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Backsliding of the Saint  
By (Jerry Fite)   

 
salm 119 is a meditation 
and prayer exalting the 
Word of God with con-

stant and lengthy praise unto God 
throughout its 176 verses.  The 
Psalm is characterized as an 
“Acrostic Psalm.”  It comprises 22 
stanzas with each stanza containing 
8 verses. Each verse in a stanza be-
gins with a letter of the twenty-two-
letter Hebrew alphabet. It may be so 
structured in such a manner to facil-
itate the memory of Hebrew speak-
ing Jews.  But we who do not speak 
Hebrew see 176 verses comprising 
the longest Psalm in our Bibles, full 
of godly thoughts worthy of study.    
 
               From the beginning, Psalm 
119  praises those who walk in the 
way of the Law of God, and sin-
cerely desire to be firmly estab-
lished by observing God’s statutes 
(Psalm 119:1-5).  In the middle of 
the Psalm, the writer burdened by 
undeserved persecution seeks God 
to “quicken” him as he remains de-
termined to observe the faithful 
“testimony” from “God’s mouth” 
(Psalm 119:86-88).  But the Psalm 
closes with this: “ I have gone 
astray like a lost sheep; seek thy 
servant; for I do not forget thy com-
mandments” (Psalm 119:176).        
 
        How should we view this 
Psalm after reading its last verse?  
Should we be depressed because 
what opens with grateful praise for 
God’s faithfulness and continues 

with determination to remain in 
God’s way by observing God’s Law 
ends with one going astray?     
 
        The proper interpretation may 
be a realistic view of the life of a 
saint.  One separated unto the Lord 
and dedicated to following God in 
His law does not live sinlessly, de-
spite one’ best efforts.   We Chris-
tians are liars if we say we have no 
sin (I John 1:10).  Yet, the saint 
does not live in habitual sin.  If so, 
we cannot rightfully consider our-
selves to be begotten children of 
God (I John 3:9-10).  Rooted in 
God’s grace, we can continue to 
walk in God’s light, confessing our 
sin when we fail.  Rising from peni-
tent prayer, we can continue our 
walk with the Lord,  cleansed again 
by the blood of Christ (I John 1:9, 
Acts 8:22). 
 
           Being lost as sheep, while 
properly applied to the alien sinner 
who may be ignorant of his or her 
serious separation from God (I Peter 
2:25), can be the conscious feeling 
of one understanding and sobered 
by the thought of  being lost as wan-
dering sheep  in his or her present 
spiritual condition as declared in 
our text.  It is a serious time for the 
imperfect saint.  The saint knows it 
and cries out for God to seek after 
one who still claims to be God’s 
“servant.” Instead of turning away 
from God in damning unbelief, the 
imperfect saint turns his or her face 

toward God declaring he or she has 
not forgotten God’s command-
ments. God’s Law is still remem-
bered in the mind, if not perfectly 
carried out in one’s life. 
 
         What might the saint who has 
wandered astray need from God 
when God answers the wanderer’s  
cry?  The inspired writer provides 
answers for the godly.  Sometimes 
our dulled spiritual senses need to 
be awakened.  “Open thou mine 
eyes, that I may behold wondrous 
things out of thy law” (v. 18).  
When the wonderment is perceived, 
it may be all the led-astray saint 
needs to return to safety.  “Thy tes-
timonies are wonderful; therefore 
doth my soul keep them” (v. 129).   
           
        The wandering saint may be 
weighted down in sorrow.  Our 
seeking God can provide needed 
strength.  “My soul melteth for 
heaviness: strengthen thou me ac-
cording to thy word.” (v. 28).   
 
       The backsliding saint may need 
the discipline of affliction before re-
turning to walk in God’s way.  “Be-
fore I was afflicted I went astray; 
but now I observe thy word” (v. 67).  
Disciplinary affliction can later be 
viewed in wisdom.  “It is good for 
me that I have been afflicted; that I 
may learn thy statutes” (v. 71).  The 
Psalm ends making us conscious  of 
reality in the spiritual journey of the 
godly!  
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