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God’s general revelation to mankind is an important and essential topic of 
discussion that is foundational to any study of theology.  God the all powerful inventor 
and designer of the universe created all that exists.  He authored the context for human 
life with a direct purpose and that is to display the glory of His majesty to the men and 
women whom He created.  This purpose is evident to all men who exist on the Earth and 
the glory of God is abundantly clear to provide for a sense of respect and honor to the 
Creator.  Paul emphasizes this in Romans 1:20 “For since the creation of the world 
God’s invisible qualities-his eternal power and divine nature-have been clearly seen, 
being understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse.”    Although 
the creation is not the entire revelation it is complete enough that man is called to respect 
the living God whether or not he has been given the scriptures directly.  This however is 
only one implication.  Those who have been blessed with the knowledge and faith of 
Christ are also commanded to use the creation to further their knowledge of God the 
Creator and to learn more about His faithfulness.  We have been commanded to “fill and 
subdue the earth” and to “rule over it” (Genesis 1:28), meaning that we are to be the 
overseers and the managers of the earth and to explore its mysteries.  This command calls 
us not to a reckless abuse of the Earth but to a careful and discerned judgment in the 
stewardship of the resources that we have been given.   
 Herman Bavinck dedicates a significant effort to outlining the importance and 
necessary application of the general revelation to theology in his book “Our Reasonable 
Faith.”  Bavinck does an excellent job of outlining the use of the creation in various ways 
especially in the formation of faith for those who do not have the scriptures.  However, 
Bavinck is weak in his approach by failing to detail how exactly the creation should be 
best used by those who do have a knowledge of the scriptures.  In the following text a 
synopsis will be given of Bavinck’s treatment of the General revelation and then an 
analysis will follow outlining other related writings and also the points where he 
neglected to illustrate the full purpose of the created order. 
 Bavinck argues that the perfect omnipotent God is in perfect control of His nature 
and only reveals Himself as He chooses.  This revelation is always a true and faithful 
representation of His character.  The nature of the revelation of God is unlike the way 
that a man reveals the nature of himself to others.  Man, as a fallible creature, reveals 
facts about himself in ways that are at best only partially true.  Man is not in absolute 
control of himself and therefore often represents himself incompletely or untruthfully 
either intentionally or unintentionally (Bavinck, 33).  With this in mind it then follows 
that if man can have any knowledge of God then that knowledge has been voluntarily 
disclosed for the glorification of the Father in heaven.  God has voluntarily allowed man 
to have limited creative abilities.  He is able to manipulate and study the creation and to 
appreciate the beauty that is inherent within it.  He is able to study the physical world 
through science and the complexities of nature have caused many to question our ability 
to know certain details of the creation (Bavinck, 32).  All of the works of God in both 
nature and grace teach us something of the incomprehensible and worshipful being of 
God (Bavinck, 35).  There is nothing false in anything that God has created and it all can 
be used for good.  In fact the creation flows out of the word of God as the word existed in 
the beginning (John 1:1, Bavinck, 37).  
 Bavinck continues on saying that the Christian has an enlightened view of 
creation as he is able to see with greater truth the power of God evident in the world and 
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confirmed in scripture.  His faith in the word puts him in a special position to be able to 
trace out the revelation of God in nature and history and to have the means by which he 
can recognize the true, the good and the beautiful and separate them from the false and 
sinful ways of men (Bavinck, 37).  Therefore a distinction must be made from the 
General and the Special revelations of God and the resulting phenomena that is 
representative of both.  In the general revelation God uses the usual means of this life, 
especially representing the attributes of power, wisdom and goodness.  In the special 
revelation God uses the unusual means of the supernatural, especially representing the 
attributes of God’s holiness, righteousness, compassion and grace.  General revelation is 
directed to all men by means of common grace, and serves to restrain uncontrolled sin.  
Special revelation comes to all those who live under the rule of the gospel and has by 
special grace provided for the forgiveness of sins and the renewal of life (Bavinck, 37).      
 Bavinck explains that given the pervasiveness of the truth in general revelation 
many have taken upon themselves the task of creating a list of proofs or evidences of the 
existence of God.  One argument is that even though the Earth is constantly displaying its 
authority and power it is nevertheless helplessly bound by the limits of time and space 
and therefore dependent on the laws of nature.  Because of this dependency there must 
then be an all powerful, eternal, and independent being that is the cause of all things.  
Secondly, since the earth and the life that exists on it has formalized laws and functions 
in unity and harmony it is achieving a direct purpose.  This purpose can not be explained 
by chance but only by an all-wise and omnipotent creator who has intentionally 
established that purpose.  A third argument is that in the consciousness of all men some 
sense of a supreme being, above whom nothing higher can be conceived, is at some level 
thought of by all men.  Without this background and foundational knowledge man would 
loose the faith and validity of his consciousness.  Beyond this man also feels in the 
deepest sense of his being that he is bound to a higher law.  This law presupposes a holy 
and righteous lawgiver who can and does both preserve and destroy.  In support of these 
arguments is the fact that there is no people group on Earth that does not have some form 
of a religion.  One must conclude then that either all of the people of the Earth are 
suffering from a vast superstition or that the foundation of religion in all communities is 
indeed evidence of God’s existence (Bavinck, 40-41).  The consciousness of the Divine 
in us is what enables us to see the Divine outside of ourselves.  As the human body has 
the senses of touch, smell, and sight so does the body have a sense of a greater authority 
that rules over the Earth. 
 In further discussion Bavinck goes to great lengths to discuss how the general 
revelation of God has impacted man over time and seeks to clarify its value.  He begins in 
the Garden of Eden and progresses through modern times.  His analysis is that much of 
the general revelation given to all people serves to “hold back the stream of iniquities” 
that are common to man’s evil desires (Bavinck, 50).  God eventually identified Israel as 
His chosen people and allowed other nations to follow their own ways.  This does not 
mean that He did not love them or care for them but it does mean that He did not reveal 
His character to them with the specific clarity that He blessed the people of Israel with.  
