
We spent the summer of 2016 working through the book of Job where we concluded that bad things don't always happen because of our sin.  Job claimed to be above reproach, was met by dissenting opinions from his friends, and is ultimately affirmed by God, saying that God does things sometimes without direct correlation to our actions, but for God's larger purposes.  This was a great message to hear, because when someone is suffering, we often look to see what they did to deserve it rather than having compassion on them and giving them the benefit of the doubt.


Today we have read a Psalm that acknowledges the other half of the reality.  That sometimes what we are suffering is the consequences of our actions.  That our choices do often lead to us experiencing pain.  Anyone who believes that their choices don't affect anyone else isn't grounded in reality!  Our daily choices have profound effects on the world around us.  My mind wants to run down rabbit trails of cause and effect situations, because it is amazing how much a small thing effects those around us.  In our house, drinking the last of the milk before Tuesday morning is a big deal.  It leads to an early set of tears from Eva first thing in the morning, when there isn't milk on her oatmeal.  This is a bad way to start the day and the effects ripple from there.  We go and buy more milk, which now meals there is one less jug of milk at the store and someone else ends up going without.  I will stop myself from there and give you a couple of seconds to continue the fall out if you wish.


Psalm 38 starts out in prayer asking for God to not give the Psalmist what he fully deserves.  For some mercy in the pain he is feeling.  But in verses 3-5 he confesses the cause of the pain.  “My sins,” “My guilt,” “My foolish sins.”  Then we get to hear the fullness of the consequences in verses 6-10, with phrases like: racked with pain, filled with grief, raging fever burns within me, exhausted and completely crushed, groans come for an anguished heart, heart beats wildly, strength fails, and going blind.


This leads to a second troubling consequence that we might be a little too familiar with right now.  The isolation that accompanies sickness in verse 11.  Verse 12 highlights that common response of humans to start planning succession plans when the opportunity presents itself.  While being replaced, treachery, and ruin are all troubling, the Psalmist states a reality of being so sick.  What can he do about it?  All of his energy is focused on his next breath, who cares what his enemies are plotting?  He chooses instead to focus his energy in one place.  This is the commendable place for any who are sick.  It is to wait upon the Lord to answer.  There are some problems that are just to big for us to face on our own.  Especially if we were the source of the problem.  This Psalm has at its core the reality of the Celebrate Recovery program and many other recovery programs.  The problem is too big for you to fix yourself.  You need a source of strength outside yourself.  The Psalmist is wise enough to know that the Lord is the one who is worthy to respond.  He is calling upon and waiting upon the Lord to bring a response.


Verse 17-20 revisit the situation.  He is on the verge of collapse and in constant pain.  He knows that it is his sin that has brought this pain upon him.  He also knows that his enemies are opportunist taking advantage of his situation.  This leads him back to prayer again in verse 21 and 22, before needing to pass out and recover again, “Do not abandon me, O Lord. Do not stand at a distance, my God. Come quickly to help me, O Lord my savior.”   


The beautiful thing in this last prayer is, despite freely acknowledging that we are the source and instrument of sickness and pain, the Psalmist still calls upon the Lord for help.  This runs counter to an underlying false belief in our culture and in my family.  There is a often unspoken mindset that thinks that if you mess up, you have to pay full price for your errors.  That there should not be grace or mercy involved.  That tooth for a tooth, eye for an eye mindset still exists firmly in our world.  But we see something different in this Psalm.  We hear the Psalmist asking for the pain to be less.  For the arrow not to be so deep or the blows to be as crushing.  For God's anger to be less.  The reason for this request is not because he doesn't deserve it, but because he worships a kind and loving God.  As Romans reminds us, even our smallest sin deserves death and separation from God.  For God is Holy.  But in Jesus Christ, our death that was deserved was fulfilled in Jesus' death.  Now there is freedom in God.  We can be with God, because Jesus has paid the price.


At the same time, this good news is balanced out by the reality of an unredeemed world.  Our sins lead to pain and death.  Sometimes when I do stupid and silly things, I occasionally am asked to pay the price.  Not as often as I should, because of the kind God we have.  Otherwise I would have way more speeding tickets than I do.  And I would definitely not still be alive.


