27th November 2011
Ps 30

Psalms of new contentment (2)
Introduction
One of the more interesting jobs I was called on to take part in as a police officer were night observations. One of the most memorable was a number of nights alone in a graveyard. There had been vandalism to graves and we were tasked to set ourselves around this rather large municipal graveyard and see what went on. Now you can imagine all the thoughts going on in my head as I lay in the undergrowth waiting for something to happen. The area butted onto Southampton Common and so during the night there was a lot of animal noise along with the wind blowing through the trees and the undergrowth.

So during these long nights what I wanted more than anything else was either to arrest someone and then go home or for the dawn to come. Anybody who has to work in the dark will know the relief of seeing the dawn and a return to being able to see clearly.
It is this sentiment that we translate into our continuing exploration of the psalms – after the darkness...the dawn; after the pain...the joy; after the coming apart...the putting back together; after the valley of the shadow of death...the light of resurrection.
And here I want to add a health warning, because the nature of life dictates we won’t all be in the light of resurrection. I mean by that as we explore this use of the psalms from one expression of faithful response to another there is always the danger of a mismatch to our current life situation. 
So with those constraints in mind we are asked to accept the scripture as presented to us and see its use in a period of coming out of the valley of the shadow of death. To take the psalmist words and use them for the now or for the future that is the invitation today for us all.

Psalm 30
This psalm unlike last week’s psalm (96) appears to have a more personal approach to the transformation that has taken place. And on that basis it is ideal to place ourselves into the midst of the words used and apply them to the new situation we find ourselves in. By way of illustration of this point – have you ever read a passage of scripture and inserted your name into it to make the passage come alive in a more personal way? For example Psalm 91:4 ff. insert your name ‘Because N loves me’ and so on through the rest of the remaining verses.
With this psalm being written in the first person that method of bringing a passage of scripture alive becomes more pertinent. This is a very personal psalm which excludes the possibility of another person having influence over it. It is the pure expression of one individual. And overall it is a classic personal psalm of thanksgiving. 
As with most psalms there is a structure that we can examine which will help us to understand the mind of the psalmist, speaking as we acknowledge from a different culture and time. 

Like our examination of Psalm 96 last week we can apply that here. Also as we have noted in the past, the structure is bracketed with the same beginning and end. So we can helpfully lay out the structure as one of personal praise, personal spiritual movement, personal recollection and a return to personal praise.

Personal praise

The opening three verses give us a clue as to the situation that the psalmist has been brought out of – ‘you lifted me out of the depths’ and ‘you...brought me up from the realm of the dead; you spared me from going down to the pit’
The words used here are significant for the Jews. To understand that statement fully it is probably helpful if we look briefly at the concept of Sheol, the grave and death in the psalms and by association the OT. The notion of rulers of the underworld as expressed by pagan mythology was rejected. The OT clearly teaches that a man or woman’s death is appointed by the Lord who is King over heaven and earth even to the deepest reaches (cf. Ps 139). Death was faced realistically by the psalmists – it is a certainty but one governed by the will of God. With that realism in mind as we have seen the psalms illustrate the real separation from God that occurred for them in God’s world. We saw an example of that type of situation in Psalm 88:5 – ‘from my youth I have suffered and been close to death; I have borne your terrors and am in despair.’
 Suffering in life they reasoned was a struggle between life and death.
And when the Lord prevails as here in verses 1 and 3, the people of God rejoice in His act of deliverance. The cultural milieu in which the psalms are set celebrate life brought from the dangers of their world which evidenced the victory and power of the Lord.

This understanding is clearly expressed in verse 2 the psalmist claims the promise of his God – ‘Lord my God.’ He has claimed the explicit promise of God, ‘for the Lord your God goes with you; he will never leave you nor forsake you.’ 
 echoed in the Letter to the Hebrews.
 
We too can claim the same promise of God not only because it is in that OT scripture but Jesus in promising the Holy Spirit, tells us – ‘I will not leave you as orphans; I will come to you.’

In other words, after the darkness...the dawn
We now leave that personal praise and enter to a significant part of the psalm, the comparison between discontent and the new contentment that the psalmist has entered. 

Personal spiritual movement

There are two motifs apparent here; that of restoration and forgiveness, both of which the psalmist recognises in these words. 

Firstly restoration, Scripture tells us that God is faithful and that experience is here described as ‘coming in the morning’ the allusion to the light is a metaphor for healing, restoration and blessing. The psalmist in acknowledging this shows it did not result from his own efforts but rather through the favour of the Lord he has been restored. 
Favour is a word that appears in verses 5 and 7 and indicates another level of reassurance in the renewal of love and blessing cf. Ps 106:4. This favour restores life creating in the mind of the psalmist a balancing parallelism,

Anger = death

Favour = life

By God’s grace the psalmist feels more secure and likens his new position to a ‘mountain’ a word that is frequently used in the context of being closer to God on His holy hill – akin to a ‘mountain top experience’
Secondly the other motif present here is forgiveness. Another health warning needs to be given – please do not see in this scripture any equating the situation the psalmist or indeed ourselves to be in as a result of sin. This was a common thought among Jews even Jesus’ disciples
 until Jesus corrected them. Rather the context here refers to a degree of self confidence that the psalmist had fallen into, an independence of spirit that says I can do all things or cope with all things in my own strength. 

The apostle Paul reminds us of this, ‘I was given a thorn in my flesh...to torment me. But he said [that is Jesus] my grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness. Therefore I will boast...about my weaknesses, so that Christ’s power may rest on me.
 

In other words within this personal spiritual movement, we move from one place to another, after the pain...the joy.
Personal recollection

Unlike our psalm last week where there was no recollection of the discontent the psalmist suffered here we have a recollection of the event in verses 8 -10. 

With the new understanding apparent in the preceding verses the psalmist remembers what it was that caused the instability in his relationship with God. There are echoes here of the sentiment contained in other lament psalms cf. Ps 88:3, 6. And in these verses we are taken through what could be considered to be a rollercoaster ride from contentment, to the ‘Pit’ to new life.
There is something here for us to consider as we move into a period of new life or new contentment; that is we can all too easily blank out the elements of the past experience. It’s not to say we need to drag it all up again but rather to recognise the spiritual growth that has occurred from that situation to the current one. And we can’t do that without recalling what has occurred. 
So, after the coming apart...the putting back together

Personal praise

There is a return to the type of praise apparent in the first three verses because of the new life given by God which calls out for praise, after the valley of the shadow of death...the light of resurrection.
The language articulates a new life commitment made possible by God but which is accessed through the recollection of the psalmist’s previous situation. The structure of the psalm suggests that it is used to keep the memory of the pre-rescue situation alive. And of course therein lies the beauty of our examination of the psalms in this way – we can use particular ones to speak of where we are and to use specific ones that settle with us because of the language they use. For example we can use one psalm for a particular situation and another for a different one. Not only those that speak into periods of contentment, discontent and new contentment but within phases of those periods.   
� See also Pss 9:13 and 116:3 as other examples of this language.


� Deut 31:6


� Heb 13:5


� Jn 14:18


� Jn 9:2


� 2 Cor 12:7-9
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