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The Problem of Knowing  

(The Area of Epistemology) 

One of the greatest contributions the Epistles of John offer the obedient believer is in 

the field of Epistemology. Epistemology is a technical term that defines the basis, or ground(s) 

of knowledge. Epistemology answers the question:  “How does one know what he/she knows?” 

Epistemology is the science that deals with the method by which knowledge is obtained.  

At the intersection where the Christian message and the non-Christian message meet 

there is a head-on-collision. In the Christian worldview one knows something or Someone.  

There can be no position of neutrality between the Christian “worldview”1 and the non-

Christian “worldview.” What the head-on-collision comes down to is this; either I believe in 

God, or I do not believe in Him. Paul tells us that, the unbeliever is already aware of God’s 

existence: 

“For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and 
unrighteousness of men, who suppress the truth in righteousness, because 
that which is known about God is evident within them; for God made it  
evident to them” (Romans 1:18-19). 
“For even though they knew God, they did not honor Him as God, or give  
thanks; But they became futile in their speculations, and their foolish heart was  
darkened” (Romans 1:21). 
“For when the Gentiles who do not have the Law do instinctively the things of the 
Law, these having the Law, are a law to themselves, in that they show the  
work of the Law written in their hearts, their conscience bearing witness, and 
their thoughts alternately accusing or else defending them” (Romans 2:14-15).  
       [New American Standard Bible]. 
 
When confronted by The Gospel, Man cannot react neutrally toward it; Man can accept 

the Gospel message, Man can reject that message, or Man can suppress that message.  The 

reason why Man rejects, or suppresses the message, is because Man knows what is in the 

message, and he does not want it, or he refuses to believe it. 

The God of The Bible speaks in the areas of:   Morals, Metaphysics, and Epistemology. In 

these areas, God speaks clearly and loudly. Man can know it, and there is no position of 

neutrality; either Man accepts God’s speaking, or he rejects it!  Collin Brown in his epic work, 

Philosophy And The Christian Faith, points out the Dutch Reformed theologian, Cornelius Van 

Til’s conclusions on how God reveals Himself, in the Bible:  “God has revealed Himself in the 

                                                           
1 W. Gary Phillips &William E. Brown, Making Sense Of Your World, A Biblical Worldview, Published by; Sheffield 
Publishing Company, 1991, p. 29, states:  “In simpler terms, our worldview is a view of the world, and a view for 
the world.” 
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context of,  (i) an objective, belief-- system, (ii) a relationship, (iii) in language—words, --His 

revelation, (iv), the facts derived from God Himself.”2   

The English writer, John Stott revealed another point about the existence of God, in his 

work on the book of Romans. Stott points out God’s reaction to man’s sin(s): “He [God] gave 

them over . . . to sexual impurity (24); to shameful lust (26); and to a depraved mind (28), 

leading to antisocial behavior (Romans 1:24, 26, 28).”3  God exists, and He judges man’s sins! 

These are the three stages of the downward spiral of man’s depravity—when he moves away 

from God.  

  It’s important to note that one of the best ways to come to believe in the existence of 

God, is to realize that God’s existence is required for the uniformity of nature, for the incredible 

complexity of things:  such as the human brain, for the intrinsic value of the human person, and 

for the coherence of all things in the world. All of creation points to a Creator! All of this 

complex creation of the universe fits in the apex of the Christian worldview, as The Bible 

teaches. What is the alternative to creation?  

The Bible teaches that the infinite, living, personal God tells us about Man and his 

problems—the problems of sin, scorn, guilt, and the nakedness of his shame! Man’s problem of 

sin points to Man’s moral issues! That which is Moral is an abstract concept, until it is rooted in 

a transcendent reference point. Morals, in the Christian worldview are rooted in a transcendent 

reference point, and that transcendent reference point is the living God!  

 Man is capable of both, glory, shame, nobility and cruelty. God tells us that man is also 

finite, and that he is not a sufficient point of reference for himself. God also tells us that man is 

intrinsically different from; animals, plants, machines and all of creation.  Man is personal –with 

a personality, in contrast to that which is impersonal. The following two paragraphs were 

adapted from Frances Schaeffer, and were modified by the author of this article: 

“The God of the Bible speaks to Man in the area of being—that is in, the area of what is; 

hence, modern Man struggles to accept the existence of God, and even his own existence. The 

French philosopher and existentialist Jean-Paul Sartre, said:  “The basic philosophic question is 

that something is there rather than nothing is there.” Nothing worth calling a philosophy can 

sidestep the question of the fact that things do exist and that they exist in their present form 

and complexity. This is what is defined as the problem of metaphysics, the existence of being.” 

