
Desire True Prosperity 

[Announce Text] Please keep your Bibles open to Psalm 73 

[Scripture Introduction] This week we continue our summer series on the Psalms- 
the great hymnbook and prayer book of the saints. The place where we 
encounter what it means to be needy and grateful saints living up close with an all 
powerful God. Today’s Psalm, Psalm 73, is personally one of my favorite Psalms in 
the whole Bible. 

[Prayer for illumination] Please pray with me… 

[Illustration] During the Great Depression of the 1930s, most honest Americans 
found themselves poor and struggling to survive. But at the same time, some 
people were experiencing the heights of prosperity. Infamous gangster Al Capone, 
for example, was illegally running alcohol and having rival gangsters killed while 
corruption in the Chicago police department was so bad that nothing seemed like 
it could be done. Here was a wicked man, who broke the law, was unfaithful to his 
wife, manipulated the fears of poor people, and he prospered and amassed 
immense wealth and power. The trappings of what this prosperity bought him 
attracted others to desire to be like him and follow his example so that they could 
prosper as well. The worst thing about it is, a number of these people got away 
with their crimes. 

 It’s not so different today- we see it around us everywhere. Something 
concerning is that there are so many terrible things that we don’t even see at all. 
There are wicked people prospering off of the honesty and hard work of the 
people around them and the worst part about it is that so many of them seem to 
get away with it. We work hard, we desire to do the right thing, and it’s the sleazy 
guy down the hall who gets the promotion. We work overtime to buy something 
special for our child’s birthday, but it’s the burglar who ends up with the shiny 
bicycle. It doesn’t seem fair. Where is God when the wicked prosper and we 
suffer? We’ve all felt that way, and that’s one of the amazing things about the 
Bible- it truly represents human experience. In Psalm 73 we get to hear what God 
says to people like us who see the wicked prosper and seem to get away with it.  

 In Psalm 73 we hear God tell us to: 

[Proposition] Desire True Prosperity. 



 This text is like a two act play. Now I’m not a big fan of the theatre- but as I 
was working on this sermon outline I found myself drawn into this imagery. So 
let’s put on our tuxedoes and evening gowns for the moment- as much as we all 
probably hate them- and look over the program of what to expect. So here are 
the events of the evening: Act I: Don’t Desire the Prosperity of the Wicked, then 
the Psalmist takes an intermission, and then Act II: Desire True Prosperity. 
Repeat. 

Let’s look and listen as we view Act I with tells us: 

[Main Point 1] Don’t Desire the Prosperity of the Wicked 

We all want to experience prosperity. Nobody truly wants to have a difficult life 
while those around them get to take it easy. But we also like the moral high 
ground- we like to think that we are better than other people. So if we are being 
told “Don’t Desire the Prosperity of the Wicked” we have to answer the question: 

[Subpoint 1] Why do we desire the prosperity of the wicked? Answer: Because the 
wicked do prosper. 

Look with me at vv. 4-12- For they have no pangs until death; their bodies are fat 
and sleek. They are not in trouble as others are; they are not stricken like the rest 
of mankind. Therefore pride is their necklace; violence covers them as a garment. 
Their eyes swell out through fatness; their hearts overflow with follies. They scoff 
and speak with malice; loftily they threaten oppression. They set their mouths 
against the heavens, and their tongue struts through the earth. Therefore his 
people turn back to them, and find no fault in them. And they say, “How can God 
know? Is there knowledge in the Most High?” Behold, these are the wicked; 
always at ease, they increase in riches. 

So in this first scene of production we see something difficult to watch. We look at 
the evil people around us, the bad guys, the antagonists, and they have it easy- 
they prosper. The wicked live life on easy street- everyone else is suffering, but 
they don’t. The wicked are arrogant and it never comes back to bite them. They 
say horrible things, even things against God and it seems like God doesn’t even 
care- they seem to continue to prosper. They talk about all their successes, they 
talk about how smart they are, they work less hours for more money. They do 
things that harm other people and they are always at ease. They don’t struggle or 



strive- they coast- from the cradle to the grave. The rest of us find ourselves in 
trouble and stricken as v. 5 says. It’s not an illusion, the wicked really do prosper.  

