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PRAYING PSALM 18      
24th January 2021 
Readings: Psalm 18:1–6; 20-24 
 
There are a lot of rocks in Cromwell. We are 
a geologist’s delight and a gardener’s 
nightmare. Every time I weed the front 
garden, I’m digging up more rocks. However, 
when I’m walking Tobin there’s no end of 
interesting rocks, especially in connection 
with our gold-digging heritage. 
 
Do you recognise these rocks?… the 
Northburn herringbone tailings, 10 minutes up the road. Amazing structures where 
every rock was moved by hand, pulleys and ropes. Staggeringly impressive.  
 
There’s also rock lined water runs. Some are still in 
use today supplying water to farms and orchids. 
Then there are the ruins of miners’ huts and 
dwellings scattered around the hills. All made of 
stone - 100, maybe 150, years old and still standing. 
 
Now, these ages are nothing compared to a place 
like Israel. They also have stone buildings, but we’re 
talking one, two even three thousand years old. So, 
when David wrote his Psalms, like Psalm 18 not 
only was he doing this some four thousand years ago but probably in a stone building - 
his palace 
 
And Psalm 18 picks up on the theme of The Rock - not the Hollywood actor - but 
another “The Rock” who is faithful, dependable and who endures. So, as we continue 
our short series in the Psalms we’ll give Psalm 18 an initial reading to pick up themes, 
images and phrases to enrich our prayer life. 
 
Next, we’ll come a sort out a passage that’s difficult 
for Christians to pray. Then thirdly we’ll explore the 
theme of the The Rock that is central to Psalm 18. 
 
I. Initial Reading 
II. Careful Reading: How can I pray this? 
III. Careful Reading: The Rock 
 
I. Initial Reading 
Now if you’ve taken up the challenge to “read a Psalm a day and pray a Psalm a day” 
then Psalm 18 is the longest so far. When I came to it, I prayed it over two mornings. 



 

2/6 
Rev Douglas Bradley 

Cromwell & Districts Presbyterian Church 

We’ll start with the first 6 verses. You may want to follow along in your Bible or in the 
news sheet and see what strikes you as I read…  
 

I love you, O LORD, my strength. The LORD is my rock and my fortress and my 
deliverer, my God, my rock, in whom I take refuge, my shield, and the horn of my 
salvation, my stronghold. I call upon the LORD, who is worthy to be praised, and I 
am saved from my enemies.  
 
The cords of death encompassed me; the torrents of destruction assailed me; the 
cords of Sheol entangled me; the snares of death confronted me. In my distress I 
called upon the LORD; to my God I cried for help. From his temple he heard my 
voice, and my cry to him reached his ears. Psalm 18:1-6 

 
When I did this at home these were some of the phrases and images that stuck out… 
 
“I love you, O LORD, my strength”.  There’s so much in this short sentence. “I love you 
Lord - you who first loved me and gave Jesus up for me - how can I not respond in love 
for you O Lord. You are my strength, my solid place, my shoulder to lean on, the arms 
that lift me when I fall”. 
 
Then you’ll notice some descriptors you can pick up on; “Heavenly Father you are my 
rock, my fortress, my deliverer, my God, my rock (repetition - that’s emphasis), my 
shield, my horn (I wonder what that means?) and my stronghold.” Now, in the Bible the 
word horn is a symbol of honour and strength. “You O Lord are my horn - my honour 
and my strength. 
 
So, many treasures to mine in just the first two verses. Moving on, verses 4-6 speak 
about how even as we face death we can cry to God and he listens. Not only listens 
but acts. Because Christ defeated death on the cross we share his victory. Yes, even 
in our greatest distress, where the cords of Sheol - that’s the grave - threaten to 
entangle and the snares of death move to grasp, we will not be overcome because our 
Heavenly Father hears our cries and responds. 
 
Now, because there’s so much more in this Psalm we may decide we have enough to 
start making these words our own continue in our Quiet Time. With these words and 
phrases intermingled with our own we move from adoration and thanksgiving to 
confession and requests for various needs and concerns. This is what it means to 
enroll in God’s School of Prayer. Well done. You are praying the Psalms.  
 
