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“The singer does not sing the song. It is the song that sings the singer, the song that sings me.
That’s what the singer lives for: the moment of being sung, the moment of being known …
For anyone who steps inside these psalms: let yourself be sung.”
Bono1

“Come, thou Fount of every blessing,
Tune my heart to sing thy grace;
Streams of mercy, never ceasing,
Call for songs of loudest praise.”
“Come, Thou Fount of Every Blessing”

“The Psalms are inexhaustible, and deserve to be read, said, sung, chanted, whispered, learned by
heart, and even shouted from the rooftops. They express all the emotions we are ever likely to feel
(including some we hope we may not), and they lay them, raw and open, in the presence of God.”
N. T. Wright, Simply Christian2

1. Bono, “Afterword,” in David O. Taylor, Open and Unafraid: The Psalms as a Guide to Life (Nashville, TN:
Nelson Books, 2020), 193–4, 194.
2. N. T. Wright, Simply Christian: Why Christianity Makes Sense (New York: HarperOne, 2010), 151.
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The Singer & the Song: A Crash Course on the Psalms
For the Tuning of Hearts is a three-month devotional guide that corresponds to both

City Church’s small group curriculum for the semester and our fall sermon series, The
Gospel According to David. As Edmund Clowney argues, “The story of David in the Old
Testament provides the foundation for our understanding of the psalms.”1 Indeed, King
David wrote the majority of the Psalms—73 to be specific—but there are many other
authors in the mix here. The poet Asaph wrote 12; the Sons of Korah added 11, Solomon
wrote 2, Moses 1, Heman and Ethan contributed 2; and 49 are altogether anonymous.
Structurally, the Psalms are divided into five books in the Torah, and they break down
this way. Book I: 3–41, Book II: 42–72, Book III: 73–89, Book IV: 90–106, and
Book V: 107–145. Psalms 1–2 are introductions centered on blessings of the Torah, and
Psalms 146–150 are concluding psalms that begin and end with the word “Hallelujah.”
It’s like a rousing conclusion to an oratorio (think Handel’s “Hallelujah Chorus” from
Messiah). We break up the books of the Psalms this way because at the end of each of
these sections is the same repeating proclamation: “Blessed be the Lord, the God of
Israel, from everlasting to everlasting! Amen and Amen” (Psalm 41:13). Many scholars
argue that this five-book structure reflects the five books of the Pentateuch, the root of
the Torah: Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy.
Summarizing the “point” of the Psalms is challenging because, insofar as they are written
by many different authors across different periods and histories, they are not intended
to be a cohesive or singular “story.” Think of psalms like a Spotify playlist that you have
created, or perhaps a literal mixtape (for those of us “more mature” in age). When we
make a mixtape, burn a cd, or create a playlist, the goal is diversity—the better diversity
across artists and genres, usually, means a more interesting mix. The Psalms are like this:
they all can speak to us and they share a committed interest in Israel’s history and God’s
promises, of course, but they cannot be reduced down to a single theme or purpose.
In fact, you will be hard-pressed to find scholars who agree on the types of psalms. Each
critic has their own categories, terms, and definitions. Rather than a liability, the diversity
of theories only speaks to the beautiful complexity of these ancient poems, which have
stood the test of time and which, more than any other Old Testament book, shapes the
theology of the New Testament.

1. Edmund P. Clowney, The Unfolding Mystery: Discovering Christ in the Old Testament, 2nd edn.
(Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 2013), 163.
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That said, for those interested, here is a short list of some of the most common psalm types:
Laments (Psalm 13)
Thanksgiving Psalms (Psalm 34)
Hymns (Psalm 19)
Imprecatory Psalms (Psalm 109)
Enthronement Psalms (Psalm 93)
Royal Psalms (Psalm 101)
Zion Psalms (Psalm 122)
Wisdom Psalms (Psalm 73)
Trust Psalms (Psalm 23)
Liturgies (Psalm 5)
Torah Psalms (Psalm 119)
You may object, and quite rightly, that many of these categories seem to blend together.
Can’t there be a lament psalm that also expresses thanksgiving toward the end? Yes! In
some cases, the formula is very clear and distinct, and in others, not so much. In the
course of this devotional and study, we will mostly focus discussion on thanksgiving
psalms, wisdom psalms, laments, and hymns. However, we will also discuss most of the
other categories along the way!
A Guide to this Guide
The Psalms would have been accompanied by music and art and dance. It’s hard to
capture that in our present, although City Church’s worship services draw from the
liturgical tradition of hymns and the psalms they so often reference. Bono is correct in
his assessment that these are designed to elicit worship in and through us (they sing us,
not the other way around). They are not really meant to be “studied” in a traditional
sense, and so our goal is to learn through steeping ourself in the art and artistry of
these poems and songs.
To that end, as we attempt to recapture the music of the Psalms, we will move through
four genres of present-day music that reflect some of the interests and insights of these
ancient verses. As a complement to this study, we recommend David O. Taylor’s moving
book, Open and Unafraid: The Psalms as a Guide to Life. This study reads the Psalms
through the lens of musical genre, drawing attention to the artistry of these ancient
poems and songs.
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In Part I, “Jazz: Creation, Community, and Joy,” we consider the spontaneous, life-affirming,
and innovative power of jazz music to show how the Psalms celebrate God’s creation, our
community, and the joy that comes when we worship in unity. In Part II, “Rock and Roll:
Authenticity, Anger, and Animation,” we will argue with pastors of old who declaimed the
evil of this genre by pointing out how it invites us into an honest and sometimes passionate
way of talking about life and its trials. In Part III, “Blues: Death, Despair, and Dignity,”
we will explore the Psalms’ ability to speak to our heart’s longings for deliverance, peace,
and justice. In Part IV, “Classical: Poetry, Prayer, and Power,” we will explore how the ideas
around classical music—even without words—call us into a space of prayer and praise.
Each part of the devotional will focus our attention on the deep appreciation of three
different psalms (1/week), with four devotional times provided per week. If you are doing
the math, that means that the entire study will cover 12 weeks and 12 psalms. You may
choose not to do the whole thing, or only focus on certain psalms. That’s ok! It is easy to
abridge this material by choosing only 1 or 2 psalms from each part of the study. Some
you may want to dive deep into, and some you may just read quickly. You could turn this
into an every-other-week devotional, or you could be selective in which weeks you choose
to do. To get the most out of this guide to the Psalms, we recommend working from
start to finish if your schedule allows! Finally, while this study is written with adults in
mind, we feel it can easily be adapted to time with your children. Read through the day’s
question and prayer and adapt its focal points for your little ones!
No matter how you engage with this devotional, it is intended to be a companion to our
small group discussions. We encourage you to check out one of our City Groups, smallto medium-sized gatherings all over the city of Houston. To find the right fit for you, visit
the “Small Groups” page at citychurch.org or simply click here (if you’re reading a digital
edition of this study). In all cases, we pray it will be a journey not only worth taking, but
one in which you find a deeper appreciation for both the song and the Singer.

“The most valuable thing the Psalms do for me is to express the
same delight in God which made David dance.”
C. S. Lewis
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• PART I •

Jazz: Creativity, Community, and Comfort
“I’ve found you’ve got to look back at the old things and see them in a new light.”
John Coltrane
Jazz, Some Background
This past year, I took a long weekend trip to New Orleans with the express purpose of
tracking down as much jazz music as possible. While jazz historians may argue that the
music grew up spontaneously across the country, most notably along the Mississippi,
the wide majority agree that New Orleans is the most defensible origin point. The word
“jasm,” a nineteenth-century slang term for high-energy, lent its name to the genre, and
“jazz” officially first appeared in print in the pages of the Chicago Daily Tribune in 1915.
A year later, New Orleans’s Times-Picayune began covering the “jas bands” cropping up
around the city.
Jazz didn’t emerge out of thin air. Ragtime and early-century improvisational music
created a landscape ripe for the kind of wild innovations that jazz would bring. It is also
important to add that jazz, marking a departure from traditional chord progression
and training, was cultivated by minority communities, in particular the AfricanAmerican community in the Mississippi Delta. And yet, jazz also became a safe, creative
space for other outsiders like women and American Jews who, at the time, were not so
openly welcomed in the mainstream world. Music grows from perspective and through
experience, so it is little surprise that it would take cultural outsiders to so radically
transform the world of music in the early twentieth century. By the mid-1920s, with
the arrival of George Gershwin’s epoch-defining Rhapsody in Blue, jazz had become a
standard. In fact, the 1920s would come to be known as The Jazz Age.
Reading the Psalms Through Jazz: Thanksgiving
Why write all this in a devotional about the Psalms? Great question, I’m glad you asked!
If you have ever had the privilege of watching a jazz group live, you will know why many
regard it to be the most joyful and creative genre of music ever created. The spontaneity,
excitement, and pleasure shared by those who are passing each other the “invisible ball,”
handing off for solos and experiments, is infectious and thrilling. Like improvisation on
any stage, jazz is a genre where musicians are encouraged to say “yes”: to try things, to
explore, and some would argue, to worship. There are psalms like this. Psalms that seem
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less intentionally bounded, where the psalmist explores and experiments, follows an idea
about creation or God or community.
Over the next three weeks, this devotional will focus on psalms of comfort and community
and creativity. The genre we’re discussing is generally that of the Hymn, the praise psalm, but
it also shares a border with the Thanksgiving Psalm. Let’s talk briefly about these two. A
hymn follows a three-part outline, which you might remember as SRR (Summons, Reason for
worship, and Recapitulation). In week 1’s discussion of Psalm 19, you’ll see these three quite
clearly, I hope. However, even underneath the category of “hymn,” there are several different
types. We won’t go into all those right now, but in general, hymns share three common
reasons for praising God. They praise him for 1. Being the Creator, 2. What he has done and
is doing for Israel, and 3. How he has worked in and through history.
A thanksgiving psalm expresses thanks but it is usually connected to a grief or despair. My
Old Testament professor gave me a helpful acronym for these thanksgiving psalms: IMART
(Introduction, Misery, Appeal, Rescue, Testimonial). The psalmist invites us in, explains his
or her misery, makes their appeal to God, describes God’s rescue, and then testifies to God’s
glory.2
In both cases, the Psalms are doing exactly what John Coltrane describes in his understanding
of jazz’s innovations. To truly worship and to truly create spaces of worship in our hearts, we
must “look back at the old things and see them in a new light.” This is what the psalmist is
doing—he or she is pointing our attention to some past act or deliverance in order to extol the
goodness of our God. In fact, when it comes to psalms about creation and creativity generally,
the psalmist is looking back to the fundamental act of creative goodness, without which none
of us would even exist! To move forward in our faith, we often need to look backward into the
past of God’s redemptive plan—and the specific ways he has redeemed our very own souls.
Oh, and on the subject of jazz: please join us for our next City Church Arts
Alliance event on November 10, 2022, co-sponsored with the artist collective
Pan Dulce, featuring local jazz artists in their element!

