THE RIGHTEOUSNESS OF THE LORD AND HIS LAWS

Text: Psalm 119:137-144 
Readings: Ps 69:1-9,29-36; John 2:12-24
Theme and purpose: In trouble and distress we can delight in the righteousness of God and his laws.


Sometimes things are very crooked: you pick up a crooked stick, or you walk along a crooked path or you drive along a crooked road. You could describe some people as crooked in their character and morals, or a charity organisation may be crooked in that it is stealing money from the people it is supposed to be helping, or a country can have a crooked government.

The opposite of being crooked it straight: a straight stick, a straight path, a straight road; a straight person, company or country.

A synonym for straight is right or righteous. This is the theme of this section. The writer of this psalm uses the words right, righteous and righteousness five times in this short section - at the beginning, middle and end. 

Every first word of this section of eight verses begins with the Hebrew letter Tsadhe, and the Hebrew word for righteous sounds like this Hebrew letter.

The writer is rejoicing in the righteousness of God and his laws and he describes his response to this. 

1. THE RIGHTEOUSNESS OF GOD AND HIS LAWS

a. “Righteous are you, O Lord, and your laws are right.”

The Lord is righteous; he is straight and true, good and upright (Ps 25:8), just and blameless. 
These are all attributes or characteristics of God’s character. God sets the standard for righteousness. If you are a joiner you will often use a straight edge; God is the straightedge of what is good and true; “there is no unrighteousness in him” (Ps 92:15), no sin, no shortcoming, no imperfection, no failure.

And God’s laws are right; they are also straight and true, they are morally good, wise and correct. This is what we would expect about his laws because they come from a righteous God; his laws arise from and flow out of his character. 

These are the laws we are to follow in our lives. As sinful human beings we want to make up our own laws and set our own rules, ones that will be easier to obey and that fit in with how we want to live rather than how God wants us to live. But God is our Maker and Creator and he has given us laws that are right and that are for our good. 

Having laid out this principle the psalmist describes four more characteristics of God and his laws.

b. They are trustworthy Verse 138b)

Another word for trustworthy is “faithful”: God is a faithful God, keeping his promises to a thousand generations of those who love him, with those who keep his covenant and remember to obey his precepts” (Ps 103:18).
This means you can rely on God and his word because he will keep every last detail of every promise he has made.
The writer of this psalm had tested God’s word in his own life and experience and had found it to be trustworthy. 
I’m sure that is true for many of you, that in the experiences of your life, good and bad, you have found God and his word to be reliable and trustworthy.

c. God’s word is pure - Verse 140; “Your promises have been thoroughly tested.”

The word translated “thoroughly tested” means to be refined or smelted. Precious metals like gold or silver are refined in a furnace to remove the impurities from them. The word of God has never had any impurity in it but the writer is using this as a picture of the purity of God’s word and his laws. They are pure to the highest degree, to the highest level. There is nothing worthless, impure or useless in any of his laws or commands. His word is “the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth.” It is pure and holy.

d. God and words are righteous, trustworthy, pure, and they are everlasting. 
Verse 142a; “Your righteousness is everlasting.”

i. God is righteous and he always has been like this and he always will be like this. His righteousness is everlasting and God does not change. He is immutable, unchanging. Most of what exists in this world will pass away but God and his righteousness will continue forever.

This is a great comfort to us in our changing world. Everything around us is changing rapidly – human laws, governments, customs, traditions, opinions, ideas and technology. 
But our everlasting God is unchanging. His stability is a help to us in the instability and uncertainty of our lives. No matter what is going on we know that God is eternally righteous and everything he is doing in our lives is under his control and is for our good.

ii. Not only is God righteous, but so are his laws. 
Verse 144a: “Your statutes are forever right.” 
God’s commands are right and they are forever right. They were right when he first gave them through Moses and they will be right all the way through until Jesus returns. 

The laws of New Zealand are constantly changing and being revised as people think up new ways and means of doing evil, or as the government adapts laws to accommodate the declining moral situation in our country. Laws have been passed legalising prostitution and same sex marriage, while other laws have been passed forbidding parents to smack their children. 

Thankfully, the perfect standard of what is right and wrong has been set by God and has been revealed in his word. Man’s ideas and laws will pass away but God’s word will remain forever. 

The final judgement carried out by the Lord Jesus will demonstrate the justice and the rightness of God’s commands. God’s judgments on that last day will be perfect. He and his laws are everlasting.

e. God’s word is true - Verse 142: “Your word is true.”
God’s word is a reflection of his character, and just as God is true so his word is true. God’s laws and commands and word are the very essence of truth. 

During the trial of Jesus Pilate asked him, “What is truth?” (John 18:38) A good question, although Pilate probably asked it cynically rather than genuinely. Fragments of truth can be found in the various religions and philosophies of this world, but the truth is to be found in God and in his Son Jesus Christ. The truth about God is recorded in God’s Word, the Bible, the Scriptures. God’s word is truth (John 17:17). 

