Waiting but Trusting - Psalm 40

Waiting is something we genreally find unpleasant. As a child I remember waiting for Christmas - an attitude that usually started somewhere around August! It seemed like Christmas would never come. And the closer it got the slower the days seemed to pass. There was a mass of feelings all mixed up - anticipation, certainly but also frustration and a sense of powerlessness. There is nothing you can do to speed the day. Time rolls out at the rate of one second per second and there is nothing you can do about it (apart from travelling at the speed of light, as I seem to remember from Star Trek!).

As contemporary 21st century westerners we probably are less able to wait than any previous generation. We don't do 'waiting' anymore. We can't even wait the 5 minutes it takes to brew a real cup of coffee. Meals are instant, purchases are instant, relationships are instant. We live in an age where instant gratification is the ideal of human existence. If I want it, I should be able to have it NOW!

Those of us who call ourselves Christians find that we have a real problem on our hands. The more we read the Bible the more we learn that God doesn't do instant gratification. In fact you might even say, he is totally opposed to it.

Instead God uses waiting to shape, train and mould his people. If we don't learn how to wait, we will never be able to become all that we can be in God. It is a fundamental life-skill of those who want to live in relationship with God and to be a part of his activity in the World.

Let us look at a passage from scripture which teaches us about this important topic.


For the director of music. Of David. A psalm. 
I waited patiently for the LORD;
he turned to me and heard my cry. 
He lifted me out of the slimy pit, out of the mud and mire;
he set my feet on a rock and gave me a firm place to stand.
(Psalm 40:1-2 NIV)

These first three verses of this psalm comprise a section that might be called the psalmist's 'past testimony'. 

As this psalm begins we have a wonderful testimony of the activity of God in the psalmist's life.  The psalmist was in trouble. In his distress he cried out in prayer to God, asking God to get him out of this terrifying situation.

He doesn't explain to us the specifics of the life-threatening situation in which he finds himself. However he paints a picture of a man trapped down in the bottom of a slimy pit, totally helpless and unable to get out.
 
In the first verse the hebrew text says literally, 'waiting I have waited'. There is an intensity of waiting expressed here, an anxious waiting. Will someone help him ? Is he going to get out of this seeming impossible situation ? Will God rescue him ?

The paslmist testifies that his prayers were answered and that in an amazing way God rescued him. He was lifted out of the slime, the mud and the mire and God placed his feet on the rock.

Whilst we can only guess at the situation this imagery refers to, it is clear that this experience was one in which the psalmist felt totally helpless, trapped and in a place of great unpleasantness. God broke into his situation in response to his prayers and re-established him in a new set of circumstances. He was put in a place where he felt secure, stable and at peace.

He put a new song in my mouth, a hymn of praise to our God.
Many will see and fear and put their trust in the LORD.
(Psalm 40:3 NIV)

In this verse we see that this experience has released into a new level of praise and worship. The psalmist is led to exultant praise. Praise which is further inspired by the prophetic conviction that the testimony of this experience would be used by God to bring others to faith.

He describes the three elements in the salvation process; firstly people will recognise the hand of God in the psalmist's testimony - revelation; secondly they will be convicted by the reality of God and inspired to reverent fear of someone who can act in such powerful way - conviction; thirdly they will make a decision to respond to what they have come to understand about God by a changed life - commitment.

Blessed is the man
who makes the LORD his trust,
who does not look to the proud,
to those who turn aside to false gods.

Many, O LORD my God,
are the wonders you have done.
The things you planned for us no-one can recount to you;
were I to speak and tell of them,
they would be too many to declare.

As the psalmist reflects on his experience of God's amazing rescue, he finds that he discovers new things about God. This section might be termed the psalmist's 'derived theology' from his experience.

The first things that he has come to appreciate is a new understanding of the nature of God and the amazing blessing of living in relationship with such a God. 

