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THE COUNSEL OF THE WORD
(Psalm 119:17-24)

SUBJECT:  





F.C.F:        

PROPOSITION:  
INTRODUCTION:


A.  An aphorism is a brief statement of a principle, like “a bird in the hand is worth two in the bush,” or “chickens often come home to roost,” or “the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.”  Author Julian Baggini takes some popular aphorisms to task in his book titled, Should You Judge This Book By Its Cover? For example, he considers the well-known statement by American inventor Thomas Edison, “Genius is one percent inspiration and ninety-nine percent perspiration.”  Statistical analogies like this are not always reliable.  For example, Baggini points out, human beings share about 98.5 percent of our DNA with chimpanzees.  But that doesn’t mean that we are 98.5 percent chimp.  And likewise we share about 50 percent of our DNA with bananas, but that doesn’t make us half banana.  And Edison’s aphorism may suffer from the same trouble.  Sure geniuses must work hard to develop their ideas, but that 1 percent of exceptional ability is usually enough to set geniuses, like Edison, well apart from the rest of us.


There is another aphorism that we might well wish to reexamine:  “When in Rome, do as the Romans do.”  It means that we need to try to fit in and adopt the customs of the people we are living with.  But biblically speaking, that advice is spiritually deadly.  And we will see this from our Scripture text. 


B.  We are considering the longest chapter in the Bible, the longest psalm, Psalm 119 which is divided into 22 sections of eight verses each, the sections corresponding to the 22 letters of the Hebrew alphabet.  In this third section we are introduced to the common biblical theme that God’s people are sojourners here in this world.  We are citizens of another place temporarily residing as foreigners in a strange land.  We belong somewhere else.  We take our direction and follow the laws and customs of our homeland, but we temporarily live in a strange place.  And the fact that we are sojourners here is bound to create some tensions.  There will be great pressure, sometimes overwhelming pressure, to conform to the customs of this alien world, to follow the aphorism, “when in Rome, do as the Romans do.”  But we do not belong here and cannot endure here.  

I. THE SOJOURNER’S TRIALS.


A.  The fact that we live in one place but follow the superior code of another place cannot help but create problems.  Don’t mistake a sojourner with a refugee.  A refugee is one who has fled their homeland because it has become too dangerous to stay there.  The refugee may never return home if the danger does not subside.  A sojourner is one who dearly loves his homeland and would rather be back in that homeland, but for some reason must live away, perhaps for business or under the orders of their sovereign.  Sometimes Christians are called “ambassadors,” that is official representatives of the homeland, living away, representing our king.  


And this definition of sojourner capably captures our situation.  “19 I am a sojourner on the earth; hide not your commandments from me! 20   My soul is consumed with longing for your rules at all times.”  So we see the believer forced to live temporarily away from home, but longing for the better ways of the homeland.  


B.  The sojourner’s trials arise from their perceived oddness by the inhabitants of their temporary place of residence.  These people do not respect the better ways of the sojourner’s homeland.  
“21 You rebuke the insolent, accursed ones, who wander from your commandments.”  The psalmist notes that God does not approve of the worldlings, the lost residents of this ruined age who ignore the better way of his commandments.  So there is an inevitable collision.  It takes two forms.  


1.  There is the informal ridicule of those who reject God’s better way, and the psalmist is feeling it:  “22   Take away from me scorn and contempt, for I have kept your testimonies.”  He has been faithful to God’s testimonies and has earned the world’s derision for it. 


2.  But it gets worse.  The rejection reaches to the highest realms.  “23 Even though princes sit plotting against me, your servant will meditate on your statutes.”

C.  This is the lot of the sojourner.  There will be the subtle pressure to give up the distinctive ways of the homeland, especially if those ways are morally superior to the place of temporary residence.  And as God’s people we are citizens of a heavenly country, living among a crooked and perverse generation, innocent sheep in the wilderness.  We take our cues from the holy Lord of glory who calls us to the incomparably better way.  Such rejection is normal.  The collision is inevitable.  

II. THE SOJOURNER’S FEAR.


A.  But this is not what the sojourner fears most.  We can endure the world’s scorning.  We remember that our Lord Jesus Christ was constantly criticized and persecuted because of his true holiness and righteousness.  The religious leaders hated him because he lived what they only professed, and the crowds sensed an authenticity, a genuine love and faithfulness in him that exposed the others as a sham.  We know that anything truly pure in this world will raise the ire of the impure, and that the darkness hates the light most of all.  So we expect to be ridiculed and mistreated in the world.  Sinners love scandal in others because it allows them to overlook their own shame temporarily.  And sinners hate that which is truly good because it forces them to face their own sinful inadequacy and compromise.  And so the brighter the light shines, the stronger and more vicious the campaign to snuff it out.  
But this is not what the sojourner fears most of all.  

B.  Rather, the sojourner fears compromise most of all.  “19 I am a sojourner on the earth; hide not your commandments from me!”  The greatest fear is that he would forget God’s commandments.  It is that he would so fear the backlash from the citizens of this age that he decides to play along, to hide the difference, trying to be a stealth citizen of the home country.  And eventually, by adopting the sinful behavior of the worldlings, he loses his distinctive identity and becomes just like them.  He forgets the homeland, or at least considers it quaint, or childish, or impossibly impractical.  

