
BUILDING A LIFE: THE DESIGNER  

PSALM 139 + Hebrews 4:6-16 - ST.LUKE’S - 29/1/17  
PRAYER – Lord, we thank you for the reminder that your word is alive and active; 
sharper than any two-edged sword. Open our eyes that we may see wonderful 
things in your word. In Jesus name we pray. Amen. 

A question. Which person, would you say, knows you 
best? Most of us would probably say our spouse or a close 
family member – or possibly a good friend. If the question 
is sharpened into: ‘Who really knows what you are like 
deep down - intimately and completely – physically, 
emotionally, mentally, spiritually, with laser-like vision?’ 
And if we expand the question into: ‘Who has known you 
completely and intimately, throughout your life from 
conception to this day, and sees beyond?’ we might well 
turn to Psalm 139 for the answer. So may we please do 
that now so we can benefit fully as we study it together. 
This remarkable Psalm of David is about our ‘Designer’. It 
has been described as ‘one of the summits of Old 
Testament poetry’, and it’s most beautifully expressed. 

If we’d been able to ask David to summarize what he was 
writing about, he might have answered something like this: 
IT IS ABOUT HOW GOD KNOWS ME, HOW HE 
SURROUNDS ME, HOW HE HAS MADE ME, AND HOW 
HE TESTS ME.  

The simplest way of looking at this masterpiece is in four 
equal sections. Let’s look at it together on page 628.  

 

FIRST – In verses 1 to 6, HOW GOD KNOWS ME.   

Here we marvel at God’s complete all-seeing knowledge of 
each one of us. Look at verse 1: “You have searched me, 
Lord, and you know me. You know when I sit and I rise. 
You perceive my going out and my lying down; you are 
familiar with all my ways”. 

How does God know me? Completely! Comprehensively! 
Continuously! This is not just truth, doctrine, teaching; it is 
wonder and adoration. Verse 6: “Such knowledge is too 
wonderful for me, to lofty for me to attain”.  

God’s astonishingly detailed knowledge of each individual 
is set out in various ways in the first four verses. David 
uses a series of verbs: “You search…know… perceive… 
discern…are familiar with”; and in other translations, 
“examine, understand, sift”.  And pairs of words in the next 
section suggest how total God’s personal knowledge of us 
is: whether I sit or rise; whether I travel or settle down. That 
is, whatever I do and wherever I am, he knows. He knows 
my thoughts, and my words even before I speak them. 
How does God know me? Totally and completely.  So 
these are the thoughts of someone who trusts completely 
the creator God who knows them completely.   

What does this mean for you and me? Surely that we 
should feel totally secure in God’s knowledge of and care 
for us. He understands us: all our weaknesses and 
shortcomings; strengths and potential; hopes and fears. 
We can have peace of mind knowing our creator’s 
unconditional acceptance of us within the daily routines of 



our lives. He knows our limitations, as Paul puts it, “That 
we are jars of clay”; but also that we are much more than 
just fragile human beings; because, he adds, that within 
us, “We have this treasure …The light of the knowledge of 
glory of God in the face of Christ”. (2 Cor.4) 

So David is describing a straightforward faith in the living 
God of a fallible human being like you and me – valued 
and sustained by his infinite patience and love. It’s an 
invitation to a close relationship with our designer and 
creator. He values us so much that he comes in the form of 
a fellow human being – in Jesus Christ; to live within us; to 
hear us breathing; to feel our pulse; to stand alongside us, 
whether in busyness or loneliness. This is not some 
spiritual cosiness that shelters us from reality. It’s a 
glimpse of the miracle of a God regarded as ‘out there’, 
who has ‘come here’, but whose greatest desire is to be ‘in 
here’. Do we share the psalmist’s sense of wonder that in 
all the vastness of the universe he has made us able to 
perceive his presence, and to respond to him with our 
worship, obedience and love? 

SECOND in verses 7-12, HOW GOD SURROUNDS ME. 

