January 22, 2023
Psalm 27:1, 4-9
Foxhole Faith  

##

ADVERSITY
OVERCOMING

##

SUMMARY
This psalm is for anyone who’s currently stuck in a hole, has been so in the past, or fears finding themselves in one in the future. 

AT A GLANCE
Literal foxholes are places of comfort and safety for foxes. But David doesn’t feel comfortable in his foxhole. He feels hemmed in. He’s in a tight place, has very little wiggle room and is uncertain about the future. Like us.

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s epistle text, see “The Run-Flat Church,” January 22, 2017. 

David, the presumptive author of this psalm, clearly values safety. He doesn’t like to be afraid. In verse 1 alone, he mentions the fear factor twice! Perhaps this is why the psalm reads like a foxhole monologue. It invokes images of “evildoers,” “adversaries and foes,” armies, enemies and violence. David longs for security, cover and “shelter in the day of trouble” (v. 5). His heart faints for fear and all of his courage has vanished. He remembers better days when he would visit the “house of the LORD,” and be full of faith.
But now he’s in a foxhole, his enemies attacking from all sides. And as we know, there are no atheists in foxholes. Therefore, it comes as no surprise that David is calling for air support — the Lord of the air, whom he calls his “light” and “salvation” (v. 1). 
So, this psalm is for all who feel they’re in a foxhole now, or felt so in the past, or might find themselves in some kind of hole in the future.

The Size of the Foxhole
There are foxholes and there are foxholes. Troubles and sorrows differ from day to day or person to person. When we’re seeking shelter, any bunker, bomb shelter, safe harbor — or foxhole — will do. Some seek shelter in drugs or a bottle. Not all foxholes are created equal.
Literal foxholes, where real foxes with bushy tails live, are small. A human could never fit into a real foxhole. Typically, they’re only 4 inches or so in diameter. You might find them near the base of a tree or along the footings of a wall. Nearby, the area might be littered with feathers or bones of their prey.
The den of a fox ranges from 3- to 8-feet deep and might have multiple entrances. The tunnel could be up to 50 feet long. Foxes rarely sleep in their foxholes. Rather, they store food there, raise their young, or duck into their hole to escape or avoid a predator. For foxes, the hole is comfortable.
But David doesn’t feel comfortable in his foxhole. He feels hemmed in. He’s in a tight place, has very little wiggle room, and is uncertain about the future. 
Like us.
Very generally, we have a lot to fear. No sane person will walk alone at night in some cities. We fear mass shootings, climate change, identity theft, pancreatic cancer, threats to our children, having enough money to retire, going to the dentist and the price of gas. 
What we may fear even more is facing all of this without God.
This is precisely David’s mood right now, although he doesn’t always feel like this. In some of his psalms, he feels ill. In others, he is repentant and longing for forgiveness and a fresh start. In some, he is defiant and asking God to destroy his foes. In still others, he is quietly at peace and relaxed. And finally, in some, he is positively ebullient and full of praise.
But not now. His foxhole is small. His God is big, but he’s nowhere to be found right now. And David is feeling exposed and vulnerable.

