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THE PRINCIPIUM COGNOSCENDI EXTERNUM (Revelation)

(Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology, pp. 116-143.)
A.  NAME AND CONCEPT OF REVELATION (pp. 116-128).  
1.  Connection between Religion and Revelation.  

The idea of religion naturally leads on to that of revelation as its necessary corollary.  In the study of comparative religion it is recognized ever increasingly that all religion is based on revelation of some kind, and that there is no purely “natural,” as distinguished from “revealed,” religion.  Dr. Orr says: “In a wider respect, there is probably no proposition on which the higher religious philosophy of the past hundred years is more agreed than this – that all religion originates in revelation.”  (Revelation and Inspiration, p. 2.)  The study of History of Religions yields abundant evidence of the fact that belief in revelation is quite general among the nations of the world, and that every religion of any importance appeals to some form of revelation.  Buddhism has sometimes been regarded as an exception to the rule, but in reality it is no exception, for when it became a religion it regarded Buddha as its god.  Not only conservative, but also liberal scholars, grant explicitly that the knowledge of God, and therefore also religion, rests on revelation, though their conception of revelation varies a great deal.  (Cf. Bavinck, Geref. Dogm. I, p. 291 ff.)   To quite an extent the term “natural theology” has fallen into disuse, and even when it is still used, it is designation of a theology which is the opposite of “revealed theology.”  W. Fulton finds fault with this old medieval distinction, which is still tacitly accepted by J.G. Frazer in his Gifford Lectures, and says: “the knowledge of God derived from the consideration of nature, or from the light of reason, is as much entitled to be called revealed knowledge as the knowledge of God mediated through the Scriptures and the Church.”  (Nature and God, p. 18.)  John Caird declares: “There is therefore, we repeat, no such thing as a natural religion or religion of reason distinct from revealed religion.”  (The Fundamental Ideas of Christianity I, p. 23.)   McPherson was perfectly justified in saying: “In the idea and fact of religion, therefore, revelation as the operation of God is the necessary correlate of faith as the spiritual act of man.”  (The Fundamental Ideas of Christianity I, p. 23.)   This could not be otherwise, because religion brings man in contact with an invisible God, inaccessible to human investigation.  If man is ever to know and serve God, the latter must reveal Himself.  This is all the more true in view of the fact that in religion man is seeking something which he cannot find in science and art, in commerce and industry, in sensual pleasures and worldly riches, namely, redemption from sin and death, and life in communion with God.  He can obtain these blessings only if God reveals Himself in relation to man and points out the way of salvation.  
2. The General Idea of Revelation.  

The word “revelation” is derived from the Latin “revelatio,” which denotes an unveiling, a revealing.  In its active sense it denotes the act of God by which He communicates to man the truth concerning Himself in relation to His creatures, and conveys to him the knowledge of His will: and in the passive sense it is a designation of the resulting product of this activity of God.  It should be observed that in theology it never denotes a mere passive, perhaps unconscious, becoming manifest, but always a conscious, voluntary, and intentional deed of God, by which He reveals or communicates divine truth.  The idea of revelation assumes 
(a) that there is a personal God who actively communicates knowledge; 
(b) that there are truths, facts, and events which would not be known without divine revelation; and 
(c) that there are rational beings to whom the revelation is made and who are capable of appropriating it.  
The words more particularly used in Scripture for revelation are the common words for “disclose,” “make known,” or “reveal,” with a deepened meaning as applied to supernatural communications, or the effect of these.  In the Old Testament the outstanding word is “gelah,” the original meaning of which is “to be naked.”  As applied to revelation, it points to the removal of a covering which obstructs the view.  There is no noun derived from this verb, which denotes the concept of revelation.  The corresponding New Testament term is “apokalupto,” which also signifies the removal of a veil or covering, in order that what is back of it or under it may be seen.  The noun “apokalupsis” denotes an uncovering, a revelation.  Another word that is frequently used is “phaneroo” (noun, “phanerosis”), to make manifest, to expose to view.  The classical passage concerning the revelation of God to man is Hebl 1:1, 2: “God, having of old time spoken unto the fathers in the prophets by divers portions and in divers manners, hath at the end of these days spoken to us in his Son.” 
3. Historical Conceptions of Revelation.  

The idea of revelation has had a rather checkered history.  There was no general agreement as to just what constituted divine revelation.  Baillie distinguishes five periods in the history of human thought on this subject, and a brief characterization of these periods will serve to indicate the conflicting opinions that gained currency in the course of time.  

a.  In the earliest times.  

Primitive peoples found the final court of appeal in all religious matters in the mass of tribal traditions that were handed down conscientiously from one generation to another.  They regarded the knowledge of the gods and of divine things, contained in these traditions, as perfectly reliable, because it had been acquired by the inspired men of the race by divination, that is, by signs provided by the gods in the entrails of animals, the flight and cries of birds, the constellations, and so on.  These signs were interpreted by those who were skilled in such matters (artificial divination), or by communications which were directly clear to the mind, and which were made during sleep or in a waking state of ecstasy or frenzy (natural divination).  The traditions which originated in this fashion were sometimes embodied in sacred books.  

b.  In the philosophy of the Greeks. 

The Greeks virtually set aside the idea that the gods revealed themselves to man, and substituted for it the idea that man gradually discovered the gods.  They did not deny the reality of divination altogether, but did not consider this sufficient to explain the whole body of religious knowledge.  In their opinion the truth about the gods was not suddenly acquired in dreams or visions, but by means of calm and persevering thought.  The prevailing opinion was that God and nature were one, and that the study of nature would therefore yield religious knowledge.  The philosophy of Socrates and Plato represented, at least to a certain extent a protest against this idea.  IN a measure they rose above the polytheism of their day.  

c.  In the Christian era up to the latter half of the seventeenth century. 

Under the influence of the Semitic and the Christian religion a distinction was made between a revelation of God in nature and a special revelation, finally embodied in Scripture.  This idea of a twofold revelation prevailed for more than sixteen hundred years without being seriously questioned.  The only point in dispute was that of the exact line of demarcation.  This was not always stated in the same way.  Thomas Aquinas held that natural revelation could lead to the knowledge of God as a unity, and furnished an adequate basis for a scientific theology, but that only special revelation could acquaint man with God as triune and as incarnate in Jesus Christ, and conveyed to man a knowledge of the mysteries of the faith.  

d.  In the latter half of the seventeenth century and the eighteenth century.

During this period there was a growing tendency to emphasize the revelation of God in nature at the expense of His special revelation in Scripture.  The idea, fostered especially by Deism and Rationalism, was that the light of nature is quite sufficient for man, and that the Christian revelation really adds nothing to it, but is merely a “republication” of the truths of nature for the benefit of those who cannot discover or reason out things for themselves.  By the “light of nature” they meant “partly certain intuitive or self-evident religious beliefs, and partly certain discursive proofs based on scientific and metaphysical speculation.”
e.  Since the beginning of the nineteenth century.

Under the influence of Kant, and especially of Schleiermacher, the difference between the light of nature and the light of God’s special revelation was supposedly transcended.  They are no more regarded in modern liberal theology as two different avenues to the knowledge of God, but only as two distinct ways of conceiving of the only avenue there is.  The doctrine of the immanence of God is beginning to play an important part.  Both Kant and Schleiermacher are “convinced that the only argument capable of reaching Deity is one that start not from the external, but from human, nature; and they believe, too, that it is in human nature, and not in its abeyance in trance or dream or frenzy, that God characteristically reveals Himself.”  They represent neither the doctrine of the light of nature nor that of special revelation in its old form, but resolve both in a higher unity.  This new representation is in a measure a return to that of Greek philosophy, and it is especially this view of revelation that is strongly opposed by the Theology of Crisis.

