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A. During many funeral services, someone will rise to offer a eulogy, literally, a “good word,” remembering and commending the departed. This is often a daunting task. How do you sum up a person’s life in a few minutes? What can you say, beyond reciting a list of pertinent dates and facts and special occasions? Someone’s life is much more complex and includes a flood of mixed memories of successes and failures, highs and lows.


God himself supplies a divine summary of David’s life here in the last four chapters of Second Samuel. Last time we noted the chiastic structure of these chapters: six parts paired off: 1 and 6, 2 and 5, and 3 and 4. The first and last speak of disasters that occurred during David’s reign. The second and fifth of great warriors who served him. And the middle section, the third and fourth contain poems written by the king. 

One scholar summarizes the pattern in these terms: “These chapters present Israel’s greatest king as a man who both inherited problems from his predecessor and created them for himself [first and last sections]; who fought and achieved his victories with the help of many who are celebrated here [second and fifth sections]; and whose joy and strength was from his God, whom he praised with total abandon because everything he was and everything he had achieved was to be attributed to the faithful Lord God of Israel [third and fourth sections].” (Baldwyn, p. 283)

 B. This lengthy song here in chapter 22 is also recorded in Psalm 18, with only minor variations. The superscription to Psalm 18 reads in part: “A Psalm of David, the servant of the LORD, who addressed the words of this song to the LORD on the day when the LORD rescued him from the hand of all his enemies, and from the hand of Saul.” It is a psalm of praise and thanksgiving, even if the precise occasion cannot be discerned. Incidentally, it is the third longest psalm (50 verses) in the Psalter after Psalm 119 (176 vss.) and Psalm 78 (72 vss.). 

The theme of this Psalm is to ascribe glory and honor to the Lord for every benefit and every blessing David has enjoyed in his life before the Lord. Here is a simple outline of David’s song:


1. The Refuge (1-4)


2. The Rescue (5-20)


3. The Righteous Cause (21-31)


4. The Routing of the Enemy (32-46)


5. The Return of Thanks (47-51)


C. I’m going to do something I hope not to regret and for which I hope you will forgive me. I preached through Psalm 18 in 2018. So, I’m going to zoom in on the “problem passage” in this text, the middle section (21-31). It’s a problem because it seems to say that David deserved God’s help, his rescue because of his personal righteousness. Those of us who are counting not on our own righteousness for salvation but upon Christ’s righteousness alone for salvation freely confess that we HAVE no righteousness in ourselves. So how can David declare that God helped him because he was righteous? 

21 
“The Lord dealt with me according to my righteousness; 

according to the cleanness of my hands he rewarded me. 


22 
For I have kept the ways of the Lord 

and have not wickedly departed from my God. 


23 
For all his rules were before me, 

and from his statutes I did not turn aside. 


24 
I was blameless before him, 

and I kept myself from guilt. 


25 
And the Lord has rewarded me according to my righteousness, 

according to my cleanness in his sight. 


One scholar summarizes the problem this way: “Is David serious? Surely no-one can make these kinds of claims, if taken in an absolute sense. Surely only the Son of David to come, the Messiah, will be able to make such claims. For all others, such declarations mark the height of hypocrisy—if taken absolutely—and for David, perhaps most of all: adulterer, murderer, deceiver, and more. What are we to make of this?” You see the problem. 


D. The Bible is the very Word of God written. As such, it is the product of the divine Author, the Holy Spirit. We would expect its teaching to be perfectly consistent in every part, even though it has been delivered through numerous human authors. So, if Paul in Philippians 3could write: “For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things and count them as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ 9 and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God that depends on faith…,” then how can David say that God rewarded him for his righteousness? 

On what basis do you pray for God’s help? Suppose you are in a longstanding dispute with a hostile opponent. They have cheated you, lied about you, stolen from you, and slandered you so that you look like the bad guy. How do you pray about that? On what basis do you approach God expecting his help? Can you say, “Lord, this was wrong. I was in the right. The other has slandered me and treated me unjustly. You should be on my side and come to my aid!”? Here is the knot we need to untie. 
I. THE RIGHTEOUSNESS OF JUSTIFICATION.

A. The proper distinction we are searching for is made much clearer after the coming of Christ. It is found, I think, in the distinction of the absolute righteousness of justification and the relative righteousness of sanctification. Let me try to explain. 


The only way anyone could be in a right relationship with, possessing the position of a right standing with a holy, holy, holy God is through perfect righteousness, sinlessness, fulfilling all of God’s commands, positive and negative. And, of course, since “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God,” “there is none righteous, no not one,” certainly not in terms of the perfect righteousness God requires. This is the mistake of those who seek to be saved through personal, moral reform. If they can clean up their act enough, if they can make some long-overdue improvements, if they, I don’t know, follow twelve steps including trying to make amends with those they may have offended, then, they think, God will accept them. But what part of “perfect” and “absolute” do they not understand? God does not grade on a curve, weeding out the really bad ones but accepting those who have sort of tried their best. 


This way of thinking runs counter to Scripture, but more importantly, it deeply offends our holy God who is absolutely intolerant of all sin and will surely punish every sin to the utmost, eternal degree. God is not a man like us. God is truly holy, utterly pure. “God is light and in him is no darkness.”


B. So, David could not possibly be making such a claim to absolute righteousness. Even before his grave sins of adultery and murder, we have witnessed David committing other sins: slaughtering a whole town to cover his tracks, proposing to murder a man and his own household for merely offending him, stopped only at the last minute by the pleas of the man’s wife. Polygamy.

And if you read this problem passage carefully, you will find that he clearly does not claim perfect righteousness. 

21 
“The Lord dealt with me according to my righteousness; 

according to the cleanness of my hands he rewarded me. 


22 
For I have kept the ways of the Lord 

and have not wickedly departed from my God. 


