But in our new translation, it also says that God gives us “some space.” Why might God choose to give us some space? The Old Testament scholar George A.F. Knight translates Psalm 4:1 as: “You have already given me room to stand up and be myself when I was hemmed in from all sides.” Room to stand up and be myself; I like that! When people say, “Give me some space,” they want us to stop hovering. They need some time alone. Perhaps they are feeling overwhelmed and need to process their thoughts and emotions. Maybe they want some privacy. 

When we think of God giving us space, it suggests that God knows our need to process things, and God gives us the time and room to do so. One affirmation about God repeated throughout the Bible is this: “The LORD is merciful and gracious, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love” (Exodus 34:6). That declaration about God, especially the “slow to anger” part, is a biblical way of saying God gives us some space. Psalm 4’s use of “you gave me some space in a tight place,” confirms that affirmation about God.

We find both concepts in the experience of the prophet Jonah. God certainly rescued Jonah from a “tight place”: the belly of the great fish. Jonah’s rescue from the fish is an example of God’s slowness to anger, but Jonah was not happy that this space-giving graciousness of God also extended to the people of Nineveh, the enemies of Israel. When Jonah fulfilled his mission of warning the Ninevites of God’s impending punishment they repented, and God relented. But Jonah grumbled to God about it: “O LORD! Is not this what I said while I was still in my own country? That is why I fled to Tarshish at the beginning, for I knew that you are a gracious and merciful God, slow to anger, abounding in steadfast love, and relenting from punishment” (Jonah 4:2).

God’s slowness to anger is good news for us because sometimes we need time to realize that we are on the wrong road, not allowing God to direct our lives. We need time to be convinced of our need for forgiveness. We need time to repent. We need time to grow in the Spirit and mature in faith. We cannot become the people God calls us to be overnight. Thankfully God is slow to anger, and God is patient. This “space” God provides is possible because God is patient.

Some older translations of the Bible call this slowness-to-anger quality of God “longsuffering.” That word brings another idea to mind. To put it bluntly, the idea is that God puts up with a lot of unholy behavior from humankind, some of which is painful to God. We would be in big trouble if God did not put up with it or if God did not give us some space to think and grow. We would be lost if God forced us to face the spiritual consequences of every transgression.
Instead, God gives us time and space, which means there is hope for each of us. God’s slowness to anger means God is patient with us. God loves us and disciplines us and teaches us and enables us to see object lessons in the environment around us. How we respond remains our decision, just as Jonah’s decision remained his, and the Ninevites’ decision remained theirs, but God gives us some time and space to work it out.

No matter how many times we miss the mark, fall short, fail to follow through on our best intentions, or even commit a great wrong, God patiently calls us to begin again. The God we meet in Scripture is perpetually patient. God accomplishes God’s plans along a winding path. God fulfills God’s promises without haste. God plants the seed that takes time to grow. The greatest displays of God’s patience, however, appear in response to our sin. “God is patient” means not just that God waits, but that God shows longsuffering kindness, grace, and mercy to sinners (Romans 2:4). 

The patience that God shows us, is the patience of a parent playing the long game. It is slowly, steadily mentoring us. It is explaining things a thousand times. It is demonstrating what is right and what is true again and again. Pastor and author James Howell says that patience is not about passivity or frenzied distraction: it is about “being impatient about one thing for a long time.” True patience is not idle waiting, not absurdly sacrificial selflessness. True patience is being so passionate about something that it encompasses our every thought and every action. True patience is working toward a goal, no matter how long it takes. God’s patience is, to use a phrase adopted by Eugene Peterson but originally coined by Friedrich Nietzsche, a “long obedience in the same direction.” Being impatient to realize some good goal, and sticking with it for a long time, is what a long obedience in the same direction truly is. 

Bryan Stevenson has spent 40 years working as a lawyer seeking the release of Black prisoners in the United States who have committed no crime and yet find themselves on death row. Stevenson’s journey started at 16, when he reflected with his grandmother on how to respond to his grandfather’s murder; whether to take violent retaliation or begin a journey of revolutionary patience. He chose the journey, which took him to Harvard Law School and then to Atlanta, where he learned about the number of men on death row, and finally to Montgomery, Alabama, where he founded Equal Justice Initiative.

