30th October 2011
Ps 32 

Psalms of discontent (3)
Introduction

Would you cast your mind back for me to remember if you will, your first love? I mean of course that person who first set your soul on fire. Did that love blossom or was yours a case of unrequited love? Can you recall those intense emotions? What about when your world collapsed in loss? Or perhaps it didn’t collapse and you went on to have as they say a deep and meaningful relationship? But first loves have an unhappy knack of not lasting long simply because they can happen at a very young age.

Whatever happened hopefully by now your mind is recalling the person and the details. Did your first love sound and feel a bit like this?
How do I love thee? Let me count the ways.

I love thee to the depth and breadth and height

for the ends of Being and ideal Grace.

I love thee to the level of every day’s

most quiet need, by sun and candlelight.

I love thee freely, as men strive for Right;

I love thee purely, as they turn from Praise.

Now that I’ve got you reminiscing in your head I’d like to make a big leap both in time and situation. But please hold the emotions that have surfaced alongside with what we’ll now explore.
You will recall in the first sermon in this series we noted that the psalms are first and foremost God’s revelation to Israel and Israel’s response to God. As one commentator expresses it, ‘the psalms witness to the glory of Zion, the Davidic covenant, the fidelity of God, to the Exodus and Conquest traditions, to God the Creator-Redeemer-King and to Yahweh as the Divine Warrior.’
 The psalms therefore were held very deeply in the psyche of Israel – they illuminated the worship life of the nation and of individuals. And as such they revealed the extent of the covenant that existed between God and His people – ‘I will walk among you and be your God, and you will be my people’
 and as Moses reiterated to the people, ‘The LORD our God made a covenant with us at Horeb.’
 
So both in the life of individuals and of the nation this covenant was like a ‘first love’ but one which was an enduring and intense relationship between God and His people. We know from our reading that this relationship wasn’t always so intense on the part of individuals or the nation. However they acted, God was always consistent and faithful with them.

And we are reminded of that relational intensity as we read of the challenge contained in the Book of Revelation as Jesus speaks to the church in Ephesus – ‘Yet I hold this against you: You have forsaken your first love. Remember the height from which you have fallen! Repent and do the things you did at first. If you do not repent, I will come to you and remove your lampstand from its place.’
 

In other words the challenge is for a radical redirection of life style where Christ calls His people to return to Him and indicates an immediate visitation from Christ who after all walks among His churches.
There is something broken here in that intense relationship and it’s from that place that the psalmist expresses anguish in the words of Psalm 32. But unlike the psalm we looked at last week there is a remission from that place and which the psalmist speaks of at the beginning and end of it. In the midst of discontent there is a way out.

Psalms of Penitence

This psalm is regarded along with six others as belonging to psalms of penitence and as such is very appropriate for use in the season of Lent.
 St Augustine said of this psalm, ‘the beginning of knowledge is to know one’s self to be a sinner.’
This expression of knowledge is clearly laid in the words we have before us and to which we now turn.

Psalm 32 verses 1 and 2
The psalm starts as we have already noted with an acknowledgement of what it feels like to have a correctly balance relationship with God. It’s not about the nature of what we have done wrong but rather about the blessings of forgiveness. There is a progression from the reality of the first verse to the more settled individual state in the second.
But there is a significant point to be noted here and it occurs in the last line of verse 2 - ‘and in whose spirit there is no deceit.’ The wording here implies a level of truthfulness in our confession. In other words it all needs sorting out with God rather than the bits we feel that we want to share with Him. It is only then that the full blessings promised will come about. 

We are reminded of that in the words of the prophet Ezekiel – ‘But if a wicked person turns away from all the sins they have committed and keeps all my decrees and does what is just and right, that person will surely live; they will not die.’
 The responsibility here is clearly laid with the individual. What is required is a wholesale truthful reorientation of life together with an internal change of will.
Verses 3 to 7
The eloquent description used by the psalmist in the opening verses of this section (vv 3 and 4) paints a clear picture of the heaviness that this separation has on his life. The physical manifestation shows in the descriptive collapse of a body that needs a bone structure to survive and an inner will that feels drained in much the same way that the body can feel lethargic in the face of the extremes of heat. These words convey the effects of non communication with God and hence the discontent that the psalmist struggles with.

Then a corner is turned in the second section (v 5). The pressure of non confession which has built to an intolerable level because of the psalmist’s silence has now opened like a floodgate and the pressure subsides. It’s like those autumn days when you come across streams which have gathered fallen leaves and twigs which have effectively created a dam, but with the prodding of a stick the pent up water is released and gushes away.
Verses 6 and 7 reveal the benefit of experience they reveal in words what the psalmist has leant. It’s precisely that which we take in the form of these words and appropriate them for ourselves. For this experience is not confined to the psalmist but is a source of reassurance for us in a time of discontent and staleness of faith. In the midst of a period of discontent the psalmist has discovered the beauty of transformation. He was in one place but now he has moved to another place as part of his ongoing Christian journey, seeing something new and revealing.

But make no mistake, there is a cost to be paid here and that’s our self centeredness and denial in the face of an all knowing God. It’s ourselves that we ultimately deceive if we try and hide things from God.
Verses 8 and 9

In the closing section of the psalm we now move from experience to instruction. That very term ‘instruction’ can create a problem for us as Western Christians who have experienced an educational system which has moved away from this pure form of learning to a more participative experiential learning model. So we need to read the second half of verse 8. Because here is a more affective learning model that weighs a direct form of learning with a more participative form.

In other words God invites us to experience the blessings of verses 1 and 2 through our participation in a process that requires an open, honest and all encompassing model of confession. The psalmist uses an example from nature which whilst helpful in its reading contains a temptation for us to confine it there and thereby deflecting its message away from us. Rather we can consider the full understanding contained in Proverbs 26:3 – ‘A whip for the horse, a halter for the donkey and a rod for the backs of fools!’
Conclusion

The psalmist in his time of discontent caused by an internal desert separation from God has recognised that whilst there is relief and salvation from it, it has to be undertaken in the right frame of heart and mind. The challenge for us is to hear the transformational nature of verses 3 to 7 and in them acknowledge the cost of yielding ourselves to God. It is essentially returning to that positive emotional state that we experienced with our first love and transmitting that feeling into a return to our original relationship with God.
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