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First Presbyterian Church October 1, 2017 
Rev. Jesse Garner Exodus 17:1-7; Ps 78; Phil. 2:1-13; Mt 21:23-32 

Dark Sayings of Old 

Today I’m going to do something that I honestly cannot recall ever having done before, and 
even if I have done it, it was a very long time ago.  I know I haven’t done it here in Philadelphia.  
What is it, you may be wondering, that’s so unusual for me to do, so unusual that I may well have 
never done it before over the course of some forty years in ministry?  It’s that I have chosen to 
preach today not on our Old Testament lesson, or our Epistle, or our Gospel, as I almost always 
do, but instead, on our Psalm, that being today selected verses from Psalm 78.  We didn’t read 
that psalm just now, nor did the choir sing it as they sometimes do, but you have heard the key 
verses of the psalm, because we said them responsively in our opening Sentences at the beginning 
of our service today. 

What is it that’s so special about this particular psalm?  It’s a verse, just one verse in the psalm, 
that has always intrigued me, and for years now every time it’s come around in the lectionary, as 
it does every three years, I’ve thought preaching on this psalm, exploring this psalm, this verse, 
in a sermon.  But for whatever reason, I’ve just never done it.  I’ve always put it off till later, 
figuring that there would be a better time to do it at some point in the future.  Well, for obvious 
reasons, I can’t do that anymore.  It’s now or never. 

It’s not just this one verse that I’m interested in, but the larger issue towards which this verse 
points us.  Because what this verse is all about, what this psalm is all about, is what it is we have 
to learn from the past, and how important that is in terms of who we are.   By past, I do not mean 
the past as in yesterday, or last year, or maybe even a hundred years ago.  No, I mean the past as 
in ancient times, and so what we have to learn from such stories of old, stories from so long ago 
as to seem to us like some mythically distant past, stories from so far back in human history that 
it’s hard to see how they could still have much of anything at all to say to us today.  Stories like 
those found in the Bible, and especially in the Old Testament.  Which may be one of the reasons 
that so few people these days still read the Bible in any kind of serious way.  Because truth be 
told, I’m not sure just how many even of us still believe the Bible has something critically 
important to say to us these days in a world of information overload. 

It’s the 2nd verse of Psalm 78 that’s always intrigued me.  It goes like this— “I will open my 
mouth in a parable; I will utter dark sayings from of old…”  Really, it’s just the second part of the 
verse that I find so interesting, the phrase, “dark sayings from of old…”  Now exactly what that’s 
supposed to mean— “dark sayings of old”—is not at all clear, especially the “dark” part.  The 
Hebrew word here is rather obscure, a word that’s not used all that many times in the Old 
Testament.  The translation of that word varies widely among the different versions of the Bible.  
Everything from “mysteries of old,” to “riddles of ancient times,” to “hidden stories from the 
past,” to “enigmas of our past.”  Mysteries, riddles, enigmas.  Dark sayings, not so much in the 
sense of disturbing sayings, sayings that upset us, as sayings that are somehow unclear or 
mysterious, sayings whose meaning is hidden, in the dark, as it were. 

What the psalmist—and it’s not David, by the way—is saying here is how important it is to 
pass on to those who will come after us, our children, the stories that have been passed down to 
us by our ancestors, because there’s a truth to be found there, a truth that’s in some sense hidden, 
and therefore a truth that if we don’t tell them, they won’t know.  A truth that if we don’t pass it 
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on will be lost.  If all that sounds somewhat mysterious to you, that—I think—is the point, and 
it’s why I find this psalm so interesting.  What is it that’s hidden from us?  What is it that must be 
revealed?  Why can’t we simply discover this truth on our own, whether someone else tells us or 
not? 

It’s no coincidence that these words are found in the opening verses of Psalm 78, which is a 
very long psalm—72 verses in all—recounting the story of the Israelites during the long years 
spent wandering in the wilderness, the same story that we’ve been reading in prose form in our 
Old Testament lessons from the book of Exodus, a story that continues on through Leviticus, 
Numbers and Deuteronomy.  At a critical point in the nation’s history, it was this story—the story 
of their long ago wandering in the wilderness, and what had happened there to transform them 
into a people—this story came to be seen as constitutive of the nation of Israel, the sacred story of 
their coming to be God’s people. 

As they recalled this story, which even then was an ancient story, a story of old, the story from 
their past, it was the vision of Israel found in this story that famously became the basis for the 
reformation of Israel and its religion that took place under the rule of King Josiah.  Why 
reformation?  Because at that point, this story was not well known.  In fact, it was a story that the 
nation had over the years come very close to forgetting.  A story that survived only because long 
before it written down (as what we know as the opening books of the Bible, what Jews call the 
Torah), it was a story passed down from generation to generation, from parents to children, for 
centuries.  These dim and “dark sayings from of old.”  A story that if someone had not preserved 
it might well have been forgotten, and if that had happened, Israel would have been a very 
different nation, a nation that might not have survived the catastrophe they were to suffer later.  
Might not have survived without this great story of survival in the bleakest of times and under 
the harshest of conditions. 

The stories in the Bible are not the stories of our past in quite the same sense as they were for 
the people of Israel, though there may be less difference than we might think.  I don’t know how 
many of the Israelites in Josiah’s day were actually descendants of the people who had crossed 
the wilderness six or seven hundred years before.  Not as many as you may think, I suspect.  What 
is clear, though, is that they very much chose to identify themselves with those people and their 
story. 

In very much that same way, our ancestors found in the pages of the Bible stories they very 
much identified with, and chose to make their own, stories then that became the source of much 
of their identity, the stories that told them who they were.  These were the stories they then passed 
down to their descendants after them, stories that over the years have come down to us.  Whether 
they will be passed on to our children is the question, and it is a very real question.  If they are 
not passed on, they are stories that may be forgotten, and disappear into the darkness.  And if so, 
will our children know who they are? 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, 
to whom be all glory and honor, now and forever… 


