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PRAYING PSALM 3      
17th January 2021 
Folder: Savior Supreme; Good Friday Service; Why I believe 
 
Readings: Psalm 3:1-8 
 
A few weeks ago, we started looking 
at Jonah who, running from God, 
found himself in the belly of a large 
fish. And there he prayed. Now to be 
fair this is no sign of character or 
sainthood. For when faced with 
extreme danger everyone prays - the 
godly and the ungodly alike. Even 
atheists have been known to pray 
when life and limb is on the line. 
 
Once an atheist was taking a walk in 
the woods.  
 
!What majestic trees! What powerful rivers! What beautiful animals!" he 
said to himself.  
 
And as he was walking alongside the river, he heard movement in the bushes 
behind him. Turning, he saw a huge and hungry bear charging towards him. The 
atheist took off as fast as he could up the path. Looking over his shoulder he saw 
the bear closing in, getting closer and closer. He was spurred on but took a tumble 
over tree root. He rolled over to pick himself up, but it was too late. The bear was 
upon him. The bear’s left paw pinned him down while his right was raised to strike. 
 
At that instant the atheist cried out to the Lord. And time stopped. The bear froze, 
the forest was silent. A bright light shone on the man and a voice came out of the 
sky, “You've denied my existence for all of these years, taught others I don't exist, 
and even declared my creation to be a cosmic accident. Do you expect my help 
now? Are you ready to believe?" 
 
The atheist squinting directly into the light said, “I’d be such a hypocrite to ask you 
to treat me as a Christian now. But perhaps… could you make the BEAR a 
Christian?" 
 
There was a pause. “Very well”, said the voice. 
 



 

2/8 
Rev Douglas Bradley 

Cromwell & Districts Presbyterian Church 

The light went out. The sounds and movement of the forest returned. And the bear, 
well he hesitated, shook his head, brought both paws together, bowed his head and 
prayed, 
 
"Lord, bless this food, which I am about to eat. Amen.” 
 
Not a bad first prayer - I’m thinking the bear not the atheist. Yes, even an atheist 
will pray when facing a hungry bear, or in a foxhole or in the belly of a large fish. 
However, Jonah was no atheist and though he’d rebelled against God he humbled 
himself, repented and prayed a prayer that was very much like a Psalm. Why? 
Because he’d studied in God’s School of Prayer - the Psalms. 
 
This is our focus as we begin 2021. For each of us can enroll in God’s School of 
Prayer. To read a Psalm a day and pray a Psalm a day. Now we’ve already looked 
at how to pray a lament - the style Jonah prayed. Last week we looked at how to 
pray Psalm 2, a royal Psalm that points to Christ. This week we’re going to look at 
Psalm 3 where we’ll see how an initial reading can help us pray and then we’ll dig 
deeper to expose a lie of the devil and also what to do with some very harsh words.  
 
I. Initial Reading 
II. Careful Reading: A lie exposed 
III. Careful Reading: Harsh words 
 
 
I. Initial Reading 
As I did last week, I’ll read the Psalm and ask what are your initial thoughts? What 
springs to mind to guide you in prayer? 
 

Psalm 3: A Psalm of David, when he fled from Absalom his son. 
 

O LORD, how many are my foes! Many are rising against me; many are saying 
of my soul, !There is no salvation for him in God.” Selah  
 
But you, O LORD, are a shield about me, my glory, and the lifter of my head. I 
cried aloud to the LORD, and he answered me from his holy hill. Selah  
 
I lay down and slept; I woke again, for the LORD sustained me. I will not be 
afraid of many thousands of people who have set themselves against me all 
around.  
 
Arise, O LORD! Save me, O my God! For you strike all my enemies on the 
cheek; you break the teeth of the wicked.  
 
