A Song of Thanksgiving (Psalm 116; 2/8/09)

Introduction

A while ago I read of the tale of a pig and a chicken who happened to be passing a church. They read the sermon title for the following Sunday service: “What can we give to help the poor?” They discussed this question as they walked on. Then the chicken had a suggestion: “We could give the poor a breakfast of bacon and eggs!” The pig responded, “Wait a minute! For you that means a donation, but for me it means total commitment!”

The question I want us to consider this morning is raised by the man who wrote this song: How can I repay the LORD for all his goodness to me? (v12). This is a song of thankfulness! 

The word repay could create a wrong impression in our minds today. Imagine a friend going to the market to buy some food for you, because you were ill or really busy. When they deliver your shopping you say to them, “What do I owe you?” They might say (depending on the size of your bill!), “Oh don’t worry about it!” But you might insist, “No, just tell me, and I’ll pay you.” It’s quite within your power to repay your friend. That’s why the word repay could be misleading for us.

The psalmist is not saying, “God has done a few good things for me, and one good turn deserves another, so I wonder what I can do to reimburse God?” Rather, he is overwhelmed by God’s grace. He is filled with thanks and asks, “How can I respond to God for all his goodness to me?” There is such a difference between repaying and responding! If you think that your religion is all about repaying God, then you haven’t yet grasped the gospel – the good news of God’s grace through Jesus Christ. 

Admittedly there’s not a lot of thankfulness around! There’s lots of complaining. But this question in v12 helps us to face up to how we think of God and of religion and faith. So why does this man ask such a question? What is the goodness he’s experienced?

1) He’s Heard Me (v1-4)

This is where this man begins – with the overwhelming truth that the Almighty had heard his little cry for help! He puts it in several ways: he has heard my cry for mercy…he turned his ear to me. Why has he been crying out to God? He was experiencing trouble and sorrow, and it seems that he had come very close to death – Sheol being the place of the dead (v3). So this is not superficial prayer for a little bit of good fortune or good weather, it’s life and soul prayer – LORD, save me! (v4). And this man is filled with gratitude and love because the LORD has heard his prayer. “How can I respond to God for all his goodness? He actually heard my cry for help!” Why should this be so amazing? I suggest it’s because he’s got a right view of himself and of God.

Do you remember the story of Aladin? He finds an old lamp, rubs it, and out pops this Genie! The Genie is obliged to grant his master his three wishes – it’s all part of the contract. We’re mistaken if we think God is like that – as if he is obliged to listen to us and answer our wishes! When the Queen visited my village many years ago it lasted all of a few seconds! She just drove through. I remember feeling a little miffed! But the Queen wasn’t obliged to stop and talk with anyone in Ruabon. Who were we, after all?! If she had, you would never have heard the last of it!

We should be amazed if God ever answers prayer. Naturally people treat God like a doctor: we only go to him when are ill! I’ve heard people say, “I don’t believe in God. He never heard my prayer!” That reveals a wrong attitude to God and to ourselves. When someone cries out to God in distress, God could respond: “Oh! You turn to me now? What happened during the good times? Why didn’t you turn to me then – when you passed your exams, when you were healthy, when life was good? I’ve been speaking to you all your life - through creation, conscience and my Son - but you haven’t been listening! Why should I listen to you now?” But God, in his mercy, doesn’t treat us the way we have treated him! Can you think of times when the LORD has heard your cries in times of trouble and sorrow? Was it a physical crisis, and the LORD delivered you? Was it was a spiritual crisis? You were concerned about your soul? And he has heard you! Amazing!

2) He’s Saved Me (v5-9)

Of course this is the evidence that the LORD has heard his prayer: when I was in great need, he saved me (v6). God hasn’t just heard; he’s done something! We might ask this man, “Saved you from what? Can’t you be more specific?” And he is: For you have delivered my soul from death, my eyes from tears and my feet from stumbling (v8). Some have identified this Psalm with King Hezekiah, who was told by Isaiah during an illness that his time in this life was up, but after he had wept and cried out to the LORD, his life was extended for another fifteen years (2 Kings 20). We can’t be sure, but we can be sure about the reason for God’s rescue: The LORD is gracious and righteous; our God is full of compassion (v5). “I don’t deserve it! God has saved me by his grace and compassion. He’s given me a new lease of life! What can I give to the LORD for such goodness to me?” 
A few years ago I listened to a man who had run from England all the way to Portugal, over several days, arriving on the eve of the European Football Championships. He had run the equivalent of several marathons over a period of time – going through many pairs of trainers and socks in the process. Why was he doing this? A while before that he had had a cancer scare, but it had been caught early and the treatment had worked; he had been healed. He was so relieved and grateful that he wanted to run to raise money and awareness of the treatment of his cancer. He was thrilled to be alive to do it.
God’s salvation isn’t just physical. If that were so, Jesus would have continued to live to heal and feed people. But Jesus went to the cross to give his life as a ransom for many. He came to rescue people from the consequences of their sin – the punishment of hell. He saves by suffering hell instead of others, so that whoever believes in him should not perish, but have eternal life. This is the gospel of salvation. Paul writes to Timothy: But join with me in suffering for the gospel, by the power of God, who has saved us and called us to a holy life – not because of anything we have done, but because of his own purpose and grace  (2 Tim 1:8-9). Have you cried out to God for his mercy, in great spiritual need? Have you come to see that your only hope to be saved is through the cross of Christ. Have you passed from death to life?
3) Personal Worship: I will…call on the name of the Lord (v13)

