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CHAPTER ONE

“A HISTORY OF THE CORRUPTION 
OF THE SOUL OF MAN”

Epitaph

Intended for Sir Isaac Newton

In Westminster Abbey

ISAACUS NEWTONIUS:

Quem Immortalem

Testantur, Tempus, Natura, Coelum:

Mortalem

Hoc marmor fatetur.*1

Nature and Nature’s Laws lay hid in Night:

GOD said, Let Newton be! and all was light.

ALEXANDER POPE, 1730

Not long after the publication in 1687 of Isaac Newton’s Principia Mathematica (Principles of Mathematics), the great work of science that completely changed the way we perceive the world around us, the Marquis de l’Hôpital, a prominent French mathematician, was shown a copy. He read a little, then “cried out with admiration, ‘Good god, what a fund of knowledge there is in that book!’ He then asked the Doctor [who had shown him the book] every particular about Sir Isaac, even to the color of his hair, [and] said, ‘Does he eat and drink and sleep? Is he like other men?’”1

Edmund Halley, the comet-chasing astronomer who edited the Principia, added to the book an ode that ended with the line “Nearer the Gods no mortal may approach.” When he presented Queen Anne with a copy, Halley told her: “All science can be divided into two halves. The first is everything up to Newton. The second is Newton. And Newton had the better half.”2 The French philosopher Voltaire declared: “Before Kepler, all men were blind. Kepler had one eye; Newton had two.”3

It has been almost three hundred years since Isaac Newton died, and he is 
still regarded by the world—Albert Einstein and Stephen Hawking affirmed this 
view—as the greatest scientist who ever lived. His achievements are astonishing, and, if we tend to forget this, it is only because they have become the background noise of the world in which we live.

His mathematical physics have, in the words of physicist Hermann Bondi, “entered the marrow of what we know without knowing how we know it.”4 The world from which Newton departed in 1727 was substantially different from the world into which he was born, and he himself accounted for much of the difference. Ninety percent of the physics and math we learn in high school comes from Isaac Newton. He invented calculus, discovered the binomial theorem, introduced polar coordinates, proved that white light was a mixture of colors, explained the rainbow, was the first to build a reflecting telescope, and demonstrated that one force, that of gravity, is responsible for pulling objects to the ground, guiding every celestial body in its orbit, and generating the tides.

These are only the main headings of Newton’s work, which first broke upon a totally unprepared public in the Principia Mathematica of 1687. Innumerable individual discoveries and penetrating observations flow from these overarching categories. The Principia is universally considered to be the greatest work of science ever written. Newton published an adjunct work, On Optics, 
in 1702. It is considered to illustrate in exemplary fashion how to write a science textbook. But these epochal texts are only one-half of Newton’s literary achievement. We know today that he spent almost his entire life writing a whole other book. This work consists of many separate but interlocked parts. If we were to give it a single title, it might be “History of the Corruption of the Soul of Man.” It is five million words long—perhaps the minimum number of words required to cover the all-encompassing subject of mankind’s troubled relationship to goodness and God.

This “History” consists of hundreds of glittering treatises and fragments of treatises on alchemy, chronology, mythology, the history of Christianity, the interpretation of biblical prophecy, and much more. We find in it none of the astonishingly brave and astute overturning of paradigms that characterize the Principia Mathematica. Newton was a pious Christian who believed the Bible was the word of God; that Noah and the Flood were real; and that the world began in 6000 BC—and he never goes beyond those boundaries. But his concept of Christ’s relationship to God was heretical for his times. That is why, when Newton was alive, almost no one knew that he was writing this “second book.” Newton made sure they didn’t know.

The thousands of pages of this treasure trove of nonscientific writings were packed into two metal trunks that were hardly ever opened during the two centuries that they remained stored away on the estate of Newton’s descendants. Suddenly, in 1936, the papers were auctioned off to the public at Sotheby’s in London. Now we know that, however astonishingly diverse their contents seem, a single thread runs through them all: Everywhere, Newton is charting the descent of man’s soul from perfection through constant falling-off and fretful renewals until, not far in our own future (Newton suggests 2060), everything ends with an apocalypse followed by a radically transformed world. Everywhere, Newton seems to be asking: What happened to us? We were once perfect; why are we now so far from that? How can we reclaim our birthright? What form did it take?

During the two centuries that these writings lay hidden away, a myth was fostered of Newton as a genius of incandescent brilliance when he formulated his equations during the day, and an exhausted, doddering fool when he scribbled away at his nonscientific observations during the night. This rumor may have originated in part with orthodox Christian theologians shaken to the core by the fear that Newton’s unimpeachably towering intellect might have proved some of their basic assumptions to be wrong. Rivals and envious friends may have contributed to these rumors. And Newton himself my have found it advantageous to encourage them as much as he could.

The 1936 auction at Sotheby’s was the first step in a lengthy process that would see the scholarly world only very gradually awaken to the realization that Newton had made a whole other statement to the world. Slowly, this new Summa Theologica made its way into some of the great libraries of the world; over the past eighty years, scholars have read its treatises with escalating attention. In 1998, Cambridge’s Newton Project, currently based at Oxford University, began to make these documents available online; as of June 2016, 6.4 million words had been posted.5

Scholars now see that Newton deployed his genius just as powerfully over his nonscientific writings as he did over his scientific discoveries. In the words of Steven Snobelen, that “only now are scholars beginning to study Newton’s manuscript corpus . . . to reconstruct a holistic view of the man in which his theology and natural philosophy are seen as equally important elements of the same grand unified project, the restoration of man’s original pristine knowledge of God and the world.”6

There is still reluctance to outright call this “second book” of Isaac Newton’s a “Principia Theologica” or a “Principia Ethica,” and to think of it as a companion, even a corrective, volume to the Principia Mathematica. But now that we know that Newton’s untempered intellect animates every one of these treatises, it’s possible to say, along with the Newton scholar James T. Force, that

this kind of simplistic, “two-Newton” interpretation—one a young, brilliant scientist, the second a senile religious nut case—went by the boards when the Yahuda materials, and others, which were auctioned at Sotheby’s in London in 1936 showed that Newton was working on these “unscientific” topics throughout his adult life and was, in fact, working on them at the very times that he did his greatest scientific writings.7

We can today see the possibility that one man, a product of many 
intellectual and religious currents in the seventeenth century, could write 
great scientific works, great works in church history, in biblical interpretation, and so on, as part of one great enterprise, that of understanding man and his place in the grand scheme of God’s creation.

Just who was this astonishing man who invented modern science while writing a book of a thousand treatises on the state of the soul of mankind? Did he in fact eat, drink, and sleep like any other man? Let’s begin with a brief biography of Sir Isaac Newton.

The prodigious and tormented life of Isaac Newton began on a small farm in the hamlet of Woolsthorpe, in Lincolnshire, England, on Christmas Day, 1642 (January 4, 1643, in most of continental Europe). His father, also Isaac, a competent if illiterate farmer, died three months before he was born. The infant Isaac, so tiny he could fit into a quart mug, wasn’t expected to live, but he survived until the age of eighty-four, dying on March 20, 1727.

At the time of Isaac Newton’s birth, it was believed that a “posthumous”—a child born after a parent’s death—was blessed with healing powers and destined for greatness.8 
Certainly the child Isaac would have needed a degree of special inner power to 
get through the first decade of his life. When he was three, his mother, Hannah, 
married a sixty-two-year-old vicar and moved into his house a mile and a half away, leaving Isaac with his maternal grandparents. (She returned when he was ten, her second husband having died, and brought three stepsiblings with her.)

We know nothing of what Isaac did when he was in the care of his grandparents. Did he roam the woods, find solace in nature, and in his loneliness learn to inhabit a world of (as James Gleick writes) “forms, forces, and spirits, some real and some imagined”9—a world that helped him form the uncanny faculty of intuition that (as his colleague William Whiston claimed fifty years later) helped Newton arrive at truths before he’d worked out the mathematics that would lead him there?

Virtually motherless from the age of three to ten, Newton must have felt all 
the more keenly the lack of a father. Critic Frank Manuel wondered if Newton’s all-consuming search to find proof of God’s existence through his activities in the world did not stem in part from his yearning to find traces of his biological father. Scholar Gale Christiansen believes that Newton’s twofold abandonment “played a significant if not decisive role in the development of his sensitive temperament and always enigmatic character” and explains why, in his years at Cambridge, “somber and secretive, he moved about his shuttered rooms like some gray disheveled ghost.”10 
Other scholars view the effects as more devastating, one commenting that Newton 
“grew up isolated as much by a shamed sense of abandonment as by his overweening 
intellect, emerging as a psychopathic cornucopia of simmering rage and icy disdain.”11

Hannah managed the estates of her two dead husbands well enough that by the end of the 1650s the Newton-Ascoughs were one of the thousand wealthiest landowning families in England (wealthy meant an income of £700 a year or more); she could afford to send Newton to the King’s School in Grantham, seven miles away, where he took a room above the shop of the local apothecary. The school taught much Latin and some Greek, but Newton’s real interest lay in making scale models of windmills (including one with a mouse on a treadmill turning the mill and grinding wheat);12 of watermills that he placed in streams; of a four-foot-high water clock that still told the right time years after he went to Cambridge—of paper lanterns, kites with candles attached, sundials, and for his friends’ sisters, “little tables, cupboards & other utensils” where they could “set their babies & trinkets.”13 Newton wrote poems; one was recited to William Stukeley by an eighty-two-year-old woman who told him she had been beloved of the young Newton.*2 He also drew, decorating “his whole room with pictures of his own making, [of king’s heads,] birds, beasts, men, ships & mathematical schemes, & very well designed.”14

Recently commentators have questioned whether Newton really was a “child engineer”; they believe Stukeley was too quick to accept as truth what was really a sort of village mythology vis-à-vis Newton. All agree that Newton was remote, arrogant, quick to take offense, and did well at school only when pushed—and then he did superbly. Early on Newton showed a certain steely toughness; when sufficiently aggravated by a school bully much bigger than himself, he beat him to a pulp. This toughness served him well when, some years later, he slid a jackknife under his eyeball to see how the light changed when he changed the shape of his eye; and it served him well when, a mere three years later, he wrote the Principia and changed the shape of the universe.

