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Your Word is Truth  
Part 3 – Special Revelation  

 
Revelation, both natural and special, is 
God’s sovereignly administered and 
authoritative self-disclosure to his human 
creatures.  
 
God reveals himself in such a way as to 
make all human beings fully accountable to 
him. Although natural revelation is not a 
complete self-disclosure, it is divinely given, 
entirely true and authoritative. Though God does not reveal his redemptive purposes in Jesus 
Christ through natural revelation he nevertheless reveals enough about himself, both in creation 
and upon the conscience (his existence, power, sovereignty, righteousness, and benevolence) 
that sinners are not excused from their unbelief and idolatry.  
 
Hebrews 1:1–2 

Long ago, at many times and in many ways, God spoke to our fathers by the prophets, 
but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed the heir of all 
things, through whom also he created the world.  

 
Romans 10:14–17 

How then will they call on him in whom they have not believed? And how are they to 
believe in him of whom they have never heard? And how are they to hear without 
someone preaching? And how are they to preach unless they are sent? As it is written, 
“How beautiful are the feet of those who preach the good news!” But they have not all 
obeyed the gospel. For Isaiah says, “Lord, who has believed what he has heard from 
us?” So faith comes from hearing, and hearing through the word of Christ.  

 
The Westminster Confession of Faith declares: 

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 unexcusable; yet are they 
not sufficient to give that knowledge of God, and of his will, which is necessary unto 
salvation. Therefore it pleased the Lord, at sundry times, and in divers manners, to 
reveal himself, and to declare that his will unto 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 unto writing: which maketh the Holy Scripture to be 
most necessary; those former ways of God’s revealing his will unto his people being now 
ceased. (1.1) 

 
 

The Necessity of Special Revelation  
Natural (or, general) revelation is necessary for the comprehension of special revelation. In other 
words, what God reveals about himself in creation and upon the human conscience sets the 
necessary context for understanding His special revelation.1 However, as we saw in the last 

                                                           
1 Guy Prentiss Waters, For the Mouth of the Lord Has Spoken (Great Britain: Christian Focus, 2020) p. 40 
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lesson, there are inherent limitations in natural revelation. Among those limitations is the fact that 
natural revelation offers an authoritative but incomplete portrait of God. Most significant in its 
limitations is that natural revelation does not reveal God’s redemptive work in and through Jesus 
Christ. On top of this is the fact that the mind of man, so corrupted by sin, takes the truth which 
can be known of God in natural revelation and twists it into an occasion for idolatry and self-
deception.  
 
There would be no knowledge of God’s Triune nature apart from special revelation. There would 
be no knowledge of God’s everlasting covenant of grace apart from special revelation. There 
would be no knowledge of the incarnation of God in human flesh or the substitutionary atonement 
accomplished on the cross apart from special revelation. Were it not for special revelation we 
would be lost for we would have no knowledge of the gospel.  
 
It is through special revelation that we learn about the inherent limitations of natural revelation. 
John Calvin illustrates how special revelation acts like corrective lenses to natural revelation: 

Just as old or bleary-eyed men and those with weak vision, if you thrust before them a 
most beautiful volume, even if they recognize it to be some 
sort of writing, yet can scarcely construe two words, but with 
the aid of spectacles will begin to read distinctly; so Scripture, 
gathering up the otherwise confused knowledge of God in our 
minds, having dispersed our dullness, clearly shows us the 
true God.2 

 
As we will see, special revelation includes God’s direct, spoken 
revelation to the Patriarchs and Prophets. The Apostles were also 
recipients of direct, special revelation having heard directly from 
Jesus. However, from the testimony of Scripture and what may 
be observed from the history of the church, God’s ordinary mode 
of special revelation since the passing of the apostles has been 
through His inscripturated word. The Protestant Reformers were 
especially keen to make the case for the necessity of written 
special revelation since Rome had elevated church tradition to the 
level of special revelation.  
 
Abraham Kuyper’s four benefits of written special revelation:3 
1. Durability  

 The spoken word can be gone in a breath (literally). While oral tradition has been a discipline 
by which much truth has been passed from one generation to the next, the written word offers 
a far better chance for generational transmission.  

 
2. Catholicity (universality)  

 Written communication can be translated into multiple languages across cultures, geography, 
and time. By committing special revelation to writing, God demonstrates his love for the world. 
Further, it is proof that God has appointed the gospel to be preached to all nations (Acts 1:8).  

 
 

                                                           
2 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion (ed. John T. McNeill; trans. Ford L. Battles; 2 vols.; Philadelphia: 
Westminster, 1960) 1:47 
3 Waters, 42 
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3. Fixedness  

 Unwritten traditions can be altered or forgotten as time passes. But Christians have been told 
to “hold fast to what we have attained” (Philippians 3:16). Elders are to teach and defend sound 
doctrine (Titus 1:9). The church is the “pillar and foundation of the truth” (1 Timothy 3:15). Jesus 
commanded his church to teach everything he commanded (Matthew 28:20). The list could go 
on and on. The point is that God has given his church a body of doctrine; a written record of 
truth which must be known, cherished, and proclaimed.  

 
4. Purity  

 It is far more difficult to twist special revelation. The unregenerate mind always suppresses or 
twists natural revelation to serve his own idolatrous ends. Clear, written communication can be 
ignored. It can also be subject to self-deception. Consider, for instance, the attempts to deny 
Scripture’s plain teaching about sexual ethics, justification by faith alone, the necessity of faith 
in Christ, etc. But such attempts must deny the plain meaning of the written text.  

