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About Law:

In 1705 he entered as a sizar at Emmanuel College, Cambridge; in
1711 he was elected fellow of his college and was ordained. He
resided at Cambridge, teaching and taking occasional duty until the
accession of George I, when his conscience forbade him to take the
oaths of allegiance to the new government and of abjuration of the
Stuarts. His Jacobitism had already been betrayed in a tripos
speech which brought him into trouble; and he was now deprived of
his fellowship and became a non-juror. For the next few years he is
said to have been a curate in London. By 1727 he was domiciled with
Edward Gibbon (1666-1736) at Putney as tutor to his son Edward,
father of the historian, who says that Law became the much-honoured
friend and spiritual director of the whole family. In the same year
he accompanied his pupil to Cambridge, and resided with him as
governor, in term time, for the next four years. His pupil then
went abroad, but Law was left at Putney, where he remained in
Gibbon's house for more than ten years, acting as a religious guide
not only to the family but to a number of earnest-minded folk who
came to consult him. The most eminent of these were the two
brothers John and Charles Wesley, John Byrom the poet, George
Cheyne the physician and Archibald Hutcheson, MP for Hastings. The
household was dispersed in 1737. Law was parted from his friends,
and in 1740 retired to Kings Cliffe, where he had inherited from
his father a house and a small property. There he was presently
joined by two ladies: Mrs Hutcheson, the rich widow of his old
friend, who recommended her on his death-bed to place herself under
Law's spiritual guidance, and Miss Hester Gibbon, sister to his
late pupil. This curious trio lived for twenty-one years a life
wholly given to devotion, study and charity, until the death of Law
on the 9th of April 1761. 








I am sensible that the Title of this little Book will, to the
Generality of People, seem too high a Flight; that it will be
looked upon as the Effect of a fanatical Spirit, carrying Matters
higher than the Sobriety of Religion requires. I have only one
Thing to ask of such People, that they will suspend their Judgment
for awhile, and be content to read so small a Treatise as this is,
before they pass any Judgment, either upon the Merits of the
Subject, or the Temper of the Writer.

Had a Person some Years ago, in the Time of Popery, wrote
against the Worship of Images, as a Worship absolutely unlawful,
our Ancestors would have looked upon him as a Man of a very
irregular Spirit. Now it is possible for the present Age to be as
much mistaken in their Pleasures, as the former were in their
Devotions, and that the allowed Diversions of these Times may be as
great a Contradiction to the most essential Doctrines of
Christianity, as the Superstitions and Corruptions of the former
Ages. All therefore that I desire, is only a little Free-thinking
upon this Subject; and that People will not as blindly reject all
Reason, when it examines their Pleasures, as some blindly reject
all Reason, when it examines the Nature of their Devotions.

It is possible that something that is called a Diversion, may be
as contrary to the whole Nature of Religion, as any invented
Superstition, and perhaps more dangerous to those that comply with
it. As the Worship of Images was a great Sin, though under a
Pretence of Piety, so the Entertainment of the Stage may be very
sinful, though it is only intended as a Diversion.

For if the Worship of Images did not cease to be sinful, though
it was intended for pious Purposes, it must be great Weakness to
imagine, that the Entertainment of the Stage cannot be any great
Sin, because it is only used as a Diversion.

Yet this is a Way of reasoning that a great many People fall
into: They say, Diversions are lawful; that the Stage is only a
Diversion; that People go to it without meaning any Harm, and
therefore there can be no Sin in it.

But if these People were to hear a Man say, that Religion is
lawful; that the Worship of Images was an Act of Religion; that he
used Images as a Means of religious Devotion, and therefore there
could be no Sin in it; they would mightily lament the Bigotry and
Blindness of his Mind. Yet surely this is as wise and reasonable,
as for a Person to say, I go to a Play only as to a Diversion: I
mean no Harm, and therefore there can be no Sin in it. For if
Practices may be exceeding sinful, though they are intended for
pious Ends, certainly Practices may be very abominable, though they
are only used as Diversions.

When therefore we condemn the Blindness of some Christian
Countries, for conforming to such gross Corruptions of Religion, we
should do well to remember, that they have thus much to be pleaded
in their Excuse, that what they do is under a Notion of Piety; that
it is in Obedience to the Authority both of Church and State, and
that they are at the same time kept entire Strangers to the
Scriptures. But how justly may the same Blindness be charged upon
us, if it should appear, that without having any of their Excuses,
our Public Stated Diversions are as contrary to Scripture, and the
fundamental Doctrines of Religion, as any of the grossest Instances
of Superstition? If we hold it lawful to go to wicked sinful
Diversions, we are as great Strangers to True Religion, as they who
are pleased with buying Indulgences, and worshipping Pieces of holy
Wood.

For a Sinful Diversion is the same Absurdity in Religion, as a
Corrupt Worship, and it shews the same Blindness of Mind, and
Corruption of Heart, whether we sin against God in the Church, or
in our Closets, or in the Play-House. If there is anything contrary
to Religion in any of these Places, it brings us under the same
Guilt. There may perhaps be this difference, that God may be less
displeased with such Corruptions as we comply with through a blind
Devotion, than with such as we indulge ourselves in through a
Wantonness of Mind, and a Fondness for Diversions.

