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Verse 2
GOD’S REVEALED WILL
‘The law of the Lord.’

Psalms 1:2
I. This law, which we have to learn, and by keeping of which we shall be blessed, is nothing else than God’s will.—If you wish to learn the law of the Lord, keep your soul pious, pure, reverent, and earnest; for it is only the pure in heart who shall see God, and only those who do God’s will as far as they know it who will know concerning any doctrine whether it be true or false, in one word, whether it be of God.

II. This law is the law of the Lord.—You cannot have a law without a lawgiver who makes the law, and also without a judge who enforces the law; and the Lawgiver and the Judge of the law is the Lord Himself, our Lord Jesus Christ.

III. Christ the Lord rules, and knows that He rules; whether we know it or not, Christ’s law still hangs over our head, ready to lead us to light, and life, and peace, and wealth; or ready to fall on us and grind us to powder, whether we choose to look up and see it or not. The Lord liveth, though we may be too dead to feel Him. The Lord sees us, though we may be too blind to see Him.

—Canon Kingsley.

Verse 3
THREE ASPECTS OF GODLY CHARACTER
‘A tree planted by the waterside.’

Psalms 1:3 (Prayer Book Version)

I. Its variety.—The comparison is with a fruit tree, not of any particular kind, but one of that large class of trees. The variety which God stamps upon nature He means to have reproduced in character.

II. Its Divine culture.—The godly man is not like a tree that grows wild. He is like a tree planted, and that in a place which will best promote its growth. Godly character is developed under God’s special supervision and with God’s own appliances.

III. Its fruitfulness.—God’s tree by God’s river must be a fruitful tree. Notice: (1) The words are ‘his fruit,’ not any other tree’s fruit. (2) ‘In his season.’ The seasons are different for different fruits. The latest fruit is usually the best. But, early or late, the fruit of godly character is seasonable.

Illustrations
(1) ‘Like our Lord’s Sermon on the Mount, this first psalm opens with a benediction. The word “blessed,” or more accurately “blessednesses,” is the first to greet us. “Oh, the blessednesses of the man who walketh not in the counsel of the ungodly.” This psalm begins where all true saints hope to end—in perfect blessedness. The Psalter begins with blessing man, and ends with praising God.’

(2) ‘The leaf is the thing of the spring time. It is the first thing that comes. Well, in the Christian life spring-leaf shall ever remain. The spring greenness of life shall not wither as the years roll by. The beauties of the spring time shall continue through all the seventy years. The beauties of early life, of young life, the beauties of childhood, shall never be destroyed. “His leaf shall not wither.” His childlikeness, the glory of the spring time of life, shall always be fresh and beautiful; it shall never wither away.’
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Verse 1
THE IDEAL KING
‘Why do the heathen rage, and the people imagine a vain thing?’

Psalms 2:1
This psalm is full of that great national hope of the Jews concerning Him that was to come. The noblest kind of national hope is not simply a great event. It is the ideal of a great character that is to come to them, and then to create great character throughout all the people. The hope of the coming of such a being was the ruling idea of the Jewish people.

I. What is the philosophy of the Messianic psalms?—There are three speakers and series of utterances. The first is the writer of the psalm, who stands, as it were, to call the attention of the people to the two great Speakers. These two great Speakers are, first, the Lord Jehovah, Who stands behind everything in Judaism, and, in the second place, the coming One, the Anointed, the King, the Messiah Himself. The writer stands as the chorus in the great tragedy. He sees God taking the sovereignty of the world, and bringing to the world its Saviour. He sees, looking down through the ages, that persecution is going to come. So he breaks forth in astonishment, ‘Why do the heathen rage?’

II. But God’s great purpose of making Jesus King of the world is unchanged and unchangeable.—And so He speaks: ‘He that sitteth in the heavens shall laugh.’ Jesus shall reign. That is Jehovah’s determined purpose.

III. The third Speaker is Christ Himself.—‘I will declare the decree,’ etc. Christ is in the world, and He is sure of the world. Sitting upon the throne, recognising clearly who set Him there, He will never leave it until all the nations shall be His nations.

IV. At the close we come back to the writer of the chorus that tells us what the meaning of it all is.—‘Be wise now, ye kings,’ etc. There rings out the great voice of the Psalmist, which declares that in the end of things only he who is on the side of righteousness shall have place and power in this world. If we set ourselves against the Son of God and His righteousness our force shall die out of the world.

—Bishop Phillips Brooks.

Illustration
‘No psalm seems to have sunk deeper into the thoughts of the earliest disciples of Jesus Christ. They quote it again and again in the New Testament as a wonderful promise and prophecy of the Redeemer’s kingdom. The first two verses of the psalm are blended into the triumphant “Te Deum” which broke out from the primitive Church after its earliest experience of persecution (Acts 4:24-30). The author of the Epistle to the Hebrews has applied the seventh verse to our Lord in two separate passages (Hebrews 1:5; Hebrews 5:5). On St. Paul’s first missionary journey, and in his first recorded sermon (Acts 13:33), he cited the same verse to the Jews in the synagogue of Pisidian Antioch. And it is plain that the prophecy of Acts 13:8 next succeeding was also in the apostle’s mind, if not on his lips, when, since these Jews at Antioch disbelieved and rejected the Gospel, he turned forthwith away from them, and preached Christ to the heathen Gentiles.’
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Verse 5
GOD’S PROTECTION OF THE HELPLESS IN SLEEP
‘I laid me down and slept; I awaked; for the Lord sustained me.’

Psalms 3:5
‘I laid me down and slept; and awaked.’

I. If we stopped at that point, hundreds of millions could make this announcement every day.—It is a fact so common that no one records it, and no one communicates it. When night comes, work ceases and rest begins. Business, pleasure, even trouble gradually pause, and the earth is quiet until we rise again, and the round goes on once more.

II. But the text does not stop at that point.—It goes a step further, and a long step. It adds, as a reason why we sleep in peace and rise up in safety, this further fact, ‘for the Lord sustained me.’ This also is a truth well known, though too little thought of. While I walk consciously independent through the day, He it is Who is all the while supporting me; in my absolute dependence when I lie down to rest, He it is Who keeps my helpless hours; and when I rise up again, I do so because ‘the Lord sustained me.’

III. So let us enter upon another year, and be grateful for His mercies which have so long been given to us.—Let us count up, discover, and consider these many mercies until our heart warms into some honourable and loving recognition of this care which is never tired of us and never leaves us. He devotes Himself to make us happy, and His happiness is to do us good, to see us good, and to find us grateful. We may feel confident from the past that God will take care of us in the future. We cannot be sure we shall have all smooth days; but we may be sure, after the most troubled ones, that God’s love will come to us, and whatever hard things we have to do or bear, our experience will still be, as Christians, ‘I laid me down and slept; I awaked; for the Lord sustained me.’

IV. And still, when the time His love has measured out for us has ended, the prospect spreads beyond, a new hope rises for the faithful child of God—‘I will say unto the Lord, Thou art my Hope and my Stronghold; my God, in Thee will I trust.’ Still our trust may say, ‘Though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for Thou art with me.’

Canon Crosse.

Illustration
‘The elevated tone of the Psalmist’s faith is very remarkable. Amidst the ill-treatment to which the Psalmist had been subject there is no anger; peace passing all understanding is his. It is not the frozen peace of indifference. He is the subject of popular hatred and misrepresentation, but he calls for no revenge. His trust is firm in the protection of God, self is a minor consideration, and the cursing he receives is but answered by blessing. Devout men, knowing the sinfulness of the human heart, might well consider that so lofty an attitude was that of the Son of Man. This little poem, which on cursory consideration does not coruscate with imaginative beauties, reveals to careful study much of the calm, true light of heavenly things.’
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Verse 4
SELF-COMMUNION
‘Commune with your own heart.’

Psalms 4:4
I. Consider, first, the nature of godly meditation, regarded as a distinct exercise of our practical Christianity.—We must not identify the exercise with religious contemplation, that higher form of intellectual homage which the mind, when elevated above the level of earthly things, pays to the wisdom of God; neither is meditation to be confounded with the exercise of reading, even though it be thoughtful, prayerful, scriptural reading. We must also distinguish it from the ordinary act of prayer. Godly meditation is the soul’s soliloquy; it is the heart rehearsing to itself what shall be the manner of its appearing before God, and what it shall say. It is not so much a religious act in itself as a preparation for all other religious acts. It prepares for Holy Communion by accustoming the mind to the deeper and calmer forms of fellowship with God.

II. Notice some practical directions in relation to this holy exercise.—It is clear that meditation is not an act to be learned, but a habit to be formed. We must attain to expertness in it, not by the observance of artificial rules so much as by diligent and persevering practice. (1) David intimates to us the desirableness of securing an outward solemnity and seriousness in this exercise, entire seclusion from all human friendships, the hushing of all voices, both from within and from without, that we may be quite alone with God. (2) A close self-scrutiny is also enjoined in the text, ‘Commune with your own heart.’ We have much to speak to our hearts about: our mercies, our sins, our work. These thoughts demand retirement, a coming by ourselves apart, a calm trial of our own spirits in the presence of the Father of spirits; they demand a set and deliberate compliance with the exhortation of the Psalmist, ‘Commune with your own heart, and in your chamber, and be still.’

—Rev. D. Moore.

Illustrations
(1) ‘Let communion with your own heart soothe it to perfect peace and repose, calm in the assurance that nothing shall separate it from God’s love, that the government of all worlds and all beings and all things is upon Christ’s shoulders, that your heavenly Father is causing all things in your individual history to work together for good, and that you may wait with confidence, quietness and cheerful composure the issue of the night of gloom and tears which now enshrouds your soul within its gloomy pavilion.’

(2) ‘This is the psalm which Augustine specially quotes and dwells upon, as worthy to be sung aloud before the whole world as a song of Christian courage and a testimony of the peace God can give in outward or inward trouble’ (Conf., ix. 4).
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Verse 7
WORSHIP A SIGHT OF GOD
‘But as for me, I will come into Thy house in the multitude of Thy mercy: and in Thy fear will I worship toward Thy holy temple.’

Psalms 5:7
Belief in God is the great regenerating force in the world. Not to believe in God is to be without the grandest idea which can exalt the mind, and the noblest motive for moral attainment. But faith in God depends upon culture. We are born capable of believing in God, but we are not born believers in God. When a man begins to neglect his place of worship he loses one of the things which keep faith in God alive within him. The man who attends, even if it be but as a matter of form, cannot so much resist the influences around him but that he will be less sordid as well as being in the way of something still higher than if he did not attend. But if faith in God is to be a power ennobling a man’s life, it must have some finer education than can be had from mere formal attendance at church; it must, in very fact, be a sight of God.

I. By worship I do not mean all sorts of religious services.—There is one particular state of mind which is properly called worship. There are states of mind and feeling which primarily look within upon self, and there are other states which primarily look without upon something which is not self, something which attracts the mind by its own intrinsic worth or worthiness. And this is the real meaning of the word ‘worship.’ The prime thought is not the profit or pleasure which may come to me, but the worth or worthiness of that which I see.

II. Of the self-regarding states we may take as illustrations the different appetites and passions with which we are endowed.—Prayer as we understand and practise it belongs to the class of self-regarding states. It looks to God, but it does not seem to stay fixed upon Him, but comes back upon itself with the answers to its petitions. Prayer looks to God that it may get something from Him; worship looks to Him, and is entranced, and fascinated, and spell-bound by what He is in Himself. Thus worship implies a sight of God.

III. Such rare moments of worship are not to be had without effort.—We cannot drop into a grand view of God as we drop into our seats at church. To such an elevation we must climb, and not until this high communion is reached can the full ravishment of worship hold fast in its attraction the self-forgetting soul.

Dean Page-Roberts.

Illustration
‘The love of God’s house is evident in the Psalms, the pain of separation from its services is keenly felt. Light and colour overflow from the ordinance and sanctuary upon history, life, feeling, personal experience. The ceremonial is transfigured into thought, the thought into prayer.’
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Verse 10
AN INTOLERANT PSALMIST
‘Let all mine enemies be ashamed and sore vexed: let them return and be ashamed suddenly.’

Psalms 6:10
I. Consider those passages in the Bible which are constantly objected to as most inconsistent with toleration—I mean the so-called imprecatory portions of the Psalms. (1) I see little reason for considering these psalms as the utterance of David’s longing for personal revenge. It is not likely that he should keep malice hoarded up in his soul, and relieve himself of it in the moments when he held communion with his God, cursing just as he saw by faith the city of eternal peace. (2) When, under the old covenant, earthly prosperity was the portion of the wicked, and earthly adversity of the pious, the whole moral government of God seemed to be veiled in clouds. The very fact that immortality was not clearly discovered to him made the pious Israelite long more passionately for the speedy shining forth of God’s power and justice. (3) We must interpret every book by the mind of the author. If so, we must apply this to the Bible, and to the Psalms. Their real Author is the Holy Spirit. It is remarkable that in the first chapter of the Acts the very strongest of these imprecations is applied as a prophecy to the betrayer of our Lord.

II. Notice two passages in the New Testament which give us the very type of the tolerance and intolerance of the Gospel.—For its tolerance, read Luke 9:40, etc. The two incidents inculcate toleration, ecclesiastical and civil, on the spiritual and on the material side. For its intolerance, see 2 John 1:10 : ‘If there come any unto you, and bring not this doctrine, receive him not into your house, neither bid him God speed.’ This can have no other meaning than that ‘the elect lady and her children’ should show no kindly hospitality to impugners of the Incarnation. (1) St. John, living when and where he did, realised, as we can scarcely do, that ‘the world lieth wholly in wickedness.’ (2) He saw, as we do not, that its best hope lay in the Incarnation, and so the man who went about bringing men to deny this was the enemy of the human race. (3) The honour of Jesus was dear to His apostles. In the estimate of him who wrote, ‘The Word was God,’ to deny that Jesus was the God-Man was to question His legitimacy and impugn His truth.

III. Let me commend to you the spirit of tolerance.—(1) To all whom our Church tolerates. (2) Towards those that are without.

Archbishop Alexander.

Illustration
‘This psalm might have a history to itself. It is the first of the seven penitential psalms. It is a wail of pain and sorrow ending in hope. One of the strangest though not happiest things in its records is, that it was, along with Psalms 42, the choice of Catherine de Medici, the Jezebel of the French monarchy. She was irreligious but superstitious, profligate, and devoured by ambition; and the fact that she had no children seemed likely to deprive her of the control she hoped to gain in the counsels of the monarchy. She took the psalm as an expression of her grief and sense of loss. She became the mother of Francis II. and Charles IX., whose character she corrupted by ministering to his vices, and whom she urged to the massacre of St. Bartholomew. “Her desire was realised,” says a French historian, “for the misery of France; and that family, which then took pleasure in the Psalms, put to death thousands of the Reformed for singing them.”’
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Verse 12
THE PATIENT GOD
‘God is a righteous Judge, strong, and patient: and God is provoked every day.’

Psalms 7:12 (Prayer Book Version)

Consider how patience comes, and especially how it arises from a study of the Scriptures, and what the nature of it is.

I. First, patience is a distinctly human quality, for it is a state of waiting, expecting, looking out, and thus implies periods and distinctions of time.—Patience has no place in eternity. As man’s love, and pity, and justice, and truth, and holiness, and wisdom are mere reflections of the corresponding attributes in God, so patience also can only find its perfect archetype in Him. How can we reconcile the facts that God is almighty and yet declines to act; that He is perfectly just, yet leaves His justice still unsatisfied? By what other attribute can we describe Him Who seems to contradict Himself but by the attribute of patience? This thought reconciles the difficulty.

II. Notice illustrations of God’s patience given in Holy Scripture.—(1) Conceive the love of the Almighty manifesting itself in creation. ‘God saw everything that He had made, and, behold, it was very good.’ Then came the disappointment and overthrow of this plan of infinite benevolence, the ordainment of new plans for the punishment of sin, with mercy for the mitigation of pain, for the ultimate recovery of man’s first estate. What a state of waiting, expecting, looking out, is here! (2) Again, imagine the patience which waited from the hour of the first promise of the Saviour, made before the gates of Paradise were shut, until those ‘last days’ when the Eternal Father ‘spoke unto us by His Son.’ (3) Revelation gives us one more signal instance of the patience of the Eternal God: His ‘suffering the manners’ of the Christian world for these eighteen hundred years, during which Christ has waited for the gathering in of His elect.

III. It is by looking into the face of this patience of God that we can become like-minded with Him.—Not only will it make us hate our sins and love Him more, but we shall have grace to be patient also. But indifference is not patience. The patient soul is that which feels acutely, but waits on, expecting the perfect end. The suspense before enjoyment is patience. The bride waits patiently for the bridegroom’s voice, because she has faith and love; she is sure that he is coming. So does the soul look out in patience for that which faith and love anticipate in Christ.

Archdeacon Furse.

Illustrations
(1) ‘Let us seek for the blameless life; let us exercise our conscience daily, that it may be void of offence towards God and man; let our lives be so absolutely blameless and harmless that we may be the sons of God without rebuke, except in so far as it concerns the law of our God; let us live so that if the minutest and most secret of our actions was investigated, we could face the eye of the fiercest day.’

(2) ‘Verses 13–18 most probably refer to the enemy and his assaults. “Persecutors” should be translated “fiery arrows.”’
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Verse 4
GOD MINDFUL OF MAN
‘What is man, that Thou art mindful of him? and the son of man, that Thou visitest him?’

Psalms 8:4
I. The thought which lies behind this text is of far deeper intensity now than when it was first uttered by the awe-stricken Psalmist.—The author of this eighth psalm could have had but a faint conception of the scale of creation compared with that at which we are now arriving. What is man in presence of overwhelming display of creative power?

II. But there is another consideration which helps to impress the thought of our insignificance.—We cannot but speculate as to the ends which this infinitely vast creation may be serving; and then of what account do human pretensions appear? What becomes of man’s interests, his creation, his redemption, if these innumerable worlds are peopled by beings who wait, as he does, upon God? And yet, strange to say, our very doubts and misgivings may themselves serve to reassure us; for is not the capacity to reflect upon our position and to speculate about our destiny a witness to our greatness? It has been truly said that the very discoveries of astronomy, which unfold to us the vastness of the material creation, reveal at the same time the majesty of man.

III. What, then, is the right effect upon our hearts of this discovery of God’s limitless working, His immeasurable condescension?—It is to do away with our fear; it is to tell us that there is nothing incredible or preposterous in the thought that He visits us, and expends even upon us all the riches of His care and love. The heavens declare His glory, and proclaim it to be infinite. Why may not the Gospel be a similar declaration of His highest attribute, a witness borne to the universe that His mercy is infinite also?

IV. If a man is a being so precious, so unique in his origin and destiny, if God has bestowed such manner of love upon him as Christ bids us believe, then what an appeal is made to him to live up to his unspeakable dignity! ‘It is the highest effort of his culture,’ says St. Bernard, ‘when a man comes to realise that God has set His affection upon the creature whom He has made.’ So, instead of being depressed by our insignificance, if we remember that our spiritual nature is akin to God’s, made only a little lower than His, then we are stimulated to cultivate the manhood with which we have been endowed, to agonise, if need be, till we become perfect, even as He is perfect.

Illustration
‘These verses have been often entirely misapplied; as if their tendency were to crush man, and make him feel his nothingness in the presence of the orbs of heaven. The real drift of the psalm is directly the reverse of this—to make us consider how wonderful the dignity is which God has bestowed on man. The immediate reference is to the condescending goodness of God at the time of man’s original creation. He Who made the universe, with its inexhaustible stores of grandeur and beauty, formed man of the dust of the ground, and then constituted him sovereign of this earth. The sceptre had indeed fallen from his hands. It seemed as if God’s loving designs had been frustrated by the malignity of the Enemy. But God had comforted the faithful with a promise of ultimate victory over the Evil One.’
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Verse 10
THEY THAT KNOW GOD TRUST HIM
‘They that know Thy name will put their trust in Thee.’

Psalms 9:10
I. Christ, in the prayer recorded in St. John 17, says: ‘I have manifested Thy name unto the men that Thou gavest me.’ And again, ‘I have declared unto them Thy name, and will declare it.’ The manifestation of God’s name is the manifestation of God. They that know His name know Him, and they put their trust in Him. Knowledge and faith are in inseparable alliance. Unbelief and ignorance go together.

II. Do you grieve over your want of faith?—Grieve over your want of knowledge. Look unto Immanuel, God manifest in the flesh. Remember His kindness towards the sons of men, His sacrifices of glory, felicity, power, rest, reputation, liberty, health, and life; remember what He has been to you individually; look at Him through His promises, invitations, and predictions, and trust in Him.

III. When any one withholds his confidence from you, you say, ‘He does not know me.’—The implication of the text is, that there is everything attractive about the character of God. It is impossible to know Him without being drawn to repose all confidence in Him, and to commit all our interests to Him. To know Him is to know in Him one Who is willing to employ infinite wisdom, knowledge, power, and wealth in the utmost possible promotion of our interests. To know Him is to know that without Him we are nothing—as dead men in respect to all true excellence.

Illustration
‘This is the first of the acrostic psalms in the Hebrew. It is a good thing to give thanks to God at all times, but not unfrequently the rush of praise for some marvellous interposition sweeps away the dam of ordinary reserve. It was as though the Psalmist had seen the enemies, which had gathered around his life, break and flee for no obvious reason but because they were confronted with the Divine Presence. So utter was their overthrow that their name was blotted out, and the enemy came to a perpetual end. God has done this so often that out of our own experience we may bid all oppressed ones take comfort. To all those who flee to Him in times of trouble God will be a high tower; only let us learn His name, His character, then trust will rise easily and naturally, and from trust we shall pass on to praise, and the declaration of His great deeds.’
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Verse 17-18
A SYMPATHETIC GOD
‘Lord, Thou hast heard the desire of the poor: Thou preparest their heart, and thine ear bearkeneth thereto; to help the fatberless and poor unto their right: that the man of the earth be no more eralted against them.’

Psalms 10:17-18 (Prayer Book Version)

The Psalter contains two main ideas: the defeat of God’s enemies, yet the suffering of God’s people.

I. When we sing the Psalms, we triumph in the Church’s exultation over the might of this world.—(We find triumph expressed in Psalms 26, Psalms 47, Psalms 72, etc.)

II. Notice the other aspect of the Christian kingdom, which is much more frequently brought before us in the Psalms: the suffering, troublous state which in this world naturally befalls an empire so large, so aggressive, so engrossing, so stately and commanding, yet so destitute of weapons of earth. It provokes persecution at all times, both from its claims and from its weakness. (1) Thus, then, we cry out to God against our enemies (Psalms 27:2-3; Psalms 27:13, etc.). (2) We lay before Almighty God our desolations (Psalms 44:12-13). (3) We complain of our captivity (Psalms 14:7). (4) The Psalms say much concerning the poor and needy, and God’s protecting them against bad men (Psalms 9:9-19). (5) The Psalms speak especially of the righteous being in trouble, plead for them, and wait for their deliverance (Psalms 34:17, etc.).

III. Now here it is easy to make this objection: we are not in persecution; for us to use the language of the Psalms is unreal.—But many answers may be made to this objection, (1) It is not necessary that all parts of the Church should be in persecution at once either to fulfil the Scripture statements or to justify the use of the Psalms. If we are members of the body of Christ we must feel for the rest, in whatever part of the world they are, when they are persecuted, and must remember them in our prayers. (2) In spite of her prosperity for the moment, even in this country the Church of Christ is in peril. Is there no battle between the Church and the world in this country, and no malevolence, scorn, unbelief, calumny, no materials of open persecution, though persecution, through God’s mercy, as yet be away? (3) If we are not altogether in a position to use the words of the Psalter, is it not possible that so far we really do lack a note of the Church? Is there not a fear lest the world be friends with us because we are friends with the world? Let us but put off the love of the world, and follow the precepts of our Lord and His apostles, and then see in a little while where we should all find ourselves, and what would be the condition of the Church.

Illustrations
(1) ‘This psalm is treated by the LXX. as a continuation of the last, both being given together as one psalm. One fundamental difference between the two psalms, or two parts of one psalm (if we so take it), is that the enemies of Psalms 9. are “heathen,” or those outside the Kingdom of God, whereas in Psalms 10. “apostates and persecutors of his own nation, under the name of ‘the wicked’ stand in the foreground.”’

(2) ‘Remember that before you ever felt it, others have realised the anguish of being apparently left to the mercy of such when God seems to stand afar off and hide Himself, and when there appears no hope of escape; but remember that God has seen it. All the mischief and spite, all the pride and godlessness, are beheld, and will be taken in hand. No helpless soul can commit itself to God without finding Him a very present help; no meek soul will breathe its desire, but that He will cause His ear to hear. The Lord is King for ever and ever.’
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Verse 3
FOUNDATIONS
‘If the foundations be destroyed, what can the righteous do?’

Psalms 11:3
I. Look at true foundations.—(1) God is God, before all things pre-ordaining, revolving within Himself and all things else, as He pleases, the great foundation given to Moses in the bush—‘I am!’ (2) This good God has given us a revelation. We can prove it by every evidence: the external evidence—prophecy; the internal evidence—the harmony; the experimental evidence—what it has been to many, and what it is to me. (3) In the Revelation there is shown a way—the only way—by which a just God can forgive a sinner. He has found and accepted a Substitute, Who outweighs the whole world—His own Son. (4) To communicate this thought and to give this faith, there is a Holy Ghost, Himself also God; and He being Spirit, works in the spirit of a man, and creates in his heart trust and love towards Jesus Christ. (5) As soon as by that Spirit a man really trusts, as a sinner, in Christ, he is united to Christ. God sees him in Christ, and in Christ God sees him righteous. (6) By the same union, and through the operation of the Holy Ghost, that man, now a living member in Christ, has a motive sufficient to change his whole life and to make him do all good works. God, inspiration, Christ, the Holy Ghost, faith, good works—these are the foundations.

II. Be always looking to foundations and resting in foundations.—Sometimes a child of God thinks he has lost his foundations. If he thinks so, he should see whether any part of his foundation is impaired, or loose, or out of order. (2) If he finds out the fault, he should try to repair it; but if not, then let him throw himself back at once on the all-foundation that God is God. There is nothing in the world so sure as a believer’s foundation. As the whirlwind passeth, so is the wicked no more, but the righteous is an everlasting foundation.

—Rev. James Vaughan.

Illustrations
(1) ‘This psalm is referred by some to the eve of Absalom’s conspiracy. David was so surrounded with hatred that flight seemed the one condition of life. It may be that voices spoke in his heart, and that we hear his dialogue with himself; or it may be that his friends advised him to be gone. But, whichever way it was, how well the Psalmist’s words describe the temptation which often sweeps across us to abandon resistance to prevailing evil, as hopeless and useless, and to betake ourselves to some soft nest embosomed in the rocks, beyond the reach of bow-shot or cannon-ball!’

(2) ‘When John Welsh and his fellow captives were summoned from their prison in Blackness on the Firth of Forth, to appear before the Court at Linlithgow, they sang this psalm as they marched during the night. While they were lying in their dungeon, deep and dark, one of the prisoners received a letter of encouragement from Lady Melville of Culross, one of the best women of her time, which bade them be thankful that they were only in the “darkness of Blackness, and not in the blackness of darkness.”’
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Verse 5
GOOD CHEER FOR BAD TIMES
‘Now will I arise, saith the Lord.’

Psalms 12:5
I. Times were bad.—All society was tainted. Truth was nowhere: falseness everywhere. Men’s hearts were double. Flattering lips spoke slander, hypocrisy, and lies, and were full of proud boastings. Shamelessly, too, did they justify it all with the impious saying: ‘Our lips are our own: who is lord over us?’ It is loss of character, rather than loss of trade, that makes times really bad—when there is a general decay of piety and honesty.

II. The godly man’s comfort in view of the badness of the times.—(1) In prayer, in the cry, ‘Help, Lord!’ Just because things are so desperate, ‘Help, Lord!’ Few indeed are the good and faithful. Dark is the present, but darker, far darker, the future; therefore, ‘Lord, help—help!’ Is there not much of gloom and fear in our outlook of to-day? And is it not high time to arouse ourselves, and one another—time to change our speech one to another about the disquieting symptoms around us, into one great, purposeful and persistent cry of ‘Help, Lord’? (2) In God’s words. David comforted himself and others, not with his own words, but with God’s. ‘The words of the Lord are pure words’ (Psalms 12:6). He revels in the contrast—man’s speech so foul with heartless selfishness and guile: God’s so perfectly pure in its unselfish lovingness and truth! The more the former vexes, the more should we magnify, and rest upon, and glory in the latter, the promises of God.

Illustrations
(1) ‘With what a delightful cry this psalm begins! So short, so comprehensive, so appropriate! Between a question and our answer, between a temptation and our yielding, between a proposal and our acceptance, we may launch this arrow from our bow, directing our prayer, and looking up. How often in the midst of a sermon, or an argument, or a rain of hailstones of critical sarcastic taunts, may we send up the cry, “Help, Lord!”’

(2) ‘An old writer tells that a ship, with exiles for religion, was driven on the coast of Barbary in a night of fearful storm, and they had nothing before them but death or captivity among the Moors. They sang together the twelfth Psalm, and when they reached the fifth verse the ship went to pieces and most of them perished in the waves—through the sea, to life and liberty.’

13 Psalm 13 

Verse 1
SEEMING DESERTION—ITS CAUSE AND CURE
‘How long wilt Thou forget me, O Lord?’

Psalms 13:1
I. The sad case of the deserted soul (Psalms 13:1-4).—To the sufferer it was very real and terrible. Compared with this, other troubles were light; just because God was so dear, so necessary—his all in all. Had he loved Him less, it might have been bearable; but not now. Ah! shall we ever understand, even a little, of the true meaning of Emmanuel’s cry: ‘My God, my God, why hast Thou forsaken Me?’

II. The swift and certain cure—faith, hope, and praise (Psalms 13:5-6). (1) Faith—‘I have trusted in Thy mercy.’ He bestirred himself, shook off the insidious bondage to things seen and felt, and fell back on to God’s promise as the one and only reality. To this he had now committed every ounce of his weight of doubt and care; and with such definiteness of conscious committal that the promise, and his trust in it, were now the bottom facts of his life. Then came a mighty and instantaneous change. God’s presence is now as certain as His own Word: no other proof is needed. So faith begets, (2) Hope. ‘I have trusted in Thy mercy’ glides naturally into ‘My heart shall rejoice in Thy salvation.’ (3) And Hope swells into Praise: ‘I will sing unto the Lord, because He hath dealt bountifully with me.’

Illustrations
(1) ‘The thirteenth psalm has ever been dear to holy souls in dark hours of temptation, whether of the intellect or of the will; and the thousands who so use it feel that it is the voice of an individual life.’

(2) ‘A wonderful and precious psalm, wrung from a breaking heart, agonised with God’s delays and apparent forgetfulness. Five times the Psalmist cries, “How long?” He reminds us of men who hold a fort. Around are the besiegers, with their terraces of cannon; attacks are frequent, disease and shortness of food are doing their deadly work within the lines. Message after message has been sent by runners to hasten the tardy progress of the relieving column. But still it tarries! The disciples may have said it, when toiling across the lake; and the sisters, when Jesus came not to the house where Lazarus lay slowly dying. We have said it often, How long? How long?’
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Verse 1
NO GOD!
‘The fool bath said in his heart, There is no God.’

Psalms 14:1
I. I am godless until Christ redeems me.—‘The fool hath said in his heart, There is no God.’ It is not that I have the slightest sympathy with speculative and theoretical atheism. But, until all things are made new, I have no God Whom I can call my own.

II. What a rebellion mine is!—The door of my heart has to be unlocked by myself, that He may enter in and abide with me; and I will not unlock it. The government over my life has to be surrendered by me to Him; and I will not surrender it—I boast that I am my own master. The Throne of His grace should be the best-loved spot on earth to me, to which I am resorting continually; and I have no gladness in seeking it out. In simple fact I have no God Who deserves the name. I am atheistic in practice if not in creed.

III. Ah, and what a sadness mine is!—I am in the wilderness without a guide. I am on the sea without a harbour or a pilot. I am in sickness of spirit without medicine or physician. I am hungry without bread, and weary without rest. I am an orphan in an empty house, ‘cold in that atmosphere of death.’ If Jesus has given me a God Who supplies all my need, can I thank Him too passionately?

Illustrations
(1) ‘Beginning with a lamentation regarding the frightful power and extent of corruption reigning in the world (1–3), the Psalmist looks from the watch-tower of faith with triumphant faith to the overthrow of impiety and establishment of righteousness (4–6). He closes with the wish that the Lord would send salvation and deliverance to his people.’

(2) ‘But how often the men who profess themselves satisfied that there is no God are men of profligate and careless life. Their photograph is set forth in words, which are only too true and accurate in their delineation of men whom we have known, and of whom it seemed true to say that their lives were so evil that it was convenient to believe that there was no God to bring them to account. They had so blackened the window of their souls that the light of God’s glorious personality and power could not shine in unto them.’

(3) ‘That there is a thread of connection apparent between some of the psalms no one can deny. The fourteenth and fifteenth give us the contrasted characters of the wicked and the holy.’
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Verse 5
THE GODLY MAN
‘Whoso doeth these things: shall never fall.’

Psalms 15:5 (Prayer Book Version)

Through the whole of the Jewish polity and of Old Testament history God is spoken of as bringing His people into a true and right state—a state of fellowship with Himself. It was no contradiction to say of any men whomsoever who had been taken into God’s covenant, ‘They are wholly a right seed; whatsoever of wrong springs up in them is of their own seeking; it will come from their choosing a way of their own, from their liking to be independent of their actual Ruler.’ But what was the necessary corollary from this statement? Surely that there must be certain evil habits which denoted a determination not to abide in the state into which God had called them. To resist these habits was to acquire a fixed dwelling in God’s tabernacle. No Jew could dare to say that God was present with him because he was better or more believing than his brethren. The Lord was in the holy hill, the Protector of the city, the bond of Jewish fellowship. The man who wanted to be something better than a citizen must go without the Divine protection; he could not abide in the tabernacle or rest on Zion.

I. The Lord, on the holy hill of Zion, was an object of distinct, definite contemplation.—When we speak of the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, do we mean a Being less distinct, less personal? Our reverence is not promoted, but destroyed, by vagueness and unreality.

II. The ascension of Christ, like the placing of the tabernacle on the holy hill, claims equal privileges for us all.—Christ has claimed for us a place in His Father’s house, the place of sons and daughters. His Father is our Father. In that right we may ascend the holy hill. To say that we ascend it in virtue of any feelings, sensations, holiness, of ours is to set aside the incarnation, sacrifice, ascension, of Christ.

III. What, then, is the reason why we do not receive these blessings, seeing that they are so freely given?—The fifteenth psalm again gives the reason. The New Testament tells us more perfectly than the Old how we may rise out of the most base, corrupt, dishonest habits, how God has revealed His righteousness in Christ for the remission of sins. But He has revealed His righteousness. Therefore He has said that no unrighteousness can have any fellowship or intercourse with Him.

Rev. F. D. Maurice.

Illustrations
(1) ‘A merely moral ideal, apart from any distinctively Christian application, is presented to us in the picture of “stainless chivalry,” as it has been finely called, which is drawn in the fifteenth psalm.’

(2) ‘It is not social position which makes the heart really blessed. For God and Christ and the Holy Spirit may be far away. Nor is it the possession of power which brings tranquillity and joy. “I have everything,” a Roman emperor said, “and everything is nothing.” Physical, mental, material resources may be mine; but I am poor unless I have the new heart. It is character which transfigures everything. When “the honest thought” is mine, when “simple truth” is my only skill, when I walk uprightly and work righteousness, when God has made all things new, and when day by day He keeps me holy and humble and loving and self-forgetful—then I “shall never be moved.”’
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Verse 3
HIS DELIGHTS ARE WITH THE SONS OF MEN
‘All my delight is upon the saints, that are in the earth: and upon such as ercel in virtue.’

Psalms 16:3 (Prayer Book Version)

The history of mankind, whether secular or religious, resolves itself ultimately into the history of a few individuals. God carries out His work of continuous redemption by the energy of the chosen few. Into their hearts He pours the power of His Spirit; upon their heads He lays the hands of His consecration. The deliverance of men has never been wrought by the multitude, always by the individual.

From this method of God’s working we may learn:—

I. The secret, and the sole secret, of moral power.—What was it which again and again overcame the world? Was it not faith, showing itself by self-sacrifice? Is not that secret open to the knowledge, feasible to the practice, of every one of us?

II. We may notice, secondly, that the work of these saints of God, being always and necessarily human, is never permanent in its results.—Christianity is no stereotyped system; it is no human theology; as such it is nothing; only as a Divine effort, only as an eternal progress, only as a living force, only as an inspiring, continuous effort, can Christianity regenerate the world.

III. Notice that the apparent failures were never absolute.—No good man, no saint of God, has ever lived or died in vain. The seed is not quickened except it die: even in its death, but only by its death, comes the promise of the golden grain. Heaven is for those who have failed on earth.

—Dean Farrar.

Illustration
(1) ‘We may well regret that this psalm does not form one of our Proper Psalms for Easter Day, and is not referred to in any of the Proper Lessons for that great festival in the Lectionary. The psalm is Messianic, and predicts resurrection.’

(2) ‘There are times when our hearts are glad and we need for the expression of our gladness a “Michtam” or golden song. This psalm was written for those hours, alas! too rare, when we exult in a jubilant faith, and know it is well with us for time and well for eternity. A psalm for such an experience well begins: “Keep me, O God, for I trust in Thee.” True peace is of grace, the fruit, indeed, of faith, but, nevertheless, ripened only by the sunshine of Divine favour. When the soul is released from affliction it longs for service. Here comes the recognition of the truth that the service of man is the service of God, which is not a modern discovery: “What good I can do, cannot reach Thee in Thy greatness, but it may help Thy people on earth, and this is what I enjoy.” In the exercises of true religion there is joy, and in those of false religion there is multiplication of sorrow. It is faith in the true God, Jehovah, that sweetens the cup of life.’
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Verse 15

SATISFIED
‘I shall be satisfied, when I awake, with Thy likeness.’

Psalms 17:15

Notice:—

I. The date of the satisfaction.—‘When I awake.’ The intermediate state is often in the Bible called sleep. It is a metaphor, chosen not to describe a state of unconsciousness, but to illustrate the peace and the calm of that blessed interval in which the soul and the body, separated for a while from each other, await their final summons. By and by the dews of the morning begin to fall. The quickening Spirit—the same that raised Jesus from the grave—begins to do His resuscitating work. The Sun of righteousness rises high in the heavens in His perfect beauty. By His attracting influence every body and every soul, re-knit, are drawn up to meet Him in the air. The date of which David speaks is the Easter morning of the first resurrection.

II. The nature of the satisfaction.—‘Thy likeness.’ (1) Take it, first, with the body. Like the body of Jesus we are to believe our new resurrection body will be. Only it will have passed through a great change: no longer carnal, but spiritual; not dull, but glorious; not a hinderer but a helper of the soul; framed and moulded in exquisite adaptation, first to hold a perfected spirit, and then to be as wings to execute all the pure and unlimited desires of the soul for the glory of God. (2) And as with the corporeal, so with the spiritual nature of man. ‘We shall be like Him, for we shall see Him as He is.’ Everything assimilates to what it is conversant with. If a man dwells on any sin, he will grow to the type of the sin he broods upon; and if a man have his eye to Jesus, he will infallibly grow Christlike.

Rev. James Vaughan.

Illustrations
(1) ‘Satisfied when? “When I awake.” The moment of resurrection will be the first moment in our history when, in the fullest, amplest sense of the word, we shall be able to say, “I am satisfied! I have all that I can desire!”’

(2) ‘There is a blessed moment coming when we shall awake to find ourselves in the very presence of God, changed into His likeness and enjoying His favour—we shall be recompensed and satisfied then. The treasures of this world cannot satisfy and will not last, but “when I awake, I shall be satisfied.”’

(3) ‘Dr. Whewell had a great affection for the seventeenth psalm. It was read to him just before his spirit departed. With the words of our text ringing in his ears he fell into that sleep from which he was to awake in the likeness of Christ.’
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Verse 28
LIGHT IN THE DARKNESS
‘The Lord my God shall make my darkness to be light.’

Psalms 18:28 (Prayer Book Version)

There are three dark shadows which fall across every human life.

I. There is, first of all, the shadow of sin.—It falls dark and thick upon the life of human beings. Sin is the transgression in will or in fact of the eternal moral law, of that law which, unlike the law of nature, could not be other than what it is, unless God could be other than what He is, of that law which is not an arbitrary enactment of His will, but the outflow of the expression of His very being. Sin thus is the contradiction of God, the resistance of the created will to the will of the Creator. And this resistance means darkness, not in the sky above our heads, but, far worse, darkness in the moral nature, darkness in the moral intelligence, darkness at the centre of the soul.

II. The shadow of pain.—As the races and generations pass, whatever else may distinguish them from each other, whatever else they may have in common, they pass each and all, sooner or later, under the weird shadow of pain. How to deal with pain, how to alleviate it, how to do away with it—these have been questions which men have discussed for thousands of years; and anodynes there are, such as they are, for pains of body and pains of mind, anodynes of very varying moral worth, but of which this much must be said, that they do but at most curtail the fringe of the great realm of pain.

III. The shadow of death.—The thought that death must come at last casts over thousands of lives a deep gloom. There is the uncertainty of the time and manner of its approach; there is the unimaginable experience of what in itself it will be; there is the dread of what may or may not follow it.

Sin, pain, death—these are the three shadows that fall across the life of men in this day of preparation for the great future; and that our Lord makes these dark shadows to be light is the experience in all ages of thousands of Christians. Only a robust faith in the unseen, only the faith of our Lord and God, can relieve the human heart when face to face with these solemn and irremovable conditions of our human life. So long as they last, the religion of the Crucified will last too.

—Canon Liddon.

Illustrations
(1) ‘This is one of the most sublime and beautiful of David’s psalms. It was probably written after his great wars were over, and tells the story of his great distress and the manner in which Jehovah interposed for his relief, from which, in Psalms 18:20, he proceeds to lay down the general principles of the Divine government.’

(2) ‘The Psalms have epic and even dramatic fragments as well as lyrical. The eighteenth psalm has something of the epic; the nineteenth is very nobly lyrical. The eighteenth is the revelation of God in history; the nineteenth in nature and the law.’
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Verses 1-14
Psalms 19

Proper Psalm for Christmas Day (Morning).

Psalms 19-21 = Day 4 (Morning).

Verse 12
SECRET FAULTS
‘Cleanse Thou me from secret faults.’

Psalms 19:12
David does not merely mean what are hidden from other people, secret from the eye of the world. He means those which he himself is ignorant of. This is the gist of the prayer. It is like the petition in our Litany when we call upon God to forgive us our sins, negligences, and ignorances. But how is it possible that when a man does wrong without knowing that it is wrong, God can be so very angry? Does not the very fact that he is ignorant take away the guilt? One often hears people speak so. Yet, surely it must be from want of thought. If we do a wrong act, the act is wrong all the same whether we know it or not. It is a different kind of sin from what it would have been if we had done it presumptuously and of full choice—but it is wrong all the same. Do not such things as these want forgiving? Is there no guilt here?

There is yet another consideration which comes in upon this subject: namely, that we might know better; the very ignorance which some people fancy excuses their doing wrong is itself a sin. Nobody need be ignorant. Many of those who profess and call themselves Christians seem to forget this. David knew it. This psalm shows that he knew it. What is God’s Word given us for but for this very purpose, that we should not be ignorant? Ignorance means neglect of God’s Holy Spirit; and neglect of the Spirit is a sin. The sins which we do without knowing them not only show what we are, they also show that we have refused God’s help to make us better. It was a sin of ignorance that crucified the Lord of Glory. That shows what sins of ignorance may come to. After that let no one say there can be no harm in what we do wrong if only we did not know it.

Are there no Christians now that need this prayer? Brethren, do not we need it? The Jews of old had their Sin-offering to bring it home to them day by day that sins of ignorance were of all others the sins which most showed how much they needed repentance and forgiveness. Christ, our Sin-offering, brought to His Cross by the most stupendous sin of ignorance the world has seen, sets before us the awful deadly nature of sins of ignorance. There upon that Cross we see the height which our sins of ignorance may reach to—secret sins—sins we do not even know are sins at all. David had learned the lesson, when he prayed ‘Cleanse Thou me from my secret faults.’ God grant that we may learn it, and daily say that prayer in our Litany with deeper earnestness—‘Forgive us our ignorances.’—Amen.
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Verses 1-9
Psalms 19

Proper Psalm for Christmas Day (Morning).

Psalms 19-21 = Day 4 (Morning).

Verse 5
GOD’S NAME
‘The name of our God.’

Psalms 20:5
The Psalmist remembers the ‘name’ of God, the expression implying, not a transient thought, but meditation, consideration; and yet the result of the recollection is gladness and confidence.

I. When the mind gives itself to the contemplation of the Divine perfections, it launches on an ocean unfathomable and without a shore.—But we may certify ourselves of truths which we cannot fathom or scan. And the Divine perfections, while we readily confess that they transcend all our powers, may be objects of our faith, of our study, of our adoration. Wheresoever there are the simple desire and the earnest endeavour to obey the Divine precepts, the properties of our Maker have only to be made the subject of careful remembrance, and they must furnish the materials of comfort.

II. We go on to admit that there are properties or attributes of God which, because they seem arrayed against sinful beings, can hardly be supposed to be the subjects of encouraging remembrance.—The name of the Lord our God includes justice and holiness; and these are qualities from which we seem instinctively to shrink, as though we felt that they must necessarily be opposed to rebellious and polluted creatures. But the attributes of Deity meet and harmonise in the plan of our redemption. It is the Christian alone who can view God in every character and yet view Him without dread. The Christian, when he would remember the name of the Lord, may place himself beneath the shadow of the tree on which the Lord Jesus died.

III. The Psalmist’s reference would seem to be specially to seasons of fear and anxiety.—In times of sorrow Christians call to remembrance their grief rather than God, the blow rather than the hand whence it comes; but let them call to mind the Divine attributes, the evidences which they have already had of God’s love and the reasons which they have for being persuaded that all things are ordered by Him so as to work together for good, and come trouble, come death, they may still exclaim, ‘Some trust in chariots, and some in horses; but enough for us that we can remember the name of the Lord our God.’

Canon Melvill.

Illustration
‘This is the song which welds and ennobles ordinary men into Ironsides.

Jehovah Nissi: that is the Lord’s name. He is my Banner. He goes in front of me into every encounter. The enemy is near, but He is nearer still. The enemy is strong, but He is stronger by far. God’s flag has never been worsted, never put to shame. It is the emblem of victory. It is invincible.

Jehovah Jireh: that is His name. He is the Lord Who provides for me. If I am to fight to purpose, I need an ample equipment; and I have it in Him. The pardon which lifts away the burden of past guilt, the holiness which renders me impervious to the craft and power of the adversary, the joyous assurance which sends me into the strife without fear—He furnishes them all.

Jehovah Shalom: that is His name. He is the Lord who gives peace. I shall not live always among the blare of trumpets and the clash of arms. Here, in this world, He brings me to many “a. season of calm weather.” And, by and by, He will open to me the gates of the city where nothing hurts or annoys.’
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Verses 1-13
Psalms 19

Proper Psalm for Christmas Day (Morning).

Psalms 19-21 = Day 4 (Morning).

Verse 13
THANKSGIVING FOR VICTORY
‘Be Thou exalted, Lord, in Thine own strength; so will we sing and praise The power.’

Psalms 21:13
This psalm follows naturally on the preceding. In the former, prayer had been offered for the warrior king as he went forth to war, but now in the opening strains of this (1–7), the priests of the temple, and perhaps the people, celebrate his victory. Ah! tried and conflicting soul, as surely as thou hast uttered thy prayer for salvation thou shalt utter thy thanks for it. Was it asked that God should grant thee thy heart’s desire? (20:4). It shall be said ‘Thou hast given him’ (Psalms 21:2).

I. How admirably do these sweet words describe, not only the case of the Church militant, but also that of the Church triumphant!—Think of those whom you have loved and lost awhile, and then say of them Psalms 21:2-6. Oh, when will that day come, when of us too those words so exuberant in their triumph will be true? Of how many of our sainted dead may we not say that, in answer to their faithful prayers, God hath made them most blessed for ever, making them glad with His countenance?

II. But as the fire which ripens fruit consumes straw, so the same love which deals so tenderly with the saints is stern to punish all who oppose themselves.—Beware, O hardened sinner, lest in a moment thou be plunged into irretrievable ruin! Be thou exalted, O blessed Christ! in all coming ages, for Thy reign means joy and song to Thy saints.

Illustrations
(1) ‘The Targum and the Talmud understand this psalm of the King Messiah. In this, as in the last, the people come before God with matters which concern the welfare of their king; in the former with their wishes and prayers, in the latter with their thanksgivings and hopes in the certainty of a victorious termination of the war.’

(2) ‘A noble coronation psalm. It was sung throughout England by the over-trustful Presbyterians at the Restoration of Charles II. They afterwards mildly characterised it as a day when “the bitter was mingled with the sweet.”’

(3) ‘Given the Messianic interpretation, it seems an irresistible conclusion that the group, from the twenty-first to the twenty-fourth inclusive, forms a connected whole—the twenty-first a thanksgiving for the victory of the King.’
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Verses 1-31
Psalms 22

Proper Psalm for Good Friday (Morning).

Psalms 22, 23 = Day 4 (Evening).

Verse 19
THE GREATEST OF THE PASSION PSALMS
‘O my Strength, haste Thee to help me!’

Psalms 22:19
I. There are feelings and instincts in human nature the very antiquity of which is a proof of their universal reality.—Foremost among such instincts is the aching sense of severance between man and the Infinite Being outside and above himself. Long before the Hebrew Psalmist, Indians and Egyptians, and savage races beyond the pale of even primitive civilisation, had been, with varying accents, uttering the same lament; and Greek tragedians, and Roman Stoics, and mediæval monks and mystics, and all the voices of modern poets and philosophers, have been echoing incessantly, with however strange a dissonance, the eternal cry of humanity, ‘My God, my God, why hast Thou forsaken me?’

II. It is upon this universal sense of severance that the spiritual life of Christianity depends.—You may never have dreamed of saying to yourself, ‘My soul is athirst for God, yea, even for the living God’; but you are athirst for finite objects, with a thirst which upon analysis will turn out to be infinite, both in quality and kind, and which therefore nothing short of an infinite object can ever satisfy. (1) Take, for instance, your desire for communion with the natural world. You desire infinite possession of, and infinite communion with, the grandeur, and the beauty, and the wonder of the world; and failing, you feel bitterly that it is your prison, and not your home. (2) It is the same with your human relations. Man will not be satisfied with family, or friendship, or acquaintance. Fresh vistas of humanity are ever opening before him, and each new friend becomes a new point of departure for the extension of his influence to a wider circle still. His motive may vary, but the instinct remains the same, and is simply the instinct to wider, deeper, more intense communion with his fellow-men. And yet, as before, its very unrest is but the measure of its failure. We are more severed from humanity than ever we were from external nature, and if the world is our prison, our fellow-men are our gaolers. (3) And so in our loneliness we look within and try to find refuge in an ideal world, but only to find schism and severance in the recesses of our inmost being. We are farther off from our ideals than even from nature and mankind.

III. All this is a fact, and a fact as universal as human experience; and Christianity, beyond other creeds, has faced and interpreted the fact.—Nature, and society, and the thoughts of our hearts were created by a Person, and created for Himself; and our feelings of separation from the world and its inhabitants, and even from the inner vision of our own ideal self, are but symptoms of alienation from the Person in Whom they exist.

IV. Because God is a Person, He cannot be contented with the abstract allegiance of one part of our nature.—He claims our being in its wholeness, and says, ‘Thou shalt love the Lord thy God.’ This command is, on the face of it, a paradox. But obey, give God your love, and the paradox will pass into a truism, for you will find that you possess Him in whom all things lovely have their being.

—Rev. J. R. Illingworth.

Illustrations
(1) ‘We may well say with the Ethiopian statesman, “Of whom speaketh the prophet this? Of himself or of some other?” Whatever may have been its immediate occasion in David’s life, it is clear that he was borne along by prophetic impulse, and said things which he must have questioned after he had written them, searching what the Spirit of Christ that was in him did signify, when it testified of the sufferings of Christ and the glory that should follow.’

(2) ‘Coleridge once said, “I am much delighted and instructed by the hypothesis that our Lord in repeating ‘Eli, Eli,’ etc., really recited the whole or a large part of the twenty-second psalm. It is impossible to read that psalm without the liveliest feelings of love, gratitude, and sympathy.”’

(3) ‘We often ask why? The answer is not always vouchsafed. But never let us cease to believe in the holiness of God. Roll thyself on God. Tell God the full measure of thy complaint. He knows all, but He likes thee to tell Him all; and when He has answered thee from the horns of the wild oxen (21 R.V.) then call upon brethren and congregation to join in thy glad praise. It is helpful to read these closing words into the lips of Christ, as He speaks them from the throne of His glory and triumph, and assures us that God does hear, that the meek shall be satisfied, that those who seek God shall praise Him.’

Verse 20
THE POWER OF THE DOG1
‘Deliver … my darling from the power of the dog.’

Psalms 22:20
The word dog in the Scriptures often means a wicked person. It has that meaning in the text. David is speaking as a prophet, and he foretells the sufferings of our Saviour. When he says, ‘Deliver my darling from the power of the dog,’ it is a prayer that God would deliver His only Son from the hands of wicked men.

