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Sermon for St George’s  

31
st

 January 2021 

 

To Know as we are Known 

 

 

***The theme for today of knowing and being known comes out of my deep and 

abiding relationship with Psalm 139.  To say it is my favourite Psalm would, I feel, 

make my relationship with it sound rather trite.  It is much more than that.  This 

Psalm has been beside me on my journey since I was a teenager and it has hugely 

shaped my faith, the way I live my life, and how I understand God.  I have wrestled 

with it, been comforted by it, rejected it, clung to it, left it and returned to it many, 

many times over the past 35 years.  When Josh asked me to preach today, there 

really was no other Psalm to preach on for me.  That was a few weeks ago now, so, 

needless to say I was very amused when I went to do my daily Bible readings last 

night only to find that one of the psalms listed was Psalm 139.  

 

*** Many Jewish scholars believe Psalm 139 to be the most excellent of all of the 

Psalms of David because of its deep meditation on the nature of God in relation to 

human beings.  Within the whole collection of Psalms, also known as the Psalter - a 

collection of hymns to be sung, Psalm 139 is classified as an Individual Hymn of 

Thanksgiving.  In this genre of Psalm, singers usually praise God for God’s goodness 

in delivering them from some perilous situation that was before them such as 

illness, attack, oppression, but Psalm 139 is more of a thanksgiving for God’s 

creative and ever-present goodness.  The Psalmist expresses a deep sense of awe at 

God’s knowledge of him. 

 

I invite you to just reflect for a moment:  Of all the people who have been or are 

now part of your life, who would you say knows you the best?  Think about how 
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long have you known them and what experiences have you shared with them?  How 

well do they know you? 

 

***I remember a while ago seeing a lot of these sort of things on Facebook – people 

would put them on and get their friends to answer the questions to see who knew 

them best.  These examples here are filled with superficial things that are not really 

about knowing a person in any way except on a very surface level.  Maybe we would 

get closer to finding the person who knew us best if we asked questions like these 

instead?  ***This would be a fun game (on social media…) 

 

Who do I find it hardest to love and why? 

What is the worst thing I have ever done? 

What is the darkest thought I have ever had? 

When am I most selfish? 

When do I lie? 

In what situations do I willingly compromise my integrity? 

What am I most ashamed of? 

What secrets do I hide in my heart? 

 

Would the person you were thinking of from your own life be able to answer these 

questions about you? 

 

Do we ever really know another person?  I am sure many of us have had the 

experience of thinking we knew someone really well, only to have them act, react or 

respond in a way that takes us completely by surprise.  ***Willa Cather, a Pulitzer 

Prize winning American author once said, “The heart of another is a dark forest, 

always, no matter how close it has been to one’s own.” 

 

I would hazard a guess that most of us wouldn’t feel very comfortable with very 

many people knowing us well enough to be able to answer the questions we just 

looked at, ***because we are afraid of being rejected, (and perhaps of being 

blackmailed).  We erect walls of protection around our true selves, even in our most 
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intimate relationships, so that we can be safe and acceptable.  Every one of us here 

knows the darkness we hide from other people. 

 

***Martin Buber, Austrian/Israeli philosopher, is very famous for his I-Thou 

philosophy.  He said that all humans desire to know others and to be known, and 

crave what he called I-Thou relationships of encounter – meeting as truly authentic 

beings, without judgement, qualification or objectification.  He says that even 

though we crave those deep encounters, we struggle to have them with other 

human beings, and that leaves us with feelings of dissatisfaction.  ***According to 

Buber, our lives are mostly made up of I-It experiences where objectify the other.  

We collect data, analyse it, classify it, theorise on it, and then use it.  He said most of 

our relationships are based on this.  There is necessary distance between the I and 

the It and these experiences leave us feeling disconnected.  Buber’s philosophy was 

that it is only through I-Thou encounters that we discover who we really are.  He 

said that the purest I-Thou relationship human beings can ever have is with God.  

Human beings are very complex though, because although we long for connection 

and crave encounter, we are also terrified of it.   

 

And this is where we come back to Psalm 139!   

 

What we hear from the Psalmist is that he is known by God, and in a deeply intimate 

way.  God knows human beings in a way that no other human being ever could.  In 

fact, God is acquainted with all our ways.  The Hebrew word for know that is used in 

this Psalm is the same word that is used in Genesis 4 where we read that Adam 

knew Eve and she conceived and had a son.  We read, “even before a word is on my 

tongue, O Lord, you know it completely.  You hem me in behind and before and lay 

your hand on me.”  It’s sounding a little more like we can’t get away even if we want 

to.  ***The Psalmist might be feeling that too as he expresses that there is nowhere 



4 

 

he can go where God is not, “Where can I go from your spirit? Or where can I flee 

from your presence?” 

 

***Heaven, in the Jewish sense, is one of the three components that make up the 

Old Testament understanding of the cosmos – heaven is the realm above and is the 

dwelling place of God and other heavenly beings.  Sheol or the underworld is 

another of the components.  In Jewish teaching, Sheol is the place where the dead 

go and stay.  It is a place of gloom, darkness, silence and dust.  And yet, perhaps 

surprisingly, God is there also.  The earth is the third part of the Jewish cosmos, 

sitting between heaven and Sheol, and the psalmist is clear that there is no escape 

there either.  We cannot hide from God anywhere in the whole cosmos.   

