Sermon by Mrs Linda West LLM, 30 August 2020

PSALM 119: AN ESSENTIAL FOR LIFE
Readings: 
Psalm 119 v1-16, page 617 Pew Bible; 
Matthew 16 v24-28, page 984 Pew Bible.
Theme: How essential the message of Psalm 119 is for life.
Many years ago, when I lived in Wood Green and worshipped at St Cuthbert’s, we had a church outing to St Paul’s Cathedral.  Being a church from the Diocese we were invited to sit in the chancel alongside the choir for choral evensong.  
As we filed in we miscounted the seats and by the time we came to sit down there were too many people behind us to ask people to move up, so my friend and I ended up sharing one of the misericords – those very elegantly carved seats at the back; lovely for one person but not for two ladies, neither of whom had particularly slender figures.  It was very uncomfortable.  
Luckily the Anglican service involves lots of standing up for bits of it, but when the Priest announced that the congregation should sit for the singing of Psalm 119 – the longest in the Psalter - we looked at each other in horror.  I don’t think the choir actually sang all the 176 verses, but they certainly sang a far more substantial part of it than the first 16 verses which Ali read for us this morning.  By the time we reached the last verse ‘I have strayed like a lost sheep.  Seek your servant, for I have forgotten your commands.’ we had certainly strayed from attending to the very helpful words of the psalm and appreciating the beautiful chants the choir sang it to.  
Val and I never forgot Psalm 119!  And it is a Psalm which is certainly not worth forgetting.  
The writer definitely had a more tidy mind than I have.  The 176 verses are divided up into 22 sections of 8 verses each.  Each section is headed with a letter of the Hebrew alphabet, and each line of that section starts with the same letter as the heading.  Today, I think the author would have been a crossword setter, but thankfully the clues and answers are from the easy section.  
The whole message of the Psalm is very clear – it is vital for our lives that we pay attention to God’s commands and that we allow them to seep into our hearts and every aspect of our lives.  As all but the first 3 verses are in the first person, addressed to God, they are also very useful prayers.  But I will come back to that later. 
Almost every verse contains one of a set of eight terms that denote God’s word or commandments.  These are law, teaching and guidance; word; saying or promise; judgements or ordinances; statutes; commandments; testimonies or stipulations; and orders or precepts.  (Eaton p415 omitting Hebrew).  
When the Psalm was written, the Jews only had the first part of the Bible.  We have the whole Bible so have far more to pay attention to.  
The Psalm is thought to have been written as a plea in a time of distress, with the person praying constantly referring to the Lord’s teachings and how much the writer loved them and longed to go deeper into them. (Source Eaton p415, paraphrased).  
This year has been very much a time of distress for us all around the world with the impact of Covid 19, and we are still in distress as we don’t know whether there will be another surge of the virus or when a vaccine or cure might be found.  So what better place to turn than Psalm 119?  
You will be relieved to know that I am not going to go into the detail of every section, or even the first two we read this morning, but rather pick out some key ideas to help us.  
The Psalmist starts off by acknowledging that those who keep God’s commands are blessed.  That does not mean that we will sail through life without any difficulties, but rather that we can be sure that he will not leave us but always be there.  
Many young people are worried at this time because of missed schooling and concerns about how the way exam results have been estimated will affect their entry into university.  These things are very important, but perhaps the most important thing any young person (or older one for that matter) can learn is to keep their way pure by living according to God’s word – maybe the second section Beth (verses 9-16) should be the particular prayer of our young people this week? 
And for all of us, there is a stack of good advice in the Psalm.  
In the section He (verses 33-40) the Psalmist asks God to teach him or her to follow his instructions, to understand them and to obey them.  In Nun, verse 105, we read ‘Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path.’  So how can we be sure we have this guidance and light to show us the direction to go?  
The section whose name I love – Ooph – (verses 145-157) surely gives the answer.  In verse 147 we read the Psalmist rises early to cry to God because he has hope in his word; he stays awake at night to meditate on God’s promises.  I’m not suggesting that we should miss out on the 8 hours’ sleep which they keep telling us are so vital for physical and mental health, but we do need to consider how we make time to attend to our spiritual health by spending time with God.  
In our gospel reading, Matthew 16.24, Jesus tells us that if we want to follow him we need to deny ourselves, take up our cross and follow him.  His listeners would have appreciated that taking up one’s cross meant being willing to die for Christ, as they would be only too familiar with the sight of condemned criminals carrying their own crosses to the site of their execution.  
It is very unlikely that any of us taking part in this service this morning will be asked to die for Christ.  But I do like Tom Wright’s translation of the first bit of this quote: ‘The Jesus said to his disciples: If anyone wants to come after me they must give themselves up …’.  (Wright, 2002).  This brings into mind the idea of admitting we’re wrong and need correction, that we need to change things.  
What we do need to do, is to give up a little bit of ourselves each day and give it to God.  It is vital that we spend time absorbing God’s word as vital spiritual food – it needs to flow through our minds so we can recall it in times of need.  
If you are not in the habit of reading the Bible daily, Geoffrey will be only too willing to get you Bible reading notes to help.  If you don’t know him, put a request on the website and we will put him in touch with you.  Or you might like to download a Bible reading App.
Reading just a few verses a day helps build a working knowledge of God’s word.  Verse 165 of our Psalm says ‘Great peace have they who love your law, and nothing can make them stumble.’   What a promise!
The start of a new academic year is a great time to start learning and I would like to set us all some homework for September.  It is to read one section of Psalm 119 a day, reflect on it and use it as a prayer.  There are 22 sections, just enough to cover all the weekdays in the month, so you can have weekends off!
As we do this, let’s remember Cassa who is taking September off as study leave to complete her Master’s degree in canon law.  Church law has built up in the 2000 years since the Bible was written, but I am sure that those who wrote it spent much time reading their Bibles, and praying about it, before committing the laws to the church statute book.  And I am sure that Cassa will use her great knowledge of the Bible in writing up her dissertation.  So let’s all pray for Cassa each day and give thanks for her ministry and dedication.  
May God bless us all as we fill our hearts with the knowledge of his words.  Amen.
(9 mins)
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