Ps 54

Background

This psalm falls into the category of Individual Lament. It is impossible to even guess at its date of composition because the language is quite typical for a psalm and, except for the heading, gives no hint as to historical setting.

The structure is clear: vv. 1-2, heading; vv. 3-4, God is invoked; v.5, a description of the lament; vv. 6-7, a confession of trust in God; vv. 8-9, thanksgiving to God for answered prayer.

Heading

Vv. 1-2 contain editorial notes, similar to those found at the head of many psalms, the meaning of which are impossible to pin down with any certitude.

To the choirmaster: This term (a piel participle of nasah,”to be preeminent”) is found in fifty-five psalms. It could also be referring to an older, more eminent collection of songs.

With stringed instruments: Found in seven psalms, this term possibly means to exclude percussion and wind instruments when the psalm is sung.

A maskil: indicates a special type of psalm, although we do not know what type.

When the Ziphites came and said to Saul,”David is hiding among us”: Ziph was a town in the Judean hill country, three miles SE of Hebron. The reference is to 1Sam 23: 19, but the note here is late and possibly was added inaccurately.

Text

v.3 save me: The Hb verb, yasa‘, has the basic meaning “to be wide.” In its causative form it means “to give room.” It gives an apt image, one of “giving wide berth” or “room to maneuver.” Here salvation simply means God’s keeping one’s enemies at arms length, at distance enough that one is free from the imprisoning circumstances which stifle the person oppressed by them. Implied in this, of course, is the confidence that God has the power to do this.

By your name: “Name” was used as a respectful circumlocution for God. “The name of God” means his character, and therefore, himself.

By your strength defend my cause: This second part of the verse explains (rhymes semantically with) the first part and helps clarify or expand its meaning. The “name” and “strength” are parallel as are “save” and “defend my cause.” This last phrase uses the language of the courtroom. It asks the Judge to render a verdict of “not guilty.” Probably, the issue is one of false accusation of some wrongdoing or wrong saying, not necessarily a crime.

v. 5 the arrogant: Some manuscripts read “foreigner.” The meaning of “arrogant” carries the notion of “intentionally false.”

Ruthless men: If “foreigners” is the original reading, this word would best be rendered “tyrants.” The meaning here, ruthless, would be those powerful persons who have no qualms about using any force or tactics to achieve their ends.

They do not keep God before them: This is a favorite way of indicating the awareness of the presence of God. Failure to do so, failure to “keep God before one’s eyes,” forgetting that God is there always results in sinful behavior, in failing God. The arrogant and the ruthless pretend God is not there or isn’t paying attention, and so, they engage in behavior totally inconsistent with the divine presence.

v. 7 turn back the evil on my foes: This became a basic principle in Jewish thought. God’s justice sees to it that what a personal evilly intends, plans or executes against another actually happens (will happen or should happen) to the perpetrator. It is at the heart of the Law of Talion that holds that the bad fate one’s foes planned for him should be and one day will be theirs.

In your faithfulness destroy them: For the longest time Jews had no notion of an afterlife. The closest thing they had was a sort of suspended animation (vegetation, really) in Sheol. So they had to think of God’s justice and faithfulness to justice in terms of this brief life. God did not have all the time in the world to see that justice was done; he only had the person’s lifetime. Thus, justice had to be done within that time frame if it was to be done at all. Even though we now know that God has all eternity to work out justice and settle accounts and that justice is done there, if not here on earth, the Jews believed that if a person dies unvindicated, justice was denied them. Actually, Christians believe both that justice will be done in eternity and that justice is done here on earth. How many times do we see in our private lives as well as the public sector where a perpetrator of injustice against another has the very thing happen to him or her? Injustice very often backfires. The psalmist, in praying for the destruction of his foes, is praying that the “Law of Talion” come into effect, that justice be done.

v. 8 generous sacrifice: The Hb nedabah , translated here as “generous sacrifice,” is the completely voluntary offering at a “thanksgiving sacrifice.” This is above and beyond the prescribed sacrificial offering which meets the demands of justice. This offering is given completely from the heart out of abundant gratitude. It seeks nothing else, not to try to repay God for his goodness, to even the score. It could be completely burnt and offered to God alone or it could be shared among the fellow worshippers.

v. 9 because it has rescued me from every trouble: This is not the first time that calling on God’s name has gotten results. It must have been a frequent occurrence for the psalmist. “From every trouble” may be exaggerated, but it is meant to express the unlimited power of God and the psalmist’s trust in it. It is not an ideal or theoretical trust. It is a trust confirmed by result. The psalmist praises God for what he has done (specified in the second part of this verse), what he will do and what he can do.

My eyes look down on my foes: The result of “looking up” to God, i.e. of recognizing his presence and power (through prayer) is “looking down” on one’s enemies, i.e. seeing justice being done.

Reflection

When we read “enemies” in the psalms we can certainly think of people who not only don’t like us, but also actively work to do us harm. However, “enemies” need not only be people, they can be anything -– any vice we have, any temptation we have, any weakness or propensity we have -  which  does us (or others)  harm. 

Each day, at our rising, we face life all over again. These “enemies” make their presence felt. The old weaknesses, vices and sins, wake up too. They rested too. And they accompany us once again throughout our day. They are like stray dogs and cats we fed once upon a time and now they stalk and hound us for more. They lie in wait waiting for an opportunity to catch us in another moment of forgetfulness of God’s presence.

We know that and we know we are always in desperate need of God’s grace. And so, in confidence as well as out of desperation, we ask for God’s grace. In fact, we cry and beg for it - frequently, constantly.

We have been delivered by Christ from sin and its power. There was a moment in history - our Baptism -– when that was done. There are witnesses to it. However, that eternal event takes time to become total in our lives.

So, we pray for deliverance in every instance, and believe in every instance that it  happens. So, we give thanks, are generous in our gratitude, as we see the evil aimed at us and intended for us constantly thwarted by the intervention of God.

This psalm  is short, but packed with the theology of dependence, deliverance and grace. Because there are no historical referents, it makes a good prayer for any occasion. Lament leads to confidence which leads to deliverance which leads to gratitude.  

Key Notions

1. Justice will be done one way or another and one day or another.

2. Forgetting about God being present removes the strongest protection we have against sin and evil.

Food For Thought

1. The Justice of Injustice: God does not will injustice, nor does he will any harm on those who do practice injustice. They punish themselves. God has given humans the free will to not do his will but their own. He gives that to everyone. However, that free will is exercised in an environment where there are other laws of God that are equally inviolable and universal. One of those laws is that the evil humans do has evil consequences. These evil consequences not only affect others, but also the one who caused them. In other words, the evil we do returns to haunt us and hurt us. Ironically, then, the injustice we do actually provides God with an opportunity to show his justice (his Law of Talion) or, in the case of sincere repentance, his mercy. We humans can easily see the free will aspect of God’s creation of human beings, but the “what goes around comes around” part is hidden from our surface vision. That awareness usually only comes in intimate revelations during prayer. As such, they are not usually for publication. Given in privacy, they remain within the heart of the pray-er. It delights the pray-er, but rarely does God want another person’s come-uppance (or “come-aroundance”) publicized. Nonetheless, the injustices humans do eventually reveal the very justice of God they violated, not as revenge but as God’s mercy toward those so violated. Often, the perpetrators of injustice do not even realize it when their injustice returns to them. This sad fact makes their repentance that much harder.
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