 

Even if we are covered in darkness, even then, darkness is as light to God.  God can 

see through all the barriers we put up to protect the darkest parts of ourselves.  God 

sees us, God knows us.  No mask or disguise can save us from appearing naked in 

the spotlight before God.   

 

***And then we come to a section of this Psalm with the most beautiful imagery to 

describe God’s creative nurturing of us before we become flesh and blood.  “For it 

was you who formed my inwards parts.  You knit me together in my mother’s 

womb.”  The Psalmist then takes a moment to praise God’s creative skill.  “I praise 

you, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made. Wonderful are your works.  That I 

know very well.”  There is such intimacy and tenderness in these words: “My frame 

was not hidden from you when I was being made in secret, intricately woven in the 

depths of the earth.  Your eyes beheld my unformed substance.”   

 

“In your book were written all the days that we formed for me, when none of them 

as yet existed.”  I have heard people use this verse to suggest that free will is not 

actually free will because our lives are planned out for us in advance, but I don’t 
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think that is what this is suggesting.  I think it is acknowledging that the God who 

knows us is not bound by the same restrictions of time and space that we are.  As 

human beings, we know time as something linear, something that goes in a certain 

direction and we are locked in time and space to the present moment, so we can’t 

enter the future or the past except in fantasy if we have something like a tardis or a 

De Lorean.  God, however, is everywhere - the past, the present and the future, the 

Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the end.  God knows how our lives turn out in 

the end before they begin for us.  God knows the choices we will make, the actions 

we will take and the people we will become because God is there with us in every 

second of every day of our lives all at once. 

 

I think the Psalmist is right when he comments that God’s thoughts are weighty to 

him.  It is impossible for us to comprehend that God knows us to the depths of our 

being and shows us nothing but love, let alone comprehend the vastness of that 

knowledge.  And then, what I think is one of the most profound verses in this Psalm, 

“I come to the end – I am still with you.”  Even at the end of counting God’s 

thoughts which are more than the sand and would take an immense amount of 

time, we are still with God. 

 

The prayer book of our Anglican Church here in this province includes Psalms for 

Worship and, if you ever get the chance to look at Psalm 139 in the prayerbook you 

will see that this next section is missing from it.  I guess someone decided that 

although it might be good for personal reflection and important as part of lament, it 

is probably not useful for congregational worship. 

 

It is at this point in the Psalm that the Psalmist is struggling with the intensity of the 

I-Thou encounter and prefers to return to his I-It normality.  At the end of this 

beautiful and profound piece of poetry that makes up the first 18 verses of the 

Psalm, we read,  
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*** “O that you would kill the wicked, O God,   

and that the bloodthirsty would depart from me— 

those who speak of you maliciously, 

    and lift themselves up against you for evil! 

Do I not hate those who hate you, O Lord? 

    And do I not loathe those who rise up against you? 

I hate them with perfect hatred; 

    I count them my enemies. 

 

The Psalmist somehow tries to become God’s protector, wanting to get rid of 

anyone who speaks against God.  After everything he has just written about God 

being the author of all and the creator of everything, who is all powerful, present 

everywhere and knows everything, the Psalmist tries to impress God with his 

judgement of those who speak against God.  How very human indeed to want to put 

oneself above others and feel superior to them.  His insecurities get the better of 

him after thinking about how God knows him so thoroughly.  This is the paradox of 

the human yearning to know and be known.  We yearn for it, but at the same time, 

we run from it. 

 

Throughout my life, I have found Psalm 139 to be both comforting and confronting.  

It is comforting when I feel alone or disconnected and yearn for that depth of 

connection, because it reminds me that there is nowhere I can go that God will not 

be.  It is confronting when I see darkness in myself that I do not want to own or do 

not want God to see, because it reminds me that there is nowhere I can go that God 

will not be.  We yearn for it, but at the same time, we run from it. 

 

I wonder how you feel about applying the words of this Psalm to you and your life?   

 

Does the thought of God being everywhere with you, seeing everything and 

knowing everything about you, even every thought you have comfort you or 

confront you?   
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How often do you give thanks to God that you are fearfully and wonderfully made?   

 

How do you express your awe at the creative genius of God?   

 

Where in yourself do you recognize the paradox of yearning to be known, but also 

the desire to flee from it? 

 

 

I will just give you a couple of minutes of silence to think about those questions 

before I end with a poem. 

 

This is an old Jewish poem about the relationship between God and humankind that 

fits with Psalm 139 perfectly. 

 

Where I wander – You! 

Where I ponder – You! 

Only You, You again, always You! 

You! You! You! 

When I am gladdened – You! 

When I am saddened – You!  

Only You, You again, always You! 

You! You! You! 

Sky is You, Earth is You! 

You above! You below! 

In every trend, at every end, 

Only You, You again, always You! 

You! You! You! 

 

 

Amen. 


