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Hume on Providence and Design

 Why was Hume so cagey? Compare p. , st ¶

On January , , at some time between two and four in the aernoon, an eighteen-
year-old student named omas Aikenhead was hanged in Edinburgh. Aikenhead
had been found guilty of a serious charge: the previous year he had several times
told other young men that the doctrines of Christian theology were “a rapsodie of
faigned and ill-invented nonsense.” Aikenhead’s friends, testifying against him, told
the court that he had spoken of “the Imposter Christ” and had rejected the Trinity,
the Incarnation, and the Redemption. Aikenhead recanted all these sentiments—he
said he had fallen under the spell of atheistical tracts—but no one defended him, and
the jury voted for death. On the scaffold, Aikenhead declared that he had come to
doubt the objectivity of good and evil, and that he believed moral laws to be the work
of governments or men. … James Buchan … maintains that Aikenhead’s execution
“haunted” the century that followed. Just six decades aer the student’s rant to his
friends, an Edinburgh ecclesiastical assembly attempted to excommunicate the free-
thinking Scottish philosopher David Hume.”

 Religion and public order. Compare p. , st ¶

Hugo Grotius. e Rights of War and Peace [] (London, ), p. .
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 e argument from design

ey [religious philosophers] paint, in themostmagnificent colours, the order, beauty,
and wise arrangement of the universe; and then ask, if such a glorious display of in-
telligence could proceed from the fortuitous concourse of atoms, or if chance could
produce what the greatest genius can never sufficiently admire.

You then, who are my accusers, have acknowledged, that the chief or sole argument
for a divine existence (which I have never questioned) is derived from the order of
nature; where there appear such marks of intelligence and design, that you think it
extravagant to assign for its cause, either chance, or the blind and unguided force of
matter.

 Scriptural proofs of God

. Miracles

ere was a man of the Pharisees, named Nicodemus, a ruler of the Jews: e same
came to Jesus by night, and said unto him, Rabbi, 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. (John :–)

. Design

For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unright-
eousness of men, who hold the truth in unrighteousness; Because that which may be
known of God is manifest in them; for God hath shewed it unto them.

For the invisible things of him from the creation of the world are clearly seen, being
understood by the things that are made, even his eternal power and Godhead; so that
they are without excuse: (Romans :–)

David Hume. An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding. §  (Hackett, ), p. .


