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Design and Providence: Robert Boyle and the  Newtonian Ideology 
Lukas Wolf 
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Abstract 
Natural theology is a prominent aspect of Britain’s science history. The standard 
historical narrative tells us that, at the turn of the 17th century, the Newtonians Richard 
Bentley and Samuel Clarke reintroduced the cosmic argument from design, ignoring 
Rober Boyle’s warnings that cosmic arguments are too uncertain. In this paper I show 
that this narrative is incorrect. Instead, the real change is that the Newtonians 
emphasized special providence over intelligent design, which was more easily proven 
from cosmology than from biology. However, biology continued to play an important 
role in their arguments. Therefore, one should not speak of a conflict between biological 
and cosmic arguments. 
 

Keywords: Robert Boyle, Richard Bentley, Samuel Clarke, Natural theology, 
argument from design, special providence. 

Introduction 
In 1688, Robert Boyle argued that: 
 

The situations of the celestial bodies, do not afford by far so clear and cogent arguments, of the 
wisdom and design of the author of the world, as do the bodies of animals and plants. […] there 
is more of an admirable contrivance in a man’s muscles, than in the celestial orbs; and the eye of a 
fly is a more curious piece of workmanship, than the body of the sun.”1 

 
But Isaac Newton thought otherwise, as is recalled in an important memorandum by David 
Gregory, dated December 1691:  
 

In Mr Newtons opinion a good design of a publick speech (and which may serve well at ane Act) 
may be to shew that the most simple laws of nature are observed in the structure of a great part of 
the Universe, that the philosophy ought ther to begin, and that Cosmical Qualities are as much 
easier as they are more Universall than particular ones, and the general contrivance simpler than 
that of Animals plants etc.2 

 
These citations illustrate a remarkable difference of opinion between two traditions of 

                                                      
1 Robert Boyle, A Disquisition About the Final Causes of Natural Things (London: H.C., 1688), 43-44. 
2 As cited in Henry Guerlac and Margareth Jacob, "Bentley, Newton, and Providence: The Boyle Lectures once More,” Journal of the History of Ideas 30, no. 3 (1969): 317. 
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natural theology in Britain: the tradition represented by Boyle favored the biological 
argument and emphasized complexity and contrivance, while the tradition represented by 
Newton favored the cosmic argument and emphasized simplicity and universality. 
 The great irony of the situation is that, right after Boyle’s death in December of 1691, a 
lecture series given in his honor was the birthplace of the Newtonian natural theology.3 In 
Boyle’s final will and testament, he requested for a lecture series to be started for “proving 
the Christian god against notorious infidels, atheists, etc.” These lectures proved immensely 
popular and successful: they had numerous well-known speakers, were a career-maker for 
others, and produced some of the most influential books on natural theology of the 18th 
century. The Newtonian natural theology that spawned in these lectures, which has been 
named the ‘Newtonian Ideology’ by Margareth Jacob, was popularized by the widely read 
lectures of Richard Bentley (1692) and Samuel Clarke (1704-5).4  

The aim of this paper is to provide an explanation for the emergence of the 
Newtonian natural theology, how it developed, and how it differs from the Boylean tradition 
which preceded it. I will first discuss the position of Robert Boyle, which can be considered 
typical for natural theology up until 1692. Next, I will discuss the lectures of Richard Bentley 
and Samuel Clarke.  

This allows me to demonstrate a striking difference between Boyle and the 
Newtonians, which has so far not been addressed properly in the literature. 
 What I will argue is that the advent of Newtonian natural theology should not be 
understood as a shift from biological to cosmic arguments from design, but rather as a shift 
from design arguments to arguments for continuous providence. This shift happened 
gradually, and is more developed in Clarke than in Bentley. Furthermore, I will demonstrate 
that biological arguments still played a significant role in the lectures of Bentley and Clarke.  

Boyle's call to arms 
Though Robert Boyle is best known for his work on chemistry, he also wrote extensively on 
theological issues. He was not part of the clergy, but considered it his duty to help the church 
in its war against atheists. Throughout his life, theology was a central concern. This is 
outlined rather neatly in the preface to his Some Considerations about the Reconcileableness of 
Reason and Religion (1675).5 Here he compares the fight against atheism to a battle on a ship, 

                                                      
3 Though it left its trace in history, it would ultimately not last. For an account of its demise, see: Neal C. Gillespie, "Natural History, Natural Theology, and Social Order: John Ray and the 'Newtonian Ideology',” Journal of the History of Biology 20, no. 1 (1987): 1-49. 
4 Margareth Jacob, The Newtonians and the English Revolution 1689-1720 (Sussex: The Harvester Press, 1976). 
5 Robert Boyle, Some Considerations about the Reconcileableness of Reason and Religion (London: T.N., 1675). Though originally published under the pseudonym ‘T.E. A Layman,’ the authorship of this book has been determined in Joseph Agassi, "Robert Boyle's Anonymous Writings,” ISIS 68, no. 2 (1977): 284-7. 



 

 Research Master Thesis – Design and Providence  | 3/31    

in which "it may be the duty not only of professed seamen, but any private passenger, to 
lend his helping hand in that common danger."6  

More than half of Boyle’s work is on theology, and his work in natural philosophy 
was frequently considered as second to his theological work by contemporaries.7 Lotte 
Mulligan called Boyle’s project his “50 year defense of the Church of England”8, which goes 
to show how strong Boyle’s theological involvement was.9 However, as Jan Wojcik argues in 
her Boyle and the Limits of Reason, pinpointing the exact religious affiliations of Boyle is not 
easy. He certainly wasn’t defending the Church of England – if only because he was quite 
supportive of nonconformists.10 Most often, he is considered a Latitudinarian. This was a 
religious movement in the 17th and 18th century which emphasized the compatibility of 
reason, science and religion, and which was quite tolerant of other Christian sects.11 

In any case, Boyle makes it his goal to battle atheism and protect the Christian 
religion.12 In particular, he argues that being 'a secular person' might even be beneficial 
because his word will be taken more seriously by atheists - whom often have a low esteem of 
clergymen and mistrust anything they say. They might respond better to "a person that 
reasons with them upon their own grounds, and discourses with them in their own way, 
having had somewhat more than ordinary curiosity to acquaint himself with the Epicurean 
and Cartesian principles, and exercise himself in that philosophy, which is very conversant 
with things corporeal, and strives to explain them by matter and motion, and shakes off all 
authority."13 

Matter and motion, Epicurean and Cartesian - why are these terms relevant in a 
debate about religion? According to Boyle, the rise of mechanical philosophy is responsible 

                                                      
6 Boyle, Reason and Religion, vi. 
7 Jan Wojcik, Boyle and the Limits of Reason (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1997), 1-3. 
8 As cited in Jan Wojcik, Boyle and the Limits of Reason, 216. 
9 Boyle’s first published in theology, Seraphic Love (published as Some Motives and Incentives to the Love of God) was written in 1648, and published in 1659. His last published work in theology, The Christian Virtuoso, was published in 1690. This period of time spanned from the beginning of his career, just after his return from his grand tour, up to his death. 
10 Given the religious turmoil of Boyle’s time, this was no surprise. He often lamented the constant changes in religious beliefs and sects around him, and he wanted nothing more than for everyone to get along peacefully. 
11 Though it is also not exactly clear to what extent he was a latitudinarian. For an in-depth discussion of the problems of ascribing latitudinarianism to Boyle, see Wojcik, Boyle and the Limits of Reason, 212-19. Latitudinarianism will surface again when we discuss the Newtonians. I will make use of the notion throughout the paper, as it is my opinion that it is a useful categorization to make, though I acknowledge that it has its problems. 
12 We can see this in the mission statement of the Boyle Lectures, as prescribed in Boyle’s will: “for proving the Christian religion against notorious infidels, viz. atheists, theists, pagans, Jews, and mahometans, not descending lower to any controversies that are among the Christians themselves.” (emphasis added) 
13 Boyle, Reason and Religion, vii. 
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for the rise of atheism.14 Instead of doubting scripture or church doctrine, the new atheists 
see no role for God's providence in a world fully defined by mechanical principles.15 This 
means that no amount of biblical argumentation would convince an atheist, as scripture no 
longer counts as an accepted authority.  

The only way forwards, according to Boyle, is to show how providence and creation 
are not only compatible with mechanical philosophy, but can be proven experimentally. By 
maintaining the compatibility of mechanical philosophy and Christianity, Boyle intends to 
Christianize mechanical philosophy – saving it from being considered heretic, and taking 
away the strongest argument for atheism. 

In his Free Enquiry into the Vulgarly Received Notion of Nature (1686)16, he defends 
mechanical philosophy against the Aristotelians and Cambridge Platonists. His main 
argument is that their conception of nature (which he calls the ‘vulgar’ notion of nature) is 
incorrect and deceptive. By personifying nature, they muddle the distinction between matter 
and soul, inanimate and animate bodies, and final and efficient causes.17 This is both 
philosophically unnecessary (it does not aid our understanding of nature) and theologically 
dangerous (it reduces God’s powers, imbues matter with thought, and might lead to 
polytheism and idolatry.)  

