Sunday 9th August- Psalm 27 – Thanksgiving
Lord, as we gather to listen to your word and to worship you, would you speak to us we pray.

77 Crown him with many crowns
Today is going to be a day of praise.  I know you might not feel like praising, we are still in the midst of a pandemic and life is still difficult.  But these are the times to praise!  As we remember God’s goodness to us, we know his hope in our hearts.  

Let’s read today Psalm 27, and I invite you to read this out loud together.  Barbara will lead us:


1 The Lord is my light and my salvation –
    whom shall I fear?
The Lord is the stronghold of my life –
    of whom shall I be afraid?
2 When the wicked advance against me
    to devour me,
it is my enemies and my foes
    who will stumble and fall.
3 Though an army besiege me,
    my heart will not fear;
though war break out against me,
    even then I will be confident.

4 One thing I ask from the Lord,
    this only do I seek:
that I may dwell in the house of the Lord
    all the days of my life,
to gaze on the beauty of the Lord
    and to seek him in his temple.
5 For in the day of trouble
    he will keep me safe in his dwelling;
he will hide me in the shelter of his sacred tent
    and set me high upon a rock.
6 Then my head will be exalted
    above the enemies who surround me;
at his sacred tent I will sacrifice with shouts of joy;
    I will sing and make music to the Lord.

7 Hear my voice when I call, Lord;
    be merciful to me and answer me.
8 My heart says of you, ‘Seek his face!’
    Your face, Lord, I will seek.
9 Do not hide your face from me,
    do not turn your servant away in anger;
    you have been my helper.
Do not reject me or forsake me,
    God my Saviour.
10 Though my father and mother forsake me,
    the Lord will receive me.
11 Teach me your way, Lord;
    lead me in a straight path
    because of my oppressors.
12 Do not hand me over to the desire of my foes,
    for false witnesses rise up against me,
    spouting malicious accusations.

13 I remain confident of this:
    I will see the goodness of the Lord
    in the land of the living.
14 Wait for the Lord;
    be strong and take heart
    and wait for the Lord.
A psalm of David.  David had been in many difficult places in his life; the psalms testify to his faith but also to his difficulties.  They are full of raw emotion!  I think part of the reason we don’t preach on them very often, is that they are meant to be felt rather than intellectually dismantled.  They are written as a cry from the heart, not as an academic piece of theology.  So I don’t want to go too far in breaking this psalm down.   What we will notice, if you look at this in your Bibles, is that the psalm is split into different sections, and in a little while we will look a bit closer at each section individually.  
But before we do that, I just want to bring you back to here and now.  As I sat in my office on Monday morning, reflecting on what I was going to preach on today, my mind was blank.  And as I sat in prayer, and asked God to give me his words for you, the thing that came to mind was thankfulness, and acceptance.

We like to complain, sometimes, don’t we?  I had a chat with my neighbour yesterday and we were laughing at the way the weather is always either too hot, to cold or too rainy.  But as I sat and looked out of the office window at the sun shining on the leaves of the tree outside, it was as though God said “I give you that.”  As I tasted the warmth of my cup of tea, the sweetness of my cake – “I give you that”.  As I enjoyed the cool of my office (that I spend at least 4 months of the year complaining about!), as I relished the silence of the church after a busy weekend at home – “I give you that”.  As I looked around at the mess and muddle of papers that mark any place I have been working, I saw my resources and my abilities as gifts from God.  All these things, so easy to take for granted, so easy to dismiss.  But sometimes, so powerful in our lives, if only we accept them as gifts from God, and are thankful. 

So today is going to be an extended time of reflection, prayer and thanksgiving.
Take a moment.  Look around you.  What has God given to you?  I need you to concentrate – set aside for the moment thoughts about what you would like, what is wrong with what you have, what you need, what someone else has.  I want you to think of material things.  Maybe take a pen and paper and write a list.  Maybe type them in the chat box.  What actual things that you can see, or that you can reach out to, has God given you?  Thank God for them as you write them down.

…

What abilities has God given you?  Today for once I’m not going to ask you to think about how you can use them – I’m just asking you to accept them as a gift of God!  They might not be big things, you might not think they are important things, but they are given to you.  Again, try not to get distracted by what you don’t have, or what someone else has.  What abilities has God given to you? If you are accessing this sermon, you have ability either to see, to hear, to use technology.  Do you have the ability to cook, or clean, or feed your family?  Do you have the ability to listen to others, or to encourage them, or to give advice?  Do you have abilities in practical things?  What are you able to do today, that you can thank God for?
…
What people has God given you?  I thank God for each and every one of you; for your encouragement, your faithfulness, the help that you give me, the challenges that some of you throw at me.  Who has God put in your life to build you up?  Let’s lift them to God, and thank him for them, and take this moment to pray for them.
…

You should be developing quite a list.  An entirely positive list, of things that God has given to you.  It is a good exercise to do sometimes.  Maybe you want to keep it, and add to it over time; look at it when you are tempted to feel sorry for yourself (we all do, at times).  There’s a song that we sing sometimes that says: 
When upon life’s billows you are tempest-tossed,

When you are discouraged, thinking all is lost,

Count your many blessings; name them one by one,
And it will surprise you what the Lord has done.

But let’s come back to the psalm now.  Now it’s time to maybe think about those things we have been avoiding thinking about; because David isn’t just saying, “Isn’t life wonderful?”  He has to face up to his situation.  We do count our blessings, but at the same time we don’t have to go round pretending “everything’s rosy” – especially when we know that is far from true.  
David says this: 

1 The Lord is my light and my salvation –
    whom shall I fear?
The Lord is the stronghold of my life –
    of whom shall I be afraid?
2 When the wicked advance against me
    to devour me,
it is my enemies and my foes
    who will stumble and fall.
3 Though an army besiege me,
    my heart will not fear;
though war break out against me,
    even then I will be confident.

