A CONCLUDING PRAYER

Readings: Matt 5:17-32; Luke 15:1-7; John 10:11-18
Text: Psalm 119:169-176
Theme: A prayer to God expressing praise, intercession and confession on the basis of his word.
Purpose: To encourage you to pray all kinds of prayers to God on the basis of his word.


This stanza of eight verses is the conclusion to this long psalm that runs to 176 verses. It is a great psalm that meditates and reflects on God and all the wonderful characteristics of God’s word.

Most of the psalm is made up of positive and thankful statements about God’s laws and commands but there are also many prayers scattered through it. In this closing stanza all the verses are prayers. 

The apostle Paul urges us to “pray in the Spirit on all occasions with all kinds of prayers and requests” (Eph 6:18). God’s people had been doing that for thousands of years and this final section of this psalm contains four kinds of prayers: of invocation, praise, supplication and confession. As we examine these we want these to be our prayers because they are fitting prayers for every believer in every age of the church. 

1. The writer begins with A PRAYER OF INVOCATION. 

To “invoke” is to call on someone earnestly, so a prayer of invocation is a serious and earnest calling on God. Prayers like these can be used at the beginning of worship as we call on God to hear us, but they can also be used in personal and private prayer, as the psalmist does here.

The first lines of the first two verses express this urgent calling on God:
“May my cry come before you O God...” (v 169)
“May my supplication come before you....” (v 170)

He began like this because he knew he needed God’s help and grace and he cried out to God pleading that the Lord would hear his prayer and to listen to it closely. 

He prayed for “understanding according to your word” (v 169b). 
“Word” is the most general of the eight terms used for God’s laws in this psalm and it covers all the truth of God, promised and commanded.
He prayed for this understanding because he knew that without the help of God’s Spirit he could not understand the Scriptures. 
He has prayed for this before – “Open my eyes that I may see wonderful things in your law” (v18 cf. v34) – but at the end of this psalm he asks for it again.  
This needs to be your prayer and mine whenever we read the Bible or hear it read or preached: “Give me understanding according to your word”.

He also asks, “Deliver me according to your promise.”
This entire psalm reflects his situation of trouble because of the oppression of his enemies and the persecution he experienced. All of us have our own troubles and difficulties and his prayer is our prayer. 
 We can call on God in prayer with even more boldness than this man because of the greater revelation we have in this New Testament age. 
We know that Jesus is in heaven as our Mediator, as our great High Priest; because of that we can pray with much confidence because Jesus “is able to save completely those who come to God through him (Heb 7:25). Through the Lord Jesus you can “draw near to God with a sincere heart in full assurance of faith” (Heb 10:21).   
Are you doing this? Are you using the privilege of prayer? Are you calling on God urgently and sincerely?

This man began this section by invoking God’s help in prayer, by crying to God for understanding and deliverance.
 
2. He then offers A PRAYER OF PRAISE

He offers his praise and thanks to God in the parallel lines of verses 171 and 172:
“May my lips overflow with praise...”
“May my tongue sing of your word...”

His praise was probably both personal and public - at home in the privacy of his own room, and also with God’s people, praising the Lord along with the levitical choirs in the temple. 

His lips “overflowed” with praise to God; he was so full of thanks that praise poured out of him like water out of a spring! 

As in the rest of this psalm he bases his prayer on the word of God: “for you teach me your decrees.... for all your commands are righteous” (171,172).
Again, this is true for us. The more we learn about God and the better we understand his word the more we will want to praise him, and even more so for us as New Testament believers because God has given us every good gift through Jesus Christ; what else can we do but praise him?! 

Paul urged the Christians in Philippi to present their requests to God “by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving...” (Phil 4:6). This ought to be true of our prayers – always thankful to God and always praising him for his many blessings to us in Christ.

3. Having expressed his prayers of invocation and praise the psalmist turns to God in PRAYERS OF SUPPLICATION – he has three requests and each request is supported by a reference to God’s laws.

a. His first request is for God’s help – v 173:
“May your hand be ready to help me, 
for I have chosen your precepts.”

He was very aware of his need for God’s help every day and all his life. God had helped him in the past and he was very aware that he needed this in the present and for the future – he could not manage on his own – he was too weak, too feeble, too sinful, too small. 
We are aware of this too. We get into trouble when we think we can go it alone, when we think we can handle it by ourselves. If you want to be independent of God then you are setting yourself up for disaster - pride comes before a fall. 
But “God is our refuge and our strength, an ever present help in trouble” (Ps 46). “The name of the Lord is a strong tower; the righteous run to it and are safe” (Pr 18:10) God is all-powerful and he will help us. 
So we need to be humble and realise our dependence on God and be aware of our need of his help. Through the Lord Jesus we can “find grace to help us in our time of need” (Heb 4:14ff).

b. His second request is for God’s salvation - v 174: 
“I long for your salvation, O Lord, and your law is my delight.”

He was a believer and he already trusted in God and he already knew God’s salvation but he longed for a greater fullness and a richer experience of it! 
He knew that God had saved him in the past but he pleaded that God would continue to save him in the present and would also preserve him in the future. 

