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Psalm 95 Sermon – Holy Trinity, Eastbourne, 28/10/07 AM

Famous Anglican Texts (2): Psalm 95 (page 602)

O Come, Let Us Sing To The Lord
Today we’re continue our look at what I’m calling “Some Famous Anglican Texts”.
What we’re actually going to study together is not really just an Anglican text:
It’s a Christian text:
A Biblical text.
It’s the Psalm that was just read – Psalm 95.

It’s a famous Anglican text because its used in the Book of Common Prayer service of Morning Prayer.
You might know it as the Venite, - a title which comes from the Latin for “O Come”, the first words of the Psalm.
This Psalm is one of the great texts that has shaped Anglican worship for over 300 years.
Apparently it was often used by the church in worship from ancient times.
I guess there would have been times in our country where a great many people would more or less have know this text by heart, since they said or sung it most Sundays.
And I reckon it deserves a come back, so hence our sermon today.

Please do have the Psalm open in front of you – p602

And you may find this handout helpful –

I’ve tried to explain something of the structure of the Psalm and what’s going on in it.

This may be a familiar Psalm,

But I think we’ll also find it a surprising Psalm,

Maybe even a disturbing one.

As I’ve suggested on the handout, I think its pretty clearly a Psalm of 2 halves.

You might have noticed the change of tone during our reading.

It starts of all happy and enthusiastic:

“Come, let us sing for joy to the LORD, let us shout aloud to the Rock of our salvation.”

But then at the end of v7 there’s a much more solemn note.

The Psalm contains a serious warning.

(Read)
The end is chilling.

Terribly final.

Spurgeon says that the Psalm starts off like a great peal of church bells:

Lively, exuberant / happy, calling us to worship.

But by the end of the Psalm its as if there’s the solemn tolling of a funeral knell.

Perhaps a single bell sounding, and then an abrupt, challenging silence.

And no doubt that’s all quite deliberate.

The background to the Psalm is the Exodus, when God led his people out of slavery in the Egypt.

It was a time of great victory and rejoicing.

God had duffed up those who had been oppressing his people.

The first half of the Psalm might have been the kind of thing they might have sung.

But anyone who’s read the book of Exodus knows that its not just a tale of triumphs.

In v8, the Psalmist talks about what happened at Meribah and Massah in the wilderness,
V9, “where you fathers tested me and tried me, though they had seen what I did.”

As you can see from the footnotes, “Meribah” means “quarrelling” or dispute and “Massah” means “testing”.
The incident the Psalmist is referring to is recorded Exodus 17.
(You may want to stick a bookmark in Ps 95 and in Ex 17, but its not essential. - p75)

In Exodus 17, the people are complaining yet again against Moses and ultimately against God.
They grumbled against Moses, “Why did you bring us up out of Egypt to make us and our children and our livestock die of thirst?” (Ex 17:3) -
And this isn’t the 1st time.
The people just came out of Egypt across the Red Sea in chapter 14.
And already by chapter 15 they grumbled against Moses, saying “What are we to drink?” (Ex 15:25).
God miraculously provided them with drinking water, but obviously they haven’t learnt to trust him yet.

In chapter 16 they’re grumbling again – about food this time.

Ex 16:2 – “They grumbled against Moses and Aaron. The Israelites said to them: “If only we had died by the LORD’s hand in Egypt! There we sat round pots of meat and ate all the food we wanted, but you have brought us out here in the desert to starve this entire assembly to death.”

(This is their usual way of going on. They look back wistfully to the grain, figs, grapevines and pomegranates. Numbers 20:4).

They’ve got rather selective memories.

They make Egypt sound like a luxurious holiday camp with everything laid on – but in fact the people had been groaning in harsh slavery there – making bricks without straw and having their babies murdered.

Anyway, God miraculously provides the people with Manna and Quails.

As Psalm 95v9 puts it, the people had seen God’s works.

God had visited plagues on the people of Egypt for the sake of his people.
God had parted the Red Sea to give them as escape route!

