PRESERVE MY LIFE

Readings: Psalm 3; John 10:22-39
Text: Psalm 119:153-160
Theme: The psalmist pleads that God will preserve his life from the persecution of his enemies on the basis of God’s word.
Purpose: To encourage you in times of oppression to pray for salvation on the basis of God’s word.


Many of us face great pressures as we go about our work and study in the world. 
Some of you work mainly with non-Christians who, in varying degrees, are opposed to the Christian faith and who mock the Bible.
Some of you are in work places that have the radio playing all day tuned in to a secular station that promotes the ideas and unbelief and immorality of unbelievers in song and in conversation and in talkback.
Those of you who are studying at university and at polytech and at public schools face the world view of humanism that ignores God and often directly opposes him along with other non Christian worldviews. 

With so much pressure, and sometimes direct persecution, we need to pray the prayer expressed in these verses: “Preserve my life”. 
This man too was being persecuted for his faith and on the basis of God’s word he prayed that God would preserve his life. This is our prayer. 

We’ll consider:
1. His situation of persecution
2. His prayer for preservation
3. His appeal to God’s promise

The psalmist’s reflections on each of these areas are spread through this section so we’ll be gathering various verses together under each heading. 

1. HIS SITUATION OF PERSECUTION is mentioned right at the beginning when he prays, “Look upon my suffering” (v 153). He makes some reference to his situation of suffering in most of these verses. 

In verse 154 he asks God to defend his cause. This pictures a law court. He was being attacked and was falsely accused. He asks God to advocate for him, to speak in his defence, like a lawyer who defends a person against false charges and proves their innocence. 
In the words of Spurgeon he asks God to “fight my fight, pay my price, and bring me out to liberty”. 

In verse 155 he wrote, “Salvation is far from the wicked, for they do not seek out your decrees.” 
This tragically, is the situation of many in our society. 
They have no love for God, no faith in Christ, and no interest in the Bible. 
They are dead in their transgressions and sins, gratifying the desires of their sinful natures and following its desires and thoughts. They are “without hope and without God in the world” (Eph 2:1,3,12). They do not have the Spirit of Christ and so they do not belong to Christ (Rom 8:9).
Because of all this salvation is far from them in their present situation. They do not know God’s word nor do they want to know it. They do not obey God’s commands nor do they want to obey them.

Unless they repent of their sin and unbelief and turn to the Lord Jesus in faith salvation will be far from them for all eternity. They will be shut out from God in heaven and “eternally shut in with the enemies of God and the heirs of hell” (Bridges). 
This is a fearful prospect. If anyone here is in this situation then I urge you to seek to know God, to read the Bible, to turn from unbelief and to turn to the Lord Jesus, believing in him and his death for sinners and in his resurrection for his people. 

In verse 157 he wrote, “Many are the foes who persecute me.”
In the previous verse he wrote that God’s mercies were great, or many; but he also had many foes, many who persecuted him.

You too have many around you who do not believe in God or in Jesus his Son, who ignore you or mock you for your Christian faith, who ridicule you and pour scorn on you. We need to be prepared for this.
If they hated Jesus they will hate us.
If they mocked him they will mock us.

In verse 157 the psalmist described his response to the “faithless” who do not obey God’s word; “I look on them with loathing”. 

This is strong language. We aren’t used to this in our politically correct society where we have to be careful what we say about others and where we must not discriminate against anyone. 

The prophet Jeremiah was severely persecuted by those around him and he complained to God about those who tried to kill him. He prayed, “Do not forgive their crimes or blot out their sins from your sight” (18:23); “Let me see your vengeance on them” (20:12).

In the New Testament Jesus and Stephen ask God to forgive those who are murdering them (Luke 23:34; Acts 7:60). But Jesus was also angry with the religious leaders of his day. On one occasion “He looked around at them in anger ...deeply distressed at their stubborn hearts” (Mark 3:5). And Stephen addressed the members of the Sanhedrin with these words, “You stiff-necked people, with uncircumcised hearts and ears! You are just like your fathers: You always resist the Holy Spirit. Was there ever a prophet your fathers did not persecute?” (Acts 7:51f)

We need to be careful about how we apply the words of this psalm today. It is right to pray that God might forgive those who sin against us, but there may be times when we call for God’s judgment on unbelievers who are stubbornly rebellious against God, who refuse to obey his word, whose hearts are hard, who delight in evil and who wallow in wickedness. Many of the psalms call for God’s justice on his enemies.

The psalmist was in a situation of persecution.

2. HIS PRAYER FOR PRESERVATION

In verse 153 he prayed that God would “deliver” him and in verse 154 that God would defend his cause and redeem him; he prayed, “Preserve my life”. 
“Preserve my life” is a prayer for God’s protection and help in a time of trouble. He asked God to remove these burdens that weighed him down so that God would restore to him the joy of his salvation. 

