March 15, 2020
Psalm 95
Reflecting Redemption
Under God’s grace, we are not defined by our sins — or our stupidities.

##

REDEMPTION
CHARACTER

##

[TOC]
Humanity has almost eradicated famine. We’ve invented — in ways that would astound our ancestors — gadgets and machines to make our lives easier. Yet, why has there been no significant improvement or evolution in human character? 

AT A GLANCE: 
HumanProgress is a website that challenges “the conventional wisdom about the state of humanity and the planet Earth.” In a recent article, it claims that humanity has won the war on famine — with certain qualifiers. The site gives other examples of how life is better now than ever. The question is, however, “Why have humans been unable to evolve in terms of character?” We’re as selfish and mean-spirited as ever. How come?

EDITOR’S PICK: 
For material based on today’s gospel text, see “The Ahh Effect,” March 23, 2014.

In August of last year, it was reported that except in war zones, famines have all but disappeared worldwide. 
The claim is spelled out in the article, “How humanity won the war on famine,” published on a website called HumanProgress (HP). The article says that food security increased significantly during the second half of the 20th century. “The global average population-weighted food supply per person rose from 2,225 calories in 1961 to 2,882 calories in 2013,” according to the article. Even in sub-Saharan Africa, “food supply rose from 2,004 calories in 1961 to 2,465 calories in 2013,” the article said, adding that “the world’s poorest region enjoys access to food that is roughly equivalent to that of the Portuguese in the early 1960s.”
Assuming the news about famine is accurate, it must be described as both good news and progress.
The trouble is, however, we still know about hungry people. 
A United Nations report from 2018 said the number of hungry people in the world is growing, having reached 821 million in 2017 — one in every nine individuals. 
It’s probable, however, that both claims are true: famines are gone, and a significant number of people are still hungry. The HP article qualified its claim by saying that the increase in food supplies applies mainly outside of war zones, which, as of August 2019, included 51 ongoing conflicts. We also suspect that the progress may not apply to locations where governments cause shortages, such as Venezuela, North Korea and Cuba. The HP story indicates that the problem is not primarily a lack of supply, nor local weather-induced famines, but combinations of such things as distribution, acquisition, corruption, effort and conflicts. 
In other words, hunger today is mainly caused not by things nature does but by things people do.

In any case, the progress in food supply can be added to the list of other advances humankind has achieved in areas such as technology, medicine, standard of living, life span and many other aspects of human culture that can be measured. 
But at the same time, the fact that human beings still go hungry each day reminds us of how little progress we humans have made against such things as self-centeredness, greed, intolerance and other negative aspects of our character. As individuals, some have done better at this than others, but 51 conflicts worldwide are not a testimony to loving one’s neighbor as one’s self. 
When reading the Bible, have you ever noticed how much the flaws and shortcomings of the people on those pages resemble those of people today, including ourselves? And it’s likely that if the ancients could see us now, they wouldn’t be especially surprised to discover how little humankind as a whole has improved in terms of character. The prophet Jeremiah declared, “The heart is devious above all else; it is perverse — who can understand it?” (Jeremiah 17:9). 
And Jeremiah didn’t qualify his statement by saying, “The heart of my generation is devious,” as if he expected future generations to progress beyond that description. No, he let the statement stand as an indictment of what it means to be human.

In Psalm 95, our text for today, verses 8-10 show God expressing disgust with the Hebrew ancestors who, despite God’s providential help getting them out of Egypt and a life of slavery, still didn’t honor and obey him. So, God says, “I loathed that generation.” 
Not the kind of God we’re used to. “God is love,” we coo, citing 1 John 4:8. 
We sing, “Our God is an awesome God.”
We don’t sing, “Our God is a loathing God …”
In verse 8, God warns the psalmist’s audience to not harden their hearts as their predecessors did. But, of course, they eventually did. 
Some theologians looking at all this would say that devious, perverse and hardened hearts are the outgrowth of original sin. But for a moment, let’s strip religious language from the discussion and look at what it is about being human that doesn’t work well. Why do we have 51 wars going on and still have hungry people, despite a surplus of food available? 

