Liturgy:
Reading : Psalm 50

Text       : Psalm 50, 14 + 15, 23

Ps.  138 : 1, 2

Ps.    50 : 11

Ps.    50 : 7 (after the reading of God’s Word)

Ps.  116 : 7,8,9,10  (in response to God’s Word)

Ps.  121 : 2,4 (after baptism + PoF)

Hy.   61 : 1,5,6 (collection + closing song)

Hy.   63 : 2 (after handing out of books)

Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

This morning we may witness the public profession of faith of five young members of the congregation. Professing their faith, these young members will promise from the heart to live their life for and with the LORD each day.

They will promise – I could also say they will ‘vow’. Generally, we don’t use this word in connection with the “I do”, spoken on the day of profession of faith. Yet we do use it when two people get married and promise to remain faithful towards each other as long as they both shall live. Well, in actual terms this same kind of faithfulness we promise to the LORD on the day of our profession of faith. Therefore, the “I do” which we speak on the day of our profession of faith is as much a vow as the “I do”, spoken by couples that get married. We vow faithfulness for life, and this not just in words, but also in deeds.
The dictionary says a vow is “a solemn or earnest pledge or promise, binding the person making it to perform a specific act or to behave in a certain way.” Well, in actual terms, that’s what profession of faith is all about. With the “I do” spoken on that day, we say, “LORD, I want to serve Thee sincerely with all my heart.” It’s vow, binding for life.

A vow binding for life – hence, it’s more than a good intention, which we might have. Generally, we have enough of these good intentions. However, when the routine of everyday life takes over again so easily we forget the good intensions, we had. Nothing comes of them. I think we all can identify with that, e.g., the intention to do a bit more exercise of to watch or diet. What is left of it in half-a-years’ time? In as similar way, sometimes we quickly promise to do something, e.g. having visited a brother or sister in the congregation, we quickly say, I will soon catch up again. It is a promise quickly made, but at times easily forgotten, due to a hectic life schedule. Other things take priority again. True, our ‘yes’ should be ‘yes’. Every promise made by us should be kept. Yet so easily we forget and a promise is quickly made.
Yet, beloved, a vow is something different, it’s a solemn pledge to act and live accordingly – indeed like a marriage vow! When we say “I do” to the LORD, be it on the day of profession of faith, or at the baptism of our children, or when entering the special office, it’s a solemn promise to the LORD to be faithful to the task He calls us, faithful also in living as child of His and all that’s involved with it. That’s profession of faith, a promise made before God, a solemn vow! It’s a solemn vow to live as  a child of God, and this not just as far as the eye meets, outwardly, just ticking the boxes so to speak, but sincerely from the heart and this out of thankfulness to Him who redeemed us from death and sin.

In many places, Scripture warns us against outward obedience, i.e. as far as the eye meets doing what the LORD requires, but the heart is not in it. If this is the case, we make ourselves an easy prey for the evil one, since our heart is not really dedicated to the LORD.  Outwardly, it may seem to be all okay, but meanwhile we live a life displeasing the LORD.

Well this brings us to Psalm 50, which addresses exactly this sin. The Israelites faithfully brought their sacrifices. However, these sacrifices were no longer a pleasing aroma to the LORD. That’s why in this psalm the LORD calls His people to account. More precisely, this psalm pictures us a court case, where strong words are spoken. Yet, despite these strong words, this psalm also speaks of God’s mercy and God’s love, namely in the middle verses of this psalm and in its last verse, the three verses chosen as text for this morning’s sermon. 
Psalm 50 – you could call it: a call for repentance, spoken in love; a call to be faithful towards vows made to the LORD. That’s how this psalm addresses also us this morning.
Continuing the series of sermons on the ABC of faith, this morning we will deal with the letter ‘V’, to which I have allocated the active verb ‘to vow’. I have summarized the text for this morning’s sermon as follows,

MAKING A VOW TO THE LORD REQUIRES SINCERITY
It means serving the LORD in accordance with this vow

1) Not just outwardly, because we have to

2) But from the heart out of thankfulness 

I
As I mentioned it before, Psalm 50 pictures the scene of a court case, a court case between God and His people. In vs. 5, we hear the LORD say, “…” In other words, God wants to meet with His people in similar way as He once met with them at Mount Sinai, at the time that the covenant was made and the covenantal law was written on two tablets of stone. The whole scene pictured at the beginning of Psalm 50 reminds of this earlier event: God coming in majesty, in glory, in holiness. 
A closer look at the beginning of Psalm 50 shows that in actual terms  not God is coming to His people, but instead He calls His people to come to Him. I point you to vs. 2, where it does not say that God comes to Zion, but out of Zion; Zion being a reference to the temple, where God dwelled among His people, with the ark located in the Holies of Holies being the symbol of this, God’s throne! Calling His people before Him, God also calls upon heaven and earth as witnesses. This is an expression, which we read more often in the OT, especially when God calls His people to account for the sins, which they had committed. Let me just mention a few example, Deut. 30, 19 + 20a, “…”, Deut. 31, 28, “…” All these elements together, mentioned in the beginning of Psalm50, highlight the serious of the matter at stake, when God says, vs. 5, “…”
In vs. 7 the court case is opened as follows, “…”  I am God, your God – these last words, beloved, are very similar to the introductory words of the Ten Commandment, when God says, “I am the LORD, your God…” the faithful God of the covenant, whose faithfulness never wavers. I have redeemed you and I still seek your good today. If only you would listen and understand. This raises the question, what had happened, what had gone wrong.

