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Early in the 1700s, an English clergyman wrote and compiled one of the greatest hymnbooks the world 
had ever seen. At over 800 pages, The Psalms and Hymns of Isaac Watts was a juggernaut of poetry and music. 
So much so, that we still feel his impact. Watts wrote the words to some of our Episcopal Greatest Hits, and we 
can thank him for the likes of “Joy to the world” and “When I survey the wondrous cross,” along with some 15 
others in our hymnal. But Watts was a man of his time, and in his careful compilation of that massive book of 
hymns and his own poetic rendering of the Book of Psalms, he took some liberties. Most of the time, we’re 
talking about faithful and beautiful adjustments. He’d take the 23rd Psalm, for example, and make it musical 
with meter and rhyme: “The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want” became “My shepherd is the Living Lord / 
Now shall my wants be well supplied / His providence and holy word / Become my safety and my guide.” 
While Watts’s collection was widely respected, it wasn’t without its flaws. In a study written nearly two 
centuries later, it was said about Watts that he took the traditional author of the psalms and “made King David a 
loyal citizen of Great Britain and subject of its king.”  

Even so, in the years after Watts’s publication, his work saw great success in the English speaking 
world. In the American colonies alone, Psalms and Hymns was reprinted 8 times to keep up with demand. But 
reprinting and distribution, as you might imagine, came to a sudden halt with the Revolutionary War, and 
critiques came more frequently. Here’s my favorite: “one cannot but find his sense of humor appealed to by this 
patriotic necessity of getting King George well out of King David's Psalms. But why indeed had he ever got 
in?” A fine question, Revolutionaries. But sometimes Watts’s work went further than putting King George in 
David’s shoes. ‘Cause sometimes Watts just left out a psalm. This is a curious problem, because he didn’t leave 
out a bunch of them, certainly didn’t leave out all of what we call the imprecatory psalms, the ones that say 
things we’re sort of embarrassed by. But today’s psalm, Psalm 52, was one of the few that got left out. This was 
likely no accident. See, Watts was an Englishman who loved the monarchy, and just as he made a point to 
wedge his king into his psalms and hymns, he also made a point to leave out some of the more 
monarchy-challenging bits. “Mighty-men” and “tyrants” in the psalms tended not to make the cut. And you 
gotta wonder why. Seems to me, once King George got in, whether Watts was aware of doing this or not, once 
King George got in, his magnum opus became yet another way to shore up a monarchy of this world. And the 
rules and rulers of this world don’t like it very much when the rules and rulers of this world get challenged. So, 
in with the monarchy and out with revolution.  

This is tricky stuff, folks, because we’re talking about historians and theologians trying to surmise the 
mind and motivation of a man who didn’t write much about either. Watts gave us beautiful music, and his body 
of work still resonates. The omissions sing, too, but what they say is hard to figure out. Did Watts choose to 
leave out these psalms? Or was he encouraged by a benefactor, the church, or the crown? We don’t know. But 
I’m not sure it matters. Because I don’t think the issue is Watts’s intention. I think the issue is what happens 
when, like Watts, we inject our context overly much into scripture.  

Now, as a preacher, I realize that’s a mighty fine line to draw. I do my own rhetorical embellishments 
and omissions for the sake of crafting whatever it is I’m gonna say. I’m no Watts in my abilities, but I’m 
probably just as guilty. We need to read these scriptures as they are, written for a certain people in a certain time 
first. The tyrants, the workers of deception, the ones who trample on the needy today, they’re not who our 
scripture is written about. They’re Doeg the Edomite or Amaziah or King Jeraboam. They’re Herod and Pilate 
and countless others. They’re not about to show up on a ballot any time soon.  
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Except when they are. And this is that mighty fine line. Because while the authors of our scriptures 
weren’t writing about life thousands of years in the future, they were writing timeless truths with the inspiration 
of God. The tyrants, the workers of deception, the ones who trample on the needy today, in some ways they are 
who our scripture is written about. Because tyrants and workers of deception and those who trample on the 
needy, they’ve been around for a mighty long time, and as long as the rules and rulers of this world have their 
way, they’ll be around for a mighty long time to come.  

But this is our great hope: that they won’t be around forever. The end of Psalm 52 encourages us to 
remain faithful. Stay in the presence of God and be fruitful. Give thanks for the good in the world, in spite of 
the tyrants. Amos assures us that those who trample on the needy will get their just deserts. And Jesus asks us to 
just calm down and sit for a minute. The work of the faithful’ll still be there, but take a moment to sit with God. 
This is all great.  

But the beauty of today, the gift scripture gives us today, for me at least, lies in Paul. He says, “Even for 
you who were once estranged and hostile in mind, doing evil deeds, even for you, Jesus gave his life and saved 
yours.” Even for you in the pews, even for you that haven’t made it in just yet. Even for me standing up here. 
And yes, even for the tyrant. That’s not a rule of this world. That’s a rule of God’s. No monarch, no injustice, 
no overly-contextualized insertion of our world into scripture can undo that gift. It’s there for us all. And that is 
Good News. It’s in our scriptures, it’s in our songs, and it’s in our hearts. May it ever be on our lips.  
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