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PREFACE

For many years I regarded the psalms almost as optional extras to “mainline spiritual truth”—the sort of thing you read when you are too sick to concentrate or too tired to keep awake for more than a few minutes. I enjoyed singing them with Presbyterians, chanting them with Episcopalians, quoting them to the dying, and reading them in my devotions. But they were little more than the frosting on the cake—the work of mystical poets mixed in with the “important” work of realistic theologians to make it a little more palatable.

My problem was that though I had read, sung, chanted, and warbled the psalms, I had never really studied them. When I did, I had a big surprise!

I became so excited with my study that I embarked on a yearlong series of sermons to the congregation of Elmbrook Church. I taught on the psalms as I spoke to missionaries in foreign countries, students in academic settings, and to businesspeople. I preached the psalms on radio broadcasts. I talked about them to anybody who would listen. And do you know what I discovered? Just about everyone expressed the same surprise I had felt:

“I never realized how clearly the psalms speak to the pertinent issues of our day.”

“We had read the psalms before going to sleep at night, but we never studied them as God’s Word to us for day-to-day activities.”

“We didn’t realize the clarity of the world-view expressed in this part of the Bible.”

Now, many years later, I’m still finding that people in all sorts of situations are interested to know what God has to say through the psalms. They touch on real-life issues and provide a view of a very personal God—a reality we urgently need in today’s impersonal and complex world. May these studies continue to show many people what will work when their lives don’t.
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1 Blessed is the man who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked or stand in the way of sinners or sit in the seat of mockers.

2 But his delight is in the law of the LORD, and on his law he meditates day and night.

3 He is like a tree planted by streams of water, which yields its fruit in season and whose leaf does not wither.

Whatever he does prospers.

4 Not so the wicked! They are like chaff that the wind blows away.

5 Therefore the wicked will not stand in the judgment, nor sinners in the assembly of the righteous.

6 For the LORD watches over the way of the righteous, but the way of the wicked will perish.


CHAPTER ONE
WHEN HAPPINESS ELUDES YOU


When an elderly American lady asked me whether we have a Fourth of July in England, my immediate response was, “No ma’am, we go straight from the third to the fifth!”

I learned my history in England, and when I came to the United States, I knew so little about the events of 1776 that I wouldn’t have recognized a Declaration of Independence if I’d tripped over it. But times have definitely changed. Now I know that the Declaration of Independence says that we have three inalienable rights: “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” But I have often wondered why there are so many unhappy people in a country where freedom to pursue happiness is one of the most cherished rights.

WHAT IS HAPPINESS ANYWAY?

“Blessed is the man …” (v. 1a)

One reason so many people are unhappy is that, though they are busy pursuing happiness, they aren’t all that sure what happiness is. People want to be happy, but most of those I talk with seem to think that happiness will come their way when everything else starts to go their way. It’s the happiness that says, like the old song from Oklahoma, “I’ve got a wonderful feeling, everything’s going my way.” But life isn’t like that, except in musicals. We simply cannot expect everything to always go our way. If our happiness is dependent on life turning out the way we expect it, then I’m afraid we’re in for a fair measure of unhappiness.

The Bible shows, however, that happiness is not necessarily related to what happens to us, and that it is possible to be happy in difficult and unpleasant circumstances. The apostle Paul talked a lot about joy when he was in prison. The Lord Jesus told his disciples to “rejoice and be glad” when they were persecuted because they belonged to him (Matthew 5:12). So it is obvious that happiness and joy are more than good feelings resulting from pleasant circumstances.

The Greeks were of the opinion that their gods were having a great time. They used the word makarios (“blessed”) to describe it, which means to be “enriched, contented, and fulfilled.”

This word appears in the New Testament in such verses as “Blessed are the poor in spirit” (Matthew 5:3). The Greek translation of Psalm 1 uses the same word: “Blessed is the man who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked or stand in the way of sinners or sit in the seat of mockers” (v. 1).

WHERE IS HAPPINESS FOUND?

“… who does not walk …” (v. 1b)

The psalmist makes it quite clear that we will not find happiness in certain places. That gives us another clue as to why many people aren’t finding happiness. They don’t know where to seek it. People who are free to pursue happiness will not find it if they don’t know what it is, or if they chase after it where it isn’t.

