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Psalm 85

1 You showed favor to your land, O LORD; 
  you restored the fortunes of Jacob. 

 2 You forgave the iniquity of your people 
  and covered all their sins. 
   3 You set aside all your wrath 
  and turned from your fierce anger. 

 4 Restore us again, O God our Savior, 
  and put away your displeasure toward us. 

 5 Will you be angry with us forever? 
  Will you prolong your anger through all generations? 

 6 Will you not revive us again, 
  that your people may rejoice in you? 

 7 Show us your unfailing love, O LORD, 
  and grant us your salvation. 

 8 I will listen to what God the LORD will say; 
  he promises peace to his people, his saints— 
  but let them not return to folly. 

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

 10 Love and faithfulness meet together; 
  righteousness and peace kiss each other. 

 11 Faithfulness springs forth from the earth, 
  and righteousness looks down from heaven. 

 12 The LORD will indeed give what is good, 
  and our land will yield its harvest. 

 13 Righteousness goes before him 
  and prepares the way for his steps.



There is a reason people do not pray for revival. I am not only talking only about revival with a capital “R”, for a visitation from God, for the triumph of Christ and His Church over lands and cultures enslaved by superstition, corruption and cruelty, but for personal revival, the triumph of godliness over sin in our own lives.

The cost is too high. There’s a price tag on such prayer. The price must be paid first. Unless it is, there is no prayer. Not really, not anything more than lip service.

As soon as I tell you what the price tag reads, I’m sure you will agree the cost is steep. 

The price is heart rending honesty about ourselves. The truth is most of us live in denial about ourselves, about the real state of our hearts. How do I know that? Because we are human. We all are. None of us is exempt. If you don’t think this is true, let’s take two quick examples.

How easy it is for us to go through the day without worshipping the Lord – for even ten minutes – or focused our attention to apply a single truth of God to our lives – for even five minutes. 

When faced with our neglect, we rationalize. We respond with self-pity -- We wish it weren’t so, but there are so many demands on our lives. But this leads me to ask: What is the condition of our hearts that we should respond to the excessive demands of live by neglecting the Lord rather than depending on Him all the more? 

But perhaps we don’t rationalize. Perhaps instead we blame the culture – there are so many distractions. Granted this is true, what does it say about our spiritual condition that we are so easily distracted from Christ rather than by Him?

It is easy to look the other way while we sin, to not think about it as we feed on lust, greed, pride, hate, fear, or envy, to act as if our conduct does not really affect us in any significant way. Spurgeon called this attitude toward our sin “the greatest practical heresy of any age.”

The price tag on prayer for revival is heart rending honesty about ourselves. To rend means to rip open, to tear away, to pull apart, forcibly to expose, to reveal what was has been covered up.

In times past, people would rend their clothes as they cried out to God for His favor and mercy. This was a physical symbol for rending of the heart – tearing away the facades, exposing the truth about ourselves, withholding nothing.

In Joel,God urged His people in praying for Him to restore them: “Now, therefore,” says the LORD, “Turn to Me with all your heart, with fasting, with weeping, and with mourning.” So rend your heart, and not your garments; “Return to the LORD your God, For He is gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and of great kindness…”

Psalm 85 is a prayer for revival. Its content shows that the Sons of Korah had paid the price of heart rending honesty.

In the first three verses, they look back. They recall the experience of God’s goodness and mercy that His people had known in the past, and they see that things are no longer what they once were. 

Using six rapid fire verbs, they list how the Lord had blessed them with freedom and peace.

You showed favor… (Lit.) You returned their captivity…You forgave the (their) iniquity… (You) covered all their sins…You set aside all Your wrath… (You) turned from your fierce anger.”

I begin here because heart rending honesty begins with the recognition that things are not as they once were, and that in Christ, it is never an option to settle for, “My best days are behind me,” or “My church’s best days are behind us.” 

Not in light of God’s promises, not in light of His Spirit’s determination to glorify Christ in us. Not in light of Paul’s assurance that, “we are more than conquerors through Him who loved us.” Never, ever, ever. 

When tempted to do so, Paul challenged the Galatians, “Where then is that sense of blessing you had?” (Galatians 4:15)

Jesus similarly confronted the Ephesians: “You have forsaken your first love. 5Remember the height from which you have fallen!” (Rev. 2:4, 5)

In the spring of 1992, I was struggling as a pastor. I decided to pour it all out in a long letter to a retired minister who was highly revered. It was all there – the problems of the ministry, the discouragement, the doubts. I was prepared for his rebuke, his encouragement, his wisdom, anything that could help me persevere.

