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Psalm 1: Happiness 
Jesus in the Psalms 

Jason Procopio 

We all want to be happy. There is at least one common denominator to all human beings, no matter their 
culture, race or religion: we all want to be happy. Everything we do is to this end. Now, Christianity has a bad 
reputation: we often imagine God as an angry dictator who spends his time trying to find people who are 
having fun and put a stop to it. We imagine that Christianity’s goal is to tell people not to do the things that 
make them happy. But when you come to the Bible for the first time, you may be surprised: the Bible speaks 
often, and very strongly, about happiness. You see, God never calls us to renounce our happiness: he calls us to 
seek the greatest, most fullest happiness possible, and he tells us how to get there. 

If you have your Bibles handy, turn to Psalm 1. We’re beginning a series this summer called “Jesus in the 
Psalms.” We believe that the entire Bible speaks of Jesus—not just the New Testament. So every summer we’re 
taking a break to examine the Psalms, to see that even there, in these texts written centuries before his birth, 
Jesus was and is their real subject. 

So before we get started, let’s take a second to reintroduce ourselves to the Psalms themselves. The Psalms are 
the songbook for the Jews—they’re found in the Old Testament, the first major section of the Bible. The 
Psalms were written by many different authors at many different time periods. They are not meant to be read 
primarily as prose, but as songs, or poems—they were sung in different religious contexts and ceremonies by the 
Jewish people.  

The Psalms are extremely important, because they tell us in a way that speaks to us emotionally not only what 
God is like, but why he deserves to be worshiped. Make no mistake: the God of Christianity is not a God to be 
considered, like you consider the menu at a restaurant before ordering. The God of the Bible is a God who 
deserves not only our obedience, but our love, our desires, our passion. 

The Psalter (what we call this songbook as a whole) is comprised of 150 psalms, and it is broken up into five 
separate books. This summer we’re going to be examining different psalms from Book 1, and Lord willing, 
next summer we’ll look at Book 2, and so on for the next five summers. So all that being said, let’s get into it: 
Psalm 1. 

Psalm 1 gives us an introduction to the Psalter as a whole; Derek Kidner says, “Certainly it stands here as a 
faithful doorkeeper, confronting those who would be in ‘the congregation of the righteous’ with the basic 
choice that alone gives reality to worship; with the divine truth that must inform it; and with the ultimate 
judgment that looms up beyond it.”  This particular psalm, unlike most of the others, is not a prayer; rather, it 1

takes on the form of wisdom literature. It responds to this desire in all of us, tells us where true happiness lies, 
where eternal security lies, and the end result of the wicked and the righteous. So that’s our basic plan for 
today. Let’s start reading together at verse 1. 

1) The Counsel of the Wicked (v. 1-2) 

 Kidner, D. (1973). Psalms 1–72: an introduction and commentary (Vol. 15, p. 63). Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press.1



!2

Blessed is the man who walks not in the counsel of the wicked… Before we keep going, there’s something we need 
to see. The psalmist makes a distinction between whom he calls “the wicked” and “the righteous.” These terms 
are generalities—when he calls someone “wicked” he’s not talking about someone who is as deranged and 
depraved as they could possibly be. He’s talking about someone who rejects the counsel of God, as we’ll see. 
And when he calls someone “righteous” he’s not talking about someone who is morally perfect, but someone 
who accepts the counsel of God and follows it, as we’ll also see. 

Blessed is the man who walks not in the counsel of the wicked, nor stands in the way of sinners, nor sits in the seat of 
scoffers; 2 but his delight is in the law of the Lord, and on his law he meditates day and night. This word “blessed” is 
more faithfully rendered as “happy”—the psalmist is telling us where true happiness lies. And he does so by 
comparing those whom he calls “the wicked” with those whom he refers to as “the righteous.” So in verse 1 he 
gives us three negatives, in essence saying, “Happy is the man who does not conduct his life like this.” And he 
begins by speaking of the life of the mind: Blessed [happy] is the man who walks not in the counsel of the wicked. 
The first negative he gives us is this: Blessed is the man who walks not in the counsel of the wicked. He’s talking 
about our way of thinking, our way of judging what is right and wrong, what is worthwhile and not, and he’s 
saying that the counsel of the wicked, which seems to pave the way for happiness, is profoundly deceptive.  

We all have ways of judging what is important and what is insignificant. And most of the time, the way we 
judge what is right and wrong is based on our feelings, and what our culture and those around us tell us. I don’t 
know if you’ve seen this, but there is a story that was reported on actual news chains, of a fifty-two-year-old 
Canadian husband and father of three who, a few years ago, “realized” that he is actually a six-year-old girl 
trapped in a fifty-two-year-old man’s body. He divorced his wife, left his kids, change his name to 
“Stefonknee” (sound it out) and was legally adopted by a couple, who raise him as a six-year-old girl. 

