
 
 

Sermon by Mack Dennis, Pastor 
 
Imagine you’re standing alone on the bottom of the sea, where sunlight cannot reach, the 
pressure is unrelenting, you can only exhale a cry, and your cry becomes nothing but bubbles of 
sound that dissipate into effervescence, never reaching the surface.  Out of the depths the 
Psalmist cries to the LORD.  “The depths” is a rare word in Scripture, but everywhere it’s used it 
conveys a place of desperation, immersion in deep waters, far-removed from hope, and 
especially beyond earshot of anyone who might hear.  It is a place very near to death.  The only 
other Psalm to use the word is Psalm 69, which describes someone struggling not to drown:  I 
sink in deep mire, where there is no foothold; I come into deep waters, and the flood sweeps over 
me…Do not let the flood sweep over me, or the deep swallow me up, or the Pit close its mouth 
over me. 
 
The first line of Psalm 130 is not only a desperate request, but one that in any reasonable version 
of reality will go completely unanswered—and unnoticed.  You will cry out, but no one will hear 
you.  Save your breath and your energy.  Whether you are at the bottom of the sea, or the middle 
of the Canadian wilderness, or the epicenter of the Saharan desert, or miles deep in the crevice of 
an Antarctic ice sheet, you can raise your voice as high and loud as it will go, but it will be 
reduced to a vapor.  So, I find that the very second verse of this Psalm is in tension with the first.  
A cry from these depths of biblical proportions is a cry that cannot be answered, let alone heard.  
Why, then, does the Psalmist say, “Lord, hear my voice”?  A human voice can’t reach that far. 
 
Furthermore, if we are rooting for a likeable hero in this Psalm, we’re not going to find anyone 
that fits that description.  For the one crying out from the depths is the same one who left the 
straight and narrow way for a crooked path.  If you, O LORD should mark iniquities, Lord, who 
could stand?  To confess iniquity is to say, “I am guilty of wrongdoing.  I sinned.  I embarked on 
the course of events that has landed me in this pit.  And I have no one to blame but myself.”  
This cry, then, is the cry of the sinner.  It is the desperate plea of someone drowning in a pit into 
which they jumped.  So not only are the first two verses in tension in this Psalm, but the first two 
stanzas.  The first stanza shows someone crying out in desperation from a place they couldn’t 
possibly find a hearing.  The second stanza reveals it’s their own fault. 
 
It’s important when praying the Psalms that we do so with people in mind who might pray these 
words for themselves.  When I read the Psalm, I could think of anyone mired in the prison 
system, stashed away in solitary confinement.  Guilty of their crime.  But confessing their sin, 
yearning for forgiveness, and pleading for a hearing, while their lament never makes it beyond 
the thick iron door of their cell.  Or it could be someone, perhaps a married partner, who has 
done something to tear his family apart, but who, even after a change of heart, recognizing his 
sin, is still left to walk alone through the debris of his actions.  We might even imagine this as the 
voice of a teenager in our own town who has betrayed her friends, who now sees clearly that she 
was in the wrong, but the damage has been done, and she has been cast out.  Or we might hear 



this voice as someone like Walter Jones, US Congressman from NC’s 3rd district, who voted for 
war in 2003, and lives with deep regret.  According to Christian Century editor Peter Marty, over 
the course of the last 14 years, Jones has sent almost 12,000 letters—many are handwritten—to 
Americans whose children or spouse were killed in Iraq or Afghanistan.  “I will never forget my 
mistake,” Jones recently told a reporter, “because people died because of my mistake.”1 
 
Then again, the Psalmist asks, If you, O LORD, should keep a record of wrongs, who could 
endure?  The answer is no one.  No one could keep up with God’s righteousness.  All have 
sinned and fallen short of God’s glory.  So, we might be wise to consider that this Psalmist’s 
voice is none other than our own, if not today, then yesterday or tomorrow.  Every human being 
will find themselves in the mire one day, when we will cry out from the depths, and the only one 
even capable of hearing us will be the living God.   
 
