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desirable, so that as many as possible may
possible.

[15] Third, attention must be paid to Moral Philo
struction concerning the Education of children. Becasl?srz:hl}ilzzllcihtci)s Irlll_
Zmall means to achieving this end, fourth, the whole of Medicine mus(z
1‘ negx;fl(l)ﬁi;datl)llét.b Aliltdwbecause many difficult things are rendered easy by
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| [16] Before. apyth.jng else we must devise a way of healing the intel-
ect, and purlf}fmg it, as much as we can in the beginning, so that it
understands. things successfully, without error and as well a’s possible
Everyone will now be able to see that I wish to direct all the sciences.
tqward one end and goal, namely, that we should achieve, as we have
said, the l.nghest human perfection. So anything in the sci,ences which
does nothing to advance us toward our goal must be rejected as useles c—
in a word, all our activities and thoughts are to be directed to this ensd
- [1.7] But while we pursue this end, and devote ourselves to brin 'n'
e intellect back to the right path, it is necessary to live. So wegiarg
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3 d() anyﬂllng Clse to assume certain rule ()l

attain it as easily and surely as

1. To speak according to the power of understanding of ordina
people, and do whatever does not interfere with our attainin 0113'7
purpose. For we can gain a considerable advantage from this %f Wi
yield as much to their understanding as we can. Moreover. i’ I:h'e
way, they will give a favorable hearing to the truth. o

2. To enjoy pleasures

health.

just so far as suffices for safeguarding our

3 . .

; fl.n:.llly, lt.o seek money, or anything else, just so far as suffices for
ustaining ife and health, and conforming to those customs of the

community that do not conflict with our aim.

II. A CriTIQUE 0F TRADITIONAL RELiGION
A. On Religion and Superstition®

[1] If men could manage all thei i i
ge all their affairs by a certain plan, or if f
were always f:'avorable to them, they would never be in It)he ér(;;)lof(s)flt;;?
unon. But since they are often reduced to such straits that they can
ring no plan into operation, and since they generally vacillate wretch-

2
From the preface to the Theological-Political Treatise, Bruder §§1-4, 7-10, 14-20
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edly between hope and fear, from an immoderate desire for the uncer-
tain goods of fortune, for the most part their hearts are ready to believe
anything at all. While they are in doubt, a slight impulse drives them
this way or that; and this happens all the more easily when, torn by hope
and fear, they are at a loss to know what to do; at other times they are
too trusting, boastful, and overconfident.

(2] Everyone, I think, knows this, though most people, I believe, do
not know themselves. For no one has lived among men without seeing
that, when they are prospering, even those who are quite inexperienced
are generally so overflowing with wisdom that they believe themselves
to be wronged if anyone wants to give them advice. In adversity, on the
other hand, they do not know where to turn and humbly ask advice of
everyone. They hear no advice so foolish and so absurd or groundless
that they do not follow it. They hope now for better things, and then
again fear worse, all for the slightest reasons. [3] For if, while they are
tormented by fear, they see something happen which reminds them of
some past good or evil, they think that it portends either a fortunate or
an unfortunate outcome, and for that reason they call it a favorable or
unfavorable omen, even though it may deceive them a hundred times.
Again, if they see something unusual, and wonder greatly at it, they
believe it to be a portent of disaster, which indicates the anger of the
Gods or of the supreme God. Prey to superstition and contrary to reli-
gion, men consider it a sacrilege not to avert the disaster by sacrifices
and votive offerings. They create countless fictions and interpret nature
in amazing ways, as if the whole of nature were as insane as they are.

[4] In these circumstances, we see that it is particularly those who
immoderately desire uncertain things who are thoroughly enslaved to
every kind of superstition, and that they all invoke divine aid with votive
offerings and unmanly tears, especially when they are in danger and
cannot help themselves. Because reason cannot show a certain way to
the hollow things they desire, they call it blind, and human wisdom
hollow. The delusions of the imagination, on the other hand, and
dreams and childish follies they believe to be divine answers. Indeed,
they believe God rejects the wise, and writes his decrees not in the mind,
but in the entrails of animals, or that fools, madmen, and birds foretell
his decrees by divine inspiration and prompting. Thus does fear make
men insane.

[7] Whatever some may say, who think that superstition arises from
the fact that all mortals have a certain confused idea of divinity, from the
cause of superstition I have given, it follows clearly, [first,] that all men
by nature are liable to superstition; next, that, like all delusions of the
mind and impulses of frenzy, it must be very fluctuating and inconstant;
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and finally, that it is preserved only by hope, hate, anger, and deception,
because it arises, not from reason, but only from the most effective of
affects.

[8] As easily, then, as men are taken in by any kind of superstition, it
is just as difficult to make them stand firm in one and the same supersti-
tion. Indeed, because the common people always remain equally
wretched, they are never satisfied for long, but are most pleased by what
is new, and has not yet deceived them. This inconstancy, indeed, has
been the cause of many outbreaks of disorder and bloody wars. For as is
evident from what we have just said, and as Curtius noted very aptly,
“Nothing sways the masses more effectively than superstition.”" That is
why they are easily led, under the pretext of religion, now to worship
their Kings as Gods, now to curse and loathe them as the common
plague of the human race.

[9] To avoid this evil [of inconstancy], immense zeal is brought to
bear to embellish religion—whether true or false—with ceremony and
pomp, so that it will be considered weightier than every [other] influ-
ence and always worshiped by everyone with the utmost deference. The
Turks have succeeded so well at this that they consider it a sacrilege
even to discuss [matters of religion] and they fill everyone’s judgment
with so many prejudices that they leave no room in the mind for sound
reason even to suggest a doubt.

[10] But if the great secret of monarchic rule, and its whole interest,
is to keep men deceived and to cloak in the specious name of religion
the fear by which they must be checked, so that they will fight for slavery
as they would for salvation, and will think it not shameful, but an honor-
able achievement, to give their life and blood that one man may have a
ground for boasting, nevertheless, in a free state nothing more unfortu-
nate can be contrived or attempted. For it is completely contrary to the
common freedom to fill the free judgment of each man with prejudices,
or to restrain it in any way. . . .

[14] I have often wondered that men who boast of their allegiance to
the Christian religion—that is, to love, gladness, peace, continence, and
honesty toward all—would contend so unfairly against one another, and
indulge daily in the bitterest hate toward one another, so that each
man’s faith is known more easily from the latter [i.e., his hate] than from
the former [i.e., his love, etc.]. For long ago things reached the point
where you can hardly know what anyone is, whether Christian, Turk,

Jew, or Pagan, except by the external grooming and dress of his body, or
because he frequents this or that place of worship, or because he is at-

** History of Alexander the Great, IV, x, 7.
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tached to this or that opinion, or because he is accustomed to swear by
the words of some teacher. All lead the same kind of life.

[15] What, then, is the cause of this evil? Doubtless that to ordinary
people religion has consisted in regarding the ministry of a church as a
position worthy of respect, its offices as sources of income, and its clergy
as deserving the highest honor. For as soon as this abuse began in the
church, the worst men acquired a great desire to administer the sacred
offices; the love of propagating divine religion degenerated into sordid
greed and ambition, and the house of worship itself into a theater,
where one hears not learned ecclesiastics, but orators, each possessed by
a longing, not to teach the people, but to carry them away with admira-
tion for himself, to censure publicly those who disagree, and to teach
only those new and unfamiliar doctrines which the people most admire.
From this, of course, there had to come great quarrels, envy, and hate,
whose violence no passage of time could lessen.

[16] It is no wonder, then, that nothing has remained of the religion
that used to be, beyond its external ceremony, by which the people seem
more to flatter God than to worship him, no wonder that faith is noth-
ing now but credulity and prejudices. And what prejudices! They turn
men from rational beings into beasts, since they completely prevent
everyone from using his free judgment and from distinguishing the
+rue from the false, and seem deliberately designed to put out the light
of the intellect entirely. [17] Piety—good heavens!—and religion
consist in absurd mysteries, and those who scorn reason completely, and
reject the intellect as corrupt by nature, they are the ones who are most
undeservedly thought to have the divine light. Of course if they only
had even the least spark of divine light, they would not rave so proudly,
but would learn to worship God more wisely, and would surpass others
in love, not, as now, in hate. Instead of persecuting with such a hos-
tile spirit those who disagree with them, they would pity them—if, in-

deed, they feared for the salvation of the others, and not for their own
position.

[18] Moreover, if they had any divine light, it would at least be mani-
fest from their teaching. I confess that they could never have wondered
sufficiently at the most profound mysteries of Scripture. Nevertheless,
I do not see that they have taught anything but Aristotelian and Platonic
speculations. Not to seem to constantly follow Pagans, they have ac-
commodated Scripture to these speculations. [19] It was not enough for
them to be insane with the Greeks; they wanted the Prophets to rave
with them. This clearly shows, of course, that they do not see the divin-
ity of Scripture even through a dream. The more immoderately they
wonder at these mysteries, the more they show that they do not so much
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believe Scripture as give [merely verbal] assent to it. This is also evident
from the fact that most of them suppose, as a foundation for under-
standing Scripture and unearthing its true meaning, that it is, in every
passage, true and divine. So what one ought to establish by understand-
ing Scripture, and subjecting it to a strict examination, and what we
would be far better taught by Scripture itself, which needs no human
inventions, they maintain at the outset as a rule for the interpretation of
Scripture.

[20] When I weighed these matters in my mind—when I considered
that the natural light is not only scorned, but condemned by many as a
source of impiety, that human inventions are treated as divine teachings,
that credulity is considered faith, that the controversies of the Philoso-
phers are debated with the utmost passion in the Church and in the
State, and that in consequence the most savage hatreds and disagree-
ments arise, by which men are easily turned to rebellions—when I con-
sidered these and a great many other things, which it would take too
long to tell here, I resolved earnestly to examine Scripture afresh, with
an unimpaired and free spirit, to affirm nothing concerning it, and to
admit nothing as its teaching, which it did not very clearly teach me.

B. On Revelation®

[1] Prophecy, or Revelation, is the certain knowledge of some thing,
revealed by God to men. And the Prophet is he who interprets the
things revealed by God to those who cannot have certain knowledge of
them, and who thus can only embrace the things revealed by sheer
faith. . .. [2] From the definition we have just given [of prophecy], it
follows that natural knowledge can be called prophecy. For the things
we know by the natural light depend on the knowledge of God and of
his eternal decrees. But this natural knowledge is common to all men,
since it depends on foundations common to all men. Hence, the people,
who are always thirsting for things which are rare and foreign to their
nature, and who spurn their natural gifts, do not put much value on it.
When they speak of prophetic knowledge, they wish to exclude natural
knowledge. [3] Nevertheless, it can be called divine with as much right
as anything else, since God’s nature, insofar as we participate in it, and
his decrees, as it were, dictate it to us. Nor does [this natural knowledge]
differ from that which everyone calls divine except that the latter ex-

* From the Theological-Political Treatise, ch. I (“Of Prophecy”), Bruder §§1-10, 13-19,

21-25, 40, 43, and 44, and ch. IT (“Of Prophets”), §§1-4, 6, 10, 1215, 25-27, 30-31,
35-39, 4147, 53, and 57.
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tends beyond the limits of [natural knowledge] and that the layvs of
human nature, considered in themselves, cannot be its cause. But in the
certainty which natural knowledge involves, and in the source frorp
which it is derived, which is God, it is in no way inferior to prophetic
knowledge—unless, perhaps, someone wishes to understand, or rather
to dream, that the Prophets had, indeed, a human body, but not a
human mind, and thus that their sensations and awareness were of an
entirely different nature than ours are.

[4] But though natural knowledge is divine, nevertheless those who
spread it cannot be called Prophets. For the things they teach other men
can perceive and embrace with the same certainty and excellence as they
do, and that not by faith alone. o .

[5] Simply because our mind contains objectively in itself, gnd partic-
ipates in, the nature of God, it has the power to form certain notions
which explain the nature of things and teach us how to conduct our
lives. We can, therefore, rightly maintain that the nature of the mind,
insofar as it is conceived in this way, is the first cause of divine revela-
tion. For whatever we clearly and distinctly understand, the ideg of God
(as we have just indicated) and nature dictate to us, not indeed in words,
but in a far more excellent way, which agrees best with the nature of the
mind, so that everyone who has tasted the certainty of the intellect has
doubtless experienced it in himself. . .

