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The Law as a Gift  Psalm 119 Jan. 26, 2014 

 Last week we began a series in the Psalms and invited you to read a 

Psalm along with us during the week.  Then we threw you a curve.  The 

Psalm listed for this week is the 119th Psalm, which has 176 verses!  If you 

tried to read the 119th Psalm, congratulations!  If you actually finished it, 

you are well on your way to sainthood!  But please trust me.  The rest of 

the readings are considerably shorter! 

 Psalm 119 is the longest chapter in the whole Bible.  The theme of 

the entire Psalm is that God’s law is good, which is a common theme in 

many Psalms.  Psalm 119 is actually a complex acrostic poem.  The first 

eight verses all begin with the first letter of the Hebrew alphabet, “alef.”  

The second eight verses begin with the second letter of the Hebrew 

alphabet, “bet,” etc. until all 22 letters of the Hebrew alphabet have been 

covered- 22 letters times 8 verses each, giving 176 verses.  So, by its 

design, the Psalm is saying that God’s law is so good and complete that it 

covers all of human living, from “A to Z.” 

 That sounds very spiritual and all, but if we’re honest, we’d have to 

admit that even this fascinating bit of Hebrew scholarship doesn’t make 

most of us want to get up and sing about a list of rules and 

commandments!  Most of us just do not rejoice in laws.  I know I don’t!   I 

often find rules to be confining and irksome.  So what on earth does the 
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Psalmist mean when he says things like, “I delight in the ways of your 

decrees, as much as in all riches... I will delight in your statutes.”  (Psalm 

119:14, 16)   

 Let me try to explain the Hebrew way of thinking.  First of all, the word 

translated “law” in this Psalm is “torah” in Hebrew which actually has a 

variety of meanings.  It can refer to the first five books of the Old 

Testament.  It also refers to all that God has revealed to us about who he is 

and how we should live.  “Torah” can better be translated as “God’s 

teaching” or “God’s instruction.”  You see, the Hebrew people believed that 

there are two basic ways to live.  The first is the human way (apart from 

God), which is characterized by selfishness, suffering, broken relationships, 

and loneliness.  This is where the human way of living inevitably ends up.  

It’s the best we can do on our own, because of sin. 

 But there is another way to live- God’s way- the way of wholeness 

which God has graciously revealed to us in the Torah.  God, who created 

us and designed us and “wired us up,” knows exactly how we are designed 

to live and has revealed that to us through the Scriptures, and that is a 

wonderful gift.  

 In 1976 I bought my first car, a 1964 Plymouth Valiant.  Yes, it was a 

clunker, but it was all I could afford.  And when it needed repair, I usually 

had to do it myself.  I remember taking things apart to see how they 
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worked, calling friends and my dad to see what they thought and then 

trying to make the repairs.  Then I discovered that the manufacturer puts 

out a repair manual on each vehicle they make.  I bought one.  And 

suddenly, fixing the car became much easier.  I could now more easily 

diagnose the problem and only replace or adjust the necessary parts.  

When you’ve got the instructions from the maker of the car, it is a 

tremendous advantage. 

 That’s like God word.  As the Psalmist says, “Your word is a lamp 

unto my feet and a light unto my path.”  (Psalm 119:105) God’s word is not 

designed to frustrate us and make us miserable.  The Designer of human 

beings gave it to us to show us how life is supposed to work and how to fix 

it when it isn’t working right.   

 With all of this in mind, let’s read the first 16 verses of  Psalm 119, 

which is found in your bulletin.  Listen for this theme of the goodness of 

God’s law or instruction or teaching.  Also listen for how we can make use 

of God’s teaching in our own lives.  Let’s read it responsively.  (Read Psalm 

119:1-16)  

1Happy are those whose way is blameless, who walk in the law of theLORD. 

2Happy are those who keep his decrees, who seek him with their 

whole heart, 

3who also do no wrong, but walk in his ways. 
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4You have commanded your precepts to be kept diligently. 

