May 3rd 2026: Psalm 119:9-32: A Passion for God
Did you hear that the world’s longest tiramisu was made in London earlier this week?  It measured 1445ft in length – or 440.6m.  As per Guinness World Record rules, it had to be at least 8cm high and 15cm wide.  Why do I mention tiramisu?  Well, I thought about it in the context of following rules – it’s what one does when making any recipe, isn’t it.  Following the method by having the right ingredients and putting them together in the right way means that you should get the desired result.  In this case, 50,000 ladyfinger biscuits and 3000 eggs, along with 100 Italian chefs, made the right consistency for a record-breaking dessert!  When asked what makes a good tiramisu, the head chef, Carmelo Carnevale said, “A very good coffee, a nice and firm cream and also a lot of passion.”
Psalm 119 at first glance feels like this, but without the coffee and cream: following the rules, with a lot of passion.
On commenting upon Ps119, Walter Bruegemann the Old Testament theologian explains: “Psalm 119 is…the longest psalm; it is also notoriously noted to be boring, repetitious and without plot development.”  So, with this sort of commentary, why are we looking at a portion of it today?!
As you will know, we are taking some time to look at the Lectionary during the season of Easter – during Lent up until Pentecost, we have been looking at prescribed Bible verses from the lectionary – a pattern or a cycle for reading the Bible over a period of time.  Sometimes the readings for the day make sense, and at other times, it feels like they have been chosen at random, none more than today’s lectionary verses!
The secret to unlocking this tiramisu of a Psalm is in its structure.  It is 176 verses in length, because, like some other psalms, it is an acrostic psalm.  If you’re a poet (which I’m not), you’ll know that an acrostic poem is one which begins with each letter of the alphabet in succession.  Apparently, back in the 1940s, there was a song – I think called The Alphabet Song that went something along the lines of, “A – you’re adorable, B- you’re so beautiful, C – you’re a cutie full of charms…” That’s an acrostic.  
Well, Psalm 119 is an expanded acrostic, because, if you look at it in the written form, every 8 verses, there’s a heading in the NIV and other translations.  And this heading is a letter of the Hebrew alphabet, from Aleph to Taw – 22 sections.  Within each of the 8 verses, every line begins with the letter of that section.  Psalm 119 is like an eightfold acrostic pattern: that is to say, each of the eight verses begin with aleph (the first letter of the Hebrew alphabet) and on through the alphabet, eight lines per letter.  Since there are 22 letters in the Hebrew alphabet, the whole length of the psalm is 8x22 = 176!  This is why the psalm is so long, and so full of repetition.
So, with all that learned, we now discover that we are looking at the equivalent of letters “B” (Beth) and “C” (Gimel) in the Hebrew alphabet in our reading today! In all honesty, however, we could probably look at any of the chunks in this psalm, because they are pretty similar – following the rules, with a lot of passion! 
In our Western culture, the word “law” can sound off-putting, judgemental or downright legalistic – it doesn’t sound especially positive.  If, as Christians, who we are told by Paul in the New Testament that, “it was for freedom that Christ has set us free”, why are we looking at “loving God’s laws, statutes, ways, precepts, commands and decrees”, as the Psalm states so clearly?  Can I suggest that another word for “law” in the Old Testament and within the whole of Hebrew scripture that we use the word, “teaching” or “instruction”, rather than “law”?  The teachings of God sound so much more palatable than the “law” of God, and it’s probably a better interpretation of the word Torah.      
This psalm, then, is basically a declaration of trust and devotion to God and his ways.  The psalmist has discovered God’s character through the study of the Hebrew law.   
I don’t know if you have ever had a spiritual parent – someone you looked up to as a great exemplar of Christian faith; someone you had got to know over a period of time who would encourage you, pray for you and just by knowing them you would feel closer to God?  I am blessed to have had a few over my life, but none more amazing than the late, great Martin Ansdell-Smith.  If you have been here more than a couple of years, you will have met Martin.  He was tall and broad, with a great bushy beard, a very deep voice and the heart and soul of the gentlest, kindest man you would ever want to meet.  Always putting people’s needs before his own, Martin would quietly listen to conversations and, only when prompted from something deep inside, might he venture a response.  Without question, Martin has had the biggest influence upon my life in Frodsham.  
I got to know Martin more deeply following the death of his wife, Margaret and then the loss of their daughter, Jennie. We became, I think, good friends and it was a sheer privilege when Martin introduced me at the hospice to his social worker as his “dearest and greatest friend”.  Martin’s prayer life was deep and utterly trusting.  His knowledge of the Bible and his desire to share God’s love in quiet ways was something I had never seen before. 
And his favourite parts of the Bible were Psalm 1 – about keeping in step with God and with creation; Ps19 which links creation and God’s laws; and Psalm 119 which talks, at length about obeying God’s righteous laws.  Martin was a rule-keeper – as a Computer Analyst, this worked well for his profession, because computers work on logic. And so, with his deep faith, God’s laws, statutes, decrees and precepts worked well for Martin – obey what the Bible talks about and you won’t go far wrong.  Of course, his faith went far, far more than merely obeying the rules, but Martin’s sheer love of Psalm 119 showed how, by living according to the words in the Bible and seeking God with all his heart, he did not stray from God’s commands.  It’s my belief that Martin hid God’s word in his heart so he would not sin against God.
