TEACH ME!

Text: Psalm 119:33-40
Reading: 1 Peter 1:17-2:3
Theme: A prayer for instruction in God’s Word leading to obedience
Purpose: To encourage you to read God’s word praying for understanding and obedience.


Each year the Bible Society of New Zealand asks all the churches to set aside one Sunday to focus on the Bible. As Reformed churches we are happy to do that because we believe the Bible is the sole authority for faith and life. One of the slogan’s of the Reformation was “Sola Scriptura”, the Bible Alone.

One of the questions we ask people as they profess their faith and seek to join the church is about the Bible; “Do you believe the Bible is the Word of God, the supreme authority for doctrine and life.” The Bible is central for the Christian and for the church.

Today we want to focus on the Bible. We will do that from this longest psalm in the psalter. 
This psalm is all about the Word of God – his law, testimonies, statutes, and precepts – all words that describe the Scriptures. 
The psalm is an acrostic poem, which means that it follows the alphabet. The first word of each verse in this section begins with the Hebrew letter “He”. 

In this section this believer prayed for instruction in God’s word leading to obedience.
We’ll consider his prayer for:
	A right understanding

A right focus
A right longing

1. A RIGHT UNDERSTANDING (vs 33-34)

This psalm is written in Hebrew poetry, which is arranged in parallel lines. 
Verse 33 has a request and a result;
Verse 34 also has a request and a result.

a. The two requests are, “Teach me, O Lord … Give me understanding…” 

i. He asked, “Teach me O Lord.” 
Sometimes people say about teenagers; “You can’t teach them anything”; that is because they think know everything already.
But actually, all of us are like this: by nature we think we know it all, we are wise in our own eyes, we lean on our own understanding. 

The first step to genuine knowledge is to realize that we are ignorant, that we don’t know everything, and we need to be taught. 
We don’t need instruction in the way of sin (that comes naturally to us); what we need is for God to teach us his decrees. 

ii. So this part of the psalm begins with the prayer that God would teach him from his word. The Holy Spirit wrote the Bible for our instruction, but we need his help to know what it says; we need his illumination. 

If you are reading at night you need to turn on a light or I cannot read your book; the words are there in front of you but without a light I can’t see them. The Holy Spirit is like that light – he enables us to see his word and he teaches us from it. 
Do you pray for that when you read the Bible? Do you ask; “Open my eyes that I may see wonderful things in your law”? Do you pray; “Teach me, O Lord, to follow your decrees”?

iii. And do you pray; “Give me understanding…”
God wants you to understand what you read. 
He wants you to grasp it with your mind.
He wants you to get a firm grip on it.
He does not want obedience that is just mechanical – “do this because I said so” – but rather obedience that arises from understanding - that we know what we are doing and why. 

b. Two results flow from these two request. God wants you to be a hearer and a doer of his word. His word is not merely “For your information”, as you read on many documents; no, it is for your application. 

i. This man resolved that if God taught him his decrees he would “keep them to the end.” That is the sort of obedience God wants from you. He does not want us to obey his laws occasionally, when we feel like it, in fits and starts. 
No, he wants you to keep at this, to continue on, to be consistent, to persevere to the end. An old monk was asked what he prayed for most. He replied, “Grace to persevere.”
Will you keep God’s decrees to the end?

ii. And will you keep God’s law and obey it with all your heart? (v 34)

This man promised; “I will keep your law and obey it with all my heart.” 
His obedience was not weak or feeble or half-hearted.
No, it was from his heart, from the core of his being, wholehearted, enthusiastic!

Are you obeying God’s laws from your heart?
Are you serving God whole-heartedly? 

The psalmist prayed for a right understanding.

2. Secondly, he prayed for A RIGHT FOCUS (v 35-37)

a. “Direct me in the path of your commands.”
He wanted to focus on keeping God’s law, on obeying it, on doing it, on practicing it. 

He wanted this because he delighted in God’s law. 
Cf. Children, if your mum asks you to lay the table she doesn’t want you to do that with a sour face and lots of protests and a bad attitude. No, she wants you to do it willingly and cheerfully. 

In the same way God does not want obedience that is grudging, or done merely out of duty, or out of a sense of compulsion. No, he wants us to delight in doing his will!
Our example in this is Jesus himself who came into this world to do his Father’s will, and he did it out of love, gladly and willingly. 

