot to sat­
isfy himself whether such things were or were not done. 
And if he be a man of good character for honesty and 
veracity, his testimony as to the simple matter of fact, -
what he saw and heard, what he knew of the previous 
condition of the person thus restored, and of the change in 
that condition, and the manner in which that change occur­
red,- is perfectly valid testimony, and would be so taken in 
any court of justice in the world. 

The case is still stronger when we can summon upon the 
stand, as witnesses of the fact, men who have the deepest 
interest in denying the whole transaction, if it were possible 

---------
tivcs arc not authentic, If the mirarlcs arc myths, fables, the inventions of 
rom1mcc, then the Gospels arc the itl\"cntion of s01110 Inter pcriorl, nml not 
reliable historic nnrrntivcs. But ii is 1101 the Gospels alone whi1·h nnrrntc the 
occurroneo of mirncles. The Acts of the Apostles ure full of them. So nrc the 
books of Moses. To make out the myth theory we must, in fuel, reject not 
merely the c1e11ibility, but the authenticity, of the grenter part of scripture. 
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for them to do so; but whose reluctant testimony goes to 
confirm the actual occurrence of the events in question. 
And this is precisely the case in many instances with regard 
to the miracles of scripture. 

We hear much of the fallibility of human testimony. 
You cannot rely upon it, says Hume. Men often deceive, 
are often mistaken and incorrect in their statements. It is 
more reasonable that something of this sort has happened, 
in any given case, than that the laws of nature are reversed, 
or her uniformity disturbed. That, we reply, depends on 
circumstances. In the cases now under consideration, it is 
certainly more reasonable to suppose that the facts occur­
red as stated, than that so many men should testify to their 
occurrence under their own observation, and that too when, 
in many cases, they had the strongest motive for denying 
and contradicting the whole story, and yet all prove to be 
either false or incorrect in the statements. 

Laplace has shown, indeed, that evidence diminishes 
rapidly in passing through successive hands; so that even 
supposing each witness to speak the truth nine times out 
of ten, by the time it has passed through twenty hands, the 
chances that the last or twentieth witness fpeaks the truth, 
are less than one in eight. To this it is sufficient to reply 
that .as regards the cases under consideration, - and the 
same may be said of the scripture miracles generaUy, -we 
have our testimony, not from the twentieth hand,~or even at 
second hand, but from eye-witnesses themselves, who speak 
what they do know, and testify what they have seen. 

And here we c•mnot but inquire, whether the case would 
be, on the whole, materiaHy altered, if in place of the 
testimony of others to the occurrence of a miracle, under 
circumstances the most favorable to honesty, and also to 
accuracy on the part of the witness, we had the testimony 
of our own senses. Suppose we ourselves were observers of 
the whole transaction,-the question being still, as before, not 
Was the affair a miracle? but only: Did such and such a 
thing take place? - Was the dead man restored to -life? 
Was the lame man healed ? - have we now the means· of 

30• 
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deciding this question with any more certainty than before ? 
True, we have now the testimony of our own eyes, instead 
of those of others. But are we less liable to be mistaken or 
deceived in regard to a simple matter of observation than are 
other people under the same circumstances ? Are our eyes 
more reliable than other eyes, our senses than other men's 
senses, our judgment as to what it is that we see and hear 
than other people's judgments as to the same thing? Have 
we never found ourselves mistaken as to what we thought 
we had observed ? Would our testimony that we had our­
selves seen and heard such and such things pass for more, 
in a court of justice, than the same testimony from any other 
honest and competent witness in the same circumstances ? 

Indeed, Mr. Powell admits that the evidence of our own 
senses can no more prove a miracle than the testimony of 
other witnesses. "The essential question of miracles stands 
quite apart from any consideration of testimony; the ques­
tion would remain the same if we had the evidence of our 
own senseH to an alleged miracle, that is, ·to au extraordi­
nary or inexplicable fact. It is not the mere fact, but the 
cause or explanation of it, which is the point at issue." 1 

True, we reply, the cause or explanation of the fact is a 
point at issue; but so, also, is the fact itself,-that first and 
chiefly; and till that is settled, the other is of no oonse­
quence. Did this event really occur, is our first question ; 
once satisfied of that, we may then inquire: Was the thing 
a miracle? Now it is to the decision of this first question 
that we call in the testimony of competent and reliable 
witnesses as a perfectly valid source of evidence; and we 
maintain that a case may easily be conceived, in which 
such testimony shall be equally conclusive of the fact with 
our own personal observation. 

