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         CFCW – 09/20/2015 
 

“A Psalm of Forgiveness” 
(Psalm 130) 

 
Introduction 
 
 Many Christians know John Bunyan as the author of The Pilgrim’s Progress.  But not many know 
that Bunyan was a prolific author throughout his life.  In all, Bunyan wrote 60 books, one for each year 
of his life.  Several of those books have survived down to our own day.  One that is particularly worth 
reading is Bunyan’s spiritual autobiography, Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners.  In Grace 
Abounding, Bunyan chronicles both his experience of coming from unbelief to faith in Christ, and his 
much more difficult journey of travelling from conversion to a full assurance of salvation.   
 In a way that would seem strange to most Christians in our day, Bunyan struggled mightily with 
a lack of assurance of salvation.  The root cause of the struggle was Bunyan’s concerns about his own 
sinfulness.  He was tormented for several years with the thought that he might not be truly saved or 
that he might have somehow committed the unpardonable sin.  He feared that he was destined for 
destruction.  Let me read one passage from Grace Abounding which will give you a sense of the suffering 
Bunyan experienced as he wrestled against his sense of sinfulness: 
 

While I was thus afflicted with the fears of my own damnation, there were two things that 
would make me wonder.  The one was when I saw old people hunting after the things of this life 
as if they would live here always.  The other was when I found believers much distressed and 
cast down when they met with outward losses, as of husband, wife, or child.  ‘Lord,’ I thought, 
‘What ado is here about such little things as these.  What seeking after [earthly] things by some 
and what grief in others for the loss of them.  If they so much labor after and shed so many tears 
for the things of this present life, how I am to be bemoaned, pitied, and prayed for.  My soul is 
dying, my soul is damned.  If my soul was in a good condition, and if I was sure of it, how rich I 
would [consider] myself, though blessed with but bread and water.1  
 
Now, the thing that stands out to me about this quote is that Bunyan was in such distress about 

his soul that he considered the death of a husband or wife or child to be a comparatively small trial.  
There is no peace for those who are truly distressed about their sinfulness before God.  By God’s 
grace, Christians can bear many losses in this life and their deep-seated joy in Christ is not affected, even 
as they grieve.  But no Christian can “Rejoice in the Lord!”  (Phil. 3:1) when he feels that he has sinned 
against God and senses that the intimacy of his relationship with God has been broken.   

How about you?  How is your relationship with God this morning?  Do you know a deep joy and 
peace of soul?  Or are you struggling this morning under the weight of your sins against God?  Friend, if 
you are struggling this morning, we have good news for you!  Our Psalm for study this morning is Psalm 
130.  And in Psalm 130, we see the Psalmist travel from the depths of despair over his sin to the heights 
of worship.  What changes the Psalmist?  Simply this: he realizes that there is forgiveness with God!  
God is a God who forgives sin!   
 
 
 

                                                 
1
 John Bunyan, Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners (New Kensington: Whitaker House, 1993 reprint), 

52. [brackets mine] 
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Background 
 

 Psalm 130 is one of the Psalms of Ascents.  This collection of 15 psalms was sung by faithful 
Israelites as they traveled up to Jerusalem, one of the highest points in Israel, on feast days such as 
Passover, the Feast of Weeks, and the Feast of Tabernacles.2  Psalm 130 can be broken down into four 
stanzas of two verses each.  As the Psalmist travels through these stanzas, he ascends from DESPAIR to 
FAITH to HOPE, and finally, to WORSHIP!  Martin Luther called Psalm 130 a ‘Pauline Psalm’ because it 
offers free forgiveness of sins by grace part from any works.3  Psalm 130 is spiritual balm.  It is assurance 
to weary souls that the God who sees all our sins is the same God who forgives all our sins in Jesus 
Christ!  And because our God forgives sin, we can love, worship, and serve Him! 
 
MIM: Because God forgives sin, His people can love, worship, and serve Him. 
 