Here we read about God’s continuing and continuous care. 
“Where can I go from your Spirit? Where can I flee from 
your presence? The answer is: nowhere. Neither in the 
heights of the sky, nor in the depths of the earth; neither by 
flight to the farthest east, nor the farthest west. God is 
ever-present and everywhere-present. But if the writer 
means fleeing in the sense of trying to hide, that would be 

equally in vain. Perhaps that’s even scarier than a God 
who follows and pursues us to the ends of the earth, who 
as the psalm suggests, is already there when we arrive! 
This is beyond our ability to grasp, says verse 6.  It could 
be very unsettling, if we did not know and trust him.  

Some years back there was a verse that some devout 
Christians had framed on a wall. “Thou God seest me” 
(Gen. 16:13) – the words of the pregnant Hagar as she fled 
from Abraham and Sarah). There is no escaping from God, 
no hiding place, and no dark corner where people can get 
away from him, or behave as they like unseen. “Nothing in 
all creation”, we heard in Hebrews 4, “is hidden from God’s 
sight.” But as the Psalm unfolds it doesn’t seem to be 
about someone like Jonah trying to run away from God. 
The psalmist doesn’t appear to be apprehensive or trying 
to hide. Rather, he’s appreciative of a God who knows 
everything he might be going through and who is watchful 
and with him everywhere. 

A man made a phone call to a friend’s house.  A small boy 
answered, but very quietly. Can I speak to your dad? 
(Hoarsely and very quietly) No; he’s busy. To Mummy? “No, 
she’s busy.” “To granny then?” “No, she’s busy.” Well, are 
the neighbours there?” “Yes”. Can I speak to them then? 
No, they’re busy. Is anyone else there? Yes, the police. 
Can I speak to them then? No, they’re busy. Why are they 
all so busy?  Because I’m hiding in a cupboard and they’re 
all looking for me.  



There is nowhere - no dark cupboard - that we can hide 
from the all-present, all-seeing God. And if we are ever in 
dark situations with even “the light become night around 
me” (v.11), the ever-present Lord can make “the light shine 
like the day” (v.12). So the message here is an 
encouragingly positive one. Let’s hold on to the promises 
in verses 10 and 12. “Even there your hand will hold me, 
your right hand will hold me fast.” 

As David reflects on the extremes of life, he is assured of 
God’s continuing care. He surrounds us with his fatherly 
love and his omnipresence means that we have no need to 
fear. As we read in Romans 8: “Nothing in all creation will 
be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Jesus 
Christ our Lord.” 

THIRD – verses 13-18 - HOW GOD HAS MADE ME 

“For you created my inmost being; you knit me together in 
my mother’s womb. I praise you because I am fearfully and 
wonderfully made; your works are wonderful.” 
How often do we pause to consider God the designer and 
his remarkable creative skill? While he was researching 
and making discoveries, one of the world's greatest 
scientists, Johann Kepler, stated, “That he was merely 
thinking God's thoughts after Him”.  The discoveries of 
modern medical technology, of anatomy and genetics were 
unavailable to the psalmist who is bringing us profound 
truth through the poetic; but he knows that the way his 
body is working and his development from conception to 
life’s end are fully understood by his creator.  “For he 
knows how we are formed”, says David in Psalm 103; or 

as Isaiah puts it (49:1): “Before I was born the Lord called 
me; from my mother’s womb he has spoken my name”. 
‘Spoken my name’ suggests what we now know about the 
uniqueness of each person in the eyes of a personal God.  
 
The emphasis here on our fashioning by God. “When I was 
made in the secret place” (v.15) is a powerful reminder of 
the value he sets on each human life, from the moment of 
conception.   The process of embryonic growth is a work of 
divine ingenuity, like an expert potter skilfully shaping the 
clay into a work of beauty or a weaver fashioning a 
complex and lovely textile. Aren’t those early pregnancy 
scans of a minuscule human life quite remarkable? As we 
read in Job 10, “Your hands shaped me and made me.” 
This raises questions for many Christians about the over-
easy availability of abortion for personal and social rather 
than for medical or compassionate reasons - 186,000 last 
year in England and Wales.  

Psalm 139 reminds us of the preciousness of each human 
life. God plans our end even from our beginning. He was 
creating not only life, but a life. In the astonishing words of 
verse 16: “Your eyes saw my unformed body; all the days 
ordained for me were written in your book, before one of 
them came to be”. Our God is an awesome God! 

