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Behind the Music: The Psalms

NRS Psalm 1:
1 Happy are those who do not follow the advice of the wicked, or take the path that sinners tread, or sit in the
seat of scoffers;
 2 but their  delight is in the law of the LORD, and on his law they meditate day and night.
 3 They are like trees planted by streams of water, which yield their fruit in its season, and their leaves do not
wither. In all  that they do, they prosper.
 4 The wicked are not so, but are like chaff that the wind drives away.
5 Therefore the wicked will not stand in the judgment, nor sinners in the congregation of the righteous;
 6 for the LORD watches over the way of the righteous, but the way of the wicked will perish.

NRS Psalm 42:
1 As a deer longs for flowing streams, so my soul longs for you, O God.
2 My soul thirsts for God, for the living God. When shall I come and behold the face of God?
3 My tears have been my food day and night, while people say to me continually, "Where is your God?"
4 These things I remember, as I pour out my soul: how I went with the throng, and led them in procession to the
house of God, with glad shouts and songs of thanksgiving, a multi tude keeping festival.
5 Why are you cast down, O my soul, and why are you disquieted within me? Hope in God; for I shall again
praise him, my help
6 and my God. My soul is cast down within me; therefore I remember you from the land of Jordan and of
Hermon, from Mount Mizar.
7 Deep calls to deep at the thunder of your cataracts; all your waves and your billows have gone over me.
8 By day the LORD commands his steadfast love, and at night his song is with me, a prayer to the God of my
lif e.
9 I say to God, my rock, "Why have you forgotten me? Why must I walk about mournfully because the enemy
oppresses me?"
10 As with a deadly wound in my body, my adversaries taunt me, while they say to me continually, "Where is
your God?"
11 Why are you cast down, O my soul, and why are you disquieted within me? Hope in God; for I shall again
praise him, my help and my God.

This morning we have listened in on two seemingly disparate Psalms. One, Psalm 1, is a rather
confident Psalm that makes the observation that life is about choices. If you make the right choice, that is the
way of the righteous, your life will be blessed. The other Psalm, Psalm 42, is a prayer for deliverance. The
Psalmist has enemies, the presence of God is questioned, tears have been his food, and he is praying God,
where are you? Come and get me out of this mess. Why in the world do we need to hold up these two Psalms?
Who needs tension like that on a Sunday morning?

If only life, one might think, could be more controllable–like a remote control. Nowadays every
household has a remote control. Most of us thirty and older remember the days when TV’s had knobs or dials
that you used to change the channel. I assume they do not even make those anymore. All TVs are controlled by
a remote. I read about one of these “universal” remote controls, the MX 3000 color. For just under $1,000 you,
too, can own this remote control that can control up to 255 devices and it comes with its own full-color screen.
For that kind of money, that remote control better fix my supper! 



Wouldn’t it be great if all of life could be as easily manipulated as a remote control? Just push a button
for the desired result and it happens. As a pastor I wish I could do this. As a husband I wish I could do this. As a
parent I wish I could do this. But that is not real. Life is, like Psalm 1 indicates, about making choices;  we each
have control over the choices we make. But life is also, like Psalm 42 prays, about trust. Both Psalms testify,
however, that life is not operated by remote control.

You see the spiritual walk requires both: there are things in our life that require our effort and our
willingness to be involved in the solution. And then there are events in our life that must be fully released into
the care of God. 

Before I go further let me point out that the collection of Psalms is divided into five sections, or
“books.” Some scholars say its division follows the first five books of the Bible referred to as the Torah. These
two Psalms here, Psalm 1 beginning the first section, and Psalm 42 beginning the second section, reflect
different, but complimentary prayers.

Psalm 1 is a prayer of confidence; Psalm 42 is a prayer for deliverance. Psalm 1 is a prayer that requires
effort on the one doing the praying; Psalm 42 is a prayer that requires trust. The two are not mutually exclusive,
but necessarily entwined. We pray them and sing the themes of effort and trusting simultaneously. Both prayers
have authenticity in the life of the Believer.

In other words, there are some things we can do and take control of in our walk with God. And there are
some things that insist we let go and trust God. Here are four things I want to say about these two Psalms.
 
The first is that the two Psalms, especially Psalm 1, extol us to:

1) WALK WITH GOD
NAU Psalm 1:1 How blessed is the man who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked, Nor stand in the path
of sinners, Nor sit in the seat of scoffers!

