A Song for the Guilty (Psalm 130; 19/7/09)

Introduction

If there was one question you would like to ask God what would it be? In the psalms we find people asking God questions. There’s one here in v3. People often ask a question to one another: “Nobody’s perfect, are they?” It’s a rhetorical question. If you’ve ever asked it, you don’t expect an answer like this: “Well, most people have their faults, but I’m perfect!” No. When you ask this question, you expect someone to nod in agreement. You might be glad, because it justifies your own mistakes and faults. It makes you feel a little better. You’re happy to admit your own failings since everyone’s in the same boat. “Nobody’s perfect are they?”

Another question that often emerges, linked with this theme, is, “Who are you to judge?” If nobody’s perfect, then what gives you the right to judge me? As soon as you point the finger at someone else, you have three pointing back at you! Like the first question, this one gives us a defence behind which we can hide. It may be all right for me to admit that I have my failings – but nobody’s perfect are they? But it’s not acceptable for anyone else to point out my faults! “Who are they to judge?” I ask, with indignation.

But the question asked in v3 raises these matters to a higher level. He’s been thinking things over: ‘What if it’s the LORD who’s the judge (and he is) – the God who made me, who sees me and who knows me? What if he’s the one who’s keeping my record? I can’t hide behind the retort, “Who are you to judge?” because he is the judge. I can’t shrug and say, “Nobody’s perfect are they?” because he is perfect’. Verse 3 is a rhetorical question. The answer is, “Nobody can stand (i.e. to justify themselves), for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God (Romans 3:23). 

So let’s listen to the song’s lyrics. 

1) The Depths of Guilt (v1-2)

In some of the psalms we’ve studied, we’ve seen people in the depths of confusion, of grief and of anguish. But here, this person is crying to God out of the depths of his guilt. He’s come under the conviction that the LORD is the judge, keeping a record of his sins. His conscience has been stirred, and he can’t stifle it. He describes it like a man drowning in the sea. He’s struggling for breath, he’s trying to escape, but he’s sinking more deeply into his guilt. There is such a thing as false guilt – perhaps when people blame themselves for some crime committed against them. But this is genuine, objective guilt. This is conscience doing its job. This man must have seen something of God’s holiness and his own sinfulness. And like a drowning man, he cries to God for mercy. Like a sensitive smoke alarm he’s become sensitive to sin.

Jonathan Aitkin, a high profile UK politician, was finally convicted of perjury and sentenced to prison. Through this experience he faced divorce, debt and disgrace. He says that this psalm spoke most powerfully to him at the time. He became conscious not only of the crime he had committed, but of his whole attitude to life – his arrogance and ambition. He came to see that it wasn’t just the court of the land that had found him guilty, but the God who had made him. And out of the depths he cried.

Can you identify with this psalm? Have you become so conscious of your guilt that you can’t escape it? Your conscience may have been awakened by a particular action, but it’s opened up to you the whole horizon of your heart – how far you fall short of God’s standard every day. I believe this to be the work of God in the heart of man. Jesus taught that God’s Spirit would convict people of guilt in regard to sin, of righteousness and judgement (John 16:8). God’s Spirit causes us to cry out to God for mercy. He shows us that we can’t solve the problem on our own. We need his help, his mercy. Do you know what he’s talking about?

2) The Dawn of Hope (v4-6)

The picture changes from drowning to darkness. But in the darkness there is the hope of the morning light. He mentions watchmen – on the night watch presumably on the city walls. They are watching for danger, so that they can sound the alarm. But they know that this darkness isn’t going to last forever. They believe that the dawn will come soon. So they’re not in despair, although their work isn’t enjoyable. They long for the light when they can relax and be at peace. That’s what they’re hoping for.

The palmist is saying that although he’s sunk deep in his guilt, there is hope. I want to say the same to you this morning. If you are conscious of your guilt today then discover that there is hope – there’s light in the darkness. What can give you hope?

a) God’s Person (v4): with you there is forgiveness
This is one of the most wonderful statements in the bible! If you have felt the weight of your sins, this is good news. But how can we be sure? Does God really forgive? We know he prosecutes (v3), but can he pardon too? Isn’t this just wishful thinking? How could this man know for sure?

Here we see the value of bible study. In the bible we learn about the kind of person God is. Perhaps this writer began to think about people whom God had pardoned in the past: Abraham (liar), Jacob (twister), Moses (murderer), Aaron (jealousy), Samson (immorality) and David – if this psalm was written after David - (adultery and murder) all experienced God’s forgiveness. 