People in the Old Testament had complaints about corrupt leaders, unfair systems, injustice, predatory lending, unscrupulous merchants, angry partisanship, human rights abuses and other troubling matters, although they may have used other terms to describe those problems. And here we are three millennia later with the same basic complaints. Why have we made great strides forward in technology and other fields but remain essentially where people were thousands of years ago in attitudes and the difficulties of living together with other humans on this planet? 
What’s wrong with us?
One nonreligious answer to that question that has some merit revolves around the issue of stupidity, but probably not in the way you might think at first. This view is not that there are smart people and stupid people, but that all of us are infected with stupidity. To say it differently, stupidity is a universal human trait. 
Don’t be put off by the word. One definition of stupidity is: “Behavior that shows a lack of good sense or judgment.” So to be stupid is not to be ignorant. Stupid is not the opposite of smart. What the dictionary tells us is that we can be both smart and stupid — and very often we are. Clearly. Our stupidity has been going on for thousands of years. We refuse to evolve. 
And while we may be very smart in some ways, we can be very stupid in other ways. Our smarts can even increase the problems our stupidities cause by coming up with ways to justify the stupid things we do. 
David Cain, blogging on Raptitude, illustrates this paradox as follows: “The same person can design an award-winning public building and still be defeated by a parking meter with perfectly clear instructions on the side. A hobby chess player can visualize a tree of possible moves five or six deep but cannot anticipate running out of toilet paper until the moment he does. I somehow created my own dream job, but I’ve had winter tires on my vehicle for at least 48 consecutive months, and I cannot seem to make a doctor’s appointment.”
For more examples, consider how some of your food and activity choices go directly against what you know to be good for you: 
· You know some foods aren’t healthy, but you eat them anyway. 
· You know exercise will likely raise your energy level and extend your lifespan, but you don’t exercise regularly. 
· Consider your relationships: You know that when you chew with your mouth open, leave hair all over the sink, abandon your dirty clothes on the floor beside the bed or leave the toilet seat in the wrong position, you send your spouse over the edge. Perhaps you even promise your spouse, who is close to throwing the china at you, that you will change, and yet — surprise! — you don’t. 
We are often very slow to learn from our mistakes and sometimes never do. Can you remember you or someone you know doing or witnessing self-defeating behavior and saying, “We never learn, do we?”?

In his blog, Cain referred to the Russian novelist and historian Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn who wrote: “The line separating good and evil passes not through states, nor between classes, nor between political parties either — but right through every human heart.” Cain used the quotation as a springboard for his argument that the line between smart and stupid passes through each human mind. 
But if we can return to theology for a moment, he should have cited the whole of Solzhenitsyn’s quote: “The line separating good and evil passes not through states, nor between classes, nor between political parties either — but right through every human heart … even within hearts overwhelmed by evil, one small bridgehead of good is retained. And even in the best of all hearts, there remains … an uprooted small corner of evil.” 
The complete quotation comes closer to what the Bible says is wrong with us and why, as a human race, we haven’t progressed much in our attitudes. It’s not just that our intellect is pulled down by stupidity, but that our goodness shares the stage with evil. 
And theology has a term for that: bondage of the will. 
Theologian Serene Jones explains that term in a way that pulls the smart-stupid and goodness-evil strands together: “When the social reality of sin seeps deep into our being, it profoundly affects our will. It takes over our desires, and we start actively wanting to sin. As a consumer in a capitalist system, for instance, I want to buy products that are unhealthy for me (I even convince myself that I need them). My will is, as it were, imprisoned — not disabled, because I am still ‘choosing,’ but locked into a prison house from which it cannot escape.”

All of this is what makes God’s grace and salvation through Christ such good news. We are incapable of earning God’s love, but grace means God loves us anyway. God redeems us not because of any necessity, but because God chooses to do so. That doesn’t mean we stop being stupid and sinful, but it does mean that when we stand in the light of salvation through Christ, our stupidities and sins are not the last word about us. Redemption is.
Let us thank God and seek to live lives that reflect that redemption.
Cathy Cole, Lisa Hadler, Frank Norris, Stan Purdum, Melanie Silva and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.
 