What we judge right and wrong is dictated to us most of the time by the culture around us, which applauds our 
right to decide who we want to be and what we want to do. And make no mistake, freedom is a good thing. 
But being having the right to do something does not mean that we should do it, that it is wise to do it. And the 
psalmist is imploring us to see that our happiness cannot be found in thinking like the world does—the world’s 
way of thinking, even if it seems right, can’t give us the happiness we seek. 

…nor stands in the way of sinners… So he starts with our way of thinking, and he moves one step further, to our 
way of behaving. Whoever thinks like those who reject God will inevitably act like those who reject God. We 
will approve of things that God finds abhorrent (like leaving one’s wife and children to start a new life just 
because one wants to), and we will do things that God finds abhorrent (43% of marriages in France have 
experienced the infidelity of at least one of the two parties). 

…nor sits in the seat of scoffers… Here’s he’s talking about the company we keep. Gaël talked about this a couple 
of weeks ago: those with whom we enjoy the greatest intimacy will rub off on us. This is why parents are so 
insistent on encouraging their children to be careful about the friends they choose to spend time with. Now, 
he’s not saying we shouldn’t have unbelieving friends; for the sake of the great mission of the church, we need 
to. But are the friends with whom we share our deepest, most lasting intimacy people who despise the God we 
love? If we share this kind of deep intimacy with someone, all too often their values will become ours; their 
loves will become our loves; their ways of thinking and acting and living will be adopted by us.  
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2) Delight in the Law (v. 2) 
Now, what is the flipside of this coin? He’s just given us three negatives, saying Here’s what NOT to do if you 
want to be happy. What are we to do? v. 2: 2  [Happy is the man whose] delight is in the law of the Lord, and on his 
law he meditates day and night. What is “the law of the Lord”? At the time that this psalm was written, 
practically nothing of the Bible existed except the first five books, the Torah, which contains the Law of Moses. 
But the Torah isn’t just the Law of Moses—it’s also the account of how God created the world in Genesis, how 
he covenanted with Abraham to make him into a great nation, and how he rescued this great nation from 
slavery in Egypt, and in the Law itself God’s actions on behalf of his people are repeated over and over. God’s 
“law” is a revelation of who he is and how he acts.  

So “the law of the Lord” exists not primarily to hold God’s people in line and keep them in check; it exists to 
tell us about God’s character and to help us understand him more fully. And the psalmist tells us that the joy of 
the righteous man is found in his delight of God’s revelation of who he is. It is in knowing God as he is that 
joy is to be found. 

At the beginning of our marriage, Loanne and I had moved to France, and because I entered the country as a 
tourist, I had to leave for three months while our marriage papers were validated by the French government 
(Loanne had a job here, so couldn’t come with me). It was the longest three months of my life. Skype didn’t 
exist at the time, so we couldn’t see each other, and it cost a fortune to talk on the phone. All we had were the 
emails we wrote to one another. During those three months, I printed every one of those emails and carried 
them around with me in my pocket. And every chance I got, I took out those emails and read them. Why? 
Because the woman I loved had written them; they were an expression of who she was. So during that time 
when I couldn’t physically be with her, I took immense pleasure in reading the letters she had written to me. 

Have you ever heard this said about someone: “To know him is to love him”? Well, this is true of our God: we 
delight in God’s Word, and we meditate on his Word day and night, because it is through God’s Word that we 
come to know God himself. We have our own ideas of God, but in his Word we find that our own ideas of him 
pale in comparison to the reality of who he is. As we come to know him, we come to love him; and because we 
love him, we delight in his law, we delight in his Word, we delight in him, and we want to spend every 
available minute contemplating that which makes us so happy. 

Now, God revealed his character in the OT through the law and the prophets, and already, that was enough. 
But the good news of the Bible is that God desired to reveal himself even more fully than that. The author of the 
letter to the Hebrews tells us (Hebrews 1.1-2): Long ago, at many times and in many ways, God spoke to our 
fathers by the prophets, 2 but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son…  

At the time this psalm was written, God had revealed himself through the law. But his fullest, ultimate self-
disclosure was given in the person of Jesus Christ. God didn’t want to just be talked about and thought about; 
he wanted to be seen and heard and touched. And so he came to earth in the person of his Son, who is the 
radiance of the glory of God and the exact imprint of his nature, and who made purification for sins (Heb. 1.3). This 
will blow your mind if you take a moment to think about it. God’s wrath burned against those who rejected 
him, but he loved his children enough to not want to pour out his wrath on them. So he sent his own Son, the 
second person of the Trinity, and though he lived a perfect life, he poured out his wrath on him instead of us. 
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The Judge upheld justice: Jesus took our sin upon himself, and God punished our sin by punishing his Son and 
then raising him to life again three days later. 