Do you delight in God’s commands?
Do you obey God cheerfully and willingly?
Are you following Jesus with a joyful heart?

b. This delighted focus on God’s commands is contrasted with a focus on “selfish gain” and “worthless things”.

i. The words “selfish gain” can also be translated as covetousness. 
The 10th commandment says, “Do not covet.” To covet is to set your desire on something that does not belong to you. It is when you get preoccupied with wanting and having more and more. 
Jesus warned us against this when he said; “Watch out! Be on your guard against all kinds of greed. A man’s life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions.” (Luke 12:15)
The apostle Paul warned us; “The love of money is a root of all kinds of evil.” (1 Tim 6:10)

The Bible gives us many examples of people who were caught in this sin of coveting: Balaam sought the promise of rich rewards, Achan coveted the treasures of Jericho, David lusted after Bathsheba, Ahab desired Naboth’s vineyard, Judas betrayed Jesus for 30 pieces of silver. 

It is very easy for us to get caught up in this sin of covetousness and each one of us needs to pray this prayer often; “Turn my heart toward your statutes and not toward selfish gain” (v 36). 

ii. If you want to keep your heart from focusing on selfish gain you need to pray, ”Turn my eyes away from worthless things” (v 37). You need to pray this because your heart will follow your eyes. 

There are some things that are evil and sinful and we should not look at them at all.
There are other things that are not sinful in themselves but turn out to be worthless if you make them the main thing in your life, such as money, success in business, fame and achievement. If these is all you gain then they will turn out to be hollow, empty, trivial, unfulfilling. 

All of us need to watch our eyes. 
Job said; “I have made a covenant with my eyes not to look lustfully at a girl.” (Job 31:1)
The apostle John warned us against “everything in the world – the cravings of sinful man, the lust of his eyes and the boasting of what he has and does.” (1 John 2:16)
There is plenty to tempt us in this age of visual stimulation – DVDs, movies, billboards, adds on TV, magazine covers, the world wide web with its endless temptations. 
Let your prayer be; “Turn my eyes away from worthless things, preserve my life according to your word” (v 37).

3. We pray for a right understanding, a right focus, and for A RIGHT LONGING
The psalmist longed for three things.

a. He longed that God “may be feared”.
Sometimes the fear of God means that people are afraid of him, which is certainly true of unbelievers.
But for believers the fear of God is a mixture of love and awe. To fear God is to revere him, to respect him. 
He prayed that God would fulfill his promise to him so that others, looking at God’s work in his life, would fear the Lord.
You need t o pray this for yourself - that your life will bring others to fear and honour the Lord; and pray this for all of us who believe in the Lord God. 

b. He also had a longing for God’s honour.
In verse 38 he prayed that he would not be disgraced. 

He was not so concerned about himself but more for the honour of the Lord. There are a number of examples in the Bible of believers who rejoiced “because they had been counted worthy of suffering disgrace for the Name” (Acts 4:41). We need to be prepared to bear the disgrace that our Lord Jesus bore (Heb 13:13). The apostle Peter went so far as to say; “If you are insulted because of the name of Christ, you are blessed…” (1 Pet 4:14).

The psalmist was not concerned about himself but about the reputation of the Lord. If he were disgraced it would bring disgrace on the name of God. He longed for God’s honour.
 
Are you concerned about God’s honour? Do you want to uphold the name of the Lord Jesus? Do your life and your speech bring praise and glory to the name of the Lord?

c. The psalmist had a right longing for the fear of God, for the honour of God, and for the Word of God; “How I long for your precepts” (v 40).

This is the major theme of this psalm, which is an extended meditation on God’s word and his joy and delight in it. For 176 verses he reflected on his love and appreciation for God’s law. 

Can you identify with this?
Do you love God’s Word?
Do you long for his precepts?
Do you delight in his commands?
Are you glad to come to church to hear the Bible read? Do you listen carefully to the sermons?

Husbands and fathers, are you diligent in reading the Scriptures each day in family devotions? And as the rest of the family do you pay close attention to what is read?

Are you reading the Bible for yourself each day? If you aren’t doing that then begin today! Follow a system, a plan. There are many Bible reading plans available. Or begin reading at Genesis and keep reading till the end of the book  of Revelation. 

Listen to these words of Bishop Ryle; “Show me a person who despises Bible reading, or thinks little of Bible preaching and I hold it to be a certain fact that he is not yet ‘born again’ … Tell me what the Bible is to a man, and I will generally tell you what he is. This is the pulse to try, this is the barometer to look at, if we would know the state of the heart…. I believe it to be a signal evidence of the Spirit’s presence when the Word is really precious to a man’s soul.” (J C Ryle, Practical Religion, p. 87)

Is the word of God precious to your soul?
Do you love and long for God’s word?

But here is an even more important question; do you love the Lord himself? 
Do you love the Lord Jesus, who is the Word, the Living Word of God? 
Do you long for God and do you desire to know him better? 

Then read the Scriptures with the prayer that the Holy Spirit will teach you and lead you in a life of delighted obedience. 

Amen