“The God of The Bible also speaks to Man in the area of epistemology—that is:  the 

problem of knowing. Two general observations:  First, philosophy and religion deal with the 

                                                           
2 Colin Brown, Philosophy And The Christian Faith, Published by; Tyndale Press, 1969; pp. 245-250. 
3 John R. W. Stott, Romans, God’s Good News For The World, Published by; InterVasity Press, 1994, p. 75. 
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same basic questions. Philosophy and religion do not deal with different questions, though they 

give different answers and in different terms. The basic questions of both philosophy and 

religion are the questions of being: that is, what exists? And his dilemma—and how does man 

know?  The second general observation is that ‘philosophy’ is a discipline, an academic subject; 

and ‘philosophy’ is also a worldview. This philosophy is true for the man who works on the 

street as is true for the man who studies philosophy in the university—both, ascribe to a 

worldview.”4 

The Apostle John in his book [I John], comes over very, very strong, in the area of 

epistemology –the area of knowing! John frequently employed the thinking of the false 

teachers in his day, known as; “the Gnostics.” The term “gnostic” or “Gnosticism” is defined by 

the Greek word “gnosis” from which it is derived. It means “to know” or, “knowledge.” Even the 

Gnostics knew something about God according to Scripture, and they refused to believe it (see 

Rom. 1:18; 2:14-15).   

John denounces the gnostic view, their mystical, abstract, and subjective view or 

theories about God, Christ, morality, and about salvation from sin. In his three little Epistles, 

John declares with certainty to those who hold to the Christian worldview; “we know” certain 

things to be true, some “twenty-eight times,” and then, John employed the phrase, “hereby we 

know,” ten times. Then, John proceeded to state the basis for the thing known.  

So with very strong affirmations, John assured his readers of the reality of Apostolic, 

testimony—the reason why the Christian knows for sure, (why he believes, and what he 

believes) is because, there is SomeOne at home in the universe, and that SomeOne has spoken, 

--that SomeOne, is The Living God!  

Equally, with solid convictions, John strongly denied that Gnostics possessed any valid 

knowledge about God, Christ, and the truth he taught. The Gnostics’ source of knowledge was 

subjective, and abstract, and mystical because there was no truth in it. They denied the 

existence of sin in the heart of man. John wrote to believers, about the false teachers, that they 

had a body of knowledge, but it had no truth in it; therefore, they did not know God: 

“The one who says, ‘I have come to know Him; and does not keep His 

commandments is a liar, and the truth is not in him’” (I John 2:4). 

John assures true converted readers that they can:  “. . . know that they know Him”  --

the living God (I John 2:3). Such knowledge is rooted in several truths:  (i) apostolic testimony, 

(ii) practicing moral purity, (iii) knowing that one is forgiven—because of the work of Christ on 

                                                           
4 Francis Schaeffer, He Is There And He Is Not Silent, Published by; Tyndale House, 1972, pp. 1-4. 
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the Cross, and (iv) the boldness of answered prayers – God hears the prayers of His children 

and responds. 

Summary:  

John presents a purposeful epistemology, --“one can know,” in I John: 

“What was from the beginning, what we have heard, what we have seen with our eyes, 

what we beheld and our hands handled, concerning The Word of Life, and the life was 

manifested, and we have seen and bear witness and proclaim to you the eternal life, 

which was with the Father and was manifested to us, what we have seen and heard  

we proclaim to you also, that you also may have fellowship with us, and indeed our  

fellowship is with the Father, and with His Son, Jesus Christ. And these things we write, 

so that your joy may be made complete” (I John 1:1-4). 

 “And we know that the Son of God has come, and has given us understanding, in  

order that we might know Him who is true, and we are in Him who is true, in His  

Son Jesus Christ. This is the true God and eternal life (emphasis added)” (I John 5:20). 

              [New American Standard Bible] 

 

Proper Biblical epistemology is crucial to salvation from sin. Proper Biblical epistemology 

does not deny the problem of Man’s sin, in fact, it points to it. Whereas, wrong epistemology 

denies Man’s problem of sin, and that is exactly what the false teachers (the Gnostics) were 

doing.      

John frames all his arguments with a body of revealed knowledge, and truth rooted in 

Christ as the center of this Truth. Salvation from sin is determined by the source and content of 

that Truth, and true knowledge—which is in Christ—alone! Outside of revealed Truth, man 

holds to lies, and errors rooted in mysticism. How tragic!   

           

   


