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ENDORSEMENTS


I have read through the Psalms many times and yet never like this! John Greco’s reflections on each psalm brought new joy and life into these words I already love so much. He offers wisdom, context, and gospel-centered perspective. Greco earnestly points back to Jesus with each entry, all the while balancing an understanding of our humanness with the everlasting power of who God is. If you are looking for an intriguing way to read through the Psalms, this book is for you. A must read!


Maria Furlough
 Author, Breaking the Fear Cycle and Confident Moms, Confident Daughters


As a Bible geek like John, I thought I knew the Psalms fairly well. But delving into the riches that are contained in this book turned me into a hungry learner. These devotionals will enrich your mind, warm your heart, and inspire your spirit.


Bill Delvaux
 Founder, Landmark Journey Ministries; Author, Heroic: The Surprising Path to True Manhood


Although the book of Psalms can be overly familiar terrain for many, in The Ascent John Greco guides us up a mountain of sorts to view the Psalms with fresh perspective. Greco highlights connections to other portions of Scripture to help the reader feel the heartbeat of God.


Anna Nash
 Director, Beacon People; Co-author, Christmas Matters: How the Birth of Jesus Makes a Difference Every Day and Easter Matters: How the Resurrection of Jesus Changes You


Fresh, honest, and insightful, The Ascent is like taking a tour with a wise and encouraging friend. Even if you’ve read the Psalms a hundred times, John will show you things you’ve never seen before.


Len Woods
 Author, 101 Important Words of the Bible and 101 Important Words about Jesus




DEDICATION


For Luke.
 You are the blessing I didn’t know I needed. I love you. I pray your life will be a sweet song of praise in the ears of our King.
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A WORD OF INTRODUCTION


The plan was simple. I would read a single psalm each morning while the house was still quiet, before the kids came downstairs and demanded cereal and sippy cups and help with their latest Lego creations. As I read, I would pray and see what the Lord had for me, making note of what grabbed my attention, what struck me as odd, or what prompted questions in my heart. I would then write down my thoughts, knowing that further reading, reflection, and study would be required to bring all the loose strands together. After a few weeks, I realized what I was writing might be helpful to other people, so I began doing my work in the Psalms with fellow travelers in mind.


Why the Psalms? The book of Psalms is the Bible’s creamy, gooey center. It was the songbook of ancient Israel and the early church, and it stands today as a reservoir of life-giving truth for all who thirst. The poetry of praise and petition fill its pages, offering us the prayers we need when we can’t seem to find our own words.


More beautiful than the ocean at sunset and twice as deep, the Psalms look back on Israel’s history but also ahead to Jesus. With equal clarity, these worship songs offer us insight into the human soul and a peek into the heavenly realms. My hope is that as you read, you’ll feel yourself being drawn deeper into the story of redemption, deeper into your purpose as an image bearer of God, and deeper into the embrace of the Father who loves you.




A NOTE TO THE READER


When a psalm’s title in our English Bibles indicates “A psalm of David” or the like, that doesn’t necessarily mean David wrote the psalm. In Hebrew, that phrase can also be translated “A psalm about David” or “A psalm for David.” However, this devotional follows the traditional practice of assuming Davidic authorship if the title of the psalm names him or a New Testament author does so when quoting or alluding to a passage.




PSALM 1


Behold! The Mumbling Tree


“Two roads diverged in a yellow wood,” Robert Frost once wrote. If you know the poem, you know he took the one less traveled. It made all the difference.


As it turns out, Frost wrote the poem as something of a joke for a friend who was routinely indecisive about the paths they should take as they walked together in the forest. But in Scripture, the split path is anything but trivial, and each time it comes up, the Holy Spirit beckons us to take the one that leads to our true home in the presence of God, less traveled though it may be.


This fork in the road is as old as creation itself, and it was choosing the wrong bend that brought a curse upon our world to begin with. But the road diverges again and again, and each time the Spirit of God calls his people to embrace the love of their Creator.


The road diverged when Joshua told the Israelites, “Choose for yourselves this day whom you will serve, whether the gods your ancestors served beyond the Euphrates, or the gods of the Amorites, in whose land you are living. But as for me and my household, we will serve the LORD” (Joshua 24:15). It forked again when Elijah warned the people atop Mount Carmel, “How long will you waver between two opinions? If the LORD is God, follow him; but if Baal is God, follow him” (1 Kings 18:21). And it split when Jesus laid the choice down plainly: “Enter through the narrow gate. For wide is the gate and broad is the road that leads to destruction, and many enter through it” (Matthew 7:13).


Here in Psalm 1, the two roads take center stage—“the way of the righteous” versus “the way of the wicked” (v. 6). The Lord watches over the one, while the other leads to destruction. The choice is obvious, but it is not easy. It never is.


Years ago, when I would read this psalm, I wasn’t able to see Jesus in it. It seemed to me these verses could be at home in any religion’s holy book. “Choose good, not evil, and you’ll be blessed,” they appeared to say. But that’s karma, not the gospel. These days, however, I can hear God speaking to me through these ancient words, the Spirit pleading with me to choose the good way.


The person who follows the path of righteousness—the path of God—meditates on the commandments of the Lord day and night (v. 2) not because memorizing rules will earn anyone anything but because the laws of God reveal his beautiful heart, bit by bit. Each one is like a clue to the greatest treasure imaginable. The law is not the point; God is.


