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Psalm 29
Our God Is a Category 5 God
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GOD
POWER OF GOD

##

SUMMARY
When we think of God, we probably think too small.

AT A GLANCE
Hurricane categories range from 1 (“very dangerous”) to 5 (“catastrophic damage will occur.”) So, how powerful is your God? David was able to see the answer through storm.

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s New Testament text, see “Partial Love,” January 12, 2014. 

There’s not a year that goes by without the Earth shuddering, sinking, shifting, shrugging or doing something spectacular. We call these events “natural disasters.” The legal profession and insurance companies call them “acts of God.” 
Acts of God. It’s a quite human reaction to some of these catastrophes. The psalmist agrees. “The voice of the LORD shakes the wilderness; the LORD shakes the wilderness of Kadesh. The voice of the LORD causes the oaks to whirl, and strips the forest bare” (vv. 8-9).
Acts of God appear in many forms: wildfires, blizzards, tornadoes, hurricanes, cyclones, typhoons, thunder, lightning, tsunamis, earthquakes, hailstorms and more. This is Mother Nature’s witchy side, the nasty aspect of her otherwise benign nature. The ancient Romans, and especially the Greeks, were aware of the power of the feminine Earth and recognized numerous goddesses whose beneficence extended to specific spheres like lakes, trees, fruit, harvest, fertility, crops, the changing of the seasons and more. Artemis — with her quiver, bow and arrows — was the goddess of the hunt. Demeter was the goddess of harvests, healthy crops and fertile seasons. Her very name (according to some philologists) means Earth’s Mother — from the stem de, and meter.
But if you hesitated to fool with Mother Nature in the ancient world, you most certainly did not provoke Father Nature. The gods of the natural world were no joking matter. Poseidon, wielding his triton, was god of the sea, storms and earthquakes. The ruler of the gods was Zeus, the god of the sky, rain and thunder. When provoked, he’d hurl lightning bolts at the hapless humans who dared ignore his power and might. 
Today, natural disasters — like Hurricane Katrina, which caused an estimated $108 billion in damage — are so powerful that a taxonomy of disaster was created to help us understand their power. Using the Saffir-Simpson Hurricane Wind Scale, meteorologists identify the strength of a hurricane in terms of categories, running from Category 1 (the weakest) to Category 5 (the strongest): 
· Category 1: Very dangerous winds will produce some damage.
· Category 2: Extremely dangerous winds will cause extensive damage.
· Category 3: Devastating damage will occur.
· Category 4: Catastrophic damage will occur.
· Category 5: Catastrophic damage will occur — total destruction.
Perhaps there should be a Category 6 hurricane. The Saffir-Simpson scale only goes up to 5, but the consensus among meteorologists is that Category 5 already means “total destruction.” How does one describe a landscape that already looks as though it has been pounded and plowed by an earthmover? Creating a Category 6 doesn’t make any sense.

Categories of Blessing
We could argue that David, when thinking of the “glory and strength” (v. 1) of God, would jump immediately to Category 5. No other rubric, category or classification could adequately describe the unparalleled, unmatched and unthinkable power of the God we worship. It is this power that the psalmist tries to describe.
When we think of the power of God, however, it is natural to make it personal in a “what-have-you-done-for-me-lately” sort of way. Thus, our taxonomy of blessing — rather than disaster — might read like a text from Maslow:
· Category 1: We have our daily bread.
· Category 2: We don’t worry about material needs like clothing, food and shelter.
· Category 3: We feel useful or “actualized” in human society.
· Category 4: We have a strong network of family and friends.
· Category 5: Our worldview is anchored by a strong faith in God.
These suggestions reflect a view about the power of God in our lives as persons, since, as J.B. Phillips renders 1 Peter 5:7, “You can throw the whole weight of your anxieties upon him, for you are his personal concern.” But it doesn’t speak to the power of a Category 5 God in terms of God’s essential nature. If we move the discussion outside of, or beyond, our personal circle of life, who is God?