4. The Idea of Revelation in Modern Theology.

a.  The Deistic Conception.
Eighteenth century Deism believed in a personal God and in a general revelation in nature and history, but denied the necessity, the possibility, and the reality of a supernatural revelation.  It denied the necessity of such a revelation in view of the fact that human reason can discover, in the general revelation of God, all that a special revelation might convey to man.  The only conceivable advantage of a special revelation is that it might facilitate the acquirement of the necessary knowledge.  Lessing, though not himself a Deist, agreed with them in asserting the all-sufficiency of natural revelation.  According to him special revelation offers man nothing “worauf die menschliche Vernunft, sich selbst ueberlassen, nicht auch kommen wuerde; sondern sei gab und gibt ihm die wichtigsten dieser Dinge nur fruehrer.”  Deism also considered a supernatural revelation as impossible, that is, metaphysically inconceivable and morally unworthy of God.  Such a revelation would imply that the existing world is defective and, consequently, that the Creator, when He called it into being, was wanting, either in the necessary wisdom to plan a better world, nor in the requisite power to create a superior world.  The one is just as inconceivable as the other, and both involve an unworthy conception of God.  Finally, it also boldly denied the existence of any supernatural revelation, since it considered such a revelation as absolutely contrary to the fact that God always works according to the established laws of nature.  The world is under the control of an iron-clad system of laws, and therefore necessarily excludes the intrusion of supernatural elements.  Prophecy and miracles do not prove the existence of a revelation transcending the bounds of reason, since they admit of a natural explanation.  The Deist, then, ruled out the supernatural, and retained only the natural revelation of God, and he was followed in that respect by the philosophy of the Enlightenment.  Even Kant did not transcend this view, but argued just as Lessing did before him.  His religion was a religion within the bounds of reason.  (Cf. Moore, Christian Thought Since Kant, p. 50.)  
b.  The modern Idealistic conception.

While Deism placed God at a distance from the world and allowed no point of contact, the idealistic philosophy of the beginning of the previous century (note: i.e., 19th century) stressed the immanence of God in the world, and thereby gave rise to a new conception of revelation.  That philosophy was essentially pantheistic and therefore excluded revelation in the sense in which it was always understood by the Church.  The fundamental principle of Pantheism is that God and the world are one.  God has no independent existence apart from the world; neither does the world exist in distinction from God.  A distinction is usually made between the monistic, infinite, and self-sufficient ground of all things, and the temporal, finite, and constantly changing phenomena that necessarily flow from it.  These phenomenal forms are only modifications of the unknown something that lies back of them, and that has been variously designated as Brahm (in Indian philosophy), Pure Being (Greeks),  Substance (Spinoza), or Pure Thought (Hegel).  These are all pure abstractions which, as Bavinck remarks, may mean everything or nothing.  Opinions differed as to the way in which the world of phenomena comes forth out of this hidden background.  The Indian philosophers spoke of emanation, the Greeks of manifestation, Spinoza, of modification, and Hegel, of a process of idealistic evolution.  But this process, of whatever kind it may be, does not, strictly speaking, reveal the Absolute; this remains an unknown quantity.  Moreover, on this standpoint one can at best speak of a becoming manifest, and not at all of a conscious, voluntary, and active self-communication.  And, finally, this pantheistic view knows no object, to which knowledge could be communicated.  Subject and object are one.  Moore correctly says that, according to Hegel, “God is revealer, recipient, and revelation all in one.”  (Christian Thought Since Kant, p. 69.)  

Through Schleiermacher and his followers the one-sided emphasis of the Idealists on the immanence of God also became popular in theological circles, and was often stressed to the point of Pantheism. The whole of nature was not only regarded as a manifestation of the immanent God, but often identified with Him.  The divinity of man was emphasized in view of the fact that the most important revelation of God was found in the inner life of man, in which, according to Hegel, the Infinite comes to self-consciousness.  And since Christ was regarded as the purest flower of the human race, the highest revelation of God was also found in Him, primarily in His inner life, but secondarily also in His historical appearance.  Thus the continuity of God and man was made emphatic, and the idea of the distance separating the two was minimized and often completely ignored.  McGiffert, speaking of the influence of the doctrine of immanence on the idea of revelation, says: “As God is immanent in the life of man divine revelation comes from within, not form without.  The religious man looks into his own experience for the disclosure of divine truth, and if he also turns to the pages of a sacred book, it is simply because it is a record of the religious experiences of others who have found God in their own souls and have learned from Him there.”  (The Rise of Modern Religious Ideas, p. 204 f.)  


This Idealism also rules out the supernatural revelation of God.  It is true that, while Deism denies the supernatural, Idealism in a formal sense denies the natural, since it regards all thoughts, facts, and events in the natural world as the direct products of the immanent God.  All that Deism called natural is denominated supernatural by Idealism.  In its estimation the supernatural is, in the last analysis, not distinct from the natural, but finds expression in the common laws of nature and in the ordinary course of events.  All the natural is supernatural, and all the supernatural is natural.  In view of this fact it is no wonder that present day liberalism sometimes speaks of a “natural supernaturalism” and of a “supernatural naturalism.  It might seem therefore that, in this idealistic view, they who contend for a supernatural revelation receive even more than they are asking for; but the gain is merely apparent.  It only means that all revelation is regarded as supernatural in origin, that is, as coming from God.  Hence the question remains, whether there is a revelation of God, which transcends all that man can learn by his natural powers, a revelation, which not only flows from a supernatural source, but is also mediated and brought to man in a supernatural way.  And at this point Idealism, in spite of all its pretended belief in the supernatural, joins Deism in its denial.  Over against it, we must emphasize the fact that there is a revelation of God which was mediated and brought to man in a supernatural way.  
There is another point that deserves particular attention here, namely, that concerning the content of the divine revelation.  The Church has always regarded the revelation of God as a communication of knowledge to man: knowledge of the nature and of the will of God.  But in modern liberal theology, which is dominated by Idealism with its doctrine of the divine immanence, we repeatedly meet with the assertion that revelation is not a communication of divine truth, but assumes the form of experience or of a historical person, namely, Jesus Christ.  Sometimes it is said that God reveals Himself in acts rather than in words.  This is entirely in line with the common view that Christianity is not a doctrine but a life.  G.B. Foster says that the Christian concept of revelation differs from that “of the orthodox ecclesiastical dogmatics.  The latter rests on the equivalence of revelatio specialis with Sacred Scriptures.   In consequence of this, revelation is conceived (a) as communication of doctrine; (b) as internally authoritative and statutory; (c) as miraculous in the sense that main stress is placed on the absence of natural mediations; (d) as historyless.”  (Christianity in its Modern Expression, p. 49.)  According to Gerald Birney Smith “revelation is more and more being considered as exceptional spiritual insight rather than as a non-human communication of truth.”  (A Dictionary of Religion and Ethics, Art. Revelation.)  Edwards admits that the category of revelation may be ultimately necessary, but “it must be a revelation of God in terms of the whole life of man and not in terms of mere intellectual knowledge or ideas, conveyed to the mind of man from above.”  (The Philosophy of Religion, p. 31.)  Modesty does not permit the modern liberals to pretend that they are in possession of the truth, and therefore they assume the humble attitude of being seekers after truth.  At the same time they have enough confidence in man to think that he can discover the truth, and has even discovered God.  And even if they do still believe in revelation, they must insist that human discovery goes hand in hand with it.
c.  The conception of the Theology of Crisis.

The Theology of Crisis, represented by such men as Karl Barth, Emil Brunner, E. Thurneysen, F. Gogarten, and A. Bultmann, represents in no small measure a reaction against the modern idealistic view of revelation.  Several of its interpreters have already suggested that it might appropriately be called “The Theology of the Word of God.”  This would be quite in harmony with the title of Barth’s Prolegomena, “Die Lehre vom Worte Gottes.”  In this theology the “infinite qualitative difference between time and eternity” is stressed, and with it as its necessary corollary the discontinuity between God and man.  By taking this position it at once cut the ground from under the modern subjective conception of revelation, in which human discovery plays so great a part.  It rebukes the pride of those who imagine that they can build a tower high enough to reach heaven, and places great and repeated emphasis on the fact that there is no way from man to God, but only a way from God to man.  God is a hidden God, and man in his spiritual blindness can never find Him.  It is a God who finds man and thereby puts him in a crisis.  Revelation, according to this theology, has no concrete historical existence, not even in the Bible, and therefore it would not be correct to say, This is the Word of God.  It would involve bringing the Word of God down to the level of the historical and relative, and putting it in the power of man to make God an object of study, while, as a matter of fact, God is never object, but always subject.  In revelation all the emphasis falls on the free act of God.  It is God in the act of speaking, and speaking now to this and then to that man, and bringing the word home to the soul in faith.


