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O n e

The Blessed Life

Shopping in the craft markets in Montego Bay, Jamaica, can be 
a chore. You step into the marketplace, and you are quickly bar-

raged by kindly yet persistent shopkeepers desperate to show you 
their wares. Their livelihood depends on getting shoppers—mostly 
tourists—to spend money on their jewelry, their Jamaica-branded 
clothes, or a Bob Marley or Usain Bolt memento. Because the need 
is so great for these hardworking people to make enough money to 
subsist, they can be, without really meaning to be, irritating. 

I have been fortunate enough to visit Jamaica on mission trips 
with high school students about a dozen times over the past decade 
and a half, so I’ve been able to observe Jamaican life up close. I 
understand the pressures these shopkeepers face every day to feed 
their families.

In the Harbor Street Craft Market near the water’s edge of 
Montego Bay is a shopkeeper I try to visit every time I’m on a mis-
sion trip to Jamaica. His name is Roy, and he is an encouragement 
to me. His life is hard as he ekes out a living by carving animals 
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out of wood and then trying to sell them for a tiny profit in his 
shop. 

Yet despite the disadvantages he faces, when I visit with him, 
he always tells me how blessed he is. He points happily to his open 
Bible on his shelf, usually mentioning that he has already been 
reading it that day. He also points out his well-used copy of Our 
Daily Bread. 

It’s hot in Roy’s little stall. Often unbearably so. He dabs his 
brow with a dirty cloth he also uses to wipe down his carvings. It’s 
dusty in there from the sanding he does on his carvings and from 
the questionable city air that settles on his sales tables. There is 
nothing about his shop that suggests happiness and blessing.

Nothing but Roy.
He smiles as he talks to me about the joy he has because of 

Jesus. It is the ready smile of the truly happy.
I always buy a carving from Roy. The last time, it was a fish I 

didn’t need but now sits proudly in my home office as a reminder 
of a man who has little but Jesus yet makes it clear to his visitors 
that his life is blessed.

We are sometimes a little confused about what it means to be 
blessed—what a blessed life looks like. What the result of blessed-
ness really is.

Some would not think of Roy as blessed, because he isn’t sur-
rounded by the trappings we often associate with God’s blessing: 
riches, a prestigious job, a nice home with a plush lawn and a cou-
ple of late-model cars in the garage—fill in the blank with what 
you think a blessed person should have if he or she seems to have 
earned that label. 

However, as we turn our attention to the Psalms life, and as we 
examine what this amazing book tells us about how to live, we 
might be in for a bit of a surprise in the blessed category. 
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The blessedness displayed by the writers of the psalms is not 
connected to cultures, to demographics, or to any of the other 
measuring sticks we use. It has nothing to do with having 250 
channels on cable, getting a good return on your tithe, having 
a smoking-hot spouse, or living a trouble-free life. In fact, if we 
were to stick to the Psalms in our search for blessedness, we would 
probably laugh out loud at the commonly held idea that the person 
God blesses is exemplified by someone living in a Western country 
and basking in an upper-middle-class lifestyle.

Instead we would find that being blessed has strictly spiritual 
connotations and that true blessedness is available to the poorest 
of the poor. There is pure joy and hope in the blessed life, and we 
could place the label “blessed” on the heart of an elderly woman 
caring for her AIDS-orphaned grandchildren in a hut in Uganda 
just as easily as we could place it on the heart of an affluent busi-
nessman living with his wife, two kids, and a dog in Wheaton, 
Illinois.

Let’s test this out and see what really happens to a person the 
writers of the psalms tell us is blessed.

• Who is blessed? A sinner—a violator of God’s standards—who 
has been forgiven by God. “Blessed is the one whose transgressions 
are forgiven,” David proclaims in Psalm 32:1. Here’s a guy who 
should know. David was guilty—before God, before everyone in 
Israel, and before us too (because the Bible spilled the beans on 
him)—of two of the nastiest sins we can think of: adultery and 
murder. He committed sexual sin in the most blatant of ways, and 
then he tried to cover it up by killing his victim’s husband.

