Sermon for Sunday 11th December 2011 – Psalm 34

Well we arrive at our final look at the psalms of New Contentment this morning. Did you know that if you look for the title ‘The A-Z of…’ on google, you get 21 million results! Everything from the A-Z of chickens, the A-Z of French food, the A-Z of hairy herbs, to the A-Z of bacterial translation inhibitors.

The reason I tell you these fascinating things, is that this Psalm we have heard this morning is written along these lines – it is an acrostic, i.e. each verse begins (with one exception) with the next letter of the alphabet – in Hebrew. It is like an A-Z of praise according to David… most A-Z’s can sound a bit like – “let me tell you everything I know…” and I must confess that my first reaction to David telling us everything in Psalm 34 was not a very positive one… Although this psalm has some beautiful phrases in it, I’ll be honest… doesn’t it initially sound… just a little… smug…?!?!? 

David, the psalm’s author, tells us that he will extol the Lord at all times… that he sought the Lord and was answered, that the Lord saved him out of all his troubles, and that those who fear the Lord lack nothing. He even says that not one bone of the righteous will be broken… Hmmm… So – what do we make of this psalm and its author? Does it reflect - as it sounds - a charmed life, is it propaganda, or something else? 

Well, let’s go back to the beginning… We are told that this psalm is from the time when David pretended to be insane before Abimelek, who drove him away… This points us to 1 Samuel 21, when David appears before a king, who is referred to as Achish – it’s confusing, but it is thought that Achish was a general royal title applied to Philistine kings. So, let’s look at that event to see what prompted David’s outpouring of praise… 

In 1 Samuel 20 we read of how Saul tried to kill David, and of how David subsequently had to flee for his life, leaving everything behind, including his closest friend Jonathon, who was Saul’s son. David goes to the house of the king of Gath in the hope of refuge, but when he gets there, he clearly doesn’t trust the king, and feels trapped. Seeing no way of getting out in one piece, he pretends to be mentally incompetent, doing such a good job that he is finally thrown out. David flees from there to live in a cave, where he is eventually joined by about 400 men who are faithful to his leadership. He has to seek refuge for his parents and leave them in someone else’s care whilst he sets up camp in exile in a forest. 

This psalm is intriguing, because it is not at all smug, it has not been written within the walls of an ivory tower untouched by the ravages and trials of life, cushioned by a life of luxury where all goes well – quite the opposite. As such it demands our attention, because David has been through tough stuff and come out the other side. I’ve decided to break the Psalm up into 3 sections – the first is Testimony, the second Teaching, and the third Trusting… 

This may possibly be my first sermon with 3 sections all beginning with the same letter!!! You were here to witness it!!! 

The first 7 verses take the form of Testimony. David is giving his praise some context. Even though he is writing in difficult circumstances, David describes how his praise for God is flowing out of his experience of a relationship with him. 

David says ‘I will extol the Lord at all times, his praise will always be on my lips. I will glory in the Lord; let the afflicted hear and rejoice.’ This is extravagant praise, and he moves quickly from his own declaration to encouraging those around him to join in – he says ‘Glorify the Lord with me; let us exalt his name together.’ Now, I don’t now if you’ve ever been on a youth camp, or any kind of Christian ‘under-canvas’ experience, but there can be a real tussle in my conscience when someone reaches for a guitar to sing praise songs either late at night, or first thing in the morning… Praise is great – but when I’m tired, damp and wondering when the next meal is, I’m not always the most receptive and may need reminding why praise is a good idea… We can assume that David is surrounded by many men, who are living with him in that cave, and then later in a forest, these men not only having to contend with the privations of that kind of life, but they have lost much along the way. Yet, David is asking them to join in with his extravagant praise. One wonders if they too needed to be reminded why…? 

David provides them with an answer – he praises and thanks God because God has been faithful to him. Because of his relationship with God, he has been able to share his fears with him, only to find that he no longer has need to be afraid. He has looked to God, and had his shame taken away. He has called to God in his own humble circumstances, and known that God has saved him out of his troubles. Nowhere does David say, God has prevented me from facing any kind of trouble or strife – far from it, his testimony is borne out of his experience of God meeting him in the middle of fear, shame, and trial. 