The Theology of Crisis speaks of a revelation given once for all.  And if the question is raised, when this revelation was given, the answer is, in the incarnation, in which God actually came to man to perform a great all-decisive deed in order to constitute afresh our humanity.  However, it is not in the historical life of Jesus that supreme revelation of God was given, as the modern liberals claim, but only in that which is absolutely new in Him, that in which the eternal comes vertically down from above and penetrates into the horizontal history of history.  Camfield says in his Barthian study: “Christ makes the entrance into history of something that is new. In that which makes Him Christ, the revelation of God, he is not continuous with history but discontinuous.  In Him, history is lifted out of its temporal sequential setting and set in the light of the divine event of revelation.”  (Revelation and the Holy Spirit, p. 96.)  Brunner speaks in a similar vein: “Jesus Christ means eternity in time, the Absolute within relativity, the fulfillment of time, the beginning of that which is above all temporal change, the aion mellon, the coming of the word of God and salvation.” (The Word and the World, p. 36.)   The revelation of God came to man therefore in a great central fact rather than in a communication of knowledge.  In it God approaches man, not with a teaching that must be believed, but with a challenge that must be met, with a behest or a command that must be obeyed.  There is no revelation, even in Christ, however, until there is faith.  Faith is not, strictly speaking, to be understood as a spiritual activity of man, by which he accepts the divine revelation, for this would make man subject and put him in possession of the revelation.  It is rather the negation of man as subject.  It is the creative work of God, and particularly of the Holy Spirit, by which, and by which alone, the revelation finally becomes an accomplished fact.  Faith is a miracle, the deed and gift of God; it is revelation on its subjective side.  Camfield says: “In faith man becomes the subject of a great aggression upon his life, a great approach of God, which disqualifies his consciousness, his thought-world for purposes of revelation.”  (op. cit., p. 103.)  It is true that Barth sometimes speaks of faith as the response of man to the divine revelation, but this must be understood in the light of the preceding.  He says that it is the Word of God in Christ, the revelation therefore, which itself creates the apprehension of it.

Barth also speaks of the Word of God that came to the prophets and the apostles as the original revelation; and the question naturally arise, how this Word is connected with the revelation in Christ.  In his work on God in Action Barth represents God as having gone forth as a warrior to meet the hosts of sinful men in a terrible contest, and then says: “This event is God’s revelation to man; and whoever fails to understand it in this manner does not know what he is saying when he takes the word ‘revelation’ on his lips.” (p. 4.)  He points out that the great central revelation came in Jesus Christ, and that the men who bore the brunt of the attack were the men of the first line, that is the prophets and apostles.  To them the revelation of God in Christ came first of all; and since there is no revelation apart from the apprehension of it, the revelation that came to them may be called the original revelation.  


They in turn bear witness to the revelation in the Bible, so that the Bible may be called a witness to, or a token of, the divine revelation, and can only in so far be called the Word of God.  It is not itself the revelation, for this always comes as an act of God.  Says Barth: “Holy Scripture as such is not the revelation.  And yet Holy Scripture is the revelation, if and in so far as Jesus Christ speaks to us through the witness of His prophets and apostles.”  (Revelation, p. 67.)  And again: “The prophetic apostolic Word is the word, the witness, the proclamation and the preaching of Jesus Christ.  The promise given to the Church in this word is the promise of God’s mercy – expressed in the person of Him who is true God and true man – which takes to itself us who, because of our enmity towards God, could literally never have helped ourselves.”  (The Doctrine of the Word of God, p. 121.)  The word of Scripture may and does become for man the Word of God, the revelation, when it comes to him with the creative force that engenders faith.  Barth speaks of the Bible as the second, and of the preaching of the Word, as the third, form of the Word of God.  Church proclamation is the gospel of Jesus Christ, preached with the expectation that it will become for some the Word of God.  It becomes this only in those cases in which it is brought home to the heart in faith, and it is recognized as a divine revelation through the operation of the Holy Spirit, – a testimony of the Holy Spirit in each particular case. 

The characteristic thing of the revelation of God is not that it communicates truth to man, but that it comes to him as a challenge, as a command, as a behest, which calls for obedience on the part of man, an obedience which is again wrought in faith.  It is factual rather than verbal, that is, it comes to man as an act rather than as a word or, to speak in the words of Forsyth, who has been called “a Barthian before Barth,” as “a word in the form of an act.”  Moreover, it is not merely something that took place in the past, but is also something actual and contemporaneous.  This is correctly stressed by Walter Lowrie in the following words: “When we say that revelation is not a question of fact but of actuality, we completely alter the statement of the problem as it was conceived by Protestant as well as by Catholic orthodoxy.  The question now is not first of all whether God spoke – some time in the past, more or less remote – and by what criterion we can determine that the record of this speech, a word recorded in Holy Scripture, was really a Word of God.  Instead it is a question whether God actually speaks, now, at this moment and to me.  And whether I hear.  For if I hear a word addressed to me in God’s voice, the question cannot arise how I am to recognize it as God’s Word.  And if I do not thus hear it, I can have no interest in asking such a question.  The doctrine of the Reformers that the Word of God authenticates itself, or is authenticated to the individual by the testimony of the Holy Ghost, is much more evidently applicable here than in the connection in which they used it.  Regarded as actual the Word of God is either heard as the Word of God, or it is not heard at all.”  (Our Concern with the Theology of Crisis, p. 154 f.)
5. The Proper Conception of the Nature of Revelation. 

The existing variety of opinions respecting the idea of revelation naturally gives rise to the question, how we can arrive at a proper conception of revelation.  Is it possible to determine precisely what constitutes a genuine divine revelation, and to define it in a way that will meet with general approval?  And if it is possible to arrive at a proper conception of revelation, what method should be pursued in quest of it?  
a.  The historical method.  

Many are of the opinion that the answer to the question under consideration should be sought by the study of the history of religions.  The investigator should approach the study of the subject with supposed revelations, take careful notice of the claims which they present, and then finally draw his conclusions.  They regard this as the only scientific way in which the essential elements of a divine revelation can be discovered, and in which a unitary view of revelation can be obtained.  But this method is bound to disappoint for various reasons.  

(1) It is pure self-deception to think that anyone can ever take his stand outside of history, study the various beliefs respecting revelation in the different religions of the world without any presuppositions, and thus reach a purely objective conclusion as to its nature.  We are all historically conditioned, and cannot possibly take our stand outside of history.  Moreover, we cannot set ourselves aside in our investigations, nor the religious content of our consciousness, and usually reach a conclusion which was in principle determined beforehand.

(2) On the supposition that one does succeed in approaching one’s subject in an entirely unbiased manner, without any presuppositions on the subject, one, for that very reason, enters upon the study of the subject without a standard by which to determine the genuineness of a revelation.  Approaching the matter in such a fashion, it is simply impossible to reach a sound judgment.  And if on the other hand one comes to the study with a rather definite standard in mind, one is no more unbiased and is guilty of petitio principii, a begging of the question.  
(3) No science, however objective, will ever be able to remove the differences of opinion respecting the idea of revelation, and to unify all nations and individuals in the deepest convictions of the heart.  Only unity of religion can lead to such a spiritual unity.  It cannot be said that the study of the history of religions has led to very gratifying results in this field.  

b. The theological method.  

In the study and evaluation of the idea of revelation we must have a standard of judgment.  And the all-important question is, Whence shall we derive it?  Certainly not from philosophy, for this has no right to determine a priorily what constitutes genuine revelation.  The Christian can derive the real concept of revelation only from what he recognizes as the special revelation of God.  This means that we must turn to what we consider to be the divine revelation itself, in order to learn what revelation really is.  It will of course be said that in following this method of procedure we are also reasoning in a circle, and we frankly admit this; but it is the same kind of circle as that in which the scientist moves when he turns to the earth, in order to learn what really constitutes it.  Edwards feels constrained to resort to the same kind of reasoning, when he seeks to determine the norm of religion in a historical way.  Says he: “In pursuing this inquiry it will be difficult for us to avoid reasoning in a circle – i.e., to avoid using our norm to guide us in our description of the common element as well as using the common element to guide us in our search for the norm. …  It may be doubted whether in our actual reasoning we ever quite avoid the ‘circles,’ except when our reasoning is purely formal, sterile, and pedantic.” (The Philosophy of Religion, p. 136 f.)  The situation is this: If no revelation has ever taken place, all efforts to reflect on the nature of it will be in vain; but if there is a revelation, then this itself must shed light on its essential nature and thus supply us with a standard of judgment.  The many so-called revelations constitute no reason why the Christian in his scientific study should set aside his convictions respecting the truth of God’s special revelation in Scripture.  If it did, then the contention of many in our day that the true, the good, and the beautiful are relative concepts, would also have to constrain us to abandon our convictions concerning the laws of logic, of morals, and of aesthetics.  It is perfectly true that people of other religions may argue in the same way, but this makes no essential difference.  In the last analysis each one standeth and falleth to his own Lord.  It is true that this method does not lead to a unitary view of revelation, but neither does any other method.  And it is quite possible that we can do more to heal the existing breach by adhering to our Christian faith also in our scientific study than is any other way.  Bavinck says that a science which seeks refuge in indifference does not know what to do with religion and revelation, and finally classes both as superstition.  
6. Distinctions Applied to the Idea of Revelation.  