What ought we specially to think about in Lent? About our Lord’s Fasting and Temptation. Yes, but there is something more for us to think of—our own sins and temptations, and how to conquer them. That is what I mean when I tell you there are several bad dogs of which we must beware. Let us think of some of their names.

I. The dog called Sulky.—No one can be happy with a sulky person, and no one is more unhappy than the sulky one himself.

II. The dog called Passion.—Beware, then, of that fierce dog Passion. Remember what Solomon the wise man says about anger. I wonder if you could tell me the text. ‘He that is slow to anger is better than the mighty; and he that ruleth his spirit than he that taketh a city.’

III. The dog called Idle.—You never see this dog doing anything useful. You never find him carrying a basket or a bundle, as some good dogs will. You never see him keeping guard over his master’s goods, or minding the sheep, or drawing a sledge, like the clever dogs at the North Pole. Take care not to be bitten by dog Idle.

IV. The dog called Mischief.—He is very dangerous. I am not speaking of Fun and Merriment—they are good dogs, which skip and play about, and do good, not harm. But Mischief is sly and secret, he goes about in dark places, and is never safe to meddle with. When a child is bitten by dog Mischief no one can tell what harm he may do.

V. The dog called Careless.—He is not so bad as some dogs; at times we can scarcely help liking him, and yet he does much harm. A child, after he has been bitten by dog Careless, says his prayers without thinking what they mean, and reads the Bible without understanding it. Be on your guard against dog Careless.

—Rev. J. H. Wilmot Buxton.

Illustration
‘The old Greek fable says that once a waggoner was driving a loaded waggon along a muddy lane, and the wheels stuck fast. Then the man prayed the strong Hercules to come and help him. But Hercules told him to put his shoulder to the wheel if he wanted help. Remember that we must help ourselves. We must, as the Spanish proverb puts it,

Pray to God devoutly,

Hammer away stoutly.’
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Verses 1-6
Psalms 22

Proper Psalm for Good Friday (Morning).

Psalms 22, 23 = Day 4 (Evening).

Verse 4
THE ABIDING PRESENCE
‘I will fear no evil: for Thou art with me.’

Psalms 23:4
We are indebted to David for the suggestion of the greatest, the only real preservative from fear—the realisation of a Presence. ‘I will fear no evil: for thou art with me.’ But what is ‘Presence’? In the Old Testament it was ‘God for us.’ In the Gospels it is ‘God with us.’ In the Acts of the Apostles, and in the Epistles, it is ‘God in us.’ We have all three. The Fatherhood of ‘God for us’; the Incarnation of the Lord Jesus Christ, ‘God with us’; the Holy Ghost, working in the heart, ‘God in us.’ And the three make ‘Presence.’ Let us look at the three.

I. God is for me.—‘If God be for us, who can be against us?’ ‘The Lord is on my side; I will not fear what man can do unto me.’ No shaft can reach me till it has passed through Him! And if it has passed through Christ, that can turn the poisoned arrow into a life-giving and healing sweetness! Our cause is the same, for my safety and my happiness are God’s glory. And He has undertaken for me in everything. Whatever happens to me, it will come covenanted. The year will only be a copy of a chart which is drawn within the veil; and, as Moses made everything ‘according to the pattern shown him in the mount,’ so all events that happen in this world are only a copy of that great original which lies, from all eternity, in the mind of God. No temptation, no sorrow can visit me, but it has been in the prayers of Jesus first. ‘I have prayed for thee.’

II. God is with me, more real, more near than a brother at my side. I can tell Him everything. I can hear His ‘still small voice.’ I can hold communion with Him all the way. I can lean on Him for strength. I go to sleep, and still He is at my side! I wake, and lo, He is there! When I go up in the high places of my joy I meet Him on the mount; when I go through the deep waters He sustains me. In the valley, His ‘rod and His staff they comfort me.’ Others come and go; but He goes never! Alone of all I love, alone of all who love me, He says, ‘Lo, I am with you always.’ I shall find Him in every position. Where no human hand can help me, and when no human voice can cheer me—when the dearest cannot go another step with me—I shall have Him, nearer and dearer than ever: for ‘this God is our God for ever and ever; and He will be our Guide unto death.’

III. God is in me.—Oh, the thought is wonderful! ‘God in me!’ It is a fact!—no language can exaggerate it! Words cannot exceed what Christ Himself said and prayed. And what He said and prayed must be, ‘I in them, and Thou in Me, that they may be made perfect in one.’ ‘As Thou, Father, art in Me, and I in Thee; that they also may be one in Us.’ Then my whole life is ‘hid with Christ in God.’ And where He is I must be. How safe! ‘Bound in the bundle of life!’ And what can ever divide us? Some things will fade, and some will go; but this is for ever and ever.

—The Rev. Jas. Vaughan.

Illustrations
(1) ‘A counterpart to Psalms 6, as the waters of Siloah that go softly to the well of Marah. It has a long history where it sparkles to the open daylight, and it would have a longer still if we could follow it into all its quiet resting-places in hidden hearts, which only the day of God will declare.’

(2) ‘As a brook among the hills, making music through the year, and refreshing weary and thirsty wayfarers, so these words have spoken to the heart of many: of the peace of the fold, of the limpid lake, of the green glen, of the cool of overhanging rocks, of the comfort of protectorship, of the home, where the spread table and the anointed head bespeak the day’s work done and mirror the complete rest and satisfaction of the soul. Then, taking every similitude, the Psalmist flings the necklace of pearls at the feet of Christ, declaring that this would be the condition of soul for all who knew His voice and followed Him as their Shepherd. Every tense may be rendered by the present. “I do not want; He leads me; He makes me lie; He refreshes; He guides; I fear no evil; they follow Me.” Not in the days that are to be, but to-day. Not in some scene which is yet to unfold or in some distant future, but here and now, if only thou wilt take Him from this moment to be thy Shepherd, and wilt commence to obey His lead and trust His watchful care.’

(3) ‘Shepherd in the morning hours, leading me forth to the duties and temptations and difficulties of the day, and Himself going before me. As I gird myself for the activities and perils of my life, I would be sure that He is with me. For apart from Him I can do nothing. Shepherd in the hot noontide too, when the sun beats fiercely down, conducting me to green pastures and along the banks of the waters of quietness. As I ply my daily task with busy feet, I would often come apart to be alone with Him, to ponder His Word, to listen to the whisper of His Spirit. And Shepherd when the night falls, and it is growing dark. You know—do you not?—Sir Noel Paton’s picture of “Lux in Tenebris,” the girl who walks through the Valley of the Shadow with her hand clasped in Christ’s hand. Trust is conquering terror on her face, and she grows confident that no enemy will vanquish her. So may it be with me. The King of Love my Shepherd is. Can I say it—that “my,” that pronoun of possession? If I can humbly and heartily, then assuredly in life and death and eternity I shall not want.’
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Verse 1-2
THE EARTH IS THE LORD’S
‘The earth is the Lord’s, and the fulness thereof; the world, and they that dwell therein. For He hath founded it upon the seas, and established it upon the floods.’

Psalms 24:1-2
If it be in truth God’s creation, God’s universe, it must be also the manifestation of God, and address itself ever to what is highest, divinest, most spiritual in us.

I. The world being recognised to be the work and manifestation of God, is necessarily thereby invested with a deep religious awe, a solemn religious significance.—It is impossible for a rightly constituted heart to feel the close connection of all things with the invisible and Almighty God and yet not look upon them as bound to be consecrated only to noble uses. The very thought changes at once the universe into a great temple for praise and worship of the Eternal, and all the bounties of nature into gifts to be laid upon His altar. This is surely no small matter, but the one all-important matter. It is just religion brought really into all that we do; it is just life made a long act of worship—the meanest things among which we move made sacred, so that the very stones of the street and the trees of the field witness to us about God.

II. The fact that the earth is the Lord’s is a source of pure and holy joy from which we may draw whenever we look upon anything in nature that is fair and well fitted to fulfil the end of its creation.—The religious man—the man who practically and abidingly realises the truth of my texts—sees in nature more than any other man. The knowledge that God is its Creator and Lord raises him far above itself; it makes the earth one great symbol of heaven—the visible of the invisible; it brings the human mind into contact with an infinitely higher and better world. The godless man, the religiously indifferent man, sees no more than half of what the godly man sees, and that half is certainly the lowest and least valuable half.

III. By thus sending men to nature as well as Scripture for their religion, our text tends to give breadth and freedom to the religious character.—This is what many sincerely good men sadly want. It is often impossible not to recognise their genuine earnestness and spirituality of mind when we are greatly repelled by their austerity and narrowness of view. They obviously breathe in the midst of a vitiated atmosphere. There is disease in their very goodness. Now, when we turn away from the biography of such a man, or from listening to his conversation, and read such a psalm as, say, the one hundred and fourth, we see into the whole mystery of the disease. There is a great and felt difference. You have come from the company of one who thinks religion is a denial of nature, into the company of one who thinks it elevates and perfects nature. You feel that here, where you are now, there beats a heart, pious and spiritual indeed, but also of a large and genial humanity, and delighting in all natural beauty and natural excellence. There is nothing artificial or exclusive, nothing making the life rigid and austere, unsociable and ungenial, in such piety, however deep or fervent it may be; whereas it is impossible to describe how much hardness and austerity and sickliness is given to the religious character by making the Bible alone, the Bible arbitrarily severed from nature and from life, the sole source of spiritual growth. I would, then, most emphatically that men would think of the gospel not less but of nature more. There can be no breadth, no geniality otherwise, no child-like simplicity, no proper readiness to receive Divine impression. The influences of nature are constantly needed to keep alive those feelings of admiration, hope, and love which enter so largely into the spiritual life.

IV. Only through realising our relation to nature as God’s creation, God’s work, can we realise our relation to God Himself.—Through realising its grandeur, for example, we have the feeling of our own insignificance forced upon us in a most impressive way, not only in relation to it, but also, and still more, in relation to its Author.

V. If we really accept what the text teaches us, then are we obviously bound to acknowledge that we owe all to Him, and can hold nothing as strictly and entirely our own.—We are not our own, we are the Lord’s. The law of our lives can be no other than His holy will, that will which we daily pray may be done in heaven and in earth.

Verses 1-10
Psalms 24

Proper Psalm for Ascension Day (Evening).

Psalms 24-26 = Day 5 (Morning).
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Verses 1-22
Psalms 24

Proper Psalm for Ascension Day (Evening).

Psalms 24-26 = Day 5 (Morning).

Verse 14
THE OPEN SECRET
‘The secret of the Lord is with them that fear him.’

Psalms 25:14
I too would know the secret of the Lord which is with them that fear Him.

I. It is a birth-secret.—Ah, has He quickened me into a new life, me who through the past was unprofitable and sad? Of water and of the Holy Ghost has He regenerated my soul? Has He taught me what conversion means, ‘in the intense and incandescent sense,’ to quote the words of a recent biography? This is a secret, between my soul and Him; and no one else can know it just as I do.

II. It is a life-secret.—Day by day, if I am His child, He guides me, teaches me, humbles me, cleanses me, hallows me. And this, too, is a secret between myself and Him, for one Christian’s experience never reiterates another’s.

III. It is a death-secret.—In front of me the cold deep river rolls its flood, and I must cross it before I can enter the City of God. But, when I come to it, if all my hope is in Him, He will have His own communication of needed grace, His own whisper of satisfying peace, for me. This is why there is a light in dying eyes, a smile on dying lips. And, again, it is a joy with which no stranger, no brother even, nor wife, nor child, can intermeddle.

Illustration
‘The main burden of the psalm, therefore, is the cry for direction, and the certainty that it will be vouchsafed. Even though we be sinners, God will instruct us in the way for His goodness’ sake. If we were more holy and wise, we might not have so strong a claim on Him as we have now. It is just because we are so unworthy and helpless that we can plead with Him to make a plain path before our feet.’
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Verses 1-12
Psalms 24

Proper Psalm for Ascension Day (Evening).

Psalms 24-26 = Day 5 (Morning).

Verse 8
‘DOMUS, O QUAM DILECTA!’
‘Lord, I have loved the habitation the Thy house, and the place where Thine honour dwelleth.’

Psalms 26:8
I. ‘Lord, I have loved the habitation of Thy house,’ for there I first learned to know myself and Thee.
II. There I have learned most richly the meaning of Thy discipline, and found strength to endure.
III. There I was guided to the most noble, blessed, and fruitful labour, to the service which is absolute freedom, to the work which is perfect rest.
IV. There I and those whom I have loved best have held sweet and fruitful fellowship; and there we cemented a union which, when the family on earth breaks up, will renew itself eternally in heaven.
(SECOND OUTLINE)

‘THE PLACE WHERE THINE HONOUR DWELLETH’
I. The Chamber of Light.
II. The Chamber of Love.
III. The Chamber of Devotion.
IV. The Chamber of Work.
Illustration
‘It is very well to meet in the Church our Christian friends, but our great aim is to meet God there: “Lord, I love the place where Thine honour dwelleth.” But we may meet God anywhere. Any home may be a shrine, and any youth may make his room a place where angels meet; or God may be met in the mountain, meadow, or public street. If we met God in the house often we could not think of the Church without thinking of Him. In a few years there will be threads from these walls going round their heart associations which would make it very undesirable that anything should intrude here that would interrupt those old associations. If it could be said this man and that man were born here, how could any man look on it without reverence? Just as our home remains for ever dear to us, so still more must the house associated with the birth and the development of our better life, and the formation in us of those hopes that over-spring time and reach forth into eternity.’
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Verse 1
‘DOMINUS ILLUMINATIO MEA’
‘The Lord is my light.’

Psalms 27:1
‘The Lord is my light.’ Here only does David, in all his psalms, so speak of the Lord; and, indeed, this exact expression only occurs twice in the Old Testament. ‘When I sit in darkness,’ says the prophet Micah, ‘the Lord shall be a light unto me.’

I. ‘The Lord is my light.’—David’s was a life of great vicissitudes. His temperament, too, was of a kind which alternates between periods of great exhilaration and great depression. The Lord was his light, the light by which he saw things as they really were when the mists of passion and of self-love would fain have hidden them.

II. Jesus Christ was ‘the true Light which lighteth every man that cometh into the world.’—He is light because He is what He is: absolute perfection in respect of intellectual truths; absolute perfection in respect of moral beauty. Hence those momentous words, ‘I am the Light of the world,’ and hence that confession of the Christian creed, ‘God of God, Light of Light.’

III. ‘The Lord is my light.’—Here is a motto for the Church of Christ. In the darkest time of the Church the darkness has never been universal, the sap never dried up; the tradition of light and warmth has been handed on to happier times, when her members could again say with something like truthful accord, ‘The Lord is my light.’

IV. Here, too, is a motto for Christian education.—One kind of education only is safe, one only deserves the name, and its governing principle is from age to age, ‘The Lord is my light.’

V. This is the motto of individual Christians.—In precisely the sense in which we can truthfully say these words, we are loyal to our Lord Jesus Christ.

—Canon Liddon.

Verse 11
A DOCILE LEARNER
‘Teach me thy way.’

Psalms 27:11
The map of life is a network of roads; and the broadest and those that present themselves most readily to the eye are not generally the best, and the narrow ones are very hard to find, while every heart is naturally bent to its own way—wayward.

I. Notice, first, the Teacher.—And here we find at once the Three Persons in the Trinity all uniting to make the one office of Teacher. David, addressing the Father, says ‘Teach me to do Thy will’; of Christ Nicodemus bare witness, ‘We know that Thou art a Teacher come from God’; and of the Holy Ghost Christ Himself foretold it as His blessed office, ‘He shall teach you all things.’ So the teaching enshrines itself in Trinity.

II. The expression is not ‘Show me Thy way,’ but ‘Teach me Thy way.’—Showing may be an instantaneous act, but teaching is a process. We learn gradually; we learn by study; we learn by effort; we learn by discipline. It is no little thing you ask, and it is no little submission and work and faith that you commit yourself to, when you say to God, ‘Teach me Thy way.’

III. One of the most difficult things in life, and a difficulty often repeating itself, is a distinction between a leading providence and a temptation.—Never accept anything as a providence till you have asked God to throw light upon it, to show whether it be indeed of Him. You may, through the not seeing or through the not using all the answers which God will assuredly give you, make mistakes in life; but if you are diligent in the use of this little prayer, you may say, with David, ‘I shall not greatly err.’

Illustration
‘When India was still heaving with the ground-swell of the terrible mutiny of 1857, the wife of Sir John Lawrence was called home to her children in England, and had to leave her husband worn out with the anxiety and labour which did so much for the preservation of the Indian Empire, unable to leave his post and surrounded by smouldering embers which might at any moment break out again into flame. She writes: “When the last morning (January 6th, 1858)—arrived, we had our usual Bible reading, and I can never think of the twenty-seventh psalm, which was the portion we then read together, without recalling that sad time.” In perusing the psalm one can see what springs of comfort must have opened in every verse from the beginning, “The Lord is my light and my salvation; whom shall I fear?” to the close, “Wait on the Lord: be of good courage, and He shall strengthen thine heart: wait, I say, on the Lord.”’
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Verse 1
A SILENT GOD
‘Be not silent to me.’

Psalms 28:1
I. The Psalmist used the words of the text in what we may describe as their lowest, their least alarming, sense.—His fears extended only to a temporary, an apparent, silence, to a want of comfort and of happiness, rather than an actual withdrawal of God’s love and grace. To be incapable of entering into the feeling expressed in the text—the dread of being deserted even temporarily by Him in Whom the soul lives, and moves, and has its being—implies that God is not as yet the object of all our affections, the centre of all our interests. If there are things which we dread more than God’s silence, there must be things which we desire more than the sound of His voice.

II. If God is sometimes silent to a true Christian, what is He to others?—Are there any to whom He is always silent? Absolutely silent indeed He is to no man. Outwardly His voice reaches all of us in His word, all men everywhere in His works. Inwardly, too, in conscience, He speaks to all. Thoughts accusing or else excusing—these too are of Him. But all these may be, and yet God, in the most serious and awful sense, may still be silent to us, and this in more ways than one. (1) A man may pray because it is his duty, but all the time he is silent to God, and God to him. His heart was silent, his spirit was silent, while his lips were uttering the words of prayer; and therefore God, Who looks on the heart and answers with His blessing no other prayer than that there uttered, heard no sound, and gave no response. (2) There is such a thing as a penal silence, a condition in which for our sins God has ceased to speak to us. (3) There is a silence which can never be broken, a silence which is the last, the eternal, punishment of sin, a silence which is itself the very pain and misery of hell.

—Dean Vaughan.

Illustration
‘The silences of God have been the problem of devout hearts in all ages. But silence is not denial; silence is not disregard; silence is not a sign of lack in love. God waits that He may be gracious. He is silent until the golden moment comes when He can speak with best effect. During the long spell of silence, which appears as though it would never be broken, He pours in His grace and help, that the expectant soul may be able still to endure.

There is another side, however, to God’s silence. We remember that Jesus said, “If it were not so, I would have told you.” From this we may gather that sometimes God’s silence is a tacit consent. When the great deep of the heart is broken up, and the instinctive yearnings of our nature assert themselves, crying for immortality; for the restoration of broken ties the other side of death; for the recognition of loved ones in the world to come; for the adjustment of injustice and misrule in the world—the fact that no answer comes from the infinite and unseen God may indicate that He will not fail to gratify the instincts which He Himself has implanted.

The psalm clears itself. Blessedness already steals into the singer’s soul. He says softly: I am helped; God hath heard; my heart greatly rejoiceth.’
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Verse 10
THE BLESSING OF PEACE
‘The Lord shall give His people the blessing of peace.’

Psalms 29:10 (Prayer Book Version)

I. Of all the blessings which God bestows upon His children, there are few more to be desired than peace.—‘Peace,’ says one, ‘is God’s own child.’ And therefore the Son of God, at that solemn moment, when, His earthly work finished, He was soon to return to His Father’s throne—and when, being about to leave His little flock to enter upon the great struggle between good and evil in the world, which must continue while time shall last, He had prayed, not that they should be taken out of the world, but that they should be kept from the evil—leaves with them, as a legacy to sustain them in all dangers and to carry them through all temptations, His own peace. ‘Peace I leave with you, My peace I give unto you; not as the world giveth, give I unto you.’

As long as the world shall continue to disappoint those who have most trusted it, as long as the joys of earth shall continue to prove but fleeting, as long as the sweets of earth shall continue to turn to gall and bitterness, when fullness has succeeded freshness, so long shall man with his unreasonable soul, and the germ of immortality within him, continue to yearn for something more than the last excitement and the latest novelty; something more solid and enduring which shall satisfy the hunger of the soul; something which he looks for in vain in the world and worldly pursuits, for the simple reason that the world cannot give it. A mind at rest, quiet of conscience, peace at the last, these are not the world’s to give. And in the hour of trial, or in moments of solemn thought, awakened by the changing seasons, the setting stars, the falling leaves, the approach of winter, the death of friends, when we turn to the world for comfort, the world meets us with a cold philosophy which chills our very souls.

II. What the world offers is to what God offers ‘what the wayside pool which to-day’s rain has created and which to-morrow’s wind and sun will evaporate, is to the boundless sweep and the solemn mystery of the eternal sea!’ But we may thank God that although we are inclined to think sometimes, when life is very dark, when the burden laid upon us seems greater than we can bear, that true peace is the prize of those alone whose warfare is accomplished—the blessed resting dead; yet God promises and God gives to toil-worn, sin-laden men and women, even in this life, real, lasting peace. ‘Thou shalt keep him in perfect peace whose mind is stayed on Thee.’ The mind, that is, of one who is dead to the world (not to its duties and its lawful claims, but to its allurements and attractions), and whose ‘life is hid with Christ in God,’ whose life is a hearty striving to do the Will of God—of patient endurance, of cheerful acceptance of the bitter with the sweet, of calm, strong love and trust. The life in which is the blessed sense of entire self-surrender to God, this is the life which knows ‘the blessing of peace,’ a peace which nothing in this world can disturb, so still, so deep, so settled is it.

—Rev. J. B. C. Murphy.

Illustration
‘The Psalmist has been describing one of those terrible storms which sometimes sweep over the whole length of Palestine, from Lebanon and Sirion, even to the wilderness of Kadesh—when, suddenly breaking off in his powerful description, by a transition as beautiful as it is sudden, he draws for his hearers a lesson of comfort and of peace. And so while at one moment we seem to hear the very noise of the warring elements in such words as, “It is the glorious God that maketh the thunder,” the next moment there comes, like a gentle whisper from heaven, to soothe and reassure us, “The Lord shall give His people the blessing of peace.”’
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Verse 12
JOY FOR HEAVINESS: GLADNESS FOR SACKCLOTH
‘Thou hast turned my heaviness into joy: Thou hast put off my sackcloth, and girded me with gladness.’

Psalms 30:12 (Prayer Book Version)

I. The first reason for the Easter joy is the triumph and satisfaction enjoyed by our Lord Himself.—We sympathise reverently with the awful sorrow of our adorable Lord and Friend; and thus we enter, in some far-off way, into the sense of triumph, unspeakable and sublime, which follows beyond it. It is His joy which inspires ours; it turns our heaviness into joy, and puts off our sorrow, and girds us with gladness.

II. Easter joy is inspired by the sense of confidence with which Christ’s resurrection from the dead invigorates our grasp of Christian truth.—The understanding, be sure, has its joy, no less than the heart; and a keen sense of intellectual joy is experienced when we succeed in resting truth, or any part of it, on a secure basis. Akin to the joy of students and workers is the satisfaction of a Christian when he steadily dwells on the resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ. Our Lord’s resurrection is a foundation on which all truth in the Christian creed—that is, distinctively Christian, and not merely theistic—really rests. It is beside the empty tomb of the risen Jesus that Christian faith feels itself on the hard rock of fact; here we break through the tyranny of matter and sense, and rise with Christ into the immaterial world.

III. We may hope to meet our friends, not as formless, unrecognisable shades, but with the features, the expressions, which they wore on earth.—Christ’s resurrection is the model as well as the warrant of our own. Nay, more, ‘all men shall rise with their bodies.’ And if they whom we call the dead know anything of what is passing here on earth, then we may believe that the Easter festival is for them too, in whatever measure, an occasion of rejoicing, and that the happiness of the Church on earth is responded to from beyond the veil.

—Canon Liddon.

Illustration
‘This is the song of a man who has been in the depths, but who stands now on the sun-crowned heights.

Let me remember the depths. I need to do so, if my spiritual life is to thrive. Thus I am kept lowly and humble. Thus I gain the largest and most adequate conception of my Saviour’s power and love. Thus I recall the great constraining motive to serve and obey.

Yes, but let me be just as certain of the heights. After the night of weeping, the morning of joy; why should I live as if the gloomy and heavy shadows still enveloped me? Instead of turning my gaze inward to my own moods and frames and words and ways—there is neither “certitude nor peace nor help for pain” in that quarter—let me look out and up to my glorious Lord. Such a sufficiency is in Him; in His sacrifice, His intercession. His Holy Spirit, His prevailing power, His infinite love. In a profounder acquaintance with Him lies the antidote to fear. In fellowship day by day with Him, mine is a sure dwelling and a quiet resting-place.’
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Verse 20
GOD’S PROMISE
‘Thou shalt hide them in the secret of Thy presence.’

Psalms 31:20
In the thick of human intercourse, amidst the shock and conflicts of human change, under the hot glare of human observation, out of doors amidst the dissonance of the common day, it is there that this wonderful promise of the Holy Ghost by the Psalmist is to take effect. For so it runs: ‘Oh, how great is Thy goodness, which Thou hast laid up for them that fear Thee; which Thou hast wrought for them that trust in Thee, before the sons of men. Thou shalt hide them in the secret of Thy presence.’

This promise is akin to a whole host of promises.

I. Observe the paradox of such words.—The paradox is, that the Christian life is on the one hand meant to know no rest nor holiday from obedience to the law of duty, from hourly serving our generation in the will of God; yet, on the other hand, at the very heart of this life there is always to be this mysterious stillness, this secret place of peace. Not from an inner tumult of wrestling energies is to come that life’s true power, but from this hidden calm. The unfatigued willingness to suffer, to sacrifice, to labour, to sympathise, to bestow, is to leap continually from a spring in itself as silent as it is profound. The world, the flesh, the tempter, all will be present, formidable parts of the Christian’s circumstances; but, ‘Thou shalt hide him in the secret of Thy presence.’

II. It is indeed an enigma, but none the less it is a promise.—There is a peace of God, able indeed to keep, to safeguard, the weakest and the most treacherous heart. There is a presence that makes at life’s centre a stillness, pregnant with positive and active blessing. There is a fulfilling that can counterwork the fullness of the thronging hours, and enable men in the stress of real life to live behind it all with Jesus Christ, while they are all the while alert and attentive for the next call of duty, and the next. The Christian is indeed to be ever seeking, ever aspiring upward, not as though he had already attained. He is to avoid as his most deadly poison that subtle spiritual Pharisaism which plumes itself upon a supposed advanced experience, and presumes to compare itself with others, and hesitates, if but for a moment, to prostrate itself in confession and penitence before the awful, the blessed holiness of God. But none the less the Christian is called to a great rest as well as to a great aspiration. He is called to a great thanksgiving as well as to a deep confession. He is called, he is commanded, to an entrance into the peace of God. It is not to be the habit of his soul to say, or to sing, that he should be happy if he could cast his care on his Redeemer, and sink in His Almighty arms. It is to be his, on the ground of all the promises, to do it; and to be at rest in God.

III. I revert to the precise wording of my text.—‘Thou shalt hide them in the secret of Thy presence,’ b’sether paneyka, ‘in the covert of Thy countenance.’ It is a glorious stroke of the Divine poetry; the covert, the secret, of His countenance. We find kindred phrases elsewhere in the precious Psalter; the shelter of the brooding wings of the Eternal, the abode in His mighty shadow. But this phrase stands out a peculiar treasure, ‘the secret of Thy countenance.’ There is no shadow here; it is ‘a privacy of glorious light.’ And what a light! It is light that lives. It is a photosphere within which opens upon the happy inmate the sweetest and the response of a personal while eternal smile. It is not It but He. It is not a sanctuary but a Saviour, and a Father seen full in Him, giving to the soul nothing less than Himself indeed in vivid intercourse. It is the Lord, according to that dear promise of the Paschal evening, coming to manifest Himself, and to make His abode with the man, and to dwell in him, and be in Him. It means the spirit’s sight of Him that is invisible. It means a life lived not in Christianity but in Christ, Who is our life.

And thus the word takes us, out in the open, out before the sons of men, and amidst the strife of tongues, to the deep central glory of the gospel, that it may be ours in humble, wondering possession.

—Bishop H. C. G. Moule.

Illustrations
(1) ‘Who are they, of whom the Psalmist speaketh? Is it a favoured few, a selected and exempted remnant, whom the care of the Eternal shall insulate from the open world, and remove into the silence of the forest or the hills, to contemplate and to adore? Is the secret, the covert, some curtained or cloistered circle, where the wicked cease from troubling, and where there is leisure to be good? Is it a home with God beyond the grave, in the land far off, where the righteous enters into the peace and light of immortality, resting upon His bed? Is the promise restricted to priests and seers here, or to the just made perfect yonder? No, it is not so. The last preceding words tell us otherwise. The “they” of this golden oracle are all those who fear Him, all those who trust in Him. The humblest spiritual loyalist to God, the weakest, and the weariest, and the busiest, who hides himself in Him, who commits the way to Him, who commends the spirit to Him; this hidden life, this secret of the Presence, it is for even him.’

(2) ‘It is a wonderful thing to be permitted to watch a life which you have reason to know is hid in the secret of the presence of the Lord. Some few years ago I met a good man, humble and gentle, a missionary to Eastern Africa. He abode in the presence, I could not but see it. I heard him tell, with the eloquence of entire simplicity, how in the tropical wilderness, in the deep night, he had waited for and shot the raging lion which had long been the unresisted terror of a village clan. It could not be the will of God, he reasoned, that this beast should lord it over men; and so, as it were in the way of Christian business, he went forth and put it to death. And then I watched that man, a guest in my own house, under the very different test of the inconvenience of disappointed plans; and the secret of the presence was as surely with him then as when he had lain quietly down to sleep in his tent on the lonely field, to be roused only by the sound of the lion’s paw, as it rent the earth at the open door. I have marked the secret of the presence as it ruled and triumphed in young lives around me. I recalled a conversation on the subject. It was with a friend and student of my own, a loving Christian, but also an ardent and most vigorous athlete. Could the peace of God keep him, he wondered and inquired, when the strong temper was ready to take fire in the rush and struggle of the game? And the answer came in a quite thankful word three days later: “Yes, I asked Him; I trnsted Him; and He kept me altogether.” I have watched lives in which the secret of the presence has been drawn around mental studies and competitions. It has made the man care for his subject not less but more. It has made him not less but more intent to do well, to do better, to do best. But it has taken the poison out of competition by bringing into it Jesus Christ.’

32 Psalm 32 

Verses 1-11
Psalms 32

Proper Psalm for Ash Wednesday (Morning).

Psalms 32-34 = Day 6 (Evening).

Verse 3-4
THE COMFORT OF REPENTANCE
‘For while I held my tongue: my bones consumed away through my daily complaining. For Thy hand is heavy upon me day and night: and my moisture is like the drought in summer.’

Psalms 32:3-4 (Prayer Book Version)

We all of us know that repentance of our sins is necessary for us, if we hope to be saved in the next world. True repentance is the path, the only path, of forgiveness, of restoration to God’s favour, of becoming good and holy. But—

I. What is repentance?—It is the breaking off with our sins. It is not merely being sorry for them; not merely looking them in the face and admitting the truth when conscience convinces us that we have done wrong. All this is very necessary; confession of sin is part of repentance; it is the beginning, and without it there can be no true repentance. But it is not the whole; sorrow and self-reproach, the broken and humbled heart, is a part of repentance, but it may stop short of repentance itself. Only when we break off from our sin is repentance fulfilled in earnest. There are several points which we might consider in connection with repentance; there is the benefit of repentance; its necessity. Here we will consider only—

II. Its comfort.—Besides all the other good things there are in repentance, there is great and solid comfort. There is a comfort in the feeling sorry for our sins, however deep and sharp the pain may be which goes with it; but this sort of comfort by itself is not abiding, and will not profit us much. There is a better and truer comfort, in being able honestly to confess our sins. As long as the Psalmist tried to hide from himself that he was doing wrong he was miserable; as long as he tried to shelter himself under vain excuses, as long as he was too proud to own his sin, there was a load on his heart. Then he resolved to be bold and honest to own his sin. And then came comfort, the comfortable sense of being at peace with the Father, Who forgives the sins of His children when they own their sin. But this comfort is not to be depended upon, and will not last unless something more follow. People can confess their wrong-doings, and yet make no real attempt to put an end to them. If we rest on the comfort of confession alone, it may become a very dangerous delusion. Seeing, feeling, owning, confessing, all this will not of itself mend our condition or relieve our conscience. There is only one way—breaking off for good what is wrong. Repentance is, after we have seen and felt and confessed and bewailed our misdeeds, really giving them up. This will not only bring us safety, forgiveness, the favour of God, the hope of everlasting rest; it will bring us, beside this, comfort. We can bear much when we are at peace within. Repentance, with its trials, its sacrifices, its self-denials, has also comfort, which outweighs them all—the comfort of being at peace not only with God, but with our own hearts.

The beginning of repentance may be with clouds and storms, with perplexity and distress of heart; but let it be in earnest, the honest breaking off from what is evil, and the clouds will soon give way to calm and sunshine, and it will be to us the path leading us, through peace and contentment here, to the rest of glory in God’s kingdom in heaven.

—Dean Church.
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Verses 1-22
Psalms 32

Proper Psalm for Ash Wednesday (Morning).

Psalms 32-34 = Day 6 (Evening).

Verse 18
‘THOU, GOD, SEEST ME!’
‘Behold, the eye of the Lord is upon them that fear Him, upon them that hope in His mercy.’

Psalms 33:18
I. There is a hope that cannot exist without fear, and a fear that should not be dissevered from hope.—There is a fear that is obnoxious to perfect love; that is, a fear that has torment in it; it must be cast out, and sent to its own place—the bosom of the Evil One. But the fear we speak of, angels would not be without for worlds; and saints cannot be without it. You may call it a loving solicitude to do our heavenly Father’s will, without deviation or diminution. This fear is its own guarantee that the things feared will not come to pass. Like one that possesses some potent spell by which every conceivable danger may be obviated, he has just so much fear of evil as hinders him from forgetting the spell; while the conscious possession of the spell fills him with joy in the sense of all-sufficient strength, and with a confident anticipation of final, everlasting victory.

II. The eye of the Lord is upon such.—They hope in His mercy because they are already, and are hourly, the recipients of His mercy. They know that His eye beams with loving-kindness, and it is a foretaste of heaven to know that His eye is upon them. Their works are done for His eye. Their conduct appears strange to men, and men ask, ‘Who is the spectator for whom these strange actions are performed?’ They go boldly forth, lambs among wolves, because the Good Shepherd has His eye upon them. He guides them with His eye. When they discover that they are quitting the path of His approving glance, they hasten back.

They meet the eye of the Lord in prayer; in praise; in the study of His Word; in the exercise of faith; in their labours for the good of men; when men frown and rage; in the calm and in the storm; at noonday and in the dead of night; in sickness and bereavements; in health and deliverances. The eye of the Lord was upon the disciples when they were toiling in rowing; when they were sad, dispirited, bewildered on the lake of Gennesareth. They should have known that it was, but did not discover it till afterwards. Let us beware lest our little faith hinder us from seeing the eye of the Lord when things seem contrary and wearisome.

Illustration
‘The believer is not only surveyed as one amongst God’s creatures, but he is looked upon personally. He is not lost in the crowd. “Thus saith the Lord, The heaven is My throne, and the earth is My footstool, where is the house that ye build unto Me? and where is the place of My rest? For all those things hath Mine hand made, and all those things have been, saith the Lord: but to this man will I look, even to him that is poor, and of a contrite spirit, and trembleth at My word.”

I must comfort my soul in some of its sad hours with this reflection: “Thou art not overlooked—thou art not cast aside in the Divine mind by others more worthy than thyself—in that mind, every thing, every person, has a proper place—thou art under the Divine eye. Behold that Eye looking upon thee, and be assured that thou art cared for; be at peace.”’
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Verses 1-8
BENEDICAM DOMINO
‘I will bless the Lord at all times: His praise shall continually be in my mouth,’ etc.

Psalms 34:1-8
I. David begins by saying, ‘I will bless the Lord at all times.’—This should be our resolution also. (1) There is a great power in praising. It leads one away from self-consciousness. (2) Praise is a very strengthening thing. Our Lord strengthened Himself for the last conflict by praise. The spirit of praise is the very essence of heaven, and the man who lives in praise will live in ‘heavenly places in Christ Jesus.’ (3) Praise is a very reasonable thing. There is always something to praise God for. Let us learn the lesson, ‘We will praise the Lord at all times, in the hour of adversity as well as in the day of joy’; and depend upon it, the more you are praising, the more you will have to praise for.

II. The second point is confession.—David goes on to say, ‘My soul shall make her boast in the Lord, and the humble shall hear thereof and be glad.’ So far from there being anything presumptuous in this confession of our faith in the Lord Jesus, ‘the humble shall hear thereof and be glad.’ If you determine to hide your feelings in your heart, you will soon have nothing to hide.

III. The third point is fellowship.—‘O magnify the Lord with me,’ etc. When God made man, He made him first of all alone, and then He decided it was not good for him to be alone; and ever since then God has so arranged it that man is never left altogether alone, or only under very exceptional circumstances. We are born into the world of our fellow-men; when we are born again, we are introduced into a new society, with a fellowship far more real than is to be found in the society of the world.

IV. The Christian life must be (1) a life of security; (2) a life of faith; (3) a life of labour.

—Canon Hay Aitken.

Illustration
‘The vision of the Divine presence ever takes the form which our circumstances most require. David’s then need was safety and protection. Therefore he saw the Encamping Angel; even as to Joshua the leader He appeared as the Captain of the Lord’s host; and as to Isaiah, in the year that the throne of Judah was emptied by the death of the earthly king, was given the vision of the Lord sitting on a throne, the King Eternal and Immortal. So to us all His grace shapes its expression according to our wants, and the same gift is Protean in its power of transformation, being to one man wisdom, to another strength, to the solitary companionship, to the sorrowful consolation, to the glad sobering, to the thinker truth, to the worker practical force—to each his heart’s desire, if the heart’s delight be God.’

Verses 1-22
Psalms 32

Proper Psalm for Ash Wednesday (Morning).

Psalms 32-34 = Day 6 (Evening).
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Verse 25
MEAN PRAYERS
‘Let them not say.’

Psalms 35:25
Psalms 35 is one of the fiercest imprecatory psalms.

I. David is here in one of his lowest moods.—He becomes at this point a poor creature like the rest of us. The roots of the Cross have been in the earth for two thousand years, and yet there are men who can still pray like this. This psalm is full of conceit and boasting; the man does not see the heaven he is talking to. Oh, the bitterness and carelessness, the godlessness of some prayers! It is so easy to be praying and sinning at the same time. The heaven takes up its blue skirt and shakes the prayer of these blasphemers back in their faces.

II. We call the Great Physician from the far corners of His universe to heal a wound inflicted on our own hand.—We must learn to be broader and more generous in our prayers. Send a plenteous rain on Thine inheritance, Thou Lord of the waters.

Illustration
‘A special occasion for this psalm is suggested by Hengstenberg in the declaration of David to Saul (1 Samuel 14:15): “The Lord, therefore, be Judge, and judge between me and thee, and see and plead my cause, and deliver me out of thine hand.” But he adds: “David speaks in the person of the righteous, and the truly Righteous One appropriates this psalm to Himself (St. John 15:25), an application which led many of the older expositors to give it an exclusive Messianic exposition.” Whatever may have been the occasion of the psalm, it is best to lose sight of David, and see here Christ only.’
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Verse 1-2
GUILT!
‘My heart showeth me the wickdness of the ungodly: that there is no fear of God before his eyes. For he flattereth himself in his own sight: until his abominable sin be found out.’

Psalms 36:1-2 (Prayer Book Version)

The word ‘guilt,’ like the German ‘schuld,’ means a debt. It is derived from the Anglo-Saxon verb ‘gildan,’ to pay. How natural the metaphor is we may see from the fact that our Lord chose it in the parable of the unforgiven debtor; and in the Lord’s Prayer He taught us to say, ‘Forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors.’ So, too, the metaphor for a man’s redemption is apodosis, the payment of a debt. A guilty man is a man who, being justly chargeable with some crime, has a penalty to pay, either to the laws of his country or to the eternal laws of God, or to both. All have sinned. How does God awaken men from their trance and dream of security?

In various ways. I would ask you to mark them.

I. Sometimes by irretrievable failure in the one high wish or noble end of a man’s wasted life.—When haply you shall desire to accomplish some worthy end, that your life may not be wholly in vain, it may be that words of warning will come back across your mind like a driving gloom, and your fate shall be like that of the young knight seeking the Holy Grail to whom, as everything slipped into ashes before him at a touch, then—

‘Every evil word I had spoken once,

And every evil thought I had thought of old,

And every evil deed I ever did,

Awoke and cried, ‘This Quest is not for thee.’

II. And sometimes God’s awakening punishment of guilt comes, not by irretrievable failure from without, but by blighting misery from within.—Tiberius wrote to his Senate in these words: ‘Fathers, may all the gods and goddesses destroy me more utterly than I feel that they are daily destroying me if I know what to do or whither to turn.’ Yes! if no outward punishment at all befall the guilty, they are still made their own executioners, and they put into their own souls the fury and the scourge.

III. And, thirdly, God sometimes awakens guilt by detection.—I have no time to dwell on its strange unexpectedness, on its inevitable certainty; but, O guilty soul which hearest me and hast not repented, be sure thy sin will find thee out. In our National Gallery you may see a very popular picture, of which one incident is a detective laying his hand on the shoulder of an escaped felon as he steps into a first-class carriage. The man’s face is ghastly as ashes and distorted with terror. Critics called the picture exaggerated, the incident melodramatic. The painter himself told me that those who were familiar with such scenes had assured him that every detail was true to the reality when, slow Justice having overtaken a man at last, he finds that her hand is iron and that her blow is death.

IV. And, fourthly, God sometimes awakens men from the intoxication of guilt by natural retributive consequences, all the brood of calamity fatally resembling their parent sin.—The awakening may long be delayed. To-day may be like yesterday, and to-morrow like to-day; yet one day will come for all sinners, and then woe, woe, woe! and nothing but darkness.

V. And sometimes, again, God awakens men from guilt—and I know not whether this be not the most terrible punishment of all—by simply leaving them to themselves, and suffering their sins to swell into their own natural developments.—God lets a man eat of the fruit of his own way, and be filled with his own devices. The youth grows up into a man the very thought of whom he would once have repudiated with abhorrence.

VI. And, sometimes, lastly, God awakens men from sin by death.—I believe that the vast majority of suicides have their origin in this remorse for guilt, or horror of its consequences.

Dean Farrar.

Illustration
‘The mind of man is a reflecting telescope. The heart is the mirror. The poet finds there a representation of the transgressor. As common in Hebrew poetry, the description is sevenfold—(1) practical atheism, (2) self-flattery, (3) false speech, (4) the loss of power to know the right, (5) evil imagination, (6) a course of doing what is not good, and (7) an acceptance of evil. There is possibly a gradation here. But assuredly by these seven bold strokes there is outlined a terrible portrait of a sinner. No special act is mentioned. It is for the most part the inner life of darkness that is described. The light of the fear of God is gone, and with it the power to understand what is right, and to see conduct in a true light. It is a portrait the lurid colours of which become more evident when carefully studied. Nor is there any mention of judgments or of punishment. The evil is hateful on its own account. It is no superficial view. It reveals a profound knowledge of human nature, going deeper than acts. It is a pre-libation of the morality of Jesus Christ, showing that the inner life of thought and feeling, of darkness and light within, is the true man. This “oracle of the transgression of wicked man” is not the work of an ordinary observer. For real acquaintance with human nature as it is, broken and befouled by the fall, it would be difficult to find a description that can surpass this.’
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Verse 3
REMEDIES FOR DESPONDENCY
‘Trust in the Lord, and do good: dwell in the land and follow after faithfulness.’

Psalms 37:3 (R.V.)

One of the many dangers that we have to guard against in the spiritual life is the danger of despondency. This depression of soul is no new thing in the history of man. We find it in Holy Scripture. In this thirty-seventh psalm the Psalmist tells us that he himself has seen the ungodly in great power, and moreover flourishing like a green bay-tree. To the devout Jew this problem of the prosperity of the ungodly was one of the unsolved difficulties of life, and of course the problem was all the more difficult for him because there was no revelation of a future state of rewards and punishments. But for us the future life is no longer a dream. We know that God will in His own good time, if not here, at any rate hereafter, see that all wrongs are righted and all injustices redressed.

I. Faith.—Surely you and I can ‘trust in the Lord.’ In the old Catechism, which most of us probably learnt once and may have forgotten since, we are reminded that our duty towards God is to put our whole trust in Him. That surely means to stake everything upon Him; not merely to trust Him when all our life seems to be bathed in sunshine, not to trust Him merely when everything we do seems to turn out successfully, but also in those dark and gloomy days when the horizon becomes clouded and the sky is black with failure or sorrow.

II. Patience.—And this means that great demands will be made upon our patience. You and I being weak—miserably weak—are so wanting in patience. Because we cannot do what we want to do at once, we give up through impatience. We sympathise with the servants in the parable who wanted to pull up the tares at once. We are all too apt to lose sight of the fact that evil has a place in this world and in some mysterious way a work to do.

III. Works.—But not only does the Psalmist tell us that we are to trust in the Lord, but he says also that we are to do good. Go out into the pathway of duty and do that which lies right to thy hand—and do it with all thy might. Surely it is exactly what God told Elijah to do. ‘Return on thy way’—it is no use hiding under a juniper-tree and bemoaning your failure. Is it not true that many of us regard our religion as something almost entirely negative? We think that if we can abstain from the grosser forms of sin we are doing all that can be expected of us. We are content if we can go through the world without, as we say, ‘doing any harm.’ But we are not put in this world simply not to do harm. We are put into this world to do good. Is any one in this world a little better for our having been here? It is very interesting to know that our Lord summed up all the Commandments in a form no longer negative, but strictly positive—‘Thou shalt love.’

IV. Leave results to God.—Then to come to the closing words of the text. God is not asking from us anything in the nature of success; only faithfulness. ‘Be ye faithful unto death,’ not ‘be successful.’ God in His great mercy is asking from His children something that is within grasp of all. Do not let us get into the habit of thinking that God is a hard taskmaster. He is just asking of us that each in his position in life will do his best. There is nothing that appeals to us like success, but that is not what God wants. God looks deeper than that. He looks into the heart. He does not trouble Himself about the outward result; He serutinises the motives. He marks the efforts, even though they are crowned with failure again and again. Is there any text more full of comfort, more stimulating to effort, than this, spoken of a poor simple woman at whom the world pointed the finger of scorn, ‘Let her alone; she hath done what she could’? If you and I do what we can, never mind the failure; we can leave results in God’s hands.

—Rev. H. C. Frith.

38 Psalm 38 

Verses 1-22
Psalms 38

Proper Psalm for Ash Wednesday (Morning).

Psalms 38-40 = Day 8 (Morning).

Verse 2
IN A SORE PLIGHT
‘Thy hand presseth me sore.’

Psalms 38:2
This psalm, says the inscription, was intended to bring to remembrance—Was it God that seemed to have forgotten? The Psalmist was evidently in a desperate plight, for this psalm has been described as a long-drawn wail, passionate at first, but gradually calming into submission and trust, though never passing from the minor key. Thrice over David invokes the name of God (Psalms 38:1; Psalms 38:9; Psalms 38:15).

I. O Lord, rebuke me not.—Three ingredients had been pressed into the Psalmist’s cup of woe. First, God’s judgments; second, the heavy consciousness of sin; and, third, his mental and physical sufferings. Let us never lose sight of God in all the afflictions we are called upon to endure. It is only when we recognise Him that we can suffer aright.

II. Lord, all my desire is before Thee.—Now the chief complaint is the desertion by friends and the hostility of foes. But the complaint is not quite so vehement. The storm begins to abate and sighs itself to rest. There is peace, also, to the tortured heart in the memory that God knows all. God knew all before a word was uttered; that, however, did not make prayer needless, but made it pleasant and easy. We do not say, God knows, and therefore we need not speak; but God knows, and therefore we may tell Him all; and in the telling peace comes.

III. In Thee, O Lord, do I hope: Thou wilt answer.—‘Thou wilt answer’! What a word is this! Will my God verily answer for me to my foes, to the accusations of my heart, to the besetments of Satan? Will Jesus answer for me before his Father, and at the Judgment-seat (2 Corinthians 5)? Then I may be comforted. Mark the four successive fors, as though the Psalmist would pile up the reasons for his confidence.

Illustrations
(1) ‘In this psalm a peculiarity of the penitential psalms is repeated, namely, that the petitioner has to lament not only that his soul and body are worn out, but likewise over external enemies, who come forth as his adversaries and make his sins an occasion of preparing ruin for him. This is owing to the fact that the Old Testament believer, whose consciousness of sin was not so spiritual and deep as in the believer of the New Testament, almost always was sensible of the external act of sin. The enemies which then would prepare for him ruin, are the instruments of the Satanic power of evil, who desire his death, whilst God desires his life, as is likewise felt by the New Testament believer even without external enemies.’

(2) ‘There are passages in the Psalms not expressly quoted or referred to by the Evangelists, which an instinctive Christian feeling has always applied to incidents in our Lord’s life, e.g. Psalms 38:11, cf. Matthew 13:54-57, Luke 23:49.’
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Verses 1-13
Psalms 38

Proper Psalm for Ash Wednesday (Morning).

Psalms 38-40 = Day 8 (Morning).

Verse 12-13
THE PILGRIM’S PRAYER
‘Hear my prayer, O Lord, and give ear unto my cry; hold not Thy peace at my tears: for I am a stranger with Thee, and a sojourner, as all my fathers were. O spare me, that I may recover strength, before I go hence, and be no more.’

Psalms 39:12-13
There are three points in the text calling for notice.

I. The spirit of the prayer.—In this prayer we observe a mixture of

(a) Faith.—The Psalmist believed that God is a prayer-hearing and prayer-answering God. And therefore he says, ‘Hear my prayer, O Lord.’ He felt that he was not praying to a deaf idol, which has ears, but hears not. He felt, too, that he was not praying into the air, but to an unseen yet present God. Alas! too many have no faith in prayer. They do not really desire that for which they pray.

(b) Earnestness.—‘Give ear unto my cry.’ We often complain that God does not hear our supplications. But whose is the fault? The fault is not God’s. The fault is our own. ‘Ye have not,’ replies God, ‘because ye ask not; or if you do ask, ye ask amiss. Ye ask without faith. Ye ask without earnestness. And therefore God heareth you not.’

(c) Contrition.—David knew that he was a sinner—a miserable, gross sinner—and therefore he cried, ‘Deliver me from my transgressions.’ Oh, that our prayers may be equally acceptable in God’s sight! Oh, that He may see faith, earnestness, and contrition, even with tears, marking our supplications! And then, through the Saviour’s intercession, we shall boldly make David’s form of prayer our own.

II. The occasion of the prayer.—Some writers think the psalm was written during Absalom’s rebellion, when David was compelled to flee from Jerusalem and to go over Jordan as an outcast and a wanderer. He thereupon cried unto God for deliverance, and said, ‘I am a stranger with Thee, and a sojourner, as all my fathers were.’ But, whatever was the occasion of the psalm, the mind of David seems to have been greatly discomposed when he wrote it; and he had a deep impression of the vanity and uncertainty and shortness of human life. Now this feeling ought to be our feeling also; and that, too, not on particular occasions, but at all times. We should feel that life is short, and that therefore we ought to wait more and more in prayer upon our God. And why need we go to God in prayer? This will be seen from the last verse of our text.

III. The object of the prayer.—The object of the prayer was that David might be in a prepared state before his soul departed into the eternal world. ‘O spare me, that I may recover strength, before I go hence, and be no more.’ If David imagined that the rebellion of Absalom might prove successful, and end in some way in his own death, he might well ponder the solemnity of that event. To die, even to the Christian, is a momentous thing; and most Christians, if suddenly asked whether they are willing to depart, would inwardly cry, with the Psalmist, ‘O spare me a little!’ You have a good hope through God’s grace; you trust your sins are all pardoned through the blood of the Saviour; you glory in Christ as the Lord your righteousness; and yet, like Hezekiah you feel you would like time to set your house in order before you go. Let us learn to meditate, and so learn to pray. Meditate on your sins, and you will then pray, as David did, ‘Deliver me from all my transgressions.’ Meditate on the purifying influences of Christ’s atonement, and you will then pray, ‘Purge me with hyssop,’ the hyssop of the Redeemer’s blood, ‘and I shall be clean; wash me in the purifying fountain, and I shall be whiter than snow.’ Meditate on the converting power of the Holy Ghost, and your prayer will then be, ‘Take not Thy Holy Spirit from me.’ Meditate on the shortness of time, and you will then pray, as David prayed, ‘Hold not Thy peace at my tears; for I am a stranger with Thee and a sojourner.’

Canon Clayton.
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Verses 1-17
Psalms 38

Proper Psalm for Ash Wednesday (Morning).

Psalms 38-40 = Day 8 (Morning).

Verse 7
THE SELF-CONSECRATION OF MESSIAH
‘Then said I, Lo, I come.’