This experience causes him to think back over his life and he finds that there are countless examples of the hand of God having a controlling influence in the direction of his life. Little things suddenly reveal themselves as what John Piper calls 'gracelets'. The psalmist realises that God has been constantly active all through his life, moving here and there in an unseen way, directing, protecting, blessing. He realises, perhaps for the first time, that his whole life has been lived under a constant shower of little drops of divine grace.

He is overwhelmed by this sudden revelation and humbly states his inability to number or to describe the countless blessings of which he has so often been the unconscious recipient. 



Sacrifice and offering you did not desire,
but my ears you have pierced;
burnt offerings and sin offerings you did not require.
Then I said,
"Here I am, I have come—
it is written about me in the scroll.
I desire to do your will, O my God;
your law is within my heart." 
(Psalm 40:6-8 NIV)


This section could perhaps be termed 'God's desire for relationship'. The psalmist has broken through to a new understanding that what God desires above all, is a relationship with his people. This leads the psalmist to a point of deeper personal commitment. 

The phrase 'my ears you have pierced', literally ‘my ears you have dug’, seems to be a reference to the slave laws given by God to his people. These slave laws were given by God as a form of social safety-net to prevent people from falling into desperate, life-threatening poverty. They were much more humane than those existing at this time in the surrounding nations. 

What these slave laws envisaged was a temporary, limited form of slavery. Someone who had fallen on hard times could sell himself into temporary servitude, and in return for work he would be fed and provided for by his master. 

No Israelite could normally be a slave for longer than 6 years, all were automatically freed on the 7th year. 

However, there was one exception. If a slave had been well treated, if he had enjoyed living in his masters household, then the salve could ask to be made a slave for life.

A particular ceremony marked this change in the relationship between the slave and his master. The master was to take the slave and pierce his ear-lobe with an awl into the door-post of the home. This action marked the slave and the master as joined for life. The slave was committed to a lifetime of service and the master was committed to a lifetime of provision. The slave came to this point of personal decision after long experience of the master’s good character. 

The paslmist’s experience of God has led him to such a point of personal, life-long commitment – this he acknowledges is in itself a gift of God. God prepares his people to get them to the point of total commitment through working in their lives. By divine intervention, such as the psalmist had experienced, God reveals his love and his nature to men and women. This new, deeper understanding of the character of God leads men and women into deeper levels of commitment and allows them to be available for involvement in the purposes of God.

Normally, slaves had only one ear pierced, the psalmist emphases his commitment to God by saying that both his ears are pierced.


I proclaim righteousness in the great assembly;
I do not seal my lips, as you know, O LORD.
I do not hide your righteousness in my heart;
I speak of your faithfulness and salvation.
I do not conceal your love and your truth
from the great assembly. 
Do not withhold your mercy from me, O LORD;
may your love and your truth always protect me.
(Psalm 40:9-11 NIV)


This section could be called 'release into ministry' as it details the public ministry into which the psalmists encounter with God has led him.

With a deeper understanding of God having led to a greater love and commitment, the psalmist now embarks on a ministry of public proclamation. This is itself a fulfilment of the prophetic word of v3b - that the psalmists experience would lead others to faith in God. 

The psalmist, however, insightfully acknowledges that God’s work can only be done by God’s power – he therefore asks for mercy, love, truth and protection in the public ministry that he is undertaking.


I wish to God that the psalm ended here !  Up to this point we have a wonderful cameo of God moving in the life of his people. 

God has rescued the psalmist from the edge of disaster through an experience of God’s supernatural salvation. This has led him into a new dimension of praise and worship, he has also received the prophetic promise of a successful future ministry. The whole experience has led to a deeper understanding of God, which in turn has led to a response of total personal commitment. He has subsequently been released into the promised public ministry, but he maintains a healthy reliance on God.

This is wonderful! 

It is just the kind of experience we would have no hesitation in choosing for ourselves or others. But what happens next?


For troubles without number surround me;
my sins have overtaken me, and I cannot see.
They are more than the hairs of my head,
and my heart fails within me. 
(Psalm 40:12 NIV)


This section might be entitled 'the wheels have fallen off!'

