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Title: Two Ways…Choose One
Text: Psalm 1

Let us pray. Gracious and merciful God, our hearts are grateful that you have given to us the 
treasure of your word that speaks to us of the right and blessed way to live. Let our hearts and 
minds be open to this word today that we might ever walk in your ways and witness to your truth. 
This we ask through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 

Despite what you may think, it is not we who live north of the 49th parallel who are 
guaranteed the right to pursue happiness. No, it is citizens of the United States whose Declaration 
of Independence from Great Britain supposedly guaranteed them the right to life, liberty and the 
pursuit of happiness. Nor are we guaranteed the equally famous rights of the citizens of France to 
liberty, equality, fraternity. No, in what can only be admitted as a typically Canadian inoffensive 
and even bland declaration, our federal government was committed by the British North America 
act of 1867 to peace, order and good government. There’s a phrase to warm the blood of any 
patriotic Canadian in the midst of February! Perhaps not. 

Even so, the opening words of Psalm 1 attracts the attention even of Canadians…happy are 
those, or as other versions put it Blessed is the one. Psalm 1 has two jobs. The one, which we will 
not look at today is to be an introduction to the whole of the Psalms, to what has been called 
Israel’s worship book. The second job, which is our subject for today, is offer those who hear or 
read these words a simple and stark choice between two ways, the way of the righteous and the 
way of the wicked. 

What we are going to find is that Psalm 1 is not an isolated text in the Bible. We will see that 
the author of Deuteronomy also presented a choice between two ways. Two ways is also gospel; 
Jesus was not shy about asking those who heard him or heard about him to make the choice 
between a way that leads to God and a way that leads away from God. But we will also discover 
the way in which this choice is presented sticks in the throat of most North Americans; the Bible’s 
message is happy are those who are God-centred. Our culture’s message is happy are those who 
are self-centred. Oh yes, Psalm 1 is not incorporated into our lives without a spiritual struggle. 
We’ll talk a bit about that also. 

Let’s take a look at how the poet of this psalm describes the happy or blessed person. Verse 
one of our text is about what the happy do not do. I think here we find something of a penetrating 
insight into human nature and into what faithful people deal with in just about any time and place. 
You see the progression in that verse—follow advice, take the path, sit with. Here’s an example that 
came to mind from my own life, almost fifty years ago. Some of you will remember when 
Dominion Stores were one of the big players in the grocery business in Ontario. While at university 
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I had summer jobs with the Dominion Store in Barrie. One summer I worked the night crew. There 
were many benefits: a clean shave was not necessary, no one cared if your shirt had a collar or not 
and you could steal food. Now that last benefit was not recognized by the management of the 
store, and every employee including me knew that it was wrong to steal food. But if you remember 
Dominion Stores, you may also remember a line of upscale products they carried called Women’s 
Bakery. One of their products was a cream-filled pastry called Mille-Feuille. Early on in my night 
crew career I noticed one of the my fellow employees helping himself to a bakery item. To make a 
long story short, I embarrassed to say I fell into the trap, others were doing it, why not me? 

The psalmist in a poetic way is telling us how easy it is to fall into the trap. One day you’re 
listening to advice, the next you’re taking the wrong path, soon your companionship is with the 
wicked. Scholars are divided on how we ought to read what seems to be a sense of progression in 
evil in this first verse of the psalm. But the great Baptist preacher of a few generations ago, Charles 
Spurgeon, thought there was a word of warning in the identification of the wicked and then 
sinners and then scoffers. He said, “When men are living in sin they go from bad to worse. At first 
they merely walk in the counsel of the careless and ungodly, who forget God—the evil is rather 
practical than habitual—but after that, they become habituated to evil, and they stand in the way of 
open sinners who willfully violate God’s commandments; and if let alone, they go one step further, 
and become themselves pestilent teachers and tempters of others, and thus they sit in the seat of 
the scornful. They have taken their degree in vice, and as true Doctors of Damnation they are 
installed.” I agree the language is antiquated, but I think he makes the point that there is danger in 
thinking that if one is attempting to live a righteous life, it will not matter if you surround yourself 
with wicked influences. It does matter!