We need to see this prayer in broad terms as including both physical and spiritual deliverance. 
The apostle Paul was in prison in Rome and he wrote to the Christians in Philippi expressing the confidence that “what has happened to me will turn out for my deliverance” (1:19). He was confident that through their prayers, and the help given to him by the Spirit of Jesus, Christ he would be delivered physically and spiritually. He expected to be released from prison but also that he would experience God’s salvation in Christ.

This needs to be your prayer and confidence. Pray that through faith in Jesus, and through the prayers of others, and through the help of the Spirit of Jesus, that God will preserve your life; that God will protect you from those who oppress you and grant you eternal life. 

The phrase “preserve my life” in the NIV translates one Hebrew word. This word occurs nine times in this long psalm and of these nine three occur in this section – in verses 154, 156 and 159. As the psalm draws to a close his prayers for God’s help and deliverance become more urgent. This is not the “vain repetition” in prayer that Jesus condemned, which is the empty repetition of words without meaning (Matt 6:7 KJV). Each time the psalmist prayed for this preservation he really meant it – it arose out of faith and out of great necessity.

The same must be true for us. We live in a sinful and hostile world. Each day, and many times each day, you may and must pray this prayer, asking God to preserve your life, to strengthen your faith, to sustain your hope, to lead you not into temptation, to deliver you from evil and the evil one, to help you walk worthy of the calling you have received, to be holy as he is holy. 

If we pray this sincerely then we can’t pray this too often. We want God to preserve us in faith, love and hope; we want to be protected so we may be useful servants of the Lord Jesus, following him more closely, becoming more and more like him, being more earnest in prayer, and more zealous for our God & his kingdom. 

We have considered his situation of persecution, his prayer that God would preserve his life, and thirdly,
3. HIS APPEAL TO GOD’S PROMISES
In this section he gives three reasons to support his prayer.

a. In verse 154 he asks, “preserve my life according to your promise.”
In the first part of this verse he had asked God to defend him, like an advocate or lawyer in a courtroom setting. 
To support his prayer he appeals to God’s promise (v 154b). 
God has promised that he will never leave us not forsake us (Heb 13:5). 
The apostle John assures us that we have an advocate in heaven, “one who speaks to the Father in our defence, Jesus Christ the Righteous One” who is “the atoning sacrifice for all our sins” (1 John 2:1f). 
Jesus has assured us that those who listen to his voice and follow him will never perish; “no one can snatch them out of my hand” (John 10:28).
In your prayers you can and should appeal to God’s promises in the Bible; use these as supporting reasons for your requests.

b. In verse 156 he asks, “preserve my life according to your laws.”
When we look for guidance in our lives we often are guided by the suggestions and advice of other people, some of whom may be non Christians.
Or we are guided by our own feelings, which are often up and down and unreliable, as changeable as the weather.
Or we are guided by the prevailing attitudes and ideas and patterns in our society, which are often far from God’s commands.
Instead we must be guided by God’s laws. We have prayed that God would preserve our life, and when he answers our prayer he wants us to respond in grateful obedience to what he has commanded us to do. He wants us to keep his laws. 

c. Preserve my life according to your promise, according to your laws, and (v 159) “according to your love.”
Love here translates the Hebrew word chesed which is God’s covenant loving-kindness to us as his people. 
The love of God, wrote Spurgeon, is this man’s “ultimate argument ...Because God is love he will give us life.” 
This is our prayer too – that God will preserve us on the basis of his love; that he will be true to his love as he has promised.
And we know God will do this because he so loved us that he gave us his One and Only Son. The apostle John who wrote this in his gospel (3:16) affirms this in his first letter: “This is love: not that we loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son as the atoning sacrifice for our sins” (1 John 4:10). 

When you ask God to preserve your life appeal to his promise, to his law and to his love.

This section closes with verse 160, which is a lovely conclusion and summary statement about God’s laws: “All your words are true; all your righteous laws are eternal.”

Literally the Hebrew reads “The head of your words are true”. This could be translated “The sum of your words are true”. The sense of it is, as the NIV puts it, that “All your words are true”; every part of God’s word is true, or, as Luther put it, “Your word is nothing but truth.” All of God’s word is true and every part of it is true, from Genesis to Revelation.

Many so-called biblical scholars have questioned the accuracy of the Bible and point out alleged contradictions and errors. But as Christians we accept that the Bible is fully the word of God and we do so because of the inner testimony of the Holy Spirit on our hearts (WCF I,3). It is the whole truth and nothing but the truth.

And all God’s “righteous laws are eternal”. Jesus said, “I tell you the truth, until heaven and earth disappear, not the smallest letter, not the least stroke of a pen will by any means disappear from the Law until everything is accomplished” (Matt 5:18). 
God’s righteous laws are eternal.

Many of you are under much pressure in the world, both at work and in your places of study.

The true and eternal word of God assures you that God will preserve your life from the oppression and persecution of all who oppose Christians and the Church of Christ. 

God will do this according to his promise, and his law and his love.

Amen