Possible Preaching Themes:
· The danger of hardening our hearts
· The danger of unjustified complaining 
· What not to do to make God angry
· God’s “loathing”
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Exodus 17:1-7 
What Does the Text Say?
The subject of provisions during the wilderness wandering period, particularly the provision of water for the journey, is a recurring theme, which is introduced almost immediately after the tribes of Israel escape from Egypt in Exodus 15. Here God orders Moses and Aaron to take a rod and “command” (literally “tell”) the rock to yield its water. However, Moses instead strikes the rock twice with the rod. Although God does not condemn the people for this fault, and does provide the needed water from the rock, Moses and Aaron are condemned by God to die in the wilderness for not trusting that God would fulfill the divine promise of water without Moses’ assistance with the rod (Numbers 20:12). Both J (Yahwist) (15:22-26) and E (Elohist) (17:1-7) portray Moses as using a ritual object, a piece of wood and a staff respectively, to produce the water miracle. In fact, the use of that object is commanded by God. The fact that all three major Pentateuchal sources tell some version of this story makes clear a basic memory of the wilderness wandering period — namely, that although God was faithful to sustain the people during this time, they were ungrateful. They complained. They rebelled against God’s chosen leaders, and they forgot every kindness visited upon them by the Lord — a pattern that persisted until both Judah and Israel were destroyed.

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
The Most Overlooked Trait of an Attractive (and Godly) Personality. The title is not only long, but intriguing. What might this quality be? For hints, go to internet sources. One site offers a list of the “Top 10 qualities of highly successful people” — drive, self-reliance, willpower, patience, integrity, passion, connection, optimism, self-confidence, communication. In “The best qualities in a person,” another source identifies “trustworthy, loyal, loving, moral, intelligent, funny, compassionate, supportive, optimistic and confident” as most important. A third source, “The 10 most desirable traits in human beings,” lists integrity, courage, sense of humor, intelligence, kindness, self-confidence, discipline, generosity and self-awareness as of paramount importance. So, what’s missing? Even the apostle Paul forgets this most attractive trait in his list of the fruits of the Spirit — a list that includes nine qualities. It was supposed to be a list of the top 10 fruits of the Spirit. He forgot one. His list mentions love, joy, peace, forbearance, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control (Galatians 5:22-23). So what is missing? Go to the Exodus text to make an educated guess, or to the story of the 10 lepers in Luke 17:11-19. Gratitude. Thanksgiving. A sense of appreciation. Praise. Oh yes, God loves praise from the children of God. God certainly does not like complaining. Does anyone? Do you like to be around a complaining person? And there’s the sermon. Among the hymns with which to close out the sermon, “Count Your Blessings” might be a favorite.  
*Homiletics has treated this text six times. Select Exodus in the Scripture Index drop down menu and click GO.

Romans 5:1-11
What Does the Text Say?
Verse 1 foreshadows Paul’s dual affirmation of unmerited grace and an individual’s free response. Verse 2 continues this emphasis on our miraculous new relationship with the Divine. Paul states that it is only through Jesus Christ that we have gained “access” to the grace we so desperately require. “Access” in this usage relates to the idea of social introduction, especially an introduction to royalty. Christ makes possible our introduction to God’s divine grace and moves us so close to the presence that we may “stand” in that grace. Verses 3-5 detail how confidence in access to this grace should be visibly demonstrated in the believer’s life. Paul’s interrelated list of virtues begins with suffering. Like our hope, suffering is something we may “boast” about. Modern psychological sophistication may find this concept of suffering-as-a-virtue a red flag for a masochistic, self-despising faith. But Paul is not touting suffering as a virtue in and of itself. Suffering is only worthy of a positive, boastful interpretation when, like our hope, it participates in the glory of God. As with all the other characteristics Paul will mention, this kind of suffering points towards the redemptive act of Christ and the presence of grace in our lives. There can never be such a thing as “noble suffering” in the Christian list of virtues, only “humble suffering,” experienced in the realization of Christ’s own suffering for our sake.

