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Foundations In Functional Holiness 

By Rev. Dr. J. Patrick Bowman, DBS 

Lesson 3- God’s Self-Revelation 

 

If we attest that God is self-revealing, we must find how that self-revelation comes. God 

reveals Himself in three principal ways. The first and most broad of these ways is general 

revelation. General or natural revelation refers to knowledge about God and spiritual matters 

discovered through natural means, such as observation of nature (the physical universe), 

philosophy, and reason. With its infinite variety, beauty, and order, creation reflects a God who 

is infinitely wise and powerful. Psalm 19:1-6 tells us about the non-verbal speech of creation, 

confirming the work of God’s hands. 

The heavens are telling of the glory of God; 

And their expanse is declaring the work of His hands. 

2 Day to day pours forth speech, 

And night to night reveals knowledge. 

3 There is no speech, nor are there words; 

Their voice is not heard. 

4 Their line has gone out through all the earth, 

And their utterances to the end of the world. 

In them He has placed a tent for the sun, 

5 Which is as a bridegroom coming out of his chamber; 

It rejoices as a strong man to run his course. 
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6 Its rising is from one end of the heavens, 

And its circuit to the other end of them; 

And there is nothing hidden from its heat. (NASB) 

And Psalm 33:6-9 tells us, 

6By the word of the Lord the heavens were made, 

And by the breath of His mouth all their host. 

7 He gathers the waters of the sea together as a heap; 

He lays up the deeps in storehouses. 

8 Let all the earth fear the Lord; 

Let all the inhabitants of the world stand in awe of Him. 

9 For He spoke, and it was done; 

He commanded, and it stood fast. 

Moreover, of course, the opening words of the Bible, Genesis 1:1, “In the beginning God 

created the heavens and the earth.”  

General revelation brings pure, clear, and relentless cognitive knowledge of God to all 

humankind. Theologian Carl F. H. Henry said, “The Creator God’s testimony to himself in 

creation continues daily and hourly and moment by moment. Fallen man in his day-to-day life is 

never completely detached nor isolated from the revelation of God.” (Henry) 

Romans 1:18-25 says it this way: 

For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and 

unrighteousness of men who suppress the truth in unrighteousness, because that which 

is known about God is evident within them; for God made it evident to them.  For since 
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the creation of the world His invisible attributes, His eternal power and divine nature, 

have been clearly seen, being understood through what has been made, so that they are 

without excuse.  For even though they knew God, they did not honor Him as God or give 

thanks, but they became futile in their speculations, and their foolish heart was 

darkened.  Professing to be wise, they became fools,  and exchanged the glory of the 

incorruptible God for an image in the form of corruptible man and of birds and four-

footed animals and crawling creatures.  Therefore God gave them over in the lusts of 

their hearts to impurity, so that their bodies would be dishonored among them.  For 

they exchanged the truth of God for a lie, and worshiped and served the creature rather 

than the Creator, who is blessed forever. Amen. (NASB) 

While the Bible affirms the reality of objective general revelation, general revelation 

does not allow one to develop additional knowledge of God from the truth it reveals. If the 

general revelation is the broad brushstrokes of God, special revelation is the more delicate 

brushstrokes, the body, the fleshing out, the main subject of His revelation painting. Because 

one cannot arrive at God’s redemption plan by natural theology, a revealed theology through a 

special revelation from God is necessary. Special revelation complements God’s self-disclosure 

in nature, history, and humanity and builds on the foundation of general revelation. 

So if general revelation comes by natural means of observation, thought, and reason, 

special revelation comes by supernatural means. Special revelation expresses itself in God’s 

acts whereby he makes Himself and his truth known at particular times and to specific peoples. 

The varied forms of special revelation manifest in miracles, prophesy, personal experience, and 

especially the person and work of Jesus Christ, as revealed in the Scriptures. Although given at 
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particular times and to specific peoples, the revelation is not bound to that time and people 

only. Special revelation is a treasure meant to be shared. The nature of special revelation is 

redemptive. Let us read a few more verses from Psalm 19. Verses 7-11 say, 

7The law of the Lord is perfect, restoring the soul; 

The testimony of the Lord is sure, making wise the simple. 

8 The precepts of the Lord are right, rejoicing the heart; 

The commandment of the Lord is pure, enlightening the eyes. 

9 The fear of the Lord is clean, enduring forever; 

The judgments of the Lord are true; they are righteous altogether. 

10 They are more desirable than gold, yes, than much fine gold; 

Sweeter also than honey and the drippings of the honeycomb. 

11 Moreover, by them Your servant is warned; 

In keeping them there is great reward. 