The Essential God
This is the question David attempts to answer in Psalm 29, and one gets the feeling that he would agree with the legal profession that earthquakes and hurricanes are indeed “acts of God.” “The LORD breaks the cedars of Lebanon,” he writes. “The LORD flashes forth flames of fire … the LORD shakes the wilderness … the LORD causes the oaks to whirl, and strips the forest bare” (vv. 5, 7-9). 
The description is almost worthy of a Disney movie. It reminds one that 10 years ago, the first Frozen movie hit theaters. According to the trailer:
In Arendelle’s fair kingdom, a ruler did appear,
Born with a secret power so great, alone, she stayed in fear.
Although the force was hidden, one day she let it go,
And all the land was covered in eternal ice and snow.
In the movie, Elsa accidentally injures her sister with her magic ice powers as a young child. Her parents tell her that she has to cool it; she can’t use her power because she’s bound to hurt others. But unfortunately, at some point Elsa accidentally releases her powers in front of everyone. She “let it go.” She forgets about concealing her powers and makes dramatic and demonstrative use of them. And if you have kids, you remember that they came home from the cineplex singing, “Let it go, let it go …” They sang it in the car, at breakfast, in the bathroom — everywhere — until you were ready to let them go!
But as powerful as Elsa’s ice magic was, it’s child’s play compared to the incredible power of God, who brought the created world into being.
Or consider the Star Wars franchise. However intelligent, powerful or magical you conceive the Force to be, the power and intelligence of the God in “a galaxy far, far away” — indeed, the God of all stars and galaxies — should leave us in fear and trembling. 
Saint Anselm (1033-1109) put it this way: God is greater than any conception of God we might have. Conjure an image of God who can create light, push mountains high above the surface of the Earth, throw stars and moons into the sky, cause rain to fall on the just and the unjust, and crack open the crust of the Earth. Think of this Category 5 level of power. Then realize that God is greater than your most amazing and awesome conception. “The LORD sits enthroned over the flood; the LORD sits enthroned as king forever,” David exults (v. 10).
One has the sense that David is attempting to describe what is beyond description. How do you convey what an orange smells like when you squeeze it and the juice runs over your hand? How does one describe a color without using the name of the color or pointing to it. How do you explain the difference between left and right? How would you depict the taste of water?

Making it Personal
But what would this mean to us, if we could not conceive of God as greater than any possible conception, if the idea of God did not also include a God who cares for and loves creation, and who loves us? 
Were God to be an uncaring God who left us to fend for ourselves, a God to whom we could not pray and communicate, a God who did not speak to God, would not that God be a lesser, inferior God to a God that can?
Perhaps this is why David ends this hymn of praise with the words: “May the LORD give strength to his people! May the LORD bless his people with peace!”
A Category 5 God gives “strength to his people”! Do you need strength? Do you feel weak and powerless sometimes, unable to get out of bed, or to face the challenges of the day? Do you wobble in the face of the daunting tasks that await you, and wonder how you are going to survive?
God gives strength. This is the promise of this psalm. A God who can do all the things, David enumerates, can certainly give you strength. God offers power and grace for the day. Annie Johnson Flint was right when she echoed in a song what David wrote in his:
He giveth more grace when the burdens grow greater,
He sendeth more strength when the labors increase;
To added afflictions he addeth His mercy,
To multiplied trials, his multiplied peace.
But this Category 5 God will also “bless his people with peace.” We need strength, but we also need peace, the “peace of God that surpasses all understanding” (Philippians 4:7). As Corrie ten Boom reminds us, “There is no panic in heaven! God has no problems, only plans.” If we believe that, we can have peace. Our hearts can rest. We are in good hands.

