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Saving Natural Theology

What Is 
Natural 

Theology?
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Natural Theology is the name 
given to those truths 

knowable by reason through 
General Revelation.General Revelation

What Is the 
Doctrine of 
Revelation?
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Revelation (not to be confused 
with the Book of Revelation) is 
God making known to mankind 

His divine person and divine 
truths that would otherwise be 
unknown. It means "to unveil."

There are two kinds of 
revelation: General Revelation 

and Special Revelation.
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God making known 
through the Scriptures 
His nature and His will 

not necessarily 
knowable through 
General Revelation 

God making known 
through His creation 

His existence,
His nature, His 

attributes, and His 
goodness  

General Revelation       Special Revelation

Relationships of 
Theological 
Categories
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Strengthening of 
the saved

Acts 18:24-28

Pre-evangelism 
for the lost
1 Peter 3:15

Apologetics  Systematic 
Theology  

Biblical Theology
Sound reason's attendance to Scripture  

Natural Theology
Sound reason's attendance to creation

Special Revelation
God's revelation through His prophets, apostles and the Lord Jesus 

of His existence, attributes, will, and gospel.
John 14:25-26; 16:12-13; 2 Tim. 3:16 

General Revelation
God's revelation through creation of His existence and attributes.

Rom. 1:20; Rom. 2:14-15; Acts 14:17; 
Ps. 104:14-15; Col. 1:16-17; Ps. 19:1; Ps. 97:6 

God

Natural theology is that body of 
knowledge about God that can be 

acquired by natural human 
reason as it attends itself to the 

sensible world (i.e., things 
encountered by the senses) 

around us. 



1/3/2025

6

Natural Theology 
Arises from 

General Revelation.

The application of sound reason 
in understanding God's revelation 
of Himself through creation gives 
rise to sound Natural Theology.
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By observing the wonders of 
God's creation, people have been 

able to come to a basic and 
relatively sound understanding of 

God's existence and attributes.

What Does Natural 
Theology Tell Us 

About God?
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Since Natural theology is a 
human effort, it should not 

be surprising that Christians 
might disagree as to the 

exact nature and content of 
Natural Theology. 

1. God's existence, deity, and power
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For since the creation of the 
world His invisible attributes 

are clearly seen, being 

understood by the things that 
are made, even His eternal 

power and Godhead … 
Rom. 1:20a  

1. God's existence, deity, and power

2. God's goodness
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For when Gentiles, who do not 
have the law, by nature do the 

things in the law, these, 
although not having the law, are 
a law to themselves, who show 

the work of the law written 
in their hearts ... 

Rom. 2:14-15a  

"... We also are men with the same nature 
as you, and preach to you that you should 
turn from these useless things to the living 
God, who made the heaven, the earth, the 
sea, and all things that are in them, who in 
bygone generations allowed all nations to 
walk in their own ways. Nevertheless He 
did not leave Himself without witness, in 

that He did good, gave us rain from heaven 
and fruitful seasons, filling our hearts with 

food and gladness."
Act 14:15-17 
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1. God's existence, deity, and power

2. God's goodness

3. God's providence

"He causes the grass to grow for the cattle, 
and vegetation for the service of  man, that 
he may bring forth food from the earth, and 

wine that makes glad the heart of  man, oil to 
make his face shine, and bread which 

strengthens man's heart. 
Psalm 104:14-15
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1. God's existence, deity, and power

2. God's goodness

3. God's providence

4. God's sustaining power

Colossians 1:16-17 
"For by Him all things were created that are in heaven and that are on 

earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or principalities 
or powers. All things were created through Him and for Him. And He 

is before all things, and in Him all things consist."
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1. God's existence, deity, and power

2. God's goodness

3. God's providence

4. God's sustaining power

5. God's glory and handiwork

The heavens declare 
the glory of God; and 
the firmament shows 

His handiwork.  
Psalm 19:1   
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1. God's existence, deity, and power

2. God's goodness

3. God's providence

4. God's sustaining power

5. God's glory and handiwork

6. God's righteousness and glory

The heavens declare 
His righteousness, 
and all the peoples 

see His glory. 
Psalm 97:6   
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Why Does Natural 
Theology Need 

"Saving"?

As more toxic philosophical voices 
have fogged the conversation 

throughout history, the need has 
arisen to appeal to deeper issues in 

philosophy and apologetics to 
demonstrate God's existence and 

attributes "through the things that are 
made" (Rom. 1:20).
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C. S. Lewis
(1898-1963)

"Good philosophy 
must exist, if for no 

other reason, 
because bad 

philosophy needs 
to be answered."