The wicked prosper- they don’t have hospital bills. Their car never breaks down. 
Their businesses succeed. Their children seem well-behaved. The wicked prosper- 
they get the scholarships. They get the promotions. They get the good looking 
husband or wife. They wear the best clothes. They get the long vacations. Act 1 
Scene 1 has us sitting in our seats in the theatre watching the wicked laugh, 
dance, and prance about the stage with smiles while we sit in our seats 
experiencing heartache, sickness, loneliness, doubt, and frustration. The wicked 
really do prosper.  

So in the theatre of life why do we desire the prosperity of the wicked? Scene 1 
has told us it’s because the wicked really do prosper. If that’s the case, it brings us 
to a second question:  

[Subpoint 2] Why shouldn’t we desire the prosperity of the wicked? Because 
desiring the prosperity of the wicked bears bad fruit.  

Look with me at v. 3 and then skip down to vv. 13-15 

v. 3- For I was envious of the arrogant when I saw the prosperity of the wicked. 

vv. 13-15- All in vain have I kept my heart clean and washed my hands in 
innocence. For all the day long I have been stricken and rebuked every morning. If 
I had said, “I will speak thus,” I would have betrayed the generation of your 
children.” 

If in Act 1 Scene 1 we find ourselves in our seats watching the wicked prosper, 
here in the second Scene, we find that the spotlight has been taken off of the 
stage and pointed at us, penetrating into our very minds exposing the things we 
think. Exposing the bad fruit of what we want to do in a world where the wicked 
prosper. We want what they have and we may even be willing to do what they do 
to get the same sort of prosperity. But look at what this attitude does for us: it 
makes us envy them. Does anybody really want to be the sort of person who sits 
around jealously begrudging people of the blessings in their lives like rotten fruit 
in an orchard? Would we like to, as v. 13 shows, really regret doing the right 
things? Is it really the best way forward to think that when we have obeyed God 
and loved others that we wish that we didn’t? Are we really ready to start 



slandering God to the Christians around us with claims of His injustice? All of 
these things are bad fruit welling up from the root of sin that resides in our 
hearts. Envy, regret, blasphemy, are these sorts of things our goals? This is what 
happens when we desire the prosperity of the wicked- bad fruit. 

[Illustration] Last year, 30-year old Gemma Price of England was hungry and she 
desired what many of us want when we are feeling a little snacky- a piece of fruit. 
So Gemma laid down her seven month old baby Leo and got a banana. What 
could be healthier than a banana? She brought the banana up to her bedroom 
and opened it and immediately learned something- what she desired was not 
what she got. She desired something sweet, what she got was something deadly- 
a broken egg sack of hundreds of tiny Brazillian Wandering Spiders, considered by 
the Guinness Book to be the most venomous spider in the world. The baby 
spiders immediately filled the room. Gemma and her son Leo had to evacuate the 
property right away while a specialist team of pest controllers attended to the 
home. This was a bad piece of fruit.  

[Application] When you desire the prosperity of the wicked you embark on 
cultivating fruit that is just as deadly as the one Gemma Price opened. She 
thought it was just a banana just as we might think that it’s just a little envy, or 
bitterness, or complaining. But inside, when we see it really opened up, it’s 
deadly. 

You can’t get pregnant no matter how much you pray and then she gets pregnant 
with twins! You studied harder than you ever have and yet it’s the people who 
cheated who are getting the A’s. You pay your bills on time through honest work 
but it seems like the people who don’t work and get governmental assistance 
have more than you do. You have been a Christian your whole life, and yet your 
life is much, much more difficult than the atheist who never prays to or worships 
God. What you are feeling in those moments- your heart’s cry- that injustice is 
being done- is probably accurate. People are getting away with things but the 
prosperity of the wicked is not something to desire because, it’s a desire that 
bears bad fruit. This is where the first half of Psalm 73 leaves us, and it doesn’t 
seem like a good place. 

[Intermission] So we’re being told by God- Don’t Desire the Prosperity of the 
Wicked. So now the curtain closes on Act 1 and you stand up from your seat and 



you feel sick. The wicked prosper and just as badly, part of you wishes you were 
them. But it’s intermission, so you file out of your seat, out of the production hall, 
and into the lobby- perhaps regretting that you have to be here in the first place. 
While other people mill around you make your way up the carpeted stairs with 
the shiny brass railing. At the top you suddenly find a fancy balcony unoccupied 
and you take a seat. You need some time to think. Everyone else is milling around 
like there’s nothing wrong with the world, but not you. Why would you waste 
your money and your time and your life on something as depressing as this? You 
look down from above and you notice that things probably look a little different 
from here than it does in your seat below. And then you look over at the seat next 
to you in the balcony and you notice a sign- “Reserved for Playwright” and on that 
seat is a script. And you turn to the last few pages and you see where this 
seemingly depressing play is unavoidably headed. And everything changes- your 
view, your understanding of the prosperity of the wicked is transformed. You get 
up from the balcony seat and you head back down the stairs, through the lobby, 
and toward your seat. You have seen things from a new point of view- and it 
changes you and how you understand prosperity. Astonishingly, the Intermission, 
when you’ve taken the time to think, has become the most important part of your 
evening.  

