Psalm 111

St. Timothy; 8-16-2009

What Is the Truth!

          This week I have gotten messages from some of my former colleagues at Central High School in Memphis.  All of them have talked about what a difficult school start they have experienced this year.  It has been difficult, because it has been full of change.  I don’t have to tell you how much some of us struggle to deal with change in our lives.  Perhaps you are one of those people.  My teacher friends are struggling with this new school year because they are used to having more of a say about what happens in their classrooms, because they think of that space as their domain.  Being told that the way that they have been teaching their students is not the way of the future, when it seemed to be working just fine, is not exactly the most comfortable feeling.

          I wonder if you noticed that in talking about my teacher friends, I have been talking about things that most of us like to think we have control over.  Teachers are used to having control over their classrooms, and they don’t like to be told how they must utilize their instructional time.

          The challenge, for us, is that we have come to expect to be in control of certain things in our lives, especially those that are important to us.  That is why we do not like it when we have to relinquish control to others, even if that other is God.  

          The Psalm which we just shared is a Psalm of thanksgiving.  To better understand this passage, we need to understand that the Psalms of Thanksgiving were intended to be professions of faith.  They were generally statements that were intended for human audiences, designed to bear witness to the mighty works of God on behalf of His children.  You will note that this is directly opposite to the Psalms of Lament, which were pleas before the living God to help out in times of trouble.  The Psalms of Thanksgiving tended to be testimonies to the power and majesty of God as the direct result of God’s direction and provision, most often shared once the faithful had made it through to the other side of a difficult situation.  You will note, as is the case with most Psalms of Thanksgiving, there is no mention of the hardship through which the writer has passed and there is no specific reason given for this offering of Thanksgiving. 

          On Wednesday, our daytime Bible Study group began a to go through the book, The Mighty Acts of God, by Arnold B. Rhodes.  Some of us have studied that book before, because it was written as a Sunday School curriculum in the 1960s.  The book is intended to be an overview of the entire Bible and as the title implies, Rhodes believes that the overall theme of the Bible is that it is the continuous story of God’s Mighty Acts on behalf of humanity.  That is precisely the point of this particular Psalm.  The psalmist wants us to understand that the love and grace which we receive from our God are worthy of study and should prompt us toward constant praise.  He says that God’s work on our behalf should be for us a source of endless enjoyment.  And then he gets a little bit more specific in spelling out God’s mighty acts on our behalf.  

          God’s provision for us is astounding.  The writer reminds the congregation that God even provided manna in the wilderness.  So often we think about our lives all wrong.  We get to thinking that we have worked hard for all the stuff we have.  We think that we have struggled to make the money, and then we have carefully budgeted the money to make it go far enough to provide for our families.  What we fail to see is that God has provided us with the knowledge and skills to get any job that we will ever have.  God has provided us with everything that we have, even down to the last drop of milk in our refrigerator.  Oh, sure, you bought it with the money you got from the bank or the ATM, but believe me when I tell you that God provided all of that for you.  Everything came from God and everything is God’s; we just get to have it for our use and enjoyment.  But really we are intended to utilize all of it for God’s glory!

          The second part of God’s provision, which the psalmist recalls is that God gave the Children of Israel a home and a land to call their own.  If you recall the covenant with Abraham, it was to give to Abraham and his descendants a land to call their own, so that they would no longer be captive to the whims and fancies of those in possession of the land and where they would not have to exercise the religion or faith practices of those possessing the land.  I think that sometimes we miss the point of God’s provision for land to the children of Israel.  We think that God was giving them victory over those who would take their land and that was God’s way of protecting them.  The reality of the matter is that the promise of land was a promise of a future.  God was giving them a place to put down roots, but the real point of the land was to offer them a future for the generations to come after them.  God called the children of Israel out of Egypt so that they might worship the living God on their own terms.

          The third part of God’s provision according to the psalmist is through God’s covenant relationship with the people.  Now if you recall, the basic idea of God’s covenant seems very easy.  Simply stated God says, “I will be your God and take care of you, giving you a land and a future, providing for your daily needs, and all you have to do is to be faithful to me and to me alone.  The rest of the scriptures are filled with all of the different ways that God intervened in the lives of his chosen people to help them to remain faithful to the covenant which they made.  After recounting the Mighty Acts of God, which are really displays of God’s love and grace, the psalmist leaves us with one final thought, “the good life begins with the fear of God – do that and you will know the blessings of God!”  In another translation it says that knowledge leads us to a fear of God, which is the beginning of wisdom.