Testimony can bring great encouragement to those who struggle. David declared his faith in a God who wasn’t far away or who had abandoned them – instead his faith is in God who is there with them, who hears their cries, who longs to rescue them from their trouble, one way or another. He is speaking out truth about God, which is hugely powerful, because it has legs - testimony has been tested by us in our experience of life and so should hold an important place in our life together. I think sometimes we are worried that testimony will draw attention to ourselves, whereas actually, the beauty of it is that it has the power to turn others to look past us and see God’s goodness at work instead. 

However, testimony is also challenging. David was living alongside those to whom he was testifying – it is all very well to say grand words in public, and then go home and shut the door behind us, where no one can see if we live them out. Powerful testimony needs to be borne out by our lives - David was living in close community with 400 men… they would see him warts and all, first thing in the morning, last thing at night… His words had to hold true – as do ours. Our family are probably our biggest critics because they see the truth behind our closed doors – do our actions match our praise? Do we praise God out of one side of our mouth and slander our neighbours out of the other? 

David ends this portion of testimony with this wonderful affirming statement – ‘The angel of the Lord encamps around those who fear him, and he delivers them’ – isn’t that a great picture? And one that would be particularly poignant to these fighting men - camping as they were, in the woods, and under threat. They would be glad to have an angelic host guarding and protecting them. Of course, they were still in the woods, and under threat, but David is teaching them to live with an awareness of God’s presence, to be able to acknowledge God’s faithfulness and trust him in all circumstances. 

There is something else too – this is not a fleeting promise, it is written in a tense that is continuous, describing something that keeps going – the angel of the Lord will continue to camp around those that fear him. Remember the bluster in the papers around those who were protesting in tent cities during the day, but going off home at night - imagine you were depending on them for protection or help and they were like – ‘alright – I’m off… be back later, or not…’ That would be rubbish! That is not true of God – he keeps camp around us… his presence and his faithfulness can be trusted because they do not fail.

In the middle of the psalm, David moves into teaching mode… Suddenly much of what he says between verses 8 and 14 is said as an imperative – in other words a command… ‘Taste and see, fear the Lord, come, listen to me’ etc … David is exhorting his listeners to behave in a certain way in response to God’s trustworthiness. It’s almost like he’s drawing his friends in – come close… Come and taste… come and see… he has absolute confidence that God is worth it – come near to God, take refuge in him and he will be faithful. 

But this isn’t a call to just come close and hide away. This section ends with another memorable statement – ‘turn from evil and do good; seek peace and pursue it.’ This isn’t just a case of waiting for God to turn life around, but an encouragement to work with God – to draw near to him, and take refuge in him, but also to live life in such a way that the world you are living in changes. You may be sheltering from the storm in God’s care, but even in that place, we need to model a way of living that is godly. ‘Keep your tongue from evil and your lips from telling lies. Turn from evil and do good; seek peace and pursue it.’ 

In the midst of his people, David is teaching and pointing others to God, and crucially, he notes, guard what you say, because your words will shape your lives. Allow your voice to be an instrument of truth and peace, even though that may not be easy; you will need to choose to turn from evil, to actively pursue peace. I know for myself that when I’m tired, and life is tough, I’m more likely to be lazy with my words, I’m more likely to swear or say things I don’t really mean but find myself saying them anyway… Perhaps that’s just me?!? If a group of people are feeling hard done by or tired, then negative and unhelpful talk can become an easy thing to slip into. David says, ‘turn from evil and do good; seek peace and pursue it.’ Guard against lazy speech – what did they say in the war – “careless talk costs lives…” Well, isn’t that so true?!?

