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Psalm 37: 1-11, 39-40 
Luke 6: 27-38 
 
If one reads the Psalms uncritically, it can sometimes feel like opening a 
box of fortune cookies.  I don’t mean that disrespectfully, by the way.  It’s 
just that fortune cookies often contain wise and pithy sayings that seem 
equal parts encouraging and ambiguous.  And the Psalms often contain 
wise and pithy sayings that seem equal parts encouraging and ambiguous.  
Listen to some of each: 
 
Accept defeat, it will only make you stronger.   
 
Do not fret because of the wicked, they will soon fade like the grass. 
 
Every day may not be good but there is good in every day. 
 
Take delight in the Lord, and he will give you the desires of your heart. 
 
And the thing is, all of those sound sage and truth-y.  But are they TRUE?  
Does defeat only make you stronger?  Or can it be crushing and 
disastrous?   
 
Do the wicked fade like the grass?  Or do they too often seem to flourish 
like late summer weeds?  There is good in every day:  Is that deeply wise 
or deeply wishful?   
 
Does the Lord give us the desires of our hearts? Many a heartfelt prayer 
has not been answered in the affirmative.  Sometimes, praying can even 
feel like sliding a letter beneath a door, the question not whether it will be 
answered but whether it is even received. This probably isn’t starting out as 
the sermon you expected to hear. 
 
But as I approached our Psalm for this morning with a deeper eye—
remember I said that read UNCRITICALLY the Psalms can seem like 
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fortune cookie sayings—as I studied our Psalm more critically, it began to 
speak to me more deeply, and more compellingly. 
 
I suppose the first thing that I noticed upon my deeper reading is that 
Psalm 37 is open-eyed and honest about the problem of evil in the world.  
The wicked, people who actively want to harm, manipulate, or 
disadvantage others, exist, the Psalmist acknowledges from verse 1, from 
the very outset. They even seem to thrive and to prosper, accumulating 
riches and grasping at power.  
But people of faith are not to fret over them, the Psalmist writes.  Fret 
seems like a mushy word—it sounds like a fussy infant—the Hebrew word 
translated as fret has more force behind it—do not BURN, do not be 
kindled because of the wicked, do not be consumed by the actions or the 
intentions of the wicked.  They will not stand. 
 
Instead, the Psalmist urges, trust in the Lord and do good.  Trust in God, 
and God will act, bringing vindication.  I want to be a word geek now, 
because words matter:  there is a difference between vindication and 
vindictiveness.  Vindication is the state of being justified, proven true, of 
having one’s case upheld.  Vindictiveness is vengeful punishment, wrath, 
or destruction.  The Psalmist does not promise vindictiveness but ultimate 
vindication. Trust in God and God will show the truth of your position and 
the falsehood of the wicked.  Be patient. 
 
Verse seven returns to the urging of verse one: do not fret, do not BURN, 
do not be consumed by those who prosper in their way, over those who 
carry out evil devices.  And again, in verse eight:  Refrain from anger and 
forsake wrath, do not fret, burn, be consumed:  it only leads to evil.   
 
The Psalm’s opening stanza, “Do not fret because of the wicked, they will 
soon fade like the grass,” is not an aphorism, a pithy proverb, a fortune 
cookie pearl of wisdom; it is an assertion, a confident statement of belief, it 
is a COUNTERCLAIM, seeking vindication or proof.  It is a thesis statement 
for the life of faith.  
 
Over the course of Psalm 37, of which we read only a part (it is forty verses 
long), the righteous are mentioned nine times and the wicked are 
mentioned yet more, at least fifteen times in forty verses.  The compound 
effect is striking:  Evil is real, wickedness is active, hate is powerful, hurt is 
formidable, rust never sleeps.  But do not—do not burn, do not be 
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consumed, refrain from anger, forsake wrath, do not be envious of 
wrongdoers, meaning do not wish to be as they are, act as they act, value 
what they value or strive for what they strive for.   
 
And there is one more interesting thing about Psalm 37—this one is for 
your next gathering, when the conversation ebbs and you want to drop in 
something learned and clever to dazzle your dinner guests.  It doesn’t show 
up in the English translation, but in Hebrew, Psalm 37 is an alphabetic 
acrostic.  That means, if we were writing a similar piece in English, the first 
stanza would begin with the letter A, the second stanza would begin with B, 
the third stanza would begin with C and so on all the way to Z.  That’s why 
the Psalm is so long, twenty-two letters of the Hebrew alphabet, twenty-two 
stanzas.  And it isn’t just an attempt to be clever. 
 