It is worthy of remark that the two questions : Did the 
thing actually occur? and if so, was it a miracle? - stand 
to each other in a certain fixed relation. The more extraor­
dinary and improbable the event, and therefore the more 
unlikely to have occurred, the greater the probability that if 

.' Rer.cnt Inquiric~, p. 159. 
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it did occur it was miraculous. On the other hand, the less 
extraordinary and improbable the event in question, so much 
the Jess evidence is required to establish the fact of its 
occurrence; while, at the same time, so much the more 
difficult is it to show that the thing was a miracle. 

The case hitherto supposed - the raising of the dead­
is clearly of the former class. Let us now suppose an 
instance of the latter, - an event not in itself wholly improb­
able, and to which the testimony is conclusive, but with 
respect to which the real question is: Was the thing a 
miracle, or was it the effect of natural causes? The resto­
ration of sight to the blind by a word ; the healing of the 
sick, without the use of natural remedies, by the mere touch 
of the hand, or even of the hem of a garment, or of the 
shadow of a person passing by; the walking on the water, 
without special mechanical appliances of any sort; the 
calming a tempest by simple word of command ;-these, 
and the like, may fall, perhaps, under that category. There 
may be cases, doubtless, of this sort, where it will be diffi­
cult to decide whether the event in question is really mirac­
ulous. Still if, as in the cases supposed, the effect produced 
be such as is not produced by any known physical law, 
such as lies not within the sphere of nature's ordinary 
operations, or even, so far as we know, of her operations at 
all ; if, in addition to this, there be a direct claim of 
supernatural agency in the case; and, further, if the occa­
sion, the object, or end to be attained, be such as appears to 
require some supernatural agency, the probability would 
seem, in view of all the circumstances, to be very strong, 
that the event in question was brought about by some power 
above nature. Testimony, it will be observed, is not brought 
into the case to establish the miraculous cltaracter of the 
event, but only to establish the fact of its occurrence ; to 
that it is perfectly competent; that once settled, it is for us 
to decide, by the exercise of our own reason and judgment, 
whether the occurrence be the result of natural causes, or 
not. 

But here we are met by the objection of Rousseau, that it 
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is impossible to prove a miracle, because miracles are excep­
tions to the laws of nature, and we do not know enough of 
nature to decide, in all cases, what her laws are. It is true, 
we reply, that we do not know all the laws of nature. But 
we know what is the ordinary course and order of her ope­
rations; and when an event so far transcends these as to be 
altogether inexplicable by any natural cause known to us; 
when it is a thing the like of which was never known to 
occur, under the like circumstances ; when, moreover, the 
immediate producing cause claims to be supernatural, and 
the object is one that might well demand such agency, we 
are warranted in presuming the exertion of a power above 
and beyond nature. We grant that the mere fact of our 
inability to account for a phenomenon, does not prove it to 
be a miracle, for there may be laws of nature of which we 
are ignorant, and of which this may be the result. But 
when the unusual and inexplicable event occurs in connec­
tion with circumstances that are themselves peculiar, and 
that would render the exertion of special divine agency not, 
in itself, an improbable thing, in such cases the conclusion 
is certainly a just and reasonable one, that the event in ques­
tion is the result of such interposition, in other words, a 
miracle. 

And here we cannot but remark that the very uniformity 
of nature, on which so much stress is laid by those who deny 
the possibility of miracles, itself leads rather to the opposite 
conclusion in certain cases. Nature's operations are uni­
form and unvarying. We can calculate upon their occur­
rence with reasonable certainty. But here comes an effect 
quite at variance with all our previous notions and expe­
rience of those operations. May it not be the result of some 
power working above and beyond nature ? Either this, or 
else nature is not, as we thought, uniform. Which of the 
two is the more probable ? 