With one more year to go in school, Newton’s mother called him back to Woolsthorpe; she wanted her eldest son to become a gentleman farmer. Newton tried; but assigned tasks always disintegrated around this young man lost in the world of books. Newton’s schoolmaster had glimpsed his amazing potential; he begged his mother to send him back to school; Newton’s uncle, a Cambridge-trained cleric, added his voice. Reluctantly, Hannah let her son return to King’s School. He graduated head of his class and enrolled at Trinity College, Cambridge, in 1661.

A secret art my soul prepares to try,

If prayers can give me, what the wars deny.

three crowns distinguishd here in order, doe

present thir objects, to my doubtful view.

Earths crown thats at my feet, I can disdain:

which heavy is, & at the best but vain.

but now a crown of thorns I gladly greet,

sharp is this crown, but not so sharp as sweet.

the radiant crown, which I above me see,

is that of glory, & eternity.

(STUKELEY, “MEMOIR OF NEWTON”)

An astounding mind, of unprecedented and seemingly unlimited capaciousness, incapable of superficiality and addicted to profundity, began to unfold in a tiny students’ quarters next to Trinity Chapel. Newton was registered as a “sizar”; he performed menial tasks for students to keep his tuition down. Newton did this in body only; his mind was already beginning to roam through the universe of knowledge. He studied eighteen to twenty-two hours a day seven days a week. In his first year, the lean and hungry yeoman farmer’s son chewed up, swallowed, digested, and rejected much of Plato and Aristotle. In his second year, Descartes’s Geometrie turned him into a mathematician, though he would soon reject many aspects of Descartes’s philosophy. Newton drank in Kepler and Galileo and other mathematicians near his own century, then circled restlessly back to the pre-Socratics of ancient Greece. In his third year, he began to create his own mathematics.

Instruction was rarely randomly distributed at Cambridge. The school was ruled by Aristotelianism. Enormously prestigious, it basically prepared young men for government or the ministry. Who you knew counted for a lot. Isaac Barrow, the first Lucasian Professor of Mathematics and a gifted mathematician in his own right, saw Newton’s genius and took him under his wing. He coaxed him into sending a mathematical paper around and was the first to witness the odd mixture of pride and fear in Newton’s eyes when mathematicians twice his age treated him with adulation. Newton was already on the road to becoming a tormented genius.

The Great Plague of 1665–66 closed Cambridge for eighteen months; Newton spent the time on his mother’s farm at Woolsthorpe. He would call this period of his life “the prime of my age for invention.”15 Here Newton invented calculus, laid the foundations for the 
law of universal gravitation, and began to structure the laws of motion. 
Computing in the fields (perhaps lying beside the apple tree from which the 
famous apple fell), he became, at age twenty-four, the greatest mathematician in the world. Nobody knew it, except, perhaps, himself.

Newton had matriculated as a B.A. before the plague; back at Cambridge he took up a fellowship. At Woolsthorpe he had performed a revolutionary set of experiments that proved that white light was made up of the seven colors of the rainbow. The whole world had thought the opposite was true: that white light was primary, and the spectrum issued from it. His findings were published in the Royal Society’s Philosophical Transactions and set up an awed furor that went on for four years. Newton’s ability to ignore received opinion and make the world un-receive it was beginning to make its disruptive, astounding presence known.

Newton took his M.A. in 1668 and succeeded Isaac Barrow as Lucasian Professor of Mathematics in 1669, still only twenty-six. In 1671 he became the first person in the world to build a reflecting telescope. It did not receive light through a lens but reflected it from a concave mirror; Newton ground the lens himself and also made the tools to build it. He sent a copy to the Royal Society in London; it created a sensation, being much shorter than a refracting telescope and supplying many times the magnification.

Beginning in 1684, the astronomer Edmund Halley, having seen with astonishment some of Newton’s unpublished work, coaxed, cajoled, and bullied Newton into writing the Principia Mathematica, which was completed in 1687. Snobelen writes that this masterpiece

introduced not only a powerful, new mathematical physics with which natural philosophers could describe both terrestrial and celestial mechanics with unprecedented precision, but also demonstrated the law-like nature of the cosmos. . . . [Moreover, Newton] through his publications made lasting contributions to the inductive and experimental methods in science.16

Newton’s fame spread. Soon he was the object of Europe-wide adulation. He moved from Cambridge to London in 1692. Not long after his arrival, he was pursuing two careers, the first as warden and then master of the London Mint, the second as president of the Royal Society of London for Improving Natural Knowledge, founded in 1660 and the oldest—and today still the most prestigious—organization of scientists in the world.

In both of these positions, Newton displayed an excellent grasp of worldly affairs and succeeded admirably. At the mint, he oversaw a complete makeover of Britain’s coinage, designed a number of coins, and pursued counterfeiters with a vengeance. While at Cambridge he had in his clandestine writings on Christianity relentlessly tracked down fraud and corruption in the Catholic Church; now he relentlessly tracked these down in the real world.

Isaac Newton was a difficult person to get along with. In all his dealings, both private and public, he could be mean and vindictive. This served him well when it came to tracking down counterfeiters. It served him badly in his friendships, many of which were not friendships so much as sustained and difficult duels. He had a secret: he belonged to a heretical sect of Christianity—he was an Arian—and had many known, he might at the very least have lost his livelihood. This was another tension serving to keep him apart from people. Edward Dolnick 
writes—and all would concur—that “anyone dealing with Newton needed the delicate 
touch and elaborate caution of a man trying to disarm a bomb.”17 Victims of his roiled, suspicious, and unhappy mind included the Astronomer Royal John Flamsteed and the natural philosophers Robert Hooke and Gottfried Leibniz; all three came, and justifiably, to despise him.

Although Newton seems not to have been interested in women as such, and was a virgin all his life, in midlife he formed a friendship (that seemed more than a friendship) with the brilliant and charming Swiss mathematician Nicholas Fatio de Duillier, who was half his age. There was some talk between them of Fatio’s moving to Cambridge to be near Newton. Then Fatio abruptly disappeared (into the Continent), and, a month later, Newton had a nervous breakdown (regarding the causes of which, however, there is no easy answer). In sum, Newton was capable of reasonable friendship with those who were not too far below him in intelligence, such as John Locke and Edmund Halley. (This wasn’t snobbery; Newton’s almost unimaginable brilliance created a real gap between himself and other people.)

Newton died in 1728, aged 84, and was given a funeral at Westminster Abbey usually reserved for heads of state and peers of the realm. A huge monument was erected for him in the abbey. There his soul rested, presumably in peace, for one century, for two centuries—until, in early 1936, it awakened with a shock and looked around.

Isaac Newton was about to make a comeback. He was going to introduce new ideas to the world for a second time.

The man who would release the contents of Newton’s two containers of nonscientific writings to the world was a corpulent redheaded British neo-Nazi named Gerard Wallop, who was in 1936 the direct descendant of Newton’s stepniece Catherine Conduitt (née Barton) and therefore the custodian of the locked trunks. Also known as Lord Lymington, ninth Earl of Portsmouth (after the estate), Wallop admired Hitler and Mussolini, was stridently anti-Semitic, and advocated turning England into a federation of medieval fiefdoms run by dictatorial aristocrats just like himself.

It’s ironic that the murky soul that was Lord Lymington’s should have been the one to introduce to the world the bulk of Newton’s brilliantly illuminating nonscientific writings. But Lymington needed money badly—not, as has been reported, to fund the British Fascist Party but rather to pay death duties on his late aunt’s wealthy estate and for his own divorce. That’s why, on July 13 and 14, 1936, 327 lots of manuscript pages covered with Newton’s tiny, obsessively tidy handwriting went on the auction block at Sotheby’s in London. When the gavel fell for the last time, the greater part of what were then called the Portsmouth Papers had been sold for £9,000 ($30,000 today).*3

Most of the items were sold, but the knowledge they contained might not have gotten very far into the world if it hadn’t been for two guardian angels, so to speak, who, though they didn’t attend the auction, were well apprised of it and hastened to purchase large portions of the papers indirectly.

One was a heavyset Jew from Jerusalem who, avers Professor Richard H. Popkin, was once “one of the most hated people in Israel.”18 This was Abraham Yahuda (1877–1951), who received a Ph.D. in Semitic languages from the University of Nuremburg at the age of sixteen. Yahuda rapidly became perhaps the world’s leading scholar of ancient Semitic languages; during his lifetime he was probably the only person on the planet who could speak ancient Assyrian.

Yahuda was a fervent Zionist as a young man, but for thirty years he quarreled ferociously with Zionist leaders as to what form the state of Israel should take. Yahuda didn’t want it to be a modern techno-scientific state but rather a resurrection of ancient Judaea and Israel; he even insisted he be its president! Eventually the great scholar renounced Zionism, leaving Palestine permanently and pursuing an academic career that took him to the greatest universities of the world and enabled him to befriend other exceptional figures. One of these was Albert Einstein, whom Yahuda helped escape from Nazi Germany in the late 1930s.

The other “guardian angel” who would ensure the world felt the presence of Newton’s newly released manuscripts was an Englishman as slim as Yahuda was heavyset and possessed of an equally subtle and inquring mind. This was the Cambridge don and eminent economist John Maynard Keynes (1883–1946), who literally wrote the book on Keynesian economics and who served as an economic adviser and emissary for British prime ministers Winston Churchill and Clement Atlee. Yahuda was somewhat retiring; Keynes was not and led a brilliant social life, lavishly entertaining artists and intellectuals at his country estate, and, despite the fact that he was gay (or perhaps because of it), marrying a ballerina from Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes.

