 LESSONS LEARNED FROM AFFLICTION

Readings: 1Peter 2:13-25; Heb 12:1-13
Text: Psalm 119:65-72
Theme: In his goodness God sends us affliction so that we might learn and obey his Word. 
Purpose: To explain and apply this truth.


Every one of us, at some time or other, has been through a time of trouble and affliction. That could have been a time of sickness and ill health, of major surgery, of problems in your marriage or with your children, of financial hardship, of a serious downturn in your business, of opposition from other people, of grief over the death of a loved one.

People respond to affliction in two ways.
Some become bitter and resentful, twisted and cynical; they become angry with God and turn away from him, and they become grumpy with other people. 
Others however, accept these trials as coming from the Lord and they become more humble and gracious; they turn to God in prayer and learn to trust him more and more.

The psalmist went through a time of affliction. At the end he could say, in verse 71;
“It was good for me to be afflicted
 so that I might learn your decrees.” 

As we look at these verses we will see that in his goodness God sends us affliction so that we might learn and obey his Word. 

1. HIS GOOD GOD. The psalmist begins by declaring the goodness of God. 

The NIV translates verse 65 as a request; “Do good to your servant”, but it is better put as a statement; “You are good to your servant”, or “You have dealt well with your servant.” (ESV/ NASB)

Would we dare to say to God; “You have dealt badly with your servant and have not kept your word!”? God forbid that we would say that!
As we look back over our lives we have to acknowledge that God has been very good to us. Spurgeon wrote; “This is the summary of his life… and it is the sum of ours.” 

God has done this according to his Word. (v 65) This is what he promised in the Bible. He has promised us eternal life, rest, faith, hope and love, and a peace that transcends all understanding. Spurgeon again; “The book of providence tallies with the book of promise”; “He has spoken well and he has dealt well.”  

In verse 68 the psalmist comes back to this theme of God’s goodness; “You are good, and what you do is good, teach me your decrees.”

The goodness of God is one of his attributes or characteristics. It does not describe God’s sentiment or his feeling, but who he is. He is the definition of goodness, the standard of what is good, the source of all that is good. This is who he is and what he is. He acts according to his nature; he is consistent; he is good and he does good.

David in Psalm 34:8 invites us to “Taste and see that the Lord is good.” 
And Psalm 136 calls us to “Give thanks to the Lord, for he is good.”

The greatest evidence of God’s goodness was seen when he sent his Son into the world to die on the cross for the sins of his people. 

2. HIS REQUEST. Knowing that God is good the psalmist then requests (v 66); “Teach me knowledge and good judgement, for I believe in your commands.” 
He repeats that in verse 68; “teach me your decrees.”

This is a prayer all of us need to pray, a request every one of us needs to make. 

We need to grow in knowledge of God as our Creator, of Jesus as our Saviour and of the work of the Spirit within us. We need to know God’s truth and his law and what he wants us to do.

To apply this knowledge well we need sound judgement and discernment. The Hebrew word comes from a word “to taste”. On Master Chef Australia the contestants sometimes have to taste food and identify the ingredients in that dish and what spices have been used. The psalmist is not referring to discernment of our senses but of our mind and conscience. We need good judgement in moral matters. 
We need God’s help to discern what is right from wrong, good from evil, wise from foolish. 
When we face decisions or turning points we need wisdom to know what direction to take.
When we face difficulties we need sound judgement to know what to do. 

Notice that the psalmist follows this (v 66b) by saying; “for I believe in your commands.” 
Remember that this is a long psalm about God’s law. Almost every verse has some mention of God’s decrees or statutes or commands. Knowledge and good judgement come from God’s Word. 

Sometimes our judgements and decisions are based on other factors – tradition, our feelings or emotions, the opinions of others. But those are not the best basis for good decisions. 

Sound judgements are those that arise from God’s Word. The better we know that Word the more reliable and true our judgements will be and the more useful we will be to others. Spurgeon wrote; “A man who has learned discernment by experience, and has thus become a man of sound judgement, is a valuable member of the church, and the means of much edification to others.” 

Do you have a wide and deep knowledge of God’s Word? Have you learned discernment? Are you a person of sound judgement? Are you helping and edifying others? In this way are you a valuable member of the church?

3. HIS AFFLICTION. The psalmist acknowledged that God was good, and asked God to teach him knowledge and good judgement. God answered his prayer by taking him through a time of affliction. (v 67 & 71)

The word affliction means to be laid low, to be humbled. It pictures a person bowed down by a burden, pressed down by suffering, carrying a heavy load in his heart or mind. 
Albert Barnes writes that afflictions “may be endlessly varied, and adapted to the case of every individual. God knows every heart, and the best way to reach any heart.”
Calvin writes; “According to the diversity of vices to which we are prone, he applies to each its appropriate remedy.” 

In verse 67 we read; “Before I was afflicted I went astray, but now I obey your word.”

By nature we tend to go astray, we wander away from God’s commands, we drift off the right path, like Christian and Hopeful in Pilgrim’s Progress who left the narrow way and headed off into By-Path Meadow, were captured by Giant Despair and were locked up in Doubting Castle. 