[6] Since my principal purpose is to speak only of thOSt? things which
concern Scripture, it is enough to have said these few things about the
natural light. So I proceed to discuss in greater detail th.e other causes
and means by which God reveals to men those things which exceed the
limits of natural knowledge—and even those which do not exceed them.
(For nothing prevents God from communicating to men in other ways
the same things we know by the light of nature.) '

[7] But whatever can be said about these matters must be qerlved
from Scripture alone. For what can we say about things exceeding the
limits of our intellect beyond what has been passed down to us from the
Prophets themselves, either orally or in writing? And because today, so
far as I know, we have no Prophets, nothing is left to us but to expound

the sacred books left to us by the Prophets. But with this precaution: we
should maintain nothing about such things, nor attribute anything to
the Prophets themselves which they did not clearly say repeatedly.

(8] Here the first thing to be noted is that the Jews never mention or
heed intervening, or particular, causes, but for the sake of religion and
of piety, or (as is commonly said) of devotion, they always recur to God.
For example, if they have made money by trade, they say that God has

11

I11/16

111/17




I11/18

PRELIMINARIES

provided it to them; if they desire that something should happen, they
say that God has [so] disposed their heart; and if they even think some-
thing, they say that God has told them this. So not everything which
Scripture asserts that God has said to someone is to be regarded as
prophecy and supernatural knowledge, but only those things which
Scripture expressly says were prophecy or revelation, or [whose status as
prophecy] follows from the circumstances of the narration.

[9] So if we run through the sacred books, we will see that all those
things God revealed to the Prophets were revealed to them either in
words, or in visible forms, or in both words and visible forms. The
words and the visible forms were either true, and outside the imagina-
tion of the Prophet who heard or saw them, or else imaginary, [occur-
ring] because the imagination of the Prophet was so disposed, even
while he was awake, that he clearly seemed to himself to hear words or
to see something.

[10] It was by a true voice that God revealed to Moses the laws he
willed to be prescribed to the Hebrews, as is apparent from Exodus
25.22. .. . This indeed shows that God used a true voice, since Moses
used to find God there, available to speak to him, whenever he wanted
to. And as I shall soon show, this was the only true voice by which the
law was pronounced. . . .

[13] In the opinion of certain Jews, the words of the Decalogue were
not pronounced by God. They think, rather, that the Israelites only
heard a sound, which did not pronounce any words, and that while it
lasted, they perceived the laws of the Decalogue with a pure mind. I too
have sometimes conjectured this, because I saw that the words of the
Decalogue in Exodus are not the same as those of the Decalogue in
Deuteronomy.’ Since God spoke only once, it seems to follow from this
[variation] that the Decalogue does not claim to teach the very words of
God, but only their meaning. [14] But unless we wish to do violence to
Scripture, we absolutely must grant that the Israelites heard a true voice.
For Scripture says expressly, in Deuteronomy 5:4, that face to face God
spoke o you and so on, that is, as two men usually communicate their
concepts to one another, by means of their two bodies. So it seems more
compatible with Scripture [to suppose] that God truly created some
voice, by which he revealed the Decalogue. . ..

[15] But not every difficulty is removed in this way. For it seems quite
foreign to reason to maintain that a created thing, dependent on God
in the same way as any other, could express, in reality or in words, or

5 Cf. Exodus 20:1-17 with Deuteronomy 5:1-21.
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explain through his own person, the essence or existence of God, by
saying in the first person, “I am your God, Yehowah, and so on.” Of
course, when someone says orally, “I have understood,” no one thinks
that the mouth of the man saying this has understood, but only that his
mind has. Nevertheless, because the mouth is related to the nature of
the man saying this, and also because he to whom it is said had perceived
the nature of the intellect, he easily understands the mind of the man
speaking by comparison with his own. [16] But if people knew nothing
of God beyond his name—and desired to speak to him, in order to
become certain of his Existence—I do not see how their request would
be satisfied by a creature (who was no more related to God than any
other creature and who did not pertain to God’s nature) who said, “I
am God.” What if God had twisted Moses’ lips to pronounce and say
the same words, “I am God”? Would they have understood from that
that God exists? What if they were the lips, not of Moses, but of some
beast?

[17] Next, Scripture seems to indicate absolutely that God himself
spoke—that was why he descended from heaven to the top of Mt.
Sinai—and that the Jews not only heard him speaking, but that the Eld-
ers even saw him. See Exodus 24[:10]. Nor did the law revealed to
Moses (to which nothing could be added and from which nothing could
be taken away, and which was established as the legislation of the Coun-
try) ever command us to believe that God is incorporeal, or that he has
no image or visible form, but only to believe that God exists, to trust in
him, and to worship him alone.

Lest they fall away from his worship, it commanded them not to fict-
tiously ascribe any image to him, and not to make any image. [18] For
since they had not seen the image of God, they could not make any
which would resemble God, but only one which would resemble an-
other created thing which they had seen. So when they worshiped God
through that image, they would think not about God, but about the
thing that image resembled, and they would bestow on that thing the
honor and worship due to God. But Scripture clearly indicates that God
has a visible form and that it was granted to Moses, when he heard God
speaking, to look upon it, though he was permitted to see only the back
parts.® I do not doubt but what there is some mystery concealed
here.. ..

[19] That Revelation has happened by images alone is evident from 1
Chronicles 21[:16] where God shows his anger to David through an

¢ See Exodus 33:20-23.
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Angel holding a sword in his hand. . .. Maimonides and others claim
that this story, and likewise all those that tell the appearance of some
angel,” happened in a dream, but not really, because a person could not
see an Angel with his eyes open. But they talk nonsense, of course. For
their only concern is to extort from Scripture Aristotelian rubbish and
their own inventions. Nothing seems more ridiculous to me.

[21] But all these things are confirmed more clearly from the text of
Numbers 12:6-8, which reads: if there is some Prophet among you, I shall
reveal myself to him in a vision, that s, through visible forms and symbols,
for of the Prophecy of Moses he says that it is a vision without symbols,
I shall speak to bim in a dream, that is, not with real words and a true
voice. But to Moses (I do) not (reveal myself) in this way; to him I speak
mouth to mouth, and in a vision, but not with enigmatic sayings; and he looks
upon the image of God, that is, he looks upon me as a friend and is not
terrified when he speaks with me, as is maintained in Exodus 33:11. So
there can be no doubt that the other Prophets did not hear a true voice.
This is confirmed still further by Deuteronomy 34:10, where it is said
that there has never existed (strictly, arisen) in Israel a prophet like Moses,
whom God knew face to face. This, indeed, must be understood to refer to
the voice alone. For not even Moses had ever seen God’s face (Exodus
33[:20)).

[22] Besides these means I do not find in the Sacred Texts any others
by which God communicated himself to men. So as we have shown
above, no others are to be feigned or admitted. Of course, we clearly
understand that God can communicate himself immediately to men, for
he communicates his essence to our mind without using any corporeal
means. Nevertheless, for a man to perceive by the mind alone things
which are not contained in the first foundations of our knowledge, and
cannot be deduced from them, his mind would necessarily have to be far
more outstanding and excellent than the human mind is.

[23] I do not believe that anyone has reached such perfection, sur-
passing all others, except Christ, to whom God immediately revealed—
without words or visions—the conditions which lead men to salvation.
So God revealed himself to the Apostles through Christ’s mind, as for-
merly he had revealed himself to Moses by means of a heavenly voice.
And therefore Christ’s voice, like the one Moses heard, can be called the
voice of God. And in this sense we can also say that God’s Wisdom, that
is, a Wisdom surpassing human wisdom, assumed a human nature in
Christ, and that Christ was the way to salvation.

’*E.g., to Manoah [Judges 13:8-20], and to Abraham when he was intending to sac-
rifice his son [Genesis 22:11-18].
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[24] But it is necessary to warn here that I am not speaking at all about
those things which certain Churches maintain about Christ, nor do I
deny them. For I freely confess that I do not grasp them.® I have only
affirmed what I conclude from Scripture itself. For nowhere have I read
that God appeared or spoke to Christ, but that God was revealed to the
Apostles through Christ, that he is the way to salvation, and finally, that
the old law was imparted by an Angel, but not by God immediately. So,
if Moses spoke with God face to face, as a man usually does with a friend
(i.e., by means of their two bodies), Christ, indeed, communicated with
God mind to mind.

[25] We have asserted, therefore, that except for Christ no one
received God’s revelations without the aid of the imagination, that
is, without the aid of words or images, and so that there is no need to
have a more perfect mind in order to prophesy, but only a more vivid
imagination. . . .

[40] Let us come round, finally, to the point we have been aiming at.
From all these [examples] these phrases of Scripture become clear: zhe
Spirit of God was in the Prophet, God infused his Spirit into men, men were
filled with the Spirit of God, and with the Holy Spirit, and the like. For they
mean nothing other than that the Prophets had a singular virtue, be-
yond what is ordinary, that they cultivated piety with exceptional con-
stancy of heart, and that they perceived God’s mind, o7, judgment. . . .

[43] Therefore, we can now affirm, without any reservation, that the
Prophets perceived God’s revelations only with the aid of the imagina-
tion, that is, by the mediation of words or of images, the latter of which
might be either true or imaginary. For since we find no other means in
Scripture except these, we are not permitted to feign any others.

[44] If you ask by what laws of nature this [revelation] was made, I
confess that I do not know. I could, indeed, say, as others do, that it was
made by the power of God. But that would be idle chatter. For it would
be the same thing as trying to explain the form of some singular thing
by some transcendental term. All things are made through the power of
God. Because the power of nature is nothing but the power of God

¥ Spinoza’s references to Jesus in the Theological-Political Treatise caused concern among
some of his first readers. In response to a request from Spinoza to indicate the passages in
this work which had made learned men uneasy (Letter 68), Oldenburg wrote that some
readers thought Spinoza might be concealing his “opinion concerning Jesus Christ, the
redeemer of the world and sole mediator for mankind, and his incarnation and atone-
ment.” In subsequent correspondence with Oldenburg Spinoza explains that he thinks the
doctrine of the incarnation, according to which God assumed a human nature, involves a
contradiction (Letter 73), and that he accepts Christ’s passion, death, and burial literally,
but his resurrection only allegorically (Letter 78).
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itself,” it is certain that insofar as we are ignorant of natural causes, we
do not understand God’s power. So it is foolish to fall back on that same
power of God when we do not know the natural cause of some thing,
that is, when we do not know God’s power itself. But there is no need
now for us to know the cause of prophetic knowledge. For as I have
already indicated, here we are trying only to investigate the teachings of
Scripture in order to draw our conclusions from them, as we would
draw conclusions from the data of nature. We are not concerned in the
least with the causes of those teachings.

[1] ... [Als we have already indicated, the prophets were endowed,
not with a more perfect mind, but instead, with a power of imagining
unusually vividly. The Scriptural narratives also teach this abundantly.
For it is agreed that Solomon excelled all other men in wisdom, but not
in the gift of prophecy. . . . This agrees also with both experience and
reason. For those who have the most powerful imaginations are less able
to grasp things by pure intellect. And conversely, those who are more
capable in their intellect, and who cultivate it most, have a more moder-
ate power of imagining, and have it more under their control. They
keep it, as it were, in check, lest it be confused with the intellect.

[2] So those who look in the books of the prophets for wisdom, and
knowledge of natural and spiritual matters, go entirely astray. Since the
time, philosophy and, finally, the matter itself demand it, I have decided
to show this fully here. I care little for the protests of superstition,
whose greatest hatred is directed against those who cultivate true
knowledge and true life. Alas! Things have reached a state now where
those who openly confess that they have no idea of God, and that they
know God only through created things (of whose causes they are igno-
rant), do not blush to accuse philosophers of atheism.

