A Song for those who are Slipping (Psalm 73; 9/8/09)

Introduction

My wife’s parents tell the tale of something that happened to them when they were living in Scotland. They were out walking together in the countryside, enjoying their day off as they walked along a country path. The ground sloped away from the path down to the river below, which was flowing swiftly due to the recent rains. All was peaceful until suddenly my father-in-law slipped, and began sliding down towards the river. He describes how desperately he tried to get a grip onto something to stop himself, but there was nothing to hold onto. All his wife could do was watch helplessly from above as he slid downwards. Somehow – by God’s grace – he came to a stop just before droppping into the raging river. Gradually he began the painstaking crawl back up the slope to safety. It was an experience neither of them will ever forget; thankfully they lived to tell the tale!

I don’t know if anything like that has happened to you, but today we’re looking at a man who began to slip and slide in a spiritual sense: Surely, God is good to Israel, to those who are pure in heart. But as for me, my feet had almost slipped; I had nearly lost my foothold (v1-2). This man is a believer in the LORD – a worship leader! - but something happens to him that causes him to begin to slip and slide away from God. 

It’s a danger every Christian faces today. Paul warns the Christians in Corinth: So, if you think you are standing firm, be careful that you don’t fall! (10:12). The writer to the Hebrews says: See to it that none of you has a sinful, unbelieving heart that turns away from the living God. But encourage one another daily…(3:12). 

Perhaps you are here this morning but you don’t really want to be here. Maybe your heart is far away, longing for something or someone else. This song is just the song for you! It’s for us all. I think Asaph wrote it to encourage other believers, so that they would not get to the dangerous point of slipping away from the walk with the living God. It’s here in the bible to warn and to encourage us to be on (our) guard; stand firm in the faith;…be strong (see 1 Corinthians 16:13). 
1) Asaph’s Coveting (v1-14)

Asaph is very honest. He admits that he envied other people (v2); he coveted what they had. Who are these people? – the arrogant and wicked. What did they have that was so attractive? He tells us: they are healthy and strong (v4); they seem to be problem-free (v5); they have everything they want (v7); they know it all (v8); they answer only to themselves (v9); they are popular (v10); they don’t care what God thinks (v11); they are carefree, and there’s always enough money (v12). It’s quite a list! Such people are living the dream – the healthy, wealthy, powerful and prosperous! Asaph covets their world. He then feels very sorry for himself (v13-14), convinced that his efforts to follow the LORD, resist temptation and strive for innocence have all been in vain - a waste of time. So his faith begins to wobble; he almost slipped.
He’s like the person in the restaurant who orders a meal with everyone else, and spends the rest of the evening wishing he was eating someone else’s dinner! What he has on his plate isn’t as appetising as his neighbour’s. Do you know what that’s like? You begin to feel sorry for yourself. “Why do I always make the wrong choice? Why didn’t I have the chicken instead of the fish? Do you know? I always do that!” What you have on your plate would be perfectly acceptable had you not seen what else was on offer! That’s what’s happening here. Coveting produces jealousy, dissatisfaction and self-pity.
Have you been there, with Asaph? Perhaps you still are. Do you covet such a lifestyle? Do you know people who don’t love the Lord, but they strut about in pride and prosperity? Do you envy them? There is something very appealing about their world, we must admit. It’s also the world of the adverts and Hollywood – a state of no work, no worries, no struggles, no debts, no sickness, no responsibility, and no God! You can be a Christian and find yourself in this situation. It’s such a common temptation! You might never actually say, “I wish I wasn’t a Christian anymore,” but in effect that’s what it amounts to. “Wouldn’t life be so much easier if I wasn’t a Christian?” If that’s the case, you’re on slippery ground (v2). Realise the danger you’re in. You may not be a Christian, but have this constant coveting, which is idolatry. You’re in great danger too, as we shall see.

2) Asaph’s Cure (v15-22)
How can we get out of this situation? It was oppressive for Asaph (v16), and it will be for you. But the turning point comes: till I entered the sanctuary of God (v17) - the temple, the place of worship, where God promised to meet with his people. Imagine him leaving the wicked (who never went to the sanctuary) and, as he goes through the motions of worship (the Scriptures, songs and sacrifices), being struck suddenly by a new perspective – eternity. He sees the final destiny of the people he’s been envying. They are heading for God’s judgement: You cast them down to ruin. Their power, popularity and prosperity will come to nothing and count for nothing on judgement day. “Do I really want to be like them?” Asaph asks himself. They may be living the dream, but God will despise them as fantasies (v20). Asaph’s cure comes through God’s presence, people and perspective. He can’t believe how senseless and ignorant he’s been, like a stubborn donkey (v22).

