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Some Explanatory Comments

1. In discussing this issue, one must distinguish special revelation from natural revelation.  All parties concede that there is a difference between God’s manifestation of Himself in what He has created (natural revelation) and God’s manifestation of Himself in verbal communication (special revelation).  All sides concede, for instance, that one can learn something about God’s majesty and power from observing what God has made.  However, all sides also agree that knowledge of God as a Redeemer is only available through verbal revelation.

2. All sides agree that the Scriptures contain God’s special revelation.  That is, none of these parties denies that God is a revealing God; none denies that He reveals verbally; and none denies that He has revealed Himself verbally in the Holy Scriptures.

3. Where the three parties honestly disagree is over whether God’s special/verbal revelation is located anywhere else in addition to Holy Scripture.  Catholicism has maintained that God’s Word, His verbal revelation, comes in the twin streams of scripture and ecclesiastical tradition.  Enthusiasm (and some branches of Pietism or Pentecostalism) has maintained that God’s verbal revelation comes in the twin streams of scripture and private revelation.  Protestantism has maintained that God’s verbal revelation comes in the single stream of Holy Scripture.

4. Protestantism and Catholicism agree, against Enthusiasm, that God’s special revelation is always public; designed to unify His people in a common faith and a common covenant life.  Enthusiasm disagrees, arguing that God’s special revelation is both public and private, that God’s verbal revelation is designed to order both the public life of His covenant people and the private lives of particular individuals.  


Protestantism and Catholicism, for instance, believe that the apparent private revelations given to various prophets in Holy Scripture were not private, in the sense of pertaining to the prophets.  Rather, they were public, because the prophets were public officers, with the duty to govern a public people, and to instruct them in their public and common duties (e.g., God spoke to Moses at the burning bush, not in order to govern Moses’s private life, but in order to govern him in his role as a leader of a public people).  Enthusiasm believes that those apparently private revelations were in fact private revelations.


Protestantism and Catholicism, therefore, perceive such revelations to the prophets as being 

-exceptional (occurring not in every generation to every saint, but to individuals who had exceptional roles in the history of redemption), 

-non-normative (not establishing a pattern to be observed by others), and 

-public/covenantal (having as their purpose the maintenance and well-being of a public covenant community); 

Enthusiasm perceives such revelations as being 

-ordinary (occurring, at least potentially, in every generation to every saint), 

-normative (establishing a pattern that is at least potentially common to every saint), and 

-private (having as their purpose the maintenance and well-being of individuals).  

The reason I, for instance, say that I am not a “cessationist,” is because I believe that revelation never was private, and that it never was enduring or normative in every generation.  Therefore, nothing “ceased” with the demise of the apostles.  God had never given private revelation before, so He did not “cease” doing so at the end of that era.  God had never given revelation in every generation before, but only in significant moments in the history of redemption, so this pattern did not “cease” at that moment.  And so, while I do not believe that special, verbal revelation happens privately or enduringly today, since I believe it never did happen privately or enduringly, I don’t believe anything has changed or ceased.

Some Evaluative Comments

1. The Enthusiast view creates an inherent tension in the relation between public revelation and alleged private revelation, both in theory and in practice.  In theory, one might argue that God reveals Himself privately to individuals in order to govern their covenant lives as individuals.  Such revelation, in theory, only needs to be made to the individual, because it only affects the individual.  However, this won’t work even theoretically.  Every such alleged revelation that touches upon an individual’s duty does affect other saints.  Suppose, for example, that God were to reveal to Mary that she should marry John.  Does this “private” revelation not affect others, especially John?  Does it not affect more than John (e.g., other potential suitors of Mary)?  Or, to select a less-obvious example, suppose God were to reveal to Mary that she should move to Cleveland.  Ostensibly, this revelation is private, touching upon no others.  But what about the saints in Philadelphia (Mary’s current location)?  Do they not miss out on her example, her encouragement, her love and support if she moves to Cleveland?  That is, since our Christian faith binds us to other Christians in love and fellowship, everything we do affects others in some way.  Yet, by this theory, John and the Philadelphians, while affected by the revelation, are not permitted to challenge it or to interpret it.  Worse, sometimes they have contrary revelations (John believes God has revealed that he should marry Sally), and how are these contrary revelations to be adjudicated?  


The Catholic and Protestant views, by comparison, contain no such inherent tension.  Those who would follow the true and living God are all dealing with the same deck of cards, as it were; the cards are all public.  What is obligatory to one is obligatory to all.  There may arise occasional difference of opinion on how to interpret that public body of revelation, but at least everyone has access to the same body.  We all play the game with the same deck of cards, and all the cards are on the table (not hidden up a sleeve, as it were).