And the same thing occurs for the Psalmist- he takes an intermission in vv. 16-17 
and he has come away with a new point of view and the author of life, rather than 
the author of the play, has given new insight into what it is that we are actually 
seeing when we see the wicked prosper. 

But when I thought how to understand this, it seemed to me a wearisome task, 
until I went into the sanctuary of God; then I discerned their end.  

The Psalmist has taken some time away, been able to separate his mind from his 
negative emotions and the circumstances around him for a few minutes and 
focused on the Triune God. And now, with new insight into the present reality and 
the coming future his understanding of prosperity changes. Living in the world 
where the wicked prosper is a wearisome task, until we come face-to-face with 
reality of God’s existence. Then, we are able to make sense of things. So, just as 
intermission prepares us for time to focus on the climax in the second half of a 
production, the Psalmist’s intermission prepares us for the climax of this passage 



of God’s Word. If you pull open and review your program, you would remember 
that Act I told us, “Don’t Desire the Prosperity of the Wicked” now, the lights have 
come up on the stage curtains are opening once again and in Act II we’re told: 

[Main Point 2] Desire True Prosperity. 

True prosperity must be different than what the wicked experience. So what is it 
like? First let’s ask God what true prosperity isn’t:  

[Subpoint 1] True prosperity isn’t a precarious prosperity 

Look with me at vv. 18-22- Truly you set them in slippery places; you make them 
fall to ruin. How they are destroyed in a moment, swept away utterly by terrors! 
Like a dream when one awakes, O Lord, when you rouse yourself, you despise 
them as phantoms. When my soul was embittered, when I was pricked in heart, I 
was brutish and ignorant; I was like a beast toward you. 

The Psalmist has been in God’s presence and he’s seen God’s ending for the 
wicked, and now he tells us what he sees. Their prosperity is incredibly 
precarious, it hangs on by a thread. The wicked aren’t standing on solid rock, they 
on a slippery, icy slope and it is steep, and their shoes were not made for this. And 
then God is able with just a light breeze to make them fall to their ruin- lost 
forever. The seemingly endless prosperity of the wicked then disappears the way 
one quickly forgets a bad dream- it seemed scary when you were in the middle of 
it, but now you aren’t even sure that you are remembering it correctly. Were the 
wicked prospering? Was I in trouble? I can’t even remember. They were like 
phantoms- did they really exist? And yourself- you look back at your envious 
attitude, your desire to have what the wicked have. Your temptation to speak ill 
about God, you realize your ignorance. The wicked person’s prosperity is 
incredibly precarious.  

[Illustration] Classical literature gives the most famous example of what may be a 
true story. During the reign of Dionysius II of Syracuse in the 300s BC there was 
supposedly a man in his court named Damocles. And Damocles was pandering to 
the tyrant king and explaining how great it would be to have such power and 
authority and be surrounded by such magnificence. So Dionysius offered 
Damocles an opportunity to know what it’s like to be in such a seat of power and 
influence and receive the attention of others. The following day, when Damocles 



entered the court he found things as usual with one exception: over the throne 
was a sword hanging blade downward suspended by a single hair from a horse’s 
tail. A little bit of friction, a loosening knot, a split end, and the precarious 
prosperity that Damocles desired would be over. Dionysius wanted Damocles to 
feel what it’s truly like know how precarious worldly prosperity is, and Damocles 
begged the king to be able to depart a position of such prosperity. If we take a 
step back, we see this all the time, celebrities are at the top of the world only to 
suddenly be divorced, jailed, or in rehab months later. A precarious prosperity is 
not true prosperity.  

So we should desire true prosperity because true prosperity isn’t a precarious 
prosperity. What else is true prosperity? 

[Subpoint 2] True prosperity is God’s presence. 

