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Songs of Passion Psalms in Lent 
PSALM 95 

!
“And we are the people of his pasture, the flock under his care” 

!
Main Point: The right response to our Shepherd Lord is glad praise (v1-7a), and grace motivated obedience 
(v7b-11). !
The Marathon 
When we baptise babies, like we did this morning with Caitlin, one of the realities about the Christian life is that 
is easy to forget, is that we have a long road ahead of us.   The Apostle Paul says that being a Christian is like 
running a marathon.  It’s not a walk in the park.  Some people think, wrongly, that as you get older, faith should 
get easier.  While maturity might grow in us, with it comes new challenges.  And the bolder we become, the 
more we will experience opposition.  But then we keep running with more passion than you see in any elite 
athlete striving to win gold at The Olympics: because we seek an even better gold medal – eternity with God.     !
The gospel is good news for the Christian long distance athlete.  It says, first of all you don’t have to run alone – 
run as a team with your church community, encouraging each other.  And as you face obstacles on the road of 
life - stresses at home, difficulties at work, sickness, and so on - we keep running because we know of the 
incredible glory of the finish line.   !
But I haven’t even told you the best bit yet.  The most exciting thing the gospel says about the long Christian life 
is that we should not try and run in our own strength - but rather run on the supersonic rocket fuel that is the 
power of God.  He keeps us going when we feel tired.  He shows us the path to run on.  He guides us through the 
difficult stretches of road.   !
The Shepherd 
To understand God’s role in helping and guiding us along the way, the Bible introduces another image.   Let me 
introduce a second metaphor - the metaphor of the shepherd.  God is our great shepherd guiding us sheep on 
their marathon of life.    !
[We now have woolly Robert de Castella running on all fours in the 1982 Brisbane Commonwealth Games as an 
image of the Christian life.]  !
Normally, one should try and not mix metaphors, but today we will.  Because it’s poetry, and the psalm we are 
looking at this morning has done this mixing of metaphor for us.  It wouldn’t be poetry if the metaphors weren’t 
mixed.  !
I could summarise Psalm 95 like this -  
 (v1-6) Everyone praise God because he is our great God 
 (v7) He is our shepherd and we are his sheep 
 (v 8-11) Don’t be like the Israelites who struggled through their  40 year long walk through the 
desert because they didn’t trust God. !
These instructions and metaphors go together powerfully.  Let’s have a look. 

!
1. IF YOU WANT TO LAST THE DISTANCE OF FAITH THEN GET SERIOUS ABOUT 

PRAISING GOD !
Psalm 95 begins with a hymn of praise to God. !
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At school, our year level was described as the best hymn singers of all the year levels.  I can remember the 1993 
Anglican Grammar Schools of Victoria swimming competition at the State Swimming Centre; instead of 
shouting some uncouth war cry, we sung a sped up version of the old hymn Tell Out My Soul, like a tough choir of 
Welsh Miners.  !
We were serious about praising God - well sort of.  Another appropriate war cry hymn could have been Psalm 
95.  It begins with a summons to praise v1-2 

1 Come, let us sing for joy to the Lord;  
let us shout aloud to the Rock of our salvation.  !

And the reason we are being called to sing and shout is, 

3 For the Lord is the great God,  
the great King above all gods.  !

Then after a bit of singing and shouting we are told to bow down in v6 and the reason is, because in v7a he is our 
shepherd and we are his flock and we should prostrate themselves (v6).  I always have to say prostrate very 
carefully.  Heads bowed low, bodies to the ground, they await a royal declaration from the throne.  And the 
declaration is that the Lord is “The Great King” because he is the ruler of the universe and maker and shepherd 
of his people.  Therefore we should respond to his voice.  Let’s look a bit closer at two of these theological 
statements.  !
“The Lord is a great God and a great king over all gods” v3. !
Now we are not talking about a polytheistic religion here.  Israel only believed in one God.  The idea of 
comparing God’s greatness to other gods was an acknowledgement that they lived in a polytheistic culture.  So 
in a way this is a statement of confidence in the Hebrews God to the world around them.   !
The ancient Near East had a pantheon of gods, but one was believed to rule over all the others.  Their God’s 
superiority was based on his creative power.  He created everything from the depths of the earth and right up to 
the mountain peaks; he created the sea and the dry land.  There is nowhere in the universe left for any other god.  
So don’t bother worshiping anyone else!  This might sound like an ancient argument.  But this appeal to worship 
the one supreme true God still applies today.   
                