He’d completely defeated Pharaoh and his massive state of the art armies.

He miraculously provided all the bread and meat they could eat.

Indeed, he’d even provided water for the people before – the very thing they were grumbling about now!

Well might God say, (Psalm 95v9) “they tried and tested me, though they saw what I did.”

God had made his power and his love abundantly clear for his people.

The challenge of this Psalm is to trust him even when times are hard or you can’t see how God is going to provide.

God had promised to take care of his people and they had to believe his word.

If we apply it to ourselves,

The Psalm challenges us to remember what we’ve been saved from.

To remember God’s love and power and faithfulness demonstrated to us in the past.
To trust him for the future.

Now what is the point of the 2 halves of this Psalm?

Why are they put together like this?

Well, there’s a similar conjunction in Exodus 15 and 17.
In Exodus 15 the Israelites are singing victory songs

Joyfully celebrating who God is and what he’s done for them.

But the next minute they’re grumbling and complaining and saying they’d be better off back in Egypt, and they’re all going to die, and doesn’t God care about them, and what’s going to happen now – why didn’t someone plan this Exodus a bit better!
God’s not doing a very good job!
How do they know they can trust him?

They are singing God’s praise one minute and failing to believe his word the next.

We’re meant to notice that inconsistency.
And that surely is a point this Psalm is making.

Sing songs of worship on a Sunday, yes, but believe God’s word on a Monday too.

True worship is more than singing.

We worship God with our lips, but with our lives too.

Our songs are hollow if our actions are out of tune with our words.
We can’t sing God’s praises and then complain the first moment there’s any difficulty.

So our Psalm is both an invitation to worship God with joy, but also a warning to obey God’s voice.

The two commands go together – and we mustn’t neglect either of them.

We need to check ourselves for inconsistency in this area.

Is there a mismatch between our lips and our lives?

Do our Mondays reflect our Sundays?

So let’s look at the invitation and the warning in turn in a bit more detail.

In both cases the Psalmist tells us what to do and why to do it.

So first of all we are to worship God with joy.

V1, “Come let us sing for joy to the LORD”.
Notice that this is an exhortation to a community.

Here is someone encouraging others to worship God.

And its something we’re to do together.

Presumably the Israelites would have sung this Psalm in their worship, and its interesting that in this verse they’re singing to one another.

So one of the things we do as we sing is encourage one another.

Indeed, its very clear in the New Testament that one of the purposes of church meetings is mutual edification – building one another up.

So Sunday worship is about all of us together.

Its not about me and my own religious trip, or my private spirituality, or my personal tastes.

As Paul says, we’re to: “Speak to one another with psalms, hymns and spiritual songs. Sing and make music in your hearts to the Lord, always giving thanks to God the Father for everything, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.” (Ephesians 5:19)

Yes, of course, we sing to God, but we also sing to one another, for one another’s benefit – or I might as well stay at home if its just me and God.

The truth is we need one another.

Hebrews 3 and 4 is something of a commentary on this Psalm. 

(Ideally we’d have a bookmark in there too! p1202– You might like to read it at home later)

4 times the writer quotes this Psalm.

And after one of those quotations, the next thing he says is:

“See to it, brothers, that none of you has a sinful, unbelieving heart that turns away from the living God.” (Heb 3:12)

We’re to look out for one another.
And then he says: “But encourage one another daily, as long as it is called Today, so that none of you may be hardened by sin’s deceitfulness.” (Heb 3:13)
One of the purposes of our coming together is that mutual encouragement. (c.f. Heb 10:24-25).
One way we can encourage on another is by singing good biblical songs to one another.

So in our music and singing we need to set aside our personal preferences.

I know there are people here who’d like to go back to the glory days of a robed choir here.

And no doubt some people would like to see a rock band.

We need to bare with one another that we might all be encouraged.

We need to think not only about what we want but especially about what might help newcomers or young Christians.

And if mutual encouragement is an important part of church, then its important that we talk to one another,

It makes coffee time an important part of our time together.

