Mary L. VandenBerg

What General Revelation
Does (and Does Not) Tell Us

Mary L. VandenBerg

The Reformed theological tradition tends to affirm scientific inquiry and often
seeks to harmonize the discoveries of science with the biblical text. Much of what
underlies the Reformed affirmation of science and the desire to harmonize the
findings of science with the Bible is related to the theological understanding of
the “two books” of revelation: nature and the Bible. Because God is the author of
both books — the physical world and the Bible — so the arqument goes, there can be
no disagreement between them. Although one can appreciate the basic sentiment
expressed by the assertion of agreement between the physical world and the Bible
based on a common author, this assertion is fraught with problems. At a minimum,
using the metaphor of the two books to advocate for a harmonization of the findings
of science and the stories of the Bible with regard to the nature of the physical
world represents a misunderstanding of the two-books metaphor as traditionally
articulated and, therefore, a misappropriation of the theology of revelation to the

task of harmonization.

Science and the Bible

For many people, the relationship
between these two subjects is ambigu-
ous at best, hostile at worst. Christians,
especially those who affirm traditional
notions about the reliability of the Bible,
have waged war over this relationship.
Battle lines are often drawn, fortresses
built, and various forms of ammunition
are lobbed back and forth. Since the
Enlightenment, but especially since the
publication of Charles Darwin’s On the
Origin of Species (1859) and the explosion
of scientific research and knowledge
that has followed in its wake, Christians
have increasingly moved in one of two
directions.

On the one hand, there are Christians
who reject the knowledge science pro-
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vides, particularly in the areas of evolu-
tion and cosmology, and insist that the
biblical accounts of creation and cos-
mology must be read in a woodenly
literal fashion. They feel no need to har-
monize the Bible and science because,
for the most part, the scientific academy
is wrong.! On the other hand, there are
Christians who insist that what the
Bible says about the origins of the uni-
verse does not, in fact, cannot, contradict
what science has discovered.? In con-
trast to those in the first group, those in
this group tend to affirm the discoveries
of science while seeking to harmonize
them in some way with the biblical text.
The Reformed tradition, of which I am
a part, tends to fall into line with the
latter group, and it is this tradition
I wish to examine.

Much of what underlies the Reformed
affirmation of science and the desire to
harmonize the findings of science with
the Bible is related to the theological
understanding of revelation.® Reformed
people are keen on speaking about
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revelation in terms of “two books.” General revela-
tion, understood as the physical world or creation,
is the first “book.” Special revelation, the Bible, is
the second “book.” Because God is the author of
both “books” —the physical world and the Bible —
so the argument goes, there can be no disagree-
ment between the two books. In other words, the
findings of science cannot contradict the stories of
the Bible.

Although one can appreciate the basic sentiment
expressed by the assertion of agreement between
the physical world and the Bible based on a com-
mon author, this assertion is fraught with problems.
There are two main issues in this conversation,
(1) how much concordance is there between what
the Bible and science tell us about the nature of the
physical world? and (2) how much concordance is
there between what the Bible and science tell us
about God?

This article will demonstrate that the theological
concept of the two books of general and special
revelation offers an answer to the second question
but not to the first. Furthermore, using the metaphor
of the two books to advocate for harmony between
what the Bible and science tell us about the nature
of the physical world represents a misunderstand-
ing of the two books as traditionally articulated
and, therefore, a misappropriation of the theology
of revelation to the task of harmonization.

I will begin by giving some detail to the “two
books” metaphor itself, including some historical
perspective. I will then move to an explanation of
the doctrine of revelation, especially as outlined in
the Reformed tradition, paying special attention to
John Calvin, from whom many derive the “two
books” metaphor. Elucidating the doctrine of reve-
lation as outlined by Calvin will demonstrate how
the misunderstanding of this doctrine has led to
its misappropriation with regard to resolving ap-
parent conflicts between science and the Bible.
I will conclude by offering some suggestions for
moving forward in the ongoing discussions con-
cerning the relationship between scientific findings
and the Bible.

The Two Books and Science
As noted above, the “two books” metaphor for
understanding the relationship between science and
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the Bible has as its basic premise the idea that God
has given human persons two sources of knowledge:
nature and the Bible. These are sometimes referred
to as “two books.” Furthermore, these two books
cannot contradict one another.

