Learning for Life: The Word of God

Sunday 8th November 2009


God speaks through his word
Introduction: 3 questions
Q1: How can we know what God is like?

A1: Not by reason, or experience, or human authority, but only by revelation (his ‘unveiling’)

Q2: Has God revealed himself to us?

A2: Yes! God has freely & deliberately chosen to make Himself known to us so that we might know Him and serve Him.
Q3: How then has God revealed Himself to us?

A3: God has revealed Himself both ‘generally’ & ‘specially’:
‘We know him by two means: First, by the creation, preservation, and government of the universe, since that universe is before our eyes like a beautiful book in which all creatures, great and small, are as letters to make us ponder the invisible things of God: his eternal power and his divinity, as the apostle Paul says in Romans 1:20.  All these things are enough to convict men and to leave them without excuse.

Second, he makes himself known to us more openly by his holy and divine Word, as much as we need in this life, for his glory and for the salvation of his own.’
The Belgic Confession, Article 2, 1561
1. We know what God is like through ‘general revelation’:


1.1 
What general revelation achieves



1.1.1
God’s creation reveals to us His existence & glory – Psalm 19.1



1.1.2
God’s creation makes plain His invisible attributes, namely his eternal power &



divine nature – Romans 1.19-20



1.1.3
Our God-given conscience teaches us something about right & wrong & also 


about our accountability before God – Romans 1.32
[1.1.3.1 What is the exact content of our conscience?  Some Christians think that all of God’s law is written on our hearts; other Christians think that God has placed the 10 commandments there; actually, the Bible never specifies the exact content of our conscience – it just asserts that it’s there! It may be better to think of our conscience as the things that we grow up believing (in any give society) which are in accord with God’s revealed will.]

1.2
What general revelation cannot achieve


1.2.1
God’s general self-disclosure should be enough to lead us to honour God as 



God and give thanks to Him (Rom 1.21)



1.2.2
But, in our unrighteousness, human beings prefer to ‘suppress the truth’ about 


God which He has graciously made known to us – Romans 1.18




We exchange the truth that God has revealed for a lie – Romans 1.25



1.2.3
Therefore:




i. general revelation does not convey reliable knowledge of God to fallen men




ii. we are ‘without excuse’ – Romans 1.21




1.2.4
General revelation and the Christian:
‘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.’
Louis Berkhof, Introductory Volume to Systematic Theology, p132

Conclusion: General revelation is sufficient for condemnation but not for salvation.
2. We know what God is like through ‘special revelation’:


2.1
What is special revelation?

2.1.1
The term does not come in the Bible, but it summarises the idea behind words like, ‘reveal’, ‘manifest’, ‘to make known’, ‘to speak’, ‘to show’ etc that we find often in the Bible. The original Hebrew word contained the idea of ‘nakedness’ – probably in the sense of ‘the removal of obstacles to perception’.  It comprises all the times that God has made Himself known to people in their sinful state in order that we might know Him.



2.1.2
A key passage is 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.’


2.1.3
In Old Testament times, God’s special revelation was varied:




Theophanies, dreams, visions, a burning bush, an audible voice from above, 



miracles, prophets, Law, even Balaam’s donkey etc.




He spoke at many times & in various ways.


2.1.4
In New Testament times, God’s special revelation was singular:

 


‘In these last days, God has spoken to us through his Son.’



The man Jesus who wandered around the dusty streets of Palestine was God!




He is God’s full and final Word to mankind. God has nothing more to say to us!


2.2
What is the relationship between this ‘special revelation’ and the Bible?


The scriptures are the embodiment of God’s special revelation in permanent form. 


When we read the Bible, we encounter Jesus just as truly & vividly as the first disciples.

‘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 Spirit’s 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 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 even now 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 by the Lord.’

Louis Berkhof, Introductory Volume to Systematic Theology, p142-143
This is amazing!  Think how eagerly our society devours ‘facts’ about merely human celebrities.  Think how excited people get about a ‘brush with fame’, or even just when someone famous walks down a red carpet.

Whenever we open the Bible, we have FREE & DIRECT ACCESS TO GOD HIMSELF!  As we read the pages of the Bible, so God speaks to us. A letter from God.

2.3
What is the purpose of this ‘special revelation’?



God reveals Himself in the Scriptures in order that he might save us, and restore us to 

the relationship with Him for which we were designed, and to equip us to serve Him.
‘… from childhood you have been acquainted with the sacred writings, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus.  All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, that the man of God may be competent, equipped for every good work.’
2 Timothy 3.15-17


2.3.1
God’s special revelation is His means of Salvation



2.3.2
God’s special revelation is His means of equipping His people for service



That is why we make such a big deal of Bible-filled discipleship & training.
Conclusion:
 What are the results of God’s ‘special revelation’?


1
We can know truly what God is like – no-one else in the world can say that!


‘No-one has ever seen God; the Only God, who is at the Father’s side, he has made



Him known.’   








   John 1.18

2
We can truly know God – now and forever!


‘This is eternal life, that they know you, the only true God & Jesus Christ whom you



have sent.’








   John 17.3


The law of the LORD is perfect, reviving the soul;


The testimony of the LORD is sure, making wise the simple;



The precepts of the LORD are right, rejoicing the heart;



The commandment of the LORD is pure, enlightening the eyes;



The fear of the LORD is clean, enduring for ever;



The rules of the LORD are true, and righteous altogether.



More to be desired are they than gold, even much fine gold;



Sweeter also than honest and drippings of the honeycomb.

Psalm 19.7-10


How does what we have seen so far help us to answer the common question:


What about those who have never heard? Is it fair for God to judge them?

















Are there any additional points you would make if a friend asked you that question?





1. A brand new Christian asks you to explain the place that the Bible should play in their life.  What would you say (a) if you only had 30 seconds to answer them, and (b) if you were to meet up with them over coffee to talk about it?














2. A friend says to you, ‘You are obsessed by the Bible. I can know God without spending hours studying the Bible. Jesus lives in me and speaks to me every day.’ How would you respond?

















3. How do the different persons of the Trinity work together through the Bible to enable us to know God personally?





	a. What role does the Father play?











	b. What role does the Son play?











	c. What role does the Spirit play? (see, e.g. 1 Cor 2.9-13)