Who doesn’t want a happy life? Everyone does. NRSV translates this first word as happy, other
translations use the word blessed, but in this case it pretty much means the same thing: life that is satisfying and
well ordered. We all want it. In fact it is scripted by Thomas Jefferson in the opening of the Declaration of
Independence:  We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by
their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness.

We all want well-being; happiness; blessedness. The Bible acknowledges as much time and again so the
Psalmist says: “You want it? Then here’s how you get it – watch your walk! The first verse gives us three verbs
as way of guiding the child of God: watch where walk, stand, and sit.

Happiness and well-being are not about the pursuit of more, the pursuit of success, the pursuit of power.
If that becomes our pursuit, inevitably we will compromise our walk. Strictly speaking whenever our posture
before God is compromised, we can gain the whole world but we will not find happiness or blessedness. 

I cannot begin to tell you the number of times I have counseled with someone who has said something
like “I have climbed to the top but now my wife is leaving me, my kids are not speaking to me, and I am simply
miserable in my career.” 

This Psalm is placed at the very beginning of this vast collection of hymns and prayers, and for good
reason. It is a reminder that the entirety of one’s life is to be conducted according to God’s purpose and
ordering. Everything is not relative. There is right and wrong. One’s walk and how one chooses to order ones
life is decisive. 



Galatians 6:7 Do not be deceived; God is not mocked, for you reap whatever you sow.

Life consists of choices. The prayer of Psalm 1 is that we make the right ones. 

But while there are some things we can do (like choosing between right and wrong), there are some
things that need to be experienced.

2) ADMIT YOUR HUNGER
Psalm 42: 1 As a deer longs for flowing streams, so my soul longs for you, O God. 2 My soul thirsts for God,
for the living God.

I am not one to quote from Augustine often, but perhaps one of his most memorable lines can be found
in the first paragraph of his book entitled Confessions: “…you have made us for yourself, and our heart is
restless until it rests in you.”

We all experience a spiritual restlessness, even hunger when it comes to God. I want you to know that
this is a good thing, even though at the time we may not like it one bit.

This may sound a bit silly, or even a bit of a stretch, but we need to identify our hunger, especially
amidst a culture that is already totally satiated. We fear hunger as if we are all refugees who know what it
means to come close to starvation.  Haven’t we all had the experience of eating a meal when we weren’t even
hungry? We ate simply because we could, because food was there, or because this was the designated time to
eat, but oftentimes not because we were hungry.

But when we fatten ourselves we lose touch with what is really healthy for us. Much of our overeating, I
believe, is due to the fact that we have no idea how to properly feed ourselves. When I am hungry, really
hungry, I desire substance – vegetables, meat. But when I am satisfied, I always have room for cookies or
dessert or other things that are ultimately not good.

Is it any wonder that most Christians today have never practice the ancient – and I might add Biblical –
discipline of fasting?

Think about this in regard to spiritual formation. We fear being hungry spiritually, so when the pangs of
guilt, or doubt, or struggle come our way we over-feed ourselves with pretentious piety and pithy platitudes of
masked holiness. 

We are scared to be hungry and thirsty before God. Have you ever thought that it is okay to admit to God
that there are times you feel empty? Deserted? Depressed? That there are times your grief is getting the better
of you or that your doubt scares you? Instead, we try to squash out all thoughts and prayers that admit our
weakness and frailty – our hungers.

God needs hungry and thirsty believers, not fat and overstuffed ones, because a hungry and thirsty soul
can be fed and nourished.

Psalm 42 is a prayer that invites the believer to know your hunger, experience it. And you do that by
feeding your roots:

3) FEED YOUR ROOTS
Psalm 1:2  but their  delight is in the law of the LORD, and on his law they meditate day and night. 3 They are
like trees planted by streams of water, which yield their  fruit in its season, and their  leaves do not wither. In all
that they do, they prosper.



There is a place, a bend more precisely, in the creek that cut across my family’s pasture. It became a
deposit deep with sand that the currents and floods would bring in. I spent many hours with my siblings playing
on that sandy bank. Sometimes my daddy or granddaddy as a special treat would get the tractor and trailer and
load it down with that fresh sand and bring it back to the house for our sandbox. 