3. See Gordon D. Fee and Douglas Stuart, How to Read the Bible for All Its Worth (Grand Rapids, MI:
Zondervan Academic, 2014), 226–8. Fee and Stuart’s chapter on the Psalms is an invaluable resource,
entitled “The Psalms: Israel’s Prayers and Ours” (212–32).
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Week 1:
Creativity (Psalm 19)
Psalm 19 (also see Psalms 8, 104, 147, and 148)

For the director of music. A psalm of David.
1

The heavens declare the glory of God;

2

Day after day they pour forth speech;

3

They have no speech, they use no words;

4

Yet their voice goes out into all the earth,

the skies proclaim the work of his hands.
night after night they reveal knowledge.
no sound is heard from them.
their words to the ends of the world.
In the heavens God has pitched a tent for the sun.
5

It is like a bridegroom coming out of his

9

The fear of the Lord is pure,

chamber, like a champion rejoicing to run his course.
6

It rises at one end of the heavens

enduring forever.
The decrees of the Lord are firm,

and makes its circuit to the other;
nothing is deprived of its warmth.
7

and all of them are righteous.
10

The law of the Lord is perfect,
refreshing the soul.

than much pure gold;
they are sweeter than honey,

The statutes of the Lord are trustworthy,
making wise the simple.
8

than honey from the honeycomb.
11

By them your servant is warned;

12

But who can discern their own errors?

13

Keep your servant also from willful sins;

The precepts of the Lord are right,
giving joy to the heart.

in keeping them there is great reward.

The commands of the Lord are radiant,
giving light to the eyes.

They are more precious than gold,

Forgive my hidden faults.
may they not rule over me.
Then I will be blameless,
innocent of great transgression.
14

May these words of my mouth and this

meditation of my heart
be pleasing in your sight,
Lord, my Rock and my Redeemer.
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Day 1
Read: Today, simply read Psalm 19. Pick one word, only one word, and meditate on it
in your heart. It could be a beautiful word, a surprising word, a strange word. It doesn’t
matter. Simply think and pray about this word, how it connects to the psalm, and how it
connects to your life.
Write your word here: 					 .
Reflect: When the psalm begins, it sounds like it will be focused only on nature, on God’s
creativity and glory. But then it moves to the subject of God’s “laws” and “decrees.” How
are the laws of the Lord related to his creativity and goodness? Are they? Am I someone
who really thinks of the “law of the Lord” as perfect (19:7)? Why or why not?
Pray: As you begin this devotional, pray for openness to God’s word. Find your own words
for what that might mean, but pray that your heart will be receptive to his Word as it
moves into your life and heart.

Day 2
Read: Read Psalm 19:1–6.
Reflect: Why does the psalmist describe the natural world as “speaking?” While this
description is of course metaphorical, what do you think the world would be saying if
we could hear it?
Pray: Pray to hear the creation speaking of God’s glory. One way to pray might be to simply
read Luke 19:28–42, a famous passage where Jesus proclaims the stones cry out at the glory
of the Lord.
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Day 3
Read: Read Psalm 19:7–10.
Reflect: As we transition out of the initial praises of creation into the psalmist’s confidence
in the laws of God, we must ask: how are these ideas related? What is the connection
between creation and the “precepts of the Lord” (19:8)? Do you struggle to accept that
the disorder and confusion of our world is the product of sin and the fall? If so, where do
you believe evil comes from?
Pray: Find words to praise God for not only the gift of being Creator, but also the gift of
being a Creator who designed a meaningful, ordered universe. When life feels disordered
and confounding, as it often does, may this be our reminder to call out to the God of
perfect order, of meaning made manifest.

Day 4
Read: Read Psalm 19:11–14.
Reflect: Now, wait a minute! How can anyone say that they will be “blameless?” The Bible
seems clear that, as Paul puts it, “all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God”
(Romans 3:23). So, what is the psalmist really saying?
Pray: This prayer might be uncomfortable, but not all prayers can be comfortable. Spend
time asking God to reveal your hidden sins and to change your heart and behavior related
to your more “obvious” shortcomings.
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Psalm 115 (also see Psalms 2, 22, 38, 41, 85, and 106 )
1

Not to us, Lord, not to us
but to your name be the glory,
because of your love and faithfulness.

2

Why do the nations say,

Week 2:

“Where is their God?”
3

Our God is in heaven;
he does whatever pleases him.

4

But their idols are silver and gold,
made by human hands.

5

Community (Psalm 115)

They have mouths, but cannot speak,
eyes, but cannot see.

6

They have ears, but cannot hear,
noses, but cannot smell.

7

They have hands, but cannot feel,

11

feet, but cannot walk,
nor can they utter a sound with their throats.
8

Those who make them will be like them,

he is their help and shield.
12

He will bless his people Israel,

All you Israelites, trust in the Lord—
he is their help and shield.

10

House of Aaron, trust in the Lord—

The Lord remembers us and will

bless us:

and so will all who trust in them.
9

You who fear him, trust in

the Lord—

he will bless the house of Aaron,
13

he will bless those who

fear the Lord—

he is their help and shield.

small and great alike.
14

May the Lord cause you to flourish,
both you and your children.

15

May you be blessed by the Lord,
the Maker of heaven and earth.

16

The highest heavens belong to

the Lord,
but the earth he has given to
mankind.
17

It is not the dead who praise

the Lord,
those who go down to the place of
silence;
18

it is we who extol the Lord,
both now and forevermore.
Praise the Lord.
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Day 1
Read: Today, read Psalm 115. Ask yourself what this psalm has to say about community.
In terms of the history of language, community and immunity share so many similarities,
both from a concept of what is common, shared, desired. What values do you aim to find
and share with your community?
Reflect: What is the goal of community in general? What is the goal of finding community
in our faith? How do you think the psalmist would define “community?”
Pray: Quite simply, pray for community. Pray for the discovery, protection, growth, or
clarification of the community you have. And pray for healing where there is brokenness,
hurt, pain, or strain within community.

Day 2
Read: Psalm 115:1–7.
Reflect: It may sound rude to our modern ears, but in the ancient world, a community
was just as structured around who was “outside” as who was “in.” The gospel of Christ
radically overturns this definition of community, but there is no doubt that those who
reject God are less likely to want a community of faith. They are too busy by building
idols, the psalmist claims. What idols litter your life? What do you look toward for
truth, only to find it is actually silent, inactive?
Pray: Do I believe God is active in my life? Do I believe he has the power that all my idols
do not? Pray to see God working, to remember how God has worked, and, in boldness,
pray with the expectation that God will continue working in your life, as he promises.
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Day 3
Read: Psalm 115:8–11.
Reflect: One of the most repeated commands in all of the Bible can be summed up in
three words: “Do Not Fear.” Then, what does it mean that we should “fear the Lord?”
This shows up throughout the Old Testament, especially in wisdom texts like Psalms
and Proverbs. How can we live without fear while also “fearing” the Lord?
Pray: Pray for a knowledge of God that both inspires our trust while filling us with his
love. Pray that he surrounds you with people who share this desire.

Day 4
Read: Psalm 115:12–18.
Reflect: Why does the psalmist clarify that the “dead” do not praise God? On first glance,
this seems to argue with the New Testament’s view of “heaven” and eternity with God?
What is the poet really saying here, do you think?
Pray: Pray Psalm 115:12–15 to yourself. Look up a different translation to make things
more interesting! If you keep a prayer journal, write these verses out by hand.
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Psalm 47 (see also Psalms 30, 39, 96 , 107, 126 , and 150)
For the director of music. Of the Sons of Korah. A psalm.
Clap your hands, all you nations;
shout to God with cries of joy.
2
For the Lord Most High is awesome,
the great King over all the earth.
3
He subdued nations under us,
peoples under our feet.
4
He chose our inheritance for us,
the pride of Jacob, whom he loved.
5
God has ascended amid shouts of joy,
the Lord amid the sounding of trumpets.
6
Sing praises to God, sing praises;
sing praises to our King, sing praises.
7
For God is the King of all the earth;
sing to him a psalm of praise.
8
God reigns over the nations;
God is seated on his holy throne.
9
The nobles of the nations assemble
as the people of the God of Abraham,
for the kings of the earth belong to God;
1

he is greatly exalted.

Week 3:
Comfort (Psalm 47)
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Day 1
Read: Today, read Psalm 47. Choose one verse where the Sons of Korah sound most joyful.
Why do you think that verse stands out to you? Write it below:
									
									
Reflect: When was the last time you were moved to applause? Are you a big applause
person? Like, do you clap after movies? More importantly, do you consider yourself a
joyous person?
Pray: Pray for a thankful heart. Pray to be comforted. Pray these questions: How tied is
your gratitude to your given circumstances? Have you found ways to be thankful even when
life isn’t going your way? If so, how? If not, what stands in your way?

Day 2
Read: Psalm 47:1–3.
Reflect: The Psalms often celebrate the victory of God, and they often do so using the past
tense. Why do you think they talk about God’s victory in the past when clearly things are
not close to perfect yet?
Pray: Pray not toward the future, but in reflection on the past. Where has God already
claimed victories in your life? If you are not sure of what you believe, can you reflect on a
moment where you have been delivered from a season of struggle? What did that feel like?
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Day 3
Read: Psalm 47:4–6.
Reflect: Verse 6 almost explodes with joy and comfort. In ancient Hebrew poetry, repetition
is how the writer would emphasize a point. This is true even in the New Testament when
Jesus draws our attention to a truth by saying “Truly, truly” (see John 5:24–25). Have you
felt this kind of joy? Have you ever found yourself repeating yourself in excitement? Why
are the Sons of Korah so excited?
Pray: Pray to discover the kind of joy that leads to an overwhelming sense of praise and
gratitude. That may not be where you are at this moment in your life, and if not, try
praying for the ability to see where goodness is right now. This is not to create shame
for “missing” the good things, but to train our hearts to identify blessings in our life.

