
Psalm 130 

Study 2 

What is the sinner’s Prayer? 

“O Lord, hear my voice! Let your ears be attentive to the voice of my pleas for mercy!” vs 2 

Introduction 

1. Here is a man preparing himself for worship. He is on a journey to Jerusalem for the 

Passover celebration. As he thinks of appearing before God he becomes acutely 

aware of his unworthiness, his sin, his transgression against God. He realises that he 

cannot appear in God’s presence in his sin. He then prays the only “sinner’s prayer” 

to be found in the Scriptures. 

2. The writer of this Psalm knows of God’s attitude towards sin. He knows that God 

takes a very dim view of His people trying to appear before Him with known sin in 

their hearts and lives. He indicates this in the next verse, “If you, O LORD, should 

mark iniquities, O Lord, who could stand?”. He may have read 

3. In this respect this Old Testament saint may be more spiritually minded than many 

who claim to be Christians in our generation. This man has no superficial impression 

of sin. To him his sin is important and needs to be addressed. Sadly, many Christian 

people are very indifferent towards their sin. They are not bothered about their sin, 

thinking that God will forgive anyway because that is His job! There is a wide spread 

abuse of grace whereby people feel they can sin with impunity.  

4. This distorted impression of sin, if it resides within us, must be corrected. If this issue 

of the seriousness of sin is not addressed we will find ourselves out of contact with 

God both in our worship and our prayers. God does take a serious view of sin and 

will not tolerate it. Think of Isaiah’s words about Israel, “Ah, sinful nation, a people 

laden with iniquity, offspring of evildoers, children who deal corruptly!” Then this is 

God’s response to such people, “So when you spread out your hands in prayer, I will 

hide My eyes from you, Yes, even though you multiply prayers” (Isaiah 1:4, 15). 
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5. The NT contains the same teaching. When Peter is addressing the need for wives 

and husbands to live together in holiness, he adds, as a motive, “so that your prayers 

may not be hindered” (1 Peter 3:7). We neglect this teaching to our peril. If a married 

(or unmarried persons) couple allow disobedience and sin to enter into their 

relationships they cannot assume that God will hear their prayers. Their prayers are 

being “hindered”.  

6. We must listen to the writer of Psalm 130, and also to all other OT and NT warnings, 

making every effort to prepare ourselves for prayer and worship by our sanctified 

behaviour. We must begin to take sin seriously. We must stop hiding behind grace, 

and in the words of Paul stop thinking that we can “continue in sin that grace may 

abound” (Rom 6:1). Maybe this Psalm should be read and studied more often. 

Perhaps we should develop the habit of reading this Psalm before we pray and 

before we worship.  

1. The listening God: O Lord, hear my voice. Let your ears be attentive to my cry”: 

1. First, a word about anthropomorphisms. This is a technical word that allows us to 

think of God in human terms even though we know that God does not have a body 

as we have. The Bible often speaks of God having “hands, eyes, ears, arm, face…”. 

Yet, we know from reading our NT that “God is spirit” (John 4:24), He is the “invisible 

God” (1 Tim 1:17),  and that He is “not a man” (Numb 23:19). How can we visualise 

God who is invisible? The only way for us to speak about God and His actions is by 

attributing to Him some form of physical human body. We do not take these 

expressions literally. 

2. “Let your ears be attentive to my cry”. When the OT speaks of God having ears, it is 

an emphasis upon God’s ability to hear us.  The writer is drawing attention to the fact 

that God is a hearing God. He is a God who listens to His people. He is a God with 

the ability and willingness to hear us when we speak to Him. He who made the 

human ear, listens with His own ears.  

3. This is to be read in contrast to the idols and gods of the other nations who cannot 

hear. Another Psalmist writes, “Their idols are silver and gold, The work of men's 
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hands. They have mouths, but they do not speak; Eyes they have, but they do not 

see; They have ears, but they do not hear; Noses they have, but they do not smell; 

They have hands, but they do not handle; Feet they have, but they do not walk; Nor 

do they mutter through their throat” (Psalm 115:4). In the NT Paul writes something 

similar when he says to the Corinthians about their pre-conversion days, “You know 

that when you were pagans, somehow or other you were influenced and led astray to 

mute idols” (1 Cor 10:2). The gods of the pagans and their idols were deaf and dumb. 