In course of time two different distinctions were applied to the idea of revelation.  The earliest of these is that between natural and supernatural revelation.  Later on many abandoned this in favor of the distinction between general and special revelation.  Each one of these modes of distinguishing between different kinds of revelation has its own peculiar fitness and describes a real difference between the two in their essential nature, in their comprehensiveness, and in the purpose which they serve.  

a.  Natural and Supernatural Revelation.

Scripture does not make the distinction between natural and supernatural revelation, though it does afford a basis for it.  Neander mistakenly regarded phaneroun and apokaluptein as being respectively designations of natural and supernatural revelation. …  In a certain sense it may be said that, according to Scripture, all revelation of God is supernatural, since it comes from God and reveals God, who possesses a life distinct from that of nature.  As a rule the Bible does not trace the phenomena of nature to secondary causes, but to their primary cause, which is God or the will of God.  The distinction was made rather early in history, however, but was not intended as a designation of a two-fold origin of revelation.   It was clearly understood that all revelation of God is supernatural in origin, since it comes from God.  It served rather to discriminate between two different modes of revelation.  Natural revelation is communicated through the media of natural phenomena, while supernatural revelation implies a divine intervention in the natural course of events; it is supernatural not only in origin, but also in mode.  The distinction between natural and supernatural revelation became very prominent in the Middle Ages, and occupied an important place in the discussions of the Scholastics.  It was especially the problem of the relation between the two that engaged the attention of several of the most prominent Schoolmen.  In their minds the question was really that of the relationship between reason and revelation.  Some ascribed the primacy to revelation and expressed their conviction in the words “Credo ut intelligam,” while others regarded reason as primary.  Toward the end of the scholastic period, however, the distinction took the form of an antithesis, particularly in the teachings of Thomas Aquinas.  He considered it necessary to keep the truth of philosophy and the truth of revelation each in its own place, and to handle the problems of philosophy as a philosopher, and those of theology, as a theologian.  Of the two methods to be followed the one leads to scientific knowledge, and the other to faith, that is, to an acceptance of the truth, which is not based on intellectual insight.  He considered it possible to construct a science on the basis of reason, but not on the basis of faith, though he recognized the possibility of proving some of the propositions of faith or revelation by means of rational argumentation.  Revelation, it was thought, added to the knowledge obtained by reason specifically the knowledge of the mysteria (Trinity, incarnation, etc.), and these, as resting exclusively on authority, remain a matter of faith.  This view led to a dualism, involving an over-valuation of natural, and an under-evaluation of supernatural, revelation.  

The Reformers retained the distinction, but sought to get away from the dualism of Thomas Aquinas.  They denied the possibility of arriving at a strictly scientific knowledge of God from natural revelation, and held that through the entrance of sin into the world God’s natural revelation was corrupted and obscured (note by Ling: is it natural revelation or our perception of it?), and man’s understanding was so darkened that he was unable to read and interpret correctly God’s handwriting in nature.  As a result of the fall two things became necessary: (1) that in a supernatural revelation God should re-publish, correct, and interpret the truths which man could original learn from nature; and (2) that He should so illumine man by the operation of the Holy Spirit as to enable him to see God once more in the works of His hands.  Consequently natural theology, which had been emphasized by Scholasticism, lost its independence on the basis of reason, and was incorporated in the Christian system of doctrine.  This does not mean, however, that the Churches of the Reformation attached little or no value to natural revelation.  Both the Lutheran and Reformed continued to maintain its great significance.  Several Reformed scholars defended it against the Socinians, who regarded all knowledge of God as the fruit of an external communication.  It may be said that even the Churches of the Reformation did not entirely escape the dualistic representation of the Scholastics.  Reformed scholars have sometimes given the impression – and do this occasionally even now – that there is still a sphere, however small, where human reason reigns supreme and does not need the guidance of faith.  Under the influence of the Cartesian philosophy, with its emphasis on reason as the source of all knowledge, some of them published separate works on natural theology.  In the eighteenth century English Deism and German Rationalism gave such prominence to the theologia naturalis that the theologia revelata was made to appear as altogether superfluous.  This culminated in the philosophy of Wolff, who considered it possible to prove everything by a rationalistic procedure and a deductive method, and to present it in a clear way.  Kant overthrew this position entirely by pointing out that the super-sensual and supernatural lies beyond the reach of human reason.  Moreover, the history of the study of religions proved that none of these are based on a purely natural revelation.  
b. General and Special Revelation.  Alongside of the distinction between natural and supernatural 

revelation, another distinction arose, namely, that between general and special revelation.  The former was considered faulty, since it was found that even heathen religions are based, not exclusively on the revelation of God in nature, but in part also on elements of a supernatural revelation, handed down by tradition and to a great extent perverted.  The distinction between general and special revelation runs to a certain degree parallel to the preceding one, though it is not entirely the same.  It contemplates the extent and purpose of the revelation rather than its origin and mode.  There is, however, a certain overlapping.  General revelation rests on the basis of creation, is addressed to all intelligent creatures as such, and is therefore accessible to all men; though as the result of sin they are no more able to read and interpret it aright.  Special revelation on the other hand rests on the basis of re-creation, is addressed to men as sinners with a view to their redemption, and can be properly understood only by the spiritual man.  General revelation is not exclusively natural, but also contains supernatural elements; and special revelation also comprise elements which assume a perfectly natural character.  The revelation of the covenant of works before the fall was supernatural and at the same time general.  And when the sphere of special revelation was limited to Israel, God repeatedly gave supernatural revelation to non-Israelites, and therefore outside of the sphere of special revelation.  Gen. 20:40, 41; Judg. 7:13; Dan. 2; 5:5.  And on the other hand, when God reveals Himself in the history of Israel, in the providential vicissitudes of that ancient people, and in the ritual worship in tabernacle and temple, He is clothing His special revelation in natural forms.  Of course, in so far as these elements are now embodied in the inspired Word of God, they come to us as a part of God’s supernatural revelation.  In view of the preceding it can hardly be said that natural and general revelation on the one hand, and supernatural and special revelation on the other hand, are in all respects identical. Roman Catholics still give preference to the older distinction, while Reformed theologians prefer the later one, though they do not use it exclusively.

B. GENERAL REVELATION (pp. 128-133). 
General revelation, as we know it, does not come to man in a verbal form.  It is a revelation in res rather than in verba.  It consists in those active manifestations to the perception and consciousness of man which come to him in the constitution of the human mind, in the whole framework of nature, and in the course of God’s providential government.  Divine thoughts are embodied in the phenomena of nature, in the human consciousness, and in the facts of experience or history.  As was pointed out in the preceding, this general revelation has sometimes also included elements of supernatural revelation.  The existence of such a general revelation was taught in Reformed theology from the very beginning.  IN Calvin’s Institutes we read: “That there exists in the human mind, and indeed by natural instinct, some sense of Deity, we hold to be beyond dispute, since God himself, to prevent any man from pretending ignorance, has endued all men with some idea of the Godhead, the memory of which He constantly renews and occasionally enlarges, that all to a man being aware that there is a God, and that He is their Maker, may be condemned by their own conscience when they neither worship him nor consecrate their lives to his service.”  (op. cit., I. iii. 1.)  In a following chapter he points out that God has not only been pleased “to deposit in our minds the seed of religion of which we have already spoken, but so to manifest his perfections in the whole structure of the universe, and daily place himself in our view, that we cannot open our eyes without being compelled to behold him.”  (op. cit. I, v. 1.)  Still farther on he speaks of God’s revelation in the providential guidance of the world.  At the same time he stresses the fact that man does not derive great benefit from this revelation.  Says he: “Bright, however, as in the manifestation which God gives both of himself and his immortal kingdom in the mirror of his works, so great is our stupidity, so dull are we in regard to these bright manifestations, that we derive no benefit from them.”  (op. cit. I. v. II.)  
In answer to the question by what means God is known to us, the Belgic Confession says:  “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 see clearly the invisible things of God, even His everlasting power and divinity, as the apostle Paul says (Rom. 1:20).  All which things are sufficient to convince men and leave them without excuse.”  These words contain a clear recognition of the general revelation of God, as it is taught in Scripture, and a statement of its significance for man.  (Art. II.)  A further recognition of this general revelation is found in Art. XIV, which speaks of the creation of man in the image of God, of his fall in sin, whereby he lost all his excellent gifts, and of the fact that he “retained only small remains thereof, which, however, are sufficient to leave man without excuse.”  