I hope you make a point to stay on after the service whenever you can.

And welcome the newcomer – don’t just get into a clique every week with your best friends you’ve known for 20 years.
Try to talk about something constructive and encouraging.

Maybe there’ll be something from the service that’s struck you that you can talk about.

And this goal of mutual encouragement makes homegroups and the midweek Bible study important.

This is a big church so these smaller settings are a great way to get to know a few people better that you might encourage one another.

And did you notice its singing with “joy”.(v1)
Is that characteristic of your life? 

Of our singing together?

I guess that’s one reason why singing is commanded here – that we might cultivate and express joy.

Singing helps us to engage our minds and our hearts.

As any Welshman who’s been to Cardiff Arms Park knows, singing can stir up our emotions. 

Some of us might be terribly English and reserved, but we’re commanded here to sing for joy!

Or look at the next line: “let us shout aloud to the Rock of our salvation.”

I guess its had to shout about something you’re only mildly interested in.

This is shouting and singing with commitment and enthusiasm.

Its wholehearted worship.
Perhaps its worth saying that this is surely of some relevance to how we say the liturgy too.

I’m not suggesting we all start shouting exactly, but the liturgy is good stuff and we need to make sure we say it like we mean it.

Not so much here, perhaps, but it can be something of a dreary, weary mumble.

These are our prayers and praises to Almighty God.

Our battle cries, even!
Okay, well where is all this enthusiasm and passion to come from?

Look at vv2 & 3.

The Psalmist says, “… extol him with music and song.”

V3, “FOR”, “because”, “the LORD is the great God.”

And similarly in vv6 and 7, “Come let us bow down,” – v7, “for he is our God”

The Psalmist gives us the reasons for such praise.

Its not just emotional froth or going through the motions.

(This is worship that engages our hearts and minds and shapes our actions and lives.)
We find here the things which are to be the content and the motivation of our praise.

And its all about who God is and what he’s done.
Our songs are to “extol” him (v2, NIV)
“extol” – COED: “praise enthusiastically” – Latin, “tollere”, “raise” – “Lift up!”
As I believe our young people might say, we’re to “big up!” our Lord!
If you feel your joy is not all it could be, you could do a lot worse than meditate on who God is and what he’s done.

And this Psalm would be a great place to start.

Let’s have a look at it together.

Firstly, our God is the “the LORD” (v1).

That’s our translators way of putting the personal covenant name of the God of Israel

the name revealed to Moses at the burning bush in Ex 3

Yahweh (sometimes rendered Jehovah) 

“I am who I am” / “I will be who I will be”

the living and true God

the self-existent God

self-determined, self-defining

the God who doesn’t change

the faithful God

the God who has revealed himself, who relates to his people

The LORD is “the rock of our salvation” (v1)
“Rock” - firm, solid, substantial, secure, immovable – safe

Like the wise man in Jesus’ parable, you can build your fortress, your life, on this rock.

Our God is not going to move or get swept away.

God will be our fortress, our strength, our shield.
God is also ,v1, “the rock of our salvation”
Just as he saved the people of Israel from slavery in Egypt, so he has saved us from slavery to sin.

The “salvation” of v1 is ultimately salvation from the death and judgement of v11.

Salvation from the anger of God.

God saves us from himself – quite wonderful.

If only the people of Israel had continued to trust God they would have entered his rest and been saved from God’s anger.

v3, “the LORD is the great God, the great king above all gods.”
Unique – the only true God.
Supreme – unrivalled.
The so called gods of the nations are idols.
Other gods are nothing at best and demons at worst.
Our God is the King of Kings and the Lord of Lords.
V4 – “In his hands are the depths of the earth and the mountain peaks mountain peaks belong to him” 
He has pretty big hands, then!

If the internet’s to be believed, 

The deepest part of the ocean is over 11km or 36 000 feet down.

The highest mountain is over 8km or 29 000 feet up.

If the world he’s made is anything to go by, God is a very great God!

