
The Inescapable and Necessary God  
Psalm 139 

 
There is a moment in the Book of Job, seventeen chapters in, when our hero Job all but gives up 
the fight, trying to make his friends understand that a guy like him, not perfect, not free from sin, 
but a good, sincere believer can come into a world of harm and pain, not because he’s done 
something awful and terrible, but because it served God’s purpose, accomplished something 
good, for him to feel pain and shed tears and to reach for God in anguish, trying to find rhyme 
and reason in it all.  And Job has been finding good in his long wrestling match with God and 
with his own pious friends.  
 
Beginning in chapter 9, as Job wrestled with his own grief and his friend’s pious mistakes, it 
began to dawn on Job that everyone in that talking circle needed help.   So Job looked up and 
sang,“How then can I answer him, choosing my words with God?…There is no arbitrator 
between us, someone who might lay his hand on us both!”  So while everyone around him, 
talked, talked, talked, Job began looking around for a Savior, began dreaming of a resurrection 
where he could find the forgiveness and welcome and rest that so eluded him in that human 
circle of pain and talk and questions and tears. 
  
But still by chapter 17, eight chapters later, there was no help for Job in the here and now, no 
face to lay eyes on, no voice to sooth his heart and settle his anguish, no healing hand to make 
him well and whole. But even so, even then, 1800 years before Christ, God allowed Job to sense 
in his heart that help from above was on the way.  So in a burst of hope, Job sang”, “Behold, my 
witness is in heaven and he who testifies for me is on high!  My friends scorn me; my eye pours 
out tears to God, that he, my witness, would argue the case of a man with God, as a son of man 
might with his neighbor…”. So Job dreams of a Savior from heaven who will come and take his 
case with God.  
  
But that hope was a faint glimmer of light on the wrong side of the horizon for Job. It was more 
than 1800 years in the future. In the meantime, sick and heartbroken and misunderstood by his 
friends, Job sang of darkness closing in.  “My days are past; my plans are broken off, the desires 
of my heart!  My friends turn night into day. ‘The light,’ they say, ‘is near the darkness!’  If I 
hope for the grave as my home, if I make my bed in darkness…where then is my hope?  Who will 
see my hope? Will hope go down to the gates of death?”  And there was the $64 question!  
  
Did hope go down to the gates of death? Was there a burial on Good Friday?  Were you here on 
Easter Sunday? The answer to Job’s question is yes! Two more chapters with God’s help, he’ll 



work his way to it. “For I know that my Redeemer lives, and at the last he will stand upon the 
earth.  And after my skin has … been destroyed, yet in my flesh I shall see God, whom I shall see 
for myself and my eyes shall behold him, and not another!”  So God brought Job so low, not 
because Job was bad, but because Job loved and trusted God enough to hold on and find hope in 
the face of darkness. 
  
And the reason I’ve talked about Job today is that, here in Psalm 139, I think David, himself a 
poet and singer, remembers and echoes Job’s song from 800 years before that God can be found 
even when life and people and circumstances go dark. Now I think David comes at it from a 
different angle.  The person he was, the life David led as a warrior, and a fugitive, and finally as 
an immensely powerful and wealthy emperor has led David into complexities and temptations 
that Job was able to avoid. So David opens Psalm 139, I think, with some amount of sadness,  
  
He sings:  “Lord, you have searched me and known me. You know when I sit down and when I 
rise up.  You have understood my thoughts from afar. The path I take and the bed where I sleep, 
you have investigated. You know all my ways. For there is not a word on my tongue, but, behold, 
Lord, you have known it all. You have hemmed me in behind and before, and laid your hand on 
me. Such knowledge is too wonderful for me. It is beyond me, I cannot attain to it.”  
  
David knows he’s been no saint. And yet he had always loved and always wanted God. 
Elsewhere, in Psalm 27, David sang this, he sang: “One thing I have asked from the LORD, this 
is what I seek, that I may dwell in the house of the LORD all the days of my life, to behold the 
beauty of the LORD, and to meditate in his temple.”  
  
So David found himself in a love relationship with a God who missed nothing, a God who 
wouldn’t let him get away with the liberties and indulgences that other ancient oriental kings 
took for granted. “You have hemmed me in, behind and before, and laid your hand on me.” 
David sang.  To the ancient military mind, this was not the warm and fuzzy sentiment that 
modern Christians have wanted to read into it.  An ancient military commander craved nothing 
more than freedom of movement.  He wanted multiple avenues of attack.  He wanted a position 
with an avenue of escape.  
  
But that’s not what David got when he engaged with a God who knew his every move and 
wanted nothing less than love, loyalty and obedience even from kings.  God knew where David 
had wandered, where he had slept, what he had broken, and God still wanted him: “you 
have…laid your hand on me.” David sang.  A fact that was both wonderful and 
incomprehensible to him. So David found himself a warrior in a culvert with no avenues 
anywhere, no options left but surrender. 
    



“Where can I go from your Spirit?  Where can I flee from your presence?” David sang. 
“If I ascend to heaven, you are there!  If I descend to the dead, you are present!”  So David 
knew, David had learned from Job that God can both save the faithful and judge the faithless 
even after their bodies lie in a grave. “If I take wing at dawn, and dwell at the far end of the sea, 
[it would be in vain.] For even there your hand would guide me, your right hand would hold me 
fast.” 
  
So just as David had been warned by Job in an 800 year old song, now it was David’s turn to 
warn Jonah, a prophet who would live some 200 years after David, and who would take to the 
seas when God cornered Jonah and demanded love, loyalty and obedience from him.  The point 
being that we can love God, want God and still quail, still flee from the holiness and selflessness 
and sacrifice God instills in every soul who truly belongs to him.  Job, David and Jonah all were 
confronted by God in ways that looked like death, and yet all three were kept alive to learn their 
hard lessons and to gain the blessings God gives to those souls who hold on and love and trust 
him even so. 
  
