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Psalm 95 
 
 A couple of weeks back…a couple of weeks ago…when I launched this 
series of sermons on the Psalms I noted a way in which the Psalms differed from 
other parts of scripture.  As I explained at the time, when we encounter most 
portions of the Bible, we listen to the words of the text—we listen to the human 
speech of the various Biblical writers—in such a way as to hear through those 
human words, God’s own Word.  By contrast, the Psalms represent not God 
speaking to us, but a representative human voice speaking to God.  That 
distinction is an important one…and explains the very different role the Psalms 
have played in the life of both the Church and the Synagogue than the role 
played by other portions of the Bible.  Nevertheless! 

 
 There are exceptions to most rules…and this morning, in our encounter 
with the 95th Psalm, we have come face to face with a Psalm that most certainly 
does break this particular rule.  Mind you: the Psalm’s beginning is the sort of 
thing we can come to expect from the Psalms:  an offering of praise to God and 
an invitation for others to make a joyful noise to God.  All well and good!  Just 
past the midway point of this particular Psalm, however, the Psalmist cautions 
the people against repeating the mistake their forebears committed, under 
Moses, during their sojourn in the wilderness.  No sooner is that uncomfortable 
topic raised, than the Psalm dramatically switches gears and, lo and behold!, it is 
now God speaking to us rather than the Psalmist speaking to God on our behalf.  
It’s as if God has been listening to this Psalm, patiently taking it all in, but as soon 
as the incident that transpired in the wilderness at Meribah and Massah rears its 
head, God can no longer be restrained and bursts into audible view!  If nothing 
else…if nothing else…let that serve as a reminder that we ought to be aware, 
whenever we pray, that God really is listening and might just decide to talk back! 

 
*     *     *     *     * 

 
 If truth be told, I will acknowledge an uneasy relationship with the 95th 
Psalm.  There can be no denying its importance.  Within the Jewish cycle of 
prayer, as part of Friday night worship—as the Sabbath is being welcomed—the 
Psalm that traditionally marks the occasion is the 95th.  Within the traditional 
cycle of morning prayer in many Christian denominations, the 95th Psalm plays 
an equally central role, often being the very first Psalm recited as the day begins.  
And yet, were I doing the choosing…. 
   …likely a good thing that I’m not doing the choosing!!... 
    …I have no doubt but that I would select the 100th 
Psalm: would select the 100th 11 times out of 10.   



Make a joyful noise to the LORD, all the earth! 
Serve the LORD with gladness! 

Come into his presence with singing! 
Know that the LORD, he is God! 

It is God who made us, and we are his; 

we are God’s people, and the sheep of his pasture. 
Enter his gates with thanksgiving, 

 and his courts with praise! 
Give thanks to God; bless the holy name! 

For the LORD is good; 
 God’s steadfast love endures forever, 
and his faithfulness to all generations. 

 
Now that’s my kind of psalm: unqualified praise and unqualified joy from start to 
finish.  And, to be fair, the 95th begins in an equally buoyant way. 

 
Oh come, let us sing to the LORD; 

 let us make a joyful noise to the rock of our salvation! 
Let us come into his presence with thanksgiving; 

 let us make a joyful noise to him with songs of praise! 
 For the LORD is a great God, 

 and a great King above all gods. 
 

Notice, incidentally, how this Psalm reflects an earlier worldview in which ancient 
Israel conceives of there being many different gods, but insisting that there is but 
one true God!  

For the LORD is a great God, 
and a great King above all gods. 

In his hand are the depths of the earth; 
the heights of the mountains are his also. 

The sea is his, for he made it, 
 and his hands formed the dry land. 

Oh come, let us worship and bow down; 
 let us kneel before the LORD, our Maker! 

For he is our God, 
and we are the people of his pasture, 

 and the sheep of his hand. 
Today, if you hear his voice… 

 
Oops!  Yeah!  That’s where things…that’s where things take an interesting 
detour! 

Today, if you hear his voice, 
do not harden your hearts as at Meribah, 

as on that day at Massah in the wilderness, 
when your fathers put me to the test, 

and put me to the proof, though they had seen my work. 



For forty years I loathed that generation… 
 

Do you see what I mean when I state that God’s voice bursts into this Psalm just 
past the half-way point?  And do you see what I mean when I note that God’s 
voice at this point in the proceedings is not a happy voice? 