Look with me again at Psalm 73:23-28- Nevertheless, I am continually with you; 
you hold my right hand. You guide me with your counsel, and afterward you will 
receive me to glory. Whom have I in heaven but you? And there is nothing on 
earth that I desire besides you. My flesh and my heart may fail, but God is the 
strength of my heart and my portion forever. For behold, those who are far from 
you shall perish; you put an end to everyone who is unfaithful to you. But for me it 
is good to be near God; I have made the LORD GOD my refuge, that I may tell of all 
your works. 

Here is the climax of this Psalm and the lives of everyone who puts their faith in 
Christ- they prosper because they get to be with God. Notice the impact the 
change in perspective has made. The wicked are still prospering and yet the 
change in view that comes from being in God’s temple has profoundly shaped 
him. He recognizes that he has what he wants. The psalmist looks around and 
says, wait a minute, I may not have the prosperity of the wicked but I have what I 
desire present here with me. He desires God and he recognizes now that God’s 
presence is continually with him, holding his right hand. For him, it doesn’t matter 
anymore that the wicked get wealth and ease, because the Psalmist has been 
given his portion.  

In the old testament, when the tribes of Israel were coming into the Promised 
Land, each tribe was given an allotment of land- except for one. One tribe, the 
Levites got no land at all and they were told that the LORD would be their portion. 



Some tribes got to live in the mountains, others in the valleys, others along rivers, 
but the Levites- the tribe of priests- got the best thing of all- they got to enter 
God’s presence. So the Psalmist meditates on this and remembers the wicked 
briefly and says: Nevermind them, For me it is good to be near God. He wants to 
be in God’s presence.  

[Illustration] For the Psalmist, it’s like kids when they are with their grandpa or 
grandma. It doesn’t matter where they are, what they are doing, anything. They 
are with the one they love- the world can be passing them by and that’s okay 
because Grandma’s Here! And they are as filled with joy as possible. There is a 
peace and a joy that comes with being in the presence of the one they love. 

This is what God’s presence does- Eden was paradise, because God was present 
there. Heaven is paradise because God makes His presence known there. For 
Christians, joy and satisfaction in life is possible because God is present with them 
now by the Holy Spirit.  

[Evangelism] At first, this text seems to advocate that this is all relative. The 
Psalmist says, “It’s good for me” to be near God- in His presence. So we can think 
for a second, well it’s good for the Christian to be in God’s presence, maybe it’s 
equally good for the Buddhist to offer food sacrifices in their temples or for the 
atheist to drink good wine and eat good food and enjoy the pleasures of this life- 
all of these things seem like prosperity. But this text doesn’t allow for that. True 
prosperity is God’s presence. V. 27 tells us 

For behold, those who are far from you shall perish; you put an end to everyone 
who is unfaithful to you. 

If you are here and you are not a Christian, you are not experiencing True 
Prosperity that isn’t precariously rooted in your circumstances. You are not in 
God’s presence as you were made to dwell.  You might feel like you are where 
you want to be- you might even feel like you’ve got it better than us- but perhaps 
you haven’t taken time to go into the sanctuary of God and you haven’t thought 
about your end. The Jesus says that those who are not with Him are against Him- 
you are unfaithful to Him as this verse states and Jesus is coming to judge and He 
will put an end to you in a way that leads to an eternity of torment in Hell. But 
Jesus is fully God and He came and brought God’s presence on earth during the 
course of His life and in His death on the cross He accomplished exactly what is 



needed to bring you into God’s presence for eternity by satisfying the payment 
for all those who put their trust in Him. He has come to save you from Himself 
and bring you into the true prosperity that comes from His presence. But you 
must be willing to repent of your sin which means no longer desiring or trusting in 
false prosperity and put your full faith and trust in Jesus Christ.  

[Illustration] This text and this truth has particular significance to me. I listened to 
a sermon that John Piper gave that included this text, really in passing, and it 
shaped the way I thought. On April 26th, 2013, I had just received word that our 
friends had seen their first child, a little girl, die in childbirth the day before. This 
was significant for me because my twin daughters had been born the day before 
as well. Shortly after arriving back at the hospital room, I heard something 
announced over the hospital intercom that drew me to the room where my 
newborn daughters were struggling to breathe. What happened next were 
perhaps the most chaotic moments of my life. 

