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  Today we’re looking at the Book of Psalms, one of my favorite books in the Bible.  

The Book of Psalms is unique among the books of the Bible because there is a sense in 

which it is not only God’s word to us, but it is the words of people to God.  Like the Lord’s 

Prayer, the Psalms model for us how to pray and in them we see people bringing every 

imaginable emotion to God.  The psalms are poetry and songs expressing deep longings 

and pain, as well as praise and trust.  We discussed in Bible Study Wednesday night 

that there are at least ten different types of psalms, but the two most common types are 

laments and songs of praise.   

 We’re more likely to call out to God when we’re overflowing with thankfulness 

and gratitude or when life is really tough and bad so it shouldn’t be a surprise that more 

psalms, about a third of the book, are classified as laments than any other type (for 

example, Psalms 3, 12, 13, 22, 31, 39, 57, 80, 85, 88, 90, 94, and 137).  There are 

individual laments and community laments and they are expressed as grievances or 

complaints against God and or an enemy.  A lot of songs that we might call “the blues” 

that sing about the trouble someone is in are like the psalms of lament.  Perhaps an 

example might help.  Listen to Sam the piano player in a movie called Casablanca.   

 FILM CLIP FROM CASABLANCA 

“Who’s got trouble?  We got trouble.   

How much trouble?  Too much trouble.   

Now don’t you frown, just knock on wood.   

Who’s unhappy, we’re unhappy, how unhappy, too unhappy.   

That won’t do so when you’re blue, just knock on wood.   

Who’s unlucky?  Who’s got nothing, we’ve got nothing.   

How much nothing?  Too much nothing.   

Well your luck’ll change when you’ll arrange to knock on wood,  

Now who’s happy, who’s lucky, well smile up then and knock on wood.”   

Has anyone got trouble today?  Is anyone feeling a little stressed out today as 

you look at your life or look at the news around our country or in the world?  As much as 

we feel life is stressful for us, stress is not unique to our lifetime.  People in the past also 

had to deal with wars, diseases and epidemics, the death of children, constant dental 

and medical problems, and a host of other hardships that we don’t even give a thought.  



It’s like the poster of the classic painting of Daniel in the Lion’s Den with the caption, 

“Contrary to conventional wisdom, stress is not a 21st century phenomenon.”  

The psalms reflect a variety of difficult and stressful life situations that are 

threatening and disturbing and even cause people to question God or their faith.  117 

Psalms have titles or superscriptions.  Among these 72 are attributed to David and 13 

refer to specific historical events in David’s life.  David, the King of Israel, knew about 

trouble and stress.  As a teenager, he defended himself against lions and bears and 

goliath sized opponents.  As a young married man he fled for his life to escape the 

murderous intentions of his father-in-law Saul.  Later in life he had to escape from one of 

his sons, Absalom who sought to seize the leadership of the country and who eventually 

was killed for his treason.  David experienced the personal failure of betraying a loyal 

officer and having an affair with his wife, and ordering the death of the officer to cover his 

own sin, and the death of baby.  David was familiar with stress, but he also knew how to 

cope with trouble.  He knew the answer was not to knock on wood, not to lean on 

superstition or an idol or luck.  David looked to the Lord.  Listen to a psalm (27) of David.   

“The Lord is my light and my salvation; whom shall I fear? 

The Lord is the stronghold of my life; of whom shall I be afraid?  

When evildoers assail me to devour my flesh— 

my adversaries and foes— they shall stumble and fall.  

Though an army encamp against me, my heart shall not fear;  

though war rise up against me, yet I will be confident.  

One thing I asked of the Lord, that will I seek after: to live in the house of the Lord 

all the days of my life, to behold the beauty of the Lord, and to inquire in his temple.  

For he will hide me in his shelter in the day of trouble;  

he will conceal me under the cover of his tent; he will set me high on a rock.  

Now my head is lifted up above my enemies all around me, and I will offer in his tent 

sacrifices with shouts of joy; 

I will sing and make melody to the Lord.  