To meditate is literally “to mumble,” as if God’s Word could become stuck in a person’s mouth and remain there to be chewed on throughout the day. It’s savored with the passing of every breath and becomes a part of life’s rhythm, the soundtrack that never fades into the background.


This is not a description of a cultural Christian, of a sheep that’s forgotten what the Good Shepherd’s voice sounds like. This is not a picture of a mere Jesus fan. True disciples are made of stuff like this—this sort of continual devotion to God. These are people whom the Lord has radically changed, who are so committed to him that they need the sweet taste of his words on their lips all the time. Nothing else will do.


The psalmist sees such a person as “a tree planted by streams of water” (v. 3). Its roots go deep because the nearby streams feed them. Its trunk grows strong, and the winds that blow do not easily sway it. Drought poses no threat; it has what it needs to produce its fruit in season. It is a tree of life, a blessing to others, not unlike the original Tree of Life in the garden.


This psalm brings me both conviction and hope. It’s a reality check as I remember that I am often blown around by the storms that come my way; I am not yet the strong tree I hope to be someday. But it is also a reminder of God’s power, a power I have access to through the Holy Spirit. This psalm describes who I want to be, even as life forces me to recognize I am not yet there.


“Two roads diverged in a wood,” but I can’t stop staring at the trees, especially the one mumbling the words of God by that stream over there.




PSALM 2


How to Kiss the King


The second psalm may have been written by David for his son Solomon’s coronation, but David had more than Solomon in mind when he penned these words. He looked forward to a future King who would rule in Jerusalem from his throne. He would be the King of kings, the promised Messiah.


Those who lived the New Testament recognized this psalm as being all about Jesus. In the book of Acts, the disciples in Jerusalem saw the plot against God’s anointed in Psalm 2:2 as a reference to the death of Jesus at the hands of Herod, Pilate, and the Jewish religious leaders (Acts 4:25–27). And later, Paul saw the resurrection of Christ in God’s declaration, “You are my son; today I have become your father” (Psalm 2:7; Acts 13:32–33). Everything Jesus claimed about himself and his relationship to the Father was proven true—and with power (Romans 1:4). When he conquered the grave, he was shown to be the Son promised to David, the one who would sit upon his throne forever (2 Samuel 7:12–16).


Psalm 2:12 says, “Kiss his son, or he will be angry and your way will lead to your destruction.” In the ancient world, a kiss was a sign of dedication, allegiance, and loyalty. That’s why, for example, the people of Israel kissed the idols they worshiped (Hosea 13:2), and it’s why the prophet Samuel kissed Saul when he anointed him king (1 Samuel 10:1). But the idols were only cheap imitations of the true God, and all the kings of Israel and Judah were but fractured shadows of King Jesus, who alone deserves our undivided devotion.


The Gospels only record Jesus being kissed on two occasions. There was, of course, Judas’ kiss of betrayal, which echoes so very tragically as I read this psalm. Judas’ allegiance to Jesus was only pretend—a lie on the lips of a false friend—and his way did indeed lead to his own destruction.


But there was another kiss. Luke tells us about a time when Jesus was invited into the home of a Pharisee named Simon. While he was there, a notoriously sinful woman entered the house with an alabaster jar of perfume in her hands. She came up behind Jesus and began to weep. Since people reclined on the floor to eat in those days, her tears fell on the feet of the Lord. So, with her hair she cleaned them, and then she kissed the feet she found to be so precious, before pouring her perfume on them (Luke 7:36–38).


The kiss of the sinful woman, or rather the forgiven woman (Luke 7:48), is the sort of kiss Jesus wants, the only kiss fit for the true King. Anyone can kiss the Lord the way Judas did. Though our motives may be different from his, a kiss that is anything less than total devotion—of love and loyalty—is itself a betrayal. But the woman in Simon’s house recognized Jesus and the mercy he offered to sinners like her. She received his love, and it had begun to change her from the inside out. Her kiss was not out of obligation but was instead an overflow of what was bursting from her heart.


It’s almost as though David had this woman in mind when he wrote the final line of Psalm 2: “Blessed are all who take refuge in him” (v. 12). At the feet of her Savior, she found the perfect refuge from her past sins, her present shame, and her uncertain future—and she couldn’t help but kiss him in response.




PSALM 3


God’s Dental Plan


David was a man after God’s heart (1 Samuel 13:14; Acts 13:22), but he wasn’t a perfect man—not by a long shot. There was his sin with Bathsheba and his murder of Uriah, to be sure (see 2 Samuel 11), but there was something else that brought David low.


While he was generally a wise king, a brilliant military strategist, and a devoted follower of Yahweh, David was out of his element when it came to raising his own children. The Bible provides scant details about David as a father, but what it does tell us is heartbreaking.


Second Samuel 13 is one of the most difficult chapters in the Bible to read, and it was also one of the most difficult chapters in the life of Israel’s royal family. Fueled by lust and his own brokenness, David’s son Amnon raped David’s daughter Tamar.


David was furious (v. 21).


But that’s it. He was just furious; he apparently did nothing about it—nothing to hold Amnon accountable, nothing to provide justice for Tamar. Two years after Tamar’s innocence was taken from her, Amnon was still free and enjoying all the benefits that come with being a son of the king.