Take the phrase “nature abhors vacuum”, for example: The Aristotelians might argue 
that air has an inherent desire to prevent a vacuum from forming, just as stones have an 
inherent desire to fall to the earth. The Cambridge Platonists, on the other hand, would argue 
for the existence of a world soul, which is responsible for all laws of nature and makes matter 
move in accordance with its desires. Both these systems make an unwanted assumption: The 
Aristotelians imbue matter with thought, the Platonists are saying an immaterial substance 
that is not God governs the material world.18   

Instead, argues Boyle, it is better to see nature as purely corporeal and mechanical. 
That way, matter cannot be said to think, God can act on nature immediately, and there is no 
unnecessary level of intelligent being between matter and soul. Any purpose in the world is 
not in nature itself but in the mind of God (meaning that, even though created beings display 

                                                      
14 For an account of the rise of Epicureanism in post-restoration England, see W. R. Albury, “Halley's Ode on the Principia of Newton and the Epicurean Revival in England,” Journal of the History of Ideas 39, no. 1 (1978): 24-43.  
15 Boyle, Reason and Religion, iv. 
16 Robert Boyle, Free Enquiry into the Vulgarly Received Notion of Nature, ed. Edward Davis and Michael Hunter (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1996). Though be aware that Boyle wrote both these books over an extended period of time. Some parts of the Notion of Nature are written as early as the 1660s. For this, see Michael Hunter, "The Making of Robert Boyle's 'Free Enquiry into the Vulgarly Receiv'd Notion of Nature' (1686),” Early Science and Medicine  1, no. 2 (1996): 204-71. 
17 For a good and concise treatment of this point, see: Michael Hunter, introduction to Vulgarly Received Notion of Nature, by Robert Boyle, xvi – xxiii. 
18 For this argument, see also Wojcik, Boyle and the Limits of Reason, 171-5. 
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intelligent design, their design is the result of God’s intellect, and is not inherent in the brute 
matter itself.) 

This is also made clear by Michael Hunter: 
 
Indeed for Boyle, one of the most attractive features of the mechanical philosophy was the extent 
to which it removed mediating influences between God and the world, thereby preserving God's 
sovereignty more clearly than the 'vulgar' notion of nature which, in Boyle's opinion, elevated 
nature to the status of a semi-deity.19 
 

Boyle’s opinion is that only the mechanical philosophy is in accordance with both science 
and religion. Aristotelianism and Platonism were, in their own way, just as much a threat to 
the ‘right reason’ as atheism. 

 
In a later work, A Disquisition About the Final Causes of Natural Things (1688)20, Boyle continues 
his project by considering what use final causes have in natural philosophy. He attempts to 
find a middle ground between the overly-teleological explanations of the Aristotelians, and 
the fully efficient and godless materialism of the atheists. Throughout the book, Boyle shows 
that certain structures in the world are indeed designed for certain uses, and therefore 
explanations drawn from final causes can be philosophically valid. However, he seriously 
doubts that we can see design in everything around us. This brings us back to the quote at 
the start of this paper: it is easier to see God’s design in the structure of the eye, than in the 
structure of the solar system. 

Having been neglected by scholars for quite some time, the Disquisition started 
receiving attention after James Lennox’s analysis in 198321. A significant amount of the 
subsequent literature consists of criticizing Lennox. Timothy Shanahan’s criticism of Lennox 
in 199422, and Margareth Osler’s analysis in 200123 both revolve around the question whether 
the Disquisition is a work on natural religion (as it had been classified by Marie Boas Hall in 
1966) or on science methodology (as Lennox argued, in response to Hall’s classification). On 
a historiographical level, Shanahan and Osler criticized Lennox for his anachronistic 
approach to the text. 

Lennox argues that the Disquisition is first and foremost a book on science 
methodology. According to his analysis, Boyle wants to defend the usefulness of teleological 
inference for experimental philosophy, especially in anatomy and physiology. To do this, 
Boyle not only had to argue for the usefulness of teleology in science, but also against the 

                                                      
19 Robert Boyle, Vulgarly Received Notion of Nature, xv. 
20 Robert Boyle, A Disquisition About the Final Causes of Natural Things (London: H.C., 1688). 
21 James Lennox, "Robert Boyle's Defense of Teleological Inference in Experimental Science,” ISIS 74, no. 1 (1983): 38-52. 
22 Timothy Shanahan, “Teleological Reasoning in Boyle’s Disquisition About Final Causes,” in Robert Boyle Reconsidered, ed. Michael Hunter (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1994). 
23 Margaret Osler, "Whose Ends? Teleology in Early Modern Natural Philosophy,” Osiris 16 (2001): 151-68. 
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systems of mechanical philosophy which did not allow for teleology. Against Marie Boas 
Hall, Lennox argues that the Disquisition is more than just another work of natural theology 
because of its methodological concern, and because of its remarkable system of mechanical 
philosophy which made room for teleological inferences. 

Shanahan argues strongly against Lennox’s analysis. According to him, Lennox 
“badly distorts [Boyle’s thoughts]”24 by using the Disquisition for issues in contemporary 
philosophy of science. The claim is that it was Lennox’s intention to use Boyle’s arguments to 
help philosophy of science cope with the problem of teleological inference in science. This 
would obviously be an anachronism, as the issues of the late 17th century were markedly 
different from those in the 1980s. Therefore, Lennox’s analysis is flawed. 

Shanahan counters Lennox’s claims by showing how they are at odds with the text. 
As Shanahan shows, Boyle was not concerned with the scientific usefulness or respectability 
of teleological inferences, but rather, to make teleology and mechanical philosophy 
compatible “because he believes that a detailed knowledge of final causes provides the most 
powerful incentive for acknowledging the Deity.”25 

The work is “apologetic in its aim” and the scientific usefulness is “of decidedly 
secondary importance.”26 In fact, Boyle concludes the Disquisition by stating that it is not the 
task of the naturalist to study final causes – he should acknowledge and admire them out of 
piety and religious conviction, not because it would benefit his scientific endeavors 
necessarily. 

However, according to Osler, the clear distinction Shanahan draws between scientific 
and theological domain is a modern distinction that did not exist in 17th-century natural 
philosophy.27 “For Boyle, understanding the purpose of the eye guides research that, at the 
same time, deepens the naturalist’s understanding of the wisdom with which God created 
it.”28 Although Osler still classifies the Disquisition as a work on natural theology, she does 
recognize its impact on what science meant for the 17th century natural philosopher.  

Now, what to make of all this? First of all, I disagree with Osler on whether or not 
Boyle saw a distinction between scientific and theological uses of final causes. As argued by 
Shanahan too29, Boyle actually makes this distinction quite explicitly when he divides the 
argument from design in physical and metaphysical. The physical reasoning equate to the 
“teleological inferences” Lennox talked about. These inferences, drawn from the assumption 
of a well-designed nature, can guide scientific research. On the other hand, the metaphysical 
arguments are ‘physico-theological’ and give us information about the wisdom of God by 
observing the well-designed nature. Whether or not knowledge of the one can lead to 
knowledge of the other is not the point; Boyle made the distinction himself. 

                                                      
24 Shanahan, “Teleological Reasoning,” 177. 
25 Shanahan, “Teleological Reasoning,” 191. 
26 Shanahan, “Teleological Reasoning,” 190. 
27 Osler, "Whose Ends?,” 161. 
28 Osler, "Whose Ends?,” 164. 
29 Shanahan, “Teleological Reasoning,” 181. 
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Moreover, remember that one of the central points of the Disquisition is that the use of 
teleology for naturalists as naturalists is limited at best, and dangerous at worst – while for 
man per se it is a very commendable practice. Here too it seems Boyle distinguishes science as 
a discipline from any broader system of knowledge. 

At the same time, however, Boyle does explicitly make room for teleology in science 
and he does argue for its usefulness. Lennox isn’t making that up. Where he goes wrong, in 
my opinion, is taking these statements of Boyle as the core message of his text. Boyle, being 
the pragmatist he is, had no reason to deny the occasional success of teleology in advancing 
science.  

Furthermore, he was well aware that successful teleological inferences do occur, 
especially in physiology. Acknowledging the occasions in which reasoning from final causes 
has been successful in advancing science only improves his argument that final causes are 
compatible with mechanical philosophy. As we recall Boyle stating in Reason and Religion, to 
convince atheists you need to use authorities they accept. In the Disquisition, Boyle frequently 
brings up Harvey’s discovery of the circulatory system, along with Scheiner’s and Descartes’ 
research on the structure of the eye.30 

Lastly, Boyle frequently mentions in the Disquisition that books of anatomy and 
physiology are full of teleological inferences. He says this in his preface, and devotes the 
second half of question 4, proposition 2 to this point. The only reason he limits the amount of 
examples he gives, is that he did not have books of physiology around to quote from – or so 
he claims.31 But it is clear he does not want to argue against physiologists, as he says in his 
preface:  

 
Anatomists indeed, and some physicians, have done very laudably upon the uses of the parts of 
the human body; which I take this occasion to declare, that it may not be suspected, that I do in 
the least undervalue their happy industry, because I transcribe not passages out of their books32 
   

Boyle responded to the threat of atheism and impiety by calling upon natural philosophy 
(and experimental philosophy in particular) to help save Christianity. His aim was to show 
that mechanical philosophy, materialism, and atomism are not harmful to religion. If used 
and understood correctly they can help demonstrate the wisdom and divine providence of 
God. As Boyle said in The Christian Virtuoso (1690): 

 
I am persuaded, that nature will be found very loyal to her Author; and, instead of alienating his 
mind from making religious acknowledgments, will furnish him with weighty and uncommon 
motives, to conclude such sentiments to be highly rational and just.33 
                                                      

30 Be mindful though that Harvey was an Aristotelian, and Scheiner a Jesuit priest. Nevertheless, the examples would still have had value against atheists, as they are still scientists. 
31 Boyle, Disquisition, preface. 
32 Boyle, Disquisition, preface. 
33 Robert Boyle, The Christian Virtuoso (London: Edw. Jones, 1690), 7. 
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And also: 

