
The Bible: God’s Redemptive Words 
Lesson 2: God’s Revelation – General and Special 

Intro 

- Having discussed that God has chosen to reveal Himself to us in a manner that is accommodated 

to our limitations and weaknesses, we now come to discuss in what ways he has revealed 

Himself, and what He communicates through those means.  

- We divide these into two categories: General and Special Revelation, to distinguish how and 

what God communicates to humanity.  

- General Revelation refers to what God communicates to all humanity through creation, and 

Special Revelation refers to what God communicates in His Word as it is preached, read and 

proclaimed through the sacraments.  

- As the Belgic Confessions says so well: 

Belgic Confession 2: By What Means God Is Made Known Unto Us 
We know Him by two means: first, by the creation, preservation and government of 
the universe; which is before our eyes as a most elegant book, wherein all creatures, 
great and small, are as so many characters leading us to contemplate the invisible 
things of God, namely, His eternal power and divinity, as the apostle Paul saith, 
Romans 1:20. All which things are sufficient to convince men, and leave them 
without excuse.  
 
Secondly, He makes Himself more clearly and fully known to us by His holy and 
divine Word, that is to say, as far as is necessary for us to know in this life, to His 
glory and our salvation. 

General Revelation 

- Paul saw this idea of general revelation as crucial to his entire explanation of the Gospel.  

Rom 1:18-20 
18 The wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the godlessness and 
wickedness of men who suppress the truth by their wickedness, 19 since what may 
be known about God is plain to them, because God has made it plain to them.  20 For 
since the creation of the world God's invisible qualities-- his eternal power and 
divine nature-- have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, 
so that men are without excuse.  



2 

 

 
- In this section of Romans, Paul explains the universal need for salvation, and to convince us of 

this, he assumes two things: 

o That all humanity has indeed committed sinful acts against God.  

o That humanity knows full well that these things are condemned by God 

- How, then, does all humanity “cine the creation of the world” know that they are guilty? 

o Paul says God has made it “plain” to them.  How plain? 

o He says that God’s law is “clearly seen” by all, so clearly, in fact, that we all are “without 

excuse.” 

How has God revealed these things?  

- Paul argues that “through what has been made” God has revealed: 

o His invisible qualities 

o His eternal power 

o His divine nature 

- How can this be? 

o Simple creation, in and of itself, cannot reveal all that Paul say humanity knows.  

o For example, gazing in wonder at a starry night cannot convict someone of their sin of 

coveting unless they are already acquainted with the character of the God who’s glory 

the stars proclaim.  

- We see this in the progression of Psalm 19:  

The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of his hands.  2 Day after day they 
pour forth speech; night after night they display knowledge.  3 There is no speech or language where 
their voice is not heard.  4 Their voice goes out into all the earth, their words to the ends of the world. 
In the heavens he has pitched a tent for the sun, 5 which is like a bridegroom coming forth from his 
pavilion, like a champion rejoicing to run his course.  6 It rises at one end of the heavens and makes its 
circuit to the other; nothing is hidden from its heat. 7 The law of the LORD is perfect, reviving the soul. 
The statutes of the LORD are trustworthy, making wise the simple.  8 The precepts of the LORD are 
right, giving joy to the heart. The commands of the LORD are radiant, giving light to the eyes.  9 The 
fear of the LORD is pure, enduring forever. The ordinances of the LORD are sure and altogether 
righteous.  10 They are more precious than gold, than much pure gold; they are sweeter than honey, 
than honey from the comb.  11 By them is your servant warned; in keeping them there is great 
reward.  12 Who can discern his errors? Forgive my hidden faults.  13 Keep your servant also from 
willful sins; may they not rule over me. Then will I be blameless, innocent of great transgression.  14 
May the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be pleasing in your sight, O LORD, my 
Rock and my Redeemer. 

 

- David begins with singing God’s praises as they are seen in His creation and then immediately 

moves to a discussion of the holiness and convicting power of God’s Law. 
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o The heavens reminded him of the Holy character of God, but they did not introduce the 

concepts it to him.  

o Thus we have this knowledge firmly implanted in us because we are made in God’s 

image.  His creation enhances and reconfirms these truths to us, but only because we 

are already quite aware of who He is through our consciences.  

