JOY AND OBEDIENCE

Readings: Phil 3:17-4:9; John 14:15-27; 16:25-33; 
Text: Psalm 119:161-168
Theme: The psalmist expresses his joy in God’s law and his obedience to it.
Purpose: To urge you to love God’s law and obey it. 


This is the second to last section of this long psalm which is an acrostic poem following the 22 letters of the Hebrew alphabet. In this section the first word of every verse in the Hebrew Bible begins with the Hebrew consonant Sin or Shin. It is the same Hebrew letter but with “Sin” there is a dot above the left and with “Shin” the dot is above the right. 

The theme of this psalm is the word of God and the writer uses eight different Hebrews words to describe God’s law. In six stanzas of this long psalm he uses all eight of these words and in all the other stanzas he uses at least six of these words for God’s law, using a different order in each stanza.

After 160 verses on this one theme you might wonder if there is anything left to say about the word of God?! But, yes, there is more to write on this great theme and he continues his meditation without repetition or doubling up. He continues to range over the length and breadth of our walk with God, exploring the heights and depths of God’s word and his laws. 

The opening line of this stanza reminds us that this man was under severe persecution and that the oppression of his enemies continued on - “Rulers persecute me without cause” – but this did not dampen his joy or suppress his love for God and his word, and apart from this opening line the rest of this stanza is full of joy and praise. 

In the first five verses he expresses his great joy in God’s laws and in the last three verses he declares his willing obedience in keeping them.

1. HIS GREAT JOY IN GOD’S LAWS

a. He begins this section by expressing his reverence for God’s word; “my heart trembles at your word.” The word “trembles” has the sense of awe and reverence. 

Through the prophet Isaiah God told the people of Judah, “This is the one I esteem: he who is humble and contrite in spirit and trembles at my word” (66:2).
The people of Israel trembled at the words of God after they had returned from exile and they were convicted of their unfaithfulness to God (Ezra 9:4). 

The man who wrote this psalm trembled at God’s word. Rulers were opposing him and it would have been easy to be afraid of them but he had a greater respect for God than he did for any human person, no matter how powerful they were!

In the 16th century Martin Luther spoke similar words of reverence for God’s word when he stood before the Holy Roman Emperor and the leaders of the Roman Catholic Church in Worms in Germany. He was asked to repudiate all his books and the errors they contained. He refused to do that saying, “Unless I am convinced by Scripture and plain reason... my conscience is captive to the Word of God. I cannot and will not recant anything, for to go against conscience is neither right nor safe. God help me. Here I stand, I can do no other.” 

Do you have this sort of respect for God and his word? When you face opposition from unbelievers does it make you tighten your grip on the Scriptures? Do you respect the laws of God so much that they keep you from sin and disobedience? 

b. He revered God’s word and he rejoiced in it: “I rejoice in your promise like one who finds great spoil” (v 162).

i. Many of us have heard the Bible from a very young age and have read it all our lives. As a result we can take it for granted, we can be a bit “ho hum” about it; we come to church and think it is all the same old message. 
This man knew the Scriptures well - probably a lot better that any of us – but the more he read and heard the more he rejoiced in it! 

He was “like one who finds great spoil”. The word ‘spoil’, children, means great riches, money and treasure. The word describes all the riches that soldiers gathered after defeating their enemies in battle. Or think of it as treasure. Sometimes a person stumbles on great treasure and they become very wealthy, like the one in a million person who wins lotto. But more often people who find treasure have been searching for it for a long time with much hard work and effort.  

When you read or hear the Bible sometimes you will stumble on a great treasure, a wonderful promise of God. But more often you have to keep reading and searching and looking for this spoil, this treasure. The riches in God’s word come to those who dig for it, who mine it, who search for it. (Pr 2:4)

Are you reading your Bible, which is the best book to read?! And, if so, how are you reading it? 
You won’t find treasure here if you read it superficially, or hurriedly or half-heartedly. 
But you will find its treasures if you read it systematically and thoughtfully, carefully and prayerfully. Then you too will rejoice in God’s promises like one who finds great spoil!

ii. Rejoicing in God’s law will lead you to praise God.
The writer says this in verse 164; “Seven times a day I praise you for your righteous laws.” The tense of the verb “praise” means that he did this regularly, frequently. 

Seven is the number of completeness. He rejoiced in God so much that he praised him all through the day whenever he thought of God and his commands. 
We need to do this too, praising God throughout the day for all his goodness and grace. And today, one day in seven, we can meet together to praise him in corporate worship, and we can do that twice on this day.   

c. He revered God’s word and rejoiced in it and he rejected all who opposed it; “I hate and abhor falsehood” (v 163).
In the Hebrew text the word falsehood begins with the letter “Shin” and is first in the sentence so it is emphasised. The second word is the word for hate and it begins with “Sin”. So the writer is expressing this strongly, even adding the word, “I abhor”; so it reads, “Falsehood I hate and abhor...” 

We live in a politically correct society where people are opposed to anything that sounds like “hate speech”, so we are not used to hearing such strong language. 
But sometimes it is right to express ourselves strongly, especially when God’s laws are being broken. There is a place for righteous anger when we see people deliberately disobey God’s commands and see all the terrible effects of that in people’s lives. 