Day 4
Read: Psalm 47:7–9.
Reflect: Do you struggle to believe that God controls and owns “the kings of the earth”
(47:9). In other words, do you trust that God is sovereign over all earthly matters, from
the smallest particle to the structure of world governments and worldly “authorities?”
How might believing in God’s sovereignty comfort you in times of fear? How might this
belief be challenging in other ways?
Pray: Pray for a right vision of God—one in which he is truly king, a sovereign ruler
whose control is perfectly balanced by his loving kindness. Pray that we might be like
Abraham, the one whose faith was “credited to him as righteousness” (Romans 4:3). May
our confidence not be in our works or our behavior, but only in our confidence that God
is truly in control.
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• PART II •

Rock and Roll: Authenticity, Anger, and Animation
“Rock ’n’ Roll might not solve your problems, but it does let you dance all over them.”
Pete Townshend

Rock and Roll, Some Background
The modern church has a long and checkered past when it comes to responding to this
thing called “rock and roll.” Some Christians famously accused Ray Charles of blasphemy
for secularizing religious music. Pentecostal youth pastor David Wilkerson once called
rock and roll “Satan’s Pentecost.” To make matters worse, these criticisms were often
laced with explicitly racist rhetoric, dismissing rock as nothing more than “jungle music”
and “savagery.” When the outrage did little to stem the tide of rock and roll’s growth,
Christian music attempted to offer surrogate opportunities for listens. Hard though they
tried, DeGarmo & Key or the Newsboys were never going to dethrone the Beatles or
Huey Lewis and the News.3
More than the music itself, people have often praised rock for its relatability: specifically,
its unapologetic and often brutally honest reflection on life itself. While rock and roll can
be loud, sure, it can also be one of the more emotionally raw genres in an art form already
known for its emotional appeals. Even if rock and roll is written in a spirit of rebellion at
times, it is nevertheless—at the very least—authentic. Sometimes our problems do feel
overwhelming, yes, but the Psalms allow us to dance in the face of them, and perhaps “all
over them,” as Pete Townshend suggests. In fact, join us in October for Leo Schuster’s
sermon on David’s own dancing, drawn from the story of David dancing with joy to see
the Ark of the Covenant restored to the Temple in Jerusalem (2 Samuel 6).
Rock and roll emerges from a postwar interest in rhythm, blues, and jazz, but thanks to
the introduction of electric instruments, the genre came alive with the likes of Chuck
Berry, Buddy Holly, Little Richard, Johnny Cash, and Jerry Lee Lewis. Many of these
musicians were trained in gospel and religious music, and the form of the ballad and
3. See Randall J. Stephens, The Devil’s Music: How Christians Inspired, Condemned, and Embraced Rock
‘n’ Roll (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2018).
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hymn serve as prominent building blocks for rock and roll’s early days.
Reading the Psalms Through Rock and Roll: Cursing (!)
One of the goals of the Psalms is to elicit genuine emotion, and in this way, it encourages us
to both honestly face and perhaps even earnestly dance in the presence of life’s pains. Not
in a dumb or delusional way, but in a way that points ultimately to the hope of resurrection
and the gift of real life that comes through the triumph of the Messiah. The most authentic
of psalms are probably what are known as the Imprecatory Psalms, or Curse Psalms. In
these psalms, the writer invokes God’s anger upon a world that seems bent on rebellion and
harm. Often the psalmist’s complaints are personal, recounting past hurts he or she has
received, but other times the complaint is more about the state of the world. Have we not all
lamented and grieved how broken life on this planet can feel? The imprecatory psalms give
voice to these feelings.
The imprecatory psalms are often those readers pass over, disconcerted by the harshness
of the author, the quite literal curses being called down upon the world. But Ellen Davis,
a renowned Old Testament scholar, argues that we ignore the imprecatory psalms at our
own peril:
The cursing psalms are in fact a crucial resource for our spiritual growth,
indispensable if we are to come before God with rigorous honesty. They are
necessary not only for our individual spiritual health but also for maintaining
or restoring the health of the church. For these psalms reckon directly with a
feature of church life which is almost never acknowledged: the phenomenon
of betrayal within the faith community … The cursing psalms help us to
hold our anger in good faith.4
The brutal honesty, the vulnerability to express anger, holds a key to the life and animation
within our church communities. It may seem odd to combine honesty, anger, and our own
animation under the banner of the “imprecatory psalms,” but like receiving a disappointing
diagnosis from a doctor, sometimes the path to healing must first pass through the trial of
feelings of heartbreak.

4. Ellen F. Davis, Getting Involved with God: Rediscovering the Old Testament (Lanham, MD: Rowman
& Littlefield, 2001), 24–5 (emphasis my own).
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Psalm 139 (see also Psalms 17, 32 , and 91)
For the director of music. Of David. A psalm.
1

You have searched me, Lord,

2

You know when I sit and when I rise;

3

You discern my going out and my lying down;

4

Before a word is on my tongue

5

You hem me in behind and before,

6

Such knowledge is too wonderful for me,

7

Where can I go from your Spirit?

8

If I go up to the heavens, you are there;

9

If I rise on the wings of the dawn,

and you know me.
you perceive my thoughts from afar.
13

For you created my inmost being;

14

I praise you because I am fearfully and

you knit me together in my mother’s womb.

you are familiar with all my ways.

wonderfully made;

you, Lord, know it completely.

your works are wonderful,
I know that full well.

and you lay your hand upon me.
15

when I was made in the secret place,

too lofty for me to attain.

when I was woven together in the depths of
the earth.

Where can I flee from your presence?
16

your book
before one of them came to be.

if I settle on the far side of the sea,
even there your hand will guide me,

11

If I say, “Surely the darkness will hide me

12

even the darkness will not be dark to you;

17

How precious to me are your thoughts, God!

18

Were I to count them,

How vast is the sum of them!

your right hand will hold me fast.

they would outnumber the grains of sand—

and the light become night around me,”
the night will shine like the day,

Your eyes saw my unformed body;
all the days ordained for me were written in

if I make my bed in the depths, you are there.

10

My frame was not hidden from you

when I awake, I am still with you.
19

If only you, God, would slay the wicked!
Away from me, you who are bloodthirsty!

for darkness is as light to you.
20

They speak of you with evil intent;
your adversaries misuse your name.

21

Week 4:
Authenticity
(Psalm 139)

Do I not hate those who hate you, Lord,
and abhor those who are in rebellion against
you?

22

I have nothing but hatred for them;

23

Search me, God, and know my heart;

24

See if there is any offensive way in me,

I count them my enemies.
test me and know my anxious thoughts.
and lead me in the way everlasting.

For the Tuning of Hearts 18

Day 1
Read: Today, read Psalm 139, one of the great passages of poetry in all of scripture (in this
author’s humble opinion)!
Reflect: What would you say is the most authentic part of this psalm? Do you consider
yourself a particularly honest person? Where or when are you tempted to be dishonest?
Pray: Christ loved us literally to death, considering no personal cost too great to bring
us back into union and relationship with his Father. Authenticity will sometimes require
that we embrace an honesty that might cost us something. Pray for the strength to be
so committed to authenticity in your relationships and dealings that you, too, will not
hesitate at its cost.

Day 2
Read: Psalm 139:1–10.
Reflect: The word for “hem” in 139:5 can also be translated as “shield, enclose, hedge, and
besiege.” Most often in the Old Testament, this Hebrew term referred to how a warring
army might besiege a city or town. How does it change your reading if you replaced
“hem” with “besiege?” What might that mean? Be honest—do you want God to besiege
you?
Pray: The root of many of our doubts is that we want God in our lives theoretically, but
preferably on our terms. Pray that God will meet you where you are in your life, even if
that means on his terms.
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Day 3
Read: Psalm 139:11–18.
Reflect: Why is it so important to David that God alone “formed,” “knitted” him (139:13)?
How does the idea of our material creation flow from the thought that “darkness is as light
with you” (139:12)? In what ways is an all-powerful God comforting? In what ways is this
idea frightening?
Pray: Praise God for his omnipotence, his creative and boundless power. Where you feel
resistant to a God who is in control, ask for comfort in his presence. Where you feel in
need of someone to be in control, call out to God to be the guiding light of your life.

Day 4
Read: Psalm 139:19–24.
Reflect: Ok, 139:19 is a major shift in tone! We began by emphasizing God’s omniscience
(“search me”) and omnipresence (“hem me in”). Then, we celebrate his limitless creativity,
his omnipotence (“you knitted me together”). What is the psalmist’s complaint against
these evildoers? Why does he have such hard—and brutally honest—words for them?
Pray: While we are commanded to forgive and to love all our neighbors, Lord, fill us
with such a sense of your goodness and justice that we are unable to stomach the evil of
the world. It is tricky to become the kind of person who can forgive graciously without
watering down our view of the world we were made for: a world of true and lasting peace,
justice, and holiness.
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BONUS TRACKS
Connecting to Sundays @ City Church!

SONG FOR THE BROKEN
Consider going back to listen to Linc Ashby’s
2017 sermon on Psalm 32, “Song for the Broken.” You can find it by searching for the series
“Songs in the Key of Life,” in the “Sermons” tab at
citychurch.org. If you’re reading a digital edition
of this study, simply click here!