 
That the consideration of the vastness, beauty, and regular motions, of the heavenly bodies; the 
excellent structure of animals and plants; […] may justly induce him, as a rational creature, to 
conclude, that this vast, beautiful, orderly, and (in a word) many ways admirable system of things, 
that we call the world, was framed by an author supremely powerful, wise and good, can scarce be 
denied by an intelligent and unprejudiced considerer.34 
 

However, as an experimentalist Boyle had to limit the use of teleology within science, as the 
failure of the Aristotelians had shown the overuse of teleological reasoning (without 
experimental work) did not get us closer to true knowledge.35 Jeffrey McDonough has called 
this the ‘breakdown of explanatory parity’.36 He argued that, though early modern 
philosophers often still allowed for teleological explanations, they assigned less weight to 
their explanatory value compared to efficient causes.37 In the specific case of Boyle, we can 
see that he rejected the Aristotelian notion of natural teleology; i.e. of non-intelligent beings 
being directed to intrinsic ends. What is left behind, then, for Boyle, are extrinsic final causes: 
God created everything for a cause, and in some cases we have the mental capacity to see at 
least part of God’s intended use. 
 This is reflected in Boyle’s position towards cosmic design arguments. Boyle makes 
clear that he doubts with what certainty we can understand the final causes behind the 
structure of the universe. For instance, in section II of his Disquisition, he says: 

 
I think, that from the ends and uses of the parts of living bodies, the naturalist may draw 
arguments, provided he do it with due cautions […] The inanimate bodies […] will not easily 
warrant ratiocinations drawn from their supposed ends. 
I think, the celestial bodies do abundantly declare God’s power and greatness, by the immensity 
of their bulk, and (if the earth stand still) the celerity of their motions […] but yet I doubt, 
whether, from the bare contemplation of the heavens and their motions, it may be cogently 
inferred, at least so strongly as final causes, may be from the structure of animals, that either the 
sole, or the chief, end of them all, is to enlighten the earth, and bring benefits to the creatures that 
live upon it.38 
 

                                                      
34 Robert Boyle, The Christian Virtuoso, 14. 
35 This is the reason why Bacon argued against the use of final causes in science. Boyle was influenced by Bacon but over the years became less and less Baconian. See Stuart Peterfreund, Turning Points in Natural Theology from Bacon to Darwin: The Way of the Argument from Design (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012). 
36 Jeffrey McDonough, “The Heyday of Teleology and Early Modern Philosophy,” Midwest Studies in Philosophy 35, no. 1 (2001): 184. 
37 McDonough, “Heydey of Teleology,” 185. 
38 Boyle, Disquisition, 76-78. 
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Firstly, Boyle argues that the cosmic argument was far removed from everyday experience, 
obscure and mostly based on instilling a sense of grandness.39 Rather than building an 
argument on mysticism, faith and admiration, the argument for design should be firmly 
based in reason and evidence. 

Secondly, advancements in astronomy weakened many design arguments. The 
grotesque distance between the earth and the sun made it hard to argue the sun was made to 
provide light and warmth to the earth – and similarly many other discoveries in astronomy 
made it more difficult to see what the design of the universe is (and for whom it may be 
designed).40 

The corollary of this is that biological arguments developed in a complete opposite 
direction. With the advent of microscopy, even the most mundane creatures were shown to 
be magnificently detailed in their design. What appeared simple before turned out to be all 
the more complex and rich in craftsmanship when looked at under a microscope. So too with 
physiology: the more we came to understand the design of the human body, the better its 
design appeared. 

For Boyle, then, it was clear that biological arguments of design were much more 
helpful in the fight against atheism, and that, while cosmic arguments might inspire awe in 
the hearts of the faithful, they would not be as strong an argument to convince the infidels. 

Newtonianism and the Boyle Lectures 
Before delving more deeply into the content of the Boyle lectures, some context about the two 
lecturers might be helpful in order to understand the rise of the Newtonian ideology. I will 
first explain how Richard Bentley was appointed to give the first ever Boyle Lectures, in 
1692.41 His case tells us much about the social factors at play in the selection of the lecturers. 
Afterwards, I will discuss the case of Samuel Clarke’s appointment. 

After the death of Robert Boyle, the trustees (John Rotherham, Henry Ashurst, John 
Evelyn, and Thomas Tenison42) set out to decide on a candidate for the first ever Boyle 
Lectures. They ultimately chose Richard Bentley, a well-respected classicist and an up-and-
coming clergyman. Though Bentley was a friend of Evelyn’s, and they had ample 
correspondence concerning philosophy, this alone does not fully explain why Bentley was 
chosen – nor why he opted for Newtonian arguments. 

Though conclusive evidence has never been found, it has been suggested that 
Newton had some hand in Bentley’s appointment.43 Boyle added the lecture to his will in the 
summer of 1691. Around that time, Bentley started a correspondence with Newton, asking 

                                                      
39 Boyle, Disquisition, 77. 
40 Boyle, Disquisition, 41-44. 
41 Margareth Jacob, The Newtonians and the English Revolution 1689-1720 (Sussex: The Harvester Press, 1976). 
42 Respectively: a lawyer, a member of parliament, a horticulturalist and a theologian. 
43 Guerlac and Jacob, "Bentley, Newton, and Providence,” 316. 
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him questions about the Newtonian system. Two possible reasons exist for Bentley’s interest; 
either he needed more knowledge of astronomy to aid his translation of Manilius’ 
Astronomicon (which he was then working on), or he was interested in the theological uses of 
Newton’s philosophy. Either way, he made himself known to Newton, and Newton 
responded and sent Bentley a detailed guide to the Principia which became known as the 
“Paper of Directions.” 

Furthermore, a few months later, in late December of 1691 (just a few days before 
Boyle’s death), Newton proclaimed his desire for a public lecture “to shew that the most 
simple laws of nature are observed in the structure of a great part of the Universe, that the 
philosophy ought ther to begin, and that Cosmical Qualities are as much easier as they are 
more Universall than particular ones, and the general contrivance simpler than that of 
Animals plants etc.”44 

Then, a few days after Boyle’s funeral, Newton met up with Evelyn and some others 
to discuss matters related to the Boyle lectures.45 At this point, both Newton and Evelyn 
knew Bentley, and both had good reason to suggest Bentley’s appointment.46 There is no 
direct record of what was discussed at their meeting, what influence Newton had, and why 
Bentley became interested in Newton. But given the circumstantial evidence available, it 
seems very possible that Bentley’s Newtonianism influenced the trustees’ decision to appoint 
him the Boyle lectures.  

Bentley communicated with Newton in 1692, asking him for advice and approval for 
the content of his lectures. 47 The correspondence has been of significant interest to Newton 
scholars, as it provides an important insight into Newton’s theological opinions.48 The 
opening statement of Newton’s first letter has become particularly well-known: “When I 
wrote my treatise about our system, I had an eye upon such principles as might work with 
considering men, for the belief of a deity, and nothing can rejoice me more than to find it 
useful for that purpose.”49 
 
The story of Samuel Clarke, who gave the Boyle lectures of 1704 and 1705, is a bit different. 
In contrast to Bentley, Clarke’s affiliation with Newton was well-known; his 1697 translation 
of Rohault’s Treatise of Physics was an immediate success, and Clarke supplemented the 
translation with a large amount of notes, in which he pointed out the many errors in the 

                                                      
44 We know this from a memorandum of David Gregory, dated December 28th, 1691. As cited in Guerlac and Jacob, "Bentley, Newton, and Providence,” 317. 
45 Jacob, The Newtonians and the English Revolution, 155. 
46 Jacob, The Newtonians and the English Revolution, 151. 
47 Isaac Newton: Philosophical Writings, ed. Andrew Janiak (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2004). 
48 John Henry, “’Pray do not Ascribe that Notion to Me’: God and Newton's Gravity,” in The Books of Nature and Scripture, ed. James E. Force and Richord H. Popkin (Dordrecht: Springer, 1994). Henry gives a detailed account of how historians have made use of the epistolary exchange between Bentley and Newton. 
49 Isaac Newton, Philosophical Writings, 94. 
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Cartesian physics of Rohault. He became friends with William Whiston (one of Newton’s 
closest disciples) and seems to have worked his way into the Newtonian social circles. 
Nevertheless it is surprisingly difficult to ascertain the nature of his relationship with 
Newton; there is no correspondence between the two, and much of the close interaction 
between Clarke and Newton only happened a number of years after the Boyle Lectures. 
What we know is that they were relatively close and they had plenty of occasions for direct 
communication. To what degree they worked together at the time of the Boyle Lectures, 
cannot however be answered with certainty.  
 In any case, we know that Clarke was an independent thinker, and had extensive 
(and self-taught) knowledge of Newton’s physics. It is important to stress his independence 
from Newton, because from the Leibniz-Clarke Correspondence (which is by far Clarke’s most 
famous work) it might be incorrectly assumed that Clarke was not much more than 
Newton’s puppet or spokesman. The available evidence does not support that assumption.50 
Therefore, we must interpret Clarke’s work as being the result of an independent 
philosopher, who was merely influenced by the work of Newton. 
 
The backdrop to Bentley and Clarke’s appointments leads us to a more general explanation 
for the presence of the Newtonian ideology. Jacob has shown that the social group of the 
Newtonians had considerable overlap with the ecclesiastical group of Latitudinarians. 
Latitudinarians, who considered the mechanical philosophy instrumental in answering 
theological and political questions, worked their way into the higher ecclesiastical offices 
after the revolution.51 At that same time, Newton’s system was becoming the most dominant 
system of mechanical philosophy within the Latitudinarian circles, following the publication 
of the Principia in 1687.  