Yahuda acquired a considerable portion of the theology manuscripts made available at the Sotheby’s auction. Keynes, probably just to keep them together, scooped up the bulk of the alchemical writings. Poring over the manuscripts, both men immediately saw how wrong Voltaire was when he declared that Newton worked at his nonscientific writings “to relieve the fatigue of severer studies.”19 They saw that Newton had focused the same vast piercing intelligence on alchemy and religion as he had on mathematics and physics; that he had explored these areas exhaustively and done so virtually from youth to old age; and that he had made new discoveries in both these fields. They both saw Newton’s overall achievement from two new and different perspectives. Keynes declared in a public address in 1942 that Newton “was not the first scientist of the age of reason. He was the last of the magicians, the last of the Babylonians and Sumerians, the last great mind which looked out on the visible and intellectual world with the same eyes as those who began to build our intellectual inheritance rather less than 10,000 years ago.”20

If Keynes believed Newton came close to being a magician, Yahuda believed he came close to being a Jew. The professor of Semitic languages was moved by Newton’s assertion that the universe was created and is ruled by a single God of providence and dominion, to whom Jesus is subordinate in his role of the executor of God’s will. These long-hidden writings on theology, which were essentially heretical, revealed Newton to be, wrote Yahuda, a “Judaic monotheist of the school of Maimonides” who believed that “Jehovah is the unique god.”21

Keynes was intimately in touch with the highest heads of state and the most celebrated artists of his time; Yahuda 
swam in the deepest depths of academic endeavor; and neither hesitated to chat about the Newton papers and what they were discovering in them. Passing academics listened in. Keynes left his collection of Newton papers on alchemy to the Cambridge University Library in 1946, while Yahuda bequeathed his share to the Jewish National and University Library of Israel in Jerusalem in 1951. Since that time both sets of papers have been scrutinized carefully, with academics recognizing their importance. In the 1990s, a number of distinguished Newton scholars, including Professors Betsy Teeter Hobbs, Richard Westfall, and James Force, sought financial backing in Britain and America to publish a set of volumes of Newton’s nonscientific writings. None was forthcoming; but suddenly in 1998 a windfall came in the form of a large grant from the British government to finance a website dedicated to reproducing as many as possible of the Newton papers auctioned at Sotheby’s in 1936. As of 2017, the Newton Project has placed seven thousand works online and moving at the academic equivalent of ramming speed to put on many more.

But what exactly do these papers say? That, we will discover in the following seventeen chapters, as we try to plumb the deeper meanings of Isaac Newton’s “History of the Corruption of the Soul of Man.”



CHAPTER TWO

THE NEWTON CODE

“Sir Isaac Newton, Britain’s greatest scientist, predicted the date of the end of the world—and it is only 57 years away.”

Thus began the front-page story in London’s Daily Telegraph for February 22, 2003. The end-of-the-world date was 2060. The Telegraph added some details: “Newton, who was also a theologian and alchemist, predicted that the Second Coming of Christ would follow plagues and war and would precede a 1,000-year reign by the saints on earth—of which he would be one.”

So great is Isaac Newton’s reputation, and so worried was humankind in 2003, that newspapers all around the globe immediately picked up the story that the creator of modern science had predicted the world would end in 2060. On February 23, Maariv and Yediot Aharonot newspapers in Israel ran the story on their front page. On February 24, major news media in Canada, the United States, and Europe broke the disconcerting news. Word of the prediction surfaced on Internet sites in Latin America, South Africa, India, China, Japan, and Vietnam. Some websites played the story for laughs, one running a photo of a mushroom cloud with the caption: “Party like it’s 2060!”

The source of this alarming news was an unassuming Canadian academic named Stephen Snobelen. Assistant professor of the history of science at King’s College, Halifax, Nova Scotia, and one of the world’s leading experts on the nonscientific writings of Isaac Newton, Snobelen had come to London to act as a consultant for an hourlong BBC-2 TV documentary titled Newton: The Dark Heretic. As the documentary ends, he is shown standing beside the stacks in the Jewish National and University Library in Jerusalem, holding one of three Newton manuscripts known to carry the end-of-the-world date of 2060.

Several days before the show was aired, Snobelen, interviewed by the religion correspondent for the Telegraph, had casually let slip Newton’s date for the end of the world. No one could have been more surprised than the Canadian historian of science when, next morning, he saw the interview splashed across the front page of the Daily Telegraph with Newton’s apocalypse date screaming out of the title.1

Several months later, in an article in which he tried to explain why a simple prediction by Isaac Newton would cause such a furor worldwide, Snobelen, who is a cofounder of the online Newton Project and director of its Canadian branch, suggested that “Newton’s prediction became entangled in real history unfolding in early 2003.” Snobelen cited the war in Iraq; nuclear-capable missile rattling in North Korea; India, and Pakistan; and the global epidemic of SARS. “In the context of these times of jittery nerves,” he concluded, “it is perhaps not surprising that the 2060 story resonated so well with the public.”2

Anyone learning of Newton’s prediction in 2016 would have found much more cause for alarm. Conflict still rages in Iraq and Afghanistan and a bloody no-holds-barred civil war is tearing Syria apart. A ruthless terrorist army fond of public beheadings, ISIS, lays waste to large tracts of the Middle East as it fights to build a radical Islamic caliphate spanning the Arab world. These wars are driving millions of desperate refugees into Europe, where their presence is straining the once-solid superstructures of these long-established states. North Korea is rattling its nuclear-capable missiles more loudly than ever. A new virus, zika,*4 is spreading through South and Central America and threatening North America.

An even more dire problem looms over us. Newton believed the physical cause of the end of the world might be a diluvium ignis, a flood of fire. Today, global warming, aka climate change, is beginning to profoundly affect our planet. The Earth’s north and south polar ice caps, along with Greenland’s ice sheath, are melting so fast that our planet’s ocean levels are higher than they’ve ever been before. Experts warn that if we don’t drastically scale back man-made carbon emissions, the Earth will be 4° to 7°C (7.2°–12.6°F) warmer in 2100, a level of heat that mankind will find difficult to tolerate.

In April 2016, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) announced:

For 2016 year to date (January–March), the average temperature for the globe was 2.07 degrees F above the 20th-century average. . . . This was the highest temperature for this period in the 1880–2016 record, surpassing the previous record set in 2015 by 0.50 degrees F. The globally averaged sea surface temperature for the year to date was also highest on record, surpassing the same period in 1998 by 0.42 degrees F, the last time a similar strength El Niño occurred.3

Mankind has caused the problem by allowing carbon to escape into the atmosphere, and only mankind can fix the problem. Except that, in the United States, deregulated capitalism, which realizes trillions of dollars a year from the production of fossil fuels, is unalterably opposed to halting global warming and even to admitting there’s a problem. Moreover, a billionare apostle of deregulated capitalism (and denier of global warming), Donald Trump, has just become the forty-fifth president of the United States. “Our economic system and our planetary system are at war,”4 sums up Naomi Klein in her magisterial This Changes Everything: Capitalism vs. the Climate (2014). NOAA warns that if global warming goes on at the present rate, dire consequences await mankind soon after the middle of the twenty-first century.*5

Which takes us to about the year 2060.

Isaac Newton was arguably the leading expert of his day on the 
prophetic texts of the Bible. His 323-page Observations upon the Prophecies of Daniel, and the Apocalypse of St. John, published posthumously in 1733, would go into eleven editions. The 1936 Sotheby’s auction brought to light hundreds of pages of additional Observations-related treatises and drafts of treatises. Some revealed the heretical nature of Newton’s religious thinking; others made strikingly original comments about the Book of Revelation. Among the papers were three citing the 2060 end-of-world date.

In the decade before Newton was born, something akin to a Copernican revolution had taken place in the world of seventeenth-century English biblical-prophecy interpretation. The beloved and learned Cambridge don Joseph Mede had devised an innovative, quasi-scientific system for interpreting the Books of Daniel and Revelation. This system was the “Bible code” that, half a century later, Isaac Newton adopted, with modifications and elaborations, for his Observations. This “Newton Code” was superior to anything that had come before; in this chapter, we’ll take a brief look at it. First, though, we’ll look at the mysterious author of Saint John’s Apocalypse/the Book of Revelation.

Probably about AD 90, a certain John, minister of seven proto-Christian churches in Asia Minor, was seized by Roman soldiers in Ephesus, put in chains, bundled aboard a boat, and transported seventy miles across the Aegean to the tiny Greek island of Patmos. Here he was flung into prison. His crime (or so he tells us) was vigorously defending “the Word of God and the testimony of Jesus Christ.” This John was the Christian Jew who would channel the Book of Revelation from his prison cave.

That is practically all we know about the historical John, though there are plenty of myths. Isaac Newton cites one: “John was put by Nero into a vessel of hot oil, and coming out unhurt, was banished by him into Patmos.”5 Another says that while John was on his way to Patmos a storm blew up and a passenger was washed overboard. John prayed for help and the passenger was immediately washed back on board. For the rest of the trip, John preached to his suddenly attentive Roman guards. When he arrived, the governor of Patmos personally removed his chains and escorted him to his cell.6

Tourists can visit John’s cell today. Its entrance is hewn into a rocky mountainside sloping sharply down to the Aegean. Inside, flickering candles light up places on the wall framed in silver where the prophet rested his head or put his hands when he got up. On the stone floor, a railing traces out the spot where John lay down to sleep. On the ceiling, a painting shows him kneeling in ecstatic wonderment as Jesus dictates the Book of Revelation.7

There was nothing romantic about John’s imprisonment on Patmos. This was a 
penal settlement, a mini Devil’s Island—a craggy contorted volcanic rock 
honeycombed with tiny caves that had been converted into prison cells. There was 
no escape except by sea. Water had to be brought in by boat. One scholar 
surmises that John may not even have had writing utensils and wrote the Book of Revelation from memory after his release, likely in AD 97, on the death of the emperor Diocletian.

Historian Will Durant wrote in 1944: “It seems incredible that the Apocalypse and the Fourth Gospel should have come from the same hand.”8 In fact, we know today that they did not. The author of Revelation was not the John, son of Zebedee and apostle of Christ, who wrote the Fourth Gospel (though the apostle John apparently lived long enough to do so; Sir Isaac repeats the ancient scuttlebutt that “in his old age he [the apostle] was so infirm as to be carried to church, dying above 90 years”9).