And then, he inspired the writing of the New Testament, which tells us this story. So we, as 21st-century 
Christians, do not only delight in the Torah (though we do delight in it); we don’t only delight in the prophets 
and the rest of the Old Testament (though we do delight in them). We “delight in the law of the Lord” by 
delighting in the fullness of God’s revelation to us in his Word, and we meditate on this Word day and night. 
We’ll get into this a bit more fully later, but for now, let’s sum this up by saying that that’s what these two 
characters—the wicked and the righteous—look like: this is what they do. And now the psalmist is going to 
present us with two more contrasts between them: the result that their way of living will have on them.  

3) Stability in Obedience, Instability in Sin (v. 3-4) 
3  He [the righteous] is like a tree planted by streams of water that yields its fruit in its season, and its leaf does not 
wither. In all that he does, he prospers. This man who delights in God’s revelation of himself in the Word, and 
meditates on it, will be like a tree that is constantly watered. He will be unmoving. His roots are sunk deep, by 
streams of water which provide him with constant nourishment, and that nourishment will produce the right 
fruit at the right time, fruit in its season.  

In all that he does, he prospers. Does this mean he will always succeed? No. There is another text in the Bible that 
closely parallels this one; it is found in Jeremiah 17.7-8, and it sheds light on our text: 7 “Blessed is the man who 
trusts in the Lord, whose trust is the Lord. 8  He is like a tree planted by water, that sends out its roots by the stream, 
and does not fear when heat comes, for its leaves remain green, and is not anxious in the year of drought, for it does 
not cease to bear fruit.” So heat will come; drought will come; but the righteous will be unmoved in that time—he 
will be stable, and he will be permanent. The prosperity the psalmist has in view here is not absolute prosperity, 
not success as we define success, but rather stability and permanence. 

Charles Spurgeon wrote about this verse, “Blessed is the man who has such a promise as this… [To] the eye of 
faith this word is sure, and by it we perceive that our works are prospered, even when everything seems to go 
against us… [Even] here there is a true prospering, for it is often for the soul’s health that we should be poor, 
bereaved, and persecuted. Our worst things are often our best things… There is a blessing concealed in the 
righteous man’s crosses, losses, and sorrows. The trials of the saint are a divine husbandry, by which he grows 
and brings forth abundant fruit.”  2

The righteous is not bent by the wind; he is not broken by the storm. But because his delight is in the law of 
the Lord, and because he meditates on this Law day and night, he knows that God has promised to be with 
him in the storm, even if his presence isn’t immediately evident. He knows that for those who love God all things 
work together for good, for those who are called according to his purpose (Romans 8.28). He knows that God works 
all things according to the counsel of his will (Ephesians 1.11). He knows that he was chosen in Christ before the 
foundation of the world, that [he] should be holy and blameless before him (Ephesians 1.4). And so when the storm 
comes, when the drought comes, He is like a tree planted by streams of water that yields its fruit in its season, and 
its leaf does not wither. In all that he does, he prospers. 
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You see, the righteous see God for who he is, as he has revealed himself in his Word, so they know that the 
only safe refuge is in him. Therefore, in God, free from threat, they are able to contemplate God’s manifold 
glories in complete security. And since this is what we were all created to do, when we do it we are afforded 
eternal, perfect, glorious happiness. 

The contrast of the constancy of the righteous is the inconstancy of the wicked (v. 4): 4  The wicked are not so, 
but are like chaff that the wind drives away. Those who reject the law of the Lord and the way of the righteous 
have no such security. They may enjoy pleasures, but they are temporary pleasures: a day will come when the 
wind will blow, and like straw scattered on the ground, they will be swept along with it. So again, he’s not 
saying everything will go bad for the unbeliever during his life, but rather that whatever he builds will be built 
on a brittle, temporary foundation which will crumble in the end. 

4) The Destiny of Sinners and the Righteous (v. 5-6) 
All this talk of happiness is true. God is the Creator of all things and as such knows how he created human 
beings to live and flourish. He knows more about us than we do, so his way is the best way—when human 
beings follow his commands, they flourish on the earth. (We don’t have time to get into all the ways 
Christianity has influenced aspects our world which would be universally accepted as important—one example 
being that the very first man to speak out against slavery was Gregory of Nyssa, in his fourth homily on 
Ecclesiastes, in the 4th century.) But we would be profoundly mistaken if we were to think that’s all he’s saying 
here. These are not temporal, material matters. The choices we make have an impact on eternity—it really is a 
choice between life and death. 

