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We’ve been studying a book of the Bible this summer that frankly most Christians never get around to reading – the Old Testament book of 1 Samuel.  We’ve met some extraordinarily courageous people in this book, people like Hannah, Samuel and Jonathan.  The star of the book is unquestionably David, the young shepherd who defeated the giant Goliath with a sling and a stone.  And even if you’ve never read the account of David’s life in 1 Samuel, you’ve very likely read many of the songs David wrote, the songs we call “psalms.”  The book of Psalms, which you will find in the middle of your Old Testament, is a collection of 150 songs, roughly half of which were composed by David.  And you might have noticed that there are liner notes at the beginning of many of the Psalms which clue us in to the context.
It’s sort of like this.  Taylor Swift is a young, gifted singer and songwriter; if you listen to music on the radio at all, you’ve surely heard some of her songs.  And often she will let her fans know the background behind her songs.  For example, one of her most popular tunes is the song “Mean,” which goes like this: “Someday I’ll be living in a big old city, and all you’re ever gonna be is mean.  Someday I’ll be big enough so you can’t hit me, and all you’re ever gonna be is mean.  Why you gotta be so mean?”  It’s a catchy tune, fun to sing along with.  And when it first came out all her fans wanted to know who it was about – was it about an old boyfriend who wronged her?  Well, Taylor Swift explained – it was about a music critic who she thought was overly harsh in his criticism of her singing ability.  So now we know.

Many of the Psalms similarly provide us with the context behind the song.  For example, the notes introducing Psalm 57 tell us this: “Of David … When he had fled from Saul into the cave.”  And if you’ve been with us all summer, you might remember when we studied that event.  It’s described in 1 Samuel 22, which starts with these words: “David left Gath and escaped to the cave of Adullam.” (1 Samuel 22:1)  And if you’re familiar with that period in David’s life when he was on the run from Saul who had 3000 of his best men trying to track down and kill David, then it makes the words of Psalm 57 that much more meaningful: “Have mercy on me, O God, have mercy on me, for in you my soul takes refuge.  I will take refuge in the shadow of your wings until the disaster has passed.”  (Psalm 57:1-2)  
We don’t have time this morning to read all 73 or so of David’s psalms, but I do  want to spend a few minutes getting acquainted with three kinds of psalms that are most meaningful to me – psalms when you’ve messed up, psalms when you’re mad at the world, and psalms to remind you what matters most.  Here’s what I think I most appreciate about the psalms, particularly the psalms of David – I appreciate their honesty.  If you were to read through all of the psalms written by David I think you would agree with me that they are brutally honest.  David doesn’t try to make himself look good in the psalms.  He doesn’t try to sugarcoat his feelings.  When he’s scared, he says so.  When he’s mad at God and at the world, he says so.  When he’s bitter and angry and wants his enemies to die, he says so.  And when he’s overcome with wonder at the greatness and goodness of God, he doesn’t try to be cool and pretend it’s no big deal to him – he says so.  He says “woe” if he’s feeling gloomy and “wow” if he’s feeling great, and he doesn’t try to pretend that he’s anyone other than himself.
Psalms When You’ve Messed Up
Here’s the first category of psalms that are particularly meaningful to me – psalms when you’ve messed up.  We do that, don’t we – we mess up.  Sometimes the mess is relatively minor.  Sometimes it’s a mess no one knows about except for us.  And sometimes it’s a very big and very public mess.  David was familiar with both kinds, with private messes and public messes, and he wrote psalms about both kinds.  In Psalm 32 David writes about a time when his guilt was eating away at him.  It’s obviously a painful time in his life.  But we don’t know anything about the circumstances.  This seems to be a time when no one but David was aware of his sin.  And yet what David wrote is incredibly meaningful and helpful to all of us who have been in that situation:
Blessed is he whose transgressions are forgiven, whose sins are covered.  Blessed is the man whose sin the Lord does not count against him and in whose spirit is no deceit.  When I kept silent, my bones wasted away through my groaning all day long.  For day and night your hand was heavy upon me; my strength was sapped as in the heat of summer.  Then I acknowledged my sin to you and did not cover up my iniquity.  I said, “I will confess my transgressions to the Lord” – and you forgave the guilt of my sin. (Psalm 32:1-5)  