It was January 1, 1964, when I arrived on my first visit to the United States. I turned on the television and saw a picture the like of which I had never seen before. It was a rearview shot of a row of big men in tight pants bending over in such a way that they appeared to be putting intolerable strain on their pants. Behind them stood a man who seemed to have lost his temper completely. He was yelling and shouting, apparently because the other men had his ball and he wanted it back. Eventually, after much shouting, they gave it to him. He promptly gave it to one of his friends, who ran a few steps, then received an awful beating by some other men wearing similar tight pants, but of a different color.

They were apparently very sorry about their behavior because, after they had beaten him up, they gathered in a small group to pray about it. They were not sincere, however, because they went straight back and did the same thing again.

After repeating this whole outrageous procedure about ten times, the man with the ball suddenly threw it about sixty yards to another man I hadn’t noticed before. He caught it, ran a few yards, did a funny little dance, and the crowd went wild. I thought I had stumbled onto some religious festival (subsequently I discovered I was right!) and was completely mystified until someone started to explain what was happening so that a newly arrived Englishman could understand.

Apparently, the quarterback had so effectively faked a hand-off to his running back that the defensive line and linebackers had played the run, leaving the receiver wide open to catch the pass and go in for a touchdown. And it all happened because the defensive players chased the man without the ball.

The moral of the story is, if you are free to pursue happiness, don’t be faked into pursuing it where it isn’t!

UNGODLY COUNSEL

“… in the counsel of the wicked …” (v. 1b)

The King James Version of the Bible expresses it “the counsel of the ungodly.” Happiness can never be found in a lifestyle that leaves God out of the picture. Atheists choose to believe that God does not exist. They do this by faith, quite obviously, because they have no concrete evidence that there is no God. But atheists have a major problem: if there is no God behind the universe, then there is no reason behind their own existence. Both they and their world are the result of fate, the chance products of meaningless events.

“Are you alive?” I asked a teenager in a coffeehouse one evening.

“Yes,” he said, looking startled.

“Why are you alive?” I asked next.

“Because I was born and haven’t died.”

“Did you have anything to do with your birth?”

“No, except I was there!”

“Do you plan on having anything to do with your death?”

“No.”

“Then as far as you are concerned, your birth was an accident and your death will be an accident.”

“I suppose you’re right.”

“Then I know what you are. You are an accident suspended between two accidents.”

He looked thoughtful for a moment and said, “You know something—that helps me understand myself better than anything I’ve heard.”

Many people do not believe there is a God behind their birth, who has a plan for their life and who wants to one day take them to be with him for all eternity. They are therefore faced with the unpleasant prospect of having no real purpose for their existence. They must either sink into despair as a result, or do anything that will help them to stop thinking seriously.

A godless philosophy produces some people who give up on life and others who try to keep themselves going by filling their nagging emptiness with banal trivialities. Either way, those people never feel fulfilled. It’s difficult to believe you are a meaningless accident and to feel good about it!

“The counsel of the wicked” or the “ungodly” does not refer only to the philosophies of atheists, however. It can also describe the way of life adopted by people who give lip service to God but don’t feel it necessary to actually regard him as God. The whole concept of God assumes that he is supreme, that “he’s the greatest.” But it is too easy to say you believe in the Supreme One and yet refuse to give him the supreme place in your life. This approach to life is little more than atheism with an ecclesiastical facade.

You can be an atheist, a Baptist, a Methodist, an Adventist, or any other “ist” and still live according to the “counsel of the ungodly.” There can be a serious conflict between your knowledge of God’s requirements and your degree of willingness to obey him. Tension results and severe unhappiness and discontent inevitably follow. There’s no happiness in a godless philosophy, however you look at it.

MISSING THE STANDARD

“… or stand in the way of sinners …” (v. 1c)

As we have seen, happiness is not to be found “in the counsel of the wicked.” Nor is it to be found “in the way of sinners.” Most people seem to think that a sinner is someone who does what they don’t do! This position may seem comfortable for some, but it is false—like a first-class seat on the wrong plane. From the biblical perspective, a sinner is a person who “misses the target,” so far as achievement is concerned, or one who misses the point, so far as truth is concerned. So a sinner has severe problems.

God has given people a target to aim for, and they keep missing it. Many people know they are failing, and in all sincerity they keep trying and missing. This is terribly frustrating for them. They feel guilty and helpless and decidedly unhappy.

But there are many others who simply are not aware of God’s standards, so they are not even aware that they are missing them. In fact, they don’t know what they’re supposed to be hitting. This reminds me of an experience in my marine training. We were taken to the firing range in the middle of the night and told to engage in “night firing.” The main problem we encountered was that we couldn’t see any targets. What an exercise in futility!