Jesus said, “I am the way, the truth and the life” (John 14:6). Jesus fulfilled the truth and the demands of God’s law in his active obedience during his life on earth. All that God has said and promised is fulfilled in his Son Jesus (2 Cor 1:20).

These are the characteristics of God and his word: they are righteous, trustworthy, pure, eternal and true.
How are we to respond to such a righteous God?

2. THE BELIEVER’S RESPONSE

a. The first response of this man is zeal – Verse 139: “My zeal wears me out, for my enemies ignore your words.”

Zeal is passion, eagerness and enthusiasm for a person or for a cause. Zeal could be righteous or unrighteous depending on what you are zealous about. This man had a righteous zeal, a holy heat, a passionate enthusiasm for God and his righteous laws. 

His zeal was consuming him, that is, it was wearing him out, exhausting him because “my enemies ignore your words.” He was not concerned about himself, as we often are, but he was concerned about God and his laws. Charles Bridges wrote, “He could bear that his enemies should forget him, but his zeal could not endure that they should forget the words of his God.” 

Think of the zeal Moses had for the Lord when he came down from Mt Sinai and saw the people of Israel dancing around the golden calf; “his anger burned and he threw the tablets out of his hands, breaking them to pieces at the foot of the mountain” (Ex 32:20).

Or think of the great distress of the apostle Paul when he was in Athens and saw that the city was full of idols (Acts 17:16).

Or think of the zeal of the Lord Jesus when he saw the merchants selling sheep and cattle in the temple court and those exchanging money. He drove them out, turning over the tables of the money changers. His disciples remembered that it was written, “Zeal for your house will consume me” (Ps 69:9; John 2:17). 

These examples from the Bible, especially that of our Lord Jesus, remind us that it is right to be zealous for the righteousness of God and for his commands.
Does it concern you that God’s laws are so widely ignored in our nation? Does zeal for God’s law drive you to want to keep his law to the best of your ability and with the help of the Holy Spirit?

b. This man also responded with love for God’s laws.
Verse 140: “Your promises have been thoroughly tested and your servant loves them.” 

His primary reason for loving God’s word and promises was not that he could be saved by them but rather for their purity, for what God’s word was and is in itself. He was not guided by a response of self-interest but rather a genuine love and respect for the word of God and all God’s rich promises. Spurgeon wrote, “He admired it, delighted in it, sought to practice it, and longed to come under its purifying power.”

Jesus said, “If you love me you will obey my commands.” 
Do you love Jesus? Do you love his commands? Are you obeying them? Are you living in God’s word and living by it? 

c. This man responded with zeal for God’s word, with a love for it, and he also wanted to remember it. His enemies ignored God’s word, but he wrote (verse 142), “Though I am lowly and despised I do not forget your precepts.” 

He was aware that his enemies looked down on him and despised him. This is one of the hardest things to bear for us as Christians – that people look on us with contempt, that they despise and ridicule us. 

This is how they treated our Lord Jesus in his trial and crucifixion. They mocked him with a crown of thorns and a purple robe thrown over his torn and bleeding back; they spat on him, blindfolded him and struck him saying, “Hail, king of the Jews” (John 19:1ff).
When he was crucified the Jewish religious leaders laughed at him and urged him to come down from the cross; “He saved others; let him save himself!”

Even though the psalmist was lowly and despised he wrote, “I do not forget your precepts.” He knew that it was God’s word that gave him life, through the work of the Holy Spirit, and that God’s word was a lamp to his feet and a light to his path (v 105).    
Will you remember God’s word and seek to apply it to your life and living?

d. Finally this man delighted in God’s commands. 
Verse 143: “Trouble and distress have come upon me, but your commands are my delight.” 

Notice that he delighted in God’s word even in his situation of trouble and distress. He was “troubled, and yet delighted; in anguish, and yet in pleasure.” (Spurgeon) His trouble came from his enemies and his difficult circumstances, but his delight came from God’s word. 

It is the same for us; you may be going through difficult times; trouble, sadness, sorrow and death are never far from any of us. But even in these difficulties we can find delight in the promises of God.
“When I said, ‘My foot is slipping’, your love, O Lord, supported me. When anxiety was great within me, your consolation brought joy to my soul” (Ps 94:18f).

In times of trouble do you find delight in God’s word?
When your foot is slipping do the Scriptures support you?
When you are feeling anxious do you look for God’s consolation in his word?

With all these responses in mind the writer of this psalm closes with a prayer (v 144b); “give me understanding that I may live.” 

He knew that God’s word gave him life.  
He knew that God’s commands were right and that he needed to understand them.
He knew that this understanding could only come from God through his Spirit and so he prayed for this. 

He needed understanding to appreciate the life he had in God, to apply God’s commands to his life, and to keep his hope in the promises of God. 
He wanted to know God’s law so he might be better equipped “for loyal and lifelong service” (H R Jones). 

This must be your prayer and mine: “Give me understanding so I may live”, living out the right commands of a righteous God. 

Amen

