THE BLESSING OF OBEDIENCE

Text: Psalm 119:1-8
Readings: Matt 5:1-20; 1 Peter 1:17-2:3.
Theme: The blessing of obeying God's laws.
Purpose: To encourage us to study God's law and obey it.


Psalm 119 is the giant among the psalms, twice the length of any other, and 10 to 20 times the length of most. It is remarkable that this single subject of the law can be described with so much variety and yet so little repetition. Spurgeon wrote, this psalm “excels in breadth of thought, depth of meaning and height of fervour.” 

The main theme of this psalm is the word of God; all but one of its 176 verses makes some reference to God’s word. It is a beautiful psalm about this man's love for the Scriptures and for God. God’s word is described with eight synonyms; as his word, law, testimonies, precepts, statutes, commandments, ordinances and promise. 

It is arranged as an acrostic poem; each of the 22 stanzas begins with a successive letter of the Hebrew alphabet. 
In the Hebrew Bible each line of this first stanza begins with the Hebrew letter Aleph. It was arranged like this to aid the memory.

1. The psalm begins, first of all, by describing THE BLESSING OF OBEDIENCE. 

a. We always close our worship service with a blessing or a benediction: "The Lord bless you and keep you...." 
This psalm begins with a blessing. It is similar to Psalm 1 which introduces the entire Psalter of 150 psalms with the words; “Blessed is the man who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked...."
Psalm 119 picks up this theme of blessing; "Blessed are they whose ways are blameless." If you love God and follow his commands you will be blessed.
Jesus spoke about these blessings in the beatitudes that introduce the Sermon on the Mount.

But what does it mean to be blessed? 
It does not mean that everything will always go smoothly in our lives, nor that life will be free of problems and trials.
It does not mean that we will never be sick or never have financial worries or never have troubles in our families. Psalms 37 and 73 reflect on the troubles that come to the righteous. 
It is not promising what is known as the "health/wealth" gospel.

To be blessed is to know God’s favour, kindness, grace and love. If you love the Lord God and follow him you will experience peace with God; you will enjoy the happiness of living close to him; you will know the gladness of serving him; you will know the joy of the Lord. All these are blessings from God. 
b. These blessings come to those who obey God’s commands. This obedience is expressed in a few different ways in verses 1-3. 

i. First in verse 1a; “Blessed are those whose ways are blameless.” The word “ways” refers to the direction and manner of your life. If that is “blameless” then you are living an upright and righteous life. The same idea is expressed in verse 3; “They do nothing wrong; they walk in all his ways.” If you live a life of integrity like this you will be blessed. 

ii. In the second half of verse 1 we have a second description of those who are obedient; “who walk according to the law of the Lord.” This is an example of Hebrew parallelism where the same thought in the first line of verse 1 is expressed in different words in the second line. We are to live as God intended us to. Just as a train is designed to run on its tracks we are designed to live according to God’s law. The more we do this the more blessing we will experience. Spurgeon wrote; “The more complete our sanctification the more intense our blessedness.” 

iii. The third description of obedience is in verse 2; “Blessed are they who keep his statutes….” There is no blessing in going off and doing your own thing, living as you please and following your own desires. The blessing of God comes to those “who keep his statutes.”

But this is not a mechanical obedience where you just do your duty; no, it is obedience that arises out of your relationship with God. This is the obedience of those “who seek him with all their heart” (v 2b). 

This is a psalm about God’s law, but it is also a psalm about God himself. We want to obey God’s law because of our relationship with Him and our love for him. Jesus said, “If you love me you will keep my commandments.” (John 14:15) 

God will bless those who obey him. This is the first point we want to note in this psalm, the blessing of obedience.

2. THE PATTERN FOR OBEDIENCE

If you are going to make a piece of furniture, or sew a dress, it is always helpful to have a pattern. It helps a lot if you can see what you are supposed to aim at, to have a model to follow, or an example of what you want to make.

a. The pattern for our obedience is the law of God. In verse 4 we read; “You have laid down precepts that are to be fully obeyed.” 
These precepts were in the Torah, the Law, the first five books of Moses. They were reinforced and applied by the prophets, then were further explained and applied in the New Covenant by Jesus and the apostles. 

The scribes and Pharisees arranged all these laws and decided that there were 613 of them. One of the experts in the law once asked Jesus; "Teacher, which is the greatest commandment in the law?" (Matt 22:36) Of all these 613 commandments, which one is the most important? 

Jesus replied; “Love the Lord you God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind. This is the first and greatest commandment. And the second is like it. Love your neighbour as yourself. All the law and the prophets hang on these two commandments.” This is the essence, the heart of God's law. Obeying God's law is not merely a matter of following a set of commands and regulations; rather, it is about loving God as our Creator and our Father. 

b. Another way of describing this pattern for obedience is to look at the Lord Jesus himself. 