It is time to pass to other topics ; but we cannot dismiss 
the question now before us, without adverting to a point 
which deserves the consideration of writers on miracles. It 
is this: How far is the character of the doctrine, in confir-
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mation of which miracles profess to be wrought, to be 
admitted as evidence of the miracles themselves? Can we 
appeal to the character of the doctrine in proof of the 
miracle? This is not unfrequently done. But if the divin­
ity of the system prove the miracle, we cannot, of course, 
afterward appeal to the miracle to prove, in its turn, the 
divinity of the system, since this would be to reason in a 
circle. On the other hand, we cannot, perhaps, satisfactorily 
establish the reality of a miracle entirely irrespective of the 
character of the system in favor of which that miracle pro­
fesses to be wrought. If the system is manifestly false and 
pernicious, if the doctrine is at variance with the plainest 
principles of morality and true religion, this, of itself, is 
sufficient to discredit the reality of the supposed miracle. 
Reason assures us that God would not work miracles in 
favor of such a system. On the whole, the argument from 
the character of the doctrine seems to be negative rather 
than positive. If the system be such as to make a divine 
origin not improbable, this removes an objection that would 
otherwise lie against the supposition of a miracle in its 
behalf. It does not, of itself, prove that a miracle was 
wrought. 

To sum up what has been said: In reply to the question 
What proves a miracle ? we take the following positions : 

A miracle is possible. 
Not under all circumstances improbable even. 
On the contrary, under certain circumstances, may be 

highly probable. 
The testimony of witnesses to the occurrence of a miracle, 

under such circumstances, is valid and reliable proof. 
In other words, miracles -are neither impol',siblc to occur, 

nor impossible to be proved. The reality of the event is 
capable of proof by testimony; the miraculous cltaracter of 
the event is a matter which reason and the common sense 
of men, in view of all the circumstances of the case, is 
competeut to decide. 

We proceed to the consideration of the remaining ques­
tion. 
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III. Wltat does a miracle PROVE ? 

What the value and significance of it? What place 
shall we assign it in the scale of evidence, and what weight 
allow it? Does it, in fact, prove anything; if so, what? If 
it were once of value, at the time of its occurrence, has it not 
lost its evidential force in the lapse of time, so as to be no 
longer of service, but rather even to hang, a mere dead 
weight, on the system that is compelled to carry it? These 
are questions of much moment, and the present age is called 
to meet them fully and fearlessly. 

There can be no question that there has been, of ]ate, a 
marked and increasing tendency, on the part of the culti­
vated, and especially the scientific, mind of the age, to look 
with less favor than formerly upon the external evidences of 
Christianity, and particularly to disparage the evidence from 
miracles. It is contended by many that Christianity carries 
its own evidence with it, in the simplicity and purity of its 
doctrine, and in its power to elevate the character and 
reform the life. This intrinsic and internal is the real evi­
dence, we are told,-all that it needs. Thus Coleridge, who 
even goes so far as emphatically to protest against bringing 
miracles to prove a religious truth, the belief of which 
should be voluntary and not compulsory with the under­
standing. In the same strain, Mr. Newman, in his Phases 
of Faith, maintains that external testimony should not be 
allowed to overrule the internal convictions of the mind, 
and that no moral truth ought to he received in mere obe­
dience to a miracle of sense. Of those who would thus 
discard almost entirely the external evidences of Christianity, 
and the evidential force of miracles, some arc among the 
zealous supporters of the Christian doctrine, in its purest 
form, while others belong to an entirely different class. The· 
rationalistic theologians of Germany, as represented by Weg­
scheider, De W ette, and others of that school, take the same 
view; while, of the Lutheran school, Duderlcin hesitates not 
to affirm that the truth of the doctrine does not depend on 
the miracles, but we must he convinced of it on its internal 
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evidence. Others again, as Paulus and Rosenmiiller, while 
they would allow a certain degree of evidential force to 
miracles on their first occurrence, deny that they are of any 
value at the present day. 