Jacob demarcates between two waves of latitudinarians; those before the 
Newtonianization, and those after. With Bentley and Clarke both being young up-and-
coming gentlemen, they readily picked up on the Newtonian philosophy. The trustees were 
quick enough to recognize the potential of this new generation. Thus, the Boyle Lectures 
became the platform that popularized a Newtonian natural theology. 

 
On a theoretical level, the Newtonian system was of special significance for British theology: 
it lent credence to the special providence of God, and his continuous acting in the world. 
Newton’s gravity, by being an action at a distance, could be considered proof of the 
continuous presence of God in the day-to-day workings of the universe.52  

                                                      
50 Ezio Vailiati addresses this historiographical flaw in: Ezio Valiati, Leibniz & Clarke: A Study of Their Correspondence (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1997). 
51 Jacob, The Newtonians and the English Revolution, 23-30. 
52 Also, as John Brooke and Geoffrey Cantor have argued, there was a risk of deists who were “using Newton’s science in a manner that appeared subversive to Christianity. Collins saw in Newton’s gravitational force proof that mater had its own source of activity.” John Brooke and 
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Before we go any further, it seems appropriate to discuss the notion of voluntarism, 
which is such an important notion in the history of early modern science, and yet so difficult 
to pin down.  

In its simplest form, voluntarism entails the claim that God’s will has primacy over 
his intellect.53 This position developed as a way to safeguard God’s omnipotence from 
philosophical (a priori) restrictions on what is logically possible or reasonable for God to do. 
Almost invariably, voluntarism is contrasted with intellectualism, which states that God 
would never will anything which is not rational or good, and therefore we can know 
through logical argumentation what God can and cannot do.  
 Much has been said about voluntarism of the Newtonians. Most major Newton 
scholars have taken it for granted that the Newtonians were voluntarists, arguing that the 
Newtonian insistence on God’s continuous intervention in the course of nature made them a 
clear-cut example of voluntarism.54 

However, John Harrison has shown that there are a number of difficulties in applying 
the voluntarist-intellectualist distinction to Newton and his followers. He argued that the 
seemingly voluntarist opinions of the Newtonians are in fact so common that they apply to 
just about everyone from that time period. He writes:  

 
Neither the claim that God’s willing with respect to the operations of nature is sometimes 
arbitrary, nor the insistence (in opposition to Leibniz) that God was free to have created other 
worlds, are reliable indicators of a voluntarist commitment.55 

 
Harrison has argued that Newton did not subscribe to some of the important characteristics 
of voluntarism (e.g. God’s intervention being a breach of the laws of nature), and even held 
some intellectualist opinions (he thought, for instance, that morality was based on reason 
instead of merely on the arbitrary will of God). 

However, as John Henry has argued:  
 

the real concern of the natural philosophers involved is not with the niceties of intellectualism or 
voluntarism for their own sakes, but rather with the best strategy for combating atheism or for 
showing the compatibility of their natural philosophies with whatever religious orthodoxy to 
which they felt most committed. In other words, they do not always conduct themselves as 
though they are unbendingly committed to voluntarism, or intellectualism, but they take a 
pragmatic line, cutting their cloth to suit the prevailing conditions.56 
                                                                                                                                                                      

Geoffrey Cantor, Reconstructing Nature: The Engagement of Science and Religion (Glasgow: T&T Clark, 2000), 151. 
53 Peter Harrison, “Was Newton a Voluntarist?,” in Newton and Newtonianism, ed. J.E. Force and Sarah Hutton (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 2004). 
54 Steven Shapin, “Of Gods and Kings: Natural Philosophy and Politics in the Leibniz-Clarke Disputes,” ISIS 72, no. 2, 192. 
55 Peter Harrison, “Was Newton a Voluntarist?,” 48. 
56 John Henry, “Voluntarist Theology at the Origins of Modern Science: A Response to Peter Harrison,” History of Science 47, no. 1 (2009): 82.  
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‘Pragmatism’ should be the operative word when we consider the apologetic aims of Bentley 
and Clarke. We cannot expect them to perfectly conform to our distinction between 
voluntarism and intellectualism. 
 It is vital to the Newtonians that gravity cannot be essential to matter. Matter is 
essentially passive. Gravity, therefore, must be superadded by God to matter. This can be 
seen as an intellectualist conviction, because it denies that God has the capacity to make 
gravity essential to matter and because it is an a priori argument for the nature of matter. 
 On the other hand, Bentley and Clarke should not be taken to be occasionalists, as is 
often erroneously assumed.57 Their emphasis on God’s activity in the universe should not be 
taken to mean that God is the direct cause of everything, but rather that he governs the 
universe and imbues matter with the power to move.58 To explain it with the clockwork 
analogy: the watchmaker winds the watch and thereby gives it power to move. But he doesn’t 
manually move all the gears. A clock does not have an essential or innate power to move, but 
it has the capacity to receive energy. 
 
All in all, I would argue that the Newtonians were voluntarists, for the most part. Certainly 
with respect to the debate against the Epicureans and Spinozists, their position was 
undoubtedly voluntarist. However, voluntarism was not of primary concern to Bentley and 
Clarke. Their aims were much simpler: to demonstrate the continuous providence of God in 
nature, against the systems of materialism which only relied on necessity and fate. Though 
voluntarism is related to continuous providence, for the purpose of understanding the fight 
against atheism we need not concern us much with the intricacies of voluntarism vs. 
intellectualism. To quote the final will of Robert Boyle, the purpose of the Boyle Lectures was 
to prove the Christian religion against atheism, “not descending lower to any controversies 
that are among the Christians themselves.“ 

Richard Bentley’s Boyle Lectures 
Bentley’s Boyle Lectures were given in eight sermons in 1692.59 In the first sermon, Bentley 
lays the groundwork by analyzing the atheism of his day and discussing the appropriate 
strategy to stop the rise of atheism in Britain. Sermon #2 deals with the question of whether 
matter can think (i.e. it attacks the Hobbesians), sermon #3 to #5 deal with design arguments 
drawn from biology and sermons #6 to #8 deal with design arguments drawn from 
Newtonian physics. These later sermons demand the most attention, but there is another 

                                                      
57 Henry, “Voluntarist Theology,” 85.  
58 One interesting aspect of Bentley’s view on the matter is that he seems to have considered gravity analogous to the movement of the body by human souls: an immaterial substance informs or imbues matter with an intrinsic motion. 
59 Richard Bentley, Eight Sermons Preached at the Hon. Robert Boyle's Lecture (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1809).  
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important question which I want to delve into first: what is Bentley’s overarching strategy in 
these lectures? If the point of the Boyle Lectures is to defend the Christian religion, how does 
Bentley plan to do that?  

Bentley’s first sermon is the appropriate place to start. It is titled ‘the folly of atheism’ 
and it centers around Psalm 14:1 “The fool hath said in his heart, there is no God. They are 
corrupt, they have done abominable works, there is none that doeth good.” This is 
important, because he analyzes this as being two propositions: atheism exists and is foolish, 
and atheism necessarily implies evil and corruption. Atheism, then, is the central focus of 
Bentley’s lectures. More specifically, he sets out to demonstrate why atheism is so foolish. 

That Bentley acknowledges the existence of atheism is not entirely obvious; there 
were others at the time who thought atheism was against human nature and that every 
human has some innate knowledge of God. However, Bentley disagrees with this. According 
to him, complete atheism does exist. In fact, he argues, it is much more prevalent than 
commonly thought. This is because he thinks deists60 are just covering their atheism “under 
the mask and shadow of a deity; by which they understand no more than some eternal 
inanimate matter, some universal nature, and soul of the world, void of all sense and 
cogitation, so far from being endowed with infinite wisdom and goodness.”61 

In the same breath, though, Bentley argues that anyone who excludes God from 
governing the world by his providence and wisdom, does not believe in a God at all. “A 
God, therefore a providence” is Bentley’s credo. No providence, therefore no God. “The 
existence of God and his government of the world do mutually suppose and imply one 
another.”62 In other words, Bentley has quite a broad definition of atheism, basically 
including everyone who does not accept the truth of God’s special providence. 

One has to keep in mind here that, though Deism was highly controversial, 
questioning or limiting God’s special providence was quite widespread, especially on the 
continent. In England, however, Latitudinarians fought hard to instill and maintain a belief 
in a providential God. 

Bentley believes atheism to be incurable. The problem is that atheists are not seeking 
for arguments to believe again. If that were the case, “there would be great hopes of 
prevailing upon such an atheist.”63 Instead, “they willingly prefer darkness before light.”64 

                                                      
60 The “deist controversy,” as it was called, was a big deal at the turn of the century. The deists argued that Christianity could not be proven by reason, and was therefore unreasonable. Scripture was not an accepted authority and was only seen as a burden to pure religion – a collection of unnecessary complications and additions to a truth which is supposed to be simple. Deists did believe in a god, a divine creator. But they did not believe god influenced the day-to-day operations of the universe, nor did they believe in miracles. Religion was supposed to be simple and based firmly on reason, not on divine books and hear-say. 
61 Bentley, Eight Sermons, 9. 
62 Bentley, Eight Sermons, 6. 
63 Bentley, Eight Sermons, 13. 
64 Bentley, Eight Sermons, 14. 
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This is why they are “indocile, intractable fools”65 – no amount of reason or proof would ever 
suffice to convince them of the truth of Christianity. These people were thoroughly stupid.66 
So there is no point trying to convert them. 