They were like “scarecrows in a cucumber field” (Jeremiah 10:5) . But Yahweh is 

different. He can hear; He can speak; He can act. 

4. In this Psalm is a man weighed down with a deep, painful and troubling awareness of 

his sin before God. There is something he must do. He does not seek out some 

performer of magic, or super-therapist of his day, or even a human counsellor. He 

does not turn to drugs, alcohol, or any other form of escapism. What is his strategy 

for dealing with sin? 

5. He turns to the very One whom He has offended. This man knows something about 

God that draws him to the throne of grace; not something that repels him. He knows 

something about the nature of his God that is attractive, heart warming. He knows 

that if he comes to God with his burden of sin he will not be rejected. It is almost as if 

he hears the words of Jesus, “Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I 

will give you rest” (Matt 11:28) or even other words of Jesus when He said, “…

whoever comes to me I will never cast out” (John 6:37). 

6. Many of the saints in the OT found God to be very approachable. Indeed, they found 

that God was not only a God who could be approached when burdened with sin, but 

that He was a God longing and waiting for such an audience. Isaiah wrote, 

“Therefore the LORD waits to be gracious to you, and therefore he exalts himself to 

show mercy to you. For the LORD is a God of justice; blessed are all those who wait 

for him” (Isaiah 30:18). Like the Prodigal Father (Luke 15:11-32 is really about the 

prodigal father not the son) in the parable, God is pictured as waiting longingly for His 

child to return to Him in repentance. It is true to say that God is more ready to forgive 

than we are to seek forgiveness. Isaiah presents God as inviting sinners to come to 

Him, "Come now, let us reason together, says the LORD: though your sins are like 
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scarlet, they shall be as white as snow; though they are red like crimson, they shall 

become like wool” (Isaiah 1:18). 

7. History is full of people who have found the listening ear of God. Today, it is the 

same, for God has never changed. His is still listening for those who have a heavy 

heart of sin to come to Him for mercy. There is a place where the guilty can find 

pardon for their sin.  

2. The God who shows mercy: “……to my cry for mercy! 

1. From the “depths” of this man’s conviction of sin there is only one response. His only 

“plea” is for “mercy”. There is no argument: no attempt at self-protection before God; 

no excuses are presented to God. He throws himself upon the mercy of God. The 1

Hebrew word means, “mercy”, or “favour” and its root is found in the Hebrew word 

meaning “grace”.  

2. He has no merit of his own to argue with God. He does not plead his goodness, or 

spirituality. Like the Publican in Luke’s parable, he cries out, “God be merciful to me a 

sinner” (Luke 18:13). In this case, the Publican is so fully convicted of his sin that he 

actually says, “God be mercy to me THE sinner”. He is using the Greek article to 

represent himself as the worst sinner that ever lived. He refuses to call the Pharisee 

a hypocritical sinner, although he would be aware of this man’s religious hypocrisy. 

No, his focus is not on other people who are sinners, he is not comparing himself 

with others who may be worse sinners than himself, imagining that he is not really all 

that bad. Rather, this Publican presents himself as the worst of all sinners. This is 

why he asks for “mercy”. 

3. What is the meaning of “mercy”? There are two special Biblical words that stand next 

to each other. One is “mercy” and the other is “grace”. It is helpful to compare them 

both. Grace is God giving to us what we do not deserve; mercy is not giving to us 

what we do deserve. In grace God looks upon us as totally undeserving, having no 

merit, no goodness with which to commend ourselves. Whatever God does for us 

Some translators have “my voice of supplication” (this translation comes from the LXX which is in 1

the LXX Psalm 129:2. Both the AV and the NKJV have this translation). We can join the two 
translations together and have “my supplication for mercy”.
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and in us is fully undeserving and we are totally unworthy. It means that God is not 

obliged to do anything for us; He is under no compulsion. Everything He does for us 

is all of mercy and grace. 

4. Mercy, therefore, means that God does not give us what we do deserve. Everyone of 

us has sinned and therefore deserves the full weight of the condemning wrath of 

God. Whilst proud man seems to imagine that God, having created him, owes him a 

living, in reality what God really owes us is eternal death and damnation in hell.  