Today we know that the apostles were illiterate and that the apostle John didn’t even write the Gospel that bears his name. This was penned by an unknown scribe, probably in Rome in 100 BC. This anonymous author didn’t write the Book of Revelation either. Princeton’s Harrington Spear Paine and Professor of Religion Elaine Pagels tells us that as early as the third century AD Bishop Dionysius concluded that the author of Revelation couldn’t have been the author of the Gospel of Saint John. Pagels writes:

He [Dionysius] points out differences that literary critics have noted ever since; for example, that John of Patmos 
often mentions his own name but never claims to be an apostle; that the tone of 
his writing, the style, and the language, which is “not really Greek” but uses “barbarous idioms,” are distinctly different from those of the fourth gospel.10

Though we know little about John, we can surmise that he was an extremely angry man. After all, he had seen the Romans trample on everything Jewish and Christian. They had killed Jesus (perhaps John’s parents had told the story to the young boy). They had demolished the Temple of Jerusalem (Newton thought John must have been a soldier in the Jewish-Roman war). In the seven cities in which John carried out his ministry he had watched with mounting rage as the Romans raised up huge temples decorated with frescoes celebrating the Roman victory over the Jews.11

Rage dominates almost every part of the Book of Revelation. Pagels calls the book “wartime literature” and describes its contents as “not stories and moral teaching but visions, dreams, and nightmares.”12 She tells us that it “speaks to something deep in human nature.”13

That “something deep” is our terror of the unknown. John of Patmos is (among many other things) the Donald Trump of the first century BC. He terrifies us with his images of bloody wars to come even as he promises that if we are patient Christ will rescue us.

All the images in the Book of Revelation are surrealistic. Fury, hatred, and violence twist them into ever more grotesque samples of surrealism. As the book opens, Satan has lost a battle wth God in heaven and now leads Rome in an attack on Christianity (or that is how the earliest readers of Revelation saw it). Monstrous beasts made up of pieces of other animals stamp, howl, bite, and destroy. Many-headed and multi-horned, they claw their way out of bottomless pits or stalk ashore from the sea like Godzilla. Around their feet, armies as vast as the sea, stained with blood, attack under pitch-black skies shot through with thunder and lightning; they crash together like ocean waves, subside, attack again. Stars fall; the sun goes out; angels scatter poison from the skies.

The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse stream by furiously; then comes the Whore 
of Babylon, astride a red dragon, gorgeously and garishly attired. A woman clothed in the sun appears and gives birth to—the Christ child? Is normalcy entering? No; a dragon rears up before her, so gigantic he has to flick one-third of the stars from the sky with his tail to have room to stand; the woman flees in terror. As these hallucinatory images streak by, our Earth staggers in agony, is turned upside down and consumed by fire; fissures open; mountains are drowned, and evil triumphs.

The black fury of Revelation troubled British novelist D. H. Lawrence, who believed the soul of John of Patmos must be “ruled not by love but by that dangerous psychic poison diagnosed unsparingly by Nietzsche and known by its French word ressentiment.”14 Classics scholar Michael Grosso agrees, adding that “Tacitus, the Roman writer, may have had this resentful side of primitive Christianity in mind when he said of the new cult that it was based on ‘hatred of the human race.’ . . . One thing is clear: you cannot fault John for inconsistency; vindictive rage reigns supreme until the last verses of his text.”15

Carl Jung wondered why the Christ of Revelation was not the Christ of sweetness and light of the Gospels and decided that the beautiful world of Jesus as presented in the New Testament was all the time repressing the part of life that was bound up with evil. The pendulum had to swing back, in Revelation, to a God that (as in the Old Testament) could aggressively combat sin, sinners, and evil-doers, making sure that they were all properly punished. The God of Revelation was the dark side of God—his anima, so to speak. (Jung believed that Revelation was not the last word, because the Holy Spirit would eventually manifest as a new incarnation called the Paraclete.)16

The Book of Revelation proclaims, writes Grosso, “the coming of a supernatural overturning of the existing order, a cosmic cataclysm [that] would generate a new heaven and new earth.”17 Good emerges from the cataclysm as John beholds the Heavenly City of Jerusalem and witnesses the Second Coming of Christ and the resurrection of the 144,000 who have remained faithful to the Word of God.

These are universal apocalyptic themes, but Revelation often sounds startlingly topical: demon-angels turn the sea “into blood like a dead man’s,” “every living thing in the sea will die”; and the heat of the Earth will be unleashed upon the wicked as earthquakes rumble and giant hailstones fall. If John is describing global warming, then the Koch brothers are the Antichrist.

Earlier ages also found Revelation topical. Its first readers identified the Roman emperor Nero (AD 37–68) as John’s Antichrist. Nero accused the Christians of setting the Great Fire of Rome in AD 64 and had many of them tortured to death. (The emperor was loved, feared, and hated by his subjects. Some things stuck out, like his having murdered his own mother, and a hundred years after his death people still feared he would somehow come back and persecute them.)

When violent schisms shook the early Catholic Church, some decided the Antichrist was Athanasius, the fourth-century Catholic archbishop who upheld the doctrine of the Trinity; others singled out the heretic Arius as God’s ultimate enemy. When the Protestant Reformation came, many raged against its leader, Martin Luther, as the Antichrist. The finest thinkers of seventeenth-century England regarded the pope as God’s archenemy and excoriated the Catholic Church with a raw vitriol that amazes us today, seeing as it comes from the lips of men of unusual erudition and eloquence. (Newton himself was no shrinking violet when it came to lambasting the Vatican with barracks-room invective.) The centuries rolled on, and the Antichrist became Napoleon, then Adolf Hitler, then Franklin D. Roosevelt (for introducing the Social Security Act), then communism, then the World Bank, then the Federal Reserve—it seems as if the list will go on forever.

Many of the books promoting these ideas were lightweight, with little hard 
thinking and less scholarship. Most were confined to fundamentalist and evangelical circles; these were big circles, but, by and large, in the twentieth century the Antichrist, the Apocalypse, and John’s Revelation seemed to drop below the radar of the average fairly well-educated citizen.

Then, in 1997, a book came along that aroused worldwide interest in the prophetic books of the Bible. This was The Bible Code by American journalist Michael Drosnin, which became a runaway global bestseller. It used computers as a search tool, which accounted for some of its popularity. But it was clear that man’s age-old anxiety to know the future was still there and that anyone who knew how to provoke it could attract a lot of attention and make a lot of money.

Drosnin’s Bible Code came under withering fire from the critics. Its promoters hastily ransacked history to find a way of giving the book respectability. They retrieved from the dustbins of the past Isaac Newton’s Observations upon the Prophecies of Daniel, and the Apocalypse of St. John. Look, they told the critics, Isaac Newton invented a Bible code. If this towering genius did this, isn’t that a good enough reason for taking Michael Drosnin’s Bible code seriously?

But in fact it wasn’t. Critics who went out and bought Newton’s volume discovered that the great mathematician’s “Bible code” was so much more complex and sophisticated than Drosnin’s Revelation-inspired computer-game text that it put the latter to shame. In fact, Newton’s book wasn’t a Bible code at all. Working with painstaking care over many years, Newton had used layer upon layer of diverse quasi-scientific methodologies to arrive at his complex conclusions. But, while admiring his book, modern-day prophecy mavens decided it was just too much work to get through. Interest in Newton’s Observations dried up even as sales of Drosnin’s Bible Code soared.

But the world had rediscovered Newton’s learned and beguiling text. Many now saw that interpreting the Book of Revelation was a serious matter, requiring a scientific approach, and that the easy technology-enhanced ways of modern times had gotten in the way of that truth.

Let’s briefly examine Drosnin’s The Bible Code (which was followed by two sequels: Bible Code II: The Countdown, in 2003, and Bible Code III: Saving the World, in 2010, both of them also remarkably successful). That will help us see all the more clearly, when we broach the subject farther on in this chapter, the unique qualities that Newton’s Observations possesses.

When the U.S.S.R. invaded Czechoslovakia in 1968, a young mathematician named Eliyahu Rips sat down in a public square in Riga, Latvia, and set himself on fire to protest the Soviet Union’s act of aggression.

He was rescued by a crowd and sent to a Soviet psychiatric hospital, where he spent much of his time solving the “dimension subject conjecture,” a problem that had bedeviled mathematicians for decades.

Out after two years, Rips immigrated to Israel, arriving with a reputation as a man of unshakable integrity and as a brilliant theoretical mathematician specializing in “group theory.” This was why his colleagues 
took him seriously when, in 1991 and now a professor of mathematics at Hebrew University, he announced he had discovered a code in the Hebrew Bible describing events that took place hundreds of years after the Bible was written.

Rips’s “Bible code” was based on the assumption that God had dictated to Moses on Mount Sinai the first five books of the Old Testament—the Torah—in a single string of 304,805 uninterrupted letters.

Rips believed—as had many eminent rabbis of the Middle Ages, including the great sage R. Moses ben Nahman, aka Ramban or Nahmanides (ca. AD 1195–1270)—that not a word of the Torah had been changed since Moses’s time.

Words and messages had anciently been encrypted in the Torah using what Rips called equidistant letter sequencing (ELS); 
that is, if we decide, say, on the number three, and read the letters of the 
Torah consistently skipping two letters, we will spell out prophetic messages. We can’t do this with the Torah per se; we have to do it when the Torah is installed on a computer in such a way as to leave out all spaces, including the spaces for vowel sounds.

This mathematician Rips did; and, searching the Book of Genesis for the names of post-Torah rabbis, he came up with thirty-two. Rips also discovered the birth dates of the rabbis embedded in the text around them.

