
In some psalms the poet cries to God to judge his 
righteous cause (e.g., Pss. 17; 40; 71). In these instances, 
he is not declaring himself entirely innocent, just 
innocent in a particular complaint.4 This is simply 
an extension of the earliest biblical usage of the word, 
which occurs in relation to the function of judges 
(e.g., Lev 19:15; Deut. 25:1) and the use of weights 
and measures (e.g., Lev 19:36). One professor even 
suggested tsadeq be translated as “the party in the 
right” and rasha as “the party in the wrong” to clarify 
when the terms are used in a forensic rather than 
ethical sense.5 When Judah neglected his obligation 
to provide his daughter-in-law Tamar with a levirate 
husband, Tamar disguised herself as a prostitute and 
tricked him into fulfilling that duty. Yet Judah said of 
the relationship, “She is more righteous than I, since I 
did not give her to my son Shelah” (Gen. 38:26, esv). 
Declaring this deceptive prostitute tsadeq clearly indi-
cates that at times, the word applied narrowly to the 
rightness of one’s cause instead of to the rightness of 
one’s entire life.6

In his Reflections on the Psalms, C. S. Lewis said that 
though none of us is righteous, “any of us may be, 
probably all of us at one time or another are, in the 
right about some particular issue.” He compared the 
situation to two boys arguing over a pencil:

The question whether the disputed pencil belongs 
to Tommy or Charles is quite distinct from the 

THE PSALMIST OFTEN DIVIDED THE 
world between the “righteous” and the “wick-
ed”—and placed himself among the “righ-

teous.” This may seem arrogant if the reader does 
not understand how these terms are used. Didn’t 
Jesus caution against those “who trusted in them-
selves that they were righteous and looked down on 
everyone else”1 (Luke 18:9)? 

The word “righteous” is a translation of the 
Hebrew word tsaddiq. The “righteous” are often con-
trasted with the “wicked,” a translation of the Hebrew 
word rasha. The words identify persons in relation to 
how they conform to a standard.2 In The Destiny of the 
Righteous in Psalms, Jerome Creach wrote:

The term “righteous” (saddiq; plural saddiqim)
itself occurs fifty-two times in the Psalms. Only 
Proverbs uses the term more often (sixty-six 
times). The related word “upright” (yasar) 
appears more often in the Psalms than any 
other book (twenty-five times). Furthermore, the 
term “wicked” . . . appears eighty-two times in the 
Psalter, far more frequently than any other book 
of the Old Testament. The impressive frequency 
of this terminology alone makes it hard to 
escape the crucial importance of the righteous 
to the book.3

When reading the psalmist’s claim of “righ-
teousness,” the reader must distinguish, however, 
whether the poet is referring to his cause or his life.

Who Were the “Righteous” in the Psalms?

BSFL: Psalm 119

By Tom Goodman

Right: Facing 
the Mount 
of Olives, the 
Eastern Gate in P

LU
M

B
 L

IN
E

: I
LL

U
ST

R
A

TO
R

 P
H

O
TO

/ 
B

O
B

 S
C

H
A

TZ
 (2

8/
2/

20
)  

   
   

   
   

   
   

 E
A

ST
E

R
N

 G
A

TE
: I

LL
U

ST
R

A
TO

R
 P

H
O

TO
/ 

JU
ST

IN
 V

E
N

E
M

A
N

 (6
3/

08
65

)

the Old City of 
Jerusalem; the 
psalmist declared 
that the righteous 

would enter 
through the gate 
of the Lord (Ps. 
118:20).
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no claim to their own tsadeq, how-
ever, they still cast themselves on 
God’s tsadeq. In his last speech to 
Israel, Samuel said, “Now present 
yourselves, so I may confront you 
before the Lord about all the righ-
teous acts He has done for you and 
your ancestors” (1 Sam. 12:7). What fol-

lowed were not 
manifestations 
of impartial jus-

tice but examples 
of God’s undeserved 

goodness to Israel in spite 
of their repeated apostasy. The 

psalmists depend on this kind 
of divine righteousness in their 

unrighteouness, too. 
God was “righteous” in that He 
kept His covenant with Israel 

and took the uncompelled initiative to 
restore the broken relationship. The 

people, therefore, were “the righteous” 
in the sense that they hoped in a God 
who would set things right. 

This coalesced dramatically at the 
cross of Christ, where a Roman centurion 

exclaimed, “This man really was righteous!” 
(Luke 23:47) What prompted this statement 
was watching Jesus entrust the injustice of 
His suffering to God, just as the psalmists 
did on many occasions. This death, how-
ever, was a substitution: “the righteous for 
the unrighteous” (1 Pet. 3:18). God acted in 
this way “to demonstrate His righteousness 
at the present time, so that He would be 

question which is the nicer little boy. . . . We need 
therefore by no means assume that the Psalmists 
are deceived or lying when they assert that, as 
against their particular enemies at some particu-
lar moment, they are completely in the right.7

No matter how righteous his cause, however, the 
psalmist was well aware that his life was far from 
tsadeq. The Hebrew poet confessed that “no one alive 
is righteous” in God’s sight (Ps. 143:2; cf. 14:3; 53:2-3). 

In light of this confession, how could the 
poet so often declare himself and his nation 
among “the righteous”? His hope was 
entirely in the God who is altogether 
righteous (5:8; 31:1; 35:24; 88:12; 143:11). 

Even when he felt he had a justifi-
able complaint, the poet appealed as 
much to the tsadeq of God 
as his did to the tsadeq of 
his personal cause. So, in 
Psalm 17 he referred to 
his complaint as “a just 
cause” (v. 1) but he also 
declared, “I will see Your 
face in righteousness” 
(v. 15; cf. 143:1, “in Your 
righteousness answer 
me”). The psalmist 
was confident God 
would judge his righ-
teous cause and clear 
him. Even more, the Lord 
would “champion” his 
cause and fight on his behalf 
to restore the rightness of life. 

When God’s people can make 

Left: Part of a 
scene that deco-
rated the Assyrian 
North Palace at 
Nineveh. The 
image shows 
the king’s armor 
bearers string-
ing a bow. The 
psalmist declared, 
“The wicked have 
drawn the sword 
and strung the 
bow to bring 
down the afflicted 
and needy and 
to slaughter 
those whose way 
is upright” (Ps. 
37:14, HCSB).

Below: Hand-held 
bronze rattle or 
“sistra”; used in 
Anatolian wor-
ship; 2300–2000 
B.C. The psalmist 
said, “Be glad in 
the LORD and 
rejoice, you righ-
teous ones; shout 
for joy, all you 
upright in heart” 
(Ps. 32:11, HCSB).
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Below: Judean sol-
dier with a shield. 
In Psalm 5:12 the 

LORD blesses 
the righteous 
by surround-
ing him like 
a shield 
with His 
favor.
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righteous and declare righteous the one who has faith 
in Jesus” (Rom. 3:26; cf. 2 Cor. 5:21). 

Like the psalmists, then, we are “the righ-
teous” when we cast ourselves upon the righteous 
intervention of God. The designation does not 
point to our own moral worth but to a gracious 
God who took the initiative to save us.      I

Left: Cache of 
silver coins found 
in the region of 
Pella. The psalm-
ist declared, “The 
wicked man bor-
rows and does not 

repay, but the righ-
teous one is gra-
cious and giving” 
(Ps. 37:21, HCSB). 

Above: Palm 
trees with Great 

Pyramid of Khufu 
in the distance. 
The psalmist said 
the righteous 
would thrive like 
the palm tree (Ps. 
92:12).
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