22 November 2015 : Psalm 103  [
Every so often it’s good to dig into the Bible’s own hymnbook, the book of Psalms, to see what treasures there are for us in our own day, and Psalm 103 is one of my favourites. Sadly, it’s one that gets used, a bit like The Lord’s my Shepherd, most often at funerals, when in fact it’s packed, from start to finish, with blessings for this life on earth.

In Heaven, we won’t need a Bible, or faith. We will be in the personal presence of the Lord Himself for eternity. We won’t need to read about Him, because we’ll be with Him. We won’t need to wait and hope for His promises to come to fruition, because we’ll be enjoying them in that city whose streets are paved with gold. That’s in Heaven, in the sweet by-and-by. But on earth, in the hairy here-and-now, we need all the help we can get!
And there’s plenty of it in this Psalm. It starts : Praise the LORD, O my soul; all my inmost being, praise his holy name. For as long as you and I are on this earth, we are all engaged in a spiritual battle. That much we have no doubt about. But what we all too easily forget is that it’s a battle the result of which is already determined. We win. Sorted. If, that is, we are born-again by the Spirit of God as sons and daughters of God.

Jesus won the decisive battle for the future of mankind at Calvary. Hebrews 9.12 : Jesus entered the Most Holy Place once for all by his own blood, thus obtaining eternal redemption. Hebrews 10.10 : By the will of God, we have been made holy through the sacrifice of the body of Jesus Christ once for all. Hebrews 10.12 : when Jesus, our High Priest, had offered for all time one sacrifice for sins, he sat down at the right hand of God
Those of you who have attended services at Ancrum over the past year or so will be familiar with those texts, which underline the glorious truth of the gospel – a Greek word meaning almost-too-good-to-be-true-news – that through the cross and resurrection of Jesus, God has, by grace, done all that is required to break Satan’s grip over our lives and to enable us to live in that hard-won victory on earth, as in Heaven.

And that’s something worth praising God for. Never mind nuclear missiles or armoured tanks, they’re cheap plastic toys in a little child’s sandpit compared with the biggest and most potent weapon ever made available to humanity, the praise of God by His people. There is always good reason to praise God. Always, even when the circumstances of the moment are as dreich and drab as some of the weather we’ve had lately.

Psalm 103.2 : Praise the LORD, O my soul, and forget not all his benefits. There are many benefits attaching to God’s children, and they attach to us not because we deserve them but because our Dad above delights to make them available to us by His free grace, and the psalm goes on to outline what some of them are – and they’re very practical.

Life happens. That’s a fact. But you and I are overcomers, more than conquerors, nothing is impossible for our God. That’s the truth, and it’s a truth with power to over-rule and reverse mere facts. We may have seriously goofed yesterday, said something we shouldn’t have said, done something we shouldn’t have done, thought something we shouldn’t have thought, and that’s a fact. But God’s Word in Psalm 103.3 says : He forgives all your sins.
That’s the truth that trumps the facts. Paul in Romans 3.23-24 sums it up concisely :  all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God – fact – and all are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus – truth that over-rides the fact. 

May I remind you that the author of this psalm, none other than King David, knew what it was like to sin and fall short of the glory of God? Let’s trace his downward path. 

David, skiving off his kingly duties for an afternoon of sunbathing on the palace roof – first mistake ; saw a beautiful young woman and was overcome by desire for her – second mistake ; when he discovered that this little affair had led to a pregnancy, tried to cover it up by deception – third mistake ; and when the personal loyalty of her cuckolded husband meant this ploy didn’t work, David fixed it so he would get killed – fourth mistake. Desertion of duty, adultery, sleaze, murder. Not a classis catalogue of royal virtue. Fact. 

But … 1 Kings 11.4 says : when Solomon was old, his wives turned away his heart after other gods: and his heart was not perfect with the Lord his God, as was the heart of David his father. Now, according to the facts, humanly speaking, when we see King Solomon, the son David eventually had by this relationship that he entered into by means that I urge you not to try at home, when we see that Solomon had an eye for the ladies, we might conclude that the apple had not fallen far from the tree. That’s not how God saw it.

God forgave David’s sins and did not hold them against him. In fact, when God chose David to become king after Saul had blotted his copy-book, He declared : I have found David son of Jesse, a man after my own heart; he will do everything I want him to do. You’ll read that in Acts 13.22. Watch how this works. God spoke ahead of time : David is a man after my own heart, and even though in the flesh David did not always deliver, his human failings did not affect his status and favour with God. Do you see how big that is?
Because if that’s true of David, an Old Testament man, under the old covenant of law and performance, how much more is it true of you and me as New Testament believers, under the covenant of grace, signed and sealed in the blood of Jesus? One sacrifice, effective for all God’s people, for all time, for all sin. That’s what God’s Word says. Psalm 89.34 : My covenant I will not break, nor alter the word that has gone out of My lips. 

