Liturgy:
Reading : Psalm 119, 1 – 9, 17 + 18, 33 – 38 

Text       : Psalm 119, 27 + 34

Ps.  100 : 1,2,3,4

Ps.  139 : 13

Ps.  119 : 1 (after the reading of God’s Word)

Ps.      1 : 1,2 (in response to the sermon
Ps.  119 : 12, 13 (collection + closing song)
Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

In the back of our Book of Praise on page 581, we find the orders of worship: an A order and a B order. Both the A as well as the B order mention with respect to the first prayer in the worship service, i.e. the prayer before the reading and opening of God’s Word – both orders of worship mention that this first prayer should include a prayer for illumination, i.e. a prayer that the LORD through His Holy Spirit may enlighten our mind so that we may understand God’s Word according to God’s divine will. 
This, beloved, is indeed a very important element of this first prayer. Before we open God’s Word, first we ask the LORD to open our eyes for the riches of His Word, as we read it also in Psalm 119, 18, “…” That’s what we pray first, before we start listening to a sermon. We pray,
“LORD, give us insight and understanding. Help us to put silence to our own sinful thinking, so that in true humbleness we become willing to listen to what Thou hast to say to us. LORD, give us that sincere humbleness. Make us understand the way of Thy precepts. Make us also willing to accept Thy Word, so that we become eager to order our life accordingly. Make us not just hearers, but also doers of Thy Word.”
Most likely, beloved, you will recognize the words of this prayer, as it is prayed almost every Sunday, even though at times the minister might phrase it somewhat differently.  As I mentioned it before, this is an essential prayer, not only when it comes to listening to God’s Word in the worship service, but  also when we open God’s Word at home in the circle of the family or personally. Also then we should pray that the LORD may give us understanding, so that we do not lean on our understanding, but acknowledge God in all our ways, asking Him to direct our path and also for willingness to follow that path, so that we do not get side-tracked, but instead may put our trust in God alone.
 LORD,  please give me understanding.

Continuing the series of sermons on the ABC of faith, this morning we will deal with the letter U, to which I have allocated the active verb ‘to understand’. After all, beloved, if one thing is necessary for living our faith – which is the main theme of this series – well, if one thing is necessary to live our faith to the glory of God and the well-being of our neighbour, it is understanding, a proper understanding of God’s Word, and this not just theoretically, but above all practically, so that we also learn how to apply God’s Word, how to apply God’s commandments in everyday life for every situation, we are confronted with. “LORD, give me understanding. Open my eyes, so that under all circumstances I know, “This is what Thou wants me to do!” So this morning, dealing with the U, we will listen to
A PRAYER FOR UNDERSTANDING
Focussing on Psalm 119, 27 & 34 we will look at

1) The necessity for this prayer

2) The content of this prayer

3) The fruit of this prayer

I
In preparation for this morning’s sermon, beloved, I read an article in which the following question was discussed, “Why do we read the Bible?” In answering this question, the author of this article referred to Art. 7, BC, where it reads, 

“We believe that this Holy Scripture fully contains the will of God and that all that man must believe in order to be saved is sufficiently taught therein. The whole manner of worship which God requires of us is written in it at length.”
In a nutshell, in Scripture, God reveals to us who He is and how He wants us to serve Him. Scripture also reveals to us who our Redeemer is: Jesus Christ; and not only who He is, but also all that God has promised us in and through Him. These are just a few highlights, much more could be mentioned. As I read it somewhere, “The Word of God is like a treasure-trove full of golden nuggets.” However, one needs knowledge, understanding how to get hold of these nuggets. Hence, the prayer, “LORD, give us understanding.”
A treasure-trove full of golden nuggets – beloved, have you ever thought of God’s Word this way? I’m afraid that at times it’s rather the opposite. So easily we skim over passages, which are quite familiar to us, without praying that God may give us fresh insight. Yes, familiarity with God’s Word so easily leads to a superficial reading of the Bible. Not on purpose, yet it happens. 
For example, at times when we just quickly read a passage of Scripture, for we are in a hurry. We don’t skip it, since it is part of our daily routine. However, do we really benefit from it, when we treat Scripture this way? At such a moment are we still aware of the fact that Holy God is speaking to us. For, beloved, that’s what happens every time we open the Bible? I also think of that well-known psalm, Psalm 119 : 40, 

“Thy word is as a lamp unto my feet,

 A lantern shining on the path before me…”

We may sing this, but does our life also reflect this, in the way we treat God’s Word?