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
Peace Talks. The long history of peace talks in the Middle East is marked with various agreements including, but not limited to, the Camp David Accords (1978), the Madrid Conference (1991), Oslo Accords (1993), the Hebron Accord (1997) and the Camp David Summit (2000). Some treaties that have actually brought peace to a region include El Salvador (Chapultepec Peace Accords, 1992), South Africa, Bosnia (the Dayton Accords, 1995), Guatemala, Tajikistan, Northern Ireland (Good Friday Agreement, 1998), Papua (New Guinea), Liberia and Nepal. You might have an interest in other peace agreements including those that ended the two world wars. The conflicts have involved human parties drawn along nationalistic lines. But what if your war was with God, the Creator, all-powerful Being and Intelligence of the universe?! The good news is that God no longer has an argument with us, not if we believe this Romans text. We might still be throwing dust in his face, and flailing at him in a way that a little boy might try to tackle a giant. But God is at peace with us. This should be good news. If we’re still fighting God, or still feel the guilt of our wrongdoing, perhaps it’s time for peace talks. (For more information, see “Ten historic peace deals the world actually managed to pull off,” HuffPost.)
*Homiletics has treated this text seven times. Select Romans in the Scripture Index drop down menu and click GO.

John 4:5-42
What Does the Text Say?
Jesus’ encounter with a woman at the well outside the village of Sychar is a minefield of potential negative religious and gender stereotypes about both Jews and Samaritans. In part, this results from the ways the story plays over against the very real tensions that existed between these closely related ethnic groups during the period. But the main point to see is that Jesus indeed plays against those tensions. The setting of the story at a well — and a well associated with Jacob at that — is key to both its structure and its purpose. Since it follows the conventions of the traditional stories about Abraham’s servant who encounters Rebekah (Genesis 24) and Moses who meets Zipporah at wells (Exodus 2) among others, there should be no surprise that Jesus speaks to a woman about drawing water or that the conversation turns to the subject of marriage. Where the story takes its surprising turn is when Jesus uses this conversation to convince the woman and, through her, the people of the village, that the Messianic age has begun. All the old tensions about how and where one is to worship God are passing away as people learn to “worship in spirit and truth” (v. 24).

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
Church Shopping. Religious people who move to a new city have many adjustments to make, including finding a new place to worship. Fortunately, choices abound. The city with the highest number of religious houses of worship per capita is Indianapolis, with one place of worship for every 289 people. Following Indianapolis are Seattle, Jacksonville, Washington (D.C.), Memphis, Columbus, Dallas, Charlotte (1,054), Houston, Boston, Chicago, Phoenix, Miami (area), New York, San Francisco, Los Angeles, San Antonio (2,466), San Jose, San Diego and Las Vegas (2,841). Do we worship with the Presbyterians or the Lutherans, with the Methodists or the UCCers? Baptists or Assemblies of God? And with the Baptists, do we go with Free Will Baptists, Southern Baptists, American Baptists or Missionary Baptists? And if with Lutherans, do we go to Missouri Synod, Wisconsin Synod or ELCA churches? If with Presbyterians, will we land with the PCUSA or the PCA? Oh dear! Choices! Jesus’ little well-side chat with a Samaritan woman raises this question. The woman wonders whether she should worship here on “this mountain” as her ancestors had always done, or in Jerusalem. Jesus says: “God is spirit, and those who worship him must worship in spirit and in truth” (v. 24). Is it possible that we’ve overcomplicated our worship of God?
*Homiletics has treated this text thrice. Select John in the Scripture Index drop down menu and click GO.