Liberal theology greatly over-emphasized the general revelation of God.  In distinction from Deism, it found this revelation primarily in man and in his religious experiences, and supremely in the man Christ Jesus, in whom the divine element that is in every man, reached its highest manifestation.  The Bible, and particularly the New Testament, was regarded merely as a record of the religious experiences of man who enjoyed special privileges in their close contact with Christ, the source of their deep God-consciousness.  In this way it was robbed of its supernatural character and made to differ only in degree from other parts of God’s general revelation.  The self-disclosure of God in human experience became the all-sufficient revelation of God unto salvation.  The immanent God is present in every man and saves all those who heed his promptings.  
Over against this view the Theology of Crisis once more places all emphasis on special revelation.  In fact, Barth goes to the extreme of denying all natural revelation, whether it be in nature round about us, in the human consciousness, or in the course of historical events.   That is, he denies that there is in the work of creation a revelation, from which the natural man can learn to know God, and on the basis of which he can construct a theology, and rejects absolutely the analogia entis of the Roman Catholic Church.  H
He is willing to admit that the invisible things of God are visible in the world, but only to seeing eyes, and the natural man is blind.  There would be a revelation for him in these things, only if he could see them.  But the subjective condition of revelation is utterly wanting in his case.  There is no point of contact in him, since the image of God was utterly destroyed by sin.  Right here an important difference emerges between Barth and Brunner.  The latter does believe in natural revelation, and denies that the image of God was utterly defaced, so that not a trace of it is left.  He holds that the image of God was utterly destroyed materially but not formally, and that there is still an Anknuepfungspunkt in the natural man to which revelation can link itself.  In this respect he certainly comes closer to the historical position of Reformed theology.  Barth takes issue with him on this point in his pamphlet entitled “Nein.”  (Cf. further on this subject: McConnachie, The Significance of Karl Barth, p. 142 f.; Lowrie, Our Concern with the Theology of Crisis, pp. 114, 122 f.; Mckintosh, Types of Modern Theology, 277 f.; Baillie, Our Knowledge of God, p. 18 ff.; Barth, Roemerbrief, comments on the first chapter; The Doctrine of the Word of God, p. 147. ) 
1.  The Value and Significance of General Revelation.  

The fact that after the fall the general revelation of God was superseded by a special revelation, is apt to lead to an under-valuation of the former.  But we may not neglect the data of Scripture on this point.  The Gospel of John speaks of a light that lighteth every man (John 1:9).  Paul says that the invisible things of God “since the creation of the world are clearly seen, being perceived through the things that are made, even His everlasting power and divinity; that they may be without excuse,” and speaks of the Gentiles as “knowing God” (Rom. 1:20, 21).  In the following chapter he says that “they show the work of the law written in their hearts, their conscience bearing witness therewith, and their thoughts one with another accusing or else excusing them (Rom. 2:15).  God did not leave Himself without a witness among them (Acts 14:17).  There is therefore a general revelation of God, for which the natural man has a certain susceptibility, for it renders him without excuse.   And while they who enjoy only this general revelation never live up to the light, and many deliberately go contrary to it, there are also some who do by nature the things of the law.  In spite of the fact that God has now revealed Himself in a superior manner, His original revelation remains of great importance.

a.  In connection with the Gentile world. 

Though there is no purely natural religion, yet the general revelation of God in nature and history furnishes the firm and lasting foundation for the Gentile religions.  It is in virtue of this general revelation that even the Gentiles feel themselves to be the offspring of God, Acts 17:28, that they seek God, if haply they might find Him, Acts 17:27, that they see God’s everlasting power and divinity, Rom. 1:19, 20, and that they do by nature the things of the law, Rom. 2:14.  In spite of that fact, however, Scripture does not regard their religions as true religions, differing from the Christian religion only in degree, as so many students of religion do at the present time, but ascribes them to a willful perversion of the truth.  It passes a severe judgment on them, and describes the condition of the Gentile world, devoid of the light of God’s special revelation, as one of darkness, Isa. 9:1 f.; 60:2; Luke 1:79; Eph. 4:18; ignorance, Acts 17:30; Rom. 1:18 f.; I Pet. 1:14; folly, I Cor. 1:18 ff.; 2:6; 3:18 f.; and of sin and unrighteousness, Rom. 1:24 f.; 3:9 f.  The heathen gods are no gods, but idols which have no real existence, and are really lies and vanity, Isa. 41:29; 42：17; Jer. 2:28; Acts 14:15; 19:26; Gal. 4:8; I Cor. 8:4; and the heathen religions even give evidence of the operation of demoniacal power, Deut. 32;17; I Cor. 10: 20 f.; Rev. 9:20.

But though Scripture passes a severe judgment on the religions of the Gentiles, and represents them as false religions over against Christianity as the only true religion, it also recognizes true elements in them.  There is also among the heathen a revelation of God, an illumination of the Logos, and an operation of the Holy Spirit, Gen. 6:3; Job 32:8; John 1:9; Rom. 1:18 ff.; 2:14, 15; Acts 14:16, 17; 17:22-30.  Nevertheless, it beholds in the Gentile world only a caricature of the living original which is seen in Christianity.  What is mere appearance in the former, is real in the latter, and what is sought in the former is found in the latter. 

Philosophy has not been satisfied with the explanation which Scripture gives the religions of the Gentiles, and substituted for it another under the influence of the doctrine of evolution.  According to this, mankind gradually developed out of an irreligious condition, through the stages of fetishism, animism, nature-worship, and henotheism, into ethical monotheism.  But in recent years some renowned scientists, engaged in archaeological researches, such as Langdon, Marston, and Schmidt, declared themselves in favor of an original Monotheism as the primary form of religion.  

b.  In connection with the Christian religion. 
General revelation also has a certain value for the Christian religion.  Not that it provides us with a religio naturalis, which is quite sufficient in itself and therefore renders all supernatural revelation superfluous.  Such a natural religion does not exist, and is in fact impossible.  Neither can it be said that the Christian derives his knowledge of God first of all from general revelation, and then supplements this with the knowledge of Christ.  He derives his theological knowledge of God from special revelation only; this is his principium unicum.  Yet there is a close relation between the two.  Special revelation has incorporated, corrected, and interpreted general revelation.  And now the Christian theologian takes his stand on the Word of God, and from that point of vantage also contemplates  nature and history.  He reads God’s general revelation with the eye of faith and in the light of God’s Word, and for that very reason is able to see God’s hand in nature, and His footsteps in history.  He sees God in everything round about him, and is thereby led to a proper appreciation of the world.  Moreover, general revelation offers the Christian a basis, on which he can meet and argue with unbelievers.  The light of the Logos that lighteth every man is also a bond that unites all men.  The whole creation testifies with many voices that man is created in the image of God, and therefore cannot find rest except in God.  Finally, it is also due to God’s general revelation that His special revelation is not, as it were, suspended in the air, but touches the life of the world at every point.  It maintains the connection between nature and grace, between the world and the kingdom of God, between the natural and the moral order, between creation and re-creation.
2.  The Insufficiency of General Revelation.
Pelagians taught the sufficiency of general revelation and of the religio naturalis founded on it.  They spoke of three different ways of salvation, the very names of which point to autosoterism, the doctrine that man saves himself.  These three ways were called; (a) the lex naturae, (b) the lex Mosis, and (c) the lex Christi.  At the time of the Reformation both the Roman Catholics and the Protestants regarded general revelation as insufficient.  But in the eighteenth century Deists and Rationalists again followed the Pelagians in their over-estimation of general revelation.  And under the influence of Schleiermacher and of the idealistic philosophy of the nineteenth century, with its one-sided emphasis on the immanence of God, many began to regard the revelation of God in man as quite sufficient for the spiritual needs of man, and this was tantamount to an admission of the sufficiency of general revelation.  Over against this modern tendency it is necessary to stress its insufficiency.  There are especially three reasons why it cannot be considered adequate.  
a.  It does not acquaint man with the only way of salvation.  

By general revelation we receive some knowledge of God, of His power, goodness, and wisdom, but we do not learn to know Christ, the highest revelation of God, in His redemptive work and in His transforming power.  And yet an experimental knowledge of Him is the only way of salvation, Matt. 11:27; John 14:6; 17:3; Acts 4:2.  Since general revelation knows nothing about grace and forgiveness, it is entirely insufficient for sinners.  Moreover, while it teaches certain truths, it changes nothing in the sphere of being.  (**Ling: Van Til would offer a totally different picture.  General revelation accomplishes its purpose: to render man without excuse; to condemn man in his godlessness and unrighteousness.)  And yet it is absolutely necessary that the sinner should be changed, that a new element should be introduced into history, and that a new process should be set in motion, if the divine purpose is to be realized in the life of mankind.
b.  It does not convey to man any absolutely reliable knowledge of God and spiritual things. 

