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In one of his books, R.C. Sproul tells this story:  

 

     “Our tendency to take grace for granted was driven home to me while teaching college 

students. I had the assignment of teaching a freshman Old Testament course to 250 students 

at a Christian college. On the first day of class I went over the course assignments carefully. 

My experience taught me that the assignment of term papers required a special degree of 

explanation. This course required three short term papers. I explained to the students that the 

first paper was due on my desk by noon the last day of September. No extensions were to be 

given except for students who were physically confined to the infirmary or who had 

experienced death in the immediate family. If the paper was not turned in on time, the 

student would receive an F for the assignment. The students acknowledged that they 

understood the requirements. 

     “On the last day of September, 225 students dutifully handed in their term papers. 

Twenty-five students stood, quaking in terror, full of remorse. They cried out, „Oh, 

Professor Sproul, we‟re so sorry. We didn‟t budget our time properly. We didn‟t make the 

proper adjustment from high school to college. Please don‟t give us an F. Please, oh, please 

give us an extension.‟ 

      “I bowed to their pleas for mercy. „All right,‟ I said. „I‟ll give you a break this time. But, 

remember, the next assignment is due the last day of October.‟  

     “The students were profuse in their gratitude and filled the air with solemn promises of 

being on time for the next assignment. Then came the last day of October. Two hundred 

students came with their papers. Fifty students came empty-handed. They were nervous but 

not in a panic. When I asked for their papers, again they were contrite. „Oh, Professor, it was 

Homecoming Week. Besides it‟s mid-term, and all the assignments are due in other classes. 

Please give us one more chance. We promise it‟ll never happen again.‟ 

      “Once more I relented. I said, „OK, but this is the last time. If you are late for the next 

paper, it will be an F. No excuses, no whining, just an F, is that clear?‟ 

      “Oh, yes, Professor. You are terrific.” Spontaneously, the class began to sing, „We love 

you, Professor Sproul. Oh, yes we do.‟ (laughter)  

      “Can you guess what happened the last day of November? Right. One hundred and fifty 

students came with their term papers. The other hundred strolled into the lecture hall utterly 

unconcerned. „Where are your term papers I asked?‟ 

      “One student replied, „Oh, don‟t worry, Prof, we‟re working on them. We‟ll have them 

for you in a couple days, no sweat.‟ 

      “I picked up my lethal black grade book and began taking down names. „Johnson! Do 

you have your paper?‟ 

      “No, sir‟, came the reply. 

      “F” I said, as I wrote the grade in the book. „Muldaney! Do you have your paper?”    

      “Again, „No sir‟ was the reply.  I marked another F in the book. 

      “The students reacted with unmitigated fury. They howled in protest, screaming, „That‟s 

not fair!‟ 

      “I looked at one of the howling students and said, „Lavery! You think it‟s not fair?‟   

     “Yes,” he growled in response. 
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      “I see. It‟s justice you want? I seem to recall that you were late with your paper last time. 

If you insist upon justice, you will certainly get it, I‟ll not only give you an F for this 

assignment, but I‟ll change the first grade to the F you so richly deserved.‟ 

     “The student was stunned. He had no more arguments to make. He apologized for being 

so hasty and was suddenly happy to settle for one F instead of two! (laughter) 

      “The students had quickly taken my mercy for granted. They assumed it. When justice 

suddenly fell, they were unprepared for it. It came as a shock, and they were outraged. This, 

after only two doses of mercy in the space of two months.”
1
  

 

I think we would all agree that we have a tendency to presume upon the grace of God. I can sin 

tonight, ask forgiveness in the morning; what‟s the problem? As soon as we begin thinking like that, 

we begin to live reckless, careless lives. We begin to justify our sins and our behaviors until we 

wake up one morning and realize we have made a mess of our lives. There are probably many of 

you sitting here this morning that would say, “Yes, that‟s the deal.” You‟ve made a mess of your 

marriage; you‟ve made a mess of your relationship with your kids; you‟ve made a mess of your 

finances; you‟ve made a mess of your career. You‟ve just made a big mess!  

 

The question we want to wrestle with this morning is, “Now what? I got careless; I got reckless; 

I‟ve made a mess; now what?” Oh I think we know the answer to that. We say it in different ways: 

“You‟ve made your bed; now lie in it.”  “You don‟t have anybody to blame but yourself.” “You had 

it coming.” 

 

The Hebrew people were really good at making messes. The backdrop of Psalm 74 is a huge mess. 