Animating Illustrations
For perspective, note that the U.S. Department of Agriculture recommends that moderately active adult men consume between 2,200 and 2,800 calories a day and moderately active women consume between 1,800 and 2,000 calories a day.
The HumanProgress article says five factors account for the growing access to food:
· Agricultural productivity has greatly improved due to more scientific methods of farming.
· The world has grown much richer and people can afford to buy more food. 
· Food has become cheaper, with the inflation-adjusted price of food in 2017 lower than it was in 1961.
· Improved transport and communications allow countries with plentiful harvests to sell or donate their agricultural surpluses to countries suffering from food shortages.
· The spread of democracy and a free press ensures that governments are more accountable and that human-rights abuses are more widely reported.
##
We will have to repent in this generation not merely for the hateful words and actions of the bad people but for the appalling silence of the good people. Human progress never rolls in on wheels of inevitability; it comes through the tireless efforts of men willing to be co-workers with God, and without this hard work, time itself becomes an ally of the forces of social stagnation. We must use time creatively, in the knowledge that the time is always ripe to do right. 
—Martin Luther King Jr., Letter from Birmingham Jail, 1963.
##
We all want progress. But progress means getting nearer to the place where you want to be. And if you have taken a wrong turning, then to go forward does not get you any nearer. If you are on the wrong road, progress means doing an about-turn and walking back to the right road; and in that case, the man who turns back soonest is the most progressive man.
—C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity, Book 1, Chapter 5, in The Complete C.S. Lewis Signature Classics (Zondervan, 2007), 33.
##
Our inventions are wont to be pretty toys, which distract our attention from serious things. They are but improved means to an unimproved end … We are in great haste to construct a magnetic telegraph from Maine to Texas; but Maine and Texas, it may be, have nothing important to communicate.
—Henry David Thoreau, Walden (Yale, 2004), 50.
##
HOUSTON — At the public library in Wilmer, Texas, books were checked out not with the beeps of bar code readers but with the scratches of pen on notebook paper. Out on the street, police officers were literally writing tickets — by hand. When the entire computer network that keeps the small town’s bureaucracy afloat was recently hacked, Wilmer was thrown into the digital Dark Ages.
“It’s weird,” said Jennifer Dominguez, a library assistant. “We’ve gone old school.”
This has been the summer of crippling ransomware attacks. Wilmer — a town of almost 5,000 people just south of Dallas — is one of 22 cities across Texas that are simultaneously being held hostage for millions of dollars after a sophisticated hacker, perhaps a group of them, infiltrated their computer systems and encrypted their data. (—Manny Fernandez, David E. Sanger and Marina Trahan Martinez, “Ransomware attacks are testing resolve of cities across America,” The New York Times, August 22, 2019.)
Just a few years ago, who’d ever heard of ransomware? Heck, it hasn’t been all that long since we were all trying to figure out what software was. But now, municipalities have to outsmart high-tech kidnappers who take over their computer systems and won’t release their data until they’ve been paid off in untraceable bitcoin.
The technology is new, but the deep fault line in the human soul is as old as our species. Progress? Yes, in some ways. But we still haven’t made much progress, as a people, when it comes to healing the moral wound within us.
##
Throughout most of human history, there was almost no wealth. People were very poor, and there weren’t that many of us. While our species is roughly 300,000 years old, for the first 290,000 years or so we were foragers barely scraping by. Even after Homo sapiens embraced agriculture, progress was still painfully slow. Then, suddenly, population skyrocketed, followed shortly by an explosion in income and standards of living. 
Between 1700 and 1900, the world’s population rose from about 600 million people to about 1.5 billion people. Between 1800 and 1900, GDP per person per day doubled. Income grew over twice as much in that century as in the preceding 18 centuries combined. The two trends of rising income and population are related.
It is obvious that wealth allows for a larger population, but could a larger population in turn also create more wealth? The answer is yes —- as long as people are allowed to innovate. ...
People have been innovating since the australopithecines left the African forests — carrying primitive weapons — some 7 million years ago. Moreover, precursors of modern humans have been specializing for at least 2 million years. Yet economic progress was very slow. What allowed humanity to at last fully realize its innovative potential to create wealth?
To figure out what caused the wealth explosion, we need to consider where and when the change began. Economic growth started to accelerate some 250 years ago, first in Great Britain and the Netherlands, then the rest of Western Europe and North America, and finally the rest of the world. So, what happened? ...
It wasn’t just that the British and the Dutch started to look upon shopkeepers and manufacturers without disdain and instead to respect them. Harvard University psychologist Steven Pinker argues that progress is ultimately rooted in the values of the Enlightenment. He claims that reason, science and humanism are behind the transformation.
—Chelsea Follett and Marian L. Tupy, “An old-fashioned recipe for economic growth,” The American Spectator, August 16, 2019. spectator.org. Retrieved August 27, 2019.
##
In 1933, visitors weary of the Great Depression traveled from near and far to attend Chicago’s centennial World’s Fair. Its upbeat motto was “A Century of Progress.” A previous World’s Fair — the World’s Columbian Exhibition — had taken place there 50 years before.
Like most World’s Fairs, the exhibits celebrated technological progress. Admiral Byrd’s polar expedition ship, the City of New York, was on hand for fair-goers to tour. Automakers showed off their latest products: Cadillac’s massive V-16 limousine, the modernistic Pierce Silver Arrow and the latest Packard (which won Best in Show). The Chicago, Burlington and Quincy Railroad showed off its streamlined Zephyr locomotive, fresh off its record-breaking 13-hour run from Denver, hyped as the “Dawn-to-Dusk Dash.” 
On October 26, visitors looked up to see a looming shape overhead, blocking out the sun. It was the Graf Zeppelin, flown over from Germany for the occasion. Clearly visible on the airship’s fins was the Nazi swastika.
Down on the ground that day, indications of human progress were everywhere. In the skies overhead, the vista was different: the ominous appearance of a symbol of the hatred and moral rot that would soon engulf much of the planet.
—For more on the Chicago fair: “Century of Progress,” wikipedia.org. Retrieved August 27, 2019.