We can relate, can’t we?  It was a sin, but it was a secret.  No one knew about it but us.  But even though not even our mom knew what we had done, we still felt guilty.  David said his bones were wasting away; we might say that it was eating us up.
Did you ever read Edgar Allen Poe’s short story, “The Tell-Tale Heart”?  The story – written in 1843 – is about a man who murders an older man, dismembers the body and buries it underneath the floorboards in his home.  It’s the perfect crime.  No one has any idea that this man is the murderer.  So when the police come knocking at his door, the man invites them in, tells them to look around.  Exuding confidence, he even sets up chairs for the police to sit on directly over the body of the victim.  But while they talk, the man hears something – it sounds like the beating of a heart.  The police appear not to hear it, but in the man’s mind the sound gets louder and louder and louder, until he can’t take it anymore.  He breaks down and confesses his crime and pulls up the floorboards to reveal the victim’s body.  The “tell-tale heart” gave him away.
Sounds a little like David, doesn’t it?  He kept silent about his sin; no one else seemed to have a clue.  But the longer he kept silent, the more his guilt ate away at his soul.  His bones wasted away; his strength was sapped.  He had messed up, and he couldn’t take it anymore.  So he finally did what he knew he had to do – he confessed his sin to God.  He took ownership for the mess he had made.  And when he did, God – to David’s great relief – forgave his sin and made him whole.  
But David wasn’t just familiar with the pain of private sin; he was also well acquainted with the shame of public sin.  Here’s the introduction to Psalm 51: “A Psalm of David.  When the prophet Nathan came to him after David had committed adultery with Bathsheba.”  We didn’t read that story in our studies this summer because it comes a little later in David’s life, but you can read the account for yourself in 2 Samuel 11 and 12.  David thought he could get away with it; he was the king, after all.  He was the golden child, a man after God’s own heart.  He could do anything he wanted.  So when he saw an attractive woman, he took her, even though she was married and he was married.  And when Bathsheba got pregnant, David had her husband – his good friend and trusted soldier Uriah – put to death.  Initially David thought he had gotten away scot-free.  But maybe you remember how the book of Numbers puts it: “You may be sure that your sin will find you out.” (Numbers 32:23)  Nathan the prophet shows up at David’s door and confronts him with the truth – he has sinned, and it’s not a secret.  
Ever been in that spot?  Ever got caught doing something you knew was wrong?  It’s embarrassing, isn’t it?  On top of the guilt, there’s the shame of having your dirty laundry aired in public, the humiliation of having your sin exposed.  And if you’ve been in that spot, then Psalm 51 is for you, a psalm for all of us who have messed up big time.  Here’s what David writes:

Have mercy on me, O God, according to your unfailing love; according to your great compassion blot out my transgressions.  Wash away all my iniquity and cleanse me from my sin. For I know my transgressions, and my sin is always before me.  Against you, you only, have I sinned and done what is evil in your sight … Hide your face from my sins and blot out all my iniquity.  Create in me a pure heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me. (Psalm 51:1-4, 9-10) 
Have you ever had to apologize to someone and didn’t quite know what to say?  Most of us, frankly, aren’t very good at the whole apology thing, not even when we’re apologizing to God.  And that’s partly what these psalms help me do – they give me words to use when I need to come clean with God and I don’t quite know what to say.  The psalms are, after all, written to God.  God is the intended audience of these songs.  So it’s perfectly natural to use them to give voice to our own prayers, to say to God, in the words of Psalm 51, “Have mercy on me, O God.  Wash away my sin.  Create in me a pure heart.”  
Here’s one way you might think of the psalms.  When your anniversary is coming up, guys, what do you do?  You go to the store and get a card, right?  Why do you get a card?  Why don’t you sit down and write something yourself?  After all, she’s your wife; you know her better than anyone.  Why use the words of someone who doesn’t know either of you to express your affection?  Well, frankly most of us aren’t good with words.  We aren’t quite sure what we should say.  So we give our wife a card someone else wrote and say, “Read this – that’s how I feel.”  And what does your wife say?  She loves it!  She’s not hurt; she’s touched that you took five minutes to go to the store and grab the first card you saw and signed it in your own handwriting and gave it to her.
Here’s my point – it’s OK to piggyback on David’s words when we’re bringing our messes to God.  I’ve done it many times in my life, and I know many of you have done the same.  And when we’ve used the psalms to confess our sin and to ask for God’s mercy, we have discovered that God hears those words as our own and he meets us right where we need him most.  He forgives us, he heals us and he changes us.  So don’t just read the psalms – pray the psalms, particularly the psalms for when we’ve messed up.

