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Erasmus (and like Erasmus, did not hold to an Augustinian view of sin and grace'), tried to win back the

Genevans to Rome by writing them an open letter in which he attacked Protestants for violating the unity of
the Church, and even criticized the motives and characters of Calvin and Farel. Calvin responded with his now
famous Reply by John Calvin to the letter by Cardinal Sadolet to the Senate and People of Geneva. One of the chief
problems Calvin detected in Sodolet was that “you have too indolent a theology, as is almost always the case with
those who have never had experience in serious struggles of conscience.”” Here Calvin underscores what lies at the
heart of the Reformation’s concerns — How can a sinner stand before a holy God? The Reformers emphatical
emphasis on Sola Fide, Sola Gratia, Solus Christus underscores the fact Christianity is first and foremost a Christianity
distinctively for miserable sinners. “Naturally,” as Warfield remarked, “therefore, to those who are not preoccupied
with a sense of their sinfulness, ‘miserable-sinner Christianity’ makes very little appeal. It would indeed be truer to
say that it excites in them a positive distaste. It does not seem to them to have any particular fitness for their case,
which they very naturally identify with the case of men in general. It appears to them to foster a morbid
preoccupation with faults which are in part at least only fancied. It does scant justice, as they think, to the dignity of
human nature, with its ethical endowments and capacities for self-improvement. It presents, as they view it,
insufficient and ineffective motives for moral effort, and tends therefore to produce weak and dependent characters
prone to acquiesce in an imperfect development, merely because they lack the vigor to go forward. Men turn away
from it in proportion as they are inclined to put a high estimate on human nature as it manifests itself in the world,
and especially upon its moral condition, its moral powers, and its present and possible moral achievements. It is a
gospel for sinners, and those who do not think of themselves as sinners find no attraction in it.”*

Psalm 130 was one of Luther’s favorite Psalms. He liked it so much that he set it to music. (See Hymn 554 in the
Trinity Hymnal, “From Depths of Woe 1 Raise to Thee.”) The great Reformer was once asked which of the Psalms
was his favorite, to which he responded, “The Psalms of St. Paul.” The Psalms of Paul? “Yes, indeed,” said Luther,
“for Psalms 32, 51, 130 and 143 all teach us Paul’s doctrine of forgiveness.”* Psalm 32, the first of the Psalms that
Luther listed, contains one of the most beautiful beatitudes in all of Scripture—the blessedness of forgiveness. Today,
however, people expect God to forgive—after all, that is His job. “How many thousands,” asks John Owen, “may we
meet withal who take it for granted that forgiveness is to be had with God, that never yet had any serious exercise in
their souls about the grounds of it, and its consistency with His holiness and justice!”> The Bible uses a number of
words to convey the manifold mercy of God in forgiveness: terms and phrases like grace, peace with God, not
imputing or reckoning sin, taking away guilt, bearing and covering sin, making an end of transgression, not
remembering sin, washing away the stain of sin, casting it into the sea or putting it behind as afar as the east is from
the west, blotting sin out and, finally, pardoning the guilty. “When God pardons,” wrote William Plumer, “he
pardons all sins, original sin and actual sin, sins of omission and of commission, secret and open sins, sins of thought,
word and deed. One unpardoned sin would destroy a soul for ever. A single transgression can rouse an enlightened
conscience to the wildest fury. And ‘every sin deserves the wrath and curse of God both in this life, and that which is
to come.” Yet to those, who believe in Jesus, all is freely forgiven. Full pardon, or none at all, is what God designs to
give.”® Psalm 130 also accents the theme of forgiveness (v. 4), but in a very sober fashion.

I n 1539 the distinguished Roman Catholic cardinal, Jacob Sadoleto (1477-1547), who had been a disciple of

L OUT OF THE DEPTHS (vv 1-4)
The Psalmist makes reference to deep waters to capture the seriousness of his distress and danger—it is a cry
that borders on despair (cf. Psalms 69:1, 2, 15; 88:6, 16, 17). “What is clear in all such passages is that self-help
is no answer to the depths of distress, however useful it may be in the shallows of self-pity.”” The depths that
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the Psalmist alludes to do not refer to his outward circumstances. Rather, as the context makes plain, it was the
deep, abiding sense of sin that oppressed him (cf. Psalm 88 where similar language is used). This is not to say
that outward afflictions were not present. “The depths of affliction awaken the conscience to a deep sense of
sin. But sin is the disease, affliction only a symptom of it: and in attending a cure, the disease itself is principally
to be heeded; the symptom will follow or depart of itself.”®