          Now I don’t know about you, but I grew up hearing older folk saying things like, “Yeah, that put the fear of God in me.”  Or “My mom put the fear of God in me.”  As a kid, I remember being a little confused by those expressions, because I thought of fear as a bad thing.  I thought about people who were afraid of the dark or afraid of their own shadow, and I could not see how a fear of God could be a good thing.  But what I came to understand as I studied biblical languages, is that the word which has been interpreted as fear, really has a much deeper meaning than that type of fear.  When the Bible speaks of a fear of God, it means a healthy respect for God.  It means an undying reverence for God.  It means an unrelentless loyalty to God.  In other words, true devotion to God is where the good life begins!  That is right – the good life begins with the fear of God, but not being afraid of God.  We don’t have to be afraid of God, because God is love and everything that God does is love.

          Now I told you at the beginning of this sermon, that the Psalms of thanksgiving were written as testimonies.  So, I guess it is time for me to give my testimony.  When Stephanie and I married, we knew that both of us were answering the call to ministry.  We told each other then that we understood that answering God’s call meant that we had to turn our lives over to God and try not to be in control of our lives.  I have to be honest; that has not always been easy.  As a matter of fact, there were a couple of times, when I failed miserably.  But the worst part is that when I tried to be too much in control of what God was doing in our lives, when I got in the way of God’s call process, our lives and our ministries were uphill battles.  After spending the past five and half years out of full-time ministry, because of a couple of painful pastoral experiences, I have come to understand that the reason those pastorates did not work out, was because I was trying to be in control of our lives.  I was trying to take too much ownership for my call and I was thinking of God’s work as my work.  The amazing thing is that because God is so awesome, good things came out of those situations, in spite of my blunders!  That is the kind of God we serve, the kind who can take our mistakes and bring good through them in spite of us!

          I know that God has brought us together as pastor and congregation.  God has cleared the way and has smoothed out every rough place to bring about this shared ministry.  But I have to tell you what I believe God wants you to hear right now, and please listen.  St. Timothy belongs to God.  It does not belong to any one member of this wonderful church family.  It does not belong to the people who prefer to worship in a contemporary setting and it does not belong to the people who choose to worship more traditionally.  The time has come for all of us to rid ourselves of the notion of them and us.  This is God’s house, not ours, not theirs.  If we try to take ownership of that which belongs to God, God will not bless our efforts.  That is the real truth as I see it.

          While we are on the subject, I need to tell you what I believe about worship.  Worship is our response to God for all His mighty deeds done on our behalf and on behalf of all humanity.  Worship is our gift back to the God who has blessed us so mightily.  As such, we have got to change our attitudes about worship.  Worship is not about us.  It is about God.  Worship is for God. I want to laugh out loud when I hear statements like this, “Well, you know, I just wasn’t getting much out of worship there.”  I want to say, “So what.  If you go into worship trying to get something out of it, then you are there for the wrong reason to start with.”] Worship is not about you or me.  Worship is about God.  Worship should never be designed for us to get something out of it; worship should be offered from the heart, so that God is glorified. Worship is all about praising God for his Mighty Acts.  Worship should never be designed us so that we get something out of it.  So long as our offerings of worship are fragrant to God; that should be all that truly matters.  If by God’s grace, we do happen to get something out of our worship; that is just a bonus.  Our getting something from worship is not nor should it ever become the goal of our worship life, here or in any church for that matter.

          My friends, believe me when I tell you, God loves us and God wants us to love one another.  God does not care how we worship, just that we worship him and him alone.  If we are making the way that we worship the focus of our ministry, rather than God the focus or our worship and our ministry, then we are missing the point.  God is worthy of our worship and praise.  I have believed from the first taped worship services which I saw from St. Timothy that both worship services were equally valid expressions of love and adoration to God.  We need each other and we need both of these expressions of worship.  I am convinced that God wants us to offer both of these styles of worship.  We have to make an honest commitment to seek God’s will for St. Timothy church in everything that we do.  We cannot hold ownership of any part of this church.  It is God’s, not ours.  God only asks that we be faithful to Him, love Him, love our neighbors, and love ourselves.  All the rest is just details, and let me tell you, I have been sitting back to watch God work with details since early spring.  It is beautiful to watch!  It is time for us to wise up!  We have to get ourselves out of the way, so that God can take over and work out his purposes among us.  The psalmist was right, “God’s works are so great that they are worth a lifetime of study and endless enjoyment.”  Let’s step out of the way, and let God work among and through us!

          And to our God be all blessing and honor and glory and wisdom and power and might, both now and forevermore.  Amen.