This morning we will study this passage using four words: 
-Despair (130:1-2) 
-Faith (130:3-4) 
-Hope (130:5-6) 
-Worship (130:7-8) 
 

I. Despair (130:1-2) 
 
Psalm 130:1-2 – “Out of the depths I cry to you, O LORD! 2 O Lord, hear my voice! Let your ears be 
attentive to the voice of my pleas for mercy!” 
 

A. The Psalmist here cries out from the “depths”.  The word “depths” refers to the sea, and 
really, to drowning in the midst of sea.  The Israelites were not a sea-faring people and 
often in the OT the sea is pictured as a place of fear and turmoil and danger.   

 
Psalm 69:1-2- “Save me, O God!  For the waters have come up to my neck.  I sink in deep mire, where 
there is no foothold; I have come into deep waters, and the flood sweeps over me.” 

 
1. It is unknown whether the Psalmist’s affliction was physical or emotional, but 

likely it was both.  The Psalmist had reached wits ends.  This is the language 
of desperation and intense need.  The Psalmist is here in deep grief, and so 
he cries out for help. 

 
2. Notice it says, “I cry to you, O LORD!”-  “LORD” here is the covenant name for 

God—Jehovah or Yahweh.  The Psalmist has a relationship with God and he is 
crying out to God for help.  He realizes that no one and nothing else but God 
Himself can help him.   

 
 

                                                 
2
 Nancy deClaisse-Walford, The Book of Psalms in NICOT (Grand Rapids: William B Eerdmanns Publishing 

Company, 2014), 926. 
 
3
 James Montgomery Boice, Psalms, vol. 3 (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1998), 1138. 
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Illustration:  For the past thirty years, bookstores have been filled with self-help guides that are 
supposed to teach us how to deal with any problem we might be facing in life.  Whether the problem is 
work, or weight loss, or relationships, or a “lack of self-esteem,” these books all offer solutions to life’s 
problems.  What is interesting is that almost all of these books say that the solution to life’s problems 
resides within YOU.  You are the solution to your own problem.  You just need to realize what a great 
person you are and all the potential for greatness you possess and then you will be fine.  This is “Oprah 
Winfrey Theology”.   

But a drowning man is not saved by looking within for help.  A drowning man must be saved 
by someone else.  A drowning man must look to someone else to pull him out of the flood.  And in the 
same way, the Psalmist is not content in this Psalm to look to himself.  He knows he cannot pull himself 
up by his own bootstraps.  He knows that he needs God and so he cries out to God for help. 

 
a. Looking at 130:1b-2, the Psalmist cries out three separate times 

to God. 
 
Psalm 130:1b-2- “…I cry to You, O Lord!  O Lord, hear my voice!  Let your ears be attentive to the voice of 
my pleas for mercy!”   
 
He is clearly at the end of his tether.  What could be the cause of such despair?  We will see the cause 
in 130:3.  There we will see the Psalmist is despairing over his sinfulness before God.  And he is 
desperate that God would hear him. 
 
Application: If you haven’t been a Christian very long, then you might not be able to relate to the 
psalmist this morning.  But if you have walked with God for any length of time you have discovered that 
being a Christian is hard.  Trials afflict us from without.  There will be times in your life as a Christian 
when you will look up to Heaven and cry out “Why, God?”  You will not understand what you are 
experiencing and you will see absolutely no hope that God could use your current situation for good.  
And there will be times as a Christian when you will see your own sinfulness before God and you will 
feel despair.  “Am I ever going to change?”  “Why do I keep giving into this sin?”  “Why am I like I am?”  
Brothers and sisters, whether the trial is difficulty from without or despair within, the Psalmist sets a 
good example for us.  He doesn’t look to himself for help.  He looks to God and cries out for help.  
“Help” is one of the best prayers you will ever pray.   
 