The knowledge of God and of spiritual and eternal things derived from general revelation is altogether too uncertain to form a trustworthy basis, on which to build for eternity; and man cannot afford to pin his hopes for the future on uncertainties.  The history of philosophy clearly shows that general revelation is no safe and certain guide.  Even the best of philosophers did not escape the power of error.  And though some rose to a height of knowledge in such a form that it became the common property of the masses.  As a rule it was of such a nature that only the limited number of intellectuals could really share it.  Paul tells us that the world through its wisdom knew not God.  

c.  It does not furnish an adequate basis for religion.

The history of religions proves that not a single nation or tribe has been satisfied with a purely natural religion.  Through the devastating influence of sin God’s revelation in nature was obscured and corrupted, and man was deprived of the ability to read it aright.  This noetic effect of sin remains, and general revelation itself makes no provision for its removal, but leaves the spiritual condition of man as it is.  Therefore it cannot serve as a basis for true religion.  The so-called natural religion of the Deists and the Vernunftreligion of Kant are pure abstractions, which never had any real existence.  It has become increasingly evident that such a religion does not, and cannot exist.  It is generally admitted at present that all religions are positive and appeal to a greater or less degree to a supposed or real positive revelation.  

C. SPECIAL REVELATION (pp. 133-139).  
1.  The Scriptural Idea of Revelation. 

Alongside of the general revelation in nature and history, we have a special revelation, which is now embodied in Scripture.  The Bible is the book of the revelatio specialis, and is in the last analysis the only principium cognoscendi externum of theology.  It is therefore to this source that we also turn for our knowledge of special revelation.  Several words are used in Scripture to express the idea of revelation, such as certain forms of the Hebrew words galah, ra’ah, and yada’, and the Greek words epiphanein (epiphaneia), emphanizein, gnorizein, deloun, deikununai, lalein, and especially phaneroun and apokaluptein.  These words do not denote a passive becoming manifest, but designate a free, conscious, and deliberate act of God, by which He makes Himself and His will known unto man.  Barth stresses the fact that God is absolutely free and sovereign in revealing Himself to man.  Scholten had the mistaken notion that apokaluptein refers to subjective internal illumination, and phaneroun, to objective manifestation or revelation.  The former is also used to denote objective revelation, Luke 17:30; Rom. 1:7, 18; 8:18; Eph. 3:5; II Thess. 2:3, 6, 8, etc.  Neander was equally mistaken, when he regarded phaneroun as a designation of God’s general revelation in nature, and apokaluptein as a denomination of the special revelation of grace.  The former is also used of special revelation, John 17:6; Rom. 16:26; Col. 1:26; I Tim. 3:16; II Tim. 1:10, etc., and the latter serves, at least in one passage, to denote general revelation, Rom. 1:18.

It is difficult, if not impossible, to make a distinction between the two that will hold in all cases.  Etymologically, apokaluptein refers to the removal of a covering by which an object was hidden, and phaneroun, to the manifestation or publication of the matter that was hidden or unknown.  Apokalupsis removes the instrumental cause of concealment, and phanerosis makes the matter itself manifest.  This also accounts for the fact that phanerosis is always used of objective, and apokalupsis of both subjective and objective, revelation; and that phanerosis is repeatedly used to denote either general or special revelation, while apokalupsis is, with a single exception, always used of special revelation.  There is also a characteristic difference between these two words and the words gnorizein and deloun.  The former stress the fact that matters are brought to light, so that they fall under our observation; and the latter indicate that these matters, by virtue of that revelation, now also become the object of our conscious thought. 
2.  The Means of Special Revelation. 
The Christian religion is not only like the heathen religions in its appeal to revelation; even in the means of revelation a certain similarity can be seen.  In general these can be reduced to three forms.

a.  Theophanies.  

Gentile religions are frequently associated with traditions respecting appearances of the gods.  The gods are not considered to be like man and to be living with him on a footing of equality, but are nevertheless represented as coming to man occasionally and bestowing rich blessings upon him.  In this respect these religions are somewhat like the Christian religion, which also has, not only a God afar off, but also a God at hand.  Scripture teaches us that God dwelt among the cherubim in the days of old, Ps. 80:1; 99:1, etc.  His presence was seen in clouds of fire and smoke, Gen. 15:17; Ex. 3:2; 19:9, 16 f.; 33:9; Ps. 78:14; 99:7, in stormy winds, Job 38:1; 40:6; Ps. 18:10-16, and in the gentle zephyr, I Kings 19:12.  These appearances were tokens of God’s presence, in which He revealed something of His glory.  Among the Old Testament appearances that of “the Angel of the Lord” occupies a special place.  This Angel was not a mere symbol, nor a created angel, but a personal revelation, an appearance of God among men.  On the one hand He is distinguished from God, Ex. 23:20-23; Isa. 63:8, 9, but on the other hand He is also identified with Him, Gen. 16:13; 31:11 13; 32:28, and other passages.  The prevailing opinion is that He was the second Person of the Trinity, an opinion that finds support in Mal. 3:1.  Theophany reached its highest point in the incarnation of the Son of God, in Jesus Christ, in whom the fullness of the Godhead dwelt bodily, Col. 1:19, 2:9.  Through Him and the Spirit which He sent, God’s dwelling among men is now a true spiritual reality.  The Church is the temple of the Holy Spirit, I Cor. 3:16; 6:19; Eph. 2:21.  But an even fuller revelation of this will follow, when the new Jerusalem descends out of heaven from God and the tabernacle of God is pitched among men, Rev. 21:2, 3.

b. Communications.  
In all religions we meet with the idea that the gods reveal their thoughts and will in some way.  The usual representation is that they do this by means of natural phenomena, such as the constellation of the stars, the flight of birds, the intestines of sacrificial animals, and so on.  But alongside of this there is another, according to which they do it through the mediation of men in the capacity of soothsayers, visionaries, interpreters of dreams, diviners, consulters with familiar spirits and others claiming special powers.  In a parallel line of thought Scripture teaches us that God revealed His thoughts and His will in various ways.  Sometimes He spoke with an audible voice and in human language, Gen. 2:16; 3:8-19; 4:6-15; 6:13; 9:1, 8, 12; 32:26; Ex. 19:9 f.; Deut. 5:4, 5; I Sam. 3:4.  In other cases He adapted Himself to the use of forms that were rather common among the nations, as the lot and Urim and Thummim.  (Cf. Article on Lapidaria in the Enc. Of Rel. and Ethics, IV, 813.)  The dream was a very common means of revelation, Num. 12:6; Deut. 13:1-6; I Sam. 28:6; Joel 2:28, and was used repeatedly in revelations to non-Israelites, Gen. 20:3-6; 31:24; 40:5; 41:1-7; Judg. 7:13; Dan. 2; 4:4 ff.; Matt. 2:12.  A closely related but higher form of revelation was the vision.  It was in this form that the Lord often revealed Himself to the prophets.  As a rule they did not receive these visions while they were in a state of ecstasy, in which their own mental life was held in abeyance, but in a state in which their intelligence was fully alert.  In some cases the visions seem to have been objective, but in others they were clearly subjective, though not the products of their own minds, but of a supernatural factor.  In distinction from the true prophets, the false prophets brought messages out of their own hearts.  The following are some of the passages that speak of this form of revelation, Isa. 1:1; 2:1; 6:1; Jer. 1:11; Ezek. 8:2; Dan. 7:2, 7; 8:1, 2; Amos 7:1; 8:1; 9:1; Zech. 1:8, 18; 2:1, 3:1.  Most generally, however, God reveals Himself to the prophets by some inner communication of the truth, of which the method is not designated.  After the prophets received their revelations of God, they in turn communicated them to the people, and habitually designate their message to the people as debhar Yahweh, the Word of God.  In the New Testament Christ appears as the true, the highest, and in a sense, the only prophet.  As the Logos He is the perfect revelation of God, Himself the source of all prophecy, and as the Mediator He receives the fullness of the Spirit in preparation for His prophetic work, John 3:34.  He communicated the Spirit to His disciples, not only as the Spirit of regeneration and sanctification, but also as the Spirit of revelation and illumination, Mark 13:11; Luke 12:12; John 14:17; 15:26; 16:13; 20:22; Acts 6:10; 8:29.

c. Miracles.  