Various scientists have grabbed hold of this
metaphor as a way to defend a particular version of
harmonizing the teachings of science with those of
the Bible. Arthur McCalla offers a historical look
at the notion of unified truth in the book of nature
and in the book of the Bible. He traces the history of
concordance between the two books to the tradition
of natural theology.* He offers Isaac Newton as an
example of a seventeenth-century scientist whose
belief in the fundamental unity of the two books
drove his diverse research interests. For Newton,
“whatever knowledge God has revealed in the
(uncorrupted) Book of Scripture,” McCalla writes,
“is harmonious with what he has inscribed in the
Book of Nature.”> McCalla also describes the work
of seventeenth-century scientists Robert Hooke
(perhaps best known for coining the term “cell”
as the basic unit of life) and Dane Nicolaus Steno,
regarding an explanation of the presence of fossils.
McCalla notes that the explanation these men
offered in no way upset their understanding of the
Book of Nature as divinely inspired and in concor-
dance with the other book, Scripture.®

Hooke ... read a providential intention into
the function of fossils as signs of the history of
the Earth. Steno similarly accepted that what
we learn about nature both confirms and is
confirmed by the Bible.”

The idea that the book of nature and the book of
Scripture must agree with regard to what each
teaches about the nature of the physical world was
clearly present among certain prominent scientists
well before the modern era.

The notion of agreement between the two books
has continued into the more recent past. Crea-
tionists Henry J. Morris and John C. Whitcomb Jr.
assert that the idea of two books is prevalent among
Christians.® They are adamant that the Bible leads
people to accurate knowledge of the nature and
operations of the physical world and that this
knowledge cannot contradict the findings of sci-
ence. They affirm that these two sources cannot
be in conflict because both are modes of God’s
revelation. They further suggest that when there is
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an apparent contradiction between the two books,
Scripture has the final answer. They write,

It has often been maintained that God has given
us two revelations, one in nature and one in
the Bible and that they cannot contradict each
other. This is certainly correct; but when one
subconsciously identifies with natural revela-
tion his own interpretations of nature and then
denounces theologians who are unwilling to
mold Biblical revelation into conformity with
his interpretation of nature, he is guilty of
serious error. After all, special revelation
supersedes natural revelation, for it is only
by means of special revelation that we can
interpret aright the world about us.’

For Morris and Whitcomb, it is clear that the findings
of science and the teachings of Scripture must agree.

Perhaps the best contemporary assertion of the
validity of the “two books” metaphor is in a recent
popular book written by professors of astronomy
and physics Deborah B. and Loren D. Haarsma.
The Haarsmas are Christians who are keenly inter-
ested in helping their students understand and
appreciate the relationship between sound scientific
inquiry and the Christian faith. They clearly affirm
the authority of Scripture while urging Christians to
take the findings of science seriously. To that end,
they offer the “two books” metaphor as a way to
understand the intersection between the Bible and
science.

The Haarsmas’ argument is linked with the
Reformed doctrine of revelation. Appealing to the
Belgic Confession, a sixteenth-century document
subscribed to by many in the Reformed tradition,
they explain that God has given people two
“means” or “books” of revelation: nature and the
Bible. Nature is known as God’s general revelation.
The Bible is God’s special revelation. God is the
author of both. They then explain, “Because God
is the author of both revelations, we believe that
nature and Scripture do not conflict with each
other.”1® They continue, “God is not false or
changeable, and we do not expect God to contradict
himself by revealing something in nature that is
contrary to Scripture.”!!

They admit that this “two books” metaphor is not
perfect but is nonetheless useful for understanding
the relationship between science and the Bible.!
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They propose that the conflict people are con-
fronted with lies not between nature and the Bible,
for those two books cannot conflict as already
explained. The conflict comes at the level of human
interpretation. “Science,” they write, “is our human
attempt to understand the natural world. Biblical
interpretation is our human attempt to understand
the Bible. Conflicts can arise, because our human
understanding of one or both books may be in
error.”1?

It seems that there could be little dispute about
human fallibility in attempting to interpret either
of the books in question. Humans are finite. Our
knowledge is always incomplete. The recognition
that our knowledge is partial and our interpreta-
tions subject to error is, at least at some level, what
drives our inquiry, scientific or biblical. Given this
potential for error, it should be no surprise that our
biblical interpretation of special revelation and our
scientific interpretation of general revelation con-
flict at times. But is interpretation really the prob-
lem? The following section will offer an explanation
of the theological term revelation and how the “two
books” metaphor has functioned in the history of
the church as a way to understand revelation.