If you have your Bible, turn with us to Psalm 74. The Hebrew people were living in rebellion 

against God, generation after generation after generation. Rather than being a light to the world, 

they had become like the world. They were involved in immorality; they were involved in idolatry. 

It seemed as if they were working hard to come up with new ways to offend God. So God sent 

prophet after prophet after prophet declaring His message---that unless something changes, you‟re 

in trouble---prophet after prophet after prophet, but they wouldn‟t listen. 

 

And eventually God allowed, in 586 B.C., the Babylonians to come in and to capture the Hebrew 

people and to devastate the land. There was no question that the mess they were in was a mess of 

their own making. God had told them over and over again.  He had warned them; they wouldn‟t 

listen. Now, in the midst of this mess, Asaph writes this prayer, this cry to God.  

 

Now because we know that there was an Asaph who was a worship leader who lived in the time of 

David, certainly the time frame doesn‟t line up. But we also know that there was a family of 

worship leaders in the family of Asaph that perpetuated generation after generation after generation. 

This is likely just a namesake in the family line of Asaph that penned these particular words.  

 

Verse 1:  
              

O God, why have You rejected us forever? 

 Why does Your anger smoke against the sheep of Your pasture? (*NASB, Psalm 74:1)  
 

Just the very first verse causes us to say, “I mean, what is wrong with this guy? Why is he asking 

this question?” Everybody knew why. God had warned them for generations that this was coming. 

How could anybody be so clueless as to wonder why this had happened?  

                                                 
1
 The Holiness of God by R.C. Sproul. (Tyndale House Publishers: Wheaton Illinois, 1998) pp.124-126 
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Verse 2:  

 

    Remember Your congregation.... 

 [Not remember as if God had forgotten, but remember as in---Do something! 

 Act on our behalf.] 

         .... which You have purchased of old, 

         Which You have redeemed to be the tribe of Your inheritance; 

         And this Mount Zion, where You have dwelt.  

         Turn Your footsteps toward the perpetual ruins; 

         The enemy has damaged everything within the sanctuary. (vs. 2-3) 

 

Interesting the Hebrew phrase, Turn your footsteps... In essence what Asaph is saying is, “God, 

let’s go on a guided tour of the Holy Land. I’m not sure you understand the level of devastation. It’s 

horrible!” So he‟s going to walk God through it.  

 

Verse 4:  

 

         Your adversaries have roared in the midst of Your meeting place; 

         They have set up their own standards for signs. 
 

This is focusing on the temple. God had made a promise----goes all the way back to Genesis 3---- 

that God, through the seed of a woman, would send a Savior. You get into the story of Abraham and 

God clarified that God Himself would be the one who shed His blood. He would be the seed of the 

woman who would shed His blood in order to keep His promise, His covenant that He made with 

Abraham. Everything in the temple was a sign; everything was symbolic. Everywhere you looked in 

the temple and in the courtyard there were reminders that God made a promise, reminders that God 

would keep His promise, no matter what happened.  He would be faithful to keep His promise. So 

every time the sacrifices were offered, there was a reminder----God promised.  No matter how bad 

things got, no matter how despairing the people were, they could always look at the temple and be 

reminded through God‟s signs: He promised; He‟s not going to let us down.  

 

But what Asaph is saying now is, those signs are gone. The temple‟s gone; the symbols are gone; 

the signs are gone; there‟s nothing there but rubble and devastation. The enemy has set up his own 

signs and his own symbols and now, rather than looking at the place and feeling hope, we look at 

that place and there‟s just despair, because all the signs and symbols are gone.  

 

    It seems as if one had lifted up His axe in a forest of trees.  

   And now all its carved work they smash with hatchet and hammers. (vs. 5-6) 

 

This imagery is more of what we would think of a machete and somebody going through a jungle or 

through the woods and just hacking everything in the way. That‟s what it looked like. Somebody 

had gone through the temple and just destroyed all of the woodwork, destroyed everything in its 

path. It was just devastated! 

 

   They have burned Your sanctuary to the ground; 

   They have defiled the dwelling place of Your name.  

   They said in their heart, "Let us completely subdue them." 

   They have burned all the meeting places of God in the land.  (vs. 7-8) 

 



 4 

The Babylonians didn‟t just want to capture the Hebrew people. They hated the Hebrew people and 

they hated the God of the Hebrew people and their goal was to devastate the land and to destroy 

everything that had the slightest value.  

 

Verse 9:  

     

    We do not see our signs... (vs. 9a) 

 

Again they‟re looking around: those signs, those symbols, those reminders of God‟s promise; 

they‟re gone! There‟s nowhere they can look now and remember. There is no longer any prophet. 