Psalms 40:7
I. When did Christ say these words?—To what date does ‘then’ refer? No numbers can reckon up the ages back, and no mind can fathom the depth of that eternity past since Christ’s advent-note was first heard, when the ‘decree’ was written in that volume, and that act of our Lord’s dedication of Himself for man took place. For ever and for ever he said, ‘I come.’ The word translated ‘I come’ literally means ‘I am come.’ So that, in the language that is used here, there is the very mystery of the eternal, omnipresent now which makes Godhead. It is always past; it is always present; it is always future. ‘I come.’

II. In the archives of eternity the mystery has stood for ages.—‘Lo, I come.’ Our first parents had scarcely fallen before it met them in the sacrifice of the daily altar. It was shadowed in the law of Moses; it was the note of the Angel in the wilderness, the Angel of the Church, the Lord Jesus. John the Baptist heard it in the desert, and the heavenly host sang it on the hills of Bethlehem. Every day and every hour it is heard in every believer’s soul; and stretching on now to greater things yet to come, it is the clear trumpet-note of the whole Church’s hope, ‘Lo, I come.’

III. The words carry with them another truth: Wherever there is difficulty, wherever there is sin, or sorrrow, or need, in proportion as the difficulty, sin, sorrow, need, become extreme, there Jesus comes. It is not one, but a long series of advents, Jesus coming nearer to us and we, as we are drawn, coming a little nearer to Him, day by day, hour by hour, moment by moment. It is so the work is done, and it is so that the union becomes established between a sinner and Christ, that union which can never be broken for ever and for ever.

Rev. James Vaughan.

Illustration
‘The fortieth psalm, being subjectively Messianic, gives us the inner meaning of the Passion. It is, so to speak, the theological counterpart of the twenty-second. The twenty-second gives us the Atonement in the realm of fact, the fortieth in the realm of idea. The former speaks of the Crucifixion of the Body in the sight of man, the latter of the Crucifixion of the Will in the sight of God.’
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Verse 5
HUMAN FOES AND DIVINE FRIEND
‘Mine enemies.… But Thou, O Lord!’

Psalms 41:5; Psalms 41:10
I. It was a season of bodily suffering.—The Psalmist was prone on a couch of languishing; his discomfort was increased by the consciousness of guilt, and aggravated by the ingratitude of friends and the calumny of foes. His enemies spoke evil against him, wondering when he would die and his name perish. They gloated over his misfortunes. Under such conditions he began to ask with new desire for healing: ‘Heal my soul, for I have sinned against Thee.’ ‘Have mercy upon me, and raise me up.’

II. How suitable is this prayer for us all!—‘Heal my soul, for it is stricken with many diseases.’ John describes our Lord’s miracles as signs, because each one sets forth an ailment of the inner life, and the Divine method of treatment. Some blind, some paralysed, some on the verge of death—the Great Physician is bending over us. By faith let us derive healing virtue as we touch the hem of His garment. The Lord Jesus referred Psalms 41:9 to Judas, except the clause about trusting; for from the first He had been aware of the untrustworthiness of the traitor.

III. But what comfort there is in turning from faithless friends and persistent foes to the Divine vindication!—He who vindicated Abel, whilst his blood was yet warm, has done as much for all His murdered and misunderstood saints; and He will set them before His face for ever in that world where they see eye to eye, and are face to face with faithfulness that cannot forget, a truth that cannot deceive, a love which cannot misunderstand.

Illustrations
(1) ‘Of whom could the words “Happy he who deals considerately with the afflicted” be so truly used as of Him who applies other words of the forty-first psalm to Himself?’

(2) ‘That promise to God’s child, “All his bed thou turnest in his sickness,” has been touchingly paraphrased, “Thou art wont to soothe him as one soothes a sick man, who turns his whole bed over and over that he may lie softer and get some rest.”’

Verse 10
HUMAN FOES AND DIVINE FRIEND
‘Mine enemies.… But Thou, O Lord!’

Psalms 41:5; Psalms 41:10
I. It was a season of bodily suffering.—The Psalmist was prone on a couch of languishing; his discomfort was increased by the consciousness of guilt, and aggravated by the ingratitude of friends and the calumny of foes. His enemies spoke evil against him, wondering when he would die and his name perish. They gloated over his misfortunes. Under such conditions he began to ask with new desire for healing: ‘Heal my soul, for I have sinned against Thee.’ ‘Have mercy upon me, and raise me up.’

II. How suitable is this prayer for us all!—‘Heal my soul, for it is stricken with many diseases.’ John describes our Lord’s miracles as signs, because each one sets forth an ailment of the inner life, and the Divine method of treatment. Some blind, some paralysed, some on the verge of death—the Great Physician is bending over us. By faith let us derive healing virtue as we touch the hem of His garment. The Lord Jesus referred Psalms 41:9 to Judas, except the clause about trusting; for from the first He had been aware of the untrustworthiness of the traitor.

III. But what comfort there is in turning from faithless friends and persistent foes to the Divine vindication!—He who vindicated Abel, whilst his blood was yet warm, has done as much for all His murdered and misunderstood saints; and He will set them before His face for ever in that world where they see eye to eye, and are face to face with faithfulness that cannot forget, a truth that cannot deceive, a love which cannot misunderstand.

Illustrations
(1) ‘Of whom could the words “Happy he who deals considerately with the afflicted” be so truly used as of Him who applies other words of the forty-first psalm to Himself?’

(2) ‘That promise to God’s child, “All his bed thou turnest in his sickness,” has been touchingly paraphrased, “Thou art wont to soothe him as one soothes a sick man, who turns his whole bed over and over that he may lie softer and get some rest.”’
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Verse 1
ATHIRST FOR GOD
‘As the hart panteth after the water brooks, so panteth my soul after Thee, O God.’

Psalms 42:1
Religion in some form or other is inseparable from man. The hunger of the human spirit is raised in prayer and in worship.

I. Mental and moral aspiration.—What does the Psalmist mean by using the language of bodily appetite to describe the needs of the soul? The panting of the thirsty stag for the water brook is indeed a very eloquent description of mental and moral aspiration. The physical frame requires to be sustained by proper sustenance; deprived of meat and drink it must fail and perish. Not all the wisdom of all the sages of history, not all the goodness of the saints can be taken in exchange for the food and drink by which the body’s waste must be restored and the failing lamp of its vitality replenished. The Psalmist affirms that there exists a similarity and congruity between the soul and the sustenance whereby it lives. The non-physical part of our complex nature, our intellect, conscience, affections, must be fed by other than material food—the intellect by truth, the conscience by righteousness, the affections by answering love. These to satisfy must be perfect and harmonious. You can as little stay the hunger of the spirit of man by giving him an abundance of material provender, as you can stay the hunger of his body with libraries and pictures. ‘Man shall not live by bread alone,’ said our Saviour; and no one who knows himself or his fellows will challenge the statement.

II. Materialism inimical to character.—Let me put to you the situation which any thoughtful man may find himself in to-day. He emerges from the peace of home into the great bustling conflict of life in a great city. He must take his place in the running, and earn by his energy and skill the means of life. The reality of the spiritual world, the claims and hopes of his nobler self seem to drop into the background, seem to grow distant, doubtful, dim to see. Probably he falls in with the literature of materialism—often interesting and able, sometimes even brilliant—which is offered on the bookstalls by the missionaries of unbelief for a few pence; he buys and reads and reads again. And when his newfound creed of materialism begins to react, as every creed must react, on his character, I do not say that because he has given up, or thinks he has given up, Christianity he will therefore become selfish and sensual, because I feel very sure that the instincts of self-respect will shape character in the face of an unfavourable creed, and in many cases it is certainly true that the truth of religion is often first realised through unbelief. The man who raises himself to conviction through doubt is morally superior to any man of formal orthodoxy who has had no spiritual conflict at all; but still allowing that Christian morality may, and often does, survive the reality of Christian belief, I maintain with conviction that materialism is properly inimical to character, and whatever influence is exerted it is for the bad. It weakens the sense of responsibility by destroying its basis in fact; it lowers the estimate of goodness by destroying its reality; it definitely stimulates self-indulgence by withdrawing from conscience its authority and reminder of the promise of judgment to come. The materialist who is true to his creed will become more and more the servant of his own appetite and ambition. Christianity rests in the fact that man is the child of God; materialism rests in the denial of that fact.

III. The hunger of the soul.—In a great city where life is urgent and materialism an aggressive creed there is extraordinary risk that the spiritual nature may be overborne, yet even here, I think, it cannot be denied that the hunger of the human spirit makes its presence known. As I observe the immense multitude of a great city, and mark its feverish haste to hear and tell some new thing; as, I say, it follows with an almost fierce curiosity any crime or scandal or tragedy which would give a glimpse into the world where motives take shape, I see the application of the words of the Psalmist: ‘As the hart panteth after the water brooks, so panteth my soul after Thee, O God.’ To embrace the creed of materialism is to assassinate humanity, and to give the lie to all that is most worthy in human history. There are instincts in us which are more trustworthy than our reason, for they, unlike reason, are not hoodwinked by sophistry and led astray by prejudice; and those instincts attest the truth of religion. Remember this when you discuss religion or read the books made upon it. Grant if you will that under the name of religion much has been gathered that is neither true nor useful. Strike away if you will the unworthy accumulation and give your homage to the core of truth; I entreat you have no commerce with any men or any movement which despises and denies the very birthright of humanity, and if you feel that you are growing tolerant of the things of unbelief, if you know yourself to be growing impatient of the faith of Christ, then I beseech you to examine your thoughts and look into your life. It may be that the doubts you see in Christianity have their explanation in yourself, and that for you the way of truth is the narrow and stony way of repentance; it may be that for you the wisest way is not the way of argument, but the way of prayer.

—Canon Hensley Henson.

Illustration
‘Justice has not been done to the brief but significant touches which the Psalmist’s strong, stern pencils throw in which indicate their subtle sympathy with nature. In Psalms 42:7 the writer hints at the sadness which is borne in upon the soul with the sound of distant water among the hills.

Rushing wave to rushing wave is calling,

At the voice of Thy cascades.’
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Verse 3
LIGHT AND TRUTH
‘O send out Thy light and Thy truth, that they may lead me: and bring me unto Thy holy hill, and to Thy dwelling.’

Psalms 43:3 (Prayer Book Version)

The forty-second and forty-third psalms give us an insight into the very heart of the Psalmist. David there appears as the man whose affections were set upon God, and who in all the changes and chances and dangers of a chequered life looked upward, aspired for closer communion with God; and it is for this that he is our teacher and our example.

I. We need to have this teaching and this example in this life of weary toil.—We need to have our spirits lifted up, not to be always earthward bound, but raised, elevated, borne up to the contemplation of higher things, higher and also more lasting. That is one great corrective of worldliness, one great protection for our soul, amid the temptations, pursuits, business, and pleasures of this present world—to look upward.

II. Observe how entirely Christian the prayer is, for what is it we here ask of God?—We ask for His light and for His truth. What is this but to ask for Christ to dwell in our hearts? When we pray for God’s light and God’s truth to lead us, we pray that Jesus Christ may dwell in us, and work in us, and rule in us, to the sanctifying and saving of our soul.

III. The dwelling of God, where is it?—In the highest heaven. Even those words are inadequate to convey a just idea of His habitation. ‘Behold, the heaven of heavens cannot contain Him.’ God is present in all places, at all times, but is present according to His true promise wheresoever two or three are gathered together in His name.

—Canon R. D. B. Rawnsley.

Illustration
‘After the ministers of the Disruption (the Free Church of Scotland) had reached Tanfield Hall, May 18, 1843, and Dr. Chalmers had taken the chair as moderator, he rose to give out the psalm. “A heavy thunder-cloud had for some time darkened the heavens, and, as the eye ranged at that particular moment over the dense mass of human beings who covered the immense area of the low-roofed hall, individual forms had almost ceased to be distinguishable through the sombre shade. The psalm which Dr. Chalmers had chosen was the forty-third. He began at that touching and beautiful line—

‘O send Thy light forth and Thy truth,’

and, as the words sounded through the hall, the sun, escaping from behind his cloudy covering, and darting through the windows which pierced the roof his brilliant beams, turned on the instant the preceding darkness into day.”’
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Verse 14
WHY DO GOD’S SAINTS SUFFER?
‘A byword among the heathen.’

Psalms 44:14
I. The contrast between the Old Testament position and the New—‘For Thy sake we are slain’ (Psalms 44:22). Here was the sting. It was in His service, and as His servants, that they suffered; and still He left them to their foes! So they argued according to their light. But we cannot. Two things forbid—(a) a deeper revelation of sin, and (b) a clearer knowledge of the Father.

(a) A Deeper Revelation of Sin.—Who of us, when afflicted, dares to say there is no sin in him sufficient to account for his trouble? We know something of the bottomless bog of deceit within—how corruption can pollute our holiest things. Instead of arraigning God, we are taught to suspect ourselves, and cry, ‘Search me, O God!’

(b) An Unveiling of the Father.—We have seen Him in Jesus, and the last excuse for misjudgment has gone, slain by the Cross. When His ways are dark with seeming cruelty, we can always interpret them by what He is. Indeed, in view of Calvary, this is the very least we should do. We know He is love, that He never relaxes in His care over us, and that He makes no mistakes. Deep shame to us, then, if we ever give room to a single doubt of His perfect love.

II. In spite of unexplained gloom, and of distressing doubts, these Old Testament saints persevered in seeking God (Psalms 44:23; Psalms 44:26). How much more, then, should we! How unworthy our conduct, if we grow weary of prayer! If they persevered, it is certain we may—and should.

Illustration
‘In the first paragraph of this Psalm (Psalms 44:1-8) we have an exact delineation of the method of the best kind of life. We do not get the land in possession by our own sword. Fighting will not help us, nor wrestling, nor anxiety. There is a sense in which praying will not bring us thither. Nothing but simple faith in the living Saviour—in His right hand, His arm, and the light of His countenance. Through Him we push down our adversaries; through His Name we tread under the serried ranks of our foes. Again and again I am asked for the secret of victory. Why do you fail? Surely you have not yet come to an end of yourself, you have not sunk down at the feet of the Son of God in absolute helplessness and dependence, you have not died to your own righteousness that you might receive God’s. This will cause failure, until, like Job, you are stripped of all creature help, and hand over the entire responsibility of making you a victor, and a saint, to Him who loves you. But what a contrast in the closing paragraph (Psalms 44:9-26)! Disaster and defeat had followed on each other’s heels, and all the outlook and prospect of the land had become overcast. How true this is in the history of the soul!’
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Verse 3-4
MESSIAH’S CONQUESTS
‘Full of grace are Thy lips, because God hath blessed Thee for ever. Gird Thee with Thy sword upon Thy thigh, O Thou most Mighty: according to Thy worship and renown.’

Psalms 45:3-4 (Prayer Book Version)

The three offices of Christ.

Our Lord is here spoken of in two distinct characters—as a Teacher: ‘Full of grace are Thy lips’; and as a Conqueror: ‘Gird Thee with Thy sword upon Thy thigh,’ or, in other words, as a Prophet and as a King. His third special office is that of a Priest, in that He offered Himself up to God the Father as a propitiation for our sins.

I. These three offices seem to contain in them and to represent the three principal conditions of mankind: endurance, active life, and thought. Christ undertook them all, suffering that we might know how to suffer, labouring that we might know how to labour, and teaching that we might know how to teach.

II. In these offices Christ also represents to us the Holy Trinity, for in His own proper character He is a Priest; and as to His kingdom, He has it from the Father; and as to His prophetical office, He exercises it by the Spirit. The Father is the King, the Son the Priest, and the Holy Ghost the Prophet.

III. Christ left behind Him a ministerial order, who are His representatives and instruments; and they, though earthen vessels, show forth according to their measure these three characters: the prophetical, the priestly, and the regal. Nay, all His followers in some sense bear all three offices, as Scripture is not slow to declare. Knowledge, power, endurance, are the three privileges of the Christian Church. (1) Each state, each rank in the world, has its particular excellence; but that excellence is solitary. The kingly office has this great defect, that it is all power and no subjection, all doing and no suffering. Christ was not a King without being a Sufferer too, and so in like manner His followers after Him. (2) The soldier comes more nearly than the king to the pattern of Christ. Yet there are great drawbacks here also. (a) There is the carnal weapon. (b) The soldier is but an instrument directed by another. Christ and His ministers are bloodless conquerors. (3) The great philosophers of the world, whose words are so good and so effective, are themselves too often nothing more than words. Who shall warrant for their doing as well as speaking? They are shadows of Christ’s prophetical office, but where is the sacerdotal or the regal? Where shall we find in them the nobleness of the king and the self-denial of the priest? Such is the world, but Christ came to make a new world. He came to combine what was dissipated, to recast what was shattered, in Himself. He began all excellence, and of His fullness have all we received.

Illustrations
(1) ‘Christological analysis—

I. The Royal (Psalms 45:1; Psalms 45:5) Bridegroom (Psalms 45:9-16).

II. His Divinity (Psalms 45:6-7).

(a) His Divinity (Psalms 45:6-7).

(b) The gift of unction to His Humanity (Psalms 45:7).

(c) His Humanity and its characteristics.

(1) Spiritual beauty (Psalms 45:2).

(2) Power of word (Psalms 45:2).

(3) Power of deed (Psalms 45:3-5).

(4) Graces and virtues (Psalms 45:4; Psalms 45:7).’

(2) ‘The margin of Psalms 45:1 tells us that the Psalmist’s work was “for a king.” This ode was probably composed for the marriage-day of Solomon, but it has a far wider import. There is only One that can be described as fairer than the children of men, whose lips drop with grace, and who rides in majesty. The quotation of Psalms 45:6-7 in Hebrews 1. proves beyond controversy the Messianic reference. It is the Son of God Who is the centre picture in this tableau. His garments smell of sweet spices; his arrows are sharp in the heart of his foes. Oh that He would ascend His triumphal car, and ride forth in truth, meekness, and righteousness!’
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Verse 1
GOD A STRONG REFUGE
‘God is our refuge and strength.’

Psalms 46:1
The Psalmist who wrote these words knew the happiness of their meaning, for the life into which God does not enter cannot be, in the deepest sense, happy.

I. Our refuge.

(a) From isolation and human misunderstanding.—Probably the experience of some here is in union with those who are surrounded by lack of sympathy and lack of appreciation. It is a blessed thing to know Jesus Christ, the Friend who sticketh closer than a brother. God is our refuge from isolation and from human misunderstanding.

(b) From provocation.—Again, it is a hard, but it is a Divine, lesson to be calm and restrained under wrongful blame, a difficult, but a splendid victory. God is our refuge from provocation.

(c) From change.—Again, everything around us changes. The world itself is but for a time. We ourselves grow old and change, but Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and to-day, yea, and for ever, and he that doeth the Will of God abideth for ever. God is our refuge from change.

(d) From sin.—Then there is that terrible thing called sin, the remembrance of good left undone and of evil done. Christ died, that, believing on Him, sin might be put away. The forgiveness of sins is offered to us in Jesus Christ our Saviour. God is our refuge from sin.

(e) From sorrow.—And when sickness comes, when the wife or the child is taken, when work is slack and expenses go on, and the income is but small, if we can but look up to the face of Our Father, without Whom not a sparrow falls to the ground, and say, ‘Thou, O God, art my Refuge in the day of trouble,’ God is then our refuge from sorrow.

(f) From uncertainty.—And God is our refuge from uncertainty. The agnostic and the materialist may excel in what is called destructive criticism, in declaring what is not; but when pressed to say what is, they are generally silent. By looking in the wrong way, the wise have never found, and, what is more, they never will find out God, because He reveals Himself to the childlike in heart, and His revelation addresses itself to the whole of our nature and not to one part, to the warm, loving heart, as well as to the cold, scoffing intellect. To the Greeks and Romans, as to the modern sceptic, everything was uncertain; but to the humblest believer light is sprung up in the darkness, for God is our refuge from doubt and from uncertainty.

II. Our strength.—To those that thus receive the Lord, the Refuge becomes also an Almighty Strength in Whose Holy Spirit the very weakest of us can live a life to His glory and to the good of others, and may realise true religion.

—Rev. Dr. Darlington.

Illustrations
(1) ‘God is Refuge to me in my danger and peril. Whether it be the ill-desert of my sin that alarms me, or the pollution of my sin that fills me with shame, or the strength of my sin that dismays me, or the attractions and fascinations of my sin that lure me, a safe stronghold my God is still. When I flee to Him, when my home is in Him, sin cannot have dominion over me.

God is River to me in my barrenness and sterility. The streams of His manifold grace make glad the city of my soul. It is His pardon, until seventy times seven. It is His holiness, meeting and conquering all my evil. It is His peace, which passeth understanding. It is His power, equipping me for every service and every trial. It is His joy, unspeakable and full of glory. “The Lord is with me in majesty, a Place of broad rivers and streams!”’

(2) ‘On this psalm Luther has founded his notable hymn, Ein’ feste Burg ist unser Gott, “A fortress strong is God our Lord.” It bears in every word the impress of his faith and Christian heroism, and has a long history of its own in the life of the German people and in other languages into which it has been rendered. It was written in 1529.’
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Verse 7
‘WORSHIP THE KING!’
‘God is the King of all the earth: sing ye praises with understanding.’

Psalms 47:7
I. The characteristic of united rather than of personal expression of feeling belongs to the earliest hymns introduced into the Christian Church.—And in our own devotions it is very important for us to remember the truth embodied in that custom. We are not isolated Christians; we are members of a Christian Church.

II. The great function of hymns in public worship is to bring before our hearts as well as our memories, in an attractive and moving form, the great facts of our holy faith, and also to help us to apply these great facts and doctrines to our own particular wants.

III. Hymns teach a lesson as to the unity of believers.—They belong, not to one century or another, not to one Church, or one sect, or one class, or one part alone of the kingdom; but from every section of our fellow-Christians have been found gifted servants of God pouring forth their adoration, their penitence, or their trust in language which is not of a party, but simply of the universal Church.

Illustration
‘Each blessing and revelation of God given to His Church is an occasion for a hymn of praise, and a grateful confession of His glory. Never can she, never dare she forget or conceal the fact that His love is the ground of her election, and the cause of her salvation. But she is especially urged to give thanks with heart, hand, and voice, when God not only gives her victory over her enemies, but also protects and confirms her in the promised inheritance. For thereby God makes an actual revelation of His majesty, and shows that while graciously condescending to His people, He still governs the world on His heavenly throne.’
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Verse 8
THE CITY OF OUR GOD
‘As we have heard, so have we seen in the city of the Lord of hosts, in the city of our God: God will establish it for ever.’

Psalms 48:8
I. First, ‘we have heard’ of the honour of the Church as included in that testimony of Jesus which is the spirit of prophecy, the very groundwork of the Psalter.—We hear our Lord’s own predictions about His Church, His accomplishment of His own prophetic psalms—those psalms in which ages beforehand He prepared men to realise what the Church of Christ should be, and how it should fill up His sufferings and share His glory.

II. ‘Like as we have heard, so have we seen.’—This frequent teaching about the Church is not a thrice-told tale, not only a prophetic vision or an Apostolic instruction. It is something for us to realise ourselves. The ‘fair place’ is our heritage. The Kingdom of God is within us. The Divine presence is granted to us if we will but open the eyes of our mind, the temple our hearts, every day.

III. The past and the present alike cheer us on in our hopes for the future of the Church of Christ.—In this present time we see, and not only with the eye of faith, the fulfilment of those ancient promises and predictions in the marvellous preservation and enlargement of the Church.

IV. Notice one or two reflections as to our own duty in the Church into which we have been baptized.—(1) Take on trust the doctrine of the Church’s life, even if you can only hear of it at present. (2) Abide in the Church. We must not try to stand outside the Church or above it, but where Christ is, in it. (3) Though faith tarry, wait for it. Fullness of conviction, like consummate knowledge, can only gradually be won. Study, then, humbly the holy doctrines delivered unto you, and most of all that priceless word which proves them.

V. Let us all remember that holiness is the great mark of the Church—the holiness which is God’s gift of mercy through the merits of His Son, granted to the lowliest and most degraded if truly penitent and faithful.

—Canon Jelf.

Illustrations
(1) ‘God protects not only His people, but the city in which they dwell. He guards the very house in which they call upon Him. But He means that they should recognise this, should trust His watchfulness and power, should be grateful for His help and goodness to them, and by proclaiming what He has done, induce others, especially their descendants, to exercise a like faith. For God is the same, yesterday, to-day, and forever. This God is our God.’

(2) ‘Three psalms, the forty-sixth, forty-seventh, and forty-eighth, bound together by the golden clasp of the forty-fifth, are the great hymns of the City of God.’

(3) ‘From the beginning, God’s works have made known His name and His praise over all the earth, but Zion is the place where His glory has been specially manifested. This is the central point of His historical revelations. And from this spot the triumphal proclamation of His name shall go forth throughout the world; so that not only in the Promised Land but to the ends of the earth, the latest generation shall praise that God who hears prayer, who exercises justice to the joy of His people, who is their guide, helper, and protector.’
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Verse 18
SUCCESS
‘For while he lived, he counted himself an happy man: and so long as thou doest well unto thyself, men will speak good of thee.’

Psalms 49:18 (Prayer Book Version)

‘Nothing succeeds like success’ is a proverb invented by a famous man of the world, and of the truth of it from the world’s point of view there is no denying.

I. The uncertainty of success.—In our text we have first the fact, and secondly, the motive of that success which is of the earth earthy. Its motive is selfishness, doing well to oneself, looking after one’s own interests, and making them the supreme consideration. Then again its nature is to be satisfied with present temporal conditions, not to trouble about any higher life than that of the time and sense. The most striking feature about this forty-ninth psalm is the author’s firm conviction that in a future state the scale of fortune will be readjusted. Nowhere else do we find a Jewish writer contentedly permitting the final issue of the adjustment of the things of this world to the life beyond the grave. What we find asserted here so strongly is the unreality of the success which is not achieved on the eternal principles of righteousness. How true to life and experience is that expression ‘He counted himself an happy man’! How it brings out the situation of contented enjoyment, which is assumed in place of the genuine thing; the affectation of interest for the sake of mere appearance; the hypocritical sentiments mouthed out in order that the world may exclaim ‘What a noble fellow is here!’ And yet there is always the haunting, ever-present consciousness of secret failure, the knowledge that nothing is quite what it seems. And is there not another element in success, as the world counts it, which, even when success has been fairly and squarely won, goes very far to discount its worth? One sees that so much is due not to real merit but to the chance disposition of circumstance—the luck of an examination which comes once in a lifetime, the luck of particular questions set, which places you, perchance, in the class list just above a much better man than yourself, and he loses the prize which is the making of your career. The sensible man of discrimination knows and recognises all this and appraises his success at its true worth.

II. The intrinsic worth of success.—We can only say, then, that failure and success in this world are too often but uncertain and capricious things. The all-important question for each is that which concerns the intrinsic worth of success in life. ‘For while he lived, he counted himself a happy man.’ The inference is, I suppose, that when he died he found out his mistake. The answer that follows is full of irony: ‘so long as thou doest well unto thyself, men will speak good of thee’; of course they will. All the world cares about is that you should keep up appearances. And the same vaunting world is not slow to extend its appreciation to success achieved by its own methods even in the very presence of Christ. There is the religious partisan who prays for every one but himself, and to whom no conscience is sacred but his own. The world rewards him with its votes.

III. The right side to success.—Nevertheless there is a right and wholesome side to the world’s worship of success, for surely we were not sent here to court failure. There is a depreciation of success that is nothing but unreasoning affectation. It boasts of the so-called failure of the Cross, forgetting that our Lord’s ministry on earth ended not with the Cross but with the Resurrection and the Ascension. Christ never speaks of failure, but looks forward to the restoration of all things. What the Christian should deprecate is not success, but sham, false success—the success which does not last, that which is of the earth, earthy.

—Archdeacon Bevan.

Illustration
‘No more significant truth exists, perhaps, to show the slight correspondence between success and merit, than the fact that the self-same man—by the exercise of the self-same powers—may at one time succeed and at another fail. Edmund Kean, acting in stable buildings to farm servants, and gaining bread for his wife and children, was just as great a genius as when crowned in Drury Lane. When George Stephenson died amid the applause and gratitude of the people, he was the same man, maintaining the same principles, as when he was scorned by all.’
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Verse 3
THE SILENCE OF GOD
‘Our God shall come, and shall not keep silence.… These things hast thou done, and I kept silence.’

Psalms 50:3; Psalms 50:21
These two sentences—occurring as they do in the same psalm—are startling and suggestive.

I. The silence of God—what is it?—Look at His commands and threatenings, and at what He is doing, and you will see. His voice was heard on Sinai, saying, ‘Thou shalt not take the name of the Lord thy God in vain, for the Lord will not hold him guiltless that taketh His name in vain.’ But is it not true that men daily blaspheme that worthy Name by the which ye are called? that there are many of whom it may be said, ‘He clothed himself with cursing like as with his garment’? And while this stream of blasphemy is flowing from human lips, does it not seem as if God took no notice of it—as if He had forgotten His threatening, and neither cared nor knew what men are doing? To use their own words, ‘Thou hatest instruction and castest my words behind thee: when thou sawest a thief, thou consentedst with him, and hast been partaker of adulterers: thou givest thy mouth to evil, and thy tongue frameth deceit; thou sittest and speakest against thy brother; thou slanderest thine own mother’s son,—these things [besides many others forbidden in the Scriptures] thou hast done, and I kept silence.’ How striking the thought! How wonderful Jehovah’s forbearance! Men have denied His existence, defied Him to execute judgment, and iniquity in every conceivable form has been perpetrated for ages, yet the silence remains unbroken. For centuries there has been no visible manifestation of God’s presence—no utterance of His voice as in Eden—on Sinai—in the desert—or on Judea’s plains. But is God forgetful, or careless, or indifferent, respecting the treatment of His laws and the veracity of His statements? Nay, verily.

II. The silence will be broken.—‘Our God shall come, and shall not keep silence.’ He will yet ‘cause His glorious voice to be heard, and shall show the lighting down of His arm, with the indignation of His anger, and with the flame of a devouring fire, with scattering, and tempest, and hailstones.’ His voice will be heard calling His people to Himself, and commanding His foes to destruction. His law will be vindicated. His honour maintained. ‘Now consider this, ye that forget God, lest’ as the two she—bears destroyed the forty-two children who mocked Elisha, so He tear you in pieces, and there be none to deliver’ (Psalms 50:22). The Lion of the tribe of Judah will arise from His lair. He ‘shall roar out of Zion, and utter His voice from Jerusalem: and the heavens and the earth shall shake: but the Lord will be the hope of His people, and the strength of the children of Israel.’ The silence of centuries will be terribly broken when the heavens shall be lighted up with the glory of God, and the despised Nazarene ascends the throne of universal empire. His voice will sound through the ages, and penetrate the deepest grave, and as the ransomed millions put on immortality—and give the royal salutation, ‘O King! live for ever,’ the hosts of hell will realise that God has broken earth’s silence, and the import of these two sentences of the fiftieth psalm will be fully understood by saint and sinner.

Verse 21
THE SILENCE OF GOD
‘Our God shall come, and shall not keep silence.… These things hast thou done, and I kept silence.’

Psalms 50:3; Psalms 50:21
These two sentences—occurring as they do in the same psalm—are startling and suggestive.

I. The silence of God—what is it?—Look at His commands and threatenings, and at what He is doing, and you will see. His voice was heard on Sinai, saying, ‘Thou shalt not take the name of the Lord thy God in vain, for the Lord will not hold him guiltless that taketh His name in vain.’ But is it not true that men daily blaspheme that worthy Name by the which ye are called? that there are many of whom it may be said, ‘He clothed himself with cursing like as with his garment’? And while this stream of blasphemy is flowing from human lips, does it not seem as if God took no notice of it—as if He had forgotten His threatening, and neither cared nor knew what men are doing? To use their own words, ‘Thou hatest instruction and castest my words behind thee: when thou sawest a thief, thou consentedst with him, and hast been partaker of adulterers: thou givest thy mouth to evil, and thy tongue frameth deceit; thou sittest and speakest against thy brother; thou slanderest thine own mother’s son,—these things [besides many others forbidden in the Scriptures] thou hast done, and I kept silence.’ How striking the thought! How wonderful Jehovah’s forbearance! Men have denied His existence, defied Him to execute judgment, and iniquity in every conceivable form has been perpetrated for ages, yet the silence remains unbroken. For centuries there has been no visible manifestation of God’s presence—no utterance of His voice as in Eden—on Sinai—in the desert—or on Judea’s plains. But is God forgetful, or careless, or indifferent, respecting the treatment of His laws and the veracity of His statements? Nay, verily.

II. The silence will be broken.—‘Our God shall come, and shall not keep silence.’ He will yet ‘cause His glorious voice to be heard, and shall show the lighting down of His arm, with the indignation of His anger, and with the flame of a devouring fire, with scattering, and tempest, and hailstones.’ His voice will be heard calling His people to Himself, and commanding His foes to destruction. His law will be vindicated. His honour maintained. ‘Now consider this, ye that forget God, lest’ as the two she—bears destroyed the forty-two children who mocked Elisha, so He tear you in pieces, and there be none to deliver’ (Psalms 50:22). The Lion of the tribe of Judah will arise from His lair. He ‘shall roar out of Zion, and utter His voice from Jerusalem: and the heavens and the earth shall shake: but the Lord will be the hope of His people, and the strength of the children of Israel.’ The silence of centuries will be terribly broken when the heavens shall be lighted up with the glory of God, and the despised Nazarene ascends the throne of universal empire. His voice will sound through the ages, and penetrate the deepest grave, and as the ransomed millions put on immortality—and give the royal salutation, ‘O King! live for ever,’ the hosts of hell will realise that God has broken earth’s silence, and the import of these two sentences of the fiftieth psalm will be fully understood by saint and sinner.
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Verse 10
A CLEAN HEART
‘Create in me a clean heart, O God; and renew a right spirit within me.’

Psalms 51:10
Three things must happen before anything can be created. The Spirit of God must move upon the face of it, the word of God must speak to it, and the blood of Christ must wash it.

I. If you wish to be God’s children indeed, the Holy Spirit must work in your heart.—As the Spirit moved over the face of the waters, so must the Holy Spirit move in your heart. The Holy Spirit is often compared to water, because water makes clean.

II. The Bible is the Word of God.—When God made the world, He spake with His mouth. Now His speech is in the Bible. In Ephesians 5:26 we read: ‘That He might sanctify and cleanse it with the washing of water by the Word’—that is, the Bible.

III. And Jesus Christ, we know, must cleanse us too.—‘The blood of Jesus Christ His Son cleanseth us from all sin.’

IV. Suppose you have a clean heart, will it keep clean?—Here comes the beauty of the text. It says, ‘Create in me a clean heart, O God’; and the next part says, ‘Renew it’—‘Renew a right spirit within me.’ This is what we want every day. If clean to-day, it will be dirty to-morrow. Therefore we must say, Renew it over and over again. ‘Renew a right spirit within me.’

Rev. James Vaughan.

Illustration
‘We learn at once what David meant by a clean heart. He meant a heart which loathes and abhors all forbidden indulgences of the flesh. I do not read Society novels; but I have seen criticisms in secular magazines which seem to show that a fixed abhorrence of the sins of uncleanness no longer prevails as it should do in our midst. If men and women loathed these vile sins they would not read books which are dominated and permeated by them. There are many, I fear, who, while abstaining themselves from acts of impurity, find a secret and sinful pleasure in throwing open the whole realm of thought and imagination to uncleanness and sensuality. And yet the control of our thoughts and imaginations is more than half the battle in maintaining personal purity. A clean heart is one which never harbours an unclean thought. Those thoughts and imaginations which the lascivious entertain with pleasure and delight, the pure in heart turn away from with disgust. And a clean heart is always a cautious and watchful heart. It runs no unnecessary risks. It prays, with all earnestness and sincerity, “Lead us not into temptation.” This is why God’s people are so careful and strict as to what books they read, what company they associate with, and what places of entertainment they attend. David’s sin was due to an unguarded look. It is no exaggeration to say that half an hour’s licence to the thoughts and imaginations, letting them roam at will through forbidden regions of sensuality and uncleanness opened to us by novel or picture or play, may leave upon us such a stain that ten, twenty, or thirty years will not see the end of the mischief done.’

Verse 17
‘The sacrifice of God is a troubled spirit.’

Psalms 51:17 (Prayer Book Version)

Notice one or two of those accepted sacrifices which from time to time have been set up in our world, and which the Holy Spirit has recorded for our humiliation, our comfort, and our happiness.

I. The repentance of David was the repentance of a fallen child of God.—If we can say that David’s confession was the cause of his forgiveness, in a truer sense we may say David’s forgiveness was the cause of his repentance. It was none other than the fountain of God’s forgiving love that opened the fountain of a penitent spirit.

II. The case of Manasseh, the son of Hezekiah, was as dissimilar to that of David as it is possible for the manifestation of the same grace to be in two places.—Manasseh was a dissolute, godless man for more than half the years of his life. David was aroused by a voice, Manasseh by an iron chain. Out of the depths he cried to God. Sorrow made him acquainted with himself; prayer made him acquainted with God.

III. The history of the Ninevites stands out with this signalising mark, that our Lord Himself adduced it as the very standard of true repentance, by which others at the last great day shall be measured and condemned.—The distinguishing feature in their repentance was that it was national.

IV. Mary was saved at Jesus’ feet; Peter by a look from Jesus’ eye.—With each God deals separately—as He pleases, and as each requires. But in all sin is the parent of the sorrow, sorrow is the parent of the joy, and joy is the parent of holiness. Grace and the God of grace are the same yesterday, to-day, and for ever, ‘all in all.’

—Rev. James Vaughan.

Illustration
‘I would cherish the sense of sin’s ugliness. Here is something directly opposed to the Divine nature which has been implanted within me. Here is something which prevents and interrupts my obedience to the Divine will. Here is something which breaks my fellowship with my Divine Friend. Ah! sin is hateful and loathsome. I would cherish, too, the sense of my helplessness when it confronts me. With all the knowledge I have gained of Christ, with all the love I feel for Him, with all the zeal I throw into His service, I cannot rid myself of His adversary and mine. So my heart is humbled and broken. Yet One there is Who can roll the strangling load from me. I praise God for Him.’
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Verse 9
THE NAME TO TRUST IN
‘I will hope in Thy name.’

Psalms 52:9 (Prayer Book Version).

‘I will wait on Thy name, for it is good.’ What is God’s name?

I. It is Jehovah, the Living One.—Ah! here is comfort for me, when I am troubled by my littleness and by the fleeting and transient character of my life. I may grasp the hand of One Who endures from age to age; and then will His eternity pass into me, so that I too shall abide for ever and ever.

II. And it is Jehovah-Rophi, the Healer, the Good Physician.—And here is rich consolation for me when I am confronted by the multitude of my spiritual diseases. He has provided the sufficient remedy. One drop of Jesus’ blood applied to my conscience—there is the medicine: and now indeed I walk at liberty.

III. And it is Jehovah-Nissi, the Lord my Banner.—I move day after day through the midst of foes. ‘From every bush the lances start.’ My enemies are innumerable, crafty, strong, unsparing. But my eyes are upon the Captain of my salvation and His blood-red flag; and thus am I more than a conqueror.

IV. And it is Jehovah-Shalom, the Giver of peace.—Many are the causes of trouble in my history. They spring from my personal circumstances. They come to me from those who are dear to me as my own soul. But through the storm He draws near, and I have calm and trust and power.

Illustration
‘Here is a master-lesson in the art of prayer. Some tongue had been reviling the Psalmist; and he had poured out his soul before God, expressing his unfaltering trust in His unfailing mercy. “I trust,” said he, “in the mercy of God for ever and ever.” And the prayer of faith is hardly finished before we hear him saying, “I will give Thee thanks for ever, because Thou hast done it.” Would that we would end all our prayers like this!’
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Verse 1-2
THE FOLLY OF ATHEISM
‘The fool hath said in his heart, There is no God,’ etc.

Psalms 53:1-2
There seems to be something intentionally emphatic about the charge against the atheist in the text, as though the wickedness of a man in saying, ‘There is no God,’ were lost in the folly of it, as though when David heard a man sneeringly remark that there was no God he forgot for a moment the man’s sensuality and licentiousness in his astonishment at his weakness.

I. Suppose a man to say absolutely, ‘There is no God,’ thus going beyond the heathen, as some few profess to have done, then in this case the folly is so palpable that all nature seems to protest against it. The question, Who made all these things? confounds such miserable atheism.

II. The denial that God rules and governs the world by just laws, punishing the wicked and rewarding the just, may also, without much difficulty, be convicted of folly, for consider, is it possible to think of God as being otherwise than perfect?—An imperfect God is no God at all; if perfect, then He must be perfect in goodness, in holiness, in truth.

III. There is one other manner in which a man may deny God.—He may refuse homage to that God whom we worship as revealed to us in the Lord Jesus Christ. Notice two or three points from which the folly of such a man may appear open and manifest. (1) Most holy and thoughtful men have found in the revelation which God has made to man through the Lord Jesus Christ the satisfaction of all their spiritual wants. (2) Observe the wonderful power that this revelation has had: how it has unquestionably been the mainspring, the chief mover, of all the history of the world since the time that Christ came. (3) If Christ be not ‘the Way, the Truth, and the Life,’ at least there is no other. Either God has revealed Himself in Christ, or He has not revealed Himself at all, for there is no other religion in the world which any one will pretend to substitute.

—Bishop Harvey Goodwin.

Illustration
‘There is the man who, bursting with his own prodigious wisdom, rides roughshod over evidence of every kind, and dashes madly, blindly into the battle of life, with “No God!” as his battle-cry; until he falls, at last, wounded by the Lord of Hosts, whose existence he has denied. In his conceptions of life—“No God!”; in thoughts of marriage—“No God!”; in conduct of his business—“No God!”; and in the training of his children—“No God!” Such an one sought to wed his little girl to his disbelief. One day he was ill in bed, when the child came into the room with her slate from school. He wrote upon it, “God is nowhere!” and asked her to read it. The little one in her innocence spelled it out, “God is now here!” ‘Twas but a trifling change, but eternal issues hung upon it.’
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Verse 1
THE NAME THAT SAVES
‘Save me, O God, by Thy name.’

Psalms 54:1
I. The appeal of the sinner here is to the name of God.—That name is the expression or revelation of what God is, and of what He is to the sinner. The character of God, as the King eternal, immortal, and invisible, and as the God of all grace, is that which is given us in His name. The name is the written or spoken compendium of what God is, as proclaimed to us by Himself; for He has not left it to man to give a name to the God that made Him. He has given a name to Himself, and that name is ‘the Lord, the Lord God merciful and gracious.’

II. Everything of peace and holiness in us depends on what we know of God.—It is the revelation of Himself in Christ Jesus, His Son, that displaces our darkness and fills us with light. When we come to understand that revelation, then the darkness is passed and the true light is shining, the day has broken and the shadows have fled away. The name of God, as embodying this revelation of Himself, is that on which we rest; it contains in brief compass all that a sinner needs to know for the removal of his fears and for the imparting a true and abiding rest to his weary spirit. The right understanding of that name is the cure of doubt and the end of all despondency. Here is our resting-place; for all grace is here, all love is here—righteous grace, righteous love; grace and love that have come to us through a righteous channel, and which, therefore, can never be disturbed or doubted. The righteous love of God! This is what the name proclaims to us—this is what the name presents to the sinner, that receiving it he may be saved. ‘They that know Thy name will put their trust in Thee.’ The trust follows and flows out from the knowledge of the name; that which we know of God as seen in Christ Jesus is that which awakens our confidence.

III. ‘Save me by Thy name’ is the sinner’s appeal to what God is and what He has revealed Himself to be.—All that is in God is engaged in the sinner’s behalf, and is pledged for his salvation. ‘The exceeding riches of the grace of God,’ as shown out in that name, are the sure ground on which he builds for eternity; and as one who has believed the good news of these exceeding riches, he looks up to the God of all grace, and says, in the quiet confidence of faith, ‘Save me by Thy name’ in every day of trouble. The Name is to him the pledge of deliverance and the ending of all fear.

Illustration
‘It is remarkable that in this, as in so many psalms, the petition with which the Psalmist opens becomes a matter of thanksgiving and praise, as though it were already in hand. It is so here (see Psalms 54:7): “He hath delivered”; “Mine eye hath seen.” Does not this originate in that acceptance of God’s gifts by faith, which realises that if we ask anything according to His will we have the petition? It is consigned to us even though not delivered; it is labelled with our name and only awaits a suitable opportunity to come into our hands. In all the philosophy of prayer, there is no condition more absolutely imperative than Christ’s “Believe that ye have received” (Mark 11:25, R.V.).’
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Verse 22
A BURDEN-BEARING GOD
‘Cast thy burden upon the Lord, and He shall sustain thee.’

Psalms 55:22
A great part of the burden of daily life is the sin that is in it. Take out the sin, and there will not be much burden left.

I. As regards those common burdens which every one bears, God says, ‘Cast thy burden on the Lord.’—It is very difficult to sympathise with one another’s burdens; and of course each, knowing only his own, thinks his own the heaviest. Christ alone can sympathise with all. But your burden is the one main thing you have to do with, suited for present discipline, a selected, ordained, adjusted thing—‘thy burden.’ Leave the balancing, and trust the Balancer.

II. What is casting?—It needs an effort to believe. It needs an effort to do the first step; it needs an effort to make it once and for ever. What is the way? (1) Take loving views of Jesus—of His sympathy, His nearness, His power, His undertakings, His interest, personal, in you. (2) Open to Him your whole heart, not the burden only, but what surrounds it. (3) Do not go back to your own castings. Put them too far away for that.

III. Observe how the Lord deals with cast burdens.—He does not say, ‘I will take away thy burden,’ but ‘I will sustain thee.’ To this end He will unite Himself to you more closely, so that, just as the ivy on the rock, you will both borrow a strength from the rock not your own and pass on to the rock the pressure that you feel. He will be ‘your arm every morning,’ on which leaning you cannot faint. He will feed you with such hidden manna that you will grow so strong that you can carry anything.

Rev. James Vaughan.

Illustration
(1) ‘Ask for a few definite things. It may be that they will number five or ten. (2) Be particular and definite in making each request. (3) Stop for a little after each, and consider that God has heard and assumed the responsibility with respect to it. (4) Stay your soul upon a promise. (5) Look up into His face and say: “It is as good as done, and I thank Thee.” (6) You may have to wait till the opportune moment arrives, when God can entrust you with the answer, but it is yours. (7) Cease to worry about it, but often look into God’s face, and say: “Father, I know that it is all right, I am reckoning and trusting.”’
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Verse 8
‘HE CARETH FOR YOU’
‘Thou tellest my wanderings: put Thou my tears into Thy bottle: are they not in Thy book?’

Psalms 56:8
I. The human side of life.—It is described under two forms: wandering and tears; and the division, though brief, is very comprehensive. Life has its active part in wanderings, its passive in tears. This description of life is true (1) in its changefulness; (2) in its imperfection; (3) in its growing fatigue.

II. We come to the Divine side of life.—This belongs only to the man who can feel, know, and be regulated by it, as the polestar shines for those who take it for their guide. What, then, does this view of God secure for the man who looks to Him? (1) It secures for His life a Divine measure. ‘Thou tellest my wanderings.’ That is not merely, Thou speakest of them, but Thou takest the tale and number of them. We ask Him to teach us to count our days, and He replies by counting them for us. They look often as restless as a bird’s flutterings, as unregarded as the fallen leaves, but they are reckoned up by God, and there shall not be too many for the wanderer’s strength or too few so as to fall short of the promised rest. (2) This view of God secures a Divine sympathy in life. ‘Put Thou my tears into Thy bottle.’ This teaches (a) that God is close beside a sufferer in the time of sore trial, so near that He can mark and catch the tears; (b) that the tears are preserved—they enter into God’s memory, and become prayers; (c) that the tears shall be brought forth again. It is for this they are marked and preserved. (3) This view of God secures a Divine meaning in life. ‘Are they not all in Thy book?’ It is possible then, if a man puts all his wanderings and tears into the hand of God, that they may be seen at last to end in a plan, man freely contributing his part and God suggesting and guiding. We cannot but think that this shall be one of the occupations of eternity: to read the meaning of the past in the possessions of the future, and this not for each one interested in himself alone, but for each interested in all.

Illustration
‘The believer knows that God not only sees him and his distresses, but likewise cares for the minutiæ of his life and welfare, that He thus counts his steps and days, collects his tears, writes down his actions and his omissions. He knows likewise that this Divine sympathy is not merely beholding or pitying, but shows itself and attests itself by actual assistance, so that it may be seen that God is with him. And thus knowledge is not merely recognition, but a conviction full of life. It expresses itself as such in the day of trouble, as prayer for God’s grace, as confession of God and His word, as vows of thanksgiving for the help pre-supposed as certain, and is strengthened and enlivened by every Divine exhibition of grace to the hope of a walk in the light of life.’
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Verse 7
MY HEART IS FIXED
‘My heart is fixed, O God, my heart is fixed.’

Psalms 57:7
The earnestness with which these words are spoken shows that he who said them knew what it was to have an ‘unfixed’ heart. And who has not felt the wretchedness of an ‘unfixed’ heart?

And what is the result? As respects yourself—failure. Life has been a failure. Of how many of you might it be said, ‘Life is a failure’? How could it be otherwise? What can ever prosper, without ‘fixedness’? What is ‘fixedness’? And how is ‘fixedness’ to be obtained?

To make ‘fixedness of heart’ there must be four things.

I. You must, first, have a definite view of truth.—It is not many who have been at the pains to make to themselves a clear system of their religion.

II. But it will not go the whole way; for look, secondly, there must be a distinct principle of action, and that principle which will gather up a man, and give him fixity, is this: ‘God is his Father. Of His own free, infinite grace, God loves me. And He has pardoned me, and He has accepted me in Christ. Why He should have done this, I do not know—only He chooses to do so, and so it is. And His love is one. He has given me tokens of it, which can never deceive me. And I love Him, and I am happy in it, and my soul is at peace; and it goes back again to Him who loved it, and washed it, and made it His own.’

III. But, thirdly, there must be a singleness of aim.—As that which gathers itself up to one point—by the very drawing of its parts to the common centre—grows strong and immovable, so it is with the Christian; he has made up his mind long ago that there is only one thing really worth living for, and upon that one thing he is centring all he is and all he has. What is it? What is that one high scope, where all desires meet, beyond the world, far away in eternity?—The glory of God. ‘I am living for the glory of God; I am living for Him who lived and died for me.’

IV. And then, as the moving principle is one, and as the guiding aim is one, so the path becomes one, for there must be straightness of course.

And these four elements—a definite view—a distinct principle of action—a single aim—a straight course—these make in a man’s mind that state to which his conscience can bear him witness, and say, ‘My heart is fixed, O God, my heart is fixed.’

Rev. James Vaughan.

Illustration
‘The fixed and stable heart, like the Eddystone Lighthouse amid the tumultuous sea, is only possible when it is welded to the eternal rock. Oh, that our hearts may be ever fixed on the glory of God, waking up all that is within us to sing and give praise! What exuberant ecstasy there is here! Can this be the harried soul which a little while ago was crying for the shelter of God’s wings? Waking with the dawn, it awakes the sleeping music of psaltery and harp, as when one bird in the spring woodland starts its morning lay and sings until the copse is one great orchestra. The happy soul makes its joy contagious.’
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Verses 1-11
FAITH IN RIGHTEOUSNESS
I. The throne of iniquity (Psalms 58:1-5).

II. The throne of God (Psalms 58:6-9).

III. The spectacle of justice (Psalms 58:10-11).

Illustrations
(1) ‘Not only does the Psalmist, inspired by the vision of the eternal throne, foresee the issue, but he earnestly pleads for it; and he does so on two grounds—that the righteous may obtain the reward of their righteousness, and that all men may see that there is a God that judgeth in the earth. The triumph of injustice can only be temporary. There is a day coming when all the unjust judgments both of corrupt tribunals and of unrighteous society will be reversed. But justice does not altogether linger till the judgment day. Even now God asserts Himself and vindicates His own; and, when He does so, the instincts of every honest heart must rise up to welcome Him.’

(2) ‘This psalm is against wicked rulers. The word rendered congregation (1) means also “mighty ones,” or “rulers.” It has been suggested that it was written on account of Abner and the rest of Saul’s princes, who judged David as a rebel and outlaw, and urged Saul to pursue him. It is the fourth of the Golden Psalms. For superscription, see also 57. The word Michtam signifies inscription, and some have conjectured that the six psalms thus described, and which were written during the days when David was a fugitive, were inscribed on the sides of the caves in which he took refuge.’

(SECOND OUTLINE)

SET ON BEING RIGHTEOUS
‘Do ye indeed speak righteousness, O congregation?’

Psalms 58:1
In the Prayer Book Version this text stands, ‘Are your minds set upon righteousness, O ye congregation?’ This includes the other, and goes deeper. We shall not speak of that upon which our minds are not first set.

I. Take these words in their large and general signification, and what do they mean?—Are you in earnest? Are you in earnest about your own spiritual concerns? Are your affections ‘set on things above, not on things on the earth’? Have you concentrated your minds upon religion as upon a focus?

II. But the words have evidently a further distinctiveness.—The word ‘righteous’ in the Bible—at least, in the New Testament application of it—generally refers to that perfect righteousness which Jesus has both made and purchased for His people. The inquiry therefore in its true force runs thus: Are your minds set on finding pardon and justification through that Saviour who shed His very blood for us, that we, poor, banished, but not expelled, ones, might come back and find a home in our heavenly Father’s love?