Let’s see how the Psalmist finds help in 130:3-4… 
 

II. Faith (130:3-4) 
  

Psalm 130:3-4- “If you, O LORD, should mark iniquities, O Lord, who could stand? 4 But with you there is 
forgiveness, that you may be feared.” 
 

A. In 130:3, we find the cause of the Psalmist’s trouble.  “If You, O Lord, should mark 
iniquities, O Lord, who could stand?” (130:3).  He had sinned against God and was 
feeling the weight of that sin.  His transgression against God grieved him to the core of 
his being. 
 

Objection: Is this an overreaction?  Some would say that everyone sins.  Sin is to be expected.  No one is 
perfect.  So why doesn’t the Psalmist just realize that and move on?  Most people view themselves as 
pretty good, and when the time comes for judgment before God, they think they will be fine.   
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Illustration: I had the opportunity to share the Gospel with a man this week who said he was a member 
of another local church in Williamsburg.  When I asked him what he would say if God were to ask him, 
“Why should I let you into heaven?”  He said, “I have been a member of the church since I was six or 
seven and I have been pretty good.  I would tell him that I think I deserve to be in heaven.”  That is the 
wrong answer.  This man thought nothing of his sins and of his guilt before God.  He simply assumed 
that God would accept him because he had been ‘pretty good.’   
 

1. But in 130:3, the Psalmist doesn’t view sin so flippantly, does he?  The 
Psalmist understood that the greatest problem each of us faces is our sin 
against God and the judgment we deserve because of our sin.  If God should 
“mark” or notice AND hold against us every sin we have ever committed, 
none of us would survive.  None of us would be able to “stand”. 

 
Illustration:  Now, as humans, we like to compare ourselves with one another.  We like to figure how 
who is the most intelligent, who is the most successful, who is the best at this or that.  Even if we don’t 
measure up to another person in one area of life, we are pretty good at finding areas where we are 
better than they are in another area of life.  “He might be a great athlete, but I have a bigger home.”  
“She might be a better singer than I am, but I serve the church more faithfully.”  Our pride leads us to 
these silly and wrong kinds of comparisons.  But looking at 130:3, we see that there is one way that we 
are all exactly the same—each and every one of us stands condemned as guilty before God because of 
our sins. 
 
Psalm 130:3 – ““If you, O LORD, should mark iniquities, O Lord, who could stand?”  
 
Application: If you are with us this morning and you are not a Christian, we are glad you are here.  We 
want you to understand that the Bible teaches very clearly that everyone is a sinner in the eyes of God.  
God has given us commands in His word and we are to obey those commands.  But none of us have 
obeyed the commands of God.  We have all violated God’s perfect Law—and “sin is lawlessness” (I John 
3:4b) 
 
Illustration:  Think of the Ten Commandments.  Let’s just look at the second half of the Ten 
Commandments which tell us how we are to interact with other people: 
 
Exodus 20:12-17- “Honor your father and your mother, that your days may be long in the land that the 
Lord your God is giving you. 13 “You shall not murder. 14 “You shall not commit adultery. 15 “You shall 
not steal. 16 “You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor. 17 “You shall not covet your 
neighbor’s house; you shall not covet your neighbor’s wife, or his male servant, or his female servant, or 
his ox, or his donkey, or anything that is your neighbor’s.”  
 
We may not have physically killed anyone, but Jesus tells us in the Sermon on the Mount that anger is 
the same thing as killing someone in our hearts in God’s eyes (Matt. 5:22).  We are all murderers.  We 
may not have physically committed adultery.  But Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount tells us that to look 
at another person with lust in our hearts is the same as adultery (Matt. 5:28).  We are all adulterers.  I 
am pretty sure we have all stolen something at some point in our lives.  We have all lied.  And we have 
all coveted (desired to have) something that belonged to someone else.  We have failed to keep the 
Ten Commandments.  Even if we had only broken the Law of God ONCE, the Bible teaches us that we 
would be guilty of all of it in God’s eyes (James 2:10)—We are all law-breakers. 
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 But surely there are exceptions.  Perhaps God lets us make up for our sins by doing good 
deeds.  No!  The Bible does not teach that.  God’s Judgement is fierce.  The Bible says, “The soul 
who sins shall die” (Ezek. 18:20).   
 