The writer identifies the sin of falsehood. Children, this is a sin against the ninth commandment, which says, “You shall not bear false witness against your neighbour.” This means, you shall not lie, nor gossip, nor slander, not say half-truths, nor tell white lies, nor misrepresent another person, nor distort the truth, nor deceive another person.
The Bible tells us that Satan has been a liar from the beginning. Jesus said, “When he lies he speaks his native language, for he is a liar and the father of lies” (John 8:44). 

Do you hate and abhor falsehood? Do you love God’s law and do all you can to uphold, defend and speak the truth?

d. In verse 165 he describes the result of such respect and rejoicing in God’s commands: “Great peace have they who love your law, and nothing can make them stumble.”

i. The first word in this verse is the Hebrew word “Shalom”, (beginning with Shin); Shalom means peace. It has the sense of well-being, of completeness, of calmness of mind and having a clear conscience. The writer says that those who love God’s law have, not just peace, but great peace, “the peace of God which transcends all understanding [that] will guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus” (Phil 4:7)

Isaiah wrote, “You will keep in perfect peace, him whose mind is steadfast, because he trusts in you” (26:3).

This peace can only be found through faith in the Lord Jesus. Before he ascended to heaven Jesus spoke to his disciples saying, “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give you... Do not let your hearts be troubled and do not be afraid” (John 14:27). “I have told you these things so that in me you may have peace” (16:33). 

Paul wrote the Christians in Rome, “Therefore, since we have been justified through faith we have peace with God through the Lord Jesus Christ” (5:1). At the end of his letter he wrote, “May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace as you trust in him” (15:13). 

Do you have this peace with God through faith in Jesus? 
Do you know this peace Jesus spoke of and do you experience it in your own heart and life?
Are you at peace, believing that God is ordering your life according to his plan and purpose?
Are you prepared to leave the future in God’s hands?
Are your mind and heart at peace through faith in the Lord Jesus Christ?

If not you need to pray to God, through Jesus, to give you this peace; you need to read the Bible to find the way to gain this peace; you need to talk to others who have this peace so you can find it for yourself.

ii. For those who have this peace, “nothing can make them stumble” (165b). Not only will you have peace but you will also have stability. You will walk in God’s ways and obey his commands. God will keep you from falling into temptation and will keep you safe from the evil one. 

Some of you have read or may be reading John Bunyan’s book “Pilgrim’s Progress”, which tells about Christian’s journey from the City of Destruction to the Celestial City. When Christian kept the Word of God with him, and read it, and obeyed it, then he remained on the right path and he did not stumble and he kept a steady course. 
This is true for you too: if you have God’s word and his peace nothing can make you stumble.

We have considered this man’s great joy in God’s law. 

Secondly we consider,
2. HIS GLAD OBEDIENCE TO GOD’S LAW

a. His obedience to God’s law arose from his hope in God’s salvation: “I wait for your salvation O Lord” (v 166). The word wait can also be translated as “hope”. 

The word “salvation” is a broad term for every good thing that God gives to the person who believes in him through Jesus. It includes all the other “big” words of the Bible – redemption, reconciliation, forgiveness and justification. All of these spiritual blessings and benefits are gathered up in God’s salvation. 

You and I need to wait for this, which is not a passive thing, but active. We need to look to God for salvation, pray for it, ask for it and plead for it. 

Look to the Lord Jesus for this because you cannot save yourself; no matter how hard you try, or how much you work for it, or how much you give to God, you will not be able to earn your salvation. The only way to be saved is to trust in the work Jesus has done, in his obedience, in his death on the cross, in the sacrifice he made for your sin. 

When you put all your faith and hope in him then God promises you a salvation that will come to its full expression and reality in heaven. This is the sure and certain hope of the Christian. Is this your hope? 

b. The psalmist responds to God’s salvation in a loving obedience to his commands. 
He affirmed this three times:
“I follow your commands.
I obey your statutes for I love them greatly.
I obey your precepts and your statutes (v 166b-168a).

He wants to obey them because he loves God and his laws. He has already said this in verse 163b but he says it again, adding that he loves them greatly!

At the very beginning of this psalm he wrote, “I will obey your decrees” (v 8). As he comes to the end of this psalm he affirms that he has, and will, follow God’s statues and precepts. He does not claim to obey these laws perfectly but he wants to make a sincere and wholehearted effort to do this. 
He wanted to do this because he knew that God was watching him and knew all about him; “for all my ways are known to you” (v 168b). 

The theological word for this is that God is omniscient, which means he is all knowing. 
This truth is expressed in Psalm 139:1ff – “O Lord, you have searched me and you know me. You know when I sit and when I rise; you perceive my thoughts from afar. You discern my going out and my lying down; you are familiar with all my ways.” 

Keep this in mind. God knows all your thoughts, your actions, your motives and he hears every word you say. “All my ways are before you.” Every day and every moment you and I are living in the presence of God. 

In the early chapters of Genesis we read that Enoch and Noah “walked with God”. What a remarkable statement to make about a person – “he walked with God”. 
We need to do the same – to walk by faith with the triune God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit.

There is a Latin phrase that says we must walk Coram Deo, which means, Before God.

Are you living conscious of God’s presence, rejoicing in his word, obeying his commands?

Amen 
 