III. He who is, or wishes to be, righteous in His Saviour’s righteousness is always the man who is also the most righteous in the discharge of all the duties of this present life.—The question therefore takes another easy and necessary transit: In this very place, at this very moment, are you honest—honest to God and to your own souls in the work in which you are engaged? You have received the stewardship of many talents; where is the capital, and where is the interest ready to be given back to the Proprietor when He comes? ‘Are your minds set upon righteousness, O ye congregation?’

—Rev. James Vaughan.

Illustration
‘In the opening verses we have the picture of an evil time. Iniquity is enthroned in high places; especially the judgment seat is corrupted. Perhaps the opening words ought to be as they are given in the margin of the Revised Version, “Is the righteousness ye should speak dumb?” The Psalmist is accusing the administrators of justice of bribery. In the second verse, he describes them as weighing out violence in the scales in which justice ought to be weighed. That is, they observed all the solemn forms of justice, but had no regard for the interests of those who could not pay for their verdicts. In the East this has always been, and is at the present day, one of the leading features of an evil time. Justice cannot be procured; the well-doing man is harassed by his wicked neighbours, and has no redress.’
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Verse 10
THE MERCIFUL GOD
‘The God of my mercy.’

Psalms 59:10
I. All round David’s house the messengers of Saul prowled like the wild dogs of an Eastern city.—He could hear their muttered curses as he lay quiet, like a young lion in its lair when hunters are abroad. They belched out with their mouths; the words on their lips were like swords. Then, as was his wont, he fell back upon God. Notice the R.V. Psalms 59:9. ‘O my Strength! I will wait upon Thee,’ which is repeated Psalms 59:17. There is a difference, however, between the verses: in the first, he professes his intention to wait; in the second, to sing.

II. Twice over God is described as being the source of that peculiar special mercy which David appropriates as his own—‘the God of my mercy.’—Your mercy would not suffice for me, nor mine for you. Our needs are unique. The medicine that heals my disease would not touch yours. The conception of God which ministers comfort to my heart, would be as unintelligible to you as the gnat’s shrill trumpet to your ear. Each has his own gift from God. In another psalm we are told that goodness and mercy follow; here we learn that mercy prevents, that is, goes before. As the courier precedes the sovereign, so does mercy prepare our way, strewing it with the soft garment, and cutting down branches from the palm-trees, preceding and following with songs of ‘Hosanna in the Highest.’ O happy soul, in the heart of such a procession! Mercy before, behind, around, and over thee; thou mayest well sing aloud of God’s mercy, as the morning breaks, and the enemies who had environed the house of life slink unsatisfied away.

Illustrations
(1) ‘The fifth of the Golden Psalms. Compare the title with that of 57 and 58 Delitzsch says, “We believe that it is most advisable to adhere to the title.” The contents of this psalm correspond to the title, and carry us naturally to 1 Samuel 19:11.

It consists of four parts, of which the first and third are very similar, and the second and fourth. Compare 1 Samuel 19:1-5 with 1 Samuel 19:11-13, also 1 Samuel 19:6-10 with 1 Samuel 19:14-17.’

(2) ‘The fifty-sixth, fifty-seventh, and fifty-ninth psalms are pervaded by constructions, turns of expression and images, which indicate David’s authorship. There is in them a royal nobility of confidence in God which elevates even the mystic subtlety of Jewish commentators to magnificence.’
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Verse 12
‘GOD IS OUR REFUGE AND OUR STRENGTH’
‘Through God we shall do valiantly.’

Psalms 60:12
This is a national psalm to be taught to the people (Deuteronomy 31:19). As 44 was sung by the sons of Korah when the Edomites were taking advantage of David’s absence to invade the land, so this psalm was composed after victory had been assured. Shushaneduth means the lily of testimony, and may refer to the name of the tune to which this psalm was set. Aram is Syrians: the Syrians which dwelt between the two floods, Euphrates and Tigris, had become confederate with the Syrians of Zobah (2 Samuel 10:6; 2 Samuel 10:8; 2 Samuel 10:16; 2 Samuel 10:19). For the whole story, see 2 Samuel 8.

I. The first stanza tells of disaster.—Cast-off and broken-down, the land trembling and rent, the people learning hard lessons, and reeling in the weakness of drunken men. The measure to which it was set is said in the margin to mean ‘Lily of Testimony,’ whilst the object is described in the inscription, ‘Michtam of David to teach.’ It is good to hold up the mirror, to ascertain what and where we are. The time spent in diagnosing the disease is far from being lost. Let us learn what we are, that we magnify the grace that has raised us from our low estate, and made us to sit with princes.

II. But through it all God yearns over His beloved, and waits to save with His right hand.

III. No sooner is the prayer uttered than the answer is at hand.—God speaks in his holiness.

God is here described as the Holy One, separated from all created and finite beings, and therefore above all deceit and vacillation. He had promised to give His people the land which He promised to their forefathers, and David rejoices in the assurance that it must be so. Already he claims his inheritance to the full, and though it was not actually in his possession, he exults in the certainty that it is already his.

The recent invasion of the Edomites had opened the eyes of the chosen people, and especially of their king, to the high value of those ancient promises that had guaranteed to them the possession and enjoyment of the whole land: and the psalm proceeds to name several particular places, objects, and tribes, which really describe and cover their inheritance to its full extent. Shechem stands for the Western, and Succoth for the Eastern sides of the Jordan.

Illustration
‘The composition of the psalm has been placed correctly in the time before the battle in the valley of salt rather than afterwards, because it is necessary to suppose that the Edomites had fallen upon the land, laying it waste from the south when David had marched against his powerful enemies in the north and victoriously forced them back, but sent off his general Joab against the Edomites. To this laying waste the land, the lamentation which begins the psalm refers (2 Samuel 8:1-3). There is then a reference to Divine incitement (2 Samuel 8:4) which introduces the prayer for Divine help (2 Samuel 8:5), which passes over into the appropriation of a Divine oracle promising victory (2 Samuel 8:6-8). Upon this is based the renewed petition, intensified by its inconsistency with the present situation (2 Samuel 8:9-10) into pressing supplication for Divine assistance (2 Samuel 8:11-12).’
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Verse 2
THE ROCK OF AGES
‘Lead me to the rock that is higher than I.’

Psalms 61:2
How many confessions underlie these words! Blindness, else David would not have said, ‘Lead me.’ Weakness, otherwise he would not have thought of a rock. Littleness; therefore he says, ‘Higher than I.’ The words of the text may convey (1) the notion of safety, for the metaphor may be taken from a ship in stormy water, or from a man travelling through the desert, subject to the simooms which sweep over the sand. In either case there would be security under the lee of a ‘rock,’ and the higher the rock the more complete would be the shelter. (2) The words may carry the idea of elevation. ‘Lead me to that which I may climb,’ or rather ‘Place me at that height from which I may look down on things around me, and see them little.’

I. The first thing that we all want is the feeling of safety.—We need a calm, quiet place, where our heaving thoughts will grow still, and where no external circumstances shall be able to move us greatly. That calm and refuge is Christ, and all who come nearer to Him do at His side pass strangely into peace. His work is so strong, His faithfulness is so sure, His presence is so tranquillising, that those who are brought to Him are always at rest.

II. Look at the image of elevation.—There are few of us who, at some time or other of life, have not been occupied in going up certain heights. But outside self, and altogether apart from self, there is another object of ambition: truth. You will never have an object and an employment worthy of your being until you begin to make the ascent of truth. And what is truth? The Lord Jesus Christ. Then you will rise to the grand intention for which you were created, when you mount up higher and higher, into the mind, and the counsel, and the image, and the work, and the glory of the Lord Jesus Christ. And hence the wisdom of that prayer, ‘Lead me to the rock that is higher than I.’

Rev. James Vaughan.

Illustration
‘Few of us would be doubtful of the future if we would make a right use of the past. We may be very uncertain about to-morrow, but yesterday is a great fact; it is behind us, a monument of mercy, a witness of God’s integrity, the last page of God’s continual revelation; and if we read carefully what is written upon it, our spirits will rise with a great hope,—we shall say each to his own soul: “Wait thou only upon God; for my expectation is from Him. He only is my rock and my salvation; He is my defence; I shall not be moved.”’
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Verse 2
FAITH TRIUMPHANT
‘He is my defence; I shall not be greatly moved.’

Psalms 62:2
This psalm is an expression of strong and experienced faith. Let us call it Faith Triumphant. It falls naturally into three parts of four verses each; and in the original each of these begins with the same particle, which, unfortunately, is either not translated in our versions, or rendered by different words. It means ‘Yes,’ ‘Surely,’ or ‘Verily,’ and expresses a conviction freshly acquired. This is the character of the entire psalm: it is a series of maxims hewn straight from life.

I. The silence of faith.—The psalm opens with the words, ‘Truly my soul waiteth upon God,’ but literally it should be ‘is silent unto God.’ Silence is sometimes very eloquent. When a vast audience is listening to a perfect singer, so that you can hear a pin drop, or waiting breathless for the sentences of an eloquent statesman, there is something in the depth of the stillness that goes beyond all words. So faith has its silence. It is not always silent. On the contrary, it sometimes cries aloud; it groans and complains; it argues and beseeches. In certain circumstances, faith may well have cried or groaned or argued; but these stages are past; and now it is silent before God. It lies before Him in perfect peace, confident that His will must overrule all. For (Psalms 62:2) He is a rock and a defence; and, therefore, says the child of faith, ‘I shall not be greatly moved.’

II. The instruction of faith.—Having attained to such a height he is seized with the spirit of a teacher. And first he begins with instructing himself.

The Psalmist, however, also instructs others (Psalms 62:8). He appeals to the people, and exhorts them to trust in God at all times and pour out their heart before Him. It is the natural way of experience to overflow into testimony; and when the soul has attained rest itself, it naturally seeks to assist the struggling.

III. The alternatives to faith.—In this last section the Psalmist contrasts faith in God with the other refuges in which he was tempted to put his trust. These were men (Psalms 62:9) and money (Psalms 62:10). At least, these are the examples which he gives; and perhaps they are the commonest of all substitutes for God. To one in David’s position it would naturally seem a great thing to have men’s alliance; but he had tried them and found them wanting. Mean men are vanity, and great men are worse—they are a lie; they make greater promises, but all the worse is the disappointment of those who trust in them. Weigh either, or both together, in the balance as against God, and, says he, they are lighter than nothing; and he could hardly use a stronger phrase. This is a word for all times: by any one who has a great cause—who is fighting for Christ’s cause—democracy and aristocracy are alike to be distrusted; God alone is the watchword.

So we come back to the wisdom of the man of God. Once, he says, he has heard, yea, twice—that is, it has been borne in on him again and again as a Divine truth—that ‘power belongeth unto God.’ This is the end of the whole matter; this is the resource that will avail in every difficulty, which will last through time and through eternity. ‘Also,’ he adds, ‘unto Thee, O Lord, belongeth mercy.’ A God of almighty power and, at the same time, of infinite love and sympathy—this is the object of our trust.

Illustration
‘There is a silence which is not that of fright, of pain, of despair, of defiance, but as that of the soul in prayer, and of the heart trusting God, means simply the silence of lamentation, yet in accordance with its nature is the quiet of resignation and the depth of peace in a soul directed towards God, relying upon God, and quieted in God. Such a condition of soul, however, arises only from an unconditional, entire, and exclusive submission to God; and this is not only the single act of yielding to God, but the uninterrupted giving of oneself in order to be in entire safety in God. In order to such an experience in life amid manifold temptations, there is necessary on the one side the help of prayer, in order to be more deeply rooted in God, and constantly renewed in submission to Him, on the other side, the comforting, refreshing, warning promises, in order to keep our own souls awake.’

Verse 5
WAITING UPON GOD
‘My soul, wait thou only upon God; for my expectation is from Him.’

Psalms 62:5
I. The inward man.—‘My soul’—where the resolve, desires, affections take their rise. That which sways the outer. The man rules the circumstances, the soul rules the man—two kingdoms, one within another.

II. The attitude of the soul.—Waiting, not simply tarrying. ‘Wait upon a gentleman.’ Look towards. Then this word ‘only.’ Get away from self-dependence, from reliance on men or means—‘only upon God.’

III. The Divine object of the soul’s hope—God.—Think Who He is (attributes); think what He has done; think of His words (of promise).

IV. The reason of confidence.—There is expectation which means anticipated help. It is coming then. Two meanings—It is from Him who gives us hope. It is on Him, on Whom the whole is placed. Expectation, i.e. the thing expected.
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Verse 1
MAN’S RELATION TO GOD
‘O God, Thou art my God.’

Psalms 63:1
Wherever man is found he builds two things—he builds a hearth, the centre of his social and individual life, and he builds an altar, the symbol of that tendency in him which directs his thoughts and his heart towards God. Wherever you touch the history of mankind in any age you find that man is social and he is religious. He has a home and he has a temple. He advanced much in the cultivation of his social life; in the cultivation of his spiritual and moral life, he advanced but little until Jesus Christ came. Until God gave a revelation to the world more than half the world was enslaved, and hopelessly enslaved, and the ultimate appeal was always either to pure force or to pure passion. But in his spiritual things, in religion, he could get no further than this—the altar he builds must be dedicated ‘to the Unknown God.’ And with the Unknown God how many pretended known ones? He must worship, and he must find an object of worship, and yet he feels in his quest he is never satisfied, because he has never reached the truth.

I. There is one religion that stands alone in the world.—There is one religion that differs from every system that has come from man, and it claims for the cause of that difference that it is not from man at all—that its origin is with God. And this religion, that differs from all other religions, pronounces as the first thing the foundation upon which all else must rest—that God is the Creator of all that is not God, and that His creation is separate from Himself. There is only one creed in the world; all the religions that ever have been you can sum up in one term—they are all alike in essence, they are the same, of the same origin, they are what is called Pantheism. They are idolatrous; the man who worships money, the man who worships himself (a vast portion of the whole race have no other worship than that), they are all pantheistic—that is, they make a creature of some sort into God. Now here, at the very first page of our religion and our religious book, in the very first utterance of that religious body which has lasted now 2000 years, and has, with all that can be said against it, blessed the world as it was never blessed before, the first utterance of our creed is this—God is on one side, and all else is at the other; and the relation between the two is this—He brought out of nothingness all else that is. Now apply that to yourself. I am God’s creature. He found a prompting which bade Him call to the abyss of nothingness, and He produced me. I was called out of nothingness by God. That means that I belong to Him in a sense in which nothing can ever belong to me.

II. If God has called me out of nothingness into being, He also sustains me from passing altogether into the nothingness from which he called me.—This creative act of God, if I may so express it, is continuous. He sustains us. ‘In Him,’ says St. Paul, ‘we live, and move, and have our being.’ Now what He does He does for a purpose. He called me into being and gave me liberty; He gave me this head of mine and this heart of mine in order that I might do three things—that I might know Him, love Him, and fulfil His Will; and I am sinning against the primary truth that is written in my nature when at any time in my life I give myself up to other things than those for which I was created—to know Him, to love Him, and to do His Will. And then I know this from experience in two ways—I know that other things do not satisfy me; and I know when I see a man or woman who is spending his or her life in learning to know God better, I see a saint—a man or woman who is really performing the end for which they were designed. I know that all else disappoints; I know it must end in confusion.

III. God shows us His truth in order that it may bless us.—You have an infinite capacity of blessedness in your own bosom. You can have the very happiness of God and none can take it from you. You can possess it for ever. It is that you recognise Him as your Creator Who has called you out of nothingness, Who in His love sustains you, and in His love (for He is love, and never can be anything but love) endowed you with your freedom in order that you might merit it by learning to know, to love, and to serve Him in this life.

—Rev. W. Black.

Illustration
‘“When I saw his hands wandering over the counterpane, and he picked at the threads, and his features were drawn as sharp as a needle, I knew there was only one way for him; and then he cried out suddenly: ‘God! God! God!’ Now I, to comfort the gentleman, told him I hoped there was no need to think of God just then; and so he died.”

Probably many of you recognise these words. They are put into the mouth of a bad woman by Shakespeare—a bad woman who saw a bad man die. Mistress Quickly describes the death of Falstaff. I suppose what gives Shakespeare his place in the estimation of men is this—that outside the pages of the Bible, which is truer to man than any other book, probably he comes next. His characters are undying. Why? Because they are true to nature. He has taken in this particular instance the most unlikely man of all the men that he has drawn, and he has shown us that there is something in that man. He refers—we should not expect it—to God; and we feel it is true. We get at this—that to man, to every man, to every member of the human race who can think, God is the inevitable, God is the ultimate thought.’
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Verse 1
GOD THE DEFENCE OF THE PERSECUTED
‘Preserve my life.’

Psalms 64:1
I. This is the cry of distress, and yet not of despair.—The Psalmist is beset by wily enemies who plan and plot against him with malicious and persistent determination. In great detail he describes their method. It is that of secret counsel and studied cruelty. They have one object, that of harming the righteous by shooting at him from secret places. They strengthen themselves by declaring that none can see them. This is his distress. The warfare is unequal. His foes are not in the open, but under cover. At verse seven we have the beginning of his account of the reason why his distress is not despair. Over against their evil determination to shoot at the righteous is the fact that God shall shoot at them. That is the security of the trusting soul.

II. In New Testament times the truth is expressed differently, but the principle abides, ‘If God be for us, who can be against us?’—The practical application of this to the righteous is that there is no need for them to attempt to take vengeance on their enemies. Their one care is to trust in God. Such trust will issue in gladness, and the inevitable vindication of their faith. In order to this we ever need to pray, as the Psalmist does, not so much for deliverance from enemies as for deliverance from fear of them.

Illustration
‘The Divine deed, patent to all, of judicial retribution, becomes a blessing to humanity. Passed on from mouth to mouth it becomes a warning. For the righteous in particular it becomes a consoling and joyous confirmation of faith. The righteous rejoices in his God, Who by judging and redeeming in this fashion makes history the history of redemption; with so much the more confidence he hides himself in Him; and all the upright glory in God, Who looks into the heart, and in deeds acknowledges those whose hearts are conformed to Him.’
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Verse 2
THE HEARER OF PRAYER
‘O Thou that hearest prayer, unto Thee shall all flesh come.’

Psalms 65:2 (with Philippians 4:6).

Taking for granted the existence of a personal God, the question arises, Does this involve, by necessary consequence, that, to use the language of the Bible, this God will be ‘a rewarder of them that diligently seek Him’ by prayer and otherwise, that He will attend to prayer and answer it?

I. It is obvious that every man of science in the pursuit of abstract knowledge, or in the examination of nature, acts, whether he is aware of it or no, upon the maxim that God is a rewarder of them that diligently seek Him.—It is a part of the scheme of the universe that discovery shall reward research. Nature deals with men precisely as God is said to do; with the froward she shows herself perverse. Now this, which is mere matter of scientific ascertainment, appears to bear directly and very strongly on the character of God as involved in the question of the reasonableness of prayer. Prayer has throughout all known ages recommended itself to the human mind so powerfully that even in religions, such as Buddhism, which deny the existence of a personal God distinct from nature, and in which therefore prayer can have no proper place, it has nevertheless forced its way.

II. Besides the argument based on almost universal practice, the idea that intercourse can be carried on between the soul and God seems reasonable.—If there be a God distinct from nature, He that gave man a moral nature of a certain kind, shall He not treat man accordingly? Does not the very analogy of science and religion require that as God rewards them that diligently seek Him in the one domain, so He will reward them that diligently seek Him in the other?

III. Another argument for the reasonableness of prayer is based on the unchangeable character of God.—It is precisely because God’s character is unchangeable that His purposes are flexible. It is because He is a just God that He is a Saviour; i.e. that He adapts His providence to the changing characters with which it has to deal. He treats differently those who treat Him differently, and this precisely because He is in Himself the same and changes not.

IV. If God does not grant every prayer, it is because He knows what is good for us far too well to do so.—We must offer all our prayers for temporal blessings with due submission to God’s better wisdom. ‘Not my will, but Thine, be done.’ Only one prayer needs no such qualification; the prayer for that Holy Spirit which, in the Christian doctrine, is the direct influence of the Deity on the spirits He has created, bestowing on them the highest wisdom, purifying them even as He, the fountain of purity, is pure.

—Bishop Reichel.

Illustration
‘Everything is full of God; His hand and His footsteps everywhere. There is no chill of a heartless and godless philosophy, falsely so-called, on the heart of this inspired poet; his glowing soul is warmed by the felt presence of an active, energising God Whose handiwork and Whose blessed footsteps he sees in everything that grows and in every agency that makes growth and beauty and fruitfulness on the face of this fair world.’
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Verse 14
TESTIMONY FOR GOD
‘O come hither, and hearken, all ye that fear God: and I will tell you what He hath done for my soul.’

Psalms 66:14 (Prayer Book Version)

Gratitude towards God and generosity towards man—these are two of the marked features in the character of David. In the text he gathers, as it were, a little select congregation around him of those who, like himself, had had experience of God’s goodness. He asks them to join with him in praising and blessing God; and he instructs them, and strengthens them, and encourages them by recounting to them what God had done for himself.

I. We declare with thankfulness what God hath done for our souls in the act of redeeming us.—God sent His Son to bless us in turning every one of us from his iniquities. Salvation is a free gift. It is the gift of free and full pardon for all the bad life that is past, and the pledge and the power of a better life to come.

II. The gift of the Holy Scriptures is the second thing that God hath done for our souls.—The best way of showing our gratitude for so great a blessing is to use it well.

III. It is not merely as separate persons, one by one, that God has furnished us with blessings made ready to our souls.—We are members of a great society. The Holy Catholic Church is a part of the system of our religion. We have sacraments, and common prayer, and public instruction, and mutual help.

IV. We have the supreme blessing of the grace of the Holy Spirit and the blessing of providential care.

V. We advance one step further, and enter the inner circle of all.—At this point especially the words of the psalm are addressed to those who fear God, and it is only they who can thoroughly enter into their meaning. ‘O come hither and hearken, all ye that fear God, and I will tell you what He hath done for my soul.’ This desire to help others is a certain mark of true conversion. Gratitude to God will find its natural development in generosity to man.

—Dean Howson.

Illustration
‘The testimony of the individual is for the strengthening of the faith of God’s own, in order that they may be more perfectly equipped for their testimony to those without. In the story of God’s dealing with his people there is a recognition of His government through all the differing experiences of their history. By deliverance and by distress, by triumph and trial, He has conducted them to a wealthy place. Very full of comfort is the individual realisation, following as it does this larger experience. In the economy of God the lonely man is not lost in the multitude, and the solo of his praise is as precious as is the chorus of their worship.’

Psalms 67:3
GOD’S NAME BE PRAISED!
‘Let the people praise Thee, O God; let all the people praise thee.’

Psalms 67:3
Time begins and time ends with praise; and though during its course there may seem to be many an interval of dreary silence, yet God never wants praise. He inhabiteth the praises of eternity, and even here on earth praise waiteth for Him among His people. The whole of the course of God’s saints is full of praise.

I. And is there not ample reason?—What though sin seem to have marred the Creator’s glorious work? Is it not a glorious work still? The heavens, with all their wonders of brightness, glorify Him; the earth, with her ten thousand processes of life and organisation, is full of His power, and wisdom, and love; and man is the noblest proof of all these combined. If God’s ordinary and creation mercies should warm our hearts and find utterance of praise from our lips, how should those hearts glow with fire, and those lips burst forth in songs of joy, when we remember that all our choicest blessings are not His ordinary creation gifts, but special bestowals of undeserved mercy and inconceivable love.

II. ‘Let all the people praise Thee.’—What though to some be denied the gift of praising Him with the lips? There is a more abiding and a worthier praise than this. A thousand secret strains of melody are uttered in His ear by the consistency and devotion of holy lives, more grateful than all the offerings of the voice; and these praises all can sing.

III. ‘Let all the people praise Thee,’ not only in the church, nor on the Lord’s Day only, but through all the vicissitudes of daily life.—Some in their families; others in the mean and humble dwellings of the poor; others, again, in the busy haunts of commerce and amidst the crowding and crushing of the selfish world—these all may praise Him, these and many more. Remember His own solemn words, think of them in the light of Christ’s redemption, and ponder them at the foot of His cross: ‘Whoso offereth praise, he honoureth Me; and to him that ordereth his conversation aright will I show the salvation of God.’

Dean Alford.

Illustration
‘In this psalm there is a fine merging of prayer and praise. Its dominant note is that of prayer. It is prayer, moreover, on the highest level. It asks for personal blessing, but its deepest passion is that all peoples may be blessed and led to praise. If it was a harvest festival song, as the first part of Psalms 67:6 would seem to indicate, then the local occasion is graciously submerged in a far wider outlook. The singer, even more remarkably than in the preceding psalm, recognises the true function of the Holy Nation.’
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Verse 13
A HYMN OF TRIUMPH
‘Though ye have lien among the pots, yet shall ye be as the wings of a dove: that is covered with silver wings, and her feathers like gold.’

Psalms 68:13 (Prayer Book Version)

This psalm is a hymn of glorious triumph. It was probably composed for and used on an occasion of great national thanksgiving in the history of the children of Israel. Throughout the whole of it, it is a most soul-stirring poem to any one who has a soul to be stirred. Every verse of it breathes of victory on the battlefield, and triumph, and thankful hearts rejoicing. The central thought of this particular verse is clearly a contrast between some kind of humiliation on the one hand, referred to by the ‘lien among the pots’; some kind of exaltation on the other, referred to by the expression, ‘having the wings of a dove: that is covered with silver wings, and her feathers like gold.’ That is clearly the central thought, but the figure in which the thought is conveyed has proved to almost every one who has tried to interpret it a most perplexing problem (see Illustration).

I. The Christian and his surroundings.—If a man is a true Christian he may maintain, if he wants to maintain, in the midst of the most unfavourable surroundings in which it is possible for his life to be cast, a distinctly lovely, loyal, and holy Christian life. Many Christians have their lot in life amongst surroundings which, so far from being helpful to the development of Christian character, are distinctly unpropitious and adverse to it. The point is this—these surroundings, if we have the Christian heart and the Christian will, and the Christian grace, need not destroy the Christian life. Every true Christian is like a lily among thorns. The tendency of the thorn is to choke the lily’s growth and to stifle its life; but, as a matter of fact, it need not do either. It is just so with the true believer. Grace can live anywhere, only you must take care it is grace; formalism cannot, the first prick of the first thorn will kill it. God’s work can live in any surroundings, only you must take care that it is God’s work. This is true both of business and of social life.

(a) First of all, it is true of business life. Men often say: ‘I never can be a Christian whilst I am in this kind of business.’ My reply is: ‘So much the worse for the business.’ ‘I cannot help it; you do not know what the business is.’ But why not? There is an idea prevalent among some people, chiefly among those who have no particular desire to serve the Lord, that there are some businesses in which a man cannot really serve Christ, and he must either give up his business and his line of life, or his Christianity and his religion. But though you may have lien among the pots in the shop, or the wharf, or the works, or the school, or the kitchen, or the warehouse, in the most uncongenial and unpromising business you can possibly think of, you may have, if you want to have—that is the point—a soul as clear as the dove’s wing. It is a beautiful sight to see men, as I have seen them, spend the day where selfishness, and greed, and wickedness were the prominent, the powerful, the ever-present surroundings, and yet in their simple, personal, private, domestic, family, and business life be like the ‘wings of a dove, that is covered with silver wings, and her feathers like gold.’

(b) It is true also of social life. The surroundings, I suppose, of many of our social lives are often very different from what, if we had arranged them ourselves, perhaps we should have appointed. They are often distinctly out of sympathy with true godliness and personal religion, and I want to say to any young dear soul here who is thinking of becoming a true Christian, ‘You must be prepared for that, my boy, if you want to serve the Lord.’ The code of the society in which you have to live will not be a very high one, and you will say: ‘It is hard to shine for Christ in the midst of this.’ But the true believer is never transformed by his surroundings; he tries to transform them, and, if he cannot, he tries to live above them, and whilst moving in a society with which he has little sympathy he does not bow to its contemptible standards, does not lose the fervour of his own youthful fervent godliness, but lifts them up to a standard which he tries so earnestly to illustrate in his own life. It is the power of the love of Christ alone which can make you do this; it is the power of the grace of God in your hearts and lives that can enable you to do this in the midst of this brazen-faced age. A close-walking Christian often lives among the worst of men, but by the grace of God he remains a close-walking Christian still. And God’s grace and power are glorified in you and me, are glorified in those whose Christian loyalty, and standard, and discipleship are not weakened or impaired by the adverse surroundings in which God Almighty has been pleased to put them. You must try to think of two things. The first is this—the things that are impossible with man are possible with God; and, secondly, the true believer who holds by simple faith, in church and out of the church, who holds by simple faith to Jesus Christ, and draws all his strength from an invisible Christ, can say, ‘I can do all things through Him that strengtheneth me.’

II. Living in the sunlight.—And there is one further thought, a very brief one, and the last. It is this—it is in the sunlight that the wings of the dove show a silver and golden colour; in no other light. It is only in the transfiguring presence of the Lord Jesus Christ that the believer can shine, living with Him in daily life, living always in His presence, and never leaving it. Oh, dear brethren! may that be your life and mine, and then, though we have all lien among the pots, yet we shall be as the wings of a dove: that is covered with silver wings, and her feathers like gold.

—Rev. Canon Allen Edwards.

Illustration
‘Dr. Thomson, the celebrated Eastern traveller, who in his day, not so very distant or remote, knew more of the manners and customs of Oriental countries than perhaps any other living person, acknowledged himself in his book to be absolutely nonplussed and completely unable to discover any connection of a reasonable kind or character between these two figures. Some years ago, however, Miss Whately, a daughter of the great Archbishop of Dublin, was travelling in Egypt, and she noticed something which she thought might perhaps have suggested this figure to the Psalmist, and in her most deeply interesting book, entitled Ragged Life in Egypt, describes what she saw. She says, speaking of the flat roofs of the houses in Egypt, that in the houses of the very poor these flat roofs were usually in a state of the greatest filth, from the fact that they were made the convenient receptacles of the rubbish of the house. She says these places, both for their warmth at night and their shade and shelter by day, are the resort of tame pigeons and doves who sleep there in the heat of the day. In the cool of the evening, however, these doves emerge from behind the rubbish, and pots, and broken earthenware, and, shaking off the dirt and dust, in the midst of which they have spent their happy day, fly upwards. Their outstretched wings as they catch the evening sun look as clear and as bright as silver—as if they had never been in contact with dirt or dust at all. She says that when she saw that, which she did so often, she at once thought it might be that which gave the Psalmist the idea of lying amongst the pots, dirty, dusty, and defiled, and yet having the wings of a dove, without any dust or dirt, and with no defilement, and shining like silver and gold. If so, what a picture of the possibility of our Christian life! You see the believer living in the world but not of it, surrounded on every side by contamination and degrading influences, but untouched by any, living and moving amongst that which hurts and seems as if it must hurt, and spoils and seems as if it must spoil, and damages and seems as if it must damage the Christian life; but for all that the Christian life is not hurt, not spoiled, not damaged, not defiled. A dove often has to hide itself, and a tame pigeon often has to hide itself in an unlovely retreat, and yet when it darts out it shines in the glorious sunlight in unsullied beauty. If that is the Psalmist’s meaning, how easy to apply it to our hearts and minds!’

Verse 28
DIVINE STRENGTH
‘Thy God hath sent forth strength for thee.’

Psalms 68:28 (Prayer Book Version)

What is it that every one of us complains of so frequently in our spiritual life? Is it not our own want of power, our own weakness? We look into our life and see how much there is in it which should be different. We feel the need of listening to that word which is spoken to us so continually by the still small voice of God whispering in our hearts and consciences, ‘Friend, go up higher.’ And yet we say that, notwithstanding our effort and intention, our condition remains what it was. True, we do inherit from Adam the taint of sin, but what then?

I. A new life has been given to us.—We have not only been born of our parents, but we have been born again of water and the Holy Ghost. Being by nature born in sin and the children of wrath, we are by Baptism made the children of grace. The children of grace receive, then and there, from Almighty God grace by that new birth, grace by the gift of the Holy Spirit, a grace which enables each one of us to say as St. Paul said: ‘I can—notwithstanding my weakness and my imperfection—I can do all things through Christ which strengtheneth me.’ ‘I cannot,’ finds no place in the Christian’s vocabulary. ‘I will not’—alas! too often we meet with that, not only in others, but in ourselves. But ‘I cannot’ has no existence for a Christian. ‘I can do all things through Christ which strengtheneth me.’ And mark it well—‘all things.’ We most of us think we can overcome certain propensities in our nature. We know, thank God, that we have been able to make some progress in spiritual things, but then there is that particular sin which does so easily beset us. That is an evil which we cannot eradicate. There is the word again, ‘cannot.’ ‘I can do all things through Christ which strengtheneth me.’ And see what St. Paul had to go through in his ‘all things,’ see how he had to suffer. Look at the description he gives of the toils, and troubles, and miseries that befell him. Yet he triumphed over them all, and he is a saint in the heavenly Jerusalem, rejoicing in the full sunshine of the Presence of the Most High. You and I are to be the same.

II. The grace by which we are enabled to do all things through Christ.—This grace is given to us in full measure, given to us, as we have seen, at the very threshold of our life, ere yet we know good from harm. As tender innocents, Christ takes us in His arms, signs us with the sign of His grace, washes us in the water of Baptism, and puts upon us the robe of righteousness. Nor is that only so, but as soon as we have come to years of discretion, as we are feeling the great struggle of life, there is more grace. There is that special rite of God’s Church, which we call by the very title of strengthening, for Confirmation is, as you know, nothing but strengthening, making firm and strong. And that is the special gift given by the Holy Ghost, and day by day, if we will, that same Holy Spirit is granted to us, giving us the grace that we need to do all things. Do we need a right judgment? To whom shall we appeal but to that same Holy Spirit? Do we need purity? To whom shall we appeal save to that Blessed Spirit? ‘Cleanse the thoughts of our hearts by the inspiration of Thy Holy Spirit.’ Do we need that most excellent gift of charity? ‘Send Thy Holy Ghost, and pour into our hearts that most excellent gift of charity.’ Yes, ever and always, we must approach the Holy Spirit, and plead with Him for this grace, this strength which He gives us. We must ask for God’s Holy Spirit. ‘Take not Thy Holy Spirit from us, establish us with Thy free Spirit’—this must be the appeal of our heart, ever and always, and we shall find how true it is: ‘Thy God hath sent forth strength for thee.’

III. ‘Thy God’—mark the words of the Psalmist—‘Thy God hath sent forth strength for thee.’ It is the personal God coming to each individual with just that strength which is absolutely needful for its spiritual welfare, and without which that soul cannot make progress. So for you and for me, depend upon it, there is no excuse that we cannot do this or that. ‘I can do all things.’

—Rev. Canon R. R. Bristow.
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Verse 23
MISUSED PRIVILEGES AN OCCASION OF FALLING
‘Let their table be made a snare to take themselves withal: and let the things that should have been for their wealth be unto them an occasion of falling.’

Psalms 69:23 (Prayer Book Version)

We are familiar with the comments that are often made on inspired words like these. ‘What a spirit,’ men say, ‘is here! How unlike the mild, tender, charitable spirit of our Master, Christ! How unfit to be repeated by Christians who have been taught in the school of Christ!’ This, and the like of this, is what is said, and it proceeds upon two leading mistakes. (1) The first is that the New Testament was meant somehow to abrogate the Old. (2) The second is that God’s love is in some kind of way the antagonist of His justice; that He cannot be really just without ceasing to love; that He cannot love without trifling with His instinct of justice. Let us remember that, in the verse before us, we are listening, not to David, but to the perfectly righteous Being in whose person David sings. Here we have a sentence which has nothing to do with human passion, which is based on the most certain laws which govern the moral world. The sentence is a penal judgment uttered against those who have been sinners against the light vouchsafed to them.

I. God does under certain circumstances make the very blessings which He bestows instruments of punishment.—A time comes when long unfaithfulness provokes this sentence on a nation, a Church, a soul. By the figure of ‘a table’ is meant a supply of necessary nourishment, whether of soul or body. The table which God prepared before David in the presence of his enemies was the food which sustained his physical life, the grace which sustained the life of his spirit. The table which is spread out before associations of men—before nations, before Churches—is the sum total of material, moral, mental, and spiritual nourishment which God sets before them in the course of their history. The table becomes a snare when the blessings which God gives become sources of corruption and of demoralisation, when that which was intended to raise and to invigorate does really, through the faithlessness or perverseness of the man or the society, serve only to weaken or depress.

II. This is exactly what happened to the great majority of the Jewish people in the days of our Lord and His Apostles.—One by one the spiritual senses which should have led Israel to recognise the Christ were numbed or destroyed. A perverse insensibility to the voice of God made God’s best gifts the instruments of Israel’s ruin.

III. This verse applies to the religious life of the individual Christian.—Every Christian has a certain endowment of blessings, what the Psalmist calls a ‘table.’ Every Christian has to fulfil a certain predestined course. He has a work to do—a work which God’s gifts enable him to do—before he dies. Resistance to truth, to duty, may bring upon us this penal judgment. In the life of the soul, not to go forward is to go back. Unknown to ourselves, our religious life may be tainted with half-heartedness and insincerity. The dread sentence may have gone forth in heaven, ‘Let the things that should have been for his wealth be made to him an occasion of falling.’ It need not be so with any for whom Jesus Christ has died.

—Canon Liddon.

Illustration
‘The imprecations in this verse and those following it are revolting only when considered as the expression of malignant selfishness. If uttered by God they shock no reader’s sensibilities, nor should they when considered as the language of an ideal person, representing the whole class of righteous sufferers, and particularly Him who, though He prayed for His murderers while dying (St. Luke 23:34), had before applied the words of this very passage to the unbelieving Jews (St. Matthew 23:38), as Paul did afterwards (Romans 11:9-10). The general doctrine of providential retribution, far from being confined to the Old Testament, is distinctly taught in many of our Saviour’s parables. (See St. Matthew 21:41; Matthew 22:7; Matthew 24:51.)’
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Verse 1
GOD THE HOPE OF THE DESPAIRING
‘Haste Thee, O God, to deliver me.’

Psalms 70:1 (Prayer Book Version)

I. This short psalm is a rushing sob of anxious solicitude.—There is little of restfulness in it. Enemies are engaged in cruel persecution and mockery. It seems as though the Psalmist felt that the strain was becoming too much for him, and in fear lest he should be overcome he cries aloud for God to hasten to his deliverance. The faith of the singer is evident, in that he cries to God, and evidently has no room in his heart for question as to God’s ability to keep him. The only question is as to whether help will arrive in time. It is not the highest type of faith which is revealed, but we are profoundly thankful to find such a song in this great book of religious poetry.

II. Rightly or wrongly we often come to just such places of doubt.—No doubt exists either as to God’s ability or as to His interest in and love for us, but is He not trying us beyond the power of our endurance? He is not; but for moments of terrible tension it seems as though He were. Then here is a psalm for such days or hours. Let us take it and use it, knowing that He would far rather have in our song an expression of an honest faith than any affectation of a confidence not possessed. Moreover, He would rather have from us such a song than silence.

Illustration
‘Are you poor and needy? Nothing could be better. To be thus, constitutes our strongest argument with God. It is the helpless and ailing child that gets most certainly its mother’s care. If there were a fire at night, breaking out in the homestead, the mother’s first thought and effort would be in the direction of her cripple or imbecile child. And if you are poor and needy, you are sure to have God as your Help and Deliverer. And notice, those that seek Him always have reason to rejoice and be glad in Him; and those who love His salvation have cause to magnify Him. Yes, the sweets of Christian living are not reserved for the mature saints alone, but for the sucklings and babes—for those who are nothing in themselves, but find their all in God—whose only desire is that God should be magnified in their body, whether by life or death.’
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Verse 16
A MOTTO FOR THE NEW YEAR
‘I will go in the strength of the Lord God.’

Psalms 71:16
Observe the two thoughts which compose this sentence. (1) ‘I will go’—the language of active, frequent, glad progression; (2) but no less, balancing it and justifying it, in all modesty and holy caution, turning rashness into courage, and sanctifying the fire of an impulsive nature, ‘I will go in the strength of the Lord God.’

I. It is of the first importance that we should understand what is meant by the ‘strength of the Lord God.’—In Himself His strength is in the clouds, and the strength of the hills is His also. He is infinite in power, and His strength from everlasting. (1) But the going forth of His strength is His arm. The arm of God is the Lord Jesus Christ. Therefore the ‘strength of the Lord God’ to man is Christ, and to ‘go in the strength of the Lord God’ is only, in other language, to walk in Christ. The strength of man is union with Christ. In Him the weakest, according to his capacity, becomes a partaker of the omnipotence of God.

II. Subordinate to this union with Christ, and included in it, are other elements which compose ‘the strength of the Lord God.’—(1) There is a an exceeding strength in the simple feeling of being at peace with God. That man has a giant’s strength who, holding his soul secure, goes in the composure of His confidence, and is therefore at leisure for every providence that meets him. (2) The presence of God is strength. (3) The promises are strength. (4) There is strength in knowing that you travel on to a large result, and that victory at last is inevitable. The sense of a fated life is indomitable: it may be abused, but it is God’s truth, and truth is strength. ‘Blessed is the man whose strength is in Him.’

—Rev. James Vaughan.

Illustrations
(1) ‘So long as we live on earth our sufferings have no end; but God’s righteousness, power, and goodness likewise never cease to declare themselves. Only let our faith never cease to rely alone on this strong foundation of salvation, and let it drive us thither with prayer, praise, and thanksgiving! For we will then confess in old age what we have learned in youth, and sing in evil days as well as good: “I will not leave God, for God does not leave me.”’

(2) ‘The seventy-first psalm stands in our own Office for the Sick; it is the only psalm with its antiphon preserved. “O Saviour of the world, Who by Thy Cross and precious Blood hast redeemed us, save us, and help us.”’
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Verse 8
MESSIAH’S REIGN
‘He shall have dominion.’

Psalms 72:8
In all probability Solomon was the writer of this psalm. A Psalm of Solomon. It ends at the 17th verse. Then follows a short doxology, which in its breadth of prospect, in its mingled patriotism and humanity, and also in its grandeur of language, recalls David to our mind. The concluding verse was no doubt added after his death by another hand. Our psalm contains a brief invocation. Give the king Thy judgment, O God, and Thy righteousness unto the king’s son; then the main body of the psalm, fittingly entitled Messiah’s Reign; and in conclusion the doxology of two verses, which is remarkable because it sees in the God of Israel the God whose glory is to fill the whole earth.

Here we find—

I. The characteristics of Messiah’s reign.

1. Righteousness.

2. Peace.

3. Justice.

II. The effects of Messiah’s reign.

1. Perseverance.

2. Prosperity.

3. Refreshing.

4. Piety.

III. The extent of Messiah’s reign.
Worldwide.

Illustrations
(1) ‘Madagascar illustrates the power of genuine religion to make heroes and saints, and to give fortitude and perseverance to those who believe. After suffering terrible persecution, in which thousands perished, the little church of Christ came out of the storm into calmer times, and, won by the power of Christian example, the Queen summoned her officers and leaders about her, and said, “I shall not lean upon nor trust again in the idols, for they are blocks of wood; but upon God and Jesus Christ do I now lean.”’

(2) ‘The teaching of the Gospel, and especially of the Sermon on the Mount, is clear as to the humanity with which we are to treat one another; and that not as an impulse of charity, but in obedience to the principles of justice: “He who will introduce into public affairs the principles of primitive Christianity will change the face of the world” (Benjamin Franklin). But we are far off from that yet. The example which professedly Christian nations have set the heathen makes us wonder, not that there have been so few conversions, but rather that there have been any conversions at all. “Whether adventurers have gone before or have followed the missionary, their influence has caused a blight. Whale fishermen in Tahiti and Hawaii, convicts in Tasmania, kidnappers in Melanesia, slave traders in the Congo, opium dealers in China, and whisky vendors among the Indian tribes of North America, all have proved a curse. It is impossible to exaggerate the hindrances which have been thrown in the way of the Gospel by these influences.”’
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Verse 15-16
THE RECTIFYING INFLUENCE OF THE SANCTUARY
‘Then thought I to understand this; but it was too hard for me, until I went into the sanctuary of God: then understood I the end of these men.’

Psalms 73:15-16 (Prayer Book Version)

The difficulty of the writer of the psalm is a very old difficulty, and yet it seems to us to be perpetually new. The inequality of things. Up starts the question before us, the problem of suffering, the mystery of evil, the strange impossibility of reconciling the two sides of life—here is the difficulty which perplexed him.

And what is the solution? Is there any solution? The solution is this: “It was too hard for me, until I went into the sanctuary of God.’ What does he mean? How did it help him, and how may it help us?

I. In the Sanctuary there came to him the thought of God.—The whole place was full of it. How did that help him in the perplexities that troubled him? Think for a moment what the real difficulty was. It was not a difficulty of his mind; it was a difficulty of his conscience. It was not an intellectual difficulty; it was a moral difficulty. He went into the Sanctuary. It was the natural place to go to. But, I think, it meant something more than that. It was not merely the place, but that to which the whole place witnessed. It was the thought of God, the consciousness of God, and the consciousness of God meant the consciousness of purpose. Could it be otherwise? To believe in God is surely of necessity to believe in His purpose. To say the opening words of the Creed, ‘I believe in God,’ is to believe that there is no tangle, no puzzle, no labyrinth. It is only that we have not yet discovered the clue, God has not yet placed it in our hands. ‘Your heavenly Father knoweth’—the whole of the Sanctuary rings with the truth.

II. In the Sanctuary he discovered himself.—I suppose there is no thoughtful person but has often and often echoed that question, What am I? What is that thing I call myself? What does it denote, and what does it involve? What am I? My body—is that myself? At first sight there seems to be so much to be said for it because my body is so intertwined with my soul, that if I am tired, I cannot pray; if I am in pain, I can hardly think. At first sight my body seems to be myself. But somebody says, ‘No, yourself is the changeless part of you, and your body changes.’ The body of to-day is a very different thing from the body of twenty years ago. My mind, then—is that myself? And again the answer comes: ‘No. Your thoughts, your feelings, your opinions, they are not what they were ten years ago.’ But your self remains unchanged. In the Sanctuary of God I discovered myself. Why? Because the whole of the Sanctuary, and the worship of the Sanctuary, and every detail of the worship, is based upon the assumption that I am more than body and more than mind, that I am a deathless spirit, and that I cannot live by bread alone. How did the discovery of his own immortality help him in the perplexities and problems of his life? Why, surely thus. The whole thing looked so small beside those vast themes. Once he had discovered the endless life, once he had been made quite certain by the very fact of the Sanctuary, that if a man dies, he lives again; then all these things became insignificant. The inequalities of life, the sufferings so undeserved, the prosperity equally undeserved, they all sank into insignificance before the fact of the endless life of which the Sanctuary spoke.

III. In the Sanctuary he discovered the influence of worship.—There is a strange reflex influence in all acts of devotion. When the Lord Jesus prayed, he was transfigured; so when a man prays, he is bringing a strange influence, morally and spiritually, upon his being, and he rises up from the act of prayer as the Lord rose from His prayer, a stronger, calmer, braver man. And so it is also with the influence of worship. In days like these, when life is so anxious, more especially to men; when business is so exacting; when a right judgment is so important; when a prompt, almost instantaneous, decision is so frequently demanded, it is pathetically sad that some of the very men who want the power most should cut themselves off from the calming influences of the House of God.

IV. In the Sanctuary he discovered the truth of the consecration of himself to God.—The whole place spoke of consecration separated for the worship of God; every holy vessel set apart; the priest consecrated to God’s service. The whole place was full of the consecration of things and of life to God. Is there a more tremendously important truth than that for us to try and write upon our hearts? I am sure there is not. All you who are accustomed to go into the Sanctuary, may you not turn your thoughts from the place to yourselves? It is consecrated, will you not be re-consecrated? Again and again it has been said for you here: ‘We offer and present unto Thee, O Lord! ourselves, our souls and bodies, to be a reasonable, holy, and lively sacrifice unto Thee.’ Give these words a meaning they have never had before in more spiritual life, in more frequent worship, in more steady, well-prepared communion, in more generous alms.

Bishop F. E. Ridgeway.
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Verse 11
GOD AS SILENT AND INACTIVE
‘Why withdrawest Thou Thy hand?’

Psalms 74:11
I. This is a great complaint, but it is a complaint of faith.—Hardly a gleam of light is to be found throughout. The Psalmist sits in the midst of national desolation and pours out his soul to God, in passionate appeal for His help, and protest against His silence and inactivity. This is not the song of an atheist, but the wail of a believer. He has a past experience of God’s power and a present conviction thereof. The signs of that power are in day and night, in summer and winter. The one place from which He seems to be absent is the place of His people’s distress. The ground of the Psalmist’s plea is not the distress of these people finally. It is rather that the enemy reproaches the name of Jehovah and blasphemes it. In that central complaint the name Jehovah, which is ever suggestive of the essential Helper, emerges, and there only in the psalm. The master consciousness of the moment is that of God the Mighty One, but there is that deeper knowledge of Him as the Helper of the needy.

II. Again we are thankful that such a psalm has a place here, for it is so true to much human experience.—When the heart is hot and restless and it seems as though God had forsaken His own, he is a wise man who turns to Him in a song, even though the song be only a complaint.

Illustrations
(1) ‘“Have respect unto the covenant.” Here is the master-key—heaven’s gate must open to this. His covenant He will not break, nor alter the thing that hath gone forth out of His lips. The Lord had promised to bless the seed of Abraham, and make them a blessing; here they plead that ancient word, even as we also may plead the covenant made with the Lord Jesus for all believers. What a grand word it is!’

(2) ‘Let us go back on the past. Has God purchased us to cast us aside? Was He our king of old, and will He not work for our salvation still? Did He divide the sea, and break Rabab in pieces, to stultify all His work by deserting us? Aye, and there is no plea so potent as to remind God of His covenant, sealed with the blood of the Cross. “Even if we are utterly undeserving and evil, have respect unto the ‘I Wills’ of Thy covenant.”’

Verse 16
ALTERNATIONS AND CONSOLATIONS
‘The day … the night.’

Psalms 74:16
I. The alternation of day and night is part of a universal law.—(1) Everywhere in nature. (2) In our daily life. (3) In our spiritual experiences. (4) In all history.

II. All these alternations are Divinely regulated and controlled.—God rules the darkness as well as the light. Our misfortunes as well as blessings are under His control. ‘I, the Lord, create light, and I create darkness.’

III. Side by side with this law of alternation there is another—viz. the law of compensation.—Darkness and light are not opposing forces. Night has its beauties, its pleasures, and its purposes as well as day. (1) Night reveals more of the heavens than we see by day. ‘Sorrow brings out truths as night brings out the stars.’ (2) If day afford opportunity for work, night brings rest. (3) If day yields heat, night brings the cool refreshing dews. (4) Night is quite as essential as day. ‘It is good for me that I have been afflicted.’

IV. These laws of alternation and compensation have many valuable lessons for us.—(1) We must expect changes and vicissitudes. (2) We should learn lessons of contentment. (3) We should learn to trust in the Lord at all times. (4) We should remember that the night of death as well as the short day of life is in God’s hands. He will wake us in the morning where there are no more alternations.
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Verse 7
A PSALM OF THE DIVINE JUDGMENT
‘God is the Judge.’

Psalms 75:7
This psalm celebrates God’s judgment in history, especially on the heathen. It has been thought to refer to the overthrow of Sennacherib.

I. First, we have the national voice giving thanks for the judgment about to fall.—His Name is near, He is not afar off. ‘A present help is He.’

II. The Almighty’s voice is heard proclaiming His intention to bear up the world though the pillars thereof are dissolved and bow to their fall.—Oh! do not lose heart. At the supreme moment, when the solid framework of society and of the world seems on the point of dissolution, a strong hand is thrust out to grasp the tottering pillars, and stay their fall.

III. The Psalmist’s voice takes up the strain.—The proud Assyrian had placed his throne in the northern hills, attributing his power to his sun-god. But no, his power originates in nothing short of God. Not the orient, nor meridian, nor occidental rays of the sun give him his power. All is due to God, Who uses him for a little while for the testing and chastisement of his people. And when the Divine purpose is fulfilled, He will cause him to drink of the cup of His wrath.

Let us learn to detect the movement of the Divine Providence in the turbulent course of human government, and believe that the end will be the cutting off of the boast of the wicked and the exaltation of the righteous.

Illustration
‘Here is an eternal truth with which we would not part: God must hate sin and be forever sin’s enemy. Because He is the Lord of love, therefore must He be a consuming fire to evil; God is against evil, but for us; if, then, we sin He must be against us; in sinning we identify ourselves with evil, therefore we must endure the consuming fire. In this soft age in which we live it is good to fall back on the first principles of everlasting truth. We have come to think that education may be maintained by mere laws of love instead of discipline, and that public punishment may be abolished. When you have once got rid of the idea of public punishment, then by degrees you will also get rid of the idea of sin; where is it written in the Word of God that the sword of His minister is to be borne in vain? In this world of groaning and of anguish, tell us where it is that the law which links suffering to sin has ceased to act?’

76 Psalm 76 

Verse 9
DIVINE JUDGMENT AND ITS LESSONS
‘God arose to judgment.’

Psalms 76:9
The close relationship of this psalm to Psalms 75. is universally acknowledged. Without assuming this relationship we might, especially with a peculiar interpretation of Psalms 75:5, be led to bring it into connection with the defeat of the allied neighbouring nations, in the reign of Jehoshaphat, foretold by the Asaphite Jehaziel. It is now, with greater certainty, held to relate to the execution of that Divine judgment upon the Assyrians in the time of Hezekiah, which in the foregoing psalm was considered as in prophetic prospect.

