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How can we know the way?  
 
Acts 7:55-60 
Psalm 31:1-5, 15-16  
1 Peter 2:2-10 
John 14:1-14 
 
Text: John 14:5, 8 
Thomas said to him, ‘Lord, we do not know where you are going. How can we know the way?’ 
Philip said to him, ‘Lord, show us the Father, and we will be satisfied.’ 
 
Introduction 
It is to state the obvious, yet good to acknowledge, that uncertainty unnerves us.  When the 
ground shifts and social distancing is demanded, can I talk to my neighbour who is standing at 
their front door as I walk by?  When a virus is spreading, or stock markets are tumbling, or 
family members are being laid off from jobs, the very uncertainty of things we once counted on 
becomes evident and we are unnerved, to say the least.  If a sense of normalcy returns what will 
it look like, we wonder?   
 
1. The ground had shifted significantly for Jesus’ disciples.  They came to Jerusalem with Jesus 
to celebrate the Passover with high hopes for their future.  How ever they conceived of what 
would unfold for them, they were not prepared for what Jesus, the very certainty of their lives 
and their future, announced to them.  “Where I am going, you cannot come.”  
 
It was unnerving enough that Jesus seemed very agitated when he announced, “Very truly, I tell 
you one of you will betray me.”  The all looked at one another, uncertain of whom he was 
speaking.  Clearly, they did not suspect anything of each other.  And then there was that 
interchange between Jesus and Judas that precipitated Judas leaving the supper.  Some thought 
Jesus told Judas, the group’s treasurer, to buy what they needed for the festival.  Odd but 
explainable, in their minds. 
 
But it was after Judas went out that things unravel.  “Little children,” said Jesus, “I am with you 
only a little longer. You will look for me; and as I said to the Jews so now I say to you, “Where I 
am going, you cannot come.” (John 13:33) “Lord, where are you going?” asked Peter (the 
question they all want answered).  Things get ever more confusing for them.  “Where I am going, 
you cannot follow me now; but you will follow afterwards,” answered Jesus.  This is when Peter 
proclaimed that he was ready to follow now; ready to lay down his life, if necessary.  Jesus 
answered that Peter would deny Jesus three times before the breaking of dawn the next morning. 
 
The rest of the disciples can’t believe their ears.  If Peter’s faith is to collapse to the point of 
denying his Master, what will happen to them?  How can Jesus going away from us possibly be 
good for us?  We are counting on him to set the world in order; to get us out from under the 
occupation of Roman power; to set out fortunes on an upward path. 
 
Uncertainty has us wondering what will happen. How can we know the way?  It was in this 
moment that Jesus spoke those wonderful words of assurance.  “Do not let your hearts be 
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troubled.  Keep on believing in God.  Keep on believing in me. … I will come again and take 
you to myself, so that where I am, there you may be also.” 
 
Come with me now, in your imaginations, to the church at Ephesus some fifty years after the 
occurrence of these events recounted in John’s gospel.  In you minds eye, imagine a 
congregation gathered for worship; see the elements of the sacrament of the Lord’s supper before 
them, soon to be shared. The Apostle John is preaching at this service and he tells them again of 
this story of what Jesus said that night at that last supper.  As they worship, their assumption is 
that the Risen Jesus is present with them now, just as he was with the disciples that night in the 
upper room.  Jesus has the same word for them in all they are facing, even the persecution of 
their Roman overlords.  “Do not let your hearts be troubled.  Keep on believing in God.  Keep on 
believing in me.”  The future I promised in the Father’s house still stands.  And this word is for 
us too in any era and in the face of anything that unnerves us. 
 
As far as the gospel writer is concerned, the speaker of these words is not simply Jesus who 
presided over the seder meal in the upper room.  These words are not merely the last will and 
testament of a dead man, fondly remembered.  If Jesus had remained dead, there would have 
been no ‘fond’ remembering of the man they considered had taken them in by his misleading 
proclamation that the kingdom of God was near; not fifty years later and certainly not 2000 years 
later. For them, these are the words of the Risen Lord in the midst of his people still presiding at 
their meal. 
 
2. It is an assumption that many of us carry around unawares; particularly those who, like me, 
were educated in a system that embraced the outlook of what we call the Enlightenment.  We 
carry a confidence in human rational abilities.  As our scientific endeavours have helped us 
understand increasingly the physical world around us, there is little room for what one might call 
mystery.  Mysteries, according to this confidence in our rational capability, are simply things we 
haven’t put our minds to explaining yet. 
 
Professor Alister McGrath’s recent publication The Territories of Human Reason probes among 
other subjects, the question of the limits of our human rational capabilities, and in that takes up 
this idea of mystery.  In a section on mystery and science, McGrath talks about the riddle of dark 
energy.  It is today thought that the observable universe represents in reality only four percent of 
what really exists. Twenty-three percent of the universe is now thought to consist of dark matter, 
and seventy-three percent of dark energy.  So why should rational people believe in dark matter, 
when it is invisible?  Dark matter is a hypothesis—a postulated form of matter which would 
explain a number of otherwise puzzling astronomical observations.  Einstein said. “What I see in 
nature is a magnificent structure that we can only grasp imperfectly.” (p.188) 
 
We often conceive of God as a something we can explain; something we can wrap our minds 
around.  McGrath makes this insightful observation. “We can only cope with such a mystery 
either by filtering out what little we can grasp, and hope that the rest is unimportant; or by 
reducing it to what our minds can accommodate and thus to the rationally manageable. 
Inevitably, both these strategies end up distorting, disfiguring, and misleading, presenting God as 
something that one can know about, rather than one who is known, and by being known, is found 
to be transformative and regenerative.”  (Alister McGrath. Page 195.) 
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McGrath’s point is that there are limits to human rational capabilities in both the fields of science 
and theology. 
 
