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Psalm 3; Luke 10.38‐42.  “You are not alone” 

If like me you have children living in your house or you are close to other youngsters, 
you may be familiar with a miraculous transformation that is about to take place 
around this time of July. Suddenly the tedium and routine of a school term that 
seemed to go on far too long gives way to the dream of six uninterrupted weeks of 
freedom stretching as far as the eye can see! I must admit that the sheer joy of 
beginning long summer holidays is still a delight that I feel deprived of in adult life. 

And maybe it’s true that the undiluted bliss of the summer holidays only ever 
exists in the imagination of children.  There isn’t just the fact that no school means 
more time, money and effort goes into childcare for busy mums and dads. (Funny how 
that never occurred to me when I was a child!) But in the grown-up world life also 
seems to go on pretty much as it was. Things that were difficult before this week are 
not suddenly sweetness and light – whether at home or at work, in the political 
madhouse that is Brexit Britain, or in the worldwide suffering of so many exploited 
and displaced people, including the persecution of more Christians than at any time in 
history. 

 So life goes on, and there are hard things to come to terms with. Our Psalm this 
morning is a case in point. One of the difficulties of being given an assigned text to 
preach on is, well, you have an assigned text! This particular one feels like a tough nut 
to crack. The psalmist speaks of his opponents in words that sound to us harsh and 
vengeful, and which in genteel and leafy Cuddington we may find it tough to make 
sense of. It somehow doesn’t sound very welcoming and inclusive.  

A hasty reader might conclude that this is the sort of text that gives the Old 
Testament a bad name. Some people even like to talk dismissively about “the Old 
Testament God” – never seeming to realize quite how shockingly anti-Semitic that 
view is. As if you could be a believer in Jesus as the promised Messiah and assume for 
a minute that Jesus’s God is anyone other than the God of Israel! 

 When it comes to understanding the Bible, as always it’s important to read well 
and listen well before we rush to conclusions. The Book of Psalms has been the 
church’s prayer book since the first century, and it was Israel’s prayer book well 
before that. If you have been around the Church of England long enough, you may 
remember coming across something called the Book of Common Prayer, originally 
published 470 years ago. (Remember that? This used to be a thing, no?)  

The Book of Common Prayer arranges the Psalms in a famous translation to be 
prayed through responsively in their entirety once a month: pray, recite, repeat – pray, 
recite, repeat.   

But how could Christians pray the Psalms if they contain such seemingly 
difficult and vengeful language? More recent Anglican editors have tended to prefer 
sanitized and mollified collections that don’t require health warnings…. Well, 
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somehow Psalm 3 seems to have slipped through and I was assigned it for this 
morning!  

 One of the most important features in the Psalms is to understand that for 
Christians ever since the New Testament they represent not so much a prayer book 
tailor-made for my spiritual and emotional needs as an individual, but rather the 
prayer of the people of God represented above all in the person of David and the son 
of David – that is, the Messiah. For the early Christians including ancient and 
medieval monasteries, for example, this meant that those who hate and taunt and 
persecute the Psalmist are above all the persecutors of Christ.  

St Augustine and many of the ancient and medieval commentators liked to 
stress that this psalm is about “the whole Christ”. That is to say: it is both about Jesus 
in his passion and resurrection and also about his body, the church. Quite commonly, 
the first three Psalms were read as respectively reflecting the life, death and 
resurrection of Jesus – and of the church as it identifies with him.  

So when I read the Psalms in this way, the battles and conflicts are in the first 
instance his rather than mine. The trusted friend who betrays the Psalmist and the 
enemies who seek to destroy the righteous are easily understandable in the story of 
Jesus’s passion and crucifixion. But as already in the New Testament, the enemies are 
not just the human Judas and the Jewish authorities.  His warfare is also, and more 
importantly, against the demonic forces of sin, the world and the devil.  

When it comes to the application to us, this should certainly never be read in 
terms of my personal vendettas against my enemies. In the early church, the 
Psalmist’s enemies and persecutors are typically understood as not just external but 
perhaps above all internal enemies, forces like our habits and desires that enslave us 
and produce storms and battles in our soul.  

Psalm 3 is a morning prayer after a night of conflict and apprehension in which 
the psalmist nevertheless put his trust in the Lord. The structure follows other Psalms 
of petition: first there is an address to God, then a description of the current unjust 
persecution and challenges followed by a statement of trust in the Lord. Then the 
Psalmist prays for rescue from oppression and for the destruction of his cruel enemies; 
and finally, for a blessing on God’s people Israel.   