Now a great use of this Psalm, is for those who have had a disease for some time and a cure is no where in sight.  Because unlike most Psalms that end with God hearing our cries and responding, this one does not end that way.  It ends where we often find ourselves in the healing process.  Waiting for God to respond.  I remember in 6th grade, telling my friend Ben about a treatment for diabetes where I would not have to prick my finger to test my blood sugar.  Four years ago, just a short time after 6th grade, a treatment was made available that would almost do that.  I just need to calibrate it with a blood sample 2-3 times a day.  Almost the same amount that I was testing before.  So like many others, I am still waiting upon God to bring a cure.  This reality of waiting is one that seems likely for most of the world during this pandemic.  But just because we are waiting, does not mean we stop asking God to do something about it.


While the diabetes is not directly linked to my sins that I am aware of, there are other diseases and viruses that sometimes are linked to our folly, carelessness, or sin.  Addiction, careless practices, and stubbornness have led to more than one person feeling the pain that is described here.  On our honeymoon in Thailand, Lisa and I got sick, most likely from some homemade juice that we drank upon reaching our hotel room at the top of a long climb uphill with luggage in the hot sun.  We hadn't consumed any beverage that we had not filtered first so far in the trip, but we broke this one time.  24 hours later of misery for us both, we were more resolved to only drink water we had filtered while traveling.  If the beautiful weather keeps up, we could find ourselves with sunburns, because we were foolish and didn't dress appropriately.  Remembering my brother be covered with blisters from the sun in high school gives me a little more cause to keep my shirt on.  


So while our sins are not always the cause of the suffering that we are expereiencing, they sometimes are.  When we see the direct correlation, we know that we can follow the steps of the Psalmist in the midst of our suffering.  We can ask God to be merciful and reduce the amount of pain that we are experiencing.  To not respond to our foolishness in anger or rage, but in a calm way, even f it is crushing God's heart to see us act out in such a manner.  We can also confess our guilt to God.  If we see someone who is being buried by their own sin, we can reach out to them and not leave them feeling so isolated and alone.  And we can call upon the Lord and wait for the Lord to respond.  To think that we can fix it on our own is foolishness, often leading to more pain.  May we have the sense to seek help, especially from the Lord, to help us deal with whatever affliction we bring upon ourselves that causes us unneccesary pain.


May we have the wisdom to do so.
1 O Lord, don’t rebuke me in your anger 

or discipline me in your rage! 
2 Your arrows have struck deep, 

and your blows are crushing me. 
3 Because of your anger, my whole body is sick; 

my health is broken because of my sins. 
4 My guilt overwhelms me— 

it is a burden too heavy to bear. 
5 My wounds fester and stink 

because of my foolish sins. 
6 I am bent over and racked with pain. 

All day long I walk around filled with grief. 
7 A raging fever burns within me, 

and my health is broken. 
8 I am exhausted and completely crushed. 

My groans come from an anguished heart. 
9 You know what I long for, Lord; 

you hear my every sigh. 
10 My heart beats wildly, my strength fails, 

and I am going blind. 
11 My loved ones and friends stay away, fearing my disease. 

Even my own family stands at a distance. 
12 Meanwhile, my enemies lay traps to kill me. 

Those who wish me harm make plans to ruin me. 

All day long they plan their treachery. 
13 But I am deaf to all their threats. 

I am silent before them as one who cannot speak. 
14 I choose to hear nothing, 

and I make no reply. 
15 For I am waiting for you, O Lord. 

You must answer for me, O Lord my God. 
16 I prayed, “Don’t let my enemies gloat over me 

or rejoice at my downfall.” 
17 I am on the verge of collapse, 

facing constant pain. 
18 But I confess my sins; 

I am deeply sorry for what I have done. 
19 I have many aggressive enemies; 

they hate me without reason. 
20 They repay me evil for good 

and oppose me for pursuing good. 
21 Do not abandon me, O Lord. 

Do not stand at a distance, my God. 
22 Come quickly to help me, 

O Lord my savior. 
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