Right alongside that sandy bend in the creek is a huge sycamore tree. I asked my dad once how old is
that tree and he said it was there when he was a little boy and his daddy remarked it was there as long as he
could remember. It is huge. Anyone that knows trees knows why. A sycamore thrives near water. And so for
numerous generations this tree has been nourished by the spring fed stream and now my own children play
beneath its massive limbs and shade.

“like trees planted by streams of water, which yield their  fruit in its season, and their  leaves do not wither. In
all  that they do, they prosper.”

Where is your creek that feeds your soul? Are you feeding your roots with God’s word? Psalm 1 speaks
of the importance of meditating on the law of the Lord, that is, the instruction of God. Are you pausing enough
to be quiet before God and listen? Believe me we do not have time NOT to pray. Mother Teresa, the nun who
died just a few years ago serving the poorest of the poor in India, once said: God speaks in the silence of the
heart. Listening is the beginning of prayer. How about rest? Sabbath rest? I read in this past week’s Christian
Century the story of a monk who was being led through New York by his host. His guide said that they could
save ten minutes if the two of them changed a certain combination of trains through the city. When they
emerged from their final stop the monk took a seat at a nearby bench. The host asked: “What are you doing?”
The monk responded, “I thought that if we saved ten minutes we might as well enjoy them.”

Feed your roots by getting involved in a Bible study. Feed your roots by learning something new. Feed
your roots by looking at your life as a mission for God.

4) TRUST IN GOD
In Psalm 42, verses 5 and 11 and again with the conclusion of Psalm 43 we read, sing and pray the refrain: Why
are you cast down, O my soul, and why are you disquieted within me? Hope in God; for I shall again praise
him, my help and my God. 

Remember what I said at the beginning of this message? Life cannot be resolved with a remote control.
There are things we do and there are things to be experienced.

In the end, it is all about God. Walk with God.  Admit your hunger.  Feed on God.  Trust in God

The purpose of this church is that We are the Place for Spiritual Leadership in this Community. These
Psalms provide guidance on what kind of place we will be.

We are to be the place where people say we are the kind of church
· Where all are welcome and no one is left behind
· Where hungry roots are nourished, watered in the things of God
· Where you go to learn about Jesus, to encounter Jesus, to walk like Jesus
· Where God is alive and changing lives

Let your light shine…

Psalm 1 is a familiar Psalm that presents to the reader/prayer/singer two paths that one can choose from
in life: 1)the way of the righteous and 2) the way of the wicked. 



Allow me to make a few observations.
· Life is all about choices
· One choice takes us down the road of self-centeredness.  The end result is wickedness. At first

blush this seems overly harsh, if not downright judgmental. But it is not too hard to imagine a
world in which self-centeredness is the norm. We are familiar with the phrase “looking out for
number one.” 

· Another choice takes us down the road of God-centeredness.
·

In verse two many modern translations read of delighting in the law of YHWH. The Hebrew here for
“law” is torah, so our understanding of law should not be legalistic and rigid. A better understanding of law is
that of instruction. The delight is in the “instruction” of God. 

Those that choose the path of wickedness choose to live their life in such a way as to remain closed to
others, to refuse the possibility of guidance. The righteous, on the other hand, remain open to the possibility of
God’s instruction, which is dynamic, moving, not rigid and closed. 

The Psalmist says that this is not a burden but a delight. Openness to God’s inbreaking guidance.  What
a thought! Most of us trudge in here Sunday after Sunday convinced that God is doing nothing new in our lives
and in this world. We have these written words, called the Bible, and we have the great traditions of this church,
so what else can be said? 

To order one’s life so that we meditate on the instruction of God means that no one among us has the
corner market on God. Remember, to follow the way of self is the pathway of wickedness. God is not to be
politically aligned by the right or the left; God cannot be grasped and reduced by our smooth explanations or
pompous discourses. 

But I do not place any value on my own life, provided that I complete the mission the Lord Jesus gave
me -- to bear witness to the good news of God's grace.

NJB Acts 20:24
Is there a better way to state this Vision: We are (First Baptist) the place for spiritual leadership in this
community:

· A place where all are welcome and no one is left behind
· A place where hungry souls are filled
· A place where you go to learn about Jesus, to encounter Jesus, to walk like Jesus
· A place where God is alive and changing lives
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