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 Delighting in God 
 Psalm 1:1-3 
 A sermon by William M. Klein 
  
   6 May 2018 
 

1 Happy are those who do not follow the advice of the wicked, or take the path that 
sinners tread, or sit in the seat of scoffers; 2 but their delight is in the law of the Lord, and 
on his law they meditate day and night. 3 They are like trees planted by streams of water, 
which yield their fruit in its season, and their leaves do not wither. In all that they do, they 
prosper.  (Ps. 1:1-3 NRSV) 

1 
 'Tis the season for graduations…which means graduation speeches.  You may think 
me odder than you already do…but I happen to enjoy reading graduation 
speeches…especially when I can do so from the comfort of my study.   
 Some graduation speeches are very good.  For me, one important feature a good 
speech must have is that it is directed at the students and their families.  It is difficult to tell 
the intended audience for some speeches, though…which makes it fall into the category of 
"decent speech - wrong audience."  But some speeches fall into the plain terrible category.  
It is as if the speakers did not spend any time preparing what they would say and so they 
say little worth hearing.  I have heard some of those speeches…and suspect you have, too. 
 A second feature a good speech must have (as far as I am concerned) is that it 
must pass the sniff test.  Does it smell even remotely like the truth?  Or does it smell of 
self-interest, double-talk, or dishonesty?  Does it put things in such a way so as to convince 
the listeners something will be in their best interest when, in fact, the very opposite is true?  
Do the speaker’s words give any indication he or she is acquainted with the truth?   

2 
 If you had to choose a text for a graduation speech you couldn't do much better 
than the first Psalm.  
 

Happy are those who do not follow the advice of the wicked, or take the path that sinners 
tread, or sit in the seat of scoffers; but their delight is in the law of the Lord, and on his law 
they meditate day and night. They are like trees planted by streams of water, which yield 
their fruit in its season, and their leaves do not wither. In all that they do, they prosper.   

 
 There is a whole lot of wisdom packed into these three verses.  And it meets my 
two criteria:  the intended audience is clear and it passes the truthfulness test.  What the 
psalmist tells us about God and about the character of a community grounded in the ways 
of God looks, sounds, and smells true. 
 The first thing I hear the psalmist saying is that God is the type of God who wants 
us to delight in him and in his law.  The psalmist urges us to commit ourselves to the 
law…to meditate upon the ways of God described by the law…to let the law be the prayer 
shawl we wrap ourselves in.  We do this and we can expect to experience delight.   
 That may seem like a strange claim in our day when laws are useful but freedom is 
better.  We don’t much like the thought of being obligated to a fixed law that may limit our 
options.   
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 You should be aware that when the psalmist writes about the “law” he has in mind 
the entire Torah, the first five books of the Bible…and not just the 10 Commandments.  No 
doubt about it…the law described by the Torah restricts and limits.  But it is worth asking 
"why" it restricts and limits.  It does so in order to increase freedom.  You see, the Torah 
spells out a way of life tailor-made for us.  If we let God's law instruct and define us we 
will discover what it means to be human.  We will find ourselves more “at home” in our 
own skin than we ever imagined possible.  And we will discover what true happiness 
looks like and feels like.  
 This does not mean our lives will magically become pain or trouble free.  Hard 
times come to us all.  All God's children got troubles. But when we commit ourselves to 
the ways of God our lives will be like trees planted by streams of water.  We will receive 
the type of nourishment that can help us cope positively with hardship and allow us to 
grow in the right ways.  We learn what it means to delight in God and find God delighting 
in us. 
 The second thing I hear the psalmist saying is that happiness entails ruminating on 
Torah…chewing on Torah the way a cow chews its cud.  The words of Psalm 1 make me 
think of another of my favorite Old Testament passages – Deuteronomy 6.  There we hear 
God instructing the people of Israel through Moses' voice:  
 

Keep these words that I am commanding you today in your heart. Recite them to your 
children and talk about them when you are at home and when you are away, when you lie 
down and when you rise. Bind them as a sign on your hand, fix them as an emblem on 
your forehead, and write them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates.1   

 
In other words, think about the ways of God…always!  Israel's happiness depended upon 
it.  Our happiness depends upon it…thinking about the ways of God always. 

3 
 Psalm 1 says, "Happy are those who delight in the law of the Lord."  This claim may 
not be self-evident…but by the grace of God the psalmist was given insight into a 
wondrous mystery about God's generosity and our most basic nature. He told the truth… 
i.e., happiness involves, not gratifying one's desires, but delighting in the ways of God.  
Prosperity is not about getting one's way – but rather, it comes from being connected to 
the source of life – to God.  The righteous are not primarily persons who make the proper 
choices or implement the proper policies…but those who know their lives belong to God 
and that this reality is what makes their future bright.  According to the psalmist, we 
cannot be happy if we fail to trust God – if we fail to make God the focus of our lives.  And 
that claim is borne out in our experience. 
 The psalmist wrote:  "Happy are those who do not follow the advice of the wicked, 
or take the path sinners tread, or sit in the seat of scoffers."  A scoffer is someone who 
mocks and ridicules others - someone who always finds fault – someone who searches out 
reasons to be contrary - a naysayer.  The psalmist tells us this sort of attitude and behavior 
do not lead to happiness…not real happiness.  They may lead to wealth or power or even 
a type of success…but they will not lead to happiness.   
 Happiness comes to those who delight in the ways of God.  Happiness comes to 
those who seek to be God-like in their unselfish goodness, kindness, and generosity.  
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Happiness comes to those who place sticky-notes around the house so that when they see 
these reminders they will fall mindfully, gladly back into the ways of God.  If they notice 
those sticky-notes and are reminded of the sheer wonder of life with God, they may take 
to laughing and singing and drop back into their work delighting in God.  They will be 
known to those around them as "oaks of righteousness, the planting of the Lord," as the 
prophet Isaiah put it.2  Their lives will define happiness. 

