Summer In The Psalms (2026)
Week 4 ~ Psalm 34

God is not an idea, not a theory, not an abstract concept. God is a Person(s), a Being, and as such
can be related to and experienced. This is the heart of this psalm. “Taste and see that the Lord is
good; blessed are those who take refuge in Him.” (34:8, emphasis added) While the psalmist
might be using the senses of taste and sight metaphorically, the point is that God can (and
should) be experienced. Incidentally, this verse is the memory verse for VBS this year, and this
psalm is our focus on VBS Sunday.

Before we go any further, let’s get some nerdy prefacing out of the way. First, note the
annotation at the beginning of the psalm: “Of David. When he pretended to be insane before
Abimelech who drove him away, and he left.” (Or something like that, depending on which
translation/version you're using.) This annotation is an editorial addition by those who
compiled the psalms. It’s referring to an incident in David’s life recorded in I Samuel 21. Is the
annotation correct/accurate that this incident is what the psalmist is reflecting upon?
Maybe...could be...possibly. Does it really matter? Is it important, for our purposes? Not really.
If you were to read I Samuel 21 you might have more questions than clarity, and you might
wonder if the annotator(s) had their facts straight. But no matter, it doesn’t really take away
from the heart of the psalm. (See, I told you this was nerdy.)

Something that is lost in English translations is that this is a (mostly) alphabetic acrostic psalm.
Each line starts with a succeeding letter of the Hebrew alphabet (with one exception). I reckon
no one reading this knows Hebrew, so it’s not really important...nor does it affect the meaning of
the psalm.

OK, I think I got all the geeky stuff out of the way...

I do think that a simple outline of this psalm can be helpful. The psalm basically breaks down
like this...

I.  The psalmist invites readers to rejoice with him for God’s activity in his life. (verses 1-10)

a. A call to worship (verses 1-3)
b. The psalmist’s testimony—his “why” or reason for worship (verses 4-7)
c. Exhortation to the congregation, or readers (verses 8-10)

II.  The psalmist then shifts from a “worship leader” to more of a “teacher” and invites
readers to learn from him. (verses 11-22)

a. Instruction to, and description of, the righteous/faithful (verses 11-14)
b. Encouragement to the righteous (verses 15, 17-20, 22)
c. Contrast/warning to the wicked (verses 16, 21)



As Charles Spurgeon suggests, we can think of verses 1-10 as a hymn, and verses 11-22 as a
sermon/lesson.

Notice the words used in verses 1-3 (the “call to worship”)... extol, praise, boast, rejoice, glorify,
exalt. These are action-oriented words that have a lot of feeling behind them. Or, to say it
another way, these actions would be hard to do without some strong feelings behind them...and
that sort of feeling/emotion usually comes due to having personally experienced something.

Now I'm not saying that all worship has to be highly emotional. But I am saying that it’s hard to
worship if we don’t have some kind of personal experience to draw upon. Warning: I'm about to
get nerdy again. Philosophically, we’re talking about phenomenology. This is, in simple terms,
the study of lived experience. Friends, our faith is a lived experience...not an idea, theory, or
concept. It’s not a compartmentalized aspect of our lives but rather shapes and informs all of our
life. The main reason we emphasize “practices” here at CUMC (one form of which is Soul
Training Exercises) is to aid in personal experience/encounter with God. Dallas Willard, among
others, believed that “...direct, personal interaction with Christ through the Spirit is the
primary way people are formed in Christlikeness.”

To say it another way, we don’t “trust”, or commit to, ideas, theories, concepts the same way we
“trust” and commit to people and relationships. God is a Person(s) with whom we have a
relationship...individually and collectively. The psalmist (in fact, all the writers of the psalms)
seems to explicitly understand this.

What did this look like for the psalmist (and what might it look like for us)? “I sought the Lord,
and He answered me; He delivered me from all my fears.” (verse 4) Additionally, and referring
to himself, the psalmist says, “This poor man called out, and the Lord heard him; He saved him
out of all his troubles.” (verse 6) The psalmist (likely David) had firsthand experience of God’s
goodness and faithfulness toward him.