Isaiah reminds us that “We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to his own way…” (Is 53:6) We have turned away from what is right, we have believed falsehood, and we have neglected God and his Word and prayer.   

God sends trials and difficulties to keep us from going astray, to bring us back to the right path. 
The writer of Hebrews explains that “God disciplines us for our good that we may share in his holiness… it produces a harvest of righteousness and peace for those who have been trained by it.” (Heb 12:10-11) 
This is why James could write; “Count it pure joy, my brothers, when you face trials of various kinds…” (James 1:2) 
The writers of the Bible knew that God uses trials for our spiritual good. He uses them to turn us back to him, to soften our stubborn hearts, to teach us perseverance, to help us be more like Christ, to bring us to Christian maturity.  

It is sad, but true, that we learn much more from adversity than we do from prosperity; our greatest trials are usually the times of greatest growth. 
A godly French Christian and theologian, Dr. Rivet, went through a time of severe affliction and prayed; “I have learned more divinity in these ten days that thou art come to visit me, than I did in fifty years before. Thou hast brought me to thyself.”
And Luther, in his usual forceful manner said; “I never knew the meaning of God’s Word, until I came into affliction. I have always found it to be one of my best school masters.”

Some of you, no doubt, can you identify with these biblical writers and these experienced Christians in their afflictions. Your trials brought you closer to God and put you back on the right path. They sent you to the Bible and tightened your grip on God and his Word. They helped you mature and grow in your faith.

We have seen that the psalmist acknowledged that God was good. He asked God to teach him knowledge and good judgement. God answered his prayer by taking him through a time of affliction.

4. HIS ENEMIES. It seems that some of this affliction came about through the arrogant who smeared him with lies. (v 69-70)

God is good, but Satan is evil and he seeks to do us harm. Satan, as the father of lies (John 8:44) seeks to harm us through the lies of others. The psalmist experienced that from those who were arrogant. 

He described them in verse 70; “Their hearts are callous and unfeeling.” Literally it reads; “Their hearts are unfeeling like fat.” They were arrogant and proud. They had grown fat through luxury and prosperity and self-indulgence. The deceitfulness of sin had hardened their hearts. (Heb 3:13,15)

These people had smeared him with lies. (v 69) They were hostile to this man because of his zeal for God and God’s law. By their remarks and hints and lies they sought to damage his good name and his reputation.
If this happens to us it can be most discouraging. Gossip, slander and lies can unsettle and shake us. 

John Calvin had much experience of this as one of the pastors of the churches in Geneva. In his commentary on this psalm he explained that the proper response to such lies is to fear God rather than men. If we depend on the judgement of other people we will always be fluctuating; instead we need to look to the Lord and his Word. We need to keep our eye on the judgement seat of God and remember that one day we have to appear before him. 

We also need to look to the Lord Jesus Christ who has travelled this road ahead of us.
The writer of Hebrews exhorts us; “Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy set before him, endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of God. Consider him who endured such opposition from sinful men so that you will not grow weary and lose heart.” (Heb 12:2)

And Peter wrote; “…Christ suffered for you, leaving you an example, that you should follow in his steps… When they hurled insults at him, he did not retaliate; when he suffered, he made no threats. Instead he entrusted himself to him who judges justly.” (1 Pet 2:21ff) We need to do the same. 

When we go through times of affliction and others slander us or lie about us then we need to turn to God’s Word and find our strength there. The psalmist did that; in the face of these afflictions he declared (v 69b);
“I keep your precepts with all my heart.” And in verse 70b he said; “…I delight in your law.”  
The slander of others made him even more determined to keep God’s precepts and to delight in his law.  

In the end he could say (v 71); 
“It was good for me to be afflicted
 so that I might learn your decrees.”

For many years a pastor’s wife has suffered with illness. She wrote a letter to a friend and reflected back over her long struggle with poor health. In this letter she quoted Psalm 119 verse 71 and wrote; “It has been during those times of sickness and great weakness that God has been most real to me and where I have learned my deepest lessons of what it means to walk by faith in the Son of God…. How thankful I am that God in his mercy has enabled me to profit from those times.” Later in her letter she wrote about how she had used those times of sickness to “soak in God’s Word”.

As the psalmist reflected back over his time of affliction he came to the same conclusion (v 72)
“The law from your mouth is more precious to me
 than thousands of pieces of silver and gold.”

If we look at the lives of those around us it appears that most are interested in silver and gold, money and wealth, houses and cars – these are the things that are precious to people.

But this earthly wealth is fleeting; it can grow wings and fly away never to be recovered. Think of how much has been lost in the collapse of many finance companies in the last few years. 

But God’s Word is more precious than silver and gold; it lasts longer than money and wealth; it is more beneficial to us than houses and cars. 
It is our comfort in affliction and our strength in opposition. 

How do you respond to affliction?
Can you say; 
“It was good for me to be afflicted
 so that I might learn your decrees.” 

Amen