 
 

Defining Special Revelation… 
In contrast to natural revelation, special revelation is not generally available to all people. While 
natural revelation is available to all people at all time, special revelation has a more limited 
audience. Scripture frequently emphasizes this characteristic of particularity belonging to special 
revelation.  
 

 Deuteronomy 4:7-8 (Deut. 4:32-44, 7:6, 10:15)  
“For what great nation is there that has a god so near to it as the LORD our God is to us, whenever 
we call upon him? And what great nation is there, that has statutes and rules so righteous as all 
this law that I set before you today?” 
 

 Psalm 147:19-20 
 He declares his word to Jacob, 
  his statutes and rules to Israel. 
 He has not dealt thus with any other nation; 
  they do not know his rules. 
 Praise the LORD!  
 

 Amos 3:2  
“You only have I known 
  of all the families of the earth; 
therefore I will punish you 
  for all your iniquities.” 
 

 John 4:22  
“You worship what you do not know; we worship what we know, for salvation is from the Jews.” 
 

 Romans 1:16 
“For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who 
believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek.” 
 

 Romans 3:1-2 
“Then what advantage has the Jew? Or what is the value of circumcision? Much in every way. To 
begin with, the Jews were entrusted with the oracles of God.” 
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 Romans 9:4  
“They are Israelites, and to them belong the adoption, the glory, the covenants, the giving of the 
law, the worship, and the promises.” 
 
 
1. Special Revelation is Covenantal. 

 In contrast to natural revelation which is available to all humanity, special revelation is given to 
God’s people. That is, special revelation operates covenantally. Just as in families where 
parents give particular attention and blessings to their own children, so God lavishes special 
grace upon his covenant people; the elect. Prior to the completion of the biblical canon, God 
spoke to his people in various ways through prophets. Later God spoke through his Son and 
through is Son via the apostles. In our day that speech, or special revelation, is given us through 
the inscripturated word (Hebrews 1:1-2).  

 There are several instances in the Old Testament where God speaks directly to pagans 
(covenant outsiders). But in these few cases, the special revelation is for the benefit of God’s 
covenant people (Genesis 20:3; Numbers 22-24; Daniel 4:1-27).  

 
2. Special Revelation is Corporate. 

 Special revelation is not given for the benefit of isolated individuals. It is never about private 
devotional experiences. Certainly, God’s special revelation benefits his people as individuals. 
And as individuals we stand accountable to God. But throughout history, God’s revelation does 
not come to disconnected individuals but to people as they are constituted as the people of 
God. The Apostle Paul makes it clear that special revelation is for the benefit of the church (1 
Corinthians 14).  

 Though special revelation is given to God’s people it is not the property of God’s people. The 
special revelation of God’s saving grace is to be faithfully stewarded by the church for the 
blessing of all the nations.  

 Deuteronomy 4:4–8 
But you who held fast to the LORD your God are all alive today. [5] See, I have taught 
you statutes and rules, as the LORD my God commanded me, that you should do them 
in the land that you are entering to take possession of it. [6] Keep them and do them, for 
that will be your wisdom and your understanding in the sight of the peoples, who, when 
they hear all these statutes, will say, ‘Surely this great nation is a wise and understanding 
people.’ [7] For what great nation is there that has a god so near to it as the LORD our 
God is to us, whenever we call upon him? [8] And what great nation is there, that has 
statutes and rules so righteous as all this law that I set before you today?  

 
3. Special Revelation is Redemptive. 

 Only by special revelation may sinners be shown the way of salvation. While, through general 
revelation, God reveals specific truths about himself and about mankind’s responsibility to him, 
it is only through special revelation that God reveals his saving grace through the Person and 
work of Jesus Christ.  

 At the center of Scripture lies Jesus Christ. His Person and work are the axis upon which the 
Bible rotates. The Bible tells the story of how God redeemed his people through the living, dying, 
and rising of Jesus. The Old Testament is Jesus foretold. The gospels are Jesus revealed. Acts 
is Jesus proclaimed. And the epistles and Revelation are Jesus explained.  

 1 Corinthians 1:20–25 
[20] Where is the one who is wise? Where is the scribe? Where is the debater of this 
age? Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world? [21] For since, in the wisdom 
of God, the world did not know God through wisdom, it pleased God through the folly of 
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what we preach to save those who believe. [22] For Jews demand signs and Greeks 
seek wisdom, [23] but we preach Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and folly to 
Gentiles, [24] but to those who are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of 
God and the wisdom of God. [25] For the foolishness of God is wiser than men, and the 
weakness of God is stronger than men. 

 

* This knowledge of redemption was first revealed through the “mother promise” of Genesis 3:15 
in which God promises to send a deliverer who, though struck by the serpent, will himself crush 
the serpent. Through the passage of redemptive history, God shed more light upon the way in 
which this salvation would be accomplished through the Messiah. However, the Old Testament 
saints were saved in precisely the same way that we are saved today; by grace alone, through 
faith alone, in Christ alone. Prior to the redemptive work of Jesus on the cross, God’s people 
were justified by faith as they looked forward to the coming Messiah.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
4 
 

                                                           
4 Waters, p. 53 

“Special revelation is the self-revelation of the triune God to His people. Special revelation has a 
fullness and clarity that general revelation does not have. Special revelation particularly and 
uniquely sets for the way in which sinners may be saved, through faith in the Lord Jesus Christ. 
In this way, special revelation glorifies God in His works of creation, providence, and redemption.” 
 