Strangely enough, even when they were living in rebellion, even when they were living in sin, there 

was some comfort in the fact that God was still there and God was still dwelling in their midst. 

They knew that because God kept sending prophets. His voice was continually heard and, even 

when they didn‟t want to hear it, there was some sense that there is still hope because God‟s here. 

But the prophet Amos warned them, “If you don‟t listen, there‟s going to come a day where there 

will be no more prophets; it will just be silent.” And that‟s what Asaph is saying. “There is no more 

prophet; there’s no more voice. God promised that He would always dwell with His people but God 

has checked out. God’s out of here. God no longer dwells in the midst of His people.”  

 

There is no longer any prophet, 

 Nor is there any among us who knows how long.  

 How long, O God, will the adversary revile, 

 And the enemy spurn Your name forever?  

 Why do You withdraw Your hand, even Your right hand? 

 From within Your bosom, destroy them! (vs. 9b-11) 
 

Seems to me Asaph‟s got a bit of a perspective problem. He seems to me to be kind of like the 

ultimate hypocrite. Does he not get this? Does he not get the fact that the reason they‟re in such a 

mess is really not because of the Babylonians. It‟s because of the Hebrew people. It‟s because they 

didn‟t listen to the voice of God; they didn‟t listen to the warnings. It‟s because they chose to offend 

and rebel against God. This is clearly a mess of their own making. So what is the basis by which 

Asaph would say, “God, You have got to pour your favor on us and You’ve got to punish them.” 

And you find yourself saying, “You know, Mr. Asaph, you maybe need to look in the mirror. You 

still don‟t get it yet!”  

 

Verse 12:  

 

    Yet God is my king from of old, 

    Who works deeds of deliverance in the midst of the earth. 
 

There‟s a bit of a tone change right here.  

      

    
 
You divided the sea by Your strength; 

     You broke the heads of the sea monsters in the waters. (vs. 13) 

 

He‟s clearly referring to when God delivered the Hebrew people out of bondage in Egypt and God 

parted the sea to deliver them and God conquered the Egyptian army when He brought the sea back 

down on them. There may also be a side reference to this sea monster, known as Yam, which was 

really the arch enemy of Baal, the ancient god of the Babylonians. And there was this mystic belief 
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that Yam was always at war with Baal. So you have these two gods at war with one another. But 

what Asaph is saying is, “God crushed them all; it was no problem for Him.”  

  

    You crushed the heads of Leviathan;  

    You gave him as food for the creatures of the wilderness. (vs. 14) 

 

Most people think the Old Testament Leviathan was probably some sort of a dinosaur. But, as that 

dinosaur took on kind of mystic proportions, it became a seven headed monster in their ancient 

religions and he may be referring to that as well.  

 

    You broke open springs and torrents; 

    You dried up ever-flowing streams.  

    Yours is the day; Yours also is the night; 

    You have prepared the light and the sun.  

    You have established all the boundaries of the earth; 

    You have made summer and winter. (vs.15-17) 

 

What Asaph is saying in this section of the Psalm is, “God, I’ve looked at Your track record and 

Your track record is that You do have the power to deliver Your people. You’ve done it before. You 

do have the power to conquer the enemy. You’re the God of creation; You made everything. You 

made the day; You made the night; You made the seasons. Nothing is beyond Your power. God, You 

could do this.”  

 

Verse 18:  

 

    Remember this, O LORD, that the enemy has reviled, 

    And a foolish people has spurned Your name.  

    Do not deliver the soul of Your turtledove to the wild beast; (vs. 18-19a) 

 

Great imagery there! Asaph is picturing the Hebrew people as a turtledove. Nobody‟s afraid of a 

turtledove; nobody‟s threatened by a turtledove. What are they going to do at war compared to the 

wild beast?  He‟s saying, “God, we’re no match for the Babylonians. There’s nothing we can do. 

There is no reason for hope. There’s no way the turtledove is going to take the wild beast unless 

You step in and do something.”  

 

           Do not forget the life of Your afflicted forever. Consider the covenant; (vs. 19b-20a)  

 

He‟s reminding God, “God, You made a promise. Just in case You forgot, remember the covenant.”  

 

    For the dark places of the land are full of the habitations of violence.  

    Let not the oppressed return dishonored; (vs. 20b-21a) 

 

He‟s talking about the Hebrew people. “Let us return to the land with honor; don’t make us live this 

way.” 

 

         Let the afflicted and needy praise Your name.  (vs. 21b)  
 

 

Asaph is saying, “God, let us return to the land with honor. We need You to conquer these people. 