J.B. Phillips, a contemporary of C.S. Lewis and John Stott, published Your God Is Too Small in 1953. Yet it reads as though it was written yesterday. 
Phillips devotes the first part of the book to disparaging the “small gods” fashioned by small human thinking — The Resident Policeman, Grand Old Man, Meek and Mild, God in a Box, Pale Galilean, Managing Director, et alia. 
Phillips was an Anglican churchman and translator/paraphraser of the very popular The New Testament in Modern English. He was in touch with what people were thinking and feeling at home and at work. He wrote, “Many men and women today are living, often with inner dissatisfaction, without any faith in God at all. This is … because they have not found with their adult minds a God big enough to ‘fit in with’ the new scientific age, big enough to command their highest admiration and respect, and consequently that willing cooperation.”
David did not have any trouble finding a “big enough God.” His God was in a category all by himself: a category in which the God of creation alone existed — a God for whom anything was possible and nothing was impossible.
This was his God, a Category 5 God.
And with a little faith, it can be ours, too.
—Timothy Merrill and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Source:
Abrams, Abigail. “What do hurricane categories actually mean?” time.com, August 28, 2019. Retrieved June 20, 2022. 

THE OTHER TEXTS 
Isaiah 42:1-9 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
How to Delight the Soul of God. There’s a reason this OT text is paired with the gospel reading in Matthew 3 on this the “Baptism of Our Lord” Sunday. The similarity of Isaiah 42:1 and Matthew 3:17 is striking. Isaiah: “Here is my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen, in whom my soul delights”; Matthew: “This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.” If we are to link the “servant” of Isaiah to Jesus of Matthew 3, then the thrust of the sermon can center on how to delight the “soul” of God (referenced in Isaiah). As followers of Jesus, we can bring “delight” to the “soul” of God by working to “bring justice to the nations” (v. 1; see vv. 3-4, 7). It is for this ministry that God has called us “in righteousness,” and has “taken [us] by the hand and kept” us (v. 6). If we were unsure whether God is pleased with how we’re using the precious life that has been given to us, we need be uncertain no longer. If we are working for justice, and therefore for peace, then we are bringing delight to the soul of God.
What Does the Text Say?
Today’s reading introduces an overall well-established theme: To serve the God of Israel is to bring, as a people, righteousness and justice to the world through service to other people. Unlike traditional rulers, the servant chosen by Yahweh will bring forth justice not through the forceful public pronouncement of edicts (v. 2), but rather through the “gently, gently” approach that preserves even the most fragile and damaged evidence of faithfulness. That will be the servant’s modus operandi (v. 3). With the Lord’s support, the servant will persevere until justice has been established “in the earth” and at “the coastlands” (v. 4). The prophet elaborates on this point in verses 5-9 by linking the God of justice with the God of creation, making a unified whole of the social and natural worlds. The same God who stretched out the heavens and spread out the earth (v. 5) is the God who has chosen Israel to be a righteous “light to the nations” (v. 6). Although prominent in Christian liturgy during Advent, the idea of Israel as a “light to the nations (or peoples)” is actually infrequent, found only three times, all in the book of Isaiah (here and in 49:6; 51:4). The idea of the ideal king as “enlightened” by his patron deity was part of standard royal ideology in the ancient Near East, including Israel.

Acts 10:34-43 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Credo. This text, like the Isaiah reading, links easily to the gospel lesson in Matthew 3. After a reference to the gospel reading, the Acts lection can be used to develop a creed. “I believe …”
· I believe that “anyone who fears [God] and does what is right is acceptable to him.”
· I believe that Jesus Christ is Lord of all.
· I believe that God “anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and power.”
· I believe that Jesus “went about doing good and healing all who were oppressed.”
· I believe that Jesus died on a cross and was raised “on the third day.”
· I believe that Jesus appeared to witnesses who “ate and drank with him after he rose from the dead.”
· I believe that Jesus commanded us to preach to the people.
· I believe that “everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness of sins through his name.”
What Does the Text Say?
Acts 10:34-43 can be understood as the gospel in a nutshell. God sent out (apostellw) the “message” (logoV in verse 36 and 'rhma in verse 37), preaching (euaggelizw — bringing the good news of) peace by Jesus Christ. What powerful words! “God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and with power” (v. 38a). Luke and Acts emphasize the Holy Spirit more than any other biblical books. God was with him to do good and to heal those who were oppressed by the devil (v. 38b). But “they” (unspecified persons) put him to death “by hanging him on a tree” (v. 39b). This refers to Jesus’ crucifixion and alludes to Deuteronomy 21:23. But God vindicated Jesus by raising him from the dead (v. 40). Peter was among those whom God called as witnesses. The plural of martuV appears in verses 39 and 41; “testify” (from the same Greek root) is in verse 42. Peter is among those who saw the risen Jesus and ate and drank with him (vv. 40-41). God commanded his chosen witnesses to preach (khrussw) to the people and to testify that Jesus is the one whom God ordained to be judge of the living and the dead (v. 42), a merism meaning all humanity; see Acts 17:30-31. But negative judgment can be averted — all who are trusting in Jesus receive forgiveness of sins through his name (v. 43). The saving and transforming power of God through Jesus Christ is the central message of the NT.