5O 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 

ordinances. 

8I will observe your statutes; do not utterly forsake me. 

9How can young people keep their way pure? By guarding it according to 

your word. 

10With my whole heart I seek you; do not let me stray from your 

commandments. 

11I treasure your word in my heart, so that I may not sin against you. 

12Blessed are you, O LORD; teach me your statutes. 

13With my lips I declare all the ordinances of your mouth. 

14I delight in the way of your decrees as much as in all riches. 

15I will meditate on your precepts, and fix my eyes on your ways. 

16I will delight in your statutes; I will not forget your word. 

 

 The premise of the Psalm is that God’s law or instructions are good.  

Verses 9-16 give us some practical insights about how we can learn and 

actually apply God’s law.  Verse 9:  How can young people keep their way 
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pure?  By guarding it according to your word.  (Psalm 119: 9) This section 

of the Psalm is directed specifically to young people, though it applies 

equally well to all of us.  But let me talk just a minute about some of the 

specific challenges which face young people, making it hard for them to 

stay on God’s path. 

 Five year-old Briget was participating in a nativity play one Christmas.  

She was playing the part of Mary.  Before the show started, a young boy 

was walking around the room repeating, “I’m a sheep, what are you?”  

Each child responded enthusiastically, naming their part in the play.  “I’m a 

shepherd.  I’m a camel.  I’m the innkeeper.” 

 Then the boy turned to Briget, who was still struggling to get into her 

costume.  “I’m a sheep, what are you?” he asked. 

 Briget simply said, “I’m Mary.” 

 Recognizing that he was face-to-face with the lead character, and 

wanting to assert the importance of his role, the boy said, “It’s hard being a 

sheep, you know.” 

 “Yes,” said Briget innocently, “but it’s also hard being a virgin!” 

 When we think about the challenges facing our young people, we 

often think about the temptations that they face- sexual temptations, using 

drugs or alcohol, temptations to cheat at school.  These temptations are 

real and they are powerful and they are often promoted by popular music, 



 

 

6

movies, internet websites, and by their peers.  Young people do need help 

to resist these temptations.  But young people are dealing with more than 

just temptations, when it comes to staying on God’s path. 

 They are forming their basic identity.  “Who am I?”  “Am I a 

Christian?”  “What does it mean to live and act like a Christian in my 

world?”  “To what or to whom am I ultimately loyal?”  “How do I deal with 

conflicting loyalties between friends, family, my own desires, and God?”  

They are also making major decisions about their future.  “Should I go to 

college?  How about the military?  Should I be thinking about marriage?”  

The Psalmist has all of this in mind when he asks, “How can young people 

keep their way pure?” or “keep on the right path?”  The answer: “By 

guarding it according to your word.”  The good news is that if you can learn 

God’s ways to live when you are young, then those ways can become 

ingrained in you so that it becomes easier to stay on God’s path when you 

are older.  The Psalmist then explains several strategies for staying on 

God’s way. 

 v. 11 I treasure your word in my heart, so that I might not sin against 

you.  I think treasuring God’s word in your heart means memorizing it.  It 

used to be that memorization was an important part of Sunday School and 

Christian education at home.  It has fallen out of favor in recent years, 

although I think it is making a comeback in some places.  I challenge you 
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(both youth and adults) to memorize the Scripture.  I doubt there is anyone 

in here who could not learn one verse of Scripture each week.  Write the 

verse down on post-it notes and put them on your bathroom mirror, on the 

frig, on your desk, and on the dashboard of your car.  Create a pop-up 

reminder for your computer or phone screen.  Practice saying that verse 

each day.  Learn it by the end of the week.  Then add another verse the 

next week, while continuing to review the first one.  By the end of 2014 you 

will know about 50 verses of Scripture!  That is treasuring God’s word in 

your heart. 