II. Careful Reading: Can I pray this? 
Now as we continue through Psalm 18 we find that it picks up a military theme as 
David thanks God for victories in battle. A number of these verses are useful in spiritual 
warfare for praying against the schemes of the devil. We’ll pick this up when we return 
to Ephesians and the armour of God. Then we come to verse 20 in Psalm 18 and a 
major difficulty. I’ll read verses 20-24 and see if you can pick up the problem. Could 
you pray this? 
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The LORD dealt with me according to my righteousness; according to the cleanness 
of my hands he rewarded me. For I have kept the ways of the LORD, and have not 
wickedly departed from my God. For all his rules were before me, and his statutes I 
did not put away from me. I was blameless before him, and I kept myself from my 
guilt. So the LORD has rewarded me according to my righteousness, according to 
the cleanness of my hands in his sight. Psalms 18:20-24 

 
Would you feel comfortable praying this?… Well, no. Why? This is a dangerous prayer. 
For if God dealt with me according to my righteousness, my cleanness, my keeping of 
his ways and my being blameless then I’m in big trouble. And so would you! So, how 
could David dare to pray like this? 
 
Well, this is how I’ve come to terms with this passage, and others like it that pop up in 
the Psalms from time to time. In David’s day they didn’t understand the full extent of sin 
- how bad it really is. Why? Well, it was because they didn’t understand what it cost to 
put things right. In David’s day being right with God was through animal sacrifice, the 
shedding of the blood of a lamb and the like. So, sin was certainly bad but relatively 
easy to sort out - unless you happen to be a lamb, or a goat or bull. 
 
However, the blood of an animal isn’t the true cost of sin. The blood offered in Old 
Testament times was a small down payment. It was a pointer to greater things to 
come. No, the real cost of sin was the blood of a true and better sacrifice - the sacrifice 
of God’s own Son. Now, this changes everything when it comes to understanding the 
extent of sin. If the only thing that could make us right with God was the death of his 
own Son - the only thing, with no other option - then sin is way worse than we could 
ever imagine.  
 
In financial terms let me ask you this, “How bad is your debt?” Well, it all depends how 
much it costs to put it right. $100 is a not bad debt for most but $100,000 is - and a 
$100,000,000 is about as bad a debt as we can imagine. What about owing the same 
as New Zealand’s GDP as a debt! You get the idea.  
 
So, David couldn’t what we see. Yes, he saw the sacrifices and knew that these 
represented something more but had no idea of the full extent. So David prayed his 
prayer in Psalm 18 not knowing sin was so bad that it would exact the ultimate price - 
the life of God’s own son. However, we, on this side of the crucifixion know much more 
about the cost and from this how bad is our sin.  
 
So instead, we can use David’s prayer along the lines. Using verses 20-24 I can 
reshape his words to pray… 
 
“Heavenly Father thank you that you do not deal to me according to my righteousness 
or according to my cleanness. Lord I have not kept your ways. I have departed from 
you. Your rules and your statutes I have put away from me. I am not blameless before 
you. I did not keep myself from guilt. But in your mercy, you have rewarded me 
according to Jesus’ righteousness and according to his cleanliness. He paid the price. 
You are an awesome God.” 
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And this is how we pray the Psalms in God’s school of prayer. We turn prayers that 
sound arrogant into humble prayers of repentance.  
 
Now, just for perspective, it is a clear Biblical principle that God does reward his people 
as they earnestly seek and follow him. But always, always, always our sense of 
worthiness derives from God’s mercy displayed to us in Christ  
 
This then is a practical way of dealing with a difficulty that pops up from time to time in 
the Psalm. Let’s now turn to one of the main themes of Psalm 18. Let’s pick up the 
theme of The Rock. 
 
III. Careful Reading: The Rock 
Four times David refers to the rock. Verse 2 
 

The LORD is my rock and my fortress and my deliverer, my God, my rock, in whom 
I take refuge… Psalm 18:2 
 
For who is God, but the Lord? And who is a rock, except our God? Psalm 18:31 
 
The Lord lives, and blessed be my rock, and exalted be the God of my salvation. 
Psalm 18:46 

 
Now the background of this Psalm helps us here. What do we know about this Psalm? 
Well, Psalm 18 is also found almost word for word at the end of 2 Samuel. Now the 
end of 2 Samuel shows David in his final days. He’s now an old man reflecting on his 
life and of all the Psalms he wrote it’s Psalm 18 that he chose to describe his life.  And 
in this final Psalm the rock is a strong theme. For a rock represents… 
 
a. Endurance 
God’s faithfulness and mercy endured like a rock for David. Just as a rock speaks of 
long lasting, even everlasting from a human point of view, so David thinks of God’s 
love for him. When I’m walking past a herringbone tailing those rocks have been there 
a hundred years or more and they’ll be there for another hundred. Even more so, with 
God. All through the generations God is faithful, his love endures forever. 
 
b. Shelter 
And rocks not only last forever - certainly from a human point of view - but they also 
offer us shelter. Those who tramp Fiordland and Central Lakes will know of rock 
shelters called… bivvies. Bivvies are overhangs in the rock that provide welcome 
shelter from the elements. They’re marked on maps and well known to trampers. Many 
a tramper or climber has been saved from the elements by making their way to and 
then sheltering in a rock bivvy. Here’s the Kea Basin bivvy at Mt Earnslaw - luxury!  
 
