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 One of my college classes that was both interesting & terrifying was a 

philosophy course in epistemology. It’s a big word but it just means the study of 

knowledge. If biology is the study of living things; epistemology is the study of 

knowing things. Just think of epistemology as a really effective way to make you 

doubt everything you think you know, because it thrives on riddles like this.  

 Let’s say I tell you off the top of my head that it’s 86 degrees in Phoenix, AZ 

right now -- and I happen to be right. Does that mean that I know it? No. It was a 

lucky guess. So knowing something isn’t just about being right (86 degrees). It’s 

also about having a good reason for being right. I have to have some reliable 

reason for saying it’s 86 degrees in Arizona before it’s really knowledge — and 

that’s where you go down the rabbit hole, exploring the meaning of “justified true 

belief” for the rest of your philosophical life.  

 The goal is simple: we just want to describe what it means to know 

something. How much of our knowledge is outside of us (86 degrees) & how much 

is inside of us (justified belief)? How do we connect the two into something we 

call knowledge? What does it mean to know something? 

 Maybe it sounds irrelevant if we're just talking about a university class. 

Maybe you think those kinds of riddles are everything wrong with higher 

education. But the question drives our daily life. What does it mean to know 

something? That’s the kind of question we grapple with every day. It's a question 

that gives meaning to our lives. Not just, how do we know what to have for dinner? 
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But, how do we know that someone loves us? Not, how do we convince ourselves, 

or fool ourselves — how do we know? Could we really spend our life with 

someone without knowing?  

 It’s an important question for our daily lives, and it’s an important question 

for our faith. How do we know God? Not just, how do we convince ourselves (or 

worse) how do we fool ourselves — how do we know God? How much of our 

knowledge is outside of us (who God is) & how much is inside of us (our 

awareness)? How do we connect the two? What does it mean to know God? 

That's what today's readings are about. 

 Think about it like this. A lot of people feel like WE know God depending 

on how much WE struggle or suffer. That’s how a lot of people decide whether we 

can know God. It begins with us; how much WE struggle or suffer. Because how 

could we possibly know a loving creator if we’re drowning in the suffering of the 

world? That’s how lots of people answer the question about knowing God. But it’s 

never how Scripture invites us to know God. We’ll never come to know God by 

simply piling up the suffering of the world and then deciding whether we can 

imagine a God who allows that.  

 Suffering or the absence of suffering is never a reliable path to knowing 

God. Ask Job. Ask Jesus. In today’s Gospel Jesus tells a parable about the the 

(good) wheat and the (bad) weeds. Part of the message is that we can't escape the 

reality of weeds in this world. The suffocating presence of suffering & evil is 
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always going to be part of the mix in this life. Jesus doesn’t offer any miracle to 

separate our joy from our suffering in this life.  

 Today in Romans, Paul puts it like this. He says, “I consider that the 

sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the glory about to be 

revealed to us.” (Romans 8:18). He says you're not going to learn anything by 

trying to stack up the suffering of the world & then weighing God in the scale. And 

remember, Paul suffered more than any of us.  

 To the Corinthians he writes, “Five times I have received … forty lashes 

minus one. Three times I was beaten with rods. Once I received a stoning. Three 

times I was shipwrecked; for a night and a day I was adrift at sea; on frequent 

journeys, in danger from rivers, danger from bandits, danger from my own people, 

danger from Gentiles, danger in the city, danger in the wilderness, danger at sea, 

danger from false brothers and sisters; in toil and hardship, through many a 

sleepless night, hungry and thirsty, often without food, cold and naked. And, [oh by 

the way, he says], I am [always] under pressure because of my anxiety for all the 

churches.” (2 Cor. 11:24–28). 

 This is the guy who says we can’t use suffering to know God. He’s got a 

pretty good perspective. For Paul the secret to knowing God isn't whether we 

suffer. It’s about who we suffer with. The key for Paul is suffering with Jesus. 

Today in Romans he’s so bold as to say the only way to ever know if we’re really 

children of God, inhabited by the Spirit, and joint heirs with Christ, is IF, we suffer 
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with Jesus (Rom. 8.17) — if we’re inhabited by Jesus in the midst of any struggles 

that come our way. 

