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Psalms: Trust in God’s Righteousness Sunday, 7/11/21 

Last week we reflected on the enduring closeness of God, especially as reflected in the 

metaphor of Jesus as our Good Shepherd. We weren’t created to travel this life alone, but in 

the company of our Savior. This week, we’ll wrestle with the uncomfortable reality that all 

too often our lives more closely resemble those of the wicked rather than the righteous. But 

what we can’t do, God has already done, if only we’ll turn to Jesus and ask for help. Before 

we dive into Psalm 36, we need to talk about what “righteousness” means. 

Righteousness is one of those confusing words that’s used differently in different 

contexts in the Bible, so let’s get clear about what I mean when I say it today. When we’re 

talking about human righteousness, it means being in right standing with God. Jesus taught 

us that means loving God and loving our neighbors, so righteousness also means, by 

extension, being in right relationship with others. Righteousness is a fundamentally 

relational word, and it concerns our attitudes, our speech, and our behaviors. None of us can 

be righteous, be in right relationship with God and others, apart from Jesus. 

You might ask, if righteousness is right standing with God, how can God be 

righteous? A better definition of God’s righteousness would be something like “morally 

correct or justifiable.” In other words, when we say that God is righteous, we mean that 

God’s character sets the standard for what is right for us. When I say that God is righteous, I 

mean that God has the monopoly on determining the difference between right and wrong. 

It’s like a turbo-charged version of “What Would Jesus Do!” Now, on to Psalm 36. 

Psalm 36 contains what must be one of the most concise elaborations of the broken 

human condition. That’s amazing for a psalm! But to fully appreciate it, we have to get over 

one big hurdle first. When we read it, who will we identify with? The wicked, or the 

righteous?  

So often when we read Scripture, we tend to put ourselves in the role of the heroic 

figures. That can certainly be helpful, because there are some great role models for us to 

follow in God’s Word. On the other hand, sometimes the most instructive examples are the 

negative ones, complete with the warnings they carry with them. Psalm 36 is interesting 

because, unlike Psalm 1 that compare righteous and unrighteous people, Psalm 36 is 

primarily a contrast of unrighteous people with our righteous God. Not being divine, we 



2 

really need to read this through the eyes of unrighteous people, as uncomfortable as that 

often is. “Wicked” is as good a word for that state as any other. 

Here then, is the essential nature of our problem, apart from Christ. We have bad 

hearts, that lead to bad intentions, which overflow into bad words and bad actions. But the 

psalmist is much more specific than that. Our hearts are bad because they’re conceited, 

prideful, loving ourselves instead of fearing God. We’re unrepentant because we see 

ourselves as our own standard for righteousness, not God. And that, my friends, is the 

fundamental problem that we’ve all faced since the fall in the Garden of Eden.  

Can you see how the rest necessarily follows? We have bad intentions, “hatching evil 

plots” the psalmist says, because our hearts are resolved to follow our own ideas of what’s 

right for us to do. Bad intentions then give way to bad words, crooked and deceitful speech 

that corrupts our relationships, not only with God but with other people. The fruit of our bad 

hearts comes into full fruit with our bad actions, unwise behaviors that lead to harmful 

consequences and a further darkening of our already bad hearts. That’s the problem 

statement for humanity, and we all need to own it in order to move past it and receive the 

transforming power of the Gospel of Jesus Christ. 

Thankfully, God has provided us with a better way and illustrated it abundantly in our 

Bibles and the lives of the Saints. The way of God is primarily one of loving kindness, what 

the psalmist calls here “unfailing love.” That term is used three times in this Psalm to 

underline its importance. Thanks to God’s unfailing love, we don’t have to despair over our 

bad hearts, because we know that in God’s unfailing love we can find rescue. 

God’s unfailing love is the motive and power for God’s faithfulness, which the 

psalmist describes as being so immeasurable that it reaches beyond the clouds. Thanks to 

God’s faithfulness, we know that God’s promises are good, and we can trust God’s Word 

and God’s Holy Spirit. God’s faithfulness makes God’s righteousness something that’s 

reliable instead of chaotic and untrustworthy. Because of God’s righteousness, we always 

have a trustworthy guide to lead and instruct us. God’s justice is simply the application of 

God’s righteousness. Because of God’s justice, we know that we can let God serve as the 

judge of other people instead of trying to fill that role ourselves. 