[3] To develop my subject in an orderly way, I shall show that proph-
ecies varied, not only with the imagination and physical temperament of

9 Another passage which caused concern among Spinoza’s readers. Oldenburg com-
plained (Letter 71) that Spinoza seemed to “speak ambiguously about God and Nature,
and in the opinion of many, to confuse these two things.” In reply Spinoza acknowledged
that he had an opinion about the relation between God and Nature very different from the
one modern Christians usually defend: “For I maintain that God is, as they say, the imma-
nent, but not the transitive, cause of all things. That all things are in God and move in
God, I affirm, T say, with Paul, and perhaps also with all the ancient philosophers, al-
though in another way; and I would also dare to say, with all the ancient Hebrews, as far
as it is permissible to conjecture from certain traditions, corrupted as they are in many
ways. Nevertheless, some people think the Theological-Political Treatise rests on the as-
sumption that God is one and the same as Nature (by which they understand a certain
mass, or corporeal matter). This is a complete mistake.” On the relation between God and
Nature, see the excerpt in §IV.B. from the Short Treatise, I, ch. viii, and Ethics IP29S.
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each prophet, but also with the opinions with which they were imbued,
and so, that prophecy never made the prophets more learned, as I shall
shortly explain more fully. But first, I must treat here of the certainty of
the prophets, both because it is relevant to the argument of this chapter,
and also because it will be of some use in demonstrating the conclusion
we intend to establish.

[4] Unlike a clear and distinct idea, the simple imagination [of a
thing] does not, of its nature, involve any certainty. Something must be
added to the imagination—namely, reasoning—if we are to be able to
be certain of the things we imagine. From this it follows that prophecy,

through itw _for as we have shown, it de-
wm% Therefore, the prophets were certain
concerning God’s revelation, not through that revelation itself, but
through some sign. This is evident from Genesis 15:8, where Abraham
asked for a sign after he had heard God’s promise. He trusted God, of
course, and did not ask for a sign in order to have faith in God. He asked
for a sign in order to know that it was God who had made this promise
to him. . ..

[6] In this respect, therefore, prophecy is inferior to natural knowl-
edge, which requires no si but involves certainty of its own nature.
mﬂﬁmw was not mathematical, but_only
moral, as may also be established from Scripture itself. For in Deuter-
onomy 13[:2] Moses warns that any prophet who wants to teach new
Gods should be condemned to death, even though he confirms his
teaching with signs and miracles. For as Moses himself goes on to say,
God also makes signs and miracles to test the people. . . .

[10] The whole of prophetic certainty, therefore, is founded on these
three things:

1) That they imagined the things revealed to them very vividly, in
the way we are usually affected by objects when we are awake;

2) On a sign;

3) Finally, and mainly, that they had a heart inclined only to the
right and the good.

And although Scripture does not always make mention of a sign, never-
theless we must believe that the prophets always had a sign. For as many
have already noted, Scripture is not accustomed always to narrate all the
conditions and circumstances, but rather to suppose them as known. . . .

[12] Since the certainty which arose in the prophets from signs was
not mathematical (i.e., did not follow from the necessity of the percep-
tion of the thing perceived or seen), but only moral, and signs were
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given only to persuade the prophet, it follows that signs were given
according to the opinions and capacity of the prophet, in such a way that
a sign which would render one prophet certain of his prophecy could
not convince at all another, who was imbued with different opinions. So
the signs varied in each prophet.

[13] So also the revelation itself varied, as we have said, in each
prophet, according to the disposition of his physical temperament and
of his imagination, and according to the opinions he had previously
embraced. It varied according to his temperament in this way: if the
prophet was cheerful, victories, peace, and things which move men in
turn to joy were revealed to him; for such men usually imagine things of
that kind more frequently; on the other hand, if the prophet was sad,
wars, punishments, and all evils were revealed to him; and thus, as .the
prophet was compassionate, calm, prone to anger, severe, and the like,
to that extent he was more ready for one kind of revelation than for
another.

[14] It varied also according to the disposition of his imagination, in
the following way. If the prophet was refined, he perceived the mind of
God in a refined style; but if he was confused, then he perceived it con-
fusedly. It varied similarly concerning those revelations which were rep-
resented through images. If the prophet was a countryman, bulls and
cows were represented to him; if he was a soldier, generals and armies;
if he was a courtier, the royal throne and things of that kind.

[15] Prophecy varied, finally, according to differences in the opinions
of the prophets. To the magi, who believed in the trifles of astrology,
Christ’s birth was revealed through the imagination of a star rising in
the east (see Matthew 2). To the augurs of Nebuchadnezzar the destruc-
tion of Jerusalem was revealed in the entrails of animals (see Ezekiel
21:26). The same king also understood this from oracles and from the
direction of arrows which he hurled up into the air. Again, to those
prophets who believed that men act from free choice and from their
own power, God was revealed as indifferent, and as unaware of future
human actions. We shall demonstrate all these things separately from
Scripture itself. . . .

[25] With remarkable rashness everyone has i that
the _p_r_(mhets knew everything the human intellect can attain to. And
although certain passages of Scripture indicate to us as clearly as possi-
ble that the prophets were ignorant of certain things, they prefer to say
that they do not understand Scripture in those passages, rather than to
concede that the prophets were ignorant of something. Or else they
strive to twist the words of Scripture so that it says what it plainly does

ot mean. OF course, if either of these [ways of dealing with Scripture]
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is permissible, then it is all up with the whole of Scripture. In vain will
we strive to show something from Scripture, if it is permissible to num-
ber the clearest [passages] among those which are obscure and impene-
trable or to interpret them as one pleases.

[26] For example, nothing in Scripture is clearer than that Joshua,
and perhaps also the author who wrote his history, thought that the sun
moves around the earth, but that the earth is at rest, and that the sun
stood still for some time. Nevertheless, there are many who do not want
to concede that there can be any change in the heavens, and who there-
fore explain this passage in such a way that it seems to say nothing like
that. Others, who have learned to philosophize more correctly, since
they understand that the earth moves, whereas the sun is at rest, or does
not move around the earth, strive with all their powers to twist the same
[truth] out of Scripture, though it cries out in open protest against this
treatment. I wonder at them indeed.

[27] Are we, I ask, bound to believe that Joshua, a soldier, was skilled
in astronomy? and that the miracle could not be revealed to him, or that
the light of the sun could not remain longer than usual above the hori-
zon unless Joshua understood the cause of this? Both of these [alterna-
tives] seem to me ridiculous. I prefer, therefore, to say openly that
Joshua did not know the true cause of the greater duration of that light,
that he and the whole crowd who were present all thought that the sun
moves with a daily motion around the earth, and that on that day it
stood still for some time. They believed this to be the cause of the
greater duration of that light and they did not attend to the fact that a
refraction greater than usual could arise from the great amount of ice
which was then in that part of the air (see Joshua 10:11), or from some-
thing else like that, which is not our present concern. . ..

[30] If it is permissible to feign that Scripture thought otherwise, but
wished, because of some reason unknown to us, to write in this way,
then this is nothing but a complete overturning of the whole of Scrip-
ture. For each [interpreter] with equal right will be able to say the same
thing about every passage in Scripture. As a result, it will be permissible
to defend and to put into practice whatever absurdity or evil human
malice can think up, without harm to the authority of Scripture. But
what we have maintained contains no impiety. For though Solomon,
Isaiah, Joshua, and the rest were prophets, they were nevertheless men,
and nothing human should be thought alien to them.

[31] The revelation to Noah that God was destroying the human race
[Genesis 6:11-13] was also according to his power of understanding,
because he thought that the earth was not inhabited outside of Pales-
tine. The prophets could be ignorant not only of things of this kind, but
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also of others of greater moment, without harm to their piety. And they
really were ignorant of these things. For they taught nothing singular
concerning the divine attributes, but had quite ordinary opinions about
God. And their revelations were also accommodated to these opinions,
as I shall now show by many testimonies from Scripture. From this you
will easily see that [the prophets] are praised, and greatly commended,
not so much on account of the loftiness and excellence of their under-
standing as on account of their piety and constancy of heart. . ..

[35] And Moses,'° too, did not sufficiently perceive that God is omni-
scient and that all human actions are directed by his decree alone. For
although God had told him (see Exodus 3:18) that the Israelites would
obey him, he called the matter in question and replied (see Exodus 4:1):
what if they do not believe me and do not obey me. And therefore God was
revealed to him as indifferent and unaware of future human actions. For
he gave him two signs and said (Exodus 4:8): if it should happen that they
do not believe the first sign, still they will believe the latter; but if they do not
believe even the latter; take (then) some water from the river and so on.

[36] And if anyone wants to assess carefully and without prejudice
Moses’ judgments, he will find clearly that his opinion of God was that
he is a being who has always existed, exists, and always will exist. For this
reason he calls him by the name Yehowah, which in Hebrew expresses
these three times of existing. But concerning his nature he teaches noth-
ing else than that he is compassionate, kind, and the like, and supremely
jealous, as is established by a great many passages in the Pentateuch."
Next, he believed and taught that this being differs so from all other
beings that it cannot be expressed by any image of anything seen, nor
can it even be seen—not so much because the thing involves a contra-
diction as because of human weakness. Moreover, he also taught that by
reason of his power he is singular or unique.

[37] He conceded, of course, that there are beings which—doubtless
from God’s order and command—perform the functions of God, that
is, beings to whom God has given the authority, right, and power to
direct nations, to provide for them, and to care for them. But he taught
that this being, which [the Jews] were bound to worship, was the highest
and supreme God, or (to use 2 Hebrew phrase) the God of Gods. And
so in the song of Exodus (15:11) he said: who among the Gods is like you,
Yehowah? And Jethro [says] (in Exodus 18:11): now I know that Yehowah

19 Spinoza gives many examples, but focuses particularly on Moses, because, as he points
out, there is Scriptural warrant for giving him a special place among the prophets. Cf.
Exodus 33:11 and Deuteronomy 34:10. The superiority of Moses to the other prophets
was one of the thirteen principles Maimonides identified as essential to Judaism.

' E.g., in Exodus 20:5 and Deuteronomy 5:9.
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is greater than all the Gods, that s, at last I am forced to concede to Moses
that Yehowah is greater than all the Gods and singular in power. But it
can be doubted whether Moses believed that these beings which per-
form the functions of God were created by God, since, so far as we
know, he never said anything about their creation and beginning.

[38] In addition, he taught that this being brought this visible world
out of chaos into order (see Genesis 1:2), that he put seeds in nature, so
that he has the highest right and the highest power over all things, and
(see Deuteronomy 10:14-15) that in accordance with this highest right
and highest power he chose, for himself alone, the Hebrew nation and
a certain region of the world (see Deuteronomy 4:19, 32:8-9), but that
he left the other nations and regions to the care of the other Gods sub-
stituted by him. For that reason [Yehowah] was called the God of Israel
and of Jerusalem (see 2 Chronicles 32:19), whereas the other Gods were
called the Gods of the other nations.

[39] And for this reason also the Jews believed that the region God
had chosen for himself required a special worship of God, different
from that of other regions, and indeed that it could not permit the wor-
ship of other Gods, which was proper to other regions. For those na-
tions which the King of Assyria brought into the lands of the Jews were
believed to be torn to pieces by lions because they did not know the
worship of the Gods of that land. (See 2 Kings 17:25, 26, etc.). . ..

[41] Finally, [Moses] believed that this being, o God, had his dwell-
ing place in the heavens (see Deuteronomy 33:27), an opinion which
was very common among the Gentiles.

If we attend now to Moses’ revelations, we shall find that they were
accommodated to these opinions. For because he believed that God’s
nature admits of all those conditions which we have mentioned, com-
passion, kindness, and the like, God was revealed to him according to
this opinion of his and under these attributes. (See Exodus 34:6-7,
where it is told how God appeared to Moses, and the Decalogue, [Exo-
dus 20:]4-5.)

[42] Next, we are told in [Exodus] 33:18[-23] that Moses asked God
to be allowed to see him. But since, as we have already said, Moses had
formed no image of God in his brain, and since, as we have already
shown, God is revealed to the Prophets only according to the disposi-
tion of their imagination, God did not appear to him by any image. I say
that this happened because it was inconsistent with Moses’ imagination
[for him to see God]. For other Prophets testify that they saw God,
namely, Isaiah, Ezekiel, Daniel, and so on. [43] And for this reason God
replied to Moses, you will not be able to see my face. And because Moses
believed that God is visible, that is, that it implies no contradiction in
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the divine nature [for God to be seen] (for otherwise he would not have
asked anything like that), [God] adds, since no one shall see me and live. He
therefore renders to Moses a reason consistent with his own opinion.
For he does not say that it involves a contradiction on the part of the
divine nature [for God to be seen], as it really does, but that it cannot
happen because of human weakness.