The Matter therefore stands thus: If it should appear that the
Stage-Entertainment is entirely sinful; that it is contrary to more
Doctrines of Scripture than the Worship of Images; then it follows,
that all who defend it, and take their Share of it, are in' the
same State as they who worship images, and defend Drunkenness and
Intemperance. For to defend or support any sinful Diversion, is the
same Thing as supporting or defending any other sinful Practice. It
therefore as much concerns us to know whether our Diversions are
reasonable, and conformable to Religion, as to know whether our
Religion be reasonable and conformable to Truth. For if we allow
ourselves in Diversions that are contrary to Religion, we are in no
better a State than those whose Religion is contrary to Truth.

I have mentioned the Worship of Images, because it is so great a
Corruption in Religion, so contrary to Scripture, and so justly
abhorred by all the Reformed Churches; that the Reader may hence
learn what he is to think of himself, if the Stage is ever his
Diversion: For I am fully persuaded, that he will here find
Arguments against the Stage, as strong and plain as any that can be
urged against the Worship of Images, or any other Corruption of the
most corrupt Religion.

Let it therefore be observed, that the Stage is not here
condemned, as some other Diversions, because they are dangerous,
and likely to be Occasions of Sin; but that it is condemned, as
Drunkenness and Lewdness, as Lying and Profaneness are to be
condemned, not as Things that may only be the Occasion of Sin, but
such as are in their own Nature grossly sinful.

You go to hear a Play: I tell you, that you go to hear Ribaldry
and Profaneness; that you entertain your Mind with extravagant
Thoughts, wild rants, blasphemous Speeches, wanton Amours, profane
Jests, and impure Passions. If you ask me, Where is the Sin of all
this? You may as well ask me, Where is the Sin of Swearing and
Lying? For it is not only a Sin against this or that particular
Text of Scripture, but it is a Sin against the whole Nature and
Spirit of our Religion.

It is a Contradiction to all Christian Holiness, and to all the
Methods of arriving at it. For can anyone think that he has a true
Christian Spirit, that his Heart is changed as it ought to be, that
he is born again of God, whilst he is diverting himself with the
Lewdness, Impudence, Profaneness, and impure Discourses of the
Stage? Can he think that he is endeavouring to be holy as Christ is
holy, to live by his Wisdom, and be full of his Spirit, so long as
he allows himself in such an Entertainment? For there is nothing in
the Nature of Christian Holiness, but what is all contrary to the
whole Spirit and Temper of this Entertainment. That Disposition of
Heart which is to take Pleasure in the various Representations of
the Stage, is as directly contrary to that Disposition of Heart
which Christianity requires, as Revenge is contrary to Meekness, or
Malice to Good-will. Now that which is thus contrary to the whole
Nature and Spirit of Religion, is certainly much more condemned,
than that which is only contrary to some particular Part of it.

But this is plainly the Case of the Stage: It is an
Entertainment that consists of lewd, impudent, profane Discourses,
and as such is contrary to the whole Nature of our Religion. For
all the Parts of Religion, or its whole Nature has only this one
Design, to give us Purity of Heart, to change the Temper and Taste
of our Souls, and fill us with such holy Tempers, as may make us
fit to live with God in the Society of pure and glorious
Spirits.

An Entertainment therefore which applies to the Corruption of
our Nature, which awakens our disordered Passions, and teaches to
relish Lewdness, immoral Rant, and Profaneness, is exceeding
sinful, not only as it is a Breach of some particular Duty, but as
it contradicts the whole Nature, and opposes every Part of our
Religion.

For, this Diversion, which consists of such Discourses as these,
injures us in a very different manner from other Sins. For as
Discourses are an Application to our whole Soul, as they entertain
the Heart, and awaken and employ all our Passions, so they more
fatally undo all that Religion has done, than several other Sins.
For as Religion consists in a right Turn of Mind; as it is a State
of the Heart; so whatever supports a quite contrary Turn of Mind
and State of the Heart, has all the Contrariety to Religion that it
can possibly have.

St. John says, Hereby we know that he abideth in us by the
Spirit which he hath given us. There is no other certain Sign of
our belonging to Christ; every other Sign may deceive us: All the
external Parts of Religion may be in vain; it is only the State of
our Mind and Spirit, that is a certain Proof that we are in a true
State of Christianity. And the Reason is plain, because Religion
has no other End, than to alter our Spirit, and give us new
Dispositions of Heart, suitable to its Purity and Holiness. That
therefore which immediately applies to our Spirit, which supports a
wrong Turn of Mind, which betrays, our Hearts into impure Delights,
destroys all our Religion, because it destroys that turn of Mind
and Spirit, which is the sole End and Design of all our
Religion.

When therefore you are asked, Why is it unlawful to swear? You
can answer, Because it is contrary to the Third Commandment. But if
you are asked, Why is it unlawful to use the Entertainment of the
Stage? You can carry your answer farther, Because it is an
Entertainment that is contrary to
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