The poetry of Law

Psalm 119:33-40, 1 Corinthians 3:10-11, 16-23, Matthew 5:38-48

23rd February 2014

On one of the last days before the turn of the year, when the BBC likes to do quirky things, Michael Palin was invited as guest editor for Radio 4’s Today Programme. His particular, unusual request was that Alan Bennett, the much loved playwright should read the Shipping Forecast. And he did. Well, for some of us the Shipping Forecast is the most boring programme imaginable, even if we know how vitally important it is for our seamen. For myself, if I can’t sleep in the early hours of the morning, I often put the radio on quietly and I find that very soon I drop off to the soothing sound of the Shipping forecast. But for Palin, hearing it in the playwright’s reading, it became something else. He said: “The shipping forecast is rather poetic, it’s beating the bounds of our country”, and he described Bennett’s forecast as, “such a lovely rendition”. 

Well, we are in a rather similar territory when we come to read Psalm 119. Psalms generally are known to be among the most profound examples of spiritual poetry in the Bible. They echo a wide range of powerful human emotions known to us all from joy and praise to complaint and lament and even out-right challenge to the God. But the author of this Psalm, clearly a highly skilled poet on his own right, had chosen to apply his craft to a seemingly uninspiring subject, that of the statutes and commandments of the Law; Something on a par with setting the Telephone Directory to music, or painting the inventory of a DIY store. Yet, what a marvellous job he makes of it!

 The Psalm, which is the longest of all the Psalms consisting of some 176 verses, is nothing less than a masterfully composed giant acrostic. It is made up of 22 stanzas of 8 lines each and every stanza begins with a successive letter of the Hebrew alphabet. Further more every line within each stanza begins with the same letter, so each letter is confirmed eight times. You could say that we get eight acrostics for the price of one. The whole composition seems to be saying that the right understanding of Torah, God’s holy word provides the A to Z guidance for an abundant human life, as life was known in the psalmist’s time. The amazing harmony between the form and the content of this magnificent song shows just how much care the psalmist had taken over producing this work. What a pity it has been lost in translation! It is only through the equally dedicated work of Biblical scholarship that we know about it at all. Without it we may totally miss an important point right at the outset: this ancient author is modelling for us an attitude that does not rely on ‘winging it’ but strives to bring to God the very best he is capable of.

But do we need to know all this detail? After all, it is only an ancient piece of literature about some ancient statutes and ordinances, which, as Christians claim, have been re-defined by Jesus anyway. Not to mention the Apostle Paul, who insisted that the letter of the Law kills, it is the Spirit that gives life (2 Cor 3:6). We suspect they were both prompted by the observation that for some religious folk of their time obeying the Law had become a mechanical practise. They looked on it as a minimum requirement that would secure their rights to be God’s chosen people and would assure them of God’s continuous blessing in return. And in a way we may think of the Law in similar terms.

Well, the psalmist confounds us all. The ancient statutes and ordinances are not a drag for him, not a hard obligation, not the least he can get away with. He is actually ‘rejoicing in the path of their instructions’ (vv.14), he finds ‘continual delight’ in them (v.16), he sees untold ‘wonders in God’s laws’ (vv. 18), he ‘pines with longing for God’s decrees’ (v. 20), even in the middle of the night he rises ‘to give thanks for the justice’ of God’s instructions (v.62). Wouldn’t it be nice if we Christians were known for this kind of freedom and enthusiasm for our faith rather than for all the things Christians ‘have to do’ or ‘not allowed to do’? And it is not merely an academic interest, for he wants to ‘study’ (v.23) them, ‘heed’ (v.44) them, ‘obey’ (v.22) them, ‘meditate’ (v.27) over them. Can we empathise with the intensity of the feelings of this ancient Hebrew poet? After all, is not the main purpose of every Christian endeavour too to try and live according to God’s will? And isn’t it still the most difficult thing of all to discern the exact nature of the divine will in the everyday complexities of life? 

Well, whatever we may think, our psalmist is not presumptuous about obeying the old decrees. His is a trustful but humble approach. He knows he is not the centre of the Universe and he is fully aware of the difficulties of knowing God’s instructions in the first place, that’s why he is asking for them in such a memorable way earlier in the chapter:

“Take the veil from my eyes that I may see the wonders to

 be found in your law.

Though I am but a passing stranger here on earth, do not

 hide your commandments from me.”(vv.19, 20)

And although discerning God’s will is hard enough, when it comes to obeying it, things don’t get any easier.  Although the psalmist keeps pleading his sincere willingness to do the right thing, in his heart-of-heart the he knows he can’t do it on his own. If we thought that ‘grace’ was a NT idea, we have to think again. Just before our allocated passage for today, this is what we read:


“…renew my strength in accordance with your promise. 

Keep falsehood far  from me and grant me the grace of

living by your law.” (vv.28, 29)

Both the understanding of the law and the ability to obey it are the gifts of God: an insight expressed here nearly a millennium earlier than the Christian understanding of the Letter to the Philippians: “it is God, who works in you, inspiring both the will and the deed” (Phil 2:13). When all is said and done, the psalmist lives by grace not simply by obedience. 


Neither is the psalmist to be accused of cold legalism. It is not just the intellectual achievement of insight and understanding he is seeking, so that he may tick the relevant boxes, his wish is much broader than that: “Dispose my heart towards your instruction… (v.36) he asks. Given that the heart in ancient Hebrew thought signifies the whole essence of a person, our poet’s desire is for his whole being to be filled with the Word of God. A sentiment, which is not a million miles from Paul’s understanding of a Christian expressed in the Corinthian passage we heard in Brenda’s reading: “Surely, you know that you are God’s temple, where the Spirit of God dwells.”(1 Cor. 3:16). 


Walter Brueggemann, the re-known OT scholar draws attention to another important point about this Psalm. Although it is written to extol and teach the merits of torah and torah obedience, its author does not believe that life can be reduced to obeying ancient rules. Knowing and living according to our ancestors’ understanding of God’s will is not the end, it is only the indispensable “starting point, a launching pad from which to mount an ongoing conversation with God through daily experience”. (W.Brueggemannn: The Message of the Psalms, 1984). If we read the rest of the Psalm we find a whole lot of other issues being raised between the psalmist and his God. And it seems this was how Jesus understood Torah as well, which was his Scripture.  Hence the recurring phrase in the Sermon on the Mount, “You have heard that they were told…, but what I tell you is this … (Mat 5). I think this is meaningfully symbolised in our own church’s custom of bringing the Bible into the pulpit and leaving it here underneath the preacher’s sermon notes throughout the whole service: the launching pad and the ongoing conversation. 


And finally, the Psalmist has another reason not to regard the Law as an end in itself, not to be hooked on ‘the letter of the law’ as it were. It is God and God’s love which is behind it all: “You are my portion, Lord” (v.57), he says, “Let your love comfort me, as you have promised me, your servant” (v.76). And in his turn he expresses his own love: “I love your law. You are my hiding place and my shield; in your word I put my hope” (vv.113, 114). So, while failure to understand God’s will maybe an important factor in missing the mark of holy living, here is an inkling that failure to love may also play its part. For the Psalmist the giving of the Law is none other than giving life, life as it should be; life in God’s way. “Give me life!” is repeated twice in our passage and several other times throughout the psalm. In the Christian understanding the Holy Spirit is taken as the ‘breath of life’ and accordingly we can say that the psalmist loves and desires the presence of God in his life and his greatest wish is to live within that presence. I don’t think we could desire anything better for ourselves either.