DAVID & FRIENDSHIP
1 Samuel 18:1–4, 20:16–17, 42
“There is nothing on this earth more to be prized
than true friendship,” said the Medieval theologian
Thomas Aquinas. One of Leo Schuster’s sermons
in our fall series on David will focus on the deep
friendship shared by David and Jonathan, the son
of Saul. Specifically, this sermon will talk about
David’s covenant with Jonathan, the deep promise
and trust they shared with each others, which both
echoes God’s promises and forecasts the promise
Jesus made to his friends and disciples. Remember it was Jesus who taught, “Greater love has no
one than this, than to lay down one’s life for one’s
friends” (John 15:13). These words are powerful,
but all the more powerful when we consider what
Jesus was soon to show them—and the world.
Read Psalm 25, by David. How does the
story of his friendship with Jonathan frame
this psalm’s reflections on “the friendship of
the LORD” (25:14)?
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Psalm 79 (see also Psalms 5, 6 , 11, 12, 35, 37, 52 , 54 , 55, 69, 83, 109, 137, and 143)
A psalm of Asaph.
1

O God, the nations have invaded your inheritance;
they have defiled your holy temple,
they have reduced Jerusalem to rubble.

2

They have left the dead bodies of your servants
as food for the birds of the sky,
the flesh of your own people for the animals of the wild.

3

They have poured out blood like water
all around Jerusalem,
and there is no one to bury the dead.

4

We are objects of contempt to our neighbors,

5

How long, Lord? Will you be angry forever?

Week 5:

of scorn and derision to those around us.
How long will your jealousy burn like fire?
6

Anger (Psalm 79)

Pour out your wrath on the nations
that do not acknowledge you,

on the kingdoms
that do not call on your name;
7

for they have devoured Jacob

8

Do not hold against us the sins of

and devastated his homeland.
past generations;
may your mercy come quickly to meet us,
for we are in desperate need.

9

Help us, God our Savior,
for the glory of your name;

deliver us and forgive our sins
for your name’s sake.
10

Why should the nations say,
“Where is their God?”

Before our eyes, make known among the nations
that you avenge the outpoured blood of your servants.
11

May the groans of the prisoners come before you;
with your strong arm preserve those condemned to die.

12

Pay back into the laps of our neighbors seven times

13

Then we your people, the sheep of your pasture,

the contempt they have hurled at you, Lord.
will praise you forever;
from generation to generation
we will proclaim your praise.
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Day 1
Read: Today, read Psalm 79, and pay attention to the complaints Asaph, the psalmist,
directs at the Lord. Try and translate his complaints into modern English. In fact, you
can write that here:
									
									
Reflect: A little history lesson, which will hopefully help with the context of Psalm 79.
The Babylonians under Nebuchadnezzar overthrew Jerusalem in 586 B.C., destroying
the temple and initiating a seventy-year exile that only ended once the second temple was
completed (in 516 B.C.). When this temple rebuild project was completed, it miraculously
confirmed Jeremiah’s prophecy of seventy years spent away from Israel (check out
Jeremiah 25). In Psalm 79, Asaph is reflecting on this episode, probably writing from exile
himself. Have you ever experienced something that you would describe like an “exile?” If
nothing else, haven’t you experienced a period of waiting in your life? What verse in this
passage most speaks to you?
Pray: Allow yourself to get “in touch” with any anger, disappointment, or frustration
in your life. Honestly express that feeling to God in prayer. Do you feel like God is
silent, that he is powerless to help you? Say that. Do you feel God does not care or that
he regards your problems as too small to address? Say that. There are times when prayer
should be formal, as in a confessional prayer during a Sunday service. But there are times
when prayer should be conversational, especially in your private relationship with God.
Give yourself permission to speak what your heart is feeling, not simply what you believe
your heart should be feeling.

Day 2
Read: Read Psalm 79:1–5.
Reflect: Try to understand Psalm 79 in the context of the Jewish people. Beyond fearing
for their lives and children’s futures, what must they have been feeling when the temple
fell? What might be a modern equivalent? Where are you tempted to feel like God has
been “defeated” in your life?
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Pray: Today, pray boldly. Pray for answers, for deliverance, for solutions. Pray knowing
that these may not come in the timing or in the form you desire, but pray nonetheless.
Ask the Lord for clarity on next steps. Ask him to address your complaints. Pray, “How
long, O Lord?”

Day 3
Read: Read 79:6–12.
Reflect: Here, Asaph outlines a series of petitions: seven to be precise. Find the seven
petitions and write them in your own words below. How do you relate to these petitions?
If you were to adapt these petitions to the situations in your own life, what might that
sound like?
Petition 1: 							
Petition 2: 							
Petition 3: 							
Petition 4: 							
Petition 5: 							
Petition 6: 							
Petition 7: 							
Pray: Seven is the number of “completion” in scripture, and this psalm doubles that
sense of completion by not only listing seven complaints, but also by requesting a
“sevenfold” justice (79:12). Pray for a gratuitous justice in your life. If that makes you
uncomfortable, ask yourself if you might—and quite understandably—feel uneasy
about asking for justice, knowing that you are far from perfect yourself. Pray that you
will be found righteous because of the righteousness of Christ, not your own, and ask
that his kingdom will exist “on earth as it is in heaven” (Matthew 6:10).
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Day 4
Read: Read 79:13.
Reflect: In using the word “then,” does the psalmist mean to suggest that only when God
has acquiesced to his wishes will the people praise him? Can you think of any reason the
psalmist might use the description “the sheep of his pasture?” Scan the short thanksgiving
psalm, Psalm 100, for another (quite different) use of this description!
Pray: Pray to be reminded of your position as the sheep in God’s pasture. And pray in
hope, remembering that Christ called himself the “Good Shepherd” (John 10:11), having
come to restore us to the fold of his Father. Meet your anger in life with God’s anger
poured out on the cross, freeing us to be generous and loving in all our ways.
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Psalm 103 (see also Psalms 33, 95, 98 , 104 , and 119)
Of David.
1

Praise the Lord, my soul;

2

Praise the Lord, my soul,

3

who forgives all your sins

4

who redeems your life from the pit

5

who satisfies your desires with good things

6

The Lord works righteousness

7

He made known his ways to Moses,

Week 6:

all my inmost being, praise his holy name.

Animation

and forget not all his benefits—
and heals all your diseases,

(Psalm 103)

and crowns you with love and compassion,
so that your youth is renewed like the eagle’s.
and justice for all the oppressed.
his deeds to the people of Israel:
8

The Lord is compassionate and gracious,
slow to anger, abounding in love.

9

He will not always accuse,
nor will he harbor his anger forever;

10

he does not treat us as our sins deserve
or repay us according to our iniquities.

11

For as high as the heavens are above the earth,

13

As a father has compassion on his children,

14

for he knows how we are formed,

15

The life of mortals is like grass,

16

the wind blows over it and it is gone,

17

But from everlasting to everlasting

so the Lord has compassion on those who fear him;
he remembers that we are dust.
they flourish like a flower of the field;
and its place remembers it no more.
the Lord’s love is with those who fear him,

so great is his love for those who fear him;
12

as far as the east is from the west,

and his righteousness with their children’s
children—
18

with those who keep his covenant

19

The Lord has established his throne in heaven,

20

Praise the Lord, you his angels,

and remember to obey his precepts.
and his kingdom rules over all.
you mighty ones who do his bidding,
who obey his word.
21

Praise the Lord, all his heavenly hosts,
you his servants who do his will.

22

Praise the Lord, all his works
everywhere in his dominion.

Praise the Lord, my soul.
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Day 1
Read: Today, read Psalm 103.
Reflect: “Animation” (life itself) might be a strange concept to associate with our previous
topics “Authenticity” and “Anger,” but its inclusion is quite intentional! Some people
feel most alive when they’re angry (sometimes, that’s true of me). In the opinion of this
author, there’s a deep, God-given reason for why anger can make us feel animated. Our
anger can be the product of the cognitive dissonance created at the meeting point of our
knowing the way the world should be and seeing the way it actually is. We know it should
be different, we long for healing and justice and love and unity—all of us! As the narrator
in Toni Morrison’s The Bluest Eye says, “There is a sense of being in anger. A reality and
presence. An awareness of worth.”5 Through authenticity and anger we might discover
not just a new sense of the life we have, but also be reminded of the life we’re living for
and the world we’re longing for. What do you truly, deeply long for? Why?
Pray: Some commentators argue that the Psalms provide us with an antidote to our hurt
and anger: praise. That might sound naïve, but praising God opens up our hearts to the
good he has done, and is doing. Researcher Brené Brown, quoting an unnamed Jesuit
priest, once observed, “It’s not joy that makes us grateful, it’s gratitude that makes us
joyful.”6 Try this out in prayer. If you need a place to start, try thanking God for the gift
of life.

Day 2
Read: Psalm 103:1–5
Reflect: C. S. Lewis once wrote, “If we find ourselves with a desire that nothing in this
world can satisfy, the most probable explanation is that we were made for another world.”7
Our longings, unmet as many of them are in this life, can lead to all variety of twisted
emotions, including anger. The psalmist reminds us to “forget not all the benefits” of
blessing God (103:2). What is your heart longing for in this season? What do you hope to
5. Toni Morrison, The Bluest Eye (New York: Vintage, 1970), 50.
6. Brené Brown, “Brené Brown on Joy and Gratitude,” Global Leadership Network, November 21, 2018,
accessed August 16, 2022, https://globalleadership.org/articles/leading-yourself/brene-brown-on-joy-andgratitude/?locale=en.
8. C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity (New York: HarperSanFrancisco, 2001, orig. 1952), 136–7.
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be rescued from? Have you experienced the benefits of life in God?
Pray: Pray to remember or discover the benefits of praising the Lord. Spend a few
minutes praising God for specific things in your life, even the smallest things. Ask for
joy, for forgiveness, for healing, for life.

Day 3
Read: Psalm 103:6–14
Reflect: The psalmist reflects on how God “does not treat us as our sins deserve or repay
us according to our iniquities” (103:9). Clearly, we know this to be dramatically true
thanks to the work of Jesus Christ. Do you feel like this is true? Do you feel as if you
have been spared from what you deserve? Why or why not? How do you think a Jewish
audience understood these words, given they did not have Christ in view yet?
Pray: Pray thanking God for not only the gift of life, but also the gift of new life—a
new life spared from the consequences of sin, rebellion, and brokenness. Pray honestly
about how that brokenness has impacted your life. Try to find a balance between
acknowledging your inability to follow God perfectly and receiving the grace of Christ,
which covers any and all guilt.