5. When discussing with Christian people the doctrine of election and predestination, it 

is often remarked that in election God is not being fair. God is being very 

discriminating. The impression given is that God is under some obligation to provide 

eternal life for every single person that has ever lived and will live in the future. God 

has to operate under some unwritten rule that He must not be selective; that in 

election He is not treating people equally; that election is favouritism; that there 

should be a fair distribution of salvation.  Election, therefore, is seen as God being 

unjust and unfair. What is imagined is that God is obligated to man; God owes 

mankind salvation; that God is really in debt to man; that God is really compelled to 

save sinful people. 

6. What is the answer? The answer to these objections is found in this one single word 

“mercy”. This term clearly implies that we are so unworthy that not only do we, by 

nature, deserve the wrath, judgement and damnation of God, but that we cannot 

claim anything from God as if we had rights. 

7. In today’s society people are always talking about our rights as British or Polish 

citizens. We have a right to be treated equally; a right to justice in the event of a 

crime committed against us; a right to financial benefits if we are unemployed, and a 

right to vote.  

8. Of course all of this is true within the kingdoms of this world. But we make a mistake 

if we think we can transfer this view of our personal rights to the Kingdom of God. 

There is no democracy in the Kingdom of God. God acts alone. He sets His own 

rules, makes His own decisions and does whatever pleases Him.  

Page �  of �5 7



9 A man called Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon, had to radically change his view of 

God. Following a very upsetting experience Divnely imposed upon him, he finally 

came to this conclusion about God, “The Most High lives forever, for his dominion is 

an everlasting dominion, and his kingdom endures from generation to generation; all 

the inhabitants of the earth are accounted as nothing, and he does according to his 

will among the host of heaven and among the inhabitants of the earth; and none can 

stay his hand or say to him, "What have you done?” (Dan 4:34-36).  

10. Paul had to give the same teaching to the Christians in Rome when his readers 

wanted to object against God’s ways and methods by saying, “who are you, O man, 

to answer back to God?”  (Rom 9:20). In answer Paul writes about the sovereign 

mercy of God: ”I will have mercy on whom I have mercy, and I will have compassion 

on whom I have compassion. So then it depends not on human will or exertion, but 

on God, who has mercy”. (Rom 9:15).  

11. Whilst recognising that God is entirely sovereign in His dispensing of mercy, we must 

also recognise that men and women are deeply guilty of sin. The Scriptures present 

our condition very clearly, “ for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of 

God” (Rom 3:21); “And you were dead in the trespasses and sins” (Eph 2:1). Then 

there is the clear teaching of Jesus. Speaking about the so-called righteous 

Pharisees, Jesus said,“How can you speak good, when you are evil?” (Matt 12:34).  

Then again when speaking to the disciples who followed him He said, “If you then, 

who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children” (Matt 7:11). Then 

again,”An evil and adulterous generation seeks for a sign” (Matt 12:39).  And again, 

“So also will it be with this evil generation” (Matt 12: 45). These words from the mouth 

of Jesus demonstrates how each person, outside of Christ, are constituted as being 

“evil”.  

12. The God who “… so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever 

believes in him should not perish but have eternal life”, has acted out of His own 

mercy, completely free from compulsion, obligation, constraint or any legal or moral 

necessity. God did this because He wanted to - not because He had to.  
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Conclusion 

1. Mercy. We all rely upon the free, sovereign and glorious mercy of God. It is this that 

the writer of Psalm 130 is depending upon just as the Tax Collector does in the story 

Jesus gave in Luke 18.  

2. We also need to know that God is a “God of mercy”, or “the God who produces 

mercy” . Indeed, Paul reminds us that God is, “rich in mercy” (Eph 2:4). Notice the 

adjective “rich” in this verse. God is not merely merciful, but He Himself is “wealthy in 

mercy; deep resources of mercy”. So merciful is this God, He has mercy for the chief 

of sinners as Paul testified, “Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of 

whom I am the foremost. But I received mercy…” (1 Tim 1:15).  

3. The Psalmist cries to God “from the depths” (130:1) of the conviction of his sin, but 

from such depths he knows God will have mercy on him. It maybe that he knew of 

King David who cried to God after his sin of adultery and murder, “Have mercy on 

me, O God, according to your unfailing love; according to your great compassion blot 

out my transgressions” (Psalm 51:1). 

4. This is a mercy that is available to us today whatever the nature of our sin. Mercy to 

cover all our sin. God has not changed. We have not changed. We are still in need of 

the mercy of God.  

Richard Lee 

Spring 2018
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