Matthew 3:13-17 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Top 10 Things that Please God. First, be prepared following the sermon to baptize someone or anyone wishing to be baptized. Why wait? Have the baptistery tank full and the water warm, or at least not icy cold. Or, have the basin of holy water ready if sprinkling is your tradition. Second, explain that Christians are asked to repent and be baptized. When Jesus was baptized, God expressed his pleasure. Jesus pleased him. So how can we please God? A baptized Christian is one who is able to remember who he or she is. We behave as people who have the gift of remembering our identity. What pleases God? Develop a list of 10 things. Then invite anyone who wishes to be baptized to come forward and begin the proceedings!
What Does the Text Say?
Jesus’ baptism immerses the reader in what to expect about Jesus throughout the rest of Matthew’s gospel. Here, Matthew’s description of the baptism shows how Jesus’ identity and purpose are closely connected to the prophetic tradition, incarnation, revelation and the activity of the Spirit. This text teaches what is expected of us as Jesus’ disciples. As part of our need to repent (because, unlike Jesus, we need to do so), both the act and remembrance of baptism summon us away from sin to follow what God requires of us pertaining to living in right relationship with God and humankind. By the power of the Holy Spirit, baptism calls and equips us to participate more fully in prophetic witness, solidarity with Christ, epiphanies resulting in deeper awareness of God’s will, and the activity of the Spirit. It calls and equips us to participate as disciples who are being transformed by that grace, which, through Christ, makes us beloved children of God. At the close of the pericope, the voice from heaven is “well pleased” with Jesus. The phrase is translated from eudokw, which can also mean “to take pleasure in,” “to think well of,” “to judge favorably.” God is well pleased with Jesus because Jesus seeks to please God — and does so with a sense of humility that forgoes being given special treatment. This is perhaps the greatest lesson from Jesus’ baptism. We are called to do what is pleasing to God, humbly committing ourselves to pursuing what is righteous and just according to God’s purposes — and doing so not with any expectation of quid pro quo from God, but because pleasing God is intrinsically what the beloved children of God do. To genuinely learn with servant hearts what truly pleases God, we would do well to pay close attention to and learn from Jesus’ attitude, attributes and actions, starting with the faithful obedience he first demonstrates in his baptism and then continues to show through his ministry, passion, death and resurrection.

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##

Blow, winds, and crack your cheeks! rage! blow!
You cataracts and hurricanes, spout
Till you have drench’d our steeples, drown’d the cocks!
You sulphurous and thought-executing fires,
Vaunt-couriers to oak-cleaving thunderbolts,
Singe my white head! And thou, all-shaking thunder,
Smite flat the thick rotundity o’ the world!
Crack nature’s moulds, all germens spill at once,
That make ingrateful man!
—King Lear, speaking to the Fool as they are wandering across the moor amidst the storm, in William Shakespeare, King Lear, Act III, Scene 2.

