Advent Psalms 3: Psalm 85: Turn to God

This morning, on the third week of Advent, we will look at Psalm 85. This psalm is a prayer
for renewal. Looking for renewal is a fitting thing for Advent as we, like the Israelites long
ago desired the Messiah to come and renew them, we long for our Lord to come again in
glory, and bring us to his full salvation.

With this in mind, let’s read the psalm together.
Psalm 85:

You, Lord, showed favor to your land;
you restored the fortunes of Jacob.
2You forgave the iniquity of your people

and covered all their sins.
3You set aside all your wrath
and turned from your fierce anger.

4Restore us again, God our Savior,
and put away your displeasure toward us.
SWill you be angry with us forever?
Will you prolong your anger through all generations?
8Will you not revive us again,
that your people may rejoice in you?
7Show us your unfailing love, Lord,
and grant us your salvation.

8] will listen to what God the Lord says;
he promises peace to his people, his faithful servants—
but let them not turn to folly.

®Surely his salvation is near those who fear him,
that his glory may dwell in our land.

%L ove and faithfulness meet together;
righteousness and peace kiss each other.
" Faithfulness springs forth from the earth,
and righteousness looks down from heaven.
2The Lord will indeed give what is good,
and our land will yield its harvest.
3Righteousness goes before him
and prepares the way for his steps.



This is the Word of the Lord.
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How many of you have felt the rumblings of a new revival? Maybe you saw that there was
huge surge in Bible sales over the past couple years, up 10-15% this year from last year,
which was already up 20% from the year before. Maybe you heard about the events at
Asbury University a couple years ago where a worship service went unending for over a
week drawing tens of thousands of students. Maybe you heard Wes Huff interviewed on Joe
Rogan’s podcast. Those who were once avowed atheists are turning to Christ.
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We also see the new popularity of Christian musicians in the secular world. Guys like
Brandon Lake, Jelly Roll, and Forrest Frank are all getting audiences outside of what is
typically limited to Christian subcultures. We see something similar in the popular Biblical
TV shows like The Chosen, or The House of David.
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Campus ministries are claiming huge increases in student engagement, up some 40%
across the continent. This new engagement is especially from young men, who feel more
alienated from the world they find themselves in, and so are looking for something that
makes sense.
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Much of this comes out of a surge in interest from young people especially.” The Gen Z
crowd came of age amidst the confusion and polarization of the Covid era. They felt the
effects of that isolation and hysteria more than any other group. Christianity to these young
people is something stable amidst the chaos of a constantly changing progressive cultural
expectations with constantly changing rules that are nearly impossible to follow.

I have to admit, | am personally suspicious of claimed revivals. Maybe that’s because | have
heard of them being always on the horizon since | was a little kid. Maybe it’s because it’s a
lot more comfortable to just pretend that people don’t want to hear the gospel, so |l don’t
have to share it with them. This psalm, | think, challenges me in my skepticism. Or at least
the psalm challenges the attitude behind that skepticism, that things are always bound to
get worse. Maybe you will let it challenge yours too.

" https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/gen-z-revival/



This psalm gives us hope for God’s renewal. It gives a prayer for energy to press on even
when it’s hard, or seemingly hopeless. It calls us to turn and look to God, remembering who
he is when everything else around is telling us something different. It reminds us that he is
the only one who can save us, so he must turn to us, and us to him.
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Even though our translation hides this a bit, the Hebrew word for ‘turn’ is found five times in
the first eight verses. The Hebrew word for ‘turn’ is translated variously in this passage as,
turn, return, restore, revive. If we translated it clumsily like this, it would be something like,
“Lord you turned the fortunes of Jacob...you turned from your wrath...turn us again...turn
and revive us again...but not turn to folly.” It’s enough turning to make you dizzy! God turns
from his wrath to us, so we turn to him from our folly. When things look hopeless turn to
God. Ultimately, his turning to us is our only hope.

The psalm begins by reminding us that we can trust God to turn to us again, because of the
things he has done in the past.
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It appears that this psalm comes from the era after Israel had been taken into exile from the
Babylonians, and had now returned to the Promised Land, only to find that things are not
quite what they had hoped for. God had originally brought His people into the Promised
Land through the Exodus. Then they remained there for some time, all the while in constant
rebellion to God’s law. So, God brought Assyria and Babylon to remove them. After he
removed them for some time, he allowed them to return. And that’s where this psalm
comes from.
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God’s people were brought back into the Promised Land by God himself; the books of Ezra
and Nehemiah recount these events. This return is what the psalmist thanks God for in the
first three verses. God showed them favour, forgave them, and set aside his wrath by
allowing them to return to the Promised Land.
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But, as we see in the stories of Ezra and Nehemiah, while Jewish people were allowed to
return, it wasn’t the same as it was in the past. The return wasn’t the great victory over the
Egypt we see in the Exodus. God didn’t destroy Babylon in plagues as he did Pharaoh. The
various Empires still ruled over Israel, and simply allowed them to stay in the land.