The heights and the depths are his.
And, I guess the implication is, everything else in between.

As the Apostle Paul said, “neither the height nor the depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.” (Romans 8:39)
V5, “the sea is his, for he made it”.
Forget about British waters or international waters for a moment: the seas are God’s.

God asserts his ownership rights over the whole world.

“his hands formed the dry land” (v5b)
The continents were like clay in God’s hands.

Again, if he made the sea and he formed the dry land, that doesn’t leave much else, does it?

God made the lot.

And so our response? 

V6, “Come let us bow down in worship, let us kneel before the Lord our Maker.”
Imagine the scene: 

the picture is of someone kneeling, maybe prostrating themselves before a great King.

In this public act of homage they pledge allegiance to him.

They are saying they are willing to give their lives to his service. 
That’s to be our attitude to God.

As it were, we’re to get down in the dust before him, to humble ourselves.
There’s great honour in serving such a great God.

But there can be no standing on our supposed rights or pretended dignity before God – it would be ridiculous to strut into his presence or preen ourselves before him.
Will you bow down before him again today?

Will you serve him this week?

We might just note in passing that kneeling is a good thing.

The Bible talks of kneeling a few times. (Ephesians 3:14, Acts 20:36; 21:5)
No doubt here its primarily metaphorical: we bow to God, as it were, in our hearts.
And our hearts matter much more than our knee bones.

 But we are embodied creatures not just spirits or minds,

So we can express our attitudes by our bodily actions.

Literal kneeling’s not compulsory, it’s not essential for our salvation, but from time to time it might help us to be humble and earnest in our prayers.
Why do we humbly worship God?

Because, v6, he is our maker.

Just as he made the whole world, he made us too.

Because, v7, “for he is our God and we are the people of his pasture, the flock under his care.”

Literally, actually, v7 says “we are the people of his hand”.
So “in his hands are the depths” (v4), “his hands formed the dry land” (v5) but also we are in his hands (v7).

He’s got the whole world in his hands, but he’s got you and me in his hands too.

The God who made the whole world cares for us too.

It’s a staggering thought.
V7, “he is our God”, we are his people.
We are bound together with God in a covenant relationship – committed to one another.
The image in v7 is of God as our Shepherd and us as his sheep.

He provides us with green pastures and leads us beside still waters – his rod and his staff they comfort us. (Psalm 23).
The Lord Jesus Christ is the Good Shepherd who lays down his life for the sheep. (John 10).

God provides for us and protects us; feeds us and guards us.

The Psalm gives us great grounds for praise, joy, thanks, humble confidence and heartfelt service.

But that call to worship is only half the Psalm. There’s also:

(2) A Warning / Command: Obey God’s Voice Today
What not to do: v7b-8


Don’t harden your heart to God’s Word

Why not to do it: vv9-11

Because God’s angry judgement against his people could cut you off from his rest 

Notice the relevance and urgency of this command:

This is a warning for “Today” (v7b)

And its still “today”!

There’s no time like the present for obeying God’s word!

It is dangerous to hear God’s word and then forget it.
Remember what James says: “Do not merely listen to the word, and deceive yourselves. Do what it says. Anyone who listens to the word but does not do what it says is like a man who looks at his face in a mirror, and after looking at himself, goes away and immediately forgets what he looks like.” (James 1:22-24)

How stupid! – the point of looking in the mirror is to do something about your appearance.

No point hearing God’s word if you’ve no intention of changing.

Now is the time of opportunity.

As Paul says: “I tell you, now is the time of God’s favour, now is the day of salvation.” (2 Cor 6:2b)

The Bible is clear that there will come a time when it is too late - 
when we die, or when the Lord Jesus Christ comes again, the day of opportunity will be gone.
How do we hear God’s voice today?

Hebrews 3v7 has a very interesting answer for us. (p1202)
“As the Holy Spirit says…” – then he quotes this Psalm

Strange – not “as David said” but “as the Holy Spirit said”

God is the ultimate speaker of the Bible – these are his words.