##

The late Robert Shaw, one of the great American choral conductors, was the son of a preacher and was asked one time how he would define worship. He said, “The absolute minimum conditions for worship are a sense of mystery, and an admission of pain.” As a musician, Robert Shaw knew the importance of praise and joy, of thanksgiving and proclamation, but he was getting at the heart of who we are as human beings when we stand before the transcendent and awesome power of God. To be called to worship is to acknowledge human frailty …
There is mystery when the God of Sinai comes among them, accompanied by thunder and lightning, thick cloud and a deafening trumpet blast. Clean up, Moses says, wash your clothes, don’t touch each other, get ready, but don’t come too close to God — whose entrance into the world is always filled with mystery. There is power, too, when God comes down — a power so great the Bible tells us it can cause mountains to skip like rams, it can cause a mighty sea to stand up like a wall, it can bring life out of death. … 
In worship — if in no other place — we are called to experience this transcendent mystery, this unbelievable power — capable of transforming the confusing, painful, terrifying stuff of our lives — and of our world — into hope, freedom and peace.
—Agnes Norfleet, “Call to Worship,” sermon preached on September 11, 2011, Shandon Presbyterian Church, Columbia, South Carolina.

##

Theologian Amos Wilder said that going to church should be like “approaching an open volcano where the world is molten and hearts are sifted. The altar is like a third rail that spatters sparks. The sanctuary is like the chamber next to the atomic oven: there are invisible rays, and you leave your watch outside.” I like to ask my seminary students, “Do you know that church?” But pretty much no matter how they answer, I continue to point them to Wilder’s phantasmagoric vision. It’s an image suited to this generation of the church’s life, I believe. And to this age of preaching. …
All kinds of people are spiritually restless these days — and not just out here on the left coast. In the popularity of centering prayer and Ignatian spiritual exercises, the explosive growth of Pentecostalism, the fervent interest in Thomas Merton and Thomas Keating, the commitment to interreligious dialogue, the rise of creation spirituality, and in the enduring interest in the Enneagram and the new interest in Integral Christianity, we see it. A kind of spiritual foment is afoot. Change is sweeping the church. Virtually everywhere you look the breezes are stepping up to gale force winds. Even worship is being re-made right and left throughout the church. To what should God’s people attribute this restless, volcanic energy — these invisible rays — if not the Spirit?
—Jana Childers, “Invisible rays: Preaching in the 21st century,” The Presbyterian Outlook, September 2, 2015.
https://pres-outlook.org/2015/09/invisible-rays-preaching-in-the-21st-century/.
Retrieved August 4, 2022.

##

Power understood as the ability to accomplish desired ends is present in human relationships no matter how particular communities or societies are organized. Nevertheless, Christian communities recognize that the source of power in their life is the love of Christ which inspires and directs them. This is a style of power not of coercion but of empowerment of others. … It also connects to those at the margins of society who search for word of God’s love and justice.
—Letty M. Russell, Church in the Round: Feminist Interpretations of the Church (Westminster John Knox, 1993), 66.

##

There is one effect that cannot be the result of a direct application of force, and that is the maintenance of a relationship between free persons. If my child chooses not to cooperate with me, if my wife chooses not to live with me, there is no right-handed power on earth that can make them toe the line of relationship I have chosen to draw in the sand. I can dock my son’s allowance, for example, or chain him to a radiator; or in anger at my wife, I can punch holes in the Sheetrock. … In short, I can use any force that comes to hand or mind, and yet I cannot cause either of them, at the core of their being, to stop their wrongs and conform to my right. The only power I have by which to do that is left-handed power — which for all practical purposes will be indistinguishable from weakness on my part. It is the power of my patience with them, of my letting their wrong be — even if that costs me my rightness or my life — so that they, for whose reconciliation I long, may live for a better day of their own choosing.
My point here is twofold. The power of God that saves the world was revealed in Jesus as left-handed power; and therefore any power that the church may use in its God-given role as the sacrament of Jesus must also be left-handed. Despite the fact that God’s Old Testament forays into the thicket of fallen human nature were decided right-handed (plagues, might acts, stretched-out-arm exercises, and thunderous threats) — and despite Jesus’ occasional use of similar tactics in the Gospels — the final act by which God reconciles the world to himself consists of his simply dropping dead on the cross and shutting up on the subject of sin. He declares the whole power game won by losing, and he invites the world just to believe that absurd proposition.
—Robert Farrar Capon, The Astonished Heart: Reclaiming the Good News from the Lost-and-Found of Church History (Eerdmans, 1996), 62-63.

