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… what are human beings that you are mindful of them? 

 

Proverbs 8:1–4, 22–31 

Psalm 8 

Romans 5:1–5 

John 16:12–15 

 

Text: Psalm 8:3-4 

When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars that 

you have established; what are human beings that you are mindful of them, mortals 

that you care for them? 

 

Introduction 

Most of us know that the human body is made up of cells.  The cells of our bodies 

are made up of molecules—protein molecules, plus water molecules and at the 

centre of each cell is DNA and RNA, both extremely complicated molecules.  

Molecules are made up of atoms.  How many atoms are in your body?  For a 

typical human of 70 kg, there are almost 7*1027 atoms (that's a 7 followed by 27 

zeros!).  Another way of saying this is "seven billion billion billion." (Some of us 

have a few more atoms than others.)  Each cell in your body has a strand of DNA 

six feet long. The earth is approximately 150 million kilometers from the sun.  The 

DNA in your body would stretch to the sun and back 61 times.  While it is hard for 

us to easily comprehend numbers this big, did the fact of the vastness of the 

number of atoms in your body or DNA in your cells overwhelm you rendering you 

incapable of smiling or even kissing someone you love?  What message does this 

vastness convey? 

 

1. The 20th century astronomer Carl Sagan said, “Our planet is a lonely speck in the 

great enveloping cosmic dark.  In our obscurity, in all this vastness, there is no hint 

that help will come from elsewhere to save us from ourselves.”  Why would you 

draw that conclusion from the fact of vastness?  Sagan is not alone in concluding 

that human life is a speck of little (or no) consequence in the face of the vastness of 

the universe. 

 

A little over three thousand years ago the Psalmist who penned the prayer we know 

as Psalm 8, was reflecting on this same vastness.  Of course, we moderns think we 

have a better grasp on the vastness because we have more sophisticated measuring 

devices.  Even so, listen again to what the Psalmist prays.  “When I look at your 

heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars that you have 

established; what are human beings that you are mindful of them, mortals that you 
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care for them?” The Psalmist agrees with Sagan that the earth is a speck in 

relationship to this vast universe yet draws a quite different conclusion as to the 

nature of our human existence. 

 

In his book The Territories of Human Reason Oxford professor Alister McGrath 

probes this idea of the limits of human reason and the existence of mystery in 

many things—both scientific and religious.  McGrath writes, “What happens if the 

human mind is confronted with something that is so vast that it is incapable of 

accommodating it?  Can this incapacity to accommodate be considered an 

indication of irrationality?  Or is it better seen as an indication of the limits of 

human reason, an intimation of the constraints placed on our capacity to engage 

and represent our world, and an accompanying plea for epistemic humility? … 

“The concept of mystery is thus not to be understood in terms of a crude 

contradiction of human rationality, but is something which calls into question the 

capacity of the human mind to gain a full grasp of our complex universe, thus 

exposing the limits of human rationality.” 

 

Another Christian apologist once wrote, “My mother, in great frustration, on one 

occasion asked me, ‘From where do you come up with all these questions? Must 

there be an explanation for everything?’” I think his mother makes the same point 

as McGrath about the limits of human rationality.  After all the Psalms also instruct 

us to pray “I do not occupy myself with things too great and too marvellous for 

me,” (Psalm 131:1)  and, “Such knowledge is too wonderful for me; it is so high 

that I cannot attain it.” (Psalm 139:6)   

 

At the same time, the scriptures that point to the limits of human rational capacity, 

also commanded us to love God with our minds.  To stretch the capacity of what 

we can understand and know is the appropriate response of loving God with our 

minds.  The same apologist whose mother was frustrated with all his questions 

said, “God has put enough into this world to make faith in him most reasonable, 

but he has left enough out to make it impossible to live by reason alone.”  

 

2. I began this message inviting you to reflect on the limits of our human 

rationality because today is Trinity Sunday—the Sunday in the church calendar 

that celebrates the wonder of the gospel assertion that the One God is eternally 

existent in three persons.  As we approach this subject, we need a little of what 

Alister McGrath describes as ‘epistemic humility’; a little humility with regard to 

the capacity of our ability to understand or fully describe things.   
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There is much that can be understood about the doctrine of the Trinity; yet our 

minds cannot comprehend fully the nature of God.  There is mystery here; limits to 

what we can apprehend.  It is true that the word ‘trinity’ is not found in the New 

Testament.  But the building blocks for the trinity are there.  The trinity, that God 

has revealed God’s self as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, is the grammar for God in 

the New Testament.  We read two instances of it today.  It is heard in our Lord’s 

teaching regarding the work of the Holy Spirit who would ‘take what is mine and 

declare it to you,” adding “all that the Father has is mine.”  It is also the grammar 

in Paul’s teaching on the results of justification by faith—we have peace with God 

through our Lord Jesus Christ, … and hope does not disappoint us, because God’s 

love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that has been given to 

us.”  It is also hinted at in Proverbs where the personification of wisdom could be 

understood as the Holy Spirit.   

 

Christian faith is rooted in the oneness of being between Jesus Christ and God the 

Father.  In the gospel God has revealed himself to us as Father, Son and Holy 

Spirit.  (Without the divine activity of the Holy Spirit we should not know of the 

deity of Father and Son.)  In this self-unveiling God has revealed himself in such a 

way as to disclose that what God is in himself God is toward us, and what God is 

toward us God is in himself, throughout his saving acts in history.  In other words, 

what God is eternally in himself, that is, in his internal relations as Father, Son and 

Holy Spirit, God is in his activity toward us through the Son and in the Spirit. (To 

see Jesus is to know the Father). 