The Main Thing
The Stephen Covey principle is that “the main thing is to keep the main thing the main thing.” David’s foxhole revelation is similar: “One thing I asked of the Lord …” (v. 4). If you were to ask the Lord for one thing, what would it be? What is the main thing for most of us? The studies and surveys agree:
· We want more time, but we waste time in the worst possible ways.
· We want to be in a happy place, but seldom seem to arrive, or know how to get there.
· We want to be successful, but have awful conceptions of what success is.
· We want good, healthy relationships, but can’t wrap our heads around what it means to live sacrificially.
· We want to feel safe, but we put our trust in alarm systems, text alerts, cameras and a Glock.
· We want to live in a civil society where we are accepting of others’ politics and religion, but we use disparaging and pejorative words to describe those with views different from our own.
· We want more flexible work hours and more remote work options.
· We admire self-discipline, but have very little in terms of exercise, portion control and lifestyle habits.
We are a mess of wants and desires with corresponding vices, and voices on our shoulder arguing against the best choices we could make (see “The Search for Satisfaction,” January 29, 2023). We live in the Pauline paradox of doing what is bad for us and not doing what is good for us.
David says that the one thing he would “seek after” is “to live in the house of the LORD all the days of my life, to behold the beauty of the LORD and to inquire in his temple” (v. 4). In other words, David was most happy in the presence of God, and most unhappy when away from that same presence. 
God’s absences were usually a product of David’s disobedience. See Psalm 51, for example. David had enough life experience to know that it was in his best interest to be close to God, and to keep God at hand as his closest advisor and protector.
We know this, too, on an intuitive level. But perhaps, contrary to the common wisdom about atheists and foxholes, we are atheists in a foxhole after all, not really believing that God can in any real and meaningful way help us in our day of trouble. As one observer noted, “If the faithful truly and fully believe in a protective deity, why would they dive into a foxhole to protect themselves from the bullets whizzing by? [Because] a part of their brain knows darn well that if they do not protect themselves, the bullets will hardly discriminate between those who claim faith and those who reject it.”
So why would the faithful dive into a foxhole with bullets flying past our ears? Because, as noted, the faithful aren’t stupid. Praise the Lord and pass the ammunition. Even David sought a cave or a cleft in the mountains for safety. Why? “For he will hide me in his shelter in the day of trouble; he will conceal me under the cover of his tent; he will set me high on a rock” (v. 5).
The main thing is to sense the presence of the Lord and thereby to feel safe and at peace again. When that happens — if it happens — the psalmist says he will “sing and make music” (v. 6, NIV) and he will make “shouts of joy” (v. 6, NIV). When rescued and safely in the “house of the LORD” (v. 4), he will do nothing but “gaze upon the beauty of the LORD and … seek him in his temple” (v. 4, NIV). 

Full Coverage
When you purchase a home, unless you made a cash offer, you are required to have homeowner’s insurance. These policies offer coverage for damage caused by fires, lightning strikes, windstorms and hail. Usually, however, damage caused by earthquakes and floods are not covered by homeowners’ insurance unless you specifically request it. 
The psalmist may not like the trouble he’s in, but it’s his trouble, his foxhole, and he wants full coverage. He does not want to be afraid (v. 1). In verse 5, for example, he uses three metaphors to describe the full range of the coverage the Lord offers: shelter “in the day of trouble,” concealment “under the cover of his tent” and a refuge high atop a mountain. These images suggest safety from a powerful rainstorm, protection from a sandstorm and safety above the raging waters of a river or flood. David wants to be surrounded by God. Don’t we all? “You hem me in, behind and before, and lay your hand upon me” (Psalm 139:5).
The observant student of this psalm may have noticed that the poetic encomium is not about David; it’s all about God. The Lord is cited 17 times (including pronouns) in 14 verses. The contrast is between the weakness, fear, pleadings and prayers of a faltering human being and a powerful deity who can extract one from certain destruction; between a person who wants more than anything to shed all the troubles he has seen and a God who can give him the safety of his divine presence; between the darkest night of the soul and one’s “light and salvation.”
The psalm comes to the conclusion we’ve known all along: It is all about God — who God is, what God has done, does and will do.
—Timothy Merrill and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Source:
Perry, Susan. “What Americans fear the most.” minnpost.com, October 31, 2014. Retrieved July 15, 2022.

Music Note: Verse one of this text has been put to music by many artists. Search on YouTube for “The Lord Is My Light Allitsen” and you will find a number of renditions of Frances Allitsen’s classic composition. If the church has a choir or music team, implore the choir director or worship leader to consider offering this musical version of Psalm 27:1. Ask nicely. If they are reluctant to cooperate — as is sometimes the case — threaten to sing the song yourself at the beginning of the sermon.