Rips came up with “future”—that is, post-Mosaic—events predicted for our time. The Hebrew words for Sadat, president, shot, gunfire, murder, and parade, all lying in one sequence, were, he decided, a prediction of the assassination of Anwar Sadat in 1981. Then he came across the name of General Norman Schwartzkopf, the American who commanded the coalition forces in the 1991 Gulf War.

In 1994, Rips’s findings were published in the peer-reviewed journal Statistical Science. The journal decided that his conclusions were a “challenging puzzle,” not a proven fact. Some claimed Rips et al. had changed the spellings of the rabbis’ names ex post facto to effect more matchups with the birth dates, others that he had exaggerated the odds against discovering the rabbis’ names and matching them with birth dates.

In 1995, the American journalist Michael Drosnin appropriated Rips’s computerized Torah/ELS 
program and almost immediately came up with words predicting the assassination 
of Israeli prime minister Yitzhak Rabin in a year; Rabin was in fact assassinated a year later. Drosnin capitalized on this experience with The Bible Code, 
which published in 1997, skyrocketed to number one on the bestseller list. This book inspired a host of imitators and competing Torah/ELS software programs; “doing” the Bible code became all the rage. In 2002, Drosnin published The Bible Code II. Though its predictions were completely off target and it was badly reviewed, it too became a bestseller.

Many objections can and have been raised against the predictive methodology hyped by Drosnin. 
No one believes any more that the Torah was dictated to Moses by God in one fell 
swoop; for one thing, it tells of events that took place after Moses died and 
predicts events that you might have expected Moses would try to forestall. “If 
they knew what was going to happen, why didn’t the people shape up?” asks mathematician Randall Ingermanson.18 Many more objections were leveled, and these days we hear little about Drosnin’s Bible code.

Finding out how Isaac Newton cracked the codes of the Book of Revelation is a harsh dousing in reality for biblical-prophecy groupies looking for easy answers. But it is a dousing as instructive as several university courses. Did Newton, using the myriad and intricate methodologies he employed to unseal Revelation, actually lay bare the future history of mankind? The global reaction to the “leaked” apocalypse date of 2060 suggests that people want an answer to that question. And so we will address it. But the seventeenth century was remarkably different from the twenty-first, and it’s necessary to begin by filling in some background.

The age of John of Patmos was an age of universal belief in God, if not the God of the Jews or Christians, then the gods of the pagan world. People weren’t necessarily better than they are today, but God’s presence was felt, feared, and worshipped.

Fifteen hundred years later, men and women in general still believed, if often unreflectively, in the existence of God. The human mind hadn’t yet been hardwired to deal with the idea that he didn’t exist; for almost everyone, grappling with such an idea was an impossibility, like talking about what would happen if spring turned into winter.

If the people of Newton’s time believed in God, that didn’t keep them from being constantly affrighted by the treacherous and unpredictable world in which they lived. In 1642, civil war erupted across Britain; a king was beheaded; the war raged on and off for nine years and brought suffering into many homes. The Great Plague of 1665 killed 70,000 people, half of them Londoners. In 1666, the Great Fire burned to the ground two-thirds of the city and left 200,000 people homeless. Disease was rampant; by midcentury the death rate in London exceeded the birth rate, only the stream of migrants from the countryside making up the loss. The practice of medicine was still largely confined to the precepts laid down by the ancient Roman Galen (AD 130–200), with plenty of astrology, magic, witchcraft, herbal remedies, and spreading of excrement on wounds thrown in. Medicine would only begin to change late in the century when Harvey’s discovery of the circulation of the blood was made known.

London was a free-for-all of crime. Daring robberies were committed in broad daylight. When families left London for a week they locked up their furniture in upholsterers’ warehouses for security. Thieves stole into balls and snipped jewels off the necks of ladies. One day a felon guilty of thirty murders would be hung; the next, a starving waif who stole sixpence. Men were half-hung and then saw their insides cut out before their eyes. Public whippings, pilloryings, bear baitings, and cock-fights were standard forms of entertainment. Though crusaders worked for justice, seventeenth-century England tolerated a norm for cruelty that we can scarcely countenance today.

Many hoped, as much as they feared, that the world was coming to an end; Christ would come and save them. The lower classes despaired of God’s protection. Mostly illiterate, yearning for certainty, they searched for omens, paid for horoscopes, consulted fortune-tellers, ran-sacked their dreams for prophecies, worked out lucky and unlucky days, and tied bundles of talismans to their person.

It’s not surprising that these troubled times encouraged a belief in millenarianism. This was the notion that the kingdom of Christ would be established on Earth in the very near future, perhaps even tomorrow, and that it would be followed by a thousand years of peace. Christ had told his disciples he would return in their lifetime. Saint Paul wrote a few years later: “The appointed time has grown very short. From now on, those who have wives should live as though they had none . . . and those who buy anything as if they did not own it. . . . For the present shape of the world is passing away” (1 Cor. 7:29–31).

In the second century AD, the prophet Montanus preached the doctrine of millenarianism so forcefully that, a century after his death, “some believed the New Jerusalem seemed already hovering over the earth in readiness for its descent, and Tertullian 
records how the soldiers of Severus’ army had seen its walls on the horizon, shining in the light of dawn, for forty days, as they marched through Palestine.”19

Near the end of the fourth century, when the church had become almost as 
powerful as the empire, the pope officially repudiated millenarianism. He didn’t want men and women waiting around for Christ to return and tell them what to do; he wanted them to live in accordance with the official strictures of the Roman Catholic Church. Millenarianism went underground and reemerged as a potent force only after Martin Luther and the Protestant Reformation effectively challenged the all-encompassing power of the Catholic Church. “Luther and some of the other reformers identified the Pope with Antichrist and attempted to find a prediction of the Reformation in the Apocalypse,” writes Professor Peter Clouse. “The expositors of the seventeenth century further modified their views of the Apocalypse until many of them became millenarian.”20

Millenarianism became especially popular in England, where John’s Book of Revelation was a source of intense interest for a group of thinkers who wanted to know exactly when the Kingdom of Christ would come.

The upper classes of England were often as frightened by life and its uncertainties as were the poor and the illiterate they looked down upon with disdain. The prophetic books of the Bible became the fortune-tellers and crystal balls of aristocrats, university dons, physicians, and barristers. The greatest minds of the day—Isaac Newton, John Locke, Henry More, Robert Boyle, and many more—studied Daniel and Revelation with the same seriousness that physicist Stephen Hawking breathes into the study of black holes today, or linguist Noam Chomsky brings to his scathing comments on American democracy. Beneath the dreaming spires of Oxford and Cambridge, in the great manor houses of the countryside, in the living quarters of cathedrals, natural philosophers and Anglican divines wrestled with the Whore of Babylon or galloped beside the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse. They counted the horns on the Beast from the Sea and sounded the depths of the bottomless pit, watching anxiously as the dragon’s tail swiped one-third of the stars from the sky. All strove mightily to undo the Gordian knot that was the Book of Revelation.

Most of these men were unmarried. The muse of prophecy, waltzing her way through the seven scrolls in Revelation as seductively as Salome ever danced the dance of the seven veils, was the mistress of them all. She beckoned, and they followed; they held back, and she let slip another secret. These men of note circled each other warily, each jealous of what she might have whispered to the other.

Scholars Buchwald and Feingold report that

Newton is said to have refused to see Richard Bentley [Master of Trinity College and preeminent classical scholar] for an entire year because the latter dared to inquire whether Newton “could demonstrate” that a prophetic day [such as were found in Daniel and Revelation] denoted “a year in their completion.” According to William Whiston, Newton was offended by Bentley’s challenge because he interpreted the request “as invidiously alluding to his being a mathematician; which science was not concerned in this matter.”21

The same Bentley argued so vociferously with his fiancée over a passage in Revelation that she broke down in tears. Was this because he’d spoken too harshly to her? Or because she disagreed with him? Or was it because the future Mrs. Bentley had suddenly realized that a marriage to Mr. Bentley would be a ménage à trois—an eternal triangle of herself, her husband, and John of Patmos? Whatever the case, she married him anyway.22

In August 1680, in a letter to mathematician John Sharp, philosopher Henry More described how much he had enjoyed an evening spent discussing Revelation with Isaac Newton.

For after his reading of the Exposition of the Apocalypse which I gave him, he came to my chamber, where he seem’d to me not only to approve my Exposition as coherent and perspicacious throughout from the beginning to the end, but (by the manner of his countenance which is ordinarily melancholy and thoughtful, but then mighty lightsome and cheerful, and by the free profession of what satisfaction he took therein) to be in a manner transported.23

This letter gives us a glimpse of a more tender side to Isaac Newton, though later More would be pained to discover that Newton hadn’t changed his views one bit after reading More’s exposition.

Newton was close to the Swiss mathematical genius Nicholas Fatio de Duillier, who understood the Principia in depth and shared Newton’s passion for biblical prophecy. Fatio had a fantastic linguistic gift and was said to speak fifty-two languages; you might have thought this would help him interpret prophecy, but it only helped him to go overboard. He saw the entire Bible as a Book of Revelation, believing the serpent in the Garden was the Roman Empire, Eve was the pristine Christian Church, and Adam was the clergy caught in between. Fatio glimpsed Apocalypse, martyrs, and the papacy behind almost every paragraph of Job, Psalms, Proverbs, and much more. His damn-the-torpedoes approach to the prophetic texts was one of the few strains in his relationship with Newton, who chided him gently in a letter: “I am glad you have taken the prophecies into consideration & I believe there is much in what you say about them, but I fear you indulge too much in fancy in some things.”24

Not all eminent Europeans, especially busy generals and anticlerical philosophers, took the Book of Revelation seriously. In 1712, the mathematician William Whiston contacted Prince Eugene of Savoy (comrade in arms of the Duke of Marlborough) to tell him the prince’s victory over the Turks at Corfu, along with the Peace of Karlowitz, were fore-told in Revelation 9:15. In response, “the prince sent Whiston fifteen guineas and a note thanking him for bringing it to the prince’s attention that he ‘had the honor to be known to St. John.’”25 In France, the hater of Catholicism and iconoclastic writer Voltaire wittily remarked: “Sir Isaac Newton wrote his comment upon the Revelation to console mankind for the great superiority he had over them in other respects.”26

“Zeus himself intends a prophet’s revelations to be incomplete, so that humanity may miss some part of Heaven’s design.”

