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Psalm 26 

The Liturgy of a Vindicated Life 

 

Why are you here?... What’s the point of what we do here on Sunday 

mornings?  Have you ever thought about this?  

Is it just an obligation?...  Is it just sort of a routine? 

Well, it is an obligation in a certain sense.  We are commanded to worship 

God with his people.   

 

And, it’s also something of a routine, isn’t it?  We do it every week. And, 

we do a lot of the same sorts of things every week. 

 

But, it’s also so much more than that.  Why do you come here every week?  

You come here every week because it is here, in the Assembly of God’s people, 

that your identity in Christ is most clearly realized. 

 

Because much more than simply a rote routine, this regular rhythm of 

gathering with God’s people for worship shapes our identity, and this spills over 

into all our lives. So that our lives become lives of worship.   

 

As we’re being formed by God’s grace into a community of people who, in 

the words of Psalm 26, walk in our integrity, who trust in the Lord without 

wavering, who proclaim God’s wonderful deeds, and who reject the sinful ways 

of the world in which we live. 

 

1. The Setting and Structure of Psalm 26 

Now, as we look at Psalm 26, you’ll notice that we’re nowhere given a 

particular situation for its composition….   

 

But, we basically have two options for understanding the setting... 

 

The first option that many interpreters go with is to take the setting here 

to be about a specific situation in the life of David….  

And so, if we see that as the larger context here, then David’s initial prayer 

for vindication would be a prayer for God to declare him innocent of false 

charges laid against him by his enemies. (like Psalm 7) 

 

The second option (my view), is that the setting here isn’t about false 

charges made against David at a particular time in his life, but rather that it’s 

about worship….   

In this view, the basic picture here is of David — and really, any 

worshipper of the God of Israel — going into the Temple to worship YHWH in the 

midst of a world that is opposed to God and his ways. 
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In other words, what this Psalm does is it gives us a picture of what an 

ideal worshipper will look like in a wicked world…. It is the cry of those whose 

lives are oriented toward the Assembly of God’s people in worship.  

 

And the biggest reason I think that’s the setting here is because, notice, 

right in the middle of it… in the heart…  verses 4-8, we have this image of David 

engaged in worship, in direct contrast to the assembly of evildoers.   

2 Assemblies…. Assembly of the wicked (5-6)… Great Assembly (12) 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

And if we see this Psalm in that context of worship, then that sheds light 

on the Psalm’s structure: As it progresses in three basic movements.   

 

First, verses 1-3 – is the worshipper’s entrance into worship……  The focus 

here is on his Past action — “As I approach your altar, Lord, I have walked in my 

integrity.”  

 

Then, in verses 4-8, the worshipper is engaged in the heart of worship.  

The focus here is in the Present… I do not sit… I hate… I wash… I go around….  

 

And finally, in the third section, verses 9-12, the worshipper is about to go 

out from the house of God…. And here we’re oriented toward the future…. “I 

shall walk in my integrity.”  (much like in v. 1 — “I have walked.”).   So: Past (1-

3)�Present (4-8)� Future (9-12) 

 

2. David and Israel Pray Psalm 26 

So then, verse 1, as he begins this Prayer — or as we’re looking at it, as 

he’s approaching the Lord in worship — David cries out to God for vindication, 

“Vindicate me, O Lord….”….   

 

And, on what basis does David request his vindication?  “Vindicate me”…. 

Why?... “Because you are merciful?”…  “Vindicate me, Lord, because of your love 

for me?”...  

 

Not quite.  “Vindicate me, O Lord….. for I have walked in my integrity, and 

I have trusted in the Lord without wavering.” 

 

See, David here pleads with God on the basis of his own integrity….  On 

the basis of his own righteousness.  He’s essentially calling upon God to put him 

on trial, isn’t he?  