The Psalmist’s request arises out of a deep sense of personal urgency. It is a sharp cry of penitence. His
conscience has been awakened. The enormity of his sin overwhelmed him and brought him face to face with
his guilt and deserved condemnation. His prayer is at once a plea for mercy and a confession. He recognizes
the awful situation he is in before a holy God.” He is unrighteous, and if God judges him according to strict
justice, he is undone.' The Psalmist cannot assume that God will be merciful. The language of the Psalmist is
one of anguish. This arises from his deep sense of his sinful condition that only grows more alarmed at the
thought of God. “I remembered you, O God, and I groaned; I mused, and my spirit grew faint” (Psalm 77:3).
People who never consider their sin in the light of God’s holiness will never understand the Psalmist’s travail.'!

AMAZING GRACE: DE PROFUNDIS (vv 5-8)

Forgiveness with God is all the Psalmist desires and needs. Sorrow for sin and even repentance will not, by
themselves, cause God to be merciful. It is God’s peculiar prerogative to forgive. He is not obligated to be
merciful. “A flood of repenting tears, an effusion of our blood, are of too low a price to make any satisfaction to
God, to deserve a return of his favour. The most sincere love of holiness, and steadfast resolution to forsake sin,
which is the principal part of our repentance, can be no satisfaction for our past offences, for it is the natural
duty of man before the commission of sin: repentance is only a vital qualification in the subject that receives the
pardon.”*?* Forgiveness is always connected to redemption. The Psalmist’s cry for mercy (v. 2) has to do with
his sin (note the plural). No one who is guilty can stand before God. On the contrary, the impression gained
from texts like Psalm 76:7; Nehemiah 1:6; Malachi 3:2 is that of sinking down under the heavy burden of divine
judgment. The Psalmist is acknowledging the absolute hopelessness of his situation if God takes his sin into
account.

A. Forgiveness: What Is It? There are three Hebrew words translated in English with words like “pardon”
or “forgive.” The first is KIPPER which means to “cover” in the sense of to atone (2 Chronicles 30:18;
Deuteronomy 21:8; Psalm 78:38; Jeremiah 18:23). The second NASA means to lift up and carry away
(Genesis 50:17; Exodus 10:17; 32:32; Psalm 25:18; 32:5). The final word is SALACH which means to
“let go” or “send away” (cf. Numbers 30:5, 8, 12; Psalm 103:3; Jeremiah 31:34). This word is used
solely of God. Never does this word refer to people forgiving each other."

B. Forgiveness: On What Grounds? Contrary to widespread popular opinion, God does not forgive simply
because we ask Him to or because He is naturally inclined to do so. “Without the shedding of blood
there is no forgiveness of sins” (Hebrews 9:22). Forgiveness is always grounded in redemption. God,
and I say this in light of the teachings of Christianity, cannot forgive sins apart from the cross of Christ.
Hugh Martin wrote, “Why should not God remit the sins of men without an Atonement? For, when the
inspired writer affirms that without shedding of blood is no remission, it is as if he had said: -- You may
imagine a forgiveness without shedding of blood, if you will; you may conjecture, or conjure up, some
other scheme or principle of pardon; you may conceive of God as dealing with the sinner, and delivering
him from the punishment due to his iniquities, without these iniquities being expiated,--without the
penalty incurred by them being exacted,--without the law of which they are transgressions being relieved
from the stain of dishonour which they had cast upon it,--without any costly sacrifice, any solemn
propitiation, any priceless ransom. But whatever this transaction concerning sin might be, it would not
be remission. Granting that it were quite possible for God to let the sinner off; to wipe out, by a mere
arbitrary decree, and without any satisfaction to divine justice, the debt which the sinner had contracted;
to cease from His anger towards His enemies, and return to a state of friendship; to say, your sins be
forgiven you, you have nothing now to fear;--all this, ‘without shedding of blood,” without any sacrifice,
or atonement, or expiation: still, all this, whatever it might amount to, does not amount to remission.
Call it what you please; be it what it may; it is not remission. It may be held up as an equivalent for it; it
may be in room and lieu of it; it may be all that multitudes care to inquire after, or have ever felt the
need of, or troubled themselves to seek. But, however possible it might be on God’s part, however
satisfactory it might be on their part, it is not remission. It may look like it. It may seem to carry with it
all that the unenlightened have any thought of when thinking of remission; but real remission it is not.
Without shedding of blood it is not remission.”'*