They say that when a leader refuses to wield his or her authority when needed, someone else will take charge. And that’s exactly what happened in David’s family. Since David failed to do something about the Amnon situation, Absalom, another of David’s sons, decided to take matters into his own hands. He lured Amnon away from the city under false pretenses and had him killed (2 Samuel 13:23–29).


The resulting rift between Absalom and David never quite healed after that. Eventually, Absalom led an all-out insurrection, gathering people who would support him as king in Jerusalem over his father, David. So many rallied behind Absalom that David and most of his closest allies had to flee the capital.


This is all prologue to Psalm 3, an emotional prayer in which David expresses his trust in God despite being on the run. It’s hard to read through the psalm without pausing at verse 7, with its vivid and somewhat shocking imagery: “Strike all my enemies on the jaw; break the teeth of the wicked.” So much for the man after God’s own heart, right? Jesus, who perfectly represented the Father (Hebrews 1:3), told us to love our enemies, not knock out their molars (Matthew 5:44).


Before we’re too hard on David, though, let’s remember that in this psalm, he’s put everything—absolutely everything—in the hands of God. He’s not going to break anyone’s teeth. He is leaving vengeance and his own deliverance to the Lord. That’s why he can lift his head high (v. 3). That’s why he can sleep at night (v. 5). That’s why he doesn’t have to fear the tens of thousands who are hunting him (v. 6). He’s given it all to God, even the breaking of teeth.


I don’t believe God wants us to pray that our enemies’ teeth would crack inside their mouths. That’s not something I can imagine Jesus doing. But I have a lot of grace for David. He didn’t have the gospel in its fullest expression. He didn’t have the Sermon on the Mount. And he didn’t have the example of Jesus who laid down his life and prayed, “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing” (Luke 23:34).


Yet, even with all that David didn’t have, Psalm 3 ends on a note that highlights the humility he found in his later years. I imagine much of this humility came from seeing how his own failings had affected his children. Though the psalm is a prayer for personal deliverance, David closes by asking, “May your blessing be on your people” (Psalm 3:8). Still in hiding, David is less concerned with his own safety and well-being; he wants God to bless the people of Israel, many of whom were, at that moment, supporting Absalom’s insurrection.


Concerning Absalom, David ordered his men to be gentle with him, to do everything they could to protect him (2 Samuel 18:5, 12). He did not want the young man dead, even though the situation would have justified such a response. When Joab, the commander of David’s army, killed Absalom, David wept and mourned, so much so that it disheartened his own troops (2 Samuel 19:1–6). Joab even accused David, saying, “You love those who hate you and hate those who love you” (v. 6). Joab may not have had the situation exactly right—there’s no indication that David hated his own supporters—but David did indeed love his enemy.




PSALM 4


Enemies Like Me


If reading a New Testament letter can be like listening in on one side of a conversation, reading some of the psalms can be like eavesdropping on the most intense moments of someone’s prayer life.


In Psalm 4, David doesn’t explain his situation. God already knows what it is. And as a Bible geek, I find that especially frustrating. I want to know exactly what David was dealing with. I want to understand the background of every phrase. I want to know who is distressing David. I want to look up the passages that reveal how God answered David’s prayers here in this psalm. But there are few clues to help me do that. Instead, I’m left with the raw petitions, stripped of their original context.


But I think that’s by design. This psalm can now be mine and yours. David’s words can apply to situations in our own lives in a way they simply couldn’t if they were tied to some specific episode in his journey.


As a lament, Psalm 4 is an invitation to deal honestly with the injustices and heartaches that come our way, to bring our troubles directly to God. But the psalm exists in three dimensions. First, there are the personal cries that emanate from the heart of David, the song’s author. Second, there is the prayer addressed to God: “Answer me when I call to you, my righteous God” (v. 1). But third, there’s a shift in the middle of the psalm where David speaks directly to those causing his angst (vv. 2–5): “How long will you people turn my glory into shame?” (v. 2, emphasis added).


In my most honest moments, I must admit I’m not sure where I see myself in this psalm. I want to be David—to be the “faithful servant” set apart by God (v. 3). Because of the Holy Spirit at work in me, I am his servant. This is true; it is who I am. But I must also confess there are times when I have caught myself chasing after delusions and lies (v. 2). I am a work in progress—still walking forward because of the grace of God.


So, I take David’s words seriously. I search my heart in silence. I offer the sacrifices of the righteous—the living sacrifice Paul spoke of in Romans 12:1. And, above all, I trust in the Lord (Psalm 4:4–5). At the same time, I know that Jesus fills up what is lacking in me. Therefore, with David I can say, “In peace I will lie down and sleep, for you alone, LORD, make me dwell in safety” (v. 8).




PSALM 5


God’s Welcome Mat


After David became king and set the capital of Israel in Jerusalem, he had the ark of the covenant moved to the city so that he could be near the presence of God. He did not, however, have the tabernacle brought to the capital city. The tabernacle—that portable temple God instructed Moses to build in the wilderness—along with its sacred furnishings, remained in Gibeon (see 1 Chronicles 16:39; 2 Chronicles 1:3). So, David had a special tent erected in Jerusalem to house the ark. There, David often went to worship.