["Learning in War-Time" in The Weight of Glory: 
A Collection of Lewis's Most Moving 
Addresses (London: Harper 
Collins, 2013), 59]
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 Colossians 2:8 
"Beware lest anyone 
cheat you through 

philosophy and empty 
deceit, according to the 

tradition of men, 
according to the basic 
principles of the world, 
and not according to 

Christ."
The Apostle Paul

Norman L. Geisler
(1932-2019)

"We cannot 
properly beware

of philosophy 
unless we be 

aware of 
philosophy."

[Norman L. Geisler, "Beware of Philosophy: A Warning to Biblical 
Scholars," Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 42/1 (March 
1999): 3-19 (18)]  
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What Is the State 
of Natural 

Theology Today?
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The traditional view of the 
attributes of God has come to be 

known as "Classical Theism."

Classical Theism stands in 
contrast to "Theistic 

Personalism" (a term given by 
its detractors) and, more 

recently to "modified" or "Neo-
Classical Theism."
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Natural Theology and Classical 
Theism have been widely 

embraced and celebrated in 
Christianity since the 

Church Fathers through the 
Middle Ages.
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This celebration has 
continued in both Catholicism 
and Protestantism until today.

Norman L. 
Geisler

(1932-2019)  

Louis Berkhof
(1873-1957)

Louis Sperry 
Chaffer

(1871-1952)

Geerhardus 
Vos

(1862-1949)

Herman 
Bavinck

(1854-1921)

B. B. Warfield
(1851-1921)

James Petigru 
Boyce 

(1827-1888) 

Robert Lewis 
Dabney

(1820-1898)

William G. T. Shedd
(1820-1894)

Charles Hodge
(1797-1878)

John Gill
(1679-1771)

Stephen Charnock
(1628-1680)

Francis Turretin
(1623-1687)

John Owen 
(1616-1683)

Jacobus Arminius
(1560-1609)
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Why Natural 
Theology 
Matters

The Classical Theism arising 
from Natural Theology (as I am 

describing it here) 
is starkly criticized in a 

number of circles.
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Not surprisingly, Natural 
Theology and Classical 

Theism (indeed theism in any 
form) is rejected by atheists.
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Sam Harris

Sam Harris

"Religious faith is the belief 
in historical and 

metaphysical propositions 
without sufficient 

evidence."
[Sam Harris, The End of Faith: Religion, Terror, and the Future of 
Reason (New York: W. W. Norton, 2004), 232]
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Sam Harris

"Faith is the mortar that 
fills the cracks in the 

evidence and the gaps in 
the logic, and thus it is 

faith that keeps the whole 
terrible edifice of religious 

certainty still looming 
dangerously over our 

world."
[Harris, The End of Faith, 232]

Nevertheless, Natural 
Theology and Classical 
Theism have had their 
detractors even within 

Christianity.
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Karl Barth
(1886-1968)

Emil Brunner
(1889-1966)

Karl Barth
(1886-1968)

Emil Brunner
(1889-1966)
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Karl Barth
(1886-1968)

Emil Brunner
(1889-1966)

Karl Barth
(1886-1968)

Neo-Orthodoxy

Karl Barth
(1886-1968)
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Karl Barth
(1886-1968)

"For of what use would 
be the purest theology 

based on grace and 
revelation to me if I dealt 

with the subjects of 
grace and revelation in 

the way in which natural 
theology usually deals 
with its soi-disant data 
derived from reason, 

nature and history …? "
[Karl Barth, "No!" trans. Peter Fraenkel, in Natural 
Theology: Comprising "Nature and Grace" by 
Professor Dr. Emil Brunner and the Reply "No!" by 
Dr. Karl Barth (Eugene: Wipf and Stock: 2002), 77]

Karl Barth
(1886-1968)

"For of what use would 
be the purest theology 

based on grace and 
revelation to me if I dealt 

with the subjects of 
grace and revelation in 

the way in which natural 
theology usually deals 
with its soi-disant data 
derived from reason, 

nature and history …? "
[Karl Barth, "No!" trans. Peter Fraenkel, in Natural 
Theology: Comprising "Nature and Grace" by 
Professor Dr. Emil Brunner and the Reply "No!" by 
Dr. Karl Barth (Eugene: Wipf and Stock: 2002), 81]

Pronounced swa-de-zaun
(lit. saying oneself), it is 
French for "so-called."
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Karl Barth
(1886-1968)

Karl Barth
(1886-1968)

"Natural Theology does 
not exist as an entity 

capable of becoming a 
separate subject within 

what I consider to be real 
theology—not even for 

the sake of being 
rejected. 
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Karl Barth
(1886-1968)

"If one occupies oneself 
with real theology one 
can pass by so-called 

natural theology only as 
one would pass by an 
abyss into which it is 

inadvisable to step if one 
does not want to fall. 