Of those, on the other hand, who would still assign to the 
argument from miracles an important place among the evi­
dences of Christianity, there are many who, instead of mak­
ing this the sole criterion of a divine revelation, would 
receive it as of force only in connection with the internal evi­
dence derived from the moral character of the doctrine, and 
of the general system, in confirmation of which the mira­
cles were wrought. This is, in fact, the view now, perhaps, 
more generally held by orthodox divines. It is the position 
maintained by Dr. Samuel Clarke, in his Evidences of Natu­
ral and Revealed Religion; and also by Trench, in his Notes 
on Miracles. Similar is the view of Neander, who holds 
that miracles are not to be considered by themselves, as 
isolated facts, but only as a part of, and in close connection 
with, the whole self-revelation of God to man.1 

As regards the general value and use of miracles, it is 
difficult to see how, in any other way, a revelation of divine 
truth could, in the first instance, be substantiated. In no 
other way, so far as we can see, can the divine autlwrity of 
the teachers who proclaim such a revelation, be established. 

He who comes with a claim to divine commission and 
authority, is bound to make good that claim, - to show 
good and sufficient reason for it, - else we shall not believe 
him. We have a right to demand such evidence. How, 
then, shall he show this ? What shall be his token or sign, 
that God speaks in and through him, and that the doctrine 
which he sets forth is not only truth, but truth divinely 
uttered ? If now miracles are wrought in attestation of that 
authority; if there is manifestly some divine interposition in 
the case, and not merely a pretence of such interposition ; 

1 So Gerl,ard (ns cited by Trench), who c,·en goes so far ns to sny: "miraculn 
sunt doctrinnc tcssornc, oc sigillo ; qucmmlmodum igitur sigillom o litcris 
n\"ulsnm nihil prohat, ita quoquc mimcula sine doctrina nihil ,·alcnt," - Lo~. 
Theo!., Joe. 23. c. 11. 
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once satisfied of that fact, and that there is no deception in 
the matter, we cannot but admit that the claim is sustained. 
The man comes before us with a claim to divine authority, 
and appeals to the divine omnipotence 1o establish that 
claim. The appeal is sustained. Works which are beyond 
the course of nature, and which only divine power can 
acc-omplish, are wrought in confirmation of the claim, and 
of the doctrine. It cannot be that God would interpose in 
behalf of imposition and a lie. It must be, therefore, that 
the man and the doctrine are, as they profess to be, from 
God. 

Now this is precisely the case with the first teachers of 
Christianity. They appeal to their works, as evidence of 
their divine commission and authority. So did Christ him­
self. He expressly places his claim on this very ground. 
,: If I bear witness of myself, my witness is not true. 
There is another that beareth witness of me," etc. " Ye 
sent unto John, and he bare witness unto the truth." "But 
I have greater witness than that of John; for the works 
which the Father hath given me to finish, the same works 
that I do, bear witness of me, that the Father bath sent 
me." 1 And again, on another occasion : " If I do not the 
works of my Father, believe me not. But if I do, tlwuglt ye 
believe not me, beliei·e tile works; that ye may know and 
believe that the Father is in me, and I in him." 2 Accord­
ingly we find the Jews themselves acknowledging the 
justness and force of this principle. " Rabbi," says Nico­
demus, " we know that thou art a teacher come from God ; 
for no man can do these miracles that thou doest, except 
God be with him. "J " And many of the people believed on 
him, and said, \Vhcn Christ cometh, will /,e do more miracles 
than these which this man bath done?" 4 So the man who 
was restored to sight : " Why herein is a marvellous thing, 
that ye know not from whence he is, and yet he hath opened 
mine eyes. Now we know that God heareth not sinners,'' 
etc. If tit is man were not of God, !te could do not/ting." 5 

I ,John v. 31-33, 36. 
J John iii. 2. 
• John ix. 30, 31, 33. 

2 John x. 37, 38. 
4 Johu ,·ii. 31. 
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In like manner the disciples, wherever they proclaim the 
doctrines of the new religion, are able to appeal to the 
miraculous powers conferred upon them, as evidences of 
their divine commission ; and that not without success. 
Great fear, we are told, falls upon all, in view of the signs 
and wonders wrought by them, and multitudes, in conse­
quence, are added to the number of believers. Now this is 
precisely what we might expect in such a case; nor is it 
possible to see how, in any other way, the claims of the new 
system, and of its teachers, could possibly have been sub­
stantiated. 