These words are spoken by Phineus, the blind seer in Apollonius of Rhodes’s epic poem The Voyage of Argo. The seer had once disclosed Zeus’s intentions, and the god had punished him by blinding him.*627

Did Zeus know, as Doc Emmett Brown puts it in the hit 1980s film trilogy Back to the Future, that knowledge of the future can cause a rupture in the space-time continuum and change the present and the past? We don’t know whether Newton believed this, but we do know that he believed God intended that the prophecies in Daniel and Revelation should be understood only after the prophesied events had gone by; God had designed his hieroglyphs in such a way that we can only know the future once it has become the past.

That being said, there was a good reason for interpreting biblical prophecy even after the prophesied events had taken place. It was to 
demonstrate the existence of God. Scholar Matt Goff writes: “Since the Bible was 
thought to be divinely inspired, one can ‘prove’ that human history is all 
carried out according to a divine plan by showing how historical events correlate to biblical prophecy. . . . This work [Revelation] attempts to demonstrate that God orchestrates human history.”28

Prophecy wasn’t about the prophet, Newton insisted. It was about God. God had dictated the future history of mankind to John so that, once that future history had become the past, you could match it up with the actual facts of history and demonstrate that there was a God. John should not get a swelled head over this.

In Newton’s words:

The folly of Interpreters has been, to foretell times and things by this Prophecy [John’s], as if God designed to make them prophets. By this rashness they have not only exposed themselves, but brought the prophecy also into contempt. The design of God was much otherwise. He gave this and the Prophecies of the Old Testament, not to gratify men’s curiosities by enabling them to foreknow things, but that after they were fulfilled they might be interpreted by the event, and his own Providence, not the Interpreters, be then manifested thereby to the world. For the event of things predicted many ages before, will then be a convincing argument that the world is governed by providence.29

But Newton and his fellow prophecy enthusiasts were only human, and they couldn’t resist trying to find out what the future might hold for the seventeenth century, in particular, when Christ would return and the End Times begin. But the real thrust of Newton’s monumental examination of Revelation was to unveil the future events God had dictated to John so that Newton could demonstrate that they jibed with the actual facts of history.

Newton prepared himself for the task of interpreting Daniel and Revelation with a diligence that puts to shame today’s biblical prophecy mavens looking for a trip to the future as easy as hitting the keys of a computer. Richard Westfall writes:

First of all, with his customary thoroughness Newton 
established a proper text for Daniel and Revelation. He compared twenty different editions of Revelation and two manuscript versions, scouring “individual passages such as he could find them in ancient commentators” such as Cyprian, Irenaeus, and Tertullian. Rather early, he composed a Variantes Lectiones Apocalypticae (“Variant Apocalyptic Readings”) which proceeded through Revelation verse by verse, indicating variant readings from his many sources.30

The texts of Daniel and Revelation are peppered with surrealist hieroglyph-like images. Newton called these symbolic images prophetic figures or prophetic hieroglyphs. He believed that in the beginning of the world mankind shared a universal language written in hieroglyphs. All prophets worldwide shared a second-generation hieroglyphic language. The hieroglyphs of ancient Egypt were a first cousin to this prophetic language, which was, as scholar Michael Murrin explains, a “common symbolic discourse, resembling a code which could be broken or a forgotten language which could be recovered.”31

Newton wrote:

As critics for understanding the Hebrew consult also other Oriental Languages of the same root, so I have not feared sometimes to call in to my assistance the eastern expositors of their mystical writers. . . . For the language of the Prophets, being hieroglyphical, had affinity with that of the Egyptian Priests & eastern wise men & therefore was anciently much better understood in the East then it is now in the west.32

When we watch Isaac Newton scouring the ancient literatures of the world for help in interpreting Daniel and Revelation, he comes across to us as an extremely buttoned-down seventeenth-century version of Indiana Jones racing in hot pursuit of the lost Ark of the Covenant or the ever-vanishing Holy Grail. There’s a touch of the romantic in the source books Newton uses. One is the Oneirocriticon, or Interpretation of Dreams, written by one Achmet, who preferred to be called the son of Sereim, dream interpreter to Mámún, Caliph of Babylonia. We know today that this extraordinary text, from which Freud borrowed the title for his own Interpretation of Dreams, was actually written in the tenth century AD by an anonymous Byzantine Christian.

The Oneirocriticon was based on the Oneirocritica (also translated as Interpretation of Dreams) written in the middle of the second century AD by the Hellenistic Greek Artemidorus of Daldis. Legend has it that Artemidorus copied many of his dream interpretations from the ancient monuments of Egypt, Persia, and India. Some of these “dream graffiti” are said to have come from the “Dream Book” of Ashurbanipal, king of Assyria from 669 to 626 BC.

Ashurbanipal’s great loves were war and learning. Pillaging the homes of the more literary of his conquered adversaries helped him build a library of thirty thousand cuneiform tablets. The king’s “Dream Book” was discovered in the ruins of this library early in the nineteenth century—or not: no trace of the book remains today. Ashurbanipal’s journal of nocturnal adventure was said to be the final link in a chain of dream books stretching back to 5000 BC. (The king supposedly wrote on a tablet found in his library the tantalizing words, “I have examined stone inscriptions from before the Flood.”33)

Another sourcebook Newton used derived from the shifting cultures of the Middle East two centuries before Christ. By the fourth century BC, the use of Hebrew as the vernacular language in Palestine was in steady decline. By the second century, Aramaic was the language of choice, and Palestinians no longer learned Hebrew. Aramaic translations of the Hebrew Bible began to appear, usually taking the form of semi-paraphrases in Aramaic with plenty of commentary.

These new texts were called targumin (“translations,” sing. targum). Newton used the Targum Jonathan ben Uzziel, aka Targum Onkelos, which was probably written in the first century AD though the final version, a Latin translation used by Newton, wasn’t completed until the fourth century AD.

Rabbi Jonathan ben Uzziel was a man after Newton’s heart; it’s said this prodigious rabbi studied Torah so intensely that “the birds flying over him were burnt to death.”34 The mathematician used the rabbi’s targum under the title of Chalde Paraphrastas (Chaldean Semiparaphrases).

Here is Newton using the Oneirocriticon and the Chalde Paraphrastas as he works his way toward the meaning of the prophetic figure “locust”:

Locusts are generally referred to a multitude of enemies—If any king or Potentate see Locusts come upon a place, let him expect a powerful multitude of enemies there: & look what hurt the Locusts do the enemy will do mischief proportionally. Ind. Pers. Ægypt. in Achmet. c. 300. . . .

13. Wild beasts also by reason of their feeding upon 
vegetables, & preying upon one another signify Kingdoms of the Earth with their 
armies. A particular Beast, as in Daniels prophesies, signifies a particular kingdom, & Beasts in general kingdoms in general. Come ye, assemble all the Beasts of the field, come to devour. Chal. Paraphr.35

Newton believed the fact that God himself had created the prophecies of Daniel and Revelation meant that they were eminently decipherable. “If it cannot be understood,” he queried, “then why did God give it? Does he trifle?”36 They were simply expressed with simple meanings. “Truth is recognized as such by its simplicity and harmony,” Newton wrote, admonishing us to

choose those constructions which, without straining, reduce things to the greatest simplicity. . . . Truth is ever to be found in simplicity, and not in the multiplicity and confusing of things. As the world, which to the naked eye exhibits the greatest variety of objects, appears very simple in its internal constitution when surveyed by a philosophic understanding, and so much the simpler, the better it is understood, so it is in these visions. It is the perfection of all God’s works that they are done with the greatest simplicity.37

The language of biblical prophecy was consistent from the first page of the Bible to the last: “John did not write in one language, Daniel in another, Isaiah in a third, and the rest in another,” Newton declared; all the prophets “wrote in one and the same mystical language.”38

There were no garish cosmic extravaganzas in the Book of Revelation. What Newton found instead were commonsensical down-to-earth people and places. The prophets consistently employed an “analogy between the world natural & [the] world politique”;39everything in Revelation could be translated into a political or social entity. Manuel explains that Newton worked out a dictionary of historical, political, and ecclesiastical equivalents for the images and symbols in prophetic literature. Once an appropriate political translation of any given “prophetic hieroglyph” had been determined, the same meaning had to apply whenever it appeared in a book of prophecy. The tests of truth were constancy and consistency.*740

If you were looking for the wild and fantastic, you would be disappointed. 
Everything worldly (for example, men, beasts, insects, greenery, and so on), and everything cosmic (for example the sun, the stars, the planets, and so forth), always referred to a political entity. “Heaven” always meant a mundane throne or court or honors bestowed by a court. “Eye” did not have the mystical aspect that is imputed to the Masonic eye on the American dollar; it always meant worldly knowledge. “Beast,” though it may make us think of monsters, always referred to “a body politique 
& sometimes a single person, . . . or an army whereby kingdoms are usually founded and upheld.” (“If any man interpret a Beast to signify some great vice,” adds Newton, “this is to be rejected as his private imagination.)41 “Woman” always meant a church—and when we know this we know that we will never find anything risqué in Newton’s interpretation of the Book of Revelation.

Our interpretations must never be personal. Newton tells us we should “rely rather upon the traditions of the ancient Sages than upon the suggestions of private fancy.”42 Propriety, reason, simplicity, harmony: these qualities define the character of a prophetic text, and they also define the character of the prophet and of the interpreter of prophecy. Newton believed, writes Manuel, that divinely inspired prophets were never

enthusiasts, ranters, men who spoke with tongues. . . . [The prophet was, rather,] immensely learned, of impeccable moral virtue, a man who had devoted himself to years of study, and who when properly prepared was the perfect vehicle for God’s word. . . . [He was] a supremely rational man, a man worthy of receiving a message from the Divine Reason through the agency of the prophetic spirit.43

The most famous of all the seventeenth-century interpreters of divine prophecy, Joseph Mede, came close to fitting this description. Mede (1586–1639) entered Christ’s College, Cambridge, when he was fifteen, and in the course of his stay there (he became a don) mastered biblical scripture, philology, world history, mathematics, physics, botany, anatomy, astrology, and the Semitic languages. He must have had a gift for connecting with people as well as for connecting with Christ through the Book of Revelation, for as a Cambridge don he was constantly surrounded by admiring pupils (the poet John Milton was one of them), and he carried on an immense correspondence with most of the learned men of Europe. He died at age fifty-three, probably from overwork.