 

And that’s really brought out in verse 2: “Prove me, O LORD, and try me; 

test my heart and my mind.”….  
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What’s he saying?....  “Lord, I’ve been walking in your ways….  Enter into a 

trial with me, and you’ll see.  Search my heart, and you’ll know this!” 

 

Now, if you know what the Scriptures teach about God’s wrath against sin, 

this is a pretty scary prayer, isn’t it?...  Jarring… We almost shudder at the 

thought of praying this way, don’t we?... 

 

I mean, think about if we approached God this way in worship.  Instead of 

beginning of our services with a confession of sin, beginning with a declaration of 

how we’ve walked in our integrity!....   

 

Would you be comfortable with that?....  Probably not, right?        (And for 

good reason) 

 

So then, how can David presume to pray this sort of prayer?  Well, only 

one way, really.  Only if he really is convinced of his integrity. 

 

But, how in the world could David ever think this?  I mean, first of all he 

was a sinner in the sense that he was merely a man, and all men are sinners, 

right?  David himself says this in numerous places.   

 

But then, more than that, think also of some of the lousy things David did 

in his life?  Of course, the famous one being his adultery with Bathsheba and the 

murder of Uriah.  

 

So, how can David say here, “I have walked in my integrity,” and plead for 

God’s vindication on that basis? 

   

Well, I think there’s something of an answer to what he’s getting at here in 

the next section.   

As verses 4 and 5 begin his defense to the Lord.  “I do not sit with men of 

falsehood, nor do I consort with hypocrites. 
5
 I hate the assembly of evildoers, and 

I will not sit with the wicked.” 

 

This should bring to mind Psalm 1.   

 

Blessed is the man who walks not in the counsel of the wicked, nor stands 

in the way of sinners, nor sits in the seat of scoffers; 
2
 but his delight is in 

the law of the LORD, and on his law he meditates day and night.  

 

See, what David is saying in Psalm 26, as he approaches God in worship, is 

that he exemplifies the life of the blessed man of Psalm 1.  His delight is in God 
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and the company of the righteous.  He does not delight in… he does not sit in… 

sin, and falsehood and the company of the wicked.  

 

But instead, he’s regularly engaged in the worship of God….  Vv. 6-7, “I 

wash my hands in innocence and go around your altar, O Lord, proclaiming 

thanksgiving aloud and telling all your wondrous deeds.” 

 

Note the contrast here….  David doesn’t sit (4, 5) in the Assembly of the 

wicked—those who speak lies and hypocrisy….  But (6, 7) he goes with the 

Assembly of God’s people, in God’s Temple.   Speaking not lies, but the truth of 

thanksgiving and God’s wonderful deeds.  

 

And here’s where I think we can start to make sense of David’s insistence 

that he walks with integrity.  See, the point isn’t that he’s never sinned. He’s not 

claiming he’s reached a sort of sinless perfection. 

 

The point is: Where you sit will shape the way you walk!  David doesn’t sit 

with the wicked.  And because of that he also does walk in the way of the wicked.   

 

See, the issue here isn’t whether or not you ever have a problem with sin.  

Because the fact of the matter is you do. we all do. 

 

But the issue here is rather which Assembly you belong to.  Do you belong 

to the Assembly that delights in wickedness and falsehood?  Or do you belong to 

the Assembly that delights in God and his holy dwelling?  

  

In other words, What is your identity?  Are you an enemy of God?  Or are 

you a child of God?  There’s no middle ground.   

 

Are you of those who delight in and celebrate sin?  Or are you of those 

who delight in God and his word, and so repent of sin, and seek to put it to 

death? 

 

Think again about the imagery of Psalm 1.  The blessed man is like a Tree 

that’s planted by streams of water and yields fruit in its season… What David’s 

saying here isn’t, “I’ve never sinned.”  But it’s, “I am that tree….” 

 

“I’ve walked with integrity…  I haven’t lost faith in you, Lord…  I haven’t 

gone astray from the Assembly of your people… I delight in your word….”    

