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FOREWORD

Sotirios Christou’s book on The Psalms is a mine for     information and a mountain top for experience. A mine for digging deep into the meaning of the psalmists, and a mountain top for transfiguration, pressing into God. I benefitted from Sotirios’ reverential approach to this beautiful part of Holy Scripture. It is a privilege to commend this work. My own engagement with these pages has meant that I enjoy and appreciate The Psalms more greatly than ever, through the careful exegesis and insights of spirituality that help us to worship better.

The Psalter is given supremely that we might learn to worship, to love God and know Him. This book is not merely an introduction to the text. It is, but more. The reader finds himself personally engaged in the experience of Sotirios’ title, namely ‘Psalms–Intimacy, Doxology, and Theology.’ Intimacy as the Holy Spirit leads him deeper into God himself – doxology as he worships out of himself and even out of despair into heaven – and theology, deepening and so enhancing his view of our Saviour and God, Jesus Christ.

The first chapter amongst other things reminds us that The Psalms are presented to us in five volumes. But Sotirios continues in the further chapters to divide The Psalms into    five types. First, “Complaint and Lament” psalms, we do enough complaining to keep these relevant. Then come psalms           of “Intimacy” – a particularly important anthology for 21st century humans whose relationships are usually shallow,     even with God. Thirdly, “Penitential” psalms, always needed. Fourthly, we have the ‘‘Messianic’’ psalms. In them the references to the coming Messiah and to the life, death and resurrection of Jesus is quite extraordinary. These psalms are often moving and inspire us to worship. And finally “Ecstatic Praise & Worship” psalms. These five chapters comprising    50 psalms, help us to find our way around 150 songs that sometimes seem confusing, with many differences and seemingly contradictory emotions and reflections, expressing the whole gamut of human experiences.
I particularly welcomed the discussion between The Psalms and contemporary worship songs in chapter three. It is timely and necessary if our modern hymnology is to benefit us,        and lead us from trivialisation into a deeper relationship with    God. The helpful distinction introduced by Sotirios is that of ‘‘romantic intimacy’’ and ‘‘biblical intimacy.’’ This corrective brings our overly sexualised 21st century language to the bar    of biblical revelation. Many of us are glad that the arts – poetry, drama, song, painting etc – have been re-introduced in more recent decades and transformed some worship which was stark and colourless. The pendulum of culture has swung to    the right hand side of the brain, producing for the time being a more feminine arts orientated society. This affects public life, including worship. Our feminine side in both females and males must be engaged in worship. But, if we test our modern worship by The Psalms, which while they touch the intuitive and feelings, we see they also engage the rational and deeply theological.

The Saints suffering is a subject frequent in The Psalms.  Sotirios brings Psalm 44 v 22 before us in Chapter 4 on the pain of innocent suffering: listening to God in the midst of worship as Psalm 95 encourages: the awesomeness of beauty is better understood as glory, as in Psalm 27 v 4. I found Sotirios’ reminder of respectfulness in addressing God by name, not “you!” very helpful.

There are so many values in this work it is hard to stop enumerating them. However, finally let me thank Sotirios for two more challenges in his work.  One is the place of having enemies and how prayer is essential in dealing with this universal experience. Even if in the New Testament “we do not war against flesh and blood” we still have spirit powers to defy and humans to love, both of which God may finally condemn.  The Psalms reveal their destiny. Finally, what is the effect        of psalm worship on politics? You must read right to the       end where this is touched on. Very illuminating. Thank you Sotirios.

Roger T. Forster – Ichthus Fellowship  2011

PREFACE
As you study The Psalms while there are some categories one can readily divide them into, they are a complex genre which demand careful study to discern their significance for faith in the 21st century and the worshipping life of the Church. The Psalms in their diversity can be included in our corporate worship. They can be part of our Scripture readings. Or they can be recited. Or they can be sung. Or our songwriters can compose songs from them and our ministers can preach from them. Through The Psalms, we can learn more about faith, more about prayer and more about songwriting: more about   worship, more about rejoicing and more about the Lord too.

The Psalms present us with the challenge of integrating our   faith in our relationship with God that involves theology – truth about God and doxology the praise of God – into our corporate worship. The Psalms deal with real experiences in the life of faith of God’s people. While some aspects in them may seem strange to us, as Walter Brueggemann points out – ‘biblical faith, as it faces life fully, is uncompromisingly and embarrass-edly dialogic.’1 We learn from The Psalms that this dialogue of faith is a normal part of life in the Spirit in our relationship with God and Christ. Through The Psalms, the Lord has also provided us with a biblical framework and model, for sharing our feelings and thoughts with him in his relationship with us. 

The Psalms can teach us to delight in the Lord and in his ways and Word, to delight in his presence and in worshipping him. The Psalms point us to an intimacy and close walk with the Lord we can have. The Psalms also enable us to integrate      our doctrine and theology with our faith and emotions. ‘The Psalms inform our intellect, arouse our emotions, direct our wills and stimulate our imaginations…The Psalms give us theology written in intimate relationship with God and in close touch with life.’2 ‘Responding to God in The Psalms is not mere emotionalism. It is emotion that ultimately responds to the truth about God in his relationship to his people. We see real-life emotion at the footstool of deep theological truth. True worship is  not  fuelled by  emotion: it  is  emotion  fuelled  by  exciting 
truth. It is as we fully understand the truth about the nature of God and his relationship to us, that our emotions will be channelled into the praise and worship of God.’3 

My biblical studies have made me aware of how superficial   my acquaintance with The Psalms has really been. Apart from when I have preached on them, I have related to them mainly on a devotional level. Yet as I have studied The Psalms, I have been delighted by what I have learned. It has been joyful and uplifting to immerse myself in The Psalms and also the Lord’s presence, as invariably they are about the Lord and faith in him: and I trust and pray that the reader will also feel the same. But there are some Complaint-Lament Psalms that are clearly intense and distressing, which raise difficult questions about faith in God and about God. 
My biblical studies have also highlighted the significance of the Penitential Psalms, as they show us how to deal with sin in relation to God. This is especially important as confession in contemporary worship tends to be approached in a lightweight manner that lacks any depth. It is of interest to note what S. Mowinckel says about the Penitential Psalms. ‘It is part of old Israelite mentality and of the way of feeling and thinking in The Psalms that the poet will try to give as strong expression as possible in the confession of sins…there can be no doubt at all that in The Psalms we do find evidences of a really deep and spiritualised consciousness of sin.’4    
The Psalms not only had an existential relevance for God’s people in the Old Testament, but a social, political and spiritual relevance too – and I would suggest they still do today. The Psalms can challenge a nation to turn to the Lord as the living God to follow him and walk in his ways of obedience, holiness, justice, and righteousness. Through The Psalms, the Church can pray in a meaningful way for the nation during their corporate worship: as well as seeing how their faith can impact the social, political and spiritual issues of our day. Many of The Psalms give us an ambitious and prophetic model of   praise where the nation/s or the whole earth worship the Lord. This invites God’s people to intercede on a national and an international level for this to happen. 
Sotirios Christou  Cambridge  2011

CHAPTER TWO

COMPLAINT & LAMENT PSALMS

INTRODUCTION

John Goldingay eloquently captures the significant contrib-ution of the twin concepts of praise and truth in The Psalms. For him theologically The Psalms are the densest material in the entire OT. Because in them there is a greater concentration about God which reflects that theology is crucial to both pastoral care and worship. He believes that doxology and theology are closely related and that theology also finds a natural expression in doxology. Truths about God in The Psalms are relevant to pastoral care, as through them the Lord can strengthen our faith and help us to make sense of our lives, especially when we encounter difficulties. As for example in Psalm 22: 

A further significance of Psalm 22 is the magnificent way it insists on facing two sets of facts.   It insists on   
being utterly real about the facts of abandonment.    But 
it also insists on not losing sight of the facts about God 
that it also knows are true...When disaster strikes the  
temptation is to deny one of the sets of facts.     One may 
do this by refusing to face the reality of the 
abandonment and loss, or by abandoning the truths about  God  that  one knew before.  Psalm 22 insists on   

 
looking resolutely in the face of both sets of facts.1 
J. Mays thinks that the individual psalms of lament are not the easiest ones for Christians to own. He suggests it is difficult     to relate to them as their content is about acute difficulty, suffering, a preoccupation with enemies or life threatening situations. The other difficulty is that The Psalms allude to these grave issues without naming them. Therefore, it is not easy for us to connect our more ordinary concerns and culture with this ancient literature that is often highly emotive. On the other hand, The Psalms give us a model of how to share the emotional and psychological aspects of our lives with the Lord. In this way, they can help us to have an intimacy with the Lord. One that is based on God’s unchanging character, such as       his steadfast love and mercy, his faithfulness, his deliverance      and his loving kindness. Often a phrase from The Psalms can strengthen our faith or have a pastoral impact that helps us       to trust the Lord. Mark Ashton, the late Vicar of the Round Church that meets at St. Andrew the Great in Cambridge had this to say about The Psalms: 