Do you want to know how to love God? Then follow Jesus. He is our model and example, he is the pattern for how we should live, he is the supreme and perfect example of a man who loved God and loved his neighbour. To obey God is to live as Jesus lived, to speak as he spoke, to be the person he was. He is much more than our example, but he is also our example.

c. God's laws and the life and character of Jesus are all revealed in the Scriptures. 

i. God is the Creator and we are his creatures. He is the manufacturer and this book, the Bible, is his manual on how to live. It explains how we should run our lives and how to live.

ii. The Bible is like a map. A map shows you where to go, how to find your way, what direction to take. The Bible does that too. It points you to your final destination, which is heaven. It directs you along that narrow path that leads to life. It tells you about your guide for the journey, the Lord Jesus. 

Some people, especially men, don't like to use maps; they would rather find their own way; they would rather drive around aimlessly, hoping to find the right street!
Sinful human beings are like that too. They don't want to use God's map. They would rather find their own way. They would rather wander around in aimless lives than consult the map God gives us. But God wants you to follow his map. The Scriptures are our pattern for obedience.

iii. This is why it is so important to read and study the Bible. You need to have this map in your head so you have an overall sense of where you are going, but you also need to consult it often so you know what to do and where to go in all the details of your travel. 
Read the Bible for yourself; read it systematically and carefully; meditate on it thoughtfully and prayerfully; think about it and live it out. 

We have considered the blessing of obedience and the pattern of obedience. Now we consider

3. THE DESIRE FOR OBEDIENCE (v 5-8)

a. The psalmist had a genuine desire to obey God; verse 5: "O that my ways were steadfast in obeying your decrees."
This was his longing, his desire, his prayer; he wanted to follow God decrees diligently. He wanted to be steadfast in obeying God. He did not want to do this on and off, occasionally, now and then; no, he wanted to keep at it all the time. So he prayed; "O that my ways were steadfast in obeying your decrees."

b. His desire to obey God was comprehensive. 

i. Verse 6 reads; “Then I would not be put to shame when I consider all your commands." God wants us to obey all the commands he has given to us. 
If you are traveling somewhere new you will need to consult a map. Many of us today use Google Maps, or a Navman or some other GPS system. We want to know the main route to follow to get to where we want to go. But sometimes we also need to find our way through the minor routes and the small side-roads. The main routes are important but so too are the secondary roads and the suburban streets.

It is the same with God's law. The main highway of the Ten Commandments is important but so too are the particular precepts, the details of how we should think and speak and act to God and towards each other.
Some people tell you they want to live by the "spirit" of the law (which often means they want the freedom to live as they please on the details); but God wants us to obey all his commands, big and small, major and minor.

ii. This ties in with verse 4 which says; "You have laid down precepts that are to be fully obeyed." Too often we are half-hearted about our obedience, easygoing, casual, relaxed. But God has laid down precepts that are to be fully obeyed. 
Don't aim for obedience by accident but aim for a careful application of his commands. 
Don't treat this as a hit and miss affair but take precise aim on God's commands. 
Don't be casual about obedience but be conscientious. 

iii. Again we should look to the Lord Jesus as our example in this. He was a man but he was also God. As God he was perfect. He lived in perfect obedience to all God's commands. In theology we call this his active obedience to the law. He fulfilled all the requirements of the law and he did this for us so that he might be the perfect sacrifice for sin. He is our example.
 
Are you careful about keeping God's laws?
Are you concerned to obey all his commands? 
Are you keeping your eye on the perfect example of our Lord Jesus? 

This man had a sincere desire to obey all of God’s laws. 

c. He wanted to be diligent in his desire. Verse 7; “I will praise you with an upright heart as I learn your righteous decrees.” 

If you are facing an exam or an important test then you have to learn the material, you have to read your notes and the lectures and the textbook. You have to study all that carefully and try to remember it. You need to revise what you have learned and discuss it with others in your class. All this takes time.

It is the same with learning God’s commands. You need to read his word and study it, revise it, remember it and discuss it with other. This takes effort. You have to keep at it. You have to apply yourself and be diligent. 

This also takes time. You won't get to know God's word in a day, or in a week, or even in a year. Even the length of this psalm (176 verses) is an indication that reading and meditating on God's word is not like instant coffee or a microwave dinner. The psalmist is reflective and meditative; he takes his time in thinking about and applying God’s word. So too you have to keep at this, year after year, until God's word becomes part of you; until it gets in your mind and thinking and living. 

The psalmist had a genuine desire to obey all of God’s laws and he wanted to be diligent about learning them. 

d. This was his decided desire. 
Verse 8; "I will obey your decrees." 

Some of you may have seen the film Courageous. At the end the main character is speaking at his church and he tells the congregation about his resolution to be a godly father. He asks who will do all God requires of them as husbands and fathers, and declares, “I will!”

You need to same determination to obey all of God’s commands. Is this your resolution? 
Are you determined to obey God? 
Have you resolved to follow the Lord Jesus? 
Obedience begins with an act of the will; have you decided in your own mind and heart and will that you will follow God's commands and that you will do this fully?

Of course, this is not just a matter of our choice, our decision, and our will. 
We are utterly dependant on God. So we say, with the psalmist in verse 8, "Do not utterly forsake me." Don't leave me on my own; I need your help! All of us need God's help. Obeying God is impossible on our own. 

Ask God to fill you with his Spirit to help you to be obedient. 

Follow the pattern God has given us in his word.

Be assured that God will bless those “whose ways are blameless, who walk according to the law of the Lord.”

Amen

