Ps 4

Background

If Ps 3 is a traditional morning prayer, Ps 4 has long been used for evening prayer. While the psalmist laments his plight, living in an imperfect world with his fellows making life even more difficult by their personal attacks against him, his confidence in the Lord overrides all that. His very prayer brings him peace as he closes a typical day, even more confident that the Lord will see justice done. Yet, this prayer, apt as it is for a private prayer, was prayed communally in the regular service of evening worship. Given the notion of Corporate Personality, a Jew would have no trouble using “I” for “we” when praying or even simply speaking.

The negatives, the laments, in this psalm are too general to pin them down to a specific setting. Juxtaposed against confidence in the Lord they serve to highlight the truth that confidence in the Lord thrives when the situation is negative, be that mildly so , as in the case of daily, routine grief, or strongly so, as in the case of a bogus lawsuit. At the end of the day, when all is said and done, the Lord still stands, is still present, and will one day, if not today, see that justice is done and the innocent and just are vindicated. In that awareness the psalmist can slip into the unawareness of sleep, confident that he is guarded by God.

Everything else about this psalm is uncertain. We do not know its original setting, who is actually speaking or singing, how the verses should be divided, when it was written or how it is to be sung.

Text

v. 2 Answer when I call, my saving God: This is a rather typical request to be heard, a kind of “hello” to God from one who recognizes that God is his/her savior.

In my troubles, you cleared a way: No matter how bad the day might have gone, God always showed the psalmist a path through the negativity. The verb translating “cleared the way” is in Hb rahab, a word used as a synonym for “save” or “deliver.” The experience of feeling hemmed in by the pressures of the day can be removed by “giving some room” to the beleaguered person. The resultant feeling is quite similar to that of being saved or delivered from a major catastrophe, if only briefly.

Show me favor, hear my prayer: The Hb hanan, the verb for “grace,” is a big theological and liturgical word, used for big deliverances and major mercies. Here, however, at the end of a typical day it is used to ask for God’s grace of a good night’s sleep, confident that the pray-er is in the hands of the Lord. The psalmist might hope that his troubles will be gone tomorrow, but he realistically expects they won’t. Thus he prays that the renewal of his bodily energy will help renew his confidence in the Lord and keep it in the forefront of his mind the next day.

v. 3 How long will you people mock my honor: Reviewing the events of the day and seeing them as a rather routine continuation of his life, the psalmist becomes distracted from his focus on God and speaks to his misery as though his opponents were there. In other contexts the question, “How long?” may express impatience with God’s being slow to answer prayer and resolve injustices. Here it is more the sad and realistic acceptance that other people will not change as a result of his prayer. They will be back in his life tomorrow, challenging his faith and trust in God by their machinations. Human nature does not change easily or quickly, a fact the psalmist knows he must cope with.

vv. 4-6 trust in the Lord: If the psalmist knows the problem (human nature) he also knows the solution (divine nature). It may not be the final solution, but he recognizes that that’s the only real one available to him as he comes tiredly to the end of yet another day.

v. 7 “May we see better times!”: The psalmist is not the only one who hopes for a better life situation. Many do. Probably everyone does. Hope begins here, with the expectation that things cannot remain for long or forever as bad as they are. But such hope will fade soon, in the heat of the next day, if it is not followed up by another realization.

v. 8 you have given my heart more joy: Even in less than “better times” the psalmist has experienced more joy by being confident in the Lord than he ever has by “good times,” abundant crops, overflowing cups, etc. Even if he goes to bed hungry and thirsty, he can still rest in peace, in the peace of knowing that the Lord is there and cares. The hope for future better times is empty and doomed to die if it is not fed by the constant awareness of the presence of God already.

v. 9 In peace I shall both lie down and sleep: This verse has inspired the traditional child’s prayer of “Now I lay me down to sleep….” When Simeon discovered the Messiah within Jesus, the divine within the human, the Ancient of Days within the infant, he prayed similarly. Even though all is not well in a person’s life, such a one can sleep in peace knowing that his/her guard is the Lord himself.

Reflection

If a person feels hemmed in, beleaguered by life’s problems, under threat or even attack by other people (bosses, co-workers, bill collectors, as well as outright enemies) such a person finds it hard to fall asleep at night. People who feel they have to look out for themselves, that they have no one to guard them, have to be their own guards. How, then, can they sleep? Unless one passes out from exhaustion, falling asleep requires a sense of confidence that doing so won’t result in being attacked by unfriendly forces, be they of a health nature or a stealth nature. One must relax in order to sleep well. One can only relax if one knows someone else is doing guard duty. For the psalmist, that someone was God himself. 