[44] Next, to reveal to Moses that because the Israelites had wor-
shiped the calf, they had become like the other nations, God says (Exo-
dus 33:2-3) that he will send an angel, thatis, a being which would take
care of the Israelites in place of the supreme being, but that he does not
wish to be among them. For this left nothing to Moses which would
show him that the Israelites were dearer to God than the other nations,
which God also gave over to the care of other beings, or angels. This is
shown by Exodus 33:16.

[45] Finally, because God was believed to live in the heavens, he was
revealed as descending from heaven to the top of 2 mountain. Moses
also went up the mountain to speak with God, which would not be
necessary for him at all, if he could imagine God to be everywhere with
equal ease.

The Israelites knew almost nothing about God, even though he was
revealed to them. They showed this more than sufficiently when, after
a few days, they handed over the honor and worship due him to a calf
[Exodus 32], and believed that it was the Gods which had brought them
out of Egypt. [46] Nor is it credible that men accustomed to the super-
stitions of the Egyptians, unsophisticated, and worn out by the most
wretched bondage, would have understood anything sensible about
God, or that Moses would have taught them anything other than a way
of living—and that not as a philosopher, so that after some time they
might be constrained to live well from freedom of mind, but as a legisla-
tor, so that they would be constrained by the command of the law to live
well.

[47] So the way of living well, or true life, and the worship and love of
God were to them more bondage than true freedom, and the grace and
gift of God. For he ordered them to love God and to keep his law that
they might acknowledge past goods received from God, such as their
freedom from bondage in Egypt. He terrified them with threats, if they
transgressed those precepts, and he promised them many goods if they
respected them. So he taught them in the same way parents customarily
do children who are lacking in all reason. Hence, it is certain that they
did not know the excellence of virtue and true blessedness. . . .

[53] We conclude, therefore, that we are not bound to believe the
Prophets regarding anything except what is the end and substance of
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revelation. In all other things each person is free to believe as he pleases.
For example, the revelation to Cain teaches us only that God warned
him to lead a true life, for that was the only intent and substance of the
revelation, not teach the freedom of the will or philosophic matters. So
even though the freedom of the will is contained very clearly in the
words and reasonings of that warning, we are permitted to think the
contrary, since those words and reasonings were only accommodated to
Cain’s power of understanding. . . .

[57] Finally, we must say absolutely the same thing about the reason-
ings and signs of the Apostles. There is no need to speak more fully
about these matters. For if I were to enumerate all those Passages in
Scripture which are written only ad hominem, or, according to some-
one’s power of understanding, and which cannot be defended as divine
teaching without great prejudice to Philosophy, I would give up the
brevity I desire. Let it suffice, therefore, to have touched on a few, uni-
versal things. The rest the inquiring reader may weigh for himself."

C. On God as an Agent in History"

[1] The true happiness and blessedness of each person consists only
in the enjoyment of the good, but not in a self-esteem founded on the
fact that he alone, to the exclusion of all the others, enjoys the good. For
he who thinks himself more blessed because things are well with him,
but not with others, or because he is more blessed than others and more
fortunate, does not know true happiness and blessedness, and the joy
which he conceives from that, unless it is childish, arises only from envy
and a bad heart.

[2] For example, the true happiness and blessedness of man consist
only in wisdom and in knowledge of the true, but not at all in the fact
that one is wiser than others, or that the others lack true knowledge. For
this does not increase his wisdom at all, that is, his true happiness. So
someone who is glad for that reason is glad because of someone else’s
evil, and therefore is envious and evil. He knows neither true wisdom
nor the peace of true life.

[3] Therefore when Scripture, to exhort the Hebrews to obey the law,
says that God chose them for himself before the other nations (Deuter-

12 Tt is characteristic of the Theological-Political Treatise to concentrate much more heav-
ily on the Old Testament than the New. Spinoza excuses this neglect by disclaiming
adequate knowledge of Greek to deal with it properly, but perhaps an unacknowledged
reason is his concern for the sensibilities of his largely Christian audience. Cf. the provi-
sional morality of the Tieatise on the Intellect §17.

13 From the Theological-Political Treatise, ch. IIT (“On the Calling of the Hebrews”),
Bruder §§1-15.
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onomy 10:15), that he is close to them, but not to others (Deuteronomy
4:4-7), that he has prescribed just laws only for them (Deuteron-
omy 4:8), and finally, that he has become known to them only, the oth-
ers being treated as inferior (Deuteronomy 4:32), and so on, it speaks
only according to the power of understanding of those who, as we have
shown in the preceding chapter, and as Moses also witnesses (Deuteron-
omy 9:6-7), did not know true blessedness. [4] For surely they would
have been no less blessed if God had called all equally to salvation; God
would have been no less favorably disposed toward them, no matter
how close he had been to the others; the laws would have been no less
just, if they had been prescribed to all, nor would they themselves have
been less wise; miracles would have shown the power of God no less if
they had been performed on account of other nations also; and finally,
the Hebrews would have been no less bound to worship God if God had
bestowed all these gifts equally on all people.

[5] Moreover, what God says to Solomon—that no one after him
would be as wise as he was (1 Kings 3:12)—seems to be only a manner
of speaking, to signify exceptional wisdom. However that may be, we
must not in any way believe that God promised Solomon, for his greater
happiness, that he would not afterwards bestow such great wisdom on
anyone else. For this would not increase Solomon’s intellect at all, nor
would a prudent King give less thanks to God for such a great gift, even
if God had said that he would endow all with the same wisdom.

[6] But even if we say that in the passages of the Pentateuch just cited
Moses was speaking according to the Hebrews’ power of understand-
ing, we still do not wish to deny that God prescribed those laws of the
Pentateuch to them alone, nor that he spoke only to them, nor, finally,
that the Hebrews saw wonders the like of which happened to no other
nation. We mean only that Moses wanted to warn the Hebrews in this
way, and especially by these reasons, so that he might bind them more
to the worship of God, in accordance with their childish power of un-
derstanding. Next, we wished to show that the Hebrews did not excel
the other nations in knowledge or in piety, but in something altogether
different—or (to speak, with Scripture, according to their power of un-
derstanding) that, though the Hebrews were frequently warned, they
were not chosen by God before all others for their true life and sublime
speculations, but for something entirely different. What this was, I shall
show here in an orderly fashion. [7] But before I begin, I want to explain
briefly what, in the following, I shall understand by God’s guidance, by
God’s aid (both external and internal), by God’s choice, and finally, by
fortune.

By God’s guidance I understand the fixed and immutable order of
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nature, or the connection of natural things. [8] For we have said above,
and have already shown in another place, that the universal laws of na-
ture, according to which all things happen and are determined, are
nothing but the eternal decrees of God, which always involve eternal
truth and necessity. Therefore, whether we say that all things happen
according to the laws of nature, or whether we say that they are ordered
according to the decree and guidance of God, we say the same thing.

[9] Next, because the power of all natural things is nothing but the
power of God, through which alone all things happen and are deter-
mined, it follows that whatever man, who is also a part of nature, pro-
vides for himself, as an aid to the preservation of his being, or whatever
nature provides for him, he himself doing nothing, all that is provided
for him by the power of God alone, either insofar as it acts through
human nature or through things outside human nature. Therefore,
whatever human nature can provide, from its own power alone, for pre-
serving its being, we can rightly call the internal aid of God, and what-
ever turns out for his advantage from the power of external causes, we
can rightly call God’s external aid.

[10] But from these [definitions] it is easy to infer what should be
understood by God’s choice. For since no one does anything except
according to the predetermined order of nature, that is, according to
God’s eternal guidance and decree, it follows that no one chooses any
manner of living for himself, nor does anything, except by the special
calling of God, who has chosen him before others for this work, or for
this manner of living.

[11] Finally, by fortune I understand nothing but God’s guidance,
insofar as it directs human affairs through external and unforeseen
causes. With these preliminaries, we shall return to our purpose, which
was to see why the Hebrew nation was said to have been chosen by God
before others. To show this, I proceed as follows.

[12] Whatever we can honorably desire is related above all to these
three things: [i] to understand things through their first causes; [ii] to
gain control over the passions, o to acquire the habit of virtue; and
finally, [iii] to live securely and healthily. The means which lead directly
to the first and second of these, and can be considered their proximate
and efficient causes, are contained in human nature itself. So acquiring
them depends chiefly on our power alone, or on the laws of human
nature alone. For this reason we must absolutely maintain that these
gifts are not peculiar to any nation, but have always been common to the
whole human race—unless we wish to dream that formerly nature pro-
duced different kinds of men. [13] But the means which lead to living
securely and preserving the body are chiefly placed in external things,
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and for that reason they are called gifts of fortune, because they de'pend
for the most part on the course of external causes of which we are igno-
rant. So in this matter, the wise man and the fool are almost equally
happy or unhappy.

Nevertheless, human guidance and vigilance can do much to help us
to live securely and to avoid injuries from other men, and also from t}}e
beasts. [14] To this end reason and experience teach no more certain
means than to form a society with definite laws, to occupy a definite area
of the world, and to reduce the powers of all, as it were, into one body,
the body of society. But to form and preserve a §ociety requires no mean
intelligence and vigilance. So the society which for the most part is
founded and directed by prudent and vigilant men will be more secure,
more stable, and less vulnerable to fortune. Conversely, if a society is
established by men of untrained intelligence, it will depen.d f.or the most
part on fortune and will be less stable. [15] If, in spite of this, it ha's lasted
a long time, it will owe this to the guidance of another, not to its own
guidance. Indeed, if it has overcome great dangers and matters hax.ze
turned out favorably for it, it will only be able to wonder at and worship
the guidance of God (i.e., insofar as God acts through hidden external
causes, but not insofar as he acts through human nature and the human
mind). Since nothing has happened to it except what is completely un-
expected and contrary to opinion, this can even be considered to be

really a miracle.

D. On Law and God as a Lawgiver”
e e

[1] The word /aw, taken absolutely, means that according to yvhich
each individual, or all or some members of the same species, act in one
and the same certain and determinate manner. This depends either on
a necessity of nature or on a decision of men. A layv which depends on
a necessity of nature is one which follows necessarily from t.he very na-
ture or definition of a thing. One which depends on a decision of men,
and which is more properly called a rule of right, is one which men
prescribe for themselves and others, for the sake of living more safely
and conveniently, or for some other reasons. .

[2] For example, that all bodies, when they strike against other lesser
bodies, lose as much of their motion as they communicate to the other
bodies is a universal law of all bodies, which follows from a necessity of
nature. Similarly, that a man, when he recalls one thing, immediately

1 Theological-Political Treatise, ch. IV, §§1-7, 9-21, 23-34, 37-39.
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recalls another like it, or one which he had perceived together with it,
is a law which necessarily follows from human nature. But that men
should yield, or be compelled to yield, the right they have from nature
and bind themselves to a certain manner of living depends on a human
decision.

[3] And although I grant absolutely that everything is determined by
the universal laws of nature to exist and produce an effect in a certain
and determinate way, I still say that the latter laws depend on a decision
of men:

(I) Because, insofar as man is a part of nature, he constitutes part of
the power of nature. So those things which follow from the necessity of
human nature, that is, from nature itself, insofar as we conceive it
through a determinate human nature, stll follow, even though by ne-
cessity, from human power. Hence it can very well be said that the en-
actment of those laws depends on a decision of men, because in this way
it depends chiefly on the power of the human mind. Nevertheless the
human mind, insofar as it perceives things under the aspect of the true
or the false, can be conceived quite clearly without the latter laws, but
not without a necessary law, as we have just defined it.

[4] (II) Because we ought to define and explain things through their
proximate causes. That universal consideration concerning fate and the
connection of causes cannot help us to form and order our thoughts
concerning particular things. Moreover, we are completely ignorant of
the very order and connection of things, thatis, of how things are really
ordered and connected. So for practical purposes it is better, indeed
necessary, to consider things as possible. These remarks will suffice con-
cerning law considered absolutely.