 

The gospel declares that faith in this God is generated by God’s self-witness and 

self-interpretation (Holy Spirit) in God’s Word (Jesus Christ).  In short, knowledge 

of God is the work of God himself.  Since there is no intrinsic ontological 

similarity between the eternal being of God and the contingent being of us 

creatures, (think limits of human rationality as an example) the fact of faith (that is, 

the presence of women and men who believe) attests the utter priority of God over 

all thought concerning him. We can think correctly about God at all only because 

God includes us in his self-knowing.   

 

God knows the limits of human rational ability even as he gives the command to 

love him with all our minds.  To say that there is mystery because of these limits is 

not to say that there is nothing that can be understood.  Yes, there is mystery in our 

apprehension of the being of God as Triune but this is not to say that nothing of 

this Trinity can be understood.  There is much more that can be said but I think this 

is enough for today. 
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3.  I invite you to come back with me to the wonder expressed by the Psalmist.  

“When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars 

that you have established; what are human beings that you are mindful of them, 

mortals that you care for them?”   

 

The late Edgar Mitchell was the Lunar Module Pilot of Apollo 14 launched in 

1971; the sixth person to walk on the moon.  He said, "When I went to the moon I 

was a pragmatic test pilot. But when I saw the planet earth floating in the vastness 

of space the presence of divinity became almost palpable and I knew that life in the 

universe was not just an accident."  

 

What is it that convinces the Psalmist that the creator of the universe is mindful of 

humans and cares for them?  Is it something about the vastness of the universe that 

convinces him, or does he consider the vastness of the universe in the light of what 

he already knows of God?  When Edgar Mitchell sees the planet earth floating in 

the vastness of space does the sight tell him of God’s presence or is Someone at 

work in his heart?  Lots of others view the vastness of the universe and make no 

conclusion about God. 

 

Here we must turn to the logic of the gospel.  The book of Genesis is written after 

the children of Israel are rescued from Egypt.  The five books of Moses, known as 

the Torah, describe events looking back on what has occurred.  In the last of those 

five books, Deuteronomy, the children of Israel are about to cross over into the 

promised land.  In short, Israel comes to know that the God of Abraham, Isaac, and 

Jacob—the One who made himself known to Moses as the great “I am”—this God 

loves them having rescued them from slavery in Egypt.  It is in this experience 

they also learn that this God, whose love for them is steadfast, is also the creator.  

The opening chapters of Genesis is the expression of that faith. 

 

You can see this logic in the way the Psalmist’s prays.  He is already convinced 

that the creator cares for him before he looks to the heavens.  “When I look at your 

heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars that you have 

established; what are human beings that you are mindful of them, mortals that you 

care for them?”  Here the Psalmist exudes the wonder of God’s love.  The Psalmist 

knows enough about human life that when we get occupied in the business of life 

we don’t even see people around us let alone their hurts and needs.  Yet the creator 

of the universe has time for us and our needs. 

 

You can see the same order of this gospel logic in the Gospel of John.  John’s 

gospel begins with the announcement that “all things came into being through 
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Jesus, and without him not one thing came into being.”  John’s gospel begins like 

Genesis announcing Jesus as the creator, but, like Israel, this is not where his 

relationship with Jesus begins.  John first meets Jesus as a disciple of John the 

Baptist who said, of Jesus, ‘here is the lamb of God who takes away the sin of the 

world.’  The Apostle John had followed Jesus to Galilee and had seen the many 

miracles (signs) performed by Jesus and heard his preaching that the kingdom of 

God was near.  He came to Jerusalem with Jesus fully convinced he was the 

messiah only to experience the great disappointment as Jesus is crucified.  Then he 

met the risen Jesus.  John knows himself loved by Jesus and in all this discovers 

that Jesus is God come among us—our creator. 

 

A few moments ago I noted, in speaking of the Trinity, that in God’s self-unveiling 

God has revealed himself in such a way as to disclose that what God is in himself 

God is toward us, and what God is toward us God is in himself, throughout his 

saving acts in history.  In other words, what God is eternally in himself, that is, in 

his internal relations as Father, Son and Holy Spirit, God is in his activity toward 

us through the Son and in the Spirit.  Thus, when Jesus demonstrates the nature of 

God as love in his self-forgetful, self-giving on the cross we can know that who 

God has shown himself to be in his saving act in Jesus is who he is eternally in 

himself.  This is how we know that our creator loves us—Jesus pours himself out 

without remainder for our sakes to redeem us from our sin.  Studying the creation 

itself will not reveal that there is a creator who loves us.  Upon knowing Jesus in 

faith, studying the creation will ignite the imagination with the wonder of that love 

he has shown us. 

 

4. I would be aware that for many of us time contemplating the wonder of the 

universe seems a luxury that the press of responsibilities of life does not permit.  

Conversations about the limits of human rationality seem better suited to the long-

ago days of the classroom.  Things in life press upon us.  Perhaps we are focused 

on health issues for ourselves or for a loved one that consumes our attention.  Add 

to that the worry for a family member who is seeking work in uncertain times.  

And there are bills to pay and responsibilities to attend to.  We find it hard to find 

time to look up. 

 

What presses upon you today?  I invite you to take this word from the Psalmist as a 

word of encouragement and comfort that the Psalmist found in God. “When I look 

at your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars that you have 

established; what are human beings that you are mindful of them, mortals that you 

care for them?”  The creator of the universe, motivated by his love, is mindful of 

us and all we face caring for us in ways we often do not see.  Take the doctrine of 
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the Trinity to your comfort knowing that the love of Jesus is the same love of the 

Father and the Holy Spirit.  Find courage knowing that this One who loves us has 

done so for all eternity: this One who is mindful of us is the same one who walks 

with us in all we face; this one who cares for us is the same one who will welcome 

us home to that place prepared for us. 

 

In name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

 
 


