The Blessing of God’s Law    				        January 7th, 2018
Psalm 119:1-8
"1Blessed are those whose way is blameless, who walk in the law of the LORD! 2Blessed are those who keep his testimonies, who seek him with their whole heart, 3who also do no wrong, but walk in his ways! 4You have commanded your precepts to be kept diligently. 5Oh that my ways may be steadfast in keeping your statutes! 6Then I shall not be put to shame, having my eyes fixed on all your commandments. 7I will praise you with an upright heart, when I learn your righteous rules. 8I will keep your statutes; do not utterly forsake me!"

Let’s begin 2018 with some word association: when I use the phrase, “The Good Life,” what images or ideas come to mind? Perhaps you think of a vacation spot, Thanksgiving or Christmas with family and friends, the enjoyment of a favorite hobby. Retirement. There are probably as many visions of “the good life” in this room as there are people. My guess is that – regardless of how many visions of the good life may be present in this room – all of you want to live the good life. You want to be happy in 2018. In fact, if you came here this morning with no interest in being happy this year, feel free to leave!
But for those who remain: if someone told you that they could teach you the secret to living the good life (and you had some reason to believe they could deliver on such a grandiose promise!), would you be interested? As we begin a new year, we want to spend our first three Sundays together thinking about three characteristics of the good (i.e., “blessed”) life, according to God, the Creator of life.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  These three sermons are a loosely-related series, sort of like three stand-alone messages but joined together by the theme of blessedness.] 