What we should instead focus on, argues Bentley, is to prevent believers from being 
lured into atheism.  “It is expedient that we put to silence the ignorance of these foolish men 
[the atheists], that believers may be the more confirmed and more resolute in the faith.”67  

As a result, part of his lecture is devoted to demonstrating that living piously is more 
pleasurable and advantageous. If he can demonstrate this, the only other argument for 
atheism will have to come from reason, and Bentley is sure he can defend the reasonableness 
of religion. “if we can once silence this powerful advocate [lust], we shall without much 
difficulty carry the cause at the bar of impartial reason.”68 

Furthermore, there is a societal factor here. Atheists often argue religion was made up 
by politicians to control the people, “to bring the wild and straggling herds of mankind 
under subjection and laws.”69 So even atheists acknowledge without a doubt that religion has 
a good influence on society. “Why then dost thou endeavour to undermine this foundation, 
to undo this cement of society, and to reduce all once again to thy imaginary state of nature 
and original confusion?”70 Bentley directly refers to Hobbes when he says “For an atheist to 
compose a system of politics is absurd and [ridiculous]. But there was hope, that the doctrine 
of absolute uncontrollable power, and the formidable name of Leviathan might flatter and 
bribe the government into a toleration of infidelity.”71 

From this Bentley can deduce that, if atheists want to destabilize society, then they are 
‘perfidious and inhuman’72:  

 
No man, that adheres to that narrow and selfish principle, can ever be just or generous or grateful. 
… No atheist, as such, can be a true friend, an affectionate relation, or a loyal subject. […] 
 And if atheism should be supposed to become universal in this nation, […] farewell all 
ties of friendship and principles of honour; all love for our country and loyalty to our prince ; nay, 
farewell all government and society itself, [and] all that is laudable or valuable in the world.73 
                                                      

65 Bentley, Eight Sermons, 14. 
66 “These certainly are the fools in the text, indocile intractable fools, whose stolidity [I believe Bentley here uses the word in its original Latin meaning (stupid, foolish) and not in its English meaning (lacking emotion)] can baffle all arguments, and be proof against demonstration itself; … whose glory is in their shame, in the debasing of mankind to the condition of the beasts. … This supine and inconsiderate behaviour of the Atheists is so extremely absurd, that it would be deemed incredible, if it did not occur to our daily observation” (emphasis in the original), Bentley, Eight Sermons, 14-15. Or also “to prefer final extinction before a happy immortality does declare the most deplorable stupidity of mind.,” Bentley, Eight Sermons, 20. 
67 Bentley, Eight Sermons, 15. 
68 Bentley, Eight Sermons, 18. 
69 Bentley, Eight Sermons, 32. 
70 Bentley, Eight Sermons, 32. 
71 Bentley, Eight Sermons, 33. 
72 Bentley, Eight Sermons, 36. 
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Having laid this groundwork in refuting atheism from its supposed benefit to one’s life, 
Bentley spends the rest of the lectures defending the reasonableness of Christianity on three 
counts: 1) the necessity of a spiritual substance (sermon #2), 2) the design of the human body 
(sermon #3-5), 3) and the design of the universe (sermon #6 to #8). 

Sermon #2 is a sort of introductory sermon in which he lays the groundwork for his 
conception of matter being purely passive and being moved by immaterial souls. For the 
most part, he mocks the atomists for their assertions that thought is nothing but a certain 
type of motion of matter.74 He shows how this is all quite ridiculous, and argues that the 
existence of a spiritual substance is impossible to deny, because there is no sufficient 
mechanical explanation of how matter can produce thought.75 

After he has proven that thought must be the activity of an immaterial substance, 
Bentley works from there to prove God’s existence. As he gleefully remarks: “[the existence 
of God] is so plainly and nearly deducible from the established proof of an immaterial soul, 
that no wonder the resolved atheists do so labour and bestir themselves to fetch sense and 
perception out of the power of matter.”76 His proof for this is simple: something must have 
created our souls because our experience tells us we are not eternal, and this something must 
have been more perfect than our own souls. This being (or some even higher being) must 
have existed eternally. Therefore there exists an eternal, immaterial and intelligent creator – 
i.e. God.77 

 
Bentley’s other sermons (#3-8) are on natural theology. They are divided in two parts: first, 
he proves man must be created by an intelligent creator and cannot have arisen through 
natural mechanisms. Then in the second part, he uses Newtonian ideas to demonstrate that 
the system of the universe (the formation of stars and planets, the establishment of orbits, 
etc.) is direct proof for God’s continuous providence. This was an important aspect of 
religion so close after the English revolution; people needed to know God was looking out 
for them and that the revolution was sanctioned by God. 
 In sermon #3-5, Bentley develops a number of arguments that demonstrate that the 
Epicurean idea of life being either eternal or the result of chance, is statistically and 
mechanically highly unlikely. Here we see that Bentley still uses biological arguments from 
design. And, considering he spends three sermons on them, it can hardly be maintained that 
they were not important to him. However, Bentley spends very little time giving direct 

                                                                                                                                                                      
73 Bentley, Eight Sermons, 37. 
74 The debate about the immateriality of the soul was one of the several theological controversies of the 17th century. Hobbes, Locke, the Epicureans, and Spinoza were all implicated in this. Descartes was the obvious outlier in this controversy, as his system rigorously separates matter and thought. 
75 Bentley, Eight Sermons, 66. 
76 Bentley, Eight Sermons, 66. 
77 Bentley, Eight Sermons, 67. 
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examples of design – at least not in the demonstration of ‘contrivances’ which Boyle 
preferred. 

Of the three sermons, it is only the sermon #5 in which Bentley makes a noticeable 
mention of specific biological arguments. At this point in the sermon, he is making the point 
that, even if numerous presuppositions are granted in the atheist’s favor, then still the 
chances are exceedingly small that beings as admirably designed as what we see on earth 
now would be created.78  

His main argument in the biological sermons is that, even if an infinite variety of 
beings were formed by chance in the mud (of which most would have died immediately 
because they were ill-suited for survival), then still it would be unlikely that A) we would 
have non-essential design features, such as nails on our fingers – which are not essential to 
our survival, but are still nice to have; and B) that every creature was not only created once, 
but twice (a male and a female), to allow for procreation, and that both these creatures were 
in close proximity of each other and protected from predators. 
 Bentley emphasizes that mechanical explanations for the creation of animal bodies 
are simply too statistically unlikely to really count as an explanation at all. Bentley is 
showing all the weaknesses in the Epicurean account of creation, without making much 
positive use of the argument from design. 79 It is clear that while Bentley accepts the biological 
argument from design, he does not concern himself much with using it as a positive proof.80 

 
In Bentley’s final three sermons, he used the philosophy of Newton to prove God’s 
providence and act of creation. In his introduction to Sermon #6, Bentley identifies three 
kinds of empirical arguments for the existence of God: 1) biological design arguments; 2) 
cosmic design arguments; 3) human testimony (i.e. all civilized cultures on earth worship a 
deity, therefore he must exist). 

Bentley argues that the cosmic design arguments “have always been more popular 
and plausible to the illiterate part of mankind”81. According to Bentley, this argument has 
always been “the principal and almost only ground and occasion that the notion of a God 
came first into the world”82. The biological argument, in comparison, “[seems] more remote 
and obscure to the generality of men; who are readier to fetch a reason from the immense 

                                                      
78 Bentley, Eight Sermons, 150-6. 
79 A later influential Boyle Lecturer, William Derham, was concerned with the lack of real design arguments, and spent his lectures listing all the new discoveries in science which demonstrated design. For this point, and more about the opposition of tactics between Bentley, Clarke and Derham, see John Dahm, "Science and Apologetics in the Early Boyle Lectures,” Church History 39, no. 2 (1970): 172-186. 
80 The opposite is true for Boyle: while he made clear he accepted the cosmic argument, he preferred the biological argument. 
81 Bentley, Eight Sermons, 175. 
82 Bentley, Eight Sermons, 175. 
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distance of the starry heavens and the outmost walls of the world, than seek one at home, 
within themselves, in their own faculties and constitutions.”83 

Remember that Boyle disliked the cosmic argument because he deemed it too fickle 
and remote, and therefore was neither robust (in the face of new knowledge) nor convincing 
(too obscure and based more on emotion than on solid reason). Bentley turns this around 
and considers the biological argument the more obscure of the two.  

In Sermon #6, Bentley proves that neither our current world (“the sun and the 
planets, with their regular motions and revolutions”84), nor matter and motion “abstractly 
and absolutely considered”85 can have existed eternally. His main argument against the 
eternal existence of the world is that an actual eternity of successive duration is an absurd 
notion riddled with logical impossibilities.86 Considering we are in the present now, it is 
absurd to think an actually infinite time has passed already. That would imply that an actual 
infinity has already passed, while it is impossible to exhaust an infinity. Therefore the 
universe must have been created a finite time ago. 