Think of a children’s book in English:  A is for Apple, B is for Ball, C is for 
Cat—it is a primer, an instructional guide—it conveys content, and through 
rhythm and repetition, it teaches children the alphabet, the building blocks 
of an entire language.  It teaches vocabulary also: D is for Dragonfly, E is 
for Elephant. 
Similarly, we might think of Psalm 37 as an instructional primer—it teaches 
the ABC’s of faithfulness, the vocabulary of righteousness. 
 
Now, I’d like to turn back to the problem I observed earlier—not a small 
problem, by the way.  Call it the credibility gap, or the “is it true?” test.  The 
Psalm sets forth its thesis: The wicked will fade…God will grant the desires 
of your heart…you will live in the land and enjoy security…the meek shall 
inherit the land and delight themselves in abundant prosperity…IS IT 
TRUE?  Because it sure doesn’t always appear to be true.  There is much 
evidence to the contrary.  It is a contested claim: the jury is still out as to 
which reality is true. 
 
Now I want to take you, for a moment, down what seems like a rabbit path, 
but I promise it isn’t.  Amy and I have discovered the joy of binge-watching 
television shows.  It’s where you come across a show that’s been around 
for a while but you didn’t know it, so when you discover it, there are many 
episodes to catch up on, and you do so by watching about seventeen 
episodes per night. Well, maybe not quite that many. On most nights. 
 
Anyway, we discovered on internet streaming a series called “The Man in 
the High Castle,” based on the 1962 novel by American writer Philip K. 
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Dick.  The story is set in the early sixties, about 15 years after an 
alternative ending to World War II, in which the allied forces did not win.  
Instead, a very different America now exists:  one in which the country is 
partitioned between the victorious German and Japanese governments.  
The Eastern United States is controlled by the German Reich, the Western 
part of the Country is a Japanese territory, and between lies the Neutral 
Zone, a needed buffer between the two powers and a place where 
disaffected folks can reside in a sort of a limited, fragile freedom. 
 
It becomes clear in the early episodes of the show (full disclosure, I have 
not read the book) that there is a resistance group that is committed to the 
defeat of the occupying Germans and the Japanese.  The key to the 
resistance, it seems, lies in the circulation of some mysterious films, that 
are being collected and disseminated by a figure known as the man in the 
high castle.  Now, these films are strange—they seem to show things that 
cannot possibly be real:  people alive who are known to be dead, images 
that show the defeat of the Axis powers, which stand in sharp contrast to 
the present reality.  If you’ll suspend disbelief for a bit and also permit me to 
share a spoiler, the premise is that there are multiple simultaneous 
realities, including one where the Germans and Japanese are victorious 
and ALSO one where they are defeated and America is free.  By the way, 
the Germans and the Japanese are not depicted as cartoonish bad guys—
as in real life, there is moral complexity on all sides.  
 
For some reason, some select people can travel between the competing 
realities, so they know of the different possible outcome. The key to the 
outmanned resistance, it seems, is keeping alive people’s hope and 
resolve by revealing a different reality, images of freedom documented by 
the underground films, trusting that repressive power cannot overcome 
freedom and violence cannot overcome peace. 
 
So, let me boil that down if I can.  The truth is not that the Germans and 
Japanese have won.  And the truth is not that the allies have won.  The 
truth is that BOTH realities exist, and the resistance has to do with 
empowering one reality OVER AND AGAINST THE OTHER ONE. 
 
That seems to me a compelling analogy for Psalm 37:  it isn’t claiming that 
the reality of evil doesn’t exist—it fully acknowledges that reality—but it lifts 
up a counter reality.  Do not fret or burn because of the wicked.  Do not be 
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envious of their power, their privilege, or their status, resist them and you 
will be vindicated, proven right, your reality will win out. 
 
But HOW it will win out is of the utmost importance: refrain from anger and 
forsake wrath, the Psalmist cautions; do not fret or burn—it only leads to 
evil.   
The important understanding here is that you cannot defeat evil by using 
the tools or the means that evil employs.  It raises the myth of redemptive 
violence.  Might makes right.  Fight fire with fire.  The only solution to a bad 
guy with a gun is a good guy with a gun.   
 