People who do not have God at the base of their thinking will have no guidelines at the root of their behaving. And that is as unfulfilling as it is frustrating.

MOCKERS AND CYNICS

“… or sit in the seat of mockers.” (v. 1d)

If you walk long enough and then stand around for a while, you will soon need a comfortable seat. Look where the person who walks in the counsel of the wicked and stands in the way of sinners finds himself: “in the seat of mockers.”

This comes as no surprise. Godless philosophy leads to a sense of purposelessness and a lifestyle that is frustrating, but there is a limit to the purposelessness and frustration that most people can take. Sooner or later they give up and become hard-boiled cynics. They mock any suggestion that God is real, they mock any standards that purport to come from God, and they minimize the efforts of God’s people to bring a message of hope to the hopeless and comfort to the troubled.

We live in a cynical age. People are cynical concerning most institutions, many politicians, and much theology. They laugh at absolute moral standards and attack divine principles. But they put little of value in the vacuum they create, and their cynicism not only leads to increased societal anguish—it rarely brings much joy to the cynics themselves.

DELIGHTING IN THE WORD

“But his delight is in the law of the LORD, and on his law he meditates day and night.” (v. 2)

The word but is a key word in Bible study, for it alerts the reader to the fact that there is another side to what has been said, and this alternative viewpoint is about to be presented. So far the psalmist has taken great pains to state where happiness is not. Now he speaks positively about the direction in which happiness can be sought and found. “But his delight is in the law of the LORD” gives the clue that so many people need to discover.

The phrase “Happiness is …” could bring to mind a rubber duck, a benign tumor, or assorted other things and experiences. But the happiness we are talking about is found only in a relationship with the Lord. Just as godless philosophy is doomed to disappointment, the opposite view leads to the opposite experience. Instead of taking a leap of faith and deciding that God isn’t, we must take the leap of faith and believe that he is.

The Bible makes no attempt to prove that God is. It simply starts by saying “In the beginning God” (Genesis 1:1), and then develops that theme throughout the Bible’s sixty-six books. The evidence for reasonable faith that God does exist is piled high for all but the totally obdurate to believe.

But having said that happiness is to be found in believing that God is, we must add that the God of whom we speak is not a vague force or a creative influence, but one who speaks to us through his Word.

The “law of the LORD” refers to God’s requirements for humanity—what people should do and what they should not do. It stipulates what will happen if they do and what they can expect if they don’t.

Imagine what it would be like if you had to earn your living by playing football, but the game in which you played had no ball, no goals, no sidelines, no yard marks, no rules, no scores, no officials, no spectators, no end, and no result. Day after day, you would have to play a game of meaningless nonsense, dragging yourself out of bed morning by morning, steeling yourself for another day of unmitigated nothingness.

Now think of the difference that rules and goals and officials and results make. Godless philosophy wants you to play a game without rules, but the law of the Lord ensures a meaningful game based on meaningful rules. There is no comparison.

Of course you have to know the rules, and that is why the fulfilled person not only knows that the Lord has spoken, but delights in what he has said and makes every effort to learn and follow God’s instructions.

It is one thing to “meditate day and night,” but it’s another thing to play according to the rules. This is where we tend to come unglued. No person alive has fully followed through on all of God’s requirements. But even here there is more opportunity to be joyful: those who acknowledge their sin and seek the Lord can experience total forgiveness, because Christ died that we might be forgiven. You can’t find happier people than those who know what they should be and know they haven’t been that, but who have confessed their faults and failures and have been forgiven. “Oh, what joy for those whose disobedience is forgiven, whose sins are put out of sight. Yes, what joy for those whose sin is no longer counted against them by the Lord” (Romans 4:7-8 NLT).

After the Lord has done his great forgiving work, he sends the Holy Spirit to live in the forgiven sinner. The Holy Spirit is the one who inspired the law of the Lord in the first place, and when he comes into a person’s life, he begins to impart to that person the power to obey God’s law. Paul said, “The requirement of the law [is] fully accomplished for us who no longer follow our sinful nature but instead follow the Spirit” (Romans 8:4 NLT).

There is something very attractive and distinctive about such a life, particularly when it is contrasted with so many of the hard, harsh, cynical, unhappy lives produced by those who sit in the seat of the scornful.

A STURDY TREE

“He is like a tree planted by streams of water …” (v. 3a)

The psalm moves into a description of the fulfilled life with the words of this verse.