And so we have David giving Testimony with his lips to God’s goodness, and then Teaching his people to live lives and to use speech that will give God glory. And finally, David returns to his assurance that God is with the righteous. In this final section, his focus is on God’s Trustworthiness. Once more, it is noticeable that David does not say that the righteous will never face difficult times – quite the opposite – it is implicit from the nature of the psalm that the righteous will need to cry out to God, that they will have troubles, feel crushed and broken-hearted, and that they may well be in need of protection and rescue from their enemies. Therefore, if we recognise any of these descriptions we aren’t to feel condemned, instead David wants to impart to us his great trust in God, and his conviction that God has not walked away. 

David trusts deeply in God’s saving power, reassuring all those willing to listen that God knows everything they are going through – he says ‘the eyes of the Lord are on’ them – it is easy to move quickly past this phrase to conclude, how nice, God sees us… however, when someone’s eyes are ‘on you’, they aren’t just seeing you, they are gazing on you, like a lover gazes across a room – imagine that – God’s eyes are on you – you are the object of his affection – he is not distracted, but deeply affected by what he sees you going through. God’s ‘ears are attentive to our cry’ – again it’s not just that God hears you, it’s that he is listening out for you - like a parent listens out for the cry of their child. 

And God is close to the brokenhearted and the crushed in spirit… Because his heart breaks with yours… David shared with his listeners his absolute conviction that God loves them so much that he could be trusted, even when life is full of troubles, that God keeps encamping around us, and is a place of refuge… This psalm is full of David’s trust that God would draw near, and here it is in response to the cry of the righteous. David has demonstrated how our mouths can be instruments of praise and testimony to God’s grace, he has warned us that they can also let us down if we aren’t mindful of how we use our words. And here he reminds us that we can connect deeply to our God as we cry out to him and pour out our hearts. Recently I’ve spoken to a number of people who have told me that they can pray for others, but that they struggle to pray about themselves. Praying for ourselves isn’t selfishness, it allows us to tell God how we are. In any relationship, if we never honestly reveal ourselves there is a whole layer missing. I get the feeling that David didn’t hold back! There is no reason why we should do so either… 

As we come to the end of our time in the psalms, it seems appropriate that we should do so just before Christmas as we reflect upon David’s certainty and trust in God’s redemption. We have the privilege of knowing that God has indeed come near in the most incredible way in order to offer us that rescue. We know that, descended from David, Jesus would himself experience the pain of being surrounded by trouble, the broken-heartedness of betrayal, and the physical pain of crucifixion, in order that we might appreciate the fullness of God’s desire to come near to us, and offer us his saving grace. 

Wherever we are at on our journeys, may we be able to share with others God’s role in our lives, may we know David’s conviction that God’s eyes are on us, and may we trust that his deliverance will come - whether it comes swiftly, or whether we are still waiting, and as we wait, may we speak peace and truth to one another; and may we cry out to God, who listens out for us.

Amen. 

Questions:

If you could buy an A-Z of anything - what would it be and why?

How does knowing the background to the writing of the psalm make a difference to the way in which it is understood? 

Do you find you are someone who can naturally praise God at any time of day or night, or are you someone who finds that more challenging?

Do you agree that testimony can be powerful? Can you think of a time when someone else telling of their experience of faith has given you encouragement? 

Would you find it easy or hard to speak of your faith in a similar kind of way? 

In the sermon, vs. 7 is picked out as being a particularly encouraging statement of God's faithfulness. Looking again at the psalm, can you identify a verse that you find especially helpful and share it with the group.

Do you notice that your speech is affected by your well-being, your state of mind etc? Have you been in a situation where a group of people have got into the habit of speaking negatively? How do you think you can guard your speech? 

Have you thought of God's eyes being on you, and his ears being attentive to your cry in that way before? How does that make you feel?

Do you find it easy to pray for yourself? If not, can you share why? If so, can you share how that helps?

This psalm is an A-Z of praise, each verse starting with the next Hebrew letter - could you write your own psalm in the same way - each line beginning with the next letter of the alphabet. Not necessarily all 26 lines, but perhaps A-H? As a response to what God has done in your life.
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