Psalms When You’re Mad At The World
A second category of psalms that is particularly meaningful to me are the psalms for when you’re mad at the world.  Some theologians refer to them as “psalms of disorientation.”  One well-known theologian by the name of Martin Marty refers to them as “wintry psalms.”  Then there’s a category of psalms known as the “imprecatory psalms,” in which the psalmist basically says he wishes his enemies were dead.  
Now let me add a bit of caveat here.  I’m not suggesting that it’s healthy to pray the imprecatory psalms.  I’m not suggesting you should use them to say, “God, you know that guy who cut me off in traffic?  I want you to dash him and all his loved ones against the rocks and smash them to pieces.”  Even if you put those psalms to some sweet music, it’s still not right to wish harm on people we don’t like.  So here’s the question – then why are those psalms in the Bible?  Because the Bible is an honest book.  The Bible doesn’t whitewash what’s worst even in its heroes.  There were times when David and the other psalmists were just plain ticked off.  They were mad at their enemies, they were mad at the world, and they were mad at God, and they let God know just how they felt, even when those feelings were sinful and unhealthy.

But here’s what we can learn from these psalms.  We learn that God can handle our feelings – all of them.  God can handle our doubts and our confusion and our bitterness and our anger.  We don’t have to pretend with God.  We don’t have to keep our frustrations to ourselves.  We don’t have to be afraid that if we tell God how we really feel that he might smite us.  After all, God already knows how we feel; it’s not like he’s surprised when we come out and tell him.  It’s not as if God’s response to our anger is, “I had no idea that’s how you felt!”  God already knows.  But he wants to hear it from us.  He wants us to be honest with him.  
And here’s why.  Who do you complain to?  You complain to people who are in a position to do something to fix your complaint.  Have you ever played the “let me talk to your manager” card?  We all have.  Why do you do that?  You ask for the manager because it’s become clear to you that the person you’re complaining to can’t do anything to fix your complaint – only the manager can do that.  When we’re mad at the world and voice our complaints to God, in a real way we’re making a statement of faith.  We’re saying, “God, I’m mad about this but I’m telling you about this because I still believe that you are the only one who can fix this.  As frustrated as I am, I have confidence that you are good and loving and powerful and that when I’m complaining to you I’m complaining to someone who cares and to someone who can make this better.”

Psalm 23 is David’s best-loved psalm.  It’s a “summery” psalm, a feel-good psalm.  But right before that is Psalm 22, a classic “mad at the world” and “mad at God” psalm.  Do you know who prayed the words of Psalm 22 as an expression of his own hurt and confusion?  Jesus did, while he hung on the cross.  Here’s some of how this psalm reads:
My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?  Why are you so far from saving me, so far from the words of my groaning?  O my God, I cry out by day, but you do not answer, by night, and am not silent … But I am a worm and not a man, scorned by men and despised by the people.  All who see me mock me; they hurl insults, shaking their heads … I am poured out like water, and all my bones are out of joint … You lay me in the dust of death. (Psalm 22:1-2, 6, 14-15)  