Some king he was turning out to be! 
But God had anointed him to fill that position. He had pro-

tected him from the wrath of his predecessor, Saul. He had allowed 
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him to live in a big palace in Jerusalem. And this is how David says 
thanks: he breaks 40 percent of the Ten Commandments (he also 
lied, and he coveted as part of the whole Bathsheba scandal). Yet 
here David is, writing God-inspired words that become part of the 
Bible, telling us there is a way for sinners to be blessed!

It wasn’t the wealth the king enjoyed that put him in the cate-
gory of the blessed; it was his confession of his onerous sins before 
a holy God that would earn him that title.

If a wife-stealing, husband-killing, selfish king can end up being 
blessed, surely there’s hope for the rest of us!

Sure, we’d all like to think of being blessed by God as something 
that will fatten our bank account or give us adoring children, but 
it is so much more important than that. It is the freedom, the joy, 
the relief, and the exhilaration of knowing that God has said to us, 
in effect, “I saw what you did there. I know you sinned against me. 
But I heard your confession, and I forgive you! I have taken your 
sin—your dark, horrible, ugly sin that I can’t stand—and I have 
tossed it into the Mariana Trench.” (See Google for the trench 
comment and Micah 7:19 for the rest.)

Miraculously, because of God’s grace and forgiveness, we who 
are as guilty as, well, sin can walk through life free of sin’s punish-
ment (if not its consequences) and eventually enter God’s presence 
in heaven. David’s amazingly helpful testimonial on this is found 
in the second verse of Psalm 32: “Blessed is the one whose sin the 
Lord does not count against them.” In the most wonderful and 
surprising transaction known to man, God’s forgiveness pours the 
comfort of blessedness over the heart of the sinner who repents. 
Spirit-lifting forgiveness replaces the unbearable burden of guilt 
that weighs us down and saps us of joy. And as an added bonus, 
God’s astounding graciousness means we sinners can become peo-
ple “in whose spirit is no deceit” (v. 2).
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How good is this blessedness? What does it feel like?
It’s the feeling of freedom where fear once reigned. It is discov-

ering a joy that replaces guilt. It is restoration where before there 
was only despair.

Think of the story of Joseph in Genesis 37–47 in the Old 
Testament. His brothers, who hated their father’s favorite son so 
much that they wanted to kill him, opted instead for the less grue-
some but truly disgusting “sell him into slavery” scheme. Then 
they washed their hands of this horrible crime against their own 
kin, and they sauntered on through the next several years of their 
lives, living a lie. It was a lie so bad, they nearly killed their father 
with grief.

Fast-forward a bit, and the boys end up getting deep into some 
hot water in Egypt. They had journeyed there to get a supply of 
food during a famine, but they found themselves on the wrong 
end of the law. They could easily have been put to death by the rul-
ing forces for allegedly stealing from their Egyptian hosts. 

Then, of all the bad luck, it turns out that the ruler who held 
their destiny in his hands was their very own brother—their 
wronged, sold, hated, and out-of-sight, out-of-mind brother. It 
would not have been surprising if Joseph had dispatched the whole 
lot of them to rot in prison for what they did to him.

Imagine the fear in the brothers’ hearts as they saw their future 
crumble before them. Imagine how they must have regretted their 
long-ago decisions. Imagine how they must have been sure the 
book was about to be thrown at them. Their sorry scheme had 
come back to haunt them, and there was no way to escape punish-
ment. “They were terrified at his presence,” Genesis 45:3 tells us.

But then Joseph, gracious ruler that he was, forgave the entire 
bunch of them and blessed them with lands and privilege and free-
dom. Because godly Joseph knew about grace and knew how to 
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bestow it on others, the brothers’ fate went from probable jail and 
trouble to palpable joy and triumph.

That is how good the blessedness of human forgiveness feels! 
That’s a picture of the kind of blessedness David is trying to 

describe in Psalm 32:1–2 as he speaks of God’s forgiveness.
It’s no secret that we have all sinned. We are all in league with 

David and on the outs with God. But here’s where it gets good. 
Here comes the blessing. God, in His astounding love for us, has 
made it abundantly simple for us to have our transgressions for-
given—to be blessed when we should be cursed.