If it is no longer appropriate to chant psalms, we must  
find other ways to incorporate them into our services. 
Psalms are the main biblical medium for the expression      of human emotions. (Expressions of sorrow and joy, confidence and despair, anger and elation abound in the Psalter).2  

H. Gunkel points out that the individual complaint songs, the Lament Psalms, form the basic material of The Psalter and these songs belong originally to certain worship activities. ‘It is particularly clear the complaint psalm belongs to the worship service in which it is sung, in those places where the sacrifice is named. For example, Psalm 5 presupposes that the psalmist stands beside his sacrifice. On the other hand, the complaint songs express a desire for YAHWH and Zion. The singer painfully misses the beautiful surroundings of the holy Temple and buries himself in the majestic reminiscences of earlier pilgrimage journeys. These psalms indicate that they are not spoken in the sanctuary, and so it would be impossible that they accompanied an act of worship. It is characteristic of       all complaint songs that the psalmist has composed them in apparently life-threatening situations, such as ‘distress’ – ‘danger’ and ‘fear’ which they so often mention. These prayers do not treat everyday occurrences. Rather they treat the terrible decision between life and death.’3      

S. Mowinckel also points out that another aspect of the Lament Psalms is the focus on acute illness. On occasions this is attributed to the psalmist’s enemies afflicting him. At other times, this is seen as a direct result of sin and is manifest          in an emotional, physical or psychological malaise that the convicting hand of the Lord has allowed. The intensity of feeling ill is seen for example in Psalm 38 and even for non-believers the effect of sin may be similar. He also mentions,  that to  the Hebrew ‘illness’ and  similar words  do not cover a medical notion as they do to us. A man may call himself ‘ill’ even when he has been overtaken by misfortune and is low in spirits, disheartened and powerless. He also infers that ‘illness’ is not infrequently a metaphor for a mental consequence          of some kind of distress, such as direct defeat or political dishonour.4  Psalm 38: 1-8 is a good example of this. 


O Lord rebuke me not in your anger nor chasten me    in your wrath. For your arrows have sunk into me     and your hand has come down on me. There is no soundness in my flesh because of your indignation: there is no health in my bones because of my sin. For my iniquities have gone over my head, they weigh    like a burden too heavy for me. My wounds grow foul and fester because of my foolishness. I am utterly bowed down and prostrate, all the day long I go about mourning. For my loins are filled with burning and there is no soundness in my flesh. I am utterly spent and crushed, I groan because of the tumult of my heart.  

The Psalms are also Israel’s religious poetry in the context of her covenant relationship with God. Often they contain a dialogue with the Lord from the perspective of the individual, although on other occasions it is also from the perspective of the community. W. Brueggemann echoes this, ‘The Psalms are helpful because they are a genuinely dialogical literature that expresses both sides of the conversation of faith. On the one hand, as von Rad has seen, Israel’s faithful speech addressed   to God is the substance of The Psalms.’5 One aspect of this dialogue is of particular relevance to the worship of God’s people today. This is found in the psalms that are identified    as individual or communal laments. These prayers are a cry for help, for justice, or for deliverance. Brueggemann thinks this dialogue has enormous theological significance in the faith   and liturgy of Israel and the Church. He suggests that this dialogue of faith permits those making petitions to be taken seriously, so that God who is addressed is engaged in the crisis in a way that puts him at risk. He believes the unmitigated supremacy of God is questioned, therefore the lament concerns a redistribution of power, otherwise docility and submissive- ness are engendered.6 He astutely says:


Where lament is absent, covenant comes into being only as a celebration of joy and well-being. Or, in political categories, the greater party is surrounded    by subjects who are always ‘yes-men and women’ from whom ‘never is heard a discouraging word.’ Since such a celebrative, consenting silence does not square with reality, covenant minus lament is finally    a practice of denial, cover-up and pretense which sanctions social control…where the capacity to initiate lament is absent one is left only with praise and doxology. God is then omnipotent always to be  praised. The believer is nothing and can praise or accept guilt uncritically where life with God does      not function properly.7  

In this dialogue of faith in the covenant relationship with the Lord, Brueggemann implies an audacious dimension emerges. Namely, that God who evokes and responds to lament is neither omnipotent in any conventional sense, nor surrounded by docile believers. Instead, he is like a mother who dreams with this infant that the infant may some day grow into             a responsible, mature covenant partner, who can enter into serious communion and conversation. In this context, there comes genuine obedience that is not contrived to please,        but is a genuine, yielding commitment. He take us into the psychological dimension of the Lament Psalms, when he suggests that where there is no lament through which the believer takes the initiative in a dialogue with the Lord, God   is experienced like an omnipotent mother. He believes what is   at stake here is not only a true understanding of the real self, but also a radical discernment of this God, who is capable and  willing to be respondent and not only initiator.7 His thesis insinuates that where lament is absent our praise can lack reality, and our faith then remains powerless to influence the situation or find relevance in it, in relation to God. But God is not looking for faith or praise that circumnavigates the reality of our lives. He implies we need to have a mature faith that tenaciously appeals to the Lord to be involved in our lives.   We can interpret the dialogue of faith between the Lord and  his people, as one that appeals to God’s faithfulness, his steadfast love, his justice and his saving activity. 
Brueggemann is sympathetic to those who suffer or are in pain, in the context of Christian worship that is celebratory. He sympathises because the message that this style of worship conveys, is that everything in our lives and in the world is right. Such worship denies those who lament the opportunity to enter into dialogue with God. It prevents them from expressing their pain in the midst of the worshipping community.8 Pete Ward echoes a similar concern about charismatic worship when he says, ‘Charismatic worship has no reflex which may accommodate those who are grieving or in the darker corners of spiritual experience. As a result, some of the songs and the worship become a problem for some charismatics. Some speak of the tone and the language of the worship songs as a cause of spiritual harm in their lives…they feel their spiritual journey is more complex and ambiguous, than what seems to be allowed in the regular worship of the church.’9    

A community of faith that negates lament, soon concludes that 
the hard issues of justice are improper questions  to  pose  at  the  
throne, because the throne only seems to be a place of praise…The point of access for serious change has been forfeited when the propriety of this speech is denied.10  
A Christian community whose worship primarily focuses on  the ‘feel good factor’ may inadvertently become self-indulgent. Such worship also runs the risk of preventing the Lord from engaging in a meaningful way with his peoples’ deepest struggles. Equally, this worship borders on being superficial, because it has been reduced to the level of comfort praise. Westermeyer says, ‘In The Psalms we deal with the height and depth of human life articulated in a most compelling way.    We see our struggles against the backdrop of God’s goodness, our struggles with God and God’s struggles with us in steadfast love and faithfulness.’11 The Psalms do indeed allow the ind-ividual and the Christian community to express their struggles. Mike Pilavachi also believes we should not only focus on the joyful bits of praise as, ‘The Psalms teach us we can express the hurts of life, cry out to God in intercession and still adore him. Worship was never meant to be an escape from reality, but praising his name in the midst of real pain in a real world is real worship…The Psalms incorporate honesty about where the psalmist is, as well as truth about who God is, and we must look to do the same in our worship.’12 
The lament songs of Africans in Diaspora America reflect that The Psalms were part of African spirituality. In 1925 two brothers, Joshua and Rosamund Weldon published a collection of popular spirituals. These included, ‘Swing Low, Sweet Chariot,’ ‘Go Down Moses,’ ‘Roll Jordan Roll,’ ‘Little David,’ ‘Joshua Fit The Battle Of Jericho,’ Play On Yo Harp’ and ‘Steal Away To Jesus.’ All these songs except for ‘Steal Away’ use themes and imagery from ancient Israel, and most of        the biblical images used in the spirituals are from the Old Testament.13 Robb Redman also highlights the use of lament songs in African spirituality when he says, ‘Because it was dangerous for slaves worshipping God they gathered in clandestine meetings held in cabins or outdoors that often lasted all night. The call to worship went out long before the meeting began, as slaves passed word of the gathering to each other in the code found in such songs such as, ‘Steal Away To Jesus’ or ‘Get You Ready There’s A Meeting Here Tonight.’14

These African American slaves found a common experience of bondage, suffering, loss of homeland and exile in common with the ancient Israelites. Of particular interest are those laments that evidence an absence of closure ending with no  resolution. In 1925 James Weldon Johnson wrote:

It is not possible to estimate the sustaining influence, that the story of the trials and tribulations of the Jews     as related in the Old Testament exerted upon the Negro
…as God delivered Israel out of bondage in Egypt, so he would deliver them.15
We should take care to note that not all the Lament Psalms result in circumstantial struggles being resolved immediately, which was also true for the African slaves. In this context, what is important is the opportunity to express to the Lord through the dialogue of faith, our emotional, existential, psychological, and spiritual struggles, and call on the Lord to be involved in them. We should also take care to note, the Lament Psalms     of the individual and the community in Israel, were prayers     for deliverance and paradigms of hope. In the same way, the African spiritual lament songs, strengthened faith and gave hope of better things to come, albeit possibly in the next world.  