The Two Books of Revelation
Revelation is the technical theological term that
refers to how God makes himself known to humans.
The Christian tradition has generally asserted that
if finite humans are to have true knowledge of the
infinite God, God must make himself known to them.
In other words, God must reveal himself if humans
are to know him and have fellowship with him.!

The metaphor of the two books, nature and the
Bible, is directly tied to the doctrine of revelation,
that is, the doctrine regarding how humans come
to have knowledge of God. Article 2 of the Belgic
Confession, which was quoted by the Haarsmas,
is entitled “The Means by Which We Know God.”
As already noted, the two means, according to
Guido de Bres, the author of the Belgic Confession,
are creation and the Bible. De Bres is probably fol-
lowing the thought of his teacher, sixteenth-century
reformer John Calvin."

Unlike de Bres, who speaks of two means, Calvin
actually uses the language of two books in describing
knowledge attained from nature and the Bible.
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Calvin’s writings are frequently referred to and
quoted in support of this popular metaphor. What
is often overlooked, however, is the fact that when
Calvin is speaking about knowledge that we can
gain from these two books, he, like de Bres, is specif-
ically addressing the knowledge of God available
in nature and in the Bible, not knowledge in general.

After a few preliminary observations, Calvin
begins his discussion of knowledge of God by
describing a general knowledge of God found in all
people. He calls this general sense the “awareness of
divinity.”'® He writes, “God himself has implanted
in all men a certain understanding of his divine
majesty.”!” In other words, all humans instinctually
know that there is a higher being. However, apart
from God’s grace, he goes on to explain, humans
will inevitably corrupt this natural awareness with
the result that they will not end up with an accurate
knowledge of God.!®

Not only do all humans have this basic knowl-
edge of God written on their hearts, but God has
also revealed himself in the world in such a way
that humans are without excuse for their ignorance
of God. Calvin writes,

The final goal of the blessed life, moreover,
rests in the knowledge of God. Lest anyone,
then, be excluded from access to happiness,
he not only sowed in men’s minds that seed of
religion of which we have spoken but revealed
himself and daily discloses himself in the
whole workmanship of the universe. As a con-
sequence, men cannot open their eyes without
being compelled to see him."

Calvin is not doing something innovative here.
He is simply following the teaching of Paul in
Romans which states, “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 people
are without excuse” (Rom. 1:20, TNIV).?> Comment-
ing on Rom. 1:19, Calvin writes that when humans
look at the visible world, they might, “by looking
on so beautiful a picture, be led up to the Author
himself.”?! Calvin further describes the visible world
as a kind of mirror in which humans can see God.?

So where in the created order does Calvin think
God reveals himself? Calvin explains that there are
“innumerable proofs” in creation.” He points to the
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“heavens and earth” generally, but also to the study
of the creation as bearing witness to God. He writes,

There are innumerable evidences both in
heaven and on earth that declare his wonderful
wisdom; not only those more recondite matters
for the closer observation of which astronomy,
medicine, and all natural science are intended,
but also those which thrust themselves upon
the sight of even the most untutored and igno-
rant persons, so that they cannot open their eyes
without being compelled to witness them.?*

For Calvin, the wonder of a baby nursing at its
mother’s breast is more eloquent than a preacher
in declaring God’s glory.” It is clear that Calvin
thinks no one has any excuse for missing the evidence
of God in creation. But it seems from his statement
that he would think those engaged in the study
of the physical world through the natural sciences
have even more reason than “ignorant persons” to
acknowledge the reality of “divine wisdom.”

By “divine wisdom” Calvin does not mean divine
revelation concerning the nature and properties of
the physical world. Divine wisdom in creation
refers to a recognition of the wisdom of God—
his attributes —as displayed in the physical world.
Despite human distortion of this display of wis-
dom, there is enough evidence of God that we
should “break forth in admiration of the Artificer.”?
In other words, regardless of whether one is study-
ing astronomy, medicine, physics, geology, or any
other science, the knowledge one acquires about
the physical world should lead to recognition of
divine wisdom and praise for the Designer and his
providential care of the world as observed in the
intricacy, orderliness, and beauty of nature. The
function or purpose of the book of nature — general
revelation—is, therefore, to reveal knowledge of
God.

