WE ARE FRAIL BUT GOD IS FOREVER

Readings: Hebrews 1; Phil 1:12-26; Psalm 102:1-22
Text: Psalm 102:23-28
Theme: In his affliction and frailty the psalmist was confident that God is eternal and unchanging.
Purpose: To remind you of your weakness and frailty and to give you comfort and confidence in God and Christ.


This psalm reminds us that in our sickness and frailty and fleeting lives we can trust in a God who is eternal and unchanging.
There are many circumstances and events in our lives that remind us that we are weak and feeble:
You may come down with a severe illness which confines you to bed.
You may have a serious accident that puts you off work for many weeks, even months. 
A close relative of yours may die suddenly and unexpectedly and you are overcome with grief. 

And the passing on one year to another makes us aware of how quickly one year passes to the next. We all know that expression, “Time flies”, and the older we get the faster it seems to fly! It makes us aware that our days on earth are numbered, that life here is fleeting and that one day we will die. But this psalm gives us confidence and trust in God.  

The text of this sermon is the closing verses of this psalm, verses 23-28, but in the context of the whole psalm.

The title tells us that this is “A prayer of an afflicted man when he is faint and pours out his heart to God.” This is the only psalm in the Psalter with this title. We don’t know who wrote it, nor the historical setting.

It may well have been written during the time of the Babylonian exile in the 6th century BC. Jerusalem and the temple had been destroyed and the people of Israel lamented their suffering and looked forward to God’s favour and the restoration of their land. This psalm would fit with this situation.

The psalmist began by crying out that God may hear his prayer (v 1-2) and then gave a vivid description of his suffering, in verses 3-11. 

The words, “But you...” in verse 12 mark a turning point. The writer looked beyond the misery of their present situation to the power and might of God. He remembered God’s great compassion for his people and was confident that God would hear the prayers of his people and rebuild Zion. This confidence in God continues through to verse 22. 

In verses 23-28 the psalmist replays these themes. We will consider these verses under three headings: 
1. His cry for help 
2. His confidence in God 
3. His confession of Christ  

1. HIS CRY FOR HELP 

Verse 23: “In the course of my life he broke my strength; he cut short my days.”

With these words he went back to the beginning of the psalm and to the desperate situation he was in, as he described it in the first 11 verses. His language and the images remind us of how Job described his situation of great affliction: his heart was blighted, he was off his food, he had lost weight, he felt lonely and was taunted by his enemies. He described his “fever, frailty, wasting, pain, sleeplessness, melancholy, rejection and despair” (Kidner). 

He felt as though he was only midway through his life and that God had cut short his days (v 23). He spoke for himself and for the people of Israel; his troubles were their troubles. 

Any one of us can go through what this man went through and feel that our strength has been broken. We do not know what the future will bring; we do not know what will happen to us physically, mentally, emotionally or spiritually. We do not know what will happen in our lives or those of our family members. We may face financial loss, a major illness, or the loss of our job, or the death of a loved one.

Whatever happens to us we may and must cry to God for help. 
The psalmist cried (v 24), “Do not take me away, O my God, in the midst of my days.” 
King Hezekiah prayed that he might not die and the Lord added 15 years to his life (2 Kings 20:6). 
The apostle Paul desired to go to be with Christ but was convinced that he would continue on this earth as it was more necessary that he remain to be of service to the churches (Phil 1:23ff).

You too may pray that for a longer life, as this man did. 
If you are a Christian you ought not be afraid to die because you know that God will take you to himself in heaven.
But you may want to remain on this earth for a longer period of time, and there may be a number of reasons for that: to continue to serve God in your callings, to raise your children in God’s ways, to continue to enjoy your marriage with your wife or husband, to share in the lives of your children and grandchildren. None of these are wrong and you may pray as this man did.

2. Having cried to God for help he then put HIS CONFIDENCE IN GOD. 

He contrasted his own frailty with God’s eternity (v 24b-28). 
 
a. He expressed his confidence in God’s character. Everything in the Bible and in our lives depends on who God is, on his character. The psalmist mentions two characteristics, or attributes, of God.

i. God is eternal – v 24b – “your years go on through all generations.” Our lives are relatively short; we live for 70 years, or 80, or even 90, and then we die. But the years of God go on forever! He is eternal (v 11-12).

The psalmist contrasts this with the world which God created: v 25, “In the beginning you laid the foundations of the earth, and the heavens are the work of your hands.” God made the sun, the moon, this earth and the other planets of our solar system. He created this galaxy, which we call the Milky Way; but he also created billions of other galaxies in the universe! God’s work of creation is so vast and the universe is so immense that it is beyond the grasp of our small minds! 

This earth and our sun and the galaxies of the universe will perish. The entire creation has been “subjected to frustration” and is “in bondage to decay” (Rom 8:20f); all of it is wearing out and dying and one day, when Jesus returns, it will all perish. This earth and these heavens are going to be replaced by a new heaven and a new earth (Is 65, Rev 21). We are finite and so is the entire created world, but God is eternal; his years will never end! (v 27b). This is one of God’s attributes.

ii. The other is that God is immutable – v 27a – “But you remain the same.” 