THE OTHER TEXTS 
Isaiah 9:1-4
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Choose Your Light! If you’re in a dark space — a room, a cavern, the forest, a closet — you want to introduce light. But, depending on the nature of your darkness, not all light is equal. You don’t want to build a campfire in a closet or a cavern. Oil lamps can be smelly and sooty but perhaps great for garages. Some electric lights waste energy. A torch works well for the Olympics but not so well to light up a room. So, you have to choose your light. But first, you have to acknowledge and define your darkness. The text says the most appropriate light for the kind of darkness we sometimes experience is the “great light” of the Lord.
What Does the Text Say?
Light and darkness are universal themes in literature. Biblical literature is replete with these contrasting concepts, too. In Isaiah 8:22 and 9:1-4, the anguished people are walking gloomily in spiritual darkness, and the southern kingdom of Judah faces military defeat. In fact, the northern tribal areas of Zebulun and Naphtali (v. 1) fell to the very same threatening Assyrian Empire. The Judahites feel no hope for rescue. But suddenly, Yahweh’s prophet proclaims: “The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who lived in a land of deep darkness — on them light has shined.” “Deep darkness” is the same Hebrew word as Psalm 23:4’s “darkest” valley (or the valley of the “shadow of death”). Other biblical texts speak of the contrast between light and darkness: Isaiah 5:20; 42:16; 58:10; 59:9; Luke 1:78-79; 11:34-36; 12:3; John.1:4-5; 3:19-21; 8:12; 12:35-36, 46; 1 John: 1:5; 2:7-11.
How can this light come to the Judahites in their time of darkness? Isaiah turns his words heavenward, praising God and laying out for the people how God will deliver them. Those without hope are suddenly filled with joy, as in times of plentiful harvest or when soldiers divide booty plundered from a defeated enemy; verse 3 speaks three times of joy/rejoice (and see Psalm 30:5b). The oppressor’s yoke (used to bind strong work animals to plows) has been broken. “Midian” refers to the Midianites’ defeat by Gideon (Judges 7). The very area of Zebulun and Naphtali, which had fallen to oppressive Assyria, would be glorified/honored by God (v. 1b). Notice the contrast between “[in] the former time” and “in the latter time.” Followers of Jesus will see the reference to “Galilee of the nations” (which overlaps Zebulun and Naphtali) and will identify it with Jesus’ early life in Nazareth and his later extensive Galilean ministry (Matthew 4:13-16).

1 Corinthians 1:10-18
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
When Christians Get Confused. Paul points to a problem that frequently arises in a community that has, at one point, rallied behind a common goal or agenda. It happens in every great quest — even our own fight for independence (“Unless we hang together, we most assuredly will hang separately,” said Benjamin Franklin). Today, it often seems more important to be a Democrat, Republican, liberal, conservative, Tea Partier, Irish, Italian, Native, African, etc. than to be an American. It would seem that we’re of “Apollos” or “Cephas” and have forgotten that it’s more important to labor together toward common goals. Astonishingly, often our political preferences have stained the fabric of our community as Christians. Have we fallen into this same sectarianism as Christians? Have we forgotten the gospel? To what calling has Christ called us?
What Does the Text Say?
This passage addresses the “divisions [scismata]” or “quarrels [erideV]” that had erupted in the Corinthian church (vv. 10-11) and appropriately follows a moving adulation of Jesus Christ (1 Corinthians 1:4-9). The prefatory exaltation of Christ wasn’t merely a rhetorical exercise in writing boilerplate platitudes. Instead, it was part of Paul’s astute reprimand that exposed the preposterous nature of their competing claims: “I belong to Paul,” “I belong to Apollos,” “I belong to Cephas” or “I belong to Christ” (v. 12).
Paul further emphasizes the utter absurdity of such factions or nascent sectarian divisions via a series of queries: “Has Christ been divided? Was Paul crucified for you? Or were you baptized in the name of Paul?” (v. 13). The implied answer each time was, of course, “No!” Moreover, in order to indicate his resolute stance on this matter, Paul even offers thanks that he had baptized no one at Corinth, except for a few individuals. That made it virtually impossible for anyone to claim, “I was baptized in Paul’s name” (vv. 14-16).
Paul also reminded the Corinthians that the focus of his ministry wasn’t baptizing but proclaiming the gospel. It’s noteworthy that Paul preached “not with eloquent wisdom” (v. 17). Given the context, the point is that whoever aligns himself or herself with a particular leader — other than Christ — dishonors God, devalues Christ’s ministry and robs the cross of its power to save (v. 18).

