The Psalmist and Trouble                                    Reading  Psalm 15

This week as we continue with our studies of the books of the Bible we have reached Psalms.  It is much too big a subject to compress into one week but we can, at least, make a start.
The Hebrew title of the book – Tehillim- means praises and many of the psalms are just that, though there are also a lot of prayers, and everything is written in poetry.  The psalms have been collected together in one large book though they were written over several hundred years.  Some go back to the time of David whilst others come from after the Israelites had returned from their exile in Babylon and rebuilt the Temple.  The book of Psalms is often called “the hymnbook of the Second Temple” and the songs would have been accompanied by various kinds of stringed instruments (harps and lyres etc)  It was also have  used in the synagogues and we can see in the Gospels that Jesus was familiar with it.
We often tend to think of Psalms in connection with David and about half of them clearly involve him.  He writes of every aspect of his life and beliefs.  He doesn’t spare himself when he knows that he is guilty of sin and he doesn’t hold back in his praises of God.  People have found comfort and encouragement in them and been able to identify with David in his tribulations and triumphs.  The psalms are particularly good in describing how he deals with his troubles.
Psalm 15 paints a serene picture of when everything is going well.  God’s in His heaven (or as the Psalmist says “in His sanctuary) and all is well with the Psalmist’s world.  People are welcome guests in God’s house as long as they behave in a manner acceptable to Him and live according to His laws.  They are not expected to be perfect but the psalm clearly points out how they should behave.  If they do these things they will prosper and not be shaken by external forces.  Of course you may say to me “We live in New Testament times – we know that we are saved by God’s grace and not by anything that we can do”.  That is true but we also need to remember that Christians too need to live in a manner pleasing to God – not because that will bring us salvation but as a consequence of being saved.  We could take the Epistle of James as the Christian version of Psalm 15 as it goes into great detail as to how we should lead our lives.
You could also say “The Israelites in David’s day may have tried to live according to Psalm 15 and we today may try to live good lives – but neither then nor now does it guarantee that all will go well with us”.  You would be right and David knew the truth of that as well.
Let’s move on to Psalm 18.  It is one of the psalms which has a heading and that reads  “David …sang to the Lord the words of this song when the Lord delivered him from the hand of all his enemies and from the hand of Saul”.
David spent long periods of time in danger.  King Saul was both jealous and afraid of David because he saw that the people loved David more than himself and that God too looked more favourably upon him.    David had to flee for his life and find refuge anywhere that he could – in inaccessible deserts and mountain strongholds and even  in the territory of the old enemy, the Philistines.   
Even after Saul was dead as a result of a battle with the Philistines David was still not safe.  He became king but for years was threatened by enemies in the surrounding nations.  Finally he managed to defeat them and now we come to Psalm 18.
It is very different from Psalm 15.  It is neither restrained nor serene – it is more like a Pentecostal glory meeting as David throws himself into singing God’s praises as vividly as he can.  He describes his own plight as desperate “the cords of death entangled me; the torrents of destruction overwhelmed me” but God came to his rescue.  Verses 7 to 14 are an example of how he used every superlative he could think of to glorify God.  Whatever was loudest, most powerful and frightening in his world was used to demonstrate the way God had acted on his behalf.  Nothing and no-one could stand before the Lord.  It all makes for magnificent poetry.   Imagine David singing it to the Lord with his whole heart.  Imagine a vast crowd of Israelites using David’s words to praise and exalt and celebrate  their God whilst all their musicians led them with tremendous enthusiasm  on all manner of instruments.  This is how to praise the Lord Who has done amazing things!
But how did David or we get from Psalm 15 to Psalm 18?  In the first, all is well;  in the second, all is, temporarily at least) more than well – but what happened inbetween the two?  
Psalm 13 gives us the answer to that.  David is in the midst of his troubles and he is in despair.  He feels that God has deserted him just when He is most needed.  As we start to read the psalm at first we find no trace of delighting or trusting in God – everything seems black and hopeless.  The psalmist knows that there was a time when the Lord was with him but that seems to be far behind him now.  God has forgotten him and left him to the mercies of his enemies.  He has become weary and dispirited and doesn’t know how much longer he can hang on – and yet God seems indifferent to his cries for help.  Perhaps when his troubles started he was very confident that the Lord would quickly come to his aid.  We’ve probably been in similar situations.  When our world crashed around us we felt that the Lord would not fail to help and sustain us and this confidence supported us through the initial difficulties.  We were aware of His love and support and felt that He would bring us through our troubles.  Perhaps collectively we look back to something like the beginning of the Covid outbreak when we found unexpected kindness from people and encouragement from the Lord as we learnt to do things differently – and after all, we felt, it would not go on for ever.  Yet now, like the Psalmist, we find ourselves crying “How long, O Lord, how long?”  As it says in Proverbs 13 v12 “Hope deferred makes the heart sick”. Praising the Lord and relying on Him has become a little more difficult.
David knew that feeling only too well.  Yet we find that in the last two verses of the psalm he returns  to trusting in God and praising Him.  Of course it was the customary way to end this kind of psalm, which is known as a lament.  Perhaps David found it more natural to say it than to feel it.  If so, we can well understand him.  Maybe we feel that way ourselves; we are very aware of that “but” or “nevertheless” in verse 5.  Instead of the spontaneous outbreak of praise we find in Psalm 18 we have to reluctantly, even grudgingly, metaphorically  take ourselves by the scruff of the neck and remind ourselves that our God is unfailing in love and salvation and that our job is to remain faithful to Him.   Difficult – but it needs to be done.
We can express our commitment to it in the words of a song that has been taken directly from Psalm 18  -  I will call upon the Lord Who is worthy to be praised………He is my  Rock, my Fortress and my Deliverer.
  