If something is mutable it is liable to change; the verb “mutate” means to change. We are very changeable. One morning we wake up and we are feeling on top of the world, bright and cheery; another morning we wake up and we are despondent and down. We can be unstable and moody. We go up and down and can be temperamental. 

God, thankfully, is not like us. He is immutable, he does not change, he remains the same, yesterday, today and forever (Hebrews 13:8). 
He is stable and reliable, he is dependable and trustworthy, he is self-existent and all sufficient. 

God spoke to Balak, the king of Moab, and said; 
“God is not a man that he should lie,
nor the son of man that he should change his mind.
Does he speak and then not act?
Does he promise and not fulfil?” (Num 23:19) 
The answer to those questions is, of course not! When God speaks he will act on what he has said, and when he promises he will fulfil his promise.

iii. That God is eternal and immutable means that you can rely on him, you can put your faith in him, you can trust him and lean on him and he will not give way or fall over. You can have every confidence in him and you can be sure that he will keep every promise he has made in the Bible. 

The characteristics of God also mean that his plans will be carried forward. When we die the plans and ideas we had come to an end; we can’t carry them forward because we aren’t here! But because God is eternal he will continue all his plans and fulfil all his promises.
As we look ahead to the future we know that his work will continue in us, and in this church, and in the church of Jesus through the world.  

b. We can have confidence in God’s character and in his covenant. A covenant is an agreement. God has made an agreement with us as his people, which includes promises; the primary promise is that he will be our God and we will be his people. 

He has promised to be God to us and to our descendants after us. This is seen in verse 28 of this psalm; “The children of your servants will live in your presence; their descendants will be established before you.” God is committed to us and to our children and to their children, and so on through the generations. He is our eternal God and he is eternally committed to us.

A covenant, of course, has two sides – God’s side and our side. It involves privileges and responsibilities. Your responsibility is to believe in God and to follow his commands, to trust and obey. 
If you do this then God will continue to be your God. 

If your children love God and walk in his ways then they will live in God’s presence. The word translated “live” has the sense of being settled, of dwelling in a place. In contrast to a nomadic lifestyle God gives us the assurance of being permanent.

If our grandchildren continue to trust and obey then they will be established before him. The word “established” means firm, stable, secure. Our grandchildren will be “established before you”, literally, “before your face”, before the face of God, which means they will live in his presence. 

In these covenant promises of God the psalmist looked forward to the time when the people of Israel would return from exile and go back to the land of Israel and rebuild the city of Jerusalem. The middle section of this psalm (verses 12-22) looked forward to this.

But this is also a promise to the covenant community of the church. If we, in this church, continue in love for God and loving service to others then God will preserve us and watch over us. We may experience opposition, and we probably will, and we may go through suffering, but God will keep our lamp burning. 

We have considered his cry for help, and his confession about God’s character and his covenant. 

3. HIS CONFESSION OF CHRIST 

Many of the psalms look forward to the coming of the Messiah; we call them Messianic Psalms. They looked forward to the One who was promised, the One who would be anointed as our Prophet, Priest and King.  

The writer of Hebrews quoted this psalm (Heb 1:10-13). He looked beyond the initial meaning of this psalm and drew out a further message from these words, bringing out a truth that was already there but was seen only after the coming of Jesus. 
He quoted verses 25-27 of this psalm, but he quoted from the Septuagint, which is a Greek translation of the Old Testament, produced by 70 Jewish scholars in the 2nd century BC in Alexandria, Egypt. 

In these verses of Psalm 102 the psalmist spoke about God. In Hebrews 1 the writer quoted these same words, but this time it is God the Father speaking about his Son, whom he names as “Lord”. 

This means that Jesus Christ was also involved in the work of creation, he too “laid the foundations of the earth”, and he too is eternal, and he too is immutable. He is fully God and has all the attributes of God the Father.
 
This interpretation by the writer of Hebrews also means that the person who was suffering in this psalm is the Lord Jesus Christ who came into this world as a man.  

Jesus came to suffer but he also came to establish his kingdom. The middle part of this psalm not only looks forward to the restoration of Israel to their land but also to the kingdom of Jesus Christ. He came to establish his kingdom and that kingdom is growing and will continue to do so until he comes again and completes it.

The middle section of this psalm predicts his glorious kingdom: 
“The nations will fear the name of the Lord,
and the kings of the earth will revere your glory.
For the Lord will rebuild Zion and appear in his glory...
So the name of the Lord will be declared in Zion and his praise in Jerusalem 
when the peoples and the kingdoms assemble to worship the Lord.” (v 15f, 21f)

Today we are aware that our lives are fleeting but that God is eternal, we are changeable but he is immutable. 

And we are reminded that each succeeding year brings us closer to the final glorious kingdom of the Lord Jesus when we will live forever in the presence of God.

So we pray, “Come Lord Jesus, come quickly!” Amen!