Matthew 4:12-23
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Exit Ahead. John’s call to repentance was a call to turn away from; Jesus’ call to repentance was a call to turn toward. The preacher might be able to work with the process of repentance by using a freeway analogy. If you’re on the freeway (or tollway) and realize you’re headed the wrong way, you can’t simply drive across the median and reverse direction. That’s usually illegal. So, you look for an exit. The first available exit may be miles ahead. Then you take the exit and usually need to cross a bridge or cross under the freeway to get to the other side. Then you take an on-ramp that places you back on the highway headed in the direction you want to go. Too often, people think of repentance as something simple — a decision you make, that’s all. You stop doing something and start doing something else. But usually, it’s more complicated. You may be ready to repent long before you repent; you may not find a way out for a while. You may need to cross some bridges or go through some tunnels. It may take some time to ramp up and get headed the other way. Typically, repentance is more of a process than a decision.
What Does the Text Say?
In Matthew, the end of John’s ministry (by his arrest; v. 12) marks the beginning of Jesus’ ministry. Yet far more is happening at this moment than simply a passing of the baton. It’s the fulfillment not only of John’s message that one would come after him baptizing “with the Holy Spirit and fire” and not merely “water” (3:11), but of the word “spoken through the prophet Isaiah” (4:14). The time of preparation has ended.
The summary of Jesus’ message is an exact match of John’s message: “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near” (4:17; cf. 3:1-2). Yet the effect couldn’t be more different. John’s call to repent was presented primarily in terms of what one must turn away from (3:7-8). But Jesus’ call to repentance is primarily a turn toward what God is doing through Jesus, rather than a turning away from sin. His call to Peter and Andrew is explicitly, “Follow me” (4:19).
Yet why would anyone respond as Peter and Andrew did? The answer is in the link between Isaiah’s words and these fishermen’s locale. Because they’re fishing the “Sea of Galilee” (v. 18), they’re among those whose “darkness” has been broken by the “great light” that is the dawn of Jesus’ ministry.

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##

Foxhole Quotations
My men don’t dig foxholes. I don’t want them to. Foxholes only slow up an offensive. Keep moving. And don’t give the enemy time to dig one either. 
―George S. Patton
“There are no atheists in foxholes” isn’t an argument against atheism; it’s an argument against foxholes. 
―James K. Morrow
The sermon was based on what he claimed was a well-known fact, that there were no Atheists in foxholes. I asked Jack what he thought of the sermon afterwards, and he said, “There’s a chaplain who never visited the front.” 
―Kurt Vonnegut
Maybe there are only atheists in foxholes. If the faithful truly and fully believe in a protective deity, why would they dive into a foxhole to protect themselves from the bullets whizzing by? A part of their brain knows da*n well that if they do not protect themselves, the bullets will hardly discriminate between those who claim faith and those who reject it. 
―J. Anderson Thomson

##

Saul made several unsuccessful attempts to kill David, both overtly and covertly. In what appears to be a fit of rage, Saul tried to pin David to a wall with a spear a few times (1 Samuel 18:10-11, 1 Samuel 19:10). He also devised a plan to have David killed in a battle (18:25), unsuccessfully of course. Finally, Saul just commanded his men to kill David, but with the help of both his wife Michal (Saul’s daughter) and Jonathan (Saul’s son), David manages to escape.
David would spend years on the run, but his time in the wilderness would prove useful in building a strong military following, skills, and experience. …
Prior to the wilderness, David’s military knowledge was limited to his role in an organized, national army. However, the wilderness would push him to develop different tactics. With limited resources and limited men, his operations would be more akin to guerrilla warfare.
For example, intimate knowledge of the terrain is essential in guerrilla warfare. David’s experience navigating caves, and identifying sources of water, would later prove useful in the capture of the future capital of Israel. …
While in the wilderness, David and his men operated like nomadic tribes. They moved from location to location, became knowledgeable of the land and its resources, and conducted raids (lightning strikes) when necessary. This experience living as a nomad would prove useful not only in his encounters with raiding nomads while on the run but in developing adequate defenses against future threats from desert raiders in his established kingdom. …
Clearly, the wilderness was thrust upon David. It was not a path that he freely chose, but it points to a divine plan that was much larger than David himself. Greatness is forged through adversity, and the Master Planner knew it was a necessary strategic move to mold David into the king he needed to be and to foreshadow a much greater King and warrior.
—Luisa Rodriguez, “King David: The Rise of the Warrior King,” BiblicalWarfare.com, June 29, 2021.
https://www.biblicalwarfare.com/king-david-the-rise-of-the-warrior-king/.
Retrieved August 24, 2022.