It is objected by those who would place the evidence of 
the Christian system upon the internal rather than the exter­
nal ground, that the miracles of our Saviour and his apos­
tles cannot possibly be regarded as substantiating their 
doctrine, or even their mission, inasmuch as miracles are 
sometimes wrought by bad men and deceivers, and if we 
admit the force of the argument in the one case we must 
also in the other. We fear that too much has been con­
ceded to the enemies of Christianity by some of its best 
friends and advocates, in respect to this matter. Thus, Ols­
hausen I affirms " that the scriptures assert not merely holy, 
but also evil, power to be the cause of miracles," and that in 
fact "two series of miracles extend throughout scripture his­
tory" ; and refers us in proof to the works of the Egyptian 
magicians as opposed to those of Moses, and also to the 
signs and wonders which false prophets, and which anti­
christs are said in scripture to be able to make use of, in 
order to deceive, if possible, the very elect. And we regret 
to find that so able and judicious a writer as Trench, whose 
Notes on l\liracles blend so happily the true scholarly with 
the true Chrh1tian spirit, has but too closely followed the 
less reliable German in this view. " This fact," he says, 
" that the kingdom of lies has its wonders no less than the 
kingdom of truth, would alone be sufficient to convince us 
that miracles cannot be appealed to absolutely and simply, 
in proof of the doctrine which the worker of them proclaims; 

1 Com. Vol. I. p. 336. 
VoL. XIX. No. 74. 31 
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and God's word expressly declares the same (Dent. xii. 1 
-5). A miracle does not prove the troth of a doctrine, or 
the divine mission of him that brings it to pass."1 

But do the scriptures present two indepedent lines of mir­
acles running parallel with each other, - those of the king­
dom of light, and those of the opposite kingdom, - as 
Olshausen affirms, and as Trench seems to admit? Do they 
anywhere assert, or imply, that evil power is ever the effi­
cient producing cause of a miracle ; or that the wonders 
performed by evil men are real miracles ? These wonders 
are examples of the mirabile ; but arc they examples of the 
miraculum ? They were wrought for the purpose of convinc­
ing, and hence not improperly arc termed U'7JJJ,Ei:a; but were 
they real miracles, or only false and deceptive appearances? 
Now it seems to us they are dearly of the latter sort; and 
that this is plainly implied in the scripture narratives. The 
works of the magicians are expressly ascribed to the power 
of their encltantments. They were the tricks of conjurers, 
hardly more remarkable than many of the wonders performed 
at this day by the skilful jugglers of Egypt and India. As 
to the signs wrought by the false prophets, the same may be 
said; while those of antichrist are expressly termed false or 
lying wonders.2 There is no evidence that any of these 
were miracles, save in appearance only ; nor is there any 
evidence from scripture that either bad men or devils have 
in any instance performed miracles, except as mere instru­
ments of divine power.3 

Indeed, Olshausen himself, in his commentary on the 
passage last referred to (2 Thess. ii. 9), expressly admits that 
" as satan himself is a created being, although a mig/1ty 
one, the wonders also which he performs through antichrh1t 
can be merely mirabilia, not true miracula." They are ''mere 

1 Notes on Miracles, p. 27. 11 2 Thess. ii. 9. 
8 The question whether miracles arc ever wrought by any other than divine 

power, is very nbly discussed by Dr Taylor, of New Haven, in opposition to tlw 
views of Dr. Chalmers, who takes the ground that it is presumption to alfirm 
thnt Omnipotence nlono cnn set aside the lnws of nature.· ( Sec Rc\·caled Theol­
ogy, Vol. III. p. 396, et seq.) 
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magical monstrosities." 1 And in the passage first cited, as 
if by way of furnishing the correction of his own previous 
remark8, he adds in a foot-note on the very same page,2 that 
"In so far as evil is merely a product of created powers, we 
may say that the satanic miracles are merely apparent mira­
cles; i;ince miracles can be performed by God's omnipo­
tence alone." What then becomes of the asl!ertion that, 
according to the scriptures "not only holy but also evil 
power " is " the cause of miraclE's ? " What becomes of the 
" two series of miracles" extending through scripture his­
tory ? And what becomes of the objection to the eviden­
tial force of the miracles of Christianity? Is a real mira­
cle of no force to confirm a true message, because a sham 
miracle may be wrought to confirm a false one? 3 