Brueggemann divides the Psalms into three categories – psalms of orientation, of disorientation and re-orientation, although this does not apply to all of them. These terms show the social usefulness of The Psalms and their pastoral agenda. He perceives from this we can deduce a contemporary common-ality of function and relevance. He believes the individual and corporate psalms of lament are ways of entering into a situation in which the old orientation (former life) has collapsed, and there has been a tremendous sense of loss. This results in disorientation.

Some of these psalms look back on better times, such as Psalm 42: 4, to the period of orientation that reflect life when there was coherence, or there was a sense of wholeness and well-being. This was a time when the psalmist’s life was ordered and stable – orientation. Understandably, there is a desire for things to resume as they were. Other psalms voice an acute anger and resentment against the one who has caused the disorientation regardless of whether this is God, or an enemy which is often identified as the cause. This leaves the imp-ression the psalmist believes disorientation is reversible and that the old orientation is retrievable.16 When this happens we can perceive that re-orientation has taken place. 
The Lament Psalms have a basic structure that enables the individual or the community to express their prayer for help or their protest to the Lord. Their intense feelings that are often overpowering are expressed in the context of a covenant relationship with the Lord. These strong emotions are voiced   as a dialogue of faith by focusing on God and his character,  and his saving activity. The Lament Psalms alternate between expressing feelings and focusing on God. Towards the end of these psalms, there is usually a resolution, an answer to prayer resulting in praise and thanksgiving. This comes in the form   of the situation being resolved or how the psalmist feels being addressed. The psalmist can then rise above the situation that emotionally and psychologically troubled him.  C. Westermann also identifies the structure of the Lament Psalms and sees five elements integral to them. ‘1. Address – introductory petition: 2. lament: 3. confession of trust: 4. petition and 5. vow of praise. The address is an introductory cry for help and turning to God. The lament shares the situation with the Lord and     the petition is a prayer for help. The confession of trust becomes an assurance of being heard and the vow of praise is offered when the petition has been answered.’17  

Brueggemann points out, ‘If the Lament Psalms correlate with those that speak of displacement we may appreciate in a fresh way those metaphors often used, for example the ‘pit’ and the references to ‘enemy.’ This rich array of language in which the words tumble out becomes then not an exegetical problem to be solved, but a pastoral opportunity to let the impressionistic speech touch the particular circumstances of the dislocation. For the truth of the matter is that the listener to such a psalm    in a time of actual dislocation, will have no doubt as to the meaning of the references and will find such exegetical speculation unnecessary and distracting.’18 Insight suggests that a person in disorientation, is precisely the one who has the freedom and vitality to face the openness of lament language.19   

What is striking about the composition of these psalms is that they may not describe in detail who the author is and what the situation was. Moreover, when a resolution is reached and praise offered up, we may be no wiser as to how the Lord brought this about as the psalmist does not tell us. This may well indicate that these psalms were written in retrospect. Once the Lord had answered the plea for help praise automatically follows, but we are not told how the Lord rescued the psalmist. 

Brueggeman believes that when we reflect on the way the Lament Psalms were used we can appreciate their importance, as we see that their form and structure enabled sufferers in the community, to place their suffering in a recognised religious context. This enabled their suffering to be addressed within the perceptions and resources of the community. He points out that all the uses of this form in Israel, insist that grief lament is formful and manageable, within the context and the legitimate  scope of the community. Lament, loss or grief is not an abyss or chaotic. By the use of such form, lament is made bearable, meaningful and formful.20 He also adds, ‘The pathos of God     in response to the trouble of the speaker is a theme not yet seriously explored: God’s response indicates God’s involve- ment and so makes an important assertion about the character of Yahweh.’21 
An important distinction has to be made about a number of    the Lament Psalms, as strictly speaking they are not actually laments. They can be more accurately identified as Complaint Psalms, that can be divided into those of the individual and the community. Erhard Gerstenberger argued the form of Israel’s speech is complaint and not lament. There is expectation and even insistence that Yahweh can be moved to act and that Yahweh will act.22  These are psalms in which God is partly or totally blamed for the distress or suffering of the individual or the community. The common feature of these psalms is that they are appeals and differ from the Lament Psalms. In the Complaint Psalms, there is an appeal to God’s action in the past, as a reason for giving help now. In them God is regarded as partly responsible for the psalmist’s distress, whereas in the Lament Psalms the blame for trouble is laid on one’s enemies, or on one’s own sins. Also, the Complaint Psalms argue against   God, whereas the Lament Psalms argue and plead with God. The following are examples of individual Complaint Psalms:     6, 13, 22, 35, 39, 42-43, 88 and 102: and the following are examples of communal Complaint Psalms: 44, 60, 74, 77, 79, 80, 85, 90 and 108.23   
In the Complaint Psalms the author protests God has rejected the individual/community, that he is distant, has forgotten and hidden himself from them, and is seemingly inaccessible as in Psalm 88. In some instances as in Psalm 22 and 44: 24-27, this is incomprehensible as the individual or Israel states they have been faithful, but God has broken faith with them, so the Lord is charged with forgetting his people. In Psalm 22 God is seen as distant and far from helping the psalmist and is ignoring his prayer for help. Also in some of the Complaint Psalms God is disturbingly seen to be actively hostile, and on occasions has let the psalmist come near to death, as in Psalm 6. In Psalm 88 the psalmist clearly expresses his dismay the Lord has allowed him to come near to death, as he is in the pit and near to Sheol. He says in v. 7: ‘Your wrath lies heavy upon me and you overwhelm me with your waves.’ He clearly feels totally abandoned and utterly forsaken by God, who gives no indication of answering his prayers for help.24 
In most of the Complaint Psalms there is no reference to sin as a cause for the way the Lord is dealing with his people. As a result, they advocate that they have not given the Lord any justification for his actions. As in Psalm 22 there is often a sense of incomprehension as to why the Lord is behaving in these inexplicable ways, which run counter to their expectation and God’s covenant with his people.25 Therefore, as a result, the individual or community make their appeal to the Lord,      to act in accordance with his steadfast love, faithfulness and mercy. Within the dialogue of faith, they question the Lord’s action, and appeal for a change of action. The exposition of Psalm 22 seeks to answer God’s silence and apparent neglect of David’s plea for help. And in hindsight, as we shall see, this reveals the reasons for the Lord’s action on this occasion. 

PSALM 22

ABANDONED

It does seem surprising that David the successful warrior for whom defeat was a rare experience composed so many psalms that indicate a clear psychological weakness about his enemies. As Jonathan Magonet observes, ‘David is a man of extraord-inary power and passion, self-confident and assured, suddenly experiencing his weakness, helplessness and dependency, beset by self-doubts.’ He interprets the groaning of v. 2 as a ‘roaring’ from David’s mouth. A roar of anger and bewilderment.’26  Bewilderment – because the Lord appears to have betrayed David’s trust in him. Benjamin Segal also echoes David’s sense of incomprehension when he translates ‘My God, my God’ as ‘My Mighty One, my Mighty One’ that is reserved in the Bible for moments almost beyond comprehension.’ One example he gives is when David hears of Absalom’s death and cries out, ‘My son, my son’ – 2 Samuel 19:5 – that poignantly echoes David was inconsolable and heartbroken by his death. 
In Psalm 22 David’s faith is stretched and tested in a new way, which clearly causes him considerable emotional and psych-   ological distress. There is agony, unbearable tension, and urgency in its composition. Yet this psalm is holy ground, as it also speaks to us about the suffering of Christ on the cross. Inspired by the Holy Spirit David prophetically points to       the suffering of Christ. We can approach this psalm in two ways. We can view it as a Complaint Psalm, a prayer for      help that Jews and Christians down the centuries have made their own. Alternatively, it can be seen as a prayer from Christ’s lips. The first 21 verses of the psalm are a prayer of complaint voicing acute suffering and asking the Lord for help. Whereas vv. 22-31 are a testimony to the Lord’s deliverance. Weiser says: 

