TEXT: Psalm 119:1-8PRIVATE 

SUBJECT: Exposition of Psalm 119 #1: Aleph


I hope this evening to commence a study of Psalm 119.  If you've read the Psalm, you know what it is: A celebration of God's Word.  


The Psalmist varies his language, of course.  In addition to "His Word", he calls it God's "Law, saying, commandment, statute, ordinance, precept, testimony, way, and path".  If you looked up each word in a Hebrew lexicon, you'd see they differ slightly from each other.  In some places the difference is crucial.  But here--it seems to me--the words are used interchangeably.  They refer to the mind of God revealed to us in Holy Scripture.


Who wrote the Psalm?  We don't know.  But we know this much about him: (1) He was inspired of God's Spirit, and consequently, wrote--not his own ideas, as lovely as they might be--but the very word of God.  (2) His love for God's Word was infectious; he hopes we "catch his bug".  Shall we?  May God infect us with a new love for His Word. 


The Psalm is written in a special form.  Its 176 verses is divided into 22 paragraphs corresponding to the letters of the Hebrew alphabet.  The first section is called "aleph"--the Hebrew equivalent of "a".  Each verse in it begins with that letter.  The next eight verses are "beth"; each of them starts with that letter.  And so on.  The clever arrangement--it seems--is a memory device.  The Psalmist assumed that his readers would so love the Word of God that they'd want to memorize his great tribute to it!  Many have.  Have any of you?  I haven't.  Maybe we should.  It's better than watching television!


The Psalm has a noble history.  When was it written?  No one knows for sure.  Some scholars trace it to David, c.1000 B.C; others think it was issued in the days of Ezra, about 400 years later.  But whatever its date of birth, this much is sure: the people of God--both Israel and the Church--have always cherished Psalm 119 and sung it in their "sacred assemblies".  Why?  Because the people of God--whatever their race, their language, their culture--love the Word of God.   The Psalmist spoke for us all


"I rejoice at Your Word


As one who finds great treasure".


I pray the Lord will use this study to enhance our knowledge of and esteem for His Word.  What was said of our Savior in a primary way, ought to be said of us in a secondary sense:


"I delight to do Your will,


O God;


Yes, Your law is within my heart".


Without further ado, let's now turn to this Word.  May God bless it to our good and to His glory, for Christ's sake.  Amen.


Our passage begins with a blessing, vv.1-3.

"Blessed are the undefiled in the way..."  The word "blessed" means "happy".  It is in the plural, and so carries with it the idea of multiple joys.  "How blissful!" is a good way of putting it.  


This teaches an important lesson: Happiness may be had in this life.  The people described in this verse are subject to the same hardships and heartaches as we are.  Job had it right: "Man that is born of woman is of few days and full of trouble".   The troubles are real--we mustn't pretend otherwise; mustn't go into denial.  But the troubles do not sour the people of this Psalm.  They remain "blessed".  


Happiness in this life is not only possible, however, it is also necessary.  It is our duty to "rejoice in the Lord always".  Or, to "Rejoice evermore".  More than our happiness is at stake; the glory of Jesus Christ is marred when His people are discontent, bitter, or joyless.  Richard Baxter has it:


"I desire the dejected Christian to consider, that by his heavy and uncomfortable life, he seemeth to the world to accuse God and His service, as if he only called Him a rigorous, hard, unacceptable Master, and His work a sad, unpleasant thing...If you see a servant always sad, that was wont to be merry while he served another master, will you not think that he hath a master that displeaseth him?  You are born and new born for God's honor; and will you thus dishonor Him before the world?  What do you do (in their eyes) but dispraise Him by your very countenance and carriage"? 


Some people, then, are "blessed".  Who are they?  They are "the undefiled in the way, who walk in the Law of the LORD, who keep His testimonies, who seek Him with their whole heart, they do no iniquity, (and) walk in His ways".  


At first glance, these words seem to describe the sinless.  It is true, of course, that the sinless would be truly "blessed".  But no such people can be found!  Only our Lord is sinless.  Yet, the Psalm speaks of a "they (who) walk in His ways".  


The "blessed" are not sinless, but they do "pursue holiness" as Hebrews 12:14 has it.  They are "growing in the grace and in the knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ" as II Peter 3:18 puts it.  


About their holiness, we can say this much:


1.
It is negative.  They are "the undefiled in the way".  In other words, they avoid the stains of this world.  


2.
It is positive.  They "walk in His ways".  They do more than avoid bad things; they "exercise themselves unto godliness".  