The matter at stake in Psalm 50 is the bringing of sacrifices. I like to note that it is not the bringing of sacrifices itself that God is displeased with. I may refer to vs. 8, “…”  So it’s not the sacrifices themselves which were wrong, but rather the way in which they were brought. In this context, the psalm mentions two matters, with which the LORD took issue in this lawsuit against his people.
First, from the verses 9 – 13 we learn that basically the Israelites brought their sacrifices in the same way as the Gentiles brought sacrifices to their gods, thinking that God was in need of these sacrifices, being almost hungry for them and therefore we better give the LORD what we owe Him so to speak, before He gets angry with us.
Now, beloved, listen how the LORD reacts to this, saying ultimately these sacrifices were already Mine, even before you brought them to the temple, vss 10 + 11, “…” I also like to point to vs. 12, “…”

In all this, beloved, is a lesson also for us. I think here of the matter of tithing, for example, which means 10% of our income should be for the LORD. Yet – as I have mentioned it more often in sermons – this is a totally wrong perception, since all that we have received belongs to the LORD. Think about it this way, the money you receive as wages for your work was already the LORDs even before your employer put into your bank account, since the world is His and all its fullness. Hence, when we give to the LORD, we give from what the LORD gave to us first. It’s all His. Yet the LORD says I don’t need all of it. You may enjoy what I give you, as long as you don’t forget to make serving Me always a priority in your life, not only where it concerns money, but also time wise and in all the other aspects of life.
When there is a shortfall on the church budget, so easily we might say, “Okay if there is need for, I will increase my FVC.” It itself that’s good, think of vs. 8 of Psalm 50. The LORD does not despise those sacrifices. Yet the point is now how do we give: grudgingly since after all this is my money or do we do this out of thankfulness for what the LORD gave us first. And again, this also applies to our time, for example. Perhaps in this case, we are even more thinking the time is ours, how to spend it. Yes, why is it that within the church so often the workload is shared by only a few people. Why is it where it concerns our personal needs there is always time for this and for that, but an extra evening for the LORD takes effort. Do you realize, beloved, that also the time you have on your sleeve is all the LORD’s: all 24 hours each day.
See there, beloved, how Psalm 50 addresses also us.  This morning we are not just sitting in the gallery of the court watching the proceedings between the LORD and His people of old. In vs. 5 the LORD says, “Gather My saints together to Me.” My saints – this also includes you and me, so that we too might examine ourselves. How is this with us, when we bring our sacrifices to the LORD? When we give money, make time for Bible Study, but also when we sing our songs of praise, when we pray and read God’s Word, is our heart in it when we do so, or is it done just out of custom to make sure that we give to God what we owe Him?
Psalm 50 puts a mirror in front of us. Looking into that mirror, do you recognize certain things that might be wrong also in your life? The temptation for all of us is to split our life up in two parts: one part for the LORD and one part for ourselves. Yet the LORD asks our whole life. That’s what we promised on the day of our profession of faith. That’s what you young people will promise this morning, that you will commit your whole life to the Lord’s service as a living member of His church and this with a heartfelt desire. 
Indeed, it must come from the heart! After all, no matter how diligent you are in that timeslot you have given to the LORD, it’s of no benefit if beyond that the LORD does not come into the picture. Then we might say, see what I all did for the LORD, how busy I’m often for the church. Well, so were God’s people of old: very diligent in bringing their sacrifices, but that was it, that’s were it stopped so to speak. There should also be something for ourselves. Yet, beloved, there is no ratio of distribution here. The LORD says I want your whole life, also your leisure time, also then it should be visible that you are my child, who has dedicated his/her life to Me.
Beloved, in this context, let me ask this question this morning, do we still realize to whom we sacrifice, to whom we give our money, our time and all the other things where it concerns the service of the LORD. Psalm 50 speaks about ‘the Mighty One, God the LORD, to whom belongs all what we have. The world and its fullness – it’s all His. Do we still stand in awe of this mighty God. Yes, is our life determined by fear for the LORD? Fear – not so that we should be scared of God, but that we look up to Him in deep respect, when we pray, when we read his Word, when we are busy in His service. 