 

Now, when David talks in verse 6 about washing his hands in innocence, 

he’s evoking imagery of the hand washing the Priests were to do when they 

approached the altar.   
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Exodus 30.20-21….. 

When they go into the tent of meeting, or when they come near the altar 

to minister, to burn a food offering to the LORD, they shall wash with 

water, so that they may not die. They shall wash their hands and their 

feet, so that they may not die." 

 

But, of course, David wasn’t a priest.  But, see, by participating in the 

worship of God’s people, he took part in that priestly community that 

approached the altar of the Lord with clean hands and pure hearts.  

 

So, David participates in this cleansed community, and he brings his 

offering to the Tabernacle.  And as he does this, he declares his thanksgiving for 

the wonderful deeds of the Lord. 

 

Again, he hasn’t wavered.  He hasn’t gone astray into the ways of the 

wicked.  But he longs for the assembly of God’s people.   

 

He loves the place where God’s glory dwells.  That’s the direction toward 

which his life is pointed….  Toward the Temple of the Lord, not the tents of 

wickedness…..  *What about you?... Where are you going?.... 

 

And so, in verses 9-12, David prays again for God’s vindication as he’s 

about to move out of the Lord’s presence and back into the world.   

Do not sweep my soul away with sinners, nor my life with bloodthirsty 

men, 
10

 in whose hands are evil devices, and whose right hands are full of 

bribes. 
11

 But as for me, I shall walk in my integrity; redeem me, and be 

gracious to me. 
12

 My foot stands on level ground; in the great assembly I 

will bless the LORD.  

 

“Lord, Don’t kick me out of your house!..  Don’t leave me outside with 

those who don’t know you, whose lives are characterized by wickedness.”….   

 

There’s a pretty terrible picture of God shutting out the wicked in 

Revelation 21.  The New Jerusalem comes down out of heaven, and God is 

dwelling there with his people.   

 

But then in verses 7 and 8, we’re reminded that there are many who’ll be 

shut out of God’s presence on that day: 

The one who conquers will have this heritage, and I will be his God and he 

will be my son. 
8
 But as for the cowardly, the faithless, the detestable, as 

for murderers, the sexually immoral, sorcerers, idolaters, and all liars, their 
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portion will be in the lake that burns with fire and sulfur, which is the 

second death."  

 

And David says in Psalm 26, “Lord, I’ve walked in my integrity.  I’ve walked 

in your ways.  I’m faithful in your worship.  I love you and your house.   

 

So, redeem my life, and don’t sweep me away with the wicked.  Let me 

dwell in your house forever.”…  

---------------------------------------------------------- 

Now, what about the people of Israel?  Remember, David wrote his 

Psalms, but Israel sang them.  So what was Israel to do with this Psalm?  They 

were to pray it in and through David, God’s King. 

 

So, picture being an Israelite, praying this Psalm.  What would you do with 

this? Or, better, What would this do to you?  

 

Well, it would remind you that your calling was to be like the tree of Psalm 

1 – That your life was to be characterized by God’s ways.  And it was to be 

oriented toward God’s Temple.   

 

Because Israel as a whole was to be the Assembly of the Righteous.  The 

Assembly of those who shined as a light before the nations.   

 

But, what happened? The Great Assembly of Israel actually devolved into 

the Assembly of the wicked, didn’t they?  As they became steeped in idolatry and 

falsehood.   

 

As they rejected God and his ways.  As they sat and walked in the ways of 

the nations around them. And it was the Kings – the very successors of David –  

who led the way in this.  And Judah went into exile.  

 

3. Jesus Prays Psalm 26 

And so, as an Israelite in exile, reading, singing, praying Psalm 26, you’d be 

aware of the fact that what you and your people needed was another King like 

David to come and be the blessed man of Psalm 1, and the vindicated man of 

Psalm 26, for you.   