 You will have seen the text of Psalm 3 printed in the bulletin. In fact, what 
appears there is the psalm without its ancient superscript, which English Bibles 
typically don’t include in their verse numbering. If you have access to a Bible (under 
the seat in front of you, p. 543/544?) you will see that like most of the following 
Psalms this one actually begins with a comment offering either musical or in this case 
historical context to what follows. For Psalm 3 that superscript reads, “A psalm of 
David. When he fled from his son Absalom.” This is not in fact a modern note but 
ancient one.  

 Two things are important here. First, like all of Psalms 3-41, and like 73 
Psalms in total, this is a Psalm of David. That is to say: it was read in some important 
sense as about God’s relationship to Israel through David – and by extension through 
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the Messiah Jesus. Normally the additional comments in the superscript deal with 
musical notations. But in this case the reference is historical: the psalm is about 
David’s night-time fear and affliction, and it relates to a dark time in his life when his 
son Absalom murdered his brother and organized a major rebellion in open warfare 
against David. The Psalmist is not any individual believer but he speaks as God’s 
chosen king fleeing Jerusalem for his life, embattled and betrayed from within his own 
family and with his enemies – tens of thousands (v. 6)! –  attacking him from every 
side.  Just as David, the builder of Jerusalem, was driven out into a wilderness, so also 
Jesus the builder of the church was driven out of the city to be crucified. And both 
David and Jesus cry out to God when they are mocked and attacked by their enemies. 

In the midst of night-time fears and struggles the psalmist remains assured that 
he is not alone: verses 3-4 confirm that the Lord is a shield around him against his 
enemies, and even as the rebels seek to take control of the holy city, the voice that 
answers his prayer from the holy Mountain remains the Lord and not the enemy. A 
favourite meditation for the Easter vigil in the ancient and medieval church was verse 
5: “I lie down and sleep; I wake again, because the LORD sustains me.”  

This focus on the one thing that matters also finds an echo in our reading from 
Luke’s Gospel this morning. The conflicts and stresses in the house of Mary and 
Martha are quite different from those that face David – more domestic and less 
physically lethal, one suspects. Still, one senses a measure of high-voltage tension 
between the two sisters, one of whom was clearly a doer and the other more of a 
thinker. If one of them might tend to leave the dishes until she could no longer ignore 
them, it’s not hard to imagine which one that might have been!  

It’s not hard for our sympathies to rest with Martha’s sensible request for a bit 
of help with the hospitality for Jesus. Isn’t that what is needed?  Jesus surprises both 
Martha and us by saying: “Actually, guess what: No! First and foremost, the one thing 
that you need is to be with the Lord and listen to his word – that is the bit which Mary 
has got right.” In light of that, the many things that worry and upset us will fall into 
place.   

Our Psalmist also shares that priority in verses 4-5. In the midst of his many 
worries about enemies that mock and threaten him on every side, he calls out to the 
Lord and the Lord answers him from his holy mountain. It is that which allows him to 
lie down and sleep and to awaken again in the knowledge that the Lord sustains him. 

 The two petitions for rescue and for defeat of the enemies go hand in hand. 
Scripture is not sentimental about God’s commitment to achieve justice and salvation 
for his people. In the book of Revelation, the vision of the new Jerusalem involves the 
tree of life whose leaves are for the healing of the nations; but the Lord can only ‘wipe 
away every tear’ because he has first defeated the great Enemy and removed every 
injustice and evil. So also here in this Psalm. The enemy has misled and raped and 
pillaged a defenceless people and their anointed King. So the psalmist prays that this 
evil in turn be made defenceless and harmless, so that salvation and blessing may 
come for the people of God.  
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We have seen that these may well be primarily spiritual and internal rather than 
physical and outward enemies. And we may sometimes think that we don’t really have 
any enemies that need to be made harmless. But in fact at least from time to time all of 
us may struggle with spiritual enemies of anxiety, depression or addiction. And we 
should not forget that even today there are many millions of our fellow believers 
around the world for whom their enemies are very real and life-threatening. Reading 
Psalm 3 of Jesus and with Jesus is for them – and for you and me – a way of finding in 
his death and resurrection our rescue from evil.  

3 But you, Lord, are a shield around me, my glory, the One who lifts my head 
high. 
4 I call out to the Lord, and he answers me from his holy mountain. 
5 I lie down and sleep; I wake again, because the Lord sustains me.  

…8 From the Lord comes deliverance. May your blessing be on your people. 
AMEN 
 
 
 
 
 

© Markus Bockmuehl 2019 


