A Brief Look at the Faith of Sir Isaac Newton:

A reflection on the faith and life of Isaac Newton should help give courage and comfort to those Christians today who have sought to return to the beliefs of first century Christianity – the beliefs of the Apostles and Jesus himself.

Isaac Newton was one of the greatest scientists ever. Some argue he was the greatest. Certainly, many would concede he would rank as one of the top 5 or 6 of all time. And yet as some quotes below will illuminate, he spent more time and energy on his theological studies than he did on his scientific endeavours. Given his proven intellectual prowess in his scientific endeavours, some would argue second to none, and given that he would have applied the same level of intellectual effort to his theological studies, it would seem to me that we should take his findings and developed doctrines most seriously. 
Today, we are privy to an even greater range of resources, including new archaeological discoveries and research tools, and to a much greater number of scholars and opinions. It is conceivable therefore that we may find some of Newton’s work deficient in some ways, but we are unlikely to find much that is in anyway seriously flawed in his understandings.
Isaac Newton was one of a number of great and learned men of the 17th century who rejected the Trinity and a number of other doctrines of the orthodox church of the time. The great philosopher John Locke and the great poet John Milton both contemporaries of Newton held similar views.

Many of the quotes and understandings outlined here come from an article by an Historian, Stephen D. Snobelen of the Department of History and Philosophy of Science, University of Cambridge, titled: ‘Isaac Newton, heretic : the strategies of a Nicodemite’
Isaac Newton was a heretic. But like Nicodemus, the secret disciple of Jesus, he never made a public declaration of his private faith which the orthodox would have deemed extremely radical. He hid his faith so well that scholars are still unravelling his personal beliefs. … He was restricted by heresy laws, religious tests and the formidable opposition of public opinion. Heretics were seen as religiously subversive, socially dangerous and even morally debased. Moreover, the positions he enjoyed were dependent on public manifestations of religious and social orderliness. Sir Isaac had a lot to lose. Yet he knew the scriptural injunctions against hiding one's light under a bushel… To him, the majority were astray and only he and the faithful remnant class held to the original truth.
Newton believed that true Christianity, primitive Christianity, was a pure faith: 

This pure faith, however, was corrupted through the obtrusion of Greek philosophy, metaphysics and the credal tradition - the prophesied apostasy" All unscriptual, post-credal and philosophically articulated dogma was thus suspect. Both Newton and the Socinians desired to recover the primitive truth of Christianity. Socinians, like Newton, argued that corruptions of language and novitas verborum were the primary causes of Church division In Socinian historiography, as with Newton, the invention of the novel term homoousia is seen as an evil blight on the Church. Moreover, in a manner hauntingly similar to Newton, Socinians argued that

primitive doctrine was preserved by a remnant, and that only a chosen few can `discover the supreme good, which is divine truth ; the masses, on the other hand will never choose``the best things.'' Newton also engaged in antitrinitarian textual criticism…. Some of the most remarkable parallels are between the Christology of Newton and the Socinians. The Polish Brethren and Newton held that only the Father is truly and uniquely God, using the same proof texts, including the pivotal antitrinitarian locus classicus 1

Corinthians 8: 4-6. Newton and the Socinians asserted that the unity of the Father and the Son is moral, not metaphysical and substantial. Newton's presentation of the Father as a God of dominion is also a Socinian commonplace, as is his belief that Christ was God by office, not nature….The doctrinal parallels also extend beyond Trinitological issues. Both Newton and the Socinians were mortalists who saw the teaching of the immortal soul as an unwarranted corruption of primitive Christianity.

There is still a little confusion about where Newton was or ended up regarding the pre-existence of Christ.

“This is not to say that Neton was a Socinian. Newton, like the Arians, believed in the pre-existence of Christ. Socinians did not. Nevertheless, when Newton is not dealing directly with Christ's pre-existence, his characterizations of God and Christ are virtually indistinguishable from those of Socinianism. Nor did Newton

believe that the Socinians, that is, those who denied Christ's pre-existence, were heretics. This expanded hermeneutical profile of Newton's Christology, therefore,suggests a mix of Arian and Socinian elements”
and
“However, a post-1710 manuscript twice demonstrates in unambiguous fashion that Newton believed the eternal generation was not taught until the fourth century,…”
This last comment would suggest that Newton may not have been Arian, or at least changed to belief that Jesus was created as described by the angel Gabriel at his conception by the power of God (Luke 1:35).