There’s a TV advert at the moment featuring some small boys playing football in a piazza. One little boy shoots, and his team-mates celebrate a goal. But the goalkeeper rushes out and says it was ‘over’ (the ‘goals’ are just two bins as posts, with no cross-bar!). So there’s an argument, which extends to other people around the piazza – some say in, some say out. Then comes the punch-line: ‘It all depends on your point of view’.
What’s your point of view of this life? If it is a godless word-view, then life and happiness is all about now – getting as much power, prosperity and pleasure as you can. But there’s another, true point of view – God’s. He helps us to see things from an eternal perspective. This life is the preliminary. Jesus talks about this age, and the age to come. He talks about a final judgement and a final joy for those who know and love him. We need God’s Word, his people and his presence to sustain this persepctive and to correct our wrong point of view. When you’re slipping spiritually, you won’t feel like going to church; you might feel a hypocrite. But that’s the very time you need to go! That’s where God will correct your perspective. You may be envying the ‘wonderful, carefree life’ of the wicked, but one day the Lord will say to them: Depart from me, you who are cursed… (Mt 25:41). 
3) Asaph’s Conclusion (v23-28)

Asaph comes to his conclusion. He’s rediscovered the secret and source of true happiness. In these final verses he speaks to God directly for the first time: Yet I am always with you…(v23). They are full of God! The LORD Almighty is his guide and his goal (v24); his desire and delight (v25); his strength and satisfaction (v26). Whom have I in heaven but you? God himself is his heaven! “If I get to heaven and you’re not there, it won’t be heaven for me!” At the same time he looks at this life, and confesses: earth has nothing I desire besides you. He’s not despising legitimate, God-given desires, but he concludes that they are nothing without God’s presence. He has other desires, but none can compare with knowing God himself. God makes him happy; God satisfies. Jesus put it like this: Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened and I will give you rest…(Mt 11:28); I am the bread of life. He who comes to me will never go hungry…(John 6:35). 
He’s like the man in Jesus’ parable who was digging one day in a field and came across some buried treasure. So he went home and in his joy sold all he had in order to buy the field and claim the treasure (Mt 13:44). He must have concluded that the treasure was worth having! You might call it a sacrifice, but he wouldn’t. He’d have said it was all worth it! Jesus painted that picture to show what it was like to become a Christian – to enter God’s Kingdom. 
What’s your conclusion? It’s possible for you to have everything that this world can give, yet still be dissatisfied and frustrated. George Harrison’s words are written for all to read at Liverpool Airport: ‘Like we’re the Beatles after all, aren’t we? We have all the money you could ever want. We have all the fame you could ever wish for. But, it isn’t love. It isn’t health. It isn’t peace, inside, is it?” I hear people say, “Well, as long as you have your health!” Good health is a great gift from God. We often only appreciate it if we lose it. But the truth is you will lose your health one day: my flesh and my heart fail. What then? - but God is the strength of my heart and my portion forever (v26). Listen to Jesus in prayer to God: Now this is eternal life: that they may know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have sent (John 17:3). The blessings of knowing God last forever. 

But you may say, “I know what I should do as a Christian. I have an idea of what I should feel. But the reality is that God isn’t my joy. I find it hard to rejoice in the Lord. Like Asaph, I’m here in church because I know I should be here, but I’m really going through the motions. What should I do?” John Piper suggests three steps: First, Confess the sin of joylessness. Acknowledge the…coldness of your heart. Don’t say it doesn’t mater how you feel. Secondly, pray that God would restore the joy of obedience. Third, go ahead and do your duty in the hope that he doing will rekindle the delight. That’s good advice. It worked for Asaph! Pray that it’ll work for you.

I remember hearing the story of a man called Billy Bray, who lived many years ago in Cornwall. He had heard the good news of Jesus Christ, but stubbornly was resisting turning to Christ. He was a tin miner, and as he sat down to eat his lunch, probably just a bit of bread and cheese, he noticed a little bird hopping around nearby, hoping for a crumb. Billy tried to coax the little bird nearer, but the bird was too fearful. “Come on,” he said, “you don’t know how much good I can do you!” And suddenly it was as though he saw the Lord Jesus Christ, with his arms open, saying exactly the same to him: “You don’t know how much good I can do you!” He stopped resisting, and turned to Christ. His life was characterised with great joy from then on. 

You don’t know how mcuh good I can do you. The Lord says the same to you. Have you been slipping away, envying the boastful and the wicked, longing to be like them? Turn back to God today. Get your perspective renewed. See things with eternity in mind! Say to yourself again: But as for me, it is good to be near God. Stop searching among the scraps of this world when God offers you his banquet: 

Why do you spend money on what is not bread,

And your labour on what does not satisfy?...

Give ear and come to me; hear me that your soul may live.

(Isaiah 55:2-3)
I would not change my blest estate for all the world calls good or great

And while this faith can keep he hold I envy not the sinners’ gold.

Now none but Christ can satisfy, no other name for me

There’s love and life and lasting joy, Lord Jesus, found in Thee