 Perhaps God will weigh all our actions on the last day and as long as our good deeds outweigh 
our bad, He will let us into heaven.  No! God’s Judgment is fierce.  The Bible does not teach 
that.  The Bible says, “The soul who sins shall die” (Ezek. 18:20). 

 
Friends, the message of the Bible is that none of us are righteous.  We all stand condemned before 
God.  
 
Romans 3:10a-18- “None is righteous, no, not one; no one understands; no one seeks for God.  All have 
turned aside; together they have become worthless; no one does good, not even one.  There throat is an 
open grave, they use their tongues to deceive.  The venom of asps is under their lips.  Their mouth is full 
of curses and bitterness.  Their feet are swift to shed blood; in their paths are ruin and misery, and the 
way of peace they have not known.  There is no fear of God before their eyes.” 
 
If God should “mark iniquities” (130:3) there would be no hope for any of us!   
 

B. But in 130:4, the Psalmist turns and begins to exercise FAITH.  “But with You there is 
forgiveness that You may be feared” (130:4). 

 
1. The word “But” there in 130:4a is so important!  The Psalmist sees his own 

sinfulness, but with eyes of faith, he also sees that the Lord is the God who 
forgives sinners.  God revealed Himself to be a forgiving God when He showed 
His glory to Moses on Mt. Sinai in Exodus 34: 6-7a. 

 
Exodus 34:6-7a- “The LORD passed before him and proclaimed, “The Lord, the Lord, a God merciful and 
gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, keeping steadfast love for 
thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin…” 
 

2. It is the character of God that gives the Psalmist hope—“with YOU there is 
forgiveness.”  When the Psalmist looked at himself, he knew he was lost and 
condemned.  But when he looked to God, he saw that God is a God who 
forgives sins!  The Psalmist begins to exercise FAITH in the character of God, 
in the reality that God is a forgiving God.   

 
3. But did you notice what the Psalmist said at the end of 130:4- “with you there 

is forgiveness that you may be feared.”  
 
How does forgiveness lead to fear? 
 
 What is the Psalmist saying here?  How can it be that forgiveness of sin leads to “fear”?  Isn’t it 
true that when we sin we experience fear of the displeasure of God?  Shouldn’t forgiveness then lead to 
a REST and PEACE in our souls rather than to FEAR?  Yes, it should.   

But the fear of punishment is not the kind of the fear the Psalmist is speaking of here.  The 
Psalmist is speaking of the “fear of God.”  The “fear of God” is an all-consuming awareness of God’s 
power, holiness and his ability to punish sins which keeps us from sinning.  And the “fear of God” is 
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the sense of awe and reverence we experience when we enter into a deep personal relationship with 
such a God that makes us want to please God.   
 
Illustration:  The “fear of God” makes us fear bringing a frown to our Heavenly Father’s face, and 
teaches us to delight in bringing a smile to His face.    
 
Charles Spurgeon translated Psalm 130:4 this way: “There is forgiveness with thee, that thou mayest 
be loved and worshipped and served.”4 
 The Psalmist is pointing out the reality that there is forgiveness with God, and it is a forgiveness 
of such depth that it leads us into an intimate, personal, unbreakable relationship with God!  If we, as 
sinners, were to look at God and only see his holiness, wrath, justice, and hatred of sin, and find in 
him no sign of forgiveness, we would be led to a helpless despair.  There would be no hope of a 
relationship with him, and so instead of reverencing him as the God who saves, we would flee from him 
and seek to find whatever comfort we could in this life.    

