
THE DAY OF ALL DAYS - PSALM 118:24


EASTER, 2005
We are in the midst of the NCAA Basketball tournament commonly just called “March Madness”.  From its humble beginnings when James Naismith tacked 2 peach baskets onto those YMCA walls in Springfield, Massachusetts back in 1891, college basketball has evolved into a big business enterprise today.  The CBS contract with the NCAA to televise the games is 6 Billion Dollars.  Just about 80% of the NCAA budget is financed just by this tournament every year.  But for all of its hype and wealth, Basketball remains just a sport.  And for all of the pressure put on the players by zealous fans, life goes on whether a team wins or loses a game.

It wasn't always that way.  Even though Naismith is credited with the invention of the game of Basketball in our country over 100 years ago, there was a game which was very similar which was played by the Aztecs of ancient Peru some 5-8 hundred years ago.  The object was to shoot a stuffed rubber animal bladder through a stone ring that  had been placed high above the players' heads.  There was no fancy dribbling  or slam dunks, but 2 opponents fought each other for that animal bladder with the one who was able to wrestle it from the other trying to shoot it through the stone hoop.  If the player missed, as usually happened, the 2 opponents would fight and scrap for the rebound so that the next attempt could be made.  This contest went on until one player was able to score a basket.  And there was some real motivation for being the first to score.  For there was only 1 basket made in this game.  According to the traditions that we have, the player who finally made a basket was given the clothing of all the spectators present as his reward.  The loser - well, he was put to death on the spot after the bladder went through the hoop.

Most contests in life are performed in competitive fun with the winner getting a trophy and some bragging rites and the loser vowing to do better next year.  And that's the way it should be.  The right kind of competition can add spice to life.    

But there are certain contests in life which are life and death struggles.  Our soldiers fighting in Iraq are putting their very lives on the line.  When a person faces a terminal illness, her very life hangs in the balance. Like the ancient Aztecs, the contest becomes very serious indeed - for life and death hang in the balance.

Of all of the contests that were ever waged, by far the most serious one in all of human history is the one which we commemorate during this weekend each year.  It was on the cross of Calvary and in the Garden Tomb that God with his omnipotent power squared off with Satan and all of his demonic forces.  This battle would determine not only the eternal destiny of all of God's enemies, but it would also determine the eternal destiny of every member of the human race as well.  Never before nor since  has a life and death struggle of such magnitude been waged.  Certainly this was the day of all days.

There is a verse in the Psalms which speaks of this day of all days.  It is found in Psalm 118.  It is actually one of the most popular verses in the Bible.  I would invite you to consider some thoughts from this verse with me this morning as we remember this day of all days together.

Read Psalm 118:17-24:

17 I will not die but live, and will proclaim what the LORD has done.

18 The LORD has chastened me severely, but he has not given me over to death.

19 Open for me the gates of righteousness; I will enter and give thanks to the LORD.

This is the gate of the LORD through which the righteous may enter.

21 I will give you thanks, for you answered me; you have become my salvation.

22 The stone the builders rejected has become the capstone;

23 the LORD has done this, and it is marvelous in our eyes.

24 This is the day the LORD has made; let us rejoice and be glad in it.
Now we want to focus this morning on that last verse:  “This is the day the Lord has made; let us rejoice and be glad in it”.  In order to realize the full import of what intended for us through this inspired verse, we must look at this passage from 3 different perspectives. 

3 WAYS TO LOOK AT THIS VERSE:

1.  FIRST, WE MUST LOOK AT THIS VERSE FROM AN HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE -

This Psalm was written in the form of a processional liturgy.  It was originally composed as an official song of thanksgiving for some military victory or great celebratory event.  A priest first would open the song of thanksgiving with a call to praise.  He then would invite both the people of Israel as a whole and his fellow priests to join in with praise to the Lord.  Finally, everyone would join in together proclaiming the greatness of God's love.  Having proclaimed God's goodness, the whole story of how the Lord rescued his people is recounted.  God's people were brought right to the brink of destruction but were spared from annihilation.  It was God's hand that brought about their deliverance.  The details of that deliverance are recounted and celebrated.  This song of praise ends with a concluding note of thanksgiving to the Lord, the Savior of the nation.  A national leader traditionally wrote a song of deliverance after a great military victory or some miraculous deliverance - this is obviously one of those songs.

Even though we know the poetic form that this Psalm takes and therefore the general occasion for its use, we can't be dogmatic as to its specific occasion.  There were innumerable victories that the Jewish nation celebrated which could have been occasions for this Psalm originally.  The most likely possibility would have been just after the Jewish remnant returned from Babylonian captivity to rebuild the temple of God.  Ezra 3:10,11 records these interesting words:  When the builders had laid the foundation of the temple of the Lord, the priests in their vestments and with trumpets, and the Levites with cymbals, took their places to praise the Lord as prescribed by David, King of Israel.  With praise and thanksgiving, they sang to the Lord:  He is good; his love to Israel endures forever.  Now it is interesting that these very words that are recorded by Ezra are the words that both begin and end Psalm 118.  We do know that the small remnant faced much opposition in their rebuilding of the temple.  There were enemies who wanted to blot out their race.  But they persevered through the opposition and were able to complete the temple project.  So it is very likely that Psalm 118 forms the complete text of this song of Praise to celebrate the completion of the foundation of the temple after the Babylonian captivity.