[5] But since the word /zw seems to be applied figuratively to natural
things, and commonly nothing is understood by law but a command
which men can either carry out or neglect, since law confines human
power under certain limits, beyond which that power is extended and
does not command anything beyond [human] powers—for that reason
law seems to need to be defined more particularly: that it is a manner of
living which man prescribes to himself and others for some end.

(6] Nevertheless, since the true end of laws is usually evident only to
a few, and since for the most part men are almost incapable of perceiv-
ing it and do anything but live according to reason, legislators, to bind
all men equally, have wisely set up another end, very different from that

which necessarily follows from the nature of laws, by promising to the
defenders of the laws what the multitude most love, and on the other
hand, by threatening those who would break the laws with what they
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most fear. In this way they have striven to restrain the multitude, like a
horse with a harness, as far as they could.

[7] That is how it has happened that law is generally taken to be a
manner of living which is prescribed to men according to the command
of others, and consequently that those who obey the laws are said to live
under the law, and seem to be slaves. And really, whoever gives each one
his own because he fears the gallows does act according to the command
of another and is compelled by evil. He cannot be called just. But the
person who gives to each his own because he knows the true reason for
the laws and their necessity, that person acts from a constant disposi-
tion, and by his own decision, not that of another. So he is rightly called

ast: ;. ;s

: [9] Since, therefore, the law is nothing but a manner of living which
men prescribe to themselves or to others for some end, it seems that law
must be distinguished into human and divine. By human law I under-
stand a manner of living which serves only to protect life and the state;
by a divine law, one which aims only at the greatest good, that is, the
true knowledge and love of God. I call this law divine because of the
nature of the greatest good, which I shall show here as briefly and
clearly as I can.

[10] Since the intellect is the better part of us, it is certain that if we
want to really seek our advantage, we should strive above all to perfect
it as much as we can. For our greatest good must consist in the perfec-
tion of the intellect. Next, since all our knowledge, and the certainty
which really removes all doubt, depend only on the knowledge of God
(both because nothing can either be or be conceived without God, and
because we can doubt everything so long as we have no clear and dis-
tinct idea of God), it follows that our greatest good and perfection de-
pend only on the knowledge of God and so on. o

[11] Next, since nothing can be or be conceived without God, it is
certain that all things in nature involve and express the concept of God,
in proportion to their essence and perfection. Hence the more we know
“hatural things, the greater and more perfect s the knowledge of God we
acquire, or (since knowledge of an effect through its cause is nothing
Bwfzrty of the cause) the more we know natural
things, the more perfectly do we know God’s essence, which is the cause
of all things.

[12] So all our knowledge, that is, our greatest good, not only de-
pends on the knowledge of God, but consists entirely in it. This also
follows from the fact that a man is more perfect in proportion to the
nature and perfection of the thing which he loves before all others, and
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conversely. Therefore, the man who is necessarily the most perfect
and who participates in the greatest blessedness is the one who loves
above all else the intellectual knowledge of God, the most perfect being,
and takes the greatest pleasure in that knowledge. Our greatest good,
then, and our blessedness come back to this: the knowledge and love of
God.

[13] The means, therefore, which this end of all human actions (i.e.,
God, insofar as his idea is in us) requires can be called the commands of
God, because they are prescribed to us, as it were, by God himself,
insofar as he exists in our minds. Hence the manner of living which aims
at this end is very well called the divine law. But what these means are,
and what manner of living this end requires, and how the foundations of
the best state and the manner of living among men follow from this,
these matters all pertain to a complete Ethics. Here I shall proceed to
treat only of the divine law in general.

[14] Since, then, the love of God is man’s highest happiness and
blessedness, and the ultimate end and object of all human actions, the
only one who follows the divine law is the one who undertakes to love
God, not from fear of punishment, nor from love for another thing,
such as pleasures or reputation, and the like, but only because he knows
God, or because he knows that the knowledge and love of God is the
highest good.

[15] So the sum-total of the divine law, and its highest precept, is to
love God as the highest good, as we have said, not from fear of some
punishment or penalty, nor from the love of some other thing, in which
we desire to take pleasure. For the idea of God dictates this: that God is
our greatest good, o7 that the knowledge and love of God is the ultimate
end toward which all our actions are to be directed.

[16] In spite of this, the man of the flesh cannot understand these
things, and to him they seem hollow, because he has too meager a
knowledge of God, and also because he finds nothing in this highest
good to touch or eat, or affect the flesh which gives him his greatest
pleasure, since [this good] consists only in contemplation and in a pure
mind. But those who know that they have nothing more excellent than
their intellect and a healthy mind will doubtless judge these things very
solid.

[17] We have explained, therefore, what the divine law above all con-
sists in, and which laws are human, namely, all those which have another
aim, unless they have been enacted by revelation. For in this respect also
things are referred to God (as we have shown above), and it is in this
sense that the law of Moses, although it is not universal, but accommo-

29

I11/61




111/62

PRELIMINARIES

dated very much to the temperament and special preservation of one
people, can still be called the law of God, or the divine law. For we
believe that it was enacted by the light of prophecy.

[18] If now we attend to the nature of natural divine law, as we have
just explained it, we shall see:

L that it is universal, o7 common to all men; for we have deduced it
from universal human nature;

11 that it does not require faith in historical narratives of any kind;
for since this natural divine law is understood simply by the consider-
ation of human nature, it is certain that we can conceive it as much in
Adam as in any other man, as much in a man who lives among other
men as in a2 man who lives a solitary life. [19] Nor can faith in histori-
cal narratives, however certain, give us any knowledge of God. Hence
it also cannot give us the love of God. For the love of God arises
from the knowledge of God, and the knowledge of God must be drawn
from common notions which, through themselves, are certain and
known. So it is far from being the case that faith in historical narratives
is necessary for us to attain our greatest good. Nevertheless, although
faith in historical narratives cannot give us the knowledge and love of
God, we do not deny that reading them is very useful in relation to civil
life. For the more we have observed and the better we know the charac-
ter and circumstances of men—which can best be known from their
actions—the better will we be able to live more cautiously among them
and accommodate our lives to their temperament, as much as reason
suggests.

[20] III. We see that this natural divine law does not require ceremo-
nies, that is, actions which in themselves are indifferent, and are called
good only by institution or which represent some good necessary for
salvation, or, if you prefer, actions whose reason surpasses man’s power
of understanding. For the natural light requires nothing which that
light itself does not reach, but only that which can indicate to us very
clearly the good, or the means to our blessedness. Those things which
are good only by command and institution, or because they are repre-
sentatives of some good, cannot perfect our intellect and are nothing
but empty forms. They cannot be counted among the actions which are,
as it were, the offspring or fruits of the intellect and of a healthy mind.
But there is no need to show this more fully here.

[21] IV. Finally, we see that the highest reward of the divine law is the
law itself, namely, to know God and to love him from true freedom and
with a whole and constant heart. The penalty [for violating the divine
law] is the privation of these things and bondage to the flesh, or an
inconstant and vacillating heart. . . .
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[23] We can easily deduce what must be maintained regarding the
question [whether, by the natural light, we can conceive God as a law-
giver, or prince prescribing laws to men?] from the nature of God’s will,
which is distinguished from his intellect only in relation to our reason,
that is, in themselves God’s will and God’s intellect are really one and
the same. They are distinguished only in relation to the thoughts we
form concerning God’s intellect.

[24] For example, when we attend only to the fact that the nature of
a triangle is contained in the divine nature from eternity, as an eternal
truth, then we say that God has the idea of the triangle, o7 understands
the nature of the triangle. But when we attend afterwards to the fact that
the nature of the triangle is contained in the divine nature in this way,
solely from the necessity of the divine nature, and not from the necessity
of the essence and nature of the triangle, indeed, that the necessity of
the essence and properties of the triangle, insofar as it is also conceived
as an eternal truth, depends only on the necessity of the divine nature
and intellect, and not on the nature of the triangle, then the very thing
we called God’s intellect we call God’s will or decree.

[25] So in relation to God we affirm one and the same thing when we
say that from eternity God willed and decreed that the three angles of
a triangle are equal to two right angles, or [when we say] that God
understood this very thing. From this it follows that God’s affirmations
and negations always involve eternal necessity or truth.

[26] So if, for example, God said to Adam that he did not want him to
eat of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil [Genesis 2:17], it
would imply a contradiction for Adam to be able to eat of that tree. So
it would be impossible that he should eat of it. For that divine decree
would have had to involve eternal necessity and truth. But since Scrip-
ture nevertheless relates that God did order Adam not to eat, and that
notwithstanding Adam ate of the tree, we must say that God revealed to
Adam only the evil which would necessarily befall him if he ate of that
tree, but not the necessity of the connection between that act and that
evil.

[27] That is why Adam perceived that revelation, not as an eternal
and necessary truth, but as a law, that is, as an institution which profit or
loss follows, not from the necessity and nature of the action performed,
but solely from the pleasure and absolute command of some Prince. So
it is only in relation to Adam, and because of a defect in his knowledge,
that that revelation was a law, and God, as it were, a lawgiver or Prince.

[28] For the same reason, namely, because of a defect in their knowl-
edge, the Decalogue was a law only in relation to the Hebrews. For
since they did not know God’s existence as an eternal truth, they had to
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perceive as a law what was revealed to them in the Decalogue: that God
exists and that he alone is to be worshiped. If God had spoken to them
immediately, without using any corporeal means, they would have per-
ceived this, not as a law, but as an eternal truth.

[29] And what we say about the Israelites and Adam must also be said
about all the Prophets who prescribed laws in the name of God, namely,
that they did not perceive God’s decrees adequately, as eternal truths.
For example, it must be said even of Moses himself that by revelation,
or from the foundations revealed to him, he perceived the way the peo-
ple of Israel could best be united in a certain region of the world, and
could form a whole society, or set up a State, as well as the way that
people could best be compelled to obedience. But he did not perceive,
nor was it revealed to him, that that way is best, nor even that the goal
at which they were aiming would necessarily follow from the general
obedience of the people in such a region of the world. [30] Hence he did
not perceive all these things as eternal truths, but as precepts and things
instituted, and he prescribed them as laws of God. That is why he imag-
ined God as a ruler, a lawgiver, a king, as compassionate, just, and the
like, when all these things are attributes only of human nature, and
ought to be removed entirely from the divine nature.

But I say this only about the prophets, who prescribed laws in the
name of God, and not about Christ.”* [31] For however much Christ
may seem also to have prescribed laws in the name of God, nevertheless
we must hold that he perceived things truly and adequately. Christ was
not so much a prophet as the mouth of God. For God revealed certain
things to the human race through the mind of Christ (as we have shown
in Chapter I), as previously he had revealed them through angels, that
is, through a created voice, visions, and so on. So it would be as contrary
to reason to maintain that God accommodated his revelations to the
opinions of Christ as to maintain that, to communicate to the prophets
the things to be revealed, God previously accommodated his revelations
to the opinions of the angels, that is, of a created voice and of visions.
No one could maintain anything more absurd than that, particularly
since he was sent to teach, not only the Jews, but the whole human race.
So it was not enough for him to have a mind accommodated only to the
opinions of the-Jews, [he required a mind accommodated] to the opin-

15 Spinoza’s contention that, Scriptural appearances to the contrary notwithstanding,
Jesus did not conceive God inadequately, as a lawgiver, may be another example of “yield-
ing to the understanding” of his audience wherever possible. At any rate, though Matthew
13:10ff does suggest that Jesus taught one thing to his disciples and another to the multi-
tudes, even what he taught his disciples was a doctrine of reward and punishment (cf.
Matthew 13:40-43).

32

A CRITIQUE OF TRADITIONAL RELIGION

jons and teachings universal to the human race, that is, to common and
true notions.

[32] And of course, from the fact that God revealed himself immedi-
ately to Christ, or to his mind, and not, as he did to the prophets,
through words and images, we can understand nothing but that Christ
perceived truly, or understood, the things revealed. For when a thing is
perceived with a pure mind, without words and images, it is understood.
Christ, therefore, perceived the things revealed truly and adequately.
[33] If he ever prescribed them as laws, he did this because of the peo-
ple’s ignorance and stubbornness. So in this respect he acted in the
manner of God, because he accommodated himself to the mentality of
the people. And for that reason, although he spoke somewhat more
clearly than the other prophets, he still taught these revelations ob-
scurely, and quite frequently through parables, especially when he was
speaking to those to whom it was not yet given to understand the king-
dom of heaven (see Matthew 13:10 etc.).