Indeed it does seem that all of the world’s religions developed into polytheistic paganism 
from a monotheistic structure rather than the inverse of such a phenomenon.  It does 
make sense then that there has been a common origin to all people and that there has been 
a basic notion of truth in every culture that has been revealed to them by God. 
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 Therefore Bavinck concludes his treatment observing that although much good 
has come from the general revelation mankind has failed to find God through this means.  
Indeed he has found many things including the ideas of truth and falsehood, beauty and 
ugliness, and other intrinsic moral standards but these all fall short of the glory of God.  
Because of man’s evil mind and hardened heart he has refused the light of grace in the 
creation.  Indeed John 1:5 is true: The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has 
not understood it (Bavinck, 59). 
 Calvin agrees with Bavinck in that “God himself has implanted in all men a 
certain understanding of his divine majesty” (Calvin, I.iii.1).  Calvin also uses the 
argument that there is “no nation so barbarous, no people so savage, that they have not a 
deep-seated conviction that there is a God” (Calvin, I.iii.1).  Indeed this is true that there 
is a passion in the heart of man that can only be filled by the supernatural.  Man is 
frustrated by his own ways and seeks to find purpose for life that is beyond himself.  In 
our modern and enlightened society many have undertaken the effort to prove that this is 
not the case and to deny the existence of God however, the heart of man continues to cry 
out for a purpose that exists beyond random chance.  The so called postmodern 
movement is, in part, a reaction to this sense of godless, purposeless nothingness that has 
been taught by so many in our culture.  Many in America are not ready to accept 
Christianity but they are unable to deny the emptiness inside of themselves.  This passion 
is not much different from the pagan of Calvin’s day as he is quoted “For they think that 
any zeal for religion, however preposterous, is sufficient” (Calvin, I.iv.3).  While at the 
same time God’s grace is necessary for salvation as Calvin writes “Indeed, no one gives 
himself freely and willingly to God’s service unless, having tasted his fatherly love, he is 
drawn to love and worship him in return” (Calvin, I.v.3).  It is beyond dispute that the 
general revelation has not been enough for man to clearly understand God’s purposes.  
Again, man is without excuse (Romans 1:20) however, it is understood by many and well 
put by Calvin “But although the Lord represents both himself and his everlasting 
Kingdom in the mirror of his works with very great clarity, such is our stupidity that we 
grow increasingly dull toward so manifest testimonies, and they flow away without 
profiting us” (Calvin, I.v.11).  Such is the verdict that the general revelation is 
insufficient for man’s fallen mind to comprehend even though neither Bavinck nor Calvin 
would argue that there is nothing false the works and revelation of God. 
 The notion of the infallibility of God’s creation and the pervasiveness of the truth 
that is to be found in it is exactly the point of weakness in Bavinck’s treatment of the 
nature of God as given to us by the creation.  If man is truly to be in the pursuit of the 
complete and total truth that is available to us then the Christian is compelled to use the 
creation as a mechanism for furthering the knowledge of God’s faithfulness.  Bavinck 
certainly does not deny that truth can come from creation, he argues the opposite 
(Bavinck, 35), but he fails to encourage the Christian to continue with his studies of the 
creation.  This lack of motivation for Christians to approach the study of the natural 
sciences as a discipline of grace has had tragic ramifications for the Christian community 
and for the disciplines of the sciences.  What was once subject to the “Queen of the 
Sciences” has now been neglected as in illegitimate child.  The natural sciences have 
been abandoned by the church and only recently through movements such as “intelligent 
design” have some reintegration movements been undertaken.  Moreland quotes 
Augustine as saying “We must show our Scriptures not to be in conflict with whatever 
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[our critics] can demonstrate about the nature of things from reliable sources…” 
(Moreland, 17).  It is critical that we are able to not only understand science for the sake 
of debate but also to embrace it as a worthy endeavor.  The removal of religion from 
science has many ramifications including the lack of a guiding morality that is essential 
to ethical practice.  Another less considered impact is that the church removed from 
science becomes less relevant for our culture.  Science is a common source of improved 
living in our culture and to divorce science from Christianity is to deny that these 
improvements are a gift from God.  There is no reason why the church should not be 
supporting and embracing its own research in the fields of science.  If it is our belief that 
all truth is God’s truth then there should be no fear of what the scientist will discover but 
a joy in God’s majesty and faithfulness to his children.  It is the developments of science 
that have enabled many people to hear the word of God that otherwise would not be able 
to hear it.  In the same way many of the poor of our earth can be cared for and fed due to 
the increased production and efficiencies that have been developed through modern 
technology.  Embracing science as a legitimate study of the church is not a distortion or 
weakening of the truth as some may interpret it to be.  This does not mean that we 
embrace the philosophical assumptions of atheistic random chance that define modern 
science (Poe & Davis, 3).  This is offensively contrary to the word of God and therefore 
does not line up with the Biblical framework necessary for studying the creation.  The 
scholar who is both knowledgeable in the word and educated in the sciences cannot help 
but see God in the complexities and faithfulness of the physical world.   

Therefore we must continue to seek truth wherever it may be found, especially in 
the general revelation of God.  The special revelation of the scriptures is essential to a 
right approach to this study however they are not intended to be a complete handbook of 
knowledge of the physical world.  To understand the physical principles of science is to 
know God more fully.  God gave the world to us with the command that we would “fill 
and subdue it” “and rule over it” (Genesis, 1:28) and therefore manage it to the best of 
our, God given, abilities. 
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