I. It is first brought into view how God has again made His name glorious in His chosen dwelling-place in Jerusalem, by the annihilalation of the forces of the enemy, which before His rebuke sank down into the sleep of death (Psalms 76:2-7).

II. From this the inference is drawn (Psalms 76:8-10) that God, in the terribleness of His wrath, is irresistible when He arises to judgment for the deliverance of His suffering ones.

III. To this, after presenting God’s truthfulness in support of this declaration, the Psalmist adds an exhortation to a course of conduct in agreement therewith (Psalms 76:11-12).—The enthusiastic feeling, the courageous tone, which characterise the prophecies and also the psalms of the Assyrian period meet us here also.

Illustrations
(1) ‘God needs only to arise to judgment and all the might of the rebellious world recoils upon itself. Therefore have believers every reason to thank God, and the heathen every reason to submit themselves to Him. For none can stand before God’s anger, and the wicked, even in their overthrow, must contribute to His glory.’

(2) ‘The whole psalm insists upon the glorifying of God, that He alone is to be feared. With this in view, therefore (1) The mercy is praised with which God has brought Himself so nigh to His people. (2) The judgments are praised which God has undertaken for the deliverance of His own. (3) Good instruction is given, how we are to regard all this, and to adore God with faith, hope, and confidence.’
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Verse 4
THE PSALM OF THE SLEEPLESS NIGHT
‘Thou holdest mine eyes waking.’

Psalms 77:4
I. The poet was in trouble, on what occasion cannot now be known, nor can we tell who wrote the poem, or at what period it was written. There are no traces of the authorship of David. But it is evidently very ancient. There is no allusion to the Temple worship. The one historical reference is to the Exodus. The appellation of the children of Israel, as sons of Jacob and Joseph, rather indicates that it was written prior to the division into two nations. Had it been of a late period Judah rather than Joseph would have been the term used. The word Jeduthun has no light for us.

All this makes the psalm really more helpful. The trouble was of a personal nature, hence the application of the poem is worldwide, suited for all in similar anxiety. It was not a national calamity, like the Captivity. It was ‘my trouble’—the Psalmist’s own sorrow. The help he sought was not for the nation, but for himself. The darkness was that of a cloudy night, when no stars are seen, for, whatever the trial was, there came with it a doubt of the Divine mercy and a questioning of the Divine promise. Herein was the grief, for sorrow of soul is the soul of sorrow. He retired for rest, but the darkness brought no relief; indeed, in the quiet solitude of the bed-chamber the trouble seemed to increase. ‘Thou holdest my eyelids,’ he says to God. Sleep came not. The poem presents a vivid delineation of the mental bewilderment of an ancient night.

II. He thought of ‘the days of old,’ or, as in the original, of ‘the morning.’—A Midrash note says ‘of Abraham,’ who lived in the morning of faith. He recalled ancient times. He remembered one occasion when in the darkness he had such a sense of the Divine favour, that he sang for joy in the night season. At length he took the resolve to look away from self to an unchanging God. ‘This anxiety,’ said he, ‘is my infirmity, but I will think of the power of the Most High.’ He would turn round and no longer look at his own shadow, but at the bright sun. Soon the vision changes. On the canvas of the night comes vividly a scene of olden days. Other things were shut out, and this arose in his imagination.

It was the hour of Israel’s deliverance from Egypt. How far the Psalmist’s vision was true to fact we cannot tell, he adds much to the record in Exodus. It was very real to him, and depicts a scene more full of awe than his own then present tribulation. Those lightning flashes were the arrows of the Almighty. He was marching mysteriously through the sea. Then comes a sublime contrast. Right in the centre, calm beneath the illumined cloud, went onwards the chosen people, led safely through it all by the appointed guides, like a peaceful flock directed by its shepherds to fresh pasture. With this grand etching the psalm closes. What more indeed is needed? The moral is so obvious it needs no stating. That old story abides in the Church as a picture-lesson of the mysterious but sure ways of God, and shows a safe path through the stormy dark sea of every period of anxious sorrow.

Illustration
‘It is well to pray that we may make the most of the wakeful hours, that they may be no more wasted ones than if we were up and dressed. They are His hours, for “the night also is Thine.” It will cost no more mental effort (nor so much) to ask Him to let them be holy hours, filled with His calming presence, than to let the mind run upon the thousand “other things” which seem to find even busier entrance during the night.

With thoughts of Christ and things Divine

Fill up this foolish heart of mine.

It is an opportunity for proving the real power of the Holy Spirit to be greater than that of the Tempter. And He will without fail exert it, when sought for Christ’s sake.’
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Verse 19
‘LIMITING THE HOLY ONE’
‘They said, Can God?’

Psalms 78:19
Can a man limit God? At first sight it seems impossible, and yet it is done by multitudes every hour of every day. Even Jesus Christ was limited as to His miraculous power by the unbelief of the Nazarenes. To doubt God is to limit Him, and to make Him look smaller than He actually is. Why the Infinite should permit the finite to contract His dimensions and operations is a great mystery.

I. Men too often limit the majesty of God.—He is the King of all kings, and all earthly kings are His vassals, but men are bold enough to rob His crown of its gems and His breastplate of its splendours. There is only room for one God in this universe, and yet men are multiplying gods on every side. In their endeavours to define God they make Him appear less than He actually is. The term ‘Nature’ takes the place of the term ‘God’; the term ‘laws of Nature’ takes the place of the term ‘Divine attributes’; and the term ‘Course of the world’ takes the place of the term ‘Divine Providence.’

II. Men too often limit the power of God.—They cynically ask, ‘Can God furnish a table in the wilderness?’ They limit His omnipotence and thus provoke Him to anger. They had heard of the marvels of His power in Egypt and by the Red Sea; they had heard of Him who had spoken to their leader in the bush burning with fire; they beheld His pillar of fire by night, and yet they had the audacity to doubt His ability to lay a simple table in the wilderness! In a fit of arrant blasphemy they tried to circumscribe His infinite powers, and the people of Nazareth treated Christ in the same way, for their unbelief practically limited His power for a time. ‘The word preached did not profit because it was not mixed with faith in them that heard it.’

III. Men too often limit the Holy Will of God.—This will is the fundamental law of the universe, and yet many men dictate to God as if He were only an equal. Instead of our will being ours to make it God’s, we make God’s will His to make it ours. We murmur against Him day and night, and show Him what He is to do, and how, and when! It is rank arrogance to say to the Almighty, ‘Thus far shalt Thou go and no further.’ We have no right to prescribe God’s pathway in providence and to set up our feeble will as standards for Him. ‘Thy will—not ours—be done.’

IV. Men too often limit the wisdom of God.—In a sense they ‘chalk out’ the path for Him, and they say in effect, ‘This is the way, walk thou in it.’ What lessons we are ready to teach the All-wise in the management of the universe! God works at opposite poles from man, and in due time Joseph is installed as Prime Minister of Egypt. Let us not insult the Divine omniscience by doubting God’s wisdom.

V. Men too often limit the love of God.—Love is the grandest thing in God, and yet some men seek to rob it of its glory. They are doing their best to reduce the Divine ocean into a tiny lakelet and to keep it under their own control.

But we make His love too narrow

By false limits of our own,

And we magnify His strictness

With a zeal He will not own.

In the words of another, ‘Holiness is central in God, but love is central in holiness.’ His holiness always includes love, and His love always expresses holiness. Never let us exalt one attribute at the expense of the other.

Illustration
‘This ancient and Israelitish unbelief finds continual modern and Gentile illustration. We are ever limiting the Holy One Whom we profess to serve. Amid our wilderness of emergency, temptation, trial, our faithless hearts are asking the same question, “Who is the Lord that we should serve Him?” How can He deliver us? God stands there, over against each one of us, with an infinity of blessing in His hands—of deliverance, of present and abiding peace, of the promise of the land beyond; but unbelief is a staggering and blear-eyed creature, who often cannot see what God proffers, and even when she does, reaches forth such palsied hands they cannot reach and hold the blessing.’
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Verse 8
GOD THE HOPE OF THE DISTRESSED
‘Let Thy tender mercies speedily prevent us.’

Psalms 79:8
I. This is a cry of distress.—The conditions described are those of overwhelming national calamity. The country and the city of God are overrun and spoiled by ruthless enemies. The people have been slain and left without burial. Out of the midst of these circumstances the Psalmist prays to God for pardon, help, and deliverance. There is no present note of praise in the psalm, but there is an undertone of confidence in God. This is the quality of these old songs of the men of faith which makes them living and powerful in an age utterly different from the one in which they were written.

II. A careful perusal of this psalm will show three things as most evidently forming the deepest conviction of the singer’s hope.—First there is the sense that all the calamity which has overtaken them is the result of their own sin. Behind this is a great idea of the power and goodness of God. These things need not have been had they been faithful, for God is strong and tender. Again, there is the passion for the glory of the Divine Name, ‘Help us, O God of our salvation! for the glory of Thy Name: and deliver us and purge away our sins, for Thy Name’s sake. Wherefore should the heathen say, Where is their God?’ Finally, the very fact of the song is a revelation of the underlying confidence in God. In distress the heart seeks its way back to some hiding place and finds it in the Name of that God Who by suffering is dealing with them.

Illustrations
(1) ‘How touching! Think of the prisoners of the world. The lovers of freedom in crowded Russian prisons, the poor natives of the Congo Free State in their heavy irons, the men and women that are undergoing life-sentences, the inmates of infirmaries, workhouses, hospitals, and asylums! How often do they sigh? And their sighs come up before God.’

(2) ‘This is a national psalm. In Psalms 79:1, Jerusalem must mean the literal city, or the Church militant.’

80 Psalm 80 

Verse 17
THE DIVINE MAN
‘Let Thy hand be upon the Man of Thy right hand.’

Psalms 80:17
In New Testament days I know the name of this transcendent and Divine Man. He is my Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ.

I. See in Him my God, my Redeemer.—He charged Himself with my iniquity. He stood condemned in my place, and to-day there is no condemnation awaiting me.

II. Hearken to Him, too, my God, as my Advocate.—He pleads for me—‘pleads His own fulfilment of all laws.’ He appears on my behalf in Thy heavenly place. Thou wilt bend and bow to me in condescension, in grace, in liberality, when I have such a Representative and Friend.

III. Consider Him also, my God, as my Hope and Goal.—I disappoint Thee often and sorely meantime. I fall lamentably short of the standard to which Thou wouldst have me aspire. But in Him, Who is without spot and blemish, Thou seest what I shall one day be. By and by I shall be pure as He is pure. And then I shall content Thy soul.

So, for me and my salvation, ‘let Thy hand be upon the Man of Thy right hand.’

Illustration
‘The “Man of Thy right hand” may either be, the Man Whom Thy power has raised up, or the Man who occupies the post of honour at Thy right hand. That the words were intended to suggest both ideas, is a supposition perfectly agreeable to Hebrew usage. A more doubtful question is that in reference to the first words of the sentence, “let Thy hand be upon him,” whether this means in favour or in wrath. The only way in which both senses can be reconciled is by applying the words to the Messiah as the ground of the faith and hope expressed. Let Thy hand fall not on us, but on our substitute. Compare the remarkably similar expressions in Acts 5:31.’
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Verse 12-13
ABANDONED OF GOD
‘So I gave them up unto their own hearts’ lust: and they walked in their own counsels,’ etc.

Psalms 81:12-13
I. God showed His love to the Israelites by giving them a law more strict than any which had gone before it; He revealed Himself as a jealous God, Who would be obeyed; He curbed all their actions, and He punished them severely for all transgressions of His law.—It was only as a last step, when the people were determined to rebel, that He granted to them that prime blessing, as a worldly mind would consider it, namely, leisure to follow their own hearts’ lust and to do according to their own imaginations.

II. God’s principles of government are ever the same; He changes not: and if it was only in being governed by Him, in wearing His yoke, in carrying His burdens, that the people of Israel could escape bondage, and be lifted up, and be noble and free, then beyond doubt the same is true of ourselves, and we too shall be slaves as long as we are free, and shall only be free when we become in heart and soul the servants of God.

III. The man who wears Christ’s yoke feels that he must keep a watch over his life and over his thoughts.—(1) He bridles his tongue; (2) he is particular in the choice of his company; (3) he puts a curb upon his appetite; (4) he thinks it right to be particular about his devotions and his attendance on ordinances.

Bishop Harvey Goodwin.

Illustration
‘The tender affection of God in pleading with men to avoid sin is very impressive; but more impressive still are His exclamations of grief when the final step has been taken, and when, for many, recovery is impossible. Thus when Jesus looked down from Olivet upon the guilty metropolis, and knew that the die was cast, He nevertheless wept and said, “How often would I have gathered your children, as a hen her brood; but ye would not! Behold, your house is left unto you desolate!” So God here speaks: “O that My people had hearkened unto Me! that Israel had walked in My ways!” The measure of God’s love transcends all known limits; its forms are infinite in their variety! When every re edial measure has been tried in vain love can only weep.’
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Verse 8
GOD AS JUDGE
‘Arise, O God, and judge Thou the earth: for Thou shalt take all heathen to Thine inheritance.’

Psalms 82:8 (Prayer Book Version)

The psalmists and prophets of old earnestly desired that God would arise to judge the earth. They desired it not for their own sakes, but for the earth’s sake. We are wont to divide the advent of mercy from the advent of judgment by an immense tract of ages. When we read the Prophets, we are perplexed by finding these advents brought together as if they were parts of the same transaction, as if one could scarcely be separated from the other. This apparent union of opposite subjects, of times far separated, is not less characteristic of Evangelists and Apostles than of the elder men. Very seldom indeed do they speak of Christ as having come without bidding His followers look for Him and wait for Him as about to come. How is this habit of speech to be accounted for?

I. The Church does not distinguish the advent of our Lord from His incarnation.—She regards His coming upon this earth as His coming into our nature. Another thought was combined in the minds of the Apostles with this, without which it is imperfect. They believed that man was made in the image of God; they believed that He Who is the perfect image of God must set forth, can alone set forth, true and perfect manhood. What follows? The advent of Christ was the advent of the true King, and Head, and Judge of men; it could be nothing else if it was the advent of the Son of God, of Him after Whose likeness men were created.

II. Christ appearing in great humility neither completed the salvation nor the judgment.—His resurrection and ascension were to carry on what the Incarnation had begun. The message of full redemption, of an advent for judgment, must rest upon them. St. Paul was the witness of a justification for every man, of a justification for mankind. And therefore St. Paul was the great preacher of judgment. The revelation of God’s righteousness for the justification of men was, he said, itself the ‘revelation of God’s wrath against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men who hold the truth in unrighteousness.’

III. Substitute for this idea of an advent the mere notion of a birth taking place at a certain period in Bethlehem, of that being the birth of the Founder of our religion, of that being the birth from which we date our time; and see how inevitably all the conclusions which seemed so natural to the Apostles become utterly unnatural and incredible to us.—We may give what glorious titles to our Lord we please; but in that case He is but a man exalted above men, not the Root and Head of humanity. No warnings of divines can prevent us from falling back upon the old question, ‘Where is the promise of His coming?’

IV. The question has been answered; all things have not continued as they were since the fathers fell asleep.—God has been testifying to the conscience of each human being that the hour is at hand when he must be tried and judged, when he will be asked by the Son of Man whether he has owned or despised Him in the least of His brethren.

—Rev. F. D. Maurice.

Illustration
‘The judges have had the name of authority, and its position, but through their failure they are to be degraded. The psalm ends with an appeal to God to arise and judge the earth. This is ever the cry of the man of faith when he stands in the presence of the wrongs and oppressions obtaining among the poor and afflicted. There is nothing the world needs to-day more than the administration of strict and impartial justice, and there is no greater comfort to the heart than the conviction that the prayer of the Psalmist, multiplied ten thousandfold in the passing centuries by all who have been and still are conscious of prevailing injustice, will yet be answered. God’s day of judgment will be a day of mercy in the largest sense.’
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Verse 3
‘THY HIDDEN ONES’
‘They have … consulted against Thy hidden ones.’

Psalms 83:3
I. We may draw sweet and almost inexhaustible instruction from the names given to the children of God in Scripture.—This title of the Lord’s hidden ones is full of consolation. How many a Lazarus is there whom the world in its giddy course of pride, or reclining in its purple luxury, disdains to feed with its superfluous crumbs! And at times the poor sufferer himself may make his moan, ‘I am forgotten as a dead man out of mind.’ It is so different to suffer in an amphitheatre of admiring spectators, and to languish in solitary grief, unwitnessed and unknown. Yet is this no unfrequent badge of discipleship. The servant is not greater than his Lord. ‘He was despised and rejected of men.’ ‘Therefore the world knoweth us not, because it knew Him not.’

II. You see your calling then, concealed saint, one of the Lord’s hidden ones—hidden from the glare and glitter of the world, and the pomps and passions of life: hidden in respect of your tears and trials, your joys and felicities: hidden as to your true inalienable glory—a child of God, an heir of blissful immortality; a king and priest unto our God for ever. Yes, hidden now, and many stormy waves about you; but what a hiding-place! ‘In the time of trouble He shall hide me in His pavilion; in the secret of His tabernacle shall He hide me.’ Those who are admitted to the private apartments of their sovereign, are not wont to complain of their seclusion. And mark the next clause: ‘He shall set me up upon a rock.’ Those who are now hidden in the clefts of the Rock of Ages, shall one day stand thereon and sing.

—Bishop E. H. Bickersteth.

Illustration
‘This psalm may be traced to that terrible crisis in the history of Judah described in 2 Chronicles 20. It was written apparently before the Hebrews had received the assurance of victory, and when the first rumours of the confederacy were bruited abroad. The alliance of the surrounding nations threatened the very existence of the chosen people. Then it was that this psalm pleaded for the interposition of Jehovah, and challenged Him to do again as He had done.’
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Verse 10
DELIGHT IN GOD’S HOUSE
‘A day in Thy courts is better than a thousand.’

Psalms 84:10
The psalm is probably one of those used by the pilgrims on their way to the Holy City on some festival occasion. Men had not learned the truth that God is a Spirit, and could be worshipped in spirit. Jerusalem was the place where men ought to worship, and those who lived at a distance were able to come up only at the great festivals. As the pilgrim arrives within sight of the sacred place he cries out in the language of the Psalmist, ‘How amiable are Thy tabernacles, O Lord of hosts!… My heart and my flesh sing for joy unto the living God.’ Then as he enters the sacred precincts he feels envious of those who spend their whole lives in the temple service, and cries, ‘Happy are they that dwell in Thy house! They can be always praising Thee.’ Living far away he can only occasionally enjoy the privileges of worship which are theirs every day.

I. How far does this spirit exist to-day?—The empty seats in our churches if but a shower of rain falls an hour before service time, would seem to indicate that the means of grace are not prized as they should be. There is a danger that the multiplication of our privileges leads to neglect.

II. While it is true that God is everywhere, and can be worshipped in any place, there is a special sense in which, to us, He is present in the church, and if we neglect the assembling of ourselves together we shall lose the blessing that comes from the ‘communion of saints.’—If we enter the house of God in the spirit of prayer, with hearts open to receive the Divine blessing, He will not send us empty away. Jesus promised that where two or three are gathered together in His name, He will be in the midst of them. If we realise, even in a small degree, what the presence of Jesus means, we shall not be willing to allow a trifle to keep us away from His sanctuary.

Illustrations
(1) ‘The house of God is an ante-room of heaven, or, in other words, a bit of heaven on this side of heaven! God loves His house intensely, and if we do not love it, it is because we do not love God! The Bible gives more space to the erection of the tabernacle and the temple than to the creation of the world!’

(2) ‘The Scottish Covenanters would not be absent from worship, although their presence meant not only that they had to brave a winter storm as they met under the open sky, but often they were threatened with imprisonment or death as breakers of the law. Dr. Theodore Cuyler once declared that disagreeable Sundays sifted the churches as honestly as Gideon’s band of ten thousand soldiers was sifted by the lapping of the water. “Those,” he said, “who really want to go to God’s house on a wet or wintry Sunday, usually get there.”’
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Verse 8
LISTENING TO GOD
‘I will hear what God the Lord will speak.’

Psalms 85:8
It is not too much to say that whoever will resolve to listen as David listened will hear what David heard. Only determine, ‘I will hear what God the Lord will speak,’ and ‘He will speak peace.’ God never disappoints a really attentive hearer.

I. God has always something to say to us.—We only miss it either because we do not believe that He is going to speak, or because we are not quiet enough. This is frequently the reason of a sickness or a deep sorrow. God has something to say to us. He makes a calm, He settles the rush of life, that He may speak. The Shepherd draws the hurdles closer that His sheep, being nearer to Him, may the better hear the Shepherd’s voice.

II. There are few of us who do not know what these times are when God has come very near.—They are very critical times; great issues hang upon them: they will weigh heavily in the balances of ‘the great account of life.’ From these high-wrought feelings there will be a reaction. The moment you become earnest for good, Satan will become earnest to stop you. He who had read life better than almost any man who ever lived saw the need of the caution, ‘He will speak peace unto His people, and to His saints: but let them not turn again to folly.’

III. The expression, ‘turn again to folly,’ may mean one of three things.—Either all sin is folly, or you may understand by it the particular sin of those who return to the vanities of the world, or you may take it to imply that a relapse into what is wrong has such a distorting influence on the mind, and so perverts the judgment and darkens the intellect, that both by natural consequence and judicial retribution the condition of a person who goes on in sin after the strivings of the Holy Ghost and after the manifestations of God’s peace becomes emphatically ‘folly.’

IV. Peace, the peace of Christ, is a delicate plant.—Do not expose it. Do not trifle with it, but lay it up in your heart’s closest affections. Watch it. Deal tenderly with it. It is your life.

—Rev. James Vaughan.

Illustrations
(1) ‘This eighth verse suggests a duty which we are too prone to forget. Be quiet, O Christian heart! when thou hast prayed. Listen to what the Lord God shall speak to thee. Thou wilt hear a still, small voice in thine heart, for God will speak peace. How true this is! God speaks Peace of Jesus Christ to the careworn worried one, to the burdened and depressed one. Listen, Oh listen! The voice is very still and gentle; but it thrills thy deepest nature, and produces a calm like that which spread over the troubled waters, when Jesus arose in the tempest-driven bark and said, “Peace, be still.” Yes, dear soul, His salvation is nigh thee—nearer than thy enemies, nearer than thy anxieties. And His voice of peace is the precursor of His arm of saving power.’

(2) ‘Psalm eighty-five appears to have been a temple hymn of the young colony of the returned, the first seven verses being intended to be chanted by the worshippers, and the remainder by the priests as an answer from God to the prayers of His people. It opens by a tender acknowledgment of His goodness in permitting the return, which showed that He had forgiven their past and laid aside His anger with them. Yet they felt that they needed, even now—as their prophets, such as Haggai and Zechariah, told them—a great revival of their first love and zeal.’
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Verse 3
DAILY PRAYER
‘I cry unto Thee daily.’

Psalms 86:3
I. This is the only psalm in the third book ascribed to David.—It sounds like his. There is a lyric beauty and pathos about it which are so characteristic of his work. He speaks of himself in the second verse as ‘godly,’ not that he arrogated some special saintliness as his portion, but that he was conscious that his life was distinctly Godward and dependent on the supplies that God communicated.

II. It is remarkable to contrast his statement that he prayed all the day long with the frequent statements scattered through Bramwell’s letters. ‘My dear brother,’ he says, ‘my life is prayer. I assure you that I am just in heaven. It is the Lord.’ Again, ‘I never lived with God as at present. I can say, my life is prayer, and much in agony. It is continual prayer that brings the soul into all the glory.’ And yet again, ‘I see more than ever that those who are given up to God in continual prayer are men of business, both for earth and heaven. They go through the world with composure, are resigned to every cross, and make the greatest glory of the greatest cross.’

But in order to have this life of prayer we must know the character of God, and base our prayers upon our knowledge. Notice that the Psalmist says in the fifth verse, ‘Thou, Lord, art good’; in the tenth verse, ‘Thou art great’; and in the fifteenth verse, ‘Thou art full.’ Meditate on these qualities of the Divine Nature, and you will not find it difficult to pray or praise with your whole heart.

Illustration
‘This psalm is called in the superscription “A Prayer of David.” Whether it is by David or not we need scarcely take the trouble to inquire; but it is a prayer, and conveys a valuable lesson in the art of praying. We are in the habit of making a distinction between prayer and praise, and, of course, it is quite easy to distinguish them in a definition; but, in fact, the limits between them are of a very fluid description. There is no prayer without elements of praise, and, as a rule, the greater the amount of praise in a prayer the better. On the other hand, praise is full of prayer; the Psalms would be reckoned the praises of God, but there are very few of them in which there is no prayer, and in many instances this is the predominating element. In the present case it is clearly predominant.’
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Verse 1
THE HOLY HILLS
‘Her foundations are upon the holy hills.’

Psalms 87:1 (Prayer Book Version)

The Psalmist, in his lovely songs, speaks to us sometimes as an historian, at other times as a prophet. There is yet another mode of interpretation, which belongs, indeed, to all Scripture, but especially to the Psalms, that which is called mystical: namely, where the reference may be either historical or prophetical, or both, according as each devout soul loves to understand it. The text is an instance of this latter kind. The occasion and origin of this psalm being doubtful, no man can positively say what was the exact train of thought passing through the mind of the sweet singer of Israel when he thus expressed himself. There were many ‘holy hills’ of sacred association in the history of God’s people of old to which he may have referred. There was Ararat; there was the hill of Moriah; the Mount of Horeb; Hor, where Aaron the High Priest was ‘stripped of his garments’ and died; Nebo, from whose summit Moses saw the promised land and died in solemn solitude, God burying him; and many others which might fairly come under the description of ‘holy hills,’ and which might with equal truth and spiritual significance be described as ‘the foundations’ of Zion.

I. For what is meant by Zion?—Surely, here there can be no doubt. By Zion is meant God’s Church, whether the Church of the Patriarchs, the Church of the Wilderness, the Church of the Prophets, or later still, the Church of Christ. And when the Holy Spirit tells us that ‘the Lord loveth the gates of Zion more than all the dwellings of Jacob,’ I see here an allusion to the sad divisions which rend Christendom to-day. Fortunately, as has been often said, ‘Men are better than their systems,’ and doubtless many Dissenters will be saved and many Church people cast out when the great day of reckoning comes. But this does not justify either the corporate or the individual separation from God’s Zion (that is, His Church) which is the one great sin of schismatic bodies. This, however, by the way. Let us look at the gradual formation of the Catholic Church, and see whether she too has not, in even greater prominence than the Churches of old, her Holy Hills; nay, further, whether these Holy Hills be not the very foundations of that city of which its Founder hath said that being ‘set on a hill’ it cannot be hid.

II. You must have noticed that nearly all the chief acts of Christ’s life and work are connected with mountains or hills.—Nay, before that precious life was manifested unto men, at the very instant, as it were, of its first conception; scarcely had the Angel of God announced to Mary the wondrous message, and that message had been accepted in the words of bewildered compliance, ‘Behold the handmaid of the Lord, be it unto me according to Thy word’; scarcely had all this taken place when we read (St. Luke 1:39), ‘And Mary arose in those days, and went into the hill country with haste.’ Yes, truly, it was a ‘hill country’ to which Jesus came when He graciously vouchsafed to ‘tabernacle among men.’

—Rev. J. Harry Buchanan.

Illustration
‘The words that pious Jews spoke of Jerusalem may be addressed by us to the Church of the Lord Jesus, using that term as the Apostle Paul uses it, of all those who believe in Him, and hold Him as their Head.

The Church is founded on the mountains of God’s righteousness and power, raised above the mists that brood in the valleys, in close converse with heaven.

Glorious things of thee are spoken,

Zion, City of our God!

He whose word cannot be broken,

Chose thee for His own abode.

To that city all nations shall send their tributary streams.’
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Verse 5
‘FREE AMONG THE DEAD’
‘Free among the dead.’

Psalms 88:5
The freedom of which the author of this psalm writes so despairingly must have been, for him at least, a freedom of isolation, of solitariness, of exile and expulsion, rather than of release, independence, and joy.

I. We are all conscious of the possibility of a freedom which should have nothing in it either of comfort or honour.—(1) ‘Free among the dead’ will have no cheerful sound if it be taken to mean, as probably the Psalmist meant it, cast out of the sight of God, forsaken by the Divine superintendence, left to shift for himself in a world of shadowy forms and unsubstantial existences. Such freedom would be worse than any bondage. (2) There is a freedom, akin to the former, which is the loss of all employment and society, some one else filling your place and discharging your duties because an incurable sickness has stricken you, and that idleness which is the paradise of the dunce or the fool is put upon you, without and against your will, for the welfare of others, by the visitation of God. If this was the freedom of the dead as nature or fancy painted it to the Psalmist, can we wonder that he used it as the synonym rather of misery than of repose?

II. Read now in the light of Jesus Christ, what shall the text become?—(1) ‘He that is dead is freed from sin.’ Free among the dead is, first and above all, free from sin. (2) Jesus Christ said, ‘I have a baptism to be baptized with, and how am I straitened till it be accomplished.’ The word ‘straitened’ is the direct opposite of this ‘free among the dead.’ Freedom among the dead was His emancipation from the ‘straitness’ of earth. We, too, may make the words our comfort as we think of the departed, and our hope in the anticipation of a state which shall be our own.

—Dean Vaughan.

Illustration
‘As long as the assurance of immortality was not held fast by the soul, and the resurrection of the dead was not revealed to the Church, so long were death and the under-world not only the last but also the worst of enemies. And therefore in those times of old the prayers of believers were not poured forth for worldly treasures, earthly good, and carnal delight, but for the preservation and improvement of life, during their earthly pilgrimage, and for the manifestation of God’s glory within the sphere of the temporal, since they knew not how man could praise Him after death. The deliverance of the believer’s life, therefore, and the preservation of Israel, were not matters of individual interest and selfish desire; but the perpetuity of the Church in the world, and the salvation of the believer, were bound up with a righteous concern for God’s honour and His acknowledgment among men.’
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Verse 49
THE FAILURE OF FAITH
‘Lord, where are Thy former lovingkindnesses, which Thou swarest unto David in Thy truth?’

Psalms 89:49
It was on the morrow of the profound humiliation of Jerusalem by Shishak, and amidst the political and religious ruins which it had brought with it, that the eighty-ninth psalm was written. The writer was an old servant and friend of the royal house: Ethan the Ezrahite. He was one of those wise men whose names are recorded as having been exceeded in wisdom by King Solomon, and had long taken part with Heman and Asaph in the Temple’s services; and thus at this sad crisis of his history he pours out his soul in the pathetic and majestic psalm before us, and of this psalm the keynote is to be found in the words, “Lord, where are Thy former lovingkindnesses, which Thou swarest unto David in Thy truth?”

I. ‘Where are Thy former lovingkindnesses?’—As he sings Ethan looks around him, and his eye rests on a scene of degradation and ruin. He suffers as a patriot; he suffers as a religious man; he suffers as the descendants of the old Roman families suffered when they beheld Alaric and his hosts sacking the Eternal City. What had become of the lovingkindness of God, what of His faithfulness, what of His power? Ethan, in his report of the promise, answered his own difficulty. The covenant with David was not an absolute covenant. It depended upon conditions. There is a difference between the gifts of the Creator in the region of unconscious nature and His gifts in the region of free, self-determining will. The former are absolute gifts; the latter depend for their value and their virtue on the use that is made of them. The race of David was raised from among the shepherds of Bethlehem to reign over a great people upon conditions—conditions which were summed up in fidelity to Him who had done so much for it. Ethan himself states this supreme condition in the words of the Divine Author of the covenant: ‘If David’s children forsake My law, and walk not in My judgments … then will I visit their transgression with the rod, and their sin with scourges.’

II. Ethan’s cry has often been raised by pious men in the bad days of Christendom: ‘Lord, where are Thy former lovingkindnesses?’ And the answer is, ‘They are where they were.’ ‘The gifts and calling of God are without repentance.’ Now, as always, the promises of God to His people are largely conditioned. If the gates of hell shall not prevail against His Church, much short of this may happen as a consequence of the unfaithfulness of her members or her ministers. Of this let us be sure, that if God’s promises seem to any to have failed, the fault lies not with Him, but with ourselves; it is we who have changed, not He. The cloud which issues from our furnaces of passion and self-will has overclouded for the moment the face of the sun; but beyond the cloud of smoke the sun still shines.

—Canon Liddon.

Illustration
‘There are dark seasons when this expectation is not clearly displayed, and troubled hours when the soul finds it hard to seize the word of promise, so surely attested, and only by a great effort can cling to the word of the oath of the true Witness. Then there is danger, lest the praise of God, whose strength is still the ornament and glory of His people, should be hushed, or changed into vain complaining; lest by so long enduring of evil the hope of amelioration should sink into the fear of greater evil.’
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Verse 16
A MESSAGE OF UNDYING HOPE
‘Shew Thy servants Thy work: and their children Thy glory.’

Psalms 90:16 (Prayer Book Version)

The Psalmist here is looking out over a scene of great disappointment and failure. He sees in his mind’s eye human life in its beginning, and in its end. And as he looks out over so much apparent failure his heart fails him. As he looks out and draws near to the end of his reflection on life, he utters the words which prevent despair, for as he looks out upon the failures he looks also beyond, and he knows that the work of God can never fail. He knows that though the work may seem to fail, though one man lives and dies and has apparently wrought but little, there are other hands to take up the work, other voices to deliver the message.

I. No work for God fails.—That is the secret of the saints’ hope. They have done their work in fear and yet in faith, and they have laid themselves down, conscious that their work cannot fail. We, who reap the fruits of their labours, know, at any rate, that their toil has not been in vain. In our hand we hold the martyr’s robes, red with the blood of the faithful, and stained with the tears of the penitent. We understand as the inspiration of their lives falls upon us that their work is eternal And so, as we see the glory, as we gather where they have sown, we understand why it is that in the Kingdom of God there is no such thing as failure.

II. The call to duty.—That is the message of the past; it is not a sentimental reflection on the days which are gone, nor is it a tearful meditation upon things which are gone—but it is rather the call to duty. For if the past is our inspiration we are the fulfilment of its hopes and desires. The elders in every age are able to resign their tasks because they know that they will not appeal to the younger generation in vain. What answer shall we give them? Shall we not tell those whose days are being numbered that their faith is not misplaced, and that their confidence is sure? Shall we not tell them that we will take their creeds and cry them with passionate conviction and undying faith? Shall we not tell them that we, too, wish to continue to build the Church of the Living God upon earth, and that we will carry on the work they laid down in fear and yet in faith?

III. A message of undying hope.—And therefore, if the thought of the Psalmist becomes for us our warning and our hope, we of the younger generation do grow impatient as we wait for the Day of the Lord. We want to see Him King. We would take Him by force, if need be, as men tried to take Him of old; we want to see Him King in street, in lane, in home, in workshop; we want to see Him King wherever the evil passions of men are rending them as the devil rent them of old; we long with a great longing to-day for the crowning of Christ. I would ask of those who are young: ‘Does your heart fail you sometimes?’ Is life after all not quite what you had expected it to be? have your dreams been not all you thought they would have been? Have your hopes as yet been unrealised, and are you tempted to say sometimes: ‘It is of no consequence, I will lay it aside; I have no task, I have no duty,’ in the loneliness and solitude of your existence? If so, remember that you are the link between the past and the future, that to you it is given to do just what nobody else can do, to complete the unfinished task of those who went before you, and to lay the foundations of the work for those who come after you. Do not lose heart; every one has his task, and it is vitally important in the eyes of Him who sets us our duties. If there is a message to youth, is there not a message also to the aged? Ah, my heart goes out to you on whom the sun of life is setting! Will you be afraid to intrust to us of the younger generation the tasks of your lives? It is God’s work; trust it to us who are younger, and who are speeding up the hill of life, struggling to get a foothold and to do our duty; trust your tasks to us and you will not be disappointed, for the work is eternal and Divine.

Rev. J. A. V. Magee.

Illustration
‘The pitiable thing is that the time is so short; we can do so little in the short span of our life. That was indeed a pathetic picture which some years ago took the world by storm. It was the picture of an artist who sat before his unfinished canvas with his brush slipping from his nerveless and dying fingers, conscious that he must pass away before his work was finished. The tragedy and pathos of it was that the time was short, that he would have given his right hand for another year of life, and it was not given to him. That is our feeling, and therefore the message of the Psalmist rings out to-day its cry of eternal and undying hope, because it tells us that our unfinished work shall be finished. It tells us that there is no task which He has set us that God will not complete hereafter; no message that He has bidden us deliver which shall not be uttered in time.’
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Verse 13
VICTOR IN LIFE’S BATTLE
‘Thou shalt tread upon the lion and adder: the young lion and the dragon shalt thou trample under feet.’

Psalms 91:13
The definite promise, ‘Thou shalt tread upon the lion and the dragon,’ was a reference not only to reptiles and wild beasts of outward evil, but to evils in which the deadliness of vice is concentrated in our individual hearts: evil thoughts, and deeds, and habits which assail and hurt the soul. The fitness of the metaphor is shown by the fact that we find it also in the heathen mythology. The Greek type of a deliverer of the world was the hero Hercules. They saw, as we see, that he who would indeed conquer evil in the world must first conquer it in his own heart. The moral is finely conveyed in the legend of his conquest of the Nemæan lion. Every man’s Nemæan lion lies in the way for him somewhere. All future victories depend upon that. Kill it, and through all the rest of your lives what was once terrible becomes your armour; you are clothed with the virtue of that conquest.

I. In the first place, this lion is to be fought in the darkness, and in the cavern, and with no earthly weapons.—The lion is that inward sin, that special impulse and temptation to evil, which is most directed against your individual heart.

II. Observe the infinite superiority which Christ has granted to us in these days.—The Greeks had noble ideals, but their conduct fell as far short of these ideals as ours does. But often these ideals were grievously corrupt. Human strength and knowledge are at the best but perfect weakness. But it is the mercy of God that He has given us in the life of our Lord Jesus Christ an ideal not human, but Divine.

III. Notice that the more early this battle is undertaken, the more surely it is won.—He who strangles serpents in his youth slays monsters in his manhood. He who has early had strength to conquer temptations will not be so likely later to lose his self-reverence and his self-control.

—Dean Farrar.

Illustration
‘Suppose one says that this psalm is not literally true, because many of God’s children have suffered from various ills! The answer is simple enough. Before any one of these could be quoted as proving the failure of these promises it would have to be shown that the suffering child of God had definitely appropriated the protecting care of the Father. Also the question would be whether apparent evil were not really good. “Nothing can be evil which knits me more closely to God.” If the water which I have to drink, says one, is bitter, it is at least filtered water, out of which God has strained all the poison, though He may have left the bitterness, for bitterness is a tonic, and all things work together for good to them that love God.’
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Verse 12
PALM-TREE CHRISTIANS
‘The righteous shall flourish like the palm tree.’

Psalms 92:12
The characteristic thing about the palm-tree Christian, mentioned three times, is that he ‘shall flourish.’ To flourish means four things in such a connection: To grow luxuriantly, to increase and enlarge; to thrive and to be prosperous; to be prominent; and to be in a state of activity or production.

I. The palm-tree Christian grows luxuriantly.—In sandy wastes, arid, where other vegetation fails, the palm-tree flourishes. In spite of howling and devastating storms the cedar in Lebanon grows. The palm-tree Christian flourishes in circumstances that seem barren and hopeless to the worldly and the half-way Christian. His flourishing does not depend at all upon varying circumstances, but upon something that changes not.

II. The palm-tree Christian thrives and is prosperous.—The seasons run their changing round; but the palm-tree steadily, through all seasons, flourishes. The worldly and half-hearted Christians have seasons of flourishing and seasons of deadness; the palm-tree Christian grows steadily on, in revivals or when others wither, whether men commend or persecute, when fortune smiles and when fortune frowns.

III. The palm-tree Christian is prominent.—The palm overtops all other vegetation of its vicinage. So do palm-tree Christians stand out among their contemporaries and in history. The tall ones of history are either very wicked or else palm-tree saints. Half-devoted hearts, though numerous, are inconspicuous. A grove of palms in the desert, with tall, straight stems and fronded heads, looks like a temple of divinity.

IV. Palm-tree Christians are in a state of activity or production.—The Hindus say that the palm serves 360 different uses. A good date-palm will yield 300 pounds a year, besides the value of its leaves, its bark, its stem, its roots. The worldling and the worldly Christian have some good points, and many not so good. The palm-tree Christian is good through and through, and all his uses to the world are valuable. He is the light of the world and its saving salt and its fountain of life-giving water; God comes to men through all His words and ways, to bless them. He lasts. The date palm bears best when from thirty to one hundred years old, and perhaps a half-century more. The true child of God flourishes and brings forth fruit, even in old age.

V. Why are these things so?—Four reasons are given.

(1). The palm-tree Christian is planted, ‘trees of righteousness, the planting of the Lord.’ He is born again, transplanted from darkness to light.

(2) He is protected, ‘planted in the house of the Lord, flourish in the courts of our God.’ As Solomon planted palm-trees all about the temple walls, so God sets His friends in protection from destruction; He is around about them, their defence.

(3) He is deep-rooted. The palm grows where other vegetation withers, because it strikes its roots down thirty feet, if need be, to find water. So the saint, deep-rooted and grounded in the love of God and man, finding living water when all earthly springs run dry.

(4) ‘To show that the Lord is upright.’ He is, of all men, most like his Maker, upright among the fallen and depraved and selfish, glorifying thus his God.

Illustration
‘As trees planted in the courts of the Oriental houses flourished under their shelter, so those who abode in God, and made a house of Him, should bring forth fruit in old age. The Bible takes hold of the crises of life, and lays down the challenge to try God by these. He is King at the flood-overwhelming periods, and trying times. When George Müller spoke in Carr’s-lane pulpit, over ninety years of age, the general remark was that he was full of sap—expecting all things, hoping all things, young in spirit.’
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Verse 1
THE KINGDOM OF GOD
‘The Lord reigneth.’

Psalms 93:1
Our psalm is the first of several beginning with the words, “The Lord reigneth,” and there must have been a time in the Old Testament when the notion of a reign or kingdom of God was one of the predominant notes of religion.

I. Coronation (Psalms 93:1-2).—The opening words—‘The Lord reigneth’—might be more accurately rendered, ‘The Lord is become King,’ or they might be paraphrased by saying, ‘The Lord hath taken to Himself His great power and reigneth.’ It may seem strange language that at any point of time the Lord has become King; but it has plenty of parallels. There are times when God seems far away; people can forget Him, they can even doubt if He exists at all; but there are other times when to doubt the reality of religion seems an absurdity; God overshadows and overawes the soul; and eternity is far more real than time. This may be experienced in private life or in public events; and we should pray for such experiences. Of course, this impression of God being nearer than at other times is subjective; He is there all the time, if we only realised it; He is always on the throne.

II. Defiance (Psalms 93:3-4).—The result of this Divine coronation or reascension of the throne is given in the closing words of the first verse, ‘The world also is established that it cannot be moved.’ Evidently, before the Lord reasserted His sovereignty, there had been a period of wild commotion, when to the feeling of the godly it seemed as if the foundations were destroyed and the whole system of things was out of joint; but, when the King came back again, the disturbance was hushed, and everything settled down into order and peace. We should seek, when opposition to the Kingdom of God waxes high and its enemies become noisy and scornful, to answer their scorn with such proud confidence, as if we repeated the opening phrase of this psalm, ‘The Lord reigneth.’

III. Thanksgiving (Psalms 93:5).—The last verse is like the serene sunbeam which falls upon the sea after the storm has become hushed. It recalls that the deliverance which has taken place is, after all, only what might have been expected—only the fulfilment of prediction and a new proof that the Lord is true to Himself. His testimonies, or ordinances, are sure; as in nature the seasons do not fail, so in history moral law fulfils itself, and in the spiritual domain all that God has promised will certainly be fulfilled. The other inference—that holiness becomes the house of God—may mean primarily that the Temple had been proved to be inviolate—no enemy could touch it—but it has also a wider application. It is the mood in which all worship should be rendered, but never is the heart so full of the right spirit of worship as when God vouchsafes the sense of His nearness which this psalm depicts.

Illustration
‘This psalm is identified in subject with the preceding. Hengstenberg notices the reference of “the Lord on high is mightier” (Psalms 93:4) to “Thou, Lord, art most high for evermore” (92:8). They are also connected by the thought of the Sabbath-rest which remaineth for the people of God, which is the subject of this one.’
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Verse 19
GOOD THOUGHTS IN BAD TIMES
‘The multitude of my thoughts within me.’

Psalms 94:19
This psalm opens with two verses of introduction, in which God is asked to lift up Himself and to show Himself. For the time, He seemed to be far off or asleep. Apparently He had allowed the government of the world to slip from His fingers. Accordingly, the psalm calls Him back.

I. The evils of misgovernment (Psalms 94:3-7).—In the preface to one of his volumes on the Psalter, Mr. Spurgeon confesses that in the interpretation of one of the imprecatory psalms he had completely stuck, so remote did the sentiment seem to be from Christianity; but just at that time the news of the Bulgarian atrocities came out, and so stirred was his soul with indignation that he finished his comment without difficulty.

II. The uses of adversity (Psalms 94:8-11).—In these desperate circumstances deep thoughts came to the writer of this psalm; for adversity is a notable teacher. It has been acknowledged by some of the most eminent thinkers of the world that there are few thoughts more profound than these which these four verses contain.

III. The peace of faith (Psalms 94:12-15).—Any one who obtains such thoughts as have just been faintly indicated even at the expense of much suffering could not but be a gainer; and this is the thought of these verses. The Psalmist had not only come through the chastening of misfortune, but he had enjoyed at the same time the light of God’s law on his experiences, and so he had found rest in his trouble.

IV. The struggle between the flesh and the spirit (Psalms 94:16-19).—Apparently the enigma is already solved; but in these verses the struggle begins again. In the man’s breast there are two contending voices, the one the voice of unbelief, and the other the voice of faith. The timid voice asks who will stand up to vindicate the weak; the believing voice replies that many a time before now when he was on the point of extinction the Lord had come to his help.

V. The triumph of faith (Psalms 94:20-23).—This short delay only makes the final triumph more decided. In the last four verses all the threads of the psalm are gathered together. Once more we see on the one hand the powerful enemies. They have the throne on their side—the throne of iniquity. Perhaps they have the Church, too, for the clergy have often been on the side of oppression; and yet that is no guarantee of the partnership of God. They have the law-makers as well as the clergy; for injustice has been decreed by law. It is a common boast of enemies of the commonwealth that the law of the land is on their side, and that their business is a legal one; but human law may be entirely opposed to real justice; laws have often been evil, hence the proverb, ‘Summum jus, summa injuria.’ They had numbers on their side; and numbers gave confidence; many believe that the voice of the majority is the voice of God; but never was there a greater mistake. All these were on the one side; but on the other side was the Lord, the defence and refuge of His people; and He will bring upon the oppressors their own iniquity, and cut them off by means of their own wickedness.
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Verse 1
WORSHIP AND REST
‘O come, let us sing unto the Lord: let us heartily rejoice in the strength of our salvation.… Let us worship and fall down: and kneel before the Lord our Maker.’

Psalms 95:1; Psalms 95:6 (Prayer Book Version)

Such is the invitation that Sunday by Sunday and day by day we give one another. We are about to do something joyous, gladsome, and inspiriting, and we wish others to come along with us and share our happiness. We are to fling ourselves at the feet of One Whose works proclaim His majesty.

I. Are we to acquiesce in a resting-place no larger than our counting-house or our office?—Are we never to stretch ourselves beyond the narrow confines of domestic joys and business interests? Is it that we have lost what Bishop Westcott called ‘the ennobling faculty of wonder,’ and with it the power of rising above ourselves and our surroundings? Ah! that is possible. The alarming increase in suicide and lunacy, in spite of the much higher standard of personal comfort, is a warning that we are losing something. And what is that? It is worship. Yes, again we are learning that the soul is made for God, and can find its rest only in Him, that no rest we can find for ourselves is comparable to the rest in worship. We are not indeed accustomed to put the two things together, we do not naturally associate rest with days of worship or places of worship. Worship as an obligation, a duty, we understand, but worship as a refreshment, a recreation, is quite novel. A day of worship we should suppose to be a dull and heavy day. And yet some can remember one day when the word spelt something like rest.

II. And afterwards, though they may not have expressed it, the same feeling was aroused by some sight of nature.—A sunset, a stretch of mountain peaks, a quiet English pastoral scene, nay, even a flower, as it was with Linnæus, have excited feelings too deep for tears. Or it has been the procession of an aged sovereign, dear to the hearts of the people, or of a weather-beaten soldier who has done his country great service, or some statesman who has given his nation peace. And as they stood silent, listening to the gathering roar of the people, they have realised for themselves those old Bible words, ‘They worshipped the Lord and the King.’

III. Alas! alas! My people are gone into captivity to sense for lack of knowledge.—If only they knew! But why do they not know? Because the Book—the real Wonder-Book—is often so imperfectly taught. The very wonder it is meant to excite is sometimes killed in the teaching of it. Instead of the children finding that they are insensibly drawn away from earth to a spiritual world of unseen beings, to which they are led by natural instincts, they never leave the class-room, but are confined to a school of ethics, where angels never minister, God never interferes, and miracles never happen. The natural faculty of wonder so strong in a child is checked instead of developed, and we have young people growing up who never wonder.

Yes, we begin our endeavour with those who pass our churches a little too late. Pleasant Sunday Afternoons, bright musical services, a carefully-arranged ritual, may attract and help those who can still admire and wonder, and so worship, but they cannot, except by Divine grace, touch those to whom life is but a paddock, with very insufficient pasture and very unreasonable competition. Sunday rest certainly depends on Sunday worship, but Sunday worship depends on that faculty of wonder which is kept alive by a living and growing Bible knowledge. It is that which we must strive for if Sunday is to be in the future what it has been in the past.

—Canon Walpole.

Verse 6
WORSHIP AND REST
‘O come, let us sing unto the Lord: let us heartily rejoice in the strength of our salvation.… Let us worship and fall down: and kneel before the Lord our Maker.’

Psalms 95:1; Psalms 95:6 (Prayer Book Version)

Such is the invitation that Sunday by Sunday and day by day we give one another. We are about to do something joyous, gladsome, and inspiriting, and we wish others to come along with us and share our happiness. We are to fling ourselves at the feet of One Whose works proclaim His majesty.

I. Are we to acquiesce in a resting-place no larger than our counting-house or our office?—Are we never to stretch ourselves beyond the narrow confines of domestic joys and business interests? Is it that we have lost what Bishop Westcott called ‘the ennobling faculty of wonder,’ and with it the power of rising above ourselves and our surroundings? Ah! that is possible. The alarming increase in suicide and lunacy, in spite of the much higher standard of personal comfort, is a warning that we are losing something. And what is that? It is worship. Yes, again we are learning that the soul is made for God, and can find its rest only in Him, that no rest we can find for ourselves is comparable to the rest in worship. We are not indeed accustomed to put the two things together, we do not naturally associate rest with days of worship or places of worship. Worship as an obligation, a duty, we understand, but worship as a refreshment, a recreation, is quite novel. A day of worship we should suppose to be a dull and heavy day. And yet some can remember one day when the word spelt something like rest.

II. And afterwards, though they may not have expressed it, the same feeling was aroused by some sight of nature.—A sunset, a stretch of mountain peaks, a quiet English pastoral scene, nay, even a flower, as it was with Linnæus, have excited feelings too deep for tears. Or it has been the procession of an aged sovereign, dear to the hearts of the people, or of a weather-beaten soldier who has done his country great service, or some statesman who has given his nation peace. And as they stood silent, listening to the gathering roar of the people, they have realised for themselves those old Bible words, ‘They worshipped the Lord and the King.’

III. Alas! alas! My people are gone into captivity to sense for lack of knowledge.—If only they knew! But why do they not know? Because the Book—the real Wonder-Book—is often so imperfectly taught. The very wonder it is meant to excite is sometimes killed in the teaching of it. Instead of the children finding that they are insensibly drawn away from earth to a spiritual world of unseen beings, to which they are led by natural instincts, they never leave the class-room, but are confined to a school of ethics, where angels never minister, God never interferes, and miracles never happen. The natural faculty of wonder so strong in a child is checked instead of developed, and we have young people growing up who never wonder.

Yes, we begin our endeavour with those who pass our churches a little too late. Pleasant Sunday Afternoons, bright musical services, a carefully-arranged ritual, may attract and help those who can still admire and wonder, and so worship, but they cannot, except by Divine grace, touch those to whom life is but a paddock, with very insufficient pasture and very unreasonable competition. Sunday rest certainly depends on Sunday worship, but Sunday worship depends on that faculty of wonder which is kept alive by a living and growing Bible knowledge. It is that which we must strive for if Sunday is to be in the future what it has been in the past.

—Canon Walpole.
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Verse 1
THE EXCELLENCE OF THE GOSPEL
‘A New Song.’

Psalms 96:1
This psalm may be divided into four strophes of three verses each (the last strophe, however, swells to four verses); and in each of these one feature of the excellence of the gospel is set forth.

I. Its everlasting freshness (Psalms 96:1-3).—The poet calls his own psalm ‘a new song,’ that is to say, it is inspired by a new experience and filled with fresh feeling. Each day has its own problems and difficulties, and, therefore, the gospel which man requires is one which can accompany him through all the windings of his history, and still have a message for his new needs. It must be able in the same way to visit every shore, and adapt itself to all the varieties of mankind. It must have a message for the dreamy East and the strenuous West; for the degraded tribes of Africa and the South Seas, and the cultivated children of the civilised races. The gospel is all this, and, therefore, our psalm says, ‘Declare His glory among the heathen, His wonders among all people.’