##

(In the years after World War II, America was both awed and frightened by the potential of atomic power. Responding to those dueling emotions of exhilaration and anxiety, Peter Marshall spoke in a sermon about the source of the greatest power of all.)
Not a single one of the new powers discovered by [humanity] possesses any redeeming force. Neither fire, nor steam, nor explosives, nor electricity, nor atomic energy can change [human] nature.
The greatest force ever bestowed on [humankind] streamed forth in blood and sweat and tears and death on Calvary when Jesus of Nazareth was crucified on the cross. 
It was a power so great that it shattered the last fortress — death. It was a power so great that it made atonement for all the sin of all the world. It was a power so great that it provided for those who would accept it the ability to live victoriously like children of God, in fellowship with [the One] Who made the world and the sun, the moon and the stars. 
It was power that would enable believers to do the mighty works of Christ, and to experience, flowing in and through their own lives, the energy of God. 
Here is a power so tremendous that with it nothing is impossible; and without it, nothing we do has any eternal value or significance.

##

Thirty-five million years ago, a giant space rock, two miles wide, came screaming out of the sky and crashed into Earth. It struck the eastern edge of the landmass we know today as North America. And it unleashed an apocalypse. The asteroid hit with the power of many nuclear bombs. It hit so hard that it vaporized itself and cracked the bedrock seven miles down. It incinerated whole forests, killed all life in the area, sent super-tsunamis ripping out across the Atlantic. You can still find remnants of the trauma (shocked quartz, fused glass) as far away as Texas and the Caribbean.
Where it hit, the rock left a scar: a giant smoldering hole more than 50 miles across.
Eons passed. The world turned cold. Glaciers started crawling down from the north, with irresistible slowness, inching their way toward the asteroid hole, grinding up the landscape, dragging boulders and carving valleys. Then they stopped. They started to melt. The glaciers bled ice water, and little trickles went rolling downhill, braiding themselves into rivers, seeking low places in the landscape.
Eventually, inevitably, the water found the asteroid hole. The ancient crater sucked down streams like a shower drain. It flooded and overflowed, expanding its borders, mingling freshwater and seawater, filling up with creatures of all kinds: oysters, fishes, turtles, dolphins, otters, pelicans, newts. Little blue crabs scuttled through its grasses.
Today we call that waterlogged space-hole the Chesapeake Bay. It is the largest estuary in the United States, a jackpot of fertility, home now to more than 18 million people...
—Sam Anderson, “Kevin Durant and (Possibly) the Greatest Basketball Team of All Time,” The New York Times Magazine, June 16, 2021.