We need You to re-gather us in the land and once again make us a worshipping people.”  
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    Arise, O God, and plead Your own cause; 

    Remember how the foolish man reproaches You all day long.  

    Do not forget the voice of Your adversaries, 

    The uproar of those who rise against You which ascends continually. (vs. 22-23) 
 

The last appeal is: “God, for the sake of Your honor, for the sake of Your Name, if for no other 

reason, for Your reputation. These people are making fun of You; these people are mocking You. 

You need to step in and You need to clobber them!”  

 

We still come out of this Psalm asking the question, given what we understand about the 

circumstances of this Psalm, understanding this is a mess of their own making. Every one of them 

knew that. They had been warned for decades, for generations, that this was coming. They made 

their own bed; they should lie in it. They have nobody to blame but themselves. So where does 

Asaph get off asking God to deliver them? Well he actually tells us in the Psalm. 

 

Let‟s go back to verse one:  

 

O God, why have You rejected us forever? 

 Why does Your anger smoke against the sheep of Your pasture?  
            

There it is right there. “God, we’re the sheep of Your pasture; we’re Your people. You can’t desert 

us! This is a powerful imagery that‟s used both in the Old and New Testaments. It‟s a little hard for 

us, in our 21
st
 Century, to enter into the dynamics of a sheep and the Shepherd. But everybody knew 

it: Sheep were dumb. Sheep were always wandering off. Sheep were always getting themselves into 

trouble. The sheep were always getting injured. That‟s what sheep did. But it was the job of the 

shepherd to go get them. It was the job of the shepherd to bring them home. It was the job of the 

shepherd to protect them.  

 

Psalm 100: “We are His people, the sheep of His pasture.” There‟s great security in those words. 

 

Psalm 23: “The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want.”  

 

 Asaph was appealing, “We’re Your people; we’re Your sheep; You’ve got to do something!”  

  

Verse 2:  

 

They were the people....Remember Your congregation....; we‟re Your people which You 

purchased. You redeemed us to be the tribe of your inheritance. God, we‟re Your chosen people. 

You redeemed us; You purchased us; You bought us; You made us Your inheritance. Of all the 

things in the Universe God could claim as inheritance, He chose them. And the Psalmist is saying, 

“God, we’re family here.  We understand we’ve really messed up. But come on, God, we’re Your 

sheep; we’re Your family; we’re Your inheritance. You have to do something!”  

 

In verses 12-17 he‟s remembering the deliverance from Egypt. We go back and re-read that story 

and we remember the facts. Nowhere does the text say that God delivered His people from Egypt 

because they were so good, because they were so spiritual, because they were so godly. There‟s no 

moment where God came down and said, “Okay, you people finally get it; we‟re getting out of 

here!” Actually it‟s the opposite. They were idolaters; they were grumblers; they were whiners. This 

was not a pleasant group of people. It didn‟t have anything to do with their performance. It had to 



 7 

do with God‟s grace and mercy. For reasons only God will know, He chose them to be His sheep. 

He redeemed them; He delivered them. 

 

All through the Old Testament God has a pattern of faithfully delivering His people from messes of 

their own making. And there‟s not a single verse where God says, “Okay, I’m going to do this 

because you’re so good; you’ve earned it!” It‟s always on the basis of His grace and mercy and 

Asaph knew that. He reminds God in verse 20, “God you made a promise. You made a promise that 

you would be our God and that we would be Your people and that You would dwell in our midst. 

You can’t leave us. You can’t forsake us. You can’t just check out on us. God, You promised!” 

 

What is the basis by which Asaph makes such a plea to God in the midst of a mess of their own 

making? And the answer is: It‟s the character of God; it‟s the grace and mercy of God. That‟s the 

way it‟s always worked. If Asaph was stuck in a performance-based religion, there is no hope. 

“Sorry, you blew it; live with it. You made the mess; now live with it. You made your bed; now lie 

in it.” That‟s the only answer performance-based religion has. You have not performed well; sorry 

you‟ve made a mess; now live with it.  

 

But God introduced a completely scandalous value system that‟s contrary to that. This is not 

something we made up. It‟s something God introduced. It‟s something God brought to pass based 

on His character, based on His grace and mercy. Understand that God‟s favor upon us has never 

been on the basis of our performance. We‟ve always been a big mess-up. That‟s the deal. That‟s 

why God did something for us that we couldn‟t do for ourselves. God‟s favor has never been on the 

basis of my ability to somehow perform at some level where God says, “That‟s really good; here‟s 

the prize.”  