And not only that, but he speaks his words today.
“As the Holy Spirit says” – not “as the Holy Spirit said once upon a time, generations ago”

 The Bible is a present word, a word for today – it is God speaking to us today.

The Spirit of God speaks the words of God to the people of God today.
Will we listen?

We can all be sure that we are hearing God’s voice today as we read his word.

We can hear it tomorrow if we only open up this book.

So as we hear God the Holy Spirit speaking this Psalm to us today we must not harden our hearts.

What does it mean to have a hard heart?

Hard Heart (v8)

We’ve already seen that the Israelites’ sin was unbelief manifesting itself in grumbling.

We’re not to be like that wayward generation.

If we harden our hearts, we might find that the word of God just bounces off us.

We quickly forget it.

It has no lasting impact.

No deep change in us.

We mustn’t become stubborn refusal to repent
“stiff necked” like the people of Israel.
 In contrast, we’re to be soft-hearted towards the Word of God.

Disposition to obey God’s commands

Listening for his word and eager to do what it says.

Like attentive servants, standing ready, eager to do our master’s bidding.
We need to allow the Bible to mould us and influence us.

We need to be willing to bow before the word of God - pliable, malleable
God’s word can shape and correct us.

Doing what God says even if its uncomfortable or challenging.
Believing God’s word even if it seems unlikely.

Notice this is a warning to God’s people (v7bff).

They were all proper Israelites, they’d all been brought out of Egypt

But the whole generation fell in the wilderness. (c.f. Hebrews 3:16-19)
V11, God says, “I declared on oath in my anger, “They shall never enter my rest.”

It’s a dreadful epitaph.
It’s a warning to us. 

If it can happen to them, might it not happen to us?

Its possible to be baptised, belong to the church, come along every Sunday and yet to miss out on the rest God has promised.

Its true that no genuine believer can ever lose their salvation, but the sign of true faith is a faith that endures, that does not harden its heart.

Hebrews 3:14 – “We have come to share in Christ if we hold firmly till the end the confidence we had at first.”
So we need to keep on trusting in Christ.
God still offers us “rest” if we will put our trust in him.
As Jesus said, “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest.” (Matthew 11:28) 

“Rest” not in the promised land of Canaan, but in heaven and the new creation beyond it.
God offers us eternal rest in Christ, of which the promised land was just a picture and foretaste.

Hebrews 4 explains this:

“Therefore, since the promise of entering his rest still stands, let us be careful that none of you be found to have fallen short of it. For we have also had the gospel preached to us, just as they [the people of Israel] did; but the message they heard was of no value to them, because those who heard did not combine it with faith.” (Heb 4:1-2)
Joshua couldn’t give them ultimate rest (in the promised land), but Jesus could. (Heb 4:8)

Jesus is greater than Moses, so how much more should we not grumble against him.

We are to hold onto our hope, 
endure to the end, 
fix our eyes on Jesus, on the destination, on the prize. 
Remember what we’ve been saved from and for, not get caught up in the present difficulties.
If we trust in the Lord Jesus Christ, and don’t harden our hearts, then we will have much to sing and shout about in great praise to God.

Psalm 95 – Some further notes:

V1 we are to “sing for joy”

Singing is compulsory
Joy is mandatory

Holy enthusiasm

Its hard to “shout aloud” about something you’re not excited about

If I said to you, 3 cheers for England’s defeat in the Rugby World Cup, I guess most of you wouldn’t shout very loudly!

But not frothy groundless so-called joy.

Notice the word “for”, v1, v3, v7.

Here are reasons for joy and for singing.

Is there real joy in your Christian life? 

In our worship together as a church?

Is there joy in our singing?

How are our responses in the liturgy?

The Psalmist would prefer a shout (v1) to an ineffectual mumble.

Of course we want reverence and a certain amount of seriousness in our services, but no morbidity or stuffiness.

