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"Know" is an odd word! Suppose I say that I know that my husband is at the hardware 
store. Doesn't it seem as if he absolutely has to be there? Suppose I find out later that 
he really was at the bookstore. Then I have to fix what I said before: I no longer say that 
I knew he was at the hardware store; I say I thought he was at the hardware store. 
"Know" is a success word: to use it is to imply that you were successful at getting the 
truth right.  
 
This odd feature has led philosophers ever since Plato (400 BC) to assume that for a 
person to say that he or she knows something, that truth claim can't possibly be wrong -
- it must be certain. Obviously, people serious about truth would therefore try to think up 
a way to test truth claims to see if they meet this ideal of certainty.  

Who Cares About Certainty?  

The quest is not limited to philosophers. It engages every serious human being. Anyone 
who has asked the question, "How can I be sure that this claim is true?" -- anyone who 
has said they knew something, and later found out they were wrong -- has been 
touched by this pressing question.  
 
Every believer in Jesus Christ has had to wrestle with this question. To decide to be a 
Christian is first and foremost a decision to believe certain claims to be true. We accept 
Jesus Christ as Savior -- that is, we take to be true what the Bible says about who 
Jesus is and what He does for us. Whatever other fruits there are of the Spirit's work in 
our lives, believing truly is one of them, and perhaps the earliest: "The work of God is to 
believe the one that God has sent." (John 6:29) "No one says that Jesus is Lord except 
by the Holy Spirit." (1 Corinthians 12:3) And when the Church confesses its faith, it does 
so by giving a list of claims that it takes to be true: the Apostles' Creed.  
 
Many of us can remember a time when the decision to believe God's Word was up for 
grabs. This was true when we first decided to trust Christ. It engages us afresh every 
time new or difficult circumstances press us to ask whether God and His Word are 
indeed trustworthy. To struggle with doubts about Christianity is to fear that we might be 
wrong. All of us ask the "epistemological" question: how do we know that these claims 
are true? How can I be sure, or certain?  
 



As a teenaged Christian, I struggled with such doubts, as well as with a strong sense of 
guilt: If to know something is to be certain of it, then I couldn't say I knew Christ; and if I 
didn't know Christ, then maybe I wasn't a Christian. How can I be a good Christian if I 
doubt that Christianity is true? My own pursuit of philosophy, through study and 
teaching, has all along been shaped by the question of truth and certainty.  
 
I was grappling with the "modernist" approach to knowledge which reigned through my 
teenage years. Today teenagers (of all ages!) wrestle with a "postmodernist" dilemma. 
The consensus now is that absolute truth simply isn't possible. All anybody has a right 
to hope for is personal truth or certainty. To claim absolute truth (as Christians do when 
they embrace Christ!) is the height of arrogance. This is just as painful a challenge for 
the believer to face as the one I faced.  
 
Modernists and postmodernists actually agree about what truth is like. Both assert that it 
is universal knowledge that couldn't possibly be mistaken ("certain"), unshaped by 
personal or subjective contributions. But the modernist believes such knowledge is 
possible, and the postmodernist thinks it isn't. While the consensus has shifted in the 
recent decade or so to the postmodernist point of view, modernism continues to thrive in 
pockets -- among groups of people and at various periods in our lives. Thoughtful 
Christians must address both challenges.  
 
To restate our concern: What right do I have to say that I know that what the Bible says, 
or any truth claim at all, is true? How can I act responsibly in this area? How can I 
please God if I'm not certain? Here's a closely linked question: How can I persuade 
others that these claims are true? How do I get prepared to "give a reason for the hope 
that is within me" (1 Peter 3:15)?  

Pursuing the Carrot  

The history of philosophy chronicles the quest for certainty. Classical philosophers 
believed certainty depends on apprehending the proper sort of object -- a permanent 
and unchanging reality. Modern philosophers shifted the ground of certainty to the mind 
-- the knower's self-evident claims and orderly procedures guarantee reliable knowledge.  
 