 
For forty years I loathed that generation, 

and said, “They are a people who go astray in their heart, 
and they have not known my ways.” 

Therefore I swore in my wrath,  
“They shall not enter my rest”. 

 
So much for unalloyed joy!  So much for any warm/fuzzy feeling with which the 
opening part of the Psalm may have left us.  And yes: leaving little doubt as to 
why it is that those who turned this Psalm into the contemporary sung version we 
tried our hand at immediately following the reading of the psalm… 

 
     …leaving little doubt as to why a kinder gentler 
version of the 95th Psalm—an expletive-deleted version of the Psalm—was 
substituted minus all of the angry words from God.  But really!  What choice did 
they have but to take some well chosen editorial scissors to this Psalm?  What 
else could they have done, in a sung version, but to tone down the anger that 
seems to radiate from the final portion of the 95th Psalm? 

 
*     *     *     *     * 

 
 I spoke earlier…spoke earlier of the unalloyed joy I find in the 100th Psalm.  
By contrast I found myself, over the past 7 days, coming to regard the joy found 
in the 95th Psalm as a mottled joy: a joy that is spotted, blotched, mixed with 
other colours and other shades.  I also spoke earlier of how this mottled Psalm 
plays a key role both in Christian and in Jewish worship: ushering in the Sabbath 
(in the worship of the Jewish people), and ushering in the start to a new day, in 
many Christian communions.  And maybe…just maybe…that’s a good thing.  
Beginning with the assumption that God’s word of disappointment is not God’s 
final word to us—God’s love displayed through the Cross and Empty Tomb is 
God’s final word to us, of that you may be certain… 

 
  …beginning with the assumption that God’s word of disappointment 
is not the final word God will speak to us…then maybe, just maybe, it turns out 
that we do need to hear such a word from time to time: not just occasionally but 
on a fairly regular basis.  After all! 

 
 At the heart of Jewish self-understanding, is the notion—the difficult and at 
times uncomfortable notion—of the Jewish people as a people chosen by God 
for particular service and particular standing in the world.  And yes: as both Old 
and New Testaments never tire of reminding: it is a defining temptation for such a 



people to grow so confident in their status, that they can readily lose sight of the 
high-calling and solemn responsibility that is theirs.  In such a context, the 
concluding portion of the 95th Psalm provides the perfect reminder that this 
people—having rejoiced in God—must now go the next step and hear God’s 
voice, heed God’s voice, be attentive to God’s will and God’s way. 

 
 Much the same can be said of a Christian community that wishes to pray 
this Psalm.  Rightly understood, the Gospel of Jesus Christ is absurdly good 
news: news that ought to make us ever so slightly giddy, news that ought to 
serve as a perpetual reminder that we are loved of God: deeply, passionately, 
eternally.  And yes: we too can become so inebriated with that piece of good 
news, that we can lose sight of the response—to that good news—for which God 
yearns.  Like our Jewish sisters and brothers, we can become so fixated on the 
privilege of our status as God’s beloved children, that we lose our connection to 
the challenges of discipleship, faithfulness and the compassionate way of life to 
which we have been called. 

 
 And yes: while I would most certainly—left to my own devices—either 
trade the 95th Psalm in for the 100th, or in a pinch simply prettify the Psalm by 
removing its harsher notes, perhaps I would thereby render the Psalm 
innocuous, remove from it the very word I most desperately need to hear.  Not 
just that “Jesus loves me, this I know…” 
  ….but that under the irreplaceable and unmatched banner of 
Christ’s love….God’s own love!...we remain “pilgrims on a journey, fellow 
travellers on the road”…called not only to rejoice in the love we have come to 
know, but to live in ways that honour that love by seeking to live that love: and 
not only for one hour on Sunday, but during all the other days and hours of the 
week!  

 
 Or, as a wise friend reminded me just the other day: “We are called to 
walk our talk.”  The talk is lovely mind you: lovely and irreplaceable.  In a world 
where there is so much despair, to speak a word of hope is no small thing.  But 
without the walking…even the very best talk will always ring hollow. 

 
Oh come, let us sing to the LORD; 

 let us make a joyful noise to the rock of our salvation! 
Let us come into his presence with thanksgiving; 

 let us make a joyful noise to him with songs of praise! 
For he is our God, 

and we are the people of his pasture, 
 and the sheep of his hand. 
Today, if you hear his voice, 
do not harden your hearts! 

 
 In Jesus’ name!  Amen! 