And again, his need is our need. Many of us here have been saved by God’s grace and we have tasted that the Lord is good. But we need to pray for an ongoing experience of this salvation, for the delight and enjoyment of our Triune God. We need to pray that God will complete our salvation in the future when Jesus returns and we receive “our adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies” when we take up our full inheritance in heaven. Those God has justified he will also glorify (Rom 8:23,30). In this way we too long for the salvation of the Lord which is yet to come. 

c. His third request is for life – v 175:
“Let me live that I may praise you,
and may your laws sustain me.” 

He has often prayed for life and now, after 174 verses, this is his final petition, his concluding request to God. His prayer to live does not mean that he was about to die; it rather reflects his situation of oppression. 

He asked for new strength to continue on through these trials so that he could go on praising God as the Lord and giver of life. 
This is the “chief end of man: to glorify God and enjoy him forever” (Shorter Catechism Q1). This is what we were created to do: to praise and worship God our Creator and our Saviour. “Let me live, on earth, and later in heaven, so that I may praise you.” In this final request the psalm rises to the praise of God the Father, through the indwelling of the Holy Spirit, and through the eternal life we can find in Jesus Christ.

d. These three requests are all based on his love for God’s law: “...for I have chosen your precepts... your law is my delight... may your laws sustain me.”
 
Do you love God’s law? Have you chosen to follow his precepts? Are you keeping his laws? Are you walking in his ways? 
Is God’s law your delight? Do you keep his commands, not just out of a sense of duty but because you delight to do so? 
Are you serving the Lord Jesus, not out of a sense of obligation, but because it is a privilege to do so?
Do God’s laws help you in your daily life? Are they guiding and directing the choices you make, the words you say, the things you do? 
Do God’s laws guide you at work and at play? Do they determine the movies you hire and the TV programmes you watch? Do they guide your friendships and your social life?

4. The psalmist has offered prayers of invocation, of praise, of intercession and then he closes this psalm with a PRAYER OF CONFESSION.

Verse 176: “I have strayed like a lost sheep. Seek your servant, for I have not forgotten your commands.”

Most of this psalm is full of confident statements about his love for God and his obedience to God’s law; he had learned God’s commands, meditated on them and sought to obey them. Throughout the psalm he prayed for God’s help and guidance but he ends it with a prayer of confession. 

Some have thought that this is a bit of an anticlimax to this great psalm, but that is not so. Rather it is an honest recognition of his own situation. He was not like the self righteous Pharisee in the parable of Jesus who was in the temple praying about himself; rather he was like the tax collector standing apart from everyone else praying, “God, be merciful to me, a sinner.” 

That this psalm ends with a prayer of confession reminds us that we will be fighting against our sinful nature right through to our dying breath, that we will be confessing our sins till the day we die. 

The word strayed means that he had wandered away from the Lord. It does not mean outright rebellion against God, nor total unbelief, nor that he had given up his faith entirely, but rather that he had slid back, he had lost his first love, he was not as zealous as he had been in the past.

He had strayed like a lost sheep. He had not paid attention to what he was doing and so had lost his way, he had drifted away from the rest of the flock and had lost sight of the shepherd.

Is this your situation? Have you wandered away from the Lord? Like the Christians in Ephesus have you lost your first love? Have you strayed like a lost sheep, have you wandered off the path, have you fallen behind the rest of the flock and lost sight of the Lord Jesus? 

If so, you need to pray the prayer this man prayed, “Seek your servant”. Jesus commanded us to seek him - “Seek and you will find” (Matt 6:7) - but here the request is for the Lord to seek us. The Scriptures assure us that Jesus is our good Shepherd and that he goes after the lost sheep till he finds them. This man wanted to be sought and forgiven and taken back into the service of his Lord. He was confident that the Lord would seek him and find him and grant him salvation and life. 

With that in mind he wrote his closing line, “for I have not forgotten your commands.” This is the great theme of this great psalm – the commands, decrees, laws and statutes of the Lord. This man remembered these commands, he meditated on them, memorised them and sought to obey them. 

This closing prayer of confession is not an anticlimax but it is not a climax either. One writer points out that everything in the Old Testament can only be regarded as a “pre-climax” because it was all anticipating the coming of the Messiah, who is the Chief Shepherd, who guides and leads his flock and teaches them his word. 

Jesus explained that he had not come to abolish the law and the prophets but to fulfil them. In his teaching and preaching he explained the law and applied it to all of life - to our actions, thoughts and words. All the laws of God continue to apply to all of us all through this gospel age. 

This is why this is a psalm for the New Testament Christian; it is a wonderful meditation on the law of the Lord Jesus. 

Like the psalmist we are aware that we fall short of God’s laws and like him we must confess that we have strayed like a lost sheep. 

But we have a much clearer knowledge of the forgiveness God has made available to us through the Lord Jesus Christ who is our good Shepherd and who laid down his life for his sheep. He is our Shepherd now in this life, and will be our Shepherd in heaven.

The book of Revelation describes Jesus with these words: “For the Lamb at the centre of the throne will be their shepherd; he will lead them to springs of living water. And God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.”

This is what we are praying for!

This is the certain hope of all our prayers! 

Amen

