3rd April 2011

Psalm 34:11-20
The fear of the LORD
Introduction

This Psalm has the title, “A psalm of David, regarding the time he pretended to be insane in front of Abimelech, who sent him away.”  

Clearly the psalmist has been through a difficult time, verse 4, “I sought the LORD, and he answered me; he delivered me from all my fears.”  Verse 6, “This poor man called, and the LORD heard him; he saved him out of all his troubles.” 
Verses 1 to 3 form an introduction where the psalmist praises God and encourages others to join him in that praise.

From this position he takes on the role of a Wisdom Teacher and passes on his understanding of what he has learnt about the fear of God through this experience.  As we look at this Psalm we have to remember that this teaching is specific to this situation and to this person.  Of course we can generalise but we need to be careful how we do this especially as this experience of God took place in a different time and culture far removed from our own. 

In verses 4 to 10 the psalmist gives testimony to the goodness of God.  

The fear of the LORD

The writer of the psalm uses this experience to give the saints, verse 9, teaching on the fear of the LORD in verses 11 to 20.  “The fear of the LORD” in this psalm is an attitude of reverence and awe which does not become terror and dread but results in prayer, obedience and loyalty.
The fear of the LORD results in:

i) God’s people leading a life in harmony with him
Verses 12 to 14 outlines the action God’s chosen people need to take in order to live their lives in the way God desired.

v13 They were to avoid the malicious use of words aimed at hurting and destroying the

       character of others.
v14 They were to do good that is their whole way of life was to be led in such a way that 

       it was in line with what God demanded.

v14 They were to be peacemakers.

ii) God will watch over his people

Verses 15 to 18 show that God is ever mindful of his people.

The picture is one of a God who cares deeply about his people and is keenly aware of their situation.  This is not a God that is distant and aloof, a Creator that withdraws from his creation and lets it get on with things.  This is a Creator God that is in relationship with his creation and desires only the best for it.
Verse 18 is a lovely statement of God’s absolute commitment to those who are crushed and broken.

iii) God looks after his people

The psalmist has experienced troubles and has experienced God’s deliverance and exclaims with joy that God will do this for those that fear God.

Verses 19 to 20 infer that there is no situation that God can’t rescue us from.

St. Mark’s in 2011?
So what does that mean for us here in St. Mark’s in 2011?  I doubt many of us have feigned insanity in order to escape death!!

How do we live a life in harmony with God?  How do we experience the care of God?  How does God look after us when we are going through difficult times?

This is where we have to look at this psalm through the lense of the Cross.

We have to face reality that the Old Testament ends in failure with God’s people taken into exile and Israel as a nation all but annihilated.
In order for God’s people to live the life God required laws and sacrifices had to be introduced.  These in turn effectively provided a way for Israel to evade living how God wanted them to.
Jeremiah 6:19-20

19 Hear, you earth: I am bringing disaster on this people, the fruit of their schemes, because they have not listened to my words and have rejected my law.  20 What do I care about incense from Sheba or sweet calamus from a distant land?  Your burnt offerings are not acceptable; your sacrifices do not please me.

Sacrifices do not equal living the way God ordains.
It is interesting that the ‘righteous’ in verse 15 is talking about a people who are what they should be because of the relationship they are in.
We are in relationship with God through Christ’s work on the Cross which has released us from sacrifices and ‘right living’ and has introduced us to a way of life that is effective through a fundamental change made in us. 
Romans 3:21-24
 21 But now apart from the law the righteousness of God has been made known, to which the Law and the Prophets testify. 22 This righteousness is given through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe. There is no difference between Jew and Gentile, 23 for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 24 and all are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus.
The fact is that when we accepted Jesus a fundamental change was made in each one of us so that our propensity is to live the way God wants us to.
Romans 8
1 Therefore, there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus, 2 because through Christ Jesus the law of the Spirit who gives life has set you free from the law of sin and death. 3 For what the law was powerless to do because it was weakened by the flesh, God did by sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh to be a sin offering.  And so he condemned sin in the flesh, 4 in order that the righteous requirement of the law might be fully met in us, who do not live according to the flesh but according to the Spirit.
We need to understand that we can and indeed do live the life God requires because we are changed.
Yes we will fail but that does not change the way God views us. We do not fall in and out of favour with God.  He gave too much in his son for that to happen.

The message for us is simply to believe the position God through Christ has achieved for us, be bold and move on.

For the psalmist ‘right living’ meant that God would be ever mindful of them and that in the end they would be rescued.  Indeed this Psalm was probably written after the exile and was an encouragement to the exiles that God would deliver them and they would return to the Promised Land.

But is this our experience.

We know he cares>

1 Peter 5:7
Cast all your anxiety on him because he cares for you.

But is the psalmist’s experience ours?  Are we delivered every time and are we always protected?

The fact is we aren’t so how do we square this with the experience of the psalmist?

Again the work of Christ in us and the life he has brought us into brings a whole new perspective to the situation.

In the Old Testament a long life, wealth and security were seen as God’s blessing and therefore a sign that the person so blessed was righteous.  Of course that wasn’t to say the righteous person didn’t suffer, verse 19, but it did mean that ultimately all would be well.

The fact of the matter is that we do suffer and go through situations that we wish were different and ultimately are not resolved as we would like them.  However, unlike in the Old Testament, we are not failing in our Christian lives if this happens. 

Hebrews 11:35b-38

35b There were others who were tortured, refusing to be released so that they might gain an even better resurrection. 36 Some faced jeers and flogging, and even chains and imprisonment. 37 They were put to death by stoning; [a] they were sawed in two; they were killed by the sword. They went about in sheepskins and goatskins, destitute, persecuted and mistreated— 38 the world was not worthy of them. They wandered in deserts and mountains, living in caves and in holes in the ground. 

Bad experiences do not mean that we are not living the life God wants.  It may mean the exact opposite or it might simply be that that is life and life can throw up things that are nobody’s fault.

Does that then nullify what is then written in Psalm 34?

Hebrews 13:14 

14 For here we do not have an enduring city, but we are looking for the city that is to come. 

John 3:14-15 
14 Just as Moses lifted up the snake in the wilderness, so the Son of Man must be lifted up, 15 that everyone who believes may have eternal life in him.
We have meaning for life here on earth but irrespective of what goes on in our earthly life we know that ultimately we will inherit eternal life.  This has to be a reality in our life, not simply a ‘catch-all’ for when things don’t go as we would hope. 

The fact is that we live a life that is given purpose and meaning here on this earth through our faith in Jesus Christ and will ultimately lead to eternal life spent with the Triune God.
Conclusion

This Psalm gives us an insight into what God has given us.  The beauty for us is that there is very little we have to do to enjoy it.  We have it because we have put our faith in Christ and we need to live it in the knowledge that we are God’s righteous people.  There is no room for feeling unworthy, we are worthy through Jesus.
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