
1 
 

“Suffering”         Psalm 130      Pastor Karl McDonald 

Recently I heard a Saudi man speak who also happens to be a convert from Islam to Christianity. He said 

that he learned English before coming to this country, but after he arrived he had trouble with a few 

phrases. For example, people would ask him, “What’s up?” and he would gaze upward. Sometimes 

people would ask him, “How’s it going?” He would say, “If you could define “it” I might be able to 

answer your question.” By contrast, Psalm 130 shouldn’t leave any of us to wonder what “it” might be. 

“It” is where the psalm begins—in our suffering—in “the depths.” Once we admit that we are caught up 

in our sinfulness, tripped up in a complicated web of congenital sin, we’ll realize what “it” is too. The 

problem is too insidious, too extensive, too pervasive to dismiss. To be honest, all of us probably spend 

more time in the depths of life than we really care to admit. So, I ask you today, “How’s it going?” 

The amazing thing about the Bible is that it’s so upfront and honest about this aspect of human life. The 

Scriptures are not spiritual in a sanitized kind of way. This song begins in “the depths.” In fact, the very 

placement of the psalmist’s voice in the depths is what gives this prayer it’s power and gravity. In one 

stroke it proposes a link between the Lord, enthroned in heaven, and the circumstances of our human 

situation. “Out of the depths I cry to you, O Lord; O lord hear my cry!” Our first clue to the good news in 

Psalm 130 is that it sets aside the distance between ourselves and God. 

A famous teacher of prayer once remarked that we constantly pray to God as if he were not there. That is, 

we pray “God, be with me” (as if God is not always present); “Lord, intercede in this situation” (as if all 

of life is not subject to God’s providence); “Let me sense your Spirit” (as if God’s Spirit were not within 

us even now). No wonder we’re so slow to perceive his presence. No wonder we claim we’re in the 

depths—all alone.  

Yet God is nearer to us than our next heartbeat. He hears our cries from the depths. He gives us the words 

of prayer, whispering to us in the very darkest of times: “We do not know what we ought to pray for, but 

the Spirit himself intercedes for us through wordless groans” (Romans 8:26). Don’t we pray to God, not 

because God is far away, but because he is so very near? His grace gives us the capacity to pray. Some of 

us are in the depths right now and cry out to God, yet prayer itself can be viewed as an indicator of the 

truth that God is with us and that nothing will occur to us outside his providential care. 

The second gospel clue comes out of this psalm emerges in verses 3 and 4. It addresses another notion we 

have about God that is a hindrance to our praying. That is, we too often think that God is someone who is 

“watching” for us to sin. We think God is as preoccupied as we are with our shortcomings—only God is 

more so because he is holy and deeply offended by them. In fact, I’ve heard it said in some circles, “God 

will not hear your prayer because of your sin; God has turned his face from you, and therefore cannot see 

you, because of your sin.” That is not true at all, nor is that the approach the Psalms take. On the contrary, 

there is no mention of one’s own sin or righteousness in this psalm. There is no leverage being brought to 

bear. The psalmist does not claim to be righteous and worthy to be heard. Instead, it takes an entirely 

different route.  

The Psalm poses a rhetorical question, “If you, LORD, kept a record of sins, Lord, who could stand?” 

The implied answer is of course “no one.” Paul wrote, “for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of 

God” (Romans 3:23). He didn’t pull that out of thin air; it’s right here in the Psalms. Psalm 143 puts it 
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this way, “Do not bring your servant into judgment, for no one living is righteous before you” (v. 2). The 

psalmist is tapping into a larger perspective and a larger problem than his own myopic view of sin. In 

essence, he is crying out to God for a complete solution to a much larger problem. 

And this brings us to our third hindrance in prayer. To review: #1) We often think God is far away #2) We 

think he is preoccupied with our sins and #3) We vastly underestimate God’s prerogative and disposition 

to forgive us. The psalmist establishes an immediate connection with God. He confesses sin as a 

comprehensive problem but then he appeals to the fundamental nature of God: “But with you there is 

forgiveness.” The Hebrew puts it even more strongly, using the definite article: “with you there is THE 

forgiveness.” The psalmist throws himself completely on the mercy of God. We imagine hearing him say, 

“I cannot possibly confess all that is wrong with me and my situation, so I’m not going to bother. I’m 

counting on a stronger confession, that no matter what is wrong, the forgiveness, the all-sufficient, life-

giving, reality-changing, forgiveness is to be found only in you, my Lord and God.” The forgiveness of 

God is the anchor of his soul. If there were not forgiveness with God, prayer would be of little 

importance. In fact, we might not even pray, for the Spirit of God within us would long have departed 

from us. Again, we pray because God is with us; we ask for God’s forgiveness because God desires to 

forgive us. 