And David - he knew all about the rock bivvies and caves in the wilderness of Israel. 
For he was years on the run from King Saul in the wilderness. And it was his 
knowledge of rock shelters and caves that kept him and his men alive. And also, again 
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when he was on the run from his son Absalom. Those bivvies and caves where his 
shelter and hiding place protecting him from the elements and hiding him from his 
enemies. Now, as David looks back over his life, how much more does he appreciate 
God as his true and better shelter and his hiding place. 
 
c. Foundation 
And from a rock perched upon a mountainside we know David and his men would be 
able to see from afar the approach of those hunting him down and have time make a 
decision on defense or retreat. And with rock firmly under David’s feet we see another 
Biblical image for rock - that of foundation. Rock firm under feet is often contrasted with 
mire which is like a bog swamp or sand. 
 
Psalm 42:2 reads… 
 

He drew me up from the pit of destruction, out of the miry bog, and set my feet upon 
a rock, making my steps secure. Psalm 40:2 

 
Looking back David remembers times he strayed from God and got himself trapped in 
miry bogs and shifting sand but when he called out, God heard and lifted him up and 
restored his feet to solid ground – to the rock. Yes, God was David’s firm foundation. 
 
So, as David gratefully looks back on his life, he holds the image as God as his rock. A 
God who was faithful and enduring, his shelter in times of trouble and David’s sure and 
steadfast foundation. No wonder he writes…  
 

The Lord lives, and blessed be my rock, and exalted be the God of my salvation. 
Psalm 18:46 

 
This then is image of David’s rock – his Living God. Yet, there’s a greater depth to this 
image of The Rock because the Psalms also point to a true and better Rock, one that 
was to come. Psalm 118:2 
 

The stone that the builders rejected has become the cornerstone. This is the Lord!s 
doing; it is marvelous in our eyes. Psalm 118:22–23  

 
And for hundreds of years as Psalm 118 was read, prayed and sung no one had the 
slightest idea what it could mean. What is the meaning of a rock rejected? 
 
And then the prophets declared - Isaiah 28:16, God speaking says 
 

Behold, I am laying in Zion a stone, a cornerstone chosen and precious, and 
whoever believes in him will not be put to shame. Isaiah 28:16 

 
So, God’s rock, his cornerstone will be rejected by many, but a few will believe in him 
and be blessed. What’s happening here? Who or what is this rock, this cornerstone? 
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And many here know the answer. Who is The Rock? Who is this cornerstone? Christ is 
our cornerstone! He is The Rock rejected on that first Good Friday. But for all who 
receive him, believing in him we will never be put to shame. John 1:11-12 
 

He came to his own, and his own people did not receive him. But to all who did 
receive him, who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God. 
John 1:11–12 

 
Christ the Rock, the Cornerstone rejected, gives us the right to become children of the 
living God. He takes away our shame. This is The Rock that we celebrate, rejoice and 
adore. 
 
So, let’s pull this image of The Rock together. David at the end of his life looks back 
and declares that God has been his Rock. God’s faithfulness to David has endured, 
being rock steady and unmovable. David himself has being shaken, thrown all over the 
place, but not God’s love for him. And this image of The Rock also describes God as 
David’s shelter and also his firm foundation. Every blessing David’s had received came 
from his Rock and Redeemer, his Stronghold and sure Foundation.  
 
And the Good News of the Gospel is The Rock can be our strong place and our 
foundation. His faithfulness does endure in our lives as we look to The Rock, The Rock 
from which we were hewn, the cornerstone rejected by many but to all you believe, 
blessing upon blessing. Have you, are you making Christ your rock, refuge and 
stronghold? Let’s finish with Psalm 61:2 
 

From the end of the earth, I call to you when my heart is faint. Lead me to the rock 
that is higher than I. Psalm 61:2 

 
Let’s pray 