Salvation belongs to the LORD; your blessing be on your people! Selah  
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For me it was, though I face many foes - whether they be hard circumstances, 
health problems, people issues, even the devil - God is a shield about me. He will 
protect and look after me. God is also my glory. My accomplishments, my abilities, 
my worth - are but morning mist burned off by the mid-day sun. No God is my 
worth. He is also the lifter of my head. Think of yourself as a young child caught out 
being disobedient by your parents. Picture yourself standing before your dad not 
daring to look up at him but staring at your shoes with a tear in your eye. Filled with 
remorse you stammer out an “I’m sorry”. Your Dad then reaches down and puts his 
finger under chin and lifts up your head so you’re looking him in the eye. “That’s OK 
son, don’t do it again. I forgive you and I love you” And after a pause, “Let’s go out 
back and kick a ball around. Yes, the Living God is the lifter of our head. 
 
So, after reading the Psalm a couple of times, once out loud, I can start my prayer 
time by thanking and praising God for these things. For, though foes are stacked 
against me, my Heavenly Father is my shield, my glory and the lifter of my head. I 
can then continue with confession and praying for specific needs for others and 
myself. I’ve enrolled in God’s School of Prayer - I’m learning how to pray the 
Psalms. 
 
This is an initial reading and I’ve only focused on a few verses. But let’s move on 
and dig deeper in to Psalm 3.  
 
II. Careful Reading: A lie of the devil exposed 
Now did you notice the introduction to Psalm 3. A Psalm of David, when he fled 
from Absalom his son. It’s unusual for a Psalm to give us a specific context to help 
us open it up. You see, David wrote this Psalm during the chaotic events described 
in 2 Samuel 15-19. One of David’s sons, Absalom, had staged a coup against his 
father. He’s successfully replaced his Father on the throne. So, David escapes with 
his life, abandoning the royal palace in Jerusalem and with loyal followers escapes 
to the wilderness. Now, on the way we read this in 2 Samuel 16:5… 
 

There came out a man… whose name was Shimei, the son of Gera, and as he 
came he cursed continually. And he threw stones at David and at all the servants 
of King David, and all the people and all the mighty men were on his right hand 
and on his left. And Shimei said as he cursed, !Get out, get out, you man of 
blood, you worthless man! The Lord has avenged on you…” 2 Samuel 16:5–8 

 
 
What Shimei, a relative of the previous king Saul, is doing is throwing back at David 
his past. He’s saying, “Your past is so sinful even God cannot forgive you. There’s 
no salvation for you David. You are getting what you deserve. Remember what you 
did to the household of Saul. Remember that you slept with Uriah’s wife and then 
murdered him. Even God cannot forgive you. You have no salvation from God”.  
 
And David puts these accusations in to words in Psalm 3:1 
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O LORD, how many are my foes! Many are rising against me; many are saying 
of my soul, !There is no salvation for him in God.” Psalm 3:1-2 

 
While throwing stones at David Shimei is shouting, “There is no salvation for you in 
God.” But David knows this is a lie of the devil. David knows God’s mercy is greater 
than the blackest of his black sins. David knows the heart of God and refuses to 
take on board the lies of his foes which are the lies of the devil. So he writes these 
wonderful words, from verse 3 
 

But you, O LORD, are a shield about me, my glory, and the lifter of my head. I 
cried aloud to the LORD, and he answered me from his holy hill. Selah  
 
I lay down and slept; I woke again, for the LORD sustained me. I will not be 
afraid of many thousands of people who have set themselves against me all 
around. Psalm 3:3-6 

 
David refuses to be crushed by the lies of Shimei, the deception of his foes or the 
slander of Satan. 
 