 There's a sense in which Paul is saying that we inhabit creation's 

suffering in the same way that God's Spirit inhabits our suffering. We become 

the presence of God; we “reveal" God to creation. Or as Paul tells another church, 

“we are the aroma of Christ to God among those who are being saved and among 

those who are perishing;” (2Cor. 2:15). How do we know God? We don’t analyze 

God. We don't rationalize or hypothesize about God. Instead, we invite God into 

our suffering and then bring God with us into the suffering of the world. 

 You see, the Bible doesn’t offer proofs for the existence of God. It offers 

stories about the presence of God, prophesies about the truth of God, teaching 

about the community (or Kingdom) of God. Today’s reading care more about 

God's knowledge of us than our knowledge of God. In Scripture, being known by 

God is what gets us through the day. Being known BY God is how God works on 

all those broken places in our lives & leads us in the path of life (Psa. 139.23). 

 Here’s how it works. In Psalm 139 there is NOTHING God doesn't already 

know about us and there is NOWHERE that God is absent in our lives. “O 

LORD, you have searched me and known me. You know when I sit down and 

when I rise up; you discern my thoughts from far away. You search out my path 

and my lying down, and are acquainted with all my ways. Even before a word is on 

my tongue, O LORD, you know it completely,” (Psa. 139:1–5). God knows 
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everything about us. And it’s not just random knowledge. 

 It’s also relational knowledge. “Where can I go from your spirit? Or where 

can I flee from your presence?" (Psa. 139:7). There is (literally) no place we can go 

(vv.7-9) without still being known by God. “If I climb up to heaven, you are there; 

if I make the grave my bed, you are there. If I take the wings of the morning and 

settle at the farthest parts of the sea, even there your hand will lead me and your 

right hand hold me," (Psa. 139:8–10). There is nowhere we can escape God. And 

there is nothing that removes us from God. “If I say, “Surely the darkness will 

cover me, and the light around me become night, even darkness is not dark to you; 

the night is as bright as the day, for darkness is as light to you." (Psa. 139:11–12). 

 Okay, we get it. God knows us. Every thing, every where, every experience. 

Here’s the surprise. All that knowledge doesn’t feel threatening to the Psalmist. 

Unlike the story of Adam & Eve, where knowledge of good & evil led to their fear 

& shame before God, here the psalmist asks for even more of God’s presence; even 

deeper searching (!), greater knowledge (!) and more testing (!). The psalmist 

doesn't want to hide from God like Adam & Eve. The Psalmist wants more of 

God’s knowledge. Because, we hear, God's knowledge of us brings life. Our 

knowledge of God will never bring life. But God's knowledge of us, inhabiting us, 

will lead us "in the way that is everlasting," (Psa. 139.23). 

 The story of Jacob is how we see God’s knowledge of us worked out in a 

person’s life. Theologian Frederick Beuchner describes Jacob like this; he says, 
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Jacob was the kind of person who, "was never satisfied. He wanted the moon, and 

if he'd ever managed to bilk heaven out of that, he would have been back the next 

morning for the stars to go with it. But then one day he learned a marvelous lesson 

in a marvelous and unexpected way.... [He learns] that even for a dyed-in-the-wool, 

double-barreled con artist like Jacob there are a few things in this world you can't 

get but can only be given, and one of these things is ... the love of God.... God 

doesn't love people because of who they are, but because of who God is."  1

 God’s kw transforms us because God's kw is grounded & rooted in love.  

 Here’s the invitation: Where is the most challenging, difficult, or uncertain, 

place in your life? To use the language of the Gospel: where is your weed patch? 

Where are you struggling? Where is that part of your life where some kind of 

enemy has taken a good thing and infected it with some kind of struggle or 

suffocating evil? Where is that place for you?  

 However you feel in the midst of the world’s struggles or suffering, hear 

these words from God today. God says: “Know that I am with you and will keep 

you wherever you go… I will not leave you until I have done what I have 

promised.” (Genesis 28:15). Hear these words. Pray these words. Find peace with 

these words. God knows you. God loves you. And sometimes, it’s only looking 

back that we realize, along with Jacob: "Surely the Lord is in this place -- and I did 

not even know it!” Amen. 

 http://www.frederickbuechner.com/blog/2017/7/17/weekly-sermon-illustration-jacob1