Finally, we also find in all religions a belief in the special intervention of the gods in times of need.  The practice of magic is widespread, in which men seek to make the divine power subservient to them  by the use of mysterious means, such as sacred words, magic formulas, amulets, and so on.  Little understood powers of the human soul were often applied to the performance of so-called miracles.  At the present day we often see the operation of these occult powers in spiritualism, theosophy, telepathy, and hypnotism.  Scripture clearly testifies to the fact that God also revealed Himself in miracles.  That miracles are also regarded in Scripture as means of revelation, is evident from the following passages: Deut. 4:32-35; Ps. 106:8; John 2:11; 5:36; 10:37, 38; Acts 4:10.  Word- and fact-revelation go hand in hand in the Bible, the former explaining the latter, and the latter giving concrete embodiment to the former.  It is especially from this point of view that the miracles of Scripture should be studied.  They are designated by various names.  Sometimes they are called niphla’oth, mophthim, Gr. terata, names which point to the unusual in the miracle, that which fills men with amazement.  Again, they are called gebhuroth, ma’asim, Gr. dunameis, to indicate that they are revelations of a special power of God.  Finally, they are also designated as ’othoth, Gr. semeia, since they are signs of a special presence of God and often symbolize spiritual truths.  The miracles are founded in the creation and preservation of all things, which is a perpetual miracle of God.  At the same time they are made subservient to the work of redemption.  They serve repeatedly to punish the wicked and to help or deliver the people of God.  They confirm the words of prophecy and point to the new order that is being established by God.  The miracles of Scripture culminated in the incarnation, which is the greatest and most central miracle of all.  Christ Himself is the miracle in the most absolute sense of the word.  In Him creation is again brought back to its pristine beauty, for His work results in the apokatastasis or restoration of all things, Acts 3:21.  
3.  The Contents of Special Revelation. 
It goes without saying that the knowledge of God forms the content of special revelation.  In the nature of the case all revelation of God is self-revelation.  God reveals Himself in nature and history, but the study of these is not necessarily theology, since both can be studied simply as they are in themselves, apart from their revelational implications.  It is only when they are contemplated in relation to God and considered sub specie aeternitatis, that they assume the character of a revelation and enable us to know something of God.  God is also the content of special revelation.  The difference between general and special revelation does not primarily consist in this that the latter, in distinction from the former, is in all its parts and in every way strictly supernatural, but more particularly in this that it is a revelation of the gratia specialis, and therefore gives rise to the Christian religion of redemption.  It is a revelation of the way of salvation.  While general revelation gives prominence to the theiotes (Rom. 1:20), the divine greatness of God, His absolute power and infinite wisdom, special revelation reveals with increasing clearness the triune God in His personal distinctions, and the divine economy of redemption.  It reveals a God who is on the one hand holy and righteous, but on the other hand also merciful and gracious.  Three points deserve particular attention in connection with special revelation.
a.  It is a historical revelation. 

The content of special revelation was gradually unfolded in the course of the centuries.  This is clearly demonstrated in the historia revelationis, sometimes called Biblical Theology.  This study shows that special revelation is controlled by a single thought, namely, that God graciously seeks and restores fallen men to His blessed communion.  There is a constant coming of God to man in theophany, prophecy, and miracle, and this coming reaches its highest point in the incarnation of the Son of God, which in turns leads to the indwelling of the Holy Spirit in the Church.  The divine telos, towards which the whole of revelation moves, is described in Rev. 21:3: “Behold, the tabernacle of God is with men, and He shall dwell with them, and they shall be His peoples, and God Himself shall be with them and be their God.”  

b. It is both word and fact-revelation. 

The Socinians were undoubtedly wrong in holding that special revelation merely serves the purpose of furnishing man complete information respecting God and the duty of man; but Barth is equally wrong when he speaks as if the revelation of God is factual rather than verbal, and consists in redemptive acts rather than in a communication of knowledge.  Special revelation does not consist exclusively in word and doctrine, and does not merely address itself to the intellect.  This is more clearly understood at present than it was formerly.  The Old Testament revelation is not found in the law and the prophets only, but also in theophany and miracle, and in the whole history of Israel.  And in the New Testament Christ is not only prophet, but also priest and king.   He is not merely the Word, but also the appearance and servant of God.  He is the personal revelation of God’s righteousness and holiness on the one hand, and of His mercy and grace on the other.  And when the apostles enter the world with their message of redemption, not only their words, but also their charismatic gifts and miracles were revelations of God.  The view, once widely held, that revelation consists exclusively in a communication of doctrine, was clearly one sided.  At present, however, so go to the other extreme, equally one-sided, that revelation consists only in a communication of power and life.  It finds expression in the familiar slogan, that “Christianity is not a doctrine, but a life.”  
c. It is a soteriological revelation.  

Special revelation is a revelation of salvation, and aims at the redemption of the entire man, both in his being and in his consciousness.  This must be  maintained over against a false intellectualism, which connects salvation with historical faith, as if the only thing that is necessary is the correction of the error, and the removal of the darkness, of the understanding.  But in combating this view, we should not go to the other extreme.  Though God’s special revelation is thoroughly soteriological, this does not mean that it consist only in a communication of life.  The entire man is corrupted by sin and needs redemption.  Sin also includes the lie, the power of error, and the darkness of the understanding, and therefore revelation must also be a communication of truth.  Not only grace, but also truth came by Jesus Christ, John 1:17.  He is the way, because He is the truth and the life, John 14:6.  

4.  The Purpose of Special Revelation. 

In speaking of the purpose of revelation we may distinguish between its final end and its proximate aim.  The final end can only be found in God.  God reveals Himself, in order to rejoice in the manifestation of His virtues, especially as these shine forth in the work of redemption and in redeemed humanity.  The proximate aim of revelation, however, is found in the complete renewal of sinners, in order that they may mirror the virtues and perfections of God.  If we bear in mind that revelation aims at the renewal of the entire man, we shall realize that it cannot seek the realization of its aim merely by teaching man and enlightening the understanding (Rationalism), or by prompting man to lead a virtuous life (Moralism), or by awakening the religious emotions of man (Mysticism).  The purpose of revelation is far more comprehensive than any one of these, and even more inclusive than all of them taken together.  It seeks to deliver from the power of sin, of the devil, and of death, the entire man, body and soul, with all his talents and powers, and to renew him spiritually, morally, and ultimately also physically, to the glory of God; and not only the individual man, but mankind as an organic whole; and mankind not apart from the rest of creation, but in connection with that whole creation, of which it forms an organic part.  This purpose also determines the limits of special revelation.  The historical process of revelation may be said to reach its end in a measure in Christ.  Yet it does not end with the ascension of Christ.  This is followed by the outpouring of the Holy Spirit and special operation of gifts and powers under the guidance of the apostolate.  Such a continued revelation was necessary, in order to ensure special revelation a permanent place in the midst of the world, and that not only in Scripture, but also in the life of the Church.  But after the revelation in Christ, appropriated and made effective in the Church, has thus been introduced into the world, a new dispensation begins.  Then special revelation ceases and no new constitutive elements are added.  The work of Christ in furnishing the world with an objective revelation of God is finished.  But the redemption wrought by Christ must still be applied, and this requires a constant operation of the Holy Spirit, always in connection with the objective revelation, for the renewal of man in his being and consciousness.  By the Spirit of Christ man is led to accept the truth revealed in Scripture, and becomes a new creature in Christ Jesus, making God’s revelation the rule of his life, and thus aiming at the glorification of God.  This representation is not in harmony with that of the Theology of Crisis, except in that which is said respecting the purpose of revelation.  Says Barth: “The revelation, Jesus Christ, is the work in which God Himself restores the shattered order of the relation between Himself and man.  We must always apprehend the revelation as this work of restoration, whether we seek to apprehend it relatively to its essence or its tokens.  A shattered relation between God and man has to be restored; hence the work of God, if it is not to consist in abandoning man or in annihilating what He has created, must consist in revelation.”  (Revelation, p. 75.)  Neither Barth nor Brunner believe in a completed, and now objectively existing, revelation.  They stress the fact that revelation is simply God speaking, and at the same time, creatively, eliciting from man the desired response.  The response is wrought in man by the Holy Spirit through the word of revelation itself.  Without it there is no revelation, though there are tokens of it.  The word of revelation was addressed to prophets and apostles in the days of old, and is still addressed to men up to the present time, and may in that sense be called continuous, or, perhaps better, frequentative.  The revelation is n ever completed and never becomes an object on which man can lay hold.  This refusal to ascribe to the divine revelation an objective character seems to be based fundamentally on an idealistic conception of an object.  “An object,” says Brunner, “is what I can think myself; a subject is what I cannot think.  In my thinking it becomes an object.”  (The Word and the World, p. 24.)  To regard revelation as an object would seem to put man in control of it.  The question may be raised, whether on this view God’s revelation is not in the last analysis simply equivalent to the calling of God in Christ Jesus, made effective by the Holy Spirit.  If this is really what is meant, it naturally follows that it continues up to the present time.  
D. SPECIAL REVELATION AND SCRIPTURE (pp. 139-143). 
1.  Historical Views of the Relation between the Two. 

a.  In the Patristic Period. 