In Psalm 5, David writes about the “house” of God. This house was neither the tabernacle left in Gibeon nor the temple that his son Solomon would build some years later. It appears that David considered God’s house to be the place where the Lord’s presence dwelled. In his day, it was in that simple tent he set up for the ark.1


David writes, “But I, by your great love, can come into your house” (Psalm 5:7). Knowing something about God’s house—the tabernacle and temple structures—this grabbed my attention. Both the wilderness tabernacle and the later temples had three basic sections: an outer courtyard, the holy place inside, and, beyond that, the most holy place. Only priests and Levites were permitted inside the temple proper, the holy place (2 Chronicles 23:6). The most holy place, where the ark itself was kept, was even more exclusive. There, only the high priest was permitted, and then only on the Day of Atonement (Leviticus 16:1–17). Everyone else had to remain in the outer courtyard.


David was not from Aaron’s line, nor was he a Levite. He was from the tribe of Judah, a decidedly non-priestly line (Hebrews 7:14). Yet, here in Psalm 5, David says he can come into God’s house. Second Samuel 7:18 actually says, “King David went in and sat before the LORD.” The image is of David entering the tent he’s constructed and sitting in front of the ark.


Scripture also says that David offered sacrifices to God (2 Samuel 6:17). That’s very priestly—and the very thing King Saul before him was not permitted to do (1 Samuel 13:8–14). In addition, he wore an ephod, which was part of the priestly uniform (2 Samuel 6:14; see also Exodus 28:6–14). Plus, we’re told that some of David’s sons served as priests (2 Samuel 18:8) and that Solomon followed in his dad’s footsteps, also offering sacrifices to God (1 Kings 8:63–64).


David and his line are somehow unique. It’s not that David actually became a priest at some point, nor is it that his sons were true Levitical priests in the strictest sense. Instead, it’s that David and his sons performed some priestly duties as members of the royal household in Jerusalem. David, being the King in Jerusalem (something Saul never was), is following in the tradition of Melchizedek (Genesis 14:18–20), the priest-king of Salem (what Jerusalem was called in Abraham’s time). He is foreshadowing the ministry of Jesus, who would be both King and High Priest in the order of Melchizedek (Psalm 110:4; Hebrews 7:1–22).


In Christ, you and I are part of a royal priesthood (1 Peter 2:9). We bear the same status as King David. And we, too, are invited into God’s house to sit before him, to talk with him, to worship him.


It’s God’s presence that makes all the difference. David says to God, “Evil people are not welcome” (Psalm 5:4), and “The arrogant cannot stand in your presence” (v. 5). On the other hand, the righteous are blessed because “you surround them with your favor as with a shield” (v. 12).


There is no temple today. We have no need of one. Christians are both corporately and individually a temple of God’s Spirit (1 Corinthians 3:16–17; 6:19). God’s house is now within us. We no longer need to enter a tent to draw near to the Lord; we are with him every minute of every day—and we have every blessing that goes with such a privilege.




PSALM 6


Where Worship Goes to Die


The author of Ecclesiastes, likely Solomon, wrote, “All share a common destiny—the righteous and the wicked, the good and the bad, the clean and the unclean, those who offer sacrifices and those who do not” (Ecclesiastes 9:2). Death is the great leveler. No one escapes him. But death is also unnatural, a foreign invader in our world.


Death was never supposed to be part of human experience. God designed us as everlasting creatures to dwell in his presence forever and ever. But when sin entered our world, death followed closely behind. Now, we cannot remember a time when death did not stalk us.


In death, the enemies of God believe they have won a victory. That is because, as David says here in Psalm 6, “Among the dead no one proclaims your name. Who praises you from the grave?” (v. 5). That is the great tragedy of death—not separation from our loved ones, not the end of earthly comforts and joys (though those things are heartbreaking), but the silencing of worship that belongs to God.


Back in Genesis, God made Adam “to work…and take care of” the garden of Eden. That was the purpose for which humanity was created. As mundane as that sounds, it was anything but ordinary. The Hebrew words translated “work” and “take care” in the NIV are the same words used later to describe the activity of the priests and Levites who served in the temple (Numbers 3:7–8; 8:25–26; 18:5–6; 1 Chronicles 23:32; Ezekiel 44:14). Their work was worship—and as children of Adam, it is ours too.


God also made human beings as his image bearers (Genesis 1:27), people who reflect the glory of God. Bearing God’s image is itself an act of worship, a way of ascribing to God the glory due his name, shouting it to creation and to one another through the lives we live.


Either way you slice it, worship is our purpose. Death is the great tyrant for the sadness it brings but also, and chiefly, because it puts an end to the work of worship God gave us to do. Or so God’s enemies thought.


The Hebrew word translated “grave” in Psalm 6:5 is Sheol, which refers to the realm of the dead in ancient Near Eastern thought. It was believed to be a place beneath the earth—watery caverns removed from the life of God. Sheol was the destination of both the righteous and the wicked until the day of judgment.