 

Therefore, in the midst of a mess of my own making, there is hope. The world around us, when they 

hear us talking about God‟s favor and God‟s blessing and they hear us talking about sin and God‟s 

judgment, they love to call us self-righteous hypocrites. And I understand why they think that. 

Because, in their performance-based religious system, that is what it would be. Who are we to 

possibly expect God‟s blessing on us and judgment on others? Do we really think we‟re that much 

better? Do we really thing we‟re a cut above? We‟re just a bunch of self-righteous hypocrites is 

what they think.  

 

But they have it all wrong. Of all the people in every religion on the face of the planet, there‟s only 

one group of people who are not self-righteous and that is those people who have come to the cross 

and acknowledged a need for a Savior. Jesus has promised there‟s only one way of salvation. For 

every person who has rejected that one way of salvation, there‟s only one thing left on the table--- 

self-righteousness. Without Jesus they think they can pull it off, jump through enough religious 

hoops, try to be good enough, balance the scales. At the end of the day God‟s got to let them in. 

That‟s self-righteousness. But the people of God don‟t believe that. The people of God understand 

that we cannot make ourselves righteous. We came to a point where we recognized, I cannot make 

myself good enough for God; I can‟t jump through enough hoops; I cannot make myself acceptable. 

Therefore, in brokenness and humility, we find ourselves at the feet of Jesus, crying out for the 

salvation He offers out of His grace and mercy.  

 

We recognize that Jesus did something for us that we could never do for ourselves and not on the 

basis of our ability to perform, not on the basis of our goodness, not on the basis of our ability to 

keep the rules but, on the basis of His grace and mercy, He offers salvation. The people of God 

aren‟t characterized by self-righteousness; we‟re characterized by brokenness. We‟re the one group 

in the world that says, “I can‟t do it; I have nothing to offer; I‟m just a big mess-up, and all I can do 
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is appeal to the grace and the mercy of God.” God‟s favor poured out upon us has always been on 

the basis of His grace and mercy. 

 

I‟m sure there are people sitting here this morning that have made a mess of their lives. You‟ve 

made a mess of your finances; you‟ve made a mess of your marriage; you‟ve made a mess with 

your kids. You‟ve made a mess and this morning, in your heart of hearts, you say, “I‟ve made my 

life a mess,” but you‟ve resigned yourself to the fact that it‟s your fault; you‟re going to have to live 

with it. And in your heart of hearts you may actually think that‟s a level of humility; that‟s a level of 

brokenness. “I mean I made the mess; I have to live with it. I‟m owning my own sin and this is just 

the way it‟s going to be.”  

 

But do you understand that is a page out of the performance-based religious playbook? What you‟re 

saying is, “I don‟t deserve God‟s favor. I mean I‟ve really messed up here and this is just the way 

it‟s going to be.” Yes, there are always natural consequences to our choices but if you don‟t 

understand the grace and mercy of God, you‟re going to perpetuate that and live in that muck month 

after month, year after year. And you‟re going to fail to realize God has offered you His grace and 

mercy so that, in the midst of a mess of your own making, you do have a legitimate basis to say, 

“God, deliver me; God, pour Your favor out on me; God, bless me once again.” Because that‟s who 

God is, that‟s always been the basis of God‟s blessing to us. It‟s never been on the basis of our 

ability to perform; it‟s always been on the basis of His grace and mercy.  

 

You do have a reason to ask for what the rest of the world would find scandalous. “God, I‟m a 

mess; would you bless me? Would you set me free? Would you deliver me?” Because of God‟s 

grace and mercy there‟s always hope in the midst of the despair. Failure is never final and we have 

every reason to say, “God, would you set my feet on higher ground and would you return to me the 

joy of my salvation?”  

 
Our Father, we’re thankful this morning that You are a God of grace and mercy. Lord, if the 

religious world around us heard these words this morning, they would be offended. They would 

consider this to be scandalous. How dare we ask for such a thing because they don’t understand 

the world of grace. Lord, we don’t think we’re self-righteous; we’re broken and needy. Lord, help 

us to understand, on the basis of Your grace, even in a mess of my own making, I could ask for 

Your favor. I can ask for Your blessing. I can ask You to not give me what I deserve. Just set me 

free. Lord, for that we thank You. In Jesus’ name. Amen.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
*Scripture taken from the NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE 

Copyright 1960, 1962, 1963, 1971, 1972, 1973, 1975, 1977, 1987, 1988, 
The Lockman Foundation.  Used by permission. 
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