It’s the same for us. We all have something in our past that caused us great shame. 
It may not be adultery like David - or maybe it is. It may not be murder like David - I 
hope not for anyone in this room - but whatever the blackest of our sins, God 
makes it clear that when we confess and repent and cling to his mercy we’re 
forgiven. I never tire of 1 John 1:9 
 

If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse 
us from all unrighteousness. 1 John 1:9 

 
Now one of the schemes of the devil, one he most enjoys, is to whisper in our ear, 
“Remember when…” and as we do remember he whispers one of his most 
masterful lies, “There is no salvation for you in God”. And if we let him - he will 
crush God’s life out of us with this lie. But no! We reply with David… 
 

But you, O LORD, are a shield about me, my glory, and the lifter of my head. I 
cried aloud to the LORD, and he answered me from his holy hill. Psalm 3:3 

 
So, we’re in our daily prayers and we’re asking for forgiveness and something from 
our past comes to mind that causes us to cringe, even recoil. Yes, feelings of guilt, 
regret and shame start to well up. So, we pause and thank God for his forgiveness, 
despite how we feel.  We claim 1 John 1:9. “Lord even though I don’t feel forgiven 
at the moment I claim this verse”. Then we think “Well I’m going to pray Psalm 3. 
Lord I resist Satan’s lie that says that I can’t have your salvation. For your Word 
says you are my shield, my glory and that you lift my eyes that I can see your face. 
I claim this in Jesus name. Please make it more and more real to me”.  
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Well done. Not are you learning but you’ve just got an A+ in God’s school of prayer. 
You have prayed Psalm 3. 
 
So after our first careful reading we’ve exposed a lie of the devil - that a past sin is 
too horrible for even God to forgive. Psalm 3 exposes this lie and helps us to crush 
it. 
 
Let’s move on to a second careful reading. 
 
III. Careful Reading: What to do with the harsh words in the Psalms 
Did you notice the second half of verse 7 
 

For you strike all my enemies on the cheek; you break the teeth of the wicked. 
Psalm 3:7b 

 
So, here’s my question. As Christians, do we pray the harsh words that we find in 
the Psalms? Now what do I mean by harsh words? Now from time to time, not 
often, the Psalmist will pray God’s judgment, curses or punishment on his or God’s 
foes. 
 
Now as harsh words in the Psalms go, these in Psalm 3 on the mild side. There are 
much stronger examples. In Psalm 109 David prays these words for those who 
have done him great wrong. 
 

May his days be few; may another take his office! May his children be fatherless 
and his wife a widow! May his children wander about and beg, seeking food far 
from the ruins they inhabit! May the creditor seize all that he has; may strangers 
plunder the fruits of his toil! Psalm 109:8–11 

 
All very harsh - and there’s worse in the Psalms. So, is this how Christians pray? I 
mean what would Jesus have us pray? Jesus who said, “turn the other check” and 
not “strike all my enemies on the check”. Jesus who said in Luke 6:27 
 

But I say to you who hear, love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, 
bless those who curse you, pray for those who abuse you. Luke 6:27–28 

 
You see, there’s great tension between the harsh words in the Psalms - few that 
they are - and the words of our dear Lord. 
 
One response is to dismiss all the hard words in the Psalms as, “well that was 
before Jesus. “Now that he’s come, we don’t pray these harsh words”. And as a 
rule of thumb, this is safe. This is OK.  
 
However, let’s dig a bit deeper. What does David mean when he writes… 
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For you strike all my enemies on the cheek; you break the teeth of the wicked. 
Psalm 3:7b 

 
Let’s go back to Shimei who’s throwing stones and cursing David.  
 

Then Abishai the son of Zeruiah said to the king, !Why should this dead dog 
curse my lord the king? Let me go over and take off his head.” 2 Samuel 16:9 

 
Here we go. A perfect opportunity for David to have of his enemy struck and his 
teeth broken - as one swift stroke of a sword lops of Shimei’s head. But David 
refuses. No. Not by his hand but by the Lord’s, if it’s his will. 
 
