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For I handed on to you as of first importance what I in turn had received. 
In the name... 

How did you come to know God? At first, I mean. I suspect that there are as 
many different answers to that question as there are people in the congregation this 
morning. For some, it is through family and parents; for others, it is by way of 
church or summer camp or Sunday School. Maybe, for you, it was a traveling tent-
meeting revival preacher in the summer of 1970-something who first acquainted 
you with God. Maybe you came to know God through a radio broadcast one night 
when you couldn’t sleep or in an AA meeting your brother-in-law dragged you to 
or through a hotel room Bible you picked up because there wasn’t anything good 
on TV. Maybe it wasn’t any one thing, just the collective weight of years of little 
hints and gentle suggestions from countless friends that there was more to this God 
business than you thought. And maybe — just maybe — you are one of those rare 
folks to whom God himself once appeared like a bolt of lightning that forever 
changed your life: a Damascus road experience in a Walmart parking lot or in the 
bottom of the sixth at a Philly’s game. 

The contours of every story of coming to knowledge of God are different. That’s 
not a drawback or failure of Christianity; instead it is an intrinsic feature of the 
faith. Each of our lives are unique and, because God comes to us in the midst of 
our lives, that encounter is just as particular. And yet, for all their differences — 
and despite what some might insist on — there is one indispensable feature 
common to all human knowledge of God. No matter who we are or what our story 
is, we did not find God. Whether he revealed himself to you or that revelation 
happened farther up stream, that you know God depends on God and his desire to 
disclose himself to you. 

This is called revelation and it is one of those things that is “of first importance” 
in the faith. It is also an intrinsic aspect of Christianity and not a drawback or 
failure. The God we believe in, in order to be God, must be infinitely different 
from us and the world we inhabit. God — at least the one in the Bible — isn’t “like 
us but better”; he is absolutely, entirely different. God is wholly other. And that 
means that he can’t be inferred from a beautiful sunset, proven through rational 
demonstration, uncovered through self-knowledge, or discovered by a survey of 
world religions and their common tenets. You can be sure that, whatever or 
whomever those paths lead to, it is not God. 

Knowing God, then, depends on God: it means that God has bridged the 
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yawning, infinite abyss between him and us in order to disclose himself to us. 
Sometimes, that has and does look very much like the scene described in this 
morning’s Old Testament lesson. In a time of national and person chaos, Isaiah 
was —without warning or precedent — visited by the Lord and the Seraphs who 
attend him. They filled and shook the Temple with song and smoke and light. And 
God spoke to Isaiah out of this terrible scene: calling and instructing and purifying 
him. This awful, wonderful revelation was not just for Isaiah’s benefit, but for the 
benefit of all God’s people. For Isaiah was to proclaim that which God had 
revealed to him. He was to be a messenger of God, a witness to the One who made 
himself known. This is very much like the arc of St. Paul’s story, a portion of 
which he hints at in today’s Epistle. Yet most of us don’t have experiences quite so 
dramatic as the prophet or the apostle. 

No for nearly all of us in one way or another, we come to know God very much 
as those who Isaiah taught or to whom St. Paul wrote. As Paul puts it, “I would 
remind you, brothers and sisters. 

of the good news that I proclaimed to you, which you in turn received....” This 
good news origins with God, of course, but is distributed by those who are changed 
by receiving it. Again, as St. Paul writes a bit later, “For I handed on to you as of 
first importance what I in turn had received.” In other words, he is an intermediary, 
one who is both the recipient of good news and its messenger to others. Indeed, 
whether through Holy Scripture, the teaching office of the Church, the testimony 
of friends, the kindness of a stranger, or early instruction from parents, most of us 
receive God’s self-revelation through some mediation. Others hand on to us what 
they have received. This is what Christians call tradition, another intrinsic feature 
rather than a liability of the faith. Tradition is the ministry of the Holy Spirit, who 
guides and preserves the handing on of good news across generations. Crucial, 
because it not only puts us in a position of dependence and trust on one another for 
truth and life and salvation, but also because it requires us to be our brother’s 
keeper, faithfully handing on what we also received. It is among the ways in which 
the Spirit binds us, one to another, forming us into the body of Christ. 

And it is Christ who stands right at the center of God’s desire to make himself 
known to us. For this is precisely who and what Jesus is: the bridging of infinite 
difference between God and man in flesh. Jesus is God’s perfect self-disclosure; he 
is revelation incarnate. All that there is to know about God is revealed in Jesus. 
That is, the same God who once appeared to Isaiah flanked by Seraphs and on a 
throne sometime later stepped into Simon Peter’s boat to teach the crowd gathered 
on the shore. It is the same God who commissioned Isaiah who invited Simon 
Peter and other apostles to turn in their nets and begin fishing for people instead. 
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God cannot be discovered, which means he is in the business of making himself 
known. 

Because he loves us and desires to share life with us, God has revealed himself 
through prophets and apostles, word and sacraments, and most fully in the person 
of his Son, Jesus Christ. The Lord desires to be known by you and to share life 
with you. As his disciples who have received the good news of God and share life 
with him and his Church, you are called also to hand on saving knowledge of God. 
This is your witness in word and deed in the world to the transforming love of 
God. As many as do not know God are in need of him. This means they are in need 
of you, handing on what you have received. 


