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Psalm 40: 1-11 (CEB)...| put all my hope in the Lord. He leaned down to me; he listened to my
cry for help. 2 He lifted me out of the pit of death, out of the mud and filth, and set my feet on
solid rock. He steadied my legs. 3 He put a new song in my mouth, a song of praise for our God.
Many people will learn of this and be amazed; they will trust the Lord. 4 Those who put their
trust in the Lord, who pay no attention to the proud or to those who follow lies, are truly
happy! 5 You, Lord my God! You’ve done so many things— your wonderful deeds and your
plans for us— no one can compare with you! If | were to proclaim and talk about all of them,
they would be too numerous to count! 6 You don’t relish sacrifices or offerings; you don’t
require entirely burned offerings or compensation offerings— but you have given me ears! 7
So | said, “Here | come! I'm inscribed in the written scroll. 8 | want to do your will, my God.
Your Instruction is deep within me.” 9 I've told the good news of your righteousness in the
great assembly. | didn’t hold anything back— as you well know, Lord! 10 | didn’t keep your
righteousness only to myself. | declared your faithfulness and your salvation. | didn’t hide your
loyal love and trustworthiness from the great assembly. 11 So now you, Lord— don’t hold back
any of your compassion from me. Let your loyal love and faithfulness always protect me.

Well, friends, this morning, we continue our Lenten exploration of dirt in all its forms
with our first sermon about mud. Mud is something we all know well. | don’t know about you,
but | grew up playing in the mud. Anytime it rained, my brother and | were outside in the front
yard digging and sculpting and just getting our hands dirty. We had a big ditch in the front yard
at one of the parsonages we lived in that turned into one big muddy waterslide whenever we
got a heavy rain. My brother and | would spend hours playing in it before mom would call us in
for dinner, stopping us on the back patio to hose us down before we stepped foot inside the
house. Clearly, | have a lot of history with mud, most of it really happy and positive. But mud in

this scripture passage isn’t something fun to play in. It’s a scary trap. While most of my
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memories of mud are positive, when | first read this Psalm as | prepped for this sermon, | was
hit by a visceral memory. You know the type of memory that you feel in your whole body?

As you all know, | grew up mostly on my grandparents’ farm which means that like all
farm kids, | often had chores to help with around the property. Working on a warm is dirty
work in the best of circumstances, but there was this one spring when | was in high school
where we got a ton of rain. This meant that the ground between our house and the barn had
transformed into one big muddy, swampy mess. | needed to get to the barn to check the
horses water and give them their morning flake of hay, but as | surveyed the path ahead, |
knew getting there was easier said than done.

| went into the garage to get my gear on. Whenever we went to do chores, especially in
rainy conditions, we’d put on special rubber boots. These were waterproof boots that went up
about midcalf and had thick soles. | remember tugging on my boots and a Carhartt jacket and
stepping out onto the gravel driveway that looped around the back of our house. As the gravel
came to an end, the ground transformed into a long strip of mud. | stepped off of the gravel
and placed my feet into the mud for the first time. As you might imagine, when | went to take
my next steps, my right foot came up, but my right boot stayed down. | stood there, balancing
on one leg, trying to get my socked foot back into my boot without falling over. The ground was
so muddy that the mud had completely gripped my boots, and these boots are specifically
made for walking through mud! | eventually got my foot back in and was able to make it to the

barn, but the walk there and back took more than twice the amount of time it normally took



because with every step, I'd have to reach down, grab the top of the boot and force my legs up
and out of the mud.

That’s the memory that came back to my mind and body when | read the opening verses
of Psalm 40. When the psalmist says, “He lifted me out of the pit of death, out of the mud and
filth,” 1 can almost feel the mud pulling at my legs as | walked to the barn that day. | remember
how exhausting and frustrating it was to fight back against the mud’s pull. | don’t personally
struggle with fears of confined places or being trapped like some people do, but | know what it
feels like to be stuck in the mud, and to be honest the idea of being stuck in the mud up to my
knees or higher makes me physically uncomfortable. So, the Psalmist’s decision to compare his
plight to being stuck in a mud pit makes total sense to me, and as a metaphor for sin and
suffering in the midst of Lent, it really works.

There are many different types of psalms — psalms of praise, psalms of pilgrimage,
psalms of confession — but this psalm is among the psalms of lament. To lament means to
passionately express grief or sorrow. That’s where most psalms of lament start — in grief and
anguish. The psalmist usually begins by shouting out their plight, begging God for help, and
then ends with a statement of faith asserting their belief that God will deliver. But Psalm 40 is a
bit different. The psalmist begins with the statement of faith, telling the reader about their
joyful deliverance from the pit of death. For the first 11 verses, the ones we read this morning,
the psalmist speaks from a place of joy. The turn to lament comes midway through the psalm

and remains until the end. As scholar Marty Michelson points out:



“There is no transition between the two parts. Just a step across the threshold. Just a

door banging shut. Just the bitter chill of wind and cold on our faces after the warmth

that was inside.”
So, what gives? Why would the Psalmist choose to start this psalm on a high note and end on
the low note? At first, one could wonder if this was a mistake. Maybe a Biblical editor got it all
mixed up? But, no, | tend to think that the order and movement of this psalm is very much
intentional. Because sometimes life throws you curveballs. Sometimes everything is going
great, you’re in church on Sunday morning, singing God praises because you have been
rescued from the pit, your feet are on solid ground, and then the next thing you know, you’re
right back in the mud.