On the one hand, I find this to be a frustrating Psalm to read.  The one crying out from the depths 
speaks in the present tense and the future tense.  Out of the depths I cry to you! is present tense.  
The Psalmist is crying now, today.  But her final redemption is a matter of hope—which is to 
say, it is expressed in the future tense.  It is he who will redeem Israel from all its iniquities.  So 
the Psalmist must wait.  I wait for the Lord, my soul waits, and in his word I hope, 
 more than those who watch for morning,  
more than those who watch for the morning… 
 
I confess I don’t want to wait for forgiveness.  Who has time to wait for forgiveness?  I’m a 
sinner now, so I want my forgiveness served up now.  Doc, why do I need to come in?  Just give 
me the generic prescription.  You’re going to bring me into the office and make me wait?  I made 
an appointment, didn’t I?  I’ve been waiting.  Now you’ve called my name, and I’ve walked 
down the hall, and I’m sitting in the examination room, but the doctor has other patients to see, 
and I’m still waiting.  And I have a feeling this co-pay is going to cost me something.  Don’t 
make me wait, doc!  Come quickly to my aid!  My guilt is painful, and I am sitting so still, 
hoping in those footsteps I hear coming closer. 
 
But I find there is still so much good news in knowing that even the wait is healing and 
redemptive.  Just knowing that with the LORD there is steadfast love, and great power to redeem 
can change your life.  In fact, it is notable that this Psalm comes at the very halfway point of a 
section in the Hebrew Bible called the Ketuvim—the writings.  So we might be wise to say, at 
this halfway point of the calendar year, that this Psalmist’s desperate cry for forgiveness is a cry 
on which all of Israel’s history turns.  And this cry also has the power to mark the halfway point 
in your own life. 
 
After Israel’s long wait, the Physician opens the door and begins forgiving first thing.  But the 
whole world turns on him.  It’s over matters of forgiveness that everyone who encounters Jesus 
turns toward him or away from him.  “Who is this who claims power to forgive sin?  Only God 
forgives sins!”  “Why does he eat with tax collectors and sinners?  Why does he dine with those 
who dwell in the depths?”  But Jesus: “People who are well have no need of a physician.  I came 
not to save the righteous, but sinners” (see Mark 2).  We say in the Apostles’ Creed, “He 
descended to the dead.”  The one in whom we’ve placed our hopes for forgiveness does not 
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merely seek us out in the depths, he goes beyond them to redeem even the dead.  So, with your 
broken and contrite heart, hope in the Lord, whose forgiveness you’ll never outrun.  Whether we 
live or whether we die, with the LORD there is great power to redeem.  Isn’t that what Paul 
reminds us?  Neither death nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to 
come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to 
separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord (Rom. 8:38-39). 
 
My fellow sinners, who cry out from the depths, I have a question for you.  Do you believe—in 
our own desperation situation—that it is even worth crying out to God?  Miles and miles of 
water cover us.  Down here at the bottom of the sea, who will ever hear us?  But the prophet 
Isaiah comes to the Psalmist’s aid… “Was it not [the LORD] who dried up the sea, the waters of 
the great deep; who made the depths of the sea a pathway for the redeemed to cross over?” (Is. 
51:10). 
 
God has parted the seas before, and made the depths into dry land.  And God will come for you 
again, dear sinner.  God is on the way to you already.  Let this knowledge be a turning point in 
your life.  Let your whole life turn on this truth… 
 
But there is one wait that I do love.  It is the wait for a sunrise over the deep waters.  There is a 
place I go on the North Carolina coast that is dear to me.  A quiet place where the constant rush 
of the waters quiets my mind and stills my soul.  A place where I have grown up going and so a 
place that has become thin between the past, present, and future.  There I have sat in the sand as 
a child playing, settled down to read scripture in the middle of the night by flashlight, knelt down 
under a full moon to ask for Erin’s hand in marriage, a place where I have laughed so hard my 
stomach muscles start to hurt, and where I have cried in anguish too, about life, and loss, and my 
own sins.  But early in the morning, in the hour before the sun rises on a clear horizon, it turns 
into a place of intense waiting.  There is the most enchanting blue light that precedes the sun’s 
rising, accompanied by pink and orange hues and colors that we couldn’t possibly name because 
they defy description. 
 
Dear sinners, do you know?  Even before the sun rises, it’s clear that it will, for light is already 
cloaking the world with unspeakable beauty, as our sins are ushered away with the darkness. 
 
 
 

 
 
  
 
 