Volf on Faith and Pluralism 
You might have seen the theologian Miroslav Volf on Q&A last Monday.  About ten days ago he wrote a blog 
entry for the ABC’s website on religion in public life.  And he argued a case for the type of society Christians 
should seek in a context where people hold to many religions and no religion.   !
In the article he reminded Christians that, !
“Since the world is God's creation and since the Word came to his own even if his own did not accept him (John 1:11), 
the proper stance of Christians toward the larger culture cannot be that of unmitigated opposition or whole-scale 
transformation. A much more complex attitude is required - that of accepting, rejecting, learning from, transforming and 
subverting or putting to better uses various elements of an internally differentiated and rapidly changing culture.”  !
Then he wrote, !
“Jesus Christ is described in the New Testament as a "faithful witness" (Revelation 1:5) and his followers understood 
themselves as witnesses (for instance, Acts 5:32). The way Christians work toward human flourishing is not by imposing 
on others their vision of human flourishing and the common good but by bearing witness to Christ, who embodies the 
good life.” 

So just like in Psalm 95, we are encouraged to single out our God as the great God above all gods, so to when are 
talking to our friends around the photocopier, or while having coffee, about faith and secularism, we need to 
learn to point people to the beauty of Jesus Christ who is our God over all other gods.   !
Here is a simple top ten list of Jesus qualities I like to point to that all build the case for his superiority as God 
above all other gods: !
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1) He demonstrates perfectly what it means to be other person centered by the way he treated others and 
by dying on the cross 

2) He showed incredible power and authority over the elements by raising people from the dead, feeding 
the five thousand, and walking on water etc… 

3) He didn’t like religious nuts 
4) He loved sinners 
5) While he had an incredible intelligence and wit, he chose not to humiliate people 
6) He persisted with this friends even after they betrayed him 
7) He built bridges with people - even in his own team he was able to recruit a tax collector who worked for 

the Roman Empire, and a Zealot freedom fighter who was trying to resist the Empire. 
8)  He reached out to the common man which you can see in his inspiring and interesting parables set in 

