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March 22, 2105 

John 12:20-33 

Jeremiah 31:31-34  The Promise of Knowing God 

 

“For they shall all know me, from the least to the greatest,” says the 

Lord. They shall know me. No longer shall they not know me. No longer 

shall they wonder who I am. No longer shall they live in fear of who I 

might be. They won’t have to teach one another or remind one another, 

for they shall know. From the least to the greatest. God is making a huge 

promise today; that all of us will know God. We will ‘get’ God. We will 

finally understand. Because all of the brokenness and sin that stands in 

the way will be gone. You shall know me, says the Lord. I will heal this 

breach between us and all of you, from the least to the greatest, shall 

KNOW me. 

It is a big promise God is making, that we will know God. Because God 

is not that easy to know. It’s not easy for us to ‘get’ the great mystery of 

the divine. We know only in part, says the apostle Paul; we see through 

a mirror, dimly. Just sort of. Through a fog of fuzzy thoughts and 

turbulent emotions. Could we really comprehend the Creator? Our 

perception is clouded by doubt. Our brains are overwhelmed by the 
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thousands of thoughts. About work and family and school. And should 

we switch cell phone providers? And when can we get the car in for an 

oil change? And how many Cadbury cream eggs are too many? It’s hard 

enough to try to know what we need to know just to get through the day. 

So even on our best days, we can only, kind of, sort of, claim to know 

the Lord. Even though we want to. We want to know. We want to 

understand God. And we do our best together here. We pray and study. 

And learn the Bible stories and sing the hymns. Because we want to 

know the Lord. And we feel an invitation to know the Lord. We are 

drawn here, for reasons we may not completely understand. Because we 

want to understand this God, who keeps blessing us and bothering us 

and calling us out into the deep, deep waters of faith. We want to know 

this God who makes the blind see and sets the captive free and brings 

life out of death. And God promises us today that we will know; we will 

know God. 

That desire to know God is in each us. You’ve probably felt it; that 

desire to know, like the current of a river that pulls at you. To come 

encounter the mysterious living God. To swim out into God’s grace 
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upon grace. And be at home in the holiness that abides with us. That 

desire to know led me to seminary. I felt drawn to know God by digging 

into all the treasures of scripture and theology. When I told my friends I 

was going to seminary, they were impressed. “La de da,” they said, 

“aren’t you important?” And then they began asking questions. Maybe 

because they thought I already knew God, and that God had given me 

some kind of divine wisdom: “Mary, do really believe that God created 

the world in just a week? Mary, do you think that dogs and cats go to 

heaven? Mary, if I smoked some cigarettes at a Bon Jovi concert last 

summer, do you think I’ll go to hell?” My friends wanted to understand 

God as much as I did. They wanted to know if God was real. If God was 

good. If God was someone they could trust. If they could ‘get’ God and 

God could ‘get’ them. 

There is that desire to know God in all of us. And one way that we know 

God is by learning about God. In books, in classrooms, in study and 

discussion, we learn the stories and the history of God among us. The 

first lessons I had in church are how I got hooked. With the felt-board 

characters on Sunday morning. Through hearing the Bible and 
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memorizing it.  Through the repetition and habit of prayer and potluck 

and confirmation class. It didn’t sink in right away. And it didn’t always 

make sense to me. But what did made sense, was that it mattered to 

those around me. Knowing about God matter to them and so it mattered 

to me. And I thank God for those teachers and parents who helped me 

know the Lord. Maybe you have had people in your life like that too. 

Which people who taught you to know the Lord are you thankful for? 

Now some would dismiss education as a way to know the Lord. Some 

would say that you don’t need training to know God. You don’t need to 

study. You don’t need academics or master’s degrees. You don’t need to 

learn the original Hebrew and Greek of the Bible or take a bunch of 

ivory tower classes. Learning that stuff just means you know ABOUT 

God. It doesn’t mean you know God. 

And that is a fair criticism. Sometimes we replace knowing God with 

knowing ABOUT God. Sometimes we learn all the data and info 

concerning God. We gather all the knowledge and take pride in our 

expertise in all things God. We know the scriptures. We know the words 

to the Apostles Creed and all of the Old Testament Kings. We know all 
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ABOUT God. We have control of God. We pack up God neatly so God 

doesn’t interfere with the rest of lives. Are there times when we feel 

satisfied just knowing ABOUT God? 

It’s not enough just to know ABOUT God. But education is crucial. 

Learning the history, and the language, and the cultural context, it helps 

us know God. For example, today’s passage from the gospel of John: 

We wouldn’t understand it if it weren’t for the scholars who study the 

Bible. Because it seems like just another story about people wanting to 

meet Jesus. Some Greeks arrive and the disciples take them to Jesus. 

And then Jesus announces that his hour has come. It doesn’t entirely 

make sense and we might dismiss it as a weird Jesus moment. But it’s 

not. When the Greeks show up, it’s important because scripture is being 

fulfilled.  