Day 4
Read: Psalm 103:15–22
Reflect: Verse 15 marks a major shift in the tone and tenor of this psalm. Here the psalm
addresses the matter of our lives—specifically, how fragile our mortal existence can be.
Perhaps you, like me, have seen how a newly-permitted teenager drives their car, as if
they are indestructible. Life teaches us the many ways this is not the case. But even if our
mortal lives are limited, we have the opportunity to unite ourselves with the one who
exists “from everlasting to everlasting” (103:17). Are you in a season where you feel mortal
or immortal? Why do you feel that way? How does Psalm 103’s simultaneous declaration
of our finitude and God’s everlasting kingdom affect your feelings on the subject?
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Pray: Life is hard. Time can sometimes fly by, and sometimes the days drag on. It
is natural to ask, “Where is this going? What am I living for?” Many of us live for
weekends, for vacations, for moments of hope in the midst of grief. Many of us live in
denial of the grief in the first place, resisting the reality that our lives are “like grass”
(103:15). Pray for balance. Pray for a life that is honest and yet full of hope, not denying
our suffering but not letting it win either.
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• PART III •

Blues: Death, Despair, and Dignity
“Everything comes out in blues music: joy, pain, struggle.
Blues is affirmation with absolute elegance.”
Wynton Marsalis

Blues, Some Background
Blue is an altogether evocative color. Blue can be associated with sky and sea, leading
some psychologists to record a calming effect of blue colors on the human brain. It also
bears relation to trust and intelligence, as well as royalty. Of course, in the context of
music, blue often means melancholy. Sadness is perhaps similar to serenity and peace,
but still, it took some rewiring to turn this historically calming color into something
representative of despair and loss.
Historians suggest that “blues” may have been an adaptation of an eighteenth-century
title, Blue Devils (1798), or it could have been associated with drinking and roadhouse
music stands. Others still have suggested, since it emerged in the Deep South in the
1800s, there could have existed an early relationship with bluegrass music. Like jazz,
blues music has deep, originary associations with the African American communities.
More generally, with its placement somewhere amidst jazz, rock, and gospel, the blues is
one of the earliest known American genres of music, without which jazz as well as rock
and roll would not have been possible—at least not in their current forms. Outside of
classical music, it is the oldest style we’ll talk about in this devotional.
Wynton Marsalis argues that blues music is capacious, containing competing feelings and
able to capture the complexities of our emotional lives. Nevertheless, there seems little
doubt that blues is associated with so-called “low” feelings stemming from anguish. The
Psalms provide a literal and figurative backdrop for the creation of blues, and you don’t
have to look far to find psalmic references in the oldest blues numbers. Unfortunately, loss
and despair are part of the human experience, and the explosion of blues music across the
last two centuries is but the latest indicator that music and poetry are a God-given place
to house our sufferings.
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Reading the Psalms Through the Blues: Lamenting
About a third of the Book of Psalms is comprised of a single type of psalm. You may be
surprised to learn that the most common psalm genre is not hymns, thanksgiving psalms,
imprecatory psalms, or other forms of praise. One out of every three psalms is a Lament
Psalm.
Because they are so common and so recognizable, scholars have devoted considerable
attention to analyzing their component parts. My Old Testament professor provided
an acronym for this type as well: ACTDAP (Address, Complaint, Trust, Deliverance,
Assurance, and Praise). These six elements are typically the formula for a lament,
addressing God or the people, complaining about a grief or pain, expressing trust in
the midst of the poem, describing deliverance, affirming our assurance, and at last
praising the deliverer, God himself. Lament psalms cover a variety of topics, but they
tend to orient themselves toward the subjects of death, enemies, grief, injustice, and
loss.8 A classic example of a lament is Psalm 3, in fact. Verses 1–2 issue the address and
complaint; verses 3–6 center on statements of trust; verse 7 includes both a reference
to God as deliverer and an assurance of his deliverance; and verse 8 concludes with a
statement of praise.
Learning to lament is a crucial part of the Christian faith, and psychology supports
the instrumental role played by processing our sorrows. For those in seasons of genuine
lament, we hope this will be a useful guide to articulating and addressing your complaint.
For those perhaps not in these seasons, we encourage you to approach this part of the
devotional as a means of building deeper empathy and understanding for those facing
such circumstances.
Finally, a note on superscriptions which are the notes at the top of the Psalms that indicate
authorship and, on occasion, historical detail. Week 7’s text (Psalm 69) features our first
editorial addition—and really, the only one in this twelve-week study. In addition to
identifying David as its author, it says “To the tune of ‘Lilies,’” whatever that means! You
will often find superscriptions at the top of the psalms, as in Psalm 3, where it reads:
“A Psalm of David when he fled from his son Absalom.” Scholars generally agree that
these superscriptions, while textually interesting, are hard to verify and often introduce
problems and contexts into the Psalms that are not necessarily helpful in our reading.
The majority of these superscriptions actually began in medieval Jewish tradition from
handed-down oral reports. We should, they suggest, be wary of these textual notes and
8. See Fee and Stuart, How to Read the Bible for All Its Worth, 223–6.
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additions not only because they are historically complicated, but also because they shape
our reading practice in unhelpful ways. Psalms are not written to be linked to events in
anybody’s life, including in those of the author. The Psalms, then and now, are meant to
narrate the life of faith, the journey of walking with our God, irrespective of one person’s
circumstances.
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Week 7:
Death (Psalm 69)
Psalm 69 (see also Psalms 18, 30, 33, 49, 68, 69, 104, 116, and 139)
For the director of music. To the tune of “Lilies.” Of David.
1

Save me, O God,

2

I sink in the miry depths,

for the waters have come up to my neck.
where there is no foothold.
I have come into the deep waters;
the floods engulf me.
3

I am worn out calling for help;
my throat is parched.

My eyes fail,
looking for my God.
4

Those who hate me without reason

6

Lord, the Lord Almighty,
may those who hope in you

outnumber the hairs of my head;

not be disgraced because of me;

many are my enemies without cause,
those who seek to destroy me.

God of Israel,
may those who seek you

I am forced to restore

not be put to shame because of me.

what I did not steal.
5

You, God, know my folly;

7

For I endure scorn for your sake,

8

I am a foreigner to my own family,

and shame covers my face.

my guilt is not hidden from you.

a stranger to my own mother’s children;
9

for zeal for your house consumes me,
and the insults of those who insult you fall on me.

10

When I weep and fast,
I must endure scorn;

11

when I put on sackcloth,

12

Those who sit at the gate mock me,

13

But I pray to you, Lord,

people make sport of me.
and I am the song of the drunkards.
in the time of your favor;
in your great love, O God,
answer me with your sure salvation.
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14

Rescue me from the mire,
do not let me sink;

deliver me from those who hate me,
from the deep waters.
15

Do not let the floodwaters engulf me
or the depths swallow me up
or the pit close its mouth over me.

16

Answer me, Lord, out of the goodness of your love;
in your great mercy turn to me.

17

Do not hide your face from your servant;

18

Come near and rescue me;

answer me quickly, for I am in trouble.
deliver me because of my foes.
19

You know how I am scorned, disgraced and shamed;

20

Scorn has broken my heart

all my enemies are before you.
and has left me helpless;

25

May their place be deserted;

26

For they persecute those you wound

27

Charge them with crime upon crime;

28

May they be blotted out of the book of life

29

But as for me, afflicted and in pain—

30

I will praise God’s name in song

31

This will please the Lord more than an ox,

32

The poor will see and be glad—

33

The Lord hears the needy

34

Let heaven and earth praise him,

35

for God will save Zion

I looked for sympathy, but there was none,
for comforters, but I found none.
21

They put gall in my food
and gave me vinegar for my thirst.

22

do not let them share in your salvation.

May their eyes be darkened so they cannot see,
and their backs be bent forever.

24

and talk about the pain of those you hurt.

May the table set before them become a snare;
may it become retribution and a trap.

23

let there be no one to dwell in their tents.

and not be listed with the righteous.

Pour out your wrath on them;
let your fierce anger overtake them.

may your salvation, God, protect me.
and glorify him with thanksgiving.
more than a bull with its horns and hooves.
you who seek God, may your hearts live!
and does not despise his captive people.
the seas and all that move in them,
and rebuild the cities of Judah.
Then people will settle there and possess it;
36

the children of his servants will inherit it,
and those who love his name will dwell there.
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Day 1
Read: Whew, a long one! Read Psalm 69:1–8 today, meditating on the first three verses of
painful reflection.
Reflect: The Psalms often employ environmental or ecological metaphors. Why do you think
the psalmist, David, describes his suffering as if he was drowning? Consider that water is
also linked to purification rituals (specifically, baptism in the case of Christianity). How
might the associations of water with baptism affect your reading of this passage?
Pray: Today, try something a little different. Simply pray Psalm 69:5–8. Try to put them
in your own language, relating them to your own context and griefs. Write that below, if
you’d like.
									
									
									
									

Day 2
Read: Read Psalm 69:9–18
Reflect: Considering David wrote this psalm, it is fascinating to consider that he has felt
such shame by the hands of common people who mock him. Read verses 11–12 carefully.
What is he saying in these verses? How might this relate to how we, in today’s world,
respond to seasons of despair and distress? Does Christianity have a unique answer to the
problem of pain, in your opinion? Why or why not?
Pray: Consider an area of your life where you need help—any area, any situation. Pray
these words to God: “Hide not your face from your servant; for I am in distress; make
haste to answer me. Draw near to my soul, redeem me; ransom me because of my
enemies!” (69:17–18).
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Day 3
Read: Read Psalm 69:19–28
Reflect: A remarkable stretch of the Psalms, especially verses 19–21, not only speaks to the
psalmists’ despair, but also prophesies the suffering of Christ. In fact, read John 19:28–
30: Jesus’ final moments on the cross, in other words, are defined by a lack of comfort
and, quite specifically, a “vinegar for thirst” (69:21). How does the fact that Jesus suffered
a yet greater discomfort and pain affect your approach to seasons of suffering?
Pray: Tune your hearts to the abandonment and costly love of Jesus Christ. His water
was laced with vinegar, so that not even his thirst could be quenched. But the amazing
turning point of history is that, unlike the psalmist’s cry, we are not “charge[d] … with
crime upon crime” (69:27). It is this very act of sacrifice that clears the charges once and
for all, that writes our name not out of the Book of Life but right back into it (Phil. 4:3).