So when I come to look at Psalms like this, and when I reflect upon those spiritual giants who made an impact upon me, I can see through the lens of Psalm 119 what made Martin tick – he didn’t follow the rules for their own sake; he followed them because he loved God, which then drove him to obedience. Just as much as his obedience drove him to love God.  
Which makes me think about why the laws, rules, instructions or teachings were put there.  And one Biblical scholar, John Goldingay, writes, “The rules in the Old Testament were not merely random taboos or prohibitions designed to keep you from enjoying your life.  They were given to help you live a truly human life.” And that’s the key!
The psalm’s acrostic pattern enables us, should we wish, to mediate on each line, step by step.  This could take a while to get through all 176 verses, but perhaps that’s the point.  If, for the writer, God’s ways and teachings are the best way to follow and to be encouraged and to live by, then, why not spend time on each line.  It’s precisely the purpose that they wrote in this acrostic fashion – every letter of the alphabet, spent time reflecting and pondering eight times before moving on to the next letter.  It wasn’t a psalm that was written quickly or when in danger!  It’s a slow, calm, thoughtful reflection on the character of God and one’s response to it.
Let’s just give it a go for a moment, shall we?  I’ll just read a phrase, then give some silence for some personal introspection.  You might want to read the words, or close your eyes to think:
V10: I seek you with all my heart; do not let me stray from your commands.
V22: Remove from me scorn and contempt, for I keep your statutes.
V28: My soul is weary with sorrow; strengthen me according to your word.
V27: Cause me to understand the ways of your precepts, that I may meditate on your wonderful deeds.
These sections of the psalm encourage us to explore the theme that adhering to God’s way is the way of blessing – we kinda get something good as a result. The psalmist expects life to go well; you can hold your head high; you can expect God to be with you.  It’s not a contractual thing where, if I do something, God will reward me per se, but it is a reminder of God’s covenant promise with his people of old.  Whatever the people do, God will not turn away, even if circumstances dictate otherwise.
And so, for the psalm writer – the way to obedient love is to follow God’s ways.  The way for him to know God’s ways is to mediate, to wait, to reflect, to think, to pause, to listen, and then to go and to act. That’s the passion!
Maybe God’s laws, God’s teachings, represent God’s character – and I wonder whether, just like Martin’s life, and the lives of all of our spiritual guides, it’s about integrity and wholeness. It’s about how we live truthfully in a world that constantly pressures us to fragment ourselves.
The psalmist answers the question about how a young person can live a pure life: “By guarding it according to your word.” And here’s where we have to pause and ask—what is this “word”?
Because if “God’s word” is used to shame, exclude, or silence, then it is not the living word the psalmist is clinging to. The word described here is not a weapon—it is a lifeline. It is something the psalmist delights in, longs for, meditates on. It is something that brings life, not fear. 
“I seek you with my whole heart,” the psalmist says. Not half a heart or a divided self. Not the version of ourselves we think God will tolerate—but our whole, messy, questioning, evolving selves. We are still, and always will be, people in the state of “becoming”.
This kind of spirituality is not about external compliance. It’s about internal transformation. It’s about becoming people who embody mercy, and humility—not because we’re forced to, but because love has taken root within us. Transforming the world to bring God’s kingdom to earth, as it is in heaven. And the world is transformed, piece by piece, by loving kindness. By God’s love. And that kind of love changes how we see the world.
It opens our eyes, just as the psalmist prays:
“Open my eyes, so that I may behold wonderful things” (v18). Wonderful things, like the sacredness of creation. Like the possibility that God is still speaking, still revealing, still expanding our understanding.
But the psalmist doesn’t pretend this journey is easy. “I am a stranger on the earth,” they say in v19. That resonates, doesn’t it?  To live with integrity in a world shaped by injustice can make us feel like an outsider. The psalmist knows that feeling. And yet—they keep going. 
“Teach me,” they say. “Give me understanding.” “Lead me.” These requests are rooted in humility. They assume we don’t have all the answers. They make room for growth, for change, for deeper awareness.
The culmination of this passage reads, “I run in the path of your commandments, for you have set my heart free – or broadened my understanding.” Not constrained. Not burdened. Not afraid. Free.
The path of God—when rightly understood—is not about restriction. It is about liberation. And that’s why when we think of God’s laws, we don’t think about them in the legalistic way that we tend to understand the word, “law”. The psalmist says, in effect: The more I align my life with divine love and obedience, the more spacious somehow my heart becomes.
So what does this mean for us? It means that faith is about expanding into who we were created to be. Faith is about serving Jesus, and the Psalmist of Psalm 119 doesn’t know Jesus, but he knows the character that Jesus would portray. It means that God is not only found in rigid certainty through the words in the Bible, but also in the journey that helps us become more like Jesus, created, as we are in the divine image. May these reflections upon God’s teachings truly give us the capacity to be truly human, with, like that big tiramisu, a lot of passion.
