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Psalm 8:1-2

O Lord, our Sovereign,
how majestic is your name in all the earth!

You have set your glory above the heavens.
Out of the mouths of babes and infants

you have founded a bulwark because of your foes,
to silence the enemy and the avenger.

Psalm 9:1-2

I will give thanks to the Lord with my whole heart;
I will tell of all your wonderful deeds.

I will be glad and exult in you;
I will sing praise to your name, O Most High.

Presented here are the opening lines of two neighboring psalms.
Both speak to the motivation for praising God, for offering one’s
gratitude to the Creator of all life. Yet in these two verses are two
competing versions of the foundation for understanding who God
is.

The first vision, set in the Eighth Psalm, equates the motivation
of enquiring into the character or the being of God squarely in
naturalistic terms. It is the witness of creation, the beauty of the universe that causes this psalmist to contemplate the
character of God. The psalm beautifully and poetically details how it is that observation of the natural world can cause
‘awe’ in our hearts and minds and turn us to seek the Creator of it all.

In the second vision, found in the opening lines to the Ninth Psalm, this psalmist advocates that both our gratitude and
understanding of the character of God’s being is to be found in God’s wondrous deeds. This is surely a reference to the
saving of the Israelites who had been locked in bondage in Egypt. Usually in the scriptures, the story of the Exodus is at
the heart of the phrase ‘God’s wonderful deeds.’

The juxtaposition of these two passages set up the question that has long divided theologians: ‘Is God best known through
the witness of our experience within the world or from the revelation delivered to us in scripture?’ Karl Barth, my
favorite theologian, was well-known for his insistence upon the latter rather than the former as the most appropriate.

One student of Barth put it rather succinctly: For Barth, ‘God is’ means ‘God acts.” His fundamental category for
understanding the divine being it that of agency ...

In his own words, Barth put it this way: When we ask questions about god’s being, we cannot in fact leave the sphere
of His action and working as it is revealed to us in His Word. God is who he is in His works. He is the same even in
Himself, even before and after His works ...

In the gospel of Jesus Christ, the good news of God’s action for humankind, we learn the very character of God like we
could never learn from the observation of the glory of Creation.
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