##

Robert Lewis Dabney was a Presbyterian minister, a noted 19th century theologian, and a major in the Army of Northern Virginia. He was a personal friend to General Stonewall Jackson and served as a chaplain to his troops. When he preached to Jackson’s soldiers, he always talked about predestination. He assured them that if they were predestined to die, there would be nothing they could do to avoid that Yankee Minié ball, but if they were predestined to live, there was nothing the Yankees could do to kill ’em. Therefore, they should be brave in the heat of battle. His words may have had an impact, for Jackson’s men were known to hold their ground.
But one day, when Major Dabney was visiting the front lines, a skirmish erupted between the boys in gray and blue. Soon, Yankee Minié balls were kicking up dust all around the major as he ran as fast as he could for a big old oak tree. He jumped behind the tree and landed on top of a Confederate private who’d already taken refuge there. The private was quick to remark, “Major Dabney, you don’t practice what you preach.”
“What do you mean?” Dabney asked.
“Well,” the private continued, “you are always telling us that everything is going to happen has already been planned and predestined by the Almighty and we can’t escape our predestinated fate, so for this reason we should be calm in battle. But when the bullets started flying, you forgot about that and resorted to free will, trying to save yourself by running and jumping behind this tree.”
Major Dabney then explained the more subtle differences to the young man. “You see, Son, you have overlooked two important facts. The tree was predestined to be here, and I was predestined to run and jump behind it.”
—Sam J. Ervin Jr., Humor of a Country Lawyer (University of North Carolina Press, 1983), 83.

##

Thanks for prayers that thou hast answered,
Thanks for what thou dost deny.
Thanks for storms that I have weathered,
Thanks for all thou dost supply.
Thanks for pain, and thanks for pleasure.
Thanks for comfort in despair.
Thanks for grace that none can measure,
Thanks for love beyond compare.
Thanks for roses by the wayside,
Thanks for thorns their stems contain.
Thanks for home and thanks for fireside,
Thanks for hope, that sweet refrain.
Thanks for joy and thanks for sorrow,
Thanks for heav’nly peace with thee.
Thanks for hope in the tomorrow,
Thanks through all eternity!
—August Ludvig Storm, 1891, from “Thanks to God for My Redeemer.” This hymn (originally in Swedish but here in English translation) is noteworthy for the way it offers thanks for the thorn as well as the rose: for experiences of adversity as well as joy. Storm was a Swedish Salvation Army officer who suffered partial paralysis beginning at age 37 and disabling back pain thereafter.

##

A [person] will be imprisoned in a room with a door that’s unlocked and opens inwards; as long as it does not occur to [that person] to pull rather than push.
—Ludwig Wittgenstein, Culture and Value, trans. Peter Winch (University of Chicago, 1984), 42e.

##

Life itself — and Scripture too — is always three steps forward and two steps backward. It gets the point and then loses it or doubts it. Our job is to see where the three steps forward are heading (invariably toward mercy, forgiveness, inclusion, nonviolence, and trust) which then gives us the ability to both recognize and forgive the two steps backward (which are usually about vengeance, pettiness, law over grace, forms over substance, and requirements over relationship).
Isn’t it a consolation to know that life is not a straight line? Many of us wish and have been told that it should be, but I haven’t met a life yet that’s a clear and straight line to truth, to self, or to God. And I even met Mother Teresa! It’s always about getting the point and missing the point. It’s God entering our lives and then our fighting, avoiding, running from that very possibility. It is always too good to be true — for someone as little and seemingly unimportant as me! There is hopefully the moment of divine communion or intimacy, and then the pullback that invariably says, “I am probably making this up. This is mere wishful thinking.”
Fortunately, God works with all of it, both the forward and the backward, and that’s what bases the whole journey precisely in divine mercy or what the Bible calls “steadfast love” (hesed).
—Richard Rohr, adapted from Things Hidden: Scripture as Spirituality (Franciscan Media, 2007), 12-13.

##

Character is a fine thing to admire, all right — once the storm has passed and the rigging is repaired.
But when people are truly sinking, because of job loss, illness, debt or some combination of ills, they have no idea what mix of character, connections and dumb luck will be enough to pull through. To use the psychologists’ term, they don’t know how “resilient” they are, or how much resilience even matters.
Do I have the right stuff? Or is this sinkhole simply too deep?
“As with so many of life’s experiences, humans are simply not very good at predicting how they’ll behave when hit by a real adversity,” said Laura King, a psychologist at the University of Missouri. …
New research suggests that resilience may have at least as much to do with how often people have faced adversity in the past as it does with who they are — their personality, their genes, for example — or what they’re facing now. That is, the number of life blows a person has taken may affect his or her mental toughness more than any other factor.
“Frequency makes a difference: that is the message,” said Roxane Cohen Silver, a psychologist at the University of California, Irvine. “Each negative event a person faces leads to an attempt to cope, which forces people to learn about their own capabilities, about their support networks — to learn who their real friends are. …”
The pain, the self-doubt, the disorientation and the anger that swarm the consciousness in the wake of a job loss, a foreclosure or a divorce can have some upside, even though it’s not remotely visible at the time.
“Perhaps the one most fundamental thing you learn in living through an experience like this is that you can come out the other end of almost anything,” Dr. King said. “You say, ‘Well, it may have crushed me, but I survived.’”
—Benedict Carey, “On Road to Recovery, Past Adversity Provides a Map,” The New York Times,
January 3, 2011.