Sermon #7 grants (for the sake of the argument) the atheist’s notion that matter 
and/or motion are eternal, and then shows how the theory would still be fundamentally 
flawed. The main argument is that there is no way for matter to self-organize into the 
“present frame or any other like frame of heaven and earth.”87 He does this by calculating the 
ratio of matter to void space. From new scientific discoveries, he deduces that all matter is 
porous and that its specific weight depends on how dense or rare the material is. Assuming, 
then, that gold would have the highest possible density88 (no gaps between the atoms at all), 
and that air under atmospheric pressure is 16150 times as light for the same volume, it is 
evident that 16149 parts of the air’s volume are vacuum and only 1 part is matter. After some 
more calculations, he deduces that in the universe there is one part of matter for every 
6860000000000000000000 (6860 million million million) parts of void space.89 

These calculations show that the odds of two particles in the void ever colliding are 
exceedingly small.90 If the universe began as a homogenous dispersion of particles, there is 
no mechanical way for these particles to coalesce. Therefore, they need some kind of active 
attraction towards each other. 91 

This active attraction, however, cannot be made compatible with mechanical 
philosophy, as the proof for the existence of the vacuum disproves the supposed existence of 

                                                      
83 Bentley, Eight Sermons, 176. 
84 Bentley, Eight Sermons, 191. 
85 Bentley, Eight Sermons, 192. 
86 Bentley, Eight Sermons, 193-8. 
87 Bentley, Eight Sermons, 210. 
88 Which is of course not true, but it is a good way to get a lower bound. 
89 Bentley, Eight Sermons, 217-20. 
90 Bentley, Eight Sermons, 227-9. 
91 Bentley, Eight Sermons, 225. 
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an all-pervasive aether responsible for the propagation of gravity. 92 The force of gravity has 
to be the effect of an immaterial actor. 

What remains is the Newtonian system of gravity, in which gravity is caused by God 
acting on matter. Gravitational attraction is continuous divine intervention in the universe. 
This intervention is not one of God directly causing the motions in matter, but rather a 
manifest power, “impressed and infused into it by an immaterial and divine power.”93 It is 
the result of “an immaterial living mind” which ‘informs’ and ‘actuates’ the dead matter.94 
Gravity is “above all mechanism and material causes” and proceeds from “a divine energy 
and impression.”95 

Bentley’s choice of words shows that he considers gravity to be a power superadded 
to matter. He acknowledges that, in collisions, matter can move other matter without 
needing God. So the workings of the universe are not fully dependent on God’s intervention. 
But gravity, because it cannot possibly be mechanically or materially caused, has to be 
continuously added by God. 

Bentley’s position has causes considerable debate in the secondary literature, with a 
number of scholars questioning whether Bentley had understood Newton correctly, or 
whether Newton would agree with Bentley’s assessment of gravity. As John Henry has said, 
“It has been more usual, however, for historians to suppose that Bentley is not just a dubious 
guide to Newton's meaning, but was downright wrong in his interpretation.”96 Henry then 
uses Bentley’s Boyle Lectures, and shows how a careful reading of them shows that: 

 
Bentley's designation of gravity as "a constant Energy infused into Matter," which appears in his 
eighth and final Boyle Lecture, is perfectly is accordance with Newton's own view, expressed in 
the letter to Bentley, that gravitational attraction at a distance is only impossible, "without the 
Mediation of something else, which is not material.” 
 

After having given his gravitational argument for providence, Bentley spends the remainder 
of his lectures providing cosmic arguments from design that prove God’s wisdom. The 
orderly system of the universe, he argues, is all much too improbable to have formed by 
itself; what are the odds that particles would clump together in exactly such a way to cause 
stable orbits? Why is the universe composed of many different stars with their own planets, 
rather than it all just clumping together into one big ball of matter? How did the planets, 
when falling towards their sun, stop falling inward or moving outward and instead become 
fixed into just the correct orbit in which the centrifugal force outwards exactly balances out 
the gravitational force inwards? How did the particles acquire the sideways velocity to cause 
the rotational speed that planets have? None of these things would be possible without a 

                                                      
92 Bentley, Eight Sermons, 227. 
93 Bentley, Eight Sermons, 235. 
94 Bentley, Eight Sermons, 236. 
95 Bentley, Eight Sermons, 238. 
96 Henry, “’Pray do not Ascribe that Notion to Me’,” 137. 
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divine intelligence acting upon the universe in such a way to create a system suitable for the 
enjoyment of intelligent beings.  

In sermon #8, Bentley expands this argument by dedicating the entire lecture to the 
cosmic argument from design, in an effort to “trace any visible footsteps of divine wisdom 
and beneficence.”97 He gives ten arguments, all drawn from contingencies of the solar system 
that are near impossible to achieve by chance, but which are essential for life to exist on 
earth. 
 
As John Henry has argued, the Newtonian system functions for Bentley as a fix to the 
loophole of materialism. 98 The inherent danger of atomism is that it can be made godless by 
assuming an eternal existence of the world where our current ‘frame of the world’ is merely 
a happy coincidence. Bentley recognizes the value of Newton’s physics, as it allows him to 
confidently state that no purely material system could ever form itself into an organized and 
stable system.99 As such, the cosmic argument manages to do much more than merely awe or 
inspire his audience; it deals a significant blow to the atheists’ claim that God has no 
presence in the world. 
 However, what we have seen from Bentley is that his contribution to natural theology 
was more complex than that. It is evident that Bentley’s lectures dealt, for a large part, with 
the argument from design. He still emphasized contrivance and the complexity of creating 
life, though he gave it less attention than Boyle did. Even his cosmological lectures consisted 
largely of arguments from design. 
 Bentley’s most significant contribution to natural theology, his argument for 
providence drawn from Newton’s theory of gravity, is mostly restricted to the 7th lecture 
(with some foreshadowing in the 2nd and 4th.) Bentley was however quick to point out that 
this was his major contribution, as he says in his 7th lecture:  
 

What then if it be made appear, that there is really such a power of gravity, which cannot be 
ascribed to mere matter, perpetually acting in the constitution of the present system? This would a 
new and invincible argument for the being of God; being a direct and positive proof, that an 
immaterial living mind doth inform and actuate the dead matter, and support the frame of the 
world.100  

 
                                                      

97 Bentley, Eight Sermons, 255. 
98 Henry, “’Pray do not Ascribe that Notion to Me’,” 134. 
99 Bentley’s correspondence with Newton has caused considerable discussion about Newton’s own position. According to Henry, some scholars have questioned whether Bentley had a correct understanding of Newton’s opinion on the cause of gravity, and the reality of action at a distance. Henry argues that Newton did not believe gravity was the result of direct and continuous intervention by God, but rather that Newton maintained that gravity was superadded to matter by God as an active principle inherent in matter but not essential to it. See Henry, “’Pray do not Ascribe that Notion to Me’,” 131. 
100 Bentley, Eight Sermons, 236. 
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In Bentley’s lectures we do not see a radically new natural theology. Instead we see how 
attention was beginning to shift from design arguments, towards proving God’s continuous 
providence. 

Samuel Clarke’s Boyle Lectures 
Let us now turn to the other important follower of Newton: Samuel Clarke. His lectures, 
given in 1704 and 1705, were titled as A Demonstration of the Being and Attributes of God (1704) 
and A Discourse Concerning the Unalterable Obligations of Natural Religion and the Truth and 
Certainty of the Christian Revelation (1705).101 

Clarke’s primary concern is to prove, on a priori grounds, the being and attributes of 
God. Newtonianism forms the backdrop to Clarke’s worldview, but direct discussions of 
Newtonian arguments only make up a small section of the lectures. It is only when Clarke 
does not see a simple or reliable way to logically demonstrate a certain property of God that 
he resorts to the a posteriori Newtonian arguments. 

The reason for this is made clear in his preface to the lectures: Clarke felt that 
Christianity was being challenged to prove its reasonableness, and that some people were 
atheist because they were convinced by the logical arguments from Spinoza, Descartes, etc. - 
who had cast doubt on whether God had an active providence in the world. Denying 
providence would lead straight to atheism, as a god without providence is no god at all. 

So Clarke’s strategy is to face the challenge head-on and prove in one grand 
argument all the attributes of God, in an argumentative structure “as near to mathematical, 
as the nature of such a discourse would allow.”102  

One might assume from the titles alone, however, that the two sets of lectures had 
somewhat different topics; one concerning metaphysics and natural theology, the other 
concerning ethics and revelation. This, however, is not entirely the case. I will treat these 
lectures as one coherent whole (as I judge them to be), and will give a systematic exposition 
of their content. By doing so it will be made clear why the second set of lectures has the title 
it has, and why that is fully in line with Clarke’s overarching project. 

 In his introduction to the Demonstration, Clarke explains that people are atheists for 
varying reasons. While some might just be “extremely stupid” and “debauched and 
corrupted”103, Clarke takes atheists very seriously and maintains that many have been 
compelled by reason to deny religion. This gives Clarke hope that he can bring them back to 
Christianity by reasoning with them and providing them with undeniable arguments for 
God. This group is the target of his lectures. 

                                                      
101 The two are almost always printed together. The two-volume version I used is: Samuel Clarke, A Discourse Concerning the Being and Attributes of God, the Obligations of Natural Religion, and the Truth and Certainty of the Christian Revelation, 6th ed., 2 vols. (London: W. Botham, 1725).  Volume 1 contains the 1704 lectures, and volume 2 contains the 1705 lectures. 
102 Clarke, Being and Attributes of God, 1: preface. 
103 Clarke, Being and Attributes of God, 1:2. 
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Clarke argues that even atheists would accept the fact that a world with God in it is 
better (more desirable) than a world without God, and that the only reason they do not 
believe in God is that they have not yet been convinced of the arguments in favor of His 
existence. Therefore, Clarke argues, atheists are more than happy to be converted, if only 
someone provides them with the correct reasoning that proves the truth of Christianity.104 
And they are more than willing to listen to arguments “by which the being and attributes of 
God may be proved to them.”105 

Clarke’s description of his atheist opponent is unusually positive compared to 
Bentley’s. The irrational stupid atheist is cast aside, and a highly intelligent eager listener 
takes his place. Clarke believes that his atheist reader desires to be convinced of Christianity, 
is eager to listen to philosophical arguments, will never mock or scoff at religion, and lives a 
mostly virtuous life. Clarke’s reasoning is that “no argumentation, of what kind so ever, can 
possibly be made use of on the side of error, but may also be used with much greater 
advantage on the behalf of truth.”106 This positive attitude and trust in the power of sound 
philosophical arguments is why Clarke gives a complete proof of Christianity from 
beginning to end.  