II. The Deity it announces (Psalms 96:4-6).—The second excellence of the gospel is that the God whom it makes known is worthy to be an object of worship for all the children of men. This can by no means be said of other religions. This psalm says, ‘The gods of the nations are idols,’ or, as the word ought rather to be translated, ‘nonentities.’ On the most favourable views that can be taken of any of them, the heathen religions stand far beneath that of Christ, and they chiefly serve to bring out its excellences by contrast. The God of the Bible stands in a unique position far above all the deities of the heathen; the more His character is studied the more admirable is it seen to be; as this psalm says, ‘Honour and majesty are before Him: strength and beauty are in His sanctuary.’

III. The worshippers it produces (Psalms 96:7-9).—Another excellence of the gospel is the character produced in those who worship the God of revelation. Like deity, like worshipper—this is an invariable rule. If the deity be cruel and impure, so will be the worshippers; if, on the contrary, honour, beauty, and strength are his attributes, these will appear also in his worshippers. Many of us could say that the strongest proof which we have ever received of its reality has been the character of its professors. May God give us grace to pass on in our own persons the blessed tradition!

IV. Its effects in the world (Psalms 96:10-13).—The last excellence of the gospel dwelt upon is its power to transform the earth and make it an abode of righteousness and happiness. Well may the heathen be told, as this psalm calls upon the professors of the true religion to tell them, that the reign of God, if universally established, would mean the cessation of anarchy and oppression, and such a general diffusion of the blessings of peace and prosperity that it would seem as if all nature were rejoicing in man’s joy—as if the sky were answering the earth, and the sea calling to the dry land, and the fields whispering their gladness to the forests.

Rev. A. R. C. Dallas.

Illustration
‘We learn from 1 Chronicles 16 that this psalm formed part of the hymn of praise which David “delivered to thank the Lord into the hand of Asaph and his brethren,” on the occasion of the bringing up the Ark into the tent on Mount Zion which David had pitched for it. In spirit it is a millennial psalm, and is thus in keeping with the group of psalms in which it occurs (92–100), all of which point on to the Sabbath of this world’s history—the “rest that remaineth for the people of God” (Hebrews 2:9). The subject is a call to praise, in view of Christ’s second advent and glorious reign. To apply it, look forward to the glorious day of the Lord’s coming, and realise its approach that you may prepare for it.’
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Verse 10
LIFE AND CHARACTER
‘O ye that love the Lord, see that ye hate the thing which is evil.’

Psalms 97:10 (Prayer Book Version)

Holy Scripture teaches us that the outcome and the end of life is not what a man has done, or what a man has said, but it is what life has made of the man. Not so much what man has made of the life, but what life has made of the man. Life is a machinery with its complicated system for the working out of character, and at the end the soul comes out beaten upon by all the manifold forces and influences of life; the soul comes out of all those forces which baffle analysis, and there is your man. Holy Scripture says that the outcome of life is the formation of character, and that, compared with this, nothing else in the world matters.

I. Character is defined by one of two movements of the human will.—That man is a good man, whatever his creed may be, who is always striving after what he thinks is the best. And that man, whatever his creed may be, is not a good man who, when he sees the good, deliberately turns away from it. That man is not good who, seeing the best, gropes after what he likes, and not after what he ought to like, who aims not at the high but at the low. That man is not a good man who does not aim at what he thinks to be noblest and the purest and the best. Underneath all the variety of nationality, race, and religion, underneath all variety of these things that change and give colour to life, underneath all is this distinction between men good and bad. ‘I saw the dead, small and great, stand before God’—the dead, morally small, intellectually small, morally great and intellectually great—‘I saw them stand before God,’ and I observed a division: and what was the cause of that division? One man could say with truth, ‘Lord, when saw I Thee in prison, or sick, and did not try to help?’ And the other man saw good and turned away; saw light and turned away; saw moral rectitude and chose moral evil.

II. Here is the key to human life.—You tell me about a man. He may be a great public character, and you say to me, ‘He is a man of great gifts and great wealth.’ And I say to you, ‘Tell me something about the man.’ And you say, ‘He is a man of extraordinary fascination and wonderful power of influence.’ I say, ‘Tell me something about the man.’ You say, ‘He is a man of wonderful power of mind and body and reason.’ I say, ‘I do not know the man yet; tell me something about the man.’ And then you say, ‘And all these powers of influence and fascination and wealth he used for his own ends.’ Now I know your man. That one act of the will is the secret of that man’s life, and all the rest is only a setting to the picture. But, further, you may say, ‘Well, but I cannot feel that I am perfectly free. I cannot feel that my will is absolutely free.’ No man in his senses will ever say to you that at any given moment of your life you are free from anything that you have done in the past. It is in the power of every man to work himself out of bad habits. He can get free by struggle, hard struggle. Not to-day, not to-morrow, it may be, not for a year, perhaps, but he can get free if he will struggle in the light of God, and in the power of God’s might he can get free, and at last he will sing with joy and peace, ‘The snare is broken and I am delivered.’

III. And now, how shall these things be?—I find that I seem to have two wills. ‘I am,’ you say, ‘a man of strong purpose, and yet, when I come to things moral, I seem to be powerless. What am I to do?’ St. Paul says that behind your conscience, and behind your reason, you can set a person, a person whom you love. And now supposing that you set the greatest and the dearest of men, Jesus Christ, and supposing you learn to love Him, and supposing that you hear His voice, the voice of One who died for the honour of God and for the sake of men, the voice that called the Magdalene to His feet. Suppose you hear that voice sounding through your conscience, will not at length devotion to Him, the love of Him, draw all your passions, one by one, upon the side of right as against wrong? ‘O ye that love the Lord! see that ye hate the thing that is evil.’

IV. There are many things that society hates.—It hates being dull, it hates being bored, it hates badly fitting clothes, it hates long sermons, it hates being found out. It hates evil when evil touches its pocket or injures its character in the face of men, but it does not hate evil as evil. Ye that love the Lord, see that ye hate above all things the thing that is evil. And as you learn to love the Lord, as you learn to hate evil, you will learn to love good, until at length, stealthily, quietly, in moments unknown and unmeasured, one by one, all your errant desires will come back from the side of wrong and take their place on the side of right, until at last your whole nature is brought into submission, and your whole heart flung down at the feet of God.

Prebendary Storrs.

Illustration
‘Sometimes we see a man who has been raised from poverty up to wealth, and we say, “I liked that man better when he was poor, for when he was poor there seemed to be a splendour of character about him, which has now been overlaid by all this comfort and luxury and ease.” Here is a fine lady who is lying upon her death-bed. She has had her day, and she has had her sway, and she has done her acts, and she has said her words, and she has had her receptions, and, as you, her friends, stand by her bedside, why is it that you do not feel any of that triumph which comes from a sense of strength and power? It is because you know, who knew her well, that, underneath all, her character has deteriorated, and she has become small instead of great. Or, once more, you stand by the coffin of your dead friend. You have crossed his hands in calmness and peace, and closed his eyes. Why is it that, in spite of all he has done—and he seems to have done great things—why is it that you are unhappy? It is because you know that, underneath it all, his moral nature has worsened. He has become a poorer character than he was.’
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Verse 1
THE NEW SONG
‘O sing unto the Lord a new song.’

Psalms 98:1
The psalm divides itself with great naturalness into three equal parts of three equal verses each. The whole is an expression of praise, and the different parts deal with the theme of praise, the mode of praise, and the spirit of praise.

I. The theme (Psalms 98:1-3).—The psalm commences with the announcement that it is a new song, and it is obvious that it has been written to celebrate a new event in the history of Israel. A new event deserves a new song. The particular occurrence referred to may very likely be the return from the Exile; but the psalm may be applied to any great manifestation of the power and love of God.

The sacred poet says that he has been inspired to sing because God has done marvellous things. The return from the Exile was a marvel, but far more marvellous is the life of Christ. It is an inexhaustible magazine of marvels. What wonder there is in the incarnation, in the teaching of Christ, in His miracles, in His character, in His death! Then the experience of every Christian is a marvel—a world of marvel. What wonder in the awakening of a soul, in conversion, in sanctification!

Although in nature and in providence there are innumerable reasons for praising God, the songs of redeemed souls will always be principally inspired by the work of salvation. God is glorious as Creator, but the name by which the saints always know Him is ‘the God of salvation.’

II. The mode (Psalms 98:4-6).—The reasons for praising God having been fully given in the first division of the psalm, the sacred poet now calls upon those who have been blessed to praise Him. First, in Psalms 98:4, he addresses all in general; then in Psalms 98:5 he specially addresses the Levites; and finally, in Psalms 98:6, he addresses the priests. The first are to praise with the voice, and they are exhorted to make a loud noise. Are not congregations too much afraid of abandonment in this part of worship? The joyful noise of a great multitude is a far more impressive thing than the most artistic music of a few. Yet the latter ought not to be absent.

III. The spirit (Psalms 98:7-9).—It is sometimes said sarcastically that gratitude is a vivid anticipation of favours to come, and all who are wont to give to the poor are aware how often beggars put forward the plea that we have helped them before. We are rather disposed to resent this argument, and look upon our having given already as a reason why we should not give again. But God does not resent this kind of asking; He delights when those who come to Him make His former gifts a reason for believing that He will give more, and His acts of salvation are expressly intended to awaken the expectation of greater acts yet to come. So this psalm concludes with the anticipation that the Lord is coming to be King of the whole earth; and every part of creation, land and ocean, rivers and mountains, are called upon to welcome Him, as a crowd with shouting and clapping of hands welcome the approach of a sovereign.

Illustration
‘All the earth Jehovah made, and all the earth must sing to Him. The multitudinous languages of the sons of Adam who were scattered at Babel, will blend in the same song when the people are gathered at Zion. Not men alone, but the earth itself is to praise its Maker. Made subject to vanity for awhile by a sad necessity, the creation itself is also to be delivered from the bondage of corruption, and brought into the glorious liberty of the children of God, so that sea and forest, field and flood, are to be joyful before the Lord. Is this a dream? Then let us dream again.’
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Verse 8
PARDON WITH PUNISHMENT
Thou wast a God that forgavest them, though Thou tookest vengeance of their inventions.’

Psalms 99:8
The truths that lie in the text are these: pardon and retribution are ever united. They spring from one source of holy love, and they ought to become to us the occasions of solemn and thankful praise. ‘Exalt the Lord our God, for He is holy.’ ‘Thou forgavest them, and didst punish their inventions.’

I. Notice, first, that forgiveness is at bottom the undisturbed communication of the love of God to sinful men.—We are too apt to think that God pardons men in the fashion in which the sovereign pardons a culprit who has been sentenced to be hanged. Such pardon implies nothing as to the feelings of either the criminal or the monarch. There need neither be pity on the one side nor penitence on the other. The true idea of forgiveness is to be found not in the region of law only, but in the region of love and fatherhood. The forgiveness of God is over and over again set forth in Scripture as being a Father’s forgiveness.

II. Such pardon does necessarily sweep away the one true penalty of sin.—‘The wages of sin is death.’ What is death? The wrenching away of a dependent soul from God. How is that penalty ended? When the soul is united to God in the threefold bond of trust, love, and obedience. The communication of the love is the barring of the hell.

III. The pardoning mercy of God leaves many penalties un-removed.—Forgiveness and punishment both come from the same source, and generally go together. The old statement, ‘Whatsoever a man soweth, that shall he also reap,’ is absolutely true, universally true. The Gospel is not its abrogation. God loves us too well to annihilate the secondary consequences of our transgressions.

IV. Pardoning love so modifies the punishment that it becomes an occasion for solemn thankfulness.—Whatever painful consequences of past sin may still linger about our lives or haunt our hearts, we may be sure of two things about them all: that they come from forgiving mercy; that they come for our profit.

Illustration
‘Every sin, whether of omission or of positive transgression, has serious results on the life of the social organism. No part of the organism can be diseased without affecting other parts. And the social consequences of sin cannot be overtaken. Reformation and restitution may do much, but they cannot do all. Whilst the scars of sin cannot be removed by an outward application, yet by the energising from within of the Spirit of Christ the great and dread disease can be cured. It may be a long work and will require patience, but the results are sure. We shall be satisfied when we awake in His likeness.’
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Verse 5
DIVINE GOODNESS AND TRUTH
‘For the Lord is good; His mercy is everlasting; and His truth endureth to all generations.’

Psalms 100:5
I. There are some passages of the Word which admit of no explanation.—They are so simple, that they at once find their way to the understanding; yet so full of meaning, that they draw forth our deepest emotions. The words before us belong to this class. Who can say more than that the Lord is good? His very name—God—signifies the good One; and His mercy is everlasting.

II. But when we read, ‘His truth endureth for ever,’ we advance a sentiment which lies at the root of all our hopes.—God has promised, and all His promises are truth itself; God has threatened, and that also will be fulfilled. It is, in short, upon the truth of the Eternal that our hopes repose. Apart from that, we are floating in a sea of uncertainties; we have only speculation for our saviour, and man’s dreams for our eternity.

III. Mark, then, how the truth of God is displayed in His Word.—We read, “Come now, and let us reason together, saith the Lord: Though your sins be as scarlet, they shall be as white as snow; though they be red like crimson, they shall be as wool” (Isaiah 1:18). Reposing upon that—setting to our seal that God is true—our iniquity is taken out of the way: but refusing to repose upon it—that is, making God a liar—we still feel His truth; but it is the truth of His wrath revealed against the workers of iniquity. Again: has God said, ‘Other foundation can no man lay than that is laid, which is Jesus Christ’? Then, do we build on that foundation, according to the mind of God? In that case we are safe for eternity; we have a building of God Himself. But, on the other hand, do we refuse to build there, and prefer the sand-bank or the sea-wave of mortal devices to the truth of God? Then the rain will descend, and the floods will come, and the winds will blow, and beat upon our house, and it will fall; and great will be the fall of it, because we turned the truth of God into a lie.

IV. And so in every case. Nor let us forget how this truth of God may be most simply welcomed, most easily retained.—It is by receiving the Saviour, and resting upon Him. He is the Truth. In Him all the promises are Yea and Amen. As all rivers run into the sea, all truth finds both its origin and terminus in Jesus. Would we know the truth? Then welcome the Saviour. Would we be sanctified by the truth? Then welcome the Saviour. Would we acquaint ourselves with Jehovah, God of truth? Again, let us see the brightness of His glory in the Saviour of the lost; that is truth, and is no lie—the very truth which came from Heaven to take absolute possession of the soul, and fit it for glory and for honour.

Illustration
‘“For the Lord is good; His mercy is everlasting,” etc. This sums up His character, and contains a mass of reasons for praise. Everlasting mercy is a glorious theme for sacred song. Our heart leaps with joy as we how before One Who has never broken His word or changed His purpose.’
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Verse 2
THE HALLOWING OF FAMILY LIFE
‘When wilt Thou come unto me? I will walk within my house with a perfect heart.’

Psalms 101:2
David’s subject in this psalm is the ordering and hallowing of family life by bringing it under the influences and sanctions of religion.

I. That which strikes us first of all in this psalm is that the qualifications for continuing in the household of David are to be moral qualifications.—That which shall disqualify men from living with him is not want of ability or want of distinction, but want of loyalty to goodness and to God.

II. The qualifications for membership in David’s house are chiefly negative.—He is more careful to say who shall not than who shall enjoy the privilege. David hopes that with the coming of the sacred ark to Jerusalem—in other words, that with a nearer contact with the presence of God—he will be able to effect a great change. If people are not to be expelled, they must be improved; they must be converted. The restored sense of a sacred presence among them, the active works of the ministers and the sanctuary, the pervading atmosphere of worship and praise—these things would in time make the reformation which David had at heart easy and natural.

III. In Christendom the family is a different and a more beautiful thing than it was in David’s time.—Each father of a family can, by God’s help, say, with David, that he will walk in his house with a perfect heart. To every head of a household has been committed a great power of influencing those about him for good. Influence them in some way he certainly will: if not for good, then for evil.

Two lessons would seem to be suggested by this psalm of King David. (1) Observe the order and method of David’s proceeding. He began by improving himself. (2) The improvement of the family can only be procured by religious, as distinct from merely moral, influences.

—Canon Liddon.

Illustration
‘Probably David wrote this psalm when he had but recently ascended the throne of Israel. “When wilt thou come unto me?” is the utterance of his longing to see the Ark brought up to Jerusalem. It is clear, therefore, that he was standing on the threshold of his reign. The land was full of the disasters produced by Saul’s misrule, but before the king put his hand to reform them he felt that his own house must be adjusted according to the highest ideals. The psalm divides itself into two parts (2–4; 5–8). In the first he sets before himself the narrow thorny way of perfectness. For an Oriental monarch there are many temptations to do base things, and to favour evil persons, especially when they lend themselves to work out schemes of private aggrandisement; hut David resolved to walk in his house with absolute integrity. Note the stress laid upon the perfect way and the perfect heart. These make a froward heart impossible.’
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Verse 16
GOD’S HOME IN ZION
‘When the Lord shall build up Zion, He shall appear in His glory.’

Psalms 102:16
Zion is the symbol of the Universal Church. In this text it is selected as the home of the glory of Christ’s Cross, and His main purpose in the upbuilding of Zion is His own glory. Zion does not make God glorious. It only reveals His hidden glory.

If you want to know that God is light, look not to the starry heaven, nor to the mighty ocean, nor to the green-clad earth, but look to Zion; look to the Church, and there you find God at His noblest and best.

I. First, with regard to the building.—Zion has the most costly foundations in the universe of God. There was no such stone in the quarry of our human nature. The foundation of Zion is the Son of God. There is not one flaw or crack in it. Our Lord is a tried stone, and He came out of all trials triumphant. Further, Zion’s foundation is a sure stone. We rejoice this morning that the Church is built not on shifting sands, but on a rock, the Rock of Ages. Abraham, Moses, David, Paul, were all magnificent front stones in this building. Jesus is the centre, and the whole weight of the Temple rests on Him.

II. Secondly, what are the walls of the temple composed of?—In brief, the walls are composed of Christian souls. Ignatius, when about to be put to death in the Coliseum, was asked, ‘What is a Christian?’ And he grandly answered: ‘One who carries God in his bosom’—a magnificent answer. This glorious temple is not built of wood and stones from the wilds of Lebanon, but of living souls. The spiritual fabric must be built on the same principle as an edifice of stone. Christ is the grand foundation, but every stone built to Him shares His qualities and becomes permeated with His life and energy.

III. Again, the whole Trinity is engaged in this mighty work, and it is not too much to add that the apostles, martyrs, reformers, preachers, teachers, and missionaries are all helpers in the work.

IV. Finally, with regard to the glory of the undertaking, notice that Zion is the very best revelation of the Divine law.—Christ is to be glorified by His Cross and exalted by His humility: ‘It is finished’; ‘Now is the Son of Man glorified.’ God as a Creator is glorious, but God as the Redeemer of Zion is more glorious. Nature may reveal His arm, but Zion reveals His heart. God’s glory will not be consummated until Zion is completed. The Divine glory is not yet revealed, because the temple is not yet finished. Nothing can prevent the completion of the great temple. Zion is the most costly edifice the All-Rich has ever erected, but He is not going to break it down.

Illustration
‘In the opening verses of Psalms 102, David had been singing in a minor key, discontented with himself and those around him. Suddenly all this is changed: he has lifted his eyes from the wreck of earth, and sees the glory of the completed building. It is as if the musician had been dragging out a mournful melody full of discord, but suddenly breaks into a full burst of triumphant harmony. Is there not a stately rhythm in the very words? “Thou shalt arise, and have mercy upon Zion: for the time to favour her, yea, the set time is come. For Thy servants take pleasure in her stones, and favour the dust thereof.… When the Lord shall build up Zion, He shall appear in His glory.”

Now the long and toilsome duty,

Stone by stone to carve and bring;

Afterward, the perfect beauty

Of the palace of the King.’
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Verse 5
LIFE’S PERPETUAL RENEWAL
‘Who satisfieth thy mouth with good things; so that thy youth is renewed like the eagle’s.’

Psalms 103:5
How may we recover in manhood, but in a wiser way, what was noble in our youth—recover our manifold interests, our poetic feeling towards the history of man and nature, our ideal of the goodness, truth, and love of man?

I. The restoration of manifold interests.—Youth teaches us diversity, the first entrance into middle age concentration; in later life we ought to combine both, to recover the interests of the one and to retain the power of the other. I think one can do it best by the means of two great Christian ideas. One is that, as God has called us to perfection, we are bound to ennoble our being from end to end, leaving no faculty untrained. The other is that as Christ lived for man’s cause, so should we. The first will force you to seek for manifold interests in order to make every branch of your nature grow; the second will lift you out of the monotonous and limited region of self into the infinite world of ideas. An infinite tenderness and grace belongs to every work whose highest aim is the aim of Christ—the good of man. Life then becomes delightful, even of passionate interest; and the whole of being unfolds like a rose—full of colour, scent, and beauty.

II. Restoration of poetic feeling.—In the old dreamland we can never live again, but we may live in an ideal and yet a true world; we may restore the poetry of youth to our life in its relation both to man and nature. (1) As to the first, there is no idea which will so rapidly guide us into a larger and more imaginative view of the history of man as the great Christian thought, which we owe to Christ, that all the race is contained in God; that all are bound together into unity in Him; that as all are children of one Father, so all are brothers, existing in and for the good of one another. (2) Again, in our relation to nature, we can get back what we have lost. There are different paths to this recovery, but none lead to it more directly and rapidly than the true conception of God. Once we have realised the thought of one Divine will as the centre of the universe, we can no longer abide in the realm of unconnected facts. We hear no longer isolated notes, but the great symphony of nature—two or three themes infinitely varied, and the themes themselves so subtly connected in idea that all together they build up a palace of lovely and perfect harmony. This is the restoration in a truer form of the ideal majesty and the poetic feeling of our youth.

Illustration
‘“So that thy youth is renewed like the eagle,” as the Revised Version has it, avoids making the Psalmist responsible for the fable of the eagle renewing its youth. The believer renews his youth in feeding daily on the bread of life. He finds the secret here of perpetual youth. “There is an allusion, no doubt to the yearly moulting of the feathers of the eagle and other birds, the eagle being selected as the liveliest image of strength and vigour.” Every loss of youthful taste and pleasure, it has been said, is a partial death. The Christian has no such losses. He goes from strength to strength.’
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Verse 34
SWEET THOUGHTS OF GOD
‘My meditation of Him shall be sweet: I will be glad in the Lord.’

Psalms 104:34
Meditation is the calm and quiet dwelling of the mind upon a great fact till that fact has time to get into the mind and pervade it with its influence. Meditation is the quiet thinking on single truths, the steady setting of attentive thought drawn away from other things and concentrated on this alone.

I. The words of the text imply a personal relationship: that is, the relation of the human person who thinks towards a Divine Person on whom he meditates. All through it is the personal, living God whom the Psalmist saw, the God who thought, and felt, and schemed, and ruled, and loved, and with whom the Psalmist himself was brought into relation. Not an abstract or distant Deity is He who calls out the adoration of His human creatures, but One in whom we live, and move, and have our being round about our path and about our bed, and searching out all our ways.

II. Consider whence comes the sweetness of this exercise of the head and heart.—(1) It is sweet to think of the love of Christ, and especially to realise that we, with all our conscious unworthiness, are the objects of it. (2) It is sweet to dwell on the love-tokens of our absent Saviour. (3) It is sweet to anticipate the time when we shall meet Him, ‘Whom, having not seen, we love; in Whom, though now we see Him not, yet believing, we rejoice with joy unspeakable and full of glory.’

—Rev. Canon Garbett.

Illustration
‘Of Him Whom I have forgotten, neglected, braved? Can it be sweet to meditate on Him? It is sweet to meditate on things we love, on things we delight in—on those from whom we expect benefit, and from whom we have deserved it. But how can it be sweet to a sinner to meditate on his God, the great obstacle to his safety and his happiness, without Whom he might indulge his propensities and be at rest as to the consequences? This is impossible—while there is a debt uncancelled between us and our God, it cannot be sweet to us to think of Him.’
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Verse 17
GOD’S PREVISIONS
‘But He had sent a man before them.’

Psalms 105:17. (Prayer Book Version).

I. Israel went down into Egypt to buy food, and found one of themselves at the head of the government; and from that Divine provision flowed in natural order the whole after-Bible story.—A local famine ministered to the scheme of the world’s salvation; out of partial evil came universal good. The Gospel feast was remotely spread through the jealousy of Jacob’s sons, and in the pressure of the great dearth. The presence of evil in God’s world must ever remain an unfathomable mystery. The book of Genesis shows us, indeed, the beginning of evil upon the earth; but it represents evil as already existent, and as being brought into this world by a tempter not of this world. There is thus a chapter before the first chapter of Genesis, which remains unwritten. A lesser mystery than the creation of evil is the sufferance of evil. God, who created it not, permits it, uses it for His own purposes. The darkness which hangs about even the sufferance of evil, both moral and physical, is in a measure lightened by the remembrance that He who permits evil sees at the selfsame moment, not as a future, but as a present, thing, the good which comes out of it. It was so with the history of Joseph. It was so with the scheme of man’s redemption through Christ. And so with the discipline of our daily life. To us the multitude of events which mark the lapse of the years, even in the most uniform lives, appear to come tumbling upon one another, like the waves of the sea. He in whose hand is the soul of every living thing has laid long before the whole train of circumstances by which we are to be tried. The ministering angel was commissioned ere the messenger of Satan was permitted to buffet. Nay more, the increased hope and strength, all those high spiritual graces which are formed in saintly souls by endurance, were present things to the eternal eye, not visions of the future, when He arranged the trial.

II. From this doctrine flow several principles of faith and practice.—(1) In the light of these truths, how strongly comes out to view the supernatural character of the commonest events in which we play our part! (2) A keen recognition of these ‘previsions of God’ leads to spiritual repose in the midst of worldly disquiet. God employs evil for His purposes of good. Man may not do evil that good may come. Three great attributes of God account for the difference: (a) His infinite knowledge; (b) His certain control; (c) His perfect holiness.

—Bishop Woodford.
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Verse 24
MAN’S ACCEPTANCE OR REJECTION OF GOD
‘They thought scorn of that pleasant land: and gave no credence unto His word.’

Psalms 106:24 (Prayer Book Version)

Whatever diversity of opinion upon the sacred significance of life may be represented in this congregation, there is at least one thing upon which all serious-minded souls will agree, and that is, that there is nothing more important in the moral order than man’s acceptance or rejection of God.

I. Causes of man’s rejection of God.—In the Bible there are many causes for man’s rejection of God.

(a) Dissatisfaction with the invisible.—The first of these seems to be the incapacity of man to rest satisfied with the invisible. He doubts the invisible. Hence it was that in early days when Moses, the man of God, was in the mount with the Father of us all, receiving from Him a revelation, the privileged people were dissatisfied with his absence and with that which the absence represented; they longed for the visible. They thought that the visible was the real.

(b) Evil associations.—But this is not at all the only reason. We come down the stream of Hebrew history. Solomon became associated with heathen women, and his heart strayed from God Who made him what he was. And thus we are enabled to see that evil associates, forbidden by God and known to men, will come between God and man, and will produce the same result in the moral order that is produced by man’s impatience with a religion that has in its centre the invisible.

(c) Thinking scorn of religion.—But in our text you have not to do with either of these. Here the cause that leads to separation between man and God is in the field of fancy. It is in the realm of the imagination. ‘They thought scorn of that pleasant land.’ The children of Israel wondered why they had been brought up from Egypt. Their insurrection took the practical form of trying to stone Moses. And the cause of this was that not one of them knew anything about the land. They refused the evidence, and they were in a state of open hostility to God their Father.

II. An everyday experience.—That spirit is not quite extinct. There are a large number of persons who first think scorn of religion, and then become not only disobedient to God’s Word, but apparently they lose the power to grasp the weight of its increasing evidence. To bring this subject up to everyday life, we do not say that God gives us a land flowing with milk and honey, we do not adorn this land with all the fertility with which God was pleased to stimulate the spiritual life of the Israelitish nation. But we have our Canaan. What Canaan was to the Israelites Christ is to us, Christ in all the majesty of His Person, Christ in all the potentiality of His office, Christ in all the catholicity of His love, Christ in all His unchanging, undying sympathy with suffering humanity.

III. Factors in coming to Christ.—But in our invitations to men to come to our Canaan, that is, to Christ, there are three factors that must not be omitted:

(a) A sense of sin.—The first of these is sin. Let men be as optimistic as they may about the advancement of education, about the spread of order, sin cannot be excluded from the body politic nor from the individual nor from the race.

(b) Repentance.—The sacred factor in our message is Repentance. Man needs this if he desires to have perpetual affinity and association with God. A bad, unpardoned soul in heaven would make it hell. There must be affinity between those who dwell together, and the only way in which this affinity can be ours is announced to us by Him Who has made it absolutely certain, that is, Christ. He gives us His righteousness, and when we are in Christ God beholds us as in Him. We are one with His righteousness.

(c) Power.—And there is the third great factor that we may not be without. I need not only that my sins be forgiven, I want power to resist sin. I want freedom, and freedom consists in the power to master sin that will otherwise master me. Why do men commit sin at all? Because sin is stronger than man. Christ makes man stronger than his sin. Young men, carry away that sentence with you, love it, translate it into the moral rhetoric of your everyday life, and when you are tempted again, remember that Christ makes you stronger than your sin.

IV. What is our response?—What is our response to the appeal? Is there nobody here who thinks ‘scorn of the pleasant land,’ and then gives ‘no credence’ to the Word of God Almighty? Is there no one who thinks scorn? Why, there are crowds of men who gather their ideas of religion not from their Bible, not from the character of people who love the Bible and God, but from some caustic publication or novel that seems to make light of truths that God holds dear, and of religion by which we are to live and without which we dare not die. You think scorn of the pleasant land and of those who think anything of it. No, you will say, that is hard, that is uncharitable—we do not think scorn, but we will act scorn. God expects every soul baptized into the Church and who rejoices in the association with Christ, to work and to labour. He has purchased to Himself ‘a peculiar people, zealous of good works.’ How many here are addicted to any form of moral work? Spiritual levity precedes spiritual unbelief, and spiritual unbelief means spiritual sterility. The man that is frivolous about religion will soon disbelieve it, and the man who disbelieves will not only not aid God’s work, but will hinder it. All this is very serious and sorrowful. Now, what are we to do? The first thing, I say, and especially to the young, is this: In all my reading I have never yet read of one experience, and that is that any soul who gave himself to Christ ever regretted having done so. You will never find a nobler religion than the one presented to you. Whoever discovered a better? Frivolity is such a peril to the English nation at the present time. Who would have his spirit tossed upon the torrent of the stream, and in the end find himself without possibility of returning, without capacity to believe? There are dangers in the world of the imagination, dangers in the world of fancy, dangers which God has immortalised for our learning in these well-known words: ‘They thought scorn of that pleasant land, and gave no credence unto His Word.’

Dean Wickham.
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Verse 7
THE RIGHT ROAD
“He led them forth by the right way, that they might go to a city of habitation.’

Psalms 107:7
Who is He who led them, and still leads us, His faithful people, by the right way? Surely none other than the All-wise and All-loving Father, the Almighty and All-pardoning Saviour, the All-pure and All-enlightening Spirit, God with us, our true Emmanuel. There are three things for us to think of here: the leader, the way, and the end of the journey.

I. And first of the Leader.—Happy are the people who have God for their guide. Israel in the old days had Moses for their leader, and he delivered them from the bondage of Egypt; Joshua led them against their enemies, and carried them into the Promised Land; but thrice happy are we who have Jesus, the true Moses, who has delivered us from the bondage of sin, and brought us through the Red Sea of His blood; thrice happy are we who have Jesus, the true Joshua, who has conquered our enemies, and who leads us, and will lead us across the river of death into the Promised Land, the Heavenly Canaan.

O happy band of pilgrims,

If onward ye will tread,

With Jesus as your Fellow,

To Jesus as your Head.

He leads us; He does not compel us by threats of judgment; He does not sweep us along by the whirlwind and tempest of His wrath, He calls us by the still small voice of love, He takes us tenderly by the hand, even as a mother takes her child, and so He leads us in the right way.

II. And now let us think of this right way.—There are many ways through the world, but only one way to Heaven. Some there are who desire to walk in a path of their own choosing, and yet expect to rest with God at last. Some there are who say, ‘I will walk in the way of my affections and feelings, I will do as my natural impulse prompts me; what I like, that will I do.’ Ah! dear brethren, that is not the right way; it may be your way, but it is not God’s.

The principal street of ancient Rome was called the Via Sacra—the Sacred Way; our feet should ever be on the true sacred way, the path purchased with Christ’s blood, the road trod by Him, the wayfaring Man, who leads us poor wayfarers in the right way. So we pass through the gate of sorrow, and go on our journey in the right way.

III. At length we reach the last gate; it may be whilst our head is yet bright with the gold of youth, or when silvered with the frost of old age, but sooner or later we come to it. The way is very gloomy, cold mists as from a river rise around us, a horror of great darkness seizes us, and we see that the gate opens upon a deep river with a swelling tide, and the path ends there. No wonder that the bravest shudders to approach! How shall we enter that gloomy river, how cross those swelling waves? Still the same Hand is stretched forth to us, and the same Voice is heard saying, ‘When thou passest through the waters I am with thee: though thou walk through the valley of the shadow of death, My rod and My staff they comfort thee; he that believeth in Me, though he die, yet shall he live’; so we pass through the gate of death, for one bitter moment the dark waters close over our head, and then we are on the farther shore, and all is bright.

108 Psalm 108 

Verse 10
OPENED CITY GATES
‘Who will bring me into the strong city? who will lead me into Edom?’

Psalms 108:10
I. The strong city built on the rock, even man’s hardened heart, stronger and more stony than the tomb, He has conquered and overcome; and in Him and His might are His people to carry on His warfare, casting down all the strongholds of human pride and stubbornness and unrepentance.

II. There is another application of these words which should not be overlooked.—According to Jewish tradition, Edom typifies Rome. Rome means ‘strength,’ and as the ‘great city which reigneth over the kings of the earth,’ it is regarded by many as having been the most formidable antagonist to God’s Word and God’s people. Even to-day, ‘the strong city’ of Romanism is the chief opponent of the Gospel on the Continent of Europe, and the soul zealous for the spread of God’s truth has still to cry, ‘Who will bring me into the strong city? who will lead me into Edom?’ and to add, if entrance for the Gospel is to be obtained, ‘Vain is the help of man. Through God we shall do valiantly.’

Illustrations
(1) ‘We cannot find it in our heart to dismiss this psalm (as most of the commentators have done) by merely referring the reader first to Psalms 57:7-11, and then to Psalms 60:5-12, though it will be at once seen that these two portions of Scripture are almost identical with the verses before us. The Holy Spirit is not so short of expressions that He needs to repeat Himself. There must be some intention in the arrangement of two former Divine utterances in a new connection.’

(2) ‘Let it be noted how over against God’s “strong city” stands another “strong city” in the 108th psalm, and how in the later strains of prophecy down to the Apocalypse, the destruction of a “strong city” is one great theme of joy.’
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Verse 8
RESPONSIBILITY OF OFFICE
‘Let another take his office.’

Psalms 109:8
It is not too much to say that, save in the Athanasian Creed itself, nowhere have Christian people found more widespread spiritual difficulty than in what are commonly known as the Imprecatory Psalms, and even among these none is equal to the psalm whence the text is taken. How are we to understand them; how, especially when we are told to forgive as we would be forgiven, can we, in Christian churches, take them on our lips? The explanations are various. Good Bishop Hall, in his desire for an explanation, would alter the optative to the future. In the case before us this is undoubtedly the natural conclusion. Whether in accord with a wish or not, the fact was plain: when an office was once forfeited or lost another must take it.

And are there no ways in which the prophecy may appeal to us? Let us see.

I. The temporary character of office.—In one sense it must—temporariness. We are here but a short time. God buries His workmen, but He carries on His work. Some day your medical practice, or your profession, or your business, or your shop, or your clerkship, or your church office, or your own particular work, will be held by some one else. Another name will be painted up outside. The wind will pass over you, and your place, like that of the flower of the field, shall know you no more. The time comes when the door of earthly opportunity shall be shut, and to each of us in turn the inevitable sentence must go forth, ‘Let another take his office.’

II. Unfitness for office.—But if this is the common law over which human control is not, there are other senses in which the answer must rest with ourselves. There are offices held by people manifestly unfit—the square man, as the old saying goes, in the round hole. Our English Charles I, the French Louis XVI, a succession of Russian Czars, who can assert that nothing but harm was done by deposition, in filling their position by others? How much good would be done if people who are in unsuitable positions everywhere could have the gentle word of release spoken, passing them to suitable spheres and letting others take their office! But more often unfitness lies in deliberate fault rather than in actual misfortune. We are not fit for noble tasks because we make no effort. It is God’s inexorable law that office is taken from those who misuse it. Office does not mean the title, or the name, or the tinsel, or the outward show, but it means the inward reality, and the striving after the spiritual and the practical ideal within. The profession does not make the man, but it is the man that makes the profession. And where men, or countries, or churches have failed the Parable of the Talents teaches us that lost opportunity is given to others.

III. ‘Hold fast that which thou hast.’—Yes, there is one tiny place in God’s Church and universe which no one can fill so well as ourselves. Let me ask each one. Your office is to stand as a disciple of the Master, as a member of the Divine kingdom. Are you conscious of it? Have you ever realised at all that your work here is not only your own selfish or individual salvation, but it is the service and the salvation of other souls? ‘Let no man,’ St. John says, ‘take thy crown.’ We must either go forward or backward. We must grow stronger or grow weaker, for there is no standing still. We must be either for God or against what is holy. Are we each fulfilling our Divine office as a servant of God? Weak in ourselves, we may be strong in Jesus Christ.

Rev. Dr. Darlington.

110 Psalm 110 

Verse 4
THE ORDER OF MELCHIZEDEK
The Lord hath sworn, and will not repent, Thou art a Priest for ever after the order of Melchizedek.’

Psalms 110:4
Set apart from before all worlds for His priestly work, Christ in due time occupied His office. Consider Him in His wonderful exercise of its functions, which are threefold: to sacrifice, to intercede, to bless.

I. What a sacrifice was that when the sacrificer and the victim met in one and the same Person!—His amazing endurance cast into the scales of Divine justice an equivalent, a more than equivalent, for the punishment of every sin of every sinner of every generation. That one vast sacrifice out-weighed it all.

II. But great as was the sacrifice, the Apostle St. Paul leads us to the thought that the intercession was greater still: ‘For if while we were enemies we were reconciled to God by the death of His Son, much more, being reconciled, we shall be saved by His life,’ etc.; that is, by His intercession which He lives to make.

III. Christ in His priestly office is appointed to bless.—Our better Melchizedek is gone in, in His human form, ‘into the true tabernacle, which the Lord pitched, and not man’; a little space He tarries for His Church’s sake within the veil; and presently we shall behold Him coming forth in His perfect beauty: and standing on the clouds of heaven, at the portals of glory, He will pronounce benediction on his Church.

—Rev. Jas. Vaughan.

Illustrations
(1) ‘The Psalmist, still addressing Messiah, declares the unchangeable purpose of Jehovah, confirmed by an oath, that the Priesthood of Christ should be eternal after the order of Melchizedek; that is, that He should be both Priest and King. Christ is a Priest and King, after the likeness of one who in remote antiquity was a King and Priest of the Gentiles as well as of the Jews. And in the exercise of that office the Father has vouchsafed to promise that He will hear and accept Him in our behalf.’

(2) ‘The sixteenth psalm is addressed to Jesus as Risen, the twenty-fourth as King of Glory, the 110th as at God’s Right Hand.’
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Verse 9
REVERENCE TOWARD GOD
‘Holy and reverend is His name.’

Psalms 111:9
What is the character of the age in which we live? It is an age of great advance and progress, but, alas! an age of irreverence. There are many things which give the age this tone of irreverence, but time will not allow me to dwell upon them all. I will glance at two of them: (1) The prevalent shallowness; (2) the general impatience of authority.

I. The daily papers, the cheap literature which is so enormously circulated, all contribute to this shallowness, this superficiality of thought.—Now, in matters of religion, this shallowness is painfully evident. There are many whose religion consists of a few doctrines learnt by rote in the same superficial way, without any real apprehension of the deep truths embodied therein; a religion whose origin was emotional, and whose present being is but the mere recollection of that emotion, but with no abiding spiritual life, no close walk with God, no actual self-denial, no personal communion with the Saviour.

II. Another source of reverence that we have mentioned is a general impatience of authority.—Men profess in these days to be much wiser than their ancestors; they will no longer run in the same narrow groove, be blinded by the same prejudices, or be hemmed in by the same barriers as their forefathers. So we have the world heaving to and fro with new nationalities and new theories of government. In our own land the labouring classes are beginning to find out their strength, and to assert it in a very significant manner. Old ways of thinking are now abandoned, hitherto accepted truths are rudely assailed, and the foundations of society are roughly shaken.

—Rev. Forbes E. Winslow.

Illustration
‘Oh, how boldly and familiarly men talk of the supreme Being—how they invoke His aid in their unrighteous quarrels, how they use His holy Name in sanction of their wicked, lawless deeds! How boldly they rush into His presence, how carelessly they venture to kneel and lift up their voices in prayer, and without one feeling of solemnity or godly fear insult the God they should reverently adore by the cold, faithless utterance of their unrepenting lips!’
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Verse 1
WHO IS BLESSED?
‘Blessed is the man that feareth the Lord.’

Psalms 112:1
I. The fear and the love of God are inseparably united, and have an internal connection, in the truly pious.—The reward of this blessed and holy union is great. Its blessing extends to their descendants, and is powerfully displayed in themselves. Not only earthly prosperity, but a life well-pleasing to God, and the opportunity thereby gained of becoming a power on earth, and of exercising an influence that overcomes the world, form a mind, a position, and a greatness of action that are heroic. They are thus maintained as a blessing from God in pious generations, the light never failing to rise again even in the night of affliction.

II. The love of our neighbour is connected in the closest manner with love to God, and he who has experienced in himself and his family the mercy of the Eternal is both inclined and enabled to show mercy to others, and thereby gains a new support, strengthening his heart in God, widening his active influence among men, securing his happiness for all time; while the wicked are destroyed outwardly and inwardly, and go to ruin with their possessions and fortune, as well as with their efforts and aspirations.

III. All human righteousness has its root in the righteousness of God.—It is not merely man striving to copy God; it is God’s gift and God’s work. There is a living connection between the righteousness of God and the righteousness of man, and therefore the imperishableness of the one pertains to the other also.

Illustrations
(1) ‘An alphabetical psalm like the last. This psalm is immediately connected with the last verse of the preceding one, and may be considered as a commentary on it.’

(2) ‘The subject—the blessedness of the righteous man—bears the same relation to the preceding which the moon does to the sun; for whilst the first declares the glory of God, the second speaks of the reflection of Divine brightness in men born from above.’

(3) ‘The 111th psalm contains the character of God; the 112th of the holy—a gentle, steadfast, generous nature.’
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Verse 1
THE LORD’S NAME BE PRAISED!
‘Praise the name of the Lord.’

Psalms 113:1
I. As God has given Himself a name that is above every name, and has therein revealed His nature for all times and the whole world, so will He be invoked always and everywhere by His servants by this name, and bids His Church in all places of the earth be mindful of this part of its service to Him.

II. God’s infinite exaltation above all created beings does not separate Him from those in need of help, or remove Him to an unapproachable distance, or place Him in solitude and out of relation to them, but is united in an incomparable manner with a careful regard for the least as well as for the greatest.

III. This mindfulness of them is no mere observing or purposeless gazing, but actual condescension to the insignificant, despised, and afflicted, so that they may be raised from their misery, and that the Church may ever have renewed occasion to praise Him.

Illustrations
(1) ‘From this psalm to Psalms 118 is the Hallel which is recited at the three great feasts. In the family celebration of the Passover night, it is divided into two parts, the one half, Psalms 113, 114, being sung before the repast, and the other half, Psalms 115-118, after the repast; to which the words, “When they had sung a hymn” (St. Matthew 26:30) may refer.’

(2) ‘By mentioning the name of Jehovah the Psalmist would teach us to bless each of the attributes of the Most High, which are, as it were, the letters of His name; not quarrelling with His justice or His severity, nor servilely dreading His power, but accepting Him as we find Him revealed in the inspired Word, and by His own acts; and loving Him and praising Him as such. We must not give the Lord a new name, nor invent a new nature, for that would be the setting up of a false god.’
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Verse 7-8
‘THE GOD THAT DOETH WONDERS’
‘God which turned the rock into a standing water.’

Psalms 114:7-8
I. I consider the promises and the victories of the Bible, and I see that they are occasional, called out often by what men might describe as accident, like those needs of ancient Israel, which appealed irresistibly to the mercy and the might of the God of Jacob. But, occasional as they are, they are commemorated in the Book of books, and they go down through all time with a perpetual and world-wide application.

II. The Psalms, in which David and Asaph poured out their complaints and uttered their songs, express my complaints and my songs.—The Epistles, written to answer the questions and to scatter the difficulties and to allay the fears of the Church in the changeful and troubled first century, are as priceless and essential to-day as they were then; in the late autumn of the Christian year they keep the value they had in its blossoming spring.

III. Therefore let me make known the love of God to me.—How for me He turned the rock into a pool of water, the flint into a fountain of waters. My recital, like the Psalmist’s hymns and the Apostle’s letters, may prove to a multitude which cannot be numbered a well of refreshment, clear as crystal, proceeding out of the throne of God and of the Lamb.

Illustrations
(1) ‘The deeds of God at the time of the Exodus are here brought together to form a picture in miniature, which is as majestic as it is charming. There are four stanzas of four lines each, which pass by with the swiftness of a bird as it were with four flaps of its wings.’

(2) ‘Dante read the 114th psalm as the voice of thrilling joy, fitted for the lips of all who are emancipated from the bondage of sin, and therefore especially of those who, delivered from the bondage of the flesh, are passing into rest.’
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Verse 16
HEAVEN AND EARTH CONTRASTED
‘The heaven, even the heavens, are the Lord’s: but the earth hath He given to the children of men.’

Psalms 115:16
The heavens and the earth are set in contrast with each other. And their contrast is in this, that while the heavens are out of the reach of man, the expression and result of forces which he cannot control, the earth is what man makes it. David’s verse has in it the lofty description of the great philosophy of the universe that the source of all power is beyond man’s reach, and that the place of man is just to furnish in his faithful and obedient life a medium through which the power that is in the heavens may descend and work upon the earth.

I. Here is the fundamental difference in the lives of men.—Man finds the world in his hands. Everywhere the world is his. But everywhere the difference of man lies here, in whether this mastery seems to be absolute or whether it seems to be a trust. Absolute mastery means self-indulgence. The mastery of trust means humility, conscientiousness, elevation, charity, the fear of God and love of man.

II. It is in connection with this higher and true view of the giving of the world by God to man that the coming of Christ into the world gains its true meaning.—‘God was in Christ reconciling the world unto Himself.’ The Giver came with clear assurance of Himself, making the men who saw Him know that it was He, touching the earth which was His own with a wise power that called out from it capacities which the poor tenant had never discovered, not taking it back out of man’s keeping, but making Himself man, so that all men might see what it might really mean for man to keep, and use, and work the earth of God. So God came to His world.

III. What has all this to do with foreign missions?—The fact which Christ comes to establish, the consciousness which He comes to renew, is one that belongs to all the earth. The desire to let the whole redeemed world know of its redemption moves in the heart of every man vividly conscious of the redemption in himself.

—Bishop Phillips Brooks.

Illustration
‘Delitzsch calls this “a prayer of Israel for God’s aid, probably in the presence of an expedition against heathen enemies.” Ewald conjectures that whilst the psalm was being sung the sacrifice was proceeded with, and that in Psalms 115:12 the voice of a priest proclaims the gracious acceptance of the sacrifice.’

116 Psalm 116 

Verse 8
GOD’S DELIVERANCE
‘Thou hast delivered my soul from death, mine eyes from tears, and my feet from falling.’

Psalms 116:8
If we were asked to name the evils from which we should most wish to be delivered, we should probably answer that these were death, sorrow, and sin. And it is just from these three evils that our Psalmist says that God has delivered him. ‘Thou hast delivered my soul from death, mine eyes from tears, and my feet from falling.’

I. There is a deliverance from death.—From death of all kinds—death of the body and death of the soul, death of self, and death of friends, the thought of the ever-living God has always been the one and only deliverance. The greatest apostle of the New Testament could declare with thankful heart that God, through Christ, had taken the sting from death and the victory from the grave. But the death spoken of here is a death of the soul—the hopeless state of mind into which the writer had fallen when the sorrows of death had compassed him and the pains of hell got hold upon him, and he said in his haste, ‘All men are liars.’

II. There is a deliverance from sorrow.—It is interesting to note that in the Bible joy and sorrow are often found together. The joy promised by God to His people is not the light-hearted gaiety of those who have never known trouble. It is rather the joy of God’s comfort and consolation. It is not like the sun, but like the rainbow after the storm.

III. There is a deliverance from sin—the chief deliverance of all. For it is in sin that both sorrow and death find their chief strength and power.
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Verse 1
THE CRY OF FAITH AND JOY
‘I shall not die, but live, and declare the works of the Lord.’

Psalms 117:1
We shall never, I suppose, know from whose lips and hearts this cry of faith and joy first sprang. One thing is clear—there has been a great danger threatening the very life of a man or a nation. There has been more than danger—there has been the very presence of death; but the hour of suspense has now passed, and the man or the nation survives. Doubt has gone, certainty takes its place, and that certainty gives the thought of service, of newness of life, of joyful self-consecration. I shall not die, but live, and declare the works of the Lord.

Let us, then, take these ancient words of the Psalmist, and see whether they may not lead us up to some holy mountain spot of which we may say with reverent truth, ‘It is good for us to be here.’

I. It is not men and women alone that are threatened with death.—It is the same with causes, and books, and faiths, and churches. These, too, have their hours of seeming sickness and joyous revival. It is the better men and women in each generation who give the life-blood of their hearts to some great causes which are restored to mankind, freedom, or justice, or peace, or temperance, or purity, and for a time they seem to make way. They are almost more than conquerors; their zeal, their enthusiasm, perhaps their eloquence, win for a time. The reformers are not only reverenced, but popular; all men go after them. And then comes the change. Applause is coldly silent; its place is taken first by apathy and then by abuse. How many of the choicest spirits of the past and present have known these times of decline and depression and almost seeming death! How many whose names are now household words for noble service to God and man, how many, I say, of these have felt in dark hours that their labour was in vain! And yet in such cases the day of seeming death has been the day of real recovery, and the fainting, feeble cause might have said, through the lips of its faithful champions, ‘I shall not die, but live, and declare the works of the Lord.’ This voice of the Psalmist comes to any here who are struggling might and main for some righteous cause, and seem to themselves, it may be, to be watching by its bed of sickness. Public opinion, they say, is less in earnest than it once was. The tide is ebbing, not flowing. Men care less for righteousness, and justice, and virtue. In the smoke and dust of the battle we lose sight both of flag and leader. We see not our signs. There is no more any prophet, neither is there among us any that knoweth how long. If there are any tempted to say this in their haste and in the bitterness or sadness of their heart, I bid them be of good cheer and take this verse of ours to their comfort, and make it the very anchor of their soul.

II. The life of the Bible.—If I mistake not, there are just now many good men and good women who have anxious fears for a life yet more precious and august than any of which we have just been thinking. I mean the life of the Bible. They say to themselves that if its power over men’s hearts and lives is on the wane, and is still to be on the wane, the loss is simply fatal. The Bible, they complain, is no longer what it was in British homes and schools. It is circulated and translated, and carried by brave and loving hands to the ends of the earth, but it is less loved at home; it is less appealed to as the supreme court of conscience; it is less authoritative in moulding people’s ways of thinking, and feeling, and acting. It is not easy to speak clearly and wisely on this great and many-sided subject. It is still less easy to speak words of soberness neither too rash nor too vague, but I think we may venture to say two things. First, the free criticism of both the Old and the New Testaments will in the next half-century wear a different face to devout minds from that which it wears to-day. They will start with less suspicion, they will end with less disquietude, they will count their gains as well as their losses. They will see that this dreaded criticism, while it has taken away something, has left behind infinitely more. Then, secondly, I believe that the value, the unspeakable and wholly unrivalled value, of the Bible can never fade from the minds and consciences of men. For all time they will go to the Bible; they will persist in going to it for their ideas of God Himself, of His mind towards us, and His dealings with us, with our failures and infirmities, our sorrows and our sins.

III. The future.—I take for granted that all the more thoughtful among us try at times to think what will be the England of the future. We ask ourselves, Is He indeed come, or do we look for another? Will the Name of the Lord Jesus Christ, lifted up on the Cross, still our best and dearest, our tenderest and saintliest—will that Name still be, by common consent, more and more above every name? Will it, far more than now, far more than ever, yet purify our private and ennoble our public life? Will it make us at least ashamed of our wretched feuds and factions, our belittling of each other’s good, our trampling on each other’s falls, as though we wished before we died to add one more text to the Bible? For such questions as these there is no accepted oracle, either when we put them to ourselves or when others put them to us. The future will belie both our hopes and our fears. We, in our dim, blind way, are the servants, often it might seem the slaves, of the present; but, thank God! one form of freedom is even now ours. Our old men may dream dreams, and our young men may see visions, and among these dreams and these visions a place may be found for the majestic image of the Holy Bible, the Book which Jesus the Messiah loved, and interpreted, and quoted—quoted even on the Cross, and claimed it as His own witness—the image, I say, of this Master’s Bible, supposed by men of little faith to be lying on a bed of sickness, outlived, outvoiced, outargued, and yet rising, as it were, from its couch and pointing as of old to the Cross and to Him that hangs upon the Cross, with a new and a most sure word of prophecy—‘I shall not die, but live, and declare the works of the Lord.’