God’s Law and the Good Life	
So, could someone actually be so audacious as to claim that they could teach you the secret to living the good life? As bold as it may sound, that is what the writer of Psalm 119 claims at the beginning of this longest chapter in the entire Bible:
"1Blessed are those whose way is blameless, who walk in the law of the LORD! 2Blessed are those who keep his testimonies, who seek him with their whole heart, 3who also do no wrong, but walk in his ways!"
As we think about those two verses, and the rest of the passage we just heard read, perhaps they strike us as surprising? I doubt any of you had words like law, precepts, rules, commandments, statutes, come to mind when we did our little word association experiment a couple of minutes ago. Those words seem stuffy, cold, rigid, maybe even a threat to the good life. If we, as Christians, think about God’s laws and commandments, won’t that be discouraging, or even dangerous? Hasn’t Jesus come to set us free from the constraints of rules and regulations so that we might live not under law, but under grace? 
[bookmark: _GoBack]This passage adjusts our thinking by teaching that the good life is a life of devotion to God’s Law, and it’s also a life of dependency upon God’s grace (law and grace are not at odds in Psalm 119). Those are the two points from this text that we’ll consider this morning, and as we do, I pray that 2018 would be a year in which God, by His grace, helps us to love Him and to delight in His Law more than we’ve ever imagined possible.  
God’s Law is GOD’s Law
We see this devotion to God’s Law oozes out from this whole first stanza of Psalm 119 (and beyond verses 1-8, really throughout this entire Psalm; Psalm 119 is an extended celebration of the goodness of keeping God’s Law). Let’s reread it, and note the devotion to God’s Law that is dripping from this writer’s heart as he begins his celebration:
"1Blessed are those whose way is blameless, who walk in the law of the LORD! 2Blessed are those who keep his testimonies, who seek him with their whole heart, 3who also do no wrong, but walk in his ways! 4You have commanded your precepts to be kept diligently. 5Oh that my ways may be steadfast in keeping your statutes! 6Then I shall not be put to shame, having my eyes fixed on all your commandments. 7I will praise you with an upright heart, when I learn your righteous rules. 8I will keep your statutes; do not utterly forsake me!"
One of the things that stands out in Psalm 119 is the variety of words that are used to describe God’s Word: law, testimonies, precepts, statutes, etc. The Hebrew scholars will (rightly) tell you that each of these words highlights a certain feature or nuance of God’s instruction, but beyond the variety here, notice what remains constant in every single verse of this stanza: the instruction – in all of its multifaceted glory – is from God:
· “the law of Yahweh”, v.1
· “His testimonies,” v.2
· “His ways,” v.3
· “Your precepts,” v.4
· “Your statutes,” v.5
· “Your commandments,” v.6
· “Your righteous rules [or, judgments],” v.7
· “Your statutes,” v.8
The Psalmist wants us to understand that God's Word is God's Word. He wants us to reckon with that. The instruction preserved in Scripture is not man's witness to God's revelation; it is God's own divinely-inspired Word to His people. It is inspired of God, authored by God, as we confessed at the start of our service. And therefore, “to be believed in all that it teaches, obeyed in all that it requires, and trusted in all that it promises.” God’s law, in this context, is not the Mosaic covenant, the Ten Commandments given to Moses at Mount Sinai. It is God’s entire revelation of Himself and His ways (including His way of salvation in Christ), which we are to follow in.  
Devotion to God’s Law
And clearly the Psalmist – who is communicating God’s own witness to Himself and to His ways – believes that the way of God’s instruction is the way of blessing (life, joy, happiness, freedom, i.e., the good life). That word, “way,” is significant, isn’t it? We understand that in our cultural moment, the belief that Scripture is God’s Word is maligned as foolish and outdated. And while we rightly feel the compulsion to defend God’s Word against such attacks, devotion to God’s Word/Law is not mainly devotion to a set of beliefs about the teaching, but a commitment to walk (i.e., live/conduct ourselves) in the path it sets out. The Word isn’t merely a doctrine to defend, but a path to walk in.
In a culture without GPS’s, or even maps and atlases, knowing the way to a place was valuable knowledge! And what knowledge could be more valuable than this? In His Law, God is telling us the way to happiness, the way to a blessed life. These verses do not depict a somber, gloomy life, do they? God’s Law is for our joy, because God is a good God who delights in the welfare of His people. As I say so often, God is not a cosmic killjoy who aims to stifle His people and weigh us down with oppressive burdens. To the contrary, He is an endless river of delights (Psalm 36:8). So the call to walk in His way is a call to your highest, deepest satisfaction:
"1The LORD reigns, let the earth rejoice…(NOT, gloomy, downcast, and burdened!)"
The Law of God -- which is an expression of His reign as the Blessed and only Sovereign -- is intended to bring us on the path of our souls’ greatest good. As the author of life, He knows how life works best, and His Law reflects His wise and loving will for humanity. One effect of biblical conversion is the realization that I lack the wisdom that He has to know what will make me deeply and eternally happy. So we must learn that from Him. His Law is for our good, to promote true freedom (119:45) – not the freedom to do whatever we want, but the freedom to enjoy doing what we were made to do: to bring Him glory by living in happy submission to His wise and faithful rule.
Considering our Devotion to God’s Law
The Psalmist sees the blessed life – the good life – as a life of devotion to God’s Law; a life of happy submission to God’s instruction about Himself and His ways. It is a life of obedience: walking in His law, keeping (4x in these verses) His precepts, of fixing our eyes on all His commandments. So I think it’s appropriate at the start of a new year to ask the Holy Spirit to use this vision of the good life to search our own hearts and the depths of our devotion to God’s Law. I certainly praise God for this church’s devotion to God’s Law expressed in your generous and faithful support of your pastors as we teach you!
Beyond that corporate expression of devotion to God’s Law which so encourages me, what about more personally? How are you doing in your devotion to reading God’s Law (Psalm 1:1, 3)? We can’t know the way to walk in if we aren’t diligently reading His Law…not as an end in itself, but as a way of seeking Him with our whole hearts (v.2). Do you have a plan for that? How about your engagement in the upcoming Sunday School classes, which provide more opportunities for us to learn and apply God’s truth to our lives? Parents, have you grown lazy in requiring obedience of your children? You’re not a killjoy by calling them to submit to your authority! 
How about your obedience to God’s commands? The unashamed – I think this is looking forward to the last day, the Day of Judgment – are those eyes are fixed on all of God’s commands. True Christians are those who have responded to God’s lavish grace in Christ with heartfelt love for Him, which is expressed in a trajectory of obedience to His will; we sin less and increasingly walk in His ways. It is actually inevitable, because God’s own seed has come to live in us in the Person of His Holy Spirit (1 John 3:9). 
If you’re living habitually and contentedly in a pattern of sin – lying, sexual immorality, stealing, etc. – you’d be unwise to think of yourself as a child of God...not mainly because of that particular sin, but because children of God don’t happily go on living in sin but are ever striving to keep all of God’s precepts diligently. That’s what the blameless way is in verse 1 – not a life of sinless perfection[footnoteRef:2], but a life of regular, habitual devotion to God’s ways, to confessing and repenting of and waging war against known sin, a life of wholeness and integrity (Psalm 19:12-14). This isn’t a way of meriting God’s blessing (nor was it that in the Old Covenant, Exodus 20:1ff), but of responding worshipfully to God’s saving mercy in Christ. [2:  This will be crystal clear from Psalm 119 in just a few minutes.] 