The surprising direction of this psalm is what comes next. We might imagine that forgiveness serves to 

open things up to the freedom that comes from forgiveness, which is the whole intent of this prayer. But 

it’s not. Forgiveness is only a path to the real purpose. Listen: “But with you there is forgiveness, (keep 

reading) so that we can, with reverence, serve you” (v. 4). We might have expected things in reverse 

sequence. We may have thought reverence for the LORD would be the grounds for his forgiveness, 

because that’s how we often approach God. But this psalm is a reminder that we cannot earn God’s 

forgiveness. The very nature of forgiveness is that it cannot be earned. It’s given. That’s the miracle of 

forgiveness. It generates reverence, which then leads to selfless service.  

This might seem curious, especially with the choice of the word “reverence,” but I think we can all 

appreciate it. Consider a person in your life, someone very important to you—a spouse, a parent, a child, a 

friend—imagine the great gift they give you in loving you for who you are. You can lay everything on the 

table with them, because they forgive you up front; forgive you for everything, for the things you’ve done 

and haven’t done, for things that were your fault and the things you couldn’t control, for the things that 

are quirky and ambiguous about you. They forgive it all. If you are in the depths of life, they are there—at 

your side. If you are rejoicing, they toast your glass. In a word, they love you. Now let’s imagine that their 

disposition toward you is something that you could never force on them or demand from them (for indeed 

you cannot). It springs from a mysterious place. It is at once the most powerful force on earth and yet 

delicate enough to be shattered by careless words and actions.  

If that love, (that open door to an emotional sanctuary that we rarely enter) was lost to you, what could 

you do to recapture it? It’s not in our power to do so. It can only be given. We reverence the people in our 

lives who love us, sacrifice for us and make a stand with us. We reverence them, in the holy sense of the 

word, as one does in the face of mysterious, wonderful and unique things. This sense of reverence that 

human love and forgiveness reveals to us is a clue to what it means in verse 4 to “serve” the Lord.  
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There was a seminary professor who used to tell the story of a married woman who decided to go on a 

private vacation to Europe. She traveled from the Midwest to London and then she planned to go to Paris, 

Rome, and Vienna. When she got to London she called her husband back home and said, “How are you 

doing?” Her husband said, “I’m doing fine but our cat Lucky died.” So his wife starts bawling her eyes 

out on the phone. When she regains composure, she says, “You insensitive brute of a man, why did I ever 

marry someone like you? You have no concern for my feelings.” The husband says, “Well, what was I 

supposed to say?” The wife pauses for a moment and she says, “Well, when I got to London and I called 

you as I just did, you could have said, Lucky, our cat is on the roof. When I got to Paris you could have 

said, Lucky, our cat fell down from the roof. When I got to Rome you could have said, Lucky’s not doing 

so well. Once I got to Vienna you could have said, Lucky died.” Then the wife said, “By the way, how is 

mother?” The husband answered, “She’s on the roof.” 

Have you ever been in a situation where you felt the timing of something was very bad? Suffering always 

seems to arrive at the worst possible time, yet “out of the depths” the psalm writer concludes with the 

certainty of a full redemption. How and when that full redemption will come, this song does not say. As 

Christians, however, we are aware that the fullness of redemption has been  revealed in Jesus Christ. In 

him our liberation from sin and death is promised and demonstrated. For Jesus died a suffering man, 

wallowing in the depths of life, truly the only one ever “abandoned” by God. But God the Father raised 

him from the dead. And not only does he raise Jesus from the dead, but he raises us in newness of life. 

This is our proof of God’s faithfulness. God did not abandon Jesus, God did not abandon the psalmist, and 

God will not abandon us. In the meantime, we make our pilgrimage through the depths of life, not 

counting our sufferings worthy of being compared with the glory that will be revealed in us. 

Yet so often we just limp along, barely making it. Why do we live so much of the time under a sense of 

condemnation from things out of our past and a feeling of dread for things yet to come? Sometimes we’re 

so surprised when God answers our prayers that it startles us. A fellow in a taxi wanted to ask the driver 

something so he leaned forward and tapped him on the shoulder. The driver screamed, jumped off his seat 

and jerked the steering wheel. The car jumped the curb, demolished a lamp post and came to stop just 

inches from a plate glass shop window. The startled passenger said, “I didn’t mean to frighten you, I just 

wanted to ask you a question.” The taxi driver said, “It’s not your fault sir. It’s my first day driving a cab. 

I’ve been driving a hearse for the past 25 years!” We can honestly say to God, “I’m suffering—I’m 

waiting and hoping. I know you can forgive me and free me.” So why would God do this? Because God 

loves us with an “unfailing love and with him is full redemption.” Amen. 

 

 