##

COMMENTARY 
Psalm 27:1, 4-9
Psalm 27 is a good example of the ambiguous nature of much of the language of the psalms. On one level, the psalm is a “triumphant song of confidence,” as the NRSV editors describe it, that may have come from the experience and lips of King David, whose military prowess became the stuff of legend in biblical memory. On another level, the language is a metaphoric paean of trust for anyone who has found peace and comfort through faith in God. The psalm’s language can function on both levels, and it’s impossible for scholars to separate cleanly the one level from the other. History and theology blend too smoothly in the Bible for neat categorization, and Psalm 27 illustrates this fact nicely.
The superscription “Of David” may or may not be historical. The composition’s several themes — refuge in the Lord, enemies, war, sacrifices, tents, singing and making melody, the faithful servant — all could be read from Davidic lore. At the same time, such themes could also find deep resonance in the life of any devout Yahwist. The unifying theme of trust is established by the psalm’s opening verse, and that theme is explained, developed and elaborated upon throughout the balance of the psalm.
The general constellation of ideas found in the psalm is found in many places in the OT (e.g., Exodus 15; 2 Samuel 22/Psalm 18; Psalms 62, 89, and 118; Isaiah 12:2; etc.), anchoring this psalm firmly in the thought-world of traditional Israelite religion.
Psalm 27, like most of the psalms in this section of the psalter, is completely Yahwistic in its theological orientation. The divine name of the Israelite deity is used extensively (and exclusively, if the single occurrence of “God” in verse 9 is understood as a common rather than a proper noun, which might indeed be the better understanding).
Referring to the deity as “my light” (v. 1) is unique to this passage, although light is frequently ascribed to the deity (e.g., Numbers 6:25; Job 37:15; Psalms 4:6, 44:3, 89:15, and 90:8 — all using the expression “the light of your countenance”; Isaiah 2:5; and especially Psalm 50:2, “God shines forth”). That the Lord is someone’s “salvation” is an idea found much more frequently in the OT (especially in the Psalter and the book of Isaiah). Although the word salvation has strong theological overtones to modern hearers, the root meaning is simply “help” (as the JPS translation renders the possessive form here, “my helper”).
The image of light in the present context is a beacon to safety rather than a guiding light for adventurous or devout living (as, for example, Psalm 119:105, “Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path”). The spatial movement in this psalm is toward refuge, rather than toward expedition.
It is difficult to distinguish the literal from the hyperbolic in verse 4. Is the speaker an aspiring temple oblate, who wishes above everything else to spend his days in temple service — as, for example, a Nazirite? (The speaker would almost certainly have been male.) Or is the speaker declaring that his summum bonum is unrestricted access to the Divine? It’s hard to say, although if the former were the case, one would expect further development of the theme of life within the temple precincts (as found, for example, in Psalm 84), which is missing here.
When the psalmist expresses the wish to “inquire in his [God’s] temple” (v. 4), he is probably using the technical term for seeking a priestly or prophetic oracle. We know that oracular divination was standard practice in the religions of the ancient Near East, including Israel’s, and that such devices as the Urim and Thummim (Exodus 28:30; Leviticus 8:8; Numbers 27:21; 1 Samuel 28:6) were used alongside other forms of seeking the divine will, such as dreams and prophetic utterance.
The references to the “tent” of the deity (vv. 5-6) are unusual in the context and not altogether a smooth transition to a new thought. Prior to Solomon’s construction of the Jerusalem temple, the earthly dwelling place of Israel’s god was the tabernacle, a portable tent-like structure from the days of Israel’s wilderness experience. But the tabernacle did not continue in service after the construction of the temple — the “Holy of Holies” replaced it — which suggests that the tent being referred to here is military rather than sacral. The language of being set “high on a rock” (v. 5) and of having one’s head lifted up above one’s enemies reinforces the military imagery.
The image of the head being lifted up as a sign of (renewed) vigor or confidence is very ancient, being found in the Baal epic from the literature of the 14th-century B.C. in Ugarit, one of Israel’s closest (and perhaps most religiously influential) neighbors. One passage is especially well-known and illustrates the present imagery. The scene is the divine assembly, into which hostile messengers from Yamm, “Judge River,” have entered. The lesser gods cower in the presence of an impending decree from Yamm by lowering their heads to their knees, a gesture Baal, the god of natural fertility, finds unnecessary and craven. “Lift up your heads, O gods, from upon your knees, from upon your princely thrones!” (KTU 1.2.I.27-28). Comparison with Psalm 24:7 (“Lift up your heads, O gates! and be lifted up, O ancient doors!”) will show both the dependence on and departure from this Canaanite imagery on the part of the biblical writers. The image of the lifted head was part of the common literary tradition upon which both the Ugaritic and Israelite bards drew.
Offerings of thanksgiving (v. 6) were a standard part of the sacrificial system, along with offerings of first fruits, well-being, expiation, atonement and others. The sacrificial system, like every other aspect of religious life, was subject to abuse, and a kind of mechanistic do ut des (“I do so that you will do”) mentality no doubt came to characterize the sacrificial practice of many in ancient Israel. For obvious reasons, sacrifices that involved burning were ordinarily offered outside, rather than inside, a tent.
Today’s reading concludes with a double petition (vv. 7-9). The psalmist asks for the Lord to “[h]ear” his cry for help (v. 7) and to show the evidence of that hearing by a gracious (i.e., unmerited) response.
The psalmist’s second request is for the deity to show divine favor by turning his face upon the supplicant. The language is highly anthropomorphic and is drawn from royal ideology, in which the sovereign granted initial royal favor merely by directing the royal visage in the supplicant’s general direction. This appears to be the underlying image in the Aaronic blessing of Numbers 6:24-26 (“the Lord make his face to shine upon you … the Lord lift up his countenance upon you”). It’s uncertain to what extent solar imagery may lie even further in the background of such language.

