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The Miracles of Scripture


A Reflection on the Second Section: On the Antecedent Credibility of a Miracle





	David Hume, in his Essay on Miracles, argued that it is always more probable that the testimony on behalf of a miracle should be false than that a miracle should be true.  He writes that, "A miracle is a violation of the laws of nature; and as a firm and unalterable experience has established these laws, the proof against a miracle, from the very nature of the fact, is as entire as any argument from experience can possibly be imagined."  To this, Theists will reply that God created all things and holds them in being.  Certainly He can change His governance of the universe from His ordinary manner whenever he chooses.  But Hume counters, "Though the Being to whom the miracle is ascribed be Almightily, it does not, upon that account, become a whit more probable, since it is impossible for us to know the attributes or actions of such a Being, otherwise then from the experience which we have of His productions in the usual course of nature.  This still reduces us to past observation, and obliges us to compare the instances of the violation of truth in the testimony of men with those of the violation of the laws of nature by Miracles, in order to judge which of them is most likely and probable."  In this final comparison, Hume concludes that the non-miraculous conclusion must always be deemed more likely.  To conclude otherwise is to decide based on faith rather than reason.


	In 1825-26, John Henry Newman wrote an essay entitled The Miracles of Scripture.  In it he addressed Hume's argument in a section entitled "On the Antecedent Credibility of a Miracle".  [Antecedent means "Going before; preceding".]  Newman answers Hume by expanding upon his own principle.  Hume says that the Deity reveals Himself to us through "His productions in the usual course of nature" -- This is our experience of Creation which, Hume says, is defined by unwavering physical regularity.  Newman believes Hume is operating here wearing philosophical blinders.  "When the various antecedent objections which ingenious men have urged against Miracles are brought together, they will be found nearly all to arise from forgetfulness of the existence of moral laws.  In their zeal to perfect the laws of matter they most unphilosophically overlook a more sublime system, which contains disclosures not only of the Being, but of the Will of God." (20)  The more sublime system which should make us intellectually receptive to the possibility of miracles is the moral system.


	In addition to the physical system we observe in the universe's operation, man perceives a moral system operating in himself and the world.  "Connected with this moral government, we find certain instincts of mind; such as conscience, a sense of responsibility, and an approbation of virtue; an innate desire of knowledge, and an almost universal feeling of the necessity of religious observances; while, in fact, Virtue is, on the whole, rewarded, and Vice punished." (16-17)  Hume, who appears open to the prospect of a Deist Creator, should recognize that moral system is God's design.  Therefore it is a reflection of Him.  The moral system indicates that the Maker has moral ends for creation.  So, if freely-acting and often sinful human beings should frustrate some important moral end of God, it is not irrational to think that God might forego physical regularity to achieve His will.  


	Newman writes, "Now the Miracles of the Jewish and Christian Religions must be considered as immediate effects of Divine Power beyond the action of nature, for an important moral end; and are in consequence accounted for by producing, not a physical, but a final cause." (18)  Newman explains that the miracle narratives of Scripture do not portray God as acting capriciously, but as a Being who intercedes with moral purpose.