No one was exempt from Sheol, and so God’s people recognized they needed the Lord to rescue them, and they believed he would be faithful to do so (Psalm 49:15). Paul could later write with confidence that “to be away from the body” is to be “at home with the Lord” (2 Corinthians 5:8). But heaven is not our final hope. God’s plan all along had been to undo the power of death through bodily resurrection. That’s why, if you know where to look, you’ll find seeds of this hope scattered throughout the Old Testament (e.g., Job 19:25–27; Psalm 16:10; Daniel 12:2). And when Jesus rose from the grave on Easter morning, never to die again, the curse of death was lifted. “Where, O death, is your victory? Where, O death, is your sting?” (1 Corinthians 15:55; see also Hosea 13:14).


Toward the end of Psalm 6, after pouring the anguish of his heart out to God, David could write, “The LORD has heard my cry for mercy; the LORD accepts my prayer” (v. 9). Because God is so good, I have no doubt that David is, right now, worshiping before the Lord, the purpose for which he was made. He is very much alive, awaiting the day that his body will be resurrected and he will walk this earth once again with worship still on his lips.




PSALM 7


Equal-Opportunity Curses


At his concerts, Keith Green used to say, “Sin is fun to get, but it’s like sugar-coated, long-acting cyanide!”2 Because God is just, he will not let the guilty go unpunished. There is coming a day of judgment and reckoning, but God does not typically act in the moment to pay someone for the wrongs they’ve just committed (though see Acts 5:1–11). The fun of sin usually comes quickly, but the cyanide often takes a while to reach its full effect.


We don’t know the situation that inspired Psalm 7. The title of the psalm mentions someone named Cush from the tribe of Benjamin, but the biblical record does not mention him elsewhere, so we don’t know what his beef with David was. What we do know is that it was serious. David asks God to rescue him (v. 1), and he compares his pursuers to lions, ready to “rip [him] to pieces” (v. 2).


In his prayer, David maintains his innocence in the matter, telling God, “If I have done this and there is guilt on my hands—if I have repaid my ally with evil or without cause robbed my foe—then let my enemy pursue and overtake me; let him trample my life to the ground and make me sleep in the dust” (Psalm 7:3–5). David is invoking the idea that his righteousness (or lack of it) will be proven by God’s response to the situation.


Knowing something of David’s character before the Lord from the rest of Scripture, I have little doubt that he is telling the truth about his part in the situation with Cush, whatever it may be. It is no small thing to invoke God as your witness. God knows all and sees all. You can’t put one over on him.


David’s words here in Psalm 7 remind me of Simon Peter, another person who invoked heaven as a witness—except he was as guilty as the day is long. Matthew and Mark tell us that when Peter was denying he ever knew Jesus, “he began to call down curses, and he swore,…‘I don’t know the man!’” (Matthew 26:74).


Thankfully for Peter, God didn’t respond to his curses in the moment. Instead, he allowed Peter to feel the poisonous effects of his sin as he heard about Jesus’ continued trial, torture, and death on a cross. The torment of his own sin must have been as painful as any lightning bolt from the sky he might have brought down upon himself that night in the high priest’s courtyard.


Peter didn’t need to call down curses from heaven. And David didn’t need to appeal to God as a witness to his innocence. All of us are guilty like Peter. Even David isn’t truly innocent. There is a curse already hanging over this world—there was no need to call for one. For those of us who know Jesus, though, that curse has already fallen. It has come down hard. But the punishment we deserve fell on Christ, crushing the righteous instead of the wicked (Ecclesiastes 8:14).


David finishes his prayer, saying, “I will give thanks to the LORD because of his righteousness; I will sing the praises of the name of the LORD Most High” (Psalm 7:17). God’s righteousness is better than anything we could ever have come up with on our own. Because of the cross, God’s great righteousness is also his great mercy.




PSALM 8


When We Shine Like Stars


When people in the ancient Near East looked up at the night sky, they didn’t merely see the moon and stars, planets and comets—they saw the heavenly host, a cast of gods shining down on the earth in supernatural glory. That is why God forbade the people of Israel from bowing down to worship “the sun, the moon and the stars—all the heavenly array” (Deuteronomy 4:19).


But the Bible doesn’t discount the idea that there is a heavenly host; it actually reinforces it. There are the sons of God (Genesis 6:2; Job 1:6), watchers (Daniel 4:13), cherubim (Genesis 3:24), seraphim (Isaiah 6:2), angels (Genesis 19:1; Hebrews 13:2), and at least one archangel (Jude 9). What the Bible reveals is different from the pantheons of pagan religious systems: there is only one uncreated and eternal triune God with a capital G—but there are lesser spiritual beings in the heavenly realms who are sometimes also called gods.


In Psalm 8, David considers the heavens—“the moon and the stars”—and then wonders at God’s care for human beings (vv. 3–4). When we understand that David is not talking about a chunk of rock orbiting the earth and distant balls of flaming gas, his logic begins to make sense.


The heavenly host who have remained faithful to God reveal his glory (v. 1), and they do it well—just as they were created to do. But you and I fall short (Romans 3:23). We, too, were made to reflect God’s glory. That’s what our calling to bear his image was all about (see Genesis 1:27). But in our sin, none of us reflect the glory of God as we should. So, Jesus came to set things right.


Scripture tells us, “The Son is the radiance of God’s glory and the exact representation of his being” (Hebrews 1:3). Jesus bears God’s image and reveals his glory perfectly, and one day, so will all who know him: “And just as we have borne the image of the earthly man, so shall we bear the image of the heavenly man” (1 Corinthians 15:49). We become more like Christ each day as we walk by his Spirit, but when he returns, we will be transformed, glorified, and made like him (1 Corinthians 15:42–44; 1 John 3:2).