1 Com., Vol. V. p. 331. 'Com., Vol. I. p. 336. 
3 The position of Olshnu~en is singularly inconsistent os regards the true foree of 

the Christion miroeles. "It cnnnot possibly," he thinks, "be the end of miracles 
to establiJi the truth of any affirinatio11. In the sense of scripture, too, this ill by 
no meons the intention of miracles. It was only the people that so viewed them, 
because they allowed themselves to be influenced in their jodgment by the 
impression of power, or the excitement of the senses; for which reasons they 
attached themseh·es to false prophets ns willingly, and even more so, than to 
the true, The Saviour, therefore, se,·erely rebukes this eagerness for sensible 
mirocles (John iv. 48). But when our Lord, in other places (e. g. John x. 25; 
xiv. 10, 11 }, calls for foith in his works, ond connects them with his dignity and 
his holy office, this is not done ill order to establish the trot/, of his declarations; truth, 
WI such rather proclaims itself irrcsistobly to impressible mimls by its inward 
nature." For whnt then, we osk, were the mimcles intended 1 "They were 
intended rnther," replies Olshausen, •· to demonstrate his character as a divine llleS· 

se11ger, for those in whom the impression of the truth, cont"eyed by the spirit ond 
lnngunge of the Saviour had wrought it• effert." But in establishing his character 
ns n dh·ine messenger, do they not also estohli,;h the truth of his message; and is 
not this rcnlly what they were designed to do 1 For whot purpo•e is it souj!ht to 
eetoblisb the ch11meter of the messenger, but to make J!OOrl the truth of the 
message. To estal,lis/1 tl1e truth of hi., d,daratio11s is the very tl1ing in i·iew. Even 
Olshousen himself ndmitg this, in the sentences which nlmost immediately 
follow. In the human teocher, he soys, though truth m,1y greotly prc·lominate, 
error rnnnot he <'onreh·cd as wholly cxclnrlcd. God, therefore, inve,ted panicn­
l111· individunls, us his instrnmcnts, with higher rowers, in onJer to lli~tinguish 
them from merclv lmmnn tcorhers, "01111 to ac-credit tlie111 {,,fore 111t1nki11d as inf11l­
liblc instruments" of the Holy Spirit, os teachers of absol11ie tr11th." Hence, he 
continues, "the gift of miracles is one of the necc•sary chnnicteri~tirs of true 
prophets, nnd ~en·cs to witne~s their superior ch11.mcter, - to pro,·e that they 
ore to be regnriled ns teachers ond guides of the faith, and f.-ee J,-o,n all error." 
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More consistent, though we think not more correct, is the 
position of Trench, who regards these won<lers of satan 
and his false prophets as real miracles, and therefore as 
weakening, if not. destroying, the prima facie evidence of the 
true miracles in favor of the mission or the divine doctrine 
of him who performs them. Yet in answer to the question, 
of what use then are the real miracles, he affirms,1 that when 
once the doctrince has proved itself to be true and good by 
commending itself fo the conscience, the miracles may then 
come in as "the credentials for the bearer of that good 
word; signs that he has a special mission for the realization 
of t.he purposes of God in regard of humanity." 

Even as thus employed do not the true miracles prove 
both the message and the man to be from God? But is 
this the whole force of the scripture miracles? Must the 
doctrine first be proved true before the miracles wrought in 
connection with it can be admitted as evidence in the case? 
Is it not enough that there is in the doctrine or system not/t­
ing manifestly untrue, or inconsistent with the supposition 
that it is from God? This granted, do not the miracles 
come in with a positive force to substantiate the claim that 
man and message are divinely sent.? We would, by no 
means, contend that the miracle is to be taken in proof of 
the <loctrine entirely irrespective of the character of that 
doctrine; nor, on the other hand, would we require the doc­
trine first to prove itself, and then to prove the miracle, 
which, in turn, once proved, is to come in as collateral secur­
ity for the very foundation on which itself reposes. 