I’ve always loved trees, possibly because I spent my early boyhood in the Lake District of England. Beside the lakes and rivers the trees are tall and straight, but up in the mountains many trees are scrawny and appear to be hanging on the sides of precipices, solely concerned with survival. The difference, of course, is that the majestic trees draw nourishment from the water in the lakes and streams.

People are like that for the same reason. If people don’t have their roots deep into the river of God, they are fully occupied trying to cope with the chill winds and raging storms of their unfortunate circumstances. But those same storms and winds fail to ruffle the composure or threaten the stability of the person planted by the river. There are some people whose lives under strain are so unusual that others are amazed at the strength they exhibit and the sense of deep joy they exude. And it is all attributable to the work of the Spirit of God.

PRODUCING FRUIT IN SEASON

“… which yields its fruit in season …” (v. 3b)

Trees and people are expected to do more that just stand around looking tall and straight. They are supposed to produce fruit. In fact, there is no way that a totally unproductive person can be fulfilled or happy. Many have tried to be happy and lazy, but they have failed, because God made human beings to be productive.

Several years ago I appeared on a television show dealing with the subject of work. A young woman wrote in:

I work in a gas station, and I don’t always feel like getting up at 5:00 a.m. ’cause it’s still dark outside, but once I get some cereal in my stomach and get going, I’m okay. I may not have the most beautiful job in the world, but I’m doing a service for other people for the glory of God. If I would go to work with a crummy attitude and would be mean and crabby to all my customers, they would go to their jobs and families and be crabby, too. Just think of all the people this would affect. There would be one bad chain reaction. But I pray that each day I will give good service and a friendly smile to all of the customers who come my way.

How would you like to work at a gas station at five o’clock in the morning during a Wisconsin winter? Do you think you could be happy? You could be, if you were convinced that God had put you there “like a tree planted by the river.”

You would also be able to bring forth your “fruit in season.” Fruit is the external evidence of your internal life. Oranges growing on branches lead one to assume that the branches belong to an orange tree. People rooted in the Spirit of God work in the power of the Spirit, and the fruit shows in their work and in their attitudes. Love, joy, and peace begin to sprout all over the place. It’s the happy life.

LEAVES THAT DON’T WITHER

“… and whose leaf does not wither.” (v. 3c)

Trees look great in the fall, so long as you don’t look too closely. But if you do happen to get too close, you will find that the glorious colors are actually the colors of death. The once fresh, green leaves are heading for the ground, soon to drive people into a frenzy of raking and burning. It’s a pity it has to be like that, because some trees don’t behave that way. They are evergreens. They don’t start with fragrant freshness in the spring, curl up in the heat of summer, and fall in autumn to be covered by the snows of winter. They keep going. Their “leaf does not wither.” They exhibit consistency and quiet determination.

Our Lord Jesus was a beautiful example of not withering. When Peter “advised” him not to go to Jerusalem, Jesus made it abundantly clear that he was going. When he got to Jerusalem, he quietly and methodically put his affairs in order. He gave final instructions to his disciples, prayed about their situation, talked with the Father, and kept moving relentlessly toward his goal. Pilate with all his persuasion couldn’t move him. Herod couldn’t get anywhere with him. Even the mob in the garden seemed to come under his authority.

Even on the cross, Jesus didn’t wither in his determination to fulfill all that had been spoken of him. He refused the anesthetic offered to him, dealt with the needs of his mother, and even prayed for his enemies. When he was through, he still didn’t wither. When all was finished, he gave up his spirit to his Father with a great shout.

Most of us probably couldn’t imagine ourselves either living or dying with anything approaching our Lord’s level of determination, but we can live a whole lot nearer to his example than we usually do. The same Holy Spirit through whom Christ offered himself to God is the river of our resource to make us like evergreen trees, whose leaves never wither.

TRUE PROSPERITY

“Whatever he does prospers.” (v. 3d)

These words must surely be one of the most fascinating promises in Scripture. We tend to equate prosperity with wealth, and wealth with money. Many people take this promise as a divine guarantee that if they do things God’s way, they will make their fortune. In fact, it is not uncommon to hear businessmen attribute their wealth to their godliness. This kind of thinking must be treated with care, because the Bible points out that the “love of money is the root of all kinds of evil” (1 Timothy 6:10). For some people, more money would mean more temptation than they could handle—which would lead to disaster, not prosperity.
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