Calvin 
There is within the human mind, and indeed by natural instinct, an awareness of 
divinity.  This we take to be beyond controversy. To prevent anyone from taking 
refuge in the pretense of ignorance, God himself has implanted in all men a certain 
understanding of his divine majesty.  Ever renewing its memory, he repeatedly 
sheds fresh drops.  Since, therefore, men one and all perceive that there is a God 
and that he is their Maker, they are condemned by their own testimony because 
they have failed to honor him and to consecrate their lives to his will.1 
 

- If we combine these words with those of Rom 1 the picture becomes clear: since we are already 

aware of God’s holy character, then we know that He is one who cannot lie, and thus what He 

reveals to us is true.  

- So we can have faith that is sure and certain that what He says is true based on HIM.  

Calvin 
Again, it is certain that man never achieves a clear knowledge of himself unless he has first 
looked upon God’s face, and then descends from contemplating him to scrutinize himself… 
Moreover, we are not thus convinced if we look merely to ourselves and not also to the 
Lord, who is the sole standard by which this judgment must be measured.2 
 

This knowledge is universal 

- This knowledge is plain to all humanity, NOT SIMPLY TO CHRISTIANS!    

- This is not necessarily the kind of “knowledge” that we can demonstrate; rather, it is by faith. 

Now When we say that it is “by faith”, we do not mean that the only way to have access to 

General Revelation is by believing in Christ.   

- In this case faith is simply what the author of Hebrews describes: being sure and certain of what 

we do not see. 

Heb 11:1-3  
Now faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see. 2 This is 
what the ancients were commended for. 3 By faith we understand that the universe was 
formed at God's command, so that what is seen was not made out of what was visible. 

                                                      
1 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion,  in The Library of Christian Classics,  Vols. XX-XXI, ed. J.T. McNeill, trans. 

F.L. Battles (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1975), Inst. 1.3.1.  

 
2 Calvin, Inst. 1.1.2. 
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- Thus, to reject this certain knowledge that we all have is the height of irrationality. ALL 

HUMANITY knows naturally that God ought to be worshipped, yet we go and chase after idols of 

all sorts, which is contrary to the way we were designed. This is why none of us has an excuse.   

- Rom 2 also makes it clear that people without the Scriptures still know right and wrong quite 

clearly: 

Romans 2:14-15   
14 (Indeed, when Gentiles, who do not have the law, do by nature things required by the law, 
they are a law for themselves, even though they do not have the law, 15 since they show that 
the requirements of the law are written on their hearts, their consciences also bearing 
witness, and their thoughts now accusing, now even defending them.) 
 

- Calvin also argued that God’s gift of  natural law enables even pagans to establish justice 

It is a fact that the law of God which we call the moral law is nothing else than a testimony 
of natural law and of that conscience which God has engraved upon the minds of men.3 
 

General Revelation Is Insufficient for Salvation   

- Contrary to what some in the Early and Medieval church thought, as well as much modern 

theology, this natural knowledge of God cannot save sinners.  

- It is merely a proclamation of Law, not of Gospel.  While this law is used of God to create in us 

awareness of our need for salvation, Christ’s work for us is not communicated to us universally 

and generally through creation.  

Westminster Confession of Faith 1.1 
Although the light of nature, and the works of creation and providence, do so far manifest 
the goodness, wisdom, and power of God, as to leave men inexcusable; yet are they not 
sufficient to give that knowledge of God, and of his will, which is necessary to salvation; 
therefore it pleased the Lord, at sundry times, and in divers manners, to reveal himself, and 
to declare that his will to his Church; and afterwards for the better preserving and 
propagating of the truth, and for the more sure establishment and comfort of the Church 
against the corruption of the flesh, and the malice of Satan and of the world, to commit the 
same wholly to writing; which makes the holy Scripture to be most necessary; those former 
ways of God's revealing his will to his people being now ceased. 
 

- Thus, God in His grace chose to go beyond what we know naturally and give us revelation that is 

supernatural which we call Special Revelation. 

                                                      
3 Calvin, Inst., 4.20.16. 
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- Since God says that saving faith “comes by hearing, and hearing from the Word of God” this is a 

clear directive that God has chosen to confine the message of His general revelation to all as law 

and to reserve the Gospel for His supernatural Word which describes and produces this 

salvation.  