But that is what will be.


David, in Psalm 8, meditates on our current reality. Right now, even though we have failed to live up to our task as his image bearers—even though we sin and rebel and sometimes live as though God doesn’t even exist—he has “crowned [us] with glory and honor” (v. 5), and he has put everything in this world under our dominion (vv. 6–8). God has been awfully good to us.


We have been made “a little lower than the angels” (v. 5) but only for a time. We will, one day, join with the heavenly host in reflecting God’s glory as we should. And when we do, we will “shine like the brightness of the heavens,…like the stars for ever and ever” (Daniel 12:3), and we’ll join with David in marveling, “LORD, our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth!” (Psalm 8:1, 9).




PSALM 9


Jesus Is for Losers


Jesus is for losers. As I study the Bible, this idea hits me in the face again and again. The Lord is on the side of the beaten down, the poor, the disenfranchised, the sick, the lame, the lost, and the hated. He is for all the people who are losing the game of life. He is concerned with the people you and I are thinking about when we say to ourselves, “At least I’m not like that guy.”


In the ancient world, the trouble of the oppressed was often doubled because it was believed that the gods determined a person’s lot in life and therefore the person deserved what he got. Though pagan deities could be fickle at times, generally speaking, a person’s power and prosperity were signs of the gods’ blessing, while sickness and need were seen as righteous judgments.


Even among those who trusted Yahweh, this basic system of divine justice was part of the thinking. Consider Job’s friends. They saw Job’s tremendous suffering and concluded, almost instantly, that Job’s troubles were the result of some great sin in his life. Or consider Jesus’ disciples. When they encountered a man born blind, their question was, “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?” (John 9:2).


It’s not hard to see how this sort of thinking kept creeping into the cultural conscience. After all, a prominent biblical principle states that people reap what they sow (Job 4:8; Proverbs 22:8; Galatians 6:8). But it doesn’t follow that every moment of suffering is payback for sin.


God is just. Here in Psalm 9, David emphasizes this truth: “He rules the world in righteousness and judges the peoples with equity” (v. 8). In the next breath, however, he can say, “The LORD is a refuge for the oppressed, a stronghold in times of trouble” (v. 9). Even as he is the perfect judge, he is on the side of the weak and vulnerable, the ones who have been trampled by the brokenness of this world.


So why doesn’t God act to rid the world of injustice? It’s because he loves sin-sick people and because, right now, justice is jumbled. The oppressors are often those who have faced oppression. The fatherless often grow up without knowing right from wrong or caring much about the difference. Abusers are sometimes people who have themselves been abused. This reality doesn’t excuse sin—wrong is wrong—but it does help to illuminate God’s heart on the subject.


When Jesus saw Zacchaeus, he didn’t just see a tax collector who ripped people off; he also saw a man who had grown so spiritually sick that he could justify taking from his own neighbors to enrich himself (Luke 19:1–10). When he saw the woman at the well, he didn’t just see a Samaritan embroiled in scandal; he saw a woman who had been emotionally battered and bruised by a string of broken relationships (John 4:1–26). And when he saw the criminal on the cross next to him, Jesus didn’t just see a lawbreaker sentenced to die; he saw a spark of faith and kindness (Luke 23:32–43).


“Those who know your name trust in you, for you, LORD, have never forsaken those who seek you” (Psalm 9:10). Until the day he returns to judge the nations, Jesus stands with the losers—the poor, the oppressed, the trampled. And the truth is, we’re all losers. Blessed are those of us who know it, or as Jesus himself put it, “Blessed are the poor in spirit” (Matthew 5:3).




PSALM 10


The Patient Love of God


“Why, LORD, do you stand far off? Why do you hide yourself in times of trouble?” (Psalm 10:1). I’ve asked these questions before. My words may have been slightly different, but I felt the same hole in my gut. When we have endured harsh or unjust treatment, we want God to move, to act on our behalf, and if he doesn’t, it can feel like he’s abandoned us.


But God is never really gone.


What the apostle Paul told those gathered at the Areopagus in Athens is true: “He is not far from any one of us” (Acts 17:27). That is good news for the hurting and the broken, even as we wait for the day when God will make all things new (Revelation 21:5).


The waiting itself can be the hardest part, but we are not alone in our sadness and in our desire to see God move. The book of Revelation includes a heavenly scene in which saints who have lost their lives for the sake of the gospel cry out with one voice, “How long, Sovereign Lord, holy and true, until you judge the inhabitants of the earth and avenge our blood?” (Revelation 6:10). This can quickly become the daily refrain of all who’ve suffered loss: “How long, Sovereign Lord? How long?”


While we wait, those who treat others cruelly and with indifference imagine there is no day of reckoning coming. “He says to himself, ‘Nothing will ever shake me.’ He swears, ‘No one will ever do me harm’” (Psalm 10:6). Neither statement is true. Whether in this life or the next, judgment is coming.


But how long?


God has an answer for those martyred saints gathered under the altar in heaven. He has an answer for the arrogant and wicked who imagine there is no God. He has an answer for you and me: “They were told to wait a little while longer” (Revelation 6:11). In a little while, Jesus will return. In a little while, the kingdom of God will come in its fullness. In a little while, this world will be made right.