An oddity of the late-20th and early 21st centuries is the fact that Enthusiasts (in their present form as charismatics or Pentecostals) are ordinarily considered to be Protestants.  But they are not Protestants on this point.  True, they are not Roman Catholics, but not being Roman Catholic does not make one a Protestant.  The Greek Orthodox, for instance, are neither Protestant nor Roman Catholic.  And Enthusiasts are neither Orthodox, Catholic, or Protestant.  Their religion, on the issue of revelation, is at a further distance from Protestantism than Roman Catholicism is.  Consider what Calvin said about the Enthusiasts of his generation, with their belief in private revelation:

Although this sect is certainly different from the papists’, inasmuch as it is a hundred times worse and more pernicious, nevertheless both of them together hold this principle in common:  to change Scripture into allegories and to long for a better and more perfect wisdom than we find in it.  And together both as a coverup appeal to Saint Paul’s statement that ‘the letter kills’ (2 Cor. 3.6). (Farley, Calvin’s Treatises Against the Libertines and Anabaptists, p. 222, emphasis mine).

Note Calvin’s reasoning.  First, the Enthusiasts who believe in private revelations from the Spirit are “a hundred times worse and more pernicious” than the papists.  Like it or not, right or wrong, Calvin viewed those who believed in private revelations of the Spirit as a hundred times worse and a hundred times more pernicious than the Roman Catholics of his generation.  Second, his rationale is fairly clear:  It’s bad enough to add to Holy Scripture the revelations of the Spirit to one man, the pope; it is many times worse to add to Holy Scripture the revelations of the Spirit to every man.

2. The Enthusiast view arises out of a naive reading of scripture.  The scriptures record those special circumstances in the lives of unusual servants in the history of redemption (e.g., Moses, Paul), and the Enthusiast assumes that this experience is recorded as a normative reality, as the experience of any and every pious individual.  A better-informed view understands that these narratives explain why such individuals served in such a special manner; because they were called in a special manner.

3. Enthusiasts ordinarily suggest that there is no conflict between believing the Bible and believing also in private revelation.  But how can this be?  What does the Bible teach?  Does it not teach that God relates to humans through a successive series of covenants?  And, in each of those covenants, does He or does He not disclose the stipulations (commands) of each covenant?  If, by private revelation, God reveals another stipulation to John, of what covenant is it a stipulation?  It isn’t a stipulation of any of the biblical covenants, because it isn’t in any of the biblical documents.  So John now relates to God through a somewhat-different covenant, with different stipulations, than the rest of us.  Each individual effectively has his own covenant with God.

4. Enthusiasts ordinarily suggest that to deny ongoing private verbal revelation is to “limit God” in some way.  But historic Protestantism doesn’t limit God at all.  If the Almighty wishes to place a hunch or intuition in the mind of one of His saints, He is entirely free to do so; we do not (and could not) restrain or limit Him.  We only restrain or limit the alleged recipient of this alleged revelation from calling the hunch or intuition a word from God, since we have no way of knowing that it is, in fact, from God, and since there is nothing in Holy Scripture to lead us to expect God to speak in such a manner.  But we do not at all deny that God might, in some mysterious way, place in our minds hunches or impressions that cause us to pray for people, or write them an encouraging note, etc.  We just deny the propriety of calling such hunches or impressions God’s word or speech.  When I was pastoring, and prayed through the list of families in my church in the morning, I often paused to write a note to someone for whom I had prayed.  If I find, in heaven, that God had “prompted” me to do so, I won’t be surprised at all.  But I never said that God had “told me” to write such letters.  Surely, every act of Christian love and fellowship comes from the Holy Spirit, who creates love of the brethren in our hearts; so surely, the Holy Spirit is to be credited for such actions.  If a self-loving sinner like myself prayed for and wrote a letter to someone else, of course the Holy Spirit caused the action.  But that is different from saying God spoke to me and told me to perform that specific act of Christian charity on that specific morning.

5. The enthusiast view overlooks those passages of scripture that appear to teach that we are not to expect private revelation.  Why would Solomon command that we seek wisdom and understanding?  Why do we need to understand the created order or to be wise in our use of it, if the Holy Spirit will simply tell us what to do?  Or, when Jesus sent out the twelve, recall what he told them:  “And if the house is worthy, let your peace come upon it, but if it is not worthy, let your peace return to you.  And if anyone will not receive you or listen to your words, shake off the dust from your feet when you leave that house or town” (Matt. 10:13-14, cf. Mk. 6:10-11; Luke 9:4-5).  Does not such instruction suggest that the Holy Spirit would not lead the disciples to productive fields for evangelism?  We know from the narrative of Acts that indeed the apostles often went to places where they were received in a hostile manner; the Holy Spirit manifestly did not lead them to places of productive service.  So why is my life and ministry more important than that of the apostles?  Why should I expect the Holy Spirit to lead me in ways that he manifestly did not lead the apostles?  From what we see in the New Testament, Paul knew that he would be persecuted for his ministry, but he did not know any of the particulars, as he said to the elders at Ephesus:  “And now, behold, I am going to Jerusalem, constrained by the Spirit, not knowing what will happen to me there, except that the Holy Spirit testifies to me in every city that imprisonment and afflictions await me” (Acts 20:22-23).  All the Spirit told Paul was that his ministry would be resisted, and that he faced various persecutions; other than this, as he candidly testified, he was “not knowing” what would happen to him in Jerusalem.  Consider all of the hardships that the Holy Spirit did not protect Paul from:

Are they servants of Christ? I am a better one—I am talking like a madman—with far greater labors, far more imprisonments, with countless beatings, and often near death.  Five times I received at the hands of the Jews the forty lashes less one.  Three times I was beaten with rods. Once I was stoned. Three times I was shipwrecked; a night and a day I was adrift at sea; on frequent journeys, in danger from rivers, danger from robbers, danger from my own people, danger from Gentiles, danger in the city, danger in the wilderness, danger at sea, danger from false brothers; in toil and hardship, through many a sleepless night, in hunger and thirst, often without food, in cold and exposure (2 Cor. 11:23-27).
I suppose we could say that the Holy Spirit “led” Paul to all these dangerous circumstances; but if He did, His is a leading I would not especially desire for myself or for others.
  Perhaps Paul’s example is even worse.  Consider the request he made to Timothy:  “When you come, bring the cloak that I left with Carpus at Troas, also the books, and above all the parchments” (2 Tim. 4:13).  Why did Paul need books?  Why didn’t the Holy Spirit simply tell Paul what he needed to know?  

Consider, as another example, the Jerusalem Council in Acts 15, wrestling with the question of whether Gentile believers should be required to keep the Mosaic Law in its entirety.  Luke candidly records that Paul and Barnabas “declared all that God had done with them” among the Gentiles (4), after which there was “much debate” (7), after which Peter addressed those present (7b-11), after which Paul and Barnabas addressed them again (12), after which James spoke (13-21).  Only after all this discussion does Luke record that “it seemed good to the apostles and the elders” (22) to resolve the matter in a particular way, by sending a letter.  And part of that letter (28) said, “It has seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us to lay on you no greater burden than these…”  If this resolution “seemed good to the Holy Spirit,” why didn’t He just give everyone the same mind on the matter without all that apostolic jibber-jabber?  Even after Paul and Barnabas spoke the first time, there was “much debate.”  Nor did Peter’s speech resolve the matter; Paul and Barnabas spoke again, and James did also.  If the Holy Spirit did not more efficiently direct the apostolic church on such an important matter as the relation of Gentiles to the Law, what issue am I dealing with in my personal life that is more important than this, about which I should expect clearer, less-ambiguous direction?

The enthusiast view suggests that believers today will receive not only as much revelation as the apostles did; it suggests that they will receive more revelation than the apostles did.  The Spirit did not direct them to productive fields of service; the Spirit did not circumvent their participating in “much debate” before resolving important issues of theology and ministry; Paul needed “books, especially the parchments” to inform his own thinking; and he expressly said that he was “not knowing” what would befall him at Jerusalem.  What makes us expect that the Holy Spirit will provide more direction to us than He did to the “foundation of the apostles and prophets” (Eph. 2:20)?

6. If it can be said charitably, the enthusiast view is narcissistic.  Its practitioners appear to need, at some psychological level, to think that they are communing with God in an individual way, rather than in the same way the rest of us do.  It is not enough, apparently, that Christ says to all of us:  “Come to me… and I will give you rest”; they need a specially-tailored invitation also.  Reared in a narcissistic culture, they appear to have difficulty receiving God’s overtures of covenant love to them unless they are specifically addressed to them as individuals, as it were.  By contrast, I recall, when Mother was still living, how she wrote weekly letters entitled “Dearest children,” and then photocopied them to send to all four of us (and our spouses), living in different cities (this was before email or Facebook).  Some of the paragraphs in those letters mentioned some of us specifically.  But we all received them, and they were special to all of us, precisely because Mother loved all of us, and not merely each of us.  She was not merely “my mother;” she was also “our mother,” and I loved her as much for her love for my brother and sisters as I did for her love for me.  I didn’t need to be singled out; a “group” letter was fine for me; and I regard it as somewhat sad that others do not feel loved until or unless they are singled out, because I think they are missing something about the true, social nature of our shared humanity.

� I am entirely willing to affirm that God providentially led Paul to each of these circumstances; but He did not do so by telling him ahead of time what was coming next.  Paul was as surprised by the storm that shipwrecked his boat as anyone else on board.
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