But their delight is in the law of the LORD, and on his law they meditate day and night (Psalm 1:2). In 
verses two and three of our text the poet turns to the positive side of the coin. He begins with what 
the happy or blessed person does not do; in this verse he gives us not actions to avoid but those to 
take. Delight in the law—now there’s a concept destined for the scrap heap of ideas; be honest now, 
who takes delight in the law. For the past two years plus, who of us waited with a bottle of 
champagne to toast the latest restrictions on our freedoms? Did any of you? I heard the premier in 
January—“I hate these restrictions, but I’m following the advice of the scientists.” C. S. Lewis 
confessed that when he first read of this idea of delighting in the law he found it to be “utterly 
bewildering.” He said he could understand how one could delight in God’s mercies or God’s 
attributes but not how one could delight in the law. But then with mature spiritual insight Lewis 
said this: “The Law’s beauty, sweetness or preciousness, arose from the contrast of the surrounding 
Paganism, we may soon find occasion to recover it. Christians increasingly live on a spiritual 
island.” Lewis made that observation more than 60 years ago. That spiritual island has not become 
any larger, I can assure you of that. So how would we deepen our delight in the law of the Lord? 

One of the things we need do is change our perspective. For ten years, from ‘81 to ‘91 I was the 
pastor of Temple Baptist Church in Windsor. You might be surprised to hear me say this but I loved 
living just on the other side of the river from Detroit, Michigan. In addition to ball games at Tiger 
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Stadium there were many spiritually enriching opportunities for clergy, one of which was the 
annual Brotherhood Lecture at Temple Beth El in Bloomington Hills. An insight I remember from 
one year was a rabbi who told us the Ten Commandments ought to be understood as God saying 
to us “here are ten opportunities to follow my will and purposes. “Now, I think we can take delight 
in the will and purposes of God. I like how one author expressed this change of perspective: 
“obedience to God’s law was not a slavish servant-to-master duty but more like a response to a 
magnet pulling one toward the source of life’s true fulfillment.” 

Let me suggest an image. Most of us learned to ride a two-wheeled bicycle as children. 
Perhaps we started with training wheels; they were then removed but before we got to riding 
along without a care, an older brother or a parent walked and then trotted and ran beside us with a 
hand on the seat keeping us balanced on the way to adding that particular skill to our resume. 
That’s what the law does; it guides us, keeps us upright, prevents us from crashing. It is something 
in which we can delight. Part of that delight is to mull it over. Meditate is a good translation, but 
remember silent reading is a relatively new phenomenon; no need to keep saying things to yourself 
when all you need do is go to the shelf and pull out the book one more time. Not so in the ancient 
world. In the synagogue one would hear the word read from a prophet or a poet and to keep it 
within the soul you would repeat it again and again, you would murmur the word, mutter the 
word, you would memorize and ponder the word. And friends, if you are not doing that as part of 
your spiritual life, then you need to start. I am sure Dr. Jim would agree with me!

Verse three of our text tells us more about the happiness of the person whose delight is in the 
law of the Lord. 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 (Psalm 1:3). Within easy walking distance of 
our house is a green space that includes a creek; my understanding of city policy is that nature will 
be allowed to take its course. In other words, there are trees, shrubs, grasses, weeds, wild flowers, 
dead trees, fallen over trees, it’s all there in some sort of glory, I suppose. But Ontario is a place of a 
abundant rain and snow, we don’t worry much about the vegetation. 

This is not the case in Palestine; the dry season is the parched season. Creeks and rivers dry 
up. What is imagined by the poet of Psalm 1 is a tree that has begun to grow and which looks as if 
it could be nurtured toward a long and fruitful life; this tree is transplanted to grow beside an 
irrigation ditch which has been created for the very purpose of keeping such trees alive. A 
transplanted tree implies one thing in particular, and that is a gardener. No tree that I have ever 
heard of takes itself from a place dependent on the seasonal rains to a place where the water 
supply is guaranteed. That is only done by a gardener. 

In the spiritual life, God is the gardener. It is God who offers to us the guidance and care and 
grace of the law. Our Saviour also used the image of water when he spoke to that Samaritan 
woman at Jacob’s well. Jesus spoke to the woman about living water: “The water that I will give will 
become in them a spring of water gushing up to eternal life” (John 4:14b). The emphasis here again is on 
the grace, the gift-nature of what God does. We do not transplant ourselves; it is God through our 
Saviour who gives us the opportunity to delight in God’s ways and so prosper. 
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You, of course, prosper in all that you do. Is that right? If it is you need to be the preacher, not 
me. Life is more complicated than that. But I would like us to see this promise in the context in 
which it is presented. Our poet is talking about the spiritual life. Notice what happens to those 
transplanted trees. This is not a scene from a Harry Potter movie. These are not trees somehow 
bewitched; they yield their fruit in its season. But their leaves do not wither. In other words these trees 
are transplanted so that they will continue to live, but these trees will fruit at the right time. One of 
the silly things that I can point to as having changed in my lifetime is the availability of raspberries. 
Do you remember those long ago days of depravation when raspberries were available for about 
two weeks in mid to late July? And that was it? I have become quite used to having raspberries 
with my shredded wheat every day. I know how phoney this is. Raspberries cannot be harvested in 
Ontario in February!