 

To lead you and the whole Assembly out of exile.  To bring you up out of 

the assembly of evildoers.  To not sweep you away with the sinners.  But to 

redeem you and be gracious to you. 
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And this is just what our Lord Jesus Christ does, isn’t it?  Jesus truly was 

righteous.  He could pray this Psalm without a single reservation.  See, Jesus is 

the perfect singer of Psalm 26, who came into our exile and sang it on our behalf. 

 

And because of his righteousness, God did vindicate him – raised him up 

from the condemnation of death. And now in him we, too, are vindicated — 

declared innocent and righteous by God’s grace.  

 

But then, in seeing Jesus as the one praying this Psalm, we’re sort of hit 

with a different problem than we were with David.  Because in verses 4 and 5, 

the subject of this Psalm doesn’t associate with the wicked. 

 

But, Jesus ate and drank with tax collectors and sinners, didn’t he?  And, 

what’s more, even now he associates with sinners.   

He went a step further and even died for the ungodly.  The fact of the 

matter is that if Jesus doesn’t associate with sinners, then we have no hope. 

 

So then, how can this Psalm really be attributed to our Lord Jesus Christ, 

who identifies with the sinful?   

 

Well, because Jesus doesn’t associate with the sinful in the sense of going 

along with the crowd and condoning their sins.  He doesn’t identify with our sins.  

What He does is he takes our sins away and raises us up to identify with 

him in his righteousness. 

 

See, Jesus didn’t come and become a sinner.  He came into the world in 

order to bring us out of the assembly of evildoers, into the Assembly of his 

righteous Kingdom. 

 

So then, think about Psalm 26 in light of the redemptive work of our Lord 

Jesus Christ.  What does Jesus do for us?   

 

As our King, he delivers us from sin, subdues our enemies, and keeps us 

from sliding back into the assembly of the wicked. 

 

As our Great High Priest, he washes his hands in innocence—and he 

cleanses us by his innocence.  And he goes around the altar of God as the atoning 

sacrifice for our sins.  As both our priest and our sacrifice. 

 

And as our Prophet, he proclaims to us the wonderful deeds of the Lord.  

He shines the glorious light of his gospel in our hearts by the power of the Holy 

Spirit.   
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4. We Pray Psalm 26 In Christ 

So that now what Jesus is doing is he’s creating a community of people, 

empowered by his word and Spirit, who can pray with him in Psalm 26, 

“Vindicate me, Lord, for I have walked in my integrity, and I have trusted you 

without wavering.” 

 

And so, when we come to apply this Psalm to ourselves, what we need to 

see is that even though in ourselves we are full of sin, there’s also a very real 

sense, by the grace of God in Jesus, that we’re also righteous.   

 

And that’s the case in two ways.  First, by virtue of our justification —

we’re declared righteous by God because of what Jesus did for us.  Freely 

forgiven all our sins, so that we can approach God as his beloved children. 

 

But second, and no less importantly, in our sanctification — we’re actually 

being made righteous through our union with Jesus.  So that, by his power at 

work within us, we can walk with integrity and faithfulness.  And because of that, 

we can also pray prayers like Psalm 26, but only in Christ. 

 

And at those times when we’re not walking with integrity, and we’re not 

trusting in the Lord,  and we’re not proclaiming thanksgiving, and we’re going 

astray, then passages like Psalm 26 should bring us to repentance.   

 

Not in the sense of beating us down with guilt.  But in the sense of 

showing us how we’re acting out of character with who God says we already are 

and what he has given us the power to be in Christ. 

 

And so, when we come into God’s presence together and we see the ways 

we’ve failed to live as he’s called us to, we must confess our sins and seek his 

forgiveness.   

 

But, we do that recognizing that we’re already accepted as his beloved 

children in Christ.  And that he’s given us his Spirit and set us apart for himself as 

those who trust in him and love his word. 

 

This is why we read from Hebrews 10 earlier. 

