Pre:

Psalm 116 was used by the Hebrew people during special times of worship.  When the people would gather in Jerusalem for festival times, they would have worship together, and there would be opportunity given in these worship services for people to give personal testimony to what God had done in their lives.  I suppose it was a little like what happens in our prayer time when someone shares a prayer that God has answered.  When people shared about God’s deliverance in their lives, this Psalm was recited in celebration and in worship.    The Psalmist spends about half of the Psalm on what God has done, and the other half on what is the appropriate response to what God has done.

The Cup of Salvation

Psalm 116


Ed has a favorite saying that he usually saves for the very end of a road trip.  We drive up into the driveway, stagger out of the car, unload the dogs, and he says with a grin, “Well, we cheated death again.”   


Psalm 116 is the Psalm of the person who has cheated death.  It’s the Psalm of 9 Pennsylvania miners who came within an inch of their death, but came out alive.  It’s the Psalm of Lance Armstrong, who beat testicular cancer and went on to win the Tour de France four times.  It’s the Psalm of two California teenagers who were kidnapped last week, but rescued and returned to their families.  It’s the Psalm of Elaine Luthringer, who is outrunning lung cancer.  It’s the Psalm of little Victoria D’Amico, who came into the world kicking and screaming this week.  It’s the Psalm of all of us, who recognize that we are merely mortal, we are vulnerable to illness, to injury, to trouble and to death, those of us who realize that every breath is a gift.  That life itself is a gift.  And we owe it all to our God.  


I love the LORD, because he has heard my voice and my supplications, because he has inclined his ear to me, therefore I will call on him as long as I live.   

For you have delivered my soul from death, my eyes from tears, my feet from stumbling. 


The Psalm celebrates a very important truth. A truth that is also embodied in the death and resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ.  Trouble and death loom large and seem powerful.  But life is bigger and stronger.  And life is God’s gift to God’s children.  Life here and now, and life forever in God’s kingdom.

This Psalm has echoes in other parts of the Bible:  In Isaiah 25:  He will swallow up death in victory. In I Corinthians 15:  Death has been swallowed up in victory.  Where, O death, is your victory?  Where, O death, is your sting?  The sting of death is sin and the power of sin is the law, but thanks be to God, who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ.  


In the Psalm, death is pictured as a hunter.  It speaks of the snares of death.  Death is stalking its prey, but the prey escapes.  


We might also think of death as a thief or a criminal, attempting to steal life from us. But the thief does not outsmart his victim. 

A woman reported that her car had been stolen, and she mentioned to the police that she had a car phone.  The police officer taking the report called the phone and told the guy who answered that he had read the ad in the newspaper and wanted to buy the car.  They arranged to meet and the thief was arrested.  (internet) 

Trouble and death may also seem to loom as large and as strong as Goliath did to young David.  But things are not always what they appear.  

An archeologist was digging in the Negev Desert in Israel and came upon a casket containing a mummy.  After examining it, he called the curator of a prestigious natural-history museum.  “I’ve just discovered a 3,000 year-old mummy of a man who died of heart failure!” the excited scientist explained.  To which the curator replied, “Bring him in.  We’ll check it out.”  A week later, the amazed curator called the archaeologist.  “You were right about the mummy’s age and the cause of death.  How in the world did you know?”  

“Easy.  There was a piece of papyrus in his hand that said, ‘10,000 shekels on Goliath.’” (parables, etc., 20.9.1)

Trouble and death loom large.  But they are no match for our God.  


Psalm 116 celebrates this victory.  But the Psalm is not a Pollyanna. It’s realistic about life.  

Albert Einstein once said that reality is merely an illusion, albeit a very persistent one. I suspect he was joking.  But there are times we would like reality to be an illusion. We would like to wake up and find out it has all been a dream.  Because life is difficult.   And sometimes Christians with good hearts preach a message that is sweet to the ears, but is not true.  Here it is: if we are faithful to God, we will not suffer, we will not struggle, we will only experience good things, prosperity, happiness.  Have you heard that message?  Have you wanted to believe it?  That is a nice thought, but it’s bad theology.  The Bible is full of proof that people who are faithful to God suffer.  And Psalm 116 recognizes this as well.  We do suffer, and ultimately we do die. As one commentator says, “The question is not if we will have crises.  The question is how we will respond to them.  We can live in denial.  We can rationalize our situation, or we can medicate ourselves against the reality.  [We can blame everybody around us.]  The psalmist’s response, however, is to face it squarely and then turn to the only one who can help him, the living God.”  (Don Williams, 336)  That is always the response of the person of faith.  Face the reality, and turn to God, knowing that with God the end of the story is not death but life.    


Notice that the faith required is not what they call “fox-hole faith.”  It’s not a flash in the pan, where we cry to God only when we’re in trouble, (“Oh, God, if you just get me out of this mess, I’ll blah de blah de blah”) and then go about our business as if nothing had ever happened.  No, the Psalm writer says, Because he inclined his ear to me, therefore I will call on him as long as I live.  As long as I live.    

Has God touched your life?  Has God “snatched victory out of the jaws of defeat?” Have you come to know God’s blessing of life?  How are you responding to God’s great gift to you? 

Listen to this challenge from the Psalm.  

What shall I return to the LORD for all his bounty to me?

I will lift up the cup of salvation and call on the name of the LORD,

I will pay my vows to the LORD in the presence of all his people.    

Then, in case you missed it the first time, the same thought is repeated, 

I will offer to you a thanksgiving sacrifice and call on the name of the LORD.

I will pay my vows to the LORD in the presence of all his people.

The cup of salvation or the thanksgiving sacrifice is a particular offering that the Hebrew people would bring to God’s house to express their thanks.  Literally, they would offer a libation of wine on the altar.  That offering symbolized their thanks.  And it was done in front of the congregation, in the presence of fellow worshipers.  That worship context adds a certain accountability to the response.  It ought to be enough just to make one’s promises in private, just between me and God.  It’s a funny thing, though; often people think that God won’t notice if they break their promise.  But if make our promises in front of God and everybody, then that makes us accountable to our brothers and sisters in faith too.  They can remind us of the promise we’ve made. I will pay my vows to the LORD in the presence of all his people.

The idea of lifting up the cup of salvation gains even greater depth for us when we think about it in the context of the Lord’s Supper.  In this case, we do not bring the libation of wine.  God has made that sacrifice.  What we do bring is ourselves.  In this meal, then, the two parts of the Psalm come together.  What God has done for us, and our response.  When we lift up the cup of salvation, we receive the gift of life that comes from God through Jesus and his sacrifice.  And we give ourselves to his service.  

 What shall I return to the LORD for all his bounty to me?

I will lift up the cup of salvation and call on the name of the LORD,

I will pay my vows to the LORD in the presence of all his people.
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