First, the psalmist set the alarm. He called on God to “Answer when I call,” to be attentive to his needs. Confident that God would “show his favor” he could fall asleep even though all the problems of the day were still there. He wasn’t asking or requiring they be resolved before he went to sleep, only that they be held at bay, at a safe distance, so he could sleep in peace. This is a very realistic prayer. We learn from experience that they problems we went to bed with last night are still there when we wake up the next morning. The difference is that we have gotten a good night’s sleep.

That sleep rejuvenates our body so that the tiredness and physical exhaustion do not contribute to the collapse of our spirit. A good night’s sleep does not guarantee a renewed spirit, but it does remove a key obstacle to it. If the psalmist is realistic about human nature not changing overnight, he is also realistic about his own physical nature- its need for rest and its contribution to spiritual vitality and moral fidelity.

The Church prays this psalm on the Third Sunday of Easter of Year B. It not only reminds us that we sleep in eternal rest and peace because Jesus confidently put his trust in his Father to guard him even through death, but it also reminds us that the whole big mystery of salvation is lived every day in the little details and facts of our daily lives. It reminds us that the big resurrection truth of Jesus exists in the little crucifixion truths of every day and every night. The cycle of sleeping and waking is but another example of the cycle of dying and rising.

While there may be times when a Christian needs a sleeping pill to relax enough to get to sleep or a pain killer to enable sleep to happen, these times should not develop into dependency on artificial “guards.” Confidence in the Lord does not mean “all is well,” only that all will (someday) be well. Confidence in the Lord means we can sleep during the storms and threats of life (like Jesus did in the boat) not because we are oblivious to the threat but because we are mindful of the gracious love and care of the one who made us and saved us. If God, through Jesus, saved us from the BIG threat of losing eternal life with him, will he not also provide for us in the much smaller matter of life? His provision may not be to our liking and certainly not to our specifications (for if they were it would not be confidence but arrogance) but his provision will be sufficient to get the job, his job, done, namely our (individual and communal) resurrection, waking, to eternal life.

Key Notions

1. Confidence in the Lord gives us a sense of having room to breathe even when we are physically or psychologically hemmed in or pressed.

2. Confidence in the Lord changes the focus of our vision from the external circumstances and our internal fears to the all-encompassing, gracious God. It relieves pressure.

3. Though there be an abundance of food, money and goods in a person’s life that does not mean there is no famine in a person’s heart and soul.

Food For Thought

1. When things get better: We are constantly postponing life. We say things like “When the kids are grown, I will…” or “When I get out of school, I will…” or “When I get a better job, I will…” or simply “Tomorrow, I will..” or even more vaguely (not really believing it will happen) “Some day, I will….” Waiting for “better times,” for the ideal set of circumstances, can find us closing out our day and, worse, closing out our life never having really lived it. When external circumstances stymie us from seeing into them, through them and past them to contact the eternal realities we find we put our real lives on hold waiting for the day when things change. However, the only “thing” we can change is ourselves and we do that by changing our attitudes, not necessarily our circumstances. Of course, only the fool would prefer bad circumstances to good ones. Yet, only the fool thinks that good circumstances necessarily means good life. The message of this psalm is that we can live with bad things and even bad people in our lives and still live. We don’t need to wait until they change before we change.

2. Confidence in the Lord: That simple shift of focus from ourselves in the midst of chaos to ourselves under the protection of God makes all the difference- in the world, in our world, in ourselves, and, especially, in our relationship with God. He is and should be the center and at the center of our lives. When we are focused on him all else pales by comparison. It is a powerful thought to realize that the way we end each day of our lives is the way we will end the last day of our lives. Going to bed each night confident that the lord is with us and that nothing else matters more than that fundamental fact enhances the chances that we will go into eternity with that attitude and meet God in the right frame of mind, if not with the “frame” of our body. And just as important as that, we will wake up each day in the right frame of mind instead of concentrating on getting the body working and facing yesterday’s left over problems. There are two ways to say “Oh God, it’s morning.” We can lament it or have confidence that with God we will not only get through it to pray again at the end of it, but that we will accomplish something of the ends for which God intended it. That’s not little stuff. That’s big doin’s. It gives us a sense that even though we don’t see progress- in ourselves and others- that progress is happening because God is working it out, not us. We’re just working, but by our working with God he works it out. One day looks pretty much like the next day to us, until and unless we raise our sights to eternity and then we sense (if not see) that a whole lot more is gong on than what meets the eye. Then the otherwise dull day becomes exciting. When it ends we are ready for both bed and peace. Nightly rest is a preview of eternal rest, only then we will be conscious and aware, alive and alert.

1
1. 4