His fear is worldliness.  Worldliness is the constant pressure to fit in, to adopt the customs and laws of this doomed land in rebellion against God and to forfeit the higher standard of heaven.  A wise man has defined worldliness as that which makes sin seem normal and holiness seem stupid.   

Israel had this problem the whole of their existence.  God chose them of all the nations of the earth and gave them every advantage.  He settled them in the Promised Land, a land flowing with milk and honey and gave them the greatest privilege:  “You will be my people, and I will be your God.” There they would enjoy every advantage so long as they obeyed him and lived according to God’s standard and not according to the standard of this world.  


But they constantly disobeyed him because they wanted to be like the people around them.  They despised their privileged position and, like Esau, threw away their birthright and the blessing that went with it.  They wanted to be like the world, so God gave them their wish.  The great majority of Israel was deported and scattered among the nations.  They lost their special position with God and not only became just like the world, they became the world and disappeared forever.  


C.  This is what the sojourner fears most.  He can endure the ridicule, the scorn and contempt, and even the threats of suffering and loss.  All these seem a small price to pay because he enjoys citizenship in the superior country.  He will one day return there and know the benefits and blessings of that better place.  But not if he loses his himself in the far country.  Not if he becomes so at home here that he is unwilling and unable to go back when he is called.  And this is the sojourner’s great dread:  that he will forget his homeland and his master.  


The Bible speaks of three enemies that work together to influence us to forget our homeland and just settle down and become a permanent part of this doomed age which is passing away.  

1.  There is the world, this pervasive pressure to fit in, to go with the flow and swim with the current, to enter through the broad gate and follow the wide path with the majority, the path that leads to destruction.  

2.  But even more subtle is the flesh, the traitor within, the corrupt part of our own personality that is always on the enemy’s side.  The flesh always drags its feet at doing what is right and is suddenly ready to sprint into wrongdoing.  


3.  And the devil completes the three, the ancient enemy of our race who wants only to separate us further and further from the good land and the good Master of that land so that we can barely hear his voice and, even worse, do not take delight in his voice when we hear it.  Jesus said that we were to be in the world but not of the world.  He was speaking of the sojourner’s plight.  We must live here temporarily, but we must never belong here.  The moment we belong here, we then no longer belong in our homeland any more.    

 
And, my friend, I must ask if you are still a committed sojourner.  If your utmost goal is to fit in, if you want to settle down here and feather your nest and build a future in this world, then you have forgotten that you are building on sand, and you will lose everything.  This world is passing away, and all who are of this world will pass away with it.  

In fact, it may be worse than you have imagined.  You may have become so comfortable here that you do not realize that you have already compromised.  You have become so worldly that you are a worldling, and the reason you fit in so well here because you truly belong here.  

III. THE SOJOURNER’S COUNSELOR.


A.  And this is why the sojourner loves the Word of God.   His utmost prayer is this:  “17 Deal bountifully with your servant, (that is, give me your precious grace) that I may live and keep your word.

18   Open my eyes, that I may behold wondrous things out of your law.”  “I am constantly barraged by the values and hopes and loves of this wicked world, and I feel that they are turning my heart.  So let me see the greater wonders of your Word and hear your voice calling to me from the homeland.  “19 I am a sojourner on the earth; hide not your commandments from me!”

Where does the sojourner turn for counsel? The world, the flesh, and the devil speak with a relentless, consistent voice, wooing him to plunge headlong and embrace this dying world, to be both in the world and of the world.  How does the sojourner stand firm against this continual onslaught? “24 Your testimonies are my delight; they are my counselors.” 


Notice that the Word has been his strength in every situation:  20 My soul is consumed with longing for your rules at all times.  22 Take away from me scorn and contempt, for I have kept your testimonies.

23 Even though princes sit plotting against me, your servant will meditate on your statutes.  24 Your testimonies are my delight; they are my counselors.”

The Word is our true counselor.  But now to be sure you understand, it is our active counselor.  The Word is God’s voice addressing us from our homeland.  It is his voice alone, speaking to us live, that is able to overcome all the other voices pleading with us to forget our homeland and our Master and stay here forever.  The Word is our constant counselor, God’s voice.  As we said last time, we should not think of the Word as a tape recording but as a walkie-talkie.   

And the psalmist’s constant plea is, “Give me the Word.  Let me hear my Master’s living voice and command, or I am lost.  I cannot withstand the flood.  Every other single word tells me that I belong here, that I only have hope in this life, that I must seize the day and live for the present, that I am a fool to hope in my homeland, and I am starting to believe it.  So let me hear my Lord’s voice, let his Word be my true counselor, or I am lost, swept away by this world until I pass away with this world.”   
CONCLUSION


My friend, you are under the constant assault to compromise, to so closely identify with his fallen world, this “wicked and perverse generation,” that you become like it, to not only be in the world but of the world as well.  The media is almost completely in the pocket of this world:  it will not help you in any way.  And, quite frankly, many of your friends have been swallowed by the world.  They talk about this world, dream about this world, live for this world, and hope in this world.  They have forgotten about the homeland and the Master.  

Our only refuge is to draw away and hear our Lord’s voice speaking to us in the Word.  Love his Word, revel in his Word, pore over his Word, devour his Word, and always turn to his Word as your living counselor.  “24   Your testimonies are my delight;  they are my counselors.”
(
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