Commentary
Psalm 95
Coming into God’s presence and singing God’s praises comprise much of what worship is about. Notice that each of the six cohortative (“let us”) verbs of Psalm 95’s verses 1, 2 and 6 is plural, reminding us that biblical worship is characteristically corporate, not private. And each “O come, let us …” or “Let us come” enthusiastically invites the listener to respond to God. 
Each “come” (vv. 1, 2 and 6) is from a different Hebrew word. Verse 6’s “O come” more explicitly means “Let us enter” (God’s temple) to worship. Verse 2’s “come into his presence” is literally “Let us meet [or go before] his face” (see Numbers 6:25’s “The LORD make his face to shine upon you”). God’s tabernacle and temple were the places of God’s glory-filled presence among his people. In the context of the psalms and Hebrew worship in general, the people of this psalm and many others were in procession to God’s temple in Jerusalem for one of the three main annual festivals. Notice verse 6’s threefold “worship … bow down … kneel,” which are close synonyms in Hebrew. God’s people come before the Lord with respectful body-positions and reverential, deferential (“I Surrender All”) attitudes. 
The Psalms are all about singing praises to the Lord. A key Hebrew word for “psalm” is mizmor. Verse 2b’s “songs” is from the etymologically related word zamir. Verse 1a’s “Let us sing” (NRSV, NLT) is variously translated “sing for joy” (NET, NIV, NASB), “sing joyously/joyfully” (Tanakh, NAB), “sing out loud” (CEB) or “let us cry out with joy” (NJB). 
Verse 1b’s and verse 2b’s “let us make a joyful noise” (NRSV/KJV) translates a Hebrew verb, which means to raise a noise by shouting or by means of a musical instrument. In other contexts, it can mean to raise a cry of alarm (as in wartime) or to give a victory shout or cheer. In our verses, we shout out to the Lord with joyful praise. Our own colloquial “give a shout out to” means to acknowledge someone with respect or to thank someone publicly. Some praise-filled Christian worshipful responses to God have historically included shouting (evidenced by such expressions as “shouting Methodists”). Some translations of verses 1b and 2b convey such nuanced meanings. Self-deprecating so-so singers continue to enjoy the humor of talking about their own “making a joyful noise.” See also Psalms 66:1, 98:4-6 and 100:1. 
This joyful loud singing and shouting is in acclaim to the Lord as we come into his presence with thanksgiving and songs of praise. For New Testament examples of singing, see Matthew 26:30; Mark 14:26; Acts 16:25; Ephesians 5:18-20; Colossians 3:15-17; Revelation 5:11-14. 
Notice the multiple titles and names for the Lord God in this psalm. The God of Israel’s self-given name is YHWH/Yahweh (Exodus 3:13-18), which comes into most English translations as “the LORD” (with all capital letters, the last three of which are small caps). “The LORD” appears in Psalm 95:1, 3 and 6. The following is said about him in Psalm 95: He is the rock of our salvation (v. 1). He is a great God and great King above all gods (v. 3). He is our Maker (v. 6). He is our God and our shepherd, and we are his people (v. 7). 