I received nothing, not even a one sentence reply. Nearly a year later, I ran into him at a national meeting, smiling, shaking hands. I can’t remember which of us brought up the letter, but finally he acknowledged that he had not even tried to answer  it. As he told me, he let out a sigh and said, “You know, Curt, the older I’ve gotten, the harder it is to trust God.”

That’s not what Paul said. Paul said, “Thanks be to God who always leads us in triumph in Christ,” and then later in II Corinthians, “Though the outer man decays, the inner man is renewed day be day.” 
Age is no excuse for retreat. One’s place in life is no excuse for saying, “Ah, those were the days.” A number of personal loyalties died for me that day, because I knew if I followed men like that, I would end up like them, and so would the people I was pastoring. 

Verse 4 cries, “Restore us again, O God our Savior.” Lord, You have restored your people before, now we ask you to restore us again. God is in the restoring business.

Now understand what it means to ask God to do that. It means we’ve suffered loss. It’s hard to be honest about this, but we must be. In light of the first verses of the psalm, it means we have lost our freedom. We have lost our peace, our shalom with the Lord.

I’m talking about the freedom of a good conscience, the freedom of a life open to examination, the freedom of ready, easy fellowship with the Spirit in prayer.

When we are taken captive to hidden sin, to a bad conscience, we withhold ourselves from him because we are held back by our sin.

Verse 8 summarizes with a single term what it is that holds us back. The term is “folly”. “God promises peace to his people, his saints – but let them not return to folly.”

You find “folly” used twenty-three times in the Scripture, thirteen of which are in Proverbs. That makes sense because folly describes a life devoid of God’s wisdom.

Abandon God’s knowledge, understanding, judgment, truth and reason, and it doesn’t matter who you are or what you’ve done, you’re life is foolish.
Why would any of us do that? The answer is, because it seems to our advantage and pleasure to turn our life into a lie. So we resort to scheming rather than trusting, lying rather than honesty, cheating rather than integrity, exploiting trust rather than keeping trust, greed rather than generosity, laziness rather than hard work, the fear of men rather than the fear of God, busyness rather than prayer, what the world says rather than what God says.

Proverbs 19:3 teaches, “A man’s own folly ruins his life, yet his heart rages against the Lord.” How skilled we are in evasion and dishonesty, to deny, minimize, rationalize, pretend, deceive, and hide what is truly ruining us.

“Restore”, as the psalmist uses it, is a strong word. Revive is even stronger. It speaks not of loss but of death. Folly not only strips from us freedom and peace, the experience of eternal life that Christ suffered to bring us, it inflicts ruin. It is deadly.

God would make you abundantly fruitful -- in love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. Let me say plainly, folly is poison. It produces spiritual atrophy.

Sexual immorality and impurity, hatred and bitterness, discord, quarreling and fits of rage, jealousy, envy, selfish ambition, drunkenness – these and other deeds of the flesh as Paul called them – are poison. 

Stripped of freedom and peace in Christ, we begin dying, and we can’t revive ourselves.

Our affections for the Lord die, so our worship dies as well. We can do no more than go through the motions. Our joy dies, so we become cynical and sarcastic about “the joy of the Lord”. Our zeal dies so we become complacent. As our heart for Christ weakens, its grip on God’s promises loosens, we no longer feel their encouragement and assurances; despair and bleakness begin seeping into us.

You know how it is when people have a heart attack? Part of the heart muscle dies. “Revive us” is the cry of the man or woman who recognizes that part of their heart has died. They cannot feel as they once felt. Only heartrending honesty can make someone cry, “Help me Lord. I am dying.”

This explains the extreme language of the Psalmist as he cried out for God not simply to forgive Him ,but to revive Him.
“There is no soundness in my flesh…There is no health in my bones…My wounds grow foul and fester.”

We think, “David was being dramatic.” No, David was being honest. No one cries out for God to send fire from heaven except He has felt the cold of the grave in his heart and has been shocked by it. 

So shocked that he confesses not only the coldness he feels but its causes, his folly. God sent John the Baptist to prepare for the Kingdom of God; not provoking general, face-saving admissions of sinfulness, but gut-wrenching, heart-rendingly honest confession of sins.
So there you have it, the price tag for prayer for revival. No more pretending, no more covering up, no more presumption. Heart rending honesty.
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