Friends, in our spiritual lives, God will allow us to be fruitful, to produce a spiritual harvest in 
God’s time, when it is right. Our heavenly gardener has transplanted us so that we will be 
spiritually alive at all times as we delight in his law; and there will be seasons when our lives will 
prosper, they will bear fruit. Make living in harmony with God’s will and purposes your delight 
and your spiritual life will prosper according to God’s sovereign will for you. Trust in him. 

If the righteous are like transplanted trees, then the wicked are like chaff blown by the wind.  
The picture here is of a threshing floor at the time of the grain harvest. The threshing floors of 
Palestine were on hills that could catch the best breezes. Grain is brought to them, is crushed by 
animals or by threshing instruments that are drawn over it, then it is pitched high into the air 
where the wind blows the chaff away. The heavier grain falls back to the threshing floor and is 
collected. The chaff is scattered or burned. 

Many moderns are not comfortable with the sort of language used and the images presented 
in verses four and five of our text. I want to suggest an interpretation to you that suggests this idea 
of judgement, and indeed the way in which the wicked are portrayed is simply an admission of 
God permitting us to aim our lives away from him. 

Look at the contrasting images: a growing, fruitful tree and the chaff left over after threshing 
the wheat. One of those images is of life and usefulness to God; the other is of death and 
dysfunction. God is not dismissing the life of the wicked person. God is saying that the choice 
which the wicked person has made, turning his or her life away from the will and purposes of 
God, that choice has made the person little more than a waste product in the kingdom of God. I 
recognize how harsh that sounds, but I think scripture tells us that God is prepared to let us make 
this choice between the way of the righteous and the way of the wicked. 

The key difference between these two ways, I believe, is what I would call their point of 
reference. John Stott says, the truly happy people look for guidance for their daily conduct “not to 
public opinion, the unreliable fashions of the godless world, but to the revealed Word of God, in 
which they delight and meditate.” In other words, their point of reference is a selfless one, it is in 
the instruction, the opportunities to do God’s will, which God has graciously provided for us. The 
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point of reference for the wicked is within, ego-driven, it is all about one’s own self. If our 
following of God is to have any true meaning, then turning one’s back on God must also be 
possible. 

C. S. Lewis put it this way: “I willingly believe that the damned are, in one sense, successful, 
rebels to the end; that the doors of hell are locked on the inside. I do not mean that the ghosts may 
not wish to come out of hell, in the vague fashion wherein an envious man ‘wishes’ to be happy: 
but they certainly do not will even the first preliminary stages of that self-abandonment through 
which alone the soul can reach any good. They enjoy forever the horrible freedom they have 
demanded, and are therefore self-enslaved: just as the blessed, forever submitting to obedience, 
become through all eternity more and more free.” 

Psalm 1 finishes with a summary statement: for the LORD watches over the way of the righteous, 
but the way of the wicked will perish (Psalm 1:6). The poet of this psalm wants one more time to draw 
the distinction between the life-giving ways of God and the despair that comes from ignoring who 
God is and what God wants. 

This is a theme that can be found throughout the word of God. When Moses summarized 
God’s teaching for his people, it comes down to a choice. I call heaven and earth to witness against you 
today that I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses. Choose life so that you and your 
descendants may live… (Deuteronomy 30:19). 

Jesus also talks about the choice that faces humans. In Matthew’s gospel, as the Sermon on the 
Mount draws to its conclusion, Jesus talks about the choice to be made: “Enter through the narrow 
gate; for the gate is wide and the road is easy that leads to destruction, and there are many who take it. For 
the gate is narrow and the road is hard that leads to life, and there are few who find it” (Matthew 7:13, 14).

There is an insight in the last verse of our text that can be missed in the NRSV translation. This 
translation tells us the Lord watches over the way of the righteous. And certainly that is true. Other 
translations tells us the Lord knows the way of the righteous. Both translations are correct but in the 
original what is meant to be communicated is not simply that the Lord is aware of the righteous, 
but that the Lord knows us through a personal relationship and loving concern. There friends, I 
think is the choice. Blessed are you if the will and purposes of the Lord are your delight; blessed 
are you because the God who gives us opportunity to be within that will watches over us, because 
it is only those who delight in God who welcome this watching over. 

One last thing: the choice is also expressed by the poet in the way he writes the psalm. Look at 
the first and last word of Psalm 1. Happy…perish. Which way are you going to take? 

Let us pray. O God, make us teachable people, glad to learn your blessed recipe for life. Make 
us humble enough to think we actually have something to learn from your Word. Then let us 
delight in your sound instruction and mull it over. Help us then to live faithfully and effectively 
within your world. We pray in Jesus’ name. Amen.

 of 5 5

Slide #6

Slide #7


