
‘One thing’ – Psalm 27 – 10th May 2020 
  

Later today the Prime Minister will give his eagerly awaited speech regarding the 

tentative easing of restrictions over the coming weeks (and months maybe).  Some sections of 

our society are desperate for things to change quite quickly – businesses keen to generate 

money and give work to their staff; families separated from each other longing to be reunited; 

and the young, keen to get out and meet their friends again.  Others are more wary, and will 

continue to be cautious for some time to come, whatever is announced tonight.  One thing’s 

certain – daily life isn’t going to return to ‘normal’ for a considerable while yet. 

 Last week Lorna mentioned some of the inspirational things that people are doing 

during this period of lockdown.  Many others have filled our time with more ‘ordinary’ matters: 

gardening (for those who have one); connecting with family and friends over the internet 

(including playing games); spring-cleaning the house, or in a number of cases, having a good 

old clearout – getting into cupboards, lofts or garages that have long been ignored.  Demand 

for skips is high, and weekly refuse collections are bulkier than usual (due in part to recycling 

centres being closed).  Others are monitoring the effect on the climate – with CO2 levels 

expected to fall between 4 and 8% this year.  Surely another wake-up call to governments 

across the planet for renewed action rather than just words. 

 I wonder if you are doing anything particular at this time, unless you’re as busy as ever 

with work, schooling and other commitments?  An encouraging number of folks at ABC are 

following the daily prayers we’ve been promoting from the Northumbria Community, or the 

Essential 100 Bible podcasts. 

 But there is ‘one thing’ that I believe we should all be doing during these weeks of 

lockdown, which is to be seeking God in prayer in an intentional way.  Every so often, you 

hear of a church that has taken the brave step of suspending all its usual activities for a while 

(other than Sunday services) in order to commit themselves to doing just that.  They’re looking 

for direction, vision, encouragement and the will of God for their future.  A more natural 

occasion is when a minister retires or moves on, and a pastoral vacancy is left.  We at ABC 

aren’t in either of those situations, and yet a break in our usual routine has been forced upon us 

by this virus.  How are we viewing this – spiritually I mean, not socially or practically?  Do we 

just want to get through it so that we can all go back to things the way they were before, or is 

this a chance to take stock and seriously seek God for the future?  I believe with all my heart 

that it’s in fact the latter, an opportunity that has come just at the right time for us. 

 

Psalm 27 is a cracker.  The setting, as in so many of David’s psalms, is of being under 

threat from enemies.  In his younger years it was King Saul and his men; when he became king 

himself it was the nations around that sought to attack and invade land – Philistines, Moabites, 

Arameans, Edomites, Ammonites etc.  No specifics are given here.  But in the face of fear, he 

declares in v.1 that the Lord God was his light and salvation, the stronghold of his life.  V.3 

continues, ‘Though an army besiege me, my heart will not fear, though war break out against 

me, even then I will be confident’.  Surely these are words for the current crisis we are in, just 

as they would have been through the dark days of WWII. 

But having given us the context, v.4 then gives us the focus: ‘One thing I ask from the 

Lord’.  It reminds us of the words Jesus would later speak to Martha in her home: ‘Martha, 

Martha…you are worried and upset about many things, but few things are needed – or indeed 

only one.  Mary has chosen what is better, and it will not be taken away from her’ (Mary, of 

course, was sat listening to Jesus instead of helping her sister prepare the house for his visit – 

Lk 10:41-42).  Or what Paul once said to his friends in Philippi: ‘But one thing I do: forgetting 

what is behind and straining towards what is ahead, I press on towards the goal to win the 

prize for which God has called me heavenwards in Christ Jesus’ (3:13-14).  John Goldingay, 

the Old Testament scholar, writes this: ‘These declarations about “one thing” vary, but all 



recognise that there are moments when you have to focus.  In Western culture we have got used 

to “multitasking”, partly out of apparent necessity, partly out of choice.  We think we can keep 

adding one more thing to our schedules without asking what we are going to abandon to create 

the room, and we aren’t very good at standing back and asking what has priority.  It’s hard to 

perceive the moment when you have to focus, and it’s hard to do the focussing’ (Psalms for 

Everyone, Part 1, p.86).  Wise words indeed. 

King David is clear about his focus (v.4): ‘One thing I ask from the Lord, this only do 

I seek, that I may dwell in the house of the Lord, all the days of my life, to gaze on the beauty 

of the Lord and to seek him in his temple’.  Now David isn’t saying that he wants to become 

either a priest or a Levite, whose job it was to spend lots of time in the temple, making prayers 

and offerings and generally looking after the place.  The temple was where God’s presence in 

the land resided – specifically between the cherubim above the atonement cover of the ark of 

the covenant.  So it was God’s presence that he desired, every moment of every day.  Another 

commentator, Derek Kidner (Tyndale OT Commentary on the Psalms), says that this ‘one 

thing’, this overarching desire, then breaks down into 2 elements: firstly, ‘to gaze upon the 

beauty of the Lord’ – which is all about that vision of God I’ve spoken about so often.  That’s 

the true content of worship, when we begin to see the Lord in his glory (albeit ‘through a glass 

darkly’), which we can do in any number of ways – in prayer, through music, when outdoors, 

in stillness.  The second element is to ‘seek him in his temple [i.e. his presence]’, which David 

repeats in v.8: ‘My heart says of you, “Seek his face!”  Your face, Lord, I will seek’, and I’d 

like to spend a few moments thinking about that now. 