The gospel writer John is referencing the prophet Isaiah. Isaiah said that 

the nations would come and the glory of God will be revealed. And 

when the Greeks come looking for Jesus, it means God’s plan for 

salvation is about to unfold. The gospel writer knows it. Jesus knows it. 
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Because they know their scripture. They have learned it and studied it. 

And see the amazing power of God at work. 

We can come to know God by studying and learning. But we need 

something more. We need experience. It’s important to know God here 

(in our head), but to know God here (in our heart), we have to live it. We 

have to take God out of the box and go out into the world with God 

before we can really understand. It’s one thing to know something, but 

it’s another thing to know it for ourselves. We can know that in public, 

children should be seen and not heard, until our child is the one 

screaming in the supermarket. We can know how things should be run at 

the football concession stand, until we have to work there during a 

game. We can know that the people from that neighborhood on the 

wrong side of the tracks are no-good bums until we are stranded and it’s 

someone from that neighborhood who helps us. We can know something 

here (in our heads), but until we experience it, we don’t really know it 

here (in our hearts). 

I don’t know what it’s like to be homeless. I’ve never lived on the 

streets. I’ve never been without a place to stay for more than a night or 
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two. I only know what I’ve heard, along with all the assumptions and 

stereotypes out there. But I did have an experience. Once for a youth 

group activity, we had to go panhandle outside a local convenience 

store. We were told to sit on pieces of cardboard and hold up a sign 

asking for money. Now, I confess that most of us felt very 

uncomfortable doing this. It felt dishonest and kind of inappropriate. We 

weren’t homeless. And we didn’t need people’s spare change. But the 

experience of it made me see panhandlers differently. Because now I 

knew what it felt like to be utterly ignored. To be glared at and scowled 

at and treated with unease. I felt myself resenting all these people who 

had money and resources. Couldn’t they spare something for another 

human being? Couldn’t they even acknowledge us? But I knew that I 

had acted just like that myself. I had avoided and scowled and hurried 

past. And what was right was now so complicated and unclear to me.  

But then out of the blue, a man came up with hot chocolate for all of us. 

You look cold, he said. And I knew that I had just met Jesus. 

Some things we can only know through experience. Some things we can 

only understand by living them. The people of Israel could only know 
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how much they needed God when God seemed totally absent. They 

could only know how much home meant to them when they were far 

away from it in Babylon. They could only know the Lord, as Jeremiah 

promises they will, when the Lord brings them out of exile.  

And Jesus’ disciples, they could only know him by living life with him. 

They could know his teachings and his lessons. But they only when they 

experienced Jesus eating with outcasts and touching the diseased could 

they know God’s mercy. Only when they experienced the cross of Good 

Friday and saw Jesus living our loneliness and pain could they know that 

God was with us. Only when they experienced the empty tomb of Easter 

Sunday could they know the depth of God’s love. 

We know things here (in our heads) by learning them. We know things 

here (in our hearts) through our experiences. And sometimes, 

inexplicably, we just know something. We feel led, we feel drawn, 

pulled along in the current of the Spirit. It can only be described as a 

God thing. Like the day someone knew to drop off a pie when you had 

had the worst day at work. Or the time when you felt you needed to visit 

your neighbor and they told you they just found out that they had to go 
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on dialysis. Like the Greeks just show up looking for Jesus in the gospel 

of John today. There is no reason it should happen. It just does. 

Someone just knows, somehow, someway, that this what they should do.  

The Spirit nudging us and we know it is the Lord. 

Arlington Presbyterian Church in Arlington VA, knew that God needed 

them to do something for the community of Washington DC. So they 

started asking, “For whom are our hearts breaking?” After a time of 

prayer and discussion, they knew. Their hearts were breaking because 

there was no affordable housing for their neighbors. Very loudly and 

very clearly, the congregation felt the Spirit urging them to sell their 

property to the local affordable housing coalition. Next year, the 

church’s building will be replaced by a childcare center, retail businesses 

consistent with the church’s ministry, a new worship space and church 

offices, and 140 affordable housing units. At the meeting of the 

Presbytery, the church’s decision was approved unanimously with a 

standing ovation. Inexplicably, they knew this was a God thing. Pastor 

Sharon Core said, “Only God could have imagined that broken hearts 

would mean tearing down literal walls and building something 
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completely new. We hope our journey inspires other congregations to 

look at new ways of connecting with their communities.” What 

inexplicable thing has God put on our hearts? What big or small things 

do we ‘know’ God is urging us to do? 

The days are surely coming, says the Lord, when I will make a new 

covenant with my people. I will put my law within them. I will write it 

on their hearts. I will be their God, they will be my people. No longer 

will sin and brokenness stand between us. No longer shall they doubt my 

love. No longer shall they wonder if I care. I will heal the breach that 

stands between us. And they shall know me. They will know how far I 

will go to redeem them. Trust me, says God. I promise it will be so. 