There is a problem with the knowledge of God
revealed in creation, however. Calvin asserts that
although we have before us all this evidence of God,
we are so blinded by sin that we do not read the
evidence of God in creation accurately anymore.
In fact, humans have in front of them, especially in
their own bodies, the most eloquent witness to God.
Nonetheless, they choose to suppress or distort this
witness and blind themselves to it. Calvin explains,

How detestable, I ask you, is this madness:
that man, finding God in his body and soul
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a hundred times, on this very pretense of ex-
cellence denies that there is a God? ... They
set God aside, while using “nature,” which for
them is the artificer of all things, as a cloak.?”

Once again, Calvin is merely following the teaching
of Paul in Romans.

For although they knew God, they neither glori-
fied him as God nor gave thanks to him, but
their thinking became futile and their foolish
hearts were darkened. Although they claimed
tobe wise, they became fools and exchanged the
glory of the immortal God for images made to
look like mortal human beings and birds and
animals and reptiles. (Rom. 1:21-23, TNIV)

The problem with general revelation, therefore, is not
that we interpret the data incorrectly with regard
to any particular scientific subject we are studying,
although that might be the case at times. The problem
is that we miss or distort the author of the data, God.

In light of this problem, sometimes referred to as
the noetic effect of the Fall, Calvin tells his readers
that God has graciously given his people a way to
“read” creation correctly: the Bible. Calvin even
compares the Bible to spectacles:

Just as old or bleary-eyed men and those with
weak vision, if you thrust before them a most
beautiful volume, even if they recognize it to be
some sort of writing, yet can scarcely construe
two words, but with the aid of spectacles will
begin to read distinctly; so Scripture, gathering
up the otherwise confused knowledge of God
in our minds, having dispersed our dullness,
clearly shows us the true God.?

In other words, once our vision has been corrected
by the witness of the Bible, the second book, we will
clearly see that the author of the beautiful book of
nature is none other than God.

One must remember at this point that Calvin is
not suggesting that what science discovers regard-
ing the laws and processes of the physical world
must, in some way, be read through the lens of
Scripture in order to interpret the data of the physi-
cal world and its operation correctly. For example,
Genesis 1 suggests to some that the world and every-
thing in it came into being in six, twenty-four-hour
days about 6,000 years ago. Geologic evidence,
by contrast, suggests that the earth is billions of
years old and the various life forms came into being
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through a process of development and change.
Calvin’s teaching about the two books of revelation
in no way suggests that the geologic evidence must
somehow be pounded into the model presented in
Genesis 1 in order to “read” it correctly.?’ Calvin
is not concerned with knowledge of the physical
world at all, except for how that knowledge points
one to God. He makes this point in the preface to
his commentary on Genesis, “The intention of Moses,
in beginning his Book with the creation of the
world, is, to render God, as it were, visible to us in
his works.”3° In other words, the “two books” meta-
phor drawn from this section of the Institutes is not
concerned in the least about the conflicts between
scientific or naturalistic accounts of creation and
biblical accounts of creation with regard to how
those accounts explain processes of the physical
world. The two books are simply two means by
which humans come to know God, with Scripture
providing the corrective lenses needed to see clearly
the glory of God which is revealed in nature.

To summarize, Calvin’s own description of the
relationship between the two books is significantly
different from how this metaphor has often been
employed by those attempting to reconcile the find-
ings of science with the Bible, whether a century
later by Newton and Hooke, or in more contempo-
rary debates by people like Morris and Whitcomb.
Even the Haarsmas” scheme, which suggests har-
mony at the level of the two books themselves and
conflict at the level of interpretation, misunder-
stands the basic premise of Calvin's argument,
because the Haarsmas are addressing the problem
of conflict between the interpretations of science
and the Bible with regard to the physical properties
and operations of the world.?! Errors of interpreta-
tion would only be a problem from Calvin’s point of
view insofar as those errors corrupt knowledge of
God, not insofar as they lead to a lack of harmony
between the Bible’s description of the physical
world and that of modern science.®? In other words,
when we read the book of nature apart from the
corrective lenses of Scripture, it is not that our scien-
tific findings will necessarily go awry. Rather, the
knowledge of God that can be obtained from the
physical world will be corrupted. The harmony of
the two books lies in the fact that both books will
offer the reader knowledge of the author, God —
enough knowledge, in fact, to leave one without
excuse for turning away from God.
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One scientist who recognizes this historical con-
nection of the “two books” metaphor with the doc-
trine of revelation is geologist Davis Young. Like
the Haarsmas, he begins by referencing Article 2 of
the Belgic Confession, explaining that this article
“expresses the view that there are two complemen-
tary sources of divine revelation: God’s written
book, the Bible, and God’s unwritten book, Cre-
ation.”® He explains that those who hold this view
think that since the Bible and creation both come
from God, they “must be in perfect harmony.”3*
Interestingly, Young footnotes this statement with
an explanation of the fact that the “two books”
referred to in the Belgic Confession are concerned
not with information about the created world, but
have specific reference to revelation about God.*
He writes,