Medieval philosophers introduced a distinction between claims we believe because God 
reveals them in Scripture and claims we know on the basis of human reasoning. The 
faith/reason distinction held the fatal implication that our beliefs fall outside the realm of 
rational knowledge.  
 
It may sound super-spiritual to say that we believe God in the absence of (human) 
reason. But unbelievers have simply dismissed religious claims as rationally illegitimate, 
which is worse than saying they are false. We experience pressure to keep our religious 
affairs private. We often feel doubly uncertain of our own religious claims: not only do 
they lose the certainty game, but they don't even qualify to be in the ballpark.  

The Carrot Proves Illusory  



The ideal of certainty in knowledge is this: I must accept as true only those claims of 
which I am rationally certain. Philosophers in recent decades have exposed a fatal flaw 
in this lofty ideal. If I must accept as true only those claims of which I am certain, what 
about the claim that I must accept as true only those claims of which I am certain? (This 
is not a typographical error! Think about it!) The ideal does not meet its own standard; it 
is an expression of faith.  
 
What's more, the philosopher of science Michael Polanyi has argued, if we limited 
"knowledge" to claims that meet this standard of certainty, we would know nothing. Just 
about everybody can see this if they stop to think about it. If scientists had been so 
limited, no scientific discovery ever would have taken place. If students had been 
restricted to certainty, no learning ever would have taken place. But learning and 
discovery occur regularly. Therefore…write the conclusion yourself. Certainty -- that fat 
old carrot that's been tantalizing us -- is a misguided ideal.  

Whither Now?  

Do we cheer or weep with the collapse of the ideal of certainty? Postmodernists and 
modernists would have us believe that if modernism fails, all that is left is 
postmodernism. If the ideal of certainty proves unattainable, no objective truth is 
possible at all. Modernism condemned Christians for believing less-than-certain claims; 
postmodernism condemns Christians for arrogantly holding out for certainty when it's 
obviously impossible. Are we for certainty or against it? Neither feels like a fit.  
 
Hope lies in pursuing a third alternative. Not only are modernism and postmodernism 
both impossible; but both Scripture and common sense -- not to mention the work of 
Polanyi and several others -- point in another direction.  
 
I'd like to sketch this solution in the next issue (a real serial thriller!!). But let us not leave 
the carrot dangling untouched.  

Something Bigger and Better Than the Carrot  

The classical philosophers grounded certainty (and hence knowledge) in the existence 
of a properly permanent object. The modern philosophers grounded certainty in the 
knowing self. Ask yourself this question: Where does the Bible ground knowledge? 
Some Bible verses come immediately to mind. "The fear of the LORD is the beginning 
of wisdom" (Proverbs 1:7). Jesus said, "I am the way, the truth and the life" (John 14:6). 
Jesus is the Word who is God and who was made flesh and dwelt among us (John 1). 
The Bible teaches us to acknowledge one ground -- of truth, of life, of anything -- alone: 
the living and true God. To do otherwise is to violate the first commandment: no other 
gods before me. To know Christ is not only to have the answers, but to have the 
questions redefined and asked by Somebody else.  
 
If certainty requires that I be sure of what I claim to be true, then the Lord requires 
something of me more basic than certainty. It is trust and obedience. This fact actually 



kept me going through years of doubt. I chose to live as a Christian even though I 
wasn't dead sure.  
 
Now I see that this is no stopgap measure but rather the proper approach to knowing. 
More fundamental than my search for truth is my relationship with the source of it. How 
right the founders of Covenant Seminary were when they chose its name! For God's 
relationship to us is our ultimate context -- the biggest "room" in which we find ourselves, 
our life, our purpose, and our knowing.  
 
I'm not saying, "Don't think! Just believe!" I'm saying, "Trust in order to understand" 
(Credo ut intelligam, as Augustine said). "If anyone chooses to do God's will, he will find 
out whether my teaching comes from God" (John 7:17).  
 
In this respect knowledge of God is not different but actually just the same as "ordinary" 
knowledge! How many of you rely on a mechanic's assessment of your car or a doctor's 
assessment of your health? Until next time, pay attention to the statements you claim to 
know and the grounds on which you say you know them!  

 