Mede wrote what is today arguably the most unread masterpiece in the history of English literature. This was the Clavis Apocalyptica (Key to the Apocalypse), which appeared in Latin in 1627. Lord Protector Oliver Cromwell was greatly taken by this book and ordered that it be translated into English and a copy placed near the pulpit of every Puritan Church in England and Scotland. The translation, titled Key of the Revelation Searched and Demonstrated, appeared in 1643, and did end up in many churches.

So Mede’s Clavis Apocalyptica was certainly read in its time—and by no one more avidly than Sir Isaac Newton—but when the Age of Reason dawned and the idea that God had dictated the prophetic books of the Bible became untenable, Mede’s book began to lose favor and was quickly relegated to the attics of the scholars who had once pored over it with delight.

Mede invented two laws for interpreting biblical prophecy. The first was the law of synchronistical necessity. To understand what this law is all about, we have to leave Joseph Mede for a moment and look at the Book of Daniel, which Mede, and then Newton, regarded as Revelation’s twin and an indispensable guide to deciphering the Book of Revelation.

And suddenly in the midst of the darkness a vast hall appears, illuminated 
by golden candelabra. Candles so lofty that they are half lost in the darkness, 
stretch away beyond the lines of banquet tables, which seem to extend to the 
horizon. . . . On the pavement below crawl the captive kings whose hands and 
feet have been cut off; from time to time he flings them bones to gnaw. Further 
off sit his brothers with bandages across their eyes, being all blind.44

Thus does the French novelist Gustave Flaubert describe in bloody, surreal, and exaggerated detail the splendor and misery of the banquet hall of King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylonia, who ruled from 605 to 562 BC.

One of the “brothers with bandages across their eyes” might well have been 
Zedekiah, vassal king of Jerusalem from 597 to 587 BC. In 587 BC, Nebuchadnezzar 
conquered Jerusalem, destroyed the Temple of Solomon, took Zedekiah captive, 
forced him to watch as his children were slaughtered, and had his eyes put out. 
Blind, stumbling, and shattered, the defeated vassal was led off to Babylon in chains.

Nebuchadnezzar had conquered Jerusalem once before. On March 16, 597 BC, he had subdued the capital of Judah, pillaged the city and the Temple of Solomon, and forced the Jewish king Jeconiah (or Jehoiakim) to endure the same long march to Babylon that Zedekiah would endure ten years later. With the king came “all Jerusalem, and all the princes, and all the mighty men of valor, ten thousand captives, and all the craftsmen and all the smiths . . . except [for] the poorest people of the land” (2 Kings 24:14). Among the captives was a handsome young prince named Daniel. He and other Jewish royals were accepted into Babylonian society and treated almost as equals. Daniel acquired a reputation as a soothsayer and dream interpreter.

The Book of Daniel tells us that, in about 575 BC, King Nebuchadnezzar had a dream so disturbing that he summoned all the soothsayers in Babylonia to interpret it. Nebuchadnezzar administered to them a test; if they could not themselves redream the king’s dream, they were not capable of interpreting. Daniel redreamed the dream, thus passing the test, and told the king the following: He had seen a gigantic metal statue rise up, its head made of gold, its chest and arms of silver, its belly and thighs of iron, and its legs of brass. Its feet were a mixture of bronze and clay. A boulder rolled down a hill and pulverized the statue. The boulder then became a huge mountain.

Daniel told Nebuchadnezzar that the dream foretold the rise and fall of four world empires: Nebuchadnezzar’s, the Median, the Persian, and the Macedonian. The boulder symbolized a messianic kingdom that would put an end to all worldly powers. (Later readers of Daniel found that it made more sense to interpret the sequence of empires as Babylonian, Persian, Greek, and Roman.45)

Much later, during the reign of the king’s son Belshazzar, Daniel had several visions of his own that reinforced his reading of Nebuchadnezzar’s dream. Newton describes it in the Observations; in the first vision “the prophecy of the four empires is repeated, with several new additions.” Daniel sees in rapid succession a lion with eagle’s wings, a bear with three ribs in its mouth, a leopard with four heads and four wings, and a fourth “beast” with “huge iron teeth.” Each beast makes clearer which kingdom is intended: the lion with wings suggests 
the winged bulls of ancient Babylonian statuary; the three ribs in the bear’s 
mouth are the three kingdoms conquered by the Medes and Persians (Babylon, 
Lydia, and Egypt); the leopard with four wings conveys the tremendous speed with which Alexander the Great conquered almost all the known world, thereby laying the foundations for the Hellenistic Greek empire; and the beast with the iron teeth is Rome.46

Daniel’s second vision built on his first. He saw a ram with two horns and a he-goat with a horn between its eyes square off against each other. The he-goat subdued the ram with its horn. That horn was broken but became four horns, from one of which a smaller horn appeared and then grew very big. Daniel 8:18 goes on: “As for the ram which you saw with the two horns, these are the kings of Media and Persia. And the he-goat is the king of Greece; and the great horn between his eyes is the first king.” Newton believed this dream foretold the coming of the Roman Empire, the world-historical event whose history will be fore-told in the Book of Revelation. (Daniel had yet another vision, which later scholars believed foretold the birth of Christ and the coming of Christianity. We will discuss this vision in chapter 9, “The Conversion of the Jews.”)

Because the four empires were actual historical entities that took the path described for them by Daniel, in ages to come most scholars, one of them Isaac Newton, believed the Book of Daniel sucessfully fore-told the future and proved the existence of God. Today, scholars no longer believe the Book of Daniel was written in the sixth century BC, or even that there was a Daniel. Instead, they believe Daniel was written between 167 and 163 BC by an anonymous scribe to “predict an evil end for Antiochus IV Epiphanes, a Hellenistic king of Syria who set up an altar—and possibly a statue—to Zeus in the Temple in Jerusalem. To the Jews, this was an unthinkable abomination,” writes Richard Smoley.47 And Northrop Frye writes that “the Book of Daniel turns into Aramaic halfway through, and could no more be written by a contemporary of Nebuchadnezzar than a book that turned from Latin into Italian could be Julius Caesar’s.”48

The author of Daniel knew exactly how to draw in his audience. He placed his drama in a setting that was charged with meaning and emotion for the Jews: the court of Nebuchadnezzar at the time of the Babylonian Captivity. And he wove Jewish myth and legend into a heady narrative that could not fail to delight a Judaean audience: God himself predicting the collapse of mighty empires that had oppressed the Jews.

Finally, explains Goff, “in declaring that the Book of Daniel was written during the Captivity, he made it appear as if the prophecies had come true, and that the Book of Daniel was therefore truly the word of God and they, the Jews, should rest assured that He existed and that He was compassionate.”49

To this day, many fundamentalist and evangelical churches, such as the Church of Seventh Day Adventists, still believe the Book of Daniel was written in the sixth century BC. They regard Daniel as a fount of universal wisdom and believe his book contains solutions to any problems 
that might beset mankind. In 2013, when the Tea Party threatened to shut down the federal government over Obamacare, Seventh Day Adventist churches across the United States offered sermons on “Daniel: God’s Health Care Plan Revealed.” Thus did Daniel join hands with the Republican Party to help maintain the profitability of Big Pharma and U.S. medical insurance companies.

Now we can return to Mede’s law of synchronistical necessity. Mede, and then Newton, believed the Books of Daniel and Revelation were a single prophecy. Daniel tells the future history of the world down to the early Roman Empire and the birth of Christ, and Revelation picks up from there (both books surge ahead to Apocalyptic times, though Daniel only briefly). The author of Daniel backs up this single-prophecy hypothesis by quoting God’s words: “But thou, O Daniel, shut up the words, and seal the book, even to the time of the end: many shall run to and fro, and knowledge shall be increased” (12:4). Mede asserted that Daniel’s sealed book was the scroll Christ unseals in Revelation. Newton sums up: Daniel’s words were “shut up & seal[ed] till the time of the end.”50

Therefore references in Revelation can be interpreted in terms of references in Daniel; this is the law of synchronistical necessity. Daniel tells us that “horns” refer to kingdoms, and Mede and Newton apply this information to the various birthings of horns in Revelation. Important prophetic time spans in Daniel are also repeated in Revelation. Most important is “time, [two] times, time-and-a-half.” Mede maintained that this equaled 1,260 years, because a “time” meant a day and a day meant a year (1 + 2 + ½ = 3½ days = 3½ years = 1,260 days = 1,260 years); he applied this same interpretation in Revelation.

Mede also invented the law of homogeneal necessity, which states that when prophesied events take the same amount of time to transpire, they are the same event; before Mede, such events were thought to succeed one another. Mede argued, for example, that the four events of the Woman driven into the Wilderness (and who lived there for 1,260 days); the Seven-Headed Beast Restored (restored and empowered for 42 months); the Outer Court Trodden Down by the Gentiles (for 42 months); and the Witnesses on Earth prophesying in Sackcloth (for 1,260 days) were the same event, since 42 months = 1,260 days. Each event has the same temporal length, said Mede, and therefore they are the same event, or aspects of the same event.

The contents of a biblical prophecy couldn’t be known until the events it prophesied had gone past. So Newton (and Mede) studied the actual history of the Middle East and Europe from the time of John of Patmos to the seventeenth century. It was a question of matching these events up with prophecies so that they could show that these events were the very same events that John had predicted in Revelation. Then they had proved the existence of God; they had accomplished what they had set out to accomplish.