The arguments he gives are quite complex and philosophically demanding. This tells 
us much about Clarke’s intended audience: he knows a lot of people will not be able to 
follow the arguments, but he does not care much for these less intelligent atheists. Clarke is 
speaking to the intelligent atheists, who have been convinced by the subtle and abstract 
argumentations of Spinoza for example. Those people can be argued with, and those people 
challenge Christianity’s reasonability.  

Conversely, those who cannot understand Clarke’s arguments, will have no use for 
them anyway: they would understand neither side of the debate. Therefore providing them 
with complicated counterarguments is futile. To convince those atheists, revelation and 
design arguments are more useful.107 This is also recounted in William Whiston’s memoirs, in 
which precisely the tension between simple biological arguments and complex philosophy 
comes up in a conversation he had with Clarke: 
 

I perceiv’d that in these sermons he had dealt a great deal in abstract and metaphysick reasonings. 
I therefore asked him how he ventur’d into such subtilties, which I never durst meddle with? And 
shewing him a nettle, or the like contemptible weed in my garden, I told him “That weed 
contained better arguments for the being and attributes of God than all his metaphysicks.” Mr. 
Clarke confess’d it to be so: but alledg’d for himself, “That since such philosophers as Hobbs and 

                                                      
104 Clarke, Being and Attributes of God, 1:5. 
105 Clarke, Being and Attributes of God, 1:6. 
106 Clarke, Being and Attributes of God, 1:117. 
107 Clarke, Being and Attributes of God, 1:118. 
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Spinoza had made use of those kind of subtilties against; he thought proper to shew that the like 
way of reasoning might be made better use of on the side of religion.”108 

 
This all still stems from the different attitude Clarke has against atheists, compared to 
Bentley (or even Boyle, for that matter). Clarke was perhaps the only one to take atheists 
absolutely seriously in their beliefs and rationality, and to make every philosophical effort to 
convince them of their philosophical mistakes. 
 
Though Clarke intends his proof to be mostly based on reason, he admits that it is very 
difficult for some attributes of God to be proven a priori. There are three main propositions 
Clarke cannot prove strictly a priori: 

1. The world is not the result of mere matter and motion. Its existence depends 
instead on a self-existent creator 

2. The creator is an intelligent and wise being 
3. The creator has an active day-to-day influence, without which the world could 

not continue to function 
 

The first is proven in two parts: 
For matter, Clarke uses a Newtonian argumentation reminiscent of that provided by 

Bentley: all matter consists of particles and all particles have mass. The fact that different 
materials have different specific masses means they have different densities. This can only be 
the result of different ratios of matter to void space. Therefore, the existence of vacuum is 
necessary. If vacuum exists, then matter cannot be necessary because its absence in some 
place is possible. Therefore, its absence in all places is also possible. This means matter does 
not exist necessarily.109 

For motion, Clarke develops a novel proof using the existence of gravity: Matter can 
only cause motion by direct surface contact between objects. But gravity is an action at a 
distance working on the center of mass of an object. Therefore, gravitational motion is not 
caused by matter itself, but instead by something superadded to matter, something which 
“penetrates the solid substance of all bodies, and continually puts forth in them a force or 
power entirely different from that by which matter acts on matter.”110 

Here Clarke is combating the Cartesian doctrine of the ‘fable du monde’111, viz. that 
God created a “certain quantity of matter and motion, and left them to frame a world at 

                                                      
108 William Whiston, Historical Memoirs of the Life of Dr. Samuel Clarke : Being a Supplement to Dr. Sykes's and Bishop Hoadley's Accounts; Including Certain Memoirs of Several of Dr. Clarke's Friends (London: Gyles & Roberts, 1730), 11. 
109 Clarke, Being and Attributes of God, 1:24. 
110 Clarke, Being and Attributes of God, 2:14.  
111 By this I mean the famous hypothetical mechanical creation story given by Descartes in his Le Monde, in which he shows how his laws of motion are sufficient to describe how the universe could originate out of chaos solely by mechanical principles. 
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adventures, without any determinate and particular view, design or direction.”112 Clarke’s 
problem with this doctrine is that it denies God’s omnipotence, omnipresence, and 
wisdom.113 And a god without those attributes is hardly a god at all. 

For the second proposition (that God is infinitely wise and intelligent) Clarke gives 
two arguments. First, he demonstrates that intelligence is a distinct quality and cannot be the 
result of matter and motion. It is evident that intelligence exists, because we have 
consciousness and can think.114 Using the principle that causes must be greater than their 
effects, he deduces that there must be a superior intelligent being which is the cause of all 
intelligence. 

Second, he proves God’s wisdom with the argument from design. However, he does 
not go into any detail for this argument, only mentioning it as a strong argument which “has 
been so learnedly and fully handled both by ancient and modern writers, that I do but just 
mention it, without inlarging at all upon it.”115 He then moves on to criticize Descartes’ 
purely mechanical theory of creation: 

 
I shall only at this time make this one observation; that, whereas Descartes and others have 
endeavoured to give a possible account, (possible, did I say? Nay, indeed, a most impossible and 
ridiculous account,) how the world might be formed by the necessary laws of motion alone; they 
have by so seemingly vast an undertaking, really meant no more, than to explain philosophically 
how the inanimate part, that is, infinitely the least considerable part of the world, might possibly 
have been framed. For as to plants and animals, in which the wisdom of the creator principally 
appears; they have never in any tolerable manner, or with any the least appearance of success, 
pretended to give an account, how they were originally formed.116 
 

Clarke does not stop at the first act of creation. Using a “late discovery made in philosophy” 
that animals cannot spontaneously generate out of matter, he concludes that God must be 
continually active in creating vegetative life in this world.117  

An explanation of this point might be in order, as it is important to understand how 
Clarke diverges from pure mechanical philosophers such as the Epicureans and Cartesians. 
In the quoted fragment, Clarke was principally concerned with the creation of the world, i.e. 
the ‘fable du monde’ of Descartes, and the Epicurean theories of animals being created from 
the dirt.118 Using the impossibility of spontaneous generation, Clarke concludes that no 

                                                      
112 Clarke, Being and Attributes of God, 2:13. 
113 Clarke, Being and Attributes of God, 2:15. 
114 Clarke, Being and Attributes of God, 1:49. 
115 Clarke, Being and Attributes of God, 1:54. 
116 Clarke, Being and Attributes of God, 1:55. 
117 Clarke, Being and Attributes of God, 1:55. He is referring, I assume, to the experiments done by Francesco Redi in 1668. 
118 We have seen these theories before as they were a key focus of Bentley’s lectures. 
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purely mechanical process is able to produce anything at all “with so much as even a 
vegetable life.”119  

Therefore, Clarke continues: 
 
it must unavoidably be granted (even by the most obstinate atheist,) either that all plants and 
animals are originally the work of an intelligent being, and created by him in time; or that having 
been from eternity in the same order and method they now are in, they are an eternal effect of an 
eternal intelligent cause continually exerting his infinite power and wisdom; or else that without 
any self-existent original at all, they have been derived one from another in an eternal succession, 
by an infinite progress of dependent causes.120 

 
Clarke himself of course favors the first option, though he says that the second option, so far 
as it concerns atheism, “comes to the very same thing.”121 The key of Clarke’s position is his 
remark that this creation of animals is continuous and in time. In his open letters to Henry 
Dodwell122 he discusses the same point, and makes the following remark: 

 
so far is it from being true, that the matter of the egg, by any particular disposition of its parts by 
motion, is formed into or entirely constitutes the young one, that it does not constitute it at all, 
not so much as the body of it; but only serves it for nourishment and growth: It being as 
impossible that the organized body of a chicken should by the power of any mechanical motions 
be formed out of the unorganized matter of an egg; as that the sun, moon and stars, should by 
mere mechanism arise out of a chaos. And that sensation should be added to it by arising from a 
particular disposition of the parts by motion, is still more impossible.123 
 

In this context it becomes clearer that this argument for ‘creation in time’ implies that God is 
continually active in the world, and that every single created being is made directly by 
God.124 Clarke here rejects the idea that an egg is a complete and orderly whole which grows 
out into a chicken. Instead, the egg is mere nourishment while the form of the chicken is 
implanted by God. 
 This leads us to the third a posteriori argument of Clarke, and the core of his theology: 
God is continually present and active in this world. It is only because of his active influence 

                                                      
119 Clarke, Being and Attributes of God, 1:55. 
120 Clarke, Being and Attributes of God, 1:55-56. 
121 Clarke, Being and Attributes of God, 1:56. 
122 Which he wrote on occasion of Dodwell’s dangerous statements on the natural mortality of the human soul. 
123 Samuel Clarke, A Letter to Mr. Dodwell : Wherein All the Arguments in His Epistolary Discourse Against the Immortality of the Soul are Particularly Answered, and the Judgment of the Fathers Concerning That Matter Truly Represented, 5th ed. (London: Will Bithon, 1718), 107.  
124 Many of the mechanical philosophers also had interesting and often non-mechanical explanations for the creation of life. For this, see Margareth Osler, “How Mechanical was the Mechanical Philosophy?,” in Late Medieval and Early Modern Corpuscular Matter Theories, ed. C. Lüthy, J. Murdoch, W. Newman (Leiden: Brill, 2001), and other contributions in the same volume. 
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that the world does not fall into chaos. There would be no laws of motion, no creation of life, 
and no preservation of planetary orbits, without a God to maintain them. 
 As Clarke writes: 