This is the first response the psalmist makes to God’s wonderful grace. The cup of salvation was lifted during OT thank offerings to God. In the bible your cup often represents your lot from God. David sang, My cup runs over (23:5). He’s referring to what God has assigned to him. Jesus prayed that the cup of crucifixion would be taken away, if it were possible. But he submitted to his Father’s will. To take up the cup of salvation means accepting and celebrating God’s salvation. It means not trying to save yourself. And to call upon the name of the LORD means to worship him (see Abraham, Genesis 12:8). Paul describes true Christians as those everywhere who call on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ (1 Cor 1:2). “How can I respond to God for all he has done for me?” he asks, “By acknowledging what he’s done for me and worshipping him for it.” This is the right response to God’s grace.
When Joshua speaks to the Israelites before he dies, he calls them back to the worship of the LORD. He reminds them of the great things God had done for them: delivering them from Egypt, bringing them into Canaan, giving them land, cities, vineyards and olive groves for which they had not worked. He calls them to loyalty to God, but if that doesn’t appeal, then they must choose which of the pagan gods they would serve. They insist: we will serve the LORD. Joshua says: Throw away the foreign gods that are among you. After all that the LORD had done for them, they still clung to idols! 
You may have experienced God’s grace to you through Jesus Christ, but if you forget it, and lose sight of the cross of Christ, you will be drawn to worship other gods all around you – of pleasure, possessions or prestige, to name just three. Jesus gave us the Lord’s Supper as a regular reminder of his love and grace. During the supper we take up the cup of salvation, and are called to receive fresh benefits of his free salvation. If God has heard and saved you through his own dear Son, then your only response must be to love him, to be loyal to him, to worship him from your heart. That’s the first thing the Lord would desire from you – the very devotion of your heart. What can I give? My love, devotion and loyalty:  
Lord, let me never, never, outlive my love for Thee
4) Public Thanksgiving: I will fulfil my vows to the LORD (v14)

In the OT, during times of difficulty, people might make a vow to the LORD, promising to offer certain sacrifices at the temple should the LORD get them through. See the vow Jacob made to God (Genesis 28:20-22). When God did rescue them, or brought them through safely, they wanted to acknowledge God’s deliverance publicly. It was a public thanksgiving and testimony. This man wanted to do this to God in the presence of all his people. “How can I respond to God for all his goodness to me?” he asks. “I will meet with God’s people and offer public praise and testimony to God.” He desires to worship with God’s people. Personal salvation leads to public thanksgiving, for good news is something to be shared and celebrated.

I read recently about Ben who’d just become a father, and was visiting the hospital to take his wife and baby daughter home. In the entrance he met a huge Turkish guy (who looked like a body builder). Ben had never met him before, but the man smiled at him and said: Allo, I am a Dad! I am have a baby – a beautiful girl! Take sweet! Take sweet! He was laughing and joyful, and pushed towards Ben a basket of Turkish delights, chocolates and dates. Take! Celebrate! Celebrate! For this guy, good news was worth celebrating with a complete stranger! (The Briefing, 365).
If that is so with physical birth, how much more should Christians join together to thank God for spiritual birth! What a victory Christ has achieved for us – over sin and death and hell! If you’ve experienced it, you must want to celebrate it with other Christians. This is one of the functions of beliver’s baptism. I know many people do not like the limelight; they shy away from any kind of prominence. And this can be a hurdle to being baptised. “I don’t want people looking at me!” people say. But a believer’s baptism is really pointing to the LORD. It’s you saying to everyone, “God has heard my cry; God has saved me through Jesus Christ!” And what an encouragement that is to other Christians! If you’re a true believer in Christ, don’t hold back! There is also a place for testimnies to God’s goodness generally. Every week there’s the chance to share something for praise. It’s part of Christian fellowship to rejoice with those who rejoice. It’s great to hear what the Lord is doing for his people in answer to our prayers.
5) Passionate Service: I am your servant (v15-16)

Verse 15 seems out of place, but perhaps it’s there because the psalmist no longer fears death as before. When saints (i.e. Christians) die, they are called immediately into God’s presence – with Christ, which is better by far (Phil 1:23). That’s the living hope of every Christian! But this man’s focus for now is this life: the land of the living (v9). He’s not just sitting around, self-indulgently waiting for glory! He desires to serve and glorify God now, in the arena of this world. “God has spared me from death. Why? He must still have a work for me to do.” That’s why he confesses and repeats: I am your servant. That speaks to me of enthusiasm, even excitement, at the prospect of serving the living God: “My mother was your maidservant, and now I am your servant too.” He doesn’t see this as slavery, but freedom: you have freed me from my chains (v16).
The story goes of three labourers working on the building of St Paul’s Cathedral in London. The first worker says, “I’m digging this hole to earn some monay to buy food, so I can dig this hole…” The second man says, “I’m trying to be the best stonemason I can be.” But the third stands up proudly and declares, “I am helping Sir Chtitopher Wren build a Cathedral to the glory of God!” The thrid man had the greatest vision and motivation: serving for the glory of God.  
That’s the right attitude for the Christian – an attitude of gratitude! In view of God’s mercy, offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to him (Romans 12:1-2). It’s total commitment! This psalm gives us hope. It shows the possibility of recapturing that passion for serving the Lord to build his kingdom. It’s not about paying him back or earning his love, but responding to his free grace through Jesus Christ.  Can you recall near misses in your life – a car crash or illness? Why are you here today? If you’re not yet a Chriustian, God is being patient. If you are it’s because God has a job for you to do – in your family, in this church, in another country, in your school or work-place? Why should you serve Christ? Because he has broken your chains of guilt and fear. What can I give to the LORD for all his goodness to me? Do you ask that question? Here’s the psalmist’s amswer: personal worship, public thanksgiving and passionate service.