But in this Psalm we see that there is better news for those who know that God is a God of 
mercy, love, and forgiveness!  Those who are forgiven for their sins are led into relationship with God.  
To have a relationship with God is to know true Joy!  And the way we come to have a relationship with 
God is through the Gospel.   
 
The Gospel 
 
 The Bible does teach that we are all sinners who deserve God’s judgment.  But the Good News 
(Gospel) of Christianity is that God is a merciful, loving, compassionate God who forgives sins.  How do 
we know this?  We know it because while we were sinners, those who had rejected his law and rule in 
our life, he sent Jesus to live among us.  Jesus, the perfect God-Man, lived the life we should have lived 
and fulfilled the law of God in our place.  Jesus then died on the cross in the place of sinners!  God 
substituted Jesus for us!  God treated Jesus as if he had committed the sins we have committed, and 
punished our sins in him.  And the Bible teaches that all who turn from their sins and trust in Jesus are 
forgiven for all their sins.  They are accepted by God.  And they are brought into a relationship with God 
that is marked by a godly fear.  As Charles Spurgeon put it, we are saved so that we might love, 
worship and serve God.   
 
Application: If you would like to know more about how you can be forgiven for your sins, I would love to 
speak with you or you could speak with someone around you after the service this morning.   
 
So we have seen the Psalmist DESPAIR in 130:1-2, and we have seen the Psalmist exercise FAITH in 
130:3-4.  In 130:5-6, we see the Psalmist HOPE…   
 

III. Hope (130:5-6) 
 
Psalm 130:5-6- “I wait for the Lord, my soul waits, and in his word I hope; 6 my soul waits for the Lord 
more than watchmen for the morning, more than watchmen for the morning.” 
 

A. I didn’t know whether to use the word “Hope” or “Wait” to describe this section.  
Obviously, the Psalmist is waiting for something, but it seems clear to me that he is 

                                                 
4
 Cited in James Montgomery Boice, Psalms, vol. 3, 1142. 
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waiting in HOPE.  The Psalmist is trusting in God to do something.  He is trusting in God 
to act and so even as He waits, he is hoping in the Lord.   
 

1. Notice he says, “I wait for the Lord, my soul waits.”-  The Psalmist had sinned 
against God, but by faith he had sought the forgiveness of God.  In 130:4, he 
reminded himself that God forgives sin.  When God forgives sin, he forgives 
completely and He forgives immediately.   

2. So what is the Psalmist waiting for in 130:5?  I agree with James Montgomery 
Boice who wrote this in his commentary: 

 
He is waiting on God himself.  It is God whom he has offended by his sin, and it is fellowship with 
God that has been broken and needs to be restored.  Notice that the forgiveness does not 
depend on his feeling forgiven.  He is forgiven whether he feels it or not, because he has asked 
God for it and God has promised to forgive.  Now [the Psalmist] also wants the intimacy with 
God that should and will follow, and he is waiting for it.  He is waiting in faith. 

 
Application: Christ Fellowship, this is an important principle to understand.  There is a difference 
between being forgiven for sins and feeling forgiven for our sins. In 1 John 1:9, God makes a wonderful 
promise to us: “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from 
all unrighteousness.” (1 John 1:9).  That means that when we realize we have sinned against God and we 
feel that the closeness of our relationship with God has been harmed we can ALWAYS come to God 
IMMEDIATELY and ask His forgiveness.  And God has promised to forgive us!  God is gracious!  We have 
His full and complete forgiveness at that moment.   

But we may not immediately feel forgiven.  We may be tempted to believe that God cannot 
forgive us because we have committed the same sin over and over.  We might feel like God is angry with 
us for our sin.  In other words, our emotions might not line up with God’s word.  However, the reality is 
that, despite what our emotions are telling us, God HAS forgiven us, and He wants us to take Him at His 
word.  This is the fight of faith.  We must fight to believe God’s word no matter how we FEEL.  That is 
why the Psalmist says, “In His word I hope” (130:5). Even if we don’t feel forgiven we can trust God’s 
word that God has forgiven us because He has promised to forgive. 
 