We would by no mea1u1 di:;parage or undervalue the 
internal evidence of Christianity. It is good in its place. 
110 the humble, believing discfple it comes with convincing 
power. It is to him the best and strongest of all evidences 
that the system is from God. To one already convinced, 

Prceiscly so. In other w011b, to est11l,lisl1 tl,e truth of their d,,clamtions and 
doctrines. The truth is, the ohject or end of the mirnde is twofold, - primarily 
to ottcst the di\'ine chorocter oml doims of the mcssengci·; ultimntely ond chieOy, 
to ottc•t the truth of his doctrine ; the forme,· with n view to, ontl for the snke of, 
the latter, 

I Notes on Miracles, p. 28. 
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or disposed to be convinced, the purity of the life and of the 
teachings of Jesus present an irresistible argument. But it 
is not to such persons solely or chiefly that the evidences of 
Christianity address themselves. It is not the humble be­
liever that needs to be convinced; he is convinced already. 
It is the unbeliever,-the man who is disposed to set aside 
the whole thing as unreasonable or unworthy of his notice, 
and to regard the teachers of the new faith as either credu­
lous fools or cunning imposters,-that needs to be convinced 
that this despised faith and these despised men are indeed 
from God. Now, with him the internal evidence is not so 
likely to be conclusive. In many cases it will make no im­
pression on him whatever. He will see no force in the argu­
ment, because not himself in a moral condition to be affected 
by such considerations. But let the earth open at his feet, let 
the prison walls be shaken, and the iron gates touched by 
no visible hand fly back upon their hinges, let voices from 
heaven be heard, let sick men be healed by a passing 
shadow, blind men restored to sight by a touch, dead men 
to life by a word ; let these things, and such as these, be 
done in his immediate presence, and in direct attestation of 
the divine authority of the new system, and from such evi­
dence the stoutest sceptic will find it difficult to turn away. 

But it will perhaps be replied, the unbelieving scribe aod 
Pharisee did turn away from precisely these arguments and 
evidences in the time of Christ and his disciples, uncon­
vinced even by the signs and wonders. True, they did so. 
But if they rejected Christianity as thus attested, hoio muck 
more would they have despised and set aside its claims had 
it come to them with no such manifestation of authority. 
What impression would the purity of the character and 
the elevation of the doctrines of Jesus have made upon a 
prejudiced and unbelieving age, had there been no other 
evidences of his divine mission 1 

And here we shall be met by the objection, that miracles 
are adapted to a rude and primitive age, such as that in 
which Christianity, for example, made its first entrance into 
the world; an age of great credulity and of comparative in-

31• 
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tellectual barbarism ; that ,vhile they are fitted to impress 
with awe the minds of men in such an age, they are quite 
out of place in the argument for Christianity in this nine• 
teenth century. This is the key-note of the essay of Mr. 
Powell, to which we have so frequently referred. Rosen­
miiller and Paulus also take the view that miracles were of 
evidential force only at. the time when they were wrought, 
but have long ceased to be so. Similar is the view of 
Schliermacher who regards them as, in fact, not miracles at 
all, except as relatively to the apprehensions of the age. 

In opposition to all such views, we maintain that those 
miraculous manifestations of divine power which accompa­
nied the promulgation of Christianity were adapted not to 
the age, as such, in distinction from other ages of the world, 
not to any one age as being more or less enlightened, more 
or less credulous, more or less barbarous, but rather to any 
age that is to receive a new dispensation or revelation from 
God. They are adapted not to one age more than another, 
save as one, and not another, is to receive that revelation. 
No increase of intellectual or scientific culture would have 
obviated the necessity for such divine interpositions, at any 
time, when a new system of religious truth was to be inau­
gurated, and its claims to divine authority establi::;hed. Jn. 
deed, if a new revelation were now to be made, miracles 
would be necessary to establi:1h it; nothing short of this 
would convince the very men who reject as unnecessary all 
external evidences of Christianity, that God was in very 
deed speaking unto them. 1'he distinction now made be­
tween the adaptation of miracles to the promulgation of a 
new system of divine truth, and their adaptation to the par­
ticular age in which that system happens to be first promul­
gated, is a distinction too obvious to require argument, but 
one which is wholly overlooked by the class of objectors to 
whom we refer. 