The song first leads us down into the uttermost depths   
of  suffering, 
a suffering which brought the worshipper 
to  the  brink  of  the  grave  and  reduced  him  to  utter 


despair.  It then soars to the heights of a hymn of praise 


and 
thanksgiving sung in response to the answering of 
the prayer…The poet who composed the psalm has the 
gift of describing his sufferings in words which deeply  
move our hearts and in figurative language which grips 
our  imagination.   His lamentation  is  one  of the most 
touching in The Psalter. 27     

J. Mays highlights that in Psalm 22, ‘The genre of lament is raised to such an extravagance and intensity of scope and dimension, that it appears to exhaust the possibilities of the typical and bring it to its ultimate statement. And just when the climate and tension of the lament is well-nigh unbearable, there is a shift to a stance in apparent contradiction to the preceding prayer. The prayer becomes a vow of testimony and praise in the midst of the great congregation. Powerful and exceptional as this psalm is in its particularity, it does not abandon the typical characteristics of the lament. Form and content are an inseparable unity. This is a text that has had a life of its own. The dimensions of suffering and deliverance described in Psalm 22 are unparalleled and it poses the central mystery of the lament. We are left to ponder the mystery by the silence of history on the question. These prayers with their great turning, their conversation of complaint to praise, are simply given us by the Scriptures – given us with their mystery.’28     

It is reassuring to know that in Scripture the Lord shares his feelings for his people and the world. He is not a God who       is detached but emotionally involved. Through The Psalms, the Lord invites us and indeed gives us permission to share our feelings with him. He doesn’t expect us to hide or repress our emotions. Just as the Holy Spirit led David to share how he felt  in Psalm 22 with the Lord, in this psalm the Lord also gives us a framework and a model of how to share our feelings with him. With the help of the Holy Spirit we can have an emotional intimacy with the Lord, as we share the things on our heart and mind with him. Psalm 22 also speaks about David’s fear of his enemies that play on his mind, as Saul and his soldiers have been pursuing him on and off now for a number of years to kill him. Understandably, every now and then, fear and panic grip his heart and greatly trouble his mind. Calvin saw how this psalm outruns any experience in David’s life. ‘From the tenor of the whole composition it appears that David does not here refer to one persecution, but comprehends all the persecutions he suffered under Saul.’29   
The first two thirds of Psalm 22 is like a litany of personal disaster, which shows that David could not comprehend why his prayer is being ignored by God. But unknown to him,    God had a greater purpose in not answering him immediately. Unknown to David this psalm was to have a deeply significant prophetic meaning for Christ, as he identified himself with       it on the cross. At his crucifixion when Christ felt completely abandoned by his Father, he instinctively turned to this psalm  to voice his sense of dereliction. Jesus’ cry on the cross: ‘Eloi, Eloi, lema sabachthani’ (Matt. 27: 46, Mark 15: 34) is a direct quote of Psalm 22: 1. Aramaic was the first language for most Jews living in Palestine and had been since the Babylonian exile. Many would also have spoken Greek, which was the language of the Greco-Roman empire and spoken by Gentiles and most of the Diaspora too, hence the gospels being written in Greek. Hebrew was generally the language of the Scriptures and not widely used for regular communication. So although   it was a closely related language to Aramaic many Jews would not understand Hebrew. A version of the OT was made in Aramaic called the Targum (from a root meaning to translate/ paraphrase) to cater for them. This is the version that might be read in the synagogue and Jesus' quote is Aramaic, not Hebrew, and is not directly from the original psalm text. But there is also some evidence in Luke4 Jesus read from the Hebrew texts. 

J. Mays points out, ‘Citing the first words of a text was in       the tradition of the time a way of identifying with an entire passage. The very experience of the psalmist becomes a commentary on Jesus’ passion on the cross. In the intellectual world of Judaism, one of the most important ways of under-standing the meaning of present experience was to make sense of the contemporary by perceiving and describing it in terms   of an established tradition.’30 Therefore, Christians down the centuries have seen the special significance of this psalm in relation to Christ.  
1-2 My God, my God, why have you forsaken me? Why are you so far from helping me, from the words of    my groaning?  O my God  
I cry by day but you do not answer, and at night but find no rest.

The theme of David waiting for God to answer his prayer and save him from his enemies was not a new experience for him, as this is also seen in other Psalms. In Psalm 13: 1-2, he says, ‘How long O Lord? Will you forget me for ever? How long will you hide your face from me? How long shall I bear pain in my soul and have sorrow in my heart all the day? How long shall my enemy be exalted over me?’ In Psalm 62: 1, 3, he says, ‘For God alone my soul waits in silence: from him comes my salvation.’ In Psalm 69: 1, 3, he says, ‘Save me O God for the waters have come up to my neck. I am weary with my crying: my throat is parched. My eyes grow dim with waiting for my God.’ In Psalm 86: 1, 3, he says, ‘Incline your ear O Lord and answer me, for I am poor and needy. You are my God be gracious to me O Lord, for to you do I cry all the day.’ In God’s providence, David had to learn to call on him for help and deliverance from his enemies. He also had to learn to be patient and trust the Lord’s perfect timing to answer his prayer. In Psalm 40: 1-2 David testifies to God saving him from his enemies when he says, ‘I waited patiently for the Lord: he inclined to me and heard my cry. He drew me up from the desolate pit out of the miry bog.’  

While David knows that on occasions, the Lord may not answer his prayer immediately, his tone in Psalm 22: 1-2, clearly states that the Lord is taking an unusually long time     to answer him. He is perplexed and does not understand why the Lord is doing this. In God’s silence, David feels that he    has abandoned and forgotten him and betrayed his trust in     the Lord. ‘My God, my God’ – is a reproach and makes his complaint an outright accusation. J. Goldingay says: 

The succeeding lines of the psalm will make clear that we should not infer the suppliant will be satisfied        if this ‘Why?’ question were answered. The question   is rhetorical and implies, ‘You should not have aban-doned me and I appeal to you to come back now.’ Abandonment lies in failing to act on the suppliant’s behalf.31   

In vv. 1-2 God is silent and has not answered David’s prayer.    He is now becoming desperate, as the Lord whom he knows intimately appears to have abandoned him. Emotionally and psychologically, he is feeling threatened and needs assurance that the Lord is going to help him. D. Tidball observes, ‘In           the moment when he needs God and seeks his comforting presence, fully expecting to receive it he is faced with the total absence of God…God neither steps in to deliver him from       his affliction nor seems even to hear his prayer. The God-forsakenness David feels is made worse by the massive tension between his belief and his experience. His theology tells him he ought not to be ignored by God at such a time as this. His experience tells him he is being deserted by God…The silence of God sometimes seems most unyielding precisely when we most urgently need him to speak to us.’32  

The absence of God has been supplanted by the presence of David’s enemies. God now seems distant and his enemies feel near. Why is the Lord absent? Why is he ignoring his prayer for help? Why isn’t he answering him? Perhaps there is sin in his life that has not been confessed? As he doesn’t mention this anywhere in the psalm, we can rule this out. We can perceive that the Lord is teaching David to trust him on a deeper level despite how he feels. He is taking him to a new level of trust even though the Lord is silent. The Lord is also teaching him to view how he feels in the light of his character and to remember the Lord’s faithfulness, his steadfast love and past deliverance. While David’s feelings are real, they may be misleading and way off beam about the silence of God.   

3-5 Yet you are holy enthroned on the praises of Israel. In you our fathers trusted: they trusted and you delivered them. To you they cried and were saved, in you they trusted and were not disappointed.

Why does David focus on the Lord’s character and how does this help him? He recalls that God is reigning, enthroned on the praises of Israel. This is a reminder the Lord is sovereign and in control of his life. He remembers the Lord’s past faithfulness in answering his peoples’ prayers when they trusted him and were not disappointed. Three times in vv. 3-5, David reminds the Lord of his trustworthiness in the past, to question his silence and to prompt him into action. 
6-8 But I am a worm and no man, scorned by men and despised  by  people.  
All who see me mock at me, they  make  mouths  at  me,  
they wag their heads. He committed his cause to the Lord, let him deliver      him, let him rescue him, for he delights in him.
David began this psalm by sharing how he feels with the     Lord, because he appears to have abandoned him and is       not answering his prayer. Then he focuses on God’s trust-worthiness in the past. Now he shares with the Lord how        he feels because of his enemies. His self-esteem has been assaulted and he has no confidence in himself. His imagination is running wild and getting things out of perspective, as he imagines what people are saying about him. He feels scorned and despised. He feels humiliated and insignificant. He feels his enemies are laughing at him and ridiculing him. They taunt him and imply that God is not going to help and rescue him – and this only adds to his agony of mind.    