It is instructive that the word burn means both to be kindled and to be 
consumed.   
 
The warning to refrain from anger and to forsake wrath is that the very thing 
that kindles you will also consume you.  If you attempt to defeat evil by 
valuing its currencies or by employing its tools, then you will live in the 
reality that it inhabits.  If you overcome it through force, then your empire 
may rise victorious—until the next empire rises and the next one after that.  
And it will remain true that rust never sleeps, same as it ever was, same as 
it ever was, same as it ever was (For the musicians keeping track, that was 
Neil Young and the Talking Heads referenced in the same sentence). 
 
The ONLY WAY to defeat one reality is to hope in, invest in, and ultimately 
inhabit a different reality.  The way to defeat evil, in other words, is to resist 
our own impulses toward it, to name the currencies and values it upholds 
as worthless, and to invest in an altogether different currency.   
 
That is what Jesus is getting at when he says in Luke’s gospel:  I say to 
you that listen, love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless 
those who curse you, pray for those who abuse you. If anyone strikes you 
on the cheek, offer the other also. 
 
Why? Because to strike back is to enter into, to empower their reality.  
Instead, respond in love. Give to everyone who begs from you.  Do unto 
others as you would have them do unto you.  Because good has to begin 
somewhere.  Vengeance has to end somewhere. In the words of Dr. Martin 
Luther King, Jr: “Darkness cannot drive out darkness.  Only light can do 
that.  Hate cannot drive out hate.  Only love can do that.” Truth has to have 
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seeds to grow from.  If we continue to sow the wind, even a little bit, we will 
continue to reap the whirlwind.   
 
Jesus is showing us films from another reality—it is real and present (the 
kingdom of heaven is in your midst)—just as the reality of a dog eat dog 
world is real and present.  But we can only empower one reality and we do 
that by resisting the other.  Might makes right resists the kingdom.  
Redemptive violence resists the kingdom.  Not turning the other cheek 
resists the kingdom. 
 
Do not fret, do not be kindled, do not burn—or the world will burn with you.  
Instead, and counterintuitively, we are called to love. 
 
And here is the utterly unbelievable part—you know who wins in the 
promised kingdom?  Not us.  Not our enemies.  Grace.  Love your 
enemies, do good, and lend expecting nothing in return.  Your reward will 
be great and you will be children of the Most High; for he is kind to the 
ungrateful and the wicked.  Kind to the ungrateful and the wicked.  Loves 
them as his own. Can you imagine that?  Instead of a world where 
everyone gets what’s coming to them, a world where everyone DOESN’T. 
That’s Grace. 
 
In the world of the kingdom, you overcome the enemy by loving them into 
friendship and into kinship.  Love them into kinship, and you have no more 
enemies.  And if we invest in that reality, if we bet ALL of our chips on it, 
well then, 
 
“Yet a little while, and the wicked will be no more; though you look diligently 
for their place, they will not be there.  Not because they’ve been decimated 
or annihilated--the only people who will be there—will be people you love.  
The meek shall inherit the land (NOT TAKE IT, NOT WREST CONTROL 
OF IT, NOT DEFEND IT TO THE DEATH--inherit it, receive it as a gift) and 
delight themselves in abundant prosperity. 
 
And if you say to me, Ben, that’s pie in the sky, it simply isn’t reality—well, 
then I guess it won’t be.  We only get the reality we invest in. 
 
Psalm 37 is no fortune cookie—it is a primer for the kingdom.  But one final 
word as I close—this lived righteousness:  it is a communal act.  It cannot 
be done alone.  Because the reality of the wicked is very real and very 
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strong.  The kingdom is no sugar pill.  It is a competing reality, a 
counterclaim only entered into, sustained and maintained at great cost.  No 
other than Jesus Christ has shown us that.  The kingdom will only come by 
God’s grace, if we resist evil with every fiber of our collective being. In our 
baptismal vows, we claim to deny evil and its power in the world. And the 
ONLY way to resist wickedness—is love.  To show to the world a different, 
seemingly impossible film.  But if we love earnestly, relentlessly, faithfully--
our way will ultimately, eventually be vindicated.  Commit your way to the 
Lord.  Trust in him, and he will act. And then we’ll all be fortunate, indeed.  
Amen 
 
 
 
 