My daughter Gemma’s lung collapsed and her oxygen levels, which should have 
been in the 80s at the lowest dropped into the 30s- she turned blue. The head 
nurse started doing CPR chest compressions with her two index fingers on 
Gemma’s 5 lb 8 oz frame. The room began filling up with people as my wife began 
wailing. X-ray techs entered the room to try to diagnose the problem. Respiratory 
therapists were attempting to suck out some of the air in her chest cavity with 
hypodermic needles. Nurses were sprinting up and down the halls trying to get 
new supplies to supplement those that had been used. And I thought, in those 
moments, we’re going home with one baby. There are two car seats, two cribs, 
two knitted blankets, two quilts, and we’re going home with one baby.  

And the words of this passage began filling my mind along with the words of that 
sermon I heard from John Piper. God is enough, God is enough. He is good, He will 
take care of us. He will satisfy us. He is our treasure. Whom have I in heaven but 
you? And on earth there is nothing that I desire besides you. My flesh and my 
heart may fail, but God is the strength of my heart and my portion forever.  

And I sensed God’s presence with me, and it seemed like the world around me 
went silent, even though, looking back I can remember hearing much of what was 
happening around me. God answered a very bold prayer that I prayed which 
might be a story for another day, but after they were able to stabilize Gemma and 



air lift her to the NICU at Sacred Heart where she and her sister would make a full 
recovery in the following weeks- one of the nurses commented about how “stoic” 
I was during the preceding chaos. I wasn’t, I was an emotional wreck, but I think I 
sensed a little bit of true prosperity in those moments- the true prosperity of 
God’s presence.  

I’m not saying this to try to manipulate your emotions or to try to hold myself up 
as this great hero who has faith in difficult circumstances. Although I am like all of 
you, and what God does for one of His children He can do for others as well if He 
chooses. But I experienced a sort of prosperity that extended beyond my 
circumstances. 

[Application] What do you think is going to make you prosperous? Do you think a 
nicer home or car or better job is going to lead to prosperity? Do you think that if 
maybe you were a little bit younger or a little bit older or a little bit better looking 
that that is going to make you prosper? What would you change about your 
circumstances that would allow you to say, ah, now I have prospered? A little 
more business, a spouse, a different spouse? These things are rooted in your 
circumstances and they are a precarious prosperity and that is not what you 
should be desiring. 

Listen, if you are going to be fully satisfied with God in Heaven, start practicing 
now. Desire to be in God’s presence. Seek out things that mediate His presence to 
you. Take an intermission and make your way to the balcony- enter the sanctuary 
of God. The Psalmist recognized that his prosperity involved being in God’s 
presence because he thought about who God is and what He does for us. He 
thought about how God justly punishes the wicked. He thought about how He is 
the only one who has the attributes that could satisfy him. He thought about How 
God is present with us and guides us. But you know something, we know much 
more about God than this Psalmist did because we have seen that God’s promises 
are fulfilled in Christ. Your application assignment this week is to meditate on who 
Christ is.  

The love of people is a false and precarious prosperity, but the love of Jesus is 
sure and certain, to the point that He was willing to endure death on the cross for 
you. This God loves you. The justice systems of men fail because we don’t know 
everything, but God’s justice will be meted out perfectly, He sees and knows 



everything. Family relationship get stressed and strained, but God has existed as 
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit forever and are going to bring you into their presence 
where true prosperity is found.   

Undoubtedly, in a room this size, some of you have been influenced by the 
prosperity gospel. That if you follow Christ you will most definitely receive health 
and wealth. And you may receive those things, but it’s not the gospel you will 
hear from me. I will preach to you a prosperity gospel that isn’t subject to the 
precarious circumstances of economics or the operation of the human body but a 
gospel that promises true prosperity- the good news that if you come to Christ, 
He will come to you. In fact, He already has! A prosperity gospel that says that you 
will suffer as a Christian but that your suffering will lead you to more fully enjoy 
the true prosperity of God’s presence with the assurance that upon your death 
which is coming much sooner than you expect- you will be in God’s presence 
forever.  

[Conclusion] Al Capone was a wicked man who prospered. Undoubtedly a number 
of poor people desired to be like him. They desired the prosperity of the wicked. 
But when we see how he ended, dying of Syphilis- induced side effects after 
serving time in prison, we see how precarious the prosperity of the wicked is. 
Christians, don’t desire the prosperity of the wicked- we are called to desire true 
prosperity- the lasting and true prosperity of being in God’s presence forever.  