Karl Barth
(1886-1968)

"All one can do is to turn 
one's back upon it as 

upon the great 
temptation and source or 
error, by having nothing 

to do with it … "
[Karl Barth, "No!" trans. Peter Fraenkel, in Natural Theology: 
Comprising "Nature and Grace" by Professor Dr. Emil Brunner 
and the Reply "No!" by Dr. Karl Barth (Eugene: Wipf and Stock: 
2002), 75] 
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Some Christian philosophers 
who are committed to Analytic 

Philosophy are relatively 
unsympathetic towards the 

Natural Theology of the 
Classical Philosophy approach.

Alvin PlantingaAlvin Plantinga
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Alvin PlantingaAlvin Plantinga

"It is hard to avoid the 
conclusion that natural 

theology does not 
provide a satisfactory 

answer to the question 
with which we began: Is 

it rational to believe 
in God?"

[Alvin Plantinga, God and Other Minds: A Study of the Rational 
Justification of Belief in God (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
1967, 111] 

What is more, the Natural 
Theology of Classical 

Philosophy is coming under 
increasingly stark criticism in 

certain contemporary 
evangelical circles.
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Presuppositionalism

Greg L. Bahnsen
(1948-1995)



1/3/2025

34

Greg L. Bahnsen
(1948-1995)

Greg L. Bahnsen
(1948-1995)

"Thinking to maintain 
neutrality with respect to 

Scripture, any natural 
theology that reasons 

autonomously from logical 
and/or empirical grounds to 
God results in an exclusion 

of revelational necessity 
and authority endorsing 
some other imperious 

philosophy. … 
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Greg L. Bahnsen
(1948-1995)

"Because the clear 
revelation of God in nature's 

and man's constitution is 
suppressed in 

unrighteousness, it is 
impossible for theology or 
apologetics to base their 

efforts in a rebellious 
understanding of the world 
or history, independently 

working up to a verification 
of God's written revelation. 

Greg L. Bahnsen
(1948-1995)

"Faith must necessarily 
start with the clear, 

authoritative, self-attesting, 
special revelation of God in 
Scripture coordinated with 

the Holy Spirit's inner 
testimony to the 

regenerated heart."
[Greg L. Bahnsen, Presuppositional Apologetics: Stated and 
Defended, ed. Joel McDurmon (Power Springs: American Vision 
and Nacogdoches: Covenant Media, 2008), 4-5, emphasis in 
original]
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Greg L. Bahnsen
(1948-1995)

"Because the clear 
revelation of God in nature's 

and man's constitution is 
suppressed in 

unrighteousness, it is 
impossible for theology or 
apologetics to base their 

efforts in a rebellious 
understanding of the world 
or history, independently 

working up to a verification 
of God's written revelation. 

Greg L. Bahnsen
(1948-1995)
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"For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven 
against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of 

men, who suppress the truth in unrighteousness." 
Rom. 1:18  

who suppress the truth in unrighteousnessmen

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

men, who suppress the truth in unrighteousness." 
Rom. 1:18  

who suppress the truth in unrighteousnessmen

Apposition or not?
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"Mammals, 
which are warm 
blooded, almost 
always give birth 

to live young." 

The phrase 'which are 
warm blooded' is 

another way of saying 
'mammals'.

The phrase 'which are 
warm blooded' stands in 

apposition to the term 
'mammals'.

"People in America 
who live below the 

poverty line are 
richer than many 

people in the 
world." 

The phrase 'who live 
below the poverty line' is 

not another way of 
saying 'people who live 

in America'.

Instead, the phrase 'who 
live below the poverty 

line' is a subset of 
'people who live in 

America'.
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"For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven 
against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of 

men, who suppress the truth in unrighteousness." 
Rom. 1:18  

who suppress the truth in unrighteousnessmen

All men or a 
subset of men?

 knew God (v. 21)

 did not glorify Him as God (v. 21)

 were not thankful (v. 21)

 became futile in their thoughts (v. 21)

 foolish hearts were darkened (v. 21)

 became fools (v. 22)

 changed the glory of the incorruptible 
God into an image made like corruptible 
man—and birds and four-footed animals 
and creeping things (v. 23)

 were given up by God to uncleanness (v. 
24)

 dishonored their bodies among 
themselves (v. 24)

 exchanged the truth of God for a lie (v. 
25)

 worshiped and served the creature rather 
than the Creator (v. 25)

 were given over by God to vile passions

 women exchanged the natural use for 
what is against nature (v. 26)

 men left the natural use of the woman; 
burned in lust for one another (v. 27)

 did not like to retain God in their 
knowledge (v. 28)
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Much of this criticism arises 
from a growing animus toward 
any role that philosophy is said 

to play in developing and 
defending the contents of 

Natural Theology.

This animus is almost always 
directed toward the philosophy 

grounded in the classical 
philosophical tradition of 

Aristotle through Aquinas.
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