The best of Psalms and the worst of Psalms!

The Psalms are prayers.

They are prayers full of feeling(
nice feelings, and not nice feelings,

but all feelings that have been aroused 

through consideration of who God is and who we are.

Psalm 139 is one of the very reassuring Psalms

that assures us that God knows us 

and cares about us as individuals.

And it is one of those dreadful Psalms

that is truly awful in the way it prays about enemies

and what the Psalmist would like God to do to them.

Look at verses 19 and following!

“O that you would kill the wicked . . . 

I hate them with perfect hatred!”

That’s not our language when it comes to prayer.

We like to use nicer thoughts than that.

Perhaps we ask God to help us forgive our enemies,

Or we ignore them and hope they’ll go away.

Or we pray for world peace.

But few of us pray that God will kill the wicked.

How do we understand these verses? 

How do we understand this Psalm 

as an example of prayer that we could follow?

Let’s look at it as a whole:

First note the heading in our Bibles.

It’s a reasonable summary of the Psalm:

“The inescapable God.”

As Christians we are more used to thinking about God’s 

constant presence in a way that reassures(
“There is nothing that can separate us from the love of God” 

type of thinking.

But this Psalm has a slightly different tone and mood 

from that.

Wherever we go,

God will be there.

There’s comfort in that,

(and discomfort.
We can’t get away from God.

One of the scripture texts that hung in 

my great-grandparent’s dining room was:

 “Our God sees you!”

As a child my father was never sure whether 

that was a good or a bad thing!

Was God seeing him to look after him
Or was God seeing all the naughty things he did?

It was if God was in cohoots with the grown-ups:

He might be able to fool them

But he couldn’t fool God!

The heading ‘the inescapable God’ raises similar issues.

This is the passage of scripture that inspired the poem 

we used in this morning’s service: 

The Hound of Heaven

‘I fled him, down the nights and down the days;

I fled him, down the arches of the years;

I fled him, down the labyrinthine ways of my own mind; 

and in the midst of tears I hid from him . . .”
The Psalmist wrote:

‘Where can I go from your spirit?

Or where can I flee from your presence?

If I ascend to heaven you are there;

If I make my bed in Sheol, you are there.

If I take the wings of the morning

And settle at the farthest limits of the sea,

Even there your hand shall lead me

And you right hand shall hold me fast.’

This is a truly awesome God,

and the psalmist finds much to be in awe about:

In verses 1-6

He is in awe that God not only knows everything 

about him as an individual

but has his life in his hands.

To think this way is beyond the psalmists comprehension.

He can’t take it in!

God is acquainted with all your ways

And all my ways

And all the ways of all the people in all the earth.

It is totally mind-boggling.

“This kind of knowledge is so far beyond my reach, 

said the Psalmist, 

that I can’t attain it:

I can’t get a handle on it.

It’s out of my ken(out of my range.”

This is frightening.   It is outside our experience.

We are used to knowledge that is partial.

We are comfortable with knowledge that is partial.

But knowledge with no holes barred 

is something else!

It is well beyond the comfort zone of the Psalmist!

In verses 7 – 12 the Psalmist moves from God 

knowing everything 

to God being everywhere.

Is there anywhere God is not?

Is there anywhere that I could get away from God?

A young friend of mine once told me that he was 

having a holiday from God right now!

He’d found following God too demanding,

so was giving himself a break!

But even on his holiday from God,

God was there.

There’s no way we can be outside of 

God’s knowledge, 

vision, 

care, or power!

Even if I say,

“Surely the darkness shall cover me,

and the light around me become night.”

Even the darkness is not dark to you;

The night is as bright as the day,

For darkness is as light to you.”
Our normal categories don’t apply to God!

We can hide in the dark.

If we don’t want visitors to see into an untidy room 

we can shut the door.

If we don’t want to be bothered by people we can 

put our call minder on. 

But there is no shutting the door

or hiding in the dark from God.

Even if we did,

the dark is as light to God.

There is no hiding.

Not even before birth!

‘My frame was not hidden from you 

when I was being made in secret’

It was secret for other people.

It was no secret to God!

This is heavy stuff(exquisite poetry and heavy at the same time!

“How weighty to me are your thoughts, O God. . .

I try to count them:

They are more than the sand;

I come to the end:

I am still with you.”

And then wham(we’re into the blood thirsty bits:

O that you would kill the wicked, O God  . . .

What’s the link?

How did the psalmist move from counting God’s thoughts 

to calling down death and blood 

on the heads of the wicked?

I’m pretty sure there is a link!

It sounds out of the blue to us

but think about it like this:

All the time the Psalmist has been considering God

he’s been considering God’s greatness.
He’s been considering how different God is from us.

How awesomely different.

How frighteningly, separate and holy.
God is not a God to be treated lightly.

God is not one to be discounted.

On the contrary, the Psalmist tried to count God’s thoughts 

and wasn’t able to(
at the end of his counting attempt

he was still confronted with God:

· God the almighty(the wonderful.

· God the awesome(the holy other.

· The one none of us can escape.

· God who numbers our days:

who knows our days before we live them,

who plans for us to live according to his ways.

How dare anyone try to ignore this God!

How could they be so presumptuous to go their own way 

when they were created by the very one they are ignoring?

The Psalmist is provoked to anger:

Anger at the injustice that the wicked perpetuate(
Anger at those who are stupid enough(foolish enough 

to speak maliciously of God,

Anger at those who think they are better than God.

How could anyone even begin to think they are better than God

when God is so beyond us and so full of awe and wonder.

They have to be mad!

They are, in fact, wicked, says the Psalmist.

O that you would kill those who ignore you!

Why do you put up with them, God?

If I were you, I’d see them off!

I hate those who hate you.

I loathe those who think they’re better than you

and who feel free to ignore you.

People like that are not just your enemies

They are my enemies too!

What has happened here, is that the Psalmist has been overwhelmed by God’s greatness and holiness

and his anger has been roused at unholiness.

In the presence of the God he can’t escape

he finds he cannot tolerate those who do their own thing. 

Through his prayer 

he has become aware of all that is good about God,

and in this awareness he suddenly finds himself stunningly aware of all that is evil 

in the world around him.

He rightly expresses his loathing and his hatred.

His prayer of wonder

becomes a prayer for justice.

The explicit suggestion of the Psalms is that

if our prayer stops short of impassioned pleas for justice,

it stops short.

That’s why we pray for peace.

Perhaps we should pray more vehemently about  those who work against peace!

But then there is a final movement in this Psalm.

Just as the Psalmist shifts from God’s greatness

to the wickedness of others 

and what he’d like to see God do to them,

So he suddenly moves to look at his own heart.

which might not be all that pure.

This is a shift of honesty,

self-awareness

and humility.

He acknowledges that the same wickedness that he condemns might just as easily be found in himself.

Isn’t that often the case?

The thing we hate the most is the thing we do ourselves!

Search me, O God,

And know my heart. 

You know everything else about me

and I cannot escape you

so in humility I surrender to your holiness myself.

Search me and know my heart;

Test me and know my thoughts.

See if there is any wicked way in me!

Because there could be 

and I’d hate that as much as I’d hate anyone else who is wicked.

And lead me in the way everlasting:

Show me how to live my life in a way that is worthy of you.

In this final prayer the psalmist surrenders to God(
the inescapable One who knows all(who plans all.

And in that surrender there is life everlasting.