Do you see how each of these characteristics of God progress from each other, and 
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how each one serves as an antidote to the broken human condition? Psalm 36 is really bad 

news for the committed do-it-yourselfer. But if you’re willing to turn your life over to Jesus, 

it’s all good news! 

Our next Psalm to address righteousness is one of the acrostic psalms, psalms that 

begin each line with successive letters in the alphabet. Having been written in Hebrew, the 

text would have been written from right to left using these Hebrew consonants. If you have a 

study Bible, you’re likely to find these symbols in the Psalm, starting with the symbol 

Aleph. I love the acrostic Psalms, because they remind me that God’s Word can often be 

creative and playful. Psalm 37 speaks to the question everyone inevitably asks when setting 

out to emulate God’s righteousness. If God’s way is the right way, then why are the wicked 

allowed to flourish? I’m reading the entire Psalm from the New Living Translation. 

{Read Psalm 37 NLT}  

Three times we’re told in Psalm 37 to not worry about or envy the wicked. That’s 

sometimes hard to do, right? I’d guess all of us know people who cut corners in life and 

seem to profit. I’m not talking about literally getting away with murder, but some of the 

more mundane examples of sin: Cheating on income taxes, watering your lawn when you’re 

not supposed to, taking credit for someone else’s work, or even downloading a movie or a 

game that you didn’t pay for.  The psalmist doesn’t dwell on the reasons we shouldn’t worry 

about or envy the wicked, simply assuring us that they won’t get away with it forever, that 

they’ll eventually fade away like our drought-stricken lawns and ultimately, be destroyed in 

God’s final judgment. 

Instead, the psalmist gives most of the ink to some positive alternatives to worrying 

about the wicked. Remember that these are all part of an elaborate acrostic word puzzle, so 

it’s quite amazing how instructive they are. 

Do you trust in the Lord? You do if you believe in the strength and reliability of God, 

not just with your words but with your whole life. The next one is my favorite: Delight in the 

Lord. We often use language with God like follow, obey, trust, and even fear, but delight? 

That’s taking the relationship to a whole new level, isn’t it? Delight in the Lord is what 

brings us joy and contentment. I want to live more like that. Don’t you? 

Committing everything to the Lord is a natural consequence of trusting in the Lord. 
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Are there parts of your life that you’re holding back? Try releasing them to God and see 

what happens. 

Are you beginning to see a pattern here? Half of what the psalmist offers us has to do 

with turning our attention from the wicked and focusing squarely on our own relationship 

with God. As I said before, righteousness is inherently relational. How are you doing with 

waiting for the Lord? God’s timing, methods, and results are often not what we’re looking 

for, so waiting on the Lord really takes us back to that question of trust. Do you find your 

hope in the Lord? Anything or anybody else is bound to disappoint you.  

The other half of the Psalm has to do with walking the walk: Turning from evil; doing 

good; teaching what’s right and wrong; adopting God’s law as our own; and walking in the 

way of the Lord. I really believe that most of that naturally follows if we get the first part 

right. In other words, if you’re having trouble living out God’s law, perhaps there’s more 

work to be done with your relationship with God. God’s vision for our lives isn’t one of 

slavery to God’s law, but one of delight and prosperity. When we learn to delight in the 

Lord, walking with the Lord becomes a delight as well. 

Solomon wrote in Ecclesiastes, “[T]here is no one on earth who is righteous, no one 

who does what is right and never sins.”1 That’s the bad news. The good news is that we 

serve a God who has unfailing love, limitless faithfulness, towering righteousness, and the 

deepest of justice. We can have a piece of that action, not by obsessing over other people’s 

wickedness, but by learning to delight in the Lord and walk on the path the Lord leads us 

along. God’s righteousness sets an impossible standard for us to meet, but God’s grace 

makes possible the impossible. But we have to go all-in, committing everything we do to the 

Lord, dying to ourselves and being reborn by the Spirit of the risen Christ. That’s the way of 

salvation. Are you ready to take the next step in that direction? 

Please take some time now to reflect on the righteousness and grace of God. 

 

 

 

 
1 Ecclesiastes 7:20. New International Version (2011).  
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