Christians have typically understood “general
revelation” as having to do with science. Again,
however, the idea is not that data are divinely
revealed but that God is revealed through the
created order.3

However, he ends this helpful footnote with the
following statement:

Nonetheless, in spite of these qualifications,
we are persuaded that both Creation and the
Bible are from the same living God and that
underlying them both is a fundamental unity
that is grounded in God himself.?”

It is unclear to me exactly what Young is asserting
here, but, at the very least, he seems to be saying
that since both “books” are God’s books, we should
expect some amount of harmonization between
them with regard to the physical world, not just
knowledge of God.

Young's assertion, however, leaps from the
category of “author” to the category of “content.”
Certainly there is fundamental unity from the
standpoint that God is the author of both books in
the same way that Madeleine L’Engle is the author
of The Crosswicks Journal and A Wrinkle in Time.
In other words, one could ask, “What do the two
books share in common?” The answer is, “The
author.” The question is whether the same author
entails the same or even similar content. That is
much less clear.

While having the same author may imply identi-
cal or similar content, it does not entail it, and,
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I think, that is nothing against the author. To
employ the example of Madeleine L’Engle again,
the two books mentioned share very little in com-
mon. One is a personal journal aimed at adult
readers, recounting personal experiences and reflec-
tions on those experiences. The other is a fictional
story aimed at young children. While there might
be similarity between the two books as far as the
style of writing, use of language, and so forth are
concerned —features that might point one toward a
single author — the genre and, presumably, even the
purpose of the two books are different. In the case
of the Bible and creation, there may be, as with
L’Engle, similarity in content insofar as that content
points one toward the author. In fact, that is what
both Calvin and the bulk of the Christian tradition
would assert through their use of the “two books”
metaphor. Additionally, the doctrine of revelation
suggests that there is also similarity in purpose
between the Bible and creation: revealing knowl-
edge of God. But there is no reason to believe that
the similarity goes any further than that.

Perhaps Young is drawing on the established
Christian tradition of analogia entis, the analogy of
being. The analogia entis is, according to Richard
Muller,

the assumption of an analogia, or likeness,
between finite and infinite being which lies as
the basis of the a posteriori proofs of the exis-
tence of God and at the heart of the discussion
of the attributa divina [divine attributes].3

Like the two books, however, the tradition of analogia
entis is concerned with likeness between God and
the world —in particular, human beings, although it
may concern creation more generally. With respect
to humans, the argument states that because human
beings are made in the image and likeness of God,
certain human attributes can be predicated of God,
particularly what became known in many Reformed
circles as the communicable attributes.® If one ex-
tends this to creation as a whole, the analogia entis
would suggest that certain aspects of creation could
also be predicated of God. For example, if creation
is essentially characterized by order, one could sug-
gest that God is a God of order, not chaos. Analogia
entis, however, functions in the same way as the
two books. Itleads one to some sort of general knowl-
edge of God, knowledge that would not contradict
but will be enlightened by any knowledge gained
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from the Bible. Thus, the unity of knowledge between
creation and the Bible as explained via an under-
standing of the analogia entis is still a unity regarding
knowledge of God, not a unity regarding knowledge
of the physical operation and structure of the world.

