Psalm 138
Introduction

I don’t know about you but the Psalms are great if you’re in the place of the Psalmist.  When I first read this Psalm I was really pleased especially as when I first thought about preaching today I was in New Zealand and had misread Pauline’s text as Psalm 38 – not a positive Psalm!  However, as I have prepared this sermon the events of the past couple of weeks haven’t left me feeling like praising God for deliverance – the new contentment hasn’t arrived as yet!

I would like to read this passage from the New Living Translation as it brings it to life in a more understandable manner:

1 I give you thanks, O Lord, with all my heart;
      I will sing your praises before the gods.
 2 I bow before your holy Temple as I worship.
      I praise your name for your unfailing love and faithfulness;
   for your promises are backed
      by all the honor of your name.
 3 As soon as I pray, you answer me;
      you encourage me by giving me strength. 

 4 Every king in all the earth will thank you, Lord,
      for all of them will hear your words.
 5 Yes, they will sing about the Lord’s ways,
      for the glory of the Lord is very great.
 6 Though the Lord is great, he cares for the humble,
      but he keeps his distance from the proud. 

 7 Though I am surrounded by troubles,
      you will protect me from the anger of my enemies.
   You reach out your hand,
      and the power of your right hand saves me.
 8 The Lord will work out his plans for my life—
      for your faithful love, O Lord, endures forever.
      Don’t abandon me, for you made me.

Anderson describes this Psalm as declarative praise of the individual, born out of a lament in which God is addressed directly.
  In other words in the wording of this series it is a psalm of new contentment following a time of discontent.

Furthermore it is written by someone as a “testimony to the saving work of God, declared before the whole congregation.”

So this Psalm is born out of a period of great difficulty and personal heartache and the psalmist is now in a much better place in their life.

There are three sections to this Psalm, as is common to all such Declarative Praise Psalms.

Personal Praise verses 1-3.
The writer of this Psalm has come through a very difficult time and as he looks back he recognises that God has been at work through it all and has answered his prayers.

As a result he gives four things: thanks with all his heart.  It is genuine and he holds nothing back.

                                                 : sings praises before the gods. ‘Gods’ could mean a whole variety of things 

                                                   such as angels, kings or the gods of the other nations.

                                                 : bows down in worship as a sign of respect.

                                                 : he further praises God for he now knows that his promises are certain. 
We don’t know what the Psalmist has been through and there are some scholars that think this was written by someone returning to Israel after being in exile in Babylon.

That’s fine but what about those who died in exile, what if God hasn’t delivered you, what if this morning you are in a hard place?  What about Job who lost everything or Paul with his “thorn in the flesh”, 2 Corinthians 12:7?  What about those in the third world that suffer from civil war, drought or famine?  What about those who are caught up in the middle of the ravages of drugs, alcohol and the resultant gang warfare? What about those families in the cotton fields whose lives are shortened because of the pesticides used on cotton so that we in the West can buy cheap clothing?  The list goes on. 

I suppose the basic question is whether discontent is always followed by contentment after deliverance and if so what does that deliverance look like? 
In fact there is more to this Psalm than simply God delivers, I become content and so I praise him.

Verse 3 is for me the fulcrum of this Psalm, 

Today’s New International Version 

When I called, you answered me; you greatly emboldened me. 

Darby Translation

In the day when I called thou answeredst me; thou didst encourage me with strength in my soul. 
New Living Translation

As soon as I pray, you answer me; you encourage me by giving me strength.
Many of us have been greatly blessed by God’s miraculous deliverance but how many of us have been blessed by God’s miraculous gift of encouragement, boldness and strength to face the situation head on despite the pain and anguish.

How often is it that we can be the answer to a situation we are praying for?  We can give to appeals, we can buy organic and ethically produced goods, it is us that can so often make the difference and be the answer to the very prayers we utter.  I remember going to a day of prayer with Tom who had signed up for one of the slots.  To my horror there was Tom, myself and one other and I realised I would have to pray – not my forte!!  Tom had brought along a Jewish prayer and it made an impression that has lasted to this day in that after for every line it had a response regarding how the person who prayed could answer the prayer they had just uttered.
Even deeper than this we can find a strength to go through difficulties through a God that cares and loves us beyond imagination.  Nothing we can say or do will alter his love and affection for us.

This is as much deliverance and as much a miracle as God changing the situation and circumstances and sometimes this is God’s gift to us. 

Universal Praise verses 4-6

The Psalmist is absolutely certain that in the light of God’s deliverance from disaster that the whole world will recognise the greatness of God and therefore praise and give thanks to him.  They will praise him because he delivers his people.

