20th November 2011
Ps 96

Psalms of new contentment (1)

Introduction
In returning to our study of the psalms this week we move it into the use of them which reflects the transforming state of the psalmist’s life. As we have explored in previous psalms they can be used effectively by Christians today to give shape and expression to particular times of our lives. 

Can you think of a defining moment in your life? I mean by that something that completely changed it – maybe a realisation of something you have felt deep down and had resisted or maybe a transforming change of life style or attitude.

Now can you translate that thinking into a faith context? Has there been a transforming moment in your life something like revelation; or an epiphany moment? Please hold those thoughts as we remind ourselves of that model of the psalms that we looked at as we begun our series.
Contentment                       Discontent                           New contentment

the first move;                                         the second move;
a relinquishment                                     a surprise            

Jewish suffering         the lament           Jewish hope                      thanksgiving

Jesus’ crucifixion                                  Jesus’ resurrection

In this last part of our sermon series this section of the model comes after we have moved from a period of discontent, of upset and disengagement with God because of a circumstance of life to a transforming view of the situation which may or may not have been resolved. But our relationship with God has changed in some positive way which has to do with our change of attitude and actions rather than any change in the nature of God.
Psalm 96

Falls completely in this transforming genre of psalms and this is reflected in the language the psalmist uses. We can explore this in four sections – an imperative to praise, a reason to praise, a model of praise and a reaction to praise.

An imperative to praise

Something transforming has happened to the psalmist, we are not told nor do we need to speculate on it but rather revel in the imperative. Notice how he uses language that illustrates the point, sing...praise...proclaim...declare. This is a situation that demands such language. There is a joyful and significant element in this language not only for the psalmist but for us. By its very definition an ‘imperative’ is of vital importance, the giving of an authoritative command. 
Given its place here in scripture inspired through the leading of the Holy Spirit, the importance for us can’t be underestimated. We are called here to sing a new song in circumstances where our relationship with God has taken a new and transforming turn. 

We can liken this to some significant public event where to celebrate the occasion a new musical work is commissioned and performed; something which encapsulates the sense of the moment. This takes the event from the ordinary to something extraordinary. On one level we are encouraged to come into the Lord’s presence in such a way but life is not always that positive, but here it is and that’s reflected in the language which then becomes helpful for us as we use them to articulate our feelings.
A reason to praise

In reaction to the opening three verses a question may pop into our minds why? Why should we sing a new song? The answer comes to us in verses 4 and 5. God’s presence so absent in the period of lamentation, our middle period of discontent encapsulated by psalms 13, 88 and 32 that we have explored recently. You will recall the dire situation of Psalm 88 a few weeks ago. 
That now has been turned on its head. The psalmist uses the reasoning in these two verses to explain why there is the need to raise his voice in praise.
For God is such a God that he is above all other gods. If the psalmist wanted proof then all he does is to raise his eyes to the heavens as he sees the splendour and majesty of the Lord laid out. Echoes here of Paul’s opening observations in his letter to the Romans.
  
We too see the splendour and majesty of the Lord not only in the heavens but also in the face of Jesus. When we read of His ministry in the gospels we can reassure ourselves of a God that is far and above all others who can only ever provide trivial distractions.
A model of praise

The psalmist then lays before us a model of praise; the use of the language here asserts that we like him are called to praise someone – God. Like the opening verses we gain an understanding of that in words used such as ascribe...bring...worship and say.
This word usage is similar to Psalm 29:1-2 but the fine difference here lies in the more corporate nature of the model. This is not confined to the people of God but rather to all peoples everywhere. There is now a new reality and of course we see that more clearly than the psalmist, as we now see it in the birth, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.
We read these words and as we do so we acknowledge as Christians that as the words describe the new reality we too are part of that new reality. In other words by reading them or saying them we acknowledge that we too are part of the story. A story that is true beyond dispute.

In a post modern world that disputes an overarching truthful spiritual narrative – what you believe is fine, but I believe in this, type of sentiment, we as Christians confirm our story when we enact these words. And what wonderful words they are for us to be able to use in a model of unending praise to our sovereign Lord.
A reaction to praise

The concluding verses show us the recognition that the psalmist now sees of what life is like now. The language used here is expansive; it seems to incorporate the whole of creation not just the situation that the psalmist has emerged from. It’s almost as if the psalmist can’t find the expressive words of praise for himself so turns to the whole of creation and its reaction to the coming of justice and a removal from a disjointed relationship with the King.

In the midst of our enthusiastic reading our eyes could be drawn to a word that on the face of it could be construed as negative. I refer to the use of the word ‘judge’ in verse 13. The word has significance theologically; scripture refers as we know to the judgement of God.

However the context in which the word is used here shouldn’t be construed in that light but rather it shows God’s intervention in a positive and transforming way. And therein lies the value of this psalm in the context of a new contentment in the life of a believer. It is perhaps appropriate therefore that today we remind ourselves that in the calendar of the church Christ as King is remembered. 

For as the apostle Paul says, ‘therefore if anyone is in Christ, the new creation has come: the old has gone, the new is here!’ 
   

Some final thoughts

This psalm focuses on,

· A transformation through the fact that something new has begun

· Beginning to live a transformed life

· Confirming our eternal hope
In faith terms it is literally as easy as ABC if we truly wish to move from one place to another.  
� Brueggemann, W. (1984) The Message of the Psalms, a theological commentary Augsburg Publishing, Minneapolis, USA p 21 he uses the terms orientation, disorientation and new orientation.





� ‘For since the creation of the world God’s...eternal power and divine nature – have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made’ Rom 1:20 NIV 2011 edition.


� 2 Cor 5:17 NIV 2011 edition.
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