It is hard to build a faith in Christ off somebody else’s lived experience. Someone else’s
experience can be encouraging, even inspiring, but we want/need our own experience...we need
to “taste and see” for ourselves. Dallas Willard says, “Intimate, individual communication with
God is something that cannot be done away with in spiritual formation. We must constantly
seek out this intimate, individual communion. We need the full assurance of God’s greatness
and goodness that comes only from His direct presence. This, frankly, cannot be derived from
any other source.”

There’s an old saying, attributed to theologian and missionary D.T. Niles, “Evangelism is just
one beggar telling another beggar where to find bread.” The psalmist is essentially functioning
as an “evangelist” (in the classic sense of the term...one sharing good news). In his excitement,
encouragement, enthusiasm from what he’s experienced, he wants to share with others. That’s a
beautiful impulse. And, obviously, it’s predicated on having something, or experiencing
something, that is worth sharing. We can’t share something we haven’t first experienced
ourselves.



To read a little bit more about personal experiences/encounters with God, here’s a link to an
account that is near and dear to Methodists...

Holy Spirit moments: Learning from Wesley at Aldersgate | UMC.org

(One could argue that there would be no Methodist church today if not for this
encounter/experience.)

Now let’s talk about “fear”. Please notice, “Fear the Lord, you His saints, for those who fear
Him lack nothing.” (verse 9, emphasis added) and “Come, my children, listen to me; I will teach
you the fear of the Lord.” (verse 11, emphasis added). A lot of modern people, including
believers, chafe at the idea of “fearing” God. Best as I can tell, that’s because it seems
incongruent with a God of love. Love and fear seem incompatible. But is that the case?

We often prefer to think of “fear” as respect, reverence, and awe. True enough, grammatically
speaking, that works/fits. But here’s the issue...as Westerners, and especially as Americans, we
tend to be a disrespectful, irreverent, and insolent lot.

Perhaps a helpful way to think of “fear” of God, in the way the Bible presents it, is to contrast it
with the fear of people. Whose opinion, particularly of you, means the most to you? Whose
approval do you seek the most? The reality is, we all want the approval, respect, acceptance of
somebody or group. That is who we “fear”. So the question becomes, do we regard God, and
particularly what He thinks of us, above all else/others?

Consider what the apostle Paul said, “Am I now trying to win the approval of people, or of God?
Or am I trying to please people? If I were still trying to please people, I would not be a servant
of Christ.” (Galatians 1:10) Or, “...we speak as men approved by God to be entrusted with the
gospel. We are not trying to please people but God, who tests our hearts. You know we never
used flattery, nor did we put on a mask to cover up greed—God is our witness. We were not
looking for praise from people, not from you or anyone else.” (I Thessalonians 2:4-6a).

We may not like the idea of fearing God, but the reality is that we do fear, or are going to fear,
someone. The best Someone to fear is God. The psalmist is taking his cue from the great wisdom
tradition of Scripture, which is encapsulated well in Proverbs 1:7, “The fear of the Lord is the
beginning of knowledge, but fools despise wisdom and discipline.” To fear God is to trust God;
it is to hold God in the highest regard. It means that God is our ultimate concern. It is hard to
have the kind of interactive life with God that we are designed to have if we don’t have this type
of “fear”...not the fear of consequences in the form of reprisals or punishment, but the fear of
missing out on the best possible life. That changes the motivation, doesn’t it?

In verses 11-14, the psalmist stands alongside the wisdom tradition of Scripture and sounds a lot
like the writer of Proverbs, “To fear the Lord is to hate evil; I hate pride and arrogance, evil
behavior and perverse speech.” (Proverbs 8:13)

The second half of this psalm invites us to consider...
> What is righteous/good versus what is evil?
> What is peace?


https://www.umc.org/en/content/holy-spirit-moments-learning-from-wesley-at-aldersgate

> How do we pursue peace?

Just as the psalmist had cried out to God and was heard and delivered, he encourages his
listeners/readers, “The righteous cry out, and the Lord hears them; He delivers them from all
their troubles.” (verse 17) Much like the beggar/evangelist mentioned above, the psalmist wants
others to trust and share in the goodness of God. He is essentially saying, “I've experienced this,
and you can too.”