##

COMMENTARY 
Psalm 29
Psalm 29 is a hymn of praise to Yahweh, whose power is manifested in the storm. The appearance of a deity to humans, called a theophany, is always portrayed in the OT in naturalistic terms, e.g., in the sound of the afternoon breeze (Genesis 3:8), as a smoking pot (Genesis 15:17), as a burning bush (Exodus 3:2), as a lightning-filled storm cloud (Exodus 13:21) and, most commonly in the case of Israel’s patron deity, the storm itself (Exodus 20:18; Deuteronomy 4:12; 1 Kings 18:38 and many others). Even in the cases where an individual receives direct revelation (phrased as “the word of the Lord came to …”), the natural remains an essential element in the divine-human interaction. Although the bulk of the composition that is today’s psalm comprises nature imagery, the concluding verse links the Lord of nature with the historical God of Israel. The natural and the historical are united in the divine. Psalm 29 is a good example of this basic idea of biblical theology.
Structurally, the psalm falls into five identifiable strophes: verses 1-2 (“Ascribe”); verses 3-4 (the voice of the Lord on the waters); verses 5-6 (Lebanon); verses 8-9b (the wilderness and forest); and verses 10-11 (the Lord enthroned). Verses 7 and 9c appear to interrupt their context and are therefore likely additions. The psalm makes extensive use of poetic parallelism in various permutations. Because of its superscription (“A Mizmor of the Davidic Psalter,” rendered in NRSV simply as “A Psalm of David”), the psalm likely dates from the Persian period (6th-5th centuries B.C.), edited and collected into its final form in the Greek period (4th-2nd centuries B.C.; see C. A. Briggs, Psalms [Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1907], v. 1, lxi, lxviii).
The verb repeated three times in the opening two verses, “Ascribe,” is an infrequent Hebrew verb (yahav) that means “give, set, provide, come now.” These verses are paralleled at Psalm 96:7-8 and 1 Chronicles 16:28-29, with the significant substitution of “families of the peoples” for “heavenly beings” and the insertion in Psalm 96 and 1 Chronicles of “bring an offering and come before him” before “worship the Lord in holy splendor.” The former change is a tempering of the mythic imagery of the heavenly court, and the latter change probably reflects a period when the psalm had become a liturgical composition in temple worship.
The “heavenly beings” referred to in verse 1 (but not in Psalm 96 or 1 Chronicles) are referred to also in Psalm 89:7 (as bene elim, “sons of gods,” as NRSV notes here). In Genesis 6:2, 4 and Job 1:6; 2:1, the same beings are called “sons of God” (bene ha-’elohim), and in Job 38:7, the same beings are referred to with yet a third Hebrew form, bene ‘elohim, “sons of God,” without the definite article. The class of being is the same with all three Hebrew variants: divine members of the heavenly assembly presided over by Yahweh. These divine beings differ from other heavenly denizens, such as angels (“messengers” in Hebrew), seraphim (literally “burning ones”) and the heavenly host (i.e., armies). The “offspring of God” partake of the same essential nature as God, which angels, etc., do not share (contra Briggs, 252). Being in the same class (or of the same nature or essence) as the deity did not, however, denote equality (cf. the description of equality with God as “a thing to be grasped” [RSV] at Philippians 2:6). The members of the heavenly court functioned as the Lord’s retinue (“servants and worshippers” according to Briggs), reflecting the henotheistic perspective of early Israelite religion (in which the existence of deities other than Yahweh was taken for granted, but Yahweh was regarded as supreme). The issue of divine sonship, appearing early in Israelite religion in royal contexts (e.g., Psalm 2:7) became the wedge issue dividing Pharisaic (Rabbinic) Judaism from the Messianic sectarians eventually known as Christians (Acts 11:26) at the turn of the Common Era.
The instructions in the opening tetrastich (vv. 1-2) to ascribe “glory and strength” to the Lord understand the verb not in its literal sense of “to give” but more in the sense of “to acknowledge.” The poetic parallelism is elegantly varied:
Ascribe to the Lord, O heavenly beings,
A   B
Ascribe to the Lord glory and strength.
A'   C
Ascribe to the Lord the glory of his name;
A''   C'
worship the Lord in holy splendor.
D   E.
The bulk of the psalm (vv. 3-10) is a description of a storm theophany. That manifestation of the divine is represented, pars pro toto, by “the voice” of the Lord (vv. 3, 4 bis, 5, 7, 8, 9). Although the voice certainly refers at times to thunder (vv. 3-4), it also includes the other meteorologic phenomena associated with the thunderstorm, e.g., wind (vv. 5-6, 9) and lightning (v. 7). Interestingly, there is no direct association here of rain with the deity’s power. The only references to waters and the deity depict the Lord (or his voice) being “over the waters / flood” (vv. 3, 10). This may reflect one of the earliest strata of Israelite religion, in which Israel’s God battled the water-demon Tiamat (transmuted into tehom, “the deep” of Genesis 1:2) to bring created order and the habitable world from watery chaos.
Following the opening imperative (vv. 1-2), the description of the storm theophany consumes the next seven verses. Only once in this otherwise thoroughly Yahwistic composition does the generic Hebrew word for God appear (v. 3b, “the God of glory thunders”) and in that context the word probably is the common noun rather than the proper name and so should not be capitalized.
Which waters are envisioned in verses 3 and 10 (referred to in the latter verse as “the flood”) is not certain, but at least three candidates from ancient Hebrew cosmology present themselves. The earth was conceptualized in the OT as a flat pancake protected from the waters above (cf. Genesis 1:7) by the sky. The earth itself rested on pillars (1 Samuel 2:8), which held it above the watery abyss (“the deep,” Genesis 7:11). Finally, there were the vast waters of the seas and oceans, an arena in which Israel never felt completely at home (being largely cut off from the Mediterranean by Philistines in the south and Canaanites in the north). Of these three watery sources, the waters above the heavens may be the object of the Lord’s dominion.
The destructive forces described in verses 5-9 appear to be a combination of earthquake (“shakes the wilderness,” v. 8) and violent wind (“causes the oaks to whirl and strips the forest bare,” v. 9). Lightning (“flashes forth flames of fire,” v. 7) and hail may also be included in the storm imagery.
The references (in vv. 5, 6, 8) to cedars, Lebanon, Sirion (the Phoenician name for Mount Hermon) and Kadesh (in western Syria, not the southern Negev) suggest a geographical origin for this psalm north and west of biblical Israel. The imagery of the heavenly court, well-known from Ugaritic texts, further suggests an originally Canaanite setting for this psalm that has been adapted for the Hebrew psalter.
The closing entreaty (v. 11) flows logically from the preceding extended description of the Lord’s power: May the Lord grant the same sort of strength to his people he manifests regularly in the storm, and may those same people be granted peace by the same deity whose power is abundantly clear. The psalm is a concise and memorable linking of the heavenly with the historical via the medium of the natural. Psalm 29 is elegantly comprehensive in its theological perspective.