Doesn’t this prove that with you there is forgiveness? So what should you do? You should fear God. That may seem strange, but the opposite of fearing God is forgetting him. That’s exactly what the devil wants you to do. He wants you to give up hope, to burn your bridges, to think that you now have no option but to walk down the road to hell. But you must realise that there is hope – the hope of forgiveness with God. You must fear him and cry out to him and seek him. God’s character demands that you should.

But you might think, “OK. I can see that God forgave those people. Maybe they were special. How can I know he’ll forgive me?” That’s where we come to v5 and the second ground of hope:

b) God’s Promise (v5): in his word I put my hope
Just as the watchmen hope for the morning, so this man hopes in God’s word. What does that mean? I believe it means that he puts all his confidence in God’s promises; he believes them to be true, just as the watchmen believe that the sun will rise.

In the OT God had commanded that when a person became aware of his sin and guilt he should go to the priest to confess his sin, and offer an animal sacrifice. And this was God’s promise when a person did this: he will be forgiven (Leviticus 5:10). That was God’s word, his promise. It involved confession and atonement through sacrifice. And the promise was given to anyone who responded in faith. So the psalmist said in his word I put my hope.

But we have better promises than this! We’re living in NT days, in the light of Jesus’ death and resurrection. Jesus is the final sacrifice for sin – the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world. The message to us is the same as that preached by Paul: Therefore…I want you to know that through Jesus the forgiveness of sins is proclaimed to you (Acts 13:38). This is the dawn of hope, the promise of the gospel.

That is how you can know that God will forgive you. He’s promised. If you confess your guilt to God, turning from your sin and trusting that Jesus has died to take away your sin, you can be forgiven too. God has promised! And in his word I put my hope.
3) The Desire to Help (7-8)

There’s a change in the last two verses. Up to verse 6 he’s been dealing with his own personal experience – the depths of guilt and the dawn of hope. But now he moves away from self to address others: O Israel. That little word O indicates longing and emotion. Having tasted the sweetness of forgiveness he wants others to taste it too. He desires to help others. So he exhorts them: put your hope in the LORD. He reassures them that with the LORD there is unfailing love and full redemption. It’s as though he’s saying, “God’s river of mercy hasn’t run dry. There’s enough for you too! God can rescue you from the slavery of sin and set you free! He’s done it for me – he can do it for you!” Can’t you feel the emotional desire to help others find forgiveness?

Let me tell you about a man called Charles. He went to Oxford  University. He was very religious, but he wasn’t a Christian. He new nothing of the Lord’s unfailing love. But at university he was converted, along with his brother John. Charles Wesley began to write hymns that have been sung by millions. Here’s one of his verses:

O that the world might taste and see/The riches of his grace

The arms of love that compass me/Would all mankind embrace!
Isn’t this right? Surely if you have found God’s mercy, love and forgiveness, won’t you desire others to experience it too? Have you tasted and seen that the Lord is good? Do you care that others taste and see the Lord too? I once heard a man define evangelism as ‘one beggar telling another where he can find bread.’ It’s not buttonholing people or bullying them. It’s explaining to others that though nobody’s perfect, sin is serious, and God will judge us, yet there is the hope of forgiveness. It’s longing that others will hope in the LORD, and realise that with the LORD there is unfailing love. May God stir us to stretch out that loving hand to others!

Conclusion

So the psalm moves from the depths of guilt, to the dawn of hope, to the desire to help others. Nobody’s perfect, are they? No. But some people are forgiven. Have you trusted in Christ for forgiveness? You cannot be forgiven in any other way.

Who are you to judge? It’s not me that’s judging; it’s God. The bible tells us that God the Father has committed all the judging to his Son, Jesus Christ – the perfect one. How are you going to stand before his perfection on Judgement Day? 

Wynston Churchill is reputed to have said, “The question is not ‘Am I ready to meet God?’ but ‘Is he ready to meet me?’” How foolish! Don’t be like that! The only way to be ready is to repent and turn to Christ today. The door of forgiveness is open today. It may not be there tomorrow, because we don’t know what a day may bring forth. But Christ’s invitation stands.

Come, you sinners, poor and needy,
Weak and wounded, sick and sore;

Jesus ready stands to save you

Full of pity, love and power:

He is able

He is willing, doubt no more.

Come, you weary, heavy-laden,

Lost and ruined by the Fall;

If you wait until you’re better

You will never come at all:

Not the righteous -

Sinners Jesus came to call.
Yes, he will save his people from their sins. 