Day 4
Read: Read Psalm 69:29–36
Reflect: Knowing what we know from the New Testament, we must read Psalm 69
as speaking to the subject of death: in particular, the death of Jesus. More than that,
however, the Psalms often speak to the fear of death or suffering. No one is spared from
the pervasive power of fear in our life, but we can pray to be delivered from it. Fear is
distinct from grief or loss because it is often oriented toward a future event. What do you
fear, truly fear? What is that fear rooted in? Does it connect to your childhood or past?
What would you need to be released from that fear?
Pray: God, allow my only fear to be a fearful trust of your goodness. Help me become the
kind of person who is confident in the God who “will save Zion” (69:35). That is, help me
believe in a God who is going to build the world back into perfect beauty.
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Week 8:
Despair (Psalm 13)

Psalm 13 (see also Psalms 5, 6 , 17, 22 , 25, 33, 41, 72 , 88 , 103, and 109)
For the director of music. A psalm of David.
1

How long, Lord? Will you forget me forever?

2

How long must I wrestle with my thoughts

How long will you hide your face from me?
and day after day have sorrow in my heart?
How long will my enemy triumph over me?
3

Look on me and answer, Lord my God.
Give light to my eyes, or I will sleep in death,

4

and my enemy will say, “I have overcome him,”
and my foes will rejoice when I fall.

5

But I trust in your unfailing love;
my heart rejoices in your salvation.

6

I will sing the Lord’s praise,
for he has been good to me.
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Day 1
Read: Ok, last week was a long one. This one, by contrast, is quite short! Today, read
Psalm 13, and write this phrase in your own words: “How long will you hide your
face from me?” (13:1).
									
									
Reflect: Where does God feel distant from me? Where does my life’s waiting feel
overwhelming? Where have I lost faith that answers are coming?
Pray: Today, don’t simply try to convince yourself to trust the Lord, don’t shame yourself
for the ways your faith has run into roadblocks. Instead, express your heart to God. Ask
him why he feels hidden or distant in the area you so deeply need him to show up.

Day 2
Read: Psalm 13:1–2
Reflect: Notice how many times David repeats the words “How long.” Repetition, once
again, is one of the primary tools in the Hebrew poet’s belt: it indicates the extent of the
psalmist’s grief. Consider this: in Exodus 3, when Moses encounters God in the “burning
bush,” Moses hides his face upon realizing who he is speaking to. The writer of Exodus
uses the same word as the psalmist here. This kind of hiding is reverent when it refers to
us, but what about when it refers to God? Why might God feel distant to David, or to us?
Pray: When we feel God’s distance, we are right to pray for his presence and nearness.
What might God’s nearness mean in your life, if he currently feels far off? If he doesn’t
feel distant, how would you describe that nearness to someone who hasn’t felt it before?
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Day 3
Read: Psalm 13:3–4
Reflect: Reflect on this request in verse 3: “Give light to my eyes.” Given that God’s
first command in scripture is “Let there be light,” how might the psalmist’s request be
understood as a request for God’s creative power? While these verses ask for bold answers
and deliverance, they do so by acknowledging God as Creator. Have you ever requested
something from God by, first, pointing to some attribute of his character? If what you
request doesn’t seem to line up with God’s character, what might you glean from that
experience?
Pray: Pray for light in all its forms. Pray for clarity, wisdom, insight, and life itself. Pray
for the eyes to see the goodness of God, but also to see the brokenness of our lives and
world—because it is through the contrast of our hopes and our reality that our longing
for God becomes great. Fix your eyes, finally, on the light of the world, Jesus himself.

Day 4
Read: Psalm 13:5–6
Reflect: Ah, one of the great words in all the Psalms, and in all of scripture: “But.” Despite
the suffering and confusion David is feeling, he affirms his trust. This doesn’t require
perfect trust, especially since none of us will ever attain that kind of perfection. David
chooses to “sing to the Lord” in trust (13:6) because, perhaps, he doesn’t know what else
to do while waiting. Have you ever tried “singing” like this, literally or metaphorically?
What does that look like for you?
Pray: Fill your heart with the power of the turn in this lament: acknowledge the hurts
and losses but affirm your trust, or test your trust. Can God be trusted? Ask your heart
that question. And if you have been lit up by his love, then sing to him of his goodness
and his bountiful blessings.
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BONUS TRACKS
Connecting to Sundays @ City Church!
SONG OF SILENCE
Consider going back to listen to Leo Schuster’s
2017 sermon on Psalm 13, “Song of Silence.”
You can find it by searching for the series
“Songs in the Key of Life,” in the “Sermons”
tab at citychurch.org. If you’re reading a digital edition of this study, simply click here!

DAVID AND THE DESERT
1 Samuel 24:1–11, Ps. 63:1–3, 18:1–2
One of our sermons for the fall will focus on David’s
time spent in the desert strongholds of En Gedi.
Here he prepares for the kingship and ministry he
will have while also being on the run for his life. David was, in fact, no stranger to being on the run and
finding himself in barren wastelands. For that matter, neither was Christ. He told his followers, “Foxes
have dens and birds have nests, but the Son of Man
has no place to lay his head” (Matthew 8:20). He
began his ministry in the desert, being tempted by
Satan, only then to face a greater wilderness of his
own: abandoned by his friends, unjustly pursued
and voluntarily succumbing to the point of thirsting on the cross (John 19:28)—all so that we might
“glory in him” (Psalm 63:11).
Read Psalm 63, written by David while he was
in the deserts of Judah (southern Israel). What
does David’s prayer and eventual praise tell us
about the kind of person David was? How can
we learn from his attitude, prayers, and posture
before God?
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Psalm 72 (see also Psalms 10, 37, 72, 82, 85, 113, and 146 )
Of Solomon.
1

Endow the king with your justice, O God,

2

May he judge your people in righteousness,

3

May the mountains bring prosperity to the people,

4

May he defend the afflicted among the people

Week 9:

the royal son with your righteousness.

Dignity (Psalm 72)

your afflicted ones with justice.
the hills the fruit of righteousness.
and save the children of the needy;
may he crush the oppressor.
5

May he endure as long as the sun,
as long as the moon, through all generations.

6

May he be like rain falling on a mown field,
like showers watering the earth.

7

In his days may the righteous flourish
and prosperity abound till the moon is no more.

8

May he rule from sea to sea
and from the River to the ends of the earth.

9

May the desert tribes bow before him
and his enemies lick the dust.

10

May the kings of Tarshish and of distant shores
bring tribute to him.

May the kings of Sheba and Seba
present him gifts.

11

May all kings bow down to him

12

For he will deliver the needy who cry out,

13

He will take pity on the weak and the needy

14

He will rescue them from oppression and violence,

15

Long may he live!

and all nations serve him.
the afflicted who have no one to help.
and save the needy from death.
for precious is their blood in his sight.
May gold from Sheba be given him.
May people ever pray for him
and bless him all day long.
16

May grain abound throughout the land;
on the tops of the hills may it sway.

May the crops flourish like Lebanon
and thrive like the grass of the field.
17

May his name endure forever;
may it continue as long as the sun.

Then all nations will be blessed through him,
and they will call him blessed.
18

Praise be to the Lord God, the God of Israel,

19

Praise be to his glorious name forever;

who alone does marvelous deeds.
may the whole earth be filled with his glory.
Amen and Amen.
20

This concludes the prayers of David son of Jesse.
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Day 1
Read: The Psalms celebrate justice, lament the loss of justice, and universally affirm
the righteousness and dignity of the God who created his people to be filled with both
righteousness and dignity. You may notice that this psalm’s ending is a little different
than most. The Psalms are divided into five books, all of which conclude with a statement
of God’s glory filling the earth. Uniquely, in the case of Psalm 72, the author also signals a
conclusion to the Davidic psalms, even though Solomon is the writer in this particular
case. Today, read Psalm 72 and write a definition of the word “justice” below.
									
									
Reflect: What is justice in your opinion? What is justice according to Psalm 72? Why
should a Christian pray for justice? How might justice be related to the idea of dignity, in
your mind?
Pray: Pray for justice—that the dignity of all people will be affirmed and upheld. Pray
for peace. Pray to be a person who holds justice and peace in such high regard that you
are forced to seek out the injustice in your own heart. And finally, praise God for his
promises to eventually bring a complete healing and true justice to the world (Revelation
21:1–8).

Day 2
Read: Read Psalm 72:1–7. Psalm 72 is written in three strophes (a strophe is like a stanza
but more built around storytelling; they’re like little paragraphs in the progress of a story).
The three strophes in Psalm 72 can be divided like this: verses 1–7, 8–14, and 15–17.
Reflect: In the Mosaic Covenant given to Moses and the people at Mt. Sinai, prosperity
and peace (the same word in Hebrew, shalom) were supposedly signs of righteousness. Is
that true for us today? Why or why not?
Pray: Confess the ways you have fallen short of living up to the standard of righteousness
that we are called to inhabit. Meet that confession with a confidence in the truly
righteous One, Jesus Christ, whose righteousness is counted as our own (2 Corinthians
5:21). We call this the doctrine of “imputed righteousness”: that when God looks at us,
he does not see our sin because, mysteriously, that sin has been taken on the shoulders of
Christ on the cross.
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Day 3
Read: Read Psalm 72:8–14.
Reflect: In the second strophe of Psalm 72, Solomon longs for his kingdom to expand. He
asks specifically for control over three remote locations: “Tarshish,” “Sheba,” and “Seba”
(72:10). But notice verses 12–14 especially. By what means does he hope to earn the trust
and reverence of these people? What can this teach us about the source of true power and
authority?
Pray: Praise God for his unconditional authority, and for the source of that authority: his
goodness, his eternality, his status as the one from whom all things flow. Praise God that
he is Dignity incarnate, and that he fills his people with his dignity (his “image”).