For us, on this side of the Old Testament, Jesus’s death, burial, 
and resurrection opened up this gift of forgiveness—the astonish-
ingly peaceful existence of one who has had the threat of condem-
nation turned into the matchless blessing of the forgiven. 

Who is blessed? The forgiven sinner!

• Who is blessed? Someone who refuses to trust in politics, in the 
stock market, in the government, in his or her own talents, skills, or 
good looks, in science, in religion, in education, or in any other man-
made provision or scheme and instead trusts in the Lord. In another 
part of the Psalms, David says this: “Blessed is the one who trusts 
in the Lord, who does not look to the proud, to those who turn 
aside to false gods” (Psalm 40:4, emphasis added).

This is not a popular stance to take in modern society. If you 
were to make it known to people (not counting church folk, who 
we hope would be with you on this) that you were placing all of 
your expectations for life and happiness on capital-G God, many 
would find that idea odd. 

To trust in the Lord as David described is getting more counter-
cultural by the day. Commenting on the internet that you believe 
in God in a real and practical way (by saying, for example, that 
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you really, truly trust Him) may put you in the crosshairs of trolls, 
but if you know what’s good for you, that’s okay. It’s okay because 
the more important thing to consider is that your trust gets you 
the Lord’s blessing. And who wouldn’t trade a snide remark from 
a skeptic for a divine blessing from God?

Let’s dig into this a little more by going to Psalm 71. This is a 
good place to visit when examining the blessedness of trusting 
God. This psalm was written by an older writer—someone who is 
having a Throwback Thursday moment by reflecting on the person 
who trusts in the Lord. 

Here we see the result of what Psalm 40:4 is suggesting. We see 
how leaning expectantly on God’s goodness instead of relying on 
this world’s empty promises plays itself out.

Begin at Psalm 71:5–6 and marvel at what we can learn from an 
old man reliving his trust-life: “You have been my hope, Sovereign 
Lord, my confidence since my youth. From birth I have relied on 
you; you brought me forth from my mother’s womb. I will ever 
praise you.”

Sometimes we hear of a government attempting to give its cit-
izens “cradle to grave” care. Whether or not that strikes a chord 
with you (let’s not get political here), there is something comfort-
ing about someone having your back from the beginning to the 
end.

That is total trust—and that is what the writer of Psalm 71 finds 
to bring blessing as he relies on God throughout his life. 

Year after year after year, he realizes, his life was in God’s hands. 
As he arrives at this late stage of his life, he turns back to his 
Provider and says (as he has said his entire life), “I will ever praise 
you.” As you read on in this psalm, you get to verses 9 through 
13, which are typical of certain psalms, especially the ones we call 
“lament psalms.” The writer here points out the problems brought 
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on by those who do not support his godly stance. He talks of 
accusers and those who pursue him and those who want to harm 
him. This sounds a little twenty-first-century-ish, doesn’t it, as we 
grow more and more alarmed with the seeming insecurity of our 
lives in an age of terror threats and random acts of violence.

But the writer does exactly what we need to do. He extricates 
himself from this “worst-case scenario” thinking by returning to 
his trust in God. He reimmerses himself in God’s promised good-
ness and protection, and he lands where we all want to go: the 
realm of blessedness. Reading verses 17 through 24 in this chap-
ter refocuses us on the goodness, righteousness, and comfort God 
provides. It reminds us why it is both wise and right to trust in 
Him.

Since my youth, God, you have taught me,
 and to this day I declare your marvelous deeds.
Even when I am old and gray,
 do not forsake me, my God,
till I declare your power to the next generation,
 your mighty acts to all who are to come.

Your righteousness, God, reaches to the heavens,
 you who have done great things. 
 Who is like you, God?
Though you have made me see troubles,
 many and bitter,
 you will restore my life again;
from the depths of the earth
 you will again bring me up.
You will increase my honor
 and comfort me once more.
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I will praise you with the harp
 for your faithfulness, my God;
I will sing praise to you with the lyre,
 Holy One of Israel.
My lips will shout for joy
 when I sing praise to you—
 I whom you have delivered.
My tongue will tell of your righteous acts
 all day long,
for those who wanted to harm me
 have been put to shame and confusion.