But, it will be said, even though miracles may have been 
useful at the first introduction of a new dispensation, it by 
no means follows that they are useful now. In one sense 
this is true. Christianity once established as a system from 
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God, there is no further need of miracles to establhih it. 
1'he working of miracles may thencefort.h be dispensed 
with, unless some new occasion shall arise demanding new 
interpositions of divine power. But it does not follow that 
the miracles which ltave been wrought, and on which the 
system depends for confirmation, are no longer of use. 
They are as much needed now as they ever were. There 
is no need of new piers to support the dome of St. Peter's. 
Pier-building, so far as St. Peter's is concerned, may be dis­
continued when once the dome is up, and securely held in 
its place. It does not follow, however, that the piers already 
there are no longer needed, and may as well be taken down. 
This again is a distinction which certain minds of a "com­
prehensive capacity " fail to apprehend. Becam•e miracles 
are no longer needed in support of Christianity, they con­
clude that the argument from miracles is 110 longer of use. 

Our argument thus far proceeds on the supposition that 
the direct and special object of a miracle is to establish the 
divine commission and authority of him who performs it, 
and so of the truth or system which he propounds. For 
this it is needed. This it accomplishe~, and was designed to 
accomplish. But does it pro,·e anything more than this? 
Does it al:;o prove the in:.-1piration, or divine authorship of 
the writings that record it? We think not. Miracles are 
wrought, not to prove the writings infallible, and of divine 
origin, but to substantiate the claims of the teacher or 
prophet to be a man sent. from God, and c1othed with divine 
authority. They prove the inspiration of the man, and not 
of the books or writings, as 8uch. The miracles of Jesus 
prove hi~ inspirarion and authority, and that of his doctrine, 
but thl'y do not prove the inspiration or divine authority of 
the Go:;pl'I of Matthew, or of the Gospel of Luke. If the 
problem be to establish the inspiration of the sacred scrip­
tures, the argument from miracles is not in place, unless it 
can be t-hown that miracle's were wrought with a view to 
establit-h that inspiration ; but we know of no miracle 
wrought for this purpose. If, however, the problem be 
to establish the divine authority of Moses or of Paul, as 
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speaking by commi:1sion from God, and so to confirm their 
teaching or message, the argument from miracles is in place, 
and of force; for it does prove that. And such is the use 
which Christ and his apostles actually make of the miracles 
which they perform, as shown in the passages cited above. 
They constantly appeal to them as evidence of their own 
divine commission: " Though ye believe not me, believe the 
works." 1 "Go and tell John what things ye have seen," 
said Christ.2 To the same effect is the language of Paul 
to the Hebrews : " God also bearing tltem witness both with 
signs and wonders, and with diverse miracles." 3 

To the question, then : What does a miracle prove ? we 
answer, it proves the divine commission of him who performs 
it, and so the divine authority of his doctrine. It proves 
Christianity to be a 11ystem of divine origin, a religion sent 
from God. It is the broad seal of Heaven stamped upon 
the system, as its credentials. 'l'his was the intention ; this 
the accomplished fact. 

ARTICLE V. 

HUMANENESS OF THE MOSAIC CODE. 

Dr REV, J, D, SEWALL, Ll"NN, MASS, 

WE ha,·e frequently heard the Mosaic laws alluded to as 
barbarous and bloody, and belonging to an age of like char­
acter; adapted, perhaps, to the degree of civilization, or 
rather uncivilization, which then prevailed, but altogether 
unfit for the present advanced stage of enlightenment and 
progress. An im~tance of this kind within our knowledge 
led us recently to examine the hooks of Exodus, Leviticus, 
Numbers, and Deuteronomy, with this point in view. We 
took note as we went along, both of the features which give 

1 John x. 38. ~ Luke vii. 28. • Hcb ii. 4. 