[34] But doubtless for those to whom it was given to know the mys-
teries of heaven, he taught things as eternal truths and did not prescribe
them as laws. In this way he freed them from bondage to the law, and
nevertheless, confirmed and stabilized the law more, and wrote it thor-
oughly in their hearts. . ..

[37] We conclude, therefore, that [i] it is only because of the multi-
tude’s power of understanding and a defect in their thinking that God
is described as a lawgiver or prince, and called just, merciful, and so on,
[ii] that God really acts and guides all things only from the necessity of
his own nature and perfection, and finally, [iii] that his decrees and voli-
tions are eternal truths, and always involve necessity. . . .

[38] Let us pass therefore to the second question, and survey Holy
Scripture to see what it teaches concerning the natural light and this
divine law. The first thing which strikes us is the story of the first man,
where it is related that God commanded Adam not to eat the fruit of the
tree of the knowledge of good and evil [Genesis 2:17]. This seems to
mean that God commanded Adam to do and seek the good for the sake
of the good, and not insofar as it is contrary to the evil, that is, that he
should seek the good from love of the good, and not from fear of evil.
For as we have already shown, he who does good from a true knowledge
and love of the good acts freely and with a constant heart, whereas he
who acts from fear of evil is compelled by evil, acts like a slave, and lives
under the authority of another.

[39] And so this one thing which God commanded Adam to do con-
tains the whole divine natural law, and agrees absolutely with the dictate
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of the natural light. Tt would not be difficult to explain that whole story,
or parable, of the first man from this foundation. But I prefer to put this
to one side, not only because I cannot be absolutely certain that my
explanation agrees with the mind of the author, but also because most
people will not grant that this story is a parable, but maintain without
qualification that it is a simple narrative.

E. On Mimclesll6

[1] As men are accustomed to call divine that knowledge which sur-
passes man’s power of understanding, so they are accustomed to call
divine, or a work of God, a work whose cause the multitude does not
know. For the multitude think God’s power and providence are estab-
lished as clearly as possible when they see something happen in nature
which is unusual and contrary to the opinion which they have of nature
from custom. This is particularly so if the event has been to their profit
or advantage. They judge that nothing proves the existence of God
more clearly than that nature, as they think, does not maintain its order.
That is why they think that those who explain things and miracles by
their natural causes, or who devote themselves to understanding them,
eliminate God, or at least God’s providence.

[2] They judge, that is, that God does nothing so long as nature acts
in its usual order, and conversely, that the power of nature and natural
causes are inactive so long as God acts. Therefore, they imagine two
powers numerically distinct from one another, the power of God and
the power of natural things, the latter, nevertheless, determined by God
in a certain way, or (as most think instead today) created [by God in a
certain way].

[3] But what they understand by these two powers, and by God and
nature, of course they do not know, except that they imagine God’s
power as the dominion of a certain royal majesty, whereas they imagine
nature’s power as force and impulse. The multitude therefore call un-
usual works of nature miracles, or works of God, and partly from devo-
tion, partly from a desire to oppose those who cultivate the natural sci-
ences, they do not want to know the natural causes of things. They want
only to hear the things they are most ignorant of, and which, for that
reason, they greatly wonder at. [4] They can worship God and relate all
things to his dominion and will only by eliminating natural causes and
imagining things outside the order of nature. They wonder most at the

16 From the Tbeologiml—Palitiml Treatise, ch. VI, §§1-6, 7-26, 30-32, 34.
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power of God when they imagine the power of nature to be, as it were,
subdued by God.

This [attitude] seems to have originated with the first Jews. The Gen-
tiles of their time worshiped visible Gods, such as the Sun, the Moon,
the Earth, Water, Air, and the like. To prove them wrong and to show
them that those Gods were weak and inconstant, or changeable, and
under the command of an invisible God, the Jews related their miracles,
by which they strove in addition to show that the whole of nature was
directed only for their convenience, according to the command of the
God whom they worshiped. This was so pleasing to men that to this day
they have not ceased to feign miracles, so that they might be believed to
be dearer to God than the rest, and the final cause on account of which
God has created, and continually directs, all things.

[S] What claims does the foolishness of the multitude not make for
itself, because it has no sound concept either of God or of nature, be-
cause it confuses the decisions of God with those of men, and finally,
because it feigns a nature so limited that it believes man to be its chief
part!

[6] This will be sufficient as a description of the opinions and preju-
dices of the multitude concerning nature and miracles. But to present
my own views in an orderly fashion, I shall show (i) that nothing hap-
pens contrary to nature, but that it preserves a fixed and immutable
eternal order, and at the same time, I shall show what must be under-
stood by a miracle [ §7-15]; (ii) that we cannot know either the essence
or the existence of God from miracles, and hence, that we cannot know
his providence from miracles, but that all these things.are far better
perceived from the fixed and immutable order of natur@/[ §16-38]. ...

[7] As for the first, this is easily shown from the things we have dem-
onstrated in Chapter IV regarding the divine law: namely, that whatever
God wills or determines involves eternal necessity and truth; [8] for we
have shown, from the fact that God’s intellect is not distinguished from
his will, that we affirm the same thing when we say that God wills some-
thing as when we say that he understands it. So by the same necessity
with which it follows from the divine nature and perfection that God
understands some thing as it is, it follows also that God wills it as it is.
[9] But since nothing is necessarily true except by the divine decree
alone, it follows quite clearly from this that the universal laws of nature
are nothing but decrees of God, which follow from the necessity and

17 Another claim Oldenburg regarded as troublesome: “You seem to many to take away
the authority and value of miracles, which almost all Christians believe to_be the sole
oundation for the certainty of divine reve ation” (Letter 71).

—
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perfection of the divine nature. Therefore, if anything were to happen
in nature which was contrary to its universal laws, it would also neces-
sarily be contrary to the divine decree, intellect, and nature. Or if some-
one were to maintain that God does something contrary to the laws of
nature, he would be compelled to maintain at the same time as well that
God acts in a way contrary to his own nature. Nothing would be more
absurd than that.

We could also show the same thing from the fact that the power of
nature is the divine power and virtue itself. Moreover, the divine power
is the very essence of God. But for the present {prefer to pass over rh'is.

[10] Nothing, therefore, happens in nature'® which is contrary to its
universal laws. Nor does anything happen which does not agree with
those laws or does not follow from them. For whatever happens, hap-
pens by God’s will and eternal decree, that is, as we have now shown,
whatever happens, happens according to laws and rules which involve
eternal necessity and truth.

[11] Thus nature always observes laws and rules which involve eternal
necessity and truth, although they are not all known to us, and so it also
observes a fixed and immutable order. Nor does any sound reason urge
us to attribute a limited power and virtue to nature, or to maintain that
its laws are suited for only certain things and not everything. For since
nature’s virtue and power is the very virtue and power of God, and its
laws and rules are God’s decrees themselves, we must believe without
reservation that the power of nature is infinite, and that its laws are so
broad that they extend to everything which is conceived by the divine
intellect itself. [12] For otherwise what else is being maintained but that
God has created a nature so impotent, and established laws and rules for
it so sterile, that often he is compelled to come to its aid anew, if he
wants it to be preserved and wants things to turn out as he wished? Of
course I judge that nothing is more foreign to reason than that.

[13] From these conclusions—that nothing happens in nature which
does not follow from its laws, that its laws extend to all things conceived
by the divine intellect itself, and finally, that nature maintains a fixed and
immutable order—it clearly follows that the term “miracle” cannot be
understood except in relation to men’s opinions, and means nothing but
a work whose natural cause we cannot explain by the example of another
customary thing, or at least which cannot be so explained by the one
who writes or relates the miracle.

[14] Indeed, I could say that a miracle is that whose cause cannot be

18+ NB: By Nature here I do not understand only matter and its affections, but in
addition to matter, infinite other things.
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explained according to the principles of natural things known to the
natural light. But since miracles have been performed according to the
power of understanding of the multitude, who were, in fact, completely
ignorant of the principles of natural things, it is certain that the ancients
took for a miracle what they could not explain in the way the multitude
are accustomed to explain natural things, namely, by going back to the
memory to recall some other similar thing they are accustomed to imag-
ine without wonder. For the multitude think they understand a thing
sufficiently when they do not wonder at it. [15] Hence, the ancients, and
almost everyone up till now, has had no other standard for a miracle
than this. So no doubt many things are related as miracles in the Sacred
Texts whose causes can easily be explained according to known princi-
ples of natural things, as we have already hinted in Chapter II [ §26-28]
when we spoke about the sun’s standing still in the time of Joshua, and
its going backwards in the time of Ahaz. . . .

[16] It is time now to ... show that from miracles we understand
neither God’s essence, nor his existence, nor his providence, but that on
the contrary these things are far better perceived from the fixed and
immutable order of nature. I proceed to demonstrate this as follows.

[17] Since God’s existence is not known through itself,'" it must nec-
essarily be inferred from notions whose truth is so firm and steady that
no power can be or be conceived by which they could be changed. At
least they must so appear to us at the time when we infer God’s existence
from them, if we want to infer it from them beyond any chance of
doubt. For if we could conceive that the notions themselves could be
changed by some power, whatever in the end it was, we would doubt
their truth, and consequently also doubt our conclusion, namely, God’s
existence, nor would we ever be able to be certain of anything.

[18] Next, we know that nothing agrees with nature or is contrary to
it except what we have shown to agree with those principles or to be
contrary to them. So if we could conceive that by some power (whatever
in the end it was) something could happen in nature which was contrary

' * We doubt God’s existence, and consequently we doubt everything, so long as the
idea we have of God himself is not clear and distinct, but confused. For just as one who
does not rightly know the nature of a triangle does not know that its three angles are equal
to two right angles, so one who conceives the divine nature confusedly does not see that
existence pertains to the nature of God. But for us to be able to conceive God’s nature
clearly and distinctly it is necessary for us to attend to certain very simple notions which
they call common, and connect with them those which pertain to the divine nature; then
for the first time it becomes evident to us that God exists necessarily and is everywhere,
and at the same time that all the things we conceive involve in themselves the nature of
God and are conceived through it, and finally, that all those things are true which we
conceive adequately. But on these matters see the preface of the book entitled The princi-
ples of philosophy demonstrated in a geometric manner. [See below, §VIL.A.]

37

I11/85




111/86

PRELIMINARIES

to nature, that would be contrary to those first notions. And so either we
would have to reject it as absurd, or else we would have to doubt the first
notions (as we have just shown) and consequently, doubt God and all
things, however they might have been perceived.

[19] So insofar as a miracle is understood as work contrary to the

order of nature, it s far from true that miracles show us the existence of
God. On the contrary, they would make us doubt his existence, since
sifice we know that all things in nature follow a certain and immutable

[20] But suppose a miracle is something which cannot be explained by
natural causes. This can be understood in either of two ways: either that
it in fact has natural causes which nevertheless cannot be found by the
human intellect, or that it has no cause except God, or God’s will. [21]
But because all things which happen through natural causes also happen
only according to God’s power and will, in the end we must arrive at
this: that whether a miracle has natural causes or not, it is a work which
cannot be explained by its cause, that is, a work which surpasses man’s
power of understanding. But from such a work, and from anything sur-
passing our power of understanding, we can understand nothing. For
whatever we understand clearly and distinctly must become known to us
either through itself or through something else which through itself is
understood clearly and distinctly. [22] So from a miracle, or from a work
surpassing our power of understanding, we can understand neither
God’s essence, nor his existence, nor absolutely anything concerning
God and nature.

On the other hand, when we know that all things are determined and
enacted by God, that the operations of nature follow from God’ es-
sence, indeed, that the laws of nature are God’s eternal decrees and
volitions, we must conclude absolutely that we know God and God’s
will better as we know natural things better, and understand more
clearly how they depend on their first cause, and how they operate ac-
cording to the eternal laws of nature.