3. Notice what the Psalmist says in 130:6: “My soul waits for the Lord more than 
the watchman for the morning, more than watchmen for the morning” 
(130:6).  In ancient Israel, the guards who watched over the city at night 
longed for the morning to come because the danger of a night attack would 
be passed.  They longed for the safety of morning.  This is the picture the 
Psalmist is painting here—one of intense longing. 
 

4. However, the Psalmist isn’t longing for safety.  He is longing for God.  He is 
waiting on God to restore to him the joy of his salvation.  He is waiting on God 
to restore the sense of his closeness to God—the intimacy of his relationship 
with God.   

 
Our Relationship to God our Father 
 

This is one of the richest truths I have learned in my Christian life.  God relates to believers in 
two ways.  God relates to us as a Judge who has pardoned us for our offenses.  Believers are justified.  
Even though we are sinful, God has declared us righteous because we have put our trust in Jesus.  So 
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every Christian can proclaim, “There is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus” (Romans 
8:1).   

But, at the same time, God relates to us as our heavenly Father.  As such, he is passionate 
about sanctifying us—making us more like Jesus in our thoughts and actions.  When we sin, we grieve 
the Holy Spirit and displease our Heavenly Father.  However, our relationship with our Heavenly Father 
hasn’t been broken.  It isn’t that we have lost our salvation.  But instead in order to restore us to a 
closeness of walk with Him, God “chastens” us (Hebrew 12:6) in order to bring us back to repentance.  
At times this chastening is severe.  There is a sense that my relationship with God isn’t right.  There is 
conviction of my sin.  The conviction can even lead us to what the Puritans called “a dark night of the 
soul,” when we feel utterly abandoned and hopeless.  Maybe some of you are there this morning.  But 
the message of Psalm 130 is one of hope!   There is forgiveness with God!  If you confess your sins, God 
will restore you to a closeness of relationship with him.  That is why the Psalmist says, “My soul waits for 
the Lord!”  (130:6a). 
 
So now we have moved from despair to faith to hope—waiting on the Lord for a restored sense of 
intimacy with God.  In 130:7-8, we see what happens when the Psalmist received the restoration he 
longed for…     
 

IV. Worship (130:7-8) 
 
Psalm 130: 7-8- “O Israel, hope in the Lord! For with the Lord there is steadfast love, and with him is 
plentiful redemption. 8 And he will redeem Israel from all his iniquities.” 
 

A. The Psalmist was grieved by his sin and the sense that his relationship with God was not 
right.  But now that he has been forgiven, he bursts forth in praise.  But he isn’t 
content to praise the Lord alone.  He wants others to join with him in praise to God—“O 
Israel, hope in the Lord!”   
 

B. The Psalmist is telling others that there is hope for them too!  God forgives sinners!  He 
is a God of “steadfast love” (130:7b) which means He is a God who keeps His covenant 
promises to His people.  He is a God of “plentiful redemption” (130:7c).  He is the God 
who would redeem Israel “from all his iniquities” (130:8).   

 
Conclusion 
 
 Christ Fellowship, worship is what we are called to do.  We have been forgiven for our all sins 
and our response must be WORSHIP—love, worship, and service!  That is why we were created in the 
first place and that is why we have been saved.  Sin hinders us from worshiping God.  But we have seen 
this morning that God is a God who forgives sins.  If you are not a Christian, turn to Jesus this morning.  
He will save you and you will begin to worship Him as you were created to do!  If you are a Christian 
who is struggling with sin this morning, know that you can come to God for forgiveness.  He will 
forgive you!  He will heal you and restore to Him the joy of your salvation.  If you need help this morning 
speak with a mature brother or sister or come and speak with me.  May God help each of us love, 
worship, and serve Him in this coming week! 
 
Let’s pray…   


