
Remembering God's Past Mercies 

Outside the pages of Holy Scripture, it’s likely that no one in the history of the church has taught 
us more about revival than 18th century pastor and theologian, Jonathan Edwards. Edwards was 
instrumental in the revival that took place in America known as the ‘First Great Awakening.’ In 
Edwards’ writings we gain important biblical and practical insight into the nature of revival as 
well as the work of the Holy Spirit in revival. Edwards writes extensively of the effects of revival 
on his town of Northampton, Massachusetts.    

“The work soon made a glorious alteration in the town. So that in the Spring and Summer 
following it seemed that [the people were] full of the presence of God. It never was so full of 
love nor so full of joy and yet so full of distress (over sin) as it was then. There were remarkable 
tokens of God’s presence in almost every house. It was a time of joy in families on account of 
salvation being brought to them….God’s day was a delight….The congregation was alive in 
God’s service. Everyone intent on the public worship. Every hearer eager to drink in the words of 
the minister as they came from his mouth. The assembly in general were from time to time in 
tears while the Word was preached. Some weeping with sorrow and distress, others with joy and 
love, others with pity and concern for the souls of their neighbors.” That’s a beautiful picture of 
the working of the Holy Spirit in revival and how the entire town was positively affected. You 
can hardly read that without desiring to be blessed with revival on such a large scale. But, even 
on a smaller scale, the same Spirit is at work in individual lives. When the Holy Spirit is 
regularly at work in the hearts and lives of God’s people, we’ll know true love, joy, desires for 
the Scriptures, as well as desires for worship and for holiness. Let’s begin our look at 
Psalm 85 under my first heading:  

—Past Mercies   

“LORD, you were favorable to your land; you restored the fortunes of Jacob.” (vs. 1) In the 
Hebrew text the Psalm begins by placing the verb in the emphatic position in the sentence to 
show that the covenant LORD is the one who “favored” the land. Even though this first phrase 
speaks of the “land” the synonymous parallelism shown in the second portion of this verse 
mentions “Jacob.” It’s most likely, then, that the “favor” shown by God is meant to be seen as 
“favor” shown, ultimately, to the “people of God” although the “favor” could include the 
harvests. Like many of the Psalms, we don’t know for sure what historical situation this Psalm is 
referring to in the lives of God’s covenant people. Many scholars believe that this Psalm is 
addressing a period sometime after the 70 years of captivity of the children of Judah in Babylon. 
If the Babylonian Captivity is the correct historical time period, what we’re seeing in these first 
three verses is a remembrance of the joy that was prevalent in the people of God when, the 
Persian king, Cyrus decreed that God’s people were to return to Jerusalem after their long 
captivity.   



Let’s look now in verse 2: “You forgave the iniquity of your people; you covered all their sin.” 
Interestingly, this verse points to the sin of the people, as a whole, which brought about their 
sorrow and difficulty. In addition to this, the verse gives us some important information 
pertaining to salvation. Clearly the Psalmist references first the forgiveness of sins. Along 
with this, the language of “You covered all of their sins,” in the second phrase describes what's 
meant by the atonement. Our sins are covered by the sacrificial blood of Christ. In 1 John 1:7 we 
read, “the blood of Jesus [God’s] Son cleanses us from all sin.”  Another important salvation 
concept given here, which cannot be separated from atonement is imputation. This speaks of 
clothing God’s elect with the righteousness of Christ. Interestingly, the prophet Zechariah, who, 
along with Haggai, was prophesying connected to events following the release of the captives in 
Babylon to go back to Jerusalem, gives us some helpful information that touches on our Psalm. 
You may remember that Zechariah saw a vision of the high priest who stood before the angel of 
the LORD in “filthy garments.” And the angel of the LORD said to those who were standing 
before him, “’Remove the filthy garments from him.’ And he said, ‘Behold, I have taken your 
iniquity from you, and I will clothe you with pure garments.” Christ’s perfect righteousness 
imputed to us gives us a right standing before a holy God.  

Notice now verse 3: “You withdrew all your wrath; you turned from your hot anger.” This truth 
connects to what’s known theologically as propitiation. This is when God’s anger is turned away 
from an elect, rebellious sinner and the anger that the sinner deserves is poured out on Jesus 
Christ. I want you to pause and think with me for a moment. If you were to ponder how God had 
shown his mercy to you in the past, what would come to mind? Would you think about the 
blessing of God when he gave you that special person to marry? Would your thoughts go to the 
time that you were blessed with your children? Would you praise God for sending you to a 
faithful church to bring your family to worship? All these things are good, and they clearly show 
God’s mercy. But how about your salvation? Nothing compares in all of life to God, by his grace, 
bringing us from death to life (Ephesians 2:1-9). All the other blessings we receive connect to 
our salvation because God promises to bless his children. In Romans 8:32 Paul writes, “He who 
did not spare his own Son but have him up for us all, how will he not also with him graciously 
give us all things?”   

James Montgomery Boice writes, “The greatest of all mercies that we can receive from God is 
forgiveness of sins, and it is from this foundation that all other covenant mercies flow. Yet, how 
little we value it! If God gives us good health, a happy and supportive family, a good job, and 
praise from our employer and friends, we think we are blessed. If we lack any one of these 
things, we begin to suppose that God has somehow forgotten us or does not care. We do not think 
how blessed we are to have our sins forgiven and to be delivered from the judicial wrath of God 
through the atoning death of his Son, the Lord Jesus Christ……[By remembering God’s mercy 
in our salvation] we might find that we are already rising out of our discouragement and will 
soon be praising God again rather than complaining to him.” So, then, the historical event that 



brought about the writing of Psalm 85 may have been connected to the release of God’s people 
from captivity in Babylon, but it also intentionally pictures release from captivity to sin and 
being freed in Jesus Christ. Our salvation in Jesus is a mercy from God that we always want to 
remember!  
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