[23] So in relation to our intellect we have a far better right to call
those works which we clearly and distinctly understand works of God
and to refer them to the will of God than we do those of which we are
completely ignorant, although the latter occupy our imagination pow-
erfully and sweep men along into wondering at them. For only those
works of nature which we understand clearly and distinctly make our
knowledge of God more elevated and indicate God’s will and decrees as
clearly as possible. Those who recur to the will of God when they have
no knowledge of a thing are just trifling. It is a ridiculous way of con-
fessing one’s ignorance.
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[24] Again, even if we could infer something from miracles, we could
still not infer God’s existence from them in any way. For since a miracle
is a limited work, and never expresses any power except a definite and
limited one, it is certain that from such an effect we cannot infer the
existence of a cause whose power is infinite, but at most that of a cause
whose power is greater [than that expressed by the effect]. I say at most,
because from many causes concurring together, there can also follow a
work whose force and power is indeed less than the power of all the
causes together, but far greater than the power of each cause. [25] But
since (as we have already shown) the laws of nature extend to infinitely
many things, and we conceive them under a certain species of eternity,
and nature proceeds according to them in a definite and immutable
order, to that extent they indicate to us in some way the infinity, eter-
nity, and immutability of God.

[26] We conclude, therefore, that we cannot know God, and his exis-
tence and providence, by miracles, but that we can infer these things far
better from the fixed and immutable order of nature. In this conclusion
I speak of a miracle only as a work which surpasses, or is believed to
surpass, men’s power of understanding. For insofar as it would be sup-
posed to destroy, or to interrupt, the order of nature, or to be contrary
to its laws, to that extent (as we have just shown) not only could it give
no knowledge of God, but on the contrary it would take away the
knowledge we naturally have, and make us doubt concerning God and
concerning all things. . ..

[30] ... And although Scripture nowhere teaches explicitly [that we
cannot know God from miracles] nevertheless this can easily be inferred
from Scripture, especially from what Moses commands (Deuteronomy
13[:1-5]), that they should condemn to death a prophet who leads them
astray, even if he performs miracles. [31] For he says that (even if) 2 sign
and a wonder which he bas foretold to you should bappen and so on, do not
(nevertheless) assent to the words of this prophet and so on because the Lord
your God tests you and so on. (Therefore) let that prophet be condemned to
death and so on. From this it clearly follows that even false prophets can
perform miracles, and that unless men are well protected by the true
knowledge and love of God, miracles can lead them to embrace false
Gods as easily the True God. For Moses adds since Yehowah your God
tests you in order to know whether you love bim with all your heart and all

your soul.

[32] Again, the Israelites, with so many miracles, were still not able to
form any sound concept of God, as experience itself has testified. For
when they believed that Moses had left them, they sought visible divini-
ties from Aaron, and a calf—what shame!—was their idea of God, the
one they finally formed from so many miracles [Exodus 32:1-6]. . ..
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[34] Finally, it was quite obscure to almost all the prophets how the
order of nature and human outcomes could agree with the concept they
had formed concerning God’s providence; this was always quite clear to
the philosophers, who strive to understand things, not from miracles,
but from clear concepts. The philosophers locate true happiness only in
virtue and peace of mind and are not eager that nature should obey
them, but that they should obey nature; they know certainly that God
directs nature as its universal laws require, but not as the particular laws
of human nature require, and that God takes account, not of the human
race only, but of the whole of nature.

E On Interpreting Scripture”
bbbl s - Bkl e

[1] Everyone says that Sacred Scripture is the word of God, that it
teaches men true blessedness or the way to salvation. But in their con-
duct men reveal something very different. For the multitude seem to
care nothing about living according to the teachings of Sacred Scrip-
ture; we see that almost everyone hawks his own inventions as the word
of God, and is concerned only to compel others to think as he does,
under the pretext of religion.

[2] We see, I say, that the Theologians have mainly been anxious to
twist their own inventions and beliefs out of the Sacred Texts and fortify
them with divine authority. They have no scruple about interpreting
Scriptures; they read the mind of the Holy Spirit with great reckless-
ness. If they fear anything, it is not that they may ascribe some error to
the Holy Spirit and stray from the path to salvation, but that others may
convict them of error, lessening their authority and making others scorn
them.

[3] But if men were sincere in what they say about Scripture, they
would have a very different manner of living. These frequent disagree-
ments would not trouble them so; they would not display such hatred in
their disputes; and they would not be in the grip of such a blind and
reckless desire to interpret Scripture and think up new doctrines in reli-
gion. On the contrary, they would not dare to embrace anything as the
teaching of Scripture which it does not teach as clearly as possible. And
finally, those sacrilegious people who have not been afraid to corrupt
Scripture in so many passages would have taken great care to avoid such
a crime; they would have kept their sacrilegious hands away from those
texts.

[4] But in the end ambition and wickedness have been so powerful

20 From the Theological-Political Treatise, ch. VII, §§1-33, 43-46, 65-69.
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that religion is identified not so much with obeying the teachings of the
Holy Spirit as with defending human inventions, so that religion con-
sists not in lovingkindness, but in spreading disagreement among men,
and in propagating the most bitter hatred, which they shield under the
false name of divine zeal and passionate enthusiasm. To these evils we
may add superstition, which teaches men to scorn reason and nature,
and to admire and venerate only what is contrary to both of these.

[5] So it is no wonder that to make Scripture more admired and ven-
erated, men have been eager to explain it in such a way that it seems to
be as contrary as possible to both reason and nature. Therefore they
dream that the most profound mysteries lie hidden in the Sacred Texts,
and they weary themselves in investigating these absurdities, neglecting
what is useful. Whatever they thus invent in their madness, they attrib-
ute to the Holy Spirit, and they strive to defend it with the utmost force
and violence of the affects. For men are so constituted that what they
conceive by the pure intellect, they defend only with the intellect and
reason, whereas if they think something because of some affects of the
heart, they also defend it with those affects.

[6] Now to free ourselves from these disorders, to liberate our minds
from theological prejudices, and not to recklessly embrace men’s inven-
tions as divine teachings, we must treat and discuss the true method of
interpreting Scripture; for so long as we are ignorant of this, we cannot
know anything with certainty about what either Scripture or the Holy
Spirit wishes to teach.

_To sum it up briefly, T say that the method of interpreting Scripture

does not differ from the method of interpreting nature, but agrees with

it completely. [7] For just as the method of interpreting nature consists
above all in putting together a history of nature, from which, as from
certain data, we infer the definitions of natural things, so also to inter-
pret Scripture it is necessary to prepare a straightforward history of
Scripture and to infer the mind of the authors of Scripture from it, by
legitimate reasonings, as from certain data and principles. [8] For if
someone has admitted as principles or data for interpreting Scripture
and discussing the things contained in it only those drawn from Scrip-
ture itself and its history, he will always proceed without any danger of
error, and will be able to discuss the things which surpass our grasp as
safely as those we know by the natural light.

[9] But to establish clearly that this way is not only certain, but also
the only way, and that it agrees with the method of interpreting nature,
we must note that Scripture very often treats of things which cannot be
deduced from principles known to the natural light. For historical nar-
ratives and revelations make up the greatest part of it. [10] But the his-
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torical narratives give a prominent place to miracles, that is, (as we have
shown in the preceding chapter) narratives of unusual things in nature,
accommodated to the opinions and judgments of the historians who
have written them. Moreover, the revelations were also accommodated
to the opinions of the prophets, as we have shown in the Second Chap-
ter, and they really surpass man’s power of understanding. So the
knowledge of all these things, that is, of almost everything in Scripture,
must be sought only from Scripture itself, just as the knowledge of na-
ture must be sought from nature itself.

[11] As for the moral teachings also contained in the Bible, although
they can be demonstrated from common notions, still it cannot be dem-
onstrated from common notions that Scripture teaches them. This can
only be established from Scripture itself. Indeed, if we wish, without
prejudice, to certify the divinity of Scripture, we must establish from it
alone that it teaches true moral doctrines. Only from this can we dem-
onstrate its divinity. For we have shown that the prophets’ own certainty
was established principally by the fact that they had a heart inclined
toward the right and the good. So to be able to have faith in them we too
must establish the same thing.

[12] Moreover, we have also demonstrated already that the divinity of
God cannot be proven by miracles, not to mention that miracles could
also be performed by false prophets. So the divinity of Scripture must
be established only by the fact that it teaches true virtue. But this can
only be established by Scripture. If it could not be done, it would only
be as a result of great prejudice that we would embrace it and testify to
its divinity. Therefore, all knowledge of Scripture must be sought only
from Scripture itself.

[13] Finally, Scripture does not give definitions of the things of which
it speaks, any more than nature does. So just as the definitions of natural
things are to be inferred from the different actions of nature, in the
same way [the definitions of the things spoken of in Scripture] are to be
drawn from the different narratives occurring in the texts concerning
them.

[14] Therefore, the universal rule in interpreting Scripture is to at-
tribute nothing to Scripture as its teaching which we have not under-
stood as clearly as possible from its history. But now we must say here
what sort of history that must be and what things it mainly relates.

[15] First, it must contain the nature and properties of the language
in which the books of Scripture were written, and which their authors
were accustomed to speak. For in this way we shall be able to find out all
the meanings which each utterance can admit in ordinary conversa-

tional usage. And because all the authors, both of the Old Testament
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and the New, were Hebrews, it is certain that the history of the Hebrew
language is necessary above all others, not only for understanding the
books of the Old Testament, which were written in this language, but
also for understanding those of the New Testament. For although they
have been made common to all in other languages, nevertheless they
express themselves in a Hebrew manner.

[16] Second, it must collect the sayings of each book and organize
them under main headings so that we can readily find all those concern-
ing the same subject. Next, it must note all those which are ambiguous
or obscure or which seem inconsistent with one another. I call these
sayings clear or obscure here, insofar as it is easy or difficult to derive
their meaning from the context of the utterance, not insofar as it is easy
or difficult to perceive their truth by reason. For we are concerned only
with the meaning of the utterances, not with their truth. [17] Indeed, we
must take great care, so long as we are looking for the meaning of Scrip-
ture, not to be preoccupied with our own reasoning, insofar as it is
founded on the principles of natural knowledge (not to mention now
our prejudices). But lest we confuse the true meaning with the truth of
things, that meaning must be found out solely from the usage of lan-
guage, or from reasoning which recognizes no other foundation than
Scripture.

To make all these things clearer, I shall illustrate them with an exam-
ple. [18] These sayings of Moses—that God is 4 fire and that God is
jealous’'—are as clear as possible, so long as we attend only to the mean-
ing of the words. Therefore, I put them among the clear sayings, even
though they are very obscure in relation to truth and reason. Indeed,
although their literal meaning is contrary to the natural light, unless it
is also clearly opposed to the principles and foundations derived from
the history of Scripture, that literal meaning will nevertheless have to
be retained. And conversely, if these sayings, according to their literal
interpretation, were found to be contrary to principles derived from
Scripture, even though they agreed completely with reason, they would
still have to be interpreted differently (i.e., metaphorically).

[19] Therefore, to know whether or not Moses believed that God is
a fire, we must not in any way infer our answer from the fact that this
opinion agrees with reason or is contrary to it, but we must rely only on
other sayings of Moses himself. Since Moses also teaches clearly in a
great many places that God has no likeness to any of the visible things
which exist in the heavens, on the earth, or in the sea, either this saying
or all of those are to be explained metaphorically.

2! Both claims are made in Deuteronomy 4:24.
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[20] But because we must depart as little as possible from the literal
meaning, we must first ask whether this one sentence, God is a fire, ad-
mits another meaning beyond the literal one, that is, whether the term
fire signifies something other than natural fire. If [that term] is not
found, according to linguistic usage, to signify something else, then this
sentence also is not to be interpreted in any other way, however much
it may be contrary to reason. On the contrary, all the others, although
in agreement with reason, would still have to be accommodated to this
one. [21] If this also could not be done according to linguistic usage,
then these sentences would be irreconcilable, and therefore we would
have to suspend judgment about them. But because the term fire is also
taken for anger and jealousy (see Job 31:12), these sentences of Moses
are easily reconciled, and we infer legitimately that these two sentences,
God is a fire and God is jealous, are one and the same sentence [i.€., express
one and the same opinion].