God could wipe away the wicked in an instant. So why doesn’t he? It’s because every saint is formed from a wicked person who has died to his or her sin. The humble were once proud. The peacemakers were once murderers. The generous were once gluttons. The faithful were once adulterous. But when judgment day comes, the time to turn to God will be over.


The psalmist pleads with God, “Arise, LORD! Lift up your hand, O God. Do not forget the helpless” (Psalm 10:12). God will arise. There is coming a day when God will make everything right. Light will no longer mingle with darkness. Sin will no longer be tolerated. But we must wait just a little while longer. Rest assured, “the Lord is not slow in keeping his promise, as some understand slowness. Instead he is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance” (2 Peter 3:9).




PSALM 11


God’s Love-Hate Relationship


I want to say, “God hates the sin but loves the sinner,” but Psalm 11 won’t let me do that. In verse 5, Scripture says plainly, “The wicked, those who love violence, he hates with a passion.” God hates wicked people, not just their wickedness. There’s no amount of theological or grammatical kung fu that will change the meaning of this verse.


We’ve seen this sort of thing once already. In Psalm 5, David says to God, “You hate all who do wrong” (v. 5). Just in case we were tempted to limit “the wicked” in Psalm 11 specifically to those who love violence, Psalm 5 widens the playing field. Simply put, God hates sinners.


So, how do we square these statements (and others in the Psalms) about God’s hatred of sinners with what we read elsewhere:


Love your enemies, and do good, and lend, expecting nothing in return, and your reward will be great, and you will be sons of the Most High, for he is kind to the ungrateful and the evil. (Luke 6:35 ESV)


For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life. (John 3:16)


God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us. (Romans 5:8)


It won’t do to talk about the New Testament somehow superseding the Old Testament. God does not change. We cannot discount one set of passages in favor of others. All of Scripture is God’s Word. And as we’ve already seen, we cannot change the meaning of these hatred verses into something more palatable, like the nonsense about God hating the sin and loving the sinner.


We have no choice but to take all of Scripture for what it says and what it means to say: God hates sinners. He hates when the men and women he created, acting from their own moral free agency, choose what is contrary to his character. He hates liars, cheaters, thieves, murderers, adulterers, blasphemers, idolaters, and a thousand other varieties of sinner alike. As Psalm 5:5 tells us, God hates all who do wrong.


At the same time, God chooses to love those he hates. He is patient with sinners (2 Peter 3:9). He causes the rain to fall on the just and the unjust alike (Matthew 5:45). He sustains his creation for those who love him and for those who don’t (Job 38–39). And he gave his Son to save sinners (Romans 8:32).


In his hatred of sinners, God has determined a day when the world will be judged (Acts 17:31). But in his love for those same sinners, he gave his Son to die on a cross in their place (Romans 5:6). So, yes, we should affirm that God hates sinners and that God loves sinners. Both are true.


“For the LORD is righteous, he loves justice; the upright will see his face” (Psalm 11:7). And because of God’s love and the blood of Jesus, even the worst sinner can be made upright.




PSALM 12


The Missing Liner Notes


This may date me, but I miss holding an actual CD in my hands. Streaming music, while insanely convenient, just isn’t the same. When it’s an album that means a lot to me, I like having something tangible to hold on to.


Not too long ago, I tried to stream an album by one of my favorite artists only to discover my streaming service of choice did not have that particular record in its library. It was as if it had been erased, like it never existed. I may or may not have pulled my car over to the side of the road and immediately ordered a copy of the CD off eBay.


Among things I miss most about CDs—or tapes or records—are the liner notes. On those pages are the lyrics, who wrote each song, who performed on each track, and the artist’s thank-yous. The best liner notes tell you about the heart behind the songs or the situation from which they were born. That little booklet tucked inside the CD case is a connection point, a way of going deeper with an artist and his or her music. Many, many times, a song that fell flat to my ears on the first listen came alive after reading the liner notes.


Words matter. They have the power to change our hearts and our minds. They can lead us into a beautiful new experience or down the path of trouble. Words change the world, for better or worse, whether it’s Mein Kampf, the Emancipation Proclamation, Martin Luther’s The Ninety-Five Theses, or the book of Romans. But not all words get such press.


Most of the words changing our world happen without wide circulation or airtime. They’re the words we speak to each other. In Psalm 12, David laments that “no one is faithful anymore” (v. 1). He elaborates by saying, “Everyone lies to their neighbor; they flatter with their lips but harbor deception in their hearts” (v. 2). The damage is widespread, but it still spreads from door to door.


Reading David’s description, I couldn’t help but think of social media. Most people (I hope) don’t lie outright on their Instagram and Facebook feeds, but it’s very tempting to only post the perfectly timed vacation photos, the proud-parent moments, and the “brave” statements of support for trending social causes, the ones sure to generate likes and shares. In this temptation, we also tempt our neighbors to do likewise or to covet the things we appear to have. Once again, the damage is widespread, but it still spreads from door to door.


But there is One whose word we can always trust because “the words of the LORD are flawless, like silver purified in a crucible, like gold refined seven times” (v. 6). Though it’s not a perfect analogy, in a sense Scripture gives us God’s liner notes, a behind-the-scenes look at his heart. And because God’s words are trustworthy and true, they can become our guide for all other conversations.