 Which verses should you memorize?  I’d recommend starting with the 

23rd Psalm, since we are in the Psalms right now, or even this 11th verse of 

Psalm 119.  We would be glad to get you started on some other verses as 

well.  The first strategy for remaining on God’s path is to memorize God’s 

word- to treasure it in your heart.   

Secondly, the Psalmist says, I will meditate on your precepts, and fix 

my eyes on your ways. (Psalm 119:15)   The word “meditate” has gotten 

some strange associations in recent years as Eastern religious thought and 

teaching has become more popular in this country.  Biblically, meditation 

just means to think about something over and over again.  To reflect on its 

meaning.  To turn it around in your mind to see all sides of it.  Then you can 
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ponder its implications for your beliefs, and the way you live.  That’s what it 

means to meditate.   

 Back in the days of tie-dyed shirts we learned that the longer you 

leave the shirt in the dye, or if you dipped it several times, the deeper and 

richer the color would be and the longer the colors would last.  Meditating 

on God’s word is like that.  It allows it to permeate your heart so that it will 

remain there a long time.  We memorize God’s word and meditate on it.   

 The final part of participating in God’s way for our lives is repeated in 

a number of verses.  Walk in the law of the Lord.  Do no wrong.  Keep 

God’s commandments diligently.  Observe God’s statutes.  In the words of 

the old Nike ad- “Just do it!”  Someone once observed that simply obeying 

God’s word causes more growth in our Christian lives than a dozen Bible 

studies can ever do.  We do need to study, memorize, and meditate, but 

finally, we need to just do what it says- to put God’s word in to action. 

 In C.S. Lewis’ series of books for children, The Chronicles of Narnia- 

(which if you haven’t read to your children or grandchildren, you really 

ought to start doing...)  Anyway, the fourth book, The Silver Chair, concerns 

a young English girl named “Jill” and a boy named “Eustace.” They are 

called by Aslan, the great lion who is king of Narnia, to an important 

mission- to find the lost prince of Narnia.  When Jill is about to enter Narnia, 

Aslan tells her this... 



 

 

9

 “I lay on you this command, that you seek this lost prince until either 

you have found him and brought him to his father’s house, or else died in 

the attempt, or else gone back into your own world.” 

 “How, please?” said Jill. 

 “I will tell you, Child,” said the Lion.  “These are the signs by which I 

will guide you in your quest.”  (And then the Lion lists four signs.) 

 As the Lion seemed to have finished, Jill thought she should say 

something.  So she said, “Thank you very much.  I see.” 

 “Child,” said Aslan, in a gentler voice than he had yet used, “perhaps 

you do not see quite as well as you think.  But the first step is to remember.  

Repeat to me, in order, the four signs. 

 Jill tried, and didn’t get them quite right.  So the Lion corrected her 

and made her repeat them again and again until she could say them 

perfectly.  He was very patient over this… 

 After some more conversation, the Lion said, “Stand still.  In a 

moment I will (send you to Narnia.)  But first, remember, remember, 

remember the signs. Say them to yourself when you wake in the morning 

and when you lie down at night, and when you wake in the middle of the 

night. And whatever strange things may happen to you, let nothing turn 

your mind from following the signs. And secondly, I give you a warning. 

Here on the mountain I have spoken to you clearly: I will not often do so 
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down in Narnia. Here on the mountain, the air is clear and your mind is 

clear; as you drop down into Narnia, the air will thicken. Take great care 

that it does not confuse your mind. And the signs which you have learned 

here will not look at all as you expect them to look, when you meet them 

there. That is why it is so important to know them by heart and pay no 

attention to appearances. Remember the signs and believe the signs. 

Nothing else matters.”  And with those words, Jill is sent on her quest into 

the strange land of Narnia.  

 The Bible is filled with God’s signs and instructions for us- ways we 

are designed and called to live by God.  As Aslan said, “...remember the 

signs and believe the signs.  Nothing else matters.”  