If you are anything like me, you read this and you are totally confused! Where did this come from! Is this still the same psalm, or have I turned two pages over by mistake! It just doesn't seem right. If anything it is depressing.

Everything was going so well. The paslmist was really going for it with God. He has gone through a wonderful experience of God's direct action in rescuing him from a terrible situation in his life. He has been inspired by this experience to a higher level of praise and worship than ever before. He has had a prophetic insight that his experience will be used by God to bring others to salvation. He has grown in his understanding of the nature and character of God. He now finds himself released into the prophesied significant public ministry and no doubt he is full of faith for great results. But what does he find instead ?

'Troubles without number' – this speaks of the experience of opposition. People are out to get this man of God who is just going about his public ministry. Okay, we can understand this - no-one expects an easy ride in serving God in this world. Opposition is only normal and to be expected.

But then we read, 'My sins have overtaken me'. Somehow the pslamist has fallen into some kind of personal sin. He has 'blown it' with God. All the progress he had made now lies in ruins at his feet. Opposition came and in the crisis he stumbled and succumbed to some form of temptation.

The psalmist now paints a sad and moving picture of his situation. He is like a blind man. He cannot see. He is in a maelstrom of confusion and loss of direction. His life, that had been so remarkably turned around, re-oriented to God and led in a clear direction in his life ministry, is now just chaos.

His heart fails – he is undergoing a crisis of faith. The heart is the centre of the human spirit in Hebrew, the place where emotions, courage and motivation spring from.

For me, tragic though this passage might be, it also highlights one of the wonderful characteristics of the Bible. The Bible does not present us with an endless procession of perfect heros and heroines. In fact I don't think there is one significant Bible character who is not presented as a deeply flawed individual. The characters we find in the Bible are people like us. They may make great strides forward in their relationship with God one day, but the next they are just as likely to do something monumentally stupid and blow it big time.

Look at the example of Elijah. He has a tremendous success in a supernatural contest with the priests of Baal, but later the very same day his faith has failed and he flees from Queen Jezebel and goes into the desert wanting to die (1 Kings 18 and 19). 

An example from the New Testament can be seen in the life of St Peter. One moment he has a divine revelation about the identity of Jesus as the Messiah. Jesus responds to this by giving an amazing prophecy about the leadership rôle Peter will have in the Church. However, a few verses later we see Peter rebuking Jesus that suffering and death should not be part of a Messiah's activity. Now Peter is reprimanded as being the mouthpiece of Satan rather than the mouthpiece of God (Matthew 16).

The Bible is an honest book. It presents human beings as they really are - weak, inconsistent, capable of great leaps of faith, but equally capable of great lapses of faith.

All of this should serve to teach us.

Firstly, it should teach us humility. Humility before God and humility before each other. None of us is perfect, none of us has any reason for pride.

Secondly, it should teach us charity. At some point we will all need the forgivenss of others, therefore we should be quick to grant forgiveness to others as they have need of it from us. 

Thirdly, it should also teach us wisdom and caution. In our personal lives and in the work of the kingdom of God we need to do all we can to help ourselves and our brothers and sisters in Christ to avoid temptation. We need accountability and transparency. We cannot rely on each other to be strong enough to resist temptation - no matter what we may have achieved in God, no matter what our level of experience and maturity.

Lastly, it should give us great hope. Hope because God uses fools like us! The principal of my old Bible school, Dr Derek Copley, wrote a book about the church called "Building With Bananas!" Never a truer word was written! God does indeed do all his kingdom building work through "bananas" like you and I! That is the wonder of it!

As we see the faults and failings of the men and women of God laid bare before us in scripture, we should be encouraged to believe that we, similarly weak and flawed as we are, can like them be used of God in significant ways.

But let's get back to our psalm. What is the psalmist response to this terrible turnaround?  We find that he responds in the same way that he responded to the crisis recounted in verse one of the psalm - prayer.