 Hear, O Lord, when I cry aloud, be gracious to me and answer me! 

“Come,” my heart says, “seek his face!”  Your face, Lord, do I seek. 

Do not hide your face from me.  

Do not turn your servant away in anger, you who have been my help. 

Do not cast me off, do not forsake me, 

O God of my salvation! 



If my father and mother forsake me, the Lord will take me up.  

Teach me your way, O Lord, and lead me on a level path because of my enemies. 

Do not give me up to the will of my adversaries,  

for false witnesses have risen against me, and they are breathing out violence.  

I believe that I shall see the goodness of the Lord in the land of the living. 

Wait for the Lord; be strong, and let your heart take courage; wait for the Lord!” 

 For David talking about trusting God and remaining confident in the face of 

armies, enemies, adversaries, and foes was truly a matter of life and death.  One thing 

that stands out to me about Psalm 27 is that it pleads with God FIVE times DO NOT.   

DO NOT hide your face from me.  

DO NOT turn your servant away in anger, you who have been my help. 

DO NOT cast me off. 

DO NOT forsake me. 

DO NOT give me up to the will of my adversaries.   

 The one thing David was most afraid of was feeling forsaken or abandoned by 

God.  As long as he felt God’s presence and protection, it gave him courage to 

overcome his fear.  Norman Vincent Peale wrote,  

“What words they are: hope, courage, fear!  Two of them make life wonderful.  One of 

them blights human existence.  How many people have we seen across many years 

who have suffered from unresolved fear.  But, then, also how many have found release 

and relief through hope and courage.  All three of these are mental attitudes that result 

from the thoughts we think.  The mental climate a person creates determines whether he 

shall have hope even when things seem hopeless, have courage even when 

apprehensive factors appear,  

or live in fear because of hopelessness and apprehension.   

Fear is only the second most powerful force in the personality.   

One is stronger, very much stronger.  And that more powerful force is faith.”1 

 Boxing is not a sport I follow closely however I did appreciate the Christian 

witness of former heavy weight champion Evander Holyfield.  Ten years ago this month, 

Holyfield stepped into a boxing ring with Mike Tyson who was the Goliath of the ring at 

that time and shocked the world by defeating the feared champion.  In June of the 

following year, Holyfield gave Tyson a chance to regain the title and everyone else the 

opportunity to see that Holyfield’s first win was no fluke.  It takes faith and courage to 
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step into a ring all by yourself against someone like Mike Tyson who wants to knock you 

senseless.  Listen to what Evander Holyfield said about trusting God in the midst of a 

very stressful situation.   

 “I believe in Jesus Christ, but prayer is only good if you work hard.   

I let people know being a Christians doesn’t mean you can be lazy.   

When people don’t know God, they don’t understand God’s law works for everybody, but 

if you don’t take heed to that good knowledge, you’re saying, ‘God, I don’t want to be 

successful.’   

 “You don’t win just by praying.  Why have trainers if you’re not going to do what 

they want you to do?  Where does their knowledge come from?  From God, but it is up 

to me to accept that spirit or reject it.  Once you read the word of God, you know how 

God works.  God works through people.  He’s not there saying, ‘Throw the left jab, 

Evander!’  He won’t throw it for you either.”   

 “There’s a way to overcome anything, but you have to have a belief system that 

let’s you do that, I have the Lord Jesus.  I’m not anxious.  I know the day is coming, and 

when it comes you want to be ready.  The only way to do that is to work hard.  You can’t 

think just because you say you’re going to win you will.  You can’t just think because you 

pray to Jesus you’ll win.  You need to let people know where your strength comes from.  

People know where mine is.”2 

 That’s why Evander Holyfield can say with David, “I believe that I shall see the 

goodness of the Lord in the land of the living.  Wait for the Lord;  

be strong, and let your heart take courage; wait for the Lord!” 