Rev. Dr. H. M. Butler.
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Verse 18
WONDROUS THINGS
‘Wondrous things out of Thy law.’

Psalms 119:18
The life of the soul has its wonders as well as the life of the body and the life of nature. It is a complex and mysterious thing. None but ‘opened eyes’ can discern its marvellous treasures; and with them the further we see the greater is the wonder. God’s discipline, God’s patience, God’s adjustment of men’s powers and defects, God’s method of answering prayer or seeming to be deaf to it—in these and similar dealings we can, if we will, find ever-fresh food for wonder, if only He grant us the gift of a teachable heart and an open eye.

I. Think of the phenomenon, so well known to all Christians, God’s strength made perfect in weakness.—Sometimes it is in spite of men’s weakness; sometimes it is actually in consequence of it. The wonderful thing is to see how God’s strength often takes hold of a weak character, and works upon it His miracles of purification. Where the worldly critic despairs, the instructed Christian hopes.

II. Consider another phenomenon in God’s discipline: the use which He makes of disappointment.—Is there no room for wonder here? To a very young boy disappointment is crushing and blinding. Everything and everybody seem set against him. But when growing years or a riper Christian experience has at last opened his eyes, he begins to discern ‘wondrous things’ in the Divine law of disappointment. He sees, and others perhaps see still more plainly, that that was the rock on which his character was built.

III. Notice another wondrous thing of God’s law: His permission of sin.—Sin is overruled into a trainer of righteousness. There are few more wondrous things in the moral world than to trace how a good man has been trained by his own sins, or rather trained by the Holy Spirit of God through the permitted instrumentality of his own personal sins.

IV. Once more, if we look at the method by which God works His plans of improvement, may we not find abundant cause for reverent wonder?—Think of His patience; His choice of feeble instruments; His choice, too, of unexpected and, as we should have thought, inappropriate means to work out His own ends; His discouragement sometimes of the higher agencies, and apparent preference for the lower. ‘O the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are His judgments, and His ways past finding out!’

Rev. Dr. H. M. Butler.

Verse 50
COMFORT AND LIFE
‘The same is my comfort in my trouble: for Thy word hath quickened me.’

Psalms 119:50 (Prayer Book Version)

When we study the Psalms with a religious purpose, we would know something of the writers, and it is unfortunate that we know very little about them.

I. ‘My comfort in my trouble.’—It is quite clear that the words are emphatic, that the Psalmist meant to draw attention to himself, both in reference to his trouble and in reference to his comfort. And so you and I must also be emphatic, and devote our attention to our trouble and our comfort. Let us see, then, in what way he speaks of God’s revelation as his comfort.

(a) He would distinguish it from the comfort that other persons receive. The man of the world finds comfort in various sources. But this saint of God speaks of God’s Word as ‘my comfort.’ It tells of that spiritual experience which is peculiar to each one of us when we with all our hearts strive to serve God, and it speaks of that comfort and joy which we can recollect we have received in reading with faith and with love God’s Word, and deriving from it that help which we well know we need in the hour of our trouble.

(b) It is my comfort as revealing to me the cause of my trouble. The servant of God looks to God’s Word, and there he finds that God has allowed this trouble to come upon him to try him, to see whether he really loves Him, to see whether that heart of the pilgrim responds to the heart of Him Who is its King, its Guide. And therefore he begins to feel that the trouble is, after all, one allowed to come upon him by God for some good reason of His own, and in that he receives comfort.

(c) It is my comfort, because it is one always present with me wherever I go. Wherever I am, there is that message from God which I recollect, remember imperfectly perhaps in reference to the exact words, but there it is. I store it up in my memory: it is an ever-present comfort.

II. ‘Thy Word hath quickened me.’—The result of this comfort which God gives to His striving and faithful soldier, in these messages which He conveys through His revealed Word to His soul, gives him new life, quickens him.

This quickening of our spiritual life, this quickening of our effort in the affairs of our daily life, comes to us in two distinct ways.

(a) First of all it comes to us from outside, it comes to us from our reading of God’s Word. Holy Scripture is full of comfort and encouragement to those who strive with a good heart. Only be strong and of a good courage. When the apostles thought they were overwhelmed with the waves of the storm on the lake, Jesus was present with them, and when, in their fear, they saw Him coming, He cried out, ‘Be not afraid! it is I.’ And we see in every page of God’s Word how God was the comfort and support of His servants of old.

(b) And it gives us new life from within. For we recall, in reference to that moment of our spiritual wakening, many a time when God was very good to us.

—Rev. Canon Holmes.

Illustration
‘When we look into so long a psalm as the 119th we seem to see somewhat of the circumstances of the writer’s life. It is a late psalm, a psalm written by one who lived in times when the Jewish nation was being influenced by the heathen nations around, and it seemed almost as if the persecution had gone further in reference to him who wrote the psalm, as if they had actually placed him in durance vile. Yet, clinging more strongly to the words of God revealed to him and to his nation by the prophets of old, they were the sole comfort to him in his distress. “The same is my comfort in my trouble: for Thy word hath quickened me.” Now we come to the application to ourselves. Does it ever happen that we are similarly situated? Has it never occurred to us that we have been under influences which we felt were influences which tended to weaken the hold of the Christian faith upon our souls and our hearts? Certainly, we are from time to time brought face to face with persecution. Have we had recourse to God’s promises, written and preserved to us in God’s Word, and can we say with this pious Jew, “The same is my comfort in my trouble”?’

Verse 71
THE DISCIPLINE OF PAIN
‘It is good for me that I have been in trouble: that I may learn Thy statutes.’

Psalms 119:71 (Prayer Book Version)

It is scarcely surprising if the mystery of pain has been a problem which beyond almost any other has tasked the brain and wearied the heart of many of the world’s greatest thinkers.

I. Pain the result of sin.—It is important for us to remember at the outset that a huge amount of the pain of which we ourselves are the unwilling witnesses, perhaps even victims, to-day is the direct or indirect result of sin, and being such it is wholly unjustifiable for us to cast the tiniest stigma of blame upon the Almighty for its existence. The sins of the fathers are visited upon the children, yea, even unto the third and fourth generation. This statement is not a mere piece of philosophic theory; it is a tremendous present-day fact of which even the most unreflecting among us cannot fail to take notice. Consequences are God’s commentaries.

II. The discipline of pain.—But my purpose now is rather to dwell upon pain and suffering regarded from their disciplinary point of view. I would appeal to the testimony of the Gospels. I do not mean necessarily the experience of great thinkers, but also that of the humblest and most commonplace of the sons of men. Can we fail to recognise it as a truth that pain and suffering have been responsible, times without number, for the development of the most beautiful traits of Christian character? Is it not an incontestable fact that pain is, as it were, a great moral lever wielding a far mightier power than riches, or force, or both. The road to victory lies across the burning, fiery furnace of martyrdom. It was in the presence of a Man of Sorrows that the great unshaken imperial might of Rome was at length compelled to bow, and at last crumbled to atoms. Hence we can understand the tremendous words of the Master when He charged us to take up our cross and follow Him. Pain, suffering, discipline, these are potent beyond anything else to uplift our poor human nature to its true height. Trial or suffering, this must be the lot of us all. It was through discipline like this that the great Captain of our salvation, wearing the robe of flesh, was exalted to the right hand of the Father Himself, and we ourselves cannot rebel against a similar lot. ‘I, if I be lifted up from the earth, will draw all men unto Me.’ Personal suffering—this is a cross which we must inevitably endure if we desire our own individual souls to be filled with the Divine grace of sympathy, if we desire to take our share in bearing the burdens of our comrades. It will quicken our spiritual perceptions till we become possessed of an insight, altogether foreign to any previous experience, an insight which will impel us to extend a helping hand to a companion who has perhaps been racked with some long agony. The very fact that we ourselves have partaken of God’s gift of suffering will throw around us in the eyes of our fellow-men a bright halo of love. Whether it be the soldiers who have fought shoulder to shoulder through same toilsome campaign or the patriots who have sworn that they will give their life-blood, if need be, for the triumph of their cause, or the husband and wife upon whose heads the storms of adversity have descended in blinding torrents; these will be the people who will be able to exclaim with the full heart of the Psalmist, ‘It is good for me that I have been in trouble.’

III. Christianity and life.—Suffering and discipline, then, are mighty factors in our spiritual education, and when we dwell upon such themes as these, the inherent reasonableness of much which would be otherwise dark and inscrutable is beginning to dawn on our minds. Now we are ascended to higher ground still. The very clouds themselves seem to be rolling away. We almost fancy that we can get a glimpse of the heavenly Jerusalem. Life—this is the great title of Christianity—remember not simply the purification of this life, passed in this world of lights and shadows, has the promise of an infinitely purer, grander life in the vast ages which are as yet unborn. Once realise and take home to yourselves the great fact that this world is not an end of itself, but rather a school of character, and the discipline of pain and suffering seems forthwith to fall into its place as a normal and necessary element in the Divine government of the world. We are constrained to believe that each one of us exists for a definite purpose, but the purpose which is apparently the sign of each personality is ever being ceaselessly baffled. In all that we attempt to perform we are fettered, shackled, hampered. Pleasure, knowledge, achievement, each of these in turn breaks down, and as we fall upon them they pierce us through and through. But remember, we are working for the most glorious of futures, when the life we now enjoy will attain to its complete development, when we shall indeed know what it is to realise ourselves; for we shall wake up with Christ’s own likeness and be satisfied with it.

Rev. Canon Perkins.

Verse 94
SALVATION
‘I am Thine, O save me: for I have sought Thy commandments.’

Psalms 119:94 (Prayer Book Version)

We notice as we read this psalm that there is one thought that occurs in every single verse right through the psalm from beginning to end, and that is the thought of God’s law. The writer has evidently learned one great fact in his life, that we depend upon God for all our good things, and without Him we can do nothing; he has learned that as God is the supporter and stay of the whole creation, so He is the supporter and stay of the individual human life. And then, as he dwells upon this change, there is another thought which comes to his mind, and which seems to press upon him almost as strongly as that first thought, and that is that there is something between man and God which prevents man from following God’s Will, and that something he knows to be the existence of sin. He feels his need of pardon, and so he prays, ‘I am Thine, O save me!’

I. The need of a Saviour.—This need is a need which we should all of us feel. There have been times, and we know it, when we have wandered far away from God. But God has blessings in store for the sinner, as soon as the sinner becomes penitent and turns from the evil of his ways.

II. The meaning of penitence.—Let us try and see what is the real meaning of this word, penitence. The first step necessary in true penitence is that we must learn to know ourselves. The writer of this psalm says, ‘I am Thine, O save me! for I have sought Thy commandments,’ and that is necessary for us as it was necessary for him. How can we gain this necessary self-knowledge? Christ says, If you would know human nature, know yourself and your own life. There must be times when you cut yourself off from the world, and when you get alone with God. And so, if we would know what real penitence is, it is necessary first of all to know ourselves and our own life, and to call upon the Lord, ‘O save me!’ And then comes the second step, which is equally necessary. You find it in the second part of that same verse, ‘I have sought Thy commandments.’ That is what is necessary for true penitence; that is what we mean by real conversion.

III. A change of life.—Conversion means turning to God, seeking His commandments, and we must make no mistake about it. It means a change of heart, which must be followed by a change of life. Real penitence, real conversion is not a state of feeling, but a change of life. The result of our conversion, or our turning to God, may show itself in different ways. It sometimes is a sudden result, and it shows itself suddenly in the complete change of a life, so that those who know us can see what has taken place in our lives and see at once we have turned to God. But conversion does not always come to a man in this way. Sometimes it comes slowly and gradually. Sometimes God’s Holy Spirit has to deal with a man very gently, and lead him on slowly, step by step, correcting one fault at a time, gradually changing his life; and it is only after a long time that we see the result of the change in his changed life. Let us see that our penitence is real and true—that our conversion is genuine. And this we can do only by going through those two steps which are mentioned in this psalm. The first step by calling upon God—‘I am Thine, O save me!’ and then by seeking His commandments.

Verse 113
A GOOD HATER!
‘I hate vain thoughts.’

Psalms 119:113
I. First, what are vain thoughts?—(1) There are the vain, worldly thoughts, which we must hate. Thoughts which in themselves are perfectly harmless and innocent may become vain through being welcomed and entertained at the wrong season. The same thoughts may become sinful and vain through mere excess, through occupying our minds overmuch. The world must be very near us when the worldly thought is ever with us. Our treasure, our best treasure, must assuredly be there, else our heart and the thought of our heart would not be always there also. (2) But if a wise man will watch against these thoughts about this world, which are only sinful when indulged or allowed at a wrong time or in excess, how much more will he hate those that in their nature and essence are sinful, as, for example, impure thoughts, being such as more than any other sully and defile the mirror of the soul, and render it incapable of giving back the pure image of God. (3) The transition to other thoughts, to such as we more immediately ascribe to the devil, is easy. It will be enough to indicate proud thoughts in general as the third division of those we have to consider.

II. Consider the remedies for vain thoughts.—Chase them wholly away we never shall, but let them find no entertainment from us. As often as they visit us, let them drive us to Him by whose holy inspiration alone we are able either to think those things which be good, or to refuse to think those things which be evil; let them drive us to Him in a real, though it may be a voiceless, prayer, in a brief meditation on the glories of heaven or on the pains of hell, or on Christ hanging upon His cross and bearing there the penalty of our sins, or on Christ coming to judgment and bringing to light all hidden things of darkness, and this wicked thought of ours among the rest. In devices such as these we must find our help.

Archbishop Trench.
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Verse 1
A CASE OF DISTRESS
‘My distress.’

Psalms 120:1
The first of the Songs of Ascents, sung by the devout Hebrews, as they gathered from the farthest parts of the land to the great annual feasts. Ah, ye now desolate hills and valleys of the Holy Land, how blithe ye were in those happy days, when successive bands of pilgrims joined from the adjacent valleys in the great accumulated multitude that swept up to the Temple with their songs to keep the feast!

I. The early stages in our journey towards the New Jerusalem are not always the happiest.—We are beset with the persecutions of our relatives and associates. Our enemies are they of our own household. The father is set against his son, and the mother against her daughter; the brother against his sister, and the friend against her friend. There are, as the psalm indicates, lying lips, and a deceitful tongue; sharp arrows of sarcasm and hatred, with coals of juniper, which may stand for jealousy and spite. Woe is unto us then! From morning to night our ears are assailed with flouts and sneers, with taunting words and venomous suggestions. We seem to sojourn in Meshech, and dwell among the tents of Kedar, who represent alien and hostile souls. How greatly we long for congenial and pious surroundings! We say that for too long our soul has had its dwelling with those that hate peace; and we hardly dare speak of peace lest we stir others up more vehemently to war.

II. In such circumstances, and in your distress, cry unto the Lord.—He may not at once extricate you, because you may be needed where you are as His witness and confessor, but He will strengthen you with His grace so that you may be able to stand. He will make you a brazen wall, and an iron pillar, against which your enemies shall not prevail. And the most abandoned of these shall, one day, come and sue for mercy.

Illustration
‘It is a bitter experience to have to live where there is no sympathy, but carping criticism and incessant innuendo. O lily among thorns, this is no new experience! Thy Lord hath been through these paths before thee: see the bent twigs which prove that He has passed this way. But thy loneliness can never be quite as sorrowful as His, for thou hast always Him. And remember there is a compensation, in that the strict scrutiny of thy foes makes thee ever so much more watchful and prayerful, and drives thee oftener to the bosom of God.’
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Verse 1
HELP FROM THE HILLS
‘I will lift up mine eyes unto the hills, from whence cometh my help.’

Psalms 121:1
In these first words of one of the greatest Psalms of David, the nobleness which we immediately feel seems to lie in this, that David will seek help only from the highest source. Nothing less than God’s help can really meet his needs. He will not peer into the valleys, he will not turn to fellow-men, to nature, to work, to pleasure, as if they had the relief he needed. ‘I will lift up mine eyes unto the hills, from whence cometh my help. My help cometh from the Lord, who hath made heaven and earth.’ It is the duty of every man to seek help from the Highest in every department of his life.

I. Take, first, the everlasting struggle with temptation.—How perfectly clear it is that any man who undertakes that struggle may look either to the valleys or to the hills for help, may call the lower or the higher powers to his aid. The fear of pain, the fear of disgrace, the fear of discomfort, and the shame that comes with the loftiest companionship—we may have to appeal to them all in the hours, which come so often in our lives, when we are very weak. But, after all, the appeal to these helpers is not the final cry of the soul. Obedience to God is the only final and infallible help of the soul in its struggle with temptation.

II. Not merely in temptation, but in sorrow, a man may seek the assistance of the Highest or of some other power which is far lower.—The real relief, the only final comfort, is God; and He relieves the soul always in its suffering, not from its suffering; nay, He relieves the soul by its suffering, by the new knowledge and possession of Himself which would come only through that atmosphere of pain.

III. Our truth is nowhere more true than in the region of doubt and perplexity of mind.

IV. The text is true with reference to man’s escape from sin. The best spiritual ambition seeks directly holiness.—It seeks pardon as a means to holiness. So it lifts its eyes up at once to the very highest hills.

—Bishop Phillips Brooks.
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Verse 1
JOY IN PUBLIC WORSHIP
‘I was glad when they said unto me, Let us go into the house of the Lord.’

Psalms 122:1
I. Glad, because it is the place of rest from the week’s toil and care.—In the sanctuary we lay our burdens down. We cease from the labours which have occupied us through all the week. Body and mind and spirit alike have a happy season of quiet, refreshment, recuperation. Surely we could never dispense with the Sabbath and the Holy House; we need them for the restoring of our nature.

II. Glad, because it is the place of worship.—There we lift our voices in sweet and thankful praise. There we breathe forth the desires of our innermost souls in earnest prayer. There we con and ponder the Word of Life, bending over the revelation which our Lord has given us of Himself and of His grace. And there are no exercises more delightful or more fructifying than these.

III. Glad, because it is the place of communion with the saints.—We meet with kindred spirits. They say unto us, Let us go—‘us’: it is the plural number, it denotes the company of God’s sons and daughters, it introduces us to a large and glorious fellowship. We receive help from these true comrades of our hearts; we can give them encouragement too, and stimulus, and cheer.

IV. And glad most of all, because it is the place where God draws nigh.—The house of the Lord: that is its name. Near us as He is all the week through, He is specially near when His day comes round and when we seek Him in the assembly of His people. The Father and the Son and the Spirit come to us and make their abode with us. We enter into the secret place of the Most High.

Illustration
‘This psalm obviously justifies its title, A song of degrees. It is a psalm of the pilgrims going up to worship at Jerusalem, and its theme is delight in the city of God, and in the Temple that made that city glorious. These pilgrimages three times a year to the capital were a bright feature in the life of the Israelites. “I was glad when they said unto me, Let us go into the house of the Lord.” Neighbours in outlying parts had been visiting each other beforehand, talking about the journey and inviting their friends to join. The little companies come streaming in from a distance until near Jerusalem they become a great multitude full of social joy and religious fervour. It is surely good that people should speak among their friends about going to God’s house.’

Verse 2
WITHIN THE GATES
‘Our feet shall stand within thy gates, O Jerusalem!’

Psalms 122:2
The psalm from which this verse is taken was probably written by a pilgrim to Jerusalem at some time previous to the Babylonish captivity. On the one hand, it is clear that the house of the Lord, the ancient Temple, was still standing; on the other, the reference to the house of David and the anxious prayer for the peace of Jerusalem, its walls, its palaces, seem to point to a later time than that of David.

I. One thing which would have struck a pilgrim to Jerusalem who should approach the city, as was natural, from its northeastern side, would be its beauty.—In the eyes of a religious pilgrim the physical beauty of Jerusalem must have suggested and blended with beauty of the highest order. The beauty of the world of spirit imparts to the world of sense a subtle lustre which of itself it could never possess.

II. Jerusalem was the centre of the religious and national life of Israel.—Its greatest distinction was that the Temple lay within its walls. No other title to glory and distinction in these ancient days could compete with this place where God did choose to put His name.

III. A third characteristic of Jerusalem was its unworldliness.—(1) This appears partly in its very situation. Jerusalem was not on the sea or on a navigable river. Isaiah rejoiced in ‘Zion, the city of our solemnities, as a quiet habitation, wherein shall no galley with oars, neither shall gallant ship, pass by.’ In his eyes its religious character as well as its security are ensured by its seclusion from the great highways of the world of his day. (2) This characteristic may be further illustrated by the smallness of Jerusalem. No large capital could have existed in such a situation. In point of area Jerusalem would ill compare with our larger London parishes, Marylebone or Islington. Yet no city in the world has so profoundly influenced the highest life of millions of the human race as has that little highland town in a remote province of the empire of Turkey.

IV. Once more, as the centuries went on, Jerusalem became yet dearer to the heart of Israel by misfortune.—Of all that is most beautiful in life sorrow is the last consecration. Undoubtedly the author of our psalm would already have seen in Jerusalem a pathos and a dignity which so often come with suffering, and those who used this psalm in later ages would have felt increasingly this element of the attraction of the holy city.

V. The Jerusalem of Christian thought is no longer only or mainly the ‘city of David.’—It is first of all the visible and universal Church of Christ. And it suggests another city, a true haven of peace, into which all those true children of Zion who are joyful in their King will one day be received.

Canon Liddon.
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Verse 2
GOD’S FAITHFUL SERVANTS
‘Even so our eyes wait upon the Lord our God.’

Psalms 123:2 (Prayer Book Version)

I. Whenever we see a master with a family of servants, we see a living parable of Almighty God and His Church; and out of their duties and behaviour to one another we may obtain much good instruction regarding our own behaviour towards Him. (1) St. Paul says, ‘Servants, be subject to your masters according to the flesh, with fear and trembling’; and do we not know that the fear of the Lord is the beginning of all wisdom, and that the very description of the temper which suits the Gospel is to have grace whereby to serve God in reverence and godly fear? (2) St. Paul bids servants be obedient to their masters in singleness of heart; that is, that in setting about their work they should simply have an eye to their masters’ service, and not rather to their own convenience and pleasure; and this, again, is the very thing so much commended in Christian people, that they should serve God in simplicity and godly sincerity. (3) The same apostle adds that what we do for our masters should be done not with eye-service, as men-pleasers; that is, we are not to have one way of doing our work when they are in sight and another when they are out of sight: and this, again, is like the care which becomes all Christians to make their conduct agree with their prayers, their weekdays with their Sundays, their ordinary behaviour with their direct service of their Lord. (4) Whereas all manner of servants among men naturally and justly look onward to the time of receiving their wages, as a hireling, according to Job’s saying, seeketh the reward of his work, so we are instructed to look on to the recompense of our eternal reward, knowing, as St. Paul goes on, that ‘whatsoever good thing any man doeth, the same shall he receive of the Lord, whether he be bond or free.’

II. All the qualities of a good servant are summed up in one word: fidelity; or, as it is described by the Psalmist in the text, ‘his eyes wait upon the hand of his master.’ So the faithful and dutiful Christian, he who has true love and thankfulness to the Father and God of his whole life, does not wait for express commands, but does what he sincerely thinks his Maker will be pleased with. Such simple, unwearied obedience, not asking questions, but performing duties—this is what God delights to honour.

—Rev. J. Keble.

Illustration
‘With this psalm Philip Henry was accustomed to conclude his Sabbath evening service in his own family at Broadoak. His children then knelt down around him and received his blessing. The account which his son, Matthew Henry, gives of the household is one of the fairest pictures we have from the Puritan time, and might suit the Chamber Peace in the Palace Beautiful described by Bunyan. After meat and thanks, on every Sabbath, the usual song of the family and guests was the 123rd Psalm.’
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Verse 8
THE DIVINE HELPER
‘Our help is in the name of the Lord.’

Psalms 124:8
I. Happy will my soul be, if it can truly sing this old song of the exiles delivered from Babylon.

Once the wild beasts of prey threatened to swallow it alive. Their jaws gaped and yawned to receive it. But the Lord, the Mighty One, delivered it out of the mouth of the Lion. It is escaped.

Once the furious swollen torrent swept over it. It seemed as if it must bear on its tawny bosom the ruins of all the soul’s labours and the very life and hope of the soul itself. But the Lord, with His strong right arm, snatched it from the waters and set it on the rock. It is escaped.

Once the snare of the fowler caught and entangled it in its pitiless meshes. It was a poor, trembling, feeble bird. It was a fluttering and helpless creature. Its wings were bruised. But the Lord’s hand broke the snare. The wings are spread for flight once more. The song rises buoyantly and joyously into the blue. It is escaped.

One metaphor will not bring out the gladness of my soul, if it have tasted the rich delights of the Lord’s emancipation. It will summon up parable after parable. It will paint picture after picture. And they will all be insufficient.

II. Come, my soul, and sing, morning by morning, a psalm like this.—Thou dwellest too much among thy fears and regrets and despondencies. Thou shouldest celebrate oftener and more loudly the mercies of thy Lord.

It will do thyself good; filling thee with humility to remember how poor and perishing thou wert once, and with gratitude as thou recallest the great things that have been done for thee, and with devotion to the Saviour who has loved thee so well, and with hope that He who has been with thee in six troubles will not forsake thee in the seventh. It will do the world good; its citizens will learn the folly of fighting against thy Helper and Sovereign, and will be taught by thee to submit themselves to Him before His wrath begin to burn. It will do Christ good; for He loves to hear the triumph-hymn of a throbbing heart, that commemorates the wondrousness of His deliverance, and that vows and dedicates itself to Him.

There are songs of country, and songs of war, and songs of adventure, and songs of love, and songs of home; but there is no song like the song of salvation. I am mute and dumb too frequently; let me tell out the story of how my soul is escaped like a bird from the snare of the fowler. Let me bring forth the royal diadem, and crown Him—crown Him—crown Him Lord of all.

Illustration
‘When we look back on life, as the Psalmist does here, we become aware of the myriad instances of Divine protection. We were not so vividly conscious at the time; we might even have had fits of depression and counted ourselves bereft. But if we narrowly consider the perils from which we have been rescued, when we were about to be swallowed up quick, we see that He was there. In life and death and judgment, Jesus, your Advocate, will ever stand at your side and silence all who would condemn.’
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Verse 2
GOD’S ENCOMPASSING
‘The Lord is round about His people.’

Psalms 125:2
I. It is a beautiful conception.—Around the chosen city the mountains stand like sentinels, leaving no part without its barrier. So is God around us, and this enables us to understand how His permissions may become His appointments. It is easy to accept pain and disappointment which comes to us direct from His hand; but not so when they approach us from the plotting and malevolence of a Judas or Shimei. We shall, however, never arrive at a settled peace, so long as we make a distinction between the afflictions which come to us from the Divine, and those which visit us from the human; and indeed, the distinction is untenable.

II. For the assaults of our foes are at least permitted by God, and His permissions are His appointments.—This will become evident if we clearly apprehend that God is round about us, as a rampart to the city, as an envelope to a letter, as the atmosphere to the configuration of our bodies. If then He chooses, He can pass off from us any arrow that might harm us, but if He opens His environing protection, so as to let it pass through to us, by the time it has traversed the atmosphere of His care, it has become His will for us. Put God between yourself and everything. Plenty put their anxieties between them and God, and see God as the sun through a fog; mind that you put God between you and the entire world of men and things.

Illustration
‘The Lord is round about. He is both before and behind.

My eyes look ahead; they peer into the untrodden future; and He is there. Mystery and perplexity may be there; but into the unexplored territory He goes in my company, His word a touchstone to discriminate between friends and foes, His Spirit a constant enlightenment and guide. Loneliness may await me; but He makes His angels my ministers, and His saints my counsellors and comrades. Weariness will probably be my portion; but when there is most to discourage, “the best of all is,” as John Wesley said, “God is still with us.” Struggle lies in front; but what of that? His name is Jehovah Nissi, The Lord my Banner.

My eyes look backward; they scrutinise my past; and He is there. He is the Author of the joys behind me. Every Elim with its shade, every great rock in the weary land: it was of His preparing. I have nothing that I have not received from Him. Is it not the antidote to pride? Is it not the medicine which cures the lofty spirit? And He is the Healer of the sins behind me. He redresses the wrongs I have done. He neutralises the consequences of my folly. He gives me a sense of recovered freedom. He enables me to begin anew. I bless Him that He follows as well as leads.’
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Verse 2
GODLY MIRTH
‘Then was our mouth filled with laughter, and our tongue with singing.’

Psalms 126:2
The Jews when, by God’s mercy, they were once more settled in the land of promise, gave way to the same feeling of which we are conscious when we are excited by pleasure, by prosperity, by unexpected success. Either mirth must be altogether forbidden to Christians, or it must be regulated by the rules of Christ’s Gospel, like every other part of our daily lives.

I. Every tendency and feeling and desire of which we are conscious was implanted in us by God for some wise and good purpose.—The mere fact that our mouth can be filled with laughter seems to prove that God designed us to use the power for good ends. Those ends, no doubt, are such as these: the relaxation and refreshment of the mind after labour or sorrow, or other severe tension; the encouragement of vigorous work by the pleasure attaching to success; the promotion of that spirit of cordial fellowship and goodwill which may be ennobled and sanctified into brotherly kindness and Christian charity. In the Old Testament mirth and laughter are frequently recognised and sanctioned, not in the passage before us only, but in many other places also. And hence we do not hesitate to believe that they are in accordance with God’s will; and, therefore, our duty, as His children and servants, is to guard them from evil, just like every other gift or faculty or advantage which He has bestowed upon us.

II. But it is plain that the abuses to which they are liable are very numerous.—Mirth may intrude into times and places from which it should be excluded; it may degenerate into coarseness, into unkind sarcasm and satire, into irreverence, into mere selfish indulgence and excess. But the habit of mind which is especially the degradation of that cheerfulness permitted by God, and the result of its unrestrained enjoyment is undoubtedly frivolity. He who is frivolous regards everything in a ludicrous or trifling aspect, whether it is some high effort of the intellect, some sublime truth or noble action, or the very revelations of Christ’s Gospel. Such is not the condition of him who remembers the duties which he owes to the kind and loving Father Who endowed us with the capacity of enjoyment, Who knows that his first duty is to serve God and sacrifice his own inclinations, and so accepts laughter and cheerfulness as merciful recreations to the real work of life.

—Bishop Cotton.

Illustrations
(1) ‘In this psalm there are two distinct chords sounded forth. At the outset the song is in the major key. It throbs and pulsates with joy. My soul must have such moments on the Mount. It must know the gladness of pardon, of freedom, of fellowship, of home. It must be acquainted with the upper regions of the spirit, and the points where earth and heaven meet.

But by and by the song passes into the minor key. There are brothers of their own who are in the house of bondage still. They are pained for them. They pray to the God of salvation to lead them, too, into liberty and peace. It is a lesson to me. When my captivity is terminated, let me not be selfish, let my heart go out to those who continue in the prison, let me labour and intercede until they are brought back—back like mighty streams swollen by the winter rain.’

(2) ‘We all know something of that captivity with which the enemy of our souls strives to capture and hold us. When those green withes are bound around as, we cannot free ourselves. There is no alternative but to cry aloud to our victor Emmanuel, Emancipator, to turn again our captivity and loose our bonds. When our emotions are frozen and congealed, we need to ask to be thawed. When our faces are turned from God, and our backs towards Him, we need to cry, “Turn us and we shall be turned; melt us, O Love of God! turn back our captivity as streams in summer.”’
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Verse 2
‘IF HE SLEEP, HE SHALL DO WELL’
‘So He giveth His beloved sleep.’

Psalms 127:2
We take the ‘sleep’ in our text as denoting death, and confine ourselves to an illustration of the passage under this one point of view. Here we have an idea which it would be well to work out in detail. God values death. He must value that which He reserves for the objects of His love. There are two great reasons to be given why death should be regarded as a gift to the believer, and why, therefore as being a gift, it should be called precious or valuable in God’s sight.

I. Regard the believer as testifying to the finished work of Christ.—What evidence of the complete success of the scheme of redemption can exceed or equal that which is furnished by the death of God’s saints? That which they could never have learned from natural theology the Gospel has taught them: they have learned how to die. Thus the Gospel is put, as it were, to the greatest possible trial; and the trial does but issue in full evidence of its sufficiency.

II. Regard the believer as admitted in and through death into final security.—Having fought the good fight and kept the faith dying as well as living, the righteous are henceforward placed beyond the reach of danger. Nothing can put their salvation in peril. If they be not crowned till the morning of resurrection, a crown is laid up for them which ‘no thief can rifle and no moth corrupt.’ The death is a precious gift because the life is perilous; and God bestows a benefit on His people when He has gathered them into a separate state, because then they can be no more tempted to the forsaking of His law, no more exposed to the assaults of the Evil One, no more challenged to a battle in which, if victory be glorious, there is all the risk of a shameful defeat.

Canon Melvill.

Illustration
‘Sleep is here not contrasted with labour, but with trouble and care, and expresses the freedom from trouble and the peace of the man who reposes in God’s protection. The explanation of the last clause of the verse which is now generally followed is this: God is represented as giving to those whom He loves “in sleep,” that is without any fatiguing toil on their part, all things that are for their own good. Sleep is evidently contrasted with the late working of those who do not give themselves up to God’s protection, and who are alluded to in the first part of the verse.’

Psalms 128:1
THE PICTURE OF A GODLY MAN
‘Every one that feareth the Lord.’

Psalms 128:1
I. This is a perfectly-cut cameo—the picture of a godly man, who fears God, and walks in His ways.—It is a picture of an ideal home, such as was to be found in the best days of the Hebrew people, and is still to be found wherever the light of Christ has shone. Here is the husband and father, reverent and devout, coming from the hour of his private prayer, with the peace of God on his face, happy in himself and home, a benediction to wife and children, respected among his fellow-men, and successful in garnering the results of his toils. Our late Poet-Laureate has told us that ‘the woman’s cause is man’s; they rise or sink together, dwarfed or god-like, bond or free. If she be small, slight-natured, miserable, how shall men grow?’

But surely the contrary holds also, that where man is noble, chivalrous, high-minded, leal-hearted, the woman (other things being equal) will become his worthy helpmate. If, then, a man fears God and walks in His ways, it will have the most ennobling effect possible on the wife, in the innermost parts of the house, and on the children around his table. Thus shall the man be blessed.

Then comes the statelier Eden back to man,

Then reign the world’s great bridals, chaste and calm;

Then springs the crowning race of humankind.

May these things be!

II. Though it seem impossible that the Psalmist’s ideal should ever be realised, yet go on fearing the Lord and walking in His ways.—Be not weary in well-doing. Finally, the right, and holy, and loving influence of your Christian character will gain its silent mastery, as God’s will in the great household of creation.

Illustration
‘This psalm is not supplementary to Psalms 127. Even externally they do not indicate any closer connection, or least of all, such a resemblance that one psalm is to be regarded as a response to the other, sung by the congregation in chorus. There is a similarity in some of the ideas, in the aphoristic mode of expression, and in the felicitation at the end of the one and at the beginning of the other, but these do not oblige us to hold a contemporaneous composition.’
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Verse 8
GOD’S BLESSING
‘The blessing of the Lord be upon you.’

Psalms 129:8
I. This is a passing salutation, uttered by a good man to his fellows, or even upon the growing corn, the fruitful life of nature, or the sheaves which the binder wraps in his bosom. Such salutations are common in the East, as they have been from time out-of-mind. When Boaz entered the field, which contained the jewel of his life though he knew it not, he said unto the reapers: ‘The Lord be with you!’ And they answered him: ‘The Lord bless thee!’ Indeed, the Oriental is so profuse in his greetings that Elisha charged his servant to salute no man by the way.

II. It is a religious act and a Christian duty to conform with sincerity to the usages of polite and ordinary courtesy.—It is impossible for those who follow Jesus Christ to be other than perfect in their manners, as true gentlemen and gentlewomen. A fine sensibility to the feelings and rights of others, a glad and gladdening presence, the scattering of kind and courteous words, the morning greeting and the evening salutation of peace—these are among the commonplaces of a high-toned Christian bearing. They are the manners of the Kingdom of God.

III. It is most necessary to control our feelings, to anoint our head and wash our face, to refrain from needlessly exposing our sorrows, to refuse the temptation to increase the heavy burden of the world’s sorrow by dilating on our own. Let us go through the world as a band of music down the street, which leaves it gladder. Let us seek to be blessed, and to be a blessing. Let us ask to be so filled that the cup may overflow. Let us be so filled with the Spirit, as Peter was, that those who are sick of soul may find healing in our very presence.

Illustration
‘The fairest scenes of earth have oftenest been the scenes of the most bitter suffering that man can inflict upon his fellow, and the scourge has ploughed long furrows of blood upon the quivering flesh of the slave. But there is a place where the afflicted soul may find a shelter. It is in the heart of God; not yonder in heaven, but here and now. He takes the breaking heart as a mother her sobbing child, who presses it to her breast. He pours in the wine and oil of His comfort, as the good Samaritan to the wounds of the waylaid traveller. He cuts asunder the cords with which our enemies had bound us, keeping us till they had leisure to complete their cruel intent; but when they come they find us gone. He is righteous, vindicating our lot, and causing those that hate us to be ashamed. They are as the withered grass of the housetops, whilst the righteous flourish as the palm tree, and grow like the cedar in Lebanon.’
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Verse 7
PLENTEOUS REDEMPTION
‘With Him is plenteous redemption.’

Psalms 130:7
The word redemption is used very frequently in two senses. In the common language of good books it sometimes means the same as atonement, as in the Catechism: ‘I believe in God the Son, who hath redeemed me and all mankind.’ In the Old Testament, and sometimes in the New, it means deliverance, as in St. Luke 21:28 : ‘Your redemption draweth nigh.’ When applied to the sacred work of the Lord Jesus Christ, it generally means ‘deliverance through atonement.’ Thus understood, it means both atonement and deliverance.

I. With Him there is plenteous atonement.—Man has always been endeavouring to find some atonement for his sin, and has always failed, but we have received a perfect atonement in Him; it is plenteous. (1) Plenteous to cover the sins of the whole world. (2) Plenteous to cover all the sins of each one.

II. With Him is plenteous deliverance.—(1) A deliverance of the soul. As the Great Deliverer, He is completing His work in us. He has not promised to do it at once, by one single blow, but He has already set us free from the dominion of sin. (2) Deliverance of the body. St. Paul was looking for the redemption of the body, and taught those who have the firstfruits of the Spirit to do the same. For the Lord Jesus does not despise the body. He knows that a weak body cannot make a strong mental or spiritual effort. But He can deliver, and He will. He can heal all our sicknesses, and is sure to do so if it is best. But whatever He does now, He is sure in the end to deliver the body as well as the soul, so that the time is most certainly coming when our whole man, the body being redeemed from death and the soul from sin, shall stand perfect, spotless, and immortal before His throne.

—Canon Hoare.

Illustration
‘Need we scruple to find a large measure of truth in the instinct which has led more than half of Christendom to use the 130th Psalm at funerals?… Over all is that strange refrain, full of a longing like that of watchers looking for the break of dawn in some dark sky.’
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Verse 2
A HYMN OF HEART’S-EASE
‘My soul is even as a weaned child.’

Psalms 131:2
I. The inward obedience of the heart, the obedience of receiving, the passive, which lies rather in how we take than in what we do, is higher than the active. It is higher because: (1) it is most difficult; (2) it is last always; (3) it is more like Christ.

II. Consider some of the forms of passive obedience.—The acceptance of our salvation. If ever you are to be saved, you must begin by an act of perfectly passive obedience. There will be abundance of the active presently; but that which saves you is faith—a simple acceptance of your pardon, through what Christ has done according to the will and commandment of God. (2) The great sin and loss of most of us is that we do not give a sufficient portion every day to the receptive influences of the Holy Spirit. (3) How much of life is waiting, only waiting, an entirely passive thing! And God generally exercises the passive before He blesses the active. (4) God has His law of disappointment, and many a one who has been an excellent servant in duty has been sadly wanting when he comes to the obedience of failure.

III. To attain to the blessed state of passive obedience, which asks no questions, which serves without the consciousness of its servitude, two things are necessary.—(1) The one is to take grand, honouring views of God. Fill yourself with His majesty and His goodness. (2) Do not measure things. See only His will in sovereignty, His mind in its prescience, His hand in His providence, His tenderness in all His works, His purposes in mercy, for the end is not yet.

—Rev. Jas. Vaughan.

Illustrations
(1) ‘The soul is unquiet. It needs stilling and soothing. Argue with yourself; sing to yourself lullabies of trust and hope; remind yourself of all the blessedness which Jesus promised to the merciful and meek. Above all, wean yourself away from the sources of your own energy, from all that would minister to your self-sufficiency and pride, from all the world’s boasted pomp and power. Weaned from your own ways and schemes and thoughts, hope in God from now and for evermore. He will do for thee more than thou couldst do for thyself.’

(2) ‘After a period of prolonged and painful struggle to have its longings answered, the little one gives over striving any more, and is at peace. That process was a picture to our poet of what passed in his own heart. Like a weaned child, its tears over, its cries hushed, reposing upon the very bosom that a little ago excited its most tumultuous desires, his soul that once passionately strove to wring from God an answer to its eager questionings, now wearied, resigned, and submissive, just lays itself to rest in simple faith on that goodness of God, whose purposes it cannot comprehend, and whose ways often seem to it harsh, and ravelled, and obscure. It is a picture of infinite repose and of touching beauty—the little one nestling close in the mother’s arms, its head reclining trustfully on her shoulder, the tears dried from its now quiet face, and the restful eyes, with just a lingering shadow of bygone sorrow in them still, peering out with a look of utter peace, contentment, and security. It is the peace of accepted pain, the victory of self-surrender.’
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Verse 6
THE SACRED ARK
‘Lo, we heard of it at Ephratah: we found it in the fields of the wood.’

Psalms 132:6
In the days to which the Psalmist’s words refer the Ark provided satisfaction for certain instincts of the human soul which any powerful and lasting religion must satisfy in some way or other.

I. It was remarkable, first of all, on account of its contents.—These were in the early days of Israel threefold. First there were the Tables of the Law, written by the finger of God. Next, as we are told in the Epistle to the Hebrews, there was Aaron’s rod that budded, and the pot of manna. It would seem that in Solomon’s day these latter had disappeared, as we are expressly told there was then nothing in the Ark but the Tables of the Law. Each of these relics reminded Israel of a serious truth. Aaron’s rod was a symbol of Israel’s communion with God through the Priesthood and by sacrifices; the pot of manna was the symbol of Israel’s dependence on God for material and spiritual blessings. But the most important, as well as the most permanent, of the contents of the Ark were the Tables of the Law.

II. Secondly, the Ark was remarkable for the Presence which rested on it.—The Ark was the support of the Mercy Seat; certainly, it enclosed the Letter of the Covenant, on the observance of which the Divine mercy rested; but this symbolical meaning of the Ark was emphasised by an appearance above it manifesting as much of the beauty and glory of God as it was possible for His creatures to witness in this mortal state. On particular occasions there appeared a light of extraordinary brightness, but for the most part this light was shrouded in a cloud which alone was visible.

Now, had the Ark with its sacred contents, and the Shechinah resting on it, continued to be a leading feature of the interior furniture of the Holy Place in the Temple until our Lord’s time, there might have been in pious minds, trained in the religion of Israel, a rivalry between the Presence in the Ark and the higher Presence of Jesus of Nazareth—a rivalry such as existed between the still continuing Jewish sacrifices and the great Sacrifice of Calvary, with its continuous commemoration in the Church of God; but in point of fact the distinctive glories of the Ark vanished with the destruction of Solomon’s Temple. In the Temple which was built after the exile there was no Ark, no Shechinah. And thus we see how, first of all, the gift of the sacred Ark and its accompanying prerogatives, and next its withdrawal for some six hundred years from the midst of Israel, might lead devout minds to our Saviour. The Ark sanctified and trained a religious desire for some intimate manifestation of the Presence of God, and then the withdrawal of the Ark left Israel with this desire keener than ever, and yet unsatisfied. Certainly every precious thing in ancient Israel ultimately led to Christ.

Still more, the Presence which rested on the Ark between the cherubim suggests that higher, uncreated Nature which from the first moment of our Lord’s earthly life was joined indissolubly to His manhood.

III. The history of the Ark and that particular chapter of it to which our text refers, suggests one more point for consideration.—It was natural that the Israelites should be deeply impressed with the mysterious power attaching to the Ark of the Covenant. From this it was but a step to ask the question, Can we not make use of it for other purposes than that for which it was originally given? Can we not make it an engine of war, so that the enemies of Israel shall quail before a might which is more than human? It was an evil hour when, after their defeat by the Philistines, the leaders of the Israelites bethought themselves of this expedient: ‘Wherefore hath the Lord smitten us to-day before the Philistines? Let us fetch the Ark of the Covenant of the Lord out of Shiloh unto us, that, when it cometh among us, it may save us out of the hands of our enemies.’ And we Christians are guilty of the same fault when we attempt to use our Creed for purposes of worldly advantage, and imagine that its public profession will screen us if we engage in doubtful courses of conduct. The sacred Ark will never be made to fight the world’s battles, though in the moment of disaster God knows how to defend His own honour.

Canon Liddon.
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Verse 1
CHRISTIAN UNITY
‘Behold, how good and how pleasant it is for brethren to dwell together in unity.’

Psalms 133:1
Some things are good, but not pleasant; others are pleasant, but not good; it is not easy to combine the two qualities; but in unity both converge; pleasantness and the highest good. This our Lord intended for His Church; this He prayed for (see St. John 17:21).

Christ did not come down from heaven simply to unfold a revelation of God’s love by His atoning death, and then return, leaving the Gospel leaven to work its own way in the world. He founded a visible kingdom, and called men out of the world to be its subjects. (Hence, Ecclesia, ‘called out,’ everywhere translated ‘Church.’) It was for this ‘Ecclesia,’ this universal body of His baptized people, that He prayed. Therefore it behoves all Christians ‘seriously to lay to heart the great dangers we are in by our unhappy divisions.’

I. We must deplore the uncharitable spirit amongst ourselves.—United to our Lord, and through union with Him to one another, by baptism, confessing the Faith once delivered to the saints, and handed down in the creeds; ministered to by the same priesthood; worshipping in the common language of the Liturgy, kneeling side by side at the same altars, and receiving, ‘verily and indeed,’ the same Blessed Sacrament; we ought to be more lovingly united. ‘We be brethren,’ and the points of divergence are infinitesimal with the great body of truth which we hold in common.

II. As we look round we are startled and ashamed at the number of ‘sects’ into which our common Christianity is subdivided.—The most glaring fault of the nation’s religious life is the easy indifference with which men break away from unity and create new communities—between two hundred and three hundred different religious sects—and the number grows! Do Christians attach no meaning to our Lord’s Prayer? or do the indurating effects of habit deaden our sensibilities, and make us impervious to the taunt that England has one dish and a hundred sauces?

III. Taking a wider survey of Christendom, we find the Churches of the East and West have mutually excommunicated each other, and the Anglican Church stands apart from both. History of rupture of some ten centuries since cannot now be discussed, but the ‘Reformation’ made no break in the historical continuity of the Anglican Church. There was no destruction of an old and setting up of a new Church. Unable to obtain redress of doctrinal abuses, the English Church reformed herself. Our Church, when she recovered her independence, did not sever herself from Western Christendom; Rome caused the schism. The real obstacle still to reunion is the prevailing ambitious claim to lordship over God’s heritage by the Bishop of Rome.

IV. It is an awe-inspiring thought that the divisions of Christendom are delaying the return of the Church’s Head, and the fulfilment of the prediction: ‘The kingdoms of this world shall become the kingdoms of our God and of His Christ.’

There can be no more God-like aim than to seek to restore the Church’s broken unity. Disunion is weakness. We can individually do little beyond praying that it may please God to give to His Church, ‘Unity, Peace, and Concord.’ But we may minimise our differences, magnify our points of agreement, eschew elements of bitterness; the obstacles seem insurmountable; but the things which are impossible with men are possible with God, and we may be sure our Lord’s Prayer cannot ultimately fall to the ground. The day will come when the reunion of divided Christendom will impart new life to missionary enterprise, and will be the signal for completing the conversion of the world.

Canon M. Woodward.

Illustration
‘The last of the Songs of Degrees, as well as of the second series which we have traced from Psalms 130. It presents three characteristic features of the position and occupation of “the servants of the Lord.” First of all, theirs is service in the night time; secondly, it is spiritual service, prayer, and praise; thirdly, it is expectant service, “looking for that blessed hope,” the Lord blessing His people out of Zion.’
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Verse 1
MUTUAL BENEDICTION
‘Bless ye the Lord.… The Lord … bless thee.’

Psalms 134:1; Psalms 134:3
I. This psalm forms a worthy close to these exquisite psalms of ascents.—The stream of pilgrims has reached the city, visited the holy Temple, and is on the point of retiring; but before they do so they greet the priests who had charge of the nightly service of the Temple, and had just come on duty. ‘Farewell,’ cries the pilgrim band: ‘see to it that ye fill the night with adoration and prayer. Let your voices arise through the silent watches of the night, and form a canopy of peace over the sleeping city.’

II. God has many night watchmen still.—Large numbers of His saints, such as policemen on duty, night nurses, watchmen, Christian sentries, and specially those who rarely get a night’s full rest, because pain keeps them tossing on their weary couches, compose the Lord’s night-watch. And as we, who are privileged to sleep deeply and soundly, consign ourselves to slumber, it becomes us to send a loving thought to all such—the day-watch saluting the night-watch; the active workers consigning the charge of the world to the intercessors and choristers.

III. And these in turn transmit their benediction.—‘The Lord bless thee out of Zion.’ It is an individual blessing, thee. It is well, in our intercessions, not to pray generally, but specifically and particularly. We do our work best when we make individuals the subjects of our solicitude—taking them as representatives of a class. Each one whom we pray for is dear to God, our Creator and Redeemer. We are in the current of His will when we bless in His Name.

Psalms 135:1
SENTIMENT AND ARGUMENT
‘Praise ye the Lord.’

Psalms 135:1
This psalm both begins and ends with the word hallelujah; and we have this word or equivalents for it many times besides in the other verses. The psalm is a jet, or series of jets, of joyous emotion; and yet it is not at all lacking in solid substance. The emotion is held in check by logic, as is indicated by the frequency of the argumentative ‘for.’

I. Those who sing Hallelujah.—At the beginning and at the end of the psalm different groups of people are called upon to join in the hymn of praise; and, if we think of the psalm as having been used at one of the feasts or on some other great ceremonial occasion, we can understand how piquant must have been this appeal to the different sections; and it is quite possible that the singing may have been so arranged that the various bodies joined in when their names were mentioned. Every country has its own reasons for praising God; so has every class or profession. The piety of the young is not exactly the same as that of the old, nor is that of the man identical with that of the woman. But this is all the better; because it enriches the music that rises from the world to the ear of God.

II. The reasons for singing Hallelujah.—As I have said, there is in this psalm a fine blending of logic and emotion; nowhere are the reasons for praising God more fully or suggestively stated.

The first is (Psalms 135:3) that ‘He is good’; and perhaps we ought also to read, ‘He is pleasant.’ It is hardly in accordance with modern feeling to speak of God as beautiful; but the Scripture does not shrink from this statement. And we need a strong word to designate the attractive side of God.

The second reason given for praising Him flows directly out of this one. It is the choice of His people, which is the highest exercise of His love (Psalms 135:4). The whole idea of the Old Testament religion dates back to a Divine choice, springing out of free grace, by which Israel was separated from the rest of the world to be a people to Jehovah. In the New Testament the same mystery still continues under another form. ‘He hath chosen us in Him before the foundation of the world,’ that we should be holy and without blame before Him in love: having predestinated us unto the adoption of children by Jesus Christ to Himself, according to the good pleasure of His will, to the praise of the glory of His grace.

The third reason for singing Hallelujah is the power of God (Psalms 135:5-6). His love is first, His power second. He is able to carry out what His love has purposed: nothing in heaven or on earth or under the earth can resist Him. Here the inspired singer is glancing at the heathen deities, on whom he swoops down in scorn towards the close (Psalms 135:15-18), ridiculing the impotence of gods that are the work of men’s hands. What he there says is not without a message for our own times.

The fourth reason for praising God is the exhibition of His power in nature (Psalms 135:7). To this only a single verse is given, but the instances selected would admit of endless expansion. The process of evaporation alone, which is first touched on, is one of the most extraordinary phenomena of nature, and the more it has been investigated by modern science the more remarkable has it appeared. The seers of old had a genuine feeling for nature; and it performed for them its highest service, when it evoked from their hearts the praise of God.

The fifth reason for singing Hallelujah is the exhibition of God’s power in history (Psalms 135:8-12). This was a theme of which the harp of Israel never tired.

Lastly, hallelujahs are to be sung for blessings yet to come (Psalms 135:13-14). The Psalmist acknowledges that God already has done enough to be worthy of everlasting praise; the memory of His great acts, just touched upon in the preceding verses, must remain for all generations. But God is not going to live on His past renown. His power is not exhausted. On the contrary, the future will witness far more than the past has seen.

