COMFORT IN AFFLICTION

Text: Psalm 119:73-80
Readings: 2 Corinthians 1:1-11; Psalm 103
Theme: A confident prayer for God’s comfort and love in a time of affliction.
Purpose: To encourage you to turn to God and word for comfort in times of trial.


Once a year the Bible Society of New Zealand asks all the churches to remember a particular Sunday as Bible Sunday; it a day to think about the importance of the Bible and to pray for the spread of God’s Word throughout the world. Of course, any Sunday could be designated in this way, because the Bible is central to all that we do on the Lord’s Day and in worship.

Today, on this Lord’s Day, we are going to consider part of Psalm 119, which is all about the Bible. Just about every one of the 176 verses makes some mention of the Scriptures as God’s Word, his law, his commands, statutes or promises. 

This is an acrostic poem following the sequence of the Hebrew alphabet. Each verse of this section of the psalm begins with the Hebrew letter Yohd, which is the smallest letter in the Hebrew alphabet. This is the letter Jesus referred to in the Sermon on the Mount when he said; “not the smallest letter…will by any means disappear from the law until all is accomplished.” (Matt 5:18) While this letter may be small there is nothing small about the subject of these verses, because they deal with God’s comfort in times of trial. 

We will see that the psalmist put
1. His confidence in God and his word.
2. Found comfort in God’s affliction.
3. Prayed for God’s Help

1. He put his CONFIDENCE IN GOD AND HIS WORD

a. He begins this section in verse 73 by looking to God as his Creator.

i. “Your hands made me and formed me.” 
Of course, God does not have “hands” because he is a Spirit; he has no physical body. So this is a human way of speaking about God. 
But God has made us, formed us, created us. Psalm 139:13 says, “For you created my inmost being; you knit me together in my mother’s womb. I praise you because I am fearfully and wonderfully made.”

God has made us “in his image”; he gave us a soul, or spirit, and a mind, and emotions, so we could know, love and serve him. We don’t do that naturally or willingly because since Adam’s fall sin we are all sinful. But God has re-created us in Christ; “if anyone is in Christ Jesus, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come.” (2 Cor 5:17)

ii. Because God has made us the psalmist went on to say; “give me understanding to learn your commands.”
If you buy a new appliance you will get a manual with it that explains how to use it. If you follow the instructions you will get the most out of your machine. If you ignore the instructions and do something wrong it will break down.
So too with us: God made us, and he has given us the Bible as instruction manual for how we should live. If we obey his Word we will get the most out of our lives and our relationship with him; if we ignore his word and disobey his commands things will go badly wrong. 

So we need to pray, with the psalmist; “give me understanding to learn your commands.” Pray this every time you open the Scriptures and read them because need the light of the Holy Spirit to give us understanding. Pray this because we need wisdom and understanding every day of our lives.  

b. Not only did he put his confidence in God his Creator but also in God’s Word. Verse 74, “May those who fear you rejoice when they see me, for I have put my hope in your word.”

This man was going through a time of affliction where he was oppressed by other people. This is a theme through this entire psalm. All through this trial he had put his hope in God’s word; he read it and remembered it and relied on it. In this he wanted to be an encouragement to other believers who might go through trials; he wanted them to hope in God’s word and to find strength in the Scriptures. This is why he wanted those who feared God to rejoice when they saw him. 

David expressed this in many of his psalms. For example, in Psalm 40:1-3 he wrote, 
“I waited patiently for the Lord;
he turned to me and heard my cry.
He lifted me out of the slimy pit,
out of the mud and the mire;
he set my feet upon a rock
and gave me a firm place to stand.
He put a new song in my mouth,
a hymn of praise to God.
Many will see and fear
and put their trust in the Lord.”

We read this in 2 Corinthians chapter 1; the distress of the apostle Paul was for the comfort and salvation of those believers. 

In times of affliction do you rely on God your Creator? Do you put your hope in his word? Are you an encouragement to other believers who may also face trouble and trial?

We have seen his confidence in God and his word.

2. HIS COMFORT IN GOD’S AFFLICTION (vs 75-77)

a. God had afflicted him. 

In verse 75 he wrote, “I know, O Lord, that your laws are righteous.” The reference to “laws” describes God’s judgments, his ways, his providence in our lives, even his punishments. God had afflicted him; he was going through a hard time. 

Yet he recognized that this came from the Lord and that everything that God did was “righteous”. He knew that nothing happened by chance, but that everything was part of the plan, purpose and will of God. 

He could even write, “In faithfulness you have afflicted me.” He knew that God was wise, good and faithful. The Lord had a purpose in this.

We need to recognize this in our own lives. “All things work together for the good of those who love him.” (Rom 8:28) God is disciplining us so we may grow in holiness; he is weaning us from the world, separating us from sin, drawing us closer to himself.