But of more importance than this is that the Psalmist knows the people God is rooting for are the humble that is the people who give God genuine heartfelt thanks, praise and worship.  The proud kings will recognise God’s power but will not necessarily be recipients of his care.

It is those of us who humbly trust God in every situation that will know God’s care.  This is a care that moves beyond the act of making it all better to a care that will enable us to handle difficult situations and change us in the process.

One day  the “kings” may well see God’s glory and praise him but for the here and now we, as we show God’s love and care in difficult circumstances, will demonstrate that very love and care to those around us.

I have a mantra that I use when faced with difficult situations, “The ‘I am’ IS”.  For me this puts everything into perspective and makes me realise that the God who loves and cares for me simply IS, his existence, his care and his love is not affected by my circumstances.

Whilst the spectacular and miraculous are the stuff of powerful testimonies it is the ability to cope with and go through difficult circumstances that can encourage so many people both inside and outside the church. There are people here in St. Mark’s that cope with very difficult illnesses and life circumstances; they are a powerful witness to the grace and love of God and a great encouragement.  I was talking to such a person on Wednesday and I have felt encouraged by their resilience and trust in God to the extent that I have found courage in my own life.

Be sure that the proud may well seem to be having a good time but it is the humble that receive God’s care.  That was the Psalmist’s experience and it is ours.

Confidence in God verses 7-8

Giving God thanks, praise and worship for his deliverance produces in the Psalmist a confidence in God’s ability to care for him.

We too can have that confidence for we know that God is protecting and caring for us whether the situation is changed or we are given the confidence, strength and boldness to go through the situation.  As Romans 8: 38-39, states:
For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.
The day we placed our trust in God was the day we were the recipients of a love and care that it is impossible to break.  We may at times walk away from it but we can’t break it not even us - “nor anything else in all creation”. 
We need to understand the amazing position we are in!  None of us are perfect, none of us have arrived but all of us are recipients of the love and protection of God.

However, as we have seen this doesn’t mean that we won’t have difficult and hard times but it does mean we have God to encourage us, to make us bold and to give us strength
I have often wondered why God simply doesn’t deliver us from situations that cause us so much pain and difficulty and I believe the answer is to be found in verse 8.

Today’s New International Version

The LORD will vindicate me; your love, LORD, endures forever— do not abandon the works of your hands.

Darby Translation

Jehovah will perfect what concerneth me: thy loving-kindness, O Jehovah, [endureth] for ever; forsake not the works of thine own hands. 

New Living Translation

The Lord will work out his plans for my life—for your faithful love, O Lord, endures forever.  Don’t abandon me, for you made me.
As we go through times of deliverance whether through the situation being changed or because God has encouraged, made us bold and given us strength he is working in us.  As we journey with God he will vindicate us, he will perfect us and his plans will be achieved in our lives.  This is the depth of his care for each of us today.

You see we are the works of God’s hands; we are made by him, what we are now today may not be what we will be tomorrow but we are no less God’s work.  I remember as a young lad carving a fish out of a piece of wood.  Now you may not think so but it’s a masterpiece.  Why?  Because my Mum thought it was the best carving she had ever seen let alone be given!!  This masterpiece started as a lump of wood and every lesson as I chiseled away it became more like a fish.  After every session I was chuffed to bits with what I had created right to the final piece of work.  That’s how God sees you.  You may not believe it but he is in the process of producing a masterpiece and that process goes on every day and every day God is chuffed to bits with his work. 
Conclusion

We need to understand that when we gave our life to Christ we didn’t simply buy into an eternal life policy or a life free of troubles and problems.  Yes we are guaranteed a life after death but that isn’t what it’s all about.  It’s about living a life with God, it is about receiving God’s deliverance in whatever way he chooses and it is certainly about being changed into the masterpiece God wants us to be.
When we pray God will answer as the Psalmist says in verse 3 but his answer may not be what we expect.  We may have to have the courage and strength to be bold enough to go through the situation by God’s grace and come out the end a little bit more like the masterpiece God is making us into.

Why is this?  It is because he loves and cares for us and we are his.

How about we read verse 8 every day?  It will encourage us and hopefully make us realise exactly how special we are to God.

Questions

1. Do you agree with the idea of being the answer to some of your prayers?  If the answer is ‘no’ then why not?  If the answer is ‘yes’ which prayers can you be the answer to?

2. What is your experience of the cycle of contentment/discontent/new contentment?  Does God help you through this cycle and if he does how does he do this?

3. “Nothing we can say or do will alter his (God’s) love and affection for us.”  Do we really believe this?
4. Do you experience God’s care?  If so how does this show itself in your life?  How do you feel about it when you are experiencing a difficult period in your life?

5. How do you feel about being God’s masterpiece in the making?
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