9-11
Yet you are the one who took me from my mother’s womb: you kept me safe upon my mother’s breasts. Upon you  I  was  cast  from  
my birth and since my mother bore me you have been my God. Be not far from me for trouble is near and there is none to help.

After sharing for a second time how he feels with the Lord, David again focuses on God’s character. He casts his mind back to when he was young to describe a fond tenderness in    his relationship with him. He reminds the Lord of his past protection and how he relied on him and mentions his earliest experience of trust in the Lord from a young age. This is in sharp contrast to now feeling abandoned by him. The Lord’s absence instead of his familiar presence has left him feeling acutely vulnerable. Reading in between the lines David may be saying: ‘Why are you acting so out of character Lord?’ 
12-21
Many bulls encompass me, strong bulls of Bashan surround me, 
they open wide their mouths at me like a ravening and roaring lion. 
I am poured out like water and all my bones are out of joint, my heart is like wax, it is melted within my breast: my strength is dried up like a potsherd and my tongue cleaves to my jaws:  thou dost lay me in the jaws of death. Dogs are round about me, a company of evildoers encircle me: they have pierced my hands and feet, I can count all my bones – they stare and gloat over me: they divide my garments among them and for my raiment they cast lots. But thou O Lord be not far off. O thou my help hasten to my aid. Deliver my soul from the sword, my life from the power of the dog. Save me from the mouth of the lion, my afflicted soul from the horns     of the wild oxen.
David uses vivid animal images to describe the impact his enemies are having on him. D. Tidball says, ‘Using metaphors from the animal kingdom he feels surrounded by bloodthirsty, baying beasts that will not be satisfied with anything less than his total destruction inflicted in the most terrifying way. He feels surrounded by the bulls of Bashan who were well known for their size and strength. He feels mauled by lions mercilessly tearing the flesh of their prey. He feels hemmed in by dogs snarling, growling and ready to pounce and destroy their prey. ‘The words’ writes C. Craigie, ‘evoke the abject terror of one who is powerless, but surrounded, with no avenue of escape.’33   

In vv. 12-21 there is an atmosphere of mounting tension. David is now panicking as he imagines what his enemies might do if they capture him. A frightening scenario that emotionally and psychologically overwhelms him. He is feeling desperate and exhausted as he imagines being pinned to the ground and tort-ured by them. He visualises a terrifying scene as they gloat over him as a prisoner. His anxiety escalates, as he fears for   his life when he says, ‘Thou dost lay me in the dust of death.’ This suggests the Lord allowed this to happen. An alarming prospect, when David thought about the Lord’s past protection. 

As the Lord has been silent and deaf to his request for help,    and as David feels abandoned by him, he vividly describes the situation so the Lord will be moved to help him. The prospect of what might happen to him has reached the stage where he feels desperate. His prayer for help invites the Lord to, ‘be not       far off’ – ‘hasten to my aid’ – ‘deliver my soul’ – ‘save me from the mouth of the lion.’ D. Tidball captures David’s acute  dilemma his faith has been trying to make sense of, although he views this in a positive way:

Battling with the dominant, haunting melody of trouble is the irrepressible music of trust. Terrified though he is at the mystery of God’s desertion of him, he does   not allow himself to lapse into unbelief. His ‘restlessly searching mind’…brings the reality of his suffering into contact with another reality – the reality of his covenant God.34  

David’s enemies were his Achilles heel, and his psychological weakness, similar to although not the same as Paul’s weakness and thorn in the flesh. This can be probably be traced back to Saul’s jealousy when he twice tried to kill David with a spear – 1 Sam. 18: 11, 19: 10, and the years afterwards when Saul pursued him to kill him. In around 37 of David’s psalms, his enemies are the subject of his prayers for help. A brief look      at some of these psalms enables us to see the extent of his psychological fear concerning his enemies. Psalm 31: 11-13: ‘I am a reproach among all my enemies but especially among my neighbours, and am repulsive to my acquaintances: those who see me outside flee from me. I am forgotten like a dead man out of mind: I am like a broken vessel. For I hear the slander of many: fear is on every side while they take counsel against  me, they scheme to take away my life.’ Psalm 55: 2-6: ‘I am overcome by trouble. I am distraught by the noise of the enemy because of the oppression of the wicked. For they bring trouble upon me and in anger they cherish enmity against me. My heart is in anguish within me, the terrors of death have fallen upon me. Fear and trembling come upon me and horror overwhelms me. And I say, ‘O that I had wings like a dove. I would fly away and be at rest.’ Psalm 69: 1-4, ‘Save me O God. For the waters have come up to my neck. I sink in deep mire where there is no foothold. I have come into deep waters and the flood sweeps over me. I am weary with my crying: my throat  is parched. My eyes grow dim with waiting for my God. More in number than the hairs of my head are those who hate         me without cause: mighty are those who would destroy me.’  
22-31
I  will tell of your name to my brethren,  in the midst of 
the great congregation I will praise you: you who fear 
the Lord praise him. All you sons of Jacob glorify him, 
and stand in awe of him, all of you sons of Israel. For   
he  has  not  despised or  abhorred  the affliction of  the  
afflicted, and he has not hidden his face from him, but 
he  has  heard when  he cried  to him.  From you comes 
my praise in the great congregation: my vows I will  
pay before those who fear him. The afflicted shall eat   
and be satisfied, those who seek him shall praise the 
Lord. May your hearts live for ever. All the ends of  
the earth shall remember and turn to the Lord: and all 
the families of the nations shall worship before him.  
For dominion belongs to the Lord and he rules over  
the nations. Yes to him shall all the proud of the earth  
bow down: before him shall bow all who go down   
to  the  dust  and  he  who  cannot  keep  himself  alive. Posterity shall serve him: men shall tell of the Lord     to the coming generation and proclaim his deliverance to a people yet unborn that he has done this. 
Verses 22-31 mark a turning point, not only in Psalm 22, but also in how David feels. In hindsight, he can see the Lord is faithful and trustworthy, even when he is silent. Even when the Lord is not answering his prayer in the way he anticipated, expected or wanted. The danger he was in is now past and resolved although we are not told how. This is frustrating because his sense of desperation was palpable and we do not know if he was getting paranoid and exaggerating. The Lord has answered his prayer but we do not know if he has rescued him from his enemies, or merely resolved how he was feeling because of them. Either way having been rescued David’s heart is full of praise. Weiser says: 
The darkness which filled the worshipper’s soul has vanished and rejoicing with great joy he begins to sing a song of thanksgiving. He has become assured that  his prayer has been answered and that God has helped him…Having been delivered by God the psalmist is    so fully conscious of his happiness which has been brought about by the re-establishment of his comm- union with God, that even the fact that he is now able to give thanks to God is accepted by him as a gift from God’s hands. As a visible sign of his gratitude he will pay a votive offering in the midst of the godly ones and invite the poor to a meal so that they may share his happiness.35 

David wrote Psalm 22 when he was feeling abandoned by        the Lord and he felt isolated as an individual. But he ends it   by placing himself firmly in the worshipping community of  God’s people. We have a striking shift of scene, as he testifies  to the Lord’s deliverance in the midst of the great congreg-ation. Presumably, to fulfill a vow he made to the Lord as he called on him to answer his prayer. In the closing verses of Psalm 22 David is so grateful and relieved for being rescued from his enemies that he is now bursting with thanksgiving. He is elated and wants to testify to God’s goodness. His audience is now not only the great assembly of God’s people but nations and generations not yet born. ‘With an elegant sense of style, David describes a community of worship in which Israelites are complemented by Gentiles, the poor by the rich and the dead by the yet unborn. Distinctive in this psalm is the way David sees in his own rescue a glimpse in the way God delivers others, beginning with Israel’s faithful and poor but finally including everyone.’36   

As we reflect on this extraordinary psalm, we are struck by the fact that after the Lord has answered his prayer, David does   not question the reason why, or wonder why the Lord has deliberately delayed his answer. Seeing that he quite vocally expressed his dismay at the Lord’s timing in answering his prayer, we may well express some surprise that there is no theological reflection on his part as to why the Lord did this.    It almost seems as if he is in the Lord’s hands for him to do     as he wishes without the Lord explaining his action to him. Moreover, right at the beginning of Psalm 22, David does not understand why the Lord is ignoring his prayer, nor why he is not answering him. So too, at the end of it, he is no nearer to understanding why this happened. 
To a certain extent, we can see a parallel in Christ’s experience on the cross, when he cried out ‘My God, My God, why have you forsaken me?’ Christ had not expected to be abandoned by his Father. And at that moment he may not have understood God’s purpose for this. But just as God had a far greater purpose in mind for not answering David immediately, his prophetic psalm in a remarkably accurate way describes Christ suffering on the cross, to which Christ alluded – so too God had a far greater purpose in abandoning Christ on the cross that involved our salvation. And it may be that at certain times in our lives, we too might never comprehend why the Lord chose to delay answering our prayers, nor understand what this accomplished.           
CHAPTER THREE

INTIMACY IN THE PSALMS

BIBLICAL OR ROMANTIC INTIMACY?