In each of the first two sections of Psalm 95 (vv. 1-5 and vv. 6-7a), the eager invitations to come into God’s presence to worship him with songs of praise are followed by the reasons the people are encouraged to do so. In verses 3-5, the Lord is declared to be a great God (’el in Hebrew) and a great King above all gods (’elohim) —translated “divine beings” in Tanakh.’Elohim is plural in form, but in many contexts the same form is translated simply as “God,” the one God of Israel; the plural form in that case is a plural of majesty. God is sovereign and supreme over all other beings, no matter how divine they are or are said to be. Jesus speaks often about the “kingdom (rule or reign) of God,” which already is and is yet to come in its fullness. 
And we are also to praise God because of what verses 4-5 say about him. The contrasting parallel “depths of the earth” and “heights of the mountains” form a merism which refers to the entirety of God’s creation. All are within God’s hand, as are the sea and the dry land (another merism) which he has made (v. 5a) and formed (v. 5b) — “formed” is from the same Hebrew word which is used (in its participial form) for a potter, one who shapes things into being for good use. Note, too, that the “he [emphatic] made” (v. 5a) and “Maker” (v. 6b) are from the same Hebrew word. 
There also is likely some theological polemic in verses 3-5: As McCaw and Motyer point out in “Psalms,” in The New Bible Commentary: Revised, p. 512: “[I]n pagan thought the depths were ascribed to Molech, the heights to Baal, and the sea to Tiamat.” In contrast, in Psalm 95, the Lord God created and rules over them all. 
Yet another reason for praising our Maker is that “he is our God, and we are [his] people” (v. 7a). This is covenant-language, and the pasture/sheep imagery calls to mind God and Jesus as the Good Shepherd (Psalm 23, Jeremiah 23 and John 10). 
Verses 7b-11, the last section of Psalm 95, is a prophetic plea and forceful warning. The plea is: “O that today you would listen to his voice!” “Listen” is from the verb shama‘ — the same keynote word which begins the “Shema” (pronounced shuh-MAH) of Deuteronomy 6:4-9: “Hear, O Israel … .” In the light of all who the Lord is and has done (see vv. 1-7a), why would you not listen? 
The warning is that the people of Israel (and we) will stubbornly harden our hearts to God and to God’s ways (v. 10). Psalm 81 closely parallels this part of Psalm 95. For the allusions to Meribah (which means “strife”) and Massah (which means “testing”’), see Exodus 17:1-7; Numbers 20:1-13; Deuteronomy 6:16. The people had experienced God’s powerful work — his creation and his deliverance from slavery in Egypt and through the sea, as well as his provisions of food and water in the wilderness. Nevertheless, they rebelliously refused to listen to him; they “tested” him and “put [him] to the proof.” (Jesus refused to test God — Matthew 4:7.) They let their doubts about God rule their hearts rather than putting their trust in him. 
And so God loathed/found disgusting his people for a period (v. 10). They had let their “hearts go astray/err” (as sheep do — Isaiah 53:6), so they faced the consequences of not entering God’s rest — the settlement into the promised land (Deuteronomy 12:8-12), as well as enjoying other resting places — see Psalm 23:2 (literally “waters of rest,” which has the same Hebrew word for rest as verse 11). Similarly, and with OT allusions, Hebrews 3–4 warns us not to miss the rest which God provides in Christ. 
Those who were in Jerusalem for the festival of praise and thanksgiving were warned about the state of their own hearts (minds, intentions, wills, inner lives). As early Methodists were taught to ask each other in their small accountability groups, “How is it with your soul?”
*Go to Scripture Index for additional commentaries on this text.