Across the centuries, people have expressed their feelings to God in prayers like 

the psalms.  Perhaps you saw the story in the news this week out of Atlantic City, New 

Jersey about 300 letters sent to a New Jersey minister that ended up dumped in the 

ocean, most of them unopened. The minister died two years ago at 79. How the letters, 

some dating to 1973, wound up bobbing in the surf is a mystery.  "There are hundreds of 

lives here, a lot of struggle, washed up on the beach," said Bill Lacovara, a Ventnor 

insurance adjuster who was fishing last month with his son when he spotted a flowered 

plastic shopping bag and waded out to retrieve it.  

Many of the letters were addressed to the Rev. Grady Cooper, though many 

more simply said "Altar." According to the text of several of them, they were intended to 

be placed on a church's altar and prayed over by the minister, the congregation or both.  
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Some were neatly written in script on white-lined paper, others in a feverish scrawl on 

tattered scraps of parchment or note cards.  

"I'm still praying to hit the lottery twice: first the $50,000," one man wrote. "Than after 

some changes have taken place let me hit the millionaire."  Another asked God to make 

a certain someone "leave me alone and stay off my back," while still another asks God 

to calm a woman who "called the Internal Revenue on me."  There were many more 

written by anguished spouses, children or widows, pouring out their hearts to God, 

asking for help with relatives who were using drugs, gambling or cheating on them. One 

man wrote from prison, saying he was innocent and wanted to be back home with his 

family. One unwed mother wrote that her baby was due in four weeks, and asked God to 

make the father fall in love with her and marry her so the child would have a father.  The 

letters reveal the human yearning to have the kind of intimate, trusting relationship with 

God that is described in Psalm 27.  All of us who wish to learn to pray and express our 

selves to God with greater intimacy and authenticity can learn from reading and praying 

the Psalms.   

Eugene Peterson summarizes beautifully the spiritual breadth and depth of this 

special book.  “The Psalms are infused with and surrounded by a genetic, cultural, 

worshipping, and believing heritage.  This canonical condition means that in the life of 

faith we don’t make up original prayers that suit our private spiritual genius.  Prayer is 

not an original language, but a received language.  A millennium’s experience of grace 

and judgment, creation and chaos, guilt and salvation, rebellion and obedience shapes 

the prayers that are the Psalms.  When we pray the Psalms, and are trained in prayer by 

them, we enter into this centuries-long experience of being a people of God.”3 

In his time of trouble, the psalmist asks one thing; to be in the temple, where he 

can visualize the beauty of the Lord and seek direction for his life.  Psalm 27 teaches us 

about trusting the Lord who is “my light and my salvation; the stronghold of my life.”  

Salvation is intervention that makes life possible in the face of all that threatens, 

weakens, and corrupts life.  As Christians, we call the Lord light and salvation and the 

stronghold of life because of the deliverance from sin and death given in Jesus.  

The three Old Testament books quoted most frequently in the New Testament 

are Deuteronomy, Isaiah and Psalms.  When Jesus was on the cross, he quoted the first 

verse of Psalm 22, a lament.  “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me.”  Read that 

psalm in its entirety and you will see how it describes both Jesus’ experience on the 
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cross and the consequence of God delivering Jesus from death (Psalm 22:27), “All the 

ends of the earth shall remember and turn to the Lord; and all the families of the nations 

shall worship before you.”   

 I pray that God will help us all each and every day to trust the Lord in the midst of 

our troubles, tests, trials, and temptations.   

A great preacher of the 19th century,, Philipps Brooks put it this way,  

“Do not pray for easy lives; pray to be stronger people!  

Do not pray for tasks equal to your power; pray for power equal to your tasks.  

Then the doing of your work shall be no miracle, but you shall be a miracle.  Every day 

you shall wonder at yourself, at the richness of life which has come to you by the grace 

of God.”   

Blessing:  “Comforted and inspired beyond all fear,  

Not faltering at God’s command,  

Learning and increasing from our sorrow 

God’s light illuminating our darkness 

Let us boldly face the future, come what may.”   

Adapted from Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Letters and Papers from Prison  