Our services should be more like a wedding than a funeral

In the Bible the Sabbath was a feast – a celebration

I guess some of us are tempted to imagine Sunday as a day when we cant go shopping and where Victorian children could only play with their Noah’s Ark and no other toys and couldn’t make too much noise

But imagine instead that you’d been digging the road for 6 days 

the Sabbath would be a wonderful blessing of rest and worship

the Bible says we should call the Sabbath day a delight 

and we need to organise our church and family life so that it can be that

Thinking about how we can plan our jobs as much as possible so we don’t have to work on a Sunday

best meal of the week (or something!)

Some families Sabbath feast on a Saturday night and a simple lunch on a Sunday with guests to cut down on the work

“music” is commanded here in v2. 

Not just for those who happen to be musical.

Singing is not an optional extra.

We do it not just because that’s what we do in church but because God tells us to.

I guess the music helps us to engage our emotions.

Let’s pray for our musicians. 

We want songs that focus us on our great God.

V6 – Our English word: “worship” – “worth-ship” – giving God his worth

“Our God is a great big God, and he hold us in his hands”

People sometimes say “now we’ll have a time of worship” in church services as if singing is all that worship is – but worship goes together with listening to the Word of God and obeying it

Hear – really hear, listen, pay attention, obey

 “This is the one I esteem, who is humble and contrite in spirit and trembles at his word”.

V7 – God is our God and we are his people

Safety – assurance – joy – confidence 

A humble assurance not a careless presumption

Kadesh – Numbers 20:1-13

Spies – land of giants

Lack of trust was their problem

V9 – God speaking

V10 – God was disgusted with them - outraged

Hebrews 3 & 4 (p1202) – commentary on this Psalm, applied to Christians

“As the Holy Spirit says…” – a present word, a word for today – this is God speaking

Their basic sin was unbelief – Heb 3:19, 4v2

Heb 3:7-4:11

* * *

Spurgeon, Treasury of David, v2, p164

http://www.biblebb.com/files/spurgeon/TOD/chstp95.htm
Like church bells calling us to worship. It begins with a lively peal but ends with a funeral knell tolling a solemn warning  

* * *

Matthew Henry, p425

* * * 

Kidner, p343, The Way to Worship

Vv1-5: Rejoicing

Vv6-7b: Reverence

Vv7c-11: Response

Perhaps composed for the feast of tabernacles when the people remembered their wandering in the wilderness

Cf. Ps 81

Sea as ungovernable – monstrous – simple control 

* * *

St Ebbes Sermons – Philip Percival

See-saw structure 

What is real worship? What makes up worship?

http://www.stebbes.org.uk/audio/c0718%20%27The%20way%20to%20worship%27%20Philip%20Percival%2C%20Psalm%2095%2C%2012.08.07.mp3
Worship is our response to God for who he is and what he has done

The things that go on inside us – our emotions / affections – v1, singing

Our external actions – what we do, our deeds – v7bff, obedience

V6 the pivot

Part 2: v7b 

Worship of life and lip

“let us sing for joy”

* * *

Michael Jensen – St Ebbes

* * *

Simon Martin – Psalm 95 – South African Church, Wimbledon
Youth Worker with Co-Mission 

http://www.co-mission.org/saek/sermons.php
* * * 

St James, Westgate

http://www.stjameswestgate.org.uk/mp3files/sermons/0209071830.mp3
* * *

http://billericaybaptist.net/sermon-28
Ian Smith – Billericay Baptist Church

* * *

Paul Blackham, All Souls’ Langham Place, Pick & Mix Spirituality (Guest Event) – Psalm 95

http://www.allsouls.org/ascm/allsouls/static/sermons/showsermon.flow?id=2006
Pick n Mix might work well at the sweet shop, but its less good at the pharmacy.

Pick n Mix might work well for food, entertainment and home furnishings, but it doesn’t work for spirituality.

The Bible offers us a clear diagnosis, and a prescription that works – not a pick and mix for things that are just a matter of taste, style or personal preference.

* * *