CHILDREN’S SERMON Psalm 27:1, 4-9
Put a lamp in front of the children. Turn it on and turn it off. Ask them to imagine a world without electric lights and talk about what it might be like. Explain that the children of the Bible didn’t have any lights in their rooms, but they had something even better. Psalm 27 says, “The Lord is my light and my salvation; whom shall I fear?” (v. 1). Ask the children why the Lord would be described as “my light.” Then suggest that God helps us see clearly, walk safely and be safe from things in the dark that can scare us or hurt us. Have the children close their eyes and imagine that they’re children in the Bible, with no lights in their bedrooms. Ask them how they feel when they hear the words, “The Lord is my light and my salvation.” Ask the children to open their eyes and then turn on the light again. Ask what it means to them to have God as a light and what sorts of things God helps them see. Assure the children that the light of God can never be turned off. It will continue to burn brightly in their lives, helping them see and be safe every day.

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — General 
Leader: The Lord is our light and our salvation; whom then shall we fear?
People: The Lord is the strength of my life; of whom then shall I be afraid?
Leader: The Lord is our light and our salvation; whom then shall we fear?
People: My heart says, “Your face, Lord, will I seek.” Do not hide your face from me.
Leader: The Lord is our light and our salvation; whom then shall we fear?
All: In God’s tent are sounds of great gladness.
Let us sing and make music to the Lord.
—Based on Psalm 27

Prayers — General 
Faithful God, we thank you that you have given us your promise, and we know that you will never go back on it. We can count on you to be there for us in any difficulty and in every joy. You have brought us through the storms of adversity and given us the perspective to enjoy the goods of the earth as gifts from you, not as items we deserve. In your Son’s name, we pray.

Benedictions — General 
May the God who has overcome the world give you strength and courage to face and overcome the obstacles in your life. He who calls you is able. Go out in the power of the Spirit to wade into the waters and cross over on dry land. Amen.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
God Is My Strong Salvation
Sweet Hour of Prayer
I Want to Walk as a Child of the Light
Worship and Praise* 
Psalm 27 (One Thing) (Shane and Shane)
Overcome (Camp)
Refuge (The Worship Initiative)
*For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Third Sunday After Epiphany, Cycle A
Isaiah 9:1-4
Psalm 27:1, 4-9
1 Corinthians 1:10-18
Matthew 4:12-23