5  Therefore the wicked will not stand in the judgment, nor sinners in the congregation of the righteous… Think of 
somebody who has committed a crime, and has been caught red-handed. Once in jail they can make up any 
story they want to try to convince the police they didn’t do it, but the evidence is so stacked against them that 
nothing they can say will get them out of it. Now, remember the difference between “the wicked” and “the 
righteous.” The wicked are those who reject the law of the Lord, and the righteous are those who accept it. 
“The righteous” are not righteous because they are better. We are all in the same boat. But the righteous 
believes God when he says who he is and what he is like, and he depends entirely on the grace of God in Christ 
for his salvation. So when he stands before the Judge, he will have something to say: “Jesus died for me, and I 
have faith in him.” 

But the one who rejects the revelation of God will have no such assurance. He will have absolutely nothing to 
say when he stands before God to be judged. This is what the psalmist means when he says that the wicked will 
not stand in the judgment. There is nothing they’ll be able to say to justify themselves, no argument they can 
put forth to convince God they actually belong among his people—they will not stand in the congregation of the 
righteous. They will have no leg to stand on; no place with God’s people.  

6  …for the Lord knows the way of the righteous, but the way of the wicked will perish. There is here a difficult, 
unrelenting truth: the way of the wicked will perish. The path of the one who rejects the counsel of the Lord is 
always a road of ruin. It won’t always appear that way; much of the time the way of the world will carry with 
it the glow of success and happiness. But make no mistake, no matter what it looks like on the surface, the 
person walking down this path is polishing brass on the Titanic. No matter how appealing this road seems, it is 
leading toward one final destination, and one only: death. 
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Now, if “the way of the wicked will perish,” what does the psalmist mean when he says that “the Lord knows the 
way of the righteous”? Derek Kidner reminds us that “To ‘know’ is more than to be informed (as in 139:1–6): it 
includes to care about, as in 31:7 (Heb. 8), and to own or identify oneself with (cf. Prov. 3:6).”  When God 3

knows us, that means he casts his affection on us, and that he had already done so before he created the world.  

Romans 8.28-29 says, 28  And we know that for those who love God all things work together for good, for those who 
are called according to his purpose. 29 For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of 
his Son, in order that he might be the firstborn among many brothers. Those whom God “knows”, God adopts. We 
are made adopted sons and daughters of God, brothers and sisters of Christ, and we are treated with all the 
privileges and all the affection of a natural-born son or daughter. What an incomprehensible blessing this is: to be 
able to look upon the Creator of the universe and call him “Father,” and to know that he looks on us with 
unfathomable love and calls us, “My son… My daughter.” 

Application: How to Be Happy 
So let me close with a couple points of application. 

a) Examine yourselves, to see what you delight in, to see whose counsel you keep. Think about what you spend 
your time thinking about, dwelling on, enjoying. And ask yourself, Do I delight in the law of the Lord? Do I 
delight in all God tells us of himself in his Word? Do I spend my time dwelling on this, meditating on this, loving 
this? If not, we have some praying to do: 

b) Pray that God would cause you to delight in his law. I start by saying “pray” because none of us can do this 
on our own. Faith in Christ and delight in the gospel are not things we can produce for ourselves. So pray, and 
prayerfully dive into his Word. Expose yourself to it. Study it. Pick it apart (God’s not afraid of close 
scrutiny!). And as you come to God’s Word, do it humbly and filled with awe—come to God in his Word as you 
would come to a sleeping lion. Be aware of whom you are dealing with. You are not dealing with a mere idea, 
or a theory, or one possible option among others. You are dealing with God himself. Which brings us to our 
last point. 

c) Pray that God would cause you to delight in him, as he reveals himself in his Word. We do not worship the 
Bible; we worship the God whom the Bible reveals. The Bible reveals God as the Creator of the universe, the 
all-powerful Judge who judges the living and the dead. But it also reveals him as the loving Father who 
graciously sent his Son to pay the penalty for our sins. So run to the Son in faith, and through the Holy Spirit’s 
help, make him your treasure. Know that you are his; that God knows the way of the righteous; that God 
secures the way of the righteous; and that being “righteous” is nothing more (nor less) than drawing near to 
him in faith, trusting in all he is for you, and delighting in the grace he extends to you. 

This is where true happiness lies—not momentary, fleeting happiness; not happiness as a result of material 
blessings or a comfortable life; but happiness for this life and the next, based on the God who never changes, 
and who is and will always be faithful to those who belong to him. 
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