What is more, they didn’t see God’s presence as they had with Moses. Nobody came down
the mountain with a shining face. They felt lost, and even though they had trusted God
through their time in exile, they wanted to see him do what he did in the famous stories. It
was almost like they were still in exile.

This is why the psalmist calls on God to show them his unfailing love. The love that he
promised to give them as he made an eternal covenant with Abraham, to bless them. The
psalm recognizes that the place they are in now cannot be the end. There must be
something more that God has coming for them based on the promises that he has given
them. Even though they are out of exile, there is something more coming, and they know
this because of who they know God to be. Recognizing this is essential to our spiritual
health, then and now.

Our situation in the church is similar to this time in Israel’s history. We saw great things in
the life of Jesus and the Apostles, but now we wait. The Church has grown from a group of
disciples to the largest religion in the world, but around here it seems to be waning.
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Similarly, we too might look at the current state of the church, or our denomination in
particular, and say to God, “revive us again!” Maybe you remember the goal of 400,000
members by the year 2000. While it seemed somewhat realistic in 1990 when the CRC had
330,000 members, it seems like a bad joke now, with some 230,000 members and

dropping.

People tend to have all kinds of things to point to as the blame for this downward spiral.
Maybe it’s the culture, or our wealth. Maybe the church changed too fast, or didn’t change
fast enough. Depending on what side of each divide you find yourself on, or what kind of
thing you think brings people back to church.

At our church back in Maple Ridge, that was the big question. That church had gone from
around 760 members in the year 2000 with three morning services, to when we left to come
here, there were maybe 200 members on paper, but only around 60 people in attendance.
The church had been through a lot in that time, and Covid was no friend. It is easy to get
disheartened in that kind of environment, and think there is nothing that can overturn this
tide.
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But this psalm calls us to turn and pray to God for revival, “you showed favour... you forgave
the iniquity of your people...you set aside your wrath...” and we can be sure that he will do
so again because God does not change.



As God is infinite and eternal, what he has done is a perfect representation of who he is.
His character does not change like ours, for worse or better, but it remains the same. That
is why the psalm points us to what God has done in the past as a guarantee on what he will
do in the future.

And that leads to being honest with God about our desires for his church, calling on God to
meet us in our calamity because he did so in the past. The present situation of the Israelite
might look hopeless, but because of who God is it is not. They might experience God’s
judgement in their lives, and the lives of their children, but they can point to what happened
before and trustin God for the future. We can do the same.
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The crux of this psalm, the center of its meaning, comes in verse 8. It moves from calling on
God, remembering what he has done, to teaching us how to wait on God’s revival well. It
calls us to “listen to what God the Lord says...” and what he says is a promise of “peace to
his people, his faithful servants.” God is speaking to us in his Word, calling us to hold to his
promised salvation. That is turning to God in hope.

| said in my sermon on Psalm 70 that we were created for dialogue with God. On earth, in
this stage of God’s interaction with his creation, we hear him in Scripture. Listen to what
the Lord says in his Word, and hold to his promises. When we fall away from God’s word,
we fall into all kinds of nonsense, and this is nowhere more evident than in the church’s
history of false revivals.

To not turn and listen to God, to be faithful servants of his Word, is to “turn to folly.” When
we forget who God is, and the good that God has for us, we often try to fill that gap with
some creation of our own. The whole psalm shows that we call on God for who he is, not for
who we are.
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When we forget that God is the only one who can bring us to our ultimate purpose, we try
and build that for ourselves. This is ultimate folly. This is the kind of folly that comes, as the
verse says, from not fearing the Lord. The psalm says rightly, “his salvation is near to those
who fear him...” When we think we know better than God’s word, then his salvation is far
from us. We can make any membership or discipleship goal we want, but it will fall flat.

Sometimes in the church we desire revival so bad that we fake it, or think there is
something we can do to force it to happen. This is an ongoing problem in the church’s
history, our era is no different.