A Wikipedia entry also seems to imply that he did not see Christ as ‘God’ or pre-existent angel, etc.

Newton is generally thought to have been unitarian and Arian, not holding to Trinitarianism. He listed "worshipping Christ as God" in a list of "Idolatria" in his theological notebook

From wikiepedia http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Isaac_Newton%27s_religious_views 
Note: If he considered ‘worshipping Christ as God’ as idolatory, it is unlikely he would have considered himself an Arian.

Some other comments from Stephen Snobelen:

Measured against orthodoxy, Newton was a damnable heretic.

From the 1670s onward, the tone and nature of Newton's antitrinitarianism bears a remarkable resemblance to the early arguments of the Socinian-influenced English Unitarians - arguments eventually codified in

several publications of the late 1680s and 1690s.(See especially [Stephen Nye], A Brief History of the Unitarians called also Socinians, London, 1687 and Anonymous, The Faith of the One God, London, 1691.)
Quoting Newton: `the time will come, when the doctrine of the incarnation shall be exploded as an absurdity equal to transubstantiation.' This comment also seems to indicate that Newton did not believe in the pre-existence of Christ.
Newton appears to have used Hebrews 5 as justification in part for his actions in trying to avoid a public declaration of his doctrinal views.
Newton believed that only the `milk' of simple truth was required for baptism and communion, and that only the mature could attain to the `strong meats' of the deeper things in theology:'& `strong meats', wrote Newton, `are not fit for babes'.'' These `strong meats' for elders included such matters as disputes over Trinitarian

dogma.'(Newton believed that ` if the strong impose their opinions as conditions of communion they preach another gospel & become schismaticks'. So Newton did not disturb the Church with his `strong meats', revealing them only to a select group of `strong men'. Moreover, Newton also stated that ` if any man contend for any other sort of worship which he cannot prove to have been practised in the Apostles days, he may use it in his Closet without troubling the Churches with his private sentiments'.

He thus warned against relying on `the judgment of ye multitude, for so thou shalt certainly be deceived. But search the scriptures thyself '

What is more, Newton believed the orthodox would be stubbornly unreceptive to being exposed as heretics. In a passage dealing with the persecuting power of the fourth-century Trinitarians - likely also a gloss on his own day - he wrote:” But I know they who stand accused hereby will still contend they are ye Orthodox Church & ye Barbarians hereticks. To convince these men of their Heresies would be a vain attempt, it being ye nature of hereticks to be inconsiderate & therefore confident & obstinate.”
Here we must remember that for Newton orthodoxy is heresy and heresy truth. He did not believe that ` all that call themselves Christians ' would understand, but that only `a remnant, a few scattered persons which God hath chosen as Daniel hath said that ye wise shall understand, so he hath said also that none of ye wicked shall understand'. Open preaching would be pointless.

Finally, it is manifest that Newton did not like disputes… By restricting his theology to himself and an inner group, he retained control of it and avoided disputes. As we shall see, his theology was only presented in public after being rendered obscure. Here the philosophical notion of the adept blends with the theology of the remnant. Newton was not about to cast his pearls before swine, lest they trample them underfoot and turn to rend him.

A firm believer in biblical prophecy, Newton read history with Daniel and Revelation at his side and with them

forecast the end of the age. However, while his antitrinitarian reading of prophecy had implications for the present, including the contemporary Church, he did not commentate apocalyptically on events of his own day… Although reluctant to set dates, when he did the Millennium was put off to no sooner than the twentieth

century. This was in direct contrast to then common views that the end would occur in the eighteenth century. In one manuscript he set the end ` in the year of Lord [sic] 2060',

“‘mention this period not to assert it, but only to shew that there is little reason to expect it earlier, & thereby to put a stop to the rash conjectures of Interpreters who are frequently assigning the time of the end, & thereby bringing the sacred Prophecies into discredit as often as their conjectures do not come to pass. It is not for us to know the times & seasons wch God hath put in his own breast.”
Not only did Newton place the end well beyond his own lifetime, but as he grew older he pushed the date back further yet. He shifted the date for the onset of the 1260-year apostasy from 607 in the 1670s, to increasingly later dates that suggested the end would come in the twenty-third or twenty-fourth century.