—Psalm 71:17–24

Think of a person you trust. I’m going to go with my wife on 
this one. While we may not always see eye-to-eye on everything 
(which I think mirrors the reality of an authentic relationship with 
God), I know that I can trust her to act in a way that is to our 
mutual benefit. I can trust that her word is true and her motive is 
to do the right thing. 

I never have to wonder about her allegiance to our family, her 
concern for me, or her desire to bring good to me, our kids, and 
our grandchildren. It is always wise and right to trust her.

That’s a picture of human trust.
And that’s a little window into how the Psalm 71 psalmist saw 

his God-trust. Look at a couple of specifics.
1. “You have taught me” (v. 17).
Who does not have a favorite teacher in life? We value greatly one 

who can impart knowledge to us, trusting that person because he or 
she always points us in the direction of knowledge, which leads to 
wisdom. To be in the presence of one who not only conveys infor-
mation but helps us learn—who teaches us—is a blessing indeed. 
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And no one is better at that than our God. He teaches us 
through His Word, through the work of His Spirit, and through 
the life experiences He guides us in. 

In our busy, complicated world, we sometimes find it hard to sit 
at Jesus’s feet and allow Him to teach us. We “go all Martha” on 
the Lord and work ourselves right out of the opportunity to learn 
from Him. 

If that’s been happening to you, perhaps it would be good to 
carve out some “Teacher Jesus” time, allowing yourself opportu-
nities to examine the Gospels and listen to what He is telling you 
through His words and His life. 

Imagine how blessed our days become when we invite Jesus to 
be an integral part of them.

2. “I declare your marvelous deeds” (v. 17).
What happens once we learn the things Jesus wants to teach us? 

We want to share what we’ve learned with others.
There are many ways we can demonstrate God’s marvelous 

deeds to others as part of the blessed life. 
We do so every time we are the one at the office who refuses to 

bad-talk the boss and undermine his authority.
We declare the difference God’s marvelous deeds have made 

in our lives when we unexpectedly offer to help a neighbor with a 
clear need.

We remind others that our lives are about Someone much big-
ger than us when we respect our children’s teachers, speak respect-
fully of leaders even if we disagree with them, and are kind to the 
clerks and salespeople we encounter at the stores and restaurants 
we frequent.

Declaring God’s marvelous deeds happens when we show oth-
ers that we trust God with our lives, and it happens when we 
demonstrate what the blessed life looks like. These examples of 
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unrelenting belief that God is our hope and strength might even 
cause our friends to wonder whether they might want to try it out 
in their own lives.

• Who is blessed? Someone who fears the Lord. Now, it’s pretty 
much standard-issue wisdom that no one likes to live in fear. It 
is not good to step into the batter’s box with fear in your heart 
regarding the pitcher’s control of his ninety-five-mile-per-hour 
fastball. No one wants to go to bed at night and turn out the 
lights fearful that someone might break into the house. There 
is no joy in a family when the kids and one spouse live in fear 
of what will happen when the other spouse comes home ready 
to lash out at them either physically or verbally. What employee 
wants to walk into a workplace afraid of being hit with abusive 
words or demands or even a job termination from an unscrupu-
lous boss?

So how in the name of all that is normal and natural can a God 
follower be blessed if he or she fears the Lord? Where is the bless-
ing in cowering before the most awesome being in the universe? 

Doesn’t this sound like the Force is not with us?
Indeed it might, if we didn’t know where to turn for a great 

definition of what it means to fear the Lord. And that does not 
mean we turn to Merriam-Webster’s. We turn right back to the 
Psalms, and we again learn from our teacher David. We listen to 
him as he instructs us clearly.

Look at the amazing clarity of Psalm 34:11. David says, “Come, 
my children, listen to me; I will teach you the fear of the Lord.” 
Then David puts on his teacher hat and explains. 

To fear the Lord: love life and desire good days (v. 12).
To fear the Lord: keep your tongue away from evil; speak no lies 

(v. 13).
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To fear the Lord: turn your back on evil and “spend your time in 
doing good” (v. 14 tlb). 