Day 4
Read: Read Psalm 72:15–20.
Reflect: While Solomon is supposedly talking about the kingship of Israel, how does the
New Testament—and specifically the life and death of the Son of God—reframe how we
read these final verses of Psalm 72? In what ways is Christ the true king our hearts long
for?
Pray: Write your own doxology (a praise to God for his blessings, kingship, or some other
aspect of his character). Look at verses 18–19 for an example of a psalmic doxology.
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• PART IV •

Classical: Poetry, Prayer, and Power
“Harmony is next to Godliness.”
Johann Sebastian Bach

Classical, Some Background
It is no doubt strange to associate classical music with poetry and prayer—especially
considering that many think of “classical music” as wordless. Of course, this is not
always the case (opera and oratorio fans, speak up! … or sing out!). I can’t even begin to
summarize the world of classical music, so I won’t even try. What I will say is that there
are whole textbooks written about the development of classical harmonies, tonalities,
and in recent history, the use of silence and even discordance known as “atonality.”
Classical music demands our attention, especially when no lyrics are involved We
must listen. If you have attended the symphony lately, you may experience the
restlessness of slowing down. You might be running behind schedule, rushing to your
seat, the babysitter may need to leave early. You sit in your chair, dated and vaguely
uncomfortable, and try not to check your phone or fidget too much with your feet.
The space of music, music alone, reminds us how rushed and frantic our lives become.
Great music compels us to stop. Two of the most magical experiences of my life were
soaking in the evensong at St. Paul’s Cathedral in London and listening to a string
quartet in Paris’ golden-hued, stained glass-adorned cathedral Sainte-Chapelle. The
unfamiliar world of travel, the schedules and stops, all dissipated in the midst of music.
This, too, is the ambition of poetry. To create a space for us to simply slow down and
be. The Psalms will often resist our attempts to distill a singular, simple meaning, but
sometimes the greater invitation of scripture is into an active, engaged relationship with
its words. The writer of Hebrews, after all, tells us that the Word of God is “living and
active,” so having a relationship with the text is perhaps not so surprising.
One of the ways classical music—well, any music, really—builds tension and beauty
is through that familiar concept called harmony. Harmony is tension held in beauty.
Wisdom literature sometimes catches our attention because it feels like a riddle or
paradox. We should learn to embrace the tensions found in our pursuit of wisdom, a

For the Tuning of Hearts 44

little like learning to sit still in the presence of classical music. Biblical scholar Peter Enns
talks about wisdom this way:
Wisdom teaches us to embrace both the adequacy and the limitations
of our God-talk, to keep the two in tension. Perhaps accepting that
paradox is true faith … Psalm 68—to take a quick example—says that
God rides upon the clouds (verse 4), an image also used to describe the
ancient Canaanite storm god Baal. I don’t mind saying that I don’t think
God rides a chariot across the sky to make weather or for any other
reason—but the ancient Israelites certainly seemed to. Or at least they
found the metaphor helpful.9
In his own way, Enns is saying that some things in the Psalms may not make sense to us,
but when we try to find ways of speaking about God, our language will never be able to
live up to the magnificent reality of his being. We must struggle with the boundaries of
our words, and the barriers of our mind, striving to understand and love him more than
before. This does not require we have a seminary degree, or be experts in ancient history.
It requires only that we acknowledge and live alongside the tension and harmonies
found in our own walk with God.
Reading the Psalms Through the Classical Music: Wisdom
In much the same way classical music builds tension through harmony, the Psalms build
beauty through contrast. More to the point, their wisdom is often found in their contrast.
The Psalms are part of a deep and ancient tradition of writing called “wisdom literature.”
We might think of “wisdom literature” as those Old Testament books that express little
interest in being historical or even didactic. Instead of focusing on what the reader must
do, wisdom literature aims to train its readers to learn how to arrive at a decision in
the first place. The wisdom literature books in the Old Testament include Job, Psalms,
Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Song of Solomon. The most commonly discussed wisdom
books are Job, Proverbs, and Ecclesiastes because together, these three texts take three
distinct approaches to teaching wisdom.
Job might be thought of as speculative, dialogical wisdom (most of the story is told
through dialogues that attempt to understand, or speculate about, God’s plans).
Ecclesiastes is speculative, monological wisdom (a teacher, namely Solomon, spends
twelve chapters contemplating the meaning of life itself – a long monologue). Finally,
9. Peter Enns, How the Bible Actually Works (New York: HarperOne, 2019), 129.
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Proverbs is prudential wisdom, wisdom designed to help people make informed, biblical
decisions—even though Proverbs was never meant to be understood as a “plug-andplay” book of advice. They are neither literal applications nor altogether metaphorical
reflections. They are something else: riddles that, like classical music, force us to slow
down, contemplate, reflect.
This background is important to understanding the world of the Psalms. Some debate
whether the Book of Psalms should be considered “wisdom literature,” but no one argues
against the idea that these verses contain wisdom. In particular, one style of psalm is
known as the Wisdom Psalm. A little like Proverbs, these psalms juxtapose competing
images or ideas in order to help us visualize the decision-making process: they offer, in
their own way, a prudential vision of life’s most troubling questions.
The wisdom psalms typically take an X/Y structure (“don’t do that / instead do this”).
They can most readily be identified by looking for inverse conjunctions (“but,” “however,”
“nevertheless,” “yet”). Through such contrast the psalmist seeks to both acknowledge
the complex issue at hand and offer a path forward. The best way to think about such
contrasts might indeed be the concept of harmony: two distinct notes creating a forceful
contrast that aims toward beauty. Whether exploring the poetry, the prayers, or the power
found in the Psalms, they are all inspired and beautiful words meant to inspire, in us, a
life filled with wisdom.
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Psalm 42 (see also Psalms 4 , 8 , 19, 24 , 27, 30, 33, 40, 77, and 148)
For the director of music. A maskil of the Sons of Korah.
1

As the deer pants for streams of water,
so my soul pants for you, my God.

2

My soul thirsts for God, for the living God.
When can I go and meet with God?

3

My tears have been my food
day and night,

while people say to me all day long,
“Where is your God?”
4

These things I remember
as I pour out my soul:

how I used to go to the house of God
under the protection of the Mighty One

6

My soul is downcast within me;
therefore I will remember you

with shouts of joy and praise
among the festive throng.
5

from the land of the Jordan,
the heights of Hermon—from Mount Mizar.

Why, my soul, are you downcast?
Why so disturbed within me?

7

Deep calls to deep
in the roar of your waterfalls;

Put your hope in God,
for I will yet praise him,

all your waves and breakers
have swept over me.

my Savior and my God.
8

By day the Lord directs his love,
at night his song is with me—
a prayer to the God of my life.

9

I say to God my Rock,
“Why have you forgotten me?

Week 10:
Poetry (Psalm 42)

Why must I go about mourning,
oppressed by the enemy?”
10

My bones suffer mortal agony
as my foes taunt me,

saying to me all day long,
“Where is your God?”
11

Why, my soul, are you downcast?
Why so disturbed within me?

Put your hope in God,
for I will yet praise him,
my Savior and my God.
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Day 1
Read: Read all of Psalm 42—sheer poetry! One of this author’s favorite verses in the
Bible is Psalm 42:7, full of mystery and wonder: “Deep calls to deep / in the roar of
your waterfalls; / all your waves and breakers / have swept over me.” Psalm 42 and 43
are actually two parts of a single psalm, though they have been separated by editors
to signal a shift in circumstances, but they share the same refrain: “Why are you cast
down, O my soul?” We’ll read Psalm 43 next week!
Reflect: Is it hard for you to think of the Bible as “literature,” even as poetry? Why or why
not? What would your answer be to a friend who asked you a seemingly simple question:
“What is the Bible?” Try to formulate an answer below.
									
									
									
Pray: Ask the Lord for not only an increased knowledge of the Bible, but also—and
perhaps more centrally—a greater appreciation and love for the Bible. As you pray,
meditate on the quote below, from Matthew Mullins’s book Enjoying the Bible: Literary
Approaches to Loving the Scriptures. Do you agree? Why or why not?

The Bible is more than an instruction manual. It does more than impart
information; it seeks to form us as people—intellectually, emotionally,
physically, and spiritually. If we don’t want to miss that vital spiritual
formation, then we need a new hermeneutics [or, way of reading scripture],
one that is geared toward more than our minds, one that does not focus on
getting past the words to the content because it views the Bible as more than
an instruction manual.10

10. Matthew Mullins, Enjoying the Bible: Literary Approaches to Loving the Scriptures (Grand Rapids, MI:
Baker Academic, 2021), 31.
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Day 2
Read: Read Psalm 42:1–4.
Reflect: This author prefers how the English Standard Version translates 1:4: “with glad
shouts and songs of praise, a multitude keeping festival.” That verb keeping emphasizes the
efforts, by those worshipping, to keep the party going! We’ve read a number of psalms in
this study: some thanksgiving praises, or hymns, and others lament psalms. Psalm 42 is
interestingly somewhere in the middle—full of praise but also full of lament. This song
captures many of our experiences, I think, as we vacillate back and forth between seasons
of spiritual health and seasons where it is a struggle to muster the energy for praise. If you
have experienced these cycles—as, I think, most of us have—what is generally the cause?
What leads you to walk away from or into worship in your life?
Pray: Tell God of the thirsts in your life, the unmet needs and desires that burden your
heart. Pour out your soul, as the psalmist says, and if you can, share time in prayer with
others. The psalmist’s implicit solution to the problem of suffering is to go out and meet
those “in procession to the house of God” (42:4).

Day 3
Read: Read Psalm 42:5.
Reflect: After an ebullient scene of praise, the psalm’s tone shifts dramatically. In the
midst of the festival and the crowds of people, the psalmist asks, “Why are you cast
down, O my soul?” Have you ever felt like this—like you’re “out of step” with your
environment and those around you? Like the “odd man out,” feeling something that
doesn’t match those around you? What have you done to address those feelings before?
What is the psalm’s suggestion?
Pray: Pray for what the psalmist prays for: that you “shall again praise him” (42:5). That
word “again” is so powerful here, signaling for us that while we may fall into seasons where
our praise falters, we can always return to the hope we find in God and his salvation!
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Day 4
Read: Read Psalm 42:6–11.
Reflect: The Sons of Korah turn our attention to the history of God’s provisions, calling
to mind how he delivered the people to their new home. He also affirms God’s absolute,
unchecked control over the world (go back to Week 3, on Psalm 47, to see a similar
idea, also written by the Sons of Korah). If memory unlocks the key to our praise, what
memories come to your mind when you think about the Lord’s provision? If nothing, or
if you’re not sure, simply move on to the prayer below.
Pray: Pray to God, our rock, in honesty, asking why he has forgotten you. Does this feel too
bold, almost offensive? Why isn’t it offensive in scripture then? Cry out for the ways you feel
abandoned, and confess the ways you have also abandoned God when you felt you didn’t
need him. Pray for a deep that can call to deep, a power that can awaken you again.
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BONUS TRACKS
Connecting to Sundays @ City Church!
SONG FOR THE THIRSTY
Consider going back to listen to Leo Schuster’s 2017 sermon on Psalm 42, “Song for the
Thirsty.” You can find it by searching for the series “Songs in the Key of Life,” in the “Sermons”
tab at citychurch.org. If you’re reading a digital
edition of this study, simply click here!