When Thomas asks, how can we know the way, he is thinking that he lacks information.  When 
Jesus had said that “you know the way to the place,” he meant that Thomas knew himself 
(Jesus), as he will make clear when he says, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life.”  This is 
not to say that the mind is not engaged in faith; the mind and understanding are certainly 
included.  The point is that faith is foundationally a relationship.  Your relationship with God is 
personal.  Think about other personal relationships.  You can know lots of things, for example, 
about your spouse but the relationship is in how you engage with your spouse as a person.  Yes, 
hopefully, you know many more things about your spouse after 25 years of marriage than on the 
day of your wedding; still, the relationship isn’t merely the accumulation of all those bits of 
information. And there is mystery, there are still things you don’t know yet because there are 
things yet to experience. 
 
So the question about God isn’t, have you solved the puzzle?  Rather, the gospel question is, do 
you know him?  The very thing Jesus is assuring his disciples in this upper room.  The very thing 
Jesus is assuring us as we gather with him in worship today.  This is not to ignore the point that 
engaging with Jesus takes the form of heeding and hearing the Apostles’ teaching—meaning 
attending to scripture.  It is to say that our Lord is faithful to engage with us as we hear and heed 
the Apostles’ teaching. 
 
3. Philip, one of the twelve disciples, has been sitting there taking this all in.  It seems he 
expected Jesus to offer a little more than Jesus’ comment, ‘if you know me, you will know my 
Father also.”  Philip understands the import of what Jesus said—if you have seen me you have 
seen God.  But he needs more… “Lord, show us the Father, and we will be satisfied.”  We are 
not unlike him hoping for some sort of confirmation beyond the words of Jesus we hear.  ‘Let me 
see this or that, then I will believe or so that I can believe,’ we say. 
 
Jesus responds to Philip with, I think, a tender chastisement. “Have I been with you all this time, 
Philip, and you still do not know me? Whoever has seen me has seen the Father. How can you 
say, “Show us the Father”? said our Lord going on to conclude, “Believe me that I am in the 
Father and the Father is in me; but if you do not, then believe me because of the works 
themselves.”  
 
You will notice Jesus’ repeated call to believe; believing is how we exercise this faith 
relationship with God.  The disciples are struggling to believe, and they are in the room with 
Jesus.  Jesus says that if they couldn’t believe his word then let their faith begin somewhere.  He 
reminds them of the works they all saw that confirmed many things in their minds about Jesus. In 
John’s gospel the ‘works’ refers to things like turning the water into wine at the wedding in 
Cana, the healing of the lame man at the pool of Bethesda, the feeding of the five thousand, the 
walking on water, the  healing of the man born blind from birth, and the raising of Lazarus from 
the grave—just to name a few.  Something from the myriad of things Jesus has done—let it be at 
least a beginning point of you believing. 
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There are many things that whisper to people the presence of God.  Why is there beauty in the 
world?  Why do you perceive that things are beautiful?  Or why does the grandeur of a mountain 
top vista fill your being with a sense of awe?  Or why is there something rather than nothing?  Or 
why is it that I know I love someone? Any of a myriad of things can start us on the way of 
believing. 
 
Now about believing in Jesus, let me state as strongly as I can a truth that we must always keep 
before us: we can turn toward him in faith only because in him God has first turned toward us. 
The mere fact of the Incarnation, of God’s coming among us in Jesus Christ, demonstrates his 
turning toward us. Supremely in the cross God has turned toward us. Having turned toward us 
God will never turn away from us, never turn back from us, never turn his back on us; never 
abandon us, betray us or quit on us. Facing us now in Christ Jesus, God quickens in us the desire 
to turn and face him. More than quicken in us the desire to turn toward him, God fosters in us the 
capacity to turn toward him. Having given us both the desire and the capacity to turn toward him, 
God then invites us to do just that—this is what Jesus means by believing in him. 
 
There is nothing more crucial in any person’s life than that development wherein the invitation is 
heard and the summons is unmistakable and the fork in the road is undeniable.  Everything hangs 
on this development.  Let us make no mistake.  God hasn’t turned toward us in Christ Jesus 
inasmuch as he has nothing better to do. He has turned toward us precisely in order to have us 
turn toward him.  Faith in God, relationship with him, has ever been so.  As the Psalmist 
considers the grandeur of the universe he asks God, “What is man that you should be mindful of 
him?  the son of man that you should seek him out?”  (Psalm 8:5 Book of Common Prayer) But 
God does seek us out and this is the story of the gospel; this is what is happening in the upper 
room; it is what happens among us today. 
 
4. I invite you now to consider the names at the top of the page;  I mean the name ‘John’ in the 
heading of the gospel we read and the name ‘Peter’ in the heading of the epistle we read.  When 
we read the writings attributed to these Apostles, they are more than just words on a page.  These 
disciples were in the room and all of them abandoned Jesus on the day of crucifixion.  But here 
they are, years after their encounter with the risen Jesus, spending the rest of their lives trying to 
help as many as they can believe in Jesus; and they are willing to endure much difficulty to do 
so.  The same can be said for Philip and Thomas.  No one will do such a thing for the crucified 
man Jesus, considered in the wake of his death, a wannabe messiah, unless they have seen the 
risen Jesus.  Their witness speaks volumes.  The witness of these disciples, like the witness of 
followers who know him today, can be the something that starts us, helps us, keeps us, on the 
path of believing. 
 
To our question of unsettling times, ‘how can we know the way’, Jesus says, “Do not let your 
hearts be troubled. Believe in God, believe also in me. … ‘I am the way, and the truth, and the 
life.”  