Be pleased, O LORD, to save me;
O LORD, come quickly to help me.
May all who seek to take my life be put to shame and confusion;
may all who desire my ruin be turned back in disgrace.
May those who say to me, "Aha! Aha!"
be appalled at their own shame.
But may all who seek you rejoice and be glad in you;
may those who love your salvation always say,
"The LORD be exalted!"
Yet I am poor and needy;
may the Lord think of me.
You are my help and my deliverer;
O my God, do not delay. (Psalm 40:13-17 NIV)


'Be pleased' – the psalmist states his submission to the will of God, he knows that he has no right to demand help. He simply throws himself on the mercy and love of God.

'To save' – request for deliverance, 'Come quickly' – his need is earnest and intense.

Whereas verse two was a testimony of past experience of God's deliverance, the psalmist now gives a ‘faith’ testimony of his future experience of the judgement of God on his enemies and the praise God will receive from his people.

In the last verse we find that the psalm ends as it began – the psalmist in a dangerous and difficult situation desperately praying for and awaiting God’s deliverance - earnestly, intensely, even anxiously. But looking only to God and trusting.


Application:
	
As I read this psalm it strikes me that isn't this a picture of what the Christian life is – waiting but trusting? 

We may experience some fantastic evidence of God at work in our life. We may be led through this experience into a new level of praise and worship. We may have wonderful new understanding of God dawn in our lives as we reflect upon this experience. We may even receive a prophetic word about how God will use this experience as a foundation for a future ministry of witness. We may through it all move to a new level of commitment in our relationship with God. We may even see the prophecy fulfilled and embark on the prophesied ministry ... 

But isn’t the bottom line that within a matter of days, weeks or months we will soon find ourselves again in a situation where we are desperately crying out for God's intervention and release ? 

Isn't it the case that inevitably our own human weakness and imperfections, our failures and mistakes, or the oppostition of others will somehow work to derail our lives and ministry ?

Isn't this the complex reality of the Christian life? It is not a continual, upward leading slope. Rather it is a twisting and  turning path. It is a glorious mountain top and deep dark valley experience. 

This psalm presents to us an honest picture of a life lived with God. There will be great successes and wonderful breakthroughs of the power of God to celebrate. But it is inevitable that failure will also be, from time to time, part of our experience.

This psalm shows us the way in which to meet these different circumstances. The psalm begins with a wonderful testimony of God's activity in the psalmist's ife. He explodes into praise and expresses his heartfelt commitment to God. It is only later on in the psalm that we are stunned to discover this is being done by someone going through the most difficult expereince of failure, sin and oppression. 

Any fool can praise and trust God when the blessing of God is a felt reality – only those with a deep, intimate, profound relationship with God, and a deep understanding of his character and nature can praise and trust God while standing at the edge of disaster.

This psalm teaches us 'to live in the moment' - to praise and exult when things are going well, but also to cry out to God about our fears and failures when everything lies crumbled at our feet.

The psalm also teaches us clearly that God does not respond instantly to our difficulties. In James 1:2-4, 12 we discover why waiting times are necessary. 

"Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds, because you know that the testing of your faith develops perseverance. Perseverance must finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, not lacking anything … Blessed is the man who perseveres under trial, because when he has stood the test, he will receive the crown of life that God has promised to those who love him."
(James 1:2-4, 12 NIV)

Maturity is only achieved through trials PLUS perseverance, i.e. through waiting but trusting. 

If God wishes to bring us to maturity and completeness he can ONLY do it through trials over extended time periods.
Conclusions:

1	Waiting times, therefore, are not a sign that God is NOT working, but rather that God IS working. Bringing us to maturity and completeness.

2	‘Breakthrough’ events, such as in Psalm 40:1f, are only ‘breakthrough events BECAUSE of the extended ‘waiting but trusting’ time that went before them.

3	God’s promise to us is that he will give us wisdom to understand our ‘waiting but trusting’ times of trials if we ask him;

"If any of you lacks wisdom, he should ask God, who gives generously to all without finding fault, and it will be given to him." 
 [James 1:5, NIV]
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