The mathematician John Craig, who was aware that in matters of religion Newton's `thoughts were some times different from those which are commonly received:
[image: image1.emf]
Craig's 1727 letter to Conduitt 
Samuel Crell (a Socinian): ` if only Christian Theologians had seen and acknowledged that Christ is nowhere in Scripture expressly called God so many controversies about the Deity of Christ [Christi Deitate] would not have been stirred up'.
This unequivocally antitrinitarian statement shows that Crell knew Newton's position - knowledge that must have come from someone else (possibly Locke, with whom Crell had stayed in 1699)." Crell was also careful to assure Newton that his name would not be revealed. 

(Newton’s) General Scholium is a heretical document. The parallels are simply too close and the theology too distinctly Socinian to be ignored. Thus Newton was indeed preaching his faith.

(The great philosopher John) Locke described Newton as `a very valuable man not onely for his wonderful skill in Mathematicks but in divinity too and his great knowledge in the Scriptures where in I know few his equals' De Beer, op. cit. (183), vii, 773.
Stukeley,…”No man in England read the Bible more carefully than he did, none study'd it more, as appears
by his printed works, by many pieces he left which are not printed, and even by the Bible which

he commonly used, thumbd over, as they call it, in an extraordinary degree, with frequency of

use” 
Newton's own words imply that he prayed daily for the Kingdom to come Hardly the cold, religious

rationalist of some accounts, he also speaks of Jesus as `our Lord' and of having `made an attonement for us & to have satisfied Gods wrath & merited pardon & to have washed away our sins in his blood'

Let there be no mistake; in his biblicism, piety and morality, Newton was a puritan through and through. Finally, Newton supported apologetic efforts against unbelief. … A firm advocate of the Design Argument,…
That Newton himself was no deist, there can be no doubt; deists do not believe in prophecy or the saving power of the blood of Christ, nor do they secretly donate copies of God's Word to the poor… 
Viewed along the x-axis of biblicism and piety, Newton looked orthodox; yet along the y-axis of doctrine, he

appeared heretical - even dangerously so. Thus from the actions of the same man emerged the two conflicting (and incorrect) portrayals of committed Anglican and radical infidel.

Snobelen:

“And so it is that what many consider to be the single most important book in the history of science ends with a theological attack on the central doctrine of orthodox Christianity. Who would have thought?”

http://www.galilean-library.org/snobelen.html 

Regarding prophecy:

Here are the prophetic calculations of this manuscript, with lacunae inserted within square brackets:

Prop. 1. The 2300 prophetick days did not commence before the rise of the little horn of the He Goat.
2 Those day [sic] did not commence a[f]ter the destruction of Jerusalem & ye Temple by the Romans A.[D.] 70.
3 The time times & half a time did not commence before the year 800 in wch the Popes supremacy commenced
4 They did not commence after the re[ig]ne of Gregory the 7th. 1084
5 The 1290 days did not commence b[e]fore the year 842.
6 They did not commence after the reigne of Pope Greg. 7th. 1084
7 The diffence [sic] between the 1290 & 1335 days are a parts of the seven weeks.