[22] Next, since Moses clearly teaches that God is jealous, and no-
where teaches that God lacks passions or passive states of mind, from
this we must conclude without reservation that Moses believed this, or
at least that he wished to teach it, however much we may believe that
this opinion is contrary to reason. For as we have already shown, itis not
permissible for us to twist the intent of Scripture according to the dic-
tates of our reason and according to our preconceived opinions. The
whole knowledge of the Bible must be sought from the Bible alone.

[23] Finally, this history must describe fully, with respect to all the
books of the prophets, the circumstances of which a record has been
preserved, namely, the life, character, and concerns of the author of
each book, who he was, on what occasion he wrote, at what time, for
whom, and finally, in what language. Next, it must relate the fate of each
book: how it was first received, into whose hands it fell, how many dif-
ferent readings of it there were, by whose deliberation it was accepted
among the Sacred Books, and finally, how all the books which everyone
now acknowledges to be sacred came to be unified into one body.

The history of Scripture, I say, must contain all these things. [24] For
in order for us to know which sayings are put forward as laws and which
as moral teachings, it is important to know the life, character, and con-
cerns of the author. Moreover, the better we know someone’s spirit and
temperament, the more easily we can explain his words. Next, if we are

not to confuse eternal teachings with those which could be useful only
for a time or only for a few people, it is important also to know on what
occasion, at what time, and for which nation or age all these teachings
were written. [25] Finally, it is important to know the other things I
have mentioned in addition, in order to know also, beyond the authority
of each book, whether or not it could have been corrupted by illicit
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hands, and whether errors have crept in or whether they have been
corrected by men sufficiently expert and worthy of trust. It is very nec-
essary to know all these things so that we are not carried away by a blind
impulse to embrace whatever has been thrust upon us, but embrace only
what is certain and indubitable.

[26] Now after we have this history of Scripture and have firmly de-
cided to maintain nothing with certainty as the teaching of the prophets
which does not follow from this history, or is not derived from it as
clearly as possible, then it will be time for us to get ready to investigate
the mind of the prophets and of the Holy Spirit. But for this purpose we
also require a method and order like the one we use for interpreting
nature according to its history.

[27] In examining natural things we strive, before all else, to investi-
gate the things which are most universal and common to the whole of
nature—namely, motion and rest, and their laws and rules, which nature
always observes and through which it continuously acts—and from
these we proceed gradually to other less universal things. In just the
same way, the first thing to be sought from the history of Scripture is
what is most universal, what is the basis and foundation of the whole of
Scripture, and finally, what all the prophets commend in it as an eternal
teaching, most useful for all mortals. For example, that a unique and
omnipotent God exists, who alone is to be worshiped, who cares for all,
and who loves above all those who worship him and who love their
neighbor as themselves, and so on.

[28] Scripture, I say, teaches these and similar things everywhere, so
clearly and so explicitly that there has never been anyone who disputed
the meaning of Scripture concerning these things. But what God is, and
in what way he sees all things, and provides for them—these and similar
things Scripture does not teach openly and as an eternal doctrine. On
the contrary, we have already shown above that the prophets themselves
did not agree about them. So concerning such things we must maintain
nothing as the doctrine of the Holy Spirit, even if it can be determined

very well by the natural light.

[29] Once this universal teaching of Scripture is rightly known, we
must proceed next to other, less universal things, which nevertheless
concern how we ordinarily conduct our lives and which flow from this
universal teaching like streams. For example, all the particular external
a_ctions of true virtue, which can only be put to work on a given occa-
sion. Whatever is found to be obscure or ambiguous in the texts about
these things must be explained and determined according to the univer-
sal teaching of Scripture. But if we find any things which are contrary to
one another, we must see on what occasion, and at what time, and for
whom they were written.
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[30] For example, when Christ says blessed are those who mourn, for they
shall receive comfort [Matthew 5:4], we do not know from this text what
kind of mourners he means. But because he teaches later that we should
be anxious about nothing except the kingdom of God and his justice,
which he commends as the greatest good (see Matthew 6:33), from this
it follows that by mourners he understands only those who mourn for
the kingdom of God and the justice men have neglected. For only this
can be mourned by those who love nothing but the divine kingdom or
fairness, and who completely scorn what fortune may bring.

[31] So also, when he says to 2 man who strikes you on the right check,
turn to him the other also, and so on [Matthew 5:39] If Christ had ordered
these things as a lawgiver orders judges, he would have destroyed the
law of Moses with this precept.”? Nevertheless, he warns expressly that
this is not his intention. See Matthew 5:17. So we must see who said
these things, to whom, and at what time.

[32] It was Christ who spoke, who did not institute laws as a legisla-
tor, but taught doctrines as a teacher, because (as we have shown above)
he did not want to correct external actions so much as the heart. Next,
he said these things to oppressed men, who were living in a corrupt
state, where justice was completely neglected, a state whose ruin he saw
to be near at hand. But we have seen that the very same thing which
Christ teaches here, when the ruin of the city is at hand, Jeremiah also
taught at the first destruction of the city, that is, at a similar time (see
Lamentations 3:25-30).

104 4 [33] So the prophets taught this only in a time of oppression, and

I11/106

nowhere put it forward as a law, whereas Moses (who did not write ata
time of oppression, but—note this—worked for the institution of a
good state), although he also condemned vengeance and hatred of one’s
neighbor, commanded that an eye be paid for an eye. From this it fol-
lows very clearly, just from the fundamental principles of Scripture
themselves, that this teaching of Christ and Jeremiah that we should
submit to injuries and yield to the impious in everything is appropriate
only in those places where justice is neglected and in times of oppres-
sion, but not in a good state. Indeed, in a good state, where justice is
defended, everyone is bound, if he wants to be thought just, to exact a
penalty for injuries in the presence of a judge (see Leviticus 5:1), not for
the sake of vengeance (see Leviticus 19:17-18), but with the intention of
defending justice and the laws of one’s native land, and so that the evil
should not profit by being evil. . ..

[43] . .. Since this method of ours, which is founded on the principle
that the knowledge of Scripture is to be sought only from Scripture, is

22 Cf. Exodus 21:23-25, Leviticus 24:19-20.
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the only true method [of interpreting Scripture], whatever it cannot
furnish for acquiring a complete knowledge of Scripture, we must abso-
lutely give up as hopeless. [44] But we must now say what difficulty this
method involves, or what is to be desired in it, for it to be able to lead
us to a complete and certain knowledge of the Sacred Texts.

To begin with, a great difficulty in this method arises from the fact
that it requires a complete knowledge of the Hebrew language. But
where is this now to be sought? [45] The ancient cultivators of the He-
brew language left nothing to posterity regarding its foundations and
teaching. At least we have absolutely nothing from them: no dictionary,
no grammar, no rhetoric. Moreover, the Hebrew nation has lost all its
adornments and marks of distinction—this is no wonder, after it has
suffered so many disasters and persecutions—and has retained only
some few fragments of its language and of a few books. For almost all
the names of fruits, birds, fish, and a great many other things have per-
ished in the unjust treatment of the ages. Again, the meaning of many
nouns and verbs which occur in the Bible is either completely unknown
or is disputed.

[46] We lack, not only all these things, but also and especially, a
phraseology of this language. For time, the devourer, has obliterated
from the memory of men almost all the idioms and manners of speaking
peculiar to the Hebrew nation. Therefore, we will not always be able, as
we desire, to find out, with respect to each utterance, all the meanings
it can admit according to linguistic usage. Many utterances will occur
whose meaning will be very obscure, indeed, completely incomprehen-
sible, even though they are expressed in well-known terms. . . .

[65] These are all the difficulties” T had undertaken to recount arising
from this method of interpreting Scripture according to the history we
can have of it. I judge them to be so great that I do not hesitate to affirm
that in very many places we either do not know the true meaning of
Scripture or are divining it without certainty. [66] On the other hand,
we should note again that all these difficulties can only prevent us from
grasping the intention of the prophets concerning things which are in-
comprehensible and which we can only imagine, but not concerning
things which we can grasp with the intellect and of which we can easily
form a clear concept. For those things which, by their nature, are easily
perceived can never be said so obscurely that they are not easily under-
stood, according to the proverb: to one who understands-a word is
enough.

[67] Euclid, who wrote only about things which were quite simple and

2 The editing of the text has eliminated some of the difficulties Spinoza discusses, such
as the ambiguities arising from the fact that the Biblical text is written without vowels.
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most intelligible, is easily explained by anyone in any language. For to
grasp his intention and to be certain of his true meaning it is not neces-
sary to have a complete knowledge of the language in which he wrote,
but only a quite common and almost childish knowledge. Nor is it nec-
essary to know the life, concerns, and customs of the author, nor in what
language, to whom, and when he wrote, nor the fate of his book, nor its
various readings, nor how nor by whose deliberation it was accepted.

[68] What I have said here about Euclid must be said about everyone
who has written about things by their nature comprehensible. So we
conclude that concerning moral teachings we can easily grasp the inten-
tion of Scripture from the history we have of it and that in this case we
can be certain of its true meaning. For the teachings of true piety are
expressed in the most familiar words, since they are very ordinary and
no less simple and easy to understand. And because true salvation and
blessedness consists in true peace of mind, and we truly find peace only
in those things which we understand very clearly, [69] it is evident that
we can grasp with certainty the intention of Scripture concerning things
salutary and necessary for blessedness. So there is no reason why we
should be so anxious about the rest. Since for the most part we cannot
embrace these other things by reason and the intellect, such concern
would show more curiosity than regard for our advantage.

III. FRAGMENTS OF
A THEORY oF SCIENTIFIC METHOD

A. The Four Kinds of Knowleeige24

[18] Having laid down these rules, I come now to what must be done
first, before all else: emending the intellect and rendering it capable of
understanding things in the way the attainment of our end requires. To
do this, the order we naturally have requires me to survey here all the
modes of perceiving which I have had up to now for affirming or deny-
ing something without doubt, so that I may choose the best of all, and
at the same time begin to know my powers and the nature that I desire
to perfect.

[19] If I consider them accurately, I can reduce them all to four main
kinds:

1. There is the perception we have from report or from some con-
ventional sign.

2. There is the perception we have from random experience, that
** From the Treatise on the Emendation of the Intellect, §§18-29.
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is, from experience that is not determined by the intellect. But
it has this name only because it comes to us by chance, and we
have no other experience that opposes it. So it remains with us
unshaken.

3. There is the perception that we have when the essence of a
thing is inferred from another thing, but not adequately. This hap-
pens, either when we infer the cause from some effect, or when
something is inferred from some universal, which some property
always accompanies.

4. Tinally, there is the perception we have when a thing is per-
ceived through its essence alone, or through knowledge of its prox-
imate cause.

[20] I shall illustrate all of these with examples. I know only from
report my date of birth, and who my parents were, and similar things,
which I have never doubted. By random experience I know that I shall
die, for I affirm this because I have seen others like me die, even though
they had not all lived the same length of time and did not all die of the
same illness. Again, I also know by random experience that oil is capable
of feeding fire, and that water is capable of putting it out. I know also
that the dog is a barking animal, and man a rational one. And in this way
I know almost all the things that are useful in life.

[21] But we infer [one thing] from another in this way: after we
clearly perceive that we feel such a body, and no other, then, I say,
we infer clearly that the soul is united”” to the body, which union is the
cause of such a sensation; but we cannot understand absolutely from this
what that sensation and union are. Or after we have come to know
the nature of vision, and that it has the property that we see one and the
same thing as smaller when we look at it from a great distance than when
we look at it from close up, we infer that the sun is larger than it appears
to be, and other things of the same kind.

[22] Finally, a thing is perceived through its essence alone when, from
the fact that I know something, I know what it is to know something, or
from the fact that I know the essence of the soul, I know that it is united
to the body. By the same kind of knowledge, we know that two and
three are five, and that if two lines are parallel to a third line, they are
also parallel to each other, and so on. But the things I have so far been
able to know by this kind of knowledge have been very few.

[23] That you may understand all these things better, I shall use only

25 % We see clearly from this example what I have just noted. For we understand nothing

through that union except the sensation itself, that is, the effect, from which we inferred
the cause, concerning which we understand nothing.
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