Psalm 119, the psalm from which the text for this morning’s sermon is taken is one long, poetic prayer that praises God and extols God’s law. What a privilege it is, beloved, to have God’s Word so near to us and so to know what God has to say to us and as fruit of all this, also to be able to walk on the paths that leads to eternal life. 
The author of this psalm is honest enough to confess that he is not always walking in the ways of God’s commandments as God wants Him to walk therein. He knows that he needs help in understanding God’s decrees, His statutes, and commandments to really appreciate them. Hence, LORD, give me understanding.

From this psalm, however, we also learn that the author not only prays for understanding, but also – even more importantly – for a heart eagerly seeking to do God’s will, instead of doing his own will. The author had experienced the lure of possessions, so he prays to God, asking for eagerness to follow God’s way. Let us just read these verses again, vss. 33 – 38a, “…” 
Beloved, this same prayer should daily be also on our lips; the prayer that the LORD may increase in us hunger for His Word and also that He may renew our heart so that we find delight in obeying God’s commandments, since in them we find life. Hence, in addition to the question, “Why do we read the Bible?” – I think not many of us would have difficulty in answering this question – in addition to this question, another question might be even more relevant this morning, this question, “How do we read the Bible?”
Reading, beloved, requires skills, skills which today’s generation has unlearned somewhat, not the reading itself, but rather how to read. I’m afraid that with the vast majority of people there is great superficiality in reading. For example, we think we have read the paper, when we have skimmed through it by just reading the headings of a certain article, with perhaps in addition just one small paragraph. That’s how we also watch the news, just little snippets here and there, and we think we know it all. It’s typical for the climate we live in today: everything needs to be quick. 
I’m afraid that all this at times has its impact also on how we read the Bible: just quickly a small passage, for we are in a hurry, already late for work. Or at night, we look already at the clock since an appointment is waiting. One can hardly call this kind of Bible reading: training in godliness.
Yet, beloved, whoever has hardly time to properly read his Bible on a daily basis, in actual terms has hardly time for God Himself. Hence, we should make an effort to make time for this. And this not in the first place so that we can read longer passages, but more importantly to have time to digest what we read, meditating on it, asking God for understanding and insight. In His sermon on Mount the Lord Jesus said not to worry about our life, about what to eat or what to drink, but first to seek the kingdom of God. Beloved, is this happening in your life, also when it comes to making time for and with God, taking proper time for your daily Bible reading, not only in the circle of the family, but also personally. I think here also of what it says in Psalm 1, 1 – 3, “…”
Maybe some of us struggle with this. You like to do it, but every time again it seems to fall the wayside. So easily, daily routine takes over again. Beloved, if this is the case, bring it before God in prayer. Ask Him for help, for strength, for commitment, and also for understanding, so that you may grow in the knowledge of Scripture and indeed may become a flourishing tree, flourishing in faith.

LORD, help me, give me understanding, a deeper insight of Thy Word, so that I learn more and more to marvel at Thee, learn to glorify Thee in all Thy works. That’s what also the author of Psalm 119 prays, vs. 27, the text chosen for this morning’s sermon, “…”

This prayer for understanding, beloved, is necessary so that we may indeed understand God’s Word in accordance with God’s divine will. Praying for understanding, we pray that the Holy Spirit may enlighten our mind and also mould our hearts so that we become willing to accept what we read in Scripture as words coming from God Himself. After all, as the apostle Paul writes in his first letter to the Corinthians, Ch. 2, 14, “…”  That’s why we need the guidance of the Holy Spirit to open our eyes, to enlighten our mind, and to penetrate our heart. Where this necessary work of the Holy Spirit is denied, man starts to argue with Scripture in a rational way; rationally yet with a mind darkened by sin. Such treating of Scripture robs the Bible from its power, as we see it today in what is called scholarly Bible criticism: then we get evolution versus creation, to mention just one example. Also, then the norm becomes what we think the Bible says and no longer what God says. 
Note well, beloved, all this starts in small things, for example when elders come to visit members of the congregation and warn them against a sinful lifestyle. At times, these elders hear, “You may think that this is wrong, but who says that you are right?” We start reasoning with Scripture. Yet in cases like these, did these members also pray that the LORD might help them to understand God’s Word as He intended it and not as what we think it might say. 
“LORD, give me understanding, so that I may put silence to what I want, and may listen carefully to what Thou want to teach me.”  In this context I also think of that other verse of Psalm 119, chosen as text for this morning’s sermon, vs. 34, “Give me understanding, so that I shall keep Thy law and observe it with my whole heart.”
There is one another danger, which I would like to highlight, when it comes to the question “How to read the Bible”. We spoke about the guidance of the Holy Spirit, which we need, yet not as an abstract notion separated from the Word. Word and Spirit always work together. The Spirit has to enlighten us so that we become willing to submit to God’s Word.  Whoever speaks about the guidance of the Holy Spirit without a careful reading of what Scripture teaches, also with respect to the norm for life, in actual terms dishonours the guidance of the Spirit. Somewhere I read, one cannot honour the Spirit more than honouring Him by submitting ourselves to Word inspired by the Spirit Himself. So guided by the Holy Spirit we have to continue to read God’s Word carefully. Then we pray, LORD, through Thy Spirit help me to understand what it really says here, so that I may truly honour Thee in observing Thy commandments.
II
Having focussed on the necessity for the prayer for the enlightening of our mind in understanding God’s Word in accordance with God’s divine will, secondly we will now focus in more detail on what kind of understanding we pray for. In nutshell, it is an understanding, so that God may open our eyes for the riches of His Word, for the riches of all that He has revealed to us in His Word; the riches about creation, redemption, and sanctification. Three simple words – but for a moment, beloved, just think about the riches captured by these words as Scripture reveals it to us.
Creation – then I think of God having made all things so beautifully. LORD, give me that awesome understanding, for example when I read Genesis 1. Enlightened by Thy Spirit,  give me understanding, so that I do not fall for man’s interpretation of this chapter, but may honour Thee as the Creator of the Universe, the Creator of this world, in which Thou by Thy grace hast given me a place to proclaim the wonders of Thy hand. LORD, I can only do this properly, when Thou gives me understanding.

