Enlightenment

Grace Community Church Sunday School

In the Enlightenment, there is a real move away from religious authority.  Reason is crowned king, not the Bible and not Christianity.  Christianity is somehow judged in terms of its rationality.  This is a dramatic shift from the thinking of the Reformers, who still acknowledged fundamental authority and shared this basic notion that God has imposed an authority on mankind (this is a medieval thought; RCC was the authority of Bible + tradition = Church, and the Reformers had the authority of Sola Scriptura).

The Reformation has more in common with the Middle Ages than with the Enlightenment.

What happened after the Reformation?  What spurred this movement away from religion to secularism?

(1) People are tired of all the religious warfare; people desire religious neutrality

(2) Scientific revolution (Copernicus, Galileo, Newton) gave men a new kind of confidence in the human intellect to solve the problems of the universe.

(3) Rene Descartes (1596-1650): major person in understanding the mood swing in Europe

– devout Catholic

– he changed European thinking fundamentally by making doubt the first principle of philosophy

-- thoughtful people like Descartes begin to ask the question, how do we know anything is right?

-- comes to the conclusion that we cannot have knowledge based on authority

-- 1650: Discourse on Method published





– how can we know anything?

– Methodical doubt: as a principle, you begin first by doubting everything until you find something which cannot be doubted

– sense experience can deceive us

-- what if we are in the Matrix?

-- the only thing that can’t be doubted is the existence of the doubter

– the one thing he could not doubt was cogito ergo sum (or dubito ergo sum); to doubt is to think, and to think is to exist → Descartes' first principle

-- proposes that “I myself am the arbiter of truth”; the source of truth is not authority but whether or not I can know 
something clearly and distinctly like cogito ergo sum


– became the model for all scientific inquiry


– after establishing his own existence, he then proceeds to talk about God's existence


– the Reformers' first principle was God or the Bible or Christianity; with Descartes, this is no longer the 
case, but rather you 
and your doubt

– God is no longer assumed to exist as a first principle, but is replaced by doubt; this is a radical shift in Western thought

Historically, the Enlightenment is the period from the end of the Thirty Years War (1648) to the French Revolution (1789ff).

the Enlightenment – a self-conscious break with traditional values and authority producing a new intellectual climate in which reason was enthroned

– the principal figures of this movement come from all different nationalities (France, England, Scotland, Germany, and Italy), social backgrounds (nobility, emerging middle class, very few from peasant), and academic disciplines (literature, political theory, economics, philosophy, and religion)

– shared a commitment to intellectual freedom and a belief that tradition (esp. traditional religious authority) was an obstacle to human progress

Immanuel Kant comes closest to capturing the heart of the Enlightenment (What is Enlightenment?): Dare to know.

– Have the courage to make use of your own reason and intellect without the guidance of others or tradition

Characteristic Words of the Spirit of the Enlightenment

(1) autonomy

– rejecting authoritarianism of any sort is at the heart of the Enlightenment

– looking to individual conscience to replace traditional authority

– self-governed (autos + nomos = “self law”; “I know best”)

– compare with Luther and the RCC

– “let your conscience be your guide”

– we are not to entertain any belief unless it can be warranted by rational evidence → man is his own final standard; man is the arbiter of truth

– a declaration of independence from the previous standards of authority (Bible, church, even state)


– my individual rights take precedence over the rights of the state (American and French Revolutions)

(2) reason

– “the Age of Reason”

– intellectuals sought to submit all important questions to the test of reason

– deductive vs. inductive

– deductive – reasoning from the general to the particular; begins with an assumption and tries to see if itcan be justified by the evidence

– inductive – begins with no assumptions and looks at the evidence, and based upon that evidence then reaches a conclusion; reasoning from the particular to the general

– Enlightenment was a period of inductive reasoning mostly

– faith in inductive reasoning to determine what is true and false

– reason was an immutable, universal truth that could lead you to distinguishing truth and falsity

– ignorance of reason led to suffering and misfortune

– “Reason could cast its light into the darkness of superstition and ignorance and bring man into true enlightenment and happiness.”  – James Livingston

– compare Genesis 3: “Did God really say?” and “You shall be as gods”

(3) optimism

– optimistic attitude about what can be accomplished in this world if only our reason would be used

– Leibniz: the best of all possible worlds

– we can change things if we just use our reason

– if we use our reason, we've gotten out from under the bondage of the church and others, if we use our minds, then we can really make progress and a better world

– progress perspective a result of scientific breakthroughs

– because of the great strides in science in the late 17th, early 18th centuries, the thought was that similar breakthroughs could be made in other realms (politics, economics, religion even)

– a feeling of decline in superstition led them to believe that such progress was being made