In the moments before his surrender, David did what commanders always do when they’re 
surrounded, he prayed for nightfall, hoped to escape in darkness.  So he sang, “I even said, 
‘Surely darkness will cover me, and night shall be light and comfort to me.”  But a moment’s 
thought about who he was dealing with banished this last notion of escape. He realized and sang, 
“Even darkness is not dark to you, and night is as bright as day.”  And here David gives up any 
hope or stratagem of escape and surrenders his command to that good King in heaven, who was 
able to do what wick old King Saul never managed.  God had outwitted and surrounded David, 
the desert warrior. 
  
And it is only in surrender that a warrior discovers the true character of the Commander he 
fought. Only by throwing ourselves on God’s mercy will we finally learn how deep and rich his 
mercy can be. A real understanding of God’s holiness will make him seem strange and scary to 
the person who dares to see God as he is. But David is pleasantly surprised to find that his 
heavenly Captor was not the entirely hostile stranger he imagined him to be.  Rather, here in 
front of him was the God he had known and loved and wanted all along. So David sings in 
worship. 
  
“…you formed my inward parts, you knitted me together in my mother’s womb.  I praise you for 
I am fearfully and wonderfully made.”  Against all intuition, it is in facing and engaging with a 
holy God that we discover everything worthwhile God has invested in us.  We think that holiness 
is morbid and depressing, a form of religion that will leave us unhappy and unfulfilled, when in 
fact a clear view of the order and balance and beauty that lives in God’s heart allows us to see 
what we were made to be and live, however far beyond our reach it seems in the moment we see 



it.  The secret of knowing and loving and forgiving ourselves is seeing ourselves as having 
lovingly been fashioned by God in the womb.  So David sings, “Wonderful are your works; my 
soul knows it very well. My bones were not hidden from you when I was made in secret…” 
  
Job clung to this fact and sang about it when all his friends had given him up for lost, considered 
him judged and condemned for some sin that Job didn’t even know he had done.  
Job could only look to heaven and sing: “Your hands fashioned and made me! And now you have 
destroyed me altogether? Remember that you made me like clay! And will you return me to the 
dust?…You clothed me with skin and flesh, and knit me together with bones and sinews. You 
have granted me life, and your care has preserved my spirit.”  In the end, Job found it logically 
impossible that God would invest such wonder in people like us and not redeem us from sin and 
preserve us from death. 
  
And 800 years after Job, David sings the same logic here: “Your eyes saw my unformed 
substance. In your book was written, every one of them, the days that were formed for me when 
there was not yet one of them.”  At this point, I should give what is due to the pro-life 
movement.  If God is invested in the weaving and forming of every human child, if we are all 
redeemable and our sins are forgivable, it is wrong to take a child’s life in utero, no matter how 
desperate the circumstances that attend his or her conception.  That being said, we should 
remember that Moses and David and likely Paul all took human lives in shadowy circumstances 
and they all were forgiven. 
  
What Job found in his suffering and David found in his own guilt was a grace that transcended 
their circumstances in ways they could only begin to put into words.  So David sings: “How 
precious to me are your thoughts, O God! How vast is the sum of them! If I were to count them, 
they would be more than the sand! I awake and I am still with you!”   Jesus taught in Matthew 
12 that the only sin that grace doesn’t reach is to blaspheme the Holy Spirit, in other words, to 
call the Spirit a liar when we hear from God’s word what holiness means and how grace can get 
us there. 
  
So David has been captured by a God who, far from being a hostile stranger turned out to be the 
One who had loved and chosen David from before the beginning of time.  And against all 
intuition David found an essential self respect and self forgiveness in the presence of God who 
hates lust and lies and violence, but who loves people who will bow to his holiness and trust in 
his mercy. 
  
The difficulty being that, once God had brought him in and made him whole, David had to leave 
his knees and go back to being an ancient oriental monarch in a world full of bad guys, monsters 
and liars, rebels and thieves, traitors and spies. So David sings: “ O that you would slay the 



wicked, O God!  O men of blood, away from me! They speak against you with malicious intent; 
your enemies take your name in vain!”  
  
The very notion that one can live for God, that one can love and forgive others without confusion 
and upset and heartbreak even among believers, is a nursery school dream.  So David sings: “Do 
I not hate those who hate you, O LORD?…do I not loath those who rise up against you? I hate 
them with complete hatred; I count them my enemies.”  
  
To be sure the hatred of evil is a necessary part of fearing and loving God.  Solomon would 
write: “The fear of the LORD is to hate evil; pride and arrogance, the perverted tongue and the 
evil way I hate.”  And yet in all of Scripture I could find only two direct commands for believers 
to hate evil, one in Psalm 97 and one in Amos 5. I would guess that over 90% of the time the 
verb “hate” appears in the Bible to describe unbelievers hating God, hating truth and discipline 
and hating believers. So hatred is a thing that believers should handle sparingly and with great 
care.  It’s a terrible thing to be ordained by God to rule in the face of real undeniable evil and 
David had to do it every single day.  
  
And so he sings to God: “Search me, O God, and know my heart!  Try me and know my 
thoughts!  And see if there be any grievous way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting!”  The 
sad fact is that we do have to rise up from our knees and go out there and make decisions which 
ripple out for well and for ill in ways we can’t begin to know.  And for as long as we’re between 
the horizons, we will do it badly at times. Job did, Moses did, David did, Paul did. And only 
grace from God, early and often, will redeem the messes we make and the harm we cause.  
 