Adopting a healthy life attitude, using gracious speech, reject-
ing evil, and taking the time to do good things are all actions that 
tell the people around us that we know God, that we know His 
standards, and that we have enough healthy awe of our heavenly 
Father to honor Him with our behavior. 

That’s definitely a different approach from what the word fear 
would normally suggest!

Nelson’s NKJV Study Bible suggests this definition for a proper 
fear of God: “The fear of God is an attitude of respect, a response 
of reverence and wonder. It is the only appropriate response to our 
Creator and Redeemer.” Among the most respectful ways we show 
God we love Him is to examine His Word and find how He wants 
us to live, and then to live by those guidelines.

• Who is blessed? The one who does not get sidetracked by the 
ungodly but delights in God’s Word. If there is a fundamental source of 
truth that informs the entire long, delightful, and challenging book 
of Psalms, it could very well be Psalm 1. In addition, the basis for all 
that has been said about the Psalms life so far is found in the two 
practical and informative principles that dominate the first chapter.

Blessed is the one
 who does not walk in step with the wicked
or stand in the way that sinners take
 or sit in the company of mockers,
but whose delight is in the law of the Lord,
 and who meditates on his law day and night.
That person is like a tree planted by streams of water,
 which yields its fruit in season
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and whose leaf does not wither—
 whatever they do prospers.

Not so the wicked!
 They are like chaff
 that the wind blows away.
Therefore the wicked will not stand in the judgment,
 nor sinners in the assembly of the righteous.

For the Lord watches over the way of the righteous,
 but the way of the wicked leads to destruction.

—Psalm 1

There is a battle going on in society today. It’s not a new con-
flict, because it has been around as far back as Cain and Abel. 

But today this battle seems to have intensified as we watch the 
division between faith and nonfaith become clearer—and wider. 
In American society especially, there seems to be a concerted effort 
to separate people who have historic Christian faith from those 
who dismiss it as mythical or irrelevant or phony. We see this idea 
presented often when a topic regarding Christianity is brought up 
in a news story, for example, and the reaction is to suggest that even 
the idea of trusting in a God is an indication of mental imbalance.

This situation seems ironic as we consider the psalmist’s view 
of life versus the secular view of twenty-first-century existence. 
The writer of Psalm 1 chose, through the guidance of the Holy 
Spirit, to designate the godly—those who avoid the influence of 
the ungodly—as blessed. As happy.

Yet being happy is also the unyielding goal of the people who 
this passage suggests are not to influence the godly. Let’s see if I 
can explain what this means.
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I recall talking with my now-married daughters back in the 
days when they were in college and working at places like depart-
ment stores and grocery stores during the summer. They told me 
that invariably their conversations with their young coworkers 
would gravitate toward lifestyle—namely, partying and all that 
goes with it. 

When my daughters would explain that as Christians, they 
didn’t partake in some of the activities that made their coworkers’ 
weekends exciting to them, the question came back to my girls: 
“So what does a Christian do for fun?”

To be happy, according to many who value their non-God- 
directed lives, is to engage in drunkenness, sexual activity before 
marriage, and other actions expressly forbidden by Scripture. 
Those folks listened in disbelief when they were told by their 
Christ-following friends that happiness comes from something as 
unfun as delighting in the law of the Lord.

What the ungodly think makes them happy is just what the 
godly are told to stay away from in order to be happy. 

Therefore it is logical that this passage begins, in verse  1, by 
explaining three ways for the person who hopes for blessing to 
avoid being influenced by those who seek purpose in life outside 
the realm of godliness. 

1. The blessed person does not walk in the counsel of the wicked. 
This has to do with whose advice one listens to. The person who 
wants God’s blessing doesn’t follow the suggestions and lifestyle 
recommendations of those who do not follow God’s Word. Clearly, 
this does not mean that the blessed are to have nothing to do with 
the unredeemed. That is impossible for the believer and the unbe-
liever as they share a common existence, and the New Testament 
is clear that Christians are expected to have a positive influence on 
those who don’t have faith in Jesus. But what it does mean is that 
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in questions that relate to godliness and Christian worldview—in 
setting up a philosophy or way of life—the believer who does not 
let the unbeliever influence him toward wrong thinking is indeed 
blessed. 

