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“God rules over chaotic waters, and offers his love through saving waters”

God’s voice, God’s glory, water, a thunderstorm, lightning, wind and fire. All of

these are the images that leap out at us in Psalm 29. My NRSV Lutheran Study

Bible gives this psalm the following superscription: “A Psalm of David,” and the

REB has: “A psalm for David.” The LSB titles this psalm as follows: “The Voice

of God in a Great Storm,” and the CEV has a similar title: “The Voice of the

LORD in a Storm.” Psalm 29 has a long history in the worship of Israel and the

ancient  church.  The  Greek  version  indicates  that  it  was  included  in  the

celebration of the last day of Israel’s Feast of Booths. The early church sung

Psalm 29 on the Day of Pentecost, the Epiphany of Jesus, and the Sunday of

Transfiguration.  All  three  years  of  our  Revised  Common  Lectionary  include

Psalm 29 on the celebration of the Baptism of Our Lord. 

   In verses 1 and 2, heavenly beings, angelic powers, are exhorted to ascribe to

the LORD glory and strength, the glory due to his name. Indeed, the word glory

is mentioned 4 times in Psalm 29. The Hebrew word is kabod, and it means

“weight” or “importance.” In the history of Israel, there were weighty, important

events revealing God’s presence, power and grace. For example, God’s glory

was revealed on Mt Sinai,  when God gave Moses the Commandments and

appeared as,  or in,  a cloud and fire.  God’s glory was also connected to the

tabernacle and the Jerusalem temple. 

   In our psalm, in response to God’s glory in verse 2, the heavenly beings, and

perhaps  even  human  beings,  are  instructed  to  worship  the  LORD  in  holy

splendour;  or  as the REB renders it:  “in holy attire worship the LORD.” The

Message employs more colourful language: “Stand at attention! Dress your best

to honor him (i.e. God)!” 

   That reminds me of the “old days,” when I was a child. Back then, everyone

dressed in their  “Sunday best”  when they went to church.  Dressing in one’s
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“Sunday best” symbolized the weight, the importance of worshipping God—of

keeping the first commandment. God has and continues to give us God’s best,

so in response, outwardly, we can give God our best by wearing our “Sunday

best.” In wearing their best, ancient Israel, responded to God’s glory. I also like

the old KJV of verse 2: “worship the LORD in the beauty of holiness.” Beauty in

worshipping God points us to, reminds us of, God’s beauty—especially his all-

inclusive, unconditional love and grace freely given to us. Beauty can and does

fill us with awe and wonder, as well as humility in the presence of God. 

   In verses 3 to 9, the psalm focuses on God the Creator’s voice, his voice is

mentioned 7 times.   God’s voice has power  over  creation,  including:  mighty

waters, a thunderstorm, the cedars of Lebanon, lightning, and powerful winds.

Of course in our day, science and technology explain, and to greater and lesser

degrees, even predict such natural events. However, in biblical times all of these

things demonstrated God’s power over creation. For example, it was believed

that mighty waters like oceans and floods represented chaotic powers—for the

ancient Israelites, in our psalm, they celebrated God’s rule over such waters.

They also celebrated God’s rule and power over the cedars of Lebanon and oak

trees—both symbols of stability and strength. 

   Speaking of God’s voice, and God’s creative workings to tame and direct

chaotic waters: In today’s gospel, Jesus is baptized by John in the waters of the

River Jordan, and God’s voice speaks, saying: “This is my Son, the Beloved,

with whom I am well pleased.” From his baptism, Jesus would go out into the

world to transform it, in his public ministry of loving service. Through Jesus’s

baptism, God commissioned and ordained him to: bring good news to the poor,

proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the

oppressed go free, and to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour. (Luke 4:18-19) 

   When you and I were baptized, God was also present in the saving water and

God’s voice was spoken to us, claiming us as members of God’s family, and

transforming us for a life of service. In our baptismal covenant, we are given the

following ministry: to live among God’s faithful people, to hear the word of God

and share in the Lord’s supper, to proclaim the good news of  God in Christ
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through word and deed, to serve all people, following the example of Jesus, and

to  strive  for  justice  and  peace  in  all  the  earth.  (“Affirmation  of  Baptism,”

Evangelical Lutheran Worship, p. 236) That reminds me of the following story.

   I  recall  a story that Fred Craddock told about the southwestern Oklahoma

community with which he was very familiar. The village had a population of 450

and four churches. All the churches were Christian denominations and they all

shared the people of the town. Sometimes attendance was up and sometimes it

was down. However, there was a cafe in town whose attendance always stayed

the same. Many of the parishioners of the cafe never went to any of the four

churches. The father of the faithful at the little cafe was Frank, a man of 77, who

declared, “I have no need for church -- I take care of my family, I work hard,

everything else is just fluff.” One day, a local minister in town saw Frank on the

street. He introduced himself and Frank told him he wasn't looking for a church. 

   One day, to everyone's surprise, Frank not only showed up for church, but was

baptized at 78. Talk started in town “Frank must be sick. He certainly is getting

older.” There were all kinds of stories. The preacher and Frank became friends.

Finally,  a  few months  later,  the  minister  got  up  enough courage to  ask  the

question that had been bothering him since Frank's attendance that day. “Frank,

do you remember when I baptized you?” Frank answered slowly, “Yes, I recall.”

The minister paused for a moment then asked the question so long on his mind.

“I am sure you still work hard and take care of your family.” “That's right,” Frank

nodded in agreement. “Well then,” the minister said with a bit of caution, “what

made you do it?”

   Frank cleared his throat. “I didn't know before what my business was; you see

I thought it only included my work and my family, but I learned it was to serve

God and human need.”

   It is at those moments when the heavens open and you can almost hear the

voice of God: “This is my Son; with him I am well pleased.”1 

   The story is told of a pastor's words to a baby shortly after he had baptized

her. No doubt, the minister was speaking as much to the congregation as to the

1 <https://www.sermonsuite.com/sermonstudio/baptism-lord>.
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infant. “Little sister, by this act of baptism, we welcome you to a journey that will

take your whole life. This isn't the end. It's the beginning of God's experiment

with your life. What God will make of you, we know not. Where God will take

you, surprise you, we cannot say. This we do know and this we say -- God is

with you.”

   And God will be with us as we live out our baptism.2 As the REB renders the

last  verse  of  our  psalm  in  a  benediction-like  manner:  “The  LORD will  give

strength to his people; the LORD will  bless his people with peace.” For that,

thanks be to God! 

 

  

   

2 William H. Willimon and Stanley Hauerwas, Resident Aliens (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1989), pp. 52-53.
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