Sitting in the Gap Study Guide – March 17, 2019
Psalm 27
(Click on scripture above to link directly to each passage in the NRSV on biblegateway.com.)

Suggested Study / Prep
1. Read the passage(s) in several different translations and/or paraphrases (e.g. NRSV and
The Message)
2. Read the provided commentary(s) below
3. Visit and explore some of the additional resources links (and/or explore your own
commentaries, resources, etc)
4. Reflect on the provided questions
5. Generate your own questions and “wonderings”

Commentary on Psalm 27

(From Jane Strohl, workingpreacher.org; February 28, 2010)

Pastors regularly point to the psalms when people feel angry with God or despair of God's goodness.
Psalm 27 captures the ambiguity that inevitably haunts our faith.
Look how the psalmist begins in verse 1: "The Lord is my light and my salvation; whom shall I fear? The Lord is the
stronghold of my life; of whom shall I be afraid?" This is no general statement about the nature of God. It is a strong
declaration of a very personal relationship. As Martin Luther insisted, theologizing about who or what God is will not
sustain the heart in times of trouble. It is the confession that this God is "for me" -- the stronghold of my life -- that is
crucial.
There is great boldness in the first three verses. Declarations of certain victory follow the initial exultant cry. Enemies
will be overthrown; fear will be vanquished, "...though war rise up against me, yet I will be confident" (verse 3).
Indeed, if God is for me, who shall be against me?
Then the psalmist's tone shifts. Rather than confidently toughing it out in the midst of his foes, he seeks safety in the
house of the Lord. Rescued from the dangers surrounding him, he is placed securely out of their reach ("under the
cover of his tent," "high on a rock" in verse 5) to dwell in the house of the Lord. He will behold the beauty of the Lord,
joyfully offer sacrifices and fill God's house with song. Here God is unambiguously "for me," and the psalmist is
wholly devoted to God. Nothing comes between them--no distractions of the world, no assaults of the enemy, no
uncertainty of God's intent.
At verse 9, the tone changes again. Having just talked of making melody to the Lord, the psalmist breaks forth with
an anxious cry: "Do not hide your face from me." His desperation ratchets up: "Do not turn your servant away in
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anger, you who have been my help." Prayer to this God, the one we know as the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, is
a complex conversation. The psalmist now faces a different adversary, the erstwhile Helper who would now
abandon him to his (mis)fortunes in the world.
Yet even as he pleads, he offers a challenge to his God. Remember who you are, you who have been my help, you
who are my salvation. The psalmist concludes not with another plea, but with a pronouncement, perhaps even a
challenge. "If my father and mother forsake me, the Lord will take me up" (verse 10). To take a child in your arms
and raise him up is to claim that child as your own before the world. Whatever damage one's adversaries inflict, they
cannot destroy this act of divine adoption. God is not only my light and my salvation; God is the parent who remains
faithful.
The psalmist again implores God's protection from his enemies and then concludes with a strong confession ("I
believe that I shall see the goodness of the Lord in the land of the living!" -- verse 13) and with words of
encouragement for his hearers ("Wait for the Lord; be strong, and let your heart take courage; wait for the Lord!" -verse 14). He shares with his community what he has learned from his own passage through the valley of the
shadow of death.
The psalms were compiled from older collections of lyrics for use in the temple. They have been classified into a
number of different categories (for example, laments, songs of trust, royal psalms), and one will find elements of
more than one kind in a single psalm.
Psalm 27 includes a song of trust, prayers for deliverance, and a lament. The rapid fire movement among these
responses to God makes clear the challenge of faith. The circumstances of our lives can appear to give the lie to
God's goodness. The empty echo meeting our prayers casts doubt upon God's attentiveness. We feel forsaken, and
we can so easily fall into unbelief.
So the psalm begins and ends with proclamations of trust. They serve to reassure us as to who God is for us and to
remind God of who God is for God's self. Luther wrote that if God came to his doorstep tomorrow and announced
that on second thought he was not going to save him, he would respond, "Too late, I have your promise." Not
exactly a humble reply but an appropriate one in the circumstances, for this God has taken us up.
The psalmist is troubled by those who bear false witness against him and threaten him with violence. The
foreclosure signs in our neighborhoods lay bare the violence wrought by corporate greed. We know the misery
caused by unemployment and the suffering of debilitating illness.
In his description of Eden, Luther emphasized that it was a place where there was no fear -- no fear of dying, no fear
of other living beings, no fear of nature. It is a wonderful vision, for we live in a world fraught with fear. However,
there is a bold word to throw in its face again and again -- and in God's. "I believe that I shall see the goodness of
the Lord in the land of the living!" Then we wait.

Additional Resources




The Text this Week – a huge archive of commentaries, blogs, sermons, etc. Note – this site collects
resources related to ALL of the lectionary texts for a given week…not all will relate to the passage(s)
being studied, but many will. You will have to sift!
Check out other commentaries available for these texts (and others!) at WorkingPreacher.org.
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Reflection Questions on Psalm 27
1.

From Lindsay P. Armstrong, “Pastoral Perspective,” Feasting on the Word (Year C, Vol. 2, p. 56): In a
world teeming with broken relationships, personal disappointments, public scandals, political games,
cultural disrespect, and increased terrorist threats, trust is difficult to extend – even to God. Even the
faithful know bitter disappointment and crushing pain. We are familiar with people maneuvering
against us (vv.2,3,6, 12). Even God’s own know the feeling of abandonment or being “turned away” by
God (v. 9). How can we or anyone call God “light” and “salvation”? What makes the psalmist believe in
seeing the goodness of the Lord in the land of the living” (v. 13)? Does God really deliver people from
evil or hide people “in his shelter in the day of trouble” (v. 5)?

2.

How do you respond emotionally to the tone and flow of this Psalm? Does this Psalm “speak your
language?” Do you find it inspirational? Troubling? Idealistic? Honest? How does this emotional
response reflect and/or shape your belief?

3.

Consider using this Psalm as a template, and composing a psalm of your own, bringing your own
metaphors and promises, fears and challenges, and crafting an honest hymn of faith and doubt, trust
and waiting.

What questions do you have?

What do you “wonder” about when reading these passages?