The regular and continual effects of the power of gravitation, and of the laws of motion; of the 
mechanic, and of the animal powers; All of these prove to us in general, the being, the power, the 
presence, and the constant operation, either immediate or mediate, of God in the world.125 
 

When Clarke talks about providence, he is doing so because of two concerns. First, he is 
fighting a philosophical battle against Cartesians or Spinozists who would deny God’s 
continuous providence. This is in line with his statements that he is trying to convince 
rational atheists to become Christian again. However, there is a much deeper battle going on, 
which is much more prominent in Clarke than in Bentley. This second battle is outlined very 
well in Margareth Jacob’s The Newtonians and the English Revolution: Clarke is combating the 
social disorder he thinks is threatening his country. Social order and natural order are closely 
linked in Clarke’s system.126 All natural order is the direct result of God willing it to be so. At 
one point Clarke lists a large number of examples why God deserves our worship, and he 
ends it with the following rhetoric: 

 
The consciousness of our continual dependence upon him, both for our preservation and the 
supply of every thing we want; obliges us to constant prayer. And every good thing we enjoy, […] 
do all demand our heartiest gratitude and thanksgiving to him. […] 
And ‘tis the greatest absurdity and perverseness in the world, for creatures indued with reason, to 
attempt to break through and transgress this necessary order and dependency of things. All 
inanimate and all irrational beings, by the necessity of their nature, constantly obey the laws of 
their creation; and tend regularly to the ends, for which they were appointed. How monstrous 
then is it, that reasonable creatures, merely because they are not necessitated, should abuse that 
glorious priviledge of liberty, by which they are exalted in dignity above the rest of God’s creation, 
to make themselves the alone unreasonable and disorderly part of the universe!127 
 

Atheists are a threat because their unreasonable and sinful behavior directly threatens the 
stability of the universe. It is in passages like this one that we see Clarke’s bigger picture. 
“The physical principles and laws of motion that express the fiat of God and comprise the 
structure of the Newtonian natural philosophy served for Clarke to explicate the nature of 
the social order”, writes Jacob.128 

This analogy between nature and society is of course nothing new. It is one of those 
ideas which became mechanized by the new mechanical philosophy. The general idea was 
that the functioning of society was analogous to the functioning of a machine or an 
organism. The state, with its various offices and functions, was compared to the body with 

                                                      
125 Clarke, Being and Attributes of God, 2:224. 
126 Jacob, The Newtonians and the English Revolution, 184. 
127 Clarke, Being and Attributes of God, 2:52-53. 
128 Jacob, The Newtonians and the English Revolution, 186-7. 
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its organs (the heart or head representing the king), or to a clockwork (with everything being 
gears and cogs and the rules of society being analogous to the laws of nature). Of course, as 
everything was mechanized, even the biological variant of the analogy was often spoken 
about as being a clockwork.129  

For Clarke then, the laws of society were ultimately laws of nature. And just as God 
had a hand in nature, so too did He ultimately govern society. Clarke takes this one step 
further when he considers the decay of society to be a precursor to an impending decay of 
the universe – and he even turns it into a causal dependency where our depravity and social 
turmoil will cause the universe to fall apart. “Clarke believed that the decay of moral values 
and consequently of social stability prefigured the physical decay of nature. If the 
destruction of nature is to be prevented, then the decay of moral values must cease”, writes 
Jacob.130  Furthermore: 

 
Clarke refuses to accept the vision of man’s nature that lay at the basis of Hobbes’s contract 
theory. With Hobbes, men devise their own laws to fit the necessity of their situation. These 
“positive laws” receive their sanction from the pressures and forces operative within society, and 
not as Clarke would have it, from “the nature of things.” In Clarke’s terms, civil government 
receives its ultimate legitimacy from the “laws of God and nature” which are “the eternal reason 
and unalterable nature and relations of things themselves.”131 
 

The disagreement between Hobbes and Clarke lies precisely in what constitutes man’s state 
of nature. Clarke puts it as follows: “That state, which Mr Hobbs calls the state of nature, is 
not in any sense a natural state; but a state of the greatest, most unnatural, and most 
intolerable corruption, that can be imagined. For reason, which is the proper nature of man, 
can never lead men to any thing else than universal love and benevolence”132 

 
Ultimately, Clarke’s use of Newton cannot just be seen as an intellectual debate about special 
providence. There is an underlying reason why Clarke is so adamant about the nature of 
God’s providence. His ultimate concern is the condition of the social order and its corruption 
by the atheists. The project of his Boyle lectures was to build a solid foundation for the 
Christian religion, one which was capable of withstanding the attacks leveled against 
religion, and one which could halt the spread of atheism and impiety. This is why the second 
part of his lectures was titled A Discourse Concerning the Unalterable Obligations of Natural 

                                                      
129 For some more detail on the application of physiology and physics to social science, see I.B. Cohen, “The Scientific Revolution and the Social Sciences,” in The Natural Sciences and the Social Sciences, Boston Studies in the Philosophy of Science 150, ed. I.B. Cohen (Springer 1993), 153-203,  And I.B. Cohen, “Newton and the Social Sciences, with Special Reference to Economics, or, the Case of the Missing Paradigm,” in Natural Images in Economic Thought, ed. Philip Mirowski (Cambridge University Press, 1994), 55-90. 
130 Jacob, The Newtonians and the English Revolution, 191. 
131 Jacob, The Newtonians and the English Revolution, 198. 
132 Clarke, Being and Attributes of God, 1:85. 
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Religion and the Truth and Certainty of the Christian Revelation: In his first year of lectures 
Clarke laid the foundations of his theology, which he needed to demonstrate why our 
impiety would lead to a collapse of the natural order – both in society and in the natural 
world. Only at the very end of the work does Clarke introduce revelation, as he needs to 
complete his system of theology and to inspire the less intelligent part of mankind to obey 
God’s commands. 

Conclusion: How to understand the Newtonian shift 
It is important to reassess how British natural theology changed with the birth of the so-
called Newtonian ideology. Typically, historians have understood the change as one from 
biological arguments to cosmic arguments. Gillespie, for instance, writes that “few of the 
Boyle lecturers showed any interest in refurbishing physico-theology.”133 He argues that 
Bentley “looked on it as less incisive than the new and exciting Newtonian arguments” and 
Clarke “saw its usefulness, but left its development to others.”134 Gillespie’s claim is that the 
Newtonians ignored biological arguments and shifted towards cosmological arguments - 
which ultimately failed because they were esoteric and “remote from the personal experience 
of ordinary people.”135 
 Similarly, John Gascoigne, in his analysis of the influence of Newtonian natural 
theology in the 18th and 19th century, considers the Newtonian turn mainly a battle between 
biological and cosmic systems of natural theology. Though he correctly acknowledges the 
importance of special providence for the Newtonians, he pays no attention to the frequent 
use of biological arguments in Newtonian natural theology. He writes, for instance: 
 

Natural theology came more and more to be associated with a recourse to the more accessible 
sciences such as natural history rather than to the more remote astronomical phenomena that 
were the foundation of Newtonian natural theology. Such a biologically based form of natural 
philosophy was, of course, no novelty. […] However, the great prestige of Newton’s work had 
tended to give prominence to astronomically rather than biologically based systems of natural 
theology.136 

 
As we have seen, this is not the entire story. Both in Bentley and Clarke, the analogy between 
souls implanting motion in bodies, and God implanting motion in the universe, are central to 

                                                      
133 Neal C. Gillespie, "Natural History, Natural Theology, and Social Order: John Ray and the 'Newtonian Ideology',” Journal of the History of Biology 20, no. 1 (1987): 38. Gillespie uses the terms physico-theology and astro-theology. These terms originated in the work of William Derham in 1715. I choose to use the terms ‘biological’ and ‘cosmic’ natural theology, which is more in line with the Boylean distinction between animate and cosmic design. However, physico-theology corresponds with biological natural theology, and astro-theology corresponds with cosmic natural theology. 
134 Gillespie, “Natural History, Natural Theology, and Social Order,” 38.  
135 Gillespie, “Natural History, Natural Theology, and Social Order,” 37. 
136 John Gascoigne, “From Bentley to the Victorians: The Rise and Fall of British Newtonian Natural Theology,” Science in Context 2, no. 2 (1988): 232. 
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their argument. Clarke goes even further, and derives a biological argument for providence 
in his rebuttal of preformationism, when he speaks of the formation of animals being the 
work of God ‘in time’. 
 I argue, against Gillespie and Gascoigne, that the Newtonians did not ignore 
biological arguments. Nor did they merely “refurbish the cosmic argument from design from 
the reluctant suspicions of Boyle”, as Gillespie has claimed.137 In fact, the gravitational 
argument for providence was not even subject to Boyle’s suspicions, as it was not an 
argument from contrivances.  

Instead, the Newtonians shifted the focus from design arguments, to arguments for 
providence. Arguing for design was not their primary concern. Bentley’s motto, “no 
providence, therefore no God”, captures their position very well: merely acknowledging 
design is far from sufficient. 

Bentley and Clarke used Newton’s theory of gravity because it gave them 
incontrovertible proof for continuous providence. They still valued biological arguments, 
and even created biological arguments for providence. The ‘Newtonian natural theology’ 
was a shift from design arguments to arguments for providence, not a shift from biological to 
cosmic arguments from design. 
  

                                                      
137 Gillespie, “Natural History, Natural Theology, and Social Order,” 37. 
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