Many Christians value singing intimate love songs to Jesus or to the Lord, while there are others who are more reticent about this. It is instructive to look at the model of ‘biblical intimacy’ with the Lord from The Psalms, and compare this to the model of ‘romantic intimacy’ we come across in our sung worship. Before looking at these models it is helpful to see what guidelines there are in Scripture, to enable us to express our love for God and Christ. 

One of the most important spiritual truths to be aware of is   that God and Christ through the Holy Spirit, take the initiative and reach out to us to reveal their love for us. So when we declare our love for them in sung worship, this is a response to their initiative of love which is clearly stated in 1 John 4. 19: ‘We love because he first loved us.’ In John’s Gospel, Jesus also clearly says in 14: 15: ‘If you love me you will obey my commandments’ and in 14: 21 he says this again: ‘He who has my commandments and keeps them, he it is who loves me.’ This dovetails and resonates with what God asked of his people in Deut. 4-8, which was to ‘love the Lord your God, with       all your heart, soul, mind, and strength’ and to obey all his commandments. Clearly, love for God and Christ is shown by obeying their commandments and keeping their Word. As we know from Jeremiah’s temple sermon in Jer. 7 God’s people were neglecting the issues of justice, obedience, and right-eousness, but still came to worship with their religious mantra: ‘The Temple of the Lord, the Temple of the Lord.’ But the Lord saw through it and it was unacceptable to him
For intimate sung worship to have integrity, it has to flow from an obedient walk with the Lord. Otherwise, if the songs that express our love for the Lord or a desire for intimacy with him, are not undergirded with holy and obedient lives that express our delight and love for the Lord, they can end up being no more than a romantic ideal – a desire for an existential intimacy of the moment to make us feel better. As our love    for the Lord is shown by the way we live, if we are being obedient to the Lord and walking in his commandments we can authentically say: ‘I love you Lord.’ I would suggest one of the most extraordinary features about contemporary worship is the Ten Commandments are not included in an act of confession, or as a prelude to introducing our intimate sung worship. It is as if we have ‘jettisoned’ them and made them obsolete in our ‘memory bank of Scripture.’ This is clearly an astonishing omission. We are singing intimate love songs to the Lord, but we may be overlooking the practical expression of that love. 

What is striking about many psalms is that the author expresses his intimacy with the Lord or his love for him, by focusing on God’s character in some detail, or by specifically sharing what the Lord has done for him, and by saying how he has been faithful and obedient to the Lord. But in contemporary songs of ‘romantic intimacy’ this does not tend to happen very much. Psalm 18 is an example of ‘biblical intimacy.’ In this psalm of thanksgiving for answered prayer, David declares in vv. 1-3,      ‘I love you O Lord, my strength. The Lord is my rock and      my fortress and my deliverer, my God, my rock, in whom I take refuge, my shield and the horn of my salvation, my stronghold.’ We have solid content as to why David loves      the Lord. In vv. 4-15 we find an imaginative description of    how the Lord in his power rescued David when he called out to him in distress. Verses 16-25 then clearly testify that the Lord has rescued him and he has rewarded him, because of his obedience-righteousness that revealed his love for the Lord. One would have thought this psalm could have quite naturally ended at v. 24. Yet David continues to elaborate on God’s help that not only rescued him, but gave victory over his enemies, ending in vv. 46-50 with him praising the Lord. 

Another striking thing about the psalms is that many of them assume an underlying intimacy and close walk with the Lord. In some psalms when this closeness has been interrupted, the psalmist declares why this has happened and looks to the Lord to restore it. For example, in Psalm 42 the author is depressed and his soul downcast so he declares in vv. 1-2, ‘As a hart longs for flowing streams so longs my soul for you O God. My soul thirsts for God, for the living God.’ He wanted to experience once again the close fellowship and intimacy with the Lord that would restore his soul and bring equilibrium to his innermost being. Similarly, in Psalm 63, when David is pursued by Saul and his men in the wilderness, and he feels somewhat worn out by this, he says in v. 1: ‘O God, you are my God, I seek you, my soul thirsts for you: my flesh faints    for you, as in a dry and weary land where there is no water.’ His heart’s desire in the wilderness reflects the dryness of       his soul, as he longs for a fresh touch from the Lord to renew his communion and intimacy with him. In vv. 2-7 as David meditates on the Lord, his steadfast love and his presence and power and glory, his soul is satisfied and he sings for joy as the Lord has answered his prayer in v. 1, for renewed communion with him. 

John Buckeridge, Editor of Christianity interviewed Matt Redman on Premier Radio in 2006 on the topic: ‘Worship songs aren’t for the blokes.’ This is a slightly shortened version of the interview that involves one of the most influential artists in contemporary worship. John said to Matt, ‘I was chatting to someone at church the other week. He was a blokish sort of bloke who said, ‘What is it with worship leaders? Why do they come up with songs that make me feel so uncomfortable?’         I said, ‘What do you mean?’ ‘Well I can’t just stand there and close my eyes and sing, ‘how much I love you, I just so love you, oh I love you Jesus.’ I can’t sing a love song to Jesus – as a bloke it just doesn’t do anything for me.’ 

‘What do you make of that Matt?  Do you feel he has a point?’ ‘I do feel he has a point. I’m definitely revisiting a couple of things I’ve written. A blokey-bloke who comes in (to church) is he going to connect with what’s going on? Some of the romantic imagery used in worship, the more I think about it, the more I study Scripture, I’m not so sure about some of this.   I am still on a learning curve. I don’t have all the answers. ‘Beautiful’ is a lovely song. I grew up on the Vineyard song and it effected a lot of change in my life. If I revisit that song now people do not come up to Jesus in the Bible saying, ‘you are beautiful’ – not even in Revelation. The writer is trying        to talk about the splendour, radiance and brightness of God. Beautiful in our language has lots of other connotations.
I wouldn’t too often use the words ‘you are beautiful God,’ although Psalm 27:4 talks about the ‘beauty of the Lord.’      We need to make sure things are watertight scripturally and also culturally, that they mean what we think they mean. For blokey-blokes in church these songs can have a whole baggage. Let me give an example. In ‘Let my words be few’ – if I am totally honest I regret a little bit ending the song with the line – ‘I am so in love with you.’ The reason is I know what I mean by that. But if you put a song out there, there are other people who might think that’s a bit weird and romantic. That’s not what was in my heart. Maybe I should have said, ‘I am so in awe of you.’ It’s a learning process and I don’t know if I am being too candid.’

In many of the songs of ‘romantic intimacy,’ the build-up and climax of the lyrics is an intimate encounter between the    Lord and the believer, that reflects the romantic ideal of total fulfillment between lovers. They encourage an expectation   that God will give them an experience of emotional fulfillment with him. In Scripture God’s relationship with people like Moses, Jeremiah or Isaiah, while very intimate were primarily to empower them to serve the Lord rather than for an emotional encounter.1 Many of the songs of ‘romantic intimacy’ also suggest that the high point of being a Christian is personal fulfillment in our relationship with God and Christ. The danger this can present is that our faith can become very personal and narrow in outlook, as opposed to engaging with the world.2
Many of the songs of ‘romantic intimacy’ often refer to God and Christ as ‘You’ or ‘Your.’ Are we not being disrespectful and lacking reverence by predominantly referring to them in this way? Is it not considered rude and disrespectful to speak   to someone we know well and address them by saying ‘you’ rather than using their name? Clearly, there is only one answer. In every single psalm the name God or Lord or variations of God in Hebrew are used, when speaking to God, or the Lord, or addressing them. There is something lovely in sung worship when we sing to Jesus, or to Christ, or to God, or to the Lord.    I would strongly suggest that using ‘You’ instead, devalues how we address the Trinity and lacks reverence. When we only relate to the Trinity saying ‘You’ or ‘Your’ this prevents Christians cultivating a rich Scriptural imagination, because Scripture offers many names for God and metaphors about what he is like. There are hundreds of metaphorical references, names, descriptions and allusions to what God, Jesus and the Holy Spirit are like.3 
Romantic worship songs can be helpful in encouraging an intimate, heartfelt relationship with God and Christ, but they should also express loving the Lord with our heart, soul, mind, will, and strength. While the romantic motif is a sound biblical theme when alluding to the Church as the bride of Christ with Christ as the lover – it is the body of Christ the Church that is betrothed to Christ not the individual. So it is appropriate to have songs that express the Church’s love for Christ with lyrics that focus on ‘we’ and ‘our.’ 