I come to the second point the LORD took issue with concerning His people at the time that this psalm was written.  We read about this in the verses 16 – 21. From these verses, it becomes clear that the point was not only that they brought sacrifices to the LORD with a wrong attitude. In addition, also their lifestyle was in conflict with serving the LORD.
I point you to vs. 16, where the LORD puts this question, “…” These last words most likely refer to reciting God’s law. To say it in language of today, people with a lot of Bible knowledge, people who speak piously and who are confident we are doing okay, but says the LORD in the following verses, what about your lifestyle. Of what benefit is it to take My covenant in your mouth, if next you cast my words behind you transgressing my commandments, consenting with the thief – e.g. in scheming business transactions; or where it concerns the seventh commandment by not living holy even though outwardly it looks all okay, or in speaking evil about your neighbour. I think here of what the LORD Jesus Himself said in His well-known Sermon on the Mount, Mat. 7, 21 – 23, “…” 

Again the mirror is put in front of us. For beloved, how is this with us. Do we walk our talk? Can people see in whose service we stand? Is it visible in your life that in Christ you have become a new creature? In Romans 6, 2 the apostle Paul puts this question, “How shall we who died to sin live any longer in it?”

Concluding the first point of the sermon, it’s clear when vowing – as we did on the day of our profession of faith and as you young people will do this morning – when vowing that you want to commit your whole life to the Lord as a living member of His church, the LORD ask sincerity. It should not be just as matter of outwardly being obedient, ticking the boxes so to speak to keep the elders of our back, doing everything all right as far as the eyes meets, giving the LORD His due, but the rest for ourselves. You will realize, beloved, the LORD ask more, He ask that we serve Him from the heart and this out of thankfulness. Coming to the second point of the sermon, we will look at what this means.
II
Vowing to commit your whole life to the Lord’s service as a living member of His church, i.e. to live for the LORD 100% each day – one may wonder who can live on that high level 24/7. It can cause one to despair, especially when looking at who asks this of us:  the Mighty One, God the LORD, about whom we read in vs. 3 of this psalm, “…” However, beloved, this should not make us scared, like the Israelites were scared when the LORD appeared to them at Mount Sinai. After all, beloved, the LORD does not want the death of the sinner, but that he may turn to Him and live. Basically, this is what Moses already said to people when they trembling fled away from the mountain, Ex. 20, 20, “…” Well, beloved, this is the gospel proclaimed also in Psalm 50.
Who can live on that high level serving the LORD 100% 24/7? We all fall short here. But now listen to the gospel – Answer 60 HC – when our conscience accuses us, we may cling to the cross that stood on Calvary, where Christ shed His precious blood for us, for sinners, for people who daily fall short in living a life of thankfulness to God, sinners like you and I.

You may wonder, where does Psalm 50 speak about the cross of Christ? The answer is in vs. 15, where we read the following, “…” I know that the words ‘day of trouble’ in this verse are often associated with the difficulties, afflictions and hardship we suffer in this life and then the comfort is we may bring all this before the LORD and count on His help. This surely is true and this is indeed a great comfort. Yet when looking at vs. 15 in the context of this whole psalm, the word ‘trouble; in vs. 15 is more likely the oppression of sin by which the author is bowed down. 
Beloved, when looking for help from God only when outwardly in trouble, it can happen so easily that after a while we have forgotten about it and life turn back to its normal routine. However, behind all outward trouble bowing us down, we should also see the cause of all hunger and misery, which is sin, from which Christ has redeemed us. It’s this redemption, this deliverance of which Psalm 50 speaks in the first place. I draw this conclusion from reading vs. 15 in close connection with vs. 23. Both verses close off a section, in which God addresses the sins of the people and then vs. 23 does this as follows, “to him who orders his conduct aright I will show the salvation of God.” This salvation mentioned in vs. 23 is the same as the deliverance referred to in vs. 15. Trying to make this even clearer, let me give you a parallel text. Then I think of Psalm 116, 3 + 4, “…” Also the author of Psalm 116 says, because of this redemption I will pay my vows to the LORD. Well, likewise we bring our vows to the LORD, like these 5 young girls this morning, vowing their life to the LORD out of thankfulness for this redemption, the redemption from sin.
In Psalm 50, 14 it reads, “…” Offer to God thanksgiving. God is looking for this. Vs. 8 of this psalm had made this already clear, “…” As I have mentioned it before we should not conclude from Psalm 50 that those sacrifices were no longer important and therefore no longer important either today. They surely are as long as we bring them with the right attitude, i.e. from the heart. So, not because we have, but we want to, showing God our thankfulness and this in humbleness for all that we have received by grace alone. Yes, then redeemed by grace, we will render as a token of gratitude our constant praise to God, which is the sacrifice of the NT church, Heb. 13, 15, “…”
The fruit of our lips – then I think also of the words we spoke on the day of our confession of faith, when we said this God I want to serve with my whole life, a vow binding for life. Is it hard to keep this vow? It is not when we think of to whom we vow our life: i.e. He who redeemed us from sin and death! Beloved, as long that remains foremost in our mind, it will never be hard to live your life for the LORD. Instead, then you want to walk with God each day, as Enoch did.

