Reflections on Psalm 139
By Ken Ewing

Psalm 139:

O Lord, you have searched me 


And known me

You know when I sit down and


When I rise up;

  you discern my thoughts from


far away.

You search out my path and my



lying down.

  and are acquainted with all my


ways.

Even before a word is on my


tongue,

  O Lord, you know it


completely.

You hem me in, behind and


before,

  and lay your hand upon me.

Such knowledge is too


wonderful for me;

  it is so high that I cannot 


attain it.

Where can I go from your spirit?

  Or where can I flee from your


presence?

If I ascend to heaven, you are 


there.

  if I make by bed in Sheol,


your are there.

If I take the wings of the 


morning

  and settle at the farthest limits

 
of the seas,

  even there your hand shall lead me,

  and your right hand shall hold 


me fast.

If I say, “Surely the darkness


shall cover me,

  and the light around me


become night,”

  even the darkness is not dark to 


you;

  the night is as bright as the 


day,

  for the darkness is as light to you.

For it was you who formed my


inward parts;

  you knit me together in my 
mother’s womb.

I praise you, for I am fearfully


and wonderfully made.

 Wonderful are your works;


that I know very well.

My frame was not hidden from


You,

  When I was being made in


secret,

  Intricately woven in the depths


of the earth.

Your eyes beheld my unformed 


substance.

In your book were written

  all the days that were formed 


for me,

  When none of them as yet


existed.

How weighty to me are your


thoughts. O God!

I try to count them – they are


more than the sand;

I come to the end – I am still


with you.

O that you would kill the


wicked, O God,

  And that the bloodthirsty

    would depart from me –

  Those who speak of you

  
maliciously,

  And lift themselves up against


You for evil!

Do I not hate those who hate


You, O Lord?

And do I not loathe those who


rise up against you?

I hate them with perfect hatred;


I count them my enemies.

Search me, O God, and know


my heart;

  Test me and know my


thoughts.

See if there is any wicked way


In me,

  And lead me in the way


everlasting.  R.S.V.

For Jew and Christian alike, Psalm 139 is one of the most powerful Psalm, speaking to and from the depths of being.
With Psalm 139 we enter some of the deepest levels of human experience expressed in profound, poetic language.  It speaks from the writers depth of soul/being.  It is written from the perspective of one who has experienced God’s awesome knowledge of them as the Savior God, and knows of God;s activity in persons.  The psalm reflects a personal encounter with God which is rare in Hebrew thought; however, it is a psalm which is also used in the psalter for corporate worship.  The psalm lifts up the saving love of God for the individual, which the psalmist is compelled to share with others in the faith.

The opening section of the psalm is the psalmist affirmation of a unspeakably wonderful God as seen from personal experience giving expression to a marvelous song of wonderment and faith.  The psalm speaks of someone who has experienced God as one who is always doing something, who is active and involved in the human condition of life, and the world around the person.
It is interesting to note, the psalmist although unaware of modern psychology speaks to the very depth of our being.  “Thou has searched me,” or more precisely “Thou has dug deep into me.”  Deep, subconscious, inner self is what the writer speaks of, with an awareness of how deep human beings really are.  It tells of a God who gets “under our skin” and probes our inner most parts with such preciseness and intimacy that we are known far beyond our comprehension.  God’s activity begins with going to the core of our being.  Searching us so as to know us with the kind of intimacy that is very personal, akin to the knowledge that a husband and wife have of each other.  It is a personal knowledge that is total; the kind that leaves us completely exposed, naked before God.
An anonymous expression of thanksgiving comes to mind in facing this kind of knowledge of who we are.  “There’s one thing for which you should be abundantly thankful—only you and God have all the facts about yourself.”  It is staggering to be aware of the length God will go to know us, and it is overwhelming to comprehend the extent of God’s awareness of who we are.

The first issue of the psalm is not that we believe in God, but that God believes in us.  Faith begins with God coming to us showing confidence in the creation and human kind.  Since that is what God is like, God may be known in coming to us in very personal ways—for the Christian it is found in the experience of the incarnation of God in Jesus as the Christ.  We have a picture painted in the psalm of a God who is one who commands respect not only because of the power God has, but also that the picture paints God as one who loves freely and unconditionally.  It is a love beyond all our ability to comprehend.  Paul in his letter to the Romans in the eighth chapter makes another beautiful affirmation of the love of God from which nothing can separate us.  “In a word, says author George Knight “God’s action in search for the real ‘me’ is like winnowing through a whole load of wheat in search of, say, just one pin…”  The psalmist asserts that we are hemmed in by God’s love and there is no escape, even if we chose not to be good receivers of God’s love.  Our response shuld be like that of the psalmist, reverent awe at the mystery of such a wonderful God.  Such a response also calls for a total commitment to the one who knows and loves us so completely.