A very large number of contemporary songs are free style        in composition and only a very few rhyme. Although an index in songbooks may list pages with biblical references for         the songs, it is very difficult to identify these references in them. Also, very few songs are actually based on a passage of Scripture that is expressed in some depth. One feature of this genre of songs that clearly stands out is that the majority of their lyrics are not aesthetically worshipful – they are heavily reliant on the music. Another feature that also stands out is there tends to be a greater focus in them on the believer, as  they express their feelings to the Lord.  
It is informative to look at some of the songs of ‘romantic intimacy.’ These songs do not go along the same lines as the model of ‘biblical intimacy’ with the Lord that is examined in depth later from Psalm 119. Instead, they remain at the level of ‘romantic intimacy’ that usually does not go beyond focusing on one’s feelings. As the Lord calls and commands us to love him and to praise and worship him, we know he delights to hear us express our love in sung worship. On the other hand, the subliminal message songs of ‘romantic intimacy’ may give, is that it is sufficient to declare our feelings of love for the Lord. But biblical love is not only all about feelings. It involves our heart, soul, mind, will, and strength. Are these songs in danger of reflecting a genre that has become enamoured with feelings? Are we deflecting our attention away from the challenge of obeying God’s commandments by an excessive focus on our feelings? The following are some examples of songs of ‘romantic intimacy.’ 
‘In moments like these’ – David Graham 1980

In moments like these I sing out a song


I sing out a love song to Jesus.

In moments like these I lift up my hands


I lift up my hands to the Lord.

Singing I love you Lord  x 3


I love you.

It is lovely thing to tell the Lord we love him in our sung worship. But in this song it would be more meaningful if we had an explanation of what the writer’s love means. Is the author thankful for what Jesus has done for him on a special occasion? Is he praising him because he has had a memorable experience of his love? Why is he singing a love song to Jesus? In keeping with the model of ‘biblical intimacy’ with the Lord, he could have provided more content in his song, to explain the inspiration behind its composition. Then we would have known why he wanted to sing a love song to Jesus. 

‘Hallelujah’ – B. Brown & B. Doerksen 2000  

Your love is amazing, steady and unchanging


Your love is a mountain, firm beneath my feet.

Your love is a mystery, how you gently lift me


When I am surrounded, Your love carries me.



Hallelujah, hallelujah,


Hallelujah, Your love makes me sing.  x 2


Your love is surprising, I can feel it rising


All the joy that’s growing deep inside of me.

Every time I see you, all your goodness shines through


And I can feel this God song rising up in me.


Yes you make me sing.

   
Lord you make me sing, sing, sing.

             How you make me sing. 

As we read in between the lines of the first verse, it sounds      as if the authors are referring to a specific occasion or times, when the Lord’s love lifted them and carried them through their difficulties. Although on the other hand, they might be referring in general to the Lord’s love. But in keeping with the model of ‘biblical intimacy’ with the Lord, they could have elaborated more fully as to why the Lord’s love is, or was, so amazing to them. How did the Lord express his love for them in concrete ways that led them to be joyful and sing about it?
‘Over the mountains and the sea’ –  Martin Smith 1994

Over the mountains and the sea


Your river runs with love for me


So I will open up my heart


And let the healer set me free.

I’m happy to be in the truth


So I will daily lift my hands


For I will always sing of


When Your love came down.

I could sing


I could sing of Your love forever.

I could sing


I could sing of Your love forever.  x 3

And O I feel like dancing


It’s foolishness I know


But when the world has seen the light


They will dance with joy


Like we’re dancing now.
What is immediately apparent is there is no specific mention    of the Lord, God or Christ in this song. The first verse feels very cryptic. It sounds as if the reference to God’s love is about a specific experience that was meaningful. But the author fails to describe it. The chorus with the heightened refrain on, ‘Your love’ gives the impression this was a memorable encounter. But what this is, is never explained. We must assume this is so clear to the author that he presumes it will also be clear to the world who will join in his celebrations. Although he gives no hint as to how they are going to have such an epiphany. This song would have definitely benefited from following the model of ‘biblical intimacy’ with the Lord, by clearly explaining the cryptic nature of verse one, and also explaining how the world would be enlightened about the author’s experience.

 Some of the intimate love songs in sung worship seen to have a subliminal erotic interpretation that likens the relationship with the Lord to that of a human lover. Also, some of the songs that do not mention God, Christ or the Lord by name,            can easily be addressed to a person. The genre of ‘romantic intimacy’ in worship songs can be compared to Jesus’ words: ‘If you keep my commandments you will abide in my love,’ and ‘this is my commandment that you love one another as I have loved you. Greater love has no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends’ – John 15: 10, 12. We should not be surprised if some Christians find these songs difficult to relate to as they do not call for a rugged discipleship or a costly love, but a sentimental romanticism. Instead perhaps we should sing about how we can serve one another and how we can lay down our lives for one another to express our love.
‘I give you my heart’ – Reuben Morgan 1995

This is my desire to honour you


Lord with all my heart I worship you


All I have within me I give you praise


All that I adore is in you.


Lord I give you my heart


I give you my soul


I live for you alone


Every breath that I take


Every moment I’m awake


Lord have your way in me.

‘Draw me close’ – Kelly Carpenter 1994

Draw me close to you


Never let me go


I lay it all down again


To hear you say I’m your friend.

You are my desire


No one else will do


Cos nothing else could take your place.

To feel the warmth of your embrace


Help me find the way 
Bring me back to you.

You’re all I want


You’re all I ever needed


You’re all I want


Help me to know you are near. 
These two songs also follow the model of ‘romantic intimacy,’ although they can be interpreted as having an erotic slant to them. One has to wonder to what extent songwriters are   aware, or familiar with, The Psalms that express a hunger and   a longing for closeness and intimacy with the Lord. It is informative to compare these songs with the model of ‘biblical intimacy’ from one of the psalms, Psalm 84. In vv. 1-2 the author identifies the Temple with the presence of the Lord. In effect when he says, ‘how lovely is your dwelling place O Lord of hosts,’ he is not praising the architecture of the building.    He is delighting in the Lord and extolling how lovely he is. When he says in v. 2, ‘My soul longs for, yes faints for the courts of the Lord,’ again he is not praising the architecture. He is consumed with a longing and passion for the Lord, to encounter him in the Temple, as it is synonymous with his presence. In v. 3 the psalmist says, ‘my heart and flesh sing for joy to the living God.’ The anticipation of encountering God’s presence to experience an intimacy with him fills the psalmist with great joy and delight. There is a hint in v. 5 that those who will encounter the Lord, are those who have obedient hearts. In v. 8 the psalmist’s desire and longing for intimacy with the Lord is in fact a prayer. It is a desire that the Holy Spirit has inspired which he has given voice to. So sweet is his close communion and fellowship with the Lord, that in v. 10 he extols dwelling in the courts of the Temple and being a doorkeeper in the house of God. Not because he is captivated by the Temple and how wonderful it is, but because his heart and soul have been captivated by the Lord.  
PSALM 119 

BIBLICAL INTIMACY

The model of ‘biblical intimacy’ with the Lord, is far, far    richer, more comprehensive and imaginative than the model of ‘romantic intimacy’ that is prevalent in sung worship. This is clearly seen in Psalm 119, as this is the model par excellence    of ‘biblical intimacy.’ This complex psalm embraces a number of themes and Brueggemann calls this, ‘a massive intellectual achievement.’4 So it is surprising to find biblical commentators do not devote a great deal of space to it, even though it is the longest psalm with 176 verses, apart from James Montgomery Boice and John Goldingay. But they do tell us that this is an acrostic psalm. This means that for each letter of the Hebrew alphabet, there is a stanza of eight verses that shows it is carefully constructed. ‘Psalm 119 is structured with delicate sophistication about the life of the Spirit. On the one hand, the psalm understands that life with Yahweh is a two-way-street. Torah-Law keepers have a right to expect something from Yahweh. Obedience gives entry to seek God’s attention and God’s gift…This is the speech of one who has access not because of arrogance but because of submission. The speech is not unduly deferential and certainly not strident. It is an articulation of legitimate expectation between partners who have learned to trust each other.’5 No biblical commentator I referred to suggests who the author of this complex psalm is  apart from Spurgeon who thinks it is David. The knowledge of the Lord and the relationship with him the author of Psalm 119 describes and aspires to, is reminiscent of David, although I    do not think he is the author. Only a man who was anointed with the Holy Spirit and who had known the Lord closely could have composed a psalm resplendent with such emotional intensity. And in this psalm, he openly shares his love for Lord and his delight in his ways. 
1-8
Blessed are those whose way is blameless, who walk   in the law of the Lord. Blessed are those who keep     his testimonies, who seek him with their whole heart, who also do no wrong, but walk in his ways. You   have commanded your precepts to be kept diligently.  O  that  my ways  may  be  steadfast  in  keeping your  statutes. Then I shall not be put to shame, having my eyes fixed on all your commandments. I will praise   you with an upright heart when I learn your righteous ordinances. I will observe your statutes. O forsake me not utterly.
We can perceive the Holy Spirit inspired the composition of this psalm, although we do not know the circumstances that led to it. We can sum up the essence of this psalm by saying it is about the psalmist’s love for the Lord and about his delight      in his laws and Word. The psalm describes a single-minded determination to keep God’s Torah-Law. It appears that the psalmist is obsessed with keeping God’s commandments, his decrees, his laws, his ordinances, his precepts, his statutes, his truth and his Word. But his passionate concern is not at all        a legalistic one. At the heart of Psalm 119 is the psalmist’s delight in the Lord and his love for him.     