Your standing with God is not, in any way, dependent on your performance, but always and only on the once-for-all sacrifice of Jesus. That eternal truth blows the passing fact of our inconsistent conduct clean out of the way. What Dad has promised, Jesus has paid for. Anyone here think that might be worth a shout of praise to God, just you go for it!
Moving swiftly on to the second part of verse 3, only 19 more to go after this : He heals all your diseases. This is not the only time David mentions this often-overlooked aspect of God’s grace to His people. Psalm 107.20, reflecting on those who had once turned away from God : Then they cried to the Lord in their trouble, and he saved them from their distress. He sent out his word and healed them ; he rescued them from the grave. 
Psalm 30.2 : Lord my God, I called to you for help, and you healed me. At the other churches last week we studied the Soldier’s Psalm, 91, in which God repeatedly promises to steer His people clear of disease and disaster. Anyone see a theme developing here?
Anyone see a pattern of what God thinks of disease? It’s never His best for His people, and healing is, categorically, part of the atonement of Jesus. Don’t take my word for it, take God’s Word. Isaiah 53.4-5, where the prophet is looking almost 600 years down the road to the ministry of the Messiah, yet sees with a supernatural clarity :

Surely he took up our pain and bore our suffering, yet we considered him punished by God, stricken by him, and afflicted. But he was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities ; the punishment that brought us peace was on him, and by his wounds we are healed. These verses are taken up in the New Testament.
1 Peter 2.24 : where the big fisherman turned apostle reflects on the life work of his best friend, Jesus : He himself bore our sins in his body on the cross, so that we might die to sins and live for righteousness; by his wounds you have been healed. Peter spoke from very personal experience, as we see in Matthew 8.14-17 :

When Jesus came into Peter’s house, he saw Peter’s mother-in-law lying in bed with a fever. He touched her hand and the fever left her, and she got up and began to wait on him. When evening came, many who were demon-possessed were brought to him, and he drove out the spirits with a word and healed all the sick. This was to fulfill what was spoken through the prophet Isaiah : He took up our infirmities and bore our diseases. 
To deny God’s commitment to heal His people is to deny half of the covenant established by Jesus. The offering of His shed blood is the once-for-all sacrifice to forgive our sins. The offering of His broken body is the once-for-all sacrifice to heal our bodies. It’s in the Bible. Now I know some pious poppycock has been spouted forth against the healing ministry of the church, though Mark’s version of the Great Commission of the risen Lord to His church specifically authorises and empowers us to heal the sick [Mark 16.18]

But I think we need to distinguish between what God’s Word teaches and what Jesus dismissed as the traditions of men that make the Word ineffective [Mark 7.13]. It won’t do to say that God uses illness as a way of getting through to people. Actually in the ministry of Jesus, God used healing as a way of getting through to people. It saddens me greatly that so many good Christian families have suffered unnecessarily because the Biblical truth of God’s Word and God’s purpose to heal have not been taught. No more!

It is true that God has spoken to people in their sick-bed and called them into ministry – men like Kenneth E Hagin and Oral Roberts come to mind. But that is not to say God engineered the illness in the first place. Actually, part of the call was supernatural healing. John Wimber was called whilst out in the middle of a desert stoned on drugs. 

If you’re going to argue that God uses illness to reach and teach people, the plain inescapable logic is that God must also use cocaine for the same purpose. How do you deal with the people God calls while banged up for murder? Was God an accomplice, to His greater glory? Let’s be consistent, as both the devil and Jesus are. It is the devil who comes to steal, kill and destroy. Always. Jesus comes to bring abundant life. Always.
Time is running out, and I’m already on the 4th page of my notes. That’s the maximum I will allow myself!! So let’s finish with vs.17-18 : from everlasting to everlasting the LORD's love is with those who fear him, and his righteousness with their children's children, with those who keep his covenant and remember to obey his precepts.
There are, I imagine, many of us here today who would be much happier if our children and grand-children showed more interest in the faith of Jesus Christ. And for us, the Word of God that, on account of our faith, God in His love, mercy and grace counts our kids and grand-kids among His family, even though as yet they haven’t made that commitment at a personal level, is of immense value and comfort. That worth a big AMEN, anyone?

That’s why we have infant baptism. Their entitlement to benefit under the covenant is the same as ours. The Word says so, doesn’t it? But in the absence of personal faith, they may not know to claim under these benefits, so let’s pray about that. I spoke last week, in the wake of the atrocities in Paris, of the testimonies that came about after 9/11, where many Christians who would normally have been at work in the World Trade Centre that day, just knew they weren’t to go in, and indeed a very powerful church in the WTC, the vast majority of whose members worked there, suffered not one single casualty that day. 

Was it that God singled out some for preferential treatment for prior warning? Or was it that God tried to give red lights to a whole lot of people who did not recognise His voice, ignored them, and it did not end well? I don’t know for sure, but I suspect the latter is true. Romans 2.11 : God shows no partiality [no arbitrary favoritism; with Him one person is not more important than another]. Where am I going with this? 

Simply that God has made more than enough provision of blessing and protection for all His children, but if we don’t know about it, we don’t benefit from it. The story is told of a minister who visited an elderly lady living in desperate poverty. On the wall of her hovel was a piece of paper. The minister looked at it and realised it was a will from her previous employer, leaving her all his worldly wealth. But the lady was illiterate, so she spent so many years in unnecessary poverty when all the time she was entitled to great wealth. 
How many people are in that same position, because they don’t know what is theirs by grace? Because all they’ve heard is religion, thou shalt nots, a bigger turn-off than a power cut, and not the benefits of God’s covenant through Jesus Christ. But if we decide, from this day forward, to live in the fullness of God’s blessing, we will point the way for our children, our grand-children, our families, our friends, our colleagues to do the same. 
Praise the LORD, O my soul; all my inmost being, praise his holy name. 

Praise the LORD, O my soul, and forget not all his benefits