Dependency upon God’s Grace
The good life is a life of devotion to God’s law. If you want to live a life of beauty and freedom and joy, trust God’s wisdom and obey. If you want to live a miserable life, keep on living in your sin. I hope these last five minutes don’t land on you as a heavy burden. I’m encouraging you to give some prayerful consideration to how you might know and grow in your enjoyment of the good life, because the Psalmist says, “Blessed is the one whose way is blameless, who walks in the law of Yahweh!” There is an earnest striving after and disciplined resolve to pursue holiness (v.5, 8a; cf. Hebrews 12:14) that is not at odds with the experience of God’s grace, but is an effect and fruit of it (cf. Titus 2:11ff).
Which makes this a good spot to transition to our second point, remembering that while the good life is indeed a life of resolved, determined, devotion to God’s Law, it is also most assuredly a life of dependency upon God’s grace. We cannot live this life of devotion apart from God’s help. Even as the Psalmist commends devotion to God’s Law as the way to the blessed life and expresses his own devotion in these verses, we can’t miss the evident awareness that he has of his own inadequacy and dependency upon God. That’s especially clear in verse 5, where the tone of this stanza takes a distinct shift:
"5…Oh that my ways may be steadfast in keeping your statutes!"
That’s a longing for God to help him live in a way that he knows is beyond him, if left to the meager resources of his own heart and will. It’s a cry of desperation, even of brokenness. It is not a unique cry in this Psalm. As committed and devoted to God’s way as the Psalmist is, he also confesses that he is weak and needy in and of himself. His spiritual capabilities are woefully inadequate for what God has commanded:
"36Incline my heart to your testimonies, and not to selfish gain!"
"117Hold me up, that I may be safe and have regard for your statutes continually!"
"133Keep steady my steps according to your promise, and let no iniquity get dominion over me."
"176I have gone astray like a lost sheep; seek your servant, for I do not forget your commandments."
Do you, Christian, know the “Oh…!” of the Psalmist’s experience? It’s hard for me to envision a true Christian who doesn’t know that experience. This is part of what it means to become a Christian, and to go on as a Christian! Christianity is for needy, dependent people…people so desperate that the immaculate, eternal Son of God had to come into this world and suffer the shameful, agonizing hell of crucifixion in order to rescue us from our miserable plight! That dependency does not end the moment He saves us, which is so evident in the apostolic commitment to prayer throughout the New Testament.[footnoteRef:3]   [3:  This is why we want to gather again tonight to take more time to pray for one another and the gospel work of our church, to the nations. It’s why we’ve begun to publish a weekly prayer guide. Because apart from God’s almighty enablement, we can do no good thing! ] 

To the Lord’s Table	
So, in a sense, these two truths about the good life describe the two sides of the coin that is living the Christian life: “grace-driven effort.” Deep, wholehearted resolve and determination to glorify God in our obedience, and desperate, needy dependence on God’s supernatural enablement to help us actually carry out our good resolves. I like the way Ligon Duncan drives home that point:
“Those who are most godly in their resolve for holiness are least confident in their ability to follow God's commandments through their own resolve and so they cry out to God in desperation for help.” 
Isn’t that tension so clear in the final verse of our passage:
"8I will keep your statutes; do not utterly forsake me!"
I love that paradox: “I will…I can’t!” The Old Testaments saints lived in that tension: longing to please the God of their salvation through diligent obedience to His Law, but knowing their spiritual bankruptcy and trusting God’s promise to not leave them or forsake them. But as we now come to take the Lord’s Supper together, doesn’t our eating and drinking in remembrance of Jesus give new depth and insight into that tension? As I say so often, when we remember Jesus at the Table, we remember two primary truths:
· We remember that in the New Covenant (Luke 22:20), God has fully and finally answered the prayer that God will never leave or forsake His people (“I will be their God, and they shall be My people…For I will forgive their iniquity, and I will remember their sins no more,” Jeremiah 31). All of the just punishment of God for our lethargic lack of devotion to God’s Law was absorbed by Christ, so that we could be declared innocent and free from condemnation in 2018. Jesus is that great shepherd whose come to rescue His sheep from their rebellion.

· At the table we also remember that in that same New Covenant, God not only promised pardon from sin’s guilt, but also freedom from sin’s tyranny. Jesus’ death does not make our devotion to God’s Law in 2018 irrelevant, but doable, by transplanting our cold, hard hearts of stone with a new heart and His very own Spirit, causing us to walk in His statutes and being careful to obey His rules (Ezekiel 36:25-26). It’s by the power of His Holy Spirit that a new resolve arises in our hearts to walk in His ways – from one degree of glory to another – until that day when our faith turns to sight and our enjoyment of the blessed life is here in full.   
In the strength that He supplies, by the blood of the New Covenant, I pray that 2018 might be the richest, most fruitful year you’ve ever tasted in communion with God and in devotion to His blessed way, all because of Jesus, who meets the cry of needy, dependent people with resurrection power to equip you with everything good that you may do His will, working in you that which is pleasing in His sight through Jesus Christ, to whom be glory forever and ever. Amen! Let’s eat and drink in remembrance of Him.   
 
 