How difficult this has become in an increasingly secular world. 
The ear of many a believer has been captured not by words and 
teachings of Scripture but by thinkers and newsmakers who pos-
sess a naturalistic worldview—one that takes a creator God out of 
the equation and replaces Him with random chance.

When this happens—when we take the counsel of the 
sweet-sounding godless thinker over the unaltered truth of 
Scripture—we miss out on the blessedness promised in this 
psalm.

2. The blessed person does not stand in the way of the wicked. 
The sinner mentioned in this passage has willfully chosen a life 
that is contrary to God’s plan. It is not good for the follower of 
God to hang out with this person in a way that could lead him or 
her to a conclusion that runs against God’s revealed Word. This 
means avoiding agreement with them in any matters that relate to 
ungodly thinking, living, or behavior.

3. The blessed person does not sit in the seat of the scorner. This can 
be a tough principle to follow for those who are forced at work or 
at school to listen to the teaching of one who stands opposed to 
God’s standards. In those situations—where the believer doesn’t 
have a choice but to hear atheism or anticreationism proclaimed—
it is vital to understand the threat of negative influence. 

It takes a special strength and a solid foundation in biblical 
thinking to sit under the teaching, for example, of a college pro-
fessor who lets the class know that he or she opposes godliness 
and Christian principles and not be swayed toward those unbib-
lical views. This could be a place for accountability with a fellow 
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believer—someone you can debrief with regarding what you are 
being taught. Perhaps you need someone who can guide you back 
on track if your thinking begins to derail.

On the other hand, when there’s a choice between sitting in 
the seat of the scornful and avoiding that position altogether, how 
important it is that we run from the threat. One example of this 
would be the options we have regarding what kind of media we 
consume. Wouldn’t it seem advantageous to thoughtfully avoid 
the possibility of being brainwashed by an ungodly philosophy in 
a TV program or song or movie or website?  

God’s blessing is a wonderful thing, but it sometimes requires 
us to make hard decisions about who or what influences us.

• Who is blessed? The one who delights in God’s law and medi-
tates on it.

The lunch break at work is a thirty-minute oasis from the daily 
grind. For that half hour, employees get to do what they really love 
doing—and for most of them, that includes eating. But some take 
delight in doing other things as well. Perhaps they love playing 
board games, so they get a few friends together for a quick compe-
tition. Others love to soak up the sun, so they go outside to catch 
rays. Others delight in cracking open the web and catching up 
with Facebook happenings. I enjoy going online to read the news 
of the day from my favorite island nation, Jamaica.

We do what brings us delight, even if it is for just 1,800 seconds.
That’s why I’m impressed with Ted. Every day when I see him 

during lunchtime at work, he is munching a sandwich and reading 
the Bible. Ted clearly delights in opening God’s Word and seeing 
what nuggets he can mine in his short break period. 

To me, Ted exemplifies delighting in God’s Word. He is not 
reading it because he has to or to prepare a lesson or even write a 
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book. He is poring over it while pouring his second cup of coffee 
because he wants to. Ted is blessed!

When we find it delightful to open up our copies of Scripture 
and meditate on its grand teachings, God smiles on us. He is 
happy with us. We are blessed.

Twice blessed, actually. Blessed because of God’s approval and 
blessed because of God’s teachings and His story as spelled out in 
the Bible’s thirty-one thousand verses.

The book of Psalms is a doorway to the blessed life. It opens 
with a call for us to use God’s Word—not people—as our guide. 
It later reminds us of the necessity of seeking forgiveness of our 
sins. It challenges us to have a righteous and right fear of the Lord. 
And it explains the importance of trusting nothing in life as much 
as we trust our God. 

Those are the elements that lead to true happiness—true bless-
edness before God as we exist in a world that doesn’t think too 
highly of either our faith or our heavenly Father. As we work our 
way through what can be called the Psalms life, let’s start there. 
Let’s incorporate these valuable principles into our everyday exis-
tence and then bask in the blessedness God offers.


