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Psalm 139:1-24         July 30, 2017 

Matthew 13:24-30, 36-43 

 

The Ultimate Safe Space 
 

 Psalm 139 has always been a personal favorite of mine.  I can remember 

as a young person underlining and copying out the closing verses and adding 

them to my list of favorites. This psalm’s expansive language of God’s care and 

providence encourage and inspire me.  

 I could just simply leap in and expound on all of this if it wasn’t for one 

thing-- the part of the psalm that begins, “O that you will kill the wicked…” and 

speaks about hating them “with perfect hatred.” These verses are so jarring that 

when the Revised Common Lectionary assigns Psalm 139 to be read in worship, 

it somehow manages to leave them out.  It might just be some committee 

made the judgment that the whole psalm is a bit too long to read in worship. But 

I suspect that this choice has also been madem, at least to some extent, 

because there are those who don’t consider these words acceptable to read in 

worship at all. 

 It may be a reflection of the way my mind works, or a reflection of my 

training as a biblical scholar, but when I come across something like this that 

seems out of place, it often becomes my door into the text. And working 

through a problem like these verses becomes a window that sheds light on the 

whole passage, in this case the entire psalm. 
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 I can’t reproduce my thought process here, but I’d like to suggest a 

concept that might help us understand how the beginning of the psalm and the 

end—including those hard verses—fit together.   

We often hear today about the need for people to have a “safe space.”  

People need places where they feel safe—beginning with feeling physically 

safe.  And you don’t have to go to Syria or to the south side of Chicago to find 

people who don’t feel safe—even in their own homes. Statistics show that 1 

woman in 3 will suffer from domestic violence at some point in her life, and in a 

recent year 428 instances of child abuse or neglect were reported to the DCFS 

here in Lee County.  People need a safe space—and churches need to always 

be safe places.  We need to talk about it among our leaders and teachers and 

volunteers, and we need keep it first among our responsibilities to all who enter 

our building and participate in our ministries.   

Psalm 139 is about another kind of safe space—an emotional and spiritual 

safe space.  I’m sure that a good portion of the abuse and neglect cited in 

those statistics I just mentioned is emotional abuse or neglect. Everyone needs a 

place where they are welcomed and respected and loved.  We need a place 

where we can share our joys and sorrows.  We need a place where we can 

share our spiritual struggles, our doubts and conflicts, our faults and failings, our 

hurts and our anger—without being judged.  This is also something the church 

should provide, and in some ways it can be harder than assuring each other’s 

physical safety.  
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An important part of creating a safe space is being able to respect 

confidentiality. I had a very positive experience of this with our GPS Team.  One 

thing I asked of the group when we began meeting was for the group to be a 

place where we could all think out loud.  I personally needed a place where I 

could express half-formed thoughts or crazy ideas without hearing someone say 

later, “Do you know what the pastor thinks?  He thinks we should sell the building 

and meet in a tent in a corn field!” We all need that emotional and spiritual 

safety somewhere in our lives.  If not the church, where else? 

The church is called to offer this safe place for God’s people, because it is 

God’s nature to provide that safe space for each of us in our relationship with 

him. And I think that’s what Psalm 139 is about.  I think it’s the sense of safety that 

the writer finds in God’s presence that lets him be so unguarded that he can say 

what he does in verses 19-22. Things that he wouldn’t – and I would say shouldn’t 

-- be willing to say in front of anyone else.   

In the first 18 verses he speaks about three characteristics of God that 

make this possible.  To use three good traditional theological words, they are 

God’s omniscience, God’s omnipresence, and God’s providence. 

The first six verses highlight God’s omniscience—what my sister Jeanne 

used to call a “college word” that means that God knows everything.  This can 

be a hard idea to get our heads around.  After all, the universe that God 

created is 93 billion light years across, and just our little Milky Way galaxy 
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contains 100 billion stars—and it is just one of 100 billion galaxies.  But God is able 

to see it all and pay attention to it all at the same time.   

