What does the Lord require of his people, according to the Psalms?

“With what shall I come before the LORD and bow myself to the high God? 

Shall I come before Him with whole-burnt-offerings, with calves born a year?

Will the LORD be pleased with thousands of rams, with ten thousands of rivers of oil?

Shall I give my firstborn for my transgression, the fruit of my womb for the sin of my life?

He has told you human what is good. And what does the LORD seek [or require] from you, 

Except doing justice, and loving mercy and humbling walking with your God?” Micah 6:6-8

This passage in Micah makes clear that what the LORD seeks and requires from His people is doing good and living a moral life, over and above the offering of sacrifices, even very large and costly ones. This essay will look at the view that the book of Psalms has on this subject, beginning with the importance of sacrifice and praise in the Psalms and moving onto Psalms about the importance of doing good. It will then examine whether and how these two requirements could fit together. 

The importance of sacrifice, praise and the cult in the psalms

Psalm 4:5 exhorts the reader to ‘offer right sacrifices’
. Sacrifices are important to this psalm, but what does it mean by right sacrifices? These could simply be sacrifices made in the correct manner, or it could be hinting at the idea we shall come across more explicitly later, that a person must practice good in order to make pleasing sacrifice.

Psalm 20 is a prayer for blessing. Verse 3 prays that the LORD will remember and accept sacrifices. The implication is that this will create blessings for the one to whom this psalm is read and that sacrifices, when accepted and remembered, bring the LORD’s blessing. The LORD wants sacrifice.

A number of thanksgiving psalms (or thanksgiving sections of psalms) promise offerings in response to God’s help. This also relies on the assumption that God is pleased with sacrifice. If He did not want sacrifice, then there would be no point in offering it.

Psalm 54:6, for example, talks about offering to give thanks. Psalm 56:12-13 says that the psalmist will perform his vows in the form of sacrifices because God has now rescued him. Probably these vows were made when the psalmist was in need of the help. This is explicitly the case in 66:13-15, which says that the psalmist will now pay vows promised when he was in trouble and then lists them as offerings of fatlings, rams, bulls and goats.
 Psalm 107:21-22 states the means of thanking the LORD as offering sacrifices. The worshippers are also encouraged to sing songs of joy. Psalm 116 is another thanksgiving psalm that mentions sacrifices in thanks for rescue.

In Psalm 59:16-17 the psalmist sets himself apart from his enemies by saying that he will sing praise to God. It is not just sacrifice, but all aspects of cult worship including singing are required to please God and receive His blessing. This is hardly surprising in a book containing lots of praise songs!

These psalms do not explicitly say that the LORD requires sacrifice and offering, but it does seem to be assumed that sacrifice pleases Him. They can be used to thank Him for rescue and encourage Him to look favourably on a person. This is not stated because it is simply obvious to the Psalmist.

The requirement of sacrifice was already spelled out for the psalmists in the Mosaic law, in whatever form they may have had this. Most of the psalms have some place in the worship of the Temple, so would assume that this worship was pleasing to God. Sacrifice and the Temple activities are required according the Psalms to bring God’s favour.

The importance of doing good

The very first psalm says that the LORD watches the righteous and that those who delight in and think on His law are happy.
 It is not spelled out exactly what this law is, and how they are righteous, but that they are contrasted to the wicked and the sinners suggests they do good. This doing good could in this psalm include sacrifice, part of the law.

Psalm 15 is a description of the type of person who may dwell in the Temple.
 Verse 2 is quite general: those who do what is right and speak the truth. The Psalm then goes on to fill in what this right action is. It is not slandering, harming others or bringing reproach against others. It is despising the shameful and honouring the good. It is being faithful to one’s words and caring for the poor. It is being just. This action is continuous, not a one off.
 Sacrifice is not mentioned in this Psalm. For Psalm 15, doing good works to others is what the LORD requires.

Psalm 24:3-6 contains a shorter description of one who would come into the temple. First, they must have innocent hands and a pure heart. Both of these seem to mean moral uprightness in some sense. Job 17:9 parallels those with clean hands with the righteous (the use of pure heart in psalm 73:1 is unenlightening). Secondly, they must not have lifted their lives to falsity/emptiness and must not have sworn deceitfully. Crenshaw takes these as referring to practising idolatry, but it seems more convincing to take swearing deceitfully at face value and take lifting one’s life to falsity as also lying in some way. This is supported by psalm 15:2 listing speaking the truth from one’s heart alongside doing good. Speaking the truth seems to have been important to the Psalmists. 

Both Psalm 15 and 24 place emphasis on doing right rather than sacrifice, but it must be noted that this doing right is the requirement for one to enter or dwell in the Temple, the place of sacrifice. Even in these Psalms the assumption is present that Temple worship is required.

Psalm 40:6-8 says that the LORD does not delight in offering and sacrifice and that He has not asked for burnt offering and sin offering. The phrase “ears you have dug for me”
 may mean ‘you have pierced my ears’ as masters would pierce the ears of their servants.
 This verse would then be saying that being a servant to the LORD and doing His will is more important than sacrifice and offering. This will seems to be preaching righteousness (telling people to do what is right) and declaring God’s faithfulness (see verse 5,9-10). According to psalm 40, it is obedience, not offerings themselves that God wants.

How do these two requirements fit together?

We have seen that throughout the psalms there is the assumption that the LORD requires sacrifice, but at the same time doing good is also required even to the extent that one psalm can say that the LORD does not delight in sacrifice! Even within psalms 15 and 24 we see this assumption of the need for sacrifice alongside the requirement for righteousness. 

Psalm 51:16-17 says that God is not pleased with sacrifice, but rather with a broken spirit. Verse 19 goes on to say that God will delight in right sacrifices in the end. After the psalmist has repented of his sin and brought a broken spirit to God, then the sacrifices will be acceptable. The point is that God is pleased with sacrifices, but only when they are right sacrifices, only when they are brought by somebody as part of a righteous life.

Psalm 50 can be read in the same way. The criticism on sacrifice in which God says that He does not need sacrifices (verses 8-13) is followed by an attack on the wicked. God says they have no right to declare His covenant with them because they do not keep it by doing good (verses 16-22). This is the same covenant said in verse 5 to be established by sacrifice. The point is that one cannot participate in the cult, which is a covenant relationship with the LORD, if one is not fulfilling that covenant by keeping the law and doing what is right. 

The message of the Psalms then is that the LORD does require sacrifice, but only right sacrifice. Living a righteous life by caring for one’s neighbour, acting justly and avoiding the wicked make one righteous and allow one to enter into the temple and offer right sacrifices that are pleasing to God. If this worship is not backed up by a life of love it is a clanging gong and hateful to God.

The Psalms and Micah

The message of Micah does not initially appear to be the same as that of the Psalms. It would be easy to read Micah as simply saying that God is not pleased with sacrifice at all, and that what He really is pleased with is a righteous life. We cannot prove that this is an invalid reading, but in the light of what we have seen in the psalms, it is entirely possible that Micah could be read as saying that comparatively, living a righteous life is more important than sacrifices. This may even be on the basis found in the Psalms, that righteous living is required for right sacrifice. One comes before the LORD with a righteous life, rather than with sacrifices, but what one comes to do is to offer sacrifice and worship. 

What does the Lord require?

According to the Psalms the LORD requires both sacrificial worship and a righteous lifestyle. Both are central parts of his covenant with Israel. To offer only sacrifice without the righteous life is not right sacrifice and is not acceptable to God. When done rightly sacrifice demonstrates obedience, pleases God, and brings His blessing.
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