23 
For all his rules were before me, 

and from his statutes I did not turn aside. 


24 
I was blameless before him, 

and I kept myself from guilt. 


25 
And the Lord has rewarded me according to my righteousness, 

according to my cleanness in his sight. 

Okay, that seems to sound pretty absolute. But this is further defined in what follows. 


26 
“With the merciful you show yourself merciful; 

with the blameless man you show yourself blameless; 


27 
with the purified you deal purely, 

and with the crooked you make yourself seem tortuous. 


28 
You save a humble people, 

but your eyes are on the haughty to bring them down. 


29 
For you are my lamp, O Lord, 

and my God lightens my darkness. 


30 
For by you I can run against a troop, 

and by my God I can leap over a wall. 


31 
This God—his way is perfect; 

the word of the Lord proves true; 

he is a shield for all those who take refuge in him. 


Here’s a description of the kind of relationship David has with God. David is “merciful,” “blameless” (not “perfect”), “purified,” “humble,” “not haughty,” and “taking refuge.” This speaks of someone who has trusted the Lord, who has surrendered and submitted to him, who knows the Lord. And this fits perfectly, hand in glove, with the New Testament description of salvation. 


C. Jesus alone lived in perfect, absolute righteousness before God. In doing so, he alone earned the promised eternal life for obedience. This opened the way of salvation through faith in Jesus, trusting in him. When we submit and surrender to him, our sin is counted against him, for which he already paid on the cross. And Christ’s perfect righteousness, without which no one will be accepted by God, counts for us. All of this is laid out in Romans 3, among other places. “21 But now the righteousness of God has been manifested apart from the law, although the Law and the Prophets bear witness to it— 22 the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe. For there is no distinction: 23 for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 24 and are justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, 25 whom God put forward as a propitiation by his blood, to be received by faith. This was to show God’s righteousness, because in his divine forbearance he had passed over former sins. 26 It was to show his righteousness at the present time, so that he might be just and the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus.”


In part, this is what David is referring to here in this poem/prayer. He would not have perhaps described it this way, but it is Christ’s imputed righteousness, by which he was accepted into a right standing with God by taking “refuge in him.” 

D. Have you taken refuge in him? Have you given up all hope of saving yourself through your good works or moral reform? And have you instead, flung yourself and your eternal hope on Jesus who fulfilled all of God’s requirements for you, and then suffered the awful penalty for your vile sins? Then, you are justified, you are right with God, in a right relationship with him, in a right standing before him. This is the righteousness of justification. But there is also…


II. THE RIGHTEOUSNESS OF SANCTIFICATION.


A. Through faith in Christ God accepts us as his dear children, with all the rights and privileges of this new relationship. But then, through his indwelling Holy Spirit, God goes to work making us think, feel, and behave as his dear children. This is sanctification. And in this sense, we can either be in a positive or a negative relationship with him. Since God uses this analogy of adoption of a father and his children, we can lean on it a bit for explanation. 

A father says, “Son, we agreed that you would be responsible for mowing the law. It’s long overdue. So, I want you to go out now and mow the lawn.” And instead, the son goes to his room, puts on his headphones and plays video games. Now what has happened? Well, the son has disobeyed his father’s instructions. That does not mean that the son ceases to be a part of the family. It only means that the father needs to exercise some discipline. 


B. I remember explaining to a young woman, a college student who was attending our church, the difference between punishment and discipline. God never ever punishes his children, I said. Punishment is the act of a judge against an offender. But when we trust Christ and God adopts us as his children, he ceases to be our judge and instead becomes our Father. A judge is only interested in justice and metes out punishment to offenders. A father is only interested in correction and restoration and will rightly deliver discipline. The pain of the consequences may seem similar in both situations, but the intention is entirely different. God the Judge metes out the punishment of justice on offenders. God the Father imposes painful discipline upon his errant children for our sanctification and restoration. 

Our actual righteousness, our love for God and obedience to his commands is the goal of our salvation. But it is not the ground of salvation. 


C. So, if we put this all together, for David, and for understanding the dynamics of our relationship with God, we would say that, through faith, David possessed the righteousness of justification. And it is on this basis, as God’s adopted son, he had the right and privilege of petitioning God in prayer and expecting his help. And the same is true for us. 


But we could also say that by humbling himself before God, continually repenting of his sins, and taking refuge in the Lord, he could lay his requests before the Lord and rightly ask his favor. And so can we. If you can stand one more analogy.


Suppose a son takes out his car, horses around with his friends, and quite negligently causes a car accident, totaling the vehicle and injuring his friends. And then he runs to his father and says, “O Father, may I please have another car?” How should a wise and caring father respond? You get the point. 


If a true child of God starts running all the red lights, ignoring his heavenly Father, with no concern for obedience to his commands, we would all rightly expect for that loving heavenly Father to impose certain measures of discipline. Not punishment, of course, that was already spent on Jesus. But certainly discipline. Or he wouldn’t be much of a father.
CONCLUSION


That’s why it’s important that we remember that Jesus rose from the dead. He was not just a hero/martyr who blazed a trail for us to follow. No, this is a living, dynamic relationship with the God who is there. He is working always for our sanctification. He supplies all that we need to grow strong in our faith in Christ, and that includes, at times, his faithful discipline. He is determined to make us holy as he is holy, to conform us to the perfect image of Christ. 


If we know him, we already posses the righteousness of justification, and we have the right, all at Christ’s expense, to call upon the Lord for help, to boldly approach his throne of grace always. And he is at work through his almighty, ever-present Holy Spirit, supplying us with all we need for the growing righteousness of sanctification: greater love and faith in our Savior, and closer obedience to his righteous commands. This was David’s lifelong experience, and may it be our lifelong pursuit. J 
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