– one Enlightenment wonk identified the persistence of superstition with the triumph of Christianity; progress = reduced superstition = rationalize Christianity (apply reason to it)

(4) romantic notion of Nature

– what was reasonable was natural; problems resulted from a deviation from nature

– man was a victim of all kinds of unnatural influences (e.g., the Church, the state, the king, conventions of society); these destroyed man's natural freedom and corrupted his natural integrity

– yearning to return to the simplicity of nature, to a time before such corruptions

– “the noble savage” idea originates in the Enlightenment; the savage who hasn't been corrupted by the Church has a real sense of nobility and freedom

– exaltation of nature as the ideal; man has the most freedom to express himself and to do what he thinks is right

(5) tolerance

– exhausted by religious wars; wanted tolerance of everybody

– result was a growing indifference to religion; it's okay to have religion, just don't be dogmatic about it

– you can believe for yourself what you want, but don't require that I believe it

– the enemy was not religion per se, but religious dogmatism and intolerance

– Peter Bayle: “A belief may be wrong; that's okay.  But it must be tolerated because nobody has absolute certainty that his views are right.”

Profound secularism in these notions.

Look at the consequences of such ideas (e.g., from the 1960s or the Enlightenment).

– it eventually led to the French Revolution → total anarchy

– the French Revolution was bloody, violent, and anarchic

– what then is in our future?

(6) propagandistic

– advocates of Enlightenment ideas were not satisfied to have these ideas in small communities, but rather sought to perpetuate their ideas in others, to disseminate their ideals to the culture in general

– prior to the mid-17th century, most intellectual/academic writings were in Latin

– e.g., Isaac Newton's Principia Mathematica

– Voltaire read PM, loved it, and translated it into other languages so that others could understand it; packaged Newtonian ideas into a way of conveying it to more than an elite group of intellectuals, but to the people generally

– the world looked beautiful through the ideas and eyes of Newton/Voltaire

– popular writings also debunked all of the old traditions (aged, outdated, corrupt traditions; we need a new way of thinking)


– attempt on the part of intellectuals of this time to put the past behind them

(7) elitist

– for all of its concern about mankind and nature, there was still an elitism that characterized the advocates of the Enlightenment

– viewed the masses as ignorant and easily led; condescending to the general public

– very happy to be found in the company of aristocrats and to receive benefactions from aristocrats of the old order

– “liberal elitists with a conscience”

Forerunners of the Enlightenment

– Sir Isaac Newton (1642-1727)

– repudiated a number of Enlightenment ideas (autonomy → wrote biblical commentaries on several books)

– PM served the Enlightenment in that it was such a breakthrough in science that it seemed to exemplify the power of human reason

– reason can unlock the key(s) to the universe; we can understand and make sense of the physical world

– fed the optimism and sense of progress

– key point in the history of Europe

– during the Reformation, to get wisdom, one went backwards (to the Bible, to Augustine, etc.)

– now, in the Enlightenment, we are looking forward

– ad fontes vs. ad futura

– set a new standard for what the human mind could achieve → massive confidence in reason alone

– John Locke (1632-1704)

– Newton looked outward to the physical universe; Locke looked inward to human nature

– An Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690): established a new psychology → we can understand not only the external universe (Newton), we can understand the internal universe as well

– held out the possibility of understanding human nature

– argued that human beings enter the world tabula rasa (blank slate)

– personality, psyche is the product of environment and experiences

– implication: controlling environment and experiences can produce superior human beings

– assumptions

(1) human nature is changeable

(2) human nature can be improved

– write whatever you want on the blank slate

(3) rejects the historic orthodox teaching of original sin

Religious Aspects of the Enlightenment

– Deism

– Lord Herbert of Cherbury (1583-1648)

– the Father of Deism

– De Veritate (1624)

– argued for a natural religion (not dependent upon supernatural revelation)

– a religion upon which all rational people could agree

– all men had certain innate principles that all men had fundamentally (notitii communis) imprinted on the heart of every man by God

– five innate principles in man (self-evident, no need for Scripture)

(1) God exists. 

(2) God ought to be worshiped

(3) One ought to practice virtue

(4) there is an obligation to repent of sins

(5) there are rewards and punishments after death

– acknowledgment of these would lead to harmony and toleration

– Deism was the rationalists' religion of choice; they could accept whatever notions of God were deemed rational and reject all that they found irrational

– The radical rationalism of the Enlightenment period led to conflicting reactions within the Church: Pietism and the Moravians on the one hand, and theological liberalism on the other.

Recommended Resources

Reformed Theological Seminary on iTunes U.  Dr. Frank A. James III, “History of Christianity II,” Lectures “The Enlightenment 01” and “The Enlightenment 02.”