 

Therefore, brothers, since we have confidence to enter the holy places by 

the blood of Jesus, 
20

 by the new and living way that he opened for us 

through the curtain, that is, through his flesh, 
21

 and since we have a great 

priest over the house of God, 
22

 let us draw near with a true heart in full 

assurance of faith, with our hearts sprinkled clean from an evil conscience 
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and our bodies washed with pure water. 
23

 Let us hold fast the confession 

of our hope without wavering, for he who promised is faithful.  

 

You see, even though it’s true that you have no righteousness in yourself, 

it’s not true that that’s how God leaves you.  Because part of what Jesus does is 

he purifies you so that you can draw near to God with a clean conscience and a 

purified heart.   

 

And as he does that in us, there will be a clear distinction between those 

who love God, and those who oppose him. 

 

So that while we are to love everybody in the world, that doesn’t mean we 

condone the ways of the world.  We’re not to sit with the wicked in the sense 

that we’re not to identify with groups who oppose God’s word.  

 

And as you do this — as you walk in God’s ways and gather with his people 

— you’ll face the ridicule of the world around you. 

 

And you’ll also face the accusations of the Devil whenever you slip even a 

little bit. 

 

At those times, what do you do?...  You cry out to God, “Vindicate me, 

Lord.  I’ve walked with integrity.  I trust in your steadfast love.   

 

You’ve washed me with the blood of Jesus.  You’ve forgiven my sins 

because of his sacrifice on your altar.   

 

And, I love you, and I delight in your Law… Don’t let me slip away into the 

assembly of the wicked.  Keep me in the assembly of the righteous. So that I in 

the Great Assembly will bless your name forever.” 

 

And, when we gather as the assembly of God’s People, and separate 

ourselves from the assembly of the wicked, this will often mean being excluded 

from the high ranks of society. 

 

Now, of course, we don’t feel this so much in our society.  But think about 

the early Christians, under persecution.  Think about your brothers and sisters 

throughout the world undergoing persecution right now.  

 

The prayer of Psalm 26 would take on an entirely different meaning in 

those sorts of contexts, wouldn’t it?   
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“Vindicate me — vindicate us — O, Lord, for we have walked in our 

integrity.  And we’re being mocked and threatened and imprisoned and killed….  

But we haven’t given in.   

 

We don’t sit with the wicked.  But we delight in your dwelling place and the 

Assembly of your people.  And we haven’t wavered in our love for you and your 

word.” 

 

But, what we have to see is that even though we may not be in quite that 

same context, those are still our people….  So that, even though you may not 

personally be facing persecution, you are still a member of a persecuted body.   

 

And we should all cry out to our God as members of that one holy church, 

“Vindicate your people, Lord.  Come, Lord Jesus.  Redeem your people who trust in 

you, who walk in their integrity by your grace.” 

 

Because, just as Jesus was cast out of the camp of his people for us, so 

now we as his people, like the author of Hebrews says, go to him outside the gate 

and bear the reproach he endured. 

 

For, Hebrews 13.14, “Here we have no lasting city, but we seek the city 

that is to come. Through him then let us continually offer up a sacrifice of praise 

to God, that is, the fruit of lips that acknowledge his name.”   

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

You see, worship shapes you.  This constant rhythm of entering into 

worship, engaging in worship, and going out into the world in the peace of Christ, 

forms your identity.  

 

It is a sort of living liturgy that shapes the lives of those who’ve been 

vindicated by God’s grace in Jesus Christ. 

 

Because in your participation in the Assembly of God’s people you identify 

with the Christ who was condemned by the world.  But who was vindicated by 

God.  And who is now Lord over all. 

 

And as you worship and live in him, with his people, you become more and 

more one who can cry out to the Lord…  

 

“Vindicate me, O Lord, for I have walked in my integrity, and I have trusted 

in you without wavering.….  Prove me, O LORD, and Try me… Test my heart and 

my mind 

For your steadfast love in Jesus Christ is ever before my eyes.  And by your 

grace to me in him, I walk in your faithfulness.”        