C. Expectation The Psalmist speaks of waiting for the Lord. To what does this refer? The Scriptures,
especially the Psalms, often speak of waiting on God (Psalm 25:3, 5, 21; 27:14; 33:20; 37:7, 9, 34; 39:7;
40:1; 52:9; 59:9; 62:1, 5; 69:3, 6; 104:27; 123:2). The Psalmist’s attitude is that of patient reliance upon
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God’s promises. “Were the promises taken away,” says Calvin, “the grace of God would necessarily
vanish from our sight, and thus our hearts would fail and be overwhelmed with despair.”*

D. Exhortation The Psalmist now bids the reader to “hope in the LORD.” Hope in the Bible is never
simply a vague, wishful desire. Rather, it is a glad certainty. It is rooted and grounded in the character
of God and in His Word (cf. Romans 5:5; 8:24; Hebrews 6:19). Note how this is underscored. Our God
is merciful. With Him (the “with” here is used to express a quality in one as a disposition or nature) is
lovingkindness and plenteous redemption. This includes not only the forgiveness of sins which the
Psalmist cried out for, but also the breaking of the power of sin and setting the captive free from its
bonds (cf. John 8:36; Romans 6:18, 22; 8:2; Galatians 5:1).

CONCLUSION: We are told in 1 John 3:4 that “sin is lawlessness.” We learn from Lamentations 3:42 that sin is
“rebellion.” It is an act of revolt, a neglect of obedience.'® It includes the idea of perverseness and crookedness."”
Because sin is like this it produces, not happiness, but misery.'® “The sinner,” wrote Witsius, “wanders from this
mark, proposing something else to himself as his end; or not taking his aim aright, as to the object towards which, or
the manner in which, he should have aimed. He acts a part, too, contrary to his incumbent duty; for he cannot
without crime neglect or condemn the end for the prosecution of which he was created: and he renders himself
miserable, because he not only deprives himself of his proper good, which consists in attaining the end of his existence;
but brings himself under obligations to restore to Him who is his Chief end and happiness, that glory of which he has
robbed him.”"” Sin is something that is part of everything we are and do. The General Confession of the Book of
Common Prayer contains these words: “We have erred and strayed from thy ways, like lost sheep. We have followed
too much the devices and desires of our own hearts. We have offended against thy holy laws. We have left undone
those things which we ought to have done; and we have done those things which we ought not to have done; and there
is no health in us.” The major problem with sin is not just that it makes us miserable but that it exposes us to the
judgment of God (Romans 1:18). To the Psalmist and to all who come to see the gravity of their sin, nothing is more
important than securing pardon from God. “In this Christianity, accordingly, the sinner turns to God first of all as the
pardoning God; and that not as the God who pardons him once and then leaves him to himself, but as the God who
steadily preserves the attitude toward him of a pardoning God. It is in this aspect that he thinks primarily of God and
it is on the preservation on God’s part of this attitude towards him that all his hopes of salvation depend. This is
because he looks to God and to God alone for his salvation; and that in every several step of salvation — since
otherwise whatever else it might be, it would not be salvation. It is, of course, only from a God whose attitude to the
sinner is that of a pardoning God, that saving operations can be hoped. No doubt, if those transactions which we class

together as the processes of salvation are our own work, we may not have so extreme a need of a constantly pardoning
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Now some may protest and declare that they believe because “God is Love” His forgiveness is free for the asking to
which Warfield responds, “The love of God cannot be apprehended in its length and breadth and height and depth —
all of which pass knowledge — save as it is apprehended as the love of a God who turns from the sight of sin with
inexpressible abhorrence, and burns against it with unquenchable indignation. The infinitude of His love would be
illustrated not by His lavishing of His favor on sinners without requiring an expiation of sin, but by His — through such
holiness and through such righteousness as cannot but cry out with infinite abhorrence and indignation — still loving
sinners so greatly that He provides a satisfaction for their sin adequate to these tremendous demands. Tt is the
distinguishing characteristic of Christianity, after all, not that it preaches a God of love, but that it preaches a God of
conscience.”*" At the time of the Reformation, the Roman Catholic Church taught people to trust Mother Church and
her sacramental system; to trust the Virgin Mary and the saints and especially to trust their penance and resolve. The
Reformers insisted that salvation from sin is received by trusting only in Christ alone. The Bible is very direct and
graphic when describing the nature of sin and its consequences both in the present and in the future. But the Bible also
speaks with great clarity about the good news—that sins can be forgiven—but only through faith alone in Christ alone.
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