Conversation with the Children: Psalm 95 
Enlist the aid of a staff member for today’s conversation. As everyone gathers, invite your colleague to join you by saying, “James, our associate pastor, is going to join us today and listen in on our conversation.” As James comes to join the group, it is apparent he may not be coming to listen. He brings with him a wide assortment of technological gadgets: iPhone, iPad, headphones –– you get the idea. Begin by saying, “Now, if I can have everyone’s attention, I have a question for you.” James is absorbed with one of his devices and does not look up. You repeat your comment, pause and repeat. Finally, you call out his name and ask him to please put his gadget away and listen. He obliges. Then you ask the question: “What are some rules of courtesy that we have been taught to observe?” James once again has his attention focused on a device. Again call his name to get his attention and ask your question again. Undoubtedly, a child will respond that it is not polite to use one’s phone or other device when someone else is talking. Ask your children and congregation to raise their hands if they have been in a public place, like a bus or a store, and someone is talking in a loud voice on their phone. Raise their hands if they have been in a restaurant and the table next to them is absolutely silent because all four people are fiddling with their cell phones. Note that people are always more important than things. 

Worship Resources

Prayers after Communion
Faithful God, you have adopted us as your children, made us members of the body of Christ and chosen us as inheritors of your kingdom. We thank you that at your table, you renew your promises within us, empower us by your Spirit to witness and to serve, and send us out as disciples of your Son, Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

Prayers — Lent
Prayer of Intercession 
Heavenly Father, when our wilderness journey ends and normalcy returns to our lives, remind us to look back and see where you carried us, deepened our faith and provided us with your loving care. 
In the day of trial: Be present, Lord. 
Holy Spirit, when suffering is the result of our own sin, inspire us to turn around, ask for help, accept your forgiveness and live a new life in your grace. 
In the day of trial: Be present, Lord. 
Holy Spirit, reconciling God, in Christ make us a new creation by forgiving our sins and sending us out with a mission to be your ambassadors of love, peace and new life. 
In the day of trial: Be present, Lord. 
Almighty God, hope beyond hope, love beyond understanding, forgiver and forgetter of our awful sins, wait for us in patience, but needle us with the memory of your loving self, our loving home. 
In the day of trial: Be present, Lord. 
Lord Jesus, as you told parables in order to make the gospel clear, put us in a story of your choosing, and bring us to a deeper faith in you. 
In the day of trial: Be present, Lord. 
We pray for those who need to be reminded that there is healing in your presence and homecoming, because there is a home. 
In the day of trial: Be present, Lord. 
From every wilderness day, good Lord, deliver us.  
Amen. 
—Richard Bansemer, and posted on Lutheran Forum. lutheranforum.org.

Benedictions — Lent
Our Lenten journey marches still onward. Jesus sets his face toward Jerusalem, and we travel that road with him. There are no faithful detours, nor can we rush to the end of the story. But in the meantime of Lent, we can live, move and have our being in a God who assures us: “I am going to open the graves, and you shall know I am the Lord.” Let us depart in hope and confidence that, although the wilderness of Lent stretches still before us, God’s promises go with us, today and always.

Hymns
We Sing the Mighty Power of God
Rejoice, the Lord Is King
Come, We that Love the Lord

Worship and Praise 
Surely the Presence of the Lord
He’s Got the Whole World
Shout to the Lord
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 in Lent, Cycle A
Exodus 17:1-7*
Psalm 95*
Romans 5:1-11*
John 4:5-42*
*Go to Scripture Index for additional treatments of these texts.
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