Suggestions for Moving Forward
The critique of using the “two books” metaphor as
justification for harmonizing the findings of science
with the stories of Scripture leaves us with the
question of where we should go from here. This
article began by noting two main issues. The first
issue mentioned was how much concordance there
is between what the Bible and science tell us about
the nature and operations of the physical world.
The second issue, and the focus of this article, was
how much concordance there might be between
what the Bible and science tell us about God. With
both questions, interpretation of the data or story
has a role to play. This article has tried to explain
that the “two books” metaphor relates to the second
issue —that of revelation —and, that because in both
books God is revealing himself to humans, we could
expect a fairly high degree of harmony between
how the Bible and the findings of science point us
toward God.

The first issue, however, is considerably more
complex and moves well beyond the scope of this
article, except for the fact that the metaphor of the
two books of revelation, as understood in the broad
Christian tradition and explained by Calvin, offers
no basis for advocating concordance between the
findings of science and the information about
creation found in the various types of literature of
the Bible. Nonetheless, it seems that some level of
reconciliation between the findings of science and
Scripture would, at the very least, be existentially
helpful .

For Christians who affirm a high view of the
inspiration of Scripture, the findings of science can
cause great angst when read alongside certain bibli-
cal accounts of the natural world.*! Rather than
reading with interest the marvels of creation that
science continues to uncover and praising the imag-
inative God who is behind all of this wonder, some
Christians seem to prefer to ignore the findings of
science, or even deny them, out of fear that these
findings could, in some way, undermine the majesty
of God.*? Helping people see that many of the
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apparent conflicts between science and the Bible
are simply apparent conflicts could help lower the
anxiety of persons worried about offending God.*®

A helpful starting point for this project would be
to recognize that the primary purpose of theology
and the primary purpose of the physical sciences are
not identical. Theology, as the word itself suggests,
is the study of God. More specifically, the object of
theological study is God as he has revealed him:
self.* Theologians should remember this primary
purpose of theology as they exegete texts that seem
to conflict with the findings of science. They should
neither be too eager to reinterpret the Bible in order
to make sense of the latest scientific data, nor too
eager to disregard the findings of science in order
to make sense of certain biblical texts. Rather, they
should read with excitement the latest results of
scientific inquiry. As Scott Hoezee writes, ”Chris-
tians, of all people, can take proper, holy joy in such
things, giving glory to God for a universe so won-
drous and endlessly surprising.”*

On the other side of the coin, astronomer Howard
Van Til explains that nonphysical things are not
the object of study for the natural sciences. Science,
as Van Til points out, is the study of the physical
world, “no more, no less.”* Scientists, therefore,
should not be overly anxious to reinterpret various
biblical texts, the purpose of which is to offer
humans saving knowledge of God, in an effort to
harmonize the Bible with the findings of science.?
Rather, regardless of whether their findings regard-
ing the nature of the physical world agree with the
various accounts in the Bible, those findings, in
addition to the obvious ways they enhance the
world, should also have the theological purpose of
pointing us to the Creator. The result of all our
endeavors should be that we join with the ancient
psalmist (maybe an amateur astronomer??) who
gazed at the starry skies and with wonder declared,
“O LORD, our Lord, how majestic is your name in
all the earth!” (Ps. 8:1, 9). In that way, the work of
the scientist, the work of the theologian, and the
work of any other vocation is identical: to bring
glory to God. ®

Notes
Many in this camp, however, while rejecting secular
science, have set up an alternative often referred to as
“Creation Science.” Although I am referring specifically
to how Christians deal with science and the Bible, many
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secular scientists also fall into the category that rejects
any harmonization but for a completely opposite reason:
the Bible is wrong with regard to anything it has to say
about operations of the physical world.

2] recognize that this two-fold division may not be entirely
accurate. There may be those who do not fall into either
camp on all issues in the debate between science and the
Bible. Nonetheless, I believe that these two generalizations
fairly characterize the debate as it tends to play out in
Christian circles.

3]t might be helpful at this point to define what is meant by
science. In the most general sense, science simply means
knowledge. Thus, theology is also a science. Aquinas even
calls theology the “queen of the sciences” because it deals
with things that “transcend human reason” (Summa
Theologica, Prima pars, Q. 1, Art. 5). Nonetheless, for the
sake of clarity, I am going to use the word science to refer
specifically to those disciplines that specialize in study of
the natural world.
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2]t may also be helpful to note that Calvin is not innovative
with regard to the general Christian tradition up to his time
either. The metaphor of nature as a book goes back at
least as far as Augustine. The general understanding in the
western tradition is that the book of nature is a means of
revealing God to humans. For a brief, but well-written
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