Redemption – then I think of God’s love shown to us in Jesus Christ, the Redeemer of our life. LORD, give me understanding to see that all of Scripture speaks of Him, that I may read Thy Word and see Christ, preparing His coming throughout the history of the OT, seeing Him also clearly in His ministry on earth and today in preparing a place for us in heaven. LORD, give me understanding, so that in humbleness I may always stand in awe of Thy redeeming work for me a sinner.
Sanctification – then I think of the work of the Holy Spirit in renewing our lives. Yes, then I pray for understanding of God’s will, so that with a clearer understanding of how God wants me to live, my life may become more and more beautiful before the LORD.

See, beloved, that’s what we pray for in actual terms, when we say, “LORD, open my eyes, give me understanding, understanding so that I may rejoice in Thee, may rejoice in observing Thy commandments. We can only live this way, beloved, when enlightened by the Spirit we see more and more the riches of what God has revealed to us in His Word.

In the context of the prayer for understanding, we are focussing on the question how to read the Bible. For an example of this, for a moment I like to refer to 1 Kor. 10. This chapter gives us insight, how enlightened by the Holy Spirit we should read the OT, seeing Christ revealed, also there; that first of all. Next, when reading the history of God’s people of old, we should also read  it as a warning example for us. Just let us turn to this chapter and see how the apostle Paul works all this out.

Let us start reading the verses 1 – 5, “…”  First, these verses show how Christ was present also at that time. Israel was God’s people, the woman with child (Rev. 12). In redeeming Israel from Egypt God was busy to come to the birth of the Messiah. We see God’s victory in that the dragon did not succeed when He filled Pharaoh’s mind with the idea to drown all male infants in the Nile. He did not succeed, since God wanted to bring the Messiah into this world, also for your and my redemption. 
Yet – so Paul says here – many of the Israelites looked only at what they saw with the physical eye and as result they rebelled with as consequence that their bodies were scattered in the wilderness. That’s why Paul continues in vs. 6a, “…” Having mentioned a few of these examples, he concludes in vs. 11 as follows, “…”
I Kor. 10 – just a simple example, how to read the Bible! Yet, beloved, we will only be able to read the Bible this way, when we pray for understanding, for a deeper insight in what God wants to teach us. God needs to open our eyes to receive this guidance. I realize, reading the Bible this way takes time. This involves more than just a quick opening of God’s Word, close it and get back to our daily routine. It also means, having read God’s Word, enlightened by the Holy Spirit, we should take time to reflect upon it, time to meditate, asking ourselves questions like: this promise which I just read, what does this mean for me? Or another question: how does the passage I just read comfort and encourage also me in the situation I am in? Or, this warning which I just read, what am I going to do with it: take it too heart or ignoring it with a comment like “I would never do this.” 
Say, for example, when reading about Israel’s rebelliousness in the wilderness. Then we can say, didn’t they see how good God was for them each day anew. Yet listen to what Paul says in 1 Kor. 10, 12, “…” In other words, we are in similar way prone to sin. Let us never make light of this. After all, beloved, are we always thankful for what God gives us each day and do we also show this?
See there how important it is to read Scripture with understanding. Seeing the need for this, we will pray even more fervently, “LORD, give me understanding.” Understanding – not just intellectual, so that I know how to explain the words and their meaning, but more importantly understanding in listening, in applying what I read, so that we may grow in godliness. Perhaps, this is something we should keep in mind also when we discuss God’s Word at the Bible Study Clubs. Let us pray that also there God may give that understanding in how to build each other up in the most holy faith; understanding not in the first place that our knowledge of Scripture may increase, but understanding in how to apply Scripture also to our personal life in obedience to God’s will, so that our life may become more and more beautiful before God. After all, that’s the purpose of our life: to glorify God.
With such understanding of Scripture, beloved, we will also be able – to say it with the words of Psalm 127 – to speak with the enemy in the gate. This means when people challenge us, we have God’s Word at hand; then we know how to oppose wrong teachings. Then as Paul writes it in Eph. 4, we will not be tossed to and fro and carried about with every wind of doctrine. Instead – as it reads in Col. 1, 23 – we will stand steadfast grounded in the hope of the gospel. This brings us to the third point of this morning’s sermon:  the fruit of the prayer for understanding.