Richard Westfall explains that

to vindicate the dominion of God, he [Newton] must demonstrate as well that the facts of history have corresponded to the words of prophecy. . . . He ransacked the ancient historians and chroniclers, pagan and Christian alike, plus orations, letters, the Theodosian Code, anything that could help him establish the order of events. . . . In one short passage of ten pages, in which Newton was concerned to establish that peace broke out [between Romans and barbarians] for a short period beginning in 380, he cited Zosimus, Theodoret, Cedrenus, Baronio, Marcellinus, Ammanianus Marcellinus, Socrates (the historian), Sozomen, Prudentius.51

Westfall cites eighteen additional sources that Newton drew on to write these ten pages. He evaluates Newton as a historian.

No one, I think, would call Newton a great historian. He approached history with an a priori pattern of interpretation, and he produced indigestible catenae of quotations instead of readable narratives. His goal was rigor rather than belles lettres, however, and I suspect that no one would sneer at him on that score. He brought the standards of scientific demonstration to historical research. He pursued evidence relentlessly. I seriously doubt that any historian has ever attained a firmer grasp of the facts relating to the barbarian invasions of the fifth and sixth centuries.52



CHAPTER THREE

NEWTON’S GOD

Tis the temper of the hot and superstitious part of mankind in matters of religion ever to be fond of mysteries, and for that reason to like best what they understand least.

ISAAC NEWTON, “AN HISTORICAL ACCOUNT OF TWO NOTABLE CORRUPTIONS 
OF SCRIPTURE, IN A LETTER TO A FRIEND,” NOVEMBER 1690

On November 14, 1690, Isaac Newton sent John Locke (1632–1704), England’s leading philosopher, a 25,000-word letter whose contents were so heretical that if word had gotten out about them, Newton would surely have lost his professorship at Cambridge. It wouldn’t have mattered that the Principia Mathematica had been out for three years and Newton was being hailed as the greatest natural philosopher of his time and perhaps of all time.

There were some in England who, if they’d gotten wind of the contents of this 
letter, would have done their utmost to have Newton thrown in jail. A thousand 
miles away at the Vatican, there were cardinals who, if they’d had the slightest hint of what it said, would have whispered in the pope’s ear that it was time for the blasphemous genius from England to be burned at the stake.

When the judicious and dispassionate philosopher John Locke, who lived on the luxuriant estate of Lord and Lady Masham near Oxford, read the letter in its entirety, he must have paced the famous gardens of that illustrious manor house with a look of more than usual thoughtfulness on his face. He’d be in great trouble himself if people found out he’d received this letter.

Locke had little knowledge of mathematics, but men of genius had explained the Principia Mathematica 
to him while he was in exile in Holland. The philosopher recognized the 
greatness of Newton’s achievement, and when he returned to England he and Newton 
became friends. Not close friends, for Newton was almost incapable of that; but 
the two worlds these men had created with exemplary genius, modern psychology on the part of Locke, and physics and mathematics on the part of Newton, did not really intersect, so there could be no ideological clashes when the two men met, but only mutual, appreciative admiration.*8

They shared the same religious views (Locke wrote extensively about “simplifying” Christianity); Newton trusted the preternaturally fair-minded Locke; and so it is not surprising that Newton sent Locke this 25,000-word letter—actually a treatise—in which Newton sought not so much the great philosopher’s approbation so much as confirmatory, supplemental knowledge.

Locke was in agreement with everything Newton wrote in the letter, including the inflammatory parts. But as he read what was so clearly heretical he must have felt on his cheeks the heat of the fires that had so many times in the past burned up the lives of good men who had accepted these beliefs. But the immensely intelligent Locke was brave and loyal. Before the week was out, he posted a lengthy reply to Newton. At some point on the journey to Cambridge the reply crossed paths with a second letter Newton had sent Locke at the end of November. This second letter was only 7,000 words long, but its contents were as blasphemous as those of the first letter. Locke was again in agreement. He again posted a lengthy reply.

What were the contents of the two letters Newton sent Locke?

Newton titled the first, which was actually two letters, “An Historical Account of Two Notable Corruptions of Scripture, in a Letter to a Friend.” The second letter, which Newton left untitled, gave accounts of twenty-five additional “notable corruptions of Scripture.”

It took extraordinary courage for Newton to write these letters, and even a little uncustomary recklessness. The twenty-seven passages in the New Testament that he demonstrates in these letters to be “corruptions,” intentional or not, of the original text were passages the Roman Catholic Church considered to be proof of the doctrine of the Trinity—that the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost are one and the same.

Tens of thousands of people had been executed by the Roman Catholic Church over the centuries for refusing to swear that God and Jesus Christ were one. A mere seventy years or so divided Newton from the last, cruel, fires of the Spanish Inquisition—the same number of years that divides us from the Second World War. Even in the lifetime of Newton’s father, people had been burned alive at the stake for making statements about Jesus Christ that the Roman Catholic Church considered to be heretical.

Today you can say anything you want about Jesus Christ.

In The Last Temptation of Christ (1953), Nobel Prize–winning Greek novelist Nikos Kazantzakis portrays the son of God as a lusty womanizer.

In The Power Tactics of Jesus Christ and Other Essays (1967), American psychotherapist Jay Haley describes him as, variously, a man building a mass movement to topple an entrenched power structure, a schizophrenic, and a sociopath.

A few years ago, a flurry of books appeared asserting that there had never been a Jesus Christ. This supposed son of God was pure myth, a god cobbled together, perhaps mostly unconsciously, from bits and pieces of earlier pagan gods like the Titan Prometheus, who was chained to a mountain crag (or as a philosopher of myth might say, crucified) for stealing fire from the Olympic gods and giving it to mankind.

The latest take on Jesus is that he existed but was somebody else, a minor Middle Eastern king named Monobazus who ruled Edessa/ Palmyra from AD 57 to 71 and was a military leader in the Jewish revolt against the Romans in AD 66 to 70.1

Things could hardly have been more different in Isaac Newton’s time. Thirty years before Newton was born, in 1612, two English clergymen, Bartholomew Legate and Edward Wightman, were burned alive at the stake for refusing to swear that Jesus was the equal of God. In 1646, when Newton was four, an Englishman named Paul Best was sentenced to death by hanging for refusing to affirm the doctrine of the Trinity. He spent time in jail but was granted a reprieve at the last moment.

There were fates almost worse than death for some said to have blasphemed the divinity of Christ. In October 1656, a Quaker minister named James Nayler 
rode into Bristol on the back of a donkey. He was reenacting Christ’s entry into 
Jerusalem on an ass, an event that is commemorated on Palm Sunday every year. Nayler was arrested, locked in the stocks, and given three hundred lashes for committing this “horrid blasphemy.” His tongue was pierced with a red-hot iron and his forehead was branded with a B. Then he was thrown into prison, where he spent three years in solitary confinement.

A law was passed during Oliver Cromwell’s Commonwealth, and reframed and renamed at the end of the century as the Blasphemy Act of 1697, that barred from office, sentencing to “three years’ imprisonment on a second conviction all those, educated as Christians, who denied the doctrine of the Trinity, the truth of Christianity, or the divine authority of the Bible.”2 
This law did not exclude executing a person for denying the Trinity: In 1697, 
seven years after Newton sent his dangerously heretical letters to Locke, Thomas Aikenhead, a twenty-year-old Edinburgh University student, was hanged for publicly ridiculing the scriptures and the Trinity.3 He was summarily tried the day after he made these statements and executed the day after that.

Newton’s lifelong “anti-Trinitarianism” was molded at an early age. He rejected the doctrine of the Trinity—that the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost are one—while a nineteen-year-old student at Trinity College in Cambridge. He told no one; if he had done so, this extraordinarily promising student would surely have been expelled. As Newton scholar Stephen Snobelen writes, “Newton lived in an age when heresy was not only a religious crime, but also a civil offense and a social outrage. When he converted to anti-Trinitarianism at Cambridge, he opposed a triad of legal structures: civil, ecclesiastical and academic.”4

Newton decided that believing God and Christ were one was a form of idolatry—the “betrayal of God” we spoke of in chapter 1. God had told Moses, “Thou shalt have no other gods before me,” and it seemed to Newton that to elevate Christ to a position of equality with God was, if not to put another God before him, at least to place another God beside him, and that this—since it deflected attention from the single-minded concentrated adoration of God—was equally idolatrous, even blasphemous.*9

Newton said this to very few people during his lifetime, but there is ample evidence of this belief, found in the two letters to Locke and in other parts of his nonscientific writings unknown before 1936.

Over the years Newton acquired a comprehensive knowledge of the Bible equal to that of anyone in England. A leading Anglican bishop told philosopher Richard Bentley in 1699 that Newton “knows more than all the rest of us about Scripture.”5 The bishop would not have wanted to know some of the things Newton had come to believe. The more the great scientist studied Holy Scripture, the more he became convinced that very early on the church fathers had rewritten certain passages of the New Testament to falsely portray Christ as the equal of God. Richard Westfall writes that by the late 1680s Newton had become convinced that “a massive fraud, which began in the fourth and fifth centuries, had perverted the legacy of the early church. Central to the fraud were the Scriptures, which Newton began to believe had been corrupted to support trinitarianism.”6

Newton set himself the task of weeding out these corruptions. He brought all of his immense intelligence and learning to bear on this project. Newton scholar Justin Champion describes the working draft of the letters to Locke, which has come down to us.

The pages of Newton’s piece are littered with marginal references to biblical manuscripts and printed editions of all varieties: Slavonic, Ethiopick, Syriac, Arabic, Armenian, Turkish, French, Latin, and Greek. Specific and important codices were cited by name, library, and shelf mark; encouragement to ocular examination accompanied many of these citations. Codices such as Vaticanus, Claromontanus, Bezae, and Alexandrinus were the staple of orthodox biblical critics: Newton supplemented these with the codices Lobiensis, Tomacensis, Buslidianus, and Rhodiensis.7
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