The Jewish people did this very thing. After they came back from exile, they waited in the
Land under the thumb of one empire to another. New kings came to the throne, but they
were not of David’s line, no, they were not even Jewish. The Herod’s came from Israel’s old
enemy Edom. While some continued to wait for the coming Messiah, others plotted against
the Romans to bring their own.

But when that Messiah came, they had become so fixated on their picture of what he
should look like that they totally missed him. More than missed him, they killed him! God
was showing his “steadfast love,” and they showed him their turn to “folly.” Turning from
God’s word, and turning to folly.

Instead of recognizing this when Jesus rose from the dead and the church was founded,
they doubled down on their folly and turned to their own messiah, eventually resulting in
the destruction of Jerusalem.
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The church should take this as a strong warning whenever it uses unbiblical means to try
and draw people. Whether that is giving them false promises of health and wealth. Giving
them a twisted sense of what God’s kingdom looks like. Confusing God’s Word with the
culture of conservatism or progressivism. Christian nationalism and the social gospel are
two sides of the same problem, confusing God’s kingdom with kingdoms of this world. That
is not the revival we should be hoping for.

The way to avoid this folly is to fear the Lord, to listen to his voice. This is the “beginning of
wisdom” as the proverb says. “His salvation is near those who fear him...” That is, it might
not be temporally near, he might not save you in the way you want when you want, but it is
eternally near. Those who put their faith in God are close to him regardless of the situation
they find themselves in.
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Then the psalm ends with what we should hope for. It gives a poetic vision of eternal life
with God. What is the goal to which we hope our revival will bring us? It is love and
faithfulness meeting together. Love, that eternal aspect of God Triune nature from which all
life springs, meeting faithfulness, a life lived totally aligned to that love.
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“Righteousness and peace kiss each other,” Righteousness, God’s total and complete
holiness seen by us in his ultimate justice, kissing his peace, that shalom of his creation,
where all things are working as they should, us included, and so we can experience his life
as fully as we are created to.
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“The Lord will indeed give what is good...” That is a promise. And that is not some empty
promise from a negligent father, but a true promise from the only being in the world whose
word can never fail.
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All the things mentioned are the attributes of God. | hear that you ladies in Coffee Break are
studying the attributes of God, and how we are able to be fully God’s image when we take
those on to ourselves. That is what this psalm is saying, God’s perfect love, his perfect
faithfulness, his perfect righteousness, and his perfect peace are all given to us in his
eternal life. We are promised nothing less than being totally united to our God. That is the
picture here. That is real revival, raising the dead to eternal life.

Only God incarnate could give this perfection for us, and give us this. He is the faithfulness
that “springs forth from the earth,” and at the same time the righteousness that “looks
down from heaven.” He is the good seed that goes down to die before “our land will yield its
harvest.”

This is much better than the Jewish people who had returned from exile could have
imagined. Much better than some political ruler overthrowing the Romans. Much better
than the Temple of Solomon that merely stood as a shadow of a coming reality.

So too, there is something much better for this church than 400,000 by 2000. What is it?
What will revival look like for God’s people? How can we be faithful today? How can we
“listen to what the God the Lord says”? How can we bring his “promises of peace to his
people”? How can we fear the Lord and not those around us, so that “his glory may dwellin
our land”?
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Let’s put aside the doom and gloom about the church that we have gotten accustomed to.
This vision of God’s eternal kingdom should be the fuel we need to reach out to those
around us. The church is supposed to be a sign of this future eternal life to come. We are
supposed to show God’s love to those we meet, and try to let that love form us to show his
righteousness. God has put us here as heralds of that kingdom. He has put us here as
ambassadors of that promised life.

Let’s give thanks to God for the sparks of revival that we see around us, and pray that it will
lead to God’s true eternal kingdom to come. Let us hope that it bears true fruit where Love
and faithfulness meet together. Where righteousness and peace kiss each other. Let’s be
bold in proclaiming this promise of peace as we have been commanded to do.



I am not ashamed of the gospel, it is the power of God for the salvation of all who believe.

Christmas is coming, it is a time when all around us are forced to remember that a man
named Jesus was born. We hear hymns on the radio, we see mangers, and Charlie Brown
telling the nativity. Yes, there is a lot of nonsense and folly too, but it is a great time to invite
those around you to hear God’s word, and the promise of eternal life.

I challenge you to do it. To hope for true revival, and know that God’s promise goes before
us. Let that hope be a fuel to push through whatever appears to be the state of the world.
“The Lord will indeed give what is good, and our Land will yield its harvest,” when we turn to
God, and he turns to us. Amen.