One of the features of special revelation is its understandability. In Exodus 33:13a, 

Moses prays, “ Now therefore, I pray You, if I have found favor in Your sight, let me know Your 

ways that I may know You, so that I may find favor in Your sight…”  In the special revelation of 

Scripture, God revealed Himself in the character of human language at the time, using earthly 

categories of thought and action. God was and is an excellent communicator. However, of 

course, we do not know all there is to know about God. God chooses to communicate what He 

communicates, and it is the same as what He knows about Himself. The revealed knowledge of 

God through Scripture is limited—but valid and sufficient.  
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Special revelation is also progressive. God chose to reveal himself through inspired 

Scripture over about 1,500 years.  The very early revelation was true and accurately reflected 

the message of God. Later revelation served to complement or supplement what God had 

disclosed before, but never correct or contradict it. The whole of His revelation was to teach 

humankind who He is, how to be reconciled to Him, and how to live acceptably before Him. 

Hebrews 1:1-2 says, “God, after He spoke long ago to the fathers in the prophets in many 

portions and in many ways,  in these last days has spoken to us in His Son, whom He 

appointed heir of all things, through whom also He made the world.” The culmination of 

progressive revelation is Jesus Christ. In Colossians 1:15-20, the apostle Paul writes, 

He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation. For by Him all things 

were created, both in the heavens and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones 

or dominions or rulers or authorities—all things have been created through Him and for 

Him.  He is before all things, and in Him all things hold together.  He is also head of the 

body, the church; and He is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, so that He 

Himself will come to have first place in everything.  For it was the Father’s good pleasure 

for all the fullness to dwell in Him,  and through Him to reconcile all things to Himself, 

having made peace through the blood of His cross; through Him, I say, whether things 

on earth or things in heaven. 

By holding special revelation from God in a permanent form, the Bible is both a record 

and an interpreter of God and His ways. The truths within are thereby transmittable. To search 

the Scriptures is to find God as He wants to be known. As He rebuked the Jews who were 

plotting to kill Him, Jesus says in John 5:39,  “You search the Scriptures because you think that 
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in them you have eternal life; it is these that testify about Me.”  God’s revelatory acts and His 

self-disclosing words are brought together in the Scriptures. The Bible faithfully records God’s 

actions and enhances our understanding of them by providing God’s interpretation of those 

acts. Revelation events, along with their inspired interpretation, are indivisibly unified in the 

Bible. Canadian theologian Clark H. Pinnock, said, “The divine word is cast into permanent form 

in Scripture, which is the durable vehicle of special revelation and provides the conceptual 

framework in which we meet and comprehend God.” (Pinnock) General revelation (most 

evident in nature) is the broad brushstrokes of God in His self-revelatory painting. Special 

revelation (most apparent in Scripture and the life and mission of Jesus) is the more delicate 

brushstrokes,  fleshing out the painting’s primary subject matter.  A third way God reveals 

Himself is through personal revelation; the fine details adding a unique quality to the image, 

which makes the painting “speak” to us. 

Personal revelation has two main components to it, that being content and timing. The 

agent by which personal revelation comes to us is the Holy Spirit. Sourced in the Holy Spirit 

means that personal revelation comes to us in mostly the same ways that special revelation 

comes. Dreams, visions, prophesy, the Bible, other believers, and experience are ways that 

personal revelation comes, but moves from the special to the specific, from logos to rhema, 

from Chronos to kairos.  

Although dreams, visions, prophecy, other believers, and personal experience are valid 

means by which God speaks to us, the Bible is the prime means by which God speaks to us. As 

we read, a particular verse or section may seem to jump off the page at us. We may have an 

“aha” moment of revelation concerning what we did not see before or a new and deeper 
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appreciation for the passages. In these instances also, we need to pray and ask God why He 

showed us this now and what it means for us now. Perhaps it is an answer to a longstanding 

question. Dreams and visions can answer those, too, but as with dreams and visions, revelation 

through Scripture must line up with the whole counsel of God, as presented in the entire 

Biblical message. Here, too, we need the Holy Spirit to help us interpret meaning and purpose.  

We have seen that God’s revelation to us is His self-revelation, and He reveals what He 

chooses to reveal at three levels. We called these General Revelation, Special Revelation, and 

Personal Revelation. Again, we turn to Tozer for additional insight. 

Through the self-revelation of God in the Scriptures and the illumination of the Holy 

Spirit the Christian gains everything and loses nothing. To his idea of God there are 

added the twin concepts of personality and moral character, but there remains the 

original sense of wonder and fear in the presence of the world-filling Mystery. Today his 

heart may leap up with the happy cry, “Abba Father, my Lord and my God!” Tomorrow 

he may kneel with the delighted trembling to admire and adore the High and Lofty One 

that inhabiteth eternity. 

Holy is the way God is. To be holy He does not conform to a standard. He is that 

standard. He is absolutely holy with an infinite, incomprehensible fullness of purity that 

is inescapable of being other than it is. Because He is holy, His attributes are holy; that is 

whatever we think of as belonging to God must be thought of as holy. (Tozer) 
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