David has a second opportunity to punish Shimei. After David’s decisive victory 
over the rebels and as he’s about to be restored as king we read in 2 Samuel 19:16 
 

And Shimei… hurried to come down with the men of Judah to meet King David… 
And Shimei the son of Gera fell down before the king, as he was about to cross 
the Jordan, and said to the king, !Let not my lord hold me guilty or remember 
how your servant did wrong on the day my lord the king left Jerusalem. Do not let 
the king take it to heart. For your servant knows that I have sinned. Therefore, 
behold, I have come this day, the first of all the house of Joseph to come down to 
meet my lord the king.” Abishai the son of Zeruiah answered, !Shall not Shimei 
be put to death for this, because he cursed the Lord"s anointed?” 2 Samuel 
19:16–21 

 
Again, the perfect opportunity for David to strike his enemy’s cheek and break his 
teeth - and lop off his head while he’s at it. But no, verse 23… 
 

And the king said to Shimei, !You shall not die.” And the king gave him his oath. 
2 Samuel 19:23 

 
Despite harsh words against his enemies in the Psalms David shows them 
undeserved mercy, twice. In fact, there’s no evidence at all that David exacted any 
punishment to any of the rebels. His son died in battle and though it was normal 
practice to kill or enslave those who rebelled against the king, David refuses and 
instead shows mercy. 
 
So how do we make sense of his harsh words in Psalm 3 and the other imprecatory 
Psalms. First of all, like a lament that us give us permission to be angry with God, 
these harsh words give us permission to be angry with those who oppose us. I 
appreciate Psalm 55 where David describes in detail his betrayed by a good friend. 
Here we see him upset and angry and taking it the Lord but even though he prays a 
few harsh words David refuses get stuck in self-pity or despair or fruitless anger. 
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You see David is trusting in God’s sovereignty. That God alone, not us, will decide 
who he will show mercy on and who he will bring and judgment on. It’s like praying 
“Lord if it is your will bring judgment, curses, punishment on my enemies”. 
 
This is my take on it the imprecatory Psalms. As Christians we can use the harsh 
words in Psalms like this. “Lord, this is how I’ve been treated. This is how our feel. 
This is how I think they should be punished. But I leave it in your hands. Instead like 
Jesus said I will now pray for your mercy on them. For only you have the big 
picture, and you love to show mercy on the worst of sinners, just like you did me.”  
 
This is how we can use the harsh words of Psalms in God’s School of prayer. 
Prayers that please the Father heart of God. Yes, we have to be very careful and 
sometimes we do put them aside. But we can also pray them and God’s mercy on 
those who oppose us. 
 
And to finish, let’s briefly ponder how Jesus himself could have prayed Psalm 3. 
Picture that first Good Friday with our dear Lord hanging from the cross. 
Surrounding him are those that mock and jeer. Matthew 27:41–43 
 

So also the chief priests, with the scribes and elders, mocked him, saying, “He 
saved others; he cannot save himself. He is the King of Israel; let him come 
down now from the cross, and we will believe in him. He trusts in God; let God 
deliver him now, if he desires him. For he said, #I am the Son of God.’ Matthew 
27:41–43 

 
See how they twist the knife. They’re saying, “Jesus, there’s no salvation for you in 
God.” Just like the words in Psalm 3. So, we can imagine Jesus from cross praying 
these words. 
 

O LORD, how many are my foes! Many are rising against me; many are saying 
of my soul, !There is no salvation for him in God.” Psalm 3:1-2 

 
Don’t these words exactly describe Golgotha on that darkest of dark days.  
 
Yet, listen to the hope in verse 5 of Psalm 3… 
 

I lay down and slept; I woke again, for the LORD sustained me. Psalm 3:5 
 

In the Bible “to sleep” can be a way of saying “to die”. So, Christ could pray, “I will 
die and I will be laid in a tomb but I will be raised because it is God, my God who 
sustains me”. Listen again… 
 

I lay down and slept; I woke again, for the LORD sustained me. I will not be 
afraid of many thousands of people who have set themselves against me all 
around. Psalm 3:5-6 
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And with these words Resurrection Sunday triumphs over the sin and death 
 
And so, let us all be greatly encouraged in prayer. Let’s continue to read a Psalm a 
day and pray a Psalm day and so follow the example and practice of our dear Lord, 
who gave up is all on Calvary to please his Father - and bring us into his dearly 
loved family. Let’s pray. 
 