To put it in a nutshell: to live this way is possible only when daily we keep in mind LD 1 HC, which speaks in a beautiful way about our only comfort. But then also Q + A 2, “…” (Quoting the question underline the word ‘live’)
Sin and misery, deliverance and thankfulness, whoever has a good grasp of these words, will never find it difficult or hard to live for the LOIRD 100% 24/7, knowing also that the thankfulness God requires is given to us by God Himself: the last part of Answer 1 (Quote!)
Sin and misery, deliverance, and thankfulness – this also is at the centre of Psalm 50 > Explain vs. 15!

Thus true life we will find only with and in God. Beloved, don’t let yourself be deceived by what this world has to offer, these are no more than fleeting pleasure, a life that will not last. Yes, when walking with God 24/7 you will find true life, lasting life, eternally. Well, who would not want to serve this God? True in Psalm 50 God comes to His people as Judge. Yet In Christ this judge is my Redeemer from whom I have nothing to fear, but who one day will show us salvation in its fullest glory.
In the series of sermons on the ABC of faith, this morning we dealt with the letter ‘V’, V for to vow, vowing your life to the LORD, our life, ourselves as a sacrifice of thankfulness as it reads in Answer 43 HC. 
Earlier I mentioned 100% 24/7. What does this mean in more practical terms? Sometimes church members worry about whether they spend enough time for and with the LORD. Have I done enough for the LORD? Yet the question is not, beloved, whether, I have given enough of my time for the LORD, whether I give enough money for the service of the LORD. These questions simply fall away, when first you ask yourself this question: have I given My life to the LORD. For whom do I live? Is my life indeed in everything committed to the LORD, also in the things of everyday life, e.g., when I talk about other people, do I do this always in a loving way? What about my business dealings, are they always completely above water, so to speak? Do I always speak the truth and this in a loving way? How do I live in marriage? Do I live holy, also in my thoughts and when speaking with others. What about my leisure time – do I spend this time in such a way that this too is to the glory of God.

The point is this, beloved, I can work my heart out for the church at a busy bee, I might always faithfully attend the Bible Study club, pay generously towards church and school, can get tears in my eyes when I sing certain psalms, yet the crucial point is what about the rest of my life. Have I given my heart, my total life to the LORD, so that wherever I am in everything I only want to please Him for the grace given to me? That is what I mean when I spoke about 100% 24/7. And note well, that’s what we promised on the day of our profession of faith. That’s what you will promise young people at the end of this service.
You may ask is this not too hard? No, it is not! First, look what it says in the first question, do you promise to remain steadfast, not by yourself, but by the grace of God. Well, that grace is sufficient each day to do what God requires us. It’s not me, it’s not you, but Christ in us. Therefore, simply cling to Christ, in whom we have received not only forgiveness of sins but also renewal of life. He through His Spirit will give you what you need to fulfil your vow.

In vs. 23 it reads, whoever offers praise and glorifies God and so lives his life – that’s how you could translate the second line of this verse a bit more freely – so when our daily life is determined by living for the LORD, glorifying Him – God says in vs. 23, I will show him My salvation.
This promise goes with you young people, when you vow your life to the LORD and by the grace of God make it an effort to live accordingly on a daily basis. This promise is for all of us, where we make it our business each day anew to live to the glory God in whatever we are doing, in work and leisure, on Sunday and throughout week: 24/7 100%. Then there might be many times, that we may fall short in living up to this high level. Yet be comforted – as it reads in the Form for the Baptism – when this happens, we should not despair of God’s mercy nor continue in sin, but firmly believe that the covenant we have with God is an everlasting covenant. Where in true repentance we turn to God, God’s fund of grace never runs dry. Thus, we can cope, clinging to this gospel: the gospel of God’s wonderful grace in Jesus Christ. When thinking of this gospel and all that Christ has done for me a sinner, redeeming me from the clutches of Satan and eternal death to give life in communion with God again – when thinking about this miracle of grace for me a sinner, I can only say with the words of Psalm 116, 
“What shall I render to my Saviour now

For all the riches of His consolations

……

In all His people’s presence I will pay

My vows to Him the Lord so gracious

….

I will pay them as Thy servant bound yet free,

Thy handmaid’s son, whose shackles Thou hast broken

…..  therefore,

Redeemed by grace, I’ll render as a token

Of gratitude my constant praise to Thee
Beloved, may the LORD help all us to live our life this way, each day!

Amen.
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