How does God know me? The obvious answer is because 
he is both the designer and the creator. If we want to know 
how a highly complex construction, technological device or 
sophisticated piece of machinery was designed and works 
we ask the person who conceived and planned it. As Paul 
put it to those Greek intellectuals in Athens: “The God who 



made the world and everything in it is the Lord of heaven 
and earth … in him we live and move and have our being”. 

Just as I cannot go anywhere without him having been 
there already (v.8), I cannot even be what I am without the 
unique way he made me in my mother’s womb; my body 
and mind; my psychology and spirituality; my 
circumstances and relationships.  

So however I have been made, physically, intellectually, 
emotionally, whether short or tall, skilful or impractical, 
introvert or extravert, calm or anxious, it’s surely 
counterproductive to question why; to doubt God’s 
providence; to try to redesign the ‘me’ he planned; to try re-
make myself in the image of someone else.  

Body image preoccupations and identity anxieties today 
are deeply concerning. Are they perhaps - especially for 
the young - a consequence of an obsessive idolatry in our 
me-centred culture, where the need is to look ‘amazing’? 
The ignorance of what the Bible tells us about our worth 
and preciousness, as we are, to God as our creator, and of 
Jesus who died to make us his own, may be part of this. Is 
it due partly to a deep spiritual hollow and ignorance of 
God’s word?  In his love he promises to redeem, restore 
and remake us in the likeness of Christ; “Therefore if 
anyone is in Christ,” (Paul writes) “the new creation has 
come; the old is gone, the new is here!” (2 Cor. 5:17).  

(For more on that, try Paula Gooder’s recent book ‘Body – 
Biblical spirituality for the whole person’) 

FOURTH - verses 19-24 - HOW GOD TESTS ME. 

This is one of those disconcerting psalms that abruptly 
switches from noble thoughts to less welcome ones – from 
spiritual uplift to angry outburst. Suddenly among these 
lofty reflections the reality of evil and of fallen human 
nature intrude. The psalmist cries in desperation for God to 
intervene, especially among those who have rebelled 
against him. “If only you, God, would slay the wicked… 
they speak of you with evil intent… your adversaries 
misuse your name. I have nothing but hatred for them. I 
count them my enemies.”  

The other day a fellow Christian told me that she had been 
talking with a clergywoman about her exasperation with the 
state of the world. The response was: “But don’t you have 
a theology of evil?” It’s there in the Bible from Genesis to 
Revelation – from the Fall to the Last Battle. Have we 
airbrushed out a theology of evil, and of God’s justice and 
judgement, as too unpleasant and too difficult?  

These verses, expressed with typical Jewish emotional 
intensity, remind us that God’s people are called to identify 
with God’s cause. They have to take sides. Our designer 
has made us in his own image; so we are moral beings. 
Will we take sides with right or wrong? Here the choice is 
ours. Some evade the challenge and try to sit on the fence. 
Will we fudge the issues and bury our heads in the sand? 

Eventually David’s thoughts turn to his own life, and he 
prays: “Search me… and know my heart; test me and 



know my anxious thoughts. See if there is any offensive 
way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting.”  

Is our concept of God, at times, so inadequate that we 
almost believe that he’ll be shocked if he finds out what we 
are really like? Or that we’ll undermine his purposes by our 
failures? No matter what we have thought, said and done, 
he knows it all and remains committed to us. There is 
grace to cover all our sins. We may at times attempt to live 
as if we could exclude God from our unworthy thoughts, 
our private concerns, our selfish preoccupations and 
difficult relationships. Didn’t Jesus come into the world, into 
the darker places, into the human scene, with its messy 
situations, hypocrisies, false values and confusions? The 
call here is to acknowledge and open up to him any darker 
corners of our lives. 

The greater our trust, the more we will know of his grace 
and acceptance; his listening ear; his faithful presence; his 
total understanding of what has made us the way we are. 
His desire is that we might become all that he intended us 
to be; to walk in his way and to enjoy life in all its fullness. 
He is also to be worshipped with reverence and wonder; 
for we are “fearfully and wonderfully made”. 

What, may I ask, do we need to say to our designer and 
creator today? 

Let us pray: “Search me, O God, and know my heart; test 
me and know my anxious thoughts. See if there is any 
offensive way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting. In 
Jesus’ name we pray. AMEN.  