But whatever the specific occasion, we do know for sure that God had done something very special for His people.  In response, God's people were giving praise and thanks to the Lord for His goodness to them.  We must always remember the historical perspective because it reminds us of a good God who is watching over his people and performing miraculous deliverance on their behalf.  So when the writer first penned the words This is the day that the Lord has made; let us rejoice and be glad in it, he was referring to a great accomplishment that the Lord had allowed his people to perform - probably the completion of the foundation of the temple after 70 horrible years of exile from the Promised Land. 

2.  BUT WE MUST ALSO LOOK AT THIS VERSE FROM  A CONTEMPORARY PERSPECTIVE for this is how this verse is quoted most often in our daily usage.
Every day that we live is a day that the Lord has made.  Time is a gift that God has given to us.  So as with any gift that God offers to us, we should accept every day with thanksgiving and use it to its greatest potential.  Certainly we should say each day, this is the day that the Lord has made;  let us rejoice and be glad in it.
Helen Keller is recognized as one of the most remarkable people who has ever lived.  Without the ability to see, hear or speak, she eventually learned to communicate her feelings to others through the careful and patient teaching of her mentor, Anne Sullivan.  On one occasion as Helen Keller was speaking to a group of people, she gave these wise words of advice:  Use your eyes as if tomorrow you would be struck blind; hear the music of voices, the song of a bird, as if tomorrow you would be struck deaf.  Touch each object as if tomorrow your sense of touch would fail.  Smell the perfume of flowers, taste with relish each morsel, as if tomorrow you could never small or taste again.
 How often do we fail to live life to its fullest each day because we are grieving over failures of the past or consumed with worries about the future?  Each day of our lives, God gives 24 hours to enjoy all of the good gifts that he has given to us.  So we are wise if we accept God's gracious gifts and rejoice in them.  This is the day that the Lord has made; let us rejoice and be glad in it. 

3.  BUT WE WANT TO SPEND THE MAJORITY OF OUR TIME LOOKING AT THIS VERSE FROM A PROPHETIC PERSPECTIVE - and this viewpoint, of course, is most appropriate for our Easter celebration.  For as the Holy Spirit lead the original author to pen This is the day that the Lord has made, it is clear from the context that He ultimately had in mind the day of Christ's resurrection - the day of all days.  And it is critical for us to see this passage from a prophetic perspective.  For if we are to know the joy of the Lord in our lives today, we will do so only as we remember the great acts of God delivering his people in the past and the greatest of all days when the Lord Jesus Christ defeated death by rising bodily from the grave.

All 4 of the gospel writers  refer to this Psalm in the context of Christ's passion week.  The Lord Jesus Christ himself applied verses from the context of this passage  to his upcoming sacrifice as he compared himself to the stone that the builders had rejected becoming the capstone or cornerstone.  So we know that this Psalm was Messianic in scope - speaking prophetically of the coming of the Lord Jesus Christ.  So when the Psalmist wrote I will not die, but live - his words would find their ultimate fulfillment in God's Messiah who would be raised from the dead in victory over the grave.  And when he wrote this is the day that the Lord has made; let us rejoice and be glad in it, he was predicting that day of all days when the Lord Jesus Christ would be raised from the grave.   Now let's look at some of these prophetic statements a little bit closer.

Today, a cornerstone is more symbolic to a building than strategic.  With computerized blueprints and levels and laser generated plumb lines, adjustments can be made continuously throughout the building process.  

But back in Biblical times, when a stone building was constructed, they didn't have any computerized blueprints or laser beam plumb lines.  So the capstone or cornerstone was most critical.  The cornerstone was carefully chiselled so that it was perfectly square.  Then it was laid in a level place at the strategic corner of the proposed building.  The cornerstone would determine the layout of the whole building, for every other stone would be measured against it.  The stone next to the cornerstone would be carefully laid so as to follow its angle.  And then as several more stones were put into place, a plumbline would be drawn from the cornerstone to make sure that the stones were not out of line.  If that cornerstone were out of level or place, all of the rest of the stones would be affected - and the building would not be a solid structure.  But if the cornerstone were properly laid, then there was a good standard by which all of the other stones could be measured.

If this Psalm were composed to celebrate the completion of the foundation for the temple, we can see how this building motif would be fresh in the people's minds - for the cornerstone of the temple would have been such a critical stone, determining the entire structure of the temple.

 But the author adds a wrinkle which is totally unexpected - a detail which can only be fulfilled in a prophetic way.  He says the stone the builders rejected has become the capstone.  Now I wish that we knew more about this cornerstone of the 2nd temple.  Was there a dispute about which stone should be used for the capstone?  Did the head of construction change his mind and have another stone chiseled at the last minute?  We aren't given these details to would satisfy our curiosity.  But we can certainly see how this statement was prophetic in nature to the coming of God's Messiah - and that is the reason for the Lord Jesus Christ quoting this verse, applying it to himself.

