25th September 2011
Ps 8

Psalms of contentment (2)
Sparking our imaginations
Years ago when our children were young I had battles with them about what they watched on TV – they wanted cartoons or whatever the programme of the month was whereas I would have liked them to take an interest in what I termed ‘educational programmes’; things like natural history or wildlife programmes but an element of common sense prevailed at least for me. Quite recently Emma asked to borrow Michael Palin’s book Himalaya, she had seen some re-runs on the TV and they had sparked her interest. 
In a similar way Edward didn’t like reading when he was young Jane and I were both anxious about this so much so that Jane went and spoke to his teacher who sensibly advised we should just let him read whatever he wanted – his first book was a Captain Scarlett annual. He then became a devourer of books and there was no holding him back.
The point that for both of them was once an interest was sparked and they owned that enthusiasm there was no holding them back. In relation to ourselves what fuels and sparks our interest in God?

It may be in the mundane or the extraordinary things in life – it may be an answer to prayer or it might be in the birth of a child. But whatever it is that sparks our interest how can we express it?

The Psalms

We continue this week with our exploration of the psalms as a means of connecting life and speech in a way that expresses how we really feel.
 Whilst acknowledging they are primarily poems celebrating God’s revelation to the Jews and their response to God, they have a richness which we as Christians can properly appropriate.

This morning we dip into another psalm that mirrors life under God which is full of contentment. It is one that celebrates Creation and the Creator; examples of others in the same vein would be Pss 33,104 and 145. Collectively these psalms speak of contentment through an understanding of our place on the earth and a God who cares for us.
Psalm 8
A reading of the psalms will reveal a device that is repeated many times namely the body of the psalmist’s words are bracketed with the praise of God and this is our starting point today. Verses 1a and 9 taken together with verse 5 form the core of this psalm. The opening and concluding words of praise give the glory due to the Creator. God’s name is held to be glorious over all the earth because of His creative activities. 
For many people creation isn’t attributed to God but as Christians with a belief in God we are reminded of what scripture tells us in Paul’s words to the Romans, ‘since what may be known about God is plain to them, because God has made it plain to them... his eternal power and divine nature - have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that people are without excuse.’ Many people have rejected that revelation and have followed their own way denying God as Lord of all life. In contrast to their view, all creation reveals the glory of God’s name. 
Moving further into the body of the psalm, verses 1b – 2 which place God’s glory far above the heavens; the question is asked, where does the most effective praise come from?  The psalmist uses the analogy of the way children and infants speak because as we know they often provide an enthusiastic and incisive way of expressing truth. They can often go right to the heart of the matter, unlike the sometimes constrained expressions of truth spoken by adults. They speak in such a way that creates a stronghold of truth which confounds the people who would denigrate God’s part in creation. With the result that however the opponents of God express it they can’t outdo the evidence of God’s glory on earth and in heaven. 

One of the enduring memories I have of a school trip was to the London Planetarium. Living in a town I had never really appreciated the awesomeness of the night sky. I had a similar experience recently when standing on a mountain pass late at night and being able to gaze up at the night sky with no light pollution to interrupt the view. Seeing the stars in their majesty so bright and clear against the black sky was awesome. 
If we needed any further description then we have it; notice the wonderful use of the word ‘fingers’ in verse 3. The psalmist notes that there is a delicate touch at work here - God is no blundering Creator but rather acts and creates like that of a skilful sculptor who uses his hands to create something spectacular. God has added the right and delicate touch to His Creation. 
It is in this type of experience that the psalmist develops his poem of praise to ask the question – with that kind of revealed glory why God do you even consider humanity?
The questions of verse 4 act as a poetic device to invoke a sense of awe and to place the perceived self importance of humanity into its proper context. By asking the questions, we are hoping for an answer that reassures us. We soon receive it in the next verses. 

Verse 5 as we have already noted needs to be read in the context of the opening and closing sections of praise, whilst it provides for the status and dignity of humanity and in that recognises that we are ‘made in the image and likeness of God’
 we are not divine. It clearly tells us that we are less than God. This is why the psalmist says that we are made ‘a little lower than the heavenly beings’; the Hebrew for ‘heavenly beings’ is simply ‘God’
 or ‘gods’. Humanity has a status but that should always be understood in relation to the supreme position of God.

This is why verse 5 needs to be read in conjunction with the opening and closing verses, because the power exercised by humanity is always to be contained and surrounded by divine praise. They must be held together for to leave all power to God is an abdication of our position and to use human power without praise to God is to overturn the power that has been granted. Humanity is to rule but not to receive creation’s ultimate loyalty which belongs to God and Him alone. 

The uniqueness of this position is then laid before us in the concluding verses. Quite simply humanity’s authority over every other living thing was granted before the Fall (Gen 1:28) and despite that was not removed (Gen 9:1-3, 7). This authority brings responsibilities as we have been entrusted with the earth and all that is contained within it.  Recently at the beginning of our PCC day away we explored some of the key issues facing the world today and one was the environment (not solely the prerogative of faith communities).  
We will all be aware of the ongoing environmental debates about such things as climate change and the use of the earth’s natural resources. These debates can seem enormous and complex and outside the influence of our day to day living, so much so we can perhaps be overwhelmed by them so that inertia becomes our default position.
But as Christians we are called to act and intervene because as this psalm reminds us we have a responsibility. We may not be able to effect large scale debates but we can start with simple things. Recently the council has changed its contract for refuse and recycling collections. A quote from its publicity material reminds us ‘if everyone in the borough put everything they can into their green bins, we would be recycling over 50% of our waste’
 the implication of that means the reduction of land fill and its impact on the environment.
Psalm 8 and Jesus

The appropriateness of this psalm to us as Christians lies not only in the appreciation of God’s Creation and our place within it and as a cause of celebration in seasons of contentment but in the recognition of the status that the writers of the NT gave it as they explain the divinity and authority of Jesus.

This psalm quoted in the NT adds another layer to and the offer of increased praise in the light of the humanity and divinity of Jesus Christ and our status as new creations in Him.
� See my introduction to the Psalms 18th September 2011 (available at �HYPERLINK "http://www.saintmarks.org.uk"�www.saintmarks.org.uk�/sermons) 


� Gen 1:26-27


� See NIV footnote for verse 5.


� Basingstoke and Deane (2011) ‘Changes to your rubbish and recycling collection service’.


� For a detailed discussion look at Heb 1:3, 10, 2:5-7, 1 Cor 15: 25, 27 and Eph 1:22. 
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