
Non-propositional knowledge is a bit of an oxymoron. But the construct illuminates
how Christians come to genuinely know God. We generally think of knowledge as
being able to call to mind a set of propositions. Knowledge is fundamentally
propositional, a collection of things we can recall about whatever it is we claim to
know. Thus to know mathematics is to know that two plus two is four and three times
three is nine. To know biology is to know that lungs move air’s oxygen into the
bloodstream. To know chemistry is to know that potassium and chloride compose sea
salt. To know physics is to know that every action produces an equal and opposite
reaction. And to know God is to recall that he is merciful, gracious, patient, holy,
loving, and so on.

Yet, scripture tells us, even the demons know
God but just shudder. Apparently, to know
propositionally isn’t sufficient to live
Christianly. If knowing God propositionally,
meaning to know his attributes, was enough,
then the demons’ knowledge would have meant
they too were saved, which they clearly were
not. That was precisely James’ point in giving

us the verse. Jesus made the same point when he said he would cast away some who
said Lord, Lord, because he never knew them. Clearly, Christian knowledge isn’t
entirely propositional. Christian knowing instead has an aspect of participation in it.
Christian knowledge is both propositional, meaning recitable, and non-propositional,
meaning in some special sense participatory.

The non-propositional nature of Christian knowledge is indeed special. The
participation that Christian knowledge requires is first of all obedient. One doesn’t
know Christ other than as Lord of lords and King of kings, indeed as one’s own
Master. Christian knowledge is also cooperative, that we not only submit to Christ but
also act in concert with his desires in community with others also devoted to him. We
see the perfection of Christian knowledge not in the scholar’s tome but in the humble
circle of communion. So, make a good study of the scriptures, relying on the
preaching, teaching, and scholarship. But don’t get all in your head about your faith.
Live it out. Commune with God, and commune with God’s people.