CHILDREN’S SERMON Psalm 29
Show the children a glass of water and take a drink of it. Say that water is a good thing because we all need to drink water to stay alive. But then say that water is also very destructive, such as when a wave knocks down a person on the beach, or a flood washes away a house. Ask if there is anything more powerful than water. Nod your head and say “God.” Psalm 29 tells us that “the Lord sits enthroned over the flood” (v. 10). See if the children can guess what this means. Explain that God is like a king who has power over water and cannot be hurt by it. Tell the story of what God did for Noah when a flood came, ordering him to build an ark so that he, his family and the animals of the world could stay safe from the water. Ask the children what they do to stay safe when they are close to water. Encourage them to practice good safety whenever they are near a pool, a lake or the ocean, because water is both very dangerous and very good. Hold up the glass once again and say that God has created a world with good things such as water to drink, but it is a world with dangers as well. Say that if we follow God’s rules, as well as the guidance of our parents and teachers, then God will “give strength to his people” and will “bless his people with peace!” (v. 11).

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — General
Leader: Give to the Lord the glory due God’s name.
People: Worship the Lord in holy splendor.
Leader: The voice of the Lord is over the waters.
People: The God of glory thunders over mighty waters.
Leader: The voice of the Lord is powerful.
People: The voice of the Lord is full of majesty.
All: Let us lift our voices in praise to the God of glory, strength and peace.
—Based on Psalm 29

Prayers — General
Powerful God, you are present among us in surprising ways. When we pray to you, we give our lives into your care. Help us to accept your responses as acts of mercy, and as challenges to live in the spirit of the resurrection. In Jesus’ name we pray. Amen.

Benedictions — General 
As you go from here, remember this: You have nothing to fear.
For God has created you and shaped you.
He has chosen you and named you as His own.
When you face stormy seas, God will be there.
When it seems as though you’re walking through fire, God will be there.
So go with joy and confidence, knowing that the loving presence of God goes with you.
—Based on Isaiah 43:1-7

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
God of the Ages
To God Be the Glory
Come, Thou Almighty King
Worship and Praise* 
Same God (Elevation Worship/Barrientes)
Only a Holy God (CityAlight)
It Is Well (DiMarco/Bethel Music)
*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
Baptism of the Lord, First Sunday After Epiphany, Cycle A
Isaiah 42:1-9
Psalm 29
Acts 10:34-43
Matthew 3:13-17