Therefore the 2300 years do not end before ye year 2132 nor after 2370.
The time times & half time do n[o]t end before 2060 nor after [2344]
The 1290 days do not begin [this should read: end] before 2090 nor after 1374 [sic; Newton probably means 2374]

So then the time times & half a time are 42 months or 1260 days or three years & an half, recconing twelve months to a yeare & 30 days to a month as was done in the Calendar of the primitive year. And the days of short lived Beasts being put for the years of lived [sic for “long lived”] kingdoms, the period of 1260 days, if dated from the complete conquest of the three kings A.C. 800, will end A.C. 2060. It may end later, but I see no reason for its ending sooner. This I mention not to assert when the time of the end shall be, but to put a stop to the rash conjectures of fancifull men who are frequently predicting the time of the end, & by doing so bring the sacred prophesies into discredit as often as their predictions fail. Christ comes as a thief in the night, & it is not for us to know the times & seasons wch God hath put into his own breast.26
A new heaven & new earth. New Jerusalem comes down from heaven prepared as a Bride adorned for her husband. The marriage supper. God dwells wth men wipes away all tears from their eyes, gives them of ye fountain of living water & creates all things new saying, It is done. The glory & felicity of the New Jerusalem is represented by a building of Gold & Gems enlightened by the glory of God & ye Lamb & watered by ye river of Paradise on ye banks of wch grows the tree of life. Into this city the kings of the earth do bring their glory & that of the nations & the saints raign for ever & ever. (From Yahuda MS 7.2a, f. 31r.)
It is hoped that this brief look at Isaac Newton and his theology will give some heart to those struggling with being labelled ‘heretics’ by their friends and fellow church goers who are, perhaps, as Newton suggests still ‘babes in Christ’ and not ready for the ‘strong meats’ of full revealed truth.
Paul Herring July 2006

Wikipedia entries:

Biblical Unitarianism'—God is one being who consists of one "person"—the Father. Jesus is the Messiah and the Son of God, but generally not God himself; the Son may be a pre-existent being (Arianism), the result of the union between the Divine Logos and the human being Jesus, by which Jesus became God himself (Servetism), or Jesus after being filled with the Holy Spirit (Socinianism). Biblical Unitarianism remains as the only or main theology among Unitarians in Transylvania, Hungary, France, and several countries in Africa. Famous Biblical Unitarians include Michael Servetus, Faustus Socinus, and Isaac Newton.
'Evangelical Unitarians'—Since the 19th century, several Evangelical or Revivalist movements adopted a unitarian theology. Theologies among Evangelical Unitarians range from varieties of Socinianism (i.e. Jesus is a mortal man who did not exist before his conception and subsequent birth, conceived by the Holy Spirit, who later received immortality and divine nature), to Sabellianism (Jesus is God in the flesh, the manifestation of God, but not a Person of a Trinity). Evangelical Unitarians share their strict adherence to Sola Scriptura and their belief that Scripture is both inspired and inerrant. Christadelphians and the Churches of God are Evangelical Unitarians. Other modern non-trinitarian churches, such as the Filipino-based Iglesia ni Cristo, may also be included, although they reject the "unitarian" name to avoid confusion. Jehovah's Witnesses also have a unitarian theology with specific traits.

Along with the fundamental doctrine, certain characteristics have always marked those who profess unitarianism: a large degree of tolerance, a minimizing of essentials, a repugnance to formulated creed and an historical study of scripture.

Martin Cellarius (1499-1564), a friend of Luther, usually appears as the first literary pioneer (1527) of the movement; the anti-Trinitarian position of Ludwig Haetzer did not become public until after his execution (1529) for anabaptism.

Michael Servetus (1511?-1553) stimulated thought in this direction and heavily influenced other reformers both by his writings and by his death at the stake. In 1531 he had published his theological treatise De Trinitatis Erroribus (On the Errors About the Trinity), in which he rejected the Nicene dogma of the Trinity and proposed that the Son was the union of the divine Logos with the man Jesus, miraculously born from the Virgin Mary through the intervention of God's spirit. This was generally interpreted as a denial of the Trinitarian dogma (actually Servetus had defined the Trinity as a "three-headed Cerberus" and "three ghosts" which only led believers to confusion and error). Servetus expanded his ideas on the nature of God and Christ 20 years later in his major work, Christianismi Restitutio (The Restoration of Christianity), which caused his burning at the stake in Calvin's Geneva (and also in effigy by the Catholic Inquisition in France) in 1553. Nowadays most Unitarians see Servetus as their pioneer and first martyr, even though his views on Jesus Christ are quite different from what Unitarians generally believe today