To delight in the Lord and our relationship with him invariably results in delighting in his laws and Word. The converse is    also true. For the psalmist to delight in keeping God’s laws   and Word is a reflection of his delight in the Lord. The Law was a gift from God and it led him to the Lord: and he knew that his closeness with the Lord depended on keeping his commandments. The Spirit inspired him to write this psalm, to show the closeness we can also aspire to in our relationship with the Lord. An intimacy the Lord desires us to have, as we learn to delight in him and his Word. As we read Psalm 119, we perceive in the psalmist evidence of an artistic, creative, and sensitive temperament. We also discern tenderness towards the Lord. In v. 4 he says, ‘In the way of your testimonies I delight as much as in all riches.’ In v. 10 he says, ‘with my whole heart I seek you.’ In v. 35 he says, ‘Lead me in the path of your commandments, for I delight in it.’ And in v. 57 he says, ‘The Lord is my portion: I promise to keep your word.’ 

9-16 How can a young man keep his way pure? By guarding it according to your word.  With my whole heart I seek 


you: let  me  not wander  from your  commandments. I

have laid  up your  word in  my heart  that I  might  not    
sin against you. Blessed be thou O Lord, teach me your statutes. With my lips I declare all the ordinances of  your mouth. In the way of your testimonies I delight as much as in all riches.   I will meditate on your precepts

 
and fix  my eyes  on  your ways.  I will delight in your  
statutes: I will not forget your word.
To experience this passionate ‘biblical intimacy’ with the Lord, clearly demands a wholehearted commitment to love the Lord and to keep his Word. It also demands diligence to live in submission to the Lord and to his Word. Verse 10 sums up the desire the Lord gave the psalmist through the inspiration of the Holy Spirit – ‘With my whole heart I seek you, let me not wander from your commandments.’ The first sixteen verses of Psalm 119 indicate the tenacity required to walk in the law of the Lord, in response to the promptings of the Spirit. This tenacity described in these verses is seen by his response, ‘to walk in the law’– ‘to keep his testimonies’ – ‘to  seek him’ – ‘to diligently keep’ –  ‘to steadfastly keep’ – ‘to be fixed on’ – ‘to learn’ – ‘to observe’ – ‘to guard’– ‘to not wander’ – ‘to lay up your word’– ‘to declare’ – ‘to delight’ and ‘to meditate.’ 

Verses 9-16 also provide us with indispensable insights about maintaining our intimacy with the Lord. Verse 9 hints that is by living a pure lifestyle and keeping God’s Word. Verse 10 reminds us of the challenge to be wholehearted in our love for the Lord, if we wish to enjoy a closeness with him that is cultivated by keeping his commandments. Verse 11 echoes the importance of a heart that is saturated with God’s Word to avoid sin. Verses 14 and 16 are an exhortation to delight in the Lord’s Word, his laws and his ways. Because as we know this is an expression of our delight in the Lord himself. What Psalm 119: 1-16 does so wonderfully well, is to show us that our intimacy with the Lord is not just a matter of emotions and feelings, telling the Lord we love him and want an intimacy with him. ‘Biblical intimacy’ with the Lord, is firmly grounded and rooted in living an obedient life and also keeping God’s commandments. This is a challenge to our songwriters to write about our love and intimacy with the Lord, and to express how we can keep his Word and commandments. 

The Lord calls us to be in a close relationship with him and have an intimate walk with him, but it does not come easily. What is demanded of us is similar to the desire required to acquire wisdom in Proverbs 2: 1–10. In these verses the author points out to the young man, that to gain wisdom is demanding and a very strenuous task. To achieve this in v. 2 he has to be attentive to wisdom and incline his heart to understanding.       In v. 3 he has to cry out for insight and raise his voice for understanding. In v. 4 he has to seek it like silver and search for it as for hidden treasure. Verse 5 indicates that only then will he understand the fear of the Lord and find the knowledge of God. Verse 6 says, it is the Lord who gives wisdom and from his mouth come knowledge and understanding. On the one hand, these are gifts of God’s grace, but these verses also imply the Lord will only give these things to the person who wholeheartedly longs for, and diligently seeks them. 
Having read the opening verses of Psalm 119: 1-16, one might be tempted to think that the author enjoyed a carefree life, without any difficulties or troubles, full of God’s blessings, but as this psalm progresses this is clearly not true. Interspersed throughout is the allusion to his enemies and their persecution. We see evidence of his enemies in the following verses: 21-23, 42, 51, 61, 69, 78, 84-87, 98, 110, 150, 157, and 161. What is  striking about these verses is that while they refer to his persecution, in every instance he declares his commitment and faithfulness to the Lord. The following verses describe the impact of his enemies upon him. He says in v. 22 ‘their scorn and contempt of me’ – v. 51 ‘they utterly deride me’ – v. 42 ‘those who taunt me’ – v. 69 ‘they besmear me’ – v. 78 ‘they subvert me’ – v. 110 ‘a snare has been laid for me.’ Moreover, on three occasions there comes an appeal for life in the midst of danger, as in verses 169-176. Unsurprisingly, prayer for deliverance is linked to these occasions. We first get a glimpse of the author’s prayer in this psalm in v. 25, ‘My soul cleaves to the dust: revive me according to your word.’ His prayer is repeated in verses 88, 134 and in v. 173 – ‘Let your hand be ready to help me for I have chosen your precepts.’ 

For David who on occasions was involved in battles against Israel’s enemies and Saul, their opposition to him was a cause of concern. His enemies were the reality he faced alongside that of knowing the Lord. His faith and love for the Lord was refined and tested in the circumstantial events of his life. Yet he believed that the Lord was involved in his life and caught up in protecting and rescuing him from his enemies. Rather than turn him away from the Lord persecution taught him to rely on the Lord and trust him to save him. (Although on occasions, he failed to turn to the Lord for help as in 1 Sam. 27, when he turned to Achish and stayed in the land of the Philistines).    One of the themes interwoven in Psalm 119, alongside that of the psalmist’s enemies and the danger they pose to his life and future, is the theme of ‘promise.’ This is recorded in verses:    38, 41, 49-50, 58, 76, 82, 116, 123, 133 and 140. This is a conditional promise that God will bless those who keep his laws as stated in the book of Exodus: failure to keep God’s laws means you forfeit the promised blessing. A conditional promise is one the psalmist refers to at the beginning of Psalm 119: 1-2, ‘Blessed are those whose way is blameless, who walk in the law of the Lord. Blessed are those who keep his testimonies, who seek him with their whole heart.’ This is the blessing of knowing God’s steadfast love and faithfulness. Having his life threatened by his enemies along with the risk of being killed by them, is seen by him as a violation of this blessing, so he claims God’s promise of salvation. 

The other prayer offered to the Lord was for help to keep his commandments and to love him. This is seen in v. 10, ‘With my whole heart I seek you let me not wander from your commandments.’ Verses 32-36 are also a good example of this. 


I will run in the way of your commandments when you       enlarge my understanding. Teach me O Lord the way of your statutes and I will keep it to the end. Give me understanding that I may keep your law and observe it with my whole heart. Lead me in the path of your commandments for I delight in it. Incline my heart to your testimonies and not to gain. 
Psalm 119 epitomises ‘biblical intimacy’ with the Lord at its best. It represents the Lord’s desire for us to have an intimate walk with him. It also symbolises the reality of our lives, alongside our own particular difficulties and trials. It presents us with the challenge to nurture a tender relationship with the Lord, and it reminds us that we prayerfully need his help to fulfill the potential of a ‘biblical intimacy’ with the Lord. 

