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“How Do We Know God?”
Exodus 20:1-17; Psalm 19 August 27, 2017

Solar eclipse fever hit our nation last week.  Many of 
us watched a partial eclipse from here at home.  I have 
heard from some of you who traveled south to see the 
total eclipse of the sun.  Over the centuries this event has 
been interpreted as a sign from heaven for weal or woe, 
shaping the decisions of leaders, terrifying the human heart, 
and deciding the course of war.  In modern times from a 
scientific perspective, we have come to understand a solar 
eclipse as a predictable event.  Yet, even to modern minds 
seeing the moon totally block the light of the sun touches 
something deep within us.  The eerie light, the temperature 
drop, the reaction of animals, the flaming corona lead us 
to ponder the mysteries and wonder of creation.  Who can 
watch a solar eclipse and take human life and the created 
world for granted?   

In gazing at the heavens, the psalmist David declares that 
the heavens proclaim the glory of God:

“The heavens are telling the glory of God;
  and the firmament proclaims God’s handiwork.
Day to day pours forth speech,
   and night to night declares knowledge. 
There is no speech, nor are there words;
   their voice is not heard; 
yet their voice goes out through all the earth,
   and their words to the end of the world.”

He says that the heavens tell, declare and speak, and yet, 
not a word is uttered.  It is as if the very silence of the heavens, 
like speech, our speech, proclaims the glory of God. All you 
have to do is look and you will hear God’s glory shouted 
from the closest planet and the most distant star.

The Irish priest and poet Gerard Manley Hopkins 
struggled as a priest and excelled as a poet. He saw in nature 
the glory of God.  Listen to the music of his words in his 
poem, Pied Beauty, as he sees God’s glory manifest in the 
smallest things:   

“GLORY be to God for dappled things – 
For skies of couple-colour as a brinded cow;
    For rose-moles all in stipple upon trout that swim;
Fresh-firecoal chestnut-falls; finches’ wings;
  Landscape plotted and pieced—fold, fallow, and 

plough;  
And áll trádes, their gear and tackle and trim.  

All things counter, original, spare, strange; 
  Whatever is fickle, freckled (who knows how?) 
    With swift, slow; sweet, sour; adazzle, dim; 
He fathers-forth whose beauty is past change:   
              Praise him.” 

We praise God for the splendor of creation from the 
finches’ tiny stippled wings to the distant shining star, but 
we see other things in the natural world that trouble our 
soul.  Our prayers go out to the people of coastal Texas 
after the devastating hurricane that drenched the state with 
water, left hundreds of thousands without power, blew 
houses and businesses apart, and will continue to pour 
water upon an already saturated state.  Less in the news, but 
even more deadly, is the famine in Africa that threatens six 
million people in Somalia and fourteen million people in 
Nigeria, Yemen and South Sudan.  According to the United 
Nations, years of drought, war and political turmoil have 
led to the greatest humanitarian crisis since the Second 
World (New York Times, 6/12/17).  Looking at the parched 
earth and dying children, what does the creation say about 
the glory of God?  

How do we know God?  How do we know God’s 
intentions for creation?  Looking at the natural world is not 
enough.  Nature bears an ambiguous witness to God.  To 
know God and to know God’s will for us, we need something 
more.  This is why David’s psalm moves from the praise of 
God’s glory seen in the creation to the praise of the Law.  By 
the Law, David means more than the Ten Commandments, 
which we sometimes think of as the heart of the Law.  The 
Law refers to the books of Moses, the stories of creation, 
exodus, wilderness wandering and the Promised Land.  It 
is in the history of God’s people that God is revealed and 
known.  The Law teaches us that there is a moral compass in 
the universe and that God intends for human communities 
to be just, compassionate and merciful.  The Law awakens us 
to the truth that God has planted deep within us a longing 
for God because we are created in the image of God.  We are 
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restless until we know God, 
When we as Christians see the Law of God, we think of 

the witness of the whole Bible from start to finish – one 
great story of God’s creative and redemptive love affair 
with the world.  The whole Bible is the word of God.  The 
eternal word of God is made flesh in Jesus Christ.  The life, 
death and resurrection of Jesus is the heart of the Bible.  All 
scripture is to be seen and interpreted in light of what we 
know of God in Jesus Christ.  

In other words, we need the whole witness of the Bible 
to know God and to be able to see the glory of God in 
the created world.  Hear these words from the Presbyterian 
Church’s Confession of 1967, which we use as our 
Affirmation of Faith: 

God has created the world of space and time to be the 
sphere of God’s dealings with humankind. In its beauty and 
vastness, sublimity and awfulness, order and disorder, the 
world reflects to the eye of faith the majesty and mystery of 
its Creator. (The Confession of 1967, 9.16). 

The key words in this affirmation are “to the eye of faith.”  
It is what we know of God in Jesus Christ that leads us 
to understand God’s loving intention for creation.  God 
desires to reconcile all things, in heaven and on earth, 
through Christ and in Christ (see Colossians 1:20 and 2 
Corinthians 5:19). 

God’s will is beyond the capacity of our minds to fully 
comprehend.  Yet, God’s love for each one of us and for 
all of us together is evident in the teachings and in the life 
of Jesus.  A God who demonstrates love, as The Confession 
of 1967 says, “by showing power in the form of a servant, 
wisdom in the folly of the cross, and goodness in receiving 
sinful men and women,” has a few more tricks up the sleeve 
before all is said and done.  Knowing Jesus, we trust that 
no life is without meaning, nothing is ever lost forever, evil 
will be overcome, sorrow and death will be no more, and all 
things work together for the good purposes of God.   In the 
midst of human suffering, it takes the eye of faith to see it. 

My friend Blair Monie is a Presbyterian pastor who 
discovered in his third year of retirement that he has 
pancreatic cancer.  In a post he quoted the words of the 
columnist Jessica Morris who said that her cancer made her 
“more alive today than ever.”  Monie writes: 

“That phrase caught my attention. It’s not something 
you expect to hear from someone with a serious 
cancer and, to be honest, she may not feel that way 
every moment of every day. After all, cancer and its 
treatments are not a whole lot of fun. But the hard 
times teach us. Life-threatening illnesses instruct us in 
the art of living….  I will also say that there is sometimes 

a fine line between hope and denial. I’m finding that the 
challenge is to be truly hopeful, grounded in God’s love 
and providence, while not ignoring the really hard things 
about a cancer diagnosis. I hate this cancer. I hate the 
burden it places on [my family], and on the many people 
who love me more than I deserve. I hate thinking about 
it so much. I don’t like the way the world so easily shrinks 
down to the size of a tumor because there is so much 
beauty in the world. I don’t like so much of this to be 
about me. I don’t want to put on my rose-colored glasses 
and pretend. But I want to be powerfully and genuinely 
hopeful. And I want like Jessica Morris, to be “more alive 
than ever.” (Caring Bridge post 7/21/17).  

To be more alive than ever is to look at the world through 
the eye of faith.  It is to see Jesus not only as the center of 
the Bible, but as the center of human history and indeed the 
creation itself.  It is to acknowledge the pain, the ambiguity, 
the fleeting character of all life, and yet to affirm with David 
that this is a wondrous universe that reflects the glory of 
God.   

“The heavens are telling the glory of God; 
and the firmament proclaims God’s handiwork.”