Stevenson describes the urgency of changing the narrative around mass incarceration of Black Americans, noting that the US now has the largest prison population in the world. Stevenson also insists on the importance of sustaining hope; he and his colleagues at the Equal Justice Initiative have achieved the release of 150 death row detainees, a drop in the bucket but also a trajectory others can follow. Stevenson is impatient about obtaining justice for unjustly incarcerated Black Americans. He has been impatient to achieve his goal but patiently working to realize it for a long time. His is a long obedience in the same direction. 

God is just as passionate about us. God is impatient for us to give up our sin and live the new life Jesus offers us. God is impatient for us to wake up and realize our call to be God’s partners in transforming the world. And yet, God is eminently patient, playing the long game, giving us the time and space to grow and become the faithful disciples God knows we can be. 

The patience of God is a beckoning hand, an open door, a pathway home. The patience of God came to Jonah in the belly of a fish, calling him to get back on board with God’s plan to redeem the Ninevites. The patience of God came to Matthew at the tax booth with Jesus calling him to turn from corrupt living and to “seek the Lord while he may be found” (Isaiah 55:6). The patience of God came to David when David’s wandering eye fell on Bathsheba, and God called David to own his misdeeds and obey God once again. Whoever and wherever we are, God gives us space to stand up and be ourselves, to repent and receive forgiveness, to choose life and partner with God.

And what do we find when we return to God, confessing and forsaking our sins? We find a Parent running to meet us (Luke 15:20). We find a Savior who is already knocking at our door (Revelation 3:20). We find a God who abundantly pardons and plentifully redeems (Isaiah 55:7; Psalm 130:7). We find a Lord whose patience nurtures life (1 Timothy 1:16).

One day, we will stumble and sin no more; the good work begun in us will be complete (Philippians 1:6); but until then, the patience of God is not bound to the measure of our weak imaginations. It is not the pinched, passing, shallow patience we so commonly find among human beings, and within ourselves. God’s patience, like God’s peace, surpasses all understanding (Philippians 4:7). Return to God, then, now, and forever, and in returning find rest for your soul.

Prayer: Longsuffering God, I know You are with me in everything that I do. Although it seems my prayers sometimes go unanswered, I know You are simply working things out in your own time. I pray for patience to wait and see what You have in store for me. You are always patient with me, and I pray that I learn to be patient and have faith in Your plan. I know that if it is meant for me, it will happen. If things fall through, then I know You only have something better planned. Everything I do is for the glory of Your name, Amen.
God, Give Me Some Space!
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The movie Thirteen Lives (2022) recounts the true rescue story of 12 soccer boys (ages 11 to 16) and their coach trapped by underground flooding while exploring the Tham Luang Nang Non caves in northern Thailand in 2018. The cave system has many deep recesses, narrow tunnels, boulder chokes, collapses, and sumps, as well as stalactites and stalagmites jutting up and down throughout the caverns. The boys and their coach maneuvered around all these obstacles, penetrating 2.5 miles into the cave. Meanwhile, outside the cave, the monsoon rains began and quickly flooded the passageways. When the group tried to exit the cave, they found all routes blocked by water, forcing them to take refuge on a rock shelf above the waterline.

Most of us remember the incident, but few of us know how remarkable the rescue was. It took an international rescue effort involving 10,000 people and more than 100 divers nine days to find the stranded spelunkers. None of the boys knew how to dive; so, rescue divers extricated the group using a previously untried technique. Each boy and the coach received an injection to deeply sedate them, then divers hauled them through the flooded passageways. The extraction took two days, with the last person being rescued 17 days after the group entered the cave. In the end, all 13 lives were saved (sadly, one rescue diver lost his life).
 
As we turn our attention to Psalm 4, keep in mind the image of someone being rescued from a confined place in dangerous and potentially deadly circumstances. In the opening verse, the psalmist, David, asks God to help him as God previously helped him. “You gave me room when I was in distress,” the psalmist says. Now, in some new difficulty, David seeks God’s help again.

In Hebrew, the word underlying “you gave me room” means “wide” and the word underlying “distress” means “narrow,” so we might translate the line as “you gave me some space in a tight place.” We often say we are in “a tight spot” when facing a difficult situation. For example, “When my spouse couldn't work, we were in a tight spot living on just one salary.” But sometimes “a tight spot” refers to a literal situation, as was the case with the 13 boys in the narrow confines of the cave. This verse testifies to God’s willingness to help us when we find ourselves in tight spaces.
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