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How Does God Speak? The Importance of Revelation for Christian Theology


 The question, ‘How does God speak?’, is not simply one theological issue among many. It is a basic question on which Christian theology depends. If God does not speak, or if human beings have no reliable way of receiving God’s speech, then theology becomes little more than speculation, doctrine becomes opinion, and the Church loses its claim to witness to a truth beyond its own culture and preferences. This essay argues that divine communication is central to Christian theology because it shapes how Christians understand revelation, Scripture, and the possibility of knowing God. By looking at general and special revelation, the role of Scripture as witness to God’s self-disclosure, and the challenges of biblical interpretation, this essay will show that the question ‘How does God speak?’ stands behind many of the main questions that Christian theology must address.
  At the most basic level, Christianity makes the remarkable claim that the infinite and transcendent God has chosen not to remain hidden, but to make himself known. Alister McGrath explains that Christian theology begins from the belief that God takes the initiative in bridging the gap between Creator and creature, and this divine initiative is what theologians call revelation.1 Without this belief, theology would have no clear subject matter. Philosophy of religion might still ask whether God exists, but theology, understood in Anselm’s classic phrase as faith seeking understanding, requires that something has first been given by God for faith to reflect on.2 For this reason, the question of how God speaks is not secondary. It is part of the foundation of theology itself.
Christian theology has usually distinguished between two main forms of divine communication: general revelation and special revelation. General revelation refers to knowledge of God that is available to all people through creation, reason, conscience, and moral awareness. The biblical basis for this idea is strong. Psalm 19:1 says that the heavens declare the glory of God, while Romans 1:20 argues that God’s eternal power and divine nature can be perceived in the things that have been made. Thomas Aquinas developed this tradition philosophically by arguing that human reason, reflecting on the natural world, can arrive at certain truths about God, including his existence, unity, and goodness, even apart from the biblical story.3
However, general revelation has also been seen as limited. Nature can create wonder, but it also includes suffering, disaster, and death. Reason can recognise order, but it can also be misused to support injustice. Karl Barth strongly criticised any attempt to build theology mainly on general revelation, because he believed this could lead people to create a version of God in their own image rather than encounter the God who judges and saves humanity.4 Barth’s view is not accepted by all theologians, but it makes an important point: creation alone does not fully reveal God as merciful, covenantal, and redemptive. For this fuller knowledge, Christianity looks to special revelation, which means God’s self-disclosure in particular events in history and, above all, in Jesus Christ.
Special revelation is the claim that God has spoken not only through the created world, but also through specific acts in history: the call of Abraham, the liberation of Israel from Egypt, the giving of the Law, the words of the prophets, and especially the incarnation, death, and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth. The prologue of John’s Gospel expresses this clearly when it says that the Word became flesh and lived among us (John 1:14). This is a major theological claim because it means that God’s fullest self-communication is not an abstract idea or a set of rules, but a person. Barth describes the Word of God in a threefold form: the revealed Word, Jesus Christ; the written Word, Scripture; and the proclaimed Word, preaching.5 In this view, Christ is primary, and Scripture and preaching have authority because they witness to him. Therefore, asking how God speaks leads directly to Christology, because Christians understand God’s decisive speech through Christ.
This leads to the role of Scripture, which is central to any Christian account of divine communication. For Christians, the Bible is not only an ancient collection of religious writings. It is the main text through which the community of faith encounters God’s word. Jerome’s well-known statement, that ignorance of Scripture is ignorance of Christ, shows how closely Scripture and the knowledge of Christ have been linked in Christian tradition.6 The Bible has this central place because it gives authoritative witness to God’s saving acts: the covenant with Israel, the life and teaching of Jesus, his death and resurrection, and the beginning of the Church. At the same time, the authority of Scripture has a historical dimension. The Bible did not appear as a finished book. It developed through composition, transmission, and communal recognition. The formation of the canon was gradual and involved questions such as apostolic origin, consistency with the rule of faith, and use in worship.7 This shows that Scripture and the Church are closely connected, since the Bible forms Christian faith and was also received and recognised within the believing community.
The question of how God speaks through Scripture is also connected to the doctrine of inspiration. 2 Timothy 3:16 says that all Scripture is inspired by God, but Christians have understood this in different ways. One extreme view is mechanical dictation, where God is imagined as bypassing the human authors. Another extreme view reduces inspiration to human religious insight. Classical Christian theology usually avoids both extremes. It affirms that God works through human authors so that their writings serve God’s purposes while still keeping their human features, such as style, context, perspective, and even tension.8 The Second Vatican Council’s Dei Verbum expresses this by saying that God chose human authors who used their own powers and abilities, while writing what God wanted for the sake of salvation.9 This understanding protects both the divine authority and the human character of Scripture. The Bible is trusted because God is faithful, but it is also complex because it was written through real human beings in real historical settings.
The importance of the question ‘How does God speak?’ becomes even clearer when considering biblical interpretation. Scripture was written in ancient languages and cultures that are very different from the modern reader’s world, so interpretation is unavoidable. Even deciding to read a passage literally is still an interpretive decision. Across Christian history, different methods of interpretation have developed. Early Christian thinkers such as Origen and Augustine distinguished between literal and spiritual meanings of Scripture. Medieval theologians developed the fourfold method of literal, allegorical, moral, and anagogical reading. Later, the Protestant Reformers stressed the plain sense of the biblical text and its accessibility to ordinary believers.10 In the modern period, historical-critical methods, including source criticism, form criticism, and redaction criticism, have helped readers ask how biblical texts were composed, what sources they used, and what they meant in their original contexts.
For some believers, these critical methods can feel threatening. If Moses did not personally write the whole Pentateuch, or if the Gospels differ in some details, it may seem as if the authority of Scripture is weakened. However, many theologians argue that historical criticism does not have to destroy faith. Instead, it can deepen faith by helping readers avoid anachronism and overly simple readings, and by showing the richness of the biblical texts in their original settings. If God speaks through history, then careful attention to history can serve faith rather than oppose it.11 Still, historical criticism has limits. It can explain what a text may have meant in its original context, but it cannot decide by itself whether God continues to speak through that text today. That is a theological judgement, made within the believing community and guided by the Holy Spirit.
In conclusion, the question ‘How does God speak?’ is fundamental for Christian theology because many other theological questions depend on it. Doctrines such as the Trinity, salvation, the Church, and the last things all assume that God has communicated with humanity in a way that can be received, interpreted, and proclaimed. Christian theology answers this question through a layered understanding of revelation. God speaks through creation and conscience in general revelation, through particular saving events and especially through Jesus Christ in special revelation, and through Scripture as the privileged witness to these acts. Scripture is not separated from Christ or from the Church. It is read within the community of faith, through the work of the Spirit, and in the light of Christ. Therefore, to ask how God speaks is to ask whether human beings are addressed by a God who calls them into faith, understanding, and life.
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