A member of one our churches was dying of cancer. When his pastor visited him and inquired about how he was doing this man would always reply; “God is good.” That was not a Christian cliché; it was not a throw-away remark; no, it was an expression of his faith in God; this is what he knew and believed. He could also have said; “I know, O Lord, that your laws are righteous, in faithfulness you have afflicted me.”

b. In his affliction the psalmist prayed for God’s love and compassion. (v 76-77)

i. He did not ask for the trial to be removed, but rather that he might know God’s “unfailing love”. This is God’s covenant love which is steady, reliable, constant, and never-failing. It is seen most clearly in his willingness to send his One and Only Son into the world; and it is seen in the willingness of Jesus to suffer and die for the sins of his people. 

ii. The psalmist also prayed for God’s compassion (v 77); “Let your compassion come to me that I may live.” This is the compassion of God the Father. “As a father has compassion on his children, so the Lord has compassion on those who fear him, for he knows how we are formed.” (Ps 103:13) 

iii. In his trial this man wanted to know God’s comfort; “May your unfailing love be my comfort.” This is not a comfort to make us comfortable but rather to give us strength. This is how we should understand question and answer 1 of the Heidelberg Catechism; “What is your only comfort in life and in death?” That is, what gives you strength, fortitude and courage? The answer is that “I belong, body and soul, in life and in death, to my faithful Saviour Jesus Christ.” Is that your only comfort in affliction, sickness, sorrow, loss and trial?

c. One of the ways this comfort comes to us is through God’s word. 
Think of the many promises in the Bible of God’s unfailing love. “The Lord is compassionate and gracious, slow to anger, abounding in love.” (Ps 103:8) “Never will I leave you, never will I forsake you.” (Heb 13) “For God so loved the world that he gave his One and only Son.” (John 3:16) 
This is why this man delighted in God’s law; he loved God’s word; he rejoiced in God’s commands. This is the great central theme of this entire psalm. Is this your theme? Do you delight in God’s law? Are you reading the Bible systematically and regularly? Are you reading it for yourself and as a family? Are you studying it and memorizing it so you can remember God’s promises and call them to mind?

We have considered his confidence in God and his word, the comfort he found in God’s affliction. Thirdly we consider; 

3. HIS PRAYER FOR GOD’S HELP (v 78-80)

a. He prayed against his enemies (v 78)

i. “May the arrogant be put to shame for wronging me without cause.” 

We don’t know exactly what had gone on but it seems as though his affliction was caused by the attitude and actions of these arrogant people. 
They had shamed him; he asks that God may put them to shame. This is not a vindictive prayer, nor has he taken this personally; rather he is concerned about the honour of God. (cf. vs 53, 136, 158)

The temptation in situations like this is to take matters into your own hands, to take revenge, to pay that person back for what he has done!  
But the Scriptures say; “Do not take revenge, my friends, but leave room for God’s wrath, for it is written; It is mine to avenge, I will repay, says the Lord….Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.” (Rom 12:19,21) 
If someone has offended you resist the temptation to pay him back; refer your case to God and leave it to his justice. 

ii. At the same time the psalmist did something else. He wrote; “but I will meditate on your precepts.” (v 78)
In times of sickness and trial it is not easy to read and meditate on God’s word. Instead we tend to focus on how we are feeling, on the injustice done to us, or how we can get even. But focusing on all those matters usually brings us down in a rapid spiral of anger and despair. 
Instead we need to focus on God and his word and think about how it applies to our present situation. Spurgeon wrote; “Study the law of God and not the law of retaliation.”

b. The psalmist prayed against God’s enemies, but for God’s people. (v 79)

Verse 79 is parallel to verse 74; there he had prayed that those who fear God may rejoice with him; here he prays that they might turn to him. He wanted them to come and help him in his affliction. He knew he needed their support, love and sympathy. 

This is true for us, and this ought to be the way it works in the church. We are fellow members of the body of Christ and we need each other and we are to help each other, especially in times of trial. We are to rejoice with those who rejoice, but also to weep with those who weep. 

The psalmist wanted support from “those who understand your statutes”. These people are the ones who can help us the most. You will get the best help, advice and counsel from those who know the Scriptures well. Seek them out. Go to them for advice and prayer.

c. The psalmist prayed against God’s enemies, for God’s people, and for himself. (v 80) This is a legitimate prayer. We must not pray only for ourselves, but we may and should pray for our own spiritual needs. 

This last verse of this stanza is parallel to the first. In verse 73 he prayed for an understanding mind; in verse 80 he prays for a blameless heart. 

The word blameless means sound, pure, perfect, without defect. No one has a heart like this. But God promises his people a new heart that is cleansed of sin and wickedness. That is possible through the purifying blood of the Lord Jesus Christ. When we trust in the death and resurrection of the Lord Jesus then God makes us new people, with a new heart. 

But Christians still struggle with their old sinful nature. Each day we are tempted to turn away from God and his law. The world around us calls us to follow its attractions and pleasures. 
The only way to resist those temptations is to pray; “May my heart be blameless toward your decrees, that I may not be put to shame.”

Is this your prayer? Do you ask God for a blameless heart? Do you pray that you may not be shamed by falling into sin? Do you pray, “lead me not into temptation, but deliver me from evil.”?

This part of this great psalm expresses confidence in God’s love and compassion in a time of affliction. 

It encourages you and me to pray to God when we are going through trouble and trial. 

It encourages us to ask for his unfailing love and his great compassion so that we know his comfort. 

It encourages us to read his word, to delight in it, to meditate on it, and to obey all God’s commands.

Amen