Speaking of “troubles”, I appreciate the realism of the psalmist, “The righteous person may have
many troubles...” (verse 19, emphasis added). There is a longstanding, and errant, thought that
being good/righteous and God-honoring somehow shields people from trouble, adversity, pain,
affliction. Friends, that idea is not backed up in Scripture. In fact, Jesus says, “In this world you
will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world.” (John 16:33)

Additionally, please take note, “The Lord is close to the brokenhearted and saves those who are
crushed in spirit.” (verse 18, emphasis added) It DOES NOT say that the Lord keeps people from
being brokenhearted or crushed in spirit, but rather that He is close/near them and ultimately
will save them. This raises the question for us: Do we look to God as a means to an end (like
mistakenly thinking God will keep us from misery), or is God the end we desire (His
Presence/nearness with us regardless of our circumstances)?

Please allow me to wrap up this week with my personal connection to this psalm. Twenty years
ago my family, along with three other families, left Indianapolis to go start a church in Flagstaff,
AZ. (I can’t believe it was 20 years ago!) As we were considering names for our church, we
landed on The Refuge. We gravitated toward that name because of how often the term “refuge”
comes up in the Psalms. In fact, it was Psalm 34:8 that really resonated with us as we came up
with the name, “Taste and see that the Lord is good; blessed are those who take refuge in Him.”
(emphasis added). It was our prayer that this would be our experience and the experience of
those who joined us.

Potential Discussion Questions

e The psalmist says, “My soul will boast in the Lord...” (34:2) The prophet Jeremiah says,
“This is what the Lord says, ‘Do not let the wise boast in their wisdom, do not let the
mighty boast in their might, do not let the wealthy boast in their wealth; but let those
who boast boast in this, they they understand and know Me, that I am the Lord; I act
with steadfast love, justice, and righteousness, in the earth, for in these things I delight,’
says the Lord.” (Jeremiah 9:23-24) The apostle Paul says, “May I never boast except in
the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, through which the world has been crucified to me,
and I to the world.” (Galatians 6:14) What do you boast about? How do you boast in the
Lord?

e This psalm is predicated on the psalmist’s personal experience of God. What is your
personal experience of God? Or, please share some of your experiences of God.



e Who do you know that might be encouraged by hearing about your experience of God?

e Our own personal experience is our primary asset/resource when it comes to sharing
our faith or being evangelistic/missional (or however you like to phrase it). I suspect
that many of us are hesitant to share our experience due to our fear of what people will
think of us. How has/does the fear of what other people may think of you affect you or
limit you? How might the “fear of the Lord” help overcome that?

e Inverse 14 the psalmist exhorts, “Turn from evil and do good; seek peace and pursue
it.” With that in mind...

What is “evil”? What, specifically, do we need to turn from?

What is “good”? How do we “do” it?

What is “peace”? How do we pursue it?

(With all of these questions, try to be as specific and practical as possible.)

o

o

o

e What are your expectations (or perhaps experiences) of “trouble” in life? How has your
faith (your relationship with God) prepared you for it and helped you through it?

e What does “fearing God” look like in your life, practically speaking? (Or, what
questions does such an idea provoke in you?)

e Whatis a line or thought from this psalm that stands out to you?

e How have you taken refuge in God?

e In verse 13 the psalmist instructs, “keep your tongue from evil and your lips from
speaking lies”. This is a poetic way of saying, “be careful with your words”. Jesus said,
“For out of the overflow of the heart the mouth speaks.” (Luke 6:45) If you took
inventory of your words for the past day or two, or the past week, what might you

learn/assess about the condition of your heart?

(Scroll down for Soul Training Exercise)



Soul Training Exercise ~ Evaluating Our Heart Condition Via Our Words

How do you use your words (either spoken or written/typed/texted)? For what aim or purpose?
To draw attention to yourself? To “win” or get the last word? To cut people down or put them in
their place? To control the situation? To communicate love and care? To encourage?

The reality is that our words are very powerful. Additionally, the Bible is very clear that our
words express/expose the condition of our heart. The invitation this week is to take a daily (or
perhaps nightly) inventory of how we used our words over the course of the day. What was
encouraging/positive and what was discouraging/regretable about how you used your words
that day?

Along with that, perhaps give some reflective/prayerful time to James 3:1-12
Finally, the classic spiritual discipline when it comes to words is silence. Perhaps have some
time of prolonged silence this week.