4 
 If happiness, true happiness, comes as a result of delighting in the ways of God, 
why do any of us choose another path?  Why are we drawn again and again to the advice 
of the wicked, the path sinners tread, and the seat of scoffers? 
 The answer to these questions is complicated, isn't it?  There are no simple answers.  
But I think at the heart of any and every answer is fear.  We are afraid the ways of this 
world are more important than the ways of God.  We are afraid that if we let the law of 
God be our highest priority then we will sit on the sidelines as everyone else goes flying 
up the mountain of prosperity.  We are afraid happiness does not really have much to do 
with attending to the law of the Lord…that happiness is about accumulating power and 
pleasure…that real happiness is about doing everything we can to make certain our lives 
are safe, pain-free, and secure.  Bottom line…we are afraid God cannot really be trusted.  
Am I right? 
 There is a section in John's Gospel where the disciples hear Jesus praying out loud.3  
He knows that after he's gone the disciples may be trapped in their fears.  He knows their 
fears will likely keep them from being faithful witnesses to the liberating love of God.  
Well aware of fear’s tempting might in his own life he knows fear can keep the disciples 
from experiencing the delight that comes from trusting God.  And so he prays that God 
will be near the disciples after he's gone…near them to guard them from being paralyzed 
by their fears.   
 Every time I think about the disciples listening in on Jesus prayer I wonder what 
they must have thought.  They heard him pray often enough.  But here he was praying for 
them…specifically for them…asking God to give them the courage to follow in the way of 
truth.  No wonder they remembered and passed along what he said. 
 Howard Thurman, one of my spiritual mentors, asks God to answer Jesus’ prayer in 
his own life.  He does so by praying for the courage “to see the true thing" and then “to 

do the true thing."  He writes - "It is a fearful admission that courage is required to see 
the true thing."  Thurman knows his vision is blurred by his fears, his anxieties, his narrow 
self-interests…so blurred that he has difficulty seeing things in their true light.  And so he 
asks that God give him the courage to see the truth of God in everything with which he is 
involved. 
 Thurman then takes the next step…in asking that God give him the courage to do 
the true thing.  He knows that to see the true thing does not necessarily lead him to do it.  
We know that, too.  It is one thing to see the true thing…it takes a heightened form of 
courage to do the true thing.  We may oppose racism in principle, for example…but it is 
quite another thing to act upon that conviction.  To act on one's principles, to be willing to 
stand and be counted for one's convictions, and then to be willing to explain one's motives 
and behavior…that takes enormous courage and true integrity.4  Thurman says doing the 
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true thing involves the entire person…heart, mind, and body.  He prays that God will give 
him the courage to see and do the true thing so his life will not be "double talk."5  He prays 
God will answer Jesus’ prayer in his own life. 

5 
 The book Beautiful Souls tells many stories of ordinary people who see and do the 
true thing.  One story is about a man named Paul who was a regular police official in 1930s 
Nazi occupied Austria.  His job involved mainly filling out reports and arranging security 
details for occasional visiting dignitaries.  Not a high-profile job. 
 Turns out he quietly broke the law.  In April 1939, it was found that he was secretly 
altering documents of Jews fleeing Austria for the safety of Switzerland.  Non-Aryan 
refugees were not allowed to cross the border after August 19, 1938 - but all it took was a 
few strokes of Paul's pen to predate a passport and perhaps save a life…a small action but 
one of great personal risk.6   
 What gave Paul the courage to do this?  His family and his faith formed him…a 
faith grounded in the ways of God.  The faith he learned at home would not let him ignore 
the heartbreaking scenes he saw.  Because he was formed by the ways of God he had to 
act.  He had to do the true thing.    

6 
 A sermon is not exactly a graduation speech.  But for today, perhaps you can think 
of these words of mine as a close cousin.  And, perhaps, you can hear the words of the 
psalmist as your charge…   
 You will know happiness when your delight is in the law of the Lord…  Do so and 
you will not often be guilty of double talk…  Instead, you will want to choose life - whole, 
abundant life - by being connected to the ways of God…  And because of that choice, it 
will be as if you are trees planted by streams of water, yielding lush fruit in due season.  
You will be called oaks of righteousness, the planting of the Lord…  Amen. 
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