Like David, we, too, are living in a time “when what is vile is honored by the human race” (v. 8). It seems that now more than ever before, we need the Bible and the Spirit of God at work within us to help us sort out the truth from the lies.




PSALM 13


The Known Known


In a press briefing in 2002, former US Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld was asked about weapons of mass destruction in Iraq. His response became somewhat iconic:


Reports that say that something hasn’t happened are always interesting to me, because as we know, there are known knowns; there are things we know we know. We also know there are known unknowns; that is to say we know there are some things we do not know. But there are also unknown unknowns—the ones we don’t know we don’t know. And if one looks throughout the history of our country and other free countries, it is the latter category that tend to be the difficult ones.3


Although it’s a little bit of a tongue twister to use Rumsfeld’s categories, his logic applies to areas well beyond national defense. We all proceed in life with limited knowledge, doing our best to work with what we’ve got. And Rumsfeld is right—it’s the unknown unknowns that tend to throw us for a loop.


Psalm 13 is short, comprising only six verses. David spends the first four complaining about an unnamed enemy who would like to see him dead and God’s apparent inaction on his behalf. But then a shift occurs in verse 5. David stops looking around at his situation and looks to the Lord, remembering the known known that is always true: God’s unfailing love.


There are still unknowns. David doesn’t know what will happen next. He doesn’t know if his pursuer will catch up with him. He doesn’t know if the end of his life is close at hand. But he does know that God has been good to him (v. 6), which leads him to trust this known known about God’s character above everything else.


That’s what faith is—trusting God, not in spite of what we can’t see but because of what we can see: his character, what he has done in the past, and what he has promised to do in the future. Faith is not a leap in the dark; it is confidence in God, based on his Word. It is facing the unknowns because of the known.


David doesn’t know if or how God will rescue him from his current predicament. But it doesn’t really matter in the end. He has the love of God, and no bloodthirsty nemesis can change that. So David, even in the midst of a terrible situation, can rightly say, “I will sing the LORD’s praises” (v. 6). He is not alone in this privilege. As his children, no matter what surrounds us, God’s unfailing love does as well.




PSALM 14


When You Know What You’re Made Of


Crushed bugs. Believe it or not, that was the reason Starbucks had to change the recipe for one of its most popular drinks back in 2012.


Starbucks has always been known for more than just the taste of their coffee. They also pride themselves on their presentation. Everything they serve looks great (especially when the barista does that cool milk swirl thing on the surface of your latte). But as it turns out, the company achieved the brilliant red color of its Strawberry Crème Frappuccino using a dye made from the pulverized remains of insects.


Of course, people eat bugs in many parts of the world. From what I’ve heard, they’re actually a good source of protein. But I don’t know if I’d have ordered a Frappuccino from Starbucks if I had known it contained the broken remains of dead bugs, no matter how pretty it looked or delicious it tasted. Maybe that’s just me.


This example is just one of many that show it matters what a thing is made of. About human beings, the Bible says: “They are corrupt, their deeds are vile; there is no one who does good…All have turned away, all have become corrupt; there is no one who does good, not even one” (Psalm 14:1, 3). Some of us may look pretty good on the outside, but deep within and swimming throughout, it’s all crushed bugs.


Paul picks up these verses in his letter to the churches in Rome (Romans 3:9–20). He uses them (and a few other choice passages) to make the case that Jews and gentiles alike are all rotten to the core. No one seeks God, and no one does good. That is why the only thing that matters is Christ. The gospel is good news for everyone because it is the only message with the power to save people as lost and hopeless as this.


You and I cannot bring anything with us when we come to Jesus. As Isaiah puts it, “all our righteous acts are like filthy rags” (Isaiah 64:6). Christ alone is enough. He supplies everything we need. And to him we owe everything. That is why, despite the bleak report on the condition of the human soul, David can look into the future with confidence and see Christ: “Oh, that salvation for Israel would come out of Zion! When the LORD restores his people, let Jacob rejoice and Israel be glad!” (Psalm 14:7). It’s God who will save his people. On their own, they can do nothing.


In understanding our lowly state apart from Jesus, we find that the gospel is both deep and wide. It goes deep enough to redeem us from the dregs of our depravity, and it goes wide enough to welcome people from every tribe, tongue, and nation under heaven into the kingdom. That is why Paul could say, “There is no difference between Jew and Gentile, for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and all are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus” (Romans 3:22–24).


Jesus knows what we’re made of, and he loves us anyway—more than enough to save us, lead us, and transform us into something truly beautiful.




PSALM 15


Meeting with God on His Holy Mountain


Eden wasn’t just a garden. It was the place where heaven and earth connected, interlocked, became one. It was the spot where the spiritual realm and the natural world came together, where God dwelled with human beings. In that sense, Eden was a temple set high atop a mountain. Yup, the garden of Eden was on top of a mountain. While the book of Genesis is silent on that detail, Ezekiel tells us that the garden was on “the holy mount of God” (Ezekiel 28:13–14).


A mountain setting for the garden makes sense. People in the ancient world associated mountains with the realm of the gods since people couldn’t easily climb them. Plus, from the vantage point of the valley below, mountaintops were literally in the sky—in the heavens—and far away from the prying eyes of mortals.
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