DAVID AND WORSHIP
1 Chronicles 29:10-20
David’s unmet desire in his life was not being permitted to build a
temple for God (1 Chronicles 22:8). While disappointed, he instead invested time in raising resources for his successor to complete that work, a topic that will inspire one of our fall sermons
this year. Moved by the people’s generosity, David is overcome
with worshipful praise not for the people, but for the God who
made and graciously leads those people. In humble gratitude
he celebrated the splendor of THE King’s majesty, recognized
him as the rightful owner of all things, and confessed that any
wealth a person has comes from him—a stunning admission
for one so wealthy and powerful as David to make. With this
perspective, sacrificial giving becomes a privilege rather than a
burden: “Who am I, and who are my people, that we should be
able to give as generously as this?” (1 Chronicles 29:14). David
is glimpsing grace. And grace has a way of inspiring worship,
particularly when we see it in its most beautiful form: that the
one who would be our eternal temple (John 1:14), who owns everything, would give up his riches and
become poor for us, so that we through his poverty might enjoy true everlasting riches (2 Corinthians
8:9) in his presence.
Read Psalm 23, arguably the most famous psalm in the Bible. Talk about poetry, talk about
worship! How does David’s life, sufferings, victories, and failures make us think differently
about this oft-quoted psalm? How can he be so confident in God’s goodness? How can we?
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Psalm 43 (see also Psalms 12, 13, 17, 66 , 67, 89, 100, and 123)
1

Vindicate me, my God,
and plead my cause
against an unfaithful nation.

Rescue me from those who are
deceitful and wicked.
2

You are God my stronghold.
Why have you rejected me?

Why must I go about mourning,
oppressed by the enemy?
3

Send me your light and your faithful care,
let them lead me;

let them bring me to your holy mountain,
to the place where you dwell.
4

Then I will go to the altar of God,
to God, my joy and my delight.

I will praise you with the lyre,
O God, my God.
5

Why, my soul, are you downcast?
Why so disturbed within me?

Put your hope in God,
for I will yet praise him,
my Savior and my God.

Week 11:
Prayer (Psalm 43)

For the Tuning of Hearts 52

Day 1
Read: Read all of Psalm 43, which is a continuation of Psalm 42. In fact, Psalm 43 is one
of the only untitled psalms in this section of the psalter—a true outlier, formally, when
compared to the songs that surround it.
Reflect: In Week 2 of this study, we discussed the idea of “community” in the Psalms,
especially in Psalm 115. While Psalm 115 calls the people of Israel to praise and trust
the Lord, Psalm 43 asks for a breaking of “community.” It is a cry for rescue—take me
back from the wicked. It can sometimes be difficult to relate to these kinds of psalms
because we don’t typically see the world in such black-and-white terms (and few of
us have likely experienced literal imprisonment among our enemies). How might you
adapt the cries of the psalmist to your situation? Try to relate to the writer’s desire for a
“stronghold” in God.
Pray: Try something we haven’t done enough of in this devotional: try praying the Psalms.
Quite simply, read Psalm 43:3–5 two or three times. Use the psalmist’s words but make
the prayer your own. Just open your heart to God through the words he has already given
us. The fancy word for this spiritual practice is Lectio Divina. Feel free to look up more
information online, but if you want to keep things simple, pray these verses a few times,
taking time for silence in between each reading/prayer.

Day 2
Read: Read Psalm 43:1–2.
Reflect: Where does your heart long for vindication, literally or otherwise? Where do you
feel overwhelmed by mourning, unable to let something go? What situation feels “too far
gone” to be redeemed by the Lord, our “stronghold?”
Pray: Pray for refuge—but not just for yourself. Pray for a God whose refuge is available
to any who call upon him, including each of us. Pray to be vindicated and to become one
who vindicates and validates others, who can listen as well as guide, protect as well as
push each other to deeper trust in the Lord on high.
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Day 3
Read: Psalm 43:3.
Reflect: The psalmist asks for God to send “light” and “truth.” One way to read this
would be that the poet is asking for both directions (“truth”) and guidance while
following those directions (“light”). Put yet another way, his or her desire is for God
to provide the way, the truth, and the light—only a very slight revision of what Jesus
promises about himself in John 14:6. In fact, as a young person, I always got confused
whether Jesus said “light” or “life”—a confusion that plagues him to this day. When
you think about your future, is the goal of that journey to be led to God’s “dwelling?”
What would that even mean, or like look?
Pray: Lord God, send us not simply the truth that we need for life, but also the light we
need to follow truth. Send us justice but also love, peace but also victory. May we be
participants in the kingdom that is mysteriously coming and, at the same time, already
here.

Day 4
Read: Psalm 43:4–5.
Reflect: What does praising the Lord “with the lyre” (43:4) look like for you? Not all of
us are musically talented, but those who were in ancient days were part of the “court,”
where these psalms would have been regularly written, developed, and performed. This is
what we mean by “calling”—what gifts or desires align with a way of both praising God
and serving others? What can you give to God not as a necessary sacrifice—as in Ancient
Israel—but as a sign of grateful obedience, having been transformed by the great gift of
grace in your life? And if you haven’t had that transformative encounter with grace, ask
yourself, Do I ever feel compelled to praise—if not God, something else? Where does that
desire come from?
Pray: Father, Son, Holy Spirit: invite us to the inner sanctuary now that the curtain
has been torn in two and no mediator other than Christ is required for us to be in the
presence of your spirit. Grant to us exceeding joy—not a feeling tied to our circumstances
or earthly successes, but rather intimately linked to our proximity to our good and
gracious Father.
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Week 12:
Power (Psalm 1)

Psalm 1 (see also Psalms 23, 31, 42, 73, 139, and 148)
1

Blessed is the one
who does not walk in step with the wicked

or stand in the way that sinners take
or sit in the company of mockers,
2

but whose delight is in the law of the Lord,
and who meditates on his law day and night.

3

That person is like a tree planted by streams of water,
which yields its fruit in season

and whose leaf does not wither—
whatever they do prospers.
4

Not so the wicked!
They are like chaff
that the wind blows away.

5

Therefore the wicked will not stand in the judgment,

6

For the Lord watches over the way of the righteous,

nor sinners in the assembly of the righteous.
but the way of the wicked leads to destruction.
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Day 1
Read: Psalm 1 teaches us that the source of true power is wisdom. Consider the strength of
a well-watered tree, whose roots have the power to shake foundations (as some unfortunate
homeowners in Houston know all too well!). What other metaphors might you use to
describe someone “whose delight is in the law of the Lord” (1:2)?
Reflect: What does it mean to “delight” in the Lord’s precepts and principles? Why wouldn’t
the psalmist use a verb like “obey,” “follow,” “listen?” How is joy a different motivator than
punishment? But, then, why do the Psalms so often implore us to “fear” the Lord?
Pray: In your prayers, reflect on the connection between delight and fear. Can we delight
in what we fear? Can we fear what we delight in? How does God’s “awesomeness”—in
that traditional sense of inspiring “awe”—relate to both ideas?

Day 2
Read: Read Psalm 1:1–2.
Reflect: Note the downward progression of verbs in the opening verses of Psalm 1: from
“walks” to “stands” to “sits” and finally to “meditates.” Psalm 1 describes how a righteous
person defines herself in terms of what she avoids, only in the very end providing a
positive alternative. Try writing this in modern English below. What does the righteous
person avoid and what do they do instead?
The Righteous Person doesn’t						
									
The Righteous Person does							
									
Pray: Pray for the wisdom, or power, to discern between what builds spiritual strength
and what invites spiritual weakness. Quite clearly, Psalm 1 indicates that the one,
universal source of strength is a delight in and meditation upon “the law of the Lord.”
But what is that law? What does that mean? Read and meditate upon Galatians 6:1–5
for a potential answer.
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Day 3
Read: Read Psalm 1:3–4.
Reflect: Here we see the Psalms frustrating again (in my opinion). The person who plants
themselves in God’s Word can trust that “whatever they do prospers” (1:3)? That can’t be
right? So, if one suffers, should they assume that they have drifted from God’s Word, or
should they question how we make sense of a verse like this? Depending on the situation,
either or both could be true. And there’s no doubt that in a fallen world, so much of our
suffering does feel not only undeserved, but at times insensible. What is the psalmist
really saying about the prospering of the one who meditates on the Lord’s words?
Pray: Take a page from the Psalms and, once more, pray boldly. Pray to find joy and
peace and enjoyment in the Word of God. And then pray that in a living relationship
with those words, you will know what true prospering looks like.

Day 4
Read: Read Psalm 1:5–6.
Reflect: In the literal translation, the psalmist does not say that the Lord “protects” or
“preserves” the way of the righteous. Instead, Psalm 1 promises that “the Lord knows the
way of the righteous” (1:6). In the New International Version translation (above), it says
“watches over.” Why do you think the psalmist says that the Lord “knows the way of the
righteous?” And why would a modern translation choose to render that as “watches over?”
Put simply, how are knowing and watching over related?
Pray: In your final prayer in this devotional, reflect on Jesus, whose incarnational life and
death showed that God truly knew and experienced our human life. But consider that
this knowledge was complemented by the greatest and most selfless act of redemption
ever known. Consider and pray in gratitude, for a God, in Christ, who both knows and
protects, both lived and died, both humbled himself and was finally elevated to the right
hand of his Father in triumph and majesty for all of time (Philippians 2:6–8). Leaning
into that truth is wisdom and power.
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