In some ways theses psalms are a little like a country song.  You know, where the girlfriend cheated on him and his 18-wheeler broke down and the fish aren’t biting and someone stole his favorite shotgun.  On and on the song goes, five long minutes of whining and complaining about all that’s wrong with the world, and what do we do when the song comes on the radio?  We turn up the volume and sing along.  And for some reason, that makes us feel better.  
But here’s a better idea – instead of just complaining to no one in particular, take your complaints to the God who loves you dearly and who has the power and resources to intervene in your world and make things better.  Turn your complaints into a statement of faith; let God know you trust him enough to let him see you at your worst, that you trust him to care, that you believe he’s listening and that he will respond to your need.  And if you’re not quite sure what to say, turn up the volume and sing along with the psalms for all of us who are mad at the world.
Psalms To Remind You What Matters Most
And here’s one more category of psalms I find particularly meaningful and helpful – the psalms that remind me what matters most.  You could call them the praise psalms.  These are the psalms that help me see the big picture.  They help me get out of the confines of my smaller world and see that there is a God who is bigger than my biggest issue, a God who is the creator and the redeemer, a God who made the heavens and the earth, a God who is gracious and kind, a God who deserves my adoration and devotion.  In Psalm 145 for example David writes this: “I will exalt you, my God the King.  I will praise your name for ever and ever.  Every day I will praise you and extol your name for ever and ever.  Great is the Lord and most worthy of praise; his greatness no one can fathom … The Lord is gracious and compassionate, slow to anger and rich in love.  The Lord is good to all; he has compassion on all he has made.  All you have made will praise you, O Lord; your saints will extol you … My mouth will speak in praise of the Lord.  Let every creature praise his holy name for ever and ever.” (Psalm 145:1-3, 8-10, 21)  
Ever hit a large bump in the road and knocked your wheels out of alignment?  It happened to us a couple of years ago coming back from Los Angeles on California’s most beautiful freeway, I-5.  At first I thought we survived our descent into this large hole unscathed, but in time I realized the car was pulling to the right.  Now you can get by like that for a while, as long as you are careful to diligently correct your steering and to stay on course.  But that only works so long before you start doing damage to your tires – you need a re-alignment.
The same thing happens to us in life.  Our walk with God is going well when all of a sudden we hit a bump in the road, and before we know it our lives are out of alignment.  It happens gradually at first, but before we know it we’ve veered way of course.  Our priorities are out of whack, our relationships are affected, and our walk with God slows to a crawl.  We need a re-alignment.  We need to step back and remind ourselves what really matters most.  We need to remind ourselves that God is in control, and that the most important thing we can do in life is to love, obey and enjoy God.  And that’s what these psalms help us do.  Listen to the opening words of Psalm 103, another one of David’s greatest hits:

Praise the Lord, O my soul; all my inmost being, praise his holy name.  Praise the Lord, O my soul, and forget not all his benefits – who forgives all your sins, and heals all your diseases, who redeems your life from the pit and crowns you with love and compassion, who satisfies your desires with good things, so that your youth is renewed like the eagle’s … For as high as the heavens are above the earth, so great is his love for those who fear him.  As far as the east is from the west, so far has he removed our transgressions from us.  As a father has compassion on his children, so the Lord has compassion on those who fear him … Praise the Lord, O my soul. (Psalm 103:1-5, 11-13, 22)
Notice what David is doing – he’s talking to himself.  He’s telling his soul, “Soul, remember who God is.  Remember who’s in charge.  Remember that he loves you.  Remember all he’s done for you.  And remember to praise him and thank him.  Soul, don’t get off track.  Don’t forget what matters most, don’t forget who matters most.  Praise the Lord, O my soul, and don’t forget all his benefits.”
And that’s what we do when we gather here on Sunday mornings – this is a time to re-align our hearts and our souls, to remind ourselves what matters most, to remind ourselves that we belong to the King of Kings, the Creator of the universe, to a God who loves us like a father loves his children.  Yes, life is hard and, yes, we mess up, and, yes, sometimes we get pretty bent out of shape, but the truth is that our lives are in the hands of a good and loving and gracious and powerful God who deserves our thanks and our devotion.  So let’s do that now – let’s give God our thanks and our praise as we remind ourselves that he is the one who matters most.
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