And living on our little planet, hidden one corner of that vast universe, 

there are currently about 7.5 billion people.  And yet God sees and knows each 

one of us personally—our thoughts and words and comings and goings—and 

God has the ability to relate to each one as an individual.  If we find that hard to 

believe, it may be because we underestimate what it means when we say that 

God is infinite—even the huge numbers I’ve been throwing around are a drop in 

a bucket in relation to infinity.  ButGod  is greater that it all. As the writer says, 

“Such knowledge is too wonderful for me; it is so high I cannot attain it.” 

The second section of the psalm, verses 7-12, highlights God’s 

omnipresence – the idea that God is everywhere.  There is no place where any 

of us can go – no far off land where we could be sent into exile, no dungeon 

where we could be locked up, no grave where we can be buried where God 

isn’t with us.  He just doesn’t see us through some cosmic telescope, he is 

present with us—each one of us, individually and personally, all the time. That’s 

pretty amazing to think about! Of course this also means that there is no place 

where we can hide from God either—there’s no rock we can crawl under when 

we don’t what him to see us. 

The third section of the psalm, verses 13-18, highlights God’s providence – 

his care and guidance, which according to the psalm begin when we are 

being formed in our mothers’ wombs and continue through all the days of our 
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lives.  He says in verse 16: “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.”  

And we know that God’s intention in all things is for our good. As the 8th 

chapter of Romans teaches, because of God’s presence and power in our lives, 

“We know that all things work together for good for those who love God, who 

are called according to his purpose. (Romans 8:28 NRSV). 

Just this week I began reading a book of devotional readings called 

Coffee with Calvin, compiled by a Presbyterian theologian named Donald 

McKim.  Just providentially Friday’s reading was on the subject of God’s 

providence.  John Calvin, the father of our Reformed tradition, had what Dr. 

McKim politely calls a “robust” view of God’s providence.  In fact he’s been 

rightly criticized for carrying this idea further than the Bible does—stretching it to 

the point that he could make it sound as if God has pre-determined everything 

that will ever happen.  But rightly understood the Bible’s teaching about God’s 

providence is a source of blessing.  

Calvin, in one of his more balanced moments, wrote, “Gratitude of mind 

for the favorable outcome of things, patience in adversity, and also incredible 

freedom from worry about the future all necessarily follow upon” knowledge of 

God’s providential care for us. (Institutes 1.17.7) The God who knows everything 

about us, who see our innermost thoughts and desires, is also a God who is for 

us, and not only for us but for his entire Creation. 
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These three things about God make prayer the ultimate safe space for us.  

God knows us intimately. He knows our thoughts and desires, both conscious 

and unconscious.  He knows our sins and our failings. So there’s no need for false 

piety or false modesty in our conversations with the Lord—he already knows 

what’s in our hearts.  And there’s no need to hold back in telling God we really, 

honestly feel—even giving voice to our hatred for people who hate us and 

oppose God, despite the fact the Jesus teaches us to love our enemies and 

pray for those who persecute us.  God already knows that we feel these things.   

In fact if we have these conversations with the Lord in private, then 

maybe we can leave those thoughts and feelings with the Lord instead of 

carrying them with us.  And by expressing them to God, we may also expose our 

own thoughts to ourselves, and that may help us come to terms with them. 

I don’t think it’s accidental that those verses I underlined so many years 

ago come right after this outburst: 

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. 

 

Knowing that we come to God in the safe space of prayer can change us. 

 

These three things about God—his omniscience, his omnipresence, and 

providence—are summed up in a traditional prayer from the Church of 

England’s Book of Common Prayer.  And I’d like to close with it: 

Almighty God, 

to whom all hearts are open, 
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all desires known, 

and from whom no secrets are hidden: 

cleanse the thoughts of our hearts 

by the inspiration of your Holy Spirit, 

that we may perfectly love you, 

and worthily magnify your holy name; 

through Christ our Lord. 

Amen.  

 

Rev. David Spaulding 

First Presbyterian Church, Dixon 

July 30, 2017 

 

 

   