Illustration
‘It is difficult to understand God, but we may always praise Him for what He is in Himself, and for what He has promised to be to those who trust Him.

Here are arguments for praise! That He is good, that praise-singing is pleasant: that He has chosen His people to be His peculiar treasure: that He is great as well as good: that His good pleasure is love: that vapours, lightnings, rain, and wind, obey His absolute behest: that He will smite our foes to the ground: that out of our dark times He will give lands for an inheritance: and that His name will be unchanged amid the fret and passage of the generation of time.’

Verse 3
MUTUAL BENEDICTION
‘Bless ye the Lord.… The Lord … bless thee.’

Psalms 134:1; Psalms 134:3
I. This psalm forms a worthy close to these exquisite psalms of ascents.—The stream of pilgrims has reached the city, visited the holy Temple, and is on the point of retiring; but before they do so they greet the priests who had charge of the nightly service of the Temple, and had just come on duty. ‘Farewell,’ cries the pilgrim band: ‘see to it that ye fill the night with adoration and prayer. Let your voices arise through the silent watches of the night, and form a canopy of peace over the sleeping city.’

II. God has many night watchmen still.—Large numbers of His saints, such as policemen on duty, night nurses, watchmen, Christian sentries, and specially those who rarely get a night’s full rest, because pain keeps them tossing on their weary couches, compose the Lord’s night-watch. And as we, who are privileged to sleep deeply and soundly, consign ourselves to slumber, it becomes us to send a loving thought to all such—the day-watch saluting the night-watch; the active workers consigning the charge of the world to the intercessors and choristers.

III. And these in turn transmit their benediction.—‘The Lord bless thee out of Zion.’ It is an individual blessing, thee. It is well, in our intercessions, not to pray generally, but specifically and particularly. We do our work best when we make individuals the subjects of our solicitude—taking them as representatives of a class. Each one whom we pray for is dear to God, our Creator and Redeemer. We are in the current of His will when we bless in His Name.

Psalms 135:1
SENTIMENT AND ARGUMENT
‘Praise ye the Lord.’

Psalms 135:1
This psalm both begins and ends with the word hallelujah; and we have this word or equivalents for it many times besides in the other verses. The psalm is a jet, or series of jets, of joyous emotion; and yet it is not at all lacking in solid substance. The emotion is held in check by logic, as is indicated by the frequency of the argumentative ‘for.’

I. Those who sing Hallelujah.—At the beginning and at the end of the psalm different groups of people are called upon to join in the hymn of praise; and, if we think of the psalm as having been used at one of the feasts or on some other great ceremonial occasion, we can understand how piquant must have been this appeal to the different sections; and it is quite possible that the singing may have been so arranged that the various bodies joined in when their names were mentioned. Every country has its own reasons for praising God; so has every class or profession. The piety of the young is not exactly the same as that of the old, nor is that of the man identical with that of the woman. But this is all the better; because it enriches the music that rises from the world to the ear of God.

II. The reasons for singing Hallelujah.—As I have said, there is in this psalm a fine blending of logic and emotion; nowhere are the reasons for praising God more fully or suggestively stated.

The first is (Psalms 135:3) that ‘He is good’; and perhaps we ought also to read, ‘He is pleasant.’ It is hardly in accordance with modern feeling to speak of God as beautiful; but the Scripture does not shrink from this statement. And we need a strong word to designate the attractive side of God.

The second reason given for praising Him flows directly out of this one. It is the choice of His people, which is the highest exercise of His love (Psalms 135:4). The whole idea of the Old Testament religion dates back to a Divine choice, springing out of free grace, by which Israel was separated from the rest of the world to be a people to Jehovah. In the New Testament the same mystery still continues under another form. ‘He hath chosen us in Him before the foundation of the world,’ that we should be holy and without blame before Him in love: having predestinated us unto the adoption of children by Jesus Christ to Himself, according to the good pleasure of His will, to the praise of the glory of His grace.

The third reason for singing Hallelujah is the power of God (Psalms 135:5-6). His love is first, His power second. He is able to carry out what His love has purposed: nothing in heaven or on earth or under the earth can resist Him. Here the inspired singer is glancing at the heathen deities, on whom he swoops down in scorn towards the close (Psalms 135:15-18), ridiculing the impotence of gods that are the work of men’s hands. What he there says is not without a message for our own times.

The fourth reason for praising God is the exhibition of His power in nature (Psalms 135:7). To this only a single verse is given, but the instances selected would admit of endless expansion. The process of evaporation alone, which is first touched on, is one of the most extraordinary phenomena of nature, and the more it has been investigated by modern science the more remarkable has it appeared. The seers of old had a genuine feeling for nature; and it performed for them its highest service, when it evoked from their hearts the praise of God.

The fifth reason for singing Hallelujah is the exhibition of God’s power in history (Psalms 135:8-12). This was a theme of which the harp of Israel never tired.

Lastly, hallelujahs are to be sung for blessings yet to come (Psalms 135:13-14). The Psalmist acknowledges that God already has done enough to be worthy of everlasting praise; the memory of His great acts, just touched upon in the preceding verses, must remain for all generations. But God is not going to live on His past renown. His power is not exhausted. On the contrary, the future will witness far more than the past has seen.

Illustration
‘It is difficult to understand God, but we may always praise Him for what He is in Himself, and for what He has promised to be to those who trust Him.

Here are arguments for praise! That He is good, that praise-singing is pleasant: that He has chosen His people to be His peculiar treasure: that He is great as well as good: that His good pleasure is love: that vapours, lightnings, rain, and wind, obey His absolute behest: that He will smite our foes to the ground: that out of our dark times He will give lands for an inheritance: and that His name will be unchanged amid the fret and passage of the generation of time.’
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Verse 1
‘HIS MERCY ENDURETH FOR EVER’
‘O give thanks unto the Lord.’

Psalms 136:1
I. There is a remarkable similarity between this psalm and the preceding one; but here a noble refrain is inserted after each clause. And what a wonderful conception this gives of the way in which a holy soul may view all things that are and have been. Here is a standpoint of vision from which to view God’s dealings with mankind—that all things are threaded by mercy and loving-kindness, which are in all, and through all, and over all.

II. You have seen Egypt smitten in its first-born: there is mercy there.—You have heard the last cry of Pharaoh’s drowning host, but there is mercy there. You have beheld the overthrow of Sihon and Og, but there is mercy there. You may not be able to see the mercy, because you behold all things under creatural limitations, and amid so much prejudice and error; but could you understand the alleviations and compensations, the general result of God’s dealings with the great world of men, the entire scope and plan of Divine Providence, you would be able to say—

His every act pure goodness is;

His path unsullied light.

III. My soul! I expect that thou hast had thine Ogs and Sihons, thy Pharaohs and Amalekites.—Thou, too, hast been in Egypt, and traversed the weary desert. But God’s mercy is over it all. There is mercy in thy privations and oppressions. Dare to affirm it. Dare to look into the face of God and say, ‘How much Thou lovest me, that Thou shouldst take so much pains with me! My God, I trust the perfect love, the circle of whose extent I cannot compass, but the centre of which is in Thy loving heart.’ Dare to believe that no package is delivered at thy door by God’s Providence which has not been packed by His love.

Illustration
‘It is startling and terrible to think of the aspect which God’s mercy presents to those that hate Him. That which is a blessing and help to His people is destruction to His foes, to Pharaoh and Og and Sihon. To the froward He shows Himself froward. The cloud which is light to Israel is black as pitch to Egypt. The sun which softens wax hardens clay. Oh, kiss the Son, lest He be angry!

The history of Israel was difficult in its unfolding, but as the Psalmist reviewed it from the standpoint of the years, he saw the golden thread of mercy woven with every incident. Thus, when we review our life from our Pisgah of vision, we shall see mercy where now we find hardship and trial—many incidents, but one unbroken chain of loving-kindness and tender mercy.’
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Verse 4
NO HEART TO SING
‘How shall we sing the Lord’s song in a strange land?’

Psalms 137:4
I. The condition of the exiles in their new abode was attended with much less of hardship than the mention of captivity suggests.—It is an entire mistake to think of them as in a state of slavery, like their fathers in Egypt. They were transported beyond the Euphrates, not to be made slaves of, but that they might help to replenish the central parts of the Babylonish empire with an industrious population. They were subjected to no civil disabilities; and in fact, great numbers of them rose rapidly to wealth and political eminence. Hence they soon got rooted in the new soil—so deeply rooted that only a small remnant could ever after be persuaded to return to the place of their fathers’ sepulchres. In a worldly point of view, the exiles were better off in Babylon than they could hope to be, for many a day, at Jerusalem. These facts will afford assistance in appreciating the true design of the 137th Psalm, which is a voice out of the midst of the Captivity. The recent commentators seem with one consent to regard it as a reminiscence of the Captivity, on the part of the remnant who returned.

II. The air of pensive melancholy which imparts such a charm to this ode, may seem hardly consistent with what has been said regarding the advantageous condition of the exiles.—But it is to be remembered that their very prosperity was pregnant with danger to their highest interests, and might well, therefore, be suggestive of alarm to a man like the Psalmist—a man who set Jerusalem above his chief joy. The ordinances God had appointed for the Old Testament Church, and which were such a copious source of blessing whilst that dispensation lasted, were unalterably bound to the land of promise; they could only be celebrated in the city which the Lord had chosen to place His name there. While the Captivity lasted they ceased. Hence the tears of tender regret with which the Psalmist remembered Zion; hence his determination to regard the place of his present abode as ‘foreign ground’ to him, and to reserve for the Temple the Temple Songs. The design of the psalm is to guard the people against allowing their affections to settle in the place of their sojourn; with this view, the Psalmist labours to strengthen within their hearts the affectionate remembrance of Jerusalem, the hope and desire to return in God’s good time, and the assured expectation that the haters and oppressors of Zion shall be overthrown.

Illustrations
(1) ‘The exiles in Babylon could not sing because they were in heaviness. God’s hand was heavy upon them. He had a controversy with them for their sins. Songs cannot be drawn forth from the soul on which the load of God’s displeasure, real or imagined, is still lying, or which is still powerless to apprehend the grace and the life for sinners, which is in Christ Jesus. And again, there is a land yet more strange and foreign to the Lord’s song, even than the land of unforgiven guilt, and that is the land of unforsaken sin.’

(2) ‘Are you in a strange land? Have you been carried away into captivity by your sins? I do not wonder that of late the Lord’s song has died down within your soul, and that His praise is unaccustomed. You cannot forget the past. But ask God to restore it to you, and you to it, that again the old gladness may be yours.’
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Verse 2
GOD’S WONDERFUL WORD
‘Thou hast magnified Thy word above all Thy Name.’

Psalms 138:2
I. There are myriads who profess to believe in the Son of God, who never study His word.—It is in their possession; it is perhaps perused;—but it is not pondered; it is not prayed over. The pearl-like truths which lie on the very surface of it are never discovered. It is with the priceless stores which are deposited there as it was with the ample wealth concealed between the pages of a Bible presented to a thoughtless youth when he left his parent’s home, but which he never discovered, because he never opened the book.

II. But let us now consider some of the riches imparted to man through that word of God which He has magnified above all His name.

It has shed light into many a dark soul, led millions to the knowledge of God, and prepared them for a blessed eternity. It has turned them from the path of the destroyer into the path of peace, and never forsaken them till it saw them safe in glory.

The Bible has made many a dying man’s chamber an anteroom to heaven, and many a dying man’s soul a dwelling of the King of kings. It has projected its light into the very grave, and enabled multitudes to say, ‘Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil.’

The Bible has made many a widow’s heart leap for joy, when it told her in words which the Holy Ghost teaches, ‘Thy Maker is thy husband.’

The Bible has done more for man than all that we can ever learn from ocean, earth, or sky can accomplish. It has made God known as the God of saved sinners; the God who loved us, and sent His son to die for us, even when we lay polluted in our blood.

Illustration
‘The Bible has elevated woman to her Divinely appointed rank as the companion, not the slave, of man. The Bible has tamed fierce nations; it has subdued the cannibal and made him gentle. It has elevated the Samoyede, and made even him a man. True, not by itself, but by the Spirit of God have these things been achieved, through means of the Bible. But that Spirit waits to be gracious; and may He breathe on us, to quicken us from spiritual death, and teach us to walk with Christ in newness of life, that we may be fellow-workers with God in magnifying His word above all His Name!’
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Verse 1-2
THE INDWELLING GOD
‘O Lord, Thou hast searched me, and known me. Thou knowest my downsitting and mine uprising, Thou understandest my thought afar off.’

Psalms 139:1-2
‘Our fellowship is with the Father, and with His Son Jesus Christ.’

1 St. John 1:3
What do you mean by God? On a man’s answer to that question depends ultimately all his thinking about the world and all his living within it. We cannot escape from God in our daily life.

I. How are we to conceive of this indwelling God?—All nature is a revelation of God, and nature must be interpreted by what is highest in man. God in His nature cannot be less, He can only be infinitely more, than what is really revealed in man. That is, if there be in man the power of a rational ordering of things there must be in God also mind and purpose. If there be in man the power to will, so there must be sovereignty of will in God. But in man there are higher things than mere will and intelligence; there is the power of conscience. You may remember how a great philosopher said that the two things which most loudly spoke of God were the stars of heaven without and the voice of conscience within. God, therefore, cannot be less, He can only be infinitely more than all the highest goodness disclosed in the best of men. Yet one step more. When we think of man we think not only of his will, his mind, and his goodness, but of something higher still of which he is capable—the quality of love. God, therefore, cannot be less, He can only be infinitely more than all we can conceive of love in its utmost intensity and self-sacrifice. In Him, wisdom, will, goodness, love, reach to the highest imaginable point of intensity and reality, and this God is every moment within you—closer than your breathing, nearer than your very selves, ‘so close that He is not even so far off as to be near.’

II. What is the right relationship with this indwelling God?—We know love to be the highest revelation of God in man, and we know that what love yearns for is fellowship in the lower orders of life. He is satisfied with the creature which fulfils the law of its life; we can think of God rejoicing in the beauty of the flower or the song of the bird, but when we come to man we come to gifts which he shares with God; a man has a heart that can feel and a will that can choose. So what God is yearning for is that we may enter into fellowship with Himself.

III. Are you not conscious as you think of this necessary fellowship between you and the indwelling God of at least two obstacles to our attaining to it?—(1) The first is our ignorance. If we are really to know a man it is not sufficient to know the attributes of his character—that he is able, kind, brilliant, unselfish, and the like; we must know him closer, we must come into contact with the man as he is—the man himself; he must disclose himself if we are to become aware of the real man. So must it be with us if we are to become acquainted with God.

(2) The second obstacle—what is it? Your conscience gives the answer—it is sin! There is in me, in you, a self-chosen will of aversion from God, as well as a God-chosen will of conversion to Him, and unless that self-will were conquered and overcome there would be at the root of life always a breach in the harmony with God. We might expect surely that God would overcome this obstacle, for the very freedom which makes it possible to sin is the freedom which makes possible a willing fellowship with God. Once again an historical answer comes: this Man Christ Jesus came claiming to be a Saviour of His brethren from their sins; the Man Jesus has come to us not only as a revelation of God in human flesh, but also as a power by which our sin can be overcome. Our relationship with this God must be the primary fact of our life. It is to be a relationship of communion of heart and will made possible for us through the Manhood of Jesus. In Him the character of God is disclosed; by Him we are redeemed, restored to God. Therefore, to take Christ as God and Saviour is to be ‘put right with God’—that is, ‘to be saved.’

—Bishop C. G. Lang.
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Verse 5-6
GOD THE SOUL’S REFUGE
‘The proud have hid a snare for me, and cords: they have spread a net by the wayside; they have set Sins for me. I said unto the Lord, Thou art my God: hear the voice of my supplications, O Lord.’

Psalms 140:5-6
In these words of David we see what a believer, who will not betray the truth, has to expect from men, and whither he should flee when assailed by the enemies of the soul.

I. The proud hid a ‘snare’ for the king.—They wished to entangle him; for they waited for his halting, and would have exulted in his fall. Had his life been more like their own, or had they not felt his career to be a protest against theirs, he would have been left unmolested—‘the world would have loved its own.’ But as his manner of life rebuked theirs, they hid a snare for him, and cords. He was treated like a wild beast, and nets and gins were employed to secure him. No doubt the language is figurative, and we are not to read it as if it were literally true that a net was spread by the wayside for the king of Israel. But by the graphical language which he uses, David tells what pains the wicked took to ensnare or circumvent him—his path was surrounded by peril.

II. But what was his alternative?—Whither did he flee amid these proofs of hatred or persecution? He said to the Lord, ‘Thou art my God.’ That was enough. No evil could befall the persecuted monarch then. The wicked might plot against him,—he might be made the song of the drunkard, and held in derision by the godless; but he had a Rock, a Refuge, a high Tower. He had Omnipotence for a shield, and the Eternal for a friend. That friend would make David’s cause His own, and the persecuted man could, therefore, possess his soul in patience. He that believes need not make haste: God will help, and that right early, against ten thousand dangers.

III. But further. David poured out his heart in prayer unto God.—‘Hear the voice of my supplications, O Lord.’ When was a child of God known to restrain prayer in his straits? What can he do but flee to God to hide him in the day of trouble? Where could he seek or find a shelter in the day of trial, but under the shadow of Him that is the Almighty?

And is not David’s Lord our Lord? Is He not the same yesterday, to-day, and for ever? Are we not beckoned or besought to cast all our cares upon Him, for He careth for us? Let each soul apart, then, thus do in every hour of need. Do the wicked plot against us? Let their machinations press us nearer to the only wise God our Saviour. Does the tempter cast his fiery darts? Just the more should we seek the Almighty Refuge. Are there fears within and fightings without? These also should urge us to flee the more, and keep the closer, to Him Who can save us in all our tribulations, Who can keep us from falling, and stablish, and strengthen, and settle us amid all that is fitted to disturb or to waste the soul.

Illustrations
(1) ‘Internal evidence confirms the testimony of the superscription that this is one of David’s psalms. His was a stormy life, continually molested by evil and violent men, who imagined mischief in their heart and stirred up wars. Other men who have set themselves to destroy nests of vipers have had to make the same complaints, as Clarkson in England, and Garrison in the United States. The wicked and violent and proud join hands, and lay their plans together to ensnare and overthrow all who interfere with their nefarious profits.

At such times we turn to the Lord. He is the strength of our salvation, and covers our heads in the day of battle.’

(2) ‘I refer such a psalm as this to my conflict with the Evil One, whom Bunyan calls Apollyon. Of course, some who read these words are sensible of the malign plottings of a Doeg or Ahithophel; but for the most we wrestle not against flesh and blood, but against the wicked spirits in the heavenly places. Evil, violent, imagining mischiefs, continually gathering for war, a serpent’s tongue and adder’s poison, hiding a snare, spreading a net and gins—how true these expressions are of the constant opposition and malignity with which we are opposed! If only we realised that we were in an enemy’s country, and that every advantage that could be taken against us was being utilised, and every device to secure our fall was being laid in our path, we should be more on the alert, and prepared by prayer and faith to withstand in the evil days.’
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Verse 2
INCENSE AND OFFERING
‘Let my prayer be set forth before Thee as incense; and the lifting up of my hands as the evening sacrifice.’

Psalms 141:2
I. This psalm is for the morning.—As the incense rises, so prayer should rise. It is sweet to God. It is on earth what the intercession of Christ is before the throne. The ancient saints stood to pray, and lifted up their hands. There is nothing we need more as we go forth into the day than that God should put a sentry before our mouth to keep the door of our lips. What we speak very largely determines what we are. St. James says the tongue is the rudder of the whole body, and this is true. If you repress unkind words, you will cease to think unkind thoughts. What you utter tends to become a habit of the inner life. The ungodly say our lips are our own; the child of God desires that every word in the mouth should be beneath God’s control. It is a good thing to cultivate the habit of silence: people who are always talking are like cisterns with a leaking tap. Besides the keeping of the lips, we need to claim the preoccupation of the heart with love, and faith, and hope, that there may be no room for evil things.

II. But more than this, the lifting up of our hands is like the evening sacrifice.—Each evening, in the Temple, there was an offering of meal made to God by the uplifted hand of the priest. It was as though God fed on the gifts and worship of His people. In a distinctly higher sense that is true of us also. We bring to God, at the close of the day, the poor service that we have been permitted to perform, the little acts of kindness, the thoughtfulnesses, the meek bearing of wrong for His sake, and God accepts them in Christ. They feast Him. They are as food to the flaming love of His heart. Let us not think so much of what these things may procure for us, as of their preciousness to God, who accepts us ‘in the Beloved.’

Illustration
‘The Psalmist yearned for his prayer to be taken up into, incorporated as it were, established with the ordered ritual of his Church. From this point of view he is a Church poet, like Ken or Keble.’
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Verse 7
THE VICTORY OF FAITH
‘Thou shalt deal bountifully with me.’

Psalms 142:7
I. These words honoured God.—David was in the cave, praying and pouring out complaints. His ‘spirit was overwhelmed’; ‘refuge failed’ him; he was ‘brought very low’; the cry was wrung from him—‘Deliver me from my persecutors; for they are stronger than I.’ And even ‘whiles he was speaking in prayer,’ the Spirit descends; he is strengthened with might in the inner man; and from the dark cavern of Adullam rises the shout of victory, ‘Thou shalt deal bountifully with me.’ Oh, what honour this put upon God’s faithfulness! When a child is seated on its father’s knee, and says, ‘I am afraid of nothing,’ the parent delights in his happiness and love; but when the father leaves his child alone, and says, ‘Fear nothing, for I shall come for you,’ and the minutes pass by, and the time seems long, and the little one’s heart is full, and yet he says, ‘I will not fear, for father said he would come’; would not these words overheard send a keener thrill of pleasure through that parent’s breast?

II. What gave the Psalmist this blessed confidence?—He knew the bountiful heart of the God he served, that He had all power, riches, wisdom, and willingness. He knew his own pitiful condition, that it would appeal to the tender compassion of the Lord. He remembered, doubtless, former deliverances—the lion and the bear, the sword of Goliath, and the javelin of Saul, till his complaining was lost in praise: ‘Thou shalt deal bountifully with me.’ Did David miscalculate? Let his throne and kingdom reply.

Believer, will you not honour God by a like affiance? Have not you the same Father?

—Bishop E. H. Bickersteth.

Illustration
‘Amid the storm and strife, the rapine and wrong, which characterised the Middle Ages, holy souls found God to be what we have now described, and expressed themselves very tenderly in this sense. Hear, for instance, Master Eckart: “All that is in the Godhead is ours. It is above all names, above all nature. I ask that God, by His grace, should bring me into union with the essence of His nature. I would enter into that eternal unity which was mine before all time, into a state above all addition or diminution from the world, into the immobility whereby all is moved.”’
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Verses 7-11
REST AND SERVICE
‘Hear me, O Lord, and that soon.… For Thy righteousness’ sake bring my soul out of trouble.’

Psalms 143:7-11 (Prayer Book Version)

There you have the transition of a soul from the rest which it needed in long conflict and many failures, from the rest, to the energy of a new service. ‘Show me the way that I should walk in.’ ‘Quicken me, O Lord, according to Thy Word.’ We need rest and may claim it at various times (e.g. in Lent). If men will but taste deeply of the fountain of that rest they will, before they know it, be roused up in new strength to the new service, and so it would be quite well to think of the promises of rest, and the duty of leaning all our weight upon God.

I. The nature of the rest.—First, then, about the rest itself, which is not a rest of sloth, a rest from toil. It is a rest from the strain of poverty, or the strain of covetousness and ambition. Found in pleasure, in the satisfaction of our desires? No; found in the spirit of contentment. We rest from struggle or from ambition in contentment; we rest from adversity and strife and contention in patience, not by God’s taking away the causes of our unrest, not by His blunting the weapons of our accusers and oppressors, but by the spirit of patience in our hearts, the spirit of Jesus Christ, by which He submitted to the unjust judge, and for us bore our stripes and hung upon the tree. It is our rest from injustice, from tyranny, from adversity, from conflict. Our rest from anxiety, debate, discussion, and doubt is not in the clearing up of the atmosphere in which we view all things, but it is in taking into our hearts the great treasure of a trustful reliance on God, though we see Him not, though He seem to smite us. Rest from distraction is not found in being able to comprise and manage all the objects of our desire, so as to be able to husband our time and forces and gain them all, it is found in returning to the single eye, in submitting every desire to the yoke of Jesus Christ. We shall have no rest by forgetting moral distinctions or thinking our way right because it is ours. Rest from sin is in a deep penitence. We take the peace of God, Christ’s own peace which He enjoyed on the Cross and in the Garden, Christ’s own peace which is so deeply rooted in earthly sorrow that no man can take it away. That is the peace we come to.

II. Peace and warfare.—We find our joy in conflict; the kingdom we come into is no land of milk and honey, no Sabbath place of rest. It is called a kingdom because it is the sphere of activity and influence of a King on His march. We have a peace, but it is the peace of soldiers under the banner of a King in arms. Never be afraid of coming into Christ’s rest because you think you will avoid difficulty and strife. It seems to me it is the doubters, the clever debaters, it is those who escape from trouble and toil, those who are always waiting in the uneventful ante-chambers of doubt, where nothing happens, where the doors of the arena are always closed, and men are always wondering whether they shall put on the armour or not, talking of the strife and strain of doubt, talking of the wonderful adventure of free thought, and all the while abiding where the same controversies are turned over and over again, where the narrowed soul is self-satisfied with its own stale contribution to worn discussions. There is indeed a strife and a strain in that for some who are longing to enter in; but I assert, without much fear of contradiction from those who really know themselves in that room, that on the whole that life of doubt, debate, and question is a life which shirks the true issues of life. It is the man who believes and takes the plunge, who finds himself in the deep waters of difficulty and amidst the real problems of the life of faith, who is under the vast truth of God. No man liveth to himself but to the Lord, Who needs him for His service. He must live, he must be strong in the Lord, for the needs of others; he must rest for them, he must be revived for them, he must find strength for them, and, dying for them unto sin, he shall live again for them unto righteousness. He shall fight well because he hath rested well for them.

Just take that one word, rest, and find energy; rest, and in your peace find war; rest for others that you may fight for others. It is the corporate nature of your life which makes your rest necessary, which makes your weariness necessary, for it is to teach you to bring your single note into the great chord of life.

Rev. P. N. Waggett.
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Verse 1
‘IF GOD BE FOR ME, WHO CAN BE AGAINST ME?’
‘Blessed be the Lord my strength, which teacheth my hands to war, and my fingers to fight.’

Psalms 144:1
I am far from thinking that this sentence applies exclusively to what we designate spiritual conflicts. I should suppose whoever the writer of the Psalm was, gave thanks that he had been able to fight with the Philistines and the Ammonites. No one who had learned Jewish history by heart would attempt an artificial division between national wars and spiritual wars. The first supposed the last; the visible enemy was permitted to put forth his strength that the spiritual strength which was dormant might be called forth to withstand him. Man is made for battle. His inclination is to take his ease; it is God who will not let him sink into the slumber which he counts so pleasant, and which is so sure to end in a freezing death.

I. I have spoken of this thanksgiving as of universal application; there are some cases in which we shrink from using it, and yet in which we are taught by experience how much better we should be if we dared to use it in all its force and breadth. There are those who feel much more than others the power of that first enemy of which I have spoken. To withstand the lusts of the flesh is with them, through constitution, or education, or indulgence, such an effort as their nearest friends may know nothing of. What help then may be drawn from the words, ‘Blessed be the Lord God, who has taught my hands to war, and my fingers to fight’!

II. Violent desires or passions remind us of their presence.—The fashion of the world is hemming us in and holding us down without our knowing it. A web composed of invisible threads is enclosing us. It is not by some distinct influence that we are pressed, but by an atmosphere full of influences of the most mixed quality, hard to separate from each other. ‘Blessed be the Lord God of Israel, who stirs the hands to war, and the fingers to fight,’ for the Divine order which He has established, and not man. Blessed be that Lord God for not allowing His creature, His child, to lie buried under the weight of opinions, maxims, traditions, which is crushing him; for giving him visions of a city which has foundations, of which He is the Builder and Maker; for giving Him the assurance that he may, and that he must, beat down all obstacles that hinder him from possessing its glorious privileges.

III. Least of all is there any natural energy in us to contend against that enemy who is described in Scripture as going about seeking whom he may devour.—Is it not true that the time which boasts to have outlived the evil spirit is the one which is most directly exposed to his assaults? May it not be that our progress has brought us into a closer conflict with the spiritual wickedness in high places than our forefathers were ever engaged in? Blessed be the Lord God of Israel, who teacheth our hands to war, and our fingers to fight. Blessed be He for bringing us into immediate encounter with His own immediate enemies, that so we may know more than others did of His own immediate presence.

Rev. F. D. Maurice.
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Verse 15
FOR A HARVEST FESTIVAL
‘The eyes of all wait upon Thee, O Lord: and Thou givest them their meat in due season.’

Psalms 145:15 (Prayer Book Version)

We shall find a few minutes’ consideration of the words in the text most suitable to the occasion of our Harvest Festival, and most helpful to us if we desire to enter fully into the spirit of religious thankfulness and holy joy, which the event of harvest ought to arouse in our souls.

I. ‘The eyes of all wait upon Thee, O Lord; and Thou givest them their meat in due season.’—That was the result of the unknown Psalmist’s observation of the course of events. He looked round upon the wide corn-fields of Palestine, extending for miles all around, and waving golden in the sunshine with their precious increase. There, as long as industry dwelt in the land, and its fertile plains and terraced hills were inhabited by the free husbandman and vinedresser, the valleys stood thick with corn, and the hills, terrace after terrace, were clothed with vines, purple with such grapes as those of Eshcol, a single bunch of which, in the days of Moses, was a burden for two men. In those days, the palmy days of Israel, the garners were ‘full and plenteous with all manner of store—there was no decay, no leading into captivity, and no complaining in their streets.’

That was the Psalmist’s experience, and it prompted the pious thanksgiving in the text.

II. We look to-day over a wider horizon, and are led to a similar conclusion.—Our knowledge extends to many countries of which our Psalmist had never heard. All of these minister to the support of our people. Abundant and plentiful as our harvest has been, we know that we do not at home grow sufficient corn for our teeming population. The whole world combines to furnish the corn which we need.

And we must not look at this great gift of harvest from a selfish point of view, and as it concerns the supply of our own personal wants alone. We must not look at the harvest of the world as if it was sent for the purpose of feeding English people only. The poor Hindoo in his rice field rejoices in his joyful increase as much as we.

III. Thus, in various forms and by different instrumentalities, God feeds all His creatures.—They look to Him for their food; they cry to Him knowingly or unknowingly, blindly and ignorantly, or with sense and knowledge, when they need it; ‘the lions roaring after their prey, do seek their meat from God,’ says the Psalmist; and in some way or other they give, more or less, gratefully, thanks to the Great Father of all. ‘These wait all upon Thee; and thou mayest give them meat in due season. When Thou givest it them they gather it; and when Thou openest Thy hand they are filled with good.’ But if the lower animals thank God only unconsciously, that is not so with man. He stands at the head of the ranks of Creation, and it is his duty and his privilege to offer up to God the praises and thanksgivings of all—fully, freely, sincerely, intelligently, for all His good gifts; and especially for this good gift of harvest, upon which all the others depend, because upon it depends life and health and existence.

IV. It ought not to be passed over in silence that we have this year a harvest plentiful beyond the average of many years past.—It is not so fully recognised as it should be that England has been specially blessed for many years past in being exempted from even partial failure of the wheat crop. The harvest, as we have said, never fails everywhere. It may as surely be counted on generally as the sunrise or the night. But this general certainty is quite consistent with partial failures here and there. Two such, those in India and in China, must be within the memory of us all. Even from these we have been this year, by God’s mercy, exempt.

Are we thankful for them? thankful, that is to say, in the religious sense—not merely glad in a selfish way, that so much more wealth or the means of wealth, has come into our hand; but thankful religiously—referring these our good things to the kind Providence of God—and rendering back to Him something, whatever it may be, doing some kindness, or helping some good work, as a thank-offering to Him.

Illustration
‘We have seen the eyes of a dog fastened on the little child who is eating its cake. The whole nature of the dumb animal is expressed in that eager and alert gaze. Ears, muscles, eyes are all at one. So, says the Psalmist, the eyes of all living things wait upon God, but their eager expectancy does not disturb the tranquillity of His being, for He knows that He can fulfil the desire of every living thing as easily as any of us can open our hands.’
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Verse 2
THE PRAISE BOOK OF THE JEWISH CHURCH
‘I will sing praises unto my God while I have any being.’

Psalms 146:2
Consider the glory and the use of the Book of Psalms.

I. Think, first, of the rareness and preciousness of that unique gift to the Church.—The Hebrew’s characteristic was his religion, and not his literature. The Hebrew race left behind it a trophy corresponding to this characteristic. It was not a code of laws, embodying the great issues of justice, though Moses was of the seed of Abraham. It was not a volume of poetry, to whose immortal pages the centuries add imperishable beauty; at least, it was not a volume of poetry as such. It was something more unusual. If we measure the preciousness of products by their reality, then prayers are the most precious of all products. So rare and unique is the Book of Psalms.

II. Note some of the general uses of the Psalter.—(1) The Psalms bring out with unapproachable practical influence the idea of a living, personal God, the Creator, and Judge, and Friend of men; His moral character; the whole body of truths rightly or wrongly termed natural religion. (2) The Psalms bring out as nothing else can the ideal of spiritual religion. (a) They show us that religion’s exceeding great reward is in itself. (b) They tell us that man’s spiritual ideal is not in its essence formal or ceremonial. (c) They show, as a feature of the spiritual character unknown to all other religions, a deep, abiding sense of sinfulness; a holiness arising not from effort, but from conscience feeling a burden and faith laying it upon a Saviour.

III. The Psalms are a proof of the existence of the Divine world, just as music is the proof of the existence of a world of harmony.—We possess aspirations beyond our present needs. They will never read man truly who forget that he bears within a spiritual prophecy, as truly as he bears without a natural history. Of this prophecy the Psalms are the accumulated utterances. They tell us that even if the tree of humanity, embedded in the soil of myriad ages, has roots that go down lower than the ‘cabin of the savage,’ to ‘the lair of the brute,’ yet aloft it has tendrils that stretch themselves upwards towards the light of immortality. ‘I am continually with Thee; Thou hast holden me by Thy right hand.’ ‘This God is our God for ever and ever; He shall be our Guide unto death.’

—Archbishop Alexander.

Illustrations
(1) ‘Christian, fix your eye upon Christ and you will soon praise Him. Dwell upon that Lamb of God till you forget yourself and become lost in the marvellous love to you, a guilty sinner. Read the meaning of those drops of blood, of that anguished look and that bitter cry. It was all for thee. It was because He was suffering for thy sin, and that thou mightest go up to the throne of God a blood-bought, pardoned sinner! Dwell on this love till self is forgotten and praises fill thy soul.’

(2) ‘A Psalm like the 146th hardly needs the Gloria at the close to bring it fully into unison with our Christian worship. It contains a threefold three in one. It has a heart of adoration which beats in threes. Of the strange threefold vibration in the blessings and descriptions of the Old Testament the Psalter abundantly partakes.’
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Verses 2-5
GOD’S BUILDING
‘The Lord doth build up Jerusalem: He gathereth together the outcasts of Israel. He healeth the broken in heart, and bindeth up their wounds. He telleth the number of the stars; He calleth them all by their names. Great is our Lord, and of great power: His understanding is infinite.’

Psalms 147:2-5
If you were asked to select a passage to read to somebody about your God, could you select a much more beautiful passage than this 147th Psalm? It is so simple, so sublime. The sentences are so short, they might all almost be put into words of one syllable. Just as the sun itself is reflected in the dewdrop, so the glory of our God is reflected in these simple words.

I want to speak to you for a few minutes about the lovableness of our God.

I. First of all, God’s work is constructive.—God does not destroy and cast down: He builds up—constructs. Our God builds us up, that is Creation. He took us out of the dust of the earth and built us up into perfection. That is the whole history. What building! He took the very lowest, you see—Dust. Where did the dust come from? Poor dust body. He breathed into it the ‘breath of life’—Equipment under the action of God. That is our Creation—Construction: and our whole life, Edification: and the end, Perfection. ‘The Lord doth build up.’ ‘Who shall build the tabernacle?’ ‘Let us make three tabernacles.’ The heavens cannot contain Him, Who dwelleth with those who are of a humble and contrite heart. ‘The Lord doth build up.’

II. What it is He builds up—Jerusalem.—This is no localisation. If you want an idea of localisation, go to Jerusalem and see for yourself, but the Jerusalem for us is the Jerusalem which cometh down out of heaven: it is a city where we may dwell all together, and the light of the city is God Himself. A Holy City He builds, an Eternal City, a City of Peace.

III. ‘He gathereth together the outcasts of Israel.’—It is not God’s will that any should be an outcast—He gathereth them together. If anybody is an outcast, it is not that God has cast him out, but that he has cast God out of his soul. If any one of you should say: ‘I have felt as if I were an outcast,’ ‘I should’ say, ‘If you say that for the sake of saying it, or to be peculiar, you utter blasphemy; but if you say it because you feel broken-hearted and it is a kind of sob which comes out of the heart, then remember the sweet music of the psalm, let this sweet song ever have a place in your soul, for it is the music of the Gospel (“He gathereth together the outcasts of Israel”).’

IV. ‘He healeth those that are broken in heart.’—So many people in this cruel world are what we call ‘broken-down’ people—broken in health, broken in wealth, lost their money, lost all thought, lost all sympathy, lost all love—(and what is life without love? A day without sunshine.)—lost all peace, lost heart, broken-hearted. Our God healeth those that are broken in heart. It is not a partial or tentative healing; it goes to the very core, it goes down to the very root: He healeth the heart. He is the only real heart doctor. If the heart is all right all else will be right. ‘He healeth those that are broken in heart.’ Our God alone can do it. He Who made the heart can heal it. ‘I will give them a new heart,’ saith the Lord. Some of us in our best moments pray, ‘God, make me a clean heart: make me a true heart now, make me a real heart, make me a humble heart, make me a believing heart; I want to have a heart.’ And if the heart is right—well, you might make many mistakes, but it doesn’t matter; if the heart is right with God never mind the mistakes. Nobody says that you are infallible, and you are all the more lovable because of your mistakes, if only the heart is right.

V. ‘And bindeth up their wounds.’—Note the tender expression. Some people think that the Old Testament is hard and crude, and the New Testament loving and sweet. You cannot find any verse in the Bible more lovely and tender than this verse about our God. He ‘bindeth up their wounds.’ The hands that made you will bind up your wounds; the fingers that created you will heal you. What more can you want? It is like the text which says: ‘He maketh all my bed in my sickness.’

VI. What about the universe?—Does He leave the universe to take care of itself? to go on as it likes? Oh, no. ‘He ordereth all things in heaven and earth.’ If once He let the universe go, where would it go?—a general crash. ‘He telleth the number of the stars.’ No man has ever yet been able to tell the number of the stars, and there never will be a man who can tell their number, for they are infinite. But God, Who is infinite, can tell the number of them. And why? He will not miss one of them. The Lord Who will not let a lamb be lost out of the flock will not let a single star be lost out of the firmament. He Who will bring back the wanderer and get the outcast of Israel home, telleth the number of the stars. He telleth every one. And what is more singular than that: there is a sort of familiarity between God and the stars. Look up into the heavens and think, ‘He calleth them all by their names.’ We call the stars by heathen names. I do not think the names by which we call the stars are the same as the names by which God calls them—just as if He spoke to the stars and the stars answered Him back again, a sort of sympathetic give and take between the Creator and the created. Who knows? ‘His wisdom is infinite.’ What if the light created speaks to the Light Uncreated, which is God? How do you know? There are many more things in heaven and earth than you or I understand, and science is every day showing to us how very little we know of the things that are. ‘He telleth the number of the stars, and calleth them all by their names.’ How great is His power! and His understanding is infinite!’

VII. The Gospel application.—Well, now, let us just bring this subject under the glorious light of the Gospel. ‘The Lord buildeth up Jerusalem.’ We who know the Gospel know how He did it. He built it up with His blood. The Church of God is built up with the precious blood of the Covenant. He gathereth together the outcasts of Israel.’ You know what that means now. You know how they cast Him out of the city, and that He was the great Outcast of Israel, and the poor outcasts of Israel are brought home by the great Outcast of Israel. ‘He healeth those that are broken in heart.’ How could He heal the broken-hearted so well? Because His own heart was broken and wounded. It is wounded men that need a wounded Saviour. A broken-hearted man needs a broken-hearted Saviour. ‘He telleth the number of the stars.’ What are the stars but His Saints? The Saints shine as the stars for ever and ever, and God knows them. ‘Right dear in the sight of the Lord is the death of His Saints,’ and they shine as the stars. Who, then, shall say that the Gospel is not in the Old Testament? ‘Praise the Lord, O Sion: praise Him, O Jerusalem.’ ‘O rest in the Lord and be glad in Him.’

The Rev. A. H. Stanton.
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Verse 14
NEAR UNTO GOD
‘A people near unto Him. Praise ye the Lord.’

Psalms 148:14
There was a time when we could not take these words to ourselves. We were not a people near unto God. Our sins had separated us from God, and we had no idea that we had gone so far from God until we tried to come back again to God. The prodigal had no idea he had gone into such a far country until he tried to come back to his father. But whilst he was yet a great way off the father saw him, ran, fell upon his neck and kissed him. And now we who once were afar off are ‘made nigh by the blood of Christ.’ And I trust we can take up the words of the Psalmist, and say we are ‘a people near unto Him. Praise ye the Lord.’

I want to suggest two simple questions for our consideration. First, how are we brought near to God? And, secondly, how near, practically, have we been brought?

I. How are we brought near?—How were we brought near to God? We are brought nigh by the blood of Christ. Now this is true both objectively and subjectively. It is true objectively. The only power which will save us is the Cross of our Lord Jesus Christ. There is only one old Gospel, that Jesus Christ died for our sins, according to the Scripture. He died, ‘the just for the unjust, that He might bring us to God.’ It was God Himself upon yonder Cross of Calvary, in the person of the Incarnate Son, bearing our sins in His own Body upon the tree. This is the only truth which will not only satisfy my heart and conscience, but my intellect also. And as that is true objectively, so is it true subjectively, for I thus judge that if He died for me, then I must be dead to all the world beside, that I should live only henceforth unto Him.

II. How near have we been brought?—But, then, let us spend a few moments upon the second question. If it is by the blood of Christ that we are brought near to God, how near, practically have you and I been brought to God? Do you know what it is to be brought near to God, so near that we lose sight of everything else, and God alone is the great reality in your life, and God speaks to you, and as God speaks to you you tremble? This nearness of impression is very solemn, it is not something to be treated lightly; and yet the nearness of impression is not enough. You stood up at your Confirmation, and in answer to the Bishop’s question you said ‘I do,’ and you meant it. You were not a hypocrite. That day was one of the most solemn in your life. As you look back upon it now, alas! it is like one of those broken columns in our cemeteries—it snapped asunder. And yet it is not enough. We must get nearer to God than that; nearer than the nearness of impression. The nearness of communion is very precious, when you are brought so near God that you are able to look right through the clouds and see His presence, and His hand over you, and you eat and drink in the presence of God. Do you remember the first time you knelt there at the rail? It was a very solemn moment. I almost wish that all our communions were as solemn as that first communion. As you knelt there it almost seemed as if God’s hand was hovering in blessing over your head. The nearness of communion is very precious, but you must get nearer than that. Can you wait for God when everything is dark, when you do not even get an answer to your prayers; when you have to stand absolutely alone, with no human friend beside you; when the heavens seem to be as brass above you; can you wait near God? A man who can wait near God like that must be a brave man. And yet God calls you to come nearer still. He called Moses to the very top of the hill, and there He spake to Moses as a man speaketh to his friend. I would ask you to note this, that as He spake with Moses, the fashion of Moses’ countenance was changed, and he came down from the mountain having caught something of the reflection of the glory of God. Thus may it be with us.

—Canon E. A. Stuart.

149 Psalm 149 

Verse 1
A HYMN OF SALVATION
‘Praise ye the Lord.’

Psalms 149:1
This psalm begins with the two well-known formulas—‘Hallelujah’ and ‘Sing unto the Lord a new song.’ It designates itself as intended to be sung in the ‘congregation of saints.’ That is to say, it belongs to the inner circle; it is a record of experience; it is a song of salvation. And very eloquently does it tell what salvation is.

I. Salvation is creation (Psalms 149:2).—‘Let Israel rejoice in Him that made him; let the children of Zion be joyful in their King’—thus the inspired singer begins. He calls Jehovah ‘Him that made Israel.’ This ‘making’ does not refer to the original creation, which Israel shared with all other creatures of God: it refers to the special Divine choice by which Israel was separated from the rest of the nations and made Jehovah’s peculiar people. As thus the chosen race had a Divine origin, so it had a peculiar providential history—God became its ‘King’ in a special sense.

All this has its counterpart in the experience of God’s people in every age. They are in a special sense God’s creation—‘If any man be in Christ, he is a new creature.’ Not only have we to thank God like the rest of the world for the gift of natural life, but we have to thank Him for the higher gift of spiritual life. And as He has begun this peculiar life by an original creative act, so He continues it by a special providence. ‘All things work together for good to them that love God.’

II. Salvation is beauty (Psalms 149:4).—The words exquisitely rendered in Psalms 149:4, ‘He will beautify the meek with salvation,’ may, perhaps, more literally be, ‘He will beautify the oppressed with victory.’ They describe a change in the fortunes of the chosen people due to God’s loving-kindness. They had been oppressed in the Exile, and in their condition there was no form nor comeliness. But the Restoration reversed all that—it gave ‘beauty for ashes.’ Israel became eminent and dignified among the nations; such was the result of the forth-putting of God’s arm on their behalf.

We apply these words to ourselves. ‘The meek’—such are they whom God saves. It is when we have been humbled under a sense of sin and unworthiness that salvation comes nigh. Yet salvation is not mere deliverance from sin and its consequences. No, it is beauty—beauty of character. This is what God always aims at; and this is the kind of religion by which He is honoured. Still, observe, it is ‘salvation’; the beauty of holiness is not a mere development of natural character.

III. Salvation is a hidden joy (Psalms 149:5).—This is expressed by saying that the saints are to ‘sing aloud upon their beds.’ The Scripture attaches much importance to the way in which the minds of men are occupied in the watches of the night. The psalms abound with references to what people are doing as they lie awake. It is a part of the day when man is sequestered from his fellows; the influence of society is removed, and he rebounds to his native shape. Find out what any man is thinking of as he lies awake, and you find out what he really is, whether saint or sinner. Then the sinner rolls his favourite sin like a sweet morsel under his tongue, and then the saint thinks of his God. Never is a saint more different from a sinner than on his bed. This is seen especially when the bed of rest becomes a bed of sickness. What in these circumstances can the sinner do? He can only complain and curse his stars; but the saint is made a better man by his affliction, as gold is purified in the fire.

IV. Salvation is an open testimony (Psalms 149:6-9).—From the quiet and silent joy of the saint upon his bed, the psalm suddenly turns to describe the active work of the saints in promoting the Kingdom of God. The blood-thirsty ending of such a psalm has caused astonishment, and instances are quoted of religious fanatics who have made use of these words to incite to wars of persecution; but there is really no difficulty. There have been times in the history of the world when fighting with literal swords has been the best way of promoting the kingdom of righteousness; and there will be such times again.

Illustration
‘We read these verses, no doubt, incorporating them with Christian thought by what Delitzsch calls “a spiritual transmutation.” Only this was intended for faith, and not invented by modern refinement. Probably 1 Corinthians 6:2-3, is the “spiritual transmutation” of Psalms 149:9.’

150 Psalm 150 

Verses 1-3
HALLELUJAH!
‘O praise God in His holiness: praise Him in the firmament of His power,’ etc.

Psalms 150:1-3; Psalms 150:6 (Prayer Book Version)

I. Consider the nature of praise.—(1) From such passages as Isaiah 6:1-3, Revelation 4:8; Revelation 14:1-3, we collect with certainty thus much: that praise is the main element of the homage of saints and angels in the eternal world. And indeed it is difficult to imagine what besides it could be. The worship which created beings render to the Almighty is divisible into two acts—prayer and praise. But from the nature of the case the spirits of the blessed can hardly be considered as having occasion for the former. With the necessities of the saints, their prayers, as far as regards themselves, must have an end; but, on the contrary, the passing away of these necessities will itself minister occasion for the commencement of an unbroken service of praise. From the simple fact that prayer is the religious exercise of those still in the flesh, and praise the employment of the redeemed from among men, we seem at once to deduce the greater nobility of praise itself. (2) The perfection of praise is not found in thanksgiving. We are to thank God not for what He has done for us, but for what He is. Praise is the travelling forth of the mind into the depths of the Divine nature; it is the folding of the mantle around us, so as to shut out the visible creation, and to be alive only to the sense of the uncreated Majesty.

II. Consider the application of music to the purposes of praise.—(1) Whatever has a tendency to withdraw the mind from care must promote in a measure the disposition required for praise. (2) All along God has recognised the principle of making religion a visible, tangible thing. Adam possessed in paradise a perfect nature, and what was his religion? Essentially a sacramental one. He was to refrain from the fruit of one tree and systematically eat of another to secure his immortality. If ever outward rites could be dispensed with, surely they might have been in paradise, with the creature so elevated and God so near; and yet even there an outward sign was made to accompany inward grace. Just in the same way with music as a help to praise. We grant that the mind which without extrinsic aid can rise to the level of this great employment is more angelic than that which must be stimulated by luxury of sound; but are we therefore to neglect a means which God has furnished of elevating the weak, and warming the cold, and carrying away, in spite of itself, the earthly heart?

—Bishop Woodford.

Illustration
‘The 84th Psalm is the Christian’s preparation before worship; the 150th is his thanksgiving after.… Having risen, as it were, by five steps, the Psalter hovers over its summit. The chorus of mankind in contact with the angelic choir becomes one cymbal of Divine praise, and a final song of victory peals out to God. The Psalter dies away, after all its depths, not as the first three books in “Amen,” not as the fourth in “Amen Hallelujah,” but in “Hallelujah.” Is this a development of the inarticulate cries of brutal wooers yelling from the branches?’

(SECOND OUTLINE)

The theme of the whole psalm is the praise of God—

I. Where? (Revelation 14:1).

II. Why? (Revelation 14:2).

III. How? (Revelation 14:3-5).

IV. Who? (Revelation 14:6).

Can there be any juster employment for our powers than the praise of Jehovah?

Illustration
‘Thirteen notes of praise in this short psalm! Count your blessings, and then you will praise too!’

Verse 6
HALLELUJAH!
‘O praise God in His holiness: praise Him in the firmament of His power,’ etc.

Psalms 150:1-3; Psalms 150:6 (Prayer Book Version)

I. Consider the nature of praise.—(1) From such passages as Isaiah 6:1-3, Revelation 4:8; Revelation 14:1-3, we collect with certainty thus much: that praise is the main element of the homage of saints and angels in the eternal world. And indeed it is difficult to imagine what besides it could be. The worship which created beings render to the Almighty is divisible into two acts—prayer and praise. But from the nature of the case the spirits of the blessed can hardly be considered as having occasion for the former. With the necessities of the saints, their prayers, as far as regards themselves, must have an end; but, on the contrary, the passing away of these necessities will itself minister occasion for the commencement of an unbroken service of praise. From the simple fact that prayer is the religious exercise of those still in the flesh, and praise the employment of the redeemed from among men, we seem at once to deduce the greater nobility of praise itself. (2) The perfection of praise is not found in thanksgiving. We are to thank God not for what He has done for us, but for what He is. Praise is the travelling forth of the mind into the depths of the Divine nature; it is the folding of the mantle around us, so as to shut out the visible creation, and to be alive only to the sense of the uncreated Majesty.

II. Consider the application of music to the purposes of praise.—(1) Whatever has a tendency to withdraw the mind from care must promote in a measure the disposition required for praise. (2) All along God has recognised the principle of making religion a visible, tangible thing. Adam possessed in paradise a perfect nature, and what was his religion? Essentially a sacramental one. He was to refrain from the fruit of one tree and systematically eat of another to secure his immortality. If ever outward rites could be dispensed with, surely they might have been in paradise, with the creature so elevated and God so near; and yet even there an outward sign was made to accompany inward grace. Just in the same way with music as a help to praise. We grant that the mind which without extrinsic aid can rise to the level of this great employment is more angelic than that which must be stimulated by luxury of sound; but are we therefore to neglect a means which God has furnished of elevating the weak, and warming the cold, and carrying away, in spite of itself, the earthly heart?

—Bishop Woodford.

Illustration
‘The 84th Psalm is the Christian’s preparation before worship; the 150th is his thanksgiving after.… Having risen, as it were, by five steps, the Psalter hovers over its summit. The chorus of mankind in contact with the angelic choir becomes one cymbal of Divine praise, and a final song of victory peals out to God. The Psalter dies away, after all its depths, not as the first three books in “Amen,” not as the fourth in “Amen Hallelujah,” but in “Hallelujah.” Is this a development of the inarticulate cries of brutal wooers yelling from the branches?’

(SECOND OUTLINE)

The theme of the whole psalm is the praise of God—

I. Where? (Revelation 14:1).

II. Why? (Revelation 14:2).

III. How? (Revelation 14:3-5).

IV. Who? (Revelation 14:6).

Can there be any juster employment for our powers than the praise of Jehovah?

Illustration
‘Thirteen notes of praise in this short psalm! Count your blessings, and then you will praise too!’