everyday life contexts 
9) He brought healing and dignity back to marginalised people like prostitutes and lepers.  
10)  He rose from the dead !
There are lots of things you can talk about when you point to Jesus !
“He is our God” !
The second key statement about God that is made in verse 7, at the end of the hymn that makes up the first half 
of this psalm, is that “He is our God”. !
The Hebrew readers of this psalm know they belong to the Lord because he is “our maker”.   !
The Lord brought them into existence, created them as a social group by choosing them and making an 
agreement with them to be their God. !
So the shepherd image used to interpret their relation to God is more than a nice metaphor of a man with a 
dressing gown, a tee-towel on his head and a crook with some sheep.   
 This is a royal image of a King who rules, leads, provides and  protects his people.                           
  He rules them, not simply because they live in his land, but   because he created them.                                                       !
This is a great reminder to us.  If you are a Christian, God is your God, not because of anything you’ve done, but 
because Jesus has chased after you, and rescued you.   !
While God is superior to other gods, you are not superior to other people.  A religious self-righteous person 
feels superior because they wrongly believe that they have earned their salvation.  !
But a person whose heart has been transformed by the grace that comes from Jesus Christ, says “Praise God 
because he saved me even when I didn’t deserve it.”  Hearts that are changed by grace then want to show love to 
others by introducing them to Jesus.   !
HOW DO YOU PRAISE GOD? !
i. In your prayers 
Like Leo last night thanking God for Meg and Theo, for Daniel and the Lions, and for the Wiggles.   !
When you pray, show thanks to God, praise him for his greatness.  Even for the little things.  In your prayers tell 
God his qualities - that he is love, that he is all powerful, that he made you, that he sent Jesus. !
ii. In your attitude  
People who constantly praise God are stronger in their faith, and can keep going on the marathon of faith, 
because they start to see the cup of their life as half full (a third metaphor).  !
[So now we have a woolly Robert de Costella running the 1982 Brisbane Commonwealth games marathon on 
all fours while holding a cup that is half full of water.] !
iii. In your actions 
The other thing you can do to live a life that praises God is to be committed to worship.  Get to church on time, 
have an upright posture, make an effort to be focused.  Serving the poor is a form of praising God,  
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!!
So to summarise this first half of the psalm, praise God because he the greatest God who created the world, and 
created you, and made you his people. !
I want to encourage everyone to sing this hymn of praise to God.   !!
2. A RESPONSE OF OBEDIENCE !
LISTEN 
But if you do sing this hymn of praise in your life, then you need to  “hear his voice” as it says in verse 7b.  And, as 
the psalm says, you need to do it “today”.  Remember the first of the ten commandments?  “I am the LORD you 
God, who brought you up out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage.  You shall have no other gods 
beside me.”  And this psalm says show your devotion to the great shepherd.  If you don’t trust yourself wholly to 
the LORD as king then you will be “a people whose hearts go astray, and have not known” his ways. !
TRUST 
If you don’t learn to listen today to God, you will forget what he is like, and start to question his power and 
protection over your life.   !
Verse 8 says,  !
 “Do not harden your hearts as you did at Meribah, as you did that day at Massah in the wilderness, where               
 your ancestors tested me;”                !
The incident at Massah and Meribah was when the Israelites were wandering through the desert under the 
leadership of Moses.  God had shown his great power to save them time and time again.  Sending the plagues to 
Pharaoh, parting the read sea, and the pillar of fire.  They had seen miracles like no other generation in history 
had seen.  Nevertheless, they seemed to have a case of memory loss.  And they were saying “Is the Lord with us 
or not?”  And despite the winging and lack of trust in him, God came through and instructed  Moses to strike a 
rock at Horeb with his staff and water would come out of it for people to drink.  Thus Moses called the place 
Massah which means “testing” and Meribah which means “quarrelling.” !
Hebrews 3 
In Hebrews 3 there is an extended passage where the writer reflects on Psalm 95.  And here we are urged to be 
obedient to God, to encourage each other along the road, and to keep going in our faith: “We have come to 
share in Christ, if indeed we hold our original conviction firmly to the very end." !
Your obedience to God really matters  
The Apostle Peter writes in 2 Peter 1, “…you must make every effort” to be obedient.  It’s misguided to think 
that sin doesn’t matter.  The inner-north is a context which essentially doesn’t believe in sin.  And this idea 
creeps into Christian culture.  As God said to Cain (Genesis 4), be very careful because sin lies at your door like 
an angry beast ready to pounce and tear you apart.  If you let sin in to your life, it spreads like cancer.   !
Think of the show Breaking Bad.  Here we see a family man who actually has cancer, but who also enters a world 
of crime and violence and deception.  For him, sin also becomes a cancer that eats away at his life.  We see in the 
lead character, Walter White, the Human  tendency to compartmentalise sin and wrongly think it won’t effect 
the rest of your life. At one level Walter is a normal middle-class family man who teaches high school chemistry, 
plays with his kids and loves his wife, but he is also powerful producer of distributer of the drug Ice.  After 
murdering someone, Walter will come home, put his evil actions to one side, and sit around the dinner table 
with his family and help his son with his homework.  But, Walter’s sins, like cancer, eat away at his whole life.  
His marriage starts to fall apart.  His son stops and close friends stop trusting him.  He starts dressing 
differently.  He practically has a nervous breakdown.  As one theologian describes this, “his own psyche is 
collapsing under the weight of this evil.”   !
The title of the show is creatively titled Breaking Bad - but an alternative title could have been “The gradual 
hardening of Walter White’s Heart.” !
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Obedience matters. It mattered for Walter White.  It mattered for the Israelites whose hearts hardened in the 
wilderness when they didn’t obey God.  And it matters for us whose hearts might begin to harden in the 
wilderness of life if we don’t obey God.  !
The three responses 
Now there are three ways you could respond to this Psalm.  First of all you could reject it.  Secondly you could 
become religious and work really hard to be a good person, but then in doing so you risk being your own saviour, 
having faith with no joy, and becoming judgmental of those who are not as committed as you.  !
Thirdly, you could allow Jesus to be your Good Shepherd, who will help and guide you to the finish line.  You can 
ask Jesus to save you and provide forgiveness.  You can ask Jesus to partner with you as you navigate the 
struggles of life. You can replace the idols in your life Jesus.  
  
If you want to keep your heart pointed towards the grace of Jesus (rather than becoming a judgmental religious 
person), I remind you of verses 1-7 of psalm 95 - to live a life of praise.  Because if you are constantly praising 
God, you will always be reminded of your status before God, and the grace the he has shown you.   !
Conlcusion 
In W.H. Auden’s poem Atlantis about the pathway to Heaven, he aptly writes,  
  
 Stagger onward rejoicing;  
 And even then if, perhaps 
 Having actually got 
 To the last col, you collapse 
 With all Atlantis shining 
 Below you yet you cannot 
 Descend, you should still be proud  
 Even to have been allowed  
 Just to peep at Atlantis  
 In a poetic vision:  
 Give thanks and lie down in peace,  
 Having seen your salvation.
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