The Gnostics and Marcion had erroneous views respecting the Bible, but the early Church Fathers regarded it in all its parts as the revealed Word of God.  They frankly spoke of it as inspired, but did not yet have a clear conception of its inspiration.  Justin and Athenagoras clearly thought of the writers as passive under the divine influence, and compared them to a lyre in the hands of a player.  Clement of Alexandria and Tertullian asserted that both the Old and the New Testament were equally inspired, and as such constituted the infallible Word of God.  Eusebius regarded it as presumptuous to admit the possibility of error in the sacred books; and Augustine said that the apostles wrote what Christ dictated.  Chrysostom called the prophets “the mouth of God,’ and Gregory the Great spoke of the Holy Spirit as the real author of Scripture.  All this goes to show that these Church Fathers regarded the Bible as the Word of God, and therefore identified it with the divine revelation.

b.  During the Middle Ages.

The firm belief in the Bible as the Word of God was not shaken during the Middle Ages.  At the same time the thought was developed that there is not only a written, but also an oral, revelation of God.  The idea of an apostolic tradition, handed down from generation to generation, gradually gained currency.  This tradition was considered necessary for the establishment of the authority of Scripture, and for the determination of its proper meaning.  It was said that without the guidance of tradition Scripture could be made to speak in so many discordant ways that its authority was destroyed altogether.  The development of this theory was detrimental to the proper conception of Scripture.  It is true, the Bible was still regarded as the infallible Word of God, but its authority and proper meaning was made dependent on tradition, and that means, on the Church.  The importance ascribed to so-called apostolic tradition even involved a denial of the absolute necessity, the sufficiency, and the perspicuity of the Bible.  
c.  At the time of the Reformation. 

The Reformers took position over against the Roman Catholic Church on this point.  When they spoke of the Word of God, they had the Bible, and the Bible only, in mind.  They rejected the authority of what was called apostolic tradition, and acknowledged the Bible only as the final authority and the absolute norm in all matters of faith and conduct.  Instead of admitting its dependence on the testimony of the Church, they boldly declared its autopistia.  Though they did not yet develop the doctrine of inspiration as fully as it was developed by seventeenth century theologians, it is quite evident from their writings that they regarded the whole Bible as the inspired Word of God in the strictest sense of the word.  Though it has often been said by liberal theologians that they drew a distinction between the divine revelation and Scripture, and conceived of the former, not as identical with, but as contained in, the former; and though this view is now echoed b the representatives of the Theology of Crisis in a slightly different way – this contention cannot bear close scrutiny.  On the basis of their writings it must be maintained that the Reformers identified the divine revelation and Scripture.  It was especially in the seventeenth century that the doctrine of the perfections of Scripture was developed.
d.  In modern theology.

Under the influence of Rationalism strong opposition arose to the strict conception of the Bible as the infallible Word of God.  Various philosophical and scientific, critical and historical, studies served to undermine the prevalent belief in the supernatural, and therefore also the doctrine of the divine inspiration of Scripture.  The old conception of the Bible as the infallible Word of God was brushed aside as untenable, and several other views of it were suggested as alternatives, but not a single one of them has been able to entrench itself in the hearts and minds of Christian people in general.  For a time the idea was rather popular that the Bible is partly human and partly divine, and it became rather popular to say that the divine revelation is contained in the Bible, and that parts of the Bible are therefore inspired.  But it soon became evident that it was impossible to say where the divine ended and the human began, or what parts of the Bible were, and what parts were not, inspired.  Others discarded the idea of inspiration and simply regarded the Bible as the human record of a divine revelation.  Idealistic philosophy, with its doctrine of the divine immanence, and the subjectivism of Schleiermacher, led to a new conception of both revelation and inspiration.  Inspiration came to be regarded as a special divine illumination, differing only in degree from the spiritual illumination of Christians in general; and revelation, as the resulting heightened insight into the nature of things.  This in course of time led to a certain identification of revelation and human discovery.  On this view the Bible becomes a record of rather exceptional human experiences – a record which is purely human.  The Theology of Crisis is an attempt to restore the idea of revelation as a supernatural act on the part of God to its rightful place.  But it also disowns the doctrine of the infallible inspiration of Scripture, and therefore does not identify the revelation of God and the Bible.  The Bible is merely a human witness to the divine revelation, which may, just because it witnesses to the revelation, be called the Word of God in a secondary sense.  (The Word of God and the Reformed Faith pp. 51-79; 102-111.)  
2.  The Reformed Conception of the Relation between the Two.

According to the great Reformers of the sixteenth century the special revelation of God was given permanent form in Scripture.  This idea is not in itself anything out of the ordinary.  Among all cultured nations we find magical formulas, liturgical texts, ritual tracts, ceremonial laws, and historical and mythological literature, connected with their religious life.  Several religions have holy books, to which divine authority is ascribed, and which serve as rules of doctrine and practice.  Every prominent religion possesses a dogma which is expressed in language and assumes a permanent form in writing.   Christianity forms no exception to the rule in that respect.  It was of the utmost importance for the special revelation of God that it should be embodied in writing, because it was given in the course of many centuries and comprises deeds and events that are not repeated, but belong to the past, so that the knowledge of them would soon be lost in oblivion, if they were not recorded and thus preserved for posterity.  And it was important that this knowledge should not be lost, since the divine revelation contains eternal truths, that are pregnant with meaning for all times, for all peoples, and under all circumstances.  Therefore God provided for its inscripturation, so that His revelation now comes to us, not in the form of deeds and events, but as a description of these.  In order to guard it against volatilization, corruption and falsification, He gave it permanent form in writing.  From this it follows that there is a very close connection between special revelation and Scripture.  
It should be pointed out, however, that the word “revelation” is not always used in the same sense.  It may serve to denote the direct, supernatural communications of God to man, which were far more frequent in the old dispensation than in the new, and culminated in the Word made flesh.  If the word “revelation” be understood in that sense, then it cannot be said that special revelation is identical with the Bible, but only that it is contained or recorded in the Bible.  Scripture contains a great deal that was not so communicated by God.  It should be borne in mind, however, that this does not justify the distinction, sometimes made in modern theology, between the Word of God as divine and its record as human.  Neither does it warrant the unqualified statement that the Bible is not, but merely contains the Word of God.  The terms “Word of God” and “special revelation” are also used in a sense in which they are identical with “Scripture.”  In most cases revelation or the direct self-communication of God preceded its inscripturation.  The prophets usually received their communications some time before they committed them to writing, Jer. 25:13; 30:1, 2; 36:2.  This is true of the apostles as well.  When they received the highest revelation of God in Jesus Christ, they did not at once record it for future generations, but only after the lapse of several years, and even then they did not record everything that was revealed, John 20:30; 21:25.  It may be that some things were revealed to them while they were writing.  Moreover, in some cases men who received no direct revelations themselves yet recorded them for the future.  In view of all this it may be said that there is a sense in which we must distinguish between special revelation and Scripture.


But the term “revelation” may also be used in a broader sense.  It can be applied to that whole complex of redemptive truths and facts, which is recorded in Scripture and has its guarantee as a divine revelation in the fact that the whole of Scripture is infallibly inspired by the Holy Spirit.  In that sense the entire Bible from Genesis to Revelation, and it only, is for us God’s special revelation.  It is only through Scripture that we receive any knowledge of the direct revelations of God in the past.  We know absolutely nothing about God’s revelations among Israel through the prophets and finally in Christ, except from the Bible.  If this is set aside, we abandon the whole of God’s special revelation, including that in Christ.  It is only through the word of the apostles that we can have communion with Christ.  Consequently, it is unthinkable that God gave a special revelation and then took no measures to preserve it inviolate for coming generations.  Scripture derives its significance exactly from the fact that it is the book of revelation.  By means of Scripture God constantly carries His revelation into the world and makes its content effective in the thought and life of man.  It is not merely a narrative of what happened years ago, but the perennial speech of God to man.  Revelation lives on in Scripture and brings even now, just as it did when it was given, light, life, and holiness.  By means of that revelation God continues to renew sinners in their being and consciousness.  Scripture is the Holy Spirits’ chief instrument for the extension and guidance of the Church, for the perfecting of the saints, and for the building up of the body of Jesus Christ.  It forms a lasting bond of union between heaven and earth, between Christ and His Church, and between God and His People.  In it we hear ever anew the voice of God, for it remains the inspired Word of God.  And it will not have served its purpose fully until the new creation is completed, when all the children of God will be inspired and will all be fully taught of the Lord.     