Sin had so distorted the world that God's standard of right and wrong had almost been lost.  The philosophies of the Greeks and Romans that dominated world thinking were based upon relative, humanistic ideals.  The gods worshiped were glorified human beings.  They had the same strengths and weaknesses as those in the human realm, only to greater degrees.  It was into this world of moral chaos that God's cornerstone came.

A baby named Jesus was born as a result of the union of the Holy Spirit of God and the virgin Mary.  This baby was the only person ever born since Adam and Eve sinned who did not have a sinful nature.  As this one who was uniquely both God and man grew, he resisted every temptation to do wrong.  Even when Satan came personally to tempt him to evil, Jesus never failed to follow the will of His father.  Jesus fulfilled every part of the law that God had given to man.  He not only didn't do what was wrong; he always did do what was right.  On several different occasions, God the Father even spoke from heaven affirming his one and only son.  This is my son whom I love; with him I am well pleased.  The Lord Jesus Christ lived on this earth as the model human being.  He was God's cornerstone.  If anyone wanted to live a life perfectly pleasing to God, he would only have to align his life up next to the Lord Jesus Christ.  If a person could live just like Christ lived, he could be assured that his life would be acceptable to God.  You would think that people would have applauded such an admirable life.  You would think that the religious leaders whose job was to teach people God's truth would have presented the Lord Jesus Christ as exhibit A and encouraged people to live their lives just as he lived his.

But that is not what happened, was it?  The Bible simply says that Jesus came unto his own, but his own did not receive him.  The cornerstone that God gave to the human race, the perfect standard that God sent to earth, was rejected.  Instead of  applauding the impeccable life of Christ, they criticized him for eating and drinking with sinners.  Instead of lifting up the Lord Jesus Christ as an example to be emulated, they accused him of performing miraculous acts by the power of the devil himself.  Instead of constructing a throne of honor for the Lord of all glory, they built a rugged cross of execution.  They rejected God's cornerstone.  They tried to get rid of him.  They killed him hoping that God's perfect standard would be erased.

But nobody can erase the word of God.  And just as the Psalmist predicted hundreds of years before, the stone the builders rejected has become the capstone.  God's cornerstone came back to life again.  After spending enough time in the grave so that there could be no doubt as to his physical death, the Lord Jesus Christ rose from that grave.  And in rising from the grave, Christ proved himself to be God's cornerstone.  As the Apostle Paul would later write in Romans 1:4, Jesus Christ our Lord was declared with power to be Son of God by his resurrection from the dead.  This was the day the Lord had made.  This was the day that all heaven had looked forward to since the beginning of time.  This was the day of all days - the day the Lord Jesus Christ rose in victory from the grave. As we remember God's miraculous deliverance of his people in the past, and as we especially glory in the victory of the Lord Jesus Christ over death in rising from the grave, we can have joy and thanksgiving every day that we live - realizing that every day is the day that the Lord has made in this life, and that after this life, there is an eternal life to follow.

Before Christopher Columbus set sail to cross the Atlantic Ocean, the nation of Spain took great pride in their belief that they were the last outpost of the world.  It was the commonly held belief that the world ended somewhere out there in the Atlantic Ocean past Gibraltar.  And the Spanish royalty depicted their believed unique position in their coat of arms.  On the Spanish coat of arms there was the pillar of Hercules, the great columns guarding the Straits of Gibraltar, and the royal motto which said plainly, Ne plus Ultra - there is no more beyond here.

But then Christopher Columbus returned with his discoveries.  He had actually discovered a whole new world out there.  There was a Northern and Southern Americas which Europeans hadn't even known to exist before.  Queen Isabella called together her court advisers.  What are we going to do with our motto now - it has become antiquated, showing ignorance.  But it will cost so much money to change the coat of arms on all of the royal belongings.  One of the wisest of her advisers had the solution.  It was very simple.  Let's just delete the word Ne.  It won't be hard to make that change on all of the royal seals.  So ever since that decision, the royal motto of Spain changed from there is no more beyond here  to  there is plenty more beyond here.
Before the Lord Jesus Christ rose from the dead, there were real questions about what lay beyond the grave.  Death seemed like a dark, black hole into which a person disappeared never to be found again.  Yes, there were a few prophetic statements from the old testament  about resurrection - but nobody had actually experienced resurrection and come back to tell about it.  So people had more questions than answers – many felt that there was no more beyond this life.

But then the Lord Jesus Christ rose victoriously from the dead.  And he came back to appear to Mary, and to Peter, and to Cleopas and his friend on the Road to Emmaus, and to his apostolic band several times and to 500 at the same time.  Now there was hope beyond the grave.  Now we could know that there was plenty more beyond this life.  Now we could realize that this life was just a prelude to an eternity to follow.  And just as the Lord Jesus Christ rose from the grave, he has also promised that all of those who trust in him will rise to eternal life one day as well.  

Yes, there can be no doubt that the day when Christ rose from the grave was the day of all days.  That was the day the Lord had made; let us rejoice and be glad in it.
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