III
In Psalm 119, 34 we read that the fruit of gaining understanding of God’s Word is that we are better conditioned to keep God’s law; better conditioned to observe God’s law with our whole heart. Why is this? The simple answer is: enlightened by the Holy Spirit we learn more and more that God’s commandments are not meant to burden us, but to give us joy instead; joy that we no longer have to live life enslaved by sin, but have been set free. Then we delight in God’s commandments as being wholesome for life. Vs. 35 of Psalm 119 speaks about this delight. Understanding God’s Word in accordance with God’s divine will also helps us to fight against the sinful desires of heart, like covetousness, or looking at worthless things, vss. 36 + 37. Instead, we will become more and more devoted to fear God in all that we do, vs. 38.
To fear God – as I have mentioned it more often, this has nothing to do with being scared of God, but it means standing in awe of God, of His love for me a sinner. Again, this awe will only grow in our life, when faithfully we open God’s Word on a daily basis, praying God to give us understanding.
In vs. 27, the fruit of understanding is described as follows, that we may meditate on God’s wondrous works. The old King James Version translated the second part of this verse with that I may talk about Thy wondrous works.  
Spurgeon in an exposition on this particular verse writes, 

“It’s ill talking of what we do not understand. We must be taught by God till we understand, and then we may hope to communicate our knowledge to others with a hope of profiting them. Talk without intelligence is mere talk and idle talk; but the words of the instructed are as pearls which adorn the ears of them that hear.” 

Beloved, let us pray that our talk is always seasoned like this. For, let us be honest, also among us, often there is so much idle talk. Yet again, when living close to Scripture, asking the LORD for deeper insight and understanding, it will be reflected also in our conversations. Then from the fullness of the heart the mouth will speak. So the point is: what is our heart full of? What are things we busy our mind with: the fleeting pleasure of this world, or do we live our life indeed truly focussed on God? No, this does not mean that we should only talk about spiritual things. The point is this: also in our talk about the things of everyday life, just a chat over the fence with our neighbour – also in these normal day activities, can people see it that our life is seasoned by God’s Word, even when at times perhaps God’s Word is not mentioned at all? Does our life reflect that our happiness and joy lies somewhere else than in the things of this world? Maybe it would be good to examine ourselves on this score, enlightened by the understanding of Scripture in the way this morning’s sermon has highlighted it. Beloved, daily pray that the LORD may give you this understanding. Pray also that this understanding may be reflected in your life. 

In this context I think of what it says it Proverbs 16, 22, “Understanding is a wellspring of life to him who has it.” In Proverbs 3, 13, it reads, “Happy is the man who finds wisdom and the man who gains understanding…” Where after it reads also in this chapter, Proverbs 3, 18, “(Understanding)...  is a tree of life to those, who take hold of her, and happy are all, who retain her.”
See there, beloved, what we pray for when we pray for understanding. 

“LORD, open Thy Word to us, give us insight and understanding in the riches Thou hast revealed to us and grant that our life may also reflect this understanding, in living from these riches.”

Beloved, make this prayer part of your daily prayer, every time you open God’s Word so that you may indeed grow in understanding, grow in understanding how great God is; grow in understanding more and more also how deep God’s love is for us sinners.

Let us also pray that this understanding may bear as fruit that on a daily basis we may live our life close to God, rejoicing in obeying His will. Yes, let us pray that in this way our life indeed will be like a tree planted by the river, yielding fruit abundantly.
Amen
� Proverbs 3, 5 + 6
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