In the second quarter section of the psalm the author lifts up the omnipresence of God.  The affirmation of God’s ever presence in any situation or circumstance, any place in the outer or inner landscape of our lives.  Some one has said that we should not claim for the Bible what it does not claim for itself.  Most religions of human kind there is the assumption that God is to be found everywhere and in everything, and that God is at the same time all-knowing.  It is true of the ancient Greeks, or the Hindu Vadas of India.  The Hebrew also has similar tendency, as reflected in Psalm 139.  Often such belief borders on pantheism, which conceives God as almost identical with creation.  This is not the case with Psalm 139.  There is a real difference with the psalmist statement of faith that is not to be found in any of the other religions of the world – that God maintains independence from the creation, personhood, and remains other that the creation; and that what the psalm shows is a God who is able to be present anywhere that God chooses, and so to be present with me anywhere that I, in my folly, may chose to be.
This awesome awareness is both exhilarating and frightening at the same time.  There are times when that thought is comforting while at other times when we may chose to try and flee God’s presence because we are uncomfortable. Francis Thompson’s poem “The Hound of Heaven” is a good example of one who seeks to flee the presence of God, but finds it impossible.  As recorded in the psalm, and Christian creeds, this fleeing is to no avail.  Attempts to flee God even into hell --- the depths of the absence of God, or the dark night of the soul – is futile.  As stated in the Apostle’s Creek, “He descended into hell,” indicating Jesus going to the place of the dead, the state of the absence of God only to be raised into the presence of God.

We have been so conditioned to see Heaven and Hell as physical or spiritual that we find it difficult to see them then as conditions or state of existence.  It is my contention the Heaven and Hell are relative states of my experience and relationship with God.  To be in the presence of God, to know and experience the love, mercy and justice of God is to be in a state of grace/heaven.  To face the absence of God, to not graciously accept God’s agape, to deny God, to be separated by my own actions from the presence of God is to be in Hell.  
We all may have experience precisely what the poet has written.  We turn our backs on the face of God, which is our attempt to flee the presence of God.  “If I make my bed in Sheol,” the place of the dead, which may also mean if I let myself sink down into the depths to which drink, drugs, sex, work, recreation, secularist philosophy/psychology even religion can drive me to the brink of depression and can lead to the experience of the absence of God.  Nevertheless, God is there as well.  Even in our futile attempts to ascend to heaven whether it is to scale the heights of philosophy/theology seeking to be “up in the clouds” of individual satisfaction, God is there!

We can find God anywhere is the affirmation of the psalmist.  Anywhere includes the reference to day and night or seasons of the year.  “Thy right hand would keep a grip on me” even in the realms of darkness, often understood as the symbol of evil.  Night is as day for God.  The power of sin and darkness can not impede God’s efforts to reach us, or to be with us.  I am completely assured that God can make use of my own private hell at any time to lead me out into God’s marvelous light.

The psalm draws us ever closer of seeing now the activity of God in deepening personal ways. The psalmist ponders the wonders that is the inner part of every person.  Reflecting on how we are made and function is a source of genuine amazement for the writer which is eloquently expressed in this the third section of the psalm.  I believe it is possible even with our scientific mind-set upon pondering the mysterious intricacies of my brain, my body to express my awe in light of the mysterious complexity which is me, all of which was knit together when I was still an embryo in my mother’s womb.  This fact alone is sufficient to make any human being, either in ancient days or in our time burst out with such words as “Wonderful are they works,” or “I am fearful (respectfully) and wonderfully made.”  When you stop to think about it, you can not help but exclaim “What a marvelous creature I am!”

There is no real attempt to present a scientific treatise to get at the “truth” of who we are, it is rather done in brilliant poetic style.  We must remember that the poetic imagery can reach truth sooner that the scientific endeavor will ever do.  The phrase that our psalmist uses, then, is one that declares in a telling pictorial manner that human kind is not God, yet we are a part of the created matter and order of things – created in the image of God.  All that I am is a part of the master plan or diagram on the drawing board of life in the eyes of God, and on which God has designed the various compartments needed to create me.  Leonard Sweet  in his book “Quantum Spirituality” says that the physicist is the one who is a symbol for our time of those who see the great mysteries of our lives and are in awe of the world and life.  He sees the physicist affirmations like the psalmist as a poetic response to the great mystery of life that cannot be taken by intellectual satisfaction alone, but must be grasped with the eyes of faith in gratitude – “when I awake,” that is from ruminating on these vast mysteries, “I am still with thee.”  A similar affirmation may be found in psalm 73:23.
We need to remember in the Genesis account God does not create anything at all, including me, out of nothing.  God creates out of chaos, or in the face of chaos; so here, then, God created me out of confirmed substance.  Therefore, even unimportant little ‘me’ is a part of God’s master plan of creation.  We are just a part of the ongoing process, and important part, but a part nevertheless.  In an ever expanding universe we are really only saying that God’s Creation, including me is open-ended.  God continues to act , creating a new heaven and an new earth – again not out of nothing, but, out of this imperfect world that we know, imperfect because we have made it so.
We have a dramatic shift in perspective and feeling in the last section of the psalm.   Until this point, the psalmist seems to be in a wonderful state of ecstasy, pondering the marvelous world which is ours formed by the Creator/Personal/All-Knowing God.  Suddenly there is a strong dose of reality that has taken over.  As it is with all of life in the midst of our celebration of the greatness of God. The mysterious, wonderful world we live in, there is the other side of life that breaks in and tempers our reading of it and helps us put it into proper perspective.

Some scholars believe that part of this section of the psalm (vs. 19-22) belong to another psalm, or is really out of place here.  However, I believe that these verses are a part of the psalm, and indeed belong here.  The psalm does reflect the reality of experience in that the psalmist has been contemplating the perfect plan of God for the universe and the individual, and now is struck with “perfect hatred” when others and the world does not come to the same conclusion as the psalmist.

The psalmist out of religious zeal explodes with a tirade against those who deny the mystery of god’s creative activity saying it is all just a natural process of evolution.  Heading the list of those the psalmist despises people who are in a stare of sin or as Paul Tillich may put it, separated from God.  Those who deliberately make bad choices destroying God’s Creation and hindering the creative activity of God.  They who violate the covenant between God and the people of faith to be good stewards of the created order.

The psalmist also calls for the destruction of those who are about doing evil.  In the Hebrew there is more to the meaning of the word than just the idea of sinfulness.  Here the word in Hebrew is “shau,” which refers, not to moral offenses, but a total emptiness which can lie behind human life such as loneliness, meaninglessness, numbness, purposelessness, sterility, and aridity.  All open the way for our sinful nature to be expressed and show graphically our separation from the creative power an interaction with God.

Almost in the same breath the psalmist expresses a deep loathing for those who hate God, who rise up against God.  Those who seek to abuse their relationship with God.  Reflecting on such a notion there is an outburst, venting the psalmist emotions, expressing great hatred and anger which lies deep within.  In the richness of the earthy language of the Hebrew, the psalmist has laid bare the inner most feelings of most people.  As in keeping with part of the early testimony, the psalmist has expressed that which god already knows, but felt compelled to lay before God in word as well as in thought.
Suddenly!  The psalmist realizes that if all people are sinners at times finding themselves separated from God, or in conflict with god, or denying God, or wishing to flee in guilt from the face of God, then the psalmist too is a sinner.  The psalmist admits falling under the same judgment of God.  In the zeal for God, the psalmist was lead to make violent statements imploring God to take action against others without a sense of mercy or justice.  What a powerful revelation on the part of the psalmist to see not only the wonders of God’s activity, but the folly of human kind including his own.

In humility the psalmist asked for forgiveness from God.  There is a slight difference from the early verses of the psalm and here.  The poet does not take time to recount the offenses or the sinfulness, but goes straight to the point of asking for pardon.  “Try me and know my thoughts (cares)!”  There is richness in the expression using the notion of cares as well as thoughts for cares speaks to the longing in the depth of our being.  It is out of such depths that the psalmist is speaking.  “…if there be any manner of life that brings pain.”  Again, the psalmist acknowledges that which is a part of all our lives those decisions, actions, motivations, thoughts, that bring pain to our very being.  “Lead me in the way everlasting.”  The final statement is a cry to be brought back into a right relationship with God that reflects the covenant relationship of the ancient tradition, and way to relating to God.
Ending the poem as it began, the psalmist rounds off a marvelous theological outpouring that all of us can echo when asking God for something positive and affirming in our lives.  “Lead us in the ancient way” – the way that God has ordained for all.  The ancient way is still of course the only way; for God does not change.  It is the way that Christ points to when he says to later generations, “I am the Way.”  Jesus the Christ is the way now as he was the Way even in the days of Moses.

The final section of the psalm may be translated as the following:

Search me, O god, and know

   my emotions and motivations;

 test me and know my

   thoughts.

See if there be anything that causes

   pain with me,

  and lead me in the ancient ways.