We began this morning with faces – each other’s faces that we miss (along with the 

faces of loved ones outside the church).  A person’s face can often give us a clue as to how 

they’re feeling inside – happy, sad, thoughtful, confused, etc (although some people are very 

good at hiding this – a so-called ‘poker face’).  That’s why we use emojis on social media to 

express what would otherwise take a sentence or two (or more in some cases!).  Actions 

involving our faces can also be expressive – covering our face in grief or shame, lifting up our 

face in relief or celebration, opposing or provoking or lying to someone’s face, setting our face 

to something in a determined way, slapping or spitting in someone’s face as a severe insult, 

meeting someone face to face.  All of these can be found in Bible; which also has a lot to say 

about the face of God. 

Right back at the start of the Old Testament, the face of God was something that could 

not and must not be seen by human beings, lest his overwhelming glory and holiness consume 

them.  But there were occasional exceptions, like Jacob at the ford of the River Jabbock, or 

Gideon when commissioned to confront the Midianites.  Moses, of course, had the 

extraordinary privilege of speaking with God ‘face to face, as one speaks to a friend’ (Ex 

33:11), and in a passage we didn’t have time to include in our Essential 100 Bible readings, he 

emerged from such meetings with his own face glowing with the radiance (Ex 34:29-35). 

On less favourable occasions, however, God would set his face against anyone who 

broke his laws and commands, and warned the nation as a whole that he would do this should 

they ever break the covenant (which of course they did – frequently).   

Elsewhere, including in several of the Psalms, it seemed as if God was ‘hiding his face’ 

from either an individual or the community - a truly distressing experience; one perhaps that 

some of us may be familiar with. 

And yet the encouragement here in Psalm 27 and in various other places in the Old 

Testament, is to ‘seek the Lord’s face’.  So Ps 105: ‘Look to the Lord and his strength; seek his 

face always’ (v.4).  Ps 24 assures that blessing will come to ‘those who seek him, who seek 

your face, God of Jacob’ (v.6).  And 2 Chron 7:14, which I fear is often taken out of context 

these days, encourages Israel to ‘seek my face and turn from their wicked ways, then I will hear 

from heaven, and I will forgive their sin and will heal their land’. 



Finally in this little word study is a request that God would allow his face to shine upon 

his people, which again the Psalms describe:  ‘May God be gracious to us and bless us and 

make his face shine on us’ (Ps 67:1).  What a lovely image that is, taking us back to Moses.  

‘Let the light of your face shine on us’ (Ps 4:6).  In Ps 80 it forms a beautiful, if haunting, refrain 

(3 times) to a nation languishing in despair: ‘Restore us, God Almighty, make your face shine 

on us, that we may be saved’ (vv.3, 7, 19).  Most famously, of course, is the priestly blessing 

of Numbers 6, which was movingly sung by a virtual choir from Pittsburgh USA on Youtube 

on Easter Day, and will be recorded similarly by a virtual choir from Churches Together in 

Ashford in the next few weeks, in time for release at Pentecost.  Alison will close Part 2 of 

today’s service with this blessing.  

 

So for the next few weeks, Lorna and I are putting out a call to prayer at ABC, a call to 

seek God’s face together, a call to ‘one thing’.  As Lorna was speaking last week, the image 

that stuck vividly with me was that of a refit – such as a ship in dock or something similar.  

Now there was one particular ship that came to mind, and I was surprised she didn’t mention 

it, because Lorna is an avowed ‘Trekkie’ (otherwise known as a follower of Star Trek).  The 

USS Enterprise is the show’s best known spacecraft, and every so often it was recalled from 

its voyages (‘to boldly go where no-one has gone before’) in order to have not just an annual 

service or maintenance check, but thoroughgoing refit or even rebuild.  New engines, new 

weapons, new instrumentation, facilities and furnishings, new crew members and from time to 

time a new captain (Kirk, Picard etc).  And then it’s sent back out, equipped not for past 

adventures, but for future ones in a universe where things were always changing. 

Ashford Baptist Church is currently in dock.  Now we can either just let it sit there idly, 

and when this pandemic is over start up the engines and go back out exactly as we were before; 

or else we can use this time constructively to prepare for the future.  And we begin that by 

praying - earnestly, intentionally, seeking God’s face, and listening to his voice.  Ps 27 says in 

v.11: ‘Teach me your way, Lord; lead me in a straight path’. 

Finally, when all that has been done, the Psalm concludes in the most positive manner 

(vv.13&14): ‘I remain confident of this: I will see the goodness of the Lord in the land of the 

living.  Wait for the Lord; be strong and take heart and wait for the Lord’.  That’s what we are 

urging everyone to do over the next few weeks, and we’ll be making a start this Thursday 

evening at 8.10pm on Zoom, and continuing on Friday/Saturday with the 24/7 prayer event.  I 

encourage us all to be a part of this in whatever way we are able.  Amen.   

  