David knows what it is to be surrounded by enemies and difficulties.  He knows what it is to be in danger of his life.  But he is not afraid, because he knows God is with him.  He knows that God is greater than anything that stands against him.  Who or what is in your life to test you?  (You don’t need to write that in the chat box, by the way!)  Who is in your life to help develop your character, your patience, your self-control?  Who is in your life who makes you lean on God?  Thank God for the confidence you can have in him, and pray for the people around you.  Jesus said, “Love your enemies, and pray for those who persecute you.”  Your enemy may be a person; lift to God those people who seem to make your life difficult, and ask him to bless them.  David doesn’t ask God to make his enemies stumble and fall, he just knows that they will, because God is with him.  Ask God for his help and his protection from those people, by all means, but also for his blessing upon them.  
Or maybe your enemy is your circumstances; sickness, lockdown, finances.  David says, “I will not be afraid.”  Lift it to God, and know that you can have confidence in him.

…

4 One thing I ask from the Lord,
    this only do I seek:
that I may dwell in the house of the Lord
    all the days of my life,
to gaze on the beauty of the Lord
    and to seek him in his temple.
5 For in the day of trouble
    he will keep me safe in his dwelling;
he will hide me in the shelter of his sacred tent
    and set me high upon a rock.
6 Then my head will be exalted
    above the enemies who surround me;
at his sacred tent I will sacrifice with shouts of joy;
    I will sing and make music to the Lord.

In David’s time the Temple had not yet been built, the ark of the covenant, which symbolised God’s presence, was housed in a tent, the Tabernacle.  David wishes he could live there, spend his whole life in God’s presence.  Now, we know, as Shelly said a few weeks ago, that we are the Tabernacle.  God is with us, all the time.  But even David had the promise of God from Deut 31:6: “the Lord your God goes with you; he will never leave you nor forsake you.”  Yet he wanted to be in that tent of God’s presence.
How many times in the past have we said that the church is not the building?  How many times have we said that the church is the people?  And that is true.  But to some extent at the moment, we are missing both.  I don’t know about you, but for me the lockdown has taught me the value of having a place to meet with God, and a people to meet with.  This isn’t about where God is, we know God is everywhere and can meet us everywhere.  This is about me and my focus, my ability to focus on God in church in a way that I find difficult in the distractions of home; my ability to focus on God with the people of God in a way that I can’t otherwise.  That’s why he created the church, after all!  If we could all do ok on our own, we wouldn’t need this.  But for those of us who are here in the church, we might look with longing at the last line – I will sing and make music to the Lord!  We wish we could!
So while we thank God that he is with us at all times, we thank him for giving us places, and people, where we can meet him in a special way; and we also pray that we might be able to do so together before too long.  Let us lift the church to him, not just in Laindon but those throughout the UK preparing to reopen, and those in other countries still in the thick of COVID infections, and pray for his blessing and grace upon them.  Let us thank him that we do have a building to come back to one day; that we do have this group of people to call home.  And let us praise him that one day we will be in a situation where we can spend eternity in his glorious presence, fully focussed, fully worshipping, singing and making music to him.
…

David continues,

7 Hear my voice when I call, Lord;
    be merciful to me and answer me.
8 My heart says of you, ‘Seek his face!’
    Your face, Lord, I will seek.
9 Do not hide your face from me,
    do not turn your servant away in anger;
    you have been my helper.
Do not reject me or forsake me,
    God my Saviour.
10 Though my father and mother forsake me,
    the Lord will receive me.
11 Teach me your way, Lord;
    lead me in a straight path
    because of my oppressors.
12 Do not hand me over to the desire of my foes,
    for false witnesses rise up against me,
    spouting malicious accusations.

This is our time to come before God with our needs.  Our time to accept that we do not always feel grateful, that there are things in our lives that we want or things in our lives we wish weren’t there.  As I said before, we know God dwells within us but we don’t always feel his presence, we don’t always hear his voice.  Sometimes that is the hardest trial of all.  We have to seek him, we have to call to him, we have to ask him to make himself known to us; and he promises that he will do just that.  Let us pray that we might know the will of God, and that we might have the strength to follow it.  Pray for his help to overcome our difficulties; and pray, too, for others who we know who are in difficulty right now.
…

When we look at this we remember the times when David needed God, when he was pursued by Saul, when enemies surrounded him, and he called on God.  We remember God’s faithfulness to him.  So in our spirit of thanksgiving, let us return to remembering those times when we have done the same.  What has God done for you?  What stories could you tell of his goodness to you?  Maybe you could share some with the church, however small they may be – just contact me and perhaps we could have a service of testimonies!  But where in your life can you say, “Lord, you have been my helper… Though my father and mother forsake me, the Lord will receive me.”?  Where can you thank God for what he has done for you?
…

And as we close this extended time of prayer and thanksgiving, as we look back on the things God has given us, the things he has done for us, the things he has promised to us, we can say with David,

“I am still confident of this: I will see the goodness of the Lord in the land of the living.”

May God bless each and every one of us this morning as we go out in worship, with thanksgiving.

“Wait for the Lord; 

Be strong and take heart

And wait for the Lord.”

Amen.

1193 Blessed be your name

2231 Bless the Lord, O my soul

??? When upon life’s billows (count your blessings)