3.
It is internal.  They "seek Him with all their hearts".  They do more than go through the motions of religion--they're honest to God in their devotion.  


4.
It is external.  They "walk in the Law of the LORD".  Their interior devotion to Christ and His Word produces visible results.  It is heard in the way they talk, seen in the way they act, and so on.  


These words present a challenge, don't they?  Everyone wants to be happy.  The desire is good.  But most people are looking for it in all the wrong places!  There is no happiness is sin--gross or respectable.  There is no happiness but in holiness.  But happiness--please recall--is the product of holiness.  "Pursue holiness" and you'll find happiness.  John has it this way:


"If we walk in the light,


as He is in the light,


We have fellowship with one another,


and the blood of Jesus Christ, His Son,


cleanses us from all sin".


And this "fellowship" is essential to happiness--the very definition of it!  "In Your presence is the fullness of joy; at Your right hand are pleasures forever more".  


A duty is presented, vv.4-6.  


It is urged upon us: "You have commanded us to keep Your precepts diligently".  This reveals the nature and authority of Scripture.  "God's Word" is not man's word about God, but God's Word to us.  His Word is authoritative--not because the Church says so or experience teaches us so--but because it is He--God--speaking to us!   The authority of a command depends upon the authority of the one issuing it.  Who issues the commands of Scripture?  Not Moses or Elijah, Peter or Paul--but The LORD.  His authority is absolute.  And, therefore, so is the authority of His Word.  


"That Word, above all earthly powers"


The Psalmist, however, does not feel oppressed by God's Word or bullied by its authority.  Quite the opposite, renewed by grace he sincerely wants to keep it!  "Oh, that my ways were directed to keep Your statutes"!  


Rather than grumbling about the demands God puts upon him, he only regrets his inability to keep it.  Like the "deer, panting after the water brooks, [his] soul pants after [holiness]".  


Why does he want holiness so badly?  Not to earn God's favor--nothing could do that!  He pursues holiness because he finds sin so shameful.  He doesn't justify his sin or excuse it or extenuate it.  He blushes over it!  He longs to find the Lord's whole will for his life and to be conformed to it.  


"Take my life and let it be


Consecrated, Lord, to Thee".


A second challenge: Have we taken the Word of God for what it is?  Not just on a theoretical level, but truly?  Do we tremble before the Bible knowing it is nothing less than the voice of God!  If we did, we'd be deeply ashamed of our sins, and consider the pursuit of holiness our highest privilege.  


A promise is made, vv.7-8.

If the Lord enables him to know and to "keep His statutes", the Psalmist promises to do something--two things, in fact.  


He promises to "Praise [Him] with an upright heart".   This mean--at least--he won't take any credit for himself.  He will ever be blessing God for His "daily benefits".  In the words of Hebrews 13:15, he would  "By Christ...


Continually offer the sacrifice of praise to God


that is, the fruit of our lips, giving thanks


to His name". 


We often forget the chief reason God blesses us.  He does it to do us a favor, of course, but that's not all.  Chiefly, he blesses us so that we might turn to bless Him!


"Call upon Me in the day of trouble,


and I will deliver you;


And you shall glorify Me".


The Psalmist intends to do just that!  None of the Pharisee in him, who "thanked God" that he was "not as other men are".  Knowing himself to be both unworthy and unable, he truly blesses God for His 


"Benefits divine,


Which we in Christ possess".


Secondly, he promises to obey.  What?  If God opens his mind to His ways and enables him to obey them...he will obey them?  Right!  He will not waste or abuse the grace of God.  When God gives strength, he will put it to use in His divine service!  


With the prayer, "O do not forsake me utterly".  In other words, 


"I need Thee every hour".


Grace is not just required to begin the service of God, it is needed every step of the way.  Samson forgot that; so did Peter.  But the Psalmist didn't.  Neither should we!  


"To whom much is given, much will be required".  God has given us much in the gift of His Word.  He now requires we put it to use.  And, in making the demand, He also provides the grace.  He won't "utterly forsake us".  And we "can do all things through Christ who strengthens [us]".  May God "make His strength perfect in [our] weakness", for Christ's sake.  


And may we cherish this Word more than we have!  And may we love it with all our hearts.  And may the Lord "enlarge our hearts" to "run in the way of His commandments".  Amen.    