For me, there’s something so appropriate about this flipped script for us in the season of
Lent. It’s a season that takes us on a roller coaster. We begin on Ash Wednesday with a
reminder of our own mortality. Then, for the next six weeks, we follow Jesus on the path to the
cross. Along the way he does what Jesus does best: he heals people, teaches about mercy and
justice, calls and mentors his followers, shares good news to the oppressed that their liberation
is in sight. We watch him closely as he weaves his way through the Judean landscape, making
the long trek to Jerusalem, where he went every year for Passover. As we watch Jesus on this
journey, we know how the story ends. We already anticipate his triumphant entry to Jerusalem
on Palm Sunday, where he will initially be welcomed, but we also anticipate the abrupt shift

from triumph to despair. Jesus will be arrested, tortured, and crucified by the very people who



once welcomed him with arms wide open. And then, finally, on the third day, he will
experience resurrection and will rise to new life. | mean, what a chaotic tale.

Whenever | think about the chaos, the highs and lows, of Jesus’s final days, | imagine
how he must’ve felt. He was both fully divine and fully human. We know he felt fear and
sorrow and joy and hope just like we do. | wonder if the words of Psalm 40, words that he
knew doubt knew by heart, would come to mind as he neared his own pit of death? | mean,
stop and think about that for a second. Every single day, Jesus had to wake up, get out of bed,
face the day and heal people and care for people and save people knowing that his violent
death at the hands of some of those very same people lay just around the corner. How do you
keep going when you know the pain that lies ahead? Well, the psalmist has some advice for
Jesus and for us and that advice is this: Before you cry out to God for help, remember every
time God has ever pulled you out of the mud. That’s how you keep going even when the odds
are stacked against you — you remember that God never stops delivering.

Both Jesus, the Psalmist, as well as you and me, well, we’re no strangers to hard times.
Such is life right? That reminds me of an old country song my grandma used to sing around the
house: “I beg your pardon / | never promised you a rose garden / Along with the sunshine /
There's gotta be a little rain sometime.” | know that song isn’t sung from the perspective of
God, but it still holds true in connection to this Psalm. Life isn’t all rose gardens all the time.
Sometimes it feels like mud pit after mud pit after mud pit. Our need for deliverance from the
mud pits of life is continuous, but our faith - the story of Jesus and the Psalmist before him -

are testimonies that God does exactly that. God shows up for us. God pulls us from the pit.
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Over and over. With unyielding love for us. It’s good news indeed. Good news that helps us
persevere through every new pit we encounter.

But even now it occurs to me that the only reason we know this good news and can be
sustained by it is because someone was brave enough to share their pit experience with us in
the first place. The Psalmist didn’t have to tell us about being stuck in the mud. It’s a very
vulnerable thing to share with someone. Even then, I'm sure he had to overcome some
embarrassment or shame in order to open up in this way. | mean, how often are we struggling
and scared to say it out loud or to ask for help? We try so hard to put on a brave face,
pretending like everything's okay out of fear of burdening others with our pain or because we
don’t want to admit we’re weak or fragile. But the Psalmist knew how important it was to
share this story. He even tells us why in the Psalm itself. He says, “I've told the good news of
your righteousness in the great assembly. | didn’t hold anything back— as you well know, Lord!
| didn’t keep your righteousness only to myself. | declared your faithfulness and your salvation.
| didn’t hide your loyal love and trustworthiness from the great assembly.” The Psalmist knew
deep in his heart that his story of being rescued from the pit mattered. That it would tell others
about the goodness of God. So, he put aside his fears and insecurities and he shared his
testimony boldly.

As people of faith, each of us has our own pit story, our own example of the goodness of
God and how it rescued us. Those stories matter. They remind us of God’s continued
deliverance but they also remind others. As | trekked through the mud to the barn that

morning in high school, my legs alone weren’t enough to make it the distance. | needed
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additional force. | had to reach down and yank my legs up. That’s how it is for those of us in the
pit. Sometimes we are so far down in the mud, so stuck and hopeless, that we can’t remember
what it feels like to be pulled from it. Sometimes we need someone else to remind us that
rescue is possible. And that doesn’t mean we lie to each other. | get a little frustrated
sometimes when | hear Christian’s give their spiel about why other people should follow Jesus
because sometimes it feels like they’re promising rose gardens when the fact of the matter is
that none of us are in any position to promise anyone a rose garden. Jesus himself didn’t
promise anyone rose gardens. In fact, in the Gospel of John, Jesus asserts the exact opposite
when he says, “In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! | have overcome the world.”
Accepting Jesus, crying out to God, these things are not magic bullets that will end all
suffering, but what the story of Jesus can do is remind us all that when the rain comes, and the
ground beneath our feet turns to mud, that God will deliver us onto solid ground again. The
promise of that deliverance, the promise of the Goodness of God is better than any rose
garden ever could be. Our pit stories demonstrate the power of God's love and mercy. They
show people that God doesn't care how many times you've been in the pit, that all God wants
is to lift us up and set us back on solid ground. We are asked to turn our hearts over to God, to
trust that God hears our cries for help and that God will deliver, but more than that, we are
asked to tell other people that too. To remind them that they are never too stuck, too lost, too
far for God to find them. God is our help and our deliverer, our rock and our redeemer. That's a

promise we can make confidently if only we're brave enough to do it. Amen.



