
General vs specific revelation
Revelation

1. No one seriously doubts that we are a perfect fit for this world, and the world is a
perfect fit for us. Hardcore atheists and bible thumping Christians agree on this point at
least. Everyone looks around and sees that with even the slightest modification to our
basic physical laws there is zero chance we would actually exist.

1. There are four fundamental forces that hold all matter together-
1. Gravitation
2. electromagnetism
3. Strong interaction
4. Weak interaction

2. If even the smallest conceivable change occurred with any of these forces,
reality itself would vanish.

2. What there is vigorous debate on is WHY things are like this.
1. Evangelical Christians look at this data and see intelligent design-the idea that

things are so perfectly calibrated that only an intelligent force could have
calibrated so that life could exist. This intelligent force is, of course, God

2. Atheists (like Richard Dawkins) take the opposite view. Their essential argument
boils down to the fact that we exist, not by some intelligent benevolent force, but
through the intersection of random chance and enough time. Eventually, given
enough time and the right circumstances something would happen. The fact that
we exist is a fortuitous marriage of random chance meeting the right conditions.

3. I am not here to argue for or against either-but because I think that Paul sheds some
light on why people can agree on the same set of facts, and come to an entirely
opposite conclusion about why they exist. But, let’s start in Romans 1

4. Rom 1:18-20-general revelation
1. Paul here begins with the idea of natural revelation-the fact that all humanity

knows that God exists. 
2. The how here is crucial though

1. Observing nature
2. Seeing God’s influence on history
3. And an inner sense of God’s existence
4. Let’s look at each of these in turn

3. Nature
1. Psalm 19:1-6
2. Last week we looked at the creation account and saw that the very

creation was designed to bring order from chaos.
4. Influence on History

1. There are purely secular reasons for the downfall of the kingdom of Judah
1. Israel sat at the crossroads of a great and well traveled trade route

from Egypt up through to Mesopotamia.
2. During the time of the united Monarchy, Israel was a relatively

strong kingdom, if not the strongest.
3. Once Israel separated into two kingdoms neither was as strong.



4. When the north fell to Assyria in 722 BCE, Judah lost its primary
protection.

5. Its late kings were particularly politically unskilled, to say the least,
and the precipitous decline of the kingdom made them a ripe target
for a kingdom seeking easy spoils.

6. Babylon was on the ascendency to the north east of Israel
7. Most ANE kings demonstrated their own power, and their favored

status by the gods, by winning in battle.
8. Israel sat in the middle of the easiest road from Mesotopamia to

Egypt.
9. As a result, Israel was captured.

2. But, notice that the writer of Chronicles in 2 Chron 36 mentions none of
these ideas.

1. It is a completely religious interpretation of events.
2. Punishment for sins, not poor timing, weak military, and being in the

wrong place at the wrong time.
5. An inner sense of God’s existence

1. Jonah 1:7-16
2. Romans 2:12-16

6. So, if God reveals himself through these three things, why do we not see him?
1. Because we don’t want to see him 21-23
2. We could, but our hearts have been darkened and made futile. So, we

don’t see him.
3. In fact, as we saw last week, we are naturally looking anywhere we can to

avoid God.
4. So, why do some of us come to faith in God?

7. Special revelation
1. Remember how we tracked last week the inevitable descent into chaos

for sinful humanity. 
2. The thing which stops this is God’s revelation to Abram in Genesis 12-

God appears to Abram in a special way. He gives him a special promise,
and engaged in a special relationship with him.

3. Following this, God appears throughout the OT specifically to Israel
1. Moses with the burning bush
2. As a cloud and stom on Mt. Sinai
3. His spirit works among the prophets, revealing the word of God.
4. Then he appears in the form of christ
5. Then 1 For 15:3-8

4. The basic message of this is that his unique revelation, and unique
relationship with Israel constantly reaffirms the idea that they are his
special unique possession.

8. So, what is the connection here:
1. Scripture makes it clear that there are two kinds of revelation, 
2. But scripture NOWHERE makes it clear that general revelation can

generate saving faith.
3. UNIVERSALLY, saving faith comes as a result of special revelation (a clear

revelation of god.)



9. This means that general revelation, far from being the comforting thing that we
often think of it as, is actually a deeply troubling thing.

1. It means that for us, that general revelation condemns us, it doesn’t save
us.

2. It also means that your faith in God doesn’t rest the orderliness of the
universe, your interpretation of historical of events, or even some vague
awareness that God exists. You might think it does, but it doesn’t 

3. You see, your faith is grounded in the fact that God has revealed himself
to you. It might have been at a camp, at a church service, or even through
the Bible. But, no matter the place or medium, God has revealed himself
to you in a real way that confirms the general revelation you have
received.

10. So, why are we talking about this tonight-and looking at the same passage for
the 2nd week in a row?

1. It is astonishing how many people think that they can devise a clever
argument to convince someone of their faith.

2. It is also astonishing just how many people are afraid to talk about their
faith because they think that one “I don’t know” or one less than perfect
answer to a question changes an eternal destiny.

3. I got news for you-you are not that important.
4. Saving faith comes ONLY through an encounter with God, it doesn’t come

through clever arguments, smooth answers, or gospel tracts that look like
hundred dollar bills. 

5. We share our faith, and spread the good news about the kingdom of God
knowing full well that not everyone will respond. But, we know that there
are those who, through the combination of our work and God’s revelation,
will come to faith. 

6. We don’t know who that will be ahead of time, we are just called to go and
make disciples. 

7. You can’t argue someone into life transforming faith. The only one who
can save them is God.

11. Let’s end by going back to the question we started with, how can Christians and
Atheists look at the same thing and come to opposite conclusions?

1. Whatever flavor of intelligent design you prefer (young earth, old earth,
theistic evolution, etc), it is the ultimate insider argument. 

1. You have encountered God, and in light of that encounter you look
back and see his hand in everything, just like the writer of
Chronicles.

2. It only makes sense because you have already encountered God
2. The atheist has never encountered God, so why would